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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.

picture plane

ground plane

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.

TECHNIQUE | Pictorial devices for depicting recession in space
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overlapping

In overlapping, partially
covered elements are
meant to be seen as
located behind those
covering them.

diminution

In diminution of scale,
successively smaller
elements are perceived
as being progressively
farther away than the

vertical perspective

Vertical perspective
stacks elements, with
the higher ones intended
to be perceived as
deeper in space.

atmospheric perspective

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.
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divergent perspective intuitive perspective linear perspective

Linear perspective (also called scientific, mathematical,
one-point and Renaissance perspective) is a rationalization or
standardization of intuitive perspective that was developed in

In divergent or
reverse perspective,
forms widen slightly

Intuitive perspective takes the
opposite approach from divergent
perspective. Forms become
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4 and imaginary lines narrower and orthogonals converge fifteenth-century Italy. It uses mathematical formulas to

o called orthogonals the farther they are from the viewer, construct images in which all elements are shaped by, or
i diverge as they approximating the optical arranged along, orthogonals that converge in one or more
y recede in space. experience of spatial recession. 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.
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lllusionism 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.

Plan: Philadelphia, Vanna Venturi House

Sections reveal the interior of a building as if it had been cut
vertically from top to bottom.

Section: Rome, Sta. Costanza

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 projection from below: Istanbul, Hagia Sophia
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