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Introduction to art historical analysis.

Why does a work of art look the way it does? Who made it and why? What does it mean? 
These questions and others like them lie at the heart of art historical inquiry. Art historians 
use various types of analysis to provide answers. These have varied over time and continue 
to evolve, but in general, three categories can be distinguished. In the essays and videos on 
Smarthistory, different types of analysis are used, often without identifying them explicitly. 
If you become familiar with the three categories below, you will be able to recognize them.

Art as physical object

Oil and pigments on canvas, carved marble, woven fibers, a concrete dome—most works of 
art and architecture are physical things. As such, a fundamental determinant of the way they 
look is the material of which they are made. In architecture, the word used for this is simply 
materials. In art, the term medium (plural: media) is also used.

Materials have specific properties that dictate the ways they can be manipulated and the 
effects they can produce. For example, marble will crack under its own weight if not prop-
erly balanced and supported, which imposes limits on the sculptural forms or architectural 
designs that can be created with it. Fresco painting, stained glass, and mosaic are all capable 
of creating breathtaking images, but their visual qualities differ significantly due to the dis-
tinct physical properties and working methods of each medium. This latter aspect—the way 
a medium is worked or used—is called technique. Together, materials and technique deter-
mine basic visual features and the parameters within which an artist or architect must work.

Learning to recognize specific media and techniques and how they have been used histori-
cally are fundamental art historical skills. Not only do they allow you to understand the 
logic behind specific visual qualities, but they may also help identify when and where a 
work was made since certain media and techniques are characteristic of specific periods and 
places.

Art as visual experience

Most art is visually compelling. While materials and technique determine the range of what 
is possible, the final appearance of a work is the product of numerous additional choices 
made by the artist. An artist painting a portrait of a woman in oil on canvas must decide 
on the size and shape of the canvas, the scale of the woman and where to place her, and the 
types of forms, lines, colors, and brushstrokes to use in representing the sitter and her sur-
roundings. In a compelling work of art, myriad variables such as these and others come 
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together to create an engaging visual experience.

Visual (formal) analysis

Art historians use visual analysis to describe and understand this experience. Often called 
formal analysis because it focuses on form rather than subject matter or historical context, 
this typically consists of two parts: description of the visual features of a work and analysis 
of their effects. To describe visual properties systematically, art historians rely on an estab-
lished set of terms and concepts. These include characteristics such as format, scale, com-
position, and viewpoint; treatment of the human figure and space; and the use of form, line, 
color, light, and texture.

In describing visual qualities, formal analysis usually identifies certain features as contrib-
uting to the overall impression of the work. For example, a prominent linear form might 
suggest strength if straight and vertical, grace or sensuality if sinuous, or stability and calm 
if long and horizontal. Sharp contrasts in light and dark may make an image feel bold and 
dramatic whereas subdued lighting might suggest gentleness or intimacy. In the past, formal 
analysis assumed there was some elementary level of universality in the human response 
to visual form and tried to describe these effects. Today, the method is understood as more 
subjective, but still valued as a critical exercise and means of analyzing visual experience, 
especially in introductory art history courses.

Style

Formal analysis is a powerful tool for appreciating art. Armed with it, you can analyze any 
work based simply on the experience of looking at it. But the method is also important for 
understanding art in its historical context. This is because the visual properties of works 
made by an individual artist or, more generally, by artists working in the same time and 
place, typically have common features. Art historians call these shared characteristics style. 
As James Elkins elegantly phrased it, style is “a coherence of qualities in periods or peo-
ple.”[1] This may include consistency in things like medium, function, and subject matter, 
but when art historians use the term style, they primarily mean formal characteristics.

Style varies by time and place, so like medium and technique, it can be used to determine 
the origin of a work of art. Because of its complexity, style is a far more specific indicator 
than materials and technique alone. Early art historians used stylistic analysis to categorize 
the vast legacy of undocumented art, assigning works to cultures, artistic circles, or indi-
vidual artists based on their formal qualities. Today, stylistic analysis continues to be used to 
establish origins when unknown works are discovered or previous attributions revised.

In addition to helping categorize individual works, style has shaped the narratives told by 
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art historians in fundamental ways. Until the mid-20th century, most histories of art fo-
cused on tracing stylistic development and change. As a result, many of the period divisions 
traditionally used for Western art are based on style. Some examples are Geometric, Ori-
entalizing, Archaic, and Classical in ancient Greece, Romanesque and Gothic in Medieval 
Europe, and the Early, High, and Late Renaissance. Today style is only one of many aspects 
of art that interest art historians, but the power of tradition has ensured that style-based 
period divisions and labels remain widely used. Likewise, familiarity with the style of spe-
cific periods, places, and artists is still considered fundamental art historical knowledge and 
often remains the focus of introductory art history textbooks and courses.

Art as cultural artifact

While understanding the physical properties and visual experience of art are important, 
today most art historical research focuses on the significance of works as cultural artifacts. 
This category of analysis is characterized by a variety of approaches, but all share the basic 
objective of examining art in relation to its historical context. Most often, this is the time 
and place in which a work was created—typically we want to know why and by whom it was 
made and how it originally functioned. But since works of art and architecture often survive 
for centuries, art historians may also study a work’s cultural significance at later historical 
moments.

Subject matter / iconography

One of the most basic types of contextual analysis is the interpretation of subject matter. 
Much art is representational (i.e., it creates a likeness of something), and naturally we want 
to understand what is shown and why. Art historians call the subject matter of images ico-
nography. Iconographic analysis is the interpretation of its meaning. In many cases, such 
as an image of the crucified Christ or seated Buddha, identifying the subject presents few 
problems. When the iconography is obscure or treated in an unusual way, art historians try 
to understand it by studying the historical context in which the image was made, typically 
through comparison with texts and other imagery from the time. With challenging images, 
scholars may disagree on which contextual materials are relevant, resulting in conflicting 
interpretations. For many complex or enigmatic works, the meanings of the subject matter 
continue to be debated and reinterpreted today.

Function of art

Another common aspect of art investigated through contextual analysis is function. Histori-
cally, many works of art and nearly all architecture were intended to serve some purpose 
beyond the aesthetic. Understanding function is crucial because it usually plays a role in 
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determining many features, including iconography, materials, format, and aspects of style. 
At the most basic level, art historians analyze function by identifying types—an altarpiece, 
portrait, Book of Hours, tomb, palace, etc. Studying the history and use of a given type pro-
vides a context for understanding specific examples.

Analysis of function becomes more complex when the personal motivations of the people 
responsible for making a work are considered. For much of history, this includes not only 
artists but also the patrons who commissioned works and in some cases, advisors acting on 
the patron’s behalf. When such agents can be identified, definitively or hypothetically, their 
motivations become potential contexts for understanding purpose and appearance.

With complex works, this can soon raise interpretive quandaries. Take, for example, Michel-
angelo’s famous frescos on ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. Are these highly original paintings 
best understood in relation to the function of the chapel (a key ritual site in the Vatican pal-
ace), or the concerns of the painter, Michelangelo, or of the patron, Pope Julius II, or of one 
or more of the Julius’s advisors at the papal court? The answer is likely some combination of 
these, but the contextual materials relevant to each are so vast and diverse that there is no 
one way to interpret them.

Thinking critically

This raises a final point about analyzing the meaning of art and architecture as cultural 
artifacts. While art historians rely on facts as much as possible and seek to interpret works 
in ways that are historically plausible, we recognize that subjectivity is inescapable. As dis-
cussed in “What is art history?,” we interpret the past in ways that make sense in the pres-
ent. Today, art historians continue to ask traditional questions like those noted above, but 
they also ask new ones inspired by social developments such as feminism, globalism, multi-
culturalism, and identity politics.

So, as you read, watch, and listen, try to recognize the approaches being used and to think 
critically about them. Is the speaker or writer talking about the work as a physical object, 
visual experience, or cultural artifact? (Often it will be some combination.) What contexts 
are being used to explain meaning? Which contexts are not considered? This may leave you 
with as many questions as answers, but that is good. You are here not only to gain knowl-
edge, but also to develop a curiosity about the world and the ability to think critically about 
it.
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