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vi

Understanding Art has a track record of visually com-
pelling covers that have encompassed, in a single, 
dynamic image, my concept for a particular edition, 
as well as the essence of my perspective as an author.  
My approach to art appreciation has always empha-
sized equally the visual elements and the history of 
art, provided a balance between the historical and 
the contemporary, and aimed to represent the world 
of art and culture as it truly is—one of diversity.

The eleventh edition of Understanding Art brings 
to this ongoing methodology a vital new dimension 
to acquiring information and engaging in critical dia-
logue about the arts and society. The eleventh edition 
is about seamless connections made possible with 
its accompanying MindTap® program—connections, 
importantly, between the text and the instructor’s 
own indispensable materials; between the text and 
Cengage’s exceptional digital resources; between the 
text and the world of electronic media.  

And so it is that the eleventh edition features 
Sarah Sze’s Second Means of Egress on its cover. To 
encounter a work by Sze is not to observe but rather 
to engage; to be an active participant rather than a 
passive spectator; to generate rather than simply to 
receive. Her emphasis on themes of interconnectivity 
and sustainability, along with what has been called 
a “mutable quality—as if anything could happen, 
or not,” captures, for me, key aspects of success-
ful learning: spontaneity, flexibility, accessibility, 
communicability. 

about 
the 

Cover

 sArAh sze, Second Means of Egress (1998). Mixed media 
installation view. berlin biennial, akademie der Kunste, Germany.
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xv

PreFaCe here we Are, together embarking on the study 
of art and art history between the covers of a book 
called Understanding Art. A textbook on art is unlike 
a textbook in other academic disciplines. Yes, there 
is a special vocabulary of art. Yes, this vocabulary is 
woven into a language that, once learned, enables us 
to better verbalize the visual. But the most impor-
tant aspect of an art book is its images, because a 
student’s journey toward understanding art ought to 
always begin with looking. 

Think of this art appreciation textbook as 
your “i-book”—it begins with looking at images. 
Having said that, learning to look is equally impor-
tant for art appreciation, and that’s where some 
other “i-words” play an important role: informa-
tion, insight, and interpretation. We gather infor-
mation about how a work of art is conceived and 
constructed using the visual elements of art, prin-
ciples of design, composition, content, style, and 
symbolism. We explore the motives of artists and 
the historical, social, political, and personal con-
texts in which a work of art came into existence. 
These investigations lend insight into the complex 
factors contributing to the creation of works of art. 
In short, we progress beyond looking (using the eye 
passively to recognize the existence of an object) 
to seeing (using the eye actively to perceive, to con-
textualize, and to understand). And as we gather 
confidence in our knowledge and insights, we turn 
more comfortably to the dimension of interpre-
tation—your dimension. It is here where the “I” 
really counts, for we all bring the weight of our own 

There are two ways of looking at things. One 

is simply looking at them, whereas the other 

involves considering them attentively. Merely 

to see is nothing else than receiving into the 

eye the form or likeness of the object that is 

looked at; but to consider a thing is more like 

this: it is to seek with special diligence after 

the means of knowing this object thoroughly. 

—nicolas poussin

Eric Protter, ed., Painters on Painting (New York: Dover, 2011), 69; 
also Peggy Hadden, “The Quotable Artist” (New York: Allworth 
Press, 2002), 204.
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reorganization of Chapter structure
The eleventh edition of Understanding Art expands the 
discussion of the visual elements of art from two chapters 
to five chapters:

•	 Ch. 2: “Line and Shape”

•	 Ch. 3: “Light and Color”

•	 Ch. 4: “Texture and Pattern”

•	 Ch. 5: “Space, Time, and Motion”

•	 Ch. 6: “Principles of Design”

Chapter-by-Chapter Changes— 
A sampling

•	 Ch. 1, “Understanding Art,” has new Putting It All 

Together features on the visual elements of art and on 

principles of design.

•	 Ch. 3, “Light and Color,” has expanded coverage of the 

physical and perceptual properties of color and of the 

uses of color.

•	 Ch. 5, “Space, Time, and Motion,” has new Theory and 

Practice features titled “Creating the Illusion of Space in 

Sculpture” and “Chasing the Fourth Dimension: Loïe Fuller.”

•	 Ch. 6, “Principles of Design,” has a new Theory and 

Practice feature titled “Focal Point and Emphasis,” which 

explores the compositional features of Jacques-Louis 

David’s Oath of the Horatii.

•	 Ch. 9, “Printmaking and Graphic Design,” has a new sec-

tion on graphic design.

•	 Ch. 10, “Imaging,” now features sections on photography, 

film, video, and digital arts, including web design.

•	 Ch. 11 now includes sculpture, installation, site-specific 

art, and 3D design.

•	 Ch. 13 on architecture now includes urban design.

•	 Ch. 18, “The Baroque Era,” has a Compare + Contrast 

feature “Two Views of Judith’s Biblical Encounter with 

Holofernes,” comparing the paintings of Caravaggio and 

Artemisia Gentileschi.

•	 Ch. 21, “The Twentieth Century: Postwar to Postmodern,” 

has a major new section titled “Art, Identity, and Social 

Consciousness,” which includes discussions of feminist 

art, sexual identity, and race and ethnic identity.

Integration of Art Outside the 
european Tradition into the Main Body 
of the Text
Understanding Art has always been the market leader in 
terms of numbers of works by women and artists of color 
and differing ethnicities. The eleventh edition goes far-
ther. Art outside the European tradition is not sectioned 
off in separate chapters but is now integrated into the 
main body of the text. At the end of each chapter, “The 
Wider World” offers extensive coverage of historical and 

experience to our interpretations, our unique percep-
tions to our likes or dislikes of a work of art.

The artist Pablo Picasso once said, “People who try 
to explain pictures are usually barking up the wrong 
tree.” The words explain and understand, though, have 
very different meanings. One can argue that only 
artists can explain their work, can make intelligible 
something that is not known or not understood. But 
understanding is defined as full awareness or knowl-
edge that is arrived at through an intellectual or 
emotional process—including the ability to extract 
meaning or to interpret. The ability to appreciate, or 
to perceive the value or worth of something from a 
discriminating perspective, then, is the consummate 
reward of understanding.

the aPProaCh oF 
uNDerstaNDING art
The eleventh edition of Understanding Art, as ear-
lier editions, is intended to work for both students 
and professors. Understanding Art continues to serve 
as a tool to help organize and enlighten this demand-
ing, often whirlwind course. My goal has been to write 
a book that would do it all: edify and inform students 
and, at the same time, keep them engaged, animated, 
and inspired—while at the same time meeting instruc-
tors’ desire for comprehensive exposition. All in all, 
Understanding Art contains a fully balanced approach to 
appreciating art. The understanding and appreciation 
of art are enhanced by familiarity with three areas of 
art: the language of art (visual elements, principles of 
design, and style), the nature of the mediums used in 
art, and the history of art.

What’s NeW IN thIs 
eDItIoN
In the spirit of the conviction that “understanding art 
ought always to begin with looking,” the eleventh edition 
features hundreds of new artworks that have been chosen 
to touch the landmarks of Western art and the art of the 
wider world, and also to better illustrate the elements, 
mediums, and historic developments of art. 

The eleventh edition of Understanding Art, as pre-
vious editions, discusses the visual elements of art, the 
mediums of art, and the history of art. However, the bal-
ance among the three areas has been enhanced in the 
eleventh edition.
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artistic developments across the globe that are contem-
poraneous with those occurring in Europe and the United 
States. For example:

•	 Ch. 14, “Art of the Ancient World,” now includes Neolithic 

rock painting from Africa.

•	 Ch. 15, “Greece, Rome, and the Early Judeo-Christian 

World,” now includes sections on Buddhism, Hinduism, 

and Pre-Columbian art.

•	 Ch. 16, “The Age of Faith,” now includes discussion of 

the arts of the Tang and Song Dynasties in China, and the 

Buddhist and Shinto religions in Japan.

•	 Ch. 17, “The Renaissance,” now includes discussion of 

the Mughal Empire in India, the Ming Dynasty in China, 

the Muromachi and Momoyama periods in Japan, and the 

Aztec civilization in the Americas.

•	 Ch. 18, “The Baroque Era,” now discusses the British 

incursion into India, the Qing Dynasty in China, and the 

development of woodblock printing in Edo period Japan.

•	 Ch. 20, “The Twentieth Century: The Early Years,” 

includes a section on the development of the militaristic 

Meiji period in Japan, a Connections feature that draws 

visual parallels between Japanese propaganda art con-

cerning the Russo-Japanese War and Goya’s Third of May, 

Communist Chinese propaganda art, and the post-revolu-

tion mural painters of Mexico.

•	 Ch. 22, “Art Now: A Global Perspective,” contains more 

than a dozen new works from India and Pakistan, China, 

Japan, the Middle East, Africa, and the Americas, as well 

as a new Compare + Contrast feature: “Out of Africa: The 

Enduring Legacy of the Ceremonial Mask.”

Visual Glossary
A new, unique reference focuses on the themes and pur-
poses of art, placing essential, concise information at stu-
dents’ fingertips and applying it to specific images found 
throughout in the text. Additional visual glossaries on style 
and mediums are available on MindTap.

We are all aware that slides in the classroom are poor 
substitutes for real-life encounters with paintings and 
sculpture, or for the perception of form and space that 
comes with physically standing in a building. 

This edition of Understanding Art includes more 
hybrid content than ever. It is the first that is available on 
MindTap®, a highly customizable multimedia teaching 
and learning platform. MindTap for Understanding Art 
provides an interactive digital experience for exploration, 
study, and development of critical-thinking skills. The 
MindTap ebook reader features a unique visual presenta-
tion, which provides an intuitive reading experience—one 
that honors the design of the printed book by positioning 
beautifully displayed artworks beside the accompanying 

text. This MindTap reader’s two-pane design allows stu-
dents to view images that appear on the left side while 
reading about them in the scrolling text discussion on the 
right side. The MindTap presentation encourages more 
interaction with images: students can zoom and expand 
images; access videos, maps, and panoramas related to 
each image; and view cross-referenced images without 
having to leave the flow of the main narrative. The image 
integration extends to the ebook’s navigation, which 
shows in one place all of the images within a chapter, and 
which reinforces the development of visual literacy.

New to this edition are interactive Art Tours, also 
available on MindTap. Each of the familiar Art Tours from 
previous edition, which highlight public art in specific 
cities around the world (Jerusalem, Rome, Paris, London, 
New York, Washington, D.C., Chicago, Dallas/Fort Worth, 
Florence, and Los Angeles) has been updated and is now 
accompanied by an interactive map, which offers stu-
dents an even more hands-on experience of visiting cities 
and their art collections in the United States and abroad, 
underscoring the ubiquity of art and design in their lives. 
In the interactive Art Tours, students are guided from one 
site to another and can view related images, videos, and 
websites.

New architecture videos and 360-degree architec-
tural panoramas of significant monuments and sites 
create the feeling of “being there” while learning more 
about interior and exterior details and their present-day 
surroundings.

Features
The eleventh edition of Understanding Art contains 
unique features—many of which are new to this edition—
that stimulate student interest, emphasize key points in 
art fundamentals and art history, highlight contemporary 
events in art, and reflect the ways in which professors 
teach.

COnneCTIOns These new features mainly illustrate 
how works of art from one period or one global location 
relate to works from another. Thumbnails are used to 
make these features visual in nature. Some Connections 
features, however, show students how they can apply the 
information in the text to their own lives. For example, a 
Connections feature in Chapter 1 asks students to list the 
attributes they would include in a self-portrait. 

TheOry And PrACTICe These features show how art-
ists use principles and theories of art to arrive at their 
compositions. For example, the Theory and Practice fea-
ture in Chapter 1 shows how Neo-Plastic artist Theo van 
Doesburg “neglected the laws of nature in favor of those 
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of artistic creation” to develop his Study for Composition 
(Cow). A Theory and Practice feature in Chapter 5 shows 
how several artists sought to capture the dynamic spin-
ning and twirling of Folies Bergère dancer Loïe Fuller’s 
signature “Serpentine Dance” in drawings and in sculp-
ture. The Theory and Practice feature in Chapter 15 
explains how the Greek sculptor Polykleitos used his 
canon of proportions and contrapposto (the weight-shift 
principle) to create “The Body Beautiful,” as exemplified 
in his statue Doryphoros.   

PUTTInG IT All TOGeTher These features visually sum-
marize the ways in which artists use the visual elements 
of art and principles of design to render their composi-
tions. One Putting It All Together feature in Chapter 1 
uses The Arnolfini Portrait to show how Jan van Eyck used 
line, shape, value, color, and other elements of art to bring 
his portrait of a newly married couple to life. Another 
Putting It All Together feature shows how contemporary 
painter Audrey Flack used principles of design such as 
unity and variety, balance, rhythm, and symbolism to por-
tray the iconic status of 1960s movie star Marilyn Monroe 
and to suggest her untimely death. 

COMPAre + COnTrAsT These features show two or more 
works of art side by side and phrase questions that help 
students focus on stylistic and technical similarities and 
differences. They parallel the time-honored pedagogical 
technique of presenting works in class for comparison 
and contrast. There are several new Compare + Contrast 
features in the eleventh edition. For example, Chapter 11 
compares and contrasts Duchamps’s Fountain with Sher-
rie Levine’s Fountains after Duchamp in a New Compare + 
Contrast feature titled “(Fountains) Art as Idea as Idea.” 
A new Compare + Contrast feature in Chapter 22, “The 
Undying Legacy of the African Mask,” relates a traditional 
African mask to the fiber arts of Faith Ringgold, the paint-
ings of Pablo Picasso, and an assemblage of women’s high-
heeled shoes by contemporary American artist Willie Cole.

TIMelInes The chapters on the history of art, Chap-
ters 14–21, contain timelines for the arts of Europe and 
the United States, and for artistic developments in the 
“wider world.” The timelines cover major historic events 
as well as artistic developments, so that the arts are 
placed in their historic, cultural, and social contexts.

QUOTATIOns Quotations at the top of pages by artists, 
critics, and others allow students to “get into the minds” 
of those people closest to the art world. 

GlOssAry Key terms are boldfaced in the text and 
defined in a glossary at the end of the textbook. Figure num-
ber references provide a visual illustration of each term.

VIsUAl GlOssAry A visual glossary  focuses on themes 
and purposes of art—a unique reference that puts 

essential, concise information at students’ fingertips and 
which cross-reference images found elsewhere in the text. 
Additional visual glossaries on style and mediums are 
available on MindTap.

the CoNteNts oF the 
eLeveNth eDItIoN oF 
UNDERsTANDiNG ART
The book is organized into the following parts:

I. InTrOdUCTIOn The first chapter of the text, Under-
standing Art, equips students with key content and for-
mal terms to help them build a foundational vocabulary 
for discussing art—and eventually extracting meaning, 
understanding, and, with time, appreciation of art. 

II. FOUndATIOns OF ArT And desIGn Chapters 2–6 pro-
vide comprehensive discussion of the visual elements of 
art, principles of design, and style, form, and content. The 
language of art is then applied throughout the remainder 
of the text in discussions of mediums and surveys of art 
through the ages and throughout the world.

III. MedIUMs, TeChnIQUes, And sTyle Chapters 7–10, 
on drawing, painting, printmaking, and imaging, explain 
how artists combine the visual elements of art to create 
two-dimensional compositions. The mediums discussed 
are as traditional as drawing a pencil across a sheet of 
paper and as innovative as spray painting color fields 
and clicking a mouse to access a menu of electronic tech-
niques and design elements. Chapters 11–13 discuss the 
opportunities and issues provided by three-dimensional 
art forms, including sculpture, installation, site-specific 
art, industrial design, craft, and architecture.

IV. ArT: A COnCIse GlOBAl hIsTOry Chapters 14–18 
contain a solid core of art history on the development of 
art from ancient times to the dawn of the modern era. 
Chapters 19–22 examine the great changes that have 
occurred in the world of art since the late eighteenth cen-
tury. These chapters attempt to answer the question, “Just 
what is modern about modern art?” Whereas some artists 
have rejected the flatness of the canvas and moved art 
into innumerable new directions, others have maintained 
traditional paths. Controversy and conflict are part of the 
modern history of art. But movements such as Postmodern 
art and Deconstructivist architecture also make it possible 
to speak of the “modern world and beyond.” The phenom-
enon of globalization has created a new art world in which 
cultures are no longer distant from one another and peo-
ple and places are no longer as separate as they once were. 
As a result, we have trends such as hybridity, appropria-
tion, high art and low culture, and postcolonialism in the 
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arts. We see how these trends are expressed today within—
and without—various cultural traditions around the world. 
Although nobody can say exactly where art is going, these 
chapters discuss the movements and works that appear to 
be vital at the current moment.

V. VIsUAl GlOssArIes The “Visual Glossary: Themes 
and Purposes of Art” considers the “whys” behind works 
of art, providing students with a useful reference that 
presents images found elsewhere in the text (and some 
that are not) in thematic categories. Additional visual glos-
saries on style and mediums are available on MindTap.

stuDeNt resourCes
The MindTap learning platform guides you through 
the course curriculum via an innovative Learning Path 
Navigator where you will complete reading assignments, 
annotate your readings, complete homework, and engage 
with quizzes and assessments. This new edition features a 
two-pane e-reader, designed to make your online reading 
experience easier. Images discussed in the text appear in 
the left pane, while the accompanying text scrolls on the 
right. Highly accessible and interactive, this new reader 
pairs videos, Google Map links, and 360-degree panora-
mas with the matching figure in the text. Artworks are 
further brought to life through zoom capability right in 
the e-reader. Numerous study tools are included, such 
as image flashcards; downloadable Guides to Studying 
(a chapter outline and note taking template); the abil-
ity to synchronize your eBook notes with your personal 
EverNote account; Questia research library; Pathbrite 
e-portfolio. 

new Flashcard App
The new and improved Flashcard App in MindTap gives 
you more flexibility and features than ever before. Study 
from the preexisting card decks with all the images from 
the text, or create your own cards with new images from 
your collection or those shared by your instructor. Create 
your own custom study deck by combining cards from 
separate chapters or those you’ve created. Once you’ve 
compiled your flashcard deck, you can save it for later 
use or print it for on-the-go studying.

INstruCtor resourCes 
Leverage the tools in MindTap to enhance and personal-
ize your course. Add your own images, videos, web links, 
readings, projects, and more either in the course Learning 
Path or right in the chapter reading. Set project due 

dates, specify whether assignments are for practice or a 
grade, and control when your students see these activi-
ties in their Learning Path. MindTap can be purchased 
as a stand-alone product or bundled with the print text. 
Connect with your Learning Consultant for more details 
via www.cengage.com/repfinder/.

Access the Instructor Companion Website to find 
resources to help you teach your course and engage your 
students. Here you will find the Instructor’s Manual; 
Cengage Learning Testing, powered by Cognero; and 
Microsoft PowerPoint slides with lecture outlines and 
images that can be used as offered or customized by 
importing personal lecture slides or other material.

digital Image library
Display digital images in the classroom with this pow-
erful tool. This one-stop lecture and class presentation 
resource makes it easy to assemble, edit, and present 
customized lectures for your course. Available on Flash 
drive, the Digital Image Library provides high-resolution 
images for lecture presentations and allows you to easily 
add your own images to supplement those provided.

aCKNoWLeDGMeNts
Understanding Art would not be the text that it is—nor 
I the teacher, researcher, and author I am—were it not 
for the knowledge, dedication to the disciplines of art 
and art history, and the contagious passion of those I 
consider to be mentors, supporters, and friends: James 
S. Ackerman, Wayne V. Andersen, Stanford Anderson, 
Whitney Chadwick, George Heard Hamilton, Ann 
Sutherland Harris, Julius S. Held, Sam Hunter, Henry A. 
Millon, Konrad Oberhuber, John C. Overbeck, Michael 
Rinehart, Andrew C. Ritchie, Mark W. Roskill, Theodore 
Roszak, Miriam Schapiro, Bernice Steinbaum, and Jack 
Tworkov.

Each edition of Understanding Art has been under-
taken to move the field of art appreciation forward—
to stay current with the most recent critical inquiry, 
to respond thoughtfully to the needs and wants of the 
current generation of students, and to provide useful 
pedagogical materials to support instructors who dedi-
cate themselves to imparting their knowledge about art 
and to creating generations of lifelong museumgoers. A 
book like this succeeds only to the extent that it meets 
the goals of instructors who use it. Thus, I wish to thank 
those peer reviewers whose insightful feedback informed 
the development of the eleventh edition: Jeanne Brody, 
Villanova University; Mark Damato, Averett University; 
Barbara England; Freed-Hardeman University; Cindy 
Grant, University of Mississippi; Deborah Gustlin, Gavilan 
College; Sherry Howard, Northwest State Community 
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College; Kerry Jenkins, Methodist University; Bonnie 
Proudfoot, Hocking College; Alice Vandergriff, Missouri 
State University; and Paige Wideman, Northern Kentucky 
University. 

No revision can be undertaken, much less accom-
plished, without the vision, skills, and persistent dedica-
tion of a superb team of publishing professionals. First 
and foremost is Sharon Adams Poore, Product Manager, 
whose expertise and sensibilities make their mark on 
every project she oversees; Erika Hayden, Associate 
Content Developer and my newest Cengage colleague, 
whose knowledge of the discipline, creative mind, and 
well-informed pedagogical contributions contributed 
greatly to the profile of this edition; Lianne Ames, Senior 
Content Project Manager, who, as always, finds a way to 
concretize an author’s vision for a project and to keep 
all of the parts moving to their grand conclusion; Chad 
Kirchner, Content Developer Focusing on Media, whose 
imagination and inventiveness have connected what is on 
these pages with what is out in the world, who almost 
never says “impossible” and almost always says “how 
about this?”; Cate Rickard Barr, Senior Art Director, 
who coordinated all of the visual aspects of the project 
and whose vibrant aesthetic creates the feeling that you 

just want to hold the book in your hands; Jillian Borden, 
Marketing Manager, whose dedication to discerning what 
is truly valuable for the instructor in art appreciation is 
matched only by her determination to provide it; and to 
all of those members of the Cengage team whose involve-
ment in the inception and realization of the eleventh 
edition of Understanding Art enables us to present it to 
you, including Rachel Bailey, Senior Product Assistant; 
Monica Eckman, Product Director; and Lisa Mafrici, 
Product Development Manager. Sincerest thanks also 
to Jonathan Poore, Sharon Adams Poore, and Fred S. 
Kleiner, for providing—through considerable effort—
many of the stunning photographs of monuments you will 
see in this text. 

Last, I extend my appreciation and gratitude to the 
professionals at Thistle Hill Publishing for their key roles 
in the production process: Andrea Archer, Production 
Director, and Angela Urquhart, Editorial Director; to 
Corey Smith, Senior Permissions Project Manager with 
Lumina Datamatics; and to the software developers with 
whom we have worked to create the new MindTap reader 
for the eleventh edition, and to the entire team of profes-
sionals, too numerous to list fully here, who had a hand in 
its design, creation, and implementation. 
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3 JOSEPH KOSUTH. Titled (Art as Idea as Idea) [Art] (1968). Photostat, 47 1⁄4"  47 1⁄4".

Everyone wants to understand art. Why not try to 
understand the songs of a bird? Why does one love the 
night, flowers, everything around one, without trying to 
understand them? But in the case of a painting people 
have to understand. If only they would realize above all 
that an artist works of necessity, that he himself is only 
a trifling bit of the world, and that no more importance 

should be attached to him than to plenty of other things 
which please us in the world, though we can’t explain 

them. People who try to explain pictures are usually 
barking up the wrong tree. 

– pablo picasso

PABLO PICASSO lived to the age of ninety-two and 

was one of the most prolific artists in history. He was 

also an eloquent and forceful commentator on his 

own work, the work of others, and the ideas and phi-

losophies of his generation of modernists. We find 

ourselves turning again and again to his sometimes 

brash but always confident insights, as in this oft-

quoted passage on understanding art.

Why did Picasso find attempts to understand 

art so worrisome? Perhaps he was afraid we’d miss 

the larger point. In our attempt to comprehend 

the ingredients of art—the subject, the form, the 

symbolism—we run the risk of getting it all wrong 

in the end. One can argue that only artists can 

explain their work, can make intelligible something 

that is not known or not understood. But understand-

ing is defined as full awareness or knowledge that 

is arrived at through an intellectual or emotional 

process—including the ability to extract meaning or 

to interpret. The ability to appreciate, or to perceive 

the value or worth of something from a discriminat-

ing perspective, then, is the consummate reward of 

understanding.

1
Understanding 

art
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4 | CHAPTER 1 Understanding Art

SUBJECT
The subject is the what of a work of art—people, places, 
things, themes, processes, events, ideas. For most of the his-
tory of art, the subject is recognizable or at least reflects 
some sort of visual experience. Categories of subjects with 
which artists work are often called genres. The word comes 
from French meaning “kind” or “type.” Genres include 
religious or mythological subjects, historical subjects, por-
traiture, still life, landscape, nonobjective art, and so on. 
They also include something called genre subjects—images 
and themes from ordinary life. The modernist era, however, 
challenged the traditional definition of subject, which grew 
to include anything from the elements of art in their purest 
form, as in a painting by Wassily Kandinsky (Fig. 1.1), to the 
physical processes of art making, to a concept for a work of 
art without a tangible object fabricated by the artist. 

The imagery in abstract art may be difficult to deci-
pher because it no longer fully resembles the original 
things or scenes from which it was derived. But we cannot 
say that these works are without a subject. Nonobjective 
art may make no reference whatsoever to the natural 
world, no pretext to representing it, but even nonobjec-
tive works are not without a subject—at least from one 

 1.1 WASSILy 
KAndInSKy, 
Composition VI, 
(1913). Oil on canvas, 
76 3⁄4"  118 1⁄8". 
Hermitage Museum, 
St. Petersburg, 
Russia.

CONNECTIONS Standing in the 
interior of a Gothic cathedral, there is 
much to discuss about the floor plan, 
the structural elements, the design of the 
vaults and stained glass, the engineer-
ing, the style of the sculpture. But it is the 
content of the work as a whole—its role 
in society, the religious beliefs that gave 
rise to it, the symbolism of its design and 
its iconographic program—that leads us 
to better understand and appreciate the 
historical and sociological relevance of 
the work.

perspective. Picasso insisted, for example, that there is 
always a subject: “even if the painting is [nothing but] 
green, well then! The ‘subject’ is the green.” Jackson 
Pollock also challenged the notion that a nonobjective 
work is necessarily a work without a subject: “There is 
no such thing as a good painting about nothing. We assert 
that the subject is critical.” Even though we are accus-
tomed to defining the subject of a work as a recognizable 
representation of a tangible thing, subject is a much more 
inclusive word.

 Interior, Laon 
Cathedral (Fig. 16.15)

1ft.
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Content | 5

 1.2 United States Supreme Court Building, Washington, D.C. (1935).  1.3 ICTInOS And CALLICRATES, Parthenon, Athens, Greece (447–438 bce).

CONTENT
A distinction is often made between subject and content. 
Whereas subject refers to the aspects of a work that can 
be described, content refers to a work’s array of intan-
gible aspects: the emotional, intellectual, psychological, 
symbolic elements. Content implies subject matter, but 
is a much bigger concept. Content comes close to being 
the why of a work of art in that it includes what we might 
consider the reasons behind its appearance: the idea, the 
cultural and artistic contexts, and the meaning behind 
the symbolism. 

Symbolism is often a key component of a work’s con-
tent, even if is unapparent or indecipherable to a viewer. 
The study of symbols is called iconography, literally the 
“writing of images.” Symbols convey ideas, beliefs, mes-
sages, or the ideology underlying works of arts; investi-
gating their significance enriches our understanding of 
the meaning and purpose of the work.

It may be obvious to us that paintings 
can be rich in content, but architecture, at 
first glance, may not seem the most obvi-
ous place to find content. Yet architecture 
informs us not only of the materials and 
technical means commonly used during cer-
tain periods in history; it can also embody 
the ideas, beliefs, and aspirations of an 
era. Architecture can have strong symbolic 
significance. It is easy to spot the influ-
ence of Greek and Roman architecture on 
buildings in the U.S. capital, Washington, 
D.C.—pristine white marble, columns, pedi-
ments, rotundas. But there is a reason why 
the architects responsible for designs for 
the United States Capitol Building and the 
United States Supreme Court building and 
others chose to emulate the architecture 

of ancient Greece and Rome in the capital of the New 
Republic (Figs. 1. 2 and 1.3). It was to symbolize a connec-
tion to history’s greatest contributions to civilization: 
democracy, the rule of law, duty to country and fellow 
citizen. 

Contemporary architect Daniel Libeskind has said 
that, in the design of his buildings, he wants to

communicate the vastness and also the legacy of things 
that are not completely visible. Contrary to public opin-
ion the flesh of architecture is not cladding, insulation 
and structure, but the substance of the individual in 
society and history; a figuration of the inorganic, the 
body and the soul.

In other words, according to Libeskind, the “flesh of 
architecture” is not the form; it is the content. His exten-
sion of the Berlin Museum, dedicated to Jewish art 
and life and the memory of the Holocaust, is designed 
around the concept of a void (Fig. 1. 4). A zigzag build-
ing—reminiscent in shape of a lightning bolt—was 

 1.4 dAnIEL LIBESKInd, Extension of the Berlin Museum, Berlin, Germany (1989–1996).
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6 | CHAPTER 1 Understanding Art

derived mathematically by plotting the home addresses 
of Jewish writers, artists, and composers who had lived 
in Berlin neighborhoods before World War II but were 
killed during the Nazi Holocaust. The building’s jagged 
shape reads as a “bolt out of the blue”—a catastrophic 
event that could not have been anticipated. It also reads 
as a painful rift in the continuity of the neighborhood in 
which it stands; it is punctuated by voids that symbolize  

the absence of Jewish people and culture in Berlin. The 
visitor to the museum is immediately struck by the over-
whelming evidence that everything at which one is look-
ing—every structural, design, and symbolic element—has 
been informed by the historic circumstances that necessi-
tated Libeskind’s building. To learn more about the whys 
behind works of art, see the Visual Glossary: Themes & 
Purposes of Art.

 1.5 JOAn MITCHELL, Cercando un Ago (1957). Oil on canvas, 95"  88 1⁄8". Collection of the Joan Mitchell Foundation, New York.

 1 ft. 
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FORM
In the context of art and design, the word form has more 
than one meaning. Form refers to the totality of a com-
position or design—the arrangement or organization 
of all of its visual elements. Form gives substance to a 
subject or an idea; think of it as the all-encompassing 
framework of artistic expression. It signifies the total-
ity of technical means and materials employed by the 
artist, as well as all of the visual strategies and pictorial 
devices used to express and communicate. It is, simply, 
the work of art as a whole. The word form is also used 
to discuss three-dimensional shapes (spheres, cylinders, 
cubes, pyramids, for example) or works of art (such as 
sculpture or architecture). It also is used to describe 
areas of void space in sculptural works that serve as 
compositional counterpoints to 
solid shapes.

If the subject of a work of art is 
the what, the form is the sum total 
of how the what is presented. The 
appearance of a work of art derives 
from the artist’s manipulation of 
the elements of art, principles of 
design, and the medium. When we 
consider the form of a work, we 
are asking ourselves how it all fits 
together—how color and shape are 
related, how the position of objects 
or figures reinforces the composi-
tional structure, how brushwork is 
used to render meticulous detail, 
or perhaps how brushwork seems 
to exist for its own sake—free 
from the task of description, as in 
many modern and contemporary 
paintings. 

Let’s return to the beginning 
of this section: If subject mat-
ter is the what of a work of art, 
form is the how. Now let’s return 
to Jackson Pollock. For him, as 
for many artists—including Joan 
Mitchell—producing nonobjective 
work, the how IS the what. That 
is, the materials and process may 
be described as the subject of the 
work (Fig. 1. 5).

ICONOGRAPHY
Iconography, as noted, is the 
study of themes and symbols—
figures and images that, when 

deciphered, reveal the underlying meaning of a work 
of art. Bronzino’s sixteenth-century masterpiece, An 
Allegory with Venus and Cupid (Fig. 1.6) in the collection of 
the National Gallery in London, is a fascinating example 
of a work in which there must be much more than meets 
the eye, but whose iconographic puzzle is yet to be solved. 
When Bronzino conceived the painting for King Francis I 
of France, he clearly intended to weave an intricate alle-
gory with many actors and many symbols. 

Venus, fondled by her son, Cupid, is exposed by the 
gray-bearded Father Time, whose muscular arm draws 
back a purple drape to reveal the couple’s incestuous 
behavior. We recognize them by their symbolic attri-
butes, or things that they hold or have around them. 
Venus cups a golden apple in one hand and an arrow 
from the winged Cupid’s quiver in the other; Time has 

 1.6 BROnzInO, Venus, Cupid, Folly and Time (c. 1546). Oil on wood, 61"  56 3⁄4". National Gallery, 
London, England.

 1 ft.
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8 | CHAPTER 1 Understanding Art

1.7d THEO vAn dOESBURg, Composition VIII (The Cow) (1917). Oil on canvas, 14 3⁄4"  25". The Museum of Modern Art,  
New York, New York.

1.7C Study for Composition VIII (The Cow) (c. 1917). 
Tempera, oil, and charcoal on paper, 15 5⁄8"  22 3⁄4".

1.7B Study for Composition VIII (The Cow) (1917). 
Pencil on paper, 4 5⁄8"  6 1⁄4".

1.7A Study for Composition VIII (The Cow) (1917). 
Pencil on paper, 4 5⁄8"  6 1⁄4".

Drawing D depicts 

color and form in 

their purest state, 

creating a harmoni-

ous whole.

Drawing C is characterized by the dominant 

contrast of black and white shapes.

Drawing A is naturalistic; it represents 

the actual appearance of a cow.

dRAWn TO THE PURITy and precision of geometric shapes and 

committed to the synthesis of art, architecture, and design, Theo 

van Doesburg (1883–1931) played a principal role in the dissemi-

nation of the style and theories of the Dutch group known as De 

Stijl. De Stijl, meaning “the style,” is also commonly referred to as 

Neo-Plasticism after van Doesburg’s 1919 treatise on the De Stijl 

movement titled “Principles of Neo-Plastic Art.”

Van Doesburg observed that even in works of art with subjects 

that seem to mimic the visible world, an artist may “neglect the 

laws of nature in favor of those of artistic creation” and use “natural 

Giving Form to Experience: A Visual Meditation on Cows

theory & practice

 1 ft. 
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