
FORMAL ANALYSIS

Writing a Formal Analysis in Art History. The goal of a formal analysis is to explain how the formal elements of a work of
art affect the representation of the subject.

Written for the general public, includes reviews of art exhibitions in galleries and museums. So by looking at
scale, at composition, at pictorial space, at form, line, color, light, tone, at the textures and the patterns, we
have an opportunity to look closely at the painting. The objects of interpretation are artworks, not artists.
Texture depicted in two-dimensions Artists use color, line, and shading to imply textures. This leftward
direction and placement is brought into a precarious and exciting but beautifully controlled balance by the
mirror on the right which. So here we can talk about the scale of the painting, and the scale of the figures, and
what we see in the painting. But the more one looks the more they elude any precise definition. The space is
momentarily covered but not interrupted by the vertical in the foreground. This is a moderately sized painting,
and that changes where we stand in relationship to the painting. Artists can also convey texture visually in two
dimensions. Because it explains how the eye is led through a work, this kind of description provides a solid
foundation for other types of analysis. It is always a useful exercise, even when it is not intended as an end in
itself. But we wanted to talk about it, as a vehicle to highlight the tools of visual analysis. They are of a
surprising simplicity, and are clearly apprehended. Details become less vivid, color becomes paler, things
become bluer. And the contrast that the artist is creating between the smooth textures of the flesh, or of the
cloth that the figures wear, in comparison to the rough, pebbly surface that we see in the middle ground. The
interior of the room and the woman in it are painted in subdued, desert-sand colors, roughly and vigorously
applied with much of the drawing achieved by leaving exposed an earlier layer of paint. Like them, relaxed
and still, she seems to have sat for centuries. For Fry, that information only came after everything else, if it
was mentioned at all. Some of these forms are rounded and curvilinear, like the Virgin Mary and the the Christ
Child, or even the clouds. This is a Renaissance painting from Venice. But I'm also struck by the volume in
between the hands of the Virgin Mary, who holds her fingertips together, defining an internal space, that has
the same kind of volume as her own head and that of the child. From there, our eye moves to the contrasting
textures and colors of the foliage in the top half of the image. Line is also sometimes the corners of forms, I'm
looking at the line that forms the edge of the squared turret. The Principles Notice how the following
principles integrate the elements of formal analysis and build on one another. The apparent continuity of the
contour is illusory, for it changes in quality throughout each particle of its length. If the goal of a writer is to
explain how parts combine to create a whole, and what effect that whole has on the viewer, then this type of
analysis is essential.


