AHIS3902:
FORMAL ANALYSIS ASSIGNMENT
AND FINAL TOPIC OUTLINE

Delimitation and Requirements

For this assignment we will be combining the analysis of form, experience, and meaning in a
single work of a French Artist from 1789 on (except ones analyzed for the sake of the
assignment) together with an outline of a potential topic for your final essay. It will involve a
sustained investigation into the components of a single work. The analysis will also be geared
towards helping you think about your final paper topic, and will be devised in tandem with the
outline. Submit these together under different subheadings, in a SINGLE document.

Requirements:
* DUE DATE: Feb. 24th
* Length:

o Analysis: minimum 3-4 pages double spaced.
o Outline: 1-2 paragraphs double spaced.
* Research:

o Analysis: at least 2 scholarly sources (generally speaking, peer-reviewed research
articles in Academic journals), other than the texts read in class (though these can
be used as well, and it is encouraged).

o Outline: a short bibliography of around 5 sources should be included.

* Citation: Complete and proper citation of sources in either MLA or Chicago styles is
expected for both the text and bibliography. In text citations as well as footnotes or
endnotes are acceptable.

Analysis: Form, Experience, and Meaning

This assignment is meant to advance your understanding of the visual make-up of artworks, as
well as to supply you with material which you can use to flesh out your final essay. A formal
analysis of an artwork is an expository analysis which articulates the formal characteristics (the
visual elements and dimensions) of that art work: this includes details about the spatial
composition (where and what size things are and their relationships, positive and negative space,
volume, direction, movement, etc.), the representational elements of the work (figure, ground,
etc.), considerations of color and color relationships, as well as considerations of technique,
gesture, style, surface, and other visual aspects of the work. This will lead into an understanding
of how these formal elements inform your experience of the work. Experience, in this context,
DOES NOT include your personal feelings and opinions about the artwork, rather, it connotes
what the ‘phenomenon’ of the artwork is like. For example, the use of intense complementary
colors in a painting (say, of red and green next to one another) has a particular effect on your
vision, and thus affects your sensual experience of the painting. Whether this is jarring or
exciting to you, whether you like it or you don’t, is not of concern here. Only the aspects of
sensation and perception in ‘experience’ should be admitted. Finally, the meaning of the
painting (whatever you take that to be) can and should be elaborated, but ONLY as it relates to



the formal characteristics of the painting. For example, if you know something about the context
of the painting that adds to its meaning, you have to find something visual in the painting itself
that confirms its relation to that context. One example would be the way in which the orientation
of the reading of the painting in David’s Brutus (from left to right) allows us to read the
homicidal tension between civic and family duty, which resulted in the murder of Brutus’ sons.
While we may not know this without knowing about Roman history (that is it is not information
we can infer simply from the painting), we can confirm it in the painting, and show how the artist
developed formal means of expressing this meaning. In exfoliating the meaning of the artwork,
keep in mind that this should relate in some way to your potential final topic.

Outline: Final Topic

The outline of the final topic should delimit the ostensive subject of your final paper and your
approach to that paper, and should include a synopsis of how the artworks and scholarly sources
may be used. It should include a thesis statement: that is, a concrete claim that you make about
the subject and that you intend to argue for in the essay. This can focus on the art-historical side
of things, or on the political or theoretical side of things, but in all cases will make use of
appropriate artworks. For example, a fopic could be: women’s gender roles in Impressionist
painting. An approach could be: to use contemporary feminist scholarship and queer theory to
develop the topic. A thesis could be: that the impressionist’s interest in daily life reinforces the
normative performance of feminine gender stereotypes; or it could be the opposite, that by
focusing on daily life, these works de-idealize the image of women in modern society. In
articulating the topic, you should integrate mention of some of the artworks and major scholarly
sources.



