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The three basic elements of a critique are: 

Description/Analysis, Look closely at the object and describe what you see. First impressions are important but so are the things that are revealed after some examination. It may be helpful to use metaphors. Make a list of descriptive adjectives that the piece embodies.  

Is it still or does it move? Is it loud or quiet? Is it tight or loose?

Is there tension in the piece? Good tension or bad tension?

Does any one aspect of the piece stand out?

What does the piece make you think of? Are there any clear references?

Interpretation, This is the most difficult but the most important part. Here is where you get at the core of the matter. What is the piece all about?  What are the main concerns of the object? What does it communicate? You could start with the big picture and move to specifics. 
Judgment, This is the most difficult part. Passing judgment on someone else’s piece is not easy, and hearing other people’s judgment is definitely not easy. However, we all really want to know how successful our work is. Remember that this part is subjective. One person may find the piece very moving and another may be completely indifferent to it. 
Based on the criteria you have already discussed, how successful is the object? Do all aspects of the piece add up to make a clear statement? Does the piece teach you something you didn’t already know? Does it make you see something in a different way? Do you have an emotional response to the piece? 
Some general guidelines:

A critique session should be a “safe zone”. For the critique to be a success, the critique-er needs to feel that they can be completely honest, and the critique-ee needs to know that the critique-er is working for them. Nothing will be accomplished if the artist gets defensive or if the critique-er puts their own concerns above those of the artist. 
It is OK to reach. The most productive critiquing sessions are “pie in the sky” brainstorming sessions. Envision the potential of this object to be truly great. Talk out the possible ways to achieve that greatness. You are a “think tank” whose task it is to make this piece achieve its full potential. 

There is no right and wrong. Art is subjective by nature. There are no concrete rules to decide what makes one object better than another. It is not a competition. The question is not where this object falls on a scale of bad to good, but how would it be possible for this object to be more successful based on an agreed set of criteria. 

Some suggestions about how to proceed:

Ask questions, so that the discussion addresses the particular concerns of the artist.

· Is there anything the artist has questions about?

· Is there any particular aspect of the piece the artist would like feedback about?

· What has the artist been working on improving?

· Who are the intended audience?

· What is the intended context for the piece? Gallery, museum, someone’s home? Is this object to be used for an application for a grant, for grad school, for a show? 

· What is the piece for? Is it communicative? Decorative or ornamental? Utilitarian? 

Discuss criteria. There are many different ways to analyze an object. What are the aesthetic or communicative concerns that the piece itself presents? Discuss the object based on those concerns, or on a set of criteria agreed upon by the artist or by the group. (see the attached list for suggestions). 

Agree on a structure for the critique. If there is a group of people involved, it is helpful to agree on a structure and sometimes to assign a “moderator”; someone whose job it is to keep everyone on task and to redirect the conversation if it strays into a tangent.

· Will there be a moderator?

· Will there be a time limit for each piece?

· Should the artist herself talk about the piece first?

· Will everyone respond to every piece? Or will each piece be critiqued primarily by one person?

· The group could agree on one or several questions about the object that they will respond to. These questions might come from the moderator or from the artist.

· There could be a time at the beginning of the crit for everyone to sit down and write out their response to one or several pieces.

Recognize you own biases. Your own preferences and subjective opinions are valid and important. However it is good to acknowledge them when offering your opinions. 

Offer constructive suggestions about what the artist could do to make this piece, or their work in general, more successful.  

Make connections to other art or artists. Whose work does this piece relate to? What realm is the artist exploring?  

Ask big questions. What are the social or political implications or assumptions of this object? What is its relevance to the world in general? Is it conservative or challenging? In what ways does it question or reinforce the status quo?  

Give the artist an assignment in order to get them out of their comfort zone.

· To do research into a particular thing. 

· To make something in a different way. 

· To practice a particular skill.

· To try something new.

Push a little. Most artists have blind spots. Sometimes, we avoid dealing with a particular difficult issue that concerns our work.  Everyone has a “comfort zone”. It is difficult for many of us to stray out of that comfort zone, but it is precisely in this way that we grow as artists. Growth can be painful.  Part of what we can do in a critique is to push the artist to go to the place or places they have been avoiding. 

Suggested Reading:

Criticizing Art: Understanding the Contemporary, Terry Barrett

Critical Ceramics Web Site, 

www.criticalceramics.org and www.criticalceramics.org/oldsite/
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