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The Power of Art 

Our theme in this issue concerns the power of art. Today, we generally view art – and its 

power – as a “good” thing; we value art for its articulation, its aesthetic congruence, and for its 

ability to beautify our personal and workplace surroundings. For many years, it has been 

traditional in Western culture for art that has no specific useful purpose to nonetheless be 

displayed in our homes, at our jobs and in our common meeting places. Such art may not always 

be what is considered “good” art; some art critics in our time have made a clear distinction 

between mass or pop art and “serious” art (Scherman, 2001). But good or not, most of us 

somehow value art, albeit sometimes for its sentimental value, whether it be a piece of sculpture, 

a painting or photograph, or a poem, whatever its value in the grand scheme of things. 

The existence of art is evidence of the existence of humanity, especially with regard to 

humanity’s difference from the animal world. So far as we know, animals do not create art as 

revelatory of their inner lives; the products of animal activities, even those of primates, are 

generally practical in nature (Van Lawick-Goodall, 1971). Apes (and some other animals, 

including birds) may use tools, but they do this for the purpose of creating nests (as birds and 

orangutans do) or to create access to food (as chimpanzees do, with insects they eat) or for 

defense (Sanz, Call & Boesch, 2013). These activities have a purpose related to the survival of 

the animal that engages in them. Humans, on the other hand, create artifacts that illustrate their 

attitude towards aspects of the world that surrounds them. This is evidence of abstract thinking, 

and again, so far as we know, we are unique in the animal kingdom in our ability to indulge in 

such ruminations (Morin, 2012). Art is one of the most fecund indicators of abstract thought 

(Smith & Mitchell, 2012), because apart from its ability to illustrate aspects of the individual 

mind, it often serves no utilitarian purpose.  
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While we now know that art, in the form of sculpture, musical instruments and cave 

paintings existed in prehistory, it did not become commonplace until much later (the Balkan 

Neolithic, 6500-3500 BCE) (Bailey, 2005). Thereafter, as agricultural cultivation permitted 

humankind to create surfeits of food and stable shelter dwellings, inventories of leisure time built 

up, and some of that time was taken up by the creation of art. Art has also been the close relative 

of writing (Martin, 1994), as pictorial engravings simplified into graphological encoding. It is 

believed that in many cultures, the peculiar talents of certain individuals meant that they were 

called upon to create art for official purposes (Van De Mieroop, 1999), such as at the behest of 

rulers and employers, for funeral rituals and to document the existence of events considered 

noteworthy in their cultures. There has therefore been for many centuries, a kind of culling of the 

most talented artists, and it is believed that while the art that has survived may not always be the 

best that a given culture has produced, many of the civilizations for which we have records 

appear to have designated certain talented individuals to create artifacts of a representative sort. 

For centuries, art patrons and sponsors have relied on those individuals to use their talents to 

create pieces that go beyond the personal experiences of those artists. 

Indeed, this has resulted in a delightful tension that exists in much historical art. 

Rembrandt, Michelangelo and Shakespeare all created art about events and situations that were 

outside the purview of their personal lives. We have no direct evidence that Shakespeare ever left 

England1, but he wrote several plays that are set in Italy (Levith, 1989). Rembrandt created 

paintings that depicted events from Greek myths and Bible stories, about lands he had never 

personally visited and people he had never met. Michelangelo depicted such historical figures as 

Jesus the Christ and David. The “power” of their art was in their ability to supersede the 

                                                           
1 But see for example Shackleton, “When Shakespeare went to Italy,” The Booklovers Magazine (July-December 

1904, pp. 453-463). 
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limitations of their personal experience and encompass the resonance of such events, personages, 

and stories for their audiences. 

Today, while much art continues to do this, and writers, motion picture directors and 

plastic artists create work that is entirely the product of their imaginations, other art is about 

“real” things, or at least things of which the artist has firsthand experience. We believe that 

artists have a unique gift to be shaped by their actual experiences, and to relate those experiences 

in a way that is meaningful to us and has reality for us. Postmodern theorists say that we remake 

art in our experience of it (Barthes, 1967), and I believe that we do. For all the scholarship on the 

specific events in the lives of artists, and the insight that is presumed to form in the 

understanding of the influences of those events on the artists, it is the artwork itself that is the 

thing we care about, the thing that has power. We may be interested in the lives of the Beatles, 

but we care about their music. We may find the fact that Emily Dickinson seems only rarely to 

have ever strayed from home fascinating (Sewall, 1980), but we are primarily interested in the 

poetry she created. The power therein derives from that fusion of experience and personal 

interpretation that we value in a way that cannot be quantified. This is why we do not know 

precisely why great artists are great. The power of their expression is witnessed by generations of 

those who have experienced it; that cumulative appreciation is why any greatness is said to exist. 

In this issue, we have a number of noteworthy works that have a certain raw power. 

Sheryl Lain has given us “Hands-on Learning,” about her experience being taught by a great 

singing teacher, even though that teacher sternly rebuked her for injuring her voice as a 

cheerleader. This piece is therefore a kind of ekphrasis, or art about art. Ms. Lain lets us glimpse 

her long-ago past and appreciate with her someone whose art made her a fascinating person to 

the author, a person of artistic power. She describes the singing teacher as someone who made a 
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strong but brief impression on her, as she one day arrives for her lesson only to discover that her 

teacher has taken an appointment somewhere else. But for that brief time, we witness someone 

experiencing high European art in the high western plains of Wyoming. 

Jayoung Choi has given us “To My Trilingual Preschoolers” and shows us how poetry 

can be replete with rhetorical power. In the poem, the poet makes use of italics to indicate where 

words need to be seen outside their grammatical purpose and to be considered alone. Her brave 

young children must negotiate a world in which language serves not only the purpose of the 

communication of intention, but has political and social overtones as well. She lets us know how 

wonderful it can be to code-switch among languages, but also that her students absorb corrosive 

messages about what othered languages mean. 

Khalilah Ali has provided us with a wonderful but harrowing tale that combines strong 

interpretive power with observations from the real world. Sankofa is a Ghanaian phrase that 

expresses the exquisite tension that exists between the past and present. It means, roughly, that it 

is not wrong to go back and get that which you have left behind. In “Sankofa: A Modern 

Retelling of the Fable ‘The People Could Fly’” she relates the details of a terrifying place that is 

a place of war, but a war that is not always conducted with guns and bombs. The diasporic 

experience of American Blacks, especially those experiencing carceral suffering is given a 

powerful expression here. We direct the interested also to Ms. Ali’s audio telling of the tale; such 

a poem is meant to be heard as much as to be read. 

We who are editors and who have the privilege of looking at art in a critical way are 

engaged in a process of what might be called hunches. We have a hunch that a poem, song, or 

piece of pictorial or photographic art is somehow valuable, that it might somehow “speak” to 

someone other than ourselves. We always strive to be aware that we may miss and fail to present 
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something that is of value. This is an awesome and humbling responsibility, for we must say no 

to work at least as often as we say yes. And in that refusal and assent we wield a kind of artistic 

power, as well. Such power comes with responsibility and humility. We hope that our readers 

and audiences, wherever you may be, appreciate what we have humbly laid before you.   
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