AH 2302	Instructions for Essay 1: Formal Analysis

PURPOSE: to apply what you have learned from the course about formal elements to a single work of art.

Skills: This assignment will help you hone the following skills:
· Observation in visual analysis 
· Interpretation and application of observations to problem solving
· Articulation of ideas using art historical terminology
· Clear argumentation

Knowledge:
· Components of composition 
· How elements of design interact
· The creative process in the visual arts

TASK: After we do the practice session for this assignment in class, do the following:
1. Pick one painting from the Lecture Slide PDF on Blackboard entitled “Formal Analysis Practice Session.”  
2. Look
· Observe and note formal elements you see. Consult the list of formal elements and principles of composition below.
· Decide which ones play primary and secondary roles in the organization. Contemplate the meaning evoked through the application of these elements.

3. Build an argument that shows how each element you discuss contributes to the effect you are claiming the work has.
· Keep in mind that formal elements never work alone, but they each have unique functions that contribute something unique to the overall effect of the work. 
· Consider how the artist uses each element on your list. Ask yourself if the artist uses that element in a consistent way (which has the effect of unifying the subjects represented), or if the artist is using that element to differentiate, and so to create a specific contrast, between two or more areas.
· Do NOT arrive at a thesis (the claim that you are going to support) for your essay until you have finished making observations about patterns in the use of each formal element and have thought about how those observations “add up.” 
· Some questions to get you thinking while you are examining the work in the museum and making notes on the treatment of each formal element: 
· It helps to consider emphasis (which involves considering the element of value) first. Ask yourself: Does the painting have one main point of emphasis? Or are there two or more points of equal emphasis? Alternatively, is there no point of emphasis? Your answer to these questions should help you determine where the artist wants to initially direct your attention. Make a note of it.
· When considering how the artist uses each element on your list, ask yourself if the artist uses that element in a consistent way throughout the painting (which unifies the subjects represented), or if the artist uses that element to differentiate, and thus create a specific contrast, between two or more parts of the painting.

4. Compose a concise formal analysis.
· In your first paragraph, clearly state the artist and title of the work, the subject of the work, and what you think is the work’s main idea or effect—in other words, how the artist characterizes his or her subject (or, what qualities of the subject the artist reveals). 
· Subsequent paragraphs (the body of the paper) should support this thesis with evidence of how the various formal elements of the work contribute to that specific effect or idea about the subject. 
· Organize your body paragraphs so that each one makes and supports a single point about how a particular element—or aspect of an element—contributes to the overall effect you claim exists. If you discuss more than one aspect of an element (for example, 3a and 3 b from the reference list at the end of these instructions), and they each contribute to the main effect in a unique way, discuss each in a separate paragraph. I cannot emphasize enough that a paragraph should make and support only one point. 
· Focus just on those formal elements that have the most impact in your case. For example, you could discuss 3b but not 3a, 3c but not 3b, etc., from the list of formal elements below. 
· You should address no fewer than three formal elements (items 1 through 7 below) in a substantial manner. But attempting more than three in a way that is inaccurate or illogical will not raise your grade. More is not better. If honest, selectiveness is a virtue.
· Do not write in narrative form, describing your experience. Similarly, do not write about why you chose the work you write about. That might belong in a personal essay, where the main goal is to share your own experience and insight. This is not that kind of essay.
· Do not concern yourself with essay length. This is a sign of misplaced priorities. If your analysis is sufficient, the length will be, too.
· The brevity of your essay and statement of conclusion in the introduction means that you will not need a conclusion. Adding a conclusion that merely repeats the content of the introduction is poor organization and will lose points on organization. Only saying something new, such as reflecting on the overall content of the essay, justifies a conclusion.

5. Format your paper
· 12-pt font, double spaced, with 1-inch margins.

6. Turn in your paper:
a. Upload the whole thing to Blackboard in the specified folder. Find it in the same tab as the Grading Rubric using the menu on the left side. Upload it to Blackboard in the specified folder by 10:00 PM PST on the due date. 
b. Make sure you get a message from TurnItIn that says your submission was successful. If you don’t receive that message, the paper did not upload. If you continue to have no success, immediately email me the paper just to ensure a time stamp that your paper was not late. Then continue to attempt upload until successful and email me to let me know you uploaded it. I will grade the essay on Blackboard, not the one you sent via email. 
NOTE: Ultimately, it is your responsibility to make sure your work gets to me. If you do not do the above, I must assume you have no plans to turn the assignment in and will accept 0 points. I will not pursue you to turn in your assignment. 
PROVISOS

· This is not a research assignment. You will not be rewarded, and could be penalized, for writing about irrelevant matters. Everything you need to fulfill the assignment is conveyed in lecture. There should be no bibliography or “works cited” section.
· If the mechanics of writing is not your strength, please note that art history is a writing-based discipline. It is, therefore, recommended that, prior to handing in your assignment, you make time to visit the library’s Learning Resource Center online.
· Plagiarism: Students will automatically fail the course and may be referred for further disciplinary action should the student be found plagiarizing. The 2016-17 University Catalogue, under “Student Conduct and Discipline: Academic Integrity,” at http://catalog.cpp.edu/content.php?catoid=4&navoid=766#Academic_Integrity, defines plagiarism thus:

“Plagiarism, falsification, fabrication—Plagiarism, falsification, fabrication is intentionally or knowingly presenting words, ideas, or work of others as one’s own work. Plagiarism includes copying homework, copying lab reports, copying computer programs, using a work or portion of a work written or created by another but not crediting the source, using one’s own work completed in a previous class for credit in another class without permission, paraphrasing another’s work without giving credit, and borrowing or using ideas without giving credit.”

*Note from the catalog’s definition of plagiarism that plagiarism may refer to copying the work of a fellow student. So, if you study with another student, make sure you do the actual assignment INDEPENDENTLY! 

GRADING CRITERIA

· See Art History Program Grading Rubric on Blackboard
· Note: the weight your professor gives to each criterion in the rubric may vary. This is due to the fact that a student's performance in any one area may be especially good or bad that it disproportionately affects the work's overall quality.
· Excellent work will:
· Reflect the “A” column of the Grading Rubric.
· Follow directions

FEEDBACK KEY

· Once your essay is graded, use the Feedback Key, posted next to the Grading Rubric on Blackboard, to decode the symbols your professor uses to give you feedback on your essay.
· To retrieve the feedback on your essay, go to the same place you uploaded it, and click on “View/Complete.”
· If you would like further feedback, make sure to email the professor, and she will help students—first come, first served—in office hours.

FOR YOUR REFERENCE WHILE TAKING NOTES ON THE WORK

Formal Elements
*Refer to class notes to review various formal elements and how they work. The following is a list of these elements to jog your memory:

1. Color (hue) 
	a. color saturation 
		High saturation of color helps create intensity.
	b. interaction of colors 
		This includes the impact of complementary and analogous colors.
	Note: Formal analysis does not involve symbolic interpretations of colors. 	In other words, do not make statements such as “yellow symbolizes 	optimism.” The formal effect of colors always depends on their relationship 	to other colors.
2. Value 
	Low value = dark (black or tones of colors). High value = light (white or 	tints of colors). Remember that contrast of value is the only compositional 	dynamic that can independently create emphasis in a painting.
3. Line
	a. actual 
		Actual lines can have character: thick, thin, curving, straight, etc.
		They can also direct the eye and indicate movement.  
		Do not confuse line with brushwork. 
	b. implied
		Implied lines can indicate movement or they can simply ensure 
		that the viewer makes connections among certain objects in the 			painting.
	c. axis
		Axis refers to the dominant implied line in a painting (horizontal 			vertical, or diagonal). Remember that diagonal axis usually imply 			dynamism, movement.

4. Scale (remember: in painting, there are two kinds of scale you might discuss)
	When speaking of the scale of the painting as an object, consider whether 	the painting creates, for example, an intimate or a distant relationship 	between you, the viewer, and the subject. 
	When speaking of scale as the relative sizes of objects depicted, 	consider the impact of significant disparities of scale. Does the artist, for 	example, suggest that one object overwhelms, is more powerful, than 	another?
	Whether or not you discuss both types of scale or just one is up to you. 

5. Brushwork 
	If it’s visible, brushwork shows how the artist laid down paint 	(spontaneously, smoothly, erratically, roughly, etc.). This gives the 	depiction of the subject a particular energy (frantic, relaxed, etc.). 

6. Medium (materials).
	Medium could be important if the choice of medium is unusual. (Oil on 
canvas is not.) If so, it may be used to emphasize particular physical 
properties (transparency, roughness, etc.) or cultural associations 
(opulence, humbleness, etc.).

Keep in mind that formal elements never work alone. You need to build an argument that shows how each element you discuss contributes to the effect you are claiming the work has. 

Principles of Composition

If it suits what you have to say, you may wish to organize your discussion of the formal elements listed above by principles of composition that may result from the use of formal elements. Principles of composition are not themselves formal elements, but are created by the use of formal elements, so be sure that your assignment addresses a minimum of three formal elements even if you also discuss a principle of composition in the same or a separate paragraph. They include:

8. Emphasis (focal point). Note: This is a good one to discuss first, since it tells you whether or not the artist is communicating that a particular part of the composition is more important than other parts. Keep in mind that, in a painting, there may be one or multiple or no points of emphasis. When discussing emphasis, make sure you address the formal element of value.

9. Point of view
	How objects or figures are arranged in relation to you, the viewer, is an 	indication of the viewpoint (literally and figuratively) that the artist wants 	us to have in relation to that subject.  

10. Contrast (any formal element may be used contrastingly in a composition). Be sure to specify what sort of contrast you mean.

11. Rhythm (patterned repetition of line or shape—a form bounded by line—creates rhythm)

12. Unity (referring to compositional coherence, which may result from use of one or more formal elements)

13. Construction of space. Does the artist create spatial recession (depth) or flatness, or a combination of both? If you consider the construction of space in your essay, you should articulate the formal cause(s) and expressive effect(s) of the spatial recession or flatness you find. 
(Note that, even though techniques of abstraction are stylistic considerations and may contribute to the construction of space, they are not formal elements, either. Whether or not or how much a painting is abstract is not relevant to this assignment.) 
