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Introduction

This free course, Language and creativity, looks at linguistic forms of creativity and at how creativity can be understood in different contexts of language use. We begin by asking what linguistic creativity is, how it can be defined and how it can be studied. It will also touch on why it might be important to know more about linguistic creativity in the first place. 

This OpenLearn course is an adapted extract from the Open University course E302 Language and creativity. 

Learning outcomes

After studying this course, you should be able to:

· understand key issues in the relationship between language and creativity

· understand some of the different ways that linguistic creativity can be studied

· understand the importance of creativity in human communication.

1   Defining creativity

The terms ‘creativity’ and ‘creative’ are used in a variety of contexts. There are creative artists, thinkers, writers, designers and entrepreneurs; there can be creative talent, ideas, processes and minds. Creativity can be boundless and spontaneous, but it needs to be unleashed, fostered, stimulated and expressed, though sometimes it may be stifled. Creativity is also strongly associated with imagination, innovation, originality and genius. Similar lists and descriptions can be found in many discussions of the concept (e.g. Pope, 2005; Carter, 2011; Pope and Swann, 2011), and it is an area studied in a number of disciplines. 

Psychologists and neuroscientists are investigating creativity to find out more about its relationship with the mind and the brain; ethnographic work is being done to explore its role in society; linguists are exploring creative language to understand more about how people communicate; and commercial organisations are constantly trying to find ways of making themselves and their employees more creative. Given this wide-ranging interest in the topic, it might be reasonable to assume that it is clear what ‘creativity’ means. But this is not necessarily the case: you will find that each field and discipline defines creativity slightly differently, and takes a different approach to investigating it. 

Let us start by considering what we understand by creativity in relation to the use of language. 

Start of Activity
Activity 1

Start of Question
Look at the six examples given in Figure 1. On first reading, which ones do you think are creative? Which ones are not? Is it easy to put them into these two categories? 

Start of Figure
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Figure 1 Examples of creativity?

View description - Figure 1 Examples of creativity?
End of Figure
Look over them again and think about what made you decide that some of them are creative and others are not. What aspects of the examples suggest creativity? 

End of Question
View discussion - Activity 1
End of Activity
1.1   Questions to be addressed

In the discussion to Activity 1, I have intentionally raised a lot of questions and provided only tentative answers. At this stage, the important point to note is that linguistic creativity can be viewed in various ways. Later in the course we will look at three particular ‘lenses’ through which linguistic creativity can be explored: the textual, contextual and critical lenses. Each brings into focus different types and dimensions of linguistic creativity, and can be used simultaneously (or in succession) to view the same examples in different ways. With the help of these three lenses, I will consider the following questions: 

How can linguistic creativity be identified?

What is it (definition)?

What are the important factors involved in its production and consumption?

2   What is linguistic creativity?

While this course takes language as the starting point for exploring creativity, it is useful to begin by considering a general definition of ‘creativity’. A currently dominant view in the fields of design, technology and the arts in the Western world is that something is creative if it is novel, of high quality and appropriate to the task at hand (Kaufman and Sternberg, 2010). In linguistic terms this could be a neologism or an uncommon metaphor used successfully to communicate a complex concept or idea – such as ‘lazy creature’ to talk about a migraine in example 1 in Figure 1 (see Activity 1 in Section 1). 

While this definition represents a particular view of creativity – a view that perhaps encourages a focus on the creative product, rather than the process – it is important to note its (somewhat problematic) implications. First, novelty refers to the idea that the product of creativity has to be something ‘different, new, or innovative’ (Kaufman and Sternberg, 2010, p. xiii). Kaufman and Sternberg, however, do not make explicit on what basis one decides whether something satisfies those criteria. What should the frame of reference be – that is, different, new, innovative compared to what? 

Second, high quality suggests that someone somewhere needs to evaluate this new ‘thing’ as good, but it doesn’t specify who is qualified to make such a judgement or how they are meant to do so. The frame of reference seems to be important here too. Finally, appropriacy also seems to be an entirely relative concept. The creative ‘thing’ has to make sense or be useful for a particular context. These qualifications are important to bear in mind throughout this book, but the Kaufman and Sternberg definition is still a good starting point for discussion. Although not everyone will (or should) subscribe to it, the issues it raises are useful ways of thinking in greater depth about the topic of creativity. 

2.1   Creativity as ‘novel, high quality and appropriate’

How does this definition work with what we looked at in Section 1?

Start of Activity
Activity 2

Start of Question
Look back at the six examples in Figure 1 in Activity 1. Does the Kaufman and Sternberg definition – ‘novel, high quality and appropriate’ – apply to the examples that you classed as creative? Are the three aspects of this definition easy to apply to these examples? 

End of Question
View discussion - Activity 2
End of Activity
2.2   Creativity in everyday language

In this section you will listen to an interview with Professor Ronald Carter, in which he discusses creativity in everyday language use. 

Start of Activity
Activity 3

Start of Question
As you listen to the interview with Professor Ronald Carter, consider the following questions:

· What different types of linguistic creativity does Carter identify?

· How does Carter’s notion of linguistic creativity fit with Kaufmann and Sternberg’s definition?

· Why does Carter think it is important to study linguistic creativity?

· What does he suggest are the differences between everyday creativity and creativity in literature?

Start of Media Content
Audio content is not available in this format.

Professor Ronald Carter on creativity in everyday language

View transcript - Professor Ronald Carter on creativity in everyday language
End of Media Content
End of Question
View discussion - Activity 3
End of Activity
3   Three lenses with which to explore linguistic creativity

This section introduces the three ‘lenses’ referred to in Section 1 as ways of exploring different dimensions of linguistic creativity in all types of text. 

As mentioned above, traditionally, linguistic creativity was associated with canonical literature, where it was assumed that literary language was categorically different from language used in more everyday contexts. This assumption led to efforts by a group of scholars, known as the Russian Formalists, in the early twentieth century to try to identify the characteristics of literary language. Although the view that literary language and everyday language are fundamentally different is no longer the dominant view (Jeffries and McIntyre, 2010), these early investigations into the properties of literary language nonetheless resulted in influential ways of describing, comparing and analysing language itself as creative. This forms the basis of the first lens for exploring linguistic creativity: the textual lens. 

Work from the latter half of the twentieth century onwards, in the fields of linguistic anthropology and sociolinguistics, highlighted the idea that human communication is more than just language itself. The social, cultural and historical context within which communication takes place interacts with how communication happens and what it is for. Communication is not just a simple transmission of information, but a way of achieving things: building and maintaining relationships, and constructing identities and the world (the context) around us. It is also fundamentally interactive. Such an appreciation of the inextricability of language from its context of use gives us the second lens with which to view linguistic creativity: the contextual lens. 

The final lens also comes from an appreciation of context, but it questions the values and assumptions embedded in that context. This is the idea that concepts, definitions, the things around us and our reactions to them need to be ‘unpacked’ in order to be properly understood. Some of the questions in the previous discussions of examples fall into this tradition: Who decides what counts as good or appropriate? What are the broader societal effects of linguistic creativity, and how is it valued? This is the critical lens. 

3.1   An animated look at creativity

In the next activity you will watch a short animation, which summarises many of the points we have discussed so far, and gives a further explanation about the three lenses and how they can be used to look at acts and processes of creativity. 

Start of Activity
Activity 4

Start of Question
As you watch the animation below, pay particular attention to the notion of the three Ps: products of creativity, processes of creativity, and the purposes of creativity. Look out also for the Kaufmann and Sternberg definition of creativity, and its strengths and weaknesses as a means of understanding the concept. 

Start of Media Content
Video content is not available in this format.

Language and creativity: a short introduction

View transcript - Language and creativity: a short introduction
Start of Figure
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End of Figure
End of Media Content
End of Question
End of Activity
4   Language and art

In the second half of this course we look at a particular context for linguistic creativity, which we can use as an example of some of the ideas we have discussed above. The context we focus on here is the ways in which language is used in – or sometimes alongside – works of fine art. We will look at what one might call ‘language art’ or ‘text-based art’ (works of art which involve language as a key part of their composition), and assesses how language operates in these contexts. One of the reasons for looking at this is that language art is, by definition, an explicitly ‘creative’ act or product. It is a forum where the way in which language is creatively used is purposefully to the fore and presented as something for the viewer to contemplate. To put it another way, one of the defining features of art is that it is presenting itself (or, more accurately, someone is presenting it) as art. It is understood as the product of a creative act, and thus its use of language becomes, by implication, an explicitly creative use of language. Consequently, examining how language is used in this context is a way of looking at a particularly creative type of language use. In our exploration of what is understood by ‘linguistic creativity’, language art presupposes from the outset that what is being done falls within this category. 

4.1   The use of language in works of art

Let us now look at some of the key ways in which language can be used in works of art.

Start of Activity
Activity 5

Start of Question
Have a look at the following three works and consider the different ways in which language is being used in them. What functions does it have in these pictures, and how does the relationship between text and visual image differ between the three of them? 

End of Question
Start of Question
Start of Figure
[image: image4.jpg]



Figure 2 Crispijn van de Passe the Elder, The Gunpowder Plot Conspirators, 1605 

View description - Figure 2 Crispijn van de Passe the Elder, The Gunpowder Plot Conspirators, 1605
End of Figure
End of Question
View discussion - Part
Start of Question
Start of Figure
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Figure 3 John Baldessari, I Will Not Make Any More Boring Art, 1971 

View description - Figure 3 John Baldessari, I Will Not Make Any More Boring Art, 1971
End of Figure
End of Question
View discussion - Part
Start of Question
Start of Figure
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Figure 5 Laurent de La Hyre, The Allegorical Figure of Grammar, 1650 

View description - Figure 5 Laurent de La Hyre, The Allegorical Figure of Grammar, 1650
End of Figure
End of Question
View discussion - Part
End of Activity
5   Jeremy Deller: Juxtaposing genres

Having discussed different ways in which language is used in art, let us now concentrate on the work of one particular artist in order to examine in more detail some of these issues. The example I wish to focus on is the work of the British artists Jeremy Deller. 

Deller has described his work as being a form of ‘social surrealism’, a way of foregrounding ‘how strange [the] everyday can be, and amazing, weird and odd’ (Deller, 2012). This term plays on the notion of ‘social realism’: the art movement highlighting and critiquing the everyday social conditions of the ordinary working person. Although Deller is not referencing it directly, it also parallels a movement from the USA in the 1930s, which drew on European surrealist techniques that were current at the time and applied them to social commentary and critique (Fort, 1982). 

A technique that was favoured by artists in this earlier social surrealist movement was the juxtapositioning of incongruous images, something which Deller himself practices: ‘that is what art is often about … juxtaposition disrupting reality’ (Deller, 2012). Again, as we shall see, the contextual lens is key to our understanding and appreciation of the work, as much of its meaning and impact comes from the way it interacts with the context in which it is positioned. 

5.1   Juxtaposing genres: Example 1

One of the ways in which Deller uses juxtaposition to disrupt reality, especially in his early work, is by merging two forms of communicative genre: placing the content of one within the form of another, to create playful but provocative social imaginings. Figure 6, for example, takes the form of a poster for an imaginary literary event at the British Museum dedicated to the work of the former frontman of The Smiths, Morrissey. By bringing two cultural worlds together – the high culture of the literary event and the popular culture of popular music – Deller highlights the relative value given to the two in society and the arbitrariness of how different cultural projects are framed by different discourses. 

Start of Figure
[image: image7.jpg]Panic on the streets of London Panic
on the streefs of Blrmmghum | wonder

tom ?chl Patricleane
a GI‘I’]SSE Leedg side-streets that
%Eéﬁﬁeg!éﬁllm onder

mys
ugam Slﬁtfeu{eeds snﬂe—mmt
you slip down | wonder fo myself
Hopes may rise in the Grasmere¥ Bat
Honey Pie you’re not safe here So
you run down to the safety of the
fown But there’s panic on the streets
of Carlisle ,Dublin ,Dundee
Humbg:s(d Iy r fo myself. Burn
down the d%] ‘f’. 4qag it n:‘meiched
D. L(!;ecatg e pusic that they
constantly, qy it says:nothing fo me
about.my life. the blessed D.J.
becausii eryqs)q that they
constanily pigy.. Onthe Leeds side-
streets rhaf you slip down provincial
towns you Jog round hang the D.J.

because
constant]

streets. thehaeay silp @ana. provincial
towns yest w?wwdlmng‘ the D.J.
hang the D.J9¥&fRg 1S D.J. hang the

D.J.: hang the D .J. hang the D.J. hang

O S e e bl et b doal A





Figure 6 Jeremy Deller, Morrissey: A Life In Words, 1995 (scan from p. 47 of Joy in People catalogue) 

View description - Figure 6 Jeremy Deller, Morrissey: A Life In Words, 1995 (scan from p. 47 of Joy ...
End of Figure
As a side note, at the time of creating the work, back in the mid 1990s, the incongruity encoded in the poster would have been more marked than it is now. In the intervening years this incongruity has lessened to the point where Morrissey’s autobiography was (albeit with a certain knowing irony) published as a Penguin Classic in 2013, alongside canonical figures such as Flaubert, Dostoyevsky and Wilde. As Deller says, ‘Exhibitions like this [i.e. dedicated to the work of Morrissey] are actually being staged now, but at the time it was just absurd to think they would ever happen’ (Deller, cited in Rugoff et al., 2012, p. 44). 

5.2   Juxtaposing genres: Example 2

A similar mix of genres is at play in Figure 7. Here the layout of the text suggests a verse from the Bible, and the colour, size and formatting resembles the sort of posters which are often displayed on the outside of churches, with a slightly evangelical bent. The text of the quote, however, is once again from popular music – in this instance a song by David Bowie. The small print at the bottom ‘David ch[apter].2. v[erse].8’, which mirrors Biblical referencing, is actually here referring to the fact that the text is taken from Side 2, Track 8 of one Bowie’s albums. The combination of the two genres thus acts as a commentary on the way in which this form of popular music rivals the meaningfulness of spiritual quotations for many people today. 

Start of Figure
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Figure 7 Jeremy Deller, Quotations, 1995 (David Bowie) (scan from p. 50 of Joy in People catalogue) 

View description - Figure 7 Jeremy Deller, Quotations, 1995 (David Bowie) (scan from p. 50 of Joy in ...
End of Figure
5.3   Juxtaposing genres: Example 3

The final example of juxtaposing genres, Figure 8, is in the form of a calling card or invitation which was traditionally used as part of the ritual when the aristocracy visited one another. However, the card purports to be from a group of football hooligans – rather than from members of the aristocracy – thus producing a clash of social cultures (while also possibly referencing the fact that football ‘firms’ in the 1980s often did leave ‘calling cards’ with their victims). Deller sent these cards out to 50 teenage peers selected from Debrett’s Peerage & Baronetage. As Rugoff writes, ‘More than clever gags, these works succinctly (and humorously) rais[e] questions about how different groups in society stage their allegiances and declare their status’ (Rugoff et al., 2012, p. 10). 

Start of Figure
[image: image9.jpg]ol \/l%-éu AT ey

The Chelsea Smilers

At Home

Anytime

RS.VP. Casual Wear

The Shed Bopping 2.30 p.m.




Figure 8 Jeremy Deller, Open Bedroom, 1993, The Chelsea Smilers mail-out, installed in the Deller family home (scan from p. 10 of Joy in People catalogue) 

View description - Figure 8 Jeremy Deller, Open Bedroom, 1993, The Chelsea Smilers mail-out, installed ...
End of Figure
Fundamental to the way all these works operate is that domains have particular discourse and text genres, which are composed of elements such as text organisation, font, colour, etc. The conventions associated with communication in these genres cue us into expectations about the meaning and function of the texts; however, by putting a particular type of message into an unfamiliar genre of presentation, Deller brings about an unsettling, or at least thought-provoking, effect. This is, in a sense, a form of defamiliarisation, making the familiar unfamiliar pushing us to see the world around us afresh. All these imagine a different social reality and in this way make us re-evaluate (or see afresh) the social reality we do live in. 

5.4   Interview with Jeremy Deller

In the next activity Jeremy Deller discusses his interest in language and its use in his work.

Start of Activity
Activity 6

Start of Question
As you watch the video below, consider the following questions:

· What does he mean when he says his work is ‘this + this = question mark’?

· In what ways is context important, in his view, for art?

· Why does he see art as being like a conversation?

Start of Media Content
Video content is not available in this format.

Jeremy Deller on the use of language in art

View transcript - Jeremy Deller on the use of language in art
Start of Figure
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End of Figure
End of Media Content
End of Question
View discussion - Activity 6
End of Activity
Conclusion

In this free course, Language and creativity, we have discussed the definition of ‘creativity’, considered some of the main ways it relates to language use, and looked at approaches to analysing this use in society and culture. Although scholars disagree about many things when it comes to creativity, there seems to be some recognition that, in one form or another, it is something that is central to human activities (e.g. Carter, 2004; Pope, 2005; Richards, 2010). Language is not only something that everybody uses, but something that permeates all aspects of our lives. Using language, we discursively construct versions of our identities and the world around us, thereby shaping the reactions, views and behaviours of our audiences. Some texts make us laugh, cry or become angry, while others create, maintain or undermine relationships, social conventions and institutions. Linguistic creativity is a particularly salient way of achieving these effects, making it a lively and interesting focus for investigating communication. Therefore, the more we understand creativity, the more we understand ourselves and the contemporary world. 
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Activity 1

Discussion

Your answers may differ from these, but we thought that the Atonement extract (example 1), the poem (example 6) and possibly even the cartoon (example 5) are creative. The joke (example 2), on the other hand, didn’t seem very creative. But how did you classify the tweet (example 3) and the graffiti (example 4)? Perhaps the binary distinction of ‘creative’ and ‘not creative’ feels too restrictive. We would say that examples 3 and 4 are perhaps less creative than the poem (example 6), but more creative than the joke (example 2). 

There are several things that you could have considered when making your decisions. You might have asked yourself, ‘What kind of text is this?’, and decided that example 1 is creative because it is from a novel and that example 6 is creative because it is a poem. You might also have thought about what the examples look like and decided that example 6 is creative because of its unusual form (depending on what you’re comparing it to). 

You might have looked in more detail at the language of the examples: perhaps you noticed metaphors in example 1 (e.g. ‘lazy creature’), the new word – or neologism – in example 3 (‘selfie-steem’) or repetition in example 2 (e.g. ‘Do you have any’, ‘Got any’). Maybe you noticed the humour in the apparent contradiction between ‘open plan’ and ‘maze’ in example 5. You might also say that the combination of words with images in example 5 – a mixture of different modes of communication – is also creative. Perhaps you thought about how long the examples took to produce, or how long lasting they might be. From this perspective, you might have decided that examples 3 and 4 are not creative: they probably didn’t take a lot of time to ‘invent’ and can be quickly forgotten, or example, 4 even painted over. But what if you looked at a caption and saw that example 4 is by Banksy – an award-winning graffiti artist? That might be enough to put it into the creative category. You could also say that there is creativity in Banksy’s use of two different fonts to represent two accents. 

What about the effects of these examples on you? Did examples 2, 5, and perhaps 3, make you laugh? And would it matter if they only made you laugh but no one else? Did example 1 make you see pain differently and did you empathise with the character? Did you find the language beautiful? Perhaps these emotional effects on you could be considered to be instances of creativity. 

Thinking about points such as these can reveal a surprising amount about how communication works, what it is for and how, as a society, we evaluate our world. 

Back to - Activity 1
Activity 2

Discussion

You might have different views on this, but I can see novelty in the language of Atonement (example 1) and in the shape of the poem (example 6), but I find it harder to decide whether the joke (example 2), the graffiti (example 4) and the cartoon (example 5) are new – I don’t feel I know enough. The issue of quality is even fuzzier: I personally think that example 1 is good writing and I don’t particularly think that the joke (example 2) is a very good one. Yet the joke was classed as one of the UK’s top jokes by the Daily Mail (a British tabloid newspaper) in 2014, so clearly others disagree. 

Who decides what is high quality and valuable? Appropriacy is also an interesting criterion: are the form and content of the poem (example 6) appropriate for poetry, for instance? When I presented this example to a class of students, they generally appreciated the interesting new form, but were unconvinced by the content, and actually came to the consensus that it didn’t qualify as poetry. So can we agree that it’s inappropriate and therefore not creative, or should we try to see whether it’s appropriate in a different way or in a different context? 

Attempting to apply the Kaufman and Sternberg (2010) definition of creativity to a few linguistic examples still leaves quite a few questions unanswered. Generally speaking, examples of linguistic creativity that might satisfy the criteria of novelty, quality and appropriacy most easily tend to come from works of ‘literature’, such as example 1 (Atonement) in Figure 1. In fact, for some time the dominant view was that it was mostly the language of literature that could be creative. ‘Formalist’ scholars, for instance, believed that the language of literature was different from other uses of language, such as everyday conversation, and that it was possible to pinpoint what made the language of literature ‘literary’. ‘Literary’ and ‘creative’ in this sense could be considered synonymous. More recently, linguistic scholars, such as Tannen (1989), Crystal (1998), Cook (2000) and Carter (2004), have argued that the types of linguistic creativity (e.g. metaphor, neologism, repetition, puns) found in traditional literature are also abundant in everyday communication and worthy of academic study in that environment. At the same time, the relative natures of ‘novel’, ‘good’ and ‘appropriate’ suggest that the creativity of language will depend on context and the perspective from which one is ‘looking’. In fact, everyday uses of language can be creative in many more ways than just in specific lexical choices or patterns. 

Back to - Activity 2
Activity 3

Discussion

Carter highlights two main types of linguistic creativity, both related to patterning: repitition and breaks with pattern. He suggests that repetition can be found, for example, in the type of rhetorical communication used by politicians, but it can also be a way to build a relationship or show interest in what someone is saying. 

As we have seen, Kaufmann and Sternberg (2010) suggest that something is creative if it is novel, of high quality and appropriate to the task in hand. Carter found examples of people being creative in everyday language to entertain, be playful, criticise, or make a point more forceful. His examples illustrate language use that is appropriate to the task and novel in the sense that the speaker has adapted the language for a particular purpose and context. However, it is debatable whether he would agree that all the examples of creativity in everyday language he has found would be considered of ‘high quality’. 

Carter suggests that it is important to study creativity because it tells us something about how and why we communicate, showing that communication is more than just conveying information – it is also interactional and interpersonal, helping to build relationships. By studying language creativity we begin to understand the contexts where it is used. In this way we come to understand more about the relationship between playful language, context and people. 

Carter seems to suggest that creativity in everyday language is brief and ‘spur of the moment’, whereas literary creativity grows ‘organically’ through a text, perhaps over several pages or chapters in a novel or in different stanzas of a poem. He does, however, warn that ‘literature’ means different things to different people and so there are different understandings of what counts as ‘literary creativity’. 

Back to - Activity 3
Activity 5

Part

Discussion

Figure 2 is an image of an engraving of the men responsible for the Gunpowder Plot – the failed attempt by a group of English Catholics to blow up the Houses of Parliament in 1605. It was made by the Dutch artist Crispijn van de Passe the Elder soon after the actual event, and is the only known contemporary representation of the conspirators. Guy Fawkes (the most famous member of the group) can be seen third from the right and next to him the group’s leader Robert Catesby. We know this because each member is identified by name. Text in this picture, then, is being used to enhance the visual image – it adds a further layer of meaning which the visual mode itself could not adequately provide. 

Back to - Part
Activity 5

Part

Discussion

Figure 3 is quite different. Here text acts as the main element of the composition. The work is by the Californian artist John Baldessari, who has been one of the leading figures in the development of conceptual art since the mid 1960s. The painting consists entirely of the one sentence, ‘I will not make any more boring art’, written out in cursive handwriting, down the length of a piece of paper. The design clearly mimics a school punishment – the repetitive writing out of a commitment not to engage in a particular act of bad behaviour in the future – and in his notes about the origin of the work, Baldessari explicitly refers to it as a ‘punishment piece’ (Curator Chrissie Iles on John Baldessari’s I Will Not Make Any More Boring Art, 2010). The genre of the written text is thus very familiar. However, the fact that it is on display in a gallery, plus the way the content of the statement references the act of creating works of art (rather than, for example, failing to hand one’s homework in on time), combine to produce its creative effect. Here, then, in terms of both the content of what is written and, crucially, the form in which it is written (the cursive handwriting, the repetition, etc.), text is being used as the primary resource for the work of art. 

As a side note, the appropriation and recontextualisation (the uprooting of a sign or text from its original context and placing it in a new context) of a familiar genre of text, such as school lines, is an oft-used technique in art. Figure 4, for example, shows a work by the street artist Banksy which uses a similar conceit. Here, again, it is the juxtaposition of form, content and context that creates the effect. This work alludes to the opening sequence of the US animated series The Simpsons, in which the character Bart is found copying out a different sentence at the beginning of each episode. Banksy, here, uses the same composition and colour scheme as The Simpsons, simply replacing the cartoon-like image of Bart with a slightly more realistic representation of a child; and, just as Baldessari’s work acts as a commentary on the nature of contemporary art (especially within the context of the emergence of conceptual art in the 1960s), so Banksy’s piece is an ironic commentary on the influence of pop culture on street art, as well as the way in which ‘copying’ can itself be a creative act. In passing we might note that the contextual lens is of foremost value here in our interpretation of the effects of these works. 

Start of Figure
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Figure 4 Banksy, I Must Not Copy What I See on the Simpsons, 2011 

View description - Figure 4 Banksy, I Must Not Copy What I See on the Simpsons, 2011
End of Figure
Back to - Part
Activity 5

Part

Discussion

Figure 5 is different again in terms of the way in which language is used. Language is a feature of this painting in two specific ways. On the one hand, the picture includes a limited amount of text on the scroll draped over the woman’s arm. On the other hand, though, language – or at least a particular element of language – is also the subject of the painting, as the scene it depicts is an allegorical representation of the personification of grammar. 

Along with logic and rhetoric, grammar was one of the three subjects that formed the basis of a medieval university education; their centrality for teaching and learning led to a tradition of allegorical representations of them. The three subjects were often depicted as women, in keeping with the feminine gender of the Latin nouns dialectica, rhetorica and grammatica. In this picture, painted around 1650 by the French artist Laurent de La Hyre, grammar is portrayed as a young woman tending a garden and cultivating the young blooms in her care. The idea here is of grammar as nurturer; an alternative tradition that was also popular had grammar as disciplinarian, wielding a rod or switch to help regulate her charges. 

As noted, as well as an aspect of language comprising the subject of the painting, there is also a small use of text within the composition itself. Draped over the arm of the woman is a scroll which reads ‘Vox litterata et articulata debito modo pronunciata’ (‘A literate and articulate voice, pronounced in a correct manner’). This acts as a motto for the allegorical figure, defining the meaning of grammar as it is understood in this tradition. In other words, the text supplies additional meaning to the painting, though in a slightly different way from the names in Figure 2. 

Adam Jaworski (2014), drawing on the work of Roland Barthes (1977), identifies two particular ways in which written text is often used in works of art. These are the concepts of ‘anchorage’ and ‘relay’, and they correspond well to the contrasting use of text in the two pictures in question. Anchorage is a process by which the meaning of the visual image is pinned down by the text: ‘the written text [is] used to “fix” the relatively indeterminate and polysemous meaning of the visual image’ (Jaworksi, 2014, p. 136). In Figure 2, the different members of the group are named and, as a result, each figure’s identity is tied down by the verbal caption. Relay, on the other hand, involves the text extending or elaborating on the meaning of the image. Thus, the scroll in The Allegorical Figure of Grammar offers a further gloss on the role that the figure plays – complementing, and also extending, the meaning depicted in the scene itself. 

The three works of art you have looked at come from different eras and traditions, and in each of them language and text are used in slightly different ways. However, in all of these examples text is included within the frame of the composition itself. The art historian John Dixon Hunt categorises works of this sort as using language explicitly – that is, they are instances of pictures where ‘words, decipherable and meaningful by their own account outside the graphic medium, are included in or on the visual artwork’ (Hunt, 2010, p. 17). 

Back to - Part
Activity 6

Discussion

In this video Deller explains how he sees his work as playing with different forms as a way of subverting expectations, and thus shifting one’s sense of reality. He approaches it as a sort of experiment: if I juxtapose this thing with that thing, what new effect will this achieve? Context – where something is staged or exhibited – and the meaning drawn from that context, is always therefore an important issue for him; however, as he says, context has been key throughout the history of art. For example, the fact that Renaissance paintings were exhibited in church settings is important for the function they had in cultural life. 

He considers his work as operating as a conversation: first, because it’s a two-way process between artist and viewer; second, because it’s also a conversation with himself – a means of trying to work something out in his mind via a process of internal dialogue and negotiation. 

Back to - Activity 6
Figure 1 Examples of creativity?

Description

Example 1 is an extract. It reads: ‘The description of a character’s experience of the start of a migraine attack in Ian McEwan’s Atonement (20012, p. 63): “She felt in the top right corner of her brain a heaviness, the inert body weight of some curled and sleeping animal; but when she touched her head and pressed, the presence disappeared from the co-ordinates of actual space. Now it was in the top right corner of her mind, and in her imagination she could stand on tiptoe and raise her right hand to it. It was important, however, not to provoke it; once this lazy creature moved from the peripheries to the centre, then the knifing pains wouuld obliterate all thought, and there would be no chance of dining with Leon and the family tonight.”’ 

Example 2 is a joke. It reads: ‘A penguin walks into a shop and asks the assistant: “Do you have any grapes?” “No,” he replies. The same thing happens the next day and on the third day the assistant replies: “No, and id you come in asking for grapes again I will nail your flippers to the floor” Next day the penguin walks in and asks: “Got any nails?” “No,” replies the assistant. “Got any grapes?” the penguin asks. (Daily Mail, 2014)’ 

Example 3 is a tweet. It reads: ‘A conversation reported on Twitter by the father in the conversation: “Father: All you post on Instagram is selfies; Son 2: I have high self-esteem; Daughter: You mean selfie-esteem.”’ 

Example 4 is an image of a wall with graffiti. There is a jagged black line that starts on the left side of the image and meanders to the top. In the bottom half of the image some white text in graffiti font reads ‘This is my New York accent’, with the dot on top of the ‘I’ in the shape of a star. Below it in much smaller white writing and a more standard italics font is the text ‘… normally I write like this’. 

Example 5 is a cartoon with a yellow background, showing a green hedge row in the shape of a square. A man and a woman are inside the square hedge. Above the square is a speech bubble with the words ‘Yes it’s lovely, but there’s something about an open plan maze that doesn’t quite work for me.’ 

Example 6 is a poem by ee Cummings written top to bottom laid out in the following way: first stanza, first line: ‘n’; first stanza, second line: ‘Othl’; first stanza, third line: ‘n’; second stanza, only line: ‘g can’; third stanza, first line: ‘s’; third stanza, second line: ‘erPas;’ third stanza, third line: ‘s’; fourth stanza, only line: ‘the m’; fifth stanza, first line: ‘y’; fifth stanza, second line: ‘SteR’; fifth stanza, third line: ‘y’; sixth stanza, only line: ‘of’; seventh stanza, first line: ‘s’; seventh stanza, second line: ‘tilLnes’; seventh stanza, third line: ‘s’. Last line: ‘ee cummings’. 

Back to - Figure 1 Examples of creativity?
Figure 2 Crispijn van de Passe the Elder, The Gunpowder Plot Conspirators, 1605

Description

This is an image of an engraving of the group of eight men who conspired together to organise the Gunpowder Plot. The image shows them grouped together discussing their plans. Their names are written as part of the engraving above each of their heads. In the middle, just to the left, are Guy Fawkes and the group’s leader, Robert Catesby. 

Back to - Figure 2 Crispijn van de Passe the Elder, The Gunpowder Plot Conspirators, 1605
Figure 3 John Baldessari, I Will Not Make Any More Boring Art, 1971

Description

This is an image of a piece of conceptual art which consists entirely of the sentence ‘I will not make any more boring art’ written in cursive handwriting and repeated down the length of a single piece of paper. The work looks as though it has been torn out of an exercise book, having jagged edges at the top and bottom of the page. 

Back to - Figure 3 John Baldessari, I Will Not Make Any More Boring Art, 1971
Figure 4 Banksy, I Must Not Copy What I See on the Simpsons, 2011

Description

This is a photograph of a mural painted on a wall. The mural depicts a large blackboard on which a boy, dressed in a red t-shirt and blue shorts, with a green skateboard propped up next to him, is repeatedly writing out the line ‘I must not copy what I see on the Simpsons’. 

Back to - Figure 4 Banksy, I Must Not Copy What I See on the Simpsons, 2011
Figure 5 Laurent de La Hyre, The Allegorical Figure of Grammar, 1650

Description

This is an image of an oil painting from the mid-seventeenth century, which shows a woman in a walled garden watering two plants in earthenware plots. The woman represents Grammar. Draped over her arm is a scroll which reads ‘Vox litterata et articulata debito modo pronunciata’. 

Back to - Figure 5 Laurent de La Hyre, The Allegorical Figure of Grammar, 1650
Figure 6 Jeremy Deller, Morrissey: A Life In Words, 1995 (scan from p. 47 of Joy in People catalogue)

Description

This image is of a poster, purportedly for an exhibition at the British Museum. The title of the exhibition is written at the top of the poster, and reads ‘Stephen Patrick Morrissey: A Life in Words’. At the bottom of the poster are the words ‘British Museum’ and details of its address and opening hours. On the background of the poster are various lyrics written by Morrissey. 

Back to - Figure 6 Jeremy Deller, Morrissey: A Life In Words, 1995 (scan from p. 47 of Joy in People catalogue)
Figure 7 Jeremy Deller, Quotations, 1995 (David Bowie) (scan from p. 50 of Joy in People catalogue)

Description

This image is of a bright yellow/green poster that is dominated by the following quote from a David Bowie song, which is written out in large type across the top two-thirds of the poster: ‘I searched for form and land for years and years I roamed’. At the bottom in small type is written ‘David ch. 2 v.8’. 

Back to - Figure 7 Jeremy Deller, Quotations, 1995 (David Bowie) (scan from p. 50 of Joy in People catalogue)
Figure 8 Jeremy Deller, Open Bedroom, 1993, The Chelsea Smilers mail-out, installed in the Deller family home (scan from p. 10 of Joy in People catalogue) 

Description

This is a photograph of a calling card sitting on a mantel piece next to a carriage clock. Across the centre of the card are printed the words ‘The Chelsea Smilers. At Home. Anytime’. Above this, written out in hand, are the words ‘Viscount Linley’. In the bottom left of the card are the words ‘R.S.V.P. The Shed’; and, in the bottom right-hand corner, the words ‘Casual Wear. Bopping 2.30 p.m.’ 

Back to - Figure 8 Jeremy Deller, Open Bedroom, 1993, The Chelsea Smilers mail-out, installed in the Deller family home (scan from p. 10 of Joy in People catalogue)
Professor Ronald Carter on creativity in everyday language

Transcript

RONALD CARTER

For some time, I’ve studied stylistics, which is the application of linguistics to the study of literary texts. But I got particularly interested in linguistic creativity when I’d been looking at the daily examples of people talking to each other; I became very, very interested in how frequently we all, in our everyday communication, play with words, and are creative with each other. We see lots of examples of creativity in our studies of literature, but here were examples of creativity in non-literary contexts and involving everyday communication. 

ZSÓFIA DEMJÉN

Can you give us some examples of what you mean here by ‘linguistic creativity’?

RONALD CARTER

Well, I think there are two main types. I mean one involves repetition, and we can all think of examples of everyday rhetorical communication, for example, by politicians – Tony Blair saying ‘Education, education, education,’ for example – or structures like ‘I came, I saw, I conquered.’ But also important are breaks with pattern. I mean one of our students at the university recently sent us a comment on a website that we had been designing, and he didn’t like it particularly much, so he simply wrote ‘I came, I saw, I logged off.’ 

And that break with pattern, break with expectation, knowing that there was a previous pattern that was well known to us, and already in our minds, is an example of just daily playfulness with language, sometimes used for critical purposes, but sometimes simply for playful purposes. Another good example was of a couple of social workers who had been discussing a problematic case and the difficulty one of their colleagues had in identifying too closely with the particular people she was working with. 

And in talking about the colleague, one of them said ‘The trouble with her is she puts all her socialist cards before the horse.’ And that draws on a standard idiom, a standard phrase, ‘Don’t put the cart before the horse.’ In other words, get your priorities right. But it plays with it in, interesting and, for me, creative ways, and yet it’s just an example of two people chatting in an office about a third person. And we commonly do this: we commonly do it in order to entertain, in order to simply be playful, in order to enjoy the language, sometimes to criticise, sometimes to make a point more forceful – to emphasise something. 

ZSÓFIA DEMJÉN

So those are the functions that you see for creative uses of language, but why do you think it’s actually important to study it? 

RONALD CARTER

I think it tells us a lot about what we do when we communicate. When we communicate, we don’t simply convey information: our interactions are often not just simply transactional, they’re not transmissive, they’re interactional and they’re interpersonal, and they involve building relationships and sustaining and reinforcing those relationships. And playing with words, playing with grammatical patterns, playing with lexical patterns is an important part of maintaining those relationships. It’s an essentially interpersonal function – therefore, something that tells us a lot about how we communicate with each other, why we communicate, in what context we do it and in what context we don’t do it. 

I mean, there are certain contexts, for example, we don’t do it. We often don’t play with language when we’re being cross-examined in a court of law, when a policeman stops us on the motorway for speeding – we do not play with language or use jokey expressions or divergent grammars, but we do in other contexts. And it’s understanding this connection between creative language, context and inter personal relations between people that fascinate me. 

ZSÓFIA DEMJÉN

And is there a difference between creative language that you’re studying in everyday uses and the creative language that you had previously studied, say, in literature? 

RONALD CARTER

Well, that’s a very good question, and, yes, there are differences: literary creativity is for me something that grows much more organically and incrementally over several pages of text, or several chapters of a novel, or several individual stances of a poem. But, much depends on what we mean by ‘literature’. So how do you conceptualise this? Well, it’s a very complex thing to be able to do. Literature is something which is very variable, it means different things to different people, it means different things to people in different communities, it depends, also, on the kinds of reading purposes you have. So we do have to be very careful when using the word literature. 

Back to - Professor Ronald Carter on creativity in everyday language
Language and creativity: a short introduction

Transcript

NARRATOR

Language and creativity. What is creativity, and what does it have to do with language? Creativity is a notoriously difficult concept to define. The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as: 

WOMAN

‘The faculty of being creative. Ability or power to create.’ 

NARRATOR

The word derives from the adjective ‘creative’, which means: 

WOMAN

‘Having the quality of creating. Able to create. Relating to, or involving, imagination or original ideas.’ 

NARRATOR

And this, in turn, comes from the verb ‘create’. 

WOMAN

‘To bring into being, cause to exist. To produce where nothing was before.’ 

NARRATOR

A dictionary definition only gets us so far. We can also look at how other people have defined it and the key features they’ve identified for it. Creativity is: 

MAN

‘Intelligence, having fun.’ 

WOMAN

‘The process of having original ideas that have value.’ 

MAN

‘Every act of creation is first of all an act of destruction.’ 

WOMAN

‘Creativity is not a capacity of special people, but a special capacity of all people.’ 

NARRATOR

But perhaps it’s easiest to start by looking at the different contexts in which linguistic creativity can occur. This range includes high-literary art: 

WOMAN

‘Oh Romeo, Romeo. Wherefore art thou, Romeo?’ 

MAN

‘Tyiger, tyger, burning bright, in the forests of the night.” 

NARRATOR

And, also, everyday communication. 

MAN AND WOMAN

[SINGING] ‘Education shouldn’t be a debt sentence. Education shouldn’t be a debt sentence. Education …’ 

WOMAN

[Sixth-form post] ‘People found guilty of not using punctuation deserve the longest sentence possible.’ 

NARRATOR

We can also look at the wide range of ideas and practices that creativity can involve. 

MAN

Poetic, dramatic, literariness, aesthetic, foregrounding– 

MAN AND WOMAN

–defamiliarisation. Artful, playful, imaginative. [ECHOING] Translating, adapting, revising, remixing, repeating, recycling. Performance, participation, evaluation– 

MAN

–Critique. 

NARRATOR

Across all these definitions, a few key ideas crop up again and again. Creativity is seen as something which is new or novel, which is valued, and which is appropriate to its context. But even pinning it down to these key ideas just leads to further questions. 

WOMAN

What does it mean to be novel? 

MAN

What counts as being appropriate? 

WOMAN

How can we judge value? 

MAN

And who decides? 

NARRATOR

So how do we take an analytical approach to creativity? We can start by thinking of it in terms of three different aspects. We can look at it in terms of its ‘products’. 

WOMAN

‘Tyger, tyger, burning bright, in the forests of the night.’ 

NARRATOR

In terms of the ‘processes’ it involves. 

MAN

‘A lamb walks into a “baa”.’ 

NARRATOR

And in terms of the ‘purposes’ to which it is put. When we study it, we can focus on different elements of the phenomenon, and we can use different lenses to do this. We can use a textual lens to look at how language is manipulated in various ways to create a particular effect. 

WOMAN

‘Tyger, tyger burning bright in the forests of the night.’ 

NARRATOR

We can use a contextual lens to examine how meaning is tied to the social, cultural and historical contexts in which the communication takes place. And we can use a critical lens to examine the values and assumptions that are embedded in the context. For example, we can look at how value is assigned to acts of creativity and the implications this has for society. 

MAN

[Auctioneer] ‘Forty-five, once. Forty-five, twice. Sold at 45 million.’ 

NARRATOR

So where does this leave us? When people talk of something being creative, what they’re usually doing is making a value judgement, and usually a specifically positive value judgement. 

‘A highly– 

WOMAN

–creative– 

MAN

–piece of work– 

NARRATOR

–sets his– 

WOMAN

–creative– 

MAN

–spirit in motion– 

NARRATOR

–looking for– 

WOMAN

–creative– 

MAN

–alternatives.’ 

NARRATOR

‘Tokyo’s a great– 

WOMAN

–creative– 

MAN

–city.’ 

NARRATOR

‘An all around– 

WOMAN

–creative– 

MAN

–thinker.’ 

NARRATOR

‘She’s a unique– 

WOMAN

–creative– 

MAN

–artist.’ 

NARRATOR

People take a number of different positions about how exactly it should be studied. For example, whether the focus should be more on the product of creativity or on its process. 

WOMAN

‘Tyger, tyger burning bright, in the forests of the night.’ 

NARRATOR

But despite these differences, it remains a very important topic for people from a wide range of disciplines. 

WOMAN

And the reasons for this are because of the key roles it plays in human communication. 

MAN

The fact that it’s a way of making what we say or write stand out – of initiating and responding to change. 

NARRATOR

And, ultimately, of organising our understanding and experience of the social world. 

Back to - Language and creativity: a short introduction
Jeremy Deller on the use of language in art

Transcript

JEREMY DELLER

I like language. I like using language. Maybe it’s because it’s all very sloganeering, really. It’s very small. 

But I think I’m the kind of person that if I see a piece of writing on someone’s t-shirt, or on a banner, or whatever, I have to read it. I just have to read it. I’m sure we’re all like that. You can’t help but read it. 

But I like … I like words. And I like the English language. And I always have. 

[The role of language in art]

For me, language is a medium. I don’t use it in a conceptual way, even though you could call it conceptual art. I don’t play with language. It’s all pretty straightforward, I think, my use of language. 

And this has been going on for some years: it’s not a new thing. Conceptual art of the seventies had a lot of language-based work. So I’m following on from that. Maybe it’s a little bit more pop, the way I use it. You know, I use song lyrics and so on. That’s something I’ve done for years. And so my knowledge of language is often from the lyrics of pop songs and so on. 

I’m playing with well-known forms of language, like the poster, or the invitation, or the business card. And then I’m maybe subverting the language within that, or changing it. These things shift reality. 

So you’re expecting one thing, but you get something slightly different. What you’re expecting, or what you’re used to is changed for a moment. And I like doing that. And I do that not just with language, but with other things in my work. So it’s about disrupting the everyday, or the normal, or what’s expected, or known. 

[The importance of place]

Often the work is very site-specific. It happens in a certain place because something else has happened there, or for a certain reason. But I think most of my work is … it’s mobile. But it’s definitely about the context it’s put in. So context is important, as it is with much contemporary art, or much art. 

When you think of even Renaissance art and Baroque art, the context was everything, you know, in chapels and so on. It’s still art. And it still has an important context, or the context is important for it. 

For me it’s important to look again, or look differently, at where I am. I think people want to do that, as well. I think people want to look differently at where they are and have a different kind of experience. 

[Art as social experiment]

Well, we’d all agree that I was definitely interested in the world of re-enactment coming up against the world of trade union politics and the miners’ strike, and just seeing how they mixed or didn’t mix. So that was almost a social experiment, bringing these two groups of people together. 

And that’s interesting. That’s often what I’m doing in my work. I’m putting this plus this equals, question mark. You’re never really sure what’s going to happen until it’s happening, because it’s an experiment. 

Sometimes there’s no dividing line between what the audience bring and the art. Sometimes it’s almost the same thing, because of their reaction to the work, but also what they do with it, how they interpret it and so on, where they take it, literally. 

I like to be surprised by the public. I should say I like to be pleasantly surprised by the public. But I think it’s important that you bear the public in mind in your interest in how they react to your work. I mean, I come back here occasionally to see the show, but not really to look at the work. I’m looking at people looking at the work. 

[The role of the gallery]

Well, when work moves into a gallery, obviously it becomes more solidified. But you still have people interacting with it and looking at it. It’s just a different experience, because people are in a certain zone when they come into a gallery: they’re maybe more receptive; they want …l they’re hungry for something. 

So this car was destroyed in a bomb attack in Baghdad in 2007 on a book market. So it was a cultural attack – seen as a culture attack. And then we took it across America … we towed across America with an Iraqi citizen and an American soldier, and met people at random. But also it’s existed in art galleries and museums. 

But to be honest, I prefer it on the road; I prefer it out on the road, which is what we did. That’s what this film is of here, when we went, just met people randomly and had conversations with them on the street. 

But in the gallery, it’s more … it’s more organised; it’s more structured. So, for example, in this show most days there’s been someone who’s been sitting there in the corner, willing and ready to talk to the public who come into this room about their experience in Iraq, whether as a soldier, or as a refugee, or as someone who worked for a charity or a journalist or whatever. 

So you go from the memoirs of you Ian MacGregor, and Margaret Thatcher, and Stella Rimmington, then Sunday Times book about the strike, which of course would be sort of a right-wing interpretation. Then there’s books about the police and about police activities, and a report by the Yorkshire Police, which are I wouldn’t say neutral, as such, but sort of sociological books, academic books about the way the police behaved, and so on. And then you have books that are sympathetic to the strike. And you end up, or are meant to end up, with books that were produced, many books were produced just after the strike by villages, or individuals who wanted to tell their stories. 

So you have this sort of self-published, or self-publishing, phenomenon. And I have a number of those, where people realised they had to market and they had to say what happened to them within … because it was just within living memory, very recent memory. So they had to put it to paper, really; they felt compelled to do it. So there’s a lot of that. So this is a classic one, Hatfield Main, A Year of Our Lives. 

So you go from the self-published memoirs, really, of the people that were beaten in the strike, to the memoirs of Ian MacGregor and Margaret Thatcher. And you have everything in between. 

[Art as a conversation]

A conversation is a good description of art in general, or a lot of art, in that it’s a two-way process. And I like that. I mean, literally, it’s a conversation. But also it’s a conversation in my mind about something, often. It’s me trying to work something out with myself about something. 

So it’s about a process, about discussion, communication, negotiation. It’s all those words. So, yes, it is a conversation. And I like the idea of a human element – arts having a human element within it. 
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