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The arts are an important aspect of culture. Works of art deal with topics or issues that are important to a society. Art can even change society. For example, books that describe poverty or environmental problems can lead to public support for solving those problems. 

A scene from a performance of a Chinese opera, an art form that includes music and drama
Art can also deal with universal themes, which are subjects or ideas that relate to people all over the world. For example, the paintings of Pablo Picasso, the songs of the Beatles, and the plays of William Shakespeare deal with the universal themes of love, death, justice, peace, and war. Artists convey their ideas through visual arts, architecture, works of literature, and music.
Visual Arts 
Art forms meant to be seen, such as painting, sculpture, and photography, are known as the visual arts. The visual arts can express emotions and spiritual ideas. They can also show us what life is like in other cultures and how people lived in the past. For example, a mosaic can show us how people lived during the Byzantine empire.
Architecture 
Architecture is the design and construction of buildings. A person who designs buildings is an architect. Architectural works can be important cultural symbols. Architecture can show us what a society values and how it uses its resources.
Literature 
Literature is written work such as fiction, poetry, or drama. These works convey universal themes by telling a story. Works of literature set in the past give us a look at how people lived in another time. For example, in A Passage to India, E.M. Forster takes the reader on a trip to India during the time of British rule in the early 1900s. In Main Street, Sinclair Lewis gives readers a glimpse of life in small-town America 100 years ago.
Literature can also tell us what ideas a society considers important. There are many examples of literature that have transcended the boundaries of societies to convey universal themes about justice. For instance, John Steinbeck described the unjust treatment of poor farm workers in California in the 1930s in The Grapes of Wrath.
Music 
Music is an art form that uses sound, usually produced by instruments or voices. Music varies widely in different societies and cultures. It also changes over time as tastes change. What one person considers beautiful music might be unpleasant noise to someone from a different place or time period. The music of the Beatles or the Rolling Stones may not be your taste. But listening to it tells you about people’s tastes in the 1960s, when it was popular.
Music often conveys universal themes such as love or justice. The song “We Shall Overcome” was an important part of the American civil rights movement. Groups in many cultures have used the song in their own struggles for social justice.
Music also conveys religious themes. Most religions have sacred music that is sung to praise God. Many pieces of sacred music have crossed cultural boundaries and are cherished in many parts of the world.
[image: A group of four Cuban musicians.]
Analyze Images Street musicians, like this group from Trinidad, Cuba, perform in cities and towns around the world.
1. Use Visual Information Which instruments in this photo are familiar to you? Which instruments are not familiar?
Notebook
Image long description
The musicians all wear the same style of short-sleeve shirt and small straw hats. One plays a guitar while another plays two small drums and a conical metal percussion instrument.
1. Reading Check Summarize What are two ways in which the arts are related to society?
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