Re-imagining the Cultural Imagination


The role of the artist in the culture throughout history, in the broadest sense, has been to reflect the truths of the day, but then to also go beyond in exploring new possibilities that can gradually transform the society.  This function of the artist seems to be present in cave art, then fertility-nature art, then heroic-conquest art of early civilization, then humanistic-perspective art of the renaissance and the early industrial age, and in the postmodern art of the information age.


Contemporary media reflects society’s current view of itself.  The innovative writer-artist is the one who can understand the conventional cultural view and then, in their own work, go beyond these simple prejudices in order to say something more truthful and, at the same time, original than what society is saying about itself.  For example, it may be accurate to portray the average American “father” as lovably inept and Al Bundy-like, but must they always be?  And even when they are, is this the whole story?  It may be quite realistic to portray “drugs” (as in Traffic, Blow, Train Spotting, etc.) as criminal and escapist, but the individual motives of drug users are certainly more complex than this.  And in a culture where sex is typically portrayed graphically, even pornographically, it is quite a challenge for the writer-artist to treat the subject with true subtlety and eroticism.


In this exercise, the task is to identify the cultural myth behind each theme below and then to re-imagine the theme as it could appear in your own work.  Finally, you will be applying your re-imagination to a specific sample of your own writing.
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