i Origins of the Word "Art”

The English word "art" comes from the Latin word ars, meaning skill, method, or technique. This Latin
root itself traces back to the Proto-Indo-European root ar- meaning “to fit together, join, or
assemble.” So originally, art was not about beauty or self-expression—it was about mastery of craft:
the blacksmith, the carpenter, and the scribe were all “artisans.”

In ancient Greece, the word techné (téxvn) was used similarly—it meant craftsmanship or skill, and it
applied both to sculpting statues and to making shoes. Even philosophy was seen as an “art” of
thinking well.

When Did “Art” Become Art?

The shift began in the Renaissance (14th—17th century Europe), when thinkers like Leonardo da Vinci
began to distinguish the “liberal arts” (like painting, music, and architecture) from mere manual labor.
Art became more intellectual, more divine—closer to science or philosophy than to trade.

By the 18th century, especially during the Enlightenment, “art” started to mean fine art—something
created not just for use, but for aesthetic experience. This is when the idea of “the artist” as a special,
inspired genius started to take shape.

% The Term “Artist”

Interestingly, "artist" wasn’t always a compliment. In medieval times, the word was often used
interchangeably with artisan or even trickster. In some eras, being an "“artist” meant being lower-class
or a performer with dubious morals (think traveling minstrels).

Only in modern times—roughly the 19th century onward—did the “artist” become a revered figure:
visionary, prophetic, tortured, original. Romanticism helped push this idea—an artist as someone
who feels deeply, suffers much, and sees what others can't.

© Today

Now, art can mean almost anything—from digital media to graffiti to conceptual installations—and
artist has become a broad identity. Some reclaim its older meanings (craft, discipline); others stretch
it toward activism, healing, or theology.















