An Introduction to the General Principles for Studying Art:

By Paul R. Shockley

Though many people are often attracted or captivated by pieces of art, they may lack the skills to thoroughly interpret what they see.  Below is an outline that will help those who seek to improve their understanding of the beauty, design, and message/meaning (s) of art.

I.    Prolegomena:  

A. If you know you will be examining a certain piece or work by a certain artist (e.g., Michelangelo; Durer; Matisse) in advance, try to study the background information of the piece/artist beforehand. Seek to understand the artist’s background, his or her known biases and moldable influences, the historical and social context and issues, benefactors (people who paid for or sponsored the artist or commissioned the work), and philosophy/theology of his or her period that may have influenced his or her work.

B. Before examining art remember that you are consciously employing your senses, emotions, and even memories. 

C. Learn to be sensitive to your gut-level reaction to the art.  Be prepared to ask yourself “why” you reacted the way you did.

D. Begin your actual assessment by asking the following three questions:

1. What do I see?

2. Who created it?

3. What is it made of?

II.
Formal Analysis:  Begin a formal analysis by breaking down the work to its various visual elements and design principles:

A.
Subject Matter:  Is the work or subject matter abstract, non-objective (non-representational) or representational.

B. Lines:  What kind of line is visible?  Curved, soft, hard, sharp, choppy, nervous, thick, thin, horizontal, vertical, diagonal, or other.

C. Shapes:  What kind of shapes do you see?  Geometric (circles, rectangles, squares, and triangles; geometric shapes tend to be precise and regular) or Organic (irregular, often curving or rounded, tending to seem relaxed and more informal then geometric shapes; these are shapes often found in nature).

D. Color:  What kind of color do you see?  Warm, cool, intense, dull, passionate, soothing, etc.

1. 
Primary colors:  red, yellow, blue

2.
Secondary colors:  orange, green, violet

3.
Complementary colors:  color opposite each other on the color wheel as such as red and blue, blue and orange, yellow and purple.

4.
Monochromatic colors:  one color and black, white, and grays.

5.
Analogous colors:  color adjacent to one another on the color wheel such as yellow, yellow-orange, and red-orange, or yellow-green, green, blue-green.

E. Texture:  What kind of texture do you see?  Rough, smooth, fuzzy, soft, hard, etc.

1.
Actual texture:  texture you can feel by touching?

2.
Simulated texture: implied or created texture to look like something other than paint on a surface.

F. Light:  What kind of light do you see?  Is the light high key, low key, dramatic, and soft (light in value or dark in value)?

G. Space:  What kind of space is in the work (illusion of depth)?  Flat space, deep space, 
             shallow space, or ambiguous space?

H. Motion:  Does the element of motion or time appear in the piece?  Is time or motion
       actual or implied?

I. Pattern:  Is there pattern in the work?  Repetitive, ordered surface designs such as those found in textiles, tiles, and wallpaper.

III.   Principles of Design:  How are the visual elements organized?

A. Unity:  Is there the appearance or condition of oneness?

B. Variety:   Is there diversity that acts as a counterbalance to extreme unity?

Is there a balance between the boredom of too much sameness and chaos of uncontrolled variety?

C. Emphasis:  What is emphasized?

1. What is most important? 

2. What does your eye first see?  

3. What is the focal point?

D. Subordination:  What are the neutral areas of less interest that keep you from being distracted from areas of interest?

E. Balance:  Is there the achievement of equilibrium in the work of art.

F. Symmetrical:  the left and right are exact or near images of each other.

G. Assymetrical:  the two sides are not the same.

H. Repetition:  repeated visual elements to give a composition unity, continuity, and flow.

I. Scale:  size of an object in relation to the ideal or normal size.

J. Proportion:  size relationship of parts to the whole.  Is it larger than life or intimate; how is it in relationship to your own body scale?

IV.   Analyze the Meaning:
A. What is the artist concerned with or what is depicted; how is it done?  

B. Is it realistic or more abstract?

C. Is the artist more concerned with expressing a feeling and emotion or more of an idea? 

1.
What is/are the feeling (s) or emotion (s) the artist is conveying or provoking?  

2.
Is the idea philosophical, theological, pop-culture, political, hedonistic, apathetic, ideal, noble, or profane etc.

D. Does the piece arouse your emotions, open your imagination, teach you to think in new ways, or develop, modify, or place stress upon your worldview (which is constructed of your view of God, truth, reality, humanity, ethics/morality).

E. Does the artist combine the visual elements in a successful way that holds your attention and communicate visually? 

F. Do you like or dislike the piece?

G. Do you feel that the artist was successful?  

These are just a few questions to ask to begin to analyze, interpret, and acquire a deeper understanding of the visual elements you will be examining.

