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Learning by Heart:

Teachings to Free the Creative Spirit

“I think on some mystical level that Jan Steward and Corita Kent were joined at the hip in the creation of Learning by Heart. The mystery of life is apparent in the creative expression of their work together. This book presents unique ways of ‘seeing’ and manifests the power of creativity in very real and doable ways. It becomes both an inspiration and a road map for human development. We have entered a time on this earth where the quality of our creative ability may be the deciding factor between the extinction or survival of our human species.”

Bob Bates, Artistic Director and Co-founder of Inner-City Arts

“Through Learning by Heart a great teacher lives and speaks with us. This is a book to grow on, a book that can make us better designers, better communicators, and better human beings.”

Ashoke Chatterjee, Former Executive Director, National Institute of Design, India

“In this graceful book Jan Steward conjures the inimitable spirit of Corita Kent and Corita’s high-flying and break-dancing ideas.”

Harvey Cox, Thomas Professor of Divinity, Harvard University
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There was never a time when I did not exist,
 nor you, nor any of these kings. Nor is there
 any future in which we shall cease to be.

Bhagavad Gita
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For Corita Kent and Ray Eames
 And for my mother, Paula England


FOREWORD
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It was in 1979 on a trip to Little Tokyo in Los Angeles when Corita asked me to write this book. We would work together. It would be quick and easy. It was neither. She lived in Boston and I in Los Angeles. We worked by letter and phone and progress was painfully slow. We worked for hours on content and every few meetings the concept would change–sometimes radically.

As the years passed, Corita and I argued, laughed, and hoped for enlightenment. I continued to plod through many versions of our book. Sometimes we thought it would be named “How to Walk on Water” or “The Star in the Celery.” It was like trying to count and stack a forest stream in order to explain its singing. Finally, with the help of Andrew Zega and Toni Burbank at Bantam, a draft was finished. We looked forward to working together on polishing the text and, most of all, on the visual aspects. Corita had said the book must be only black and white to make it less expensive. She also was adamant that I not use her work as illustration. It had been a law in her classes that we must not use as sources the work of other artists. The exception to this law was anonymous folk art, which was the choice for source. When I worried that the book wasn’t right, she laughed at me and said it wasn’t the Bible or Gone With the Wind. “It’s what I want,” she would say firmly.

In early 1986, we planned to soon finish at least the concept. I would go to Boston in the summer and she would come to L.A. in the fall and winter. But in the spring she became ill and in September she died.

The book was published in 1992, six years after her death, and has not been available for many years except in second hand marketing. Prices range from $45 to $250 for this little paperback that cost $12.95 when it was published. There are no changes but a few additions.

Given the renewed and growing interest in Corita, following the forward to this edition is a brief biography of the artist written for this book by her former art student, Barbara Loste. At the end of the book is a chart for teachers showing assignments that would apply to specific National Frameworks and Standards for Visual Arts and a statement by educator and administrator Susan Friel. Though it was not the intention to write the book for teachers specifically, the response has been so great in many areas of teaching–not just art–that we decided to add this material.

2007 has seen a tremendous rise in interest for Corita and her work. A new publication, Come Alive! The Spirited Art of Sister Corita, brings us brilliant visuals and essays by author Julie Ault and Fr. Dan Berrigan, Corita’s dear friend. A superb film by Baylis Glascock, Corita, On Teaching and Celebration, shows her in the classroom, the Mary’s Day experience, her art, and includes various interviews. Both are available through the Corita Art Center in Los Angeles. For information on Corita’s shows, sales, and other activities see the Corita Web site www.corita.org.

Please forgive a major mistake on page 114 where I refer to “the two presidents.” Of course, Benjamin Franklin could have been, but never was president.

Jan Steward

July, 2008, Los Angeles, CA


CORITA: A BIOGRAPHY

“We have no art. We do everything as well as we can.”

Corita Kent (1918–1986) was a major 20th-century American artist and a charismatic teacher at Immaculate Heart College in Hollywood, California. Corita believed that everyone, and every student, was capable of great creativity. As one of her art students in the late 1960s, I remember how Sister Corita changed the potentially stuffy classroom atmosphere into a cauldron of queries and assignments, encouraging students to question most of what we thought we knew about art, or about most other things. Corita was inspired by the bits and pieces of life around her, from billboards and newspaper headlines to the international folk art that was keenly amassed by Sister Magdalen Mary (“Maggie”) who preceded Corita as chair of the art department. One of Corita’s favorite teaching tools was a finder, a scrap of cardboard with a window in the middle through which students discovered design elements in unexpected places—the supermarket, a gas station, cracks in the sidewalk. She immersed students in flow—the creative practice of observing and working with single-minded concentration—and overflow, doing lots of it. Learning art Corita-style meant serious observing and serious play.

Corita was born Frances Elizabeth Kent on November 20, 1918, in Fort Dodge, Iowa, the fifth of six children. Her working class Irish Catholic family relocated to southern California by way of western Canada. As a child, “Frannie” was both an emerging artist and a voracious reader. Her father credited her with making perfect reproductions of drawings of English artist Aubrey Beardsley. The caption under her high school yearbook snapshot read, “Frances Kent: devoted to art.” When she was eighteen, Frances entered the convent of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, taking the name Sister Mary Corita—or “little heart” in Latin.

Her first teaching assignment was with First Nation children in western Canada. Later, her scholarly community—in particular, her energetic and entrepreneurial mentor, “Maggie”—encouraged Corita to study art. She completed a Bachelor’s degree in Art from Immaculate Heart College in 1941 and a Master’s degree in Art History from the University of Southern California in 1951. As good fortune would have it, around that time, María Martínez, the widow of an accomplished Mexican muralist, gave Corita an impromptu serigraphy (silkscreen printing) lesson. Corita would later teach silk screening to hundreds of students in a cinderblock studio at the corner of Western and Franklin Avenues in Hollywood. Here, she produced much of her own work in the month of August when school was out, with the help of many friends. Serigraphy, for which Corita is still highly regarded, became her signature medium.

Even while wearing a multi-layered habit—which she did with amazing style for most of her teaching life—Sister Corita couldn’t have weighed more than 98 pounds. Nonetheless, she would sweep into the art studio, larger than life, punctuating her teaching with disarming quips. “Life is an opportunity to speak out before all the answers are in,” or “The commonplace is not worthless, there is simply lots of it.” These were often followed by killer assignments. “By tomorrow, do a hundred drawings of common objects—a chair, a hand, a shadow. Draw with a chopstick and India ink, use your non-dominant hand.” No student dared to miss a word, a gesture, a deadline.

When she wasn’t masterminding campus-wide happenings, doing chores, teaching, or producing art, Corita read. Suffering from a combination of insatiable curiosity and insomnia, she scanned everything from Gertrude Stein to Martin Luther King, Jr., from the prophets to the Beatles. Many of the quotes she gathered during those sleepless nights later reemerged, transformed into classroom lectures, or art, or both.

The tumultuous 1960s shaped Corita even as she shaped her students to see themselves as artists, world citizens, and people making “acts of hope.” Immaculate Heart College in Hollywood reinvented Catholic cool, attracting poets, inventors, designers, filmmakers, and cultural luminaries to campus. Sister Corita co-taught classes with many inspired teachers, including Charles Eames and his wife Ray, both visionary designers. The Eames showed students their documentary short films on toys, or travel, or soapsuds, sharing. their respect for the significance of the seemingly “insignificant.” In 1967, Corita appeared on the cover of Newsweek magazine with the headline “The Nun: Going Modern.” Many valued her work as a symbol of much-needed ecumenical change. Artist Ben Shahn, however, once referred to Corita as the artist who joyously revolutionized type design, and Corita became known as the “joyous revolutionary.” She often used insightful quotes from sources as far flung as science and philosophy to pop music and culture. Her use of free flowing, zoomy word juxtapositions might appear by today’s standards to be inspired by computer graphics, even though her work predated the widespread use of the Internet by over three decades. Corita was, simply put, way ahead of her times.

Whatever her notoriety, Corita’s enormous inventiveness touched people’s hearts and minds as much as she was touched by the pulse of her times. In September 1968, in the midst of social upheaval and personal change, Corita resigned from her teaching position and religious order, and relocated to Boston. Her career rarely faltered. During the next eighteen years she exhibited her prints nationally, she became a plein air watercolorist, and she produced distinctive works of public art. Most famous among these, perhaps, were her “Love” stamp for the United States Postal Service, and a 150-foot rainbow painted on a gas tank near Boston. Corita also designed a billboard campaign based on the affirmation, “We can create life without war,” which she considered the most religious thing she ever did. In 1974, Corita began a 12-year-long struggle with cancer. On September 18, 1986, at the age of 68, Corita died gently at a friend’s home near Boston. She requested that friends, family, and admirers hold a celebration, not a funeral, in her honor.

Corita often quoted the Balinese who said, “We have no art, we do everything as well as we can.” Based on that assumption, Corita developed an art education system in which the classroom and its multiple surroundings are the visual tools for learning and making. Now, with this new edition of Learning By Heart readers can rediscover Kent and Steward’s uncannily simple methodology: Begin, look, connect & create, work & play, celebrate! The authors’ insistence that creativity is based on the close observation of the ordinary and that art cannot be learned except by the heart are primary tools for anyone interested in living, working, and playing creatively.

Barbara Loste, Ph.D.

July, 2008, Spokane, WA
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PREFACE

We can all talk, we can all write and if the blocks are removed, we can all draw and paint and make things. Drawing, painting, and making things are natural human activities, but in many they remain in the seed state, as potentials or wishes.

This book contains ways of protecting or nurturing that seed, allowing it to grow into a powerful tree bearing the fruit of hope. Doing and making are acts of hope, and as that hope grows, we stop feeling overwhelmed by the troubles of the world. We remember that we–as individuals and groups–can do something about those troubles.

When I stopped teaching at Immaculate Heart College, I wanted to write a book that would pass on some of the ways of working that students had found useful.

Ten years had gone by and the book wasn’t out of my mind. Finally, I asked Jan Steward, a friend and former student, to write it for me. She did.

Now that Immaculate Heart College has closed, it seems more important that some of what transpired between the teachers and the students there be offered to a wider audience.

So if you have ever wished you could draw or paint or make things, if you have hopes of changing something for the better, this book might enable you to do just that.
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Most of the photographs on these pages are of works done by people who don’t call themselves artists but who have found the artist and the child who live in them.
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sign for a wig shop, Japan
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canopy for musician, India
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carved watermelon, Thailand
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wall painting, India
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Nancy Jackson’s bed, U.S.A.
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spoon, Africa
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puppets, Burma
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plate, Ukraine
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wood carving Abraham Rothstein U.S. A.
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straw horse, Mexico
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puppet, Italy
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fish toy, Laos
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balancing toy, China

[image: images]

the Watts Towers, U.S.A.
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angel, Indonesia
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mural, U.S.A.
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Day of the Dead figures, Mexico
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Creativity belongs to the artist in each of us. To create means to relate. The root meaning of the word art is to fit together and we all do this every day. Not all of us are painters but we are all artists. Each time we fit things together we are creating–whether it is to make a loaf of bread, a child, a day.

As teachers we try to participate in the process of empowering people to be the artists they are. And as artists, we accept responsibility to create–to realize our immense powers to change things, to fit things together in a new way. As artists we work every day. We make our own lives every day; we care for our family every day. It is hard daily work, this creative process. But it is also greater than personal. We are asked to care for others as well–helping them to create their lives as we were helped. Our work is global–we are asked literally to help make the countries of the world fit together in new ways. We begin this making, of course, in our own selves, our homes, our own country–but we can’t stop there. To dream about painting and not also to work at it doesn’t ever bring about a painting. To dream about creating a new world that is not teetering on the edge of total destruction and not to work at it doesn’t make a peaceful world. So it is important that we are creative people working daily on the greater picture as well, bringing to it all our skills of imagination and making. We make this larger picture also with hard daily work, by specific actions. All our creative skills are needed to keep up this tremendous work. And we work on it so that we and our children may have a world in which to fulfill our reason for being here–which is to create.

There is an energy in the creative process that belongs in the league of those energies which can uplift, unify, and harmonize all of us.

This energy, which we call “making,” is the relating of parts to make a new whole. The result might be a painting, a symphony, a building. If the job is done well, the work of art gives us an experience of wholeness called ecstasy–a moment of rising above our feelings of separateness, competition, divisiveness “to a state of exalted delight in which normal understanding is felt to be surpassed” (Webster’s).

In a way, the maker (artist) gives us a small taste of that larger art–the new world we are trying to build–a world in which each person, each country, lives in harmonious relationship with each other person and country.

There is a Zen statement, After ecstasy the laundry, which we might reverse to say, After much laundry comes a moment of ecstasy. The smaller ecstasies (arts) keep us nourished so that we have the strength to continue working on the larger art.
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For about fifteen years–from the mid fifties through the sixties–a remarkable adventure in education took place in a small Catholic college on a hill in Hollywood. A gifted faculty shone the light of poetry on basic skills and daily living. In the art department, Dr. Aloes Schardt and later Dr. Paul Laporte led their students through other times in classes of art history. Sister Magdalen Mary organized the department, formed one of the outstanding collections of folk art in America, and taught painting, mosaics and serigraphy, and Sister Mary Corita taught the rest of the classes. They taught us how to keep our eyes and minds open and that art is not separate from life. They were (and still are) animating forces in the lives of their students.

Corita’s classes were called “Lettering and Layout,” “Image Finding,” “Drawing,” “Art Structure,” and various other imposing titles. It didn’t matter what names they had–they were classes in Corita. She insisted, coaxed, demanded, and in short, was a tyrant. She taught with the pull of a strong tide. Bit by exhausting bit we were pushed into an awareness of the pulse and beauty of life around us and how to put them together to make our own life song.

We have no art, we do everything as well as we can was the motto of the art department at Immaculate Heart College. It is from the Balinese, a culture whose vocabulary does not include the noun art. The guiding philosophy of Balinese life is expressed in active verbs: to dance, to sing, to paint, to play. Art is a noun label and neither the Balinese nor Corita believed that one can live a life of labels, a life already defined. To work, play, see, touch, laugh, cry, build, and use it all–even the painful parts, and survive with style: that’s what Corita taught. She taught that art is not something apart from life and living. Her nonstop, red-eye-special assignments tore away at preconceptions, exhausted the self-conscious approach to art and led us finally, open and hopeful, in new directions. She asked that we let happen a personal journey down unfamiliar roads–in pursuit of answers which were, in some ways, less important than the trip. She knew we would encounter terrific surprises along the way, and her job was to make us able to experience and relish them. Living the questions was our job; we were never being artists.

[image: images]

Larger than life mosaic figures, IHC

Corita became my teacher, guide, and illuminator. She showed me literally how to see, by increments, a little at a time and then she showed me how to put together the words and music of the life around me. She taught me how to work hard and then keep on working ’til all came round right, and then how to play hard after that, and probably the best thing was when work and play were the same. She taught me not to remember the child I had been but to nourish the child still alive within me.

Corita told me my work was okay and that I was okay and sometimes I was more than okay and so was my work. And then she pushed and shoved and kicked and scolded and bribed me into believing it. She never said an untruth or gave false praise. She always found something good in the worst piece.

I know what Corita did for me, and I wanted to know if it were the same for others. I asked the first three people I spoke to about this project, What happened to you in the art department? Two said Corita had saved their lives and the third said Corita had given her life.

Neighbors around the corner from us have just added a beautiful deck to their house. I was sure when I saw it that it had been made by some Japanese master. Woodgrains were perfectly matched, joints formed and held–not with nails–but by interlocking pieces of wood. I was surprised when I was introduced to the carpenter, a young man of thirty-two. I asked him where he learned to do such fine work. I went to Immaculate Heart, he said, and was taught by a woman whose teacher had been a student of Corita. Did you ever hear of her? A few months ago I went for a new pair of glasses and told the young woman who helped me how much I liked her cheerful store. There were serigraphs, children’s drawings, banners hanging from the ceiling, and a parrot in a cage with his vocabulary written out so visitors could talk to him and get an appropriate reply. I asked who had put it all together. I did, she answered, and I asked her how she knew how to do this. I had a wonderful art teacher, she said. She didn’t teach us how to draw or paint so much as she taught us to care. She was a student of Sister Corita.

Both the carpenter and the woman in the optometrist’s shop spoke of how their art education had changed their lives–how what they had learned there spilled over into the rest of the world and changed it too. Neither had known Corita. Both had benefited from her teaching. I realized the process was alive and well after all these years and continued to have the power of those early days. With each generation, new ideas and new materials were added.
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If you have ever watched a wave coming to shore, you will have a pretty good idea of how Corita taught and how this book has been made and laid out. A long wave moves toward the shore in one great, continuous, rolling swell. Parts of the swell crest and break before other parts. As the wave advances, the foam outlining the breaking crests spreads and joins the next breaking crest–until finally the whole wave is included.

Now it looks like a continuous white line and soon it will be a flat bed of foam at our feet. The wave is the same wave but it includes many changing elements. It picks up and drops material as it moves along. The wave’s approach is broad and inclusive rather than the arcing line of a shooting star, even though it may move very fast.

In Corita’s classes, poetry worked in and out with the other arts, theory, techniques, rules, and assignments. This great, broad wave advanced and sometimes engulfed us. I have tried to make the pages of this book the same kind of wave. Each reader will understand and act on the ideas according to his or her own life experience. The mass of material is not meant to overwhelm, but to offer more than enough to work from.

I have used very few paintings or other art works by famous artists in this book. By learning to see the beauty in the world around us, and by looking at many things (not necessarily called art), we can lose our judgmental attitudes about pretty and ugly, good and bad art. We will then be able to find our own visual masters.

We worked within a rigorously imposed set of rules, but the most important rule was that a new set be established each week. We learned to adjust and become flexible.

Corita insisted that her students be totally devoted to the job at hand and gave generous praise for its completion, yet refused to enshrine it. She saw the finished work as a prelude to the next project.

Textbook definitions of art usually have a static quality that contradicts the process Corita taught. Yet in order to share the process, one must at least describe it, if not define it. I sent out a mailing to hundreds of alumni asking, What was the most terrific thing you learned in the art department? so that we could share the task of describing the peculiar way of teaching that left us exhilarated and hopeful when, by rights, we should have been exhausted and overwhelmed by the enormous demands placed upon us.
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Former Immaculate Heart College students will see familiar exercises and ideas throughout the book as well as material from my own life. My professional career and personal life have been deeply involved in Asian art. It was in Bali that I comprehended wholly what Corita’s teaching meant to me. Each of her former students, following different paths, would write this book in his or her own way: that was one of Corita’s gifts. She taught us a way of working so true and basic that we could extract the essence of that process and apply it to the work before us whatever direction our lives took.

This book is not meant to be a history. Histories are usually written after the fact. The process I want to describe is living and squirming and very difficult to pin down. The process is one of teaching, learning, growing, and doing things to make the world a better place. Whether that world is within you or as great as infinity.
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