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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). 

The full guide Leading a Discussion on a Work of Art is available in our online shop for 
$10. Click here to visit the product page. 
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