Math & Art

April 21, 2011

Paper Your Future!
With a Personalized Assignment for You from Me
Your last (major) writing assignment for the Freshman Seminar MESABA is a more serious paper based on this distillation of the course:  


The two main qualitative lessons of our investigation of art and math are:

1) down through the ages, our views of space have charged and changed our art;

2) dilating on our studies,  everything's connected, and narrow causes can have broad effects.  

For the MESABA course I seek to translate this into:  


1)  How you see is what you see;


2)  No one is alone, and you yourself can make a difference.  

This is also the generic theme of this year's term paper; we now turn to the specific theme: 

The role of mathematics in a world of art.

You have a choice of six orientations or focuses.  You may pick one, or offer a suggestion of your own.   Let's choose this together, by 4/28/11.  In general each paper should emphasize the worldwide character of the interdependence of art and math/science.  The paper is to be 5-8 pages long, typewritten, double-spaced; 4.5 pages is NOT 5 pages.  It will be due Thursday, May 12.  Three outside sources (including unassigned parts of the text) and full documentation of these sources are required; specifically you must use footnotes or reference notes on direct quotes or state that certain sections are paraphrases; the references must be listed in some reasonable form in the paper.  I am not fussy on the form, but you will get an F on the paper if there are no references.
Here are the orientations, with some alternatives in each group, plus some ideas for expansion.


1.  History (Anthropology, Religion, World Culture).  Use traditions and myths to stress the universal aspects of our cultural involvement with art and math more broadly than you did in the personal math/art  paper.  Bring in concrete examples from the past, from afar.

2.  Technique (Making Art and Making Mathematics).  Develop a narrative of how math can make art.  Even better if art makes math.  Offer practicl examples.


3.  Society (Politics, World Civilization, Philosophy).  Discover and recast two or three major world concerns of the present or past society and civilization that might be bridged with art and math.  Candidates might include war, environment, family dysfunction, poverty, justice, the role of the Divine in mundane life.  The point is that all of these require a broader view than one approach, especially if that approach is also simplistic.


4.  Psychology (Social Science, Medicine).  Compare the views and personalities, perhaps as a dialog, of major movers in two areas, e.g., Jackson Pollock and Loren Carpenter, or Benoit Mandelbrot and Alexander Calder.  Focus on the common difficulties faced by these scientists  and artists in discovering something new, and getting their ideas across.


5.  Nature (Ecology, Natural Sciences).  Compare and contrast three situations in which chaotic (in the sense of this course) behavior or fractal design of a system is helpful and three in which it is harmful.  Suggest some basic reasons why this is so, paying particular attention to the pervasive destructive and stabilizing influences of chaos in natural and social systems.  It may help to recall the esthetic value many people associate with fractals.  


6.  Communication (Ethics, Social Responsibility).  Particularly focusing on the two main themes of the course:  How you see is what you see and Everything's connected—every action can have a large effect, weave an account of development (of order? of chaos? of exponential growth?) through personal and societal action.  Examples include global threat of pandemic, the global voice of the Internet.

In all cases, other sources will not only be useful, they are REQUIRED!! 

1.  History (Anthropology, Religion, World Culture)

2.  Technique (Making Art and Making Mathematics)

3.  Society (Politics, World Civilization, Philosophy)

4.  Psychology (Social Science, Medicine)

5.  Nature (Ecology, Natural Sciences)

6.  Communication (Ethics, Social Responsibility)

