FORMAL ANALYSIS ASSIGNMENT

DESCRIPTION
A formal analysis involves evaluating and writing about visual material, based almost exclusively on evidence from close observations of objects or images. It is a writing style used primarily in art history, but it is also practices many of the baseline component skills for a close-reading literature, examining historical moments, art and music reviews, and other analytical genres of essays. 

A formal analysis assumes a work of art is (1) a constructed object (2) that has been created with a stable meaning (even though it might not be clear to the viewer) (3) that can be ascertained by studying the relationships between the elements of the work. These forms give the work its expression, message, or meaning.

For this essay, you must choose as your topic a single piece of artwork. That may be a painting, photograph, sculpture, art object (in or worthy of placement in a museum), mural, or building. To choose, know that you will need to go spend time with this object in person next week. Choose an object and location that you can visit without difficulty. Chat with me if you can’t decide on a piece or if you have an alternate idea for a subject.

DIRECTIONS
This will be a 3-4 page (800-1200 word) argumentative essay. It will start as a descriptive essay and then you offer your own interpretation of the work. You should think as if you were describing the work of art to someone who has never seen it before. When your reader finishes reading your analysis, they should have a complete mental picture of what the work looks like. 

Your interpretation does not need to be innovative, but it should be an argument against which someone could reasonably disagree. The thesis statement may, in general, answer a question like these: What are the effects of the formal elements, and how do they influence my interpretation of the object? What do I think is the meaning of this work? What is the message that this work or artist sends to the viewer? What is this work all about? 

It is important to remember that your interest here is strictly formal; no research is used in this paper until the very end (in which we will only look at the allusions used, if applicable–nothing else). In other words, you are strictly relying on your ability to visually ‘read’ a work of art and make interpretations about it based on your analysis of it. Please use descriptive language and adjectives. Begin with a general description, and then move on to the more specific elements.

THINGS TO CONSIDER WHEN WRITING A FORMAL ANALYSIS (IN NO PARTICULAR ORDER):

1. Record your FIRST IMPRESSION(S) of the artwork. What stands out? Is there a focal point (an area to which the artist wants your eye to be drawn)? If so, what formal elements led you to this conclusion? Your impressions can help you reach your thesis.
2. What is THE SUBJECT of the artwork?
3. COMPOSITION: How are the parts of the work arranged? Is there a stable or unstable composition? Is it dynamic? Full of movement? Or is it static?
4. POSE: If the work has figures, are the proportions believable? Realistic? Describe the pose(s). Is the figure active, calm, graceful, stiff, tense, or relaxed? Does the figure convey a mood? If there are several figures, how do they relate to each other (do they interact? not?)?
5. PROPORTIONS: Does the whole or even individual parts of the figure(s) or natural objects in the work look natural? Why did you come to this conclusion?
6. LINE: Are the outlines (whether perceived or actual) smooth, fuzzy, clear? Are the main lines vertical, horizontal, diagonal, or curved, or a combination of any of these? Are the lines jagged and full of energy? Sketchy? Geometric? Curvilinear? Bold? Subtle?
7. SPACE: If the artist conveys space, what type of space is used? What is the relation of the main figure to the space around it? Are the main figures entirely within the space (if the artwork is a painting), or are parts of the bodies cut off by the edge of the artwork? Is the setting illusionistic, as if one could enter the space of the painting, or is it flat and two dimensional, a space that one could not possibly enter?
8. TEXTURE: If a sculpture, is the surface smooth and polished or rough? Are there several textures conveyed? Where and How? If a painting, is there any texture to the paint surface? Are the brushstrokes invisible? Brushy? Sketchy? Loose and flowing? Or tight and controlled?
9. LIGHT AND SHADOW: Are shadows visible? Where? Are there dark shadows, light shadows, or both? How do the shadows affect the work?
10. SIZE: How big is the artwork? Are the figures or objects in the work life-sized, larger or smaller than life? How does the size affect the work?
11. COLOR: What type of colors are used in the work? Bright? Dull? Complimentary? Does the artist use colors to draw your attention to specific areas of the work? How? If a sculpture, examine the color(s) of the medium and how it affects the work.
12. MOOD: Do you sense an overall mood in the artwork? Perhaps several different moods? If so, describe them. How does the mood interpret how you view the work?

Once you have spent some time analyzing your work, notice if your first impression of the work has changed, now that you have taken a closer look? How? If you came up with a thesis statement before doing this in-depth analysis, you may want to change it if your impression of the work has changed. Your thesis statement should reflect your view of the object.
