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Lessons

n Moldovan schools, one of the units
in the 11th grade course “Man and
Society” is “The Arts”. The main aims

of the course are: to promote a
philosophical approach to life, to find
one’s own place in the world of ideas and
events; and to form a system of beliefs.
So, in starting the new unit, I wanted my
students first of all to consider the role
the arts play in our lives, to consider the
value of the arts. This determined the
theme of the lesson: “Is Art necessary?”
You may immediately ask: For whom?
And what kind of necessity do you
mean? But this vagueness appealed to
me, I felt it useful as the nonstandard
wording encouraged discussion and thus
further engaged the students.

The more specific goals of the lesson
were:
• awareness of different viewpoints on

the purposes of art and how these
purposes meet individual needs;

• development of the students’ skills in
expressing their opinions succinctly;

• supporting their hypotheses and
opinions, and generating new ideas in
the course of team work; and

• recognizing the importance of keeping
an open mind towards different artistic
trends.
To achieve these goals I needed to

create an appropriate learning
environment, and therefore I had to
answer the following questions: What
could inspire the students to reflect upon
the necessity of the arts? How could I
stimulate them to develop their
spontaneous opinions into conscious
arguments? What could help my
students see the practical value of the
lesson?

For me as a teacher, finding answers to
these questions was perhaps the most
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difficult part of my preparation. It was
quite clear that such a discussion must be
based on some work of art, one that
would be accessible to the students and,
at the same time, open to a variety of
interpretations. The students must also
have a chance to advance and support
their opinions, i.e. to move one step
further in their understanding and
arguments. I decided to use the song
“Home from the War” performed by the
popular Russian group “CHAIF”, and
also some statements on art from the
“Encyclopedia of Aphorisms”.

Now, to the lesson itself.
The Evocation stage was launched by a

brief discussion of questions the students
had received during the previous lesson:
• What is the difference between a book

by Leo Tolstoi and a book by Agatha
Christie? What is the difference
between Mozart’s music and rap
music?

• What benefit do people derive from
works of art? (The benefits suggested
by students included joy in the process
of creation or appreciation of art, the
opportunity to express ideas and
feelings, etc. For me it was important
to elicit various opinions.)
After three or four students had

expressed their ideas to the class, I asked
each member of the class to summarize,
on index cards, their own ideas about the
necessity of art.

All the cards were then taped to the
blackboard, with similar opinions
grouped together. Here are some
examples: “Progress in Art means progress
in life”, “People need to express their
emotions, desires, aspirations”, “Art helps
people express and preserve their feelings,
and as a result they gain experience in
understanding each other”.

I
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draw all of the students into the
discussion.

While listening to the song, the
students followed the words on copies of
the text in front of them. Their task was
to decide whether this song met the
criteria (hypotheses) represented on the
blackboard. For three minutes the
students worked individually, then they
discussed their ideas in groups of three,
and each group reported the results of
their work. At this stage the discussion
became more concrete, turning to the
idea that in the arts each individual may
find something that is personally
meaningful to him or her. Most of the
opinions expressed were similar since my
students had little experience in tracing
human feelings and emotions as
reflected in works of art. For this reason I
tried not only to involve the students in
discussion, but also to share my own
impressions of the song.

Home from the War

It’s dark behind your front door,
and the smell’s nasty, just like before,
your place was right up under the roof –
there you were a little closer to the stars.
You were in no hurry
coming back home from the war,
with the sweet taste of victory,
and the bitter taste of guilt.
This was your home, but the lock on the door
was new.
She’d been waiting for you so long,
but you couldn’t come back home.
A final night passed,
she was in tears, at your place,
and still you didn’t come,
but in crept Fear.
Fear stared her in the eyes,
through the reflection in the dark glass.
Fear told her it would be better this way –
better for both of you.
Fear showed her to the door,
pointed to the new lock,
it put the key into her hand,
and made it so
you couldn’t come back home.
And you went outside,
you sat down on the ground
like a homeless dog,
you were a little weary, and a little cold.
And you knew that had you hurried,
you might have made it in time,
but you couldn’t do anything about it now.
You took your guitar and began to sing.
But the neighbors don’t see why

you have to sing.
They don’t like your songs,
they’re used to suffering in silence.
They come through this dark doorway every day.
And when there’s a “no entry” sign
for them it always means “no”.
But you bellowed your merry song
with the sorrowful ending.
Some men came to see what all the noise was,
and with them you drew lots –
you had to go and fetch the wine.
There was an empty tin can –
they used it as a wineglass.
You got a little warmer,
but had to fight against sleep.
And then you told them everything –
you even told them about the war.
But one of them yelled:
“You’re a liar, musician!” –
then you pressed yourself against the wall.
You hit first,
as your father had taught you
many years ago.
And then you managed to glance at the window –
just when she was putting out the light.
It’s dark behind your front door,
and the smell’s nasty, just like before,
your place was right up under the roof –
there you were a little closer to the stars.
You were in no hurry
coming back home from the war,
with the sweet taste of victory,
and the bitter taste of guilt.

Vladimir Shakhrin
recorded by CHAIF on the album

CHAIF at 15: It’s all just beginning (2000)
(reprinted with permission)

This exercise prepared the way for a
discussion of the question, “Is Art
necessary?” The blackboard covered with
index cards showed that we would be
answering this question positively, and
the diversity of opinions provided a good
starting point for discussion.

The Realization of Meaning stage of the
lesson began with listening to the song
“Home from the War”, performed by
“CHAIF”, a popular group of rock
musicians. I chose this piece for several
reasons. First, school discussions about
the arts are usually illustrated by works
of classical authors and composers; these
works and artists are often remote from
the students’ interests and experiences.
Using a popular, contemporary song was
sure to come as a surprise to many
members of the class. I expected that this
surprise would pique the interest of even
those students who remained passive
after the Evocation stage, and serve to
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To explore the theme more deeply, we
worked with aphorisms about art: each
student received a card with several
quotations and was asked to choose the
one that had the strongest connection
with the song we had just listened to. The
results were discussed in small groups,
then each group chose a single quotation
and explained their choice to the class.

To advance to the Reflection stage,
which demands a special emotional
state as well as a “warmed-up brain”, I
told the students a short story about an
art contest (based upon “The Contest”
by V. Veresayev).

Once there was a city, and in the city was
a square called The Square of Beauty. And
the City Council decided to install a painting
there that would celebrate The Beauty of
Woman. One eminent artist, sophisticated
and renowned, said that he would travel the
world in search of the ideal of female beauty.
His young competitor, however, said that he
would not have to go far, for he saw this ideal
in his wife, whose name was Little Dawn.

A year passed. Finally, the day came when
the people of the city gathered in the square,
in front of two covered paintings. A bell rang,
and the people quieted down, waiting for the
cover to be removed from the renowned
master’s painting. When it was, there was a
buzz in the crowd followed by complete
silence. In a wreath of violets, a maiden stood
high above the crowd. Her eyes were large
and clear like the sky after a thunderstorm.
No one in the city had ever seen such beauty.
This beauty was dazzling, almost blinding,
but they could not take their eyes off that
face. When they finally looked away from
the painting at the world around them,
everything seemed dim to them. The girls
and women of the city hung their heads
diffidently, and the boys and men, comparing
them with the Violet-Wreathed Maiden,
asked themselves, “Why did we ever like
those ill-proportioned bodies and dull eyes?”
So they stood like that for a long time and
then let out a great sigh, a general sigh of
yearning.

Reluctantly, one of the elders made a sign
and the cover fell from the young painter’s
picture. There was an almost indignant
murmur in the crowd. The picture showed
Little Dawn sitting on a bench, her arms
around her knee, her face slightly forward.
She was looking at the crowd. She was quite
true to life, in that picture, with her slightly
slanting eyes, her turned-up nose, her skin
burnt by the sun.

There was an uproar, and some vulgar
remarks could be heard. Someone suggested

Thoughts on Art

Most people, engaging in the silliest, most useless,
and very often immoral pastimes – writing and
reading books, painting and contemplating pictures,
composing and listening to music or attending plays
or concerts – are apt to think quite sincerely that
they are busy with something that is intellectual,
useful and sublime.

Leo Tolstoi (Russian writer, 1828-1910)
(as cited in Encyclopedia of aphorisms, 2000)

Art never addresses the crowd, it speaks to the
individual, in the deepest, innermost recesses of his
soul.

Maximilian Voloshin (Russian poet and writer, 1877-1932)
(as cited in Encyclopedia of aphorisms, 2000)

Art is a substitute for life, so it is loved by those who
are failures in life.

Vassily Klyuchevsky (Russian historian)
(as cited in Encyclopedia of aphorisms, 2000)

It is through Art, and through Art only, that we can
realize our perfection; through Art, and through Art
only, that we can shield ourselves from the sordid
perils of actual existence.

Oscar Wilde, Anglo-Irish playwright and poet, in Intentions (1891)
“The Critic as Artist” pt. 2 (as cited in The Oxford Dictionary of

Quotations, 1992)

It is the glory and good of Art,
That Art remains the one way possible
Of speaking truth, to mouths like mine, at least.

Robert Browning, English poet,
in The Ring and the Book (1968-9) Bk. 12, 1.

(as cited in The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 1992)

We all know that Art is not truth. Art is a lie that
makes us realize truth.

Pablo Picasso, Spanish painter,
in Dore Ashton Picasso on Art

(as cited in The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, 1992)
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that the self-assured young artist and his
picture should be stoned. But gradually the
noise subsided, and there was silence as the
crowd began to notice a strange light coming
from the painted face of Little Dawn. It made
everyone in the square feel warm and cozy,
and brought back memories of the best
moments of their own love. It was the same
light that had shone in the faces of their
beloveds when their first secret promises were
made. This light evoked the eternal, all-
conquering beauty in each woman.

Then somebody shouted, and everyone
agreed, “Let the young artist be the winner!”

Following the story, the students were
asked to write a 5-minute essay
beginning with the words “If there were
no art...”

Here are some of the results:

• If there were no art, people would not learn to
value the world around them. Art opens their eyes
to what is important for them. (Tanya Samoil)

• If there were no art, people would not be very
different from animals. The capacity to create
something that can reveal our thoughts and
express our feelings – the capacity to share what
we see and hear with others – is what dis-
tinguishes Man from other beings. Every person
can leave something for the future, for coming
generations, and that is why art is everlasting.
It helps us not only to understand each other
better, but also to achieve a kind of immortality.
(Marina Stratanovich)

• If there were no art people would simply miss
out on many things in life that are of great value.
They would not be able to understand other
people’s viewpoints and feelings. Art introduces
us to new feelings, new ideas, a new under-
standing of life and all that is in it. Which is to
say, people begin to value what previously
perhaps they did not consider worthy of their
attention: beauty, love, human relations. (Irina
Stratanovich)

When the essays were completed it was
time to conclude the lesson, and the
students talked about what they had
learned.

Their homework assignment was to
consider the following questions:
• Why doesn’t everyone like Bach,

Shakespeare and other recognized
artistic geniuses?

• Why do some works of art last for
centuries, and others for just a few
weeks?
The answers to these questions would

become the Evocation stage of the next

lesson, devoted to popular culture and
the art of the elite.

Our lesson on the theme “Why is art
necessary?” had lasted 80 minutes.

Below are some additional reflections
on my part.

The song proved to be a good choice:
many students not only followed their
texts, but joined in singing, and this
emotional involvement prepared the
way for active participation in the
discussion.

Work with aphorisms – interpreting
them, giving reasons for choosing one
over another – involved higher-level
thinking. For the students, it was a
chance to compare their own opinions
with the ideas of great writers, politicians
and philosophers. In addition, the
original, often paradoxical forms of the
quotations, and the depth of the
thoughts expressed, helped the students
generate their own ideas.

In conclusion I would like to pose some
questions to the reader. Dear colleague,
do you find the lesson described useful?
Do you think there was enough new
information at the Realization of
Meaning stage? What could you suggest
to make the lesson better?
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