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INTRODUCTION 

We encourage the study of art because we believe that it expands our shared human 
experience in much the same way reading literature opens those same horizons. The art 
of looking improves our ability to see and perceive deeper realities in all of life. 

The study of art involves all the senses and calls forth a response to the content as the 
artist has envisioned it. Primarily, we use our sense of sight; but as our imagination is 
fed by masterpieces of expression, our ability to expand the experience to include the 
other senses contributes even more to our perception. We therefore encourage a simple, 
not scholarly, approach to viewing art. In this guide, we focus on the skills needed to 
view attentively and discuss intelligently a work of art. To that end, we have included 
the following: 

1. General introduction to the guide 

2. Example of a step-by-step discussion of a work of art 

3. Extensive glossary of terms with examples drawn from masterpieces 

4. List of types of works by subject matter in chronological order 

5. Discussion of various media  

6. Essay questions 

7. Bibliography  

GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO THE GUIDE 

The emphasis in this guide is less on historical narrative than on the works of art 
themselves—their subject matter and expressive content. Emphasis is placed on seeing: 
seeing the work of art, noticing details, taking in and understanding the subject matter 
as seen through the eyes of the artist. While historical context for the work’s subject 
matter is important, biographical information on the artist, including the historical 
context in which the work was created, is not always as important. However, in some 
cases, this material is critical to understanding the piece. Take, for example, Goya’s 
Third of May, 1808, Picasso’s Guernica and David’s Death of Marat. Under this course’s 
emphasis on seeing art, art history is not an end in itself but rather is of interest only 
inasmuch as it aids our seeing. We do, however, recommend that students know about 
the size and placement of a work so that they might see the work as it was meant to be 
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seen. Close-up shots may be used to help students focus on specific areas of the work. 
When feasible, trips to a local art museum are instructive for students of all ages. 

We do not recommend the use of a textbook. Most art history texts are expensive and 
contain information not pertinent to the goals of this guide. Furthermore, the amount of 
information included can be a distraction from developing the skill of careful 
observation. Finally, in the case of schools, most texts include some works teachers and 
parents might find objectionable for young students.   

The images we recommend using are all readily available online and easily adaptable to 
a presentation using a laptop and a projector. We have provided the names of works we 
think are best suited to high-school students and adults, but teachers should use their 
judgment to determine what images are best suited to the maturity of their audience.  

This guide provides questions for discussion, beginning with some general distinctions 
between subject matter and creative content. However, the fundamental question 
remains, On what does the power of the work depend? With even the most familiar subjects, 
the artist awakens a unique experience for us as we respond to the creative content 
(Learning to Look, Taylor 52). 

EXAMPLE OF A STEP-BY-STEP DISCUSSION OF A WORK OF ART  

This guide provides instruction on how to view a work of art. The process and 
questions may be used with any work: painting, etching, drawing, sculpture, or 
photography.  

The guide follows Joshua C. Taylor, who distinguishes between subject matter and 
expressive content. While subject matter indicates the events or things represented in the 
work, expressive content points to that in the work that calls forth a response from the 
viewer. When we thoughtfully examine a work of art and our own responses to it, we 
begin to see the masterful interdependence of craft, subject matter, and expressive 
content.  

For example, thousands of artists have explored the Crucifixion as the subject matter for 
their works, and the variations in expressive content are as numerous as the works 
themselves. Taylor uses the following dramatic examples of identical subject matter 
created with strikingly different expressive content: 
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Crucifixion with the Virgin, Saint John, Saint Jerome, and Saint Mary Magdalene, Perugino 
The Crucifixion, Crivelli 

These two paintings make for an excellent comparison because not only is the subject 
matter shared, even the arrangement and shape of the paintings are similar. Yet each 
artist’s use of color and saturation, perspective, proportion and scale creates an entirely 
unique expressive content. Let’s take a look at a sample lesson on a piece of art: 

Step One 

The first question to ask when viewing a work of art is simply, “What do you see?” 
Perhaps the subject matter may not be so readily ascertained. We encourage teachers to 
refrain from telling students the title of a work too soon. Even when the subject matter 
is easily identified, this question leads us to look more carefully at the details, noting 
what appears in the corners, say, in the background and foreground, on the faces, or in 
the sky. Without attributing any particular meaning or interpretation, students are 
encouraged to look at the work from all angles and distances. It can be helpful, if 
feasible, to cover up parts of the work, focusing our attention on details area by area. At 
this point, there really are no right or wrong answers; each student will see color, shape, 
and size in slightly different ways. The point is to simply take in as many details as 
possible. To teach this skill, the painting by Marinus van Reymerswaele, The Tax 
Collector (Ein Notar, 1542), could be used with the accompanying questions. Do not 
inform the students of the work’s title until after the discussion. 
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● What do you see? Where?   

● Use your senses: What do you hear? What do you smell? If you could touch the 
objects, how would they feel? 

● What are the sizes of the various elements? Where is each element placed in 
relationship to the others? 

● Describe the clothing on the characters. 

● Describe any other objects in the work. 

● Without drawing any conclusions, describe the facial expressions and placement 
of bodies.  

● Where are the characters looking? 

● Where do you see light? 

Without knowing the name of this painting, we are forced to look more carefully at the 
details, noting for example the extraordinarily long fingers of the men behind the desk 
and the curious cases on the shelves in the background. We might note the 
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predominance of red on the figures behind the desk and the coins in shadow at the front 
of the desk. The large man on the left has an upturned mouth and lined faced. The man 
to his left has deep circles under his eyes, and the man in the foreground has a sharply 
pointed nose. Each character seems to be looking in a different direction. The light 
appears to be coming from a window to the left, but the shadows on the table indicate a 
light source behind the man in the foreground. Several papers hanging behind the desk 
apparently have been folded many times.  

Without yet attaching any particular meaning to these elements, we are free to notice 
more. This should be done slowly. Students should be encouraged to observe in this 
way for several minutes and then, without looking at the work, list what they 
remember seeing. Viewing the work again, they may notice details overlooked in their 
first viewing. It is always helpful to be in conversation, as others often notice things we 
do not. 

Step Two 

Next, the teacher may provide any context necessary for understanding the subject 
matter. For example, if the subject matter includes mythical or historical information, it 
may be helpful for the students to know the story. Once an inventory of details is 
assembled, students can try their hand at identifying the subject matter—that is, try 
describing the setting, time, place, and story. This next set of questions is helpful for this 
second stage of discovery: 

● To what are your eyes initially drawn?   

● Do they follow a path through the work? 

● What is the subject matter?   

● What is the moment captured by the artist? Be specific. 

● Can you tell who the people represented are or what they are doing? What 
appears to be the relationship of each to the others? 

● Do other objects in the work give us any clues regarding setting and subject 
matter? 

● What do we know about them?   

The red cap on the central figure draws our eyes to him, and we immediately notice that 
he is writing something. The length of the man’s fingers draws our eyes to what he is 
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doing; this looks like an office of some kind; the business involves documents, some 
with official seals; a transaction appears to be taking place as indicated by the coins.  

Following the color red, our eyes move to the figure on the left, who may be dictating 
something to the first character: his mouth is open, and he is looking off into the 
distance. The direction of his upturned hand leads our eyes to the man in the 
foreground who appears to be paying the large man. His smallness and the simplicity of 
his attire in comparison to the man in red gives him the appearance of submission or 
subservience. Our eyes are then drawn to the two figures on the right, one of whom 
appears to be leaning in to either hear or be noticed. From there, our eyes seem to circle 
back through the painting again in a widening circle as we note the shelves and other 
items on the table.  

The men behind the table appear to be officials selling services to the man with the bag 
of coins. The moment captured appears to be a transaction of some sort. The raised 
hand of the man on the left is reminiscent of oath taking, and the documents and seals 
indicate something official taking place. 

The title, which may or may not provide further insight, could be introduced after 
students have had the opportunity to make these further observations: The painting 
above is entitled Ein Notar, or The Tax Collector, by Marinus van Reymerswaele (1542).  

Step Three 

Having paid attention to the details of the subject matter, the student is in a better 
position to articulate the expressive content: How does this work make us feel about the 
subject matter? In the case of The Tax Collector, what are we led to feel about the 
lawyers? The feelings elicited are hugely important; they are, one might say, the whole 
point.  

● What has the artist made us feel toward the subject matter?  

● What do we think is conveyed about this subject matter? About this moment in 
history? About the mythical or religious content? About our human condition?  

● What emotions do you experience when you look at this work?   

● How does it move you? What words would you use to describe this work? 

● Do you think that is the right emotion? Why? 

● Do you like the work? Why or why not? 
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Again, the answers could be varied, but we would argue that some responses are more 
appropriate than others. However, Taylor is instructive here as well: 

We should remind ourselves that the very capacity of an effective work to elude 
definition gives it power to live in our experience. And the analysis serves to 
broaden our experience by refining our perception of the individual work, 
leading us toward the definition of quality that can be completed only within the 
depths of our personal understanding (Taylor 62). 

None of the characters in this painting are very attractive. The angular and sharp 
features of the characters, the corpulence of the prominent lawyer next to his hard-
working employee, the money in shadows all produce a feeling of corruption at work. 
We are perhaps being moved by the artist to consider these lawyers in a negative light; 
greed, extravagance, corruption seem to be on display. One is perhaps even revolted by 
the lawyer and his comparative opulence. The characters to the right are puzzling; one 
finds it difficult to account for their presence and their dispositions. The most softly 
drawn character in the painting is the man leaning in, and the viewer may fear for this 
young man’s future as he seems drawn to the corruption. 

Step Four 

At this point, we want to encourage students to tie the expressive content and their 
emotional response to elements in the work itself. Thus, the final question focuses on 
answering the question, “How?” That is, “How does the artist create this expressive 
content?” Now students will describe elements such as line, color, shape, and 
composition. For example, the artist used red for the lawyers’ garments; he did not use 
brown or blue or white, say. He used red, and how does color shape the expressive 
content and our response to it? If they can, students may identify the medium and 
ponder why the artist made that choice of medium. 

Students could be given some basic introduction to terms that will help them discuss 
any work of art. However, rather than introducing terms as objective rubrics for 
analyzing a work of art, we encourage teachers to have students state what they notice, 
and when terminology may provide a helpful shorthand for what has been noticed, the 
teacher could point it out to the students. We include in the next section a fuller 
description of some of these helpful terms with examples. The following are questions 
that tie the answers previously given to the work itself.  

● How does the work elicit your response to the subject matter?    

● How does each element of the work relate to the others? 
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● How does your vision travel across or through the work? How does the artist 
effect this movement? What part do you think is most important? Where is the 
artist standing with respect to his subject? 

● How does your vision shift when you change your vantage point? 

● Hue. What color is used most? Is there anything interesting about the way the 
artist uses color? Are the colors predominantly cool or warm? How does the 
artist use complementary colors? 

● Saturation. Describe the saturation of the colors used. Are the hues equally 
saturated and balanced? 

● Composition. What is the placement of objects? What is in the foreground? What is 
in the background? What is included? What is omitted? In a sculpture, we can 
ask, what is the relationship of each figure to the others? 

● Brush stroke. What do you notice about the brushstrokes? Is the paint applied 
lightly or heavily? In strokes or dots? Is the brushing carefully done or does it 
seem haphazard? Did the artist use impasto? 

● Medium. Can we tell what medium was used—photography, sculpture, oil, 
watercolor, tempera? What surface was used? How are the media choices 
appropriate to the expressive content? Where was this work originally 
displayed?  

● Perspective. From what vantage point are we viewing the subject matter? Is there 
more than one perspective? 

● Light. What is the source of light? Is there one? Does it make sense that the source 
would be coming from where it appears?  

● What is real?: How is this portrayal different from real life? At the same time, 
how does it make what you are seeing more real? 

● Comparison: How does the expressive content of this depiction of the subject 
matter compare with others you have seen? Does it remind you of another work 
of art? How is the feeling different? 

One may add to the comments in Step Three that van Reymerswaele has used color and 
composition to bring the viewer up close to a transaction. The figures are crowded 
together, and the light is blocked by the figures in front of the window as well as by the 
man at the front of the table. The foreground is overshadowed by the massiveness of the 
table, the lawyer and his assistant, and the shelves in the background. The paying 
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customer’s size and placement as well as his clothing indicate a lower status, 
particularly in contrast to the soft velvet texture and rich red hues of the apparently 
wealthy lawyer. The coins in shadow create a feeling of something corrupt taking place.  

Comparing the expressive content of one work of art with another of the same subject 
matter may aid student understanding of how artists use their skills to evoke expressive 
content. For comparison to van Reymerswaele, students could briefly discuss either of 
the following:  

Portrait of Three Lawyers, Pietro Uberti 
St. Mark in Glory and a Portrait of Three Lawyers and a Notary, Domenico Tintoretto  

EXTENSIVE GLOSSARY OF TERMS WITH EXAMPLES 

The following is a brief discussion of terms which prove helpful in discussing an artist’s 
depiction of expressive content. We suggest that these terms be introduced to students 
only as needed. We have included examples where helpful and possible. 

Line is the fundamental manner in which the artist applies his medium: “It creates 
structure and embodies movement and character.”  However, when we view the work 1

of art, we most often see shapes that lines create by dividing the space. Line can also be 
invisible; that is, our eyes are led by compositional features that act as lines. All works 
of art include line; even when viewing a sculpture, one should pay attention to the 
shapes created and the lines used to create them. 

Color  is perhaps the most accessible feature of a painting or drawing; even sculptors 2

consider color in their choice of medium. Although a limited palette is available to the 
sculptor, he uses line and shape to create variations using the natural characteristics of 
the stone, metal, or wood. 

Just as we use color to describe our feelings, the artist sets the tone for his subject matter 
with the use of color. We say that one “sees red” or “feels blue” or that a character is 
“dark.” Our eyes naturally follow colors that are of the same hue; thus, the artist can use 
color to subtly lead us in a particular order over and through the work, creating a 

 Joshua C. Taylor, Learning to Look: A Handbook for the Visual Arts (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1

1981), 63.

 The following information regarding color is adapted from Joshua C. Taylor, Learning to Look: A 2

Handbook for the Visual Arts (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981).
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narrative. Colors may overlap, blurring the definition between figures, or colors might 
be distinct in hue, creating sharp divisions of the space. The skilled artist knows well 
the properties of color and uses this knowledge to create the desired expressive content. 
Thus, even a rudimentary understanding of color can draw us to a better understanding 
of expressive content. 

Hue refers to the pigment suspended in a liquid: oil, egg, or water. A hue  is some 
variation of the color spectrum: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, violet. (The mnemonic 
device ROY G BiV is a helpful tool for recalling this spectrum.) Technically, neither black 
nor white are on the color spectrum as white is the absence of pigment and black the 
absorption of all pigment. 

Red, yellow and blue are referred to as the primary colors; from a mixture of these, all 
other colors are created. Secondary colors are those created when each of the primary 
colors is mixed with another primary color.  

Red + Yellow = Orange 
Yellow + Blue  = Green 
Red + Blue = Violet 

On the color spectrum, these secondary colors occur between the primary colors. 

Complementary colors are those which intensify each other because they are opposite 
in terms of tone and temperature.  

Yellow / Purple 
Blue / Orange 
Red / Green 

This intensifying effect can be seen in the following painting: Argenteuil, by Monet 

Color (or hue or pigment) can also be described in terms of warmth and coolness. Those 
colors at the beginning of the spectrum are said to be warm and appear to advance. The 
cool colors appear to recede. Thus, color produces depth. 

Warm = red, orange, yellow 
Cool = blue, green, violet 
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We see this effect in the following paintings: 

Constance (1842), Turner 
Fruit, Cézanne 

A hue is said to be more or less saturated depending on how much it has been diluted. 
The purer the hue, the more saturated it is said to be. Value refers to the relative 
lightness or darkness of the hue. The darker the color, the lower the value. For example, 
yellow, the lightest of the hues, is said to have a high value. Changing value will change 
the saturation or brightness of the hue. Together, value and saturation create 
relationships within space and with the space itself. The saturation and value of color is 
contrasted in these two paintings: A Woman Sewing in an Interior, by Hammershoi and 
The Dessert: Harmony in Red, by Matisse 

Light: Related to and created by the use of color, light is also used to draw our eyes 
through the work. Sometimes it is helpful to squint one’s eyes to identify the source of 
light when it is not readily apparent. The use of shading, using light and dark, creates 
expressive forms and character as well as mass. Figures appear three-dimensional as the 
artist uses light to carve volume and shape. 

A spotlight serves the purpose of powerfully drawing our attention to some detail (see 
Old Woman Cooking Eggs, Velazquez, 1618). Although the location of the light source 
may be identified, the light source itself might remain unknown. Depictions of religious 
subjects often locate the source of light in the interior, as in van Honthorst’s Adoration of 
the Child (circa 1621).  

Some works present diffused light permeating the entire atmosphere, as in Friedrich’s 
Winter Landscape (probably 1811). Others—some using a technique of light and shadow 
called chiaroscuro—present the viewer with a strong and powerful light, as in 
Caravaggio’s Incredulity of Saint Thomas (1601-1602). 

J.M.W. Turner’s work must be mentioned in any discussion of light. Over time, his work 
increasingly focused on light itself to the neglect of all other subjects as can be readily 
seen in Norham Castle, Sunrise (1845). The characteristics of light would be further 
developed by the Impressionists (see Monet’s Haystacks or Rouen Cathedral series). 

Finally, some works contain no apparent lighting or shading. That too can be noted by 
the attentive student of expressive content. 
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Brush stroke: The manner in which the medium is applied to the surface creates either 
movement or stillness. Rembrandt’s later work was criticized for seeming unfinished; 
yet it was this quality of brush stroke that gave his portraits energy in a manner that 
anticipated art movements of the future. Compare Rembrandt’s Portrait of Jan Six (1654) 
to his Old Man in Military Costume (1630). One can see Rembrandt’s skillful precision in 
the latter, while in the former, the hand and glove of the subject showcase movement 
and energy. Two hundred years later, van Gogh and others would further develop this 
attention to the power of brush stroke. 

Some artists choose to build the paint on the surface. This is referred to as “impasto” 
and is most often seen in oil painting. Tempera dries quickly, making impasto 
impossible. Watercolor builds color by layering opaque hues upon one another or 
allowing colors to bleed into one another. 

Painters use many different kinds of brushes, some of which are determined by the 
choice of medium: tempera, watercolor, oil, and acrylic. Choice of paper or base also 
affects the result of brushstroke. An artist will employ other instruments and even his 
fingers to apply, move, and remove paint. In the following examples, we can see two 
very different uses of brushstroke. Also to be considered in this category are the lines 
created by a sculptor and the resulting surfaces. Some will be smooth, others rough; 
some sculptures will be complicated, others simple. 

Impression, Sunrise, Monet (1872) 
The Garden at Arles, van Gogh (1888)  
A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte, Seurat (1884) 

Well of Life, Mestrovic (1905) 
David, Michelangelo (1501-1504) 
David, Bernini (1623-1624) 

Composition: The composition of a work tells a story; each figure’s relationship to the 
others and to the whole of the work is carefully considered by the artist and functions as 
a narrative of the action taking place. The scale of the characters relative to each other as 
well as the size of the whole work, verticals and horizontals, the use of color and angles 
to lead the eye, the placement of the elements within the frame of the work, the 
closeness of the characters to the viewer, and the distinctions between foreground and 
background are all elements of composition. 
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In some Medieval and Renaissance works, the background or side areas of a painting 
might indicate other scenes in a longer narrative. The objects included in a depiction 
expand and deepen the story and expressive content. 

Every work of the artist involves a careful consideration of composition. Any of the 
paintings referred to above could be considered as well as the following list, which 
includes some sculptures: 

Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry, Limbourg brothers (1412-1416) 
The Moneylender and His Wife, Matsys (1514) 
The Harvesters, Pieter Brueghel the Elder (1565) 
The Bedroom, de Hooch (1658-1660) 
Nocturne: Blue and Gold - Old Battersea Bridge, Whistler (c. 1872-1875) 
The Yellow House (The Street), van Gogh (1888) 
Coffee (1915) and The Coffee Pot (1937), Bonnard  
Early Sunday Morning, Hopper (1930) 
White Crucifixion, Chagall (1938) 
Nighthawks, Hopper (1942) 
Bouquet by the Window, Chagall (1959-1960) 

The Awakening Slave, Michelangelo (1525-1530) 
The Burghers of Calais, Rodin (1884-1895) 
Pietà, Mestrovic (1942-1946) 
Warrior with a Shield, Henry Moore (1953-1954)  

Viewpoint: When considering viewpoint, we reflect on how close we are to the subject 
of the work. Does the artist place us at a distance, or does he bring us into an intimate 
setting or moment? Are we placed at an angle to the subject, or do we have a full frontal 
view? 

The following provide examples of variation in viewpoint:  

The Incredulity of St. Thomas, Caravaggio (1602-1603) 
Girl at a Window (1645) and Girl in a Picture Frame (1641), Rembrandt 
The Courtyard of a House in Delft, de Hooch (1658) 
Interior Viewed through a Doorway (The Slippers), van Hoogstraten (1642-1678) 
Young Woman with a Water Pitcher, Vermeer (c. 1662) 
A Bar at the Folies-Bergère, Manet (1882) 
A Child’s Bath, Cassatt (1893) 
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Perspective: Similar to viewpoint is perspective, which may be aerial, as in Landscape in 
the Riesengebirge, Friedrich (1798); linear, as in The Poplar Avenue, after Hobbema, Cox, 
1835; or overlapping, as in The Race Track; Jockeys Near a Carriage, Degas, 1876-1887.  

Foreshortening is a technique which diminishes the distance or length of an object, 
perhaps most famously utilized in Lamentation Over the Dead Christ, by Mantegna, in the 
late fifteenth century. 

Taylor emphasizes the importance of the vanishing point, that point to which all 
invisible lines of the composition lead: 

The vanishing point often exerts a kind of pull in a composition, constituting a 
positive force in the pictorial design even when it lies outside of the frame of the 
painting. Thus in its own right, perspective can create a very active or a tranquil 
space, supporting an effect of equilibrium or establishing a tension of unrest 
(Taylor 75). 

To some degree, all artistic expressions involve some measure of perspective. We offer 
the following as examples: 

House in the Village of Saint-Martin, near Boulogne-sur-Mer, Corot (1860-1865)—vanishing 
point 
Christina’s World, Wyeth (1948)—vanishing point, aerial 
Evening at Keurners, Wyeth (1970)—linear or vanishing point 
The Badminton Game, Inshaw (1972-1973)—perhaps a combination of aerial and 
vanishing point 

Also related to perspective and viewpoint is the picture plane. As the foundation for 
organization of space in two dimensions, the plane may also create depth. 

How a work is displayed often affects how we encounter the picture plane. We might 
ask, “What in the work is at the viewer’s eye level?” Modern artists played with the 
picture plane, at times distorting, overlapping, or intermingling fore-, middle- and 
background. See the variety of picture planes in the following examples: 

The Dining Room, Signac (1886-1887) 
Picture with an Archer, Kandinsky (1909) 
The Round Table, Braque (1929) 
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TYPES OF WORKS BY SUBJECT MATTER IN CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER 

Artists work within a number of different categories and are often known for their 
excellence in a particular category. Below are some general types and examples of each. 
Students may be directed to notice the manner of depiction and other objects included 
as well as the subject(s) represented. The series of questions above are equally effective. 
We have arranged these examples in chronological order so that students can notice 
changes in style within a type. Teachers need not show all of the following, but perhaps 
two or three from each category would be instructive. 

Portraits—single; family or group; self-portraits 

Sir Thomas More, Holbein the Younger (1527) 
Portrait of Aechje Claesdr, Rembrandt (1634) 
A Woman Bathing in a Stream (Hendrickje Stoffels?), Rembrandt (1654) 
Arrangement in Grey and Black No. 1 (Portrait of the Artist’s Mother), Whistler (1871) 
Lady Agnew of Lochnaw, Sargent (1892) 
Portrait of Adele Bloch-Bauer I, Klimt (1907) 
The Little Peasant, Modigliani (1918) 
The Arnolfini Portrait, Jan van Eyck (1434) 
Portrait of an Old Woman, Memling (1468-1470) 
An Old Man and his Grandson, Ghirlandaio (circa 1490) 
The Ambassadors, Holbein (1533) 
The Night Watch, Rembrandt (1642) 
Las Meninas, Velázquez (1656) 
The Dance Class, Degas (1874) 
The Duchessa di Montejasi with Her Daughters, Elena and Camilla, Degas (1876) 
Madame Georges Charpentier (Marguérite-Louise Lemonnier, 1848–1904) and Her Children, 
Georgette-Berthe (1872–1945) and Paul-Émile-Charles (1875–1895), Renoir (1878) 
Carnation, Lily, Lily, Rose, Sargent (1885-1886) 
Artist in His Studio, Rembrandt (circa 1628) 
Self-Portrait, Rembrandt (1659) 
The Art of Painting, Vermeer (1662-1668) 
The Gross Clinic, Eakins (1875) 
Self-Portrait with Grey Felt Hat, van Gogh  (1887) 

Still Life 

Still Life with Peaches (part of a larger fresco), Roman (circa 62-69 AD) 
Still Life with flowers, a silver-gilt goblet, almonds, dried fruit, sweetmeats, bread sticks, wine 
and a pewter pitcher, Peeters (1611) 
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Kitchen Table (Still Life with Basket), Cézanne (1888-1890) 
The Round Table, Braque (1929) 

Landscape 

A View of Het Steen in the Early Morning, Rubens (1636) 
View of Delft, Vermeer (1660-1661) 
A Landscape with a Ruined Castle and a Church, Ruisdael (circa 1665-1670) 
The Hay Wain, Constable (1821) 
Windswept Landscape, Corot (circa 1865-1867) 
The Boatman of Mortefontaine, Corot (circa 1865-1870) 
The Quays at Rouen, Pissarro (1883) 
The Lac d’Annecy, Cézanne (1896) 
Mont Ste.-Victoire seen from Bibemus Quarry, Cézanne (1897)  
Château Noir, Cézanne (1900-1904) 

Madonnas 

St. Eligius in His Workshop, Christus (1449) 
Madonna with Sleeping Child, Mantegna (1465) 
St. Francis in the Desert, Bellini (circa 1476-1478) 
The Virgin of the Rocks, da Vinci (1483-1486) 
The Virgin and Child with St. Anne, da Vinci (1503) 
Madonna of the Pinks, Raphael (circa 1506-1507) 
Sistine Madonna, Raphael (1512-1513) 
Madonna of the Rabbit, Titian (1530) 
The Virgin of the Grapes, Mignard (circa 1640) 
la Orana Maria, Gauguin (1891) 

Religious 

St. Francis of Assisi Receiving the Stigmata, Giotto (1295-1300) 
St. Francis Preaching to the Birds, Giotto (1297-1299) 
Annunciation Triptych (The Merode Altarpiece), Workshop of Robert Campin (circa 
1427-1432) 
Pietà of Villeneuve-lès-Avignon, Quarton (circa 1455) 
The Annunciation, Botticelli (circa 1485-1492) 
Isenheim Altarpiece, Grünewald (1512-1516) 
Saint Mary Magdalene, Massys (1520-1530) 
The Calling of St. Matthew, Caravaggio (1599-1600) 
The Beheading of St. John the Baptist, Caravaggio (1608) 

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                               16



The Return of the Prodigal Son, Rembrandt (circa 1668) 
Saying Grace, Chardin (1744) 
The Buddha, Redon (1905) 
The Resurrection, Cookham, Spencer (1924-1927) 
White Crucifixion, Chagall (1938) 

History 

Death of Marat, David (1793) 
The Third of May 1808, Goya (1814) 
The Raft of Medusa, Gericault (1818) 
The Slave Ship, Turner (1840) 
Guernica, Picasso (1937) 

Myth / Story 

The Birth of Venus and Primavera, Botticelli (circa 1477-1485) 
Landscape with the Fall of Icarus, Bruegel (circa 1555) 
Tarquin and Lucretia, Titian (circa 1570-1576) 
Lucretia, Rembrandt (1664) 
Ulysses Deriding Polyphemus, Turner (1829) 
Ophelia, Millais (1851-1852) 

Abstract 

Untitled [Blue, Green, and Brown], Rothko (1952) 
Blue Poles [Number 11, 1952], and Number 5, Pollock (1952) 
Red and White Domes, Paul Klee (1914) 
Red Panel, A Universe, and Lobster Trap and Fish Tail, Untitled (1976), Calder 
Zim Zum, Kiefer (1990) 

DISCUSSION OF VARIOUS MEDIA  

For a more sophisticated discussion of art, students should discuss the choice the artist 
made with regard to medium. Most artists choose to work primarily in one medium, 
but several artists have tried their hand at a variety of media.  

Tempera. Artists were initially limited to what was available, usually egg tempera on 
panel—different woods used in different locations. Tempera dries quickly, so it is an 
exacting medium in which impasto—the use of thick paint—cannot be effectively 
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utilized. See The Transfiguration by Duccio (1307/8-11) for an example of this exacting 
medium. Andrew Wyeth, though working in the late twentieth century, chose to work 
in tempera.  

Because paint and canvas were not mass produced, art students learned the skill of 
mixing paint and preparing the surface as part of their apprenticeships. Financially 
successful artists could take on students who would do this work in the studio of the 
master as well as complete minor details in a larger painting.  

Frescoe. The earliest known art was painted on the walls of caves. The practice of 
painting into wet plaster continued through the early Middle Ages with perhaps the 
most magnificent example being Giotto’s work in the Church of St. Francis in Assisi, 
Italy (1290-1295). Because plaster dries quickly, there is little room for error in the use of 
this demanding medium. 

Oils. A relatively late adaptation for pigment, oils opened up possibilities for the late 
Gothic and Renaissance painter. Pigment is suspended in oil, usually linseed but 
sometimes poppy or walnut, depending on availability and cost. Artists still mixed their 
own paints, employing apprentices when economically feasible. Because oil dries more 
slowly than tempera, the artist could experiment with the paint on the canvas, applying, 
removing, reapplying and layering paint.  

Watercolor. Although pigment suspended in water has been used dating back to 
prehistoric times, watercolor as a medium was infrequently used for finished works. 
Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528), famously known for his engravings, used watercolor for his 
delicate nature paintings. Popularized in the eighteenth century, particularly in 
England, small blocks of pigment were mass produced and sold on a wider scale to 
professional and amateur artists. Extremely versatile, watercolors may be used in a 
variety of applications. Wet-on-wet, as seen in the watercolor versions of Palazzo Dario, 
Venice, by Barbazon (1870), is produced when wet paint is applied to wetted paper. 
Usually we associate watercolor with less detailed work; however, fine details can be 
achieved by letting the paint dry and adding layers, as in the works of Winslow Homer. 
The following are good examples of watercolor techniques: 

Young Hare, Dürer (1502) 
Waiting for Dad, Homer (1873) 
Santa Maria della Salute, Sargent (1904) 
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Pastels. Degas utilized pastels, pigments bound with resin or gum, to create dreamlike 
and evocative drawings of dancers. (See Blue Dancers, Degas, 1899.) Pastels blend easily, 
colors mix on the paper itself. Similar to pastels but less crumbly are conte crayons—
pigments mixed with an oily or waxy substance. (See A Sunday on La Grande Jatte, 
Seurat, 1884.) 

Pencil, charcoal, and chalk. Sometimes used together, pencil and charcoal are most 
often used by artists to produce preliminary sketches. Charcoal is applied in powdered 
form to paper; the image is then sculpted with an eraser from the layer of charcoal, 
creating a blended image. Vine charcoal comes in different hardnesses and is used as a 
pencil. Pencil, also of different hardnesses, may be used to add detail or on its own, the 
artist creating different textures with techniques like cross-hatching. Chalk is similar to 
charcoal in texture and was used extensively by Michelangelo in his studies for the 
Sistine Chapel. 

Rearing Stallion Held by a Nude Man, Gericault, 1820 
Study for the Creation of Adam, Michelangelo, 1511 

Printmaking. This medium takes several different forms: woodcuts, lithographs, 
etching, engraving, and screenprints. Woodcuts, etchings and engravings are most often 
in black and white. What is notable in all these types of printmaking is the intricate 
details achieved with painstaking care. Much could be said about any one of these 
processes. The following list provides an example of each: 

Woodcut: The Baker, Jost Amman (1658) 
Lithograph: Jane Avril, Toulouse-Lautrec (1893) 
Etching: The Hundred Guilder Print, Rembrandt (circa 1649) 
Engraving: Saint Eustace, Dürer (circa 1501) 
Screenprint: Yellow Painting: October 1958 May / June 1959, Patrick Heron (1958-1959) 

Sculpture. In wood, metal or stone, sculpture has been used by artists since prehistoric 
times. Here are some of the most famous: 

Pietà, Michelangelo (1498-1499) 
The Atlas (or Bound), Michelangelo (circa 1530-1534) 
The Burghers of Calais, Rodin (1884-1889) 
Pietà, Mestrovic (1942-1946) 
The Little Fourteen-Year-Old Dancer, Degas (cast in 1922) 
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ESSAY QUESTIONS 

Although it is not necessary for students of art to write about their viewing experiences, 
it may encourage them to think deeply prior to discussion. Any of the questions above 
would work as essay assignments, and we add the following to that list. As mentioned 
above, we do not think that much need be said by way of biographical information or 
historical context; it is enough to provide in an essay that which is needed to capture the 
subject matter. For example, in an introduction to an essay, the student might provide a 
brief synopsis of the artist’s life (date and place of birth, any relevant travels, and the 
medium in which the artist primarily worked). If historical or mythical background is 
included in the subject matter, the student should include a brief explanation. Students 
should be discouraged from looking up scholarly commentary, and the focus of the 
essay should be on what the student has seen, experienced, and understood. 

1. What is the expressive content of this work? What elements contribute to the 
expressive content? Be specific. (The teacher will need to assign a work, obviously.) 

2. Compare and contrast two works by the same artist. 

3. Compare and contrast two works presenting the same subject matter but by 
different artists. How has each artist conveyed expressive content? 

4. Compare and contrast two works that present the same subject matter but that use 
different media. How does the choice of medium impact the expressive content? 
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