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Intensive Studies Curriculum 
 
 
 
In deciding what we want the Intensive students to understand when they leave this course, we 
established core issues in 2-D and 3-D work around which we constructed our curriculum, the 
exercises and the discussions. We decided to address:  
  
 

Composition/Structure 
Space/Perspective/Scale 

Color /Value 
Gesture/Motion 

 
 
We purposely limit the number of core ideas, forcing ourselves to deal with the most 
fundamental issues. Finally, we try to choose methodology (rather than ideology) to prompt 
discussion and critique from actual exercises and experiences.  
 
With each exercise, we build skills and also examine the effectiveness of the form (the structure 
or composition) the artist has used to carry his thought or content.   
 
 
 
Class Requirements 
 

• Student Show in May in the Bonsack Gallery 

• Artist’s Statement 

• On time assignments 

• Mandatory attendance at every class, including 3 independent periods each week 

• Outside work:  the student’s particular direction, initiated and maintained by the student, 

mentored by the teacher 

• Engaged participation in critiques 

• Coinsistent maintenance of sketchbook 

 

All of the class exercises demand, of course, perception and resourcefulness, and the Intensive 
student is also expected to fulfill her independent work conscientiously and in a timely manner.  
In addition, she is expected to present her work in a well-crafted and thoughtful manner. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The following are typical assignments for the Intensive student. 
 
 
 

COMPOSITION / STRUCTURE 
 
 
Cut and Torn Paper:   
Value and Structure 
 
Using simplified still-life arrangements under 
dramatic, controlled light, students work 
with just three other tones of paper to 
describe the value patterns.  They use cut or 
torn paper, or a combination of both, and 
they are forced to locate and assign 
specific values within this limited range.   

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Monotypes 
 
Students create many monotypes both in and out 
of class using still life as subject.  Plexiglas plates are 
rolled flat with ink, usually a rich black, but 
sometimes dark violet or blue, and students are 
instructed to work subtractively to model the forms.  
Students are also allowed a small amount of ink 
which with to work additively, if necessary.   
 
The range of values possible with this process is rich 
and almost unlimited.  Because the finished work is 
the reverse of the original drawing on the plate, 
there is additional opportunity to reexamine the 
composition.  Students are also required to think 
very differently about modeling and value, since 
they were pulling light out of a dark ground, instead 
of adding media to white. 
 

 
 
 
 



Black  White and Gray Studies:  Value 
 
Slides and discussion help move the students away from re-presentation and toward the most 
austere, yet extremely selective, division of black and white.  Using controlled light, which we 
employ for many exercises, we present the students with a simple still life and awkward media 
(like scissors and black and white paper only) that preclude them from defining objects.  The 
exercises revolve around the directive to design the page in black and white with references to 

the specific light/dark 
patterns that create the 
small space.  Generally we 
start with an examination of 
the division of the page into 
light and dark.  The idea is 
to strip away references to 
objects and content and to 
examine the nature of the 
page divisions and the 
effect of those divisions.   

 
 
 
 
 

 
SPACE / PERSPECTIVE / SCALE 
 
Perspective Studies:   
The Hallway and Interiors 
 
We often choose to begin with perspective to 
help the students deal with spatial illusion within 
the flat rectangle of the page.  We start with 
seemingly simple studies of boxes to observe 
the exact angles of converging, advancing 
and receding lines.  Sometimes what we think 
we know is not actually correct, and direct 
observation and recording of what we thought 
we knew is one way to understand more fully 
how to present convincing space.  The hallway 
studies that followed represent convincing and 
fully realized spaces.   
 
For the final assignment in perspective, students 
were asked to draw a view of a hallway in the 
main building in one point perspective.  
Students were able to determine where to  
 (Space, Perspective, Scale, continued) 



 
 
place the vanishing point on the page by visually lining up their pencils on the ceiling tiles and 
seeing where those lines converged.  Again, students are required to work without a 
straightedge and to use a responsive line:  to draw orthagonals as lightly as possible that work 
with the richness of the mark.  Line quality is key. As students become more sensitive to the 
beauty and language of the mark, they will discover how important it is in communicating 
information regarding space.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Line Contour 
 
The line contour still lifes continue our investigation 
of spatial illusion.   The thickness and intensity of 
the line can carry a lot of information: suggesting 
near and far, suggesting strain and compression 
and even suggesting speed. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



COLOR / VALUE  
 
 
Monotypes with One Hue 
 
After creating several monotypes, students select one 
or two hues to work back into the image.   Severely 
limiting the palette, forces the student to make those 
few colors perform many functions.  The limited palette 
also keeps the student from painting the local color 
(the actual color of the object) instead of a color 
which describes the form, but also relates to the space 
within the rectangle of the page. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure Studies with Wash 
 
We sometimes use acrylic wash to work from the 
model within a space, establishing a structured 
space around the figure. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Landscape, Full Color 
 
The students move into a full palette with pastel or colored pencil.  The emphasis is on 
maintaining a light/dark division of the page or a structure as well as maintaining a spatial 
perspective.  
 
 
 
GESTURE / MOTION 
 
 
Gesture Studies:  Animals 
   
Students complete many large ink drawings in class using a turkey or other animal as a model.  
Students are introduced to a very different type of drawing, using media with which they have 
little experience.  Students quickly learn that pressure on the drawing instrument (in this case a 
brush), will affect the quality of the mark differently than if they were using pencil.  Each line 
becomes crucial to 
communicating information 
about the form.  Students who are 
used to working slowly to model 
the form through value have to 
make rapid responses and rely 
purely on the quality of each line.  
 
After looking at Henry Moore’s 
Sheep Sketchbook, students 
begin studies of rabbits.  Using 
pen, students make rapid 
responses to the forms.  Since 
pressure on the pen does little to 
change the quality of the line, 
students use a buildup of line to 
create a visual push and pull of 
the forms.  The use of cross 
contour line and massing are 
particularly effective in 
communicating complex spatial 
changes that occur across a 
figure.   
 
Working from live animals allows for the examination of very different, non-static contained forms 
and spaces but has its inherent challenges:  the animals never stop moving and they rarely 
resume the pose you want...but there is no substitute for the understanding the artist gains from 
observing the structure, movement and beauty of living forms.  With the brush drawings, students 
must work selectively and remain conscious of omission.  The pen drawings, however, allow for 
overdrawing, that is that so many lines may be built up that they combine to form a nearly solid 
dark.  
 
 



Gesture Studies:  Figure Drawings 
 
Students work from the model both in and out of class, beginning with 2 minute gesture 
drawings.  Students then make choices regarding media and scale and work from longer, more 
sustained poses.      

 
Mass, volume, and gesture were explored 
as students work from the model.    
Observational techniques, such as 
measuring and transferring angles, were 
utilized.  Although these drawings are not 
merely preparatory work, the examination 
of proportion and movement were helpful 
for the clay studies from the model that 
follow. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



3-D Figure Studies 
 
Working from a dynamic pose, students model in 
clay from the live model.  Students add and 
subtract the media, emphasizing the axis of the 
form and distribution of the model’s weight.  After 
working for several class periods, the finished clay is 
fired and later finished with a surface color. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
These clay studies forced the students to 
examine the gestalt of the pose and to 
communicate that information in the 
round.    
 

 
 
 
Full Palette Landscape/Interior 
 
We move into full palette with the same 
objectives:  structuring the page, make the color 
hold a place, not color a surface.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



(Intensive Studies, continued) 
 
 

 
 
During The Intensive Studies year, we cover the four major core issues with presentations that 
take a broad, interdisciplinary look at these ideas through the work of artists and aestheticians. 
 
 
 
Composition/Structure 
 
The Intensive student is introduced to the picture plane as an abstract rectangle (not a window) 
in order to understand the structure of a 2-D work.       
           
With references to Rudolph Arnheim, we first look at the basic interaction of a point in a plane, 
noting the energy (or lack thereof) as the point moves around the rectangle, in other words, as 
the composition changes. 
 

 
We first show the Intensive students students Magritte’s Ceci N’est Pas Une Pipe to remind them 
that the page is not a window, but a structure which is organized by the artist to convey 
meaning.  We elaborate on this theme through the work of Degas (The Bellelli Family), noting the 
effect of the composition on the viewer’s emotional understanding of the family’s dynamics. The 
same is done with Sargent’s portrait of the Pailleron children. The Intensive students also see 
several pieces by Morandi as an illustration of a radically powerful, but quiet composition of a still 
life. As an introduction to contemporary interpretations of structure and composition, we show 
the Intensive students Jenny Holzer’s work which uses everyday benign structures for unsettling 
truisms and Cindy Sherman, who uses herself as a structure for social commentary.  Finally the 



students hear John Cage’s 4’33”, exploring the presence of form in the absence of sound and 
structure. 
 
 
 
 
Space/Perspective/Scale 
 
These issues are introduced through the work of William Bailey, where understood space and 
implied space collide silently. Botero, Turrell’s Roden Crater (AZ), Richard Tuttle 
(http://www.pbs.org/art21/artists/richard-tuttle), Ken Price, Tom Friedman (portrait carved from 
an aspirin), Michael Heizer, Anish Kapoor (Cloud Gate) and Jaume Plenza are all seen in context 
of space, scale and perspective. 
 
 
 
Gesture/Motion 
 
We look at kinetic sculpture and the work of Ganson, Theo Jansen, Pollack Serra, particularly 
House of Cards and spiral walk through Serra’s Joe. George Ricky, Tim Prentiss, William Kentridge, 
Peter Jansen and Boccioni are presented to the students and the ensuing discussion includes 
gesture drawing, movement in work, wheel thrown work, implied movement and movement of 
the viewer. 
 
 
Color/Value 
 
Discussion of color wheel, Rothko, Itten, James Turrell (Roden Crater Meeting House in Dallas), 
Bonnard, Vuillard, Ken Stout, Seurat and Pointilism. The science of color reception is 
demonstrated as is the use of color as local, optical and subjective color.      
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


