
XXII STARTER KIT

Art history focuses on the visual arts painting, drawing, sculpture,

prints, photography, ceramics, metalwork, architecture, and more. This

Starter Kit contains basic information and addresses concepts that

underlie and support the study of art history. It provides a quick refer-

ence guide to the vocabulary used to classify and describe art objects.

Understanding these terms is indispensable because you will encoun -

ter them again and again in reading, talking, and writing about art.

Let us begin with the basic properties of art. A work of art is a

material object having both form and content. It is often described

and categorized according to its style and medium.

FORM

Referring to purely visual aspects of art and architecture, the term form

encompasses qualities of line, shape, color, light, texture, space, mass, volume,

and composition. These qualities are known as formal elements. When art

historians use the term formal, they mean relating to form.

Line and shape are attributes of form. Line is an element usually

drawn or painted the length of which is so much greater than the

width that we perceive it as having only length. Line can be actual, as

when the line is visible, or it can be implied, as when the movement of

the viewer s eyes over the surface of a work follows a path determined

by the artist. Shape, on the other hand, is the two-dimensional, or flat,

area defined by the borders of an enclosing outline or contour. Shape

can be geometric, biomorphic (suggesting living things; sometimes called

organic), closed, or open. The outline or contour of a three-dimensional

object can also be perceived as line.

Color has several attributes. These include hue, value, and saturation.

Hue is what we think of when we hear the word color, and the

terms are interchangeable. We perceive hues as the result of differing

wavelengths of electromagnetic energy. The visible spectrum, which

can be seen in a rainbow, runs from red through violet. When the ends

of the spectrum are connected through the hue red-violet, the result

may be diagrammed as a color wheel. The primary hues (numbered 1)

are red, yellow, and blue. They are known as primaries because all other

colors are made by combining these hues. Orange, green, and violet

result from the mixture of two primaries and are known as secondary

hues (numbered 2). Intermediate hues, or tertiaries (numbered 3),

result from the mixture of a primary and a secondary. Complementary

colors are the two colors directly opposite one another on the color

wheel, such as red and green. Red, orange, and yellow are regarded as

warm colors and appear to advance toward us. Blue, green, and violet,

which seem to recede, are called cool colors. Black and white are not

considered colors but neutrals; in terms of light, black is understood as

the absence of color and white as the mixture of all colors.

Value is the relative degree of lightness or darkness of a given

color and is created by the amount of light reflected from an object s

surface. A dark green has a deeper value than a light green, for exam-

ple. In black-and-white reproductions of colored objects, you see only

value, and some artworks for example, a drawing made with black

ink possess only value, not hue or saturation.

Saturation, also sometimes referred to as intensity, is a color s

quality of brightness or dullness. A color described as highly saturated

looks vivid and pure; a hue of low saturation may or look a little

muddy or greyed.
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TECHNIQUE | Pictorial devices for depicting recession in space
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Texture, another attribute of form, is the tactile (or touch-perceived)

quality of a surface. It is described by words such as smooth, polished,

rough, prickly, grainy, or oily.Texture takes two forms: the texture of the

actual surface of the work of art and the implied (illusionistically

described) surface of objects represented in the work of art.

Space is what contains forms. It may be actual and three-

dimensional, as it is with sculpture and architecture, or it may be 

fictional, represented illusionistically in two dimensions, as when artists

represent recession into the distance on a flat surface such as a wall

or a canvas--by using various systems of perspective.

Mass and volume are properties of three-dimensional things. Mass is

solid matter whether sculpture or architecture that takes up space.

Volume is enclosed or defined space, and may be either solid or hollow.

Like space, mass and volume may be illusionistically represented on a

two-dimensional surface, such as in a painting or a photograph.

Composition is the organization, or arrangement, of forms in a

work of art. Shapes and colors may be repeated or varied, balanced

symmetrically or asymmetrically; they may be stable or dynamic.The

possibilities are nearly endless and artistic choice depends both on the

time and place where the work was created as well as the objectives

of individual artists. Pictorial depth (spatial recession) is a specialized

aspect of composition in which the three-dimensional world is repre-

sented on a flat surface, or picture plane.The area behind the picture

plane is called the picture space and conventionally contains three

zones : foreground, middle ground, and background.

Various techniques for conveying a sense of pictorial depth have

been devised by artists in different cultures and at different times. A

number of them are diagrammed here. In some European art, the use

of various systems of perspective has sought to create highly convincing

illusions of recession into space. At other times and in other cultures,

indications of recession are actually suppressed or avoided to empha-

size surface rather than space.

backgroundmiddle groundforeground

picture plane

ground plane

orthogonals

divergent perspective intuitive perspective

vanishing point horizon line vanishing point

linear perspective

two-pointone-point

overlapping diminution atmospheric perspectivevertical perspective

In overlapping, partially

covered elements are

meant to be seen as

located behind those 

covering them.

In diminution of scale,

successively smaller 

elements are perceived

as being progressively

farther away than the

largest ones.

Vertical perspective

stacks elements, with

the higher ones intended

to be perceived as

deeper in space.

Through atmospheric perspective,

objects in the far distance (often in

bluish-gray hues) have less clarity than

nearer objects. The sky becomes paler

as it approaches the horizon.

In divergent or

reverse perspective,

forms widen slightly

and imaginary lines

called orthogonals

diverge as they

recede in space.

Intuitive perspective takes the 

opposite approach from divergent

perspective. Forms become 

narrower and orthogonals converge

the farther they are from the viewer,

approximating the optical 

experience of spatial recession.

Linear perspective (also called scientific, mathematical, 

one-point and Renaissance perspective) is a rationalization or

standardization of intuitive perspective that was developed in 

fifteenth-century Italy. It uses mathematical formulas to 

construct images in which all elements are shaped by, or

arranged along, orthogonals that converge in one or more

vanishing points on a horizon line.
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CONTENT

Content includes subject matter, but not all works of art have subject 

matter. Many buildings, paintings, sculptures, and other art objects

include no recognizable references to things in nature nor to any story

or historical situation, focusing instead on lines, colors, masses,

volumes, and other formal elements. However, all works of art even

those without recognizable subject matter have content, or 

meaning, insofar as they seek to communicate ideas, convey feelings,

or affirm the beliefs and values of their makers, their patrons, and 

usually the people who originally viewed or used them.

Content may derive from the social, political, religious, and 

economic contexts in which a work was created, the intention of the

artist, and the reception of the work by beholders (the audience). Art

historians, applying different methods of interpretation, often arrive at

different conclusions regarding the content of a work of art, and single

works of art can contain more than one meaning because they are

occasionally directed at more than one audience.

The study of subject matter is called iconography (literally, the

writing of images ) and includes the identification of symbols images

that take on meaning through association, resemblance, or convention.

STYLE

Expressed very broadly, style is the combination of form and composi-

tion that makes a work distinctive. Stylistic analysis is one of art history s

most developed practices, because it is how art historians recognize

the work of an individual artist or the characteristic manner of groups

of artists working in a particular time or place. Some of the most com-

monly used terms to discuss artistic styles include period style, regional

style, representational style, abstract style, linear style, and painterly style.

Period style refers to the common traits detectable in works of art

and architecture from a particular historical era. It is good practice not

to use the words style and period interchangeably. Style is the sum

of many influences and characteristics, including the period of its 

creation.An example of proper usage is an American house from the

Colonial period built in the Georgian style.

Regional style refers to stylistic traits that persist in a geographic

region.An art historian whose specialty is medieval art can recognize

Spanish style through many successive medieval periods and can 

distinguish individual objects created in medieval Spain from other

medieval objects that were created in, for example, Italy.

Representational styles are those that describe the appearance of

recognizable subject matter in ways that make it seem lifelike.

Realism and Naturalism are terms that some people used inter-

changeably to characterize artists attempts to represent the

observable world in a manner that appears to describe its visual

appearance accurately. When capitalized, Realism refers to a 

specific period style discussed in Chapter 30.

Idealization strives to create images of physical perfection accord-

ing to the prevailing values or tastes of a culture.The artist may

work in a representational style and idealize it to capture an

underlying value or expressive effect.

Illusionism refers to a highly detailed style that seeks to create a

convincing illusion of physical reality by describing its visual

appearance meticulously.

Abstract styles depart from mimicking lifelike appearance to 

capture the essence of a form.An abstract artist may work from nature

or from a memory image of nature s forms and colors, which are 

simplified, stylized, perfected, distorted, elaborated, or otherwise 

transformed to achieve a desired expressive effect.

Nonrepresentational (or Nonobjective) Art is a term often used

for works of art that do not aim to produce recognizable natural

imagery.

Expressionism refers to styles in which the artist exaggerates

aspects of form to draw out the beholder s subjective response or

to project the artist s own subjective feelings.

Linear describes both styles and techniques. In linear styles artists use

line as the primary means of definition. But linear paintings can also

incorporate modeling creating an illusion of three-dimensional 

substance through shading, usually executed so that brushstrokes

nearly disappear.

Painterly describes a style of representation in which vigorous,

evident brushstrokes dominate, and outlines, shadows, and highlights

are brushed in freely.

MEDIUM AND TECHNIQUE

Medium (plural, media) refers to the material or materials from which a

work of art is made. Today, literally anything can be used to make a

work of art, including not only traditional materials like paint, ink, and

stone, but also rubbish, food, and the earth itself.

Technique is the process that transforms media into a work of art.

Various techniques are explained throughout this book in Technique

boxes. Two-dimensional media and techniques include painting,

drawing, prints, and photography. Three-dimensional media and 

techniques are sculpture (for example, using stone, wood, clay or cast

metal), architecture, and many small-scale arts (such as jewelry,

containers, or vessels) in media such as ceramics, metal, or wood.

Painting includes wall painting and fresco, illumination (the 

decoration of books with paintings), panel painting (painting on wood

panels), painting on canvas, and handscroll and hanging scroll painting.

The paint in these examples is pigment mixed with a liquid vehicle, or

binder. Some art historians also consider pictorial media such as

mosaic and stained glass where the pigment is arranged in solid

form as a type of painting.

Graphic arts are those that involve the application of lines and strokes

to a two-dimensional surface or support, most often paper. Drawing is

a graphic art, as are the various forms of printmaking. Drawings may

be sketches (quick visual notes, often made in preparation for larger

drawings or paintings); studies (more carefully drawn analyses of

details or entire compositions); cartoons (full-scale drawings made in

preparation for work in another medium, such as fresco, stained glass,

or tapestry); or complete artworks in themselves. Drawings can be
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made with ink, charcoal, crayon, or pencil. Prints, unlike drawings, are

made in multiple copies. The various forms of printmaking include

woodcut, the intaglio processes (engraving, etching, drypoint), and

lithography.

Photography (literally, light writing ) is a medium that involves the

rendering of optical images on light-sensitive surfaces. Photographic

images are typically recorded by a camera.

Sculpture is three-dimensional art that is carved, modeled, cast, or 

assembled. Carved sculpture is subtractive in the sense that the image is

created by taking away material. Wood, stone, and ivory are common

materials used to create carved sculptures. Modeled sculpture is 

considered additive, meaning that the object is built up from a 

material, such as clay, that is soft enough to be molded and shaped.

Metal sculpture is usually cast or is assembled by welding or a similar

means of permanent joining.

Sculpture is either free-standing (that is, surrounded by space) or

in pictorial relief. Relief sculpture projects from the background 

surface of the same piece of material. High-relief sculpture projects far

from its background; low-relief sculpture is only slightly raised; and

sunken relief, found mainly in ancient Egyptian art, is carved into the

surface, with the highest part of the relief being the flat surface.

Ephemeral arts include processions, ceremonies, or ritual dances

(often with décor, costumes, or masks); performance art; earthworks;

cinema and video art; and some forms of digital or computer art. All

impose a temporal limitation the artwork is viewable for a finite

period of time and then disappears forever, is in a constant state of

change, or must be replayed to be experienced again.

Architecture creates enclosures for human activity or habitation. It is

three-dimensional, highly spatial, functional, and closely bound with

developments in technology and materials. Since it is difficult to 

capture in a photograph, several types of schematic drawings are 

commonly used to enable the visualization of a building: 

Plans depict a structure s masses and voids, presenting a view

from above of the building s footprint or as if it had been sliced

horizontally at about waist height.

Sections reveal the interior of a building as if it had been cut 

vertically from top to bottom.

Isometric Drawings show buildings from oblique angles either

seen from above ( bird s-eye view ) to reveal their basic three-

dimensional forms (often cut away so we can peek inside) or

from below ( worm s-eye view ) to represent the arrangement of

interior spaces and the upward projection of structural elements.

Isometric cutaway from above: Ravenna, San Vitale

Isometric projection from below: Istanbul, Hagia Sophia

Section: Rome, Sta. Costanza

Plan: Philadelphia, Vanna Venturi House 



INTRODUCTION

LEARN ABOUT IT

I.1 Consider the criteria used to identify and characterize

those cultural artifacts that are labeled as art.

I.2 Survey the methods used by art historians to analyze

works of art and interpret their meaning within their 

original cultural contexts.

I.3 Explore the methods and objectives of visual analysis.

I.4 Assess the way art historians identify conventional

subject matter and symbols in a process called

iconography.

I.5 Trace the process of art-historical interpretation in a case

study.

HEAR MORE: Listen to an audio file of your chapter www.myartslab.com

The title of this book seems clear. It defines a field of academic

study and scholarly research that has achieved a secure place in 

college and university curricula across North America. But Art

History couples two words even two worlds that are less well

focused when separated.What is art? In what sense does it have a

history? Students of art and its history should pause and engage,

even if briefly, with these large questions before beginning the

journey surveyed in the following chapters.

WHAT IS ART?

Artists, critics, art historians, and the general public all grapple

with this thorny question. The Random House Dictionary defines

art as the quality, production, expression, or realm of what is

beautiful, or of more than ordinary significance. Others have

characterized art as something human-made that combines 

creative imagination and technical skill and satisfies an innate

desire for order and harmony perhaps a human hunger for the

INTRO 1  Mark Rothko

NO. 3/NO. 13 (MAGENTA,

BLACK AND GREEN ON

ORANGE)

1949. Oil on canvas, 7*13*8+ , 5*5+

(2.165 , 1.648 m). Museum of

Modern Art, New York.

XXVI
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beautiful. This seems relatively straightforward until we start to

look at modern and contemporary art, where there has been a

heated and extended debate concerning What is Art? The focus

is often far from questions of transcendent beauty, ordered design,

or technical skill, and centers instead on the meaning of a work for

an elite target audience or the attempt to pose challenging 

questions or unsettle deep-seated cultural ideas.

The works of art discussed in this book represent a privileged

subset of artifacts produced by past and present cultures.They were

usually meant to be preserved, and they are currently 

considered worthy of conservation and display.The determination

of which artifacts are exceptional which are works of art

evolves through the actions, opinions, and selections of artists,

patrons, governments, collectors, archaeologists, museums, art 

historians, and others. Labeling objects as art is usually meant to

signal that they transcended or now transcend in some profound

way their practical function, often embodying cherished cultural

ideas or foundational values. Sometimes it can mean they are 

considered beautiful, well designed, and made with loving care, but

this is not always the case, especially in the twentieth and twenty-

first centuries when the complex notion of what is art has little to

do with the idea of beauty. Some critics and historians argue that

works of art are tendentious embodiments of power and privilege,

hardly sublime expressions of beauty or truth. After all, art can be

unsettling as well as soothing, challenging as well as reassuring,

whether made in the present or surviving from the past.

Increasingly we are realizing that our judgments about what

constitutes art as well as what constitutes beauty are conditioned

by our own education and experience.Whether acquired at home,

in classrooms, in museums, at the movies, or on the internet, our

responses to art are learned behaviors, influenced by class,

gender, race, geography, and economic status as well as education.

Even art historians find that their definitions of what constitutes

art and what constitutes artistic quality evolve with additional

research and understanding. Exploring works by twentieth-century

painter Mark Rothko and nineteenth-century quiltmakers Martha

Knowles and Henrietta Thomas demonstrates how definitions of art

and artistic value are subject to change over time.

Rothko s painting, MAGENTA, BLACK AND GREEN ON

ORANGE (FIG. INTRO 1), is a well-known example of the sort 

of abstract painting that was considered the epitome of artistic

sophistication by the mid-twentieth-century New York art 

establishment. It was created by an artist who meant it to be a work

of art. It was acquired by the Museum of Modern Art in New

York, and its position on the walls of that museum is a sure sign

that it was accepted as such by a powerful cultural institution.

However, beyond the context of the American artists, dealers,

critics, and collectors who made up Rothko s art world, such

paintings were often received with skepticism.They were seen by

many as incomprehensible lacking both technical skill and 

recognizable subject matter, two criteria that were part of the 

general public s definition of art at the time. Abstract paintings

soon inspired a popular retort: That s not art; my child could do

it! Interestingly enough, Rothko saw in the childlike character of

his own paintings one of the qualities that made them works of art.

Children, he said, put forms, figures, and views into pictorial

arrangements, employing out of necessity most of the rules of

optical perspective and geometry but without the knowledge that

they are employing them. He characterized his own art as 

childlike, as an attempt to recapture the freshness and naiveté of

childish vision. In part because they are carefully crafted by 

an established artist who provided these kinds of intellectual 

justifications for their character and appearance, Rothko s abstract

paintings are broadly considered works of art and are treasured

possessions of major museums across the globe.

Works of art, however, do not always have to be created by

individuals who perceive themselves as artists. Nor are all works

produced for an art market surrounded by critics and collectors

ready to explain, exhibit, and disperse them, ideally to prestigious

museums. Such is the case with this quilt (FIG. INTRO 2), made by

Martha Knowles and Henrietta Thomas a century before Rothko s

painting.Their work is similarly composed of blocks of color, and

like Rothko, they produced their visual effect by arranging these

flat chromatic shapes carefully and regularly on a rectangular field.

But this quilt was not meant to hang on the wall of an art museum.

It is the social product of a friendship, intended as an intimate gift,

presented to a loved one for use in her home. An inscription on

the quilt itself makes this clear From M. A. Knowles to her

Sweet Sister Emma, 1843. Thousands of such friendship quilts

INTRO 2  Martha Knowles and Henrietta Thomas

MY SWEET SISTER EMMA

1843. Cotton quilt, 8*11+ , 9*1+ (2.72 , 2.77 m). International Quilt

Studies Center, University of Nebraska, Lincoln, Nebraska.
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were made by women during the middle years of the nineteenth

century for use on beds, either to provide warmth or as a covering

spread. Whereas quilts were sometimes displayed to a broad and

enthusiastic audience of producers and admirers at competitions

held at state and county fairs, they were not collected by art 

museums or revered by artists until relatively recently.

In 1971, at the Whitney Museum in New York an establish-

ment bastion of the art world in which Rothko moved and

worked art historians Jonathan Holstein and Gail van der Hoof

mounted an exhibition entitled Abstract Design in American

Quilts, demonstrating the artistic affiliation we have already noted

in comparing the way Knowles and Thomas, like Rothko, create

ART AND ITS CONTEXTS

Art and Architecture

This book contains much more than paintings and textiles. Within

these pages you will also encounter sculpture, vessels, books, jewelry,

tombs, chairs, photographs, architecture, and more. But as with

Rothko s Magenta, Black, and Green on Orange (SEE FIG. INTRO 1) and

Knowles and Thomas s My Sweet Sister Emma (SEE FIG. INTRO 2), 

criteria have been used to determine which works are selected for

inclusion in a book titled Art History. Architecture presents an 

interesting case.

Buildings meet functional human needs by enclosing human 

habitation or activity. Many works of architecture, however, are 

considered exceptional  because they transcend functional demands

by manifesting distinguished architectural design or because they

embody in important ways the values and goals of the culture that

built them. Such buildings are usually produced by architects 

influenced, like painters, by great works and traditions from the past.

In some cases they harmonize with, or react to, their natural or urban

surroundings. For such reasons, they are discussed in books on the

history of art. 

Typical of such buildings is the church of Nôtre-Dame-du-Haut in

Ronchamp, France, designed and constructed between 1950 and 1955

by Swiss architect Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, better known by his 

pseudonym, Le Corbusier. This building is the product of a significant 

historical moment, rich in global cultural meaning. A pilgrimage church on

this site had been destroyed during World War II, and the creation here of

a new church symbolized the end of a devastating war, embodying hopes

for a brighter global future. Le Corbusier s design drawing on sources

that ranged from Algerian mosques to imperial Roman villas, from crab

shells to airplane wings is sculptural as well as architectural. It soars at

the crest of a hill toward the sky but at the same time seems solidly

anchored in the earth. And its coordination with the curves of the natural

landscape complement the creation of an outdoor setting for religious

ceremonies (to the right in the figure) to supplement the church interior

that Le Corbusier characterized as a container for intense 

concentration.  In fact, this building is so renowned today as a 

monument of modern architecture, that the bus-loads of pilgrims who

arrive at the site are mainly architects and devotees of architectural history.

Le Corbusier NÔTRE-

DAME-DU-HAUT

1950 1955. Ronchamp,

France.
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abstract patterns with fields of color. Quilts were later accepted

or should the word be appropriated? as works of art and hung

on the walls of a New York art museum because of their visual

similarities with the avant-garde, abstract works of art created by

establishment,New York artists.

Art historian Patricia Mainardi took the case for quilts one

significant step further in a pioneering article of 1973 published in

The Feminist Art Journal. Entitled, Quilts: The Great American

Art, her argument was rooted not only in the aesthetic affinity of

quilts with the esteemed work of contemporary abstract painters,

but also in a political conviction that the definition of art had to be

broadened.What was at stake here was historical veracity. Mainardi

began, Women have always made art. But for most women, the

arts highest valued by male society have been closed to them for

just that reason. They have put their creativity instead into the

needlework arts, which exist in fantastic variety wherever there are

women, and which in fact are a universal female art, transcending

race, class, and national borders. She argued for the inclusion of

quilts within the history of art to give deserved attention to the

work of women artists who had been excluded from discussion

because they created textiles and because they worked outside the

male-dominated professional structures of the art world because

they were women. Quilts now hang as works of art on the walls of

museums and appear with regularity in books that survey the 

history of art.

As these two examples demonstrate, definitions of art are

rooted in cultural systems of value that are subject to change.And

as they change, the list of works considered by art historians is

periodically revised. Determining what to study is a persistent part

of the art historian s task.

WHAT IS ART HISTORY?

There are many ways to study or appreciate works of art. Art 

history represents one specific approach, with its own goals and its

own methods of assessment and interpretation. Simply put, art 

historians seek to understand the meaning of art from the past

within its original cultural contexts, both from the point of view of

its producers artists, architects, and patrons as well as from the

point of view of its consumers those who formed its original

audience.Coming to an understanding of the cultural meaning of

a work of art requires detailed and patient investigation on many

levels, especially with art that was produced long ago and in 

societies distinct from our own.This is a scholarly rather than an

intuitive exercise. In art history, the work of art is seen as an

embodiment of the values, goals, and aspirations of its time and

place of origin. It is a part of culture.

Art historians use a variety of theoretical perspectives and a

host of interpretive strategies to come to an understanding of

works of art within their cultural contexts. But as a place to begin,

the work of art historians can be divided into four types of

investigation:

1. assessment of physical properties,

2. analysis of visual or formal structure,

3. identification of subject matter or conventional symbolism, and

4. integration within cultural context.

ASSESSING PHYSICAL PROPERTIES

Of the methods used by art historians to study works of art, this is

the most objective, but it requires close access to the work itself.

Physical properties include shape, size, materials, and technique.

For instance, many pictures are rectangular (e.g., SEE FIG. INTRO 1),

but some are round (see page xxxi, FIG. C). Paintings as large as

Rothko s require us to stand back if we want to take in the whole

image, whereas some paintings (see page xxx, FIG. A) are so small

that we are drawn up close to examine their detail. Rothko s 

painting and Knowles and Thomas s quilt are both rectangles of

similar size, but they are distinguished by the materials from which

they are made oil paint on canvas versus cotton fabric joined by

stitching. In art history books, most physical properties can only be

understood from descriptions in captions, but when we are in the

presence of the work of art itself, size and shape may be the first

thing we notice. To fully understand medium and technique,

however, it may be necessary to employ methods of scientific

analysis or documentary research to elucidate the practices of

artists at the time when and place where the work was created.

ANALYZING FORMAL STRUCTURE

Art historians explore the visual character that artists bring to their

works using the materials and the techniques chosen to create

them in a process called formal analysis. On the most basic

level, it is divided into two parts:

assessing the individual visual elements or formal vocabulary

that constitute pictorial or sculptural communication, and

discovering the overall arrangement, organization, or structure

of an image, a design system that art historians often refer to as

composition.

THE ELEMENTS OF VISUAL EXPRESSION. Artists control and vary

the visual character of works of art to give their subjects and ideas

meaning and expression, vibrancy and persuasion, challenge or

delight (see A Closer Look, pages xxx xxxi). For example, the

motifs, objects, figures, and environments within paintings can be

sharply defined by line (SEE FIGS. INTRO 2 and INTRO 3), or they

can be suggested by a sketchier definition (SEE FIGS. INTRO 1 

and INTRO 4). Painters can simulate the appearance of three-

dimensional form through modeling or shading (SEE FIG.

INTRO 3 and page xxxi, FIG.C), that is by describing the way light

from a single source will highlight one side of a solid while leaving

the other side in shadow.Alternatively, artists can avoid any strong

sense of three-dimensionality by emphasizing patterns on a surface

rather than forms in space (SEE FIG. INTRO 1 and page xxx, FIG.A).

In addition to revealing the solid substance of forms through

modeling, dramatic lighting can guide viewers to specific areas of a
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A CLOSER LOOK

Visual Elements of Pictorial Expression b Line, Light, Form, and Color.

The source of illumination is a candle

depicted within the painting. The

young girl s upraised right hand

shields its flame, allowing the artist to

demonstrate his virtuosity in painting

the translucency of human flesh.

Since the candle s flame is partially

concealed, its luminous intensity is not

allowed to distract from those aspects

of the painting most brilliantly 

illuminated by it the face of the girl

and the book she is reading.

LIGHT

Every element in this complicated painting is sharply outlined

by abrupt barriers between light and dark or between one

color and another; there are no gradual or shaded transitions.

Since the picture was created in part with pen and ink, the 

linearity is a logical feature of medium and technique. And

although line itself is a flattening  or two-dimensionalizing

element in pictures, a complex and consistent system of

overlapping gives the linear animal forms a sense of shallow

but carefully worked-out three-dimensional relationships to

one another.

LINE

B. Georges de la Tour The Education of the Virgin

c. 1650. Oil on canvas, 33 * 391*2+ (83.8 * 100.4 cm).

The Frick Collection, New York.

A. Carpet Page from the 

Lindisfarne Gospels

From Lindisfarne, England. 

c. 715 720. Ink and tempera 

on vellum, 133*8 * 97*16+ (34 *

24 cm). British Library, London.

Cotton MS Nero D.IV fol. 26v
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Junayd chose to flood every aspect of his painting

with light, as if everything in it were illuminated from

all sides at once. As a result, the emphasis here is

on jewel-like color. The vibrant tonalities and 

dazzling detail of the dreamy landscape are not only

more important than the simulation of three-

dimensional forms distributed within a consistently

described space; they actually upstage the human

drama taking place against a patterned, tipped-up

ground in the lower third of the picture.

COLOR

FORM

Through the use of modeling

or shading a gradual 

transition from lights to

darks Michelangelo 

imitates the way solid forms

are illuminated from a single

light source the side 

closest to the light source is

bright while the other side is

cast in shadow and gives a

sense of three-dimensional

form to his figures.

The actual three-dimensional 

projection of the sculpted heads 

in medallions around the frame

designed for this painting by 

Michelangelo himself heightens the 

effect of fictive three-dimensionality in the 

figures painted on its flat surface.

In a technique called foreshortening,

the carefully calculated angle of the

Virgin s elbow makes it seem to 

project out toward the viewer.

The complex overlapping of their

highly three-dimensionalized bodies

conveys the somewhat contorted 

spatial positioning and relationship of

these three figures.

D. Junayd Humay and

Humayun, from a manuscript 

of the Divan of Kwaju Kirmani 

Made in Baghdad, Iraq. 1396.

Color, ink, and gold on paper, 

125*8 * 97*16+ (32 * 24 cm). 

British Library, London. 

MS Add. 18113, fol. 31r

C. Michelangelo The Holy

Family (Doni Tondo)

c. 1503. Oil and tempera 

on panel, diameter 

3,111*4+ (1.2 m). 

Galleria degli Uffizi, 

Florence.



at the center and since the two boys are divided between the two

sides of the triangular shape, roughly though not precisely

equidistant from the center of the painting, this is a bilaterally 

symmetrical composition: on either side of an implied vertical line

at the center of the picture, there are equivalent forms on left and

right, matched and balanced in a mirrored correspondence. Art

historians refer to such an implied line around which the 

elements of a picture are organized as an axis. Raphael s painting

has not only a vertical, but also a horizontal axis, indicated by a line

of demarcation between light and dark as well as between

degrees of color saturation in the terrain of the landscape. The

belt of the Madonna s dress is aligned with this horizontal axis, and

this correspondence, taken with the coordination of her head with

the blue patch in the sky, relates her to the order of the natural

world in which she sits, lending a sense of stability, order, and 

balance to the picture as a whole.

XXXII INTRODUCTION

picture (see page xxx, FIG. B), or it can be lavished on every aspect

of a picture to reveal all its detail and highlight the vibrancy of 

its color (see page xxxi, FIG. D). Color itself can be muted or 

intensified, depending on the mood artists want to create or the

tastes and expectations of their audiences.

Thus artists communicate with their viewers by making

choices in the way they use and emphasize the elements of visual

expression, and art historical analysis seeks to reveal how artists

decisions bring meaning to a work of art. For example in two paint-

ings of women with children (SEE FIGS. INTRO 3 and INTRO 4),

Raphael and Renoir work with the same visual elements of line,

form, light, and color in the creation of their images, but they

employ these shared elements to differing expressive ends. Raphael

concentrates on line to clearly differentiate each element of his 

picture as a separate form. Careful modeling describes these 

outlined forms as substantial solids surrounded by space.This gives

his subjects a sense of clarity, stability, and

grandeur. Renoir, on the other hand, foregrounds

the flickering of light and the play 

of color as he downplays the sense of three-

dimensionality in individual forms. This gives 

his image a more ephemeral, casual sense. Art 

historians pay close attention to such variations in

the use of visual elements the building blocks 

of artistic expression and use visual analysis to

characterize the expressive effect of a particular

work, a particular artist, or a general period

defined by place and date.

COMPOSITION. When art historians analyze

composition, they focus not on the individual

elements of visual expression but on the overall

arrangement and organizing design or structure

of a work of art. In Raphael s MADONNA OF THE

GOLDFINCH (FIG. INTRO 3), for example, the

group of figures has been arranged in a triangular

shape and placed at the center of the picture.

Raphael emphasized this central weighting by

opening the clouds to reveal a patch of blue in

the middle of the sky, and by flanking the figural

group with lace-like trees. Since the Madonna is

INTRO 3  Raphael MADONNA OF 

THE GOLDFINCH (MADONNA DEL

CARDELLINO)

1506. Oil on panel, 42 * 291*2+ (106.7 * 74.9 cm). 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.

The vibrant colors of this important work were

revealed in the course of a careful, ten-year 

restoration, completed only in 2008.
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The main axis in Renoir s painting of MME. CHARPENTIER

AND HER CHILDREN (FIG. INTRO 4) is neither vertical, nor 

horizontal, but diagonal, running from the upper right to the lower

left corner of the painting. All major elements of the 

composition are aligned along this axis dog, children, mother, and

the table and chair that represent the most complex and detailed

aspect of the setting.The upper left and lower right corners of the

painting balance each other on either side of the diagonal axis 

as relatively simple fields of neutral tone, setting off and framing 

the main subjects between them. The resulting arrangement is 

not bilaterally symmetrical, but blatantly asymmetrical, with the

large figural mass pushed into the left side of the picture. And

unlike Raphael s composition, where the spatial relationship of 

the figures and their environment is mapped by the measured

placement of elements that become increasingly smaller in scale

and fuzzier in definition as they recede into the background, the

relationship of Renoir s figures to their spatial environment is less

clearly defined as they recede into the background along the 

dramatic diagonal axis. Nothing distracts us from the bold 

informality of this family gathering.

Both Raphael and Renoir arrange their figures carefully and

purposefully, but they follow distinctive compositional systems that

communicate different notions of the way these figures interact

with each other and the world around them. Art historians pay

special attention to how pictures are arranged because composition

is one of the principal ways artists charge their paintings with

expressive meaning.

IDENTIFYING SUBJECT MATTER

Art historians have traditionally sought subject matter and meaning

in works of art with a system of analysis that was outlined by Irwin

Panofsky (1892 1968), an influential German scholar who was

expelled from his academic position by the Nazis in 1933 and spent

the rest of his career of research and teaching in the United States.

Panofsky proposed that when we seek to understand the subject of

a work of art, we derive meaning initially in two ways:

First we perceive what he called natural subject matter by 

recognizing forms and situations that we know from our own

experience.

Then we use what he called iconography to identify the

conventional meanings associated with forms and figures as

bearers of narrative or symbolic content, often specific to a 

particular time and place.

Some paintings, like Rothko s abstractions, do not contain subjects

drawn from the world around us, from stories, or from conventional

symbolism, but Panofsky s scheme remains a standard method of

investigating meaning in works of art that present narrative subjects,

portray specific people or places, or embody cultural values with

iconic imagery or allegory.

INTRO 4  

Auguste Renoir

MME. CHARPENTIER

AND HER CHILDREN

1878. Oil on canvas, 

601*2 * 747*8+ (153.7 *

190.2 cm). Metropolitan

Museum of Art, New York.


