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Launching the Imagination: A Comprehensive Guide to Basic Design is a new textbook by Mary Stewart, Associate Professor and Foundation Coordinator at Northern Illinois University. Stewart is also the Regional Coordinator Advisor for Foundations in Art: Theory and Education. Stewart's commitment to foundation level teaching is obvious. Her experience teaching Two and Three-Dimensional design and drawing for over twenty five years have allowed Stewart to not only address topics typically associated with foundation courses and textbooks in an updated fashion, but it has given her an excellent base in which to expand upon the traditional basics. This expansion has taken form in the textbook by including a section on conceptual and critical thinking as well as a section on time-based design.

With over six hundred color images, Launching the Imagination incorporates work by contemporary and historical artists, including women and ethnic minorities, images from pop culture such as Marvel Comics and Steven Spielberg's Schindler's List, and images of everyday objects like Fisher Price's Smartronics Learning System. In this textbook, Stewart weaves together very digestible information concerning both conceptual and technical approaches to art for the foundations level student.

Launching the Imagination begins with an introduction to the textbook where Stewart speaks directly to the student, preparing them for the journey they are about to begin. Each subsequent part of the text is broken down into four easily definable areas, including Two-dimensional Design, Concepts and Critical Thinking, Three-dimensional Design and Time Design. Each part has three chapters which conclude with a profile of a contemporary artist. Among these are a printmaker, an illustrator, a weaver and a filmmaker. Each artist profile contains interview questions that focus upon the artist’s working processes, career options within the field under discussion, and obstacles the artists have overcome. Additionally, at the end of each chapter there exists a summary expressing the main points of the material, a keyword section highlighting the chapters' vocabulary, and a key question section. This section generally deals with questions that prompt students to reflect upon their understanding of the material, as well as encouraging the experimentation and exploration of materials and design concepts. Furthermore, each chapter ends with a key reading section that offers a number of other resources that students can refer to for more information on a given topic.

An uncommon characteristic of this textbook in comparison to other foundation level textbooks is the Concepts and Critical Thinking section. In the three chapters that make up this second part of the text, Stewart discusses ways to cultivate creativity. She not only outlines how to set goals and manage personal time, but she also articulates ways in which to seek and solve problems and offers some problem solving strategies to students. Information regarding strategies includes discussion of convergent and divergent thinking, as well as brainstorming techniques. Stewart also presents a variety of research methods including the visual, the library, and the Internet, while also mentioning aspects of metaphorical and interdisciplinary thinking. The last chapter is entirely devoted to the development of critical thinking.

Perhaps the most unique aspect of Launching the Imagination is the discussion of time based arts in the last three chapters. Beginning with Chapter 10, Aspects and Elements of Time, Stewart puts forward the building blocks of film, transition devices found in comic books as well as a thorough explanation of terms such as duration, tempo, intensity, scope, setting and chronology. In conjunction with the written descriptions, Stewart includes a visual analysis of all of the terms. For instance, by using the scene where Melanie witnesses the gas station exploding from Alfred Hitchcock's The Birds, Stewart illustrates beautifully the technique of cross-cutting combined with graphic, rhythmic, and temporal relationships. Chapter 11, Narrative and Non-Narrative, not only discusses group, series and sequence as related to fine art, but also considers beat, scene, sequence and act as related to filmmakers and playwrights. Stewart once again nails each term with supportive text and visual images. She discusses the use of sequence, perspective, character development, sound, transition, and time compression using the infamous film, Citizen Kane, as an example. Stewart continues by juxtaposing the discussion of narrative with that of non-narrative by providing descriptions and examples of commercial advertisements to illustrate other types of sequential art such as categorical, rhetorical, and abstract approaches. The last chapter, Interdisciplinary Arts: Books, Installations, Performances, discusses the inherent relationship between the artist and the audience, and offers multiple ways to think about word, text and image relationships, uses of space and time, and the importance of context.

Besides a thorough and refreshing approach to foundation level teaching in a textbook format, Stewart has also included a CD-ROM that contains more than seventy interactive exercises incorporating the material in the textbook. By using the CD-ROM exercises, students have an opportunity to further enhance their understanding of the textbook with such exercises as choosing how to render the same object with different techniques such as hatching or cross-hatching. They can actually play with the concept of tempo by changing the length and speed of a short video clip. There is also a wonderful interactive explanation of linear perspective that includes one, two and three point perspective examples. The CD-ROM also includes information regarding many different art techniques in the areas of painting, sculpture, printmaking, new media and glass, jewelry and photography, as well as an entire unit that introduces these artforms with a short video and audio narrative. In addition to this, the CD-ROM includes a guide to electronic research and a link to McGraw-Hill's online learning center as well as a study skills section that gives students suggestions on how to do well in college. Furthermore, this section is also accompanied by helpful study strategies for students.

Launching the Imagination: A Comprehensive Guide to Basic Design is available as a comprehensive textbook including the CD-ROM or the two-dimensional design and three-dimensional design portions can be purchased separately and also include an interactive CD-ROM. Moreover, there is an Instructor's Manual that can accompany the textbook, which offers information on course construction and critique skills, together with extensive exercises and more than fifty assignments.

Overall, Stewart has written a foundation text that refines, distills, and updates core material for the foundation class. The presentation is colorful, exciting, analytical and comprehensive. Because Launching the Imagination is user friendly and includes a general overview of studio art and covers aspects of basic design, time design as well as conceptual development it could easily complement a variety of one or two semester introductory level art courses. 

As many foundations programs are embarking upon interdisciplinary and conceptual approaches to art in this new millennium, the timing of Launching the Imagination: A Comprehensive Guide to Basic Design could not have been more appropriate.

