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Functions of Art

Throughout history art has served many functions.
Magic and Religious Ritual: Some of the earliest works of art, such as paintings of running bulls in the caves of Lascaux, seem to have been made as part of a magic ritual used to promote a successful hunt. Ancestor skulls reconstituted with plaster were buried beneath the floors of homes in the ancient city of Jericho in an apparent attempt to magically control the spirits of the dead.

Propaganda: From the earliest civilizations to the present day art has served to promote the ideas and desires of the politically powerful. Architecture is a favorite tool used by political leaders to convey a nation’s sense of grandeur, wealth and self-worth, strength, stability and permanence.
Education: Particularly in illiterate societies art has historically served to educate the masses though narrative depictions.

Communication of Cultural Values: Along with educating the public, since the classical era art has been used as way of conveying (and encouraging the adoption of) cultural values. For example, during the middle ages and Renaissance the Catholic Church used visual art to convey Christian virtues. In the late 1960’s an image of a naked Vietnamese girl burning from napalm caused a nation to recalculate the human cost of war. 
Creating a Historical Record: A culture’s art tells future generations what they valued and how they lived. A documentary photographer seeks to record the world in which he lives.
Opportunity for Esthetic Pleasure and Personal Growth: People seek out art in galleries and museums to provide themselves opportunities for esthetic enjoyment. Through the appreciation of art an individual’s understanding of life changes, expands, and matures.
Vehicle for Personal Expression: Artists often make art to express emotions or ideas, or to communicate a personal response to the human condition.

Essay Problem: select a work of art made in the last 150 years (attach a color reproduction of the work to your essay). Analyze the work describing how it serves a number of the functions listed above.

