ELEMENTS OF PAINTING ANALYSIS

An analysis of a painting, or any work of art, should address SIX basic qll*;ﬂ__tlﬂtlﬂ- ‘t'v_hﬂda
what, when, where, how, and why. The answers to these questions are s0 ‘Intfl‘.‘l‘i:’]':pﬂﬂ ent
that the order in which they are posed depends upon the evidence of each individual
painting and upon the viewer's own sense of priorities.

L Formal Analysis

The subject of a painting deals entirely with it visual properties, regardless of
subject matter and interpretation. Some thing to consider:

l. Format. What is the size of the painting? What is the proportion of height
to width? What is the relation of forms or shapes to frame? Does the
frame respect the integrity of the forms or cut them off? Does the
interaction of frame and forms produce harmony or tension? (“Frame™ in
this context refers to the perimeter of the pictorial areal.)

2. Composition, (the organization of shapes within the pictorial area and
their interrelationships). Si
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T8 :
;&%ﬁf&“ﬁ" orunclear? Shallow or deep? Nlusion of three dimensions or
e inﬂf_f'i?l (flat)? Hm'v: is the illusion of space created? By
S hF'P ng: 1;_1633.‘ Perspective? Aerial (atmospheric) perspective?
snortening? Modeling in light and dark? Diminution (relative

i—'&ductiun of scale)? Varying color values and intensities? Are there
evels or planes of space (fo

main interest near or far?

8. Technig‘ ue. What material is used for support (wood. eanvas, paper, ete.)?
What kind of medijum (oil, tempera, watercolor, pastel, acrylic. etc.)?
Agency of application (brush. knife, gravity, etc.)? If brush, what kind
(wide or fine, soft or stiff)? How is the paint applied (in strokes or layers?
Spits? Thickly or smoothly? Evenly or unevenly?)? Are strokes evident?
Do they vary? Are the paints transparent or opaque?

9. Texture. What is the texture of the painted surface? Dioes the artist vary
stroke and paint thickness to convey the carrying textures of objects?

10. General Observation. How consistent is the structure of the whole? What
degree of variety or sameness? Does the work seem calculated or
spontaneous? Carefully planned or improvised? Is the effect loud or
intimate. monumental o trifling solemnor gay, ascetic or opulent, ete.?
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4, Landscape. Proportion or earth to sky. plain to elevation, water to land,
etc,? Is a large or small area visible? W'hat is the general character
(attractive, calm, forbidding, stormy. monumental, intimate. etc.)? Which
elements determine the effect? Is it “real” or imaginary. stylized or
detailed, accessible or obstructed, concentrated or diffuse, varied or
rﬁﬁnnfﬁhﬂﬁs?- What evidence of human activity? Is this activity an
important or negligible part of the picture? '

Ill.  Interpretation

The interpretation of a painting draws on formal analysis and iconography in
arder to answer the question of why. The art historian assumes the task of
discovering the relationship between the visual properties of a painting and its

meaning.
1. What is the relationship between the visual properties of the painting and

its subject matter? How does the artist use format. composition. line,
color, light, space. technique, and texture to express a dominant theme or

mood?
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