A Guide to Understanding Paintings
Have you seen Leonardo’s portrait of Mona Lisa?  Could you describe it?  Is she standing or sitting?  Is she indoors or outside?  Is she facing left or right?  What did you think about it?  

Our knowledge of something can be measured by our ability to describe it.  If the object to be described is among a number of others, their differences and similarities have to be recognised and described.  Whether it be a matchbox or a painting, our ability to describe it defines our understanding of it.  This is a guide to help you describe and appreciate paintings.  On your next gallery visit ask yourself the following questions and enter your answers in a small notebook.  This notebook could become as personal and private as a diary.

Look closely at two paintings, three if you have time, by different artists and compare them using these questions.  This will help you discover your own interests.  Only your own thoughts are valid - not what books, lecturers or other people think.  If you feel a particular question doesn’t apply, then don't answer it.

Content or Subject Matter

· What is the subject matter?  Be as precise as possible.  (Try making a quick outline sketch as a memory jogger – it’s is easier than you think and don’t worry about other visitors watching you.)

· What do I feel it is about?

· Is it boring, interesting, ordinary, exciting?

· Do I think the artist is really interested in the subject or is the painting a vehicle for artistic expression?

Mood, Feeling or Atmosphere

· Does the painting affect me in any way?  How?

· Does it convey a mood, atmosphere or emotion that I've experienced before?

· Does it convey feelings about life or nature?

· Can I imagine the artist's feelings when he painted this work?

· Would I say the painting is busy or still?  Vibrant or soothing?

· Is it a timeless or momentary image?

Composition

· How has the subject been arranged in the picture plane?

· How much of the painting is taken up by negative shapes (areas outside the main motif)?

· Are there any repeated shapes, lines, tones, colours that play an important part by leading-in or linking up, taking my eye round the painting?

· In what direction does my eye travel round the painting?

· Does my eye keep moving or does it settle?  Note where and why.

· Are the colours harmonious or contrasting?

· Does one colour dominate or two or more have equal significance?

· Does the painting have a cold or warm feel about it?

· How have the light and dark areas been arranged?

Process of Paint Handling

· What do I think were the most important skills the artist used to paint the picture?

· Are the paint marks made with thick or thinned paint?

· Are there any brush marks visible?  Are they small or large?

· Is the painting highly detailed or are the marks broadly applied?

What Are My Final Thoughts?

· Do I like or dislike the painting?  Why?

· Does the painting interest me?

· Do I find it exciting, emotional, moving?

· Have I been surprised by anything?  (The painting itself or my feelings about it?)

· Which area of questioning did I enjoy or identify with most?  Why?

Mona Lisa?  She’s seated on a balcony, facing towards our left.  To view this painting, which is in The Louvre, you either have to wait patiently while the ten to fifteen deep crowd gathered around it moves on or merely look over the massed heads for a distant glimpse.  Do you think it is it worth the effort?  You might feel it to be one of the less inspiring paintings of the period made either by Leonardo or his High Renaissance contemporaries.  Why all the fuss over it?  Whatever you think, it is your own thoughts that count.  They are as valid as those of anyone else, however “knowledgeable” they are, and your answers to these questions will help you to structure your point of view.

At the very least a painting should be interesting to look at.  If you think it is dramatic, so much the better.  And if it moves you, what more could you ask?
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