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Preface

!e "rst year I was hired at the School of the Art Institute in Chicago, I was on a 
panel with four other instructors. We sat down on "ve chairs in an empty ballet 
practice room. An MFA student from the Performance Art Department walked out 
in front of us. !e lights went down, and the spotlight went on her. She was wearing 
a 1950s-style calico dress. She spoke for ten minutes about her childhood, staring 
into the darkness over our heads. When the performance was over, we all went into 
a backstage room and sat on "lthy couches for the critique. One instructor said the 
lighting was overly dramatic. !e student had a little note pad, and she wrote that 
down. Another said the student’s story was interesting but too disjointed. And then 
a third instructor said something that changed the way I thought about critiques 
forever. He said:

“You know, you have very hairy legs.”
I expected the student to be outraged. She hadn’t mentioned her legs at all, so 

the instructor’s remark seemed way o# topic, way out of bounds. !ere was a pause, 
and then the student said:

“Yes, I know, all the women in my family have hairy legs. My mother never 
shaves.”

!e instructor grinned. “Wow,” he said, “I think that’s fabulous. Hairy legs on a 
woman have such an amazing e#ect. It’s so strong.”

“I haven’t thought about that,” the student said, taking notes.
!e conversation got very animated a$er that, and everyone started talking 

about shaving. I don’t remember if I said much: I was probably just taking it all in. 
I didn’t mind the subject, as long as the student didn’t mind. It was obviously more 
fun to talk about than lighting or narrative. What amazed me, and continues to 
amaze me, is that there was no sense that the conversation had strayed o# topic. !is 
is an art critique, I thought: a place where all possible subjects are permitted, all at 
once. !ere are no rules. Anything at all might be pertinent. It was one of the strang-
est conversations I had ever been part of. Not because it is strange to talk about who 
shaves themselves, when, or where, or why, but because it is weird to mix that kind 
of talk with talk about art, theater, lighting, and narrative, and then to try to under-
stand it all together as a way of teaching art.

It might have been shortly a$er that day that I decided to make a special study 
of critiques. Ever since then I have participated in as many critiques as I can. I have 
made audiotapes and transcripts; I’ve taken reams of notes and photographs; I’ve 
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talked to students and instructors; and I’ve read what little there is to read on the 
subject. For me, critiques are the most interesting, infuriating, and challenging part 
of art teaching. Of all the things that happen when art is taught, critiques the hardest 
to understand, the trickiest to make use of, the least understood, and potentially the 
most helpful and rewarding. 

Art critiques are very di!erent from the exams, quizzes, and tests in most other 
subjects. Critiques are more free form, more conversational. Critiques are some-
times one-on-one, but more o"en they involve a number of people. Sometimes 
there’s an audience. Sometimes the audience participates. In the end, critiques don’t 
always result in a grade: usually they’re pass / fail, and sometimes they are just to 
encourage the student and there’s no way to fail. An exam is on one subject, which 
everyone agrees on in advance. A critique can be about anything from the politics 
of the day to the student’s hairy legs.

How boring tests are by comparison! I have taken, and graded, enough tests 
to appreciate how they measure very limited properties. An IQ test, an Iowa Test, 
a GRE, an SAT, a Leaving Cert in Ireland, an A-level or an O-level in England, the 
Abitur or Matura in the European Union, or any multiple-choice test in college, is 
usually a dreary a!air. It tells me next to nothing about myself, if I’m taking it—and 
if I’m administering it, it tells me only a few things about the student. A typical test 
is just a set of little puzzles, like a wheel for a hamster or a maze for a mouse. Tests 
have the virtue of ensuring that everyone in the class is on the same page. #ey pro-
mote the accumulation of systematic knowledge. At higher levels, as in Medical or 
Law Boards, they ensure that people who make important decisions are competent 
in their $elds. But what does any of that have to do with living an interesting life, or 
being an interesting person?

Critiques are an entirely di!erent matter. #ey are unbelievably di%cult to un-
derstand, and rich with possibilities. Critiques are public conversations, “civic dia-
logue” as one teacher calls them. #ey can be open, inclusive, democratic.1 All kinds 
of meanings, all forms of understanding, can be at issue. Critiques can mimic real-
life situations: they can sound like seductions, trials, poems, or $ghts. #ey can run 
the range from deathly boring to incoherently passionate—and that is appropriate, 
because artworks themselves express the widest spectrum of human response. But 
the price critiques pay for that richness is very high. Critiques can come perilously 
close to total nonsense. Sometimes they just barely make sense.

#ere’s an enormous literature on testing, but almost nothing on critiques. #ere 
may be up to $ve thousand institutions in the world that grant the equivalent of 
BFA, MFA, and PhD degrees in the visual arts,2 and if each one of those holds just 
$ve critiques a semester (and surely the number is much higher) then there are at 
least $"y thousand art critiques each year. And yet there is no standard literature 
on critiques: nothing about how to run them, what they’re supposed to accomplish, 
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what standards they might employ. !ere is a book called !e Critique Handbook, 
but it is mostly about the basic terms and ideas that are used in art instruction, like 
“form” and “space.” If you’re new to the art world and you’re looking for a book that 
will introduce you to critiques but also to form, space, scale, format, line, color, re-
alism, and abstraction, then !e Critique Handbook may be a good choice.3 !ere 
is a fun chapter called “!e Crit” in Sarah !ornton’s Seven Days in the Art World; 
and some passages in the edited volumes Rethinking the Contemporary Art School, 
!e Routledge Companion to Research in the Arts, and Agonistic Academies.4 !ere’s 
a good book by Timothy Van Laar and Leonard Diepeveen, Active Sights: Art as 
Social Interaction, but it’s more about artists in the world than students.5 And there’s 
a book by Deborah Rockman called !e Art of Teaching Art, geared to introductory-
level drawing classes.6 All of these books spend a lot of time on things other than 
critiques. 

!is Book and Why Art Cannot be Taught
About 10 chapters of this book are expanded from chapter 4 in my book Why Art 
Cannot be Taught: A Handbook for Art Students.7 It is the only time I have ever re-
peated anything from one book to another. !e reason is that Why Art Cannot be 
Taught should really have been a book about art critiques, but it grew into some-
thing bigger. !e chapters on art critiques were buried, and students didn’t see them. 
I wanted to bring that material out, and write something focused on art critiques. 
Why Art Cannot be Taught also has a history of art schools, discussions of common 
problems in teaching art, and a section about whether or not art can be taught.  !is 
book got an early bad review on Amazon because someone said I was repeating my-
self.8 I have worked hard on this book: it has lots of new material, and every section 
is rewritten. It’s as good as I can make it.

What About Critiques Outside Art School?
!is book is all about individual and group critiques in institutions like schools, 
universities, colleges, and academies. Critiques happen in many places: among 
friends, in bars, in artist’s residencies, in community centers, in commercial galler-
ies, in project spaces. !ose critiques can o"en be less formal, because there’s less 
of a power relation, and—most important!—because there is no money involved. I 
hope that some of what I say can be helpful in those real-life situations.9I have one 
piece of advice about critiques out there in the real world. A"er you graduate, the 
chances are you’ll have a circle of friends, and you’ll all critique each other’s work. 
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!e danger is that as the years go on, you’ll get to know each other very well, and 
your friends won’t be giving you the serious, fundamental critiques you may need. 
I’ve seen this happen many times: good friends a"er ten or twenty years support one 
another, but that is not always what is needed. So my advice is: when you graduate, 
gather a group of friends, but then a"er #ve years, dump them and #nd another 
group. Critiques depend on honesty.

Terminology

A word about terminology. I call studio art teachers “instructors,” “professors,” and 
“teachers” indiscriminately. Sometimes I call the teachers in a critique “panelists.” 
In most of the world, “professor” is a special category, higher than an ordinary uni-
versity teacher. In North America, every department is full of professors. I am not 
observing those distinctions here. !is book is about visual art instruction wherever 
it happens: in a two-year liberal arts college, a community college, a research uni-
versity, an art department, an art academy, an art school, or a technical or design 
school. I take examples from all of those, without stressing the di$erences, which 
o"en hardly exist anyway. 

!e same goes for the expressions “art school,” “art department,” “art academy,” 
and “art university.” Di$erent parts of the world use di$erent names. !ere are over 
twenty “art universities” in Japan, which sounds odd to someone from North Amer-
ica. On the other hand the “art schools” in North America sound strange to people 
from Europe and South America, where art is usually taught in art academies. What 
happens in studio classrooms is o"en surprisingly similar, so I have not made any 
strict distinctions between schools, departments, academies, and universities.

I also don’t distinguish between BA and BFA, or MA and MFA, or PhD and 
DCA. Degree-granting di$erences can be very signi#cant, but not, I think, at the 
level of the critique itself.

Acknowledgments
!is book was written specially for the Sophomore Studio Seminars at the School 
of the Art Institute of Chicago, starting in summer 2011. It wouldn’t have been pos-
sible without all the colleagues I’ve shared critiques with over the years. I’d like to 
especially remember four colleagues who have died since I started work in 1988: 
Paul Hinchcli$e, a very adventurous painter and teacher; George Roeder, an Ameri-
canist political historian who managed, somehow, to bridge the gap between his 
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New Art Examiner; and Robert Loescher, one of the art world’s real originals. You 
won’t !nd much trace of Bob on the internet, because he gave his life to teaching his 
three specialties: Hispanic art, the history of sexuality, and the history of food. He 
was outrageously good at all three subjects. "ere’s no way I can name all the col-
leagues who have been part of critique culture at the School, but I especially want to 
thank Joan Livingstone, John Manning, Claire Pentecost, Frank Piatek, Chris Sulli-
van, Lisa Wainwright, Faith Wilding, Michiko Itatani, Anders Nereim, Helen Maria 
Nugent, Anne Wilson, Gaylen Gerber, Jim Nutt, Simon Anderson, Lynne Hixson, 
Alan Labb, Michael Miller, Stephanie Brooks, Beth Nugent, Werner Herterich, Mi-
chael Newman, Susanne Doremus, Carol Becker, Shellie Fleming, Candida Alvarez, 
Gregg Bordowitz, Jesse Ball, Mary Jane Jacob, Sharon Cousin, Frances Whitehead, 
and Barbara DeGenevieve, for their many insights over many years. "anks, too, to 
the student artists who gave me permission to tape and transcribe their critiques 
and reproduce their work: Sean Lamoureux, Alexandra Helene Copan, Chris Fen-
nell, Diego Gutierrez, Rebecca Gordon, Chris Campe, Catherine Arnold (now 
Scha#ner), elin o’Hara slavick, and Andrea Schumacher. And special thanks to 
Joanne Easton, who shared her MA thesis on critiques with me; to the gang on my 
Facebook page, for lots of ideas (you’re all thanked in footnotes); to Jerry Saltz (who 
posted my project on his Facebook page on June 23, 2011), and all his friends’ ideas 
(they’re all thanked too); to Buzz Spector, and to Tom Mapp.
 I have traveled widely as a guest speaker, and I have participated in art cri-
tiques in most states of the US (I seem to be missing Maine, Idaho, Missouri, Okla-
homa, Vermont, Alaska, and Hawaii), and in about 15 foreign countries. (I have 
been to art departments and academies in 60 countries, but I have only been in 
critiques in about 15 of those.) My traveling—on average once a week during the 
academic year—has given me a wide, nebulous, and unquanti!able sense of the 
$avor and style of critiques in many places. I’ve tried to incorporate as much of that 
into this book as I could.  

Feedback, Please!
"is is an unusual kind of book. It will be revised each year, with new material, and 
re-published. "e number of this version is at the bottom of the title page. ("e book 
will also be available each year in two versions: one color, and one black and white, 
for students on a budget.)

I think of this edition as a sketch. I would like to keep gathering examples and 
stories. If you have photographs or other information on critiques, please send 
them! I’m interested in !ve kinds of material:



1. Photographs of critiques, from any period.
2. Videotapes and audiotapes of critiques.
3. Transcriptions or notes from critiques, preferably with images that can be 

reproduced.
4. Books and essays on critiques, especially in languages other than English.
5. Anything at all on the history of the kinds of critique I describe in this book.

!is book is made of stories and reports and analyses of practices that currently 
exist. But everything has a history. Someone must have been the "rst to practice a 
Silent Teacher Critique (chapter 15) or the di#erent kinds of anti-critique (chapter 
20) or the "ve-minute critique (chapter 4). In my experience, people usually think 
their own teachers, or their institutions, were the "rst to adopt a given practice, but 
I think the history of the practices described in this book had yet to be discovered.  
So if you have any information about people who originally innovated critiques 
formats, please let me know!

Please write me with additions, comments, questions, suggestions, and of course 
criticism, at jameselkins@fastmail.fm or through the contact form on the website 
www.jameselkins.com. 

How !is Book is “Organized”
Learning about critiques is like walking into a swamp. (Ever walked into a swamp?) 
At "rst you squish along in the mud, and it seems like everything will be "ne. But 
then the mud gets sticky, and it grabs your shoes, and there are sticks underwater 
that you can’t see, and they snag your legs, and soon you can hardly move. (Why did 
you walk into a swamp to begin with?)

!ere is no yellow brick road to understanding critiques, no simple solution, no 
standard advice. And so there is no way to organize a book on critiques so that it 
builds from one thing to the next. What I’ve done is start with themes that are good 
for students in their "rst or second year (Foundation program, First Year Program, 
Sophomore year). If you are a complete beginner, I recommend reading these chap-
ters "rst: the preface, and then chapters 1, 3, 5, 6, 7, 10, 12, 13, and 14. 

As the book progresses, it deals with more complicated questions, and it is aimed 
more at upper-level BFA and MFA students. Toward the end of the book, the entries 
are more aimed at MFA and PhD students. 

!e book ends with several chapters that are speci"c to PhD programs. But cri-
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tiques are very disorderly things (that is why they are interesting), and whether 
you’re a student or a teacher, you can read the book in any order you would like. 

What’s New in !is Edition
Each edition of this book contains new material. 

First edition (2011): ten chapters from Why Art Cannot be Taught, with ten 
chapters of new material.

Second edition (2012): newly formatted; new pictures (from Tehran, in chapter 
41; from Singapore, in chapter 42); lots of stories and facts from Facebook; the list 
of “failure terms” is much longer (chapter 14); there are lists of the worst things you 
can say during a critique (chapter 16);  lots more words for successful art (chapter 
35); more on di"erent critique formats (chapter 4); and #ve new chapters on the 
PhD (chapters 44–48).
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Time for Critique!

A critique is an opportunity to see how your work looks to other people. !e 
ingredients are you, your work, and people. Some of those people have authority, 
and some don’t. Some make sense, and some don’t. Some are helpful, and others 
have their own agendas. 

Critiques take place in space (o"en a cinder block room with a concrete slab 
#oor, or a classroom repurposed), in time (from $ve minutes to six hours), in 
language (sometimes very abstruse and philosophic, sometimes technical), and in 
gestures (people walk, and point, and mimic art making). Critiques can be:

Confusing
Inspiring
Brilliant
Challenging
Too challenging
Over your head
Beneath you 
Annoying
Misguided
Repetitive
Boring
Exhausting
Unbelievably boring
Mind numbing
Too short
Incomprehensible
Strict
Like an examination
Like boot camp
Like therapy
Chaotic

Frightening
Traumatic
Personal
Aggressive
Predictable
Worthless 
Irrelevant 
Useless
Expensive and useless
Intellectual
Too intellectual
Anti-intellectual
Too anti-intellectual
Eloquent
Too verbal
Intuitive
Supportive
Touchy-feely
Inappropriate
Fabulous

Your purpose is to take it all in, and use it to understand your work more fully. 



3



2

A Sample Critique

Critiques have a certain !avor. "ey are raw and undigested. "ey are o#en a bit 
dull. Inspiration isn’t easy, and certainly not for instructors who might be tired or 
distracted. Sometimes critiques are passionate and even violent, but most are fairly 
calm. Every once in a while an instructor or a student will say something really 
memorable, but usually the language is a bit awkward, punctuated with gaps and 
silences, repetitions and obscurities. Occasionally critiques are brilliant: insights 
spark o$ each other and stupendous ideas rain down faster than you can hear them. 
But most of the time nothing tremendously interesting happens.

It matters that critiques are this way. "ey aren’t Shakespeare, and they are 
de%nitely not the professionalized language of art history, art education, or art theory. 
"ey aren’t philosophical investigations: they’re too disorganized and haphazard for 
that.

I am going to be saying some fairly abstract things in this book, so I want to begin 
by giving the !avor of an ordinary critique. "is is one that the student transcribed 
from an audiotape. It isn’t the whole critique, but portions of it. I have added some 
comments.

If it’s possible, you should read this aloud in a class, like a play, to get a sense of 
its tone, its mood, its language. It requires eight students to play the parts.

"e artist’s name is Andrea Schumacher. She’s a painter and sculptor, and you 
can see her recent work on her website.1 "is was taped when she was a student at 
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. "ere were seven people in the room, 
most of them faculty. I removed their names, and substituted letters: R, K, W, J, M, 
V, and Q. "e teacher called J is the moderator; she, or he, was in charge of keeping 
time. "e faculty saw a group of untitled pieces on glass, mounted together on a 
wall; three Xeroxes on acetate; and two collages on paper. "e %rst illustration here 
is the group of pieces on glass.

"e critique begins abruptly, with Andrea’s opening statement:

A "is is work in progress, and I just started doing the liquid light on glass 
[illustrated above], and I’m still in the early stages of working with it. By the 
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end of when I’m working with it, I want it to be presented so that it’s either 
backlit or exposed to whatever ambient light is present, so that one can see 
through the images. Right now, as they are against the wall, and I’m losing a 
lot of detail—so it is not the best way to view them, but I wanted just to show 
where I’m heading.

R !at double image is just a shadow on the wall?
A Yeah, I mean… they are not… I mean the point of working with transparency 

is that hopefully that one can have layers of information. Putting these up 
on the wall is just for practical purposes so that you can see them without 
handling them. !ere is more detail in that one… when light passes through 

it. What I hope to do with the glass is to have many layers, but right now, I’m 
just working on getting the exposures right. It’s de"nitely work in progress.

I want to interrupt this right here, at the beginning, to make a very simple 
observation. !e English is awful. Andrea says “by the end of when I’m working 
with it,” and then she says “right now, as they are against the wall, and I’m losing 
a lot of detail.” !ose kinds of errors are ubiquitous in our spoken English, but we 
don’t usually notice them. !ere are lots of hesitations and un"nished thoughts. 
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Andrea says, “Yeah, I mean… they are not… I mean….” !at sort of thing doesn’t 
appear in written texts on art, but it is part of the way people talk about art. It is not 
easy to talk about art, especially if you’re the artist and the work is new: you’re likely 
to be unsure how to speak, or what to say, or even what you really mean when you 
say something. !at is entirely normal, and it is important to attend to it and not 
try to censor it out. Whatever Andrea’s works meant to her at the time, they meant 
something more than “working with transparency”: that was just the phrase she 
ended up with, a"er two false starts.

R Will those other layers have other information on them?
A Yeah, that’s one of the main reasons I want to use glass—that’s one of the 

things I want to talk about, the aspects of glass and transparency and 
what kind of connotations you get from it, or if the glass is adding to the 
imagery or taking away from it. !e reason I’m using it is that it was a way to 
further manipulate the images I’m working with. I’ve worked with xeroxes 

a lot and I was getting a little… I was 
manipulating them in collage and I 
still work in a collage fashion, but I’d 
like more opportunity to manipulate 
the images. !ese works here 
[pointing to three images, one of which 
is illustrated here] are Xerox collages 
on acetate. !ere are a couple of layers 
to them, and I’ve been scraping them 
and just trying to manipulate these 
images, trying to put my hand on 
them to a certain degree. So I went to 
the glass hoping to #nd a way to get 
a little more $exibility—and I think I 
am going to be working with maybe 
a low-tech kind of photography so 
that I can do things that are along 
the lines of collage and montage. It’s 
a relatively new thing for me, and a 
lot of work has gone towards using 
the glass and also about the level of 
manipulation. Right now I don’t feel 
that I’m manipulating things as much 
as I want to combining images.  I think 
that I would like to have a certain 
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emotional or expressive content in these images—I don’t want them to be 
purely postmodern appropriations or recontextualizations. I think that I’m 
combining traditions of expressionism and using something that is more 
modern or postmodern—using appropriated images and I want to talk a 
little bit about that—whether that’s schizophrenic to take an expressionistic 
bent to a more modern practice. 

 So those are some of the things I’d like to spark interest in.
K How do you see these being presented, seeing as you are using glass. Will it 

be a hand-held object? Will it be on a stand? Will it be enclosed in a frame? 
Will it—

A I have thought of a couple of possibilities which would be in a kind of a 
shadow box frame, possibly back-lit, or lights along the sides, or on some 
sort of a stand with the ability to adjust the space between the layers—maybe 
enclosed, but maybe not so that the light could pass through them.

Notice what’s just happened here, from Andrea’s point of view. First she talks 
some more about her technique—the glass and the acetate. But then, in the second 
part of her reply, she tries to change the subject. She’d like to talk about content 
and meaning instead. She mentions a lot of things in quick succession: emotion, 
expression, postmodern appropriation, recontextualization, expressionism, even 
schizophrenia! !ere is plenty to talk about there, and she even says she’d like to 
“spark interest” in what her work means. But the faculty member, who I am calling 
“K,” either doesn’t hear or isn’t interested, and the conversation goes right back to 
technique.

W Have you only thought of transparent glass? It’s that I mean I’m just looking 
at… when you say backlit. I’m looking at it and thinking of how that would 
work or why the transparent glass—how would you backlight this? How 
would it a"ect this?

A I don’t quite understand your question.
W Um, maybe I’m trying to—when you keep referring to backlighting it…
A If it were in a frame and it were enclosed, like in a shadow box there would 

have to be some sort of light source so that the light could come through the 
images as they overlapped each other.

W !at’s what I’m trying to get at— 
R Frosted light bulbs.
W —because right now you have the shadows giving that double image, and 

that’s part of the transparent quality of this glass; and you talk about collage 
and montage, and you are going to get more of that, and if you backlight it, 
it will eliminate that… but I mean…
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Critiques o!en develop "xed ideas, which get tossed from one instructor to the 
next, and they develop a life of their own. One of the "xed ideas here is that the 
shadows of the glass are creating double images. Actually, it is hard to see those 
double images. #ey show up next to the letter “B” in the piece on the next page.

But the plastic ruler already has doubled edges, and the rest of the image is 
too blurry to make double images. People tend to stand at certain distances during 
critiques, and as the critique gets underway, it’s likely the faculty are all standing 
back "ve or ten feet, and they aren’t looking closely. #at means the conversation 
can go on about general ideas like glass, acetate, and double re$ections.

A I don’t know; I haven’t tried one yet. #ese are possibilities. I have no idea 
what it will be like—but I have talked to my advisor about having some sort 
of lit shadow box so that it would be like a light table—that kind of e%ect.

W You can print right on the frosted glass—it would do the same thing all in 
one—and when you backlight—

K —or any other support that is not, that doesn’t have—one of the main 
connotations that I can think of about glass is fragility or breakability. So I 
mean, how do you justify its use, maybe given your ideas, given that aspect 
of that particular material, because it’s not a hand-held object and you don’t, 
you know, you don’t impose any of these qualities about the material on the 
viewer, I mean then I would question the use of that as a support.

A I’m not sure I follow you, but I don’t… For me the reason I’m using glass 
is not for its fragility or breakability, that’s not the main quality. It’s the 
transparency, and also I think there are—it has a certain dated quality of old 
daguerreotypes or negatives on glass—those are the qualities I think about. 
I’m not really thinking about…

Did you understand what instructor “K” was trying to say? I think she, 
or he, was saying that there doesn’t seem to be a connection between the fact 
glass is fragile and the way the images are mounted. But maybe the idea is that 
there is no connection between the choice of glass and the subject matter. Or 
maybe that the characteristics of glass aren’t used in the piece. (I will come 
back to this speech at the end of this book, in chapter 42.) Andrea tries her best 
to answer, but she also wants to change the subject: and this time, she succeeds.

W What about subject matter, in relationship to why you chose glass? Is there 
any connection? 

A Well, yes, in that much of the imagery is medical. I think there is also that 
suggestion—of a cell on a slide—or on glass. So far that seems to be the kinds 
of connections that I’ve come up with. I mean at this point I’m working on 
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glass, it’s the !rst thing that came to my mind. I’m not sure if Plexiglas would 
work with liquid light; the chemicals might a"ect it, and since I don’t know 
silk screen at this point (I’m going to be learning it)… But at this point this 
is something I know how to do—and glass is one of the materials that liquid 
light will work on—so that was another reason.

K Well if you disguise what it is—I mean in a frame or some kind of enclosure—
then, then […] 

 You know the material itself is signi!cant to the kind of imagery that you are 
choosing… then it kind of does…

A I don’t know how much it is related—there is some sense of it. #at’s one of 
the things I’m wondering now and I want to get responses about… there are 
a lot of reasons to use glass (the practical reason is that it is transparent), and 
I can expose liquid light on it, but I’m not sure…

K I just think that if it was used metaphorically it would be much more 
interesting than to use it for any practical reason.

A Yeah, well, I feel like there is a sense of it, but I don’t know how far I want to 
push that and I don’t know if there is a di"erent type of subject matter that… 

Now subject matter is back on the table. Andrea says her imagery is medical, 
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and she has been thinking of cells on a glass microscope slide. Only a couple of 
her images look like medical samples, however: most are patients and doctors. She 
doesn’t mention any speci!c details of her work, for example the “A,” “B,” and “C” 
on the glass slides, or the small labels at the bottom of the acetate piece I reproduce 
here. ("e labels say “cripple, conscious, observer, critic, constrain, obstacle,” and 
each one is followed by a little doodle or autograph.) Because she doesn’t mention 
details, she gives the faculty license not to look closely. 

J It seems to me a lot of your search has been, this past semester, is the images 
are… Various ways of searching for the best way to express what you want 
to express… and glass is perhaps… a long way to do that. 

 It’s very interesting how the glass is very light and transparent and the paper 
acetate images are so much more heavy and dark. "ere seems to be a more 
ominous quality to me (it’s so framed in black), and at the same time there 
is a certain awkwardness about it (in the wrinkling of the paper), and I’m 
not seeing that same kind of awkwardness in the presentation under glass. It 
may just be because glass is #at…

A I am just in search of a medium, and I don’t know if there is one medium. 
Or does it involve drawing in di$erent types and kinds of material and 
continually experimenting and looking for responses to media? I’m using 
their relation to the images if there happens to be a good marriage between 
them.

W Have you printed these images on anything else other than glass?
A No.
W I’m only saying that just so you could grasp the di$erence in maybe the 

reason why or if even these should even be on glass. I’m trying to look for a 
way to gauge for the necessity of that glass.

A Well, the necessity of the glass is for layering, and I haven’t really explored 
that to its fullest extent, so it’s really hard to say at this point.

W O.K., because glass will allow you to do that, and you say you want to collage 
things on there, and then you start to get a lot of things happening with light.

A And also with the acetates—there are a couple of layers there and there is 
a certain amount of patterns, moirés, tints and tones that you can do with 
layers that are kind of interesting.

W Well, if that’s your interest, glass will do it for you and it will do it fairly 
successfully. I think if you are exploring you should do a lot of things and 
really work a lot.

A I am.
W And then you know manipulate like…
A Well, as I said, I’ve just been working on these glass images for only a month. 
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I’ve got more that didn’t work—I mean that just peeled o!—or things I did 
on paper which were kind of interesting.

K You know you should look at those combinations too—of the ones on glass 
that didn’t work and the ones on glass that do work and the ones on paper 
that either do or don’t work and look at those things layered.

W Is it a material? I just keep wanting to go back to the subject matter.
K Well, that’s important.
W You know the subject matter, and why there’s a lot of interest and investigation 

of material, and this material can take you twenty-"ve years of investigation 
and you still might be investigating what it can possibly do. Glass is very 
seductive in that way. 

 You can make thing become three-dimensional just in a single dimension. 
Fixed point objects come at you by layering them and building up a three-
dimensional quality to them and it can be very fascinating. I think it’s 
important to go back and look at the subject matter and "nd out what’s 
appropriate, what would work best. 

 I mean I’m curious about the subject matter that’s on there. You have these 
medical photographs on these light… I mean the only connection is that it’s 
like an X-ray sort of, and it’s glass and its transparency… I mean the only 
connection I’m making right there is, [is] there an interest there? Does it go 
any further than that as far as the imagery that’s on glass?

A I think that again that glass is more practical in terms of layering (this is I think 
what I said before), and the imagery is all from encyclopedias, and a lot of 
it lately has been medical, speci"cally inoculations and injections. I feel that 
the glass contributes to the clinical sense of the images. Also just, today I was 
talking with another student who is taking Margaret Olin’s class “#eories 
of Representation,” and she said that they were talking about the early 
photographic inventions such as stereo-optic viewers. Some of the reasons 
that these machines were made… had to do with theories of representation, 
scienti"c analysis of the way people see. #is was very interesting to me, I 
think that the scienti"c element has something to do with it. I’m using them 
metaphorically too. I know this sounds kind of jumbled, but…

#e transcript goes on like this for another ten pages. #is is an average critique. 
No one is especially inspired, and there’s a fair amount of repetition. People circle 
back to the same themes. 

At one point one of the instructors notices that some images are legible, and 
others aren’t: 

M Some of these have a greater degree of readability than others. Can you talk 
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about that? For instance, the one in the center (I’m talking about the ones 
on glass) the sort of cloud shape is the least readable—the one to the right 
of it is less readable than some of the others, and the top ones you can see 
what’s going on. So in some cases you are choosing images that are pretty 
obscure or the process to get them that way, [and] at other times you are 
pretty visible about it. How does that enter into it?

A !at’s not—at this point—that’s not a conscious decision on my part. !at 
has to do with my ability, and I’m just putting up examples of things that 
I’m experimenting with, so I wouldn’t even dare to say I made a conscious 
decision one way or another.

K You can take what you worked with, and even if in certain technical terms 
one can categorize it as a failure, you can take that thing and juxtapose it 
against something else. You might conclude that that’s exactly the thing I 
needed to make, so if I were you, I wouldn’t necessarily consider anything a 
failure.

A Well, these are examples. !ese are some of the things that have stayed 
on glass okay, and I’ve been experimenting with the enlargers and time 
exposures. I mean I might not have put them up if I really thought that they 
were… I don’t know… I feel like I’m not taking responsibility for them. It’s 
just that they are experiments, examples of—

W You’re investigating glass. 

What just happened here? !e instructor “M” noticed that some images 
have clear subjects, and others don’t. She, or he, wonders why. Andrea says that 
she isn’t aware of the di"erence between a blob and a doctor injecting a patient’s 
arm. If you’re not an artist, you might not believe that. But for an artist, it’s a 
common state of mind. You are so close to what you’re doing, so engrossed in the 
glass, or the liquid light, or whatever you’re working with, that you lose track of 
what you’re actually producing. A#er Andrea answers, instructor “K” jumps in 
to try to make sure she doesn’t feel like she’s failed. “K” says that it’s normal to 
juxtapose images and ideas, and that doesn’t mean the artwork fails. “K” means 
well, but her speech is also lets Andrea o" the hook. Sooner or later, as an artist, 
you’ll need to take responsibility for what viewers might see in your work. !is 
probably wasn’t the time to push that problem, and Andrea is relieved to be able 
to go back to talking about glass, which is the subject she’d tried, at $rst, to avoid. 

!is conversation is supportive and generous, but there’s another side to things: at 
the MFA level, you will usually be expected to be ready to justify what you do. Andrea 
would be expected to be able to tell the panelists why she chose that strange organ-
shaped blob, why she put labels on one of the pieces, or why some images of doctors 
measuring and injecting patients are realistic and others are hard to see. On the one 
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hand, it’s good for the faculty to acknowledge Andrea’s uncertainty. On the other hand, 
this isn’t an especially interesting critique because politeness and supportiveness 
get the better of the faculty. It’s always safe to talk about techniques and materials: 
no one’s sense of themselves ever got bruised talking about glass and liquid light.

I have been interrupting this conversation, but it’s important just to get a feel of 
how dri!y and uncertain and circling critique conversations can be, how they weave 
back and forth from techniques to meanings, from history to media, from personal 
intentions to free associations, and so I will just reprint most of the rest of it without 
comment. 

A Again, this is just the beginning and I’ve just started, so I can’t really say, 
“"is is the end, this is all I can think of with glass.” I mean, I’m beginning to 
think about other glass; glass with wire inside, pebbled glass, layers of glass 
and making the same image and having it recede in space. "ere are a lot of 
possibilities and I’m just at the beginning. "ose are all thoughts, but it does 
take a lot longer to achieve that in one’s practice. It is a possibility…

W Yeah, I’ve spent about six years working with glass, and I got P.P.G. [Pittsburgh 
Paints] to sponsor me with glass. It’s one of those things that the material 
itself is very seductive, and about the material you can spend a lifetime, and 
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to do all these things yourself. You can go to an industrial source and have 
somebody work with you.

W You can do photo-etching on it.
A Yeah, because I don’t feel con!dent enough in a lot of technical areas.
R You’re con!dent with this? With the photo-emulsion, right? "ere are other 

possibilities you may want to use. 
W "at same photo-emulsion becomes a repellent if you apply it on thick 

enough and you can blast right on to it. You can get some amazing qualities 
with how light transmits through the sand-blasted glass itself, if it’s about the 
material sand. It does things you’d never do with a camera, how it refracts 
and re#ects light, these nuances that… but that’s about the material and…

A And I think, as I said, since I’m in an early stage I don’t know the extent of 
the possibilities or maybe connecting the meanings and the images to the 
material, but it seems like there are many qualities that I’ve just barely begun 
to think of, and there is something seductive about it that perhaps maybe 
could help some of my imagery.

W Do you ever think of glass as liquid?
A No.
Q I immediately have all kinds of non-formal associations with the use of glass 

to carry photographic emulsion. I immediately have associations with the 
history of photography, and I also like that the kinds of images you are using 
could mean all sorts of things. So it does seem to be a very curious decision 
to use this medium for some reasons other than transparency. Also, that’s 
enhanced by the medical illustrations that you are using, so I get a very keen 
sense that there is some kind of historical comment here.

A Yeah, and I don’t think I’m aware of completely what it is. I wanted to get 
people’s responses.

Q It does seem though, that with the medical illustration aspect of it, those 
seem… there seems to be something going on there. "e one with the cloud, 
I’m wondering about the juxtaposition of it, especially since some of these 
illustrations have letters of the alphabet there, a suggestion of order. But the 
order is not in sequence. You’ve got B and C at the top and then you have A 
o$ to the side and E over there. So there is a suggestion of some connection 

what you can do and what you can say with it. I think that there really could 
be possibilities. I think that you are right about that.

R "ere are ways of working too where you can get a photographic image on 
and it kind of resists and it resists sand-blasting and you can sand-blast it 
and frost it, wherever you want. Have you seen that?

W Well I have, like…
R You should get some glass and try some of these things. You may not be able 
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in relations to the subject matter also that is enhanced by the use of these 
letters and this cloud. It does seem to imply some kind of center, even though 
it’s not…
But also seeing a connection with your other material not on glass… and also 
the glass is tinted, that suggests yellowing. !ese are all conscious decisions, 
or a sense of conscious decisions.

A A lot of the images I use I take from old encyclopedias and it’s not all 
medical, it’s educational, and talking about a certain time frame in terms 
of the 40’s, 50’s and 60’s. And there’s something about an order. !ere is an 
ordered quality to them: there are elements that I want to draw in which are 
otherwise…

M Whether you are aware of it or not, there does seem to be a narrative, poetic 
kind of connotation…

R I think it needs an external narrative to me, not necessarily something that 
illustrates, I mean describes, but isn’t a narrative. Maybe a parallel narrative, 
verbal (that is, a language carrier), because you have injection and scales 
and mutation. All kinds of things are entering this way beyond the medical 
implications of it, and what I think about the narrative thing is not just 
something that might come later once this is successful. !en you’re going 
to go to the narrative, but maybe it can’t be successful unless you have the 
narrative, another visual narrative that runs along with this story.

A I feel also that, in this state, I haven’t yet pushed the kinds of statements I 
want to make, the kinds of juxtapositions I want to make. !ey really aren’t 
there yet. So it really is hard for that to come out. 

 I usually have very similar images in another image that is being injected 
or pushed in, that helps support the connections. Sometimes I’ll have some 
of the same images, only in di"erent combinations that help amplify the 
meaning, but at this point I haven’t gotten those images all together and all 
on glass, but that has been one way for me to make the meaning additive 
and help draw the meaning out. I do think they could have another layer on 
another structure. 

K Yes, because otherwise some of those references are kind of easy. !e glass, 
the glass slides, the references that has to the medical and X-ray is kind of 
easy. It seems like you just need to get more complicated.

A You think I need to get more complicated? Because sometimes I feel like I’m 
being very obtuse, but maybe I’ve gotten to the other point.

K Well, there’s a di"erence between obtuse and being ambiguous, so…
A One or the other, but I have felt in the past that the point I’m trying to make 

hasn’t gotten across, so perhaps at this point I’ve achieved that and I’m going 
a little bit too far the other way.
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K Well, sometimes that’s what you have to do, I mean to clarify yourself so you 
can really see it, but then maybe you can start to get more complicated with 
it so that your references aren’t quite so speci!c. "is is “"is is this,” unless 
associations are set up, but then you can go past, you can say well…

V What’s your approach in terms of the collage? Sometimes I feel that we are 
supposed to see it as one total image and I’m aware that it’s been collaged 
and yet in… 

 In other images its less obvious that you are trying to hide that it’s collaged, 
yet it’s coming through…

A No, [it] hasn’t been explored yet. I think that the collaging in layers will 
take away some of that quality of the obviousness of the way I’m applying 
the image, although I still do want there to be a sense of my hand in it and 
to have the choice of image itself be the sense of my presence. When it’s 
exposed photographically, you take away that element of it application.

V I don’t think that you use… Well, I think that the mark is still very… that if 
you start with something and it’s not what you want, you’re going to end up 
with not liking what you do with it. 

A I don’t want to take away the quality of my hand, that’s not what I meant.
V "en I feel that I just need it more de!nite then, if that’s what you want—

de!nite marks. I feel that it’s too tentative.
K Yeah, I agree with some of that. It’s very much held back.
A Well in particular… Can you say in a particular piece? I’m kind of going 

back and forth on how much I want my hand to be there and how much I 
don’t.

K It’s tightly controlled on the one hand, but then on the other hand it doesn’t 
work that well, you know what I mean.

A I’m not sure what it is that’s bothersome, the fact that it’s a small element, the 
fact that…

K It’s the middle of the road, I guess is the best way I can describe it, and I 
think that’s what [speaker V] was saying as well. It’s like you want to make 
the mark. Ugh. Make the mark, you know, don’t…

A I don’t know, what I talked about in the beginning was that I do like a certain 
expressive amount, but I don’t want to be, you know, a Pollock painter. I 
don’t want to be a gestural—

K —Well this does not speak about something particularly expressive.
A You don’t think so?
K No.
A What would you view it as, I mean, what is the quality that…
K "at’s why I said before I thought it was very tentative. I mean it looks very 

much like a sketch actually, because the quality of the paper surface and so 
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forth. I mean it looks like a plan for something else, something bigger or…
A Well, do you think that’s a problem in talking about—
K —In this case I do, because this is a very interesting form a!er all.
A Do you think that if you saw that photographically on glass it would be—
M —You do have that image on glass.
A Yeah, but it’s di"erent.
M Di"erent image, but it’s the same. Just stick arms on that and you have it.
A Yeah, there are #gures inside there but what I’m saying is, Do you think 

that’s enough of a change? Or do I still have the same problem there, that it’s 
tentative or…

K It’s better, it’s better, but it’s still hedging the bet, because this [the cloud-
shaped image] is… that’s a very powerful form you know, [it’s] God, yet it’s 
[gestures to suggest doubt, that it’s uncertain or wishy-washy]… $e way it’s 
made up, it’s just…

A [Laughing] $at’s the way I am.
K I want it to be more…
A Do you think size would be anything to….
K $at’s part of it, yes. Something about size, something about tools.
A But that’s the way that I work, really, I mean I am like [gestures, moving the 

brush more with the wrist than the whole arm]…
K But you have these ideas that are not necessarily coincident with that way of 

doing it, so you’ve really got to look at that, you know, and try to… Because 
you’ve got some… $ere are some interesting images here, very powerful—

J —I think it might be time [to stop]… Sorry.
K No, no, go ahead, I’m rattling on.
J It might be time for you to step back. I sense a certain excitement with this 

to go back to the original idea, being that of a strong limiting force, and 
how to perceive this. Step one is made, and a technique is being learned, but 
let’s do all that. Go back to the original idea and say: $is is the idea. Don’t 
get caught up in the image that you’ve chosen, that the original idea gets 
watered down or lost. I think in some of these that’s been happening. $ere’s 
a certain struggle in your way. I think that struggle is important but, going 
back to that piece, because I sense…

A Well, I haven’t developed a comfortable way of working with the glass. I 
don’t have enough images yet to start manipulating them as I want to. $e 
darkroom has become my studio, and I’m not really comfortable working 
there. I’m there in the dark room, and I have the #lms and I’m trying to do 
the creative part there.

J But my idea is: be resistant.
K But don’t be too clean about it either, you know. I mean look at that [pointing 
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at the glass skylight], no I’m… And it’s got pieces of wire in it, and it’s cracked, 
and it’s got !"y years of grunge on it.

W I bet it would take emulsion.
A No, I don’t think so at all.
K It’s got a tooth to it.
A No. You have to polyurethane glass before you can ever put emulsion on it, 

so there’s—
W —or power etch it, or blast it. You need just a little bit of tooth for it to grab.
A Well, I’ll come in and talk to you about it. I know who to talk to now.
W Well, I’ve worked with glass forever. I don’t work with it anymore.
K Do you know the cliché verre thing too, where you either draw on glass, or 

you use an emulsion on glass and print that on paper?
A Oh? No. It’s a monoprinting of some sort?
K It’s contact printing, basically. You take one of these [the images on glass] 

and you expose it on photographic paper and you get the results. But what’s 
really interesting about it is the fact that [the glass] has a thickness to it so 
the way the light goes through there modi!es this image to some degree. So 
you should try that too.

A Yeah, well I’ll have to talk to you about that later, because I’m very open to 
new—

W —Well there are a hundred di#erent ways to work with any material.
K And you can draw on there… 
A And I would really like to have some way of working with it that’s freer.
W $at’s why it’s important that you grasp on to the subject because it’s really, 

really important, because you can get lost with it. $e magic of manipulating 
that material, a hundred di#erent variables, you really have to grasp on to 
something that you can carry through. And just something that’s real to you, 
something that means something to you, that will keep you moving in that 
direction of exploration. 

 Otherwise you can go a hundred di#erent directions and you won’t have any 
foundation for that exploration, and then you’re going to have to come up 
with your system of exploring, and… uh… it’s always good to really think 
that one out personally, with that little bit that you really want, so you can 
grasp it and say: “Okay, I really feel this way about this image, and then I can 
try one of those other variables that the glass is going to allow me to do,” and 
then make the connection so you can judge for yourself and see it there, and 
then have something to grasp. Otherwise you are going to be all over the 
place, and it’ll go, and it’ll grow out everywhere, all over the place, and you 
won’t know where to stop.

K And it will help you to evaluate what works and what doesn’t work, because 
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in a certain sense what [speaker W] is talking about is that everything works, 
I mean it’s all so wonderful…

W And how you look at it—I mean there are a lot of possibilities that the 
material lends itself to, if you start looking.

M Ultimately I think that the success or failure of these is not going to rest with 
the glass as much as with the images.

A Well, I feel con!dent that I’m coming up with the images, and it’s just their 
manipulation and materials that I felt that I really needed to explore. 

 I mean there are ideas there, there are a lot of ideas that I have, but I need to 
investigate more a way of putting them out and that’s what it seemed to me— 

Q —So do you have de!nite ideas about the criteria you use for choosing 
particular images?

A Well, Yes. Sometimes I’m not sure why I pick something, and then later it 
will become clear. "ere are, I think… 

 For instance the inoculation and immunization images are a very strong and 
perhaps obvious metaphor for the introduction of foreign bodies or diseases 
into the body. I was then going to place whatever I felt I wanted to that was 
being shoved into the body. Some sort of societal force or religion or images 
that hit a spark for me..

W I just thought of something you said, inoculation, I think of glass and I think 
of microscopic transparence, [which] lets you investigate—it’s almost like 
a… like a…

K A slide—
W —A slide, a glass slide that gives you all this information, and it makes a lot of 

sense with that investigation and inoculation, and certain things exist in this 
little world. Maybe you can use that as a diving board for you investigation.

A Well, it’s been the metaphor I’ve been pursuing, and there’s that kind of 
educational quality to it, this is the way this is and that is the way that is, 
tradition, you know, all the stu# that we’ve had pushed into us through 
textbooks. Forces that make us up that create bias and limitations on our 
thinking that are harmful.

Q I was thinking you might want to step outside yourself and try to focus on 
some of the choices that you are making… 

 You don’t want [to] make it so simple or so readable… but also explore what 
happens when [there are] accidents… 

A "at’s ultimately what… "at’s how it’s meant to be… 
Q "at certain kind of focus, in some way not specifying, but focus on the 

possibilities of connotations for your narrative, that’ll help give you control 
to explore your… Of course that’s easy for me to say.

A Yes, I mean there’s the problem of setting up too much to be said, there’s no 
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emotional comment or… to a certain extent I’m usually able to comment on 
some of the reasons why I’m choosing these images… Right now I’m just 
trying to pair o! the images. "e combinations haven’t happened yet. "is is 
just a sample of images to show where my thinking is at.

R Excuse me for breaking in, does everyone know where room 260 is? We 
are meeting back there at one. It’s on the second #oor and it’s somewhere 
between printmaking and photo.

K "e old $ber room.
A Are we through? I guess now we are.
R Usually we would ask you if you’ve got anything further to ask us, but I think 

you’ve done that.
A Um, yeah, I feel pretty satis$ed that we’ve touched on some of the subjects I 

introduced, and I’ll be talking to you and you about some of these techniques.

A little exhausting to read, isn’t it? You can feel the boredom of some of the 
faculty, and you can sense the di%culty some of them had in trying to $gure out 
what to say. All that is part of critiques. "e boredom, the ordinary lack of energy, 
are the reasons I won’t be quoting some very funny parodies of critiques, like Richard 
Roth’s play “"e Crit,” the video animation “"e Crit,” or the critique scene with 
John Malkovich in the movie Art School Con!dential.2 "ey make critiques look 
entertaining, funny, and absurd: and that’s sometimes true, but critiques a lot more 
besides, including boring, directionless, slack, and muddled. A $lm of Andrea’s 
critique might be even more exhausting than this transcript, because then you’d see 
everyone shu&ing and pacing and scratching their heads.3
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Critiques Aren’t Just Conversations

One way of looking at critiques is that they are just conversation. Judgment is an 
ordinary part of conversation. In that way of looking at it, there’s nothing unusual 
or somehow technical about critiques. !ey’re just talk.

!is de"nition bothers me, because it avoids the strangeness of critiques. 
Critiques are intensely weird. !ey aren’t just everyday conversations: they take 
place in settings where young people pay older people to teach them about art. !ey 
are very academic: they aren’t at all like what happens in the rest of the artworld. 
A#er you graduate, if you pursue your art into the world of galleries, residencies, 
group shows, juried exhibitions, and art fairs, you’ll see that there’s nothing out 
there like critiques. 

Here’s what’s normal in the art world: at the opening of your show, someone puts 
a glass of cheap white wine in your hand. People pat you on the shoulder. 

“Great work!” they say, “Really wonderful, fabulous, compelling, important.” 
!ey ask you easy questions, like “How in the world did you get the idea of 

putting a watermelon in a baby stroller?” 
!ey say they’ll be looking forward to your next show. 
“Really great,” they say, “congratulations.”
And then the opening is over, and that’s about it for critique.
In the artworld, people look very quickly at art. At a big art fair, for example, an 

average glance must be a second or less. People talk a lot about money, fame, and 
celebrity, and a lot about rents, supplies, and contracts. 

I don’t mean to sound cynical: the artworld can be absorbing and sometimes 
very rewarding. But an art critique is an entirely di$erent sort of experience. Art 
classes may be the only time in your life that people really focus on your work, and 
try to say all the things that it might mean. Meaning, interpretation, evaluation. 
Ambiguity, complexity, di%culty. Intensity, confusion, exhaustion. Inspiration, 
doubt, revision. !ese are things that happen in critiques. 

In the artworld, meaning is much simpler. What’s said about contemporary 
artists in galleries, museums, in short reviews, on television, and in glossy art 
magazines, is o#en easy and super"cial. Jasper Johns’s target pieces are against 
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Abstract Expressionism. Takashi Murakami’s sculptures are about consumerism. In 
art schools and academies, there are mountains of literature about artists like Johns 
and Murakami. Johns is about materiality, queer culture, and literalism; Murakami is 
about Japanese kitsch and cuteness. (Murakami has a PhD in art from Tokyo Geidai, 
where you can go and see his dissertation on !le. A page from it is reproduced in the 
next-to-last chapter of this book.) "ings are much more complicated in academia 
than in the artworld.

So whatever critiques are, they aren’t just conversations. "ey are very unusual 
situations, and it takes a lot of work to try to understand them.
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Critique Formats

In a standard BFA, BA, MFA, or MA critique, one or more teachers talk with one 
artist at a time. Sometimes the room is !lled with other students, and sometimes it’s 
private. In the !rst couple of years of the BFA, critiques are o"en class discussions in 
which each student takes a turn saying something. But there are many variations in 
di#erent countries. Here is a chart of some I have seen; you can mix and match the 
columns to make your own critique format. 

Time Number of Faculty Number of students present 
other than the artist

5 mins. 1 0

10 mins. 2 1 (to take notes)

30 mins. 3 to 5 2 or 3

45 mins. more than 5 All the student’s friends

1 hour to 6 hours (with faculty from other 
departments) A whole class or auditorium

Some critiques have a second part, where the student’s progress is discussed 
apart from the work. I was at one critique where the faculty met in an adjoining 
room, while the student and her friends waited outside. We wrote a report, with a 
grade. $en the student was called back in. $e Chair of the art department showed 
her the report upside-down on the table, so she could glimpse it. $en the report 
was taken back and put in the department !les!

Critiques vary around the world. $e academy in Zürich has a Professional 
Artist Mentorship Seminar; each week a di#erent professional artist comes to the 
seminar.1 In London there’s an initiative called Q-Art, a critique group that meets 
monthly in di#erent institutions and has about 3,000 members.2 Matthew Kolodziej, 
at the Myers School of Art in Akron, Ohio, has invented a format in which three 
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or four students critique another student’s work, and at the same time other groups 
critique other students; a!er ten or "!een minutes the groups rotate, and eventually 
other students take turns being critiqued. #at way the students hear the same ideas 
repeated, but not by the same groups, so that the context makes the repetitions 
interesting.3 Despite the many variations in critiques—and despite the fact that 
faculty o!en think they have unique critique formats—I "nd that critiques are fairly 
similar in many countries. Most "t in with the possibilities shown in the Table.

A number of cultures don’t have the tradition of harsh open classroom exchanges, 
making it di$cult to get critiques started. In the Nanyang Technological University 
in Singapore, Joan Kelly helps her shy First Year students save face by asking them to 
write their opinions on sheets of paper. #e sheets are folded and put in containers 
in front of each artwork, and then read out by the students.4

In general, the average situation is this: a BA or BFA critique is about 15 minutes 
long, and is usually done with a class full of students; an MA or MFA critique 
averages 30 minutes, and is done with more than one teacher present, in a studio, 
with minimal audience. #ere is no standard form for a PhD critique, but it can 
amount to a far longer conversation, one on one, lasting several years. (I’ll discuss 
that at the end of the book.)

Here are the average critiques formats for the BFA, MFA, and PhD:

Time Number of Faculty Number of students pres-
ent other than the artist

BA or BFA 10 mins. 1 A whole class

MA or MFA 30 mins. 3 to 5 All the student’s friends

PhD 1 hour 1 0

Unfortunately, there is no history or comprehensive book on this subject. 
Critique formats spread by word of mouth, and people don’t always remember 
where they came from. Many institutions bring their visiting artists to students’ 
studios, and that is one of the main ways that critique culture spreads from one 
place to another: people listen to the visiting artist, and absorb not only ideas and 
judgments but their style of critique.
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How Long Should a Critique Be?

A very simple reason why some critiques don’t make sense is that they are too short. 
Even an hour can be barely enough to get acquainted with an artwork. It can take 
5 or 10 minutes just to see an average 2-D or 3-D artwork—to walk around and 
look at it, to !nd the right angle, to feel it or hear it. (If it’s !lm, video, animation, or 
performance, just experiencing the work might eat up the entire time allotted to the 
critique, but that’s another problem.) Consider the stages, from the !rst encounter 
to the end of the critique.

A. In the !rst 10 seconds—which I’ll call the recognition stage—a number of 
ideas "y through the teacher’s mind, most of them not very well formed, and the 
result is a tentative overall verdict. #is can happen nearly instantly, in the space 
of less than a second. If I walk into a critique room, for example, and I see some 
geometric abstract paintings, I’ll form a !rst impression in the !rst second or two, 
and a couple of seconds later I’ll know some of the things we’ll be talking about. #e 
!rst thing a teacher might be aware of thinking is “I like it,” or “I’m interested,” or 
“I don’t quite get it yet.” And then, a second or so later, “#at’s a pretty interesting 
geometric abstraction,” or “I wonder if the student has done anything else,” or “I 
hope it’s not acrylic.” Older or more experienced teachers might have all sorts of 
thoughts in their heads in just a second or two.

B. Acclimation stage. In the next 20 minutes or so the teacher acclimates herself 
to the work. Some comments are inevitable, and there are things that always seem 
to have to get said, and that takes some time. If the works are paintings, it is almost 
inevitable that the teacher will mention framing, hanging, lighting, scale, medium, 
or color. If the work is an installation, the teacher has to mention the peculiarities 
or inadequacies of the studio space. I don’t know how many times I’ve heard, 
“Of course the "oor is distracting,” or “Ideally, you’d change the lighting.” In the 
acclimation stage, teachers tend to review their !rst reactions. #at means the really 
interesting, di$cult questions are only just ready to be asked when a 20 minute 
critique is drawing to a close. 
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C. Analysis stage. In the last 15 minutes of a 45 minute critique there is time for 
scattered inquiries to get underway. Even in a 30 minute critique, which is o!en a 
luxury in undergraduate programs, there isn’t enough time to go into any particular 
topic in a leisurely fashion. 

"is little schema (recognition, acclimation, analysis) is meant to suggest just 
how di#cult it can be to get any really interesting conversation going even in a 45 
minute critique.

In some kinds of critiques, the students begin by making presentations or 
introductory speeches, and that can severely cut into the time allotted for comments. 
In architecture critiques, for example, a group of students might present their work 
in a sequence of short speeches, taking up a quarter or a half of the entire critique. 
Because of the nature of architectural projects, there is arguably more information 
to be seen than in some other $elds (plans, elevations, sections, models, details, and 
supporting graphic material all have to be read), and as a result sometimes a smaller 
percentage of the material is actually understood than in other kinds of critiques.

Time goes by in a critique the way time passes in conversation. Some opportunities 
for understanding are lost in the silences between statements; some in remarks don’t 
go anywhere; some things only repeat others; some comments have to do with work 
that is not present, or un$nished, or not yet made. Time is spent on simple mistakes 
of seeing (“Oh, I see what that is now!”). "e best critiques are amiable as well as 
insightful, and that means another 5 minutes for parenthetical remarks, jokes, and 
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stories meant to ease the tension or to be polite. In a typical critique the acclimation 
and analysis stages are intermixed, so that people speak at cross-purposes, and that 
also wastes some time. 

If a graduate critique is 45 minutes long and there are 5 or 6 panelists, and if no 
one else speaks, and if each of the panelists speaks continuously, then each panelist 
has less than 9 minutes. Some undergraduate group critiques are 30 minutes long 
and have 10 or more people participating, which would give each person about 
3 minutes. It takes time to discover a work—sometimes, it takes years—and in 
those few minutes, between silences, repetitions, mis-hearings and mis-seeings, the 
panelists scarcely have time to adumbrate a considered response. 

!e illustrations here are of a performance piece by a student named Rebecca 
Gordon. !is was an MFA critique, so she had 45 minutes, but the performance 
itself would have taken 19 minutes, so she decided to show me, and the other 
faculty on her critique panel, some video excerpts. Observants was a very complex, 
choreographed performance with a sound component. If we had seen the entire 
piece, we wouldn’t have had time to talk about it at all. As it was, we saw the video, 
the space, and the pieces she had made for the performance. It took about 5 minutes 
to get settled, 10 minutes to see the video excerpts, and another 5 to walk around, 
leaving 25 minutes to talk—a good compromise given the time limitations. 

But with work this complex, a critique just can’t address anything except general 
impressions and random details. None of us on the critique panel could remember 
the details of the video. !is may sound unfortunate, but it’s typical. A student who 
makes a 15 minute "lm has the same issues. !e teachers will see the "lm, but by 
the end they’ll have forgotten lots of detail: no one can remember the sequence of 
scenes in 15 minutes of a Hollywood "lm, much less in a complicated experimental 
"lm. And these examples are not at all extreme. I had a student who made a 5-hour 
"lm, which only a few people saw. Another student made a performance so intricate 
that it required a wall full of maps and diagrams, which he could only begin to 
explain. A third student made a roomful of computer-generated sculptures, a 
tapestry, manipulated photographs, engineering diagrams, a painting, and an entire 
mythological novel about 300 pages long. (I was that student’s advisor, and I didn’t 
manage to get through the novel.)

If your work is complicated, or if it is time-based, any critique will be too short. 
!e challenge, for you, is to "gure out how to present parts of it in such a way that you 
get the best feedback. !e usual compromise is to take half the time and show very 
small portions of the work, but in the best of all possible worlds, you would show 
your work over several days. If I’ve seen a complicated work once, I can say certain 
things; but if I see it again, I can remember much more. Each repeated exposure 
deepens my response. If it is a "lm, I may want to see particular scenes again, or see 
them in slow motion. If it’s a performance, I may want to have it repeated several 
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times, with a conversation a!er each showing. "is is in the best of possible worlds; 
in the real world, I probably won’t see or remember very much. 

What is the ideal length for a critique? Long enough to let the teachers to revise 
their initial impressions. Long enough for the teachers to say all those trivial things 
that seem to need to get said (“Of course the #oor is distracting,” etc. etc.). Long 
enough for some real analysis to get done. Long enough for you to say whatever 
you’d like to say.  
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!e First Ten Seconds of the Critique

!ere is a limited sense in which a 45 minute critique, or even a 20 minute critique, 
is too long. People who have experience in art judge very quickly, and most teachers 
will have a provisional opinion about a work in the "rst couple of seconds—in what 
I called the acclimation stage. Teachers, jurors, admissions panels, and interviewers 
can look at slides very quickly, and that is not simply a matter of callous indi#erence.
I remember being in an interview for a teaching job in an MFA department, back 
when I was a painter. !e person interviewing me held my slides up against the 
$uorescent lights in the ceiling, for about a half-second. I was really insulted, but 
later I realized that might have been plenty of time. (I didn’t get the job.) 

Teachers can form not just provisional opinions but !nal opinions in those "rst 
10 seconds. Only a few teachers and critics would say that their "rst impression is 
not open to revision, but "rst impressions of visual art are probably more important 
and lasting than "rst impressions of a person, or the impression given by the opening 
bars of a composition or the opening lines of a novel.   

When I am in a critique I hope to undermine or complicate my "rst impression. 
But to be honest that doesn’t always happen, and when I am reviewing someone for 
a grant or a residency, I don’t usually get a chance to revise my "rst impression. !at 
may seem unfair, but it’s a fact of the artworld, and it is also simply true that 2D and 
3D visual art works quickly as well as slowly. It’s also important to know that quick 
opinions can also be well-informed opinions: just because my student paintings 
were turned down in a half-second doesn’t mean the judgment was wrong. But in 
critiques, you should get a second chance.  

As a student, you can guard against faculty judging you in the "rst 10 seconds. 
You can say, “!ese are just experiments; I don’t know much about geometric 
abstract painting,” or “!ese go along with my video work,” or “I don’t think of these 
as paintings,” or “!is is work I did last semester.” Anything like that will throw the 
panelists o# balance just a little, and keep their minds open a bit longer.
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!e Last Ten Minutes of the Critique

On the other hand, it may well take more than 20, 30, or 45 minutes to change 
a teacher’s "rst impression. If a teacher doesn’t like the work, o#en she won’t say 
anything right away. Partly that’s common politeness, and partly it’s because it may 
take a while for the teacher to "nd a way to say what she thinks without being 
curt. Sometimes it is possible to see that dynamic at work: the "rst few minutes, the 
teacher will be deciding how to say what she has already decided about the work; 
in the next few minutes, her opinion will slowly be shi#ing, and in the last few 
minutes, she may have time to develop second thoughts. 

Because there is no way to predict the speed at which a person re-learns an art 
work, or erases and adjusts her "rst impression, the best you can do as a student is 
to notice when that might be happening, and engage the teacher with questions and 
new ideas. 

!e last ten minutes of a critique can also be the best, because people know time 
is winding down. Teachers will make an extra e$ort to say something new, and the 
conversation may suddenly become energetic and unpredictable. !is is where both 
students and teachers should hold the reins, because free association, especially if 
it ends abruptly, can be more confusing than enlightening. As a student, you might 
latch on to just one or two remarks, and ask your teacher to follow up on them.

“Since we only have ten minutes le#,” your teacher might say, “let’s talk about 
what you might do next.”

I’m not sure that kind of suggestion is always helpful. More o#en than not, it 
means your teacher has just run out of things to say. You can try to make better use 
of the last ten minutes of the critiques by asking to return to something that was 
said earlier:

“Okay, but I’m more interested in what you said about my drawings, that they 
are too fragile. I wonder if you think that’s true of all of them.”

Anything to bring the teacher’s attention back to the place where they got stuck, 
to provide an opportunity for them to re-think their opinions. (And to work a bit 
harder!)


