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DESCRIBING THE FORMAL ELEMENTS 
YOU DISCOVER IN THE WORK 

Line 

Since line is the primary means we have for defining visual 
form, it stands to reason that it is one of the most important 
clements to be considered in preparing to write about a work of 
art. The difference in its use in the Perugino and Crivelli 
Crucifixions probably accounts more than anything else for the 
difference in meaning that we detect in these works. In the 
Perugino. line is determined largely by the strong vertical and 
horizontal axes defined bv the cross itself and, working off these 
axes, a series of isosceles ·triangle.~, the most obvious ~f which is 
defined by the relative positions of the heads of the Virgin Mary 
and St. John at the two bottom corners, and Christ's head at the 
apex. The apex and central axis of each of the composition's 
other triangles remain constant, but a wider, higher triangle can 
be seen stretchin'.-; across Christ's feet, each side defined by the 
trees left and right; another is defined by the outside legs of 
Mary and St. John, their toes pointing to the bottom corners of 
the triangle, and another by the almost perfectly balanced sweep 
of their garments across their legs. A smaller, more precise set of 
triangles can be seen emanating from the diamond shape of the 
cross at Christ's feet. Most subtle of all, this pattern is repeated in 
the folded fingers of both the Virgin and St. John. The cur
vilinear features of this painting, from the disposition of St. 
John's arms to the arched bridge in the background, seem to 
wrap around this triangular structure in the same manner that a 
circle fits neatlv around an equilateral triangle. 

In contra~t, and although the cross divides the canvas more 
or less along the same geometric axis as in the Perugino, not a 
single line in the Crivelli seems to work in harmony with any 
other. If line seems to function in a more or less centripetal way 
in the Perugino, it is centrifugal in the Crivelli, as if erupting 
from the scene. Most tellingly, the painting's lines all seem to fall 
away from the central axis. Both the Virgin's and St. John's head 
tilt hack rather than in toward the path of their gaze. John's 
hand points a,vay from the scene. The effect is not unlike the 
curious sense of disorganization achieved by Courbet in his 
Burial at On111ns (Fig. 8). Despite the strong horizontal order 
achieved in Courbet's grouping, especially in relation to the 
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landscape behind, and the verticality of the figures (a horizontal 
and vertical structure emphasized, as it often is in \Vesten1 art, 
by the crucifix rising over the scene), Courbet fragments the 
composition by having each gaze-including the dog's-turn in 
a different direction. There is 110/orns to the scene. Implied lines 
of sight explode in every direction away from the supposed 
center of attention, the burial itself. Similarly, in the Crivelli the 
nervous fractures of the cliff at the painting's bottom, empha
sized especially by the curved crack which seems to emanate 
from the skull, and the clutter of linear detail-tufts of grass 
here and there, tree lirnhs reaching every which way-all serve 
to create a general sense of linear disorder which stands in stark 
contrast to the linear regularitv and harmony of the cross, let 
alone the balance of the Perugino. 

To emphasize this difference. Taylor contrasts the treat
ment of St. John in both paintings. In the Crivelli, he notes: 

... the vertical structure-line of the hgure [i.e., the fact that he is 
standing up in a nH>rCor less vertical way] has little meaning with 
regard to the effect of the whole, because the diagonal lines of his 
cloak are so strong that they destrov all possible sense of a vertical 
compact mass. J\nd consider the nat11re of the lines themselves. 
Every curve is flattened and broken so that the line seems to 
struggle to reach its destination. Funhennore, if we isolate the 
line of the cloak, we see that far from suggesting the balanced arc 
of a circle, it seems rather like the lash of a whip. J\nd this ecc-cn
tric line is repeated througho11t, in the robe of the Virgin, in the 
rocks, and even in the body of Christ. How contrasting with this is 
our scheme of the St. John of Perugino., !he lines of the Perugino 
seem to wrap themselves together into a sn1ooth-pbned volume, 
while those of the Crivelli disperse into the air.'.! 

Even more than in the figure of St. John, the difference between 
the two paintings is manifest in the way that each recessional 
plane in the Perugino is clearly outlined, the landscape receding 
into the distance in a reasonable and logical way, while in the 
Crivelli the landscape seems hopelessly confused. Notice, in the 
Crivelli, how the drapery 011 Christ's right leg sweeps in a contin
uous line into the landscape beyond, how the tree, which must 
be some distance behind him, seems to catch the drapery in the 
wind, and how another tree behind St. John seerns to merge into 
the cliff across the bay. In contrast, each plane in the Perugino is 
distinct. Linc seems to serve a regulatory function. It is as if line 
preserves the integrity of the space it describes, whereas in the 
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Crivelli it viobtcs that integrity, disrupting our sense of organi
zation, order, and harmony. 

Shape and Space 

It should be obvious, from the previous discussion, that 
one of the primary functions of line is to describe shape and 
space. One of the first questions to ask about a work of art is how 
do its lines describe shape and space? In a consistent and orderly 
way? Or in an apparently disruptive, even random way? One of 
the most powerful effects of the painting of Jackso;1 Pollock 
(Fig. 1) is that its line never quite manages to define shape, let 
alone a consistent space.Just as it approaches the definition of a 
shape, it seems to break off, move in another direction. The 
lines of the painting seem either to pile up on one another, 
creating a kind of phvsical density and depth that seems almost 
galactic, or they thin out, especially at the edges, so that the 
painting seems flat and shallow. These are intentional effects, 
and they help to create a sense of ambiguity that is fundamental 
to Pollock's sensibility. 

Normally, shape and space are defined in more consistent 
and accessible ways, although the lines operating to define these 
elements may not always be immediately obvious to you and may 
achieve very complicated effects. But if you learn to sec these 
lines in the first place, and the shapes or spaces they describe, 
you can begin to come to grips with other, more complicated 
effects achieved by the artist. When you first look at Claude 
Monet's Garf St. Low re, Paris (Fig. 11 ), for instance vou mav not 
notice the diamond-shaped spa(~e that defines the 'c~nter of the 
composition. Its top is defined by the roof of the train station, 
and its bottom is delineated by two implicit or rnmjJusitional lines 
which meet in the hazy locomotive in the center distance and 
run along the tops of the two closer locomotives on each side of 
the station. This area is very interesting because it seems to 
describe both shape-a two-dimensional surface on a flat 
plane--and space--the airy volume of the train station itself. In 
fact, the bottom two lines ~re achieved bv Monet's reference to 
the traditional laws of j)l'njH'clive, the ge~metric system of com
positional lines perfected in the Renaissance for rendering the 
illusion ol three-dimensional space. Often imaged as a road (or 
set of railroad tracks) disappe,tring into the distance, traditional 

.,... 

Figure 11 Claude Monet, Gare Sai11t-Law1P,Paris: The Arrh111/ 
ofa Train, 1877. Oil on canvas, 32Y, bv 40 inches. Courtesv of 
The Harvard l!niversity Art l\luse111{1s(Fogg An l\1uset;m). 
Bequest, Collection of Maurice vVertheim, o:1ss of l <JO(i. 
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perspective is based on the observation that parallel lines seem to 
converge toward a common point in the distance, referred to as 
the vanishing point. In the Monet the tops (and bottoms) of the 
trains converge on a hypothetical vanishing point that exists 
directly across from our point of view, somewhere behind the 
distant central locomotive. The serpentine central railroad 
tracks would also converge 011 this same point if they were 
straightened out. ' 

Thus the bottom of the diamond shape is composed of two 
lines that define three-dimensional space, while its top is com
posed of the two lines that define the two-dimensional edge of 
the roof. Monet seems to be willfully playing off the illusion of 
three-dimensional space against the actuality of the two-dimen
sional surface of the Gmv;;s (paintings, afte1: all, are two-dimen
sional planes), a sense of play that th~ curvilinear railroad tracks 
emphasize since they seem to be themselves a joke on the tradi
tional representation of the laws of perspective. \Vhv, do vou 
suppose, l\Ionct would want to do this? Would it surp1:isc yo~, to 
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discover that he was iuterested in drawing our attention not only 
to his choice of subject matter, but to his handling of it as well? 
Doesn't it make sense that he might want you to consider the 
surface of the canvas as a composition of effects to be enjoyed in 
their own right? His style of painting was as new in 1877 as the 
steam locomotive itself, and we move between them, subject and 
handling, in much the way as our eye moves between the two
dimensional design of the surface and the three-dimensional 
represeutation of space. 

While Monet does not quite say that the design of the com
position is more important than its subject matter, it is quite 
clear that, along with a number of his contemporaries, he initi
ates a logic that will eventually argue just that. Piet Mondrian's 
Painting I (Fig. 12), painted in 1926, almost fifty years after the 
Monet, has made that very step. Here the canvas is all surface; 
there is no illusion of depth; there is only a diamond-shaped 
plane, crossed by four lines, which themselves define the better 
part of what appears to be a square. This is a very difficult type 
of painting for most students to talk about because it seems to 
have no subject matter. If you consider, however, that one of its 
primary objectives might be to free the painted surface of the 

I 

Figure 12 Pict l\londrian, P/1111/mg, I, I 926. 
Oil on canvas, diagonal measurements, 44l/1 
by 44 inches. Collection, The Museum of 
l\lodcn1 Art, l\;c1,· York. Katherine S. Dreier 
Bequest. 

,... 

Figure 13 E. Fay Jones, Thomrrov'II Chapel, Eureka Springs, 
Arkansas, llJ8(L Photo: R. Creg HursleY. 
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necessity of representing three-dimensional space, then you 
might discover that you have something to say after all. The 
painting is about jimn itself. 

Mondrian had, in fact, some very particular notions about 
the meaning of form. He believed, for instance, that the most 
powerful of all abstract figures was the correspondence of the 
vertical and the horizontal line, particularly in the right angle. 
He believed this convergence embodied the unity of all 
opposites in the universe-male and female, plus and minus, 
good and evil, heaven and earth, and so on. Furthermore, the 
diamond shape embodied the union of the three material ele
ments-earth, air, and water-with the fourth, transcendent ele
ment-spirit. 

Something like this same set of notions informs the struc
ture of E. Fay Jones's Thornr:rown Chapel (Fig. 13), located on a 
trail in the Ozark mountains near Eureka Springs, Arkansas. 
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Jones has taken the two-dimensional shape of the diamond and 
evoked a spatial continuity by stacking these shapes one behind 
the other. The volume, or enclosed space, thus created is reminis
cent of the great Gothic cathedrals of Europe, while at the same 
time, because of the openness of the glass and the lightness of 
Jones's material, the chapel seems to blend harmoniously into 
the woods which surround it. The question you need to ask-a 
question that, even after this brief discussion, you can probably 
begin to answer-is what does the interplay between line, shape, 
and space in the Thorncrown Chapel suggest? What does it 
mean? What sorts of physical, and spiritual, unities does it 
embody? 

Light and Value 

In addition to the traditional systems of geometric perspec
tive, one of the primary ways to evoke the illusion of three 
dimensions on a two-dimensional plane is by imitating the 
effects of light as it falls on three-dimensional surfaces. Gradual 
shifts from light areas to dark ones, across the same surface, 
generally indicate that you are looking at a rounded or con
toured form. Edward Weston's photograph Bell Pepper #30 (Fig. 
14) is an almost classic example of this modulation. It is as if 
every contour of the pepper, every inundation and hollow, has 
been made visible by Weston. One of the most powerful effects 
of this photograph, in fact, is the implicit analogy Weston draws 
between the formal contours of the pepper and those of the 
human body. We might be gazing at a seated nude whose back is 
to us, her right arm over her head, her left hand caressing the 
back of her neck, and her knees drawn up to her chest. These 
are the same shifts and gradations in value that we recognize in 
the form of representation in painting and drawing known as 
chiaroscuro. In Italian, chiaroscuro means light (chiaro) to dark 
(oscuro)-and notice how language here reflects technique, as the 
end of the first word melds into the beginning of the second. 
The technique is evidenced in the drawing by Charles Sheeler 
(Fig. 15 ). It is hardly accidental that Sheeler's photography is 
held in as high esteem as his painting and drawing. Both the 
photographer and the painter are interested in the same thing
the revelation of form, and sensuous form at that, through the 
gradual modulation of tonal value. 

,11
I
,I. 
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Figure 14 Edward West.on, /Jt/1 l'i,j1J!er#JO. Cc) 1981 
Arizona Board of Regents, Center for Crealivc 
Photography. 

Photography, in fact, literally means "drawing with light," 
and it is intimately concerned with rendering the three-dimen
sional world in two dimensions, by means of light. Alfred 
Stieglitz's Hand of Man (Fig. 16) recalls in many ways, and proba
bly intentionally, Claude Monet's Gare St. Lazare (Fig. 11). The 
Impressionists, too, were interested in rendering the effects of 
light. Yet Stieglitz's photograph, for all its hazy atmospherics, is 
different in feel from Monet's painting. How can we account for 
this difference? 

It is not so much a question of color \'ersus black and 
white-although that enters into it, since the Monet maintains a 
fairly uniform "blue" effect throughout-lmt more a question of 
value. Despite the fact that there is great tonal contrast between 
the black engines in the Monet and the lighter tonal values above 
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Figure 15 Charles Sheeler, Nude Torso. Pencil on ivory wove paper, I 1.5 by 
16 cm. Gift of Friends of American Art. © 1987 The Art Institute of Chicago. 
All rights reserved. 

them, the painting maintains a logical tonal consistency, moving 
from dark to light as we move from the foreground into reces
sional space, from inside to outside. Stieglitz's photograph, on 
the other hand, is alternately clear and hazy, brightly white and 
deeply black, at every level. The linear clarity of the tracks is 
contrasted with the amorphous bellows of the engine, the bright 
sky with the deeply shadowed foreground. 

Such strong value contrasts contribute greatly to a sense of 
drama and tension in a work of art. In terms of the Stieglitz 
photograph, the title becomes ambiguous by force of the con
trasts apparent in the work itself. The "hand of man" seems to 
have contributed a certain clarity and direction to the scene
witness the tracks-and yet simultaneously an amorphous con
fusion. This double sense of things, this tension between order 
and chaos, is embodied in the contrast between light and dark in 
the photograph itself. Minimal \'alue contrasts often have the 
opposite effect. A work of art that seems uniform in value, such 
as Perugino's Crucifixion, usually evokes feelings of calm and 
harmony. 
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Figure !G Alfred Sticglit1, lfo11ri of ,\Ion, l'.)02. Philadelphia Museum 
of A1 t, Dorothy Norman ( :ollntion. 

Color 

Though it is easier to think of questions of value in terms of 
black and white, the same rules apply to color as well. Think, for 
instance, of the difference in value between pink and maroon: 
one is red saturated with white and the other is red saturated 
with black. \A/hen we refer to someone who wears a lot of pastels, 
we mean someone who dresses in colors light in tone. It is not 
hard to imagine a painting of a red ball that mo\'es in value from 
a white highlight tu a black shadm,· through all the \'arious tints 
and shade~ of red (the Lolor that res11lts from adding white to a 
pure hue is called a tint of that hue, and the color that results 
from adding black to the hue is called a 1hadl:'). 

Yet colur functions in works of art in terms more compli
cated thanjust tliose of value. In fact, in the same way that black 
and white can be considered oppositics, each color has its 
opposite m1111ber as \\'ell. These opposites arc called rnm/1/emen
tary colors (spelled withe not i-one of the most common spell
ing mistakes made in art writing). Complements arc pairs of 
colors which, when mixed together in almost cq11al proportion, 
create neutral grays, lmt which when standing side by side, as 
pure hues, seem to intensify and even contradict one another. 
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YELLOW 

Color 
Wheel 

violet 

The traditional color wheel, above, makes these oppositions 
clear. 

Each primary color-red, blue, and yellow-has, as its com
plement, a secondary color-green, orange, and violet, respec
tively. Thus the standard complementary pairs are red/green, 
blue/orange, and yellow/violet (and, obviously, the intermediate 
hues have complementary opposites as well-the complement of 
red-orange is blue-green, for instance). Furthermore, just as 
gray moderates between black and white-as white becomes 
gray with the addition of black and vice versa-each color grad
ually moderates into the hue of its neighbor with the addition of 
its neighbor. Thus the more yellow one adds to green, for 
instance, the more yellow-green the color becomes. Neighboring 
colors on the color wheel are called analogous colors. Unlike 
complementary pairs which create a sense of contradiction or 
opposition against each other, analogous pairs usually seem to 
rest harmoniously beside each other. The analogous blue-green 
relationships are commonly referred to as rnol, and red-orange 
combinations are said to be warm, or even hot. 

Color theory is a vastly complicated field--one that is 
hardly settled, even among physicists-and the scheme 
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described above is a vast m·ersimplification of the ways in which 
colors interact. Nevertheless, in writing about art it is important 
to understand these complementary and analogous groupings 
because a great many works depend upon them to some degree 
in order to achieve their effects. Much of the power of the paint
ing of Vincent Van (~ogh, for instance, depends upon his use of 
complementary color schemes. In a letter· to his brother Theo, 
he described his famous painting The IVight Cafe (Fig. 17) in these 
terms: 

In my picture of the "Night Cafe" l have tried to express the idea 
that the cafe is a place where one can ruin oneself, run mad, or 
commit a crime. l have tried to express the terrible passions of 
humanity by means of red and green. The room is blood-red and 
dark yellow, with a green billiard table in the middle; there arc 
four lemon-yellow lamps with a g·low of orange and green. Every
where ther~ is a clash and con~rast of the 'rnost alien reds a1;d 
greens in the figures of little sleeping hooligans in the empty 
dreary room, in violet and blue. The white coat of the patron, on 
vigil in a corner, turns lemon-yellow, or pale luminous green. 

Figure 17 Vincent \'an Cogh, Thi' l\'ight Cafe, 1888. Oil on canvas, '.281/~ hy 
36 1/1 inches. Yak llnivcrsitv Art Callery, Bequest of Stephen Carlton Clark. 
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So I have tried to express, as it were, the powers of darkness 
in a low wine-shop, and all this in an atmosphere like a devil's 
furnace of pale sulphur. ... It is color not locally true from the 
point of view of the stereoscopic realist, but color LO suggest the 
emotion of an ardent temperament.3 

The color scheme, especially the contrast between the comple
ments red and green, is meant to suggest the tension of the 
scene, the sense that beneath the surface an almost violent 
energy or fury is about to erupt. Things do not go together here, 
either literally or pictorially. 

In a painting such as Matisse's Decorative Figure on a11 Orna
mental Background (reproduced on the back cover) many of these 
complementary contrasts are employed. Complementary con
trasts between orange and blue can be seen throughout the pat
tern on the back wall, and between red and green in the 
painting's many flower patterns. Even the intensity of the col
ors-that is, their relative purity of hue-seems willfully arbi
trary: compare, for instance, the dull reds and greens of the 
carpet with the brightness of the lemons, their blue-green bowl, 
and many of the painting's various tints of blue. Yet sur
prisingly, the painting seems overall to be unified in effect. The 
tension that we felt in the Van Gogh is absent in the Matisse. 

This is surely a result, in part, of l\latisse's subject matter. It 
is also so because, in various ways, he is trying to make con
trasting elements work together in harmony. Like Van Gogh, he 
is not interested in representing the precise color of a thing. The 
Impressionists had freed painting of the necessity of represent
ing local color (that is, the color we "know" a thing to be in the 
sense that we "know" trees are green) and chose to represent the 
opticalcolor of what they saw (in the sense that a hill covered with 
"green" trees will often appear blue). Matisse and Van Gogh 
have gone even further. "I use color," Matisse would say, "as a 
means of expressing my emotion, and not for transcribing 
nature." 4 As opposed to Van Gogh's, however, Matisse's emo
tions generally run toward the luxurious, the calm, and the sen
suous. This feeling is, in fact, something of which even Van 
Gogh dreamed. In the same letter to his brother Theo in which 
he described the color effects of The Night Caje, he claimed that 
he was always in hope of expressing "the love of two lovers by a 
marriage of two complementary colors, their mingling and their 
opposition, the mysterious vibrations of kindred tones."'' One 
senses, in Matisse's Decorative Fif-iurt, that so many different and 
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opposing colors have been employed in order to create a visual 
feast for the eye, to surround, even embrace the viewer with 
color. It is as if the painting resolves opposition. 

It should be clear, even from this brief discussion, that 
different artists use color in different ways. Yellow may be "sul
phurous" or "urinous" in one context, while it may shine like 
lemons or gold in another. Combinations of complementary col
ors may create tension in a painting, or they may be harmonized. 
Analogous color schemes often create a unified effect, but just as 
often that sense of unity can transform itself into a feeling of 
monotony. Meaningful discussions of an artist's use of color 
must often rely on a context greater than the individual work
as I have relied on the artists' own words here in order to help us 
understand their different intentions. 

As a writer, you must always be aware of the fact that the 
associations you have with a particular color are not universal. If 
you hear, "red," you may think "roses" and "love" while the next 
person thinks "blood," and the next person thinks "commu
nism." Whatever you have to say about color is best said in the 
context of other parts of your discussion. If Van Gogh's lines 
seem violent and disruptive, for instance, this impression would 
support your notion that he is employing complementary colors 
in order to create a sense of disunity and impending chaos. Ask 
yourself, how does the artist employ color and what does it 
mean? But then ask yourself; do other things about the composi
tion support this reading? 

Other Elements 

There are a number of other formal elements that might 
be important for you to consider. What, for instance, is the 
texture of the work? If it is uniformly smooth, does this smooth
ness contribute to a sense of harmony? Consider Van Gogh's 
Night Cafe again. Doesn't the thickness of his brushstroke, its 
very assertive and gestural presence, assert his involvement in 
the depiction of what you see? Doesn't it invoke expressivity? 
David Smith's Cubi (Fig. 7) are distinguished by the high-tech, 
geometric feel of their stainless steel construction which is 
opposed to the rough, gestural polishing which Smith employs 
on their surface, giving them almost the feeling of being hand
made, certainly establishing a certain sense of Smith's intimacv 
with them. 
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The markings on Smith's sculpture in fact invoke another 
formal element, one that we often tend to disregard in relation 
to most media in the arts-that is, time. Smith's Cubi, which were 
designed to be placed outdoors, in the landscape, reflect the 
most subtle changes in light, hour by hour and season to season. 
Just as our conception of them changes according to where we 
put ourselves in relation to them, it also changes according to 
when we see them. The result is that his sculptures feel dynamic 
rather than static, active rather than passive. 

Similarly, Michael Heizer's Complex One/City (Fig. 18) is a 
pyramid-like mound 140 feet long and 24 feet high, made of 
compacted earth in the desert of Nevada. From directly in front 
of it, at a distance of at least half a mile, it appears as if this 
construction is a rectangular plane, framed by a border of dark 
concrete with a sort of slash down the middle. As one 
approaches it, the frame begins to fragment (Fig. 19)-its appar
ently continuous line is actually composed of several distinct 
sections placed at differing intervals both from the mound and 
from one another. Furthermore, the mound, which seems ver-

Figure 19 Michael Heizer, Complex One/City, second view. 

tical from a distance, reveals itself to be sloped. The piece itself 
remains static, but it changes according to one's own movement 
in time and space. 

With the invention of photography in the last century, time 
entered the domain of art in radically new terms. Photography 
seems to convey the essence of a particular time and place, and 
this aura of authenticity, together with its sense of instantaneous 
vision, of the moment itself captured forever, constitutes a large 
part of its appeal. Today it is apparent that the dialogue between 
the present moment of our seeing the photograph-our actual 
experience of it in "real" time, versus the way in which the pho
tograph seems to embody, or make present, something long lost 
or far away, has revolutionized our sense of time and space. The 
"museum without walls," discussed in the last chapter, is a per
fect example. The reproductions in this book constitute the 
small collection of a "museum without walls" in its own right, 
and a very good example of how this museum operates is your 
relation to the photographs of Michael Heizer's ComfJlex One/ 
City. Most of you will never see it, but you "know" it through the 

Figure 18 Michael Heizer, Comjhx One!Cit_v,1972-76. Concrete, steel, 
and compacted earth, 110 by 140 by 2:1½ feet. Collection of Virginia 
Dawn and the artist. Location: Central Eastern Nevada. 
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Figure 20 Christo, Running Fence, Sonoma and Marin Counties, California, 
1972-76. © Christo 1976. Photo: Gianfranco Gorgoni. 

photographs. Many contemporary artists construct works which 
most of us will never know except through their photographic 
documentation. Christa's Running Fence (Fig. 20) was con
structed in California in 1976. It was composed of an 18-foot 
high nylon fence which ran 24½ miles through farmland in 
Sonoma County. The fence was up for only two weeks in Sep
tember, and then it was dismantled. What is the work of art? 
The photograph of it-and other documentation like it-or the 
original project? Is there an easy answer to this question? 

You need only consider your own relation to a photograph 
of yourself taken as a child. It is you, and it isn't, and whatever 
difference and similarity you can see or feel is a question of time. 
The photograph seems to transcend time, in other words, even 
as it submits everything to time's scrutiny. It is even worth sug
gesting that today we determine similarity and difference-the 
idea of change itself-in photographic terms. 

One of the best summaries of our relation to photography 
is a provocative and reasonably accessible set of essays by Susan 
Sontag, originally written for Thi' New York Review of Hook1 and 
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collected under the title On Photography. 6 Anyone interested in 
pursuing the implications of the medium should begin there. 
But two other media-video and film-have an even greater 
reliance on time. One of the traditional distinctions among the 
arts has been that the plastic arts-painting, drawing, and sculp
ture-are spatial media, while the other arts-dance, music, liter
ature-are primarily temfJoralin nature. Video and film seem to 
be somehow both. 

Most of us think of video in relation to commercial tele
vison. However, many video artists purposefully manipulate the 
medium in order to distinguish what they do from the television 
we habitually consume. The most common difference, again, is 
the medium's relation to time. Standard television time is based 
upon the length of the commercial-I 0, 30, 60, and, less com
monly, 120 seconds in duration. As David Antin has pointed out 
in a detailed analysis of the medium, there is really no difference 
between commercial time and the structure of time in television 
programs generally. A news "story," for instance, generally fits 
into this same time scheme, and a baseball game is a succession 
of pitches, hits, and catches that fit the same pace. 7 Video artists 
often ignore this pace completely, so to a viewer expecting "tele
vision," the work usually seems boring. Very commonlv, the 
camera is held in one position, for as long as an hour. As a result, 
one can, if one gives the medium its due, pay close attention to 

other of its aspects that we generally ignore, such as the peculiar 
way that it represents and distorts deep space. 

Perhaps one of the best ways to think of film, which can 
reproduce space in ways far more sophisticated than can video, 
is as an assemblage of various spatial and temporal points of 
view. The fade-in and fade-out, flashback and flashforward, 
closeup and longshot, and even the multi-image screen, all com
bine to produce film's many, sometimes startling visual effects. 
This multiplicity of visual techniques combines with the more 
purely temporal means of narrative, dialogue, and musical score 
to create one of the most complex of the arts. l\fany contempo
rary artists have used film as a way to document the production 
of their works. Christo, for instance, makes films of all his proj
ects, films that sunive the work of art itself Thus the film has a 
curious temporal relation to the actual work that is not unlike 
the relation of the photograph to its subject matter. 
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RECOGNIZING 
THE PRINCIPLES 
OF DESIGN 

Rhythm and Repetition 

One thing that would suggest that the traditional distinc
tion between spatial and temporal media might not be 
altogether valid is the sense of visual rhythm and repetition we 
often experience before works of art in which certain formal 
elements recur, in either exact of a11alogous terms. The analogy 
to the temporal experience of musical rhythm seems reasonably 
precise, especially when we recognize that in both music and the 
plastic arts-to say nothing of poetry-rhythm and repetition 
serve to organize, or order, the work into distinct and recogniz
able patterns. 

Perhaps the most common source of this sense of rhythm 
and repetition in art derives from the way in whch the artist 
manipulates line and shape. Cezanne's Mont Sainte-Victoire (Fig. 

I 

T 

Figure 21 Paul Ct'·zanne, 1\lonl Sui11le-\'icloirl', 1880-87. Oil on cam as, 2'iY, bv 'l2 1/s 
inches. The l\ktrnpolitan '.viuseurn of Art, Bequest of l\lrs. I I. 0. I Lt\Tn1cvn, ] ()2\l. 
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21 ), for instance, is composed of a number of repeated shapes 
and lines which serve to unify the composition. Notice that the 
slope of the mountain itself is repeated down the right edge of 
the top of the central tree, again with uncanny accuracy in the 
branch that extends from the right side of the tree halfway down 
its trunk, and again, immediately below that, in the large curve 
of the river. The shape of the river on the left of the tree seems 
to echo, in reverse, the hill that comes into the composition from 
the right. A rhythm of arches extends the length of the railroad 
viaduct, and throughout the painting, small, square, and rec
tangular areas-buildings, roofs, chimneys, fields-echo and 
repeat each other's shapes. In a later version of this same motif 
(Fig. 22), the precise clements of the landscape have virtually 
disappeared, yet here the small quadrilateral shapes-which 
now seem to have been created by single brushstrokes, moving 
in a sort of pulse through the composition-ascend toward the 
top of the mountain in a rhythm and movement of growing 
clarity and definition finally achieved by Cezanne at the paint
ing's (and the mountain's) summit. 

Figure 22 Paul (:{-1,annc. Mo11I S11111/e-V/rtoire, 1904-06. Oil 011 canvas, 
27 7/H bv '.161/s inches. Philadelphia Museum of Art, George \V. Elkins 
Collcci'ion. 
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Matisse's Decorative Figure (back cover) engages the repeti
tion of pattern and design as a major theme, in the way that 
wallpaper, for instance, is decorative in the harmonious repeti
tion and movement of its elements. There are many other more 
subtle repetitions of shape, however, both implied and overt, 
which serve to unify this composition. Notice, for instance, the 
way that many of the forms here are circular or ovoid in struc
ture-the top of the planter, the bowl, the lemons, the breasts 
and belly of the nude, the sweeping curve of the drapery which 
covers her, many of the shapes in the wallpaper, and the pat
terns on the carpet. Counterpointed to this circular rhythm is a 
more geometric design, into whch the nude's back and lower leg 
seem forcefully inserted and which is composed additionally of 
the square shape in the lower right-hand corner, the stripes in 
the carpet, and the mirror behind her head. This more geo
metric pattern corresponds, of course, to one of the design ele
ments of painting that we most commonly ignore-the frame 
itself with its insistent vertical and horizontal format. But notice 
how Matisse creates a series of right triangles with the frame as 
the right angle and with each stripe on the carpet as a hypo
tenuse. Notice further how the nude reflects this same structure 
in reverse, her back and left leg forming the right angle and her 
raised right leg forming the hypotenuse. Since decoration usu
ally draws attention to the planarity of the composition and cre
ates a sense of movement between and among its elements, the 
repetitions of line and shape in Decorative Figure help to create a 
sense of overall unity and composition and, simultaneously, a 
feeling of visual variety and multiplicity. 

Balance 

If you compare Cezanne's 1885-87 version Mont Sainte
Victoire (Fig. 21) to Perugino's Crucifixion (Fig. 9), you will notice 
that one thing these very different paintings have in common is 
that they can be divided into more or less equal quarters across 
the axis formed, in the Cezanne, by the central vertical tree and 
the arched railroad bridge and, in the Perugino, along the ver
tical axis of the cross and the horizon line. This geometric divi
sion, which again echoes and reinforces the shape of the frame 
in each painting, creates a sense of symmetry and equilibrium in 
both compositions. The sense of disequilibrium and chaos 
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apparent in the C:riYelli Cruri(ixio11(Fig. I 0) deriYes in large part 
from the fact that, despite its overall symmetry and balance on a 
vertical axis, created by both the cross and the overriding arch, 
there is no clear horizontal symmetry, and the structure of the 
right side of the composition seems radically different from the 
structure of the left. It is as if Crivelli has purposely defied our 
expectation of balance. 

There are many other ways to achieve a sense of balance in 
a composition. Radial balance is created when all the elements of 
the composition seem to emerge from a real or actual focal 
point. In an asymmclrirnlly balanced composition, a perceived cen
ter of gravity seems to balance elements. It is like balancing a 
teeter-totter with a very heavy child on one side and a light child 
on the other: the heavy child must move toward the center of 
the teeter-totter while the lighter child sits on the very end. In a 
composition that is asymmetrically balanced, visually "heavy" 
elements-they can seem heavy because of their relatively large 
size or because of their relative darkness of tone and color
occur toward the center of the work while "lighter" elements 
move toward the opposite side. In Piet Mondrian's Painting I 
(Fig. 12), for instance, the lines on the right and bottom sides of 
the composition arc wider than the lines on the left and top, and 
as a result, Mondrian balances the central square in the diamond 
shape by moving it to the right, so that more of the square is 
visible on the left. 

Proportion 

Proportion is the relationship of each part of the composi
tion to the whole and to each other part. An excellent example 
of its use can be seen in the 1904-06 version of Mont Sainte
Vlrtoire (Fig. 22). You will notice that the composition is divided 
neatly at the foot of the mountain. This line, with the mountain 
and clouds above it and the countryside of Aix-en-Provence in 
Southern France below it, very closely corresponds to what the 
ancient Greeks referred to as "the golden section." This propor
tion-which is found, incidentally, in living organisms-can be 
defined mathematically as follows: the smaller section (in the 
Cezanne, the area above the line running across the bottom of 
the mountain) is to the larger section (the countryside below) as 
the larger section is to the whole painting. In numbers, each 
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ratio is I to 1.618. Not only did the Greeks use this "ideal" or 
"perfect" proportion as the basis for constructing their greatest 
buildings, but they conceived of the human body in the same 
terms. The perfect body, they reasoned, consisted of a torso and 
head roughly equivalent to the vertical height of the top of the 
Cezanne composition, the body from the waist down equivalent 
to the lower part of the composition. Such proportional ideals, it 
is worth suggesting, dominate our visual thinking to this day
from our sense of when a landscape painting "feels" right to our 
sense of the ideal human body. 

Scale 

Scale is an issue with which we have dealt already in rela
tion to the "museum without walls." It is sometimes very diffi
cult, for instance, to get an accurate feeling for a work of art's 
size from a photograph of it. To get a sense of this principle, you 
need only think again of the actual size of the Courbet Burial at 
Ornans (Fig. 8) and the viewer's inability to take it all in at once, 
compared with the sense of containment one feels before it in 
reproduction. Similarly, only from a series of photographs or 
the film can you get any sense at all of the enormity of Christo's 
Running Fence (Fig. 20). But to experience the fence itself was to 
get a far different sense of scale than even the photographs or 
the film can elicit. For the few days it was up, running up and 
clown hills, along valleys and ridges, from horizon to horizon 
across nearly 25 miles of landscape, the fence articulated the 
immensity of the Northern California panorama like nothing 
before or after it has ever done. It seemed, in fact, to elongate 
space, to stretch out the scene. 

Other, more subtle effects can be achieved by manipulat
ing scale. In Cezanne's 1885-87 Mont Sainte-Victoire, for 
instance, there appears to be a large bush or tree at the encl of 
the railroad viaduct just to the left of the central tree. If it were 
really a tree, however, it would be 300 or 400 feet tall. It is, in 
fact, part of the pine in the foreground. In a very subtle move 
here, Cezanne purposefully draws the most distant planes of the 
canvas up to the closest by confusing our reading of what is near 
and what is far away. As a result, our attention is drawn to the 
surface of the com position, to its organization as a design, as 
much as to its representation of a three-dimensional world. 

I 
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Unity and Variety 

One of ~he primary sources of interest and power in many 
works of art 1s the way their various elements are combined to 

c~eate a ~ense of oneness or unity. Frank Lloyd Wright's 
Guggenhenn Museum (Fig. 5) is a case in point. What has star
~le~ mu~eum-~oers even to the present day is the way in which 
its mtenor sp1ral walkway fits into the primarily vertical and 
horizontal architecture of the building itself and the city as a 
whole. Furthermore, as one views works of art in this space, the 
vertical and horizontal frames of the paintings would seem, 
intellectually, to be at odds with the slope of the ramp, and yet, 
by means of subtle shifts in elevation, these contrasting elements 
seem to work together rather than in opposition. Similarly, part 
of the enormous visual power of Matisse's Decorative Figure on an 
Ornamental Background is the way in which its curvilinear ele
ments harmonize with its more rectilinear ones. "For me," 
Matisse would say, "the subject of the painting and the back
ground of the painting have the same value, or, to put it more 
clearly, no point is more important than any other, all that 
counts is the composition." 8 Straight line and curve, figure and 
ground, even the complementary color scheme, all these ele
ments are combined to create an overall design and pattern that 
seems balanced and harmonious. According to Matisse again, 
"The colors, the lines, are the forces, and in the play of these 
forces, in their equilibrium, resides the secret of creation."9 

CONSIDERING QUESTIONS 
OF MEDIUM 

This is not the place to discuss the various capabilities and 
advantages (or disadvantages) of the specific media-painting, 
printmaking, drawing, sculpture, architecture, photography, 
video, film, fiber, ceramics, metal, and glass. Each has its dis
tinctive features, and within each there are various subcatego
ries-in painting, for instance, there is oil, acrylic, watercolor, 
tempera, and so on-which can elicit far different effects in 
themselves. You do need to keep in mind, however, the impor
tant differences between the two-dimensional media, the three
dimensional media, and those newer forms which combine the 



·11 
,, r 

54 Using Visual Information 
Using Vi.sua/ /nfrnmcitiun 55 

spatial sense of the plastic arts with the temporal forms of the see. Still, it does provide you with a model of the kind of a11alytic 
other arts (i.e., video, film, and to some extent photography). process which will help you understand what you see. 
These distinctions have already been brought to your attention. One last word of warning: Don't take these questions as an 
Nevertheless, if you feel you are looking at a work that seems outline of your eventual paper. Cood papers are never written 
informed particularly by the choice of material, then by all by answering a series of predetermined questions. Consider 
means learn what that choice of material entails and implies. them, rather, as a guide designed to help you take the notes that 

I I Doing so may involve a little research, or a few well-placed ques will eventually lead to that good paper. 
, I 

tions, but trust your instincts and follow up hunches like this. 
1. Determine what the subject matter of the work is:The ability of acrylic paints to act in solution more or less like 

watercolors, for instance, allowed abstract painters in the late What is its title? Does the title help you interpret what you see? 
Can you imagine different treatments of the same subject matterl 950s to achieve certain stain techniques on canvas that had 
that would change the way you read the work? 

never really been possible before. Similarly, Frank Lloyd 
2. Consider the formal elements of the work and how they relate to

Wright's architectural achievements are firmly rooted in the its subject matter: 
invention, at the turn of the last century, of steel beam and How is line emploved in the work? Does it seems to regulate or 
reinforced concrete construction techniques. order the composition? Does it seem to fragment the work? Is it 

You need to pay especially close attention to questions of consistent with traditional laws of perspective or does it violate 
them?media when they seem, in one way or another, to be combined in 

a single work. What is Christo's Running Fence, for instance? ls it What is the relation of shape to space in the work? 

a piece of sculpture, or is it landscape architecture? ls it film, or How do light and value function in the work? Is there a great deal 
of tonal contrast, or it is held to a minimum?is it photography? Or, even, is it public relations? And what do 
What is the predominant color scheme of the work? Are complethese things have to do with one another? Michael Heizer's 
mentary or analogous colors employed?

Comf1lex One/City seems, from a distance, to be a kind of painting, 
What other elements seem important? Is your attention drawn to

then, closer in, a sort of architecture, perhaps a building or the work's texture? Docs time seem an important factor in your
temple, and then, when it reveals itself to be impenetrable, a experience of the work? 
large-scale sculpture. It articulates primarily the limitations of 3. Then ask yourself how these elements are organized: 

,I each of these different media: one's inability to get "close" to Is there significant use of visual rhythm and repetition of ele
,I 

painting, the seeming necessity for architecture to be functional ments? 

or useful, or, conversely, the fact that sculpture is in the encl not Is the composition balanced? Symmetrically? Asymmetrically? 
a very useful allocation of space-monolithic and cold, it is as Do various elements seem proportional, and how does the ques

tion of scale affect your perception?uninhabitable as the desert itself. 
Does the composition seem unified or not? 

4. Next consider how the artist's choice of medium has played a role 
in the presentation of the various elements and their organizationASKING YOURSELF ABOUT or design:

THE WORK OF ART: 
Are effects achieved that arc realizable only in this particularA SUMMARY medium? If more than one medium is involved, what is theirI I 
relation? 

I I The following set of questions derives from the previous discus
5. Finally, consider what all this might mean: 

I sion and is meant as a quick reminder of the kinds of things you 
I What is the artist trying to say about the subject matter of themight ask yourself about a work of art. It is by no means com
I work? What feelings or attitudes does the composition seem to

plete, and you almost surely will discover that most works of art 
I evoke, and what specific elements or design choices in the com

raise other questions as well. Nor will every question be of par position account for these feelings? 
ticular importance in your coming to terms with each work you 


