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The Four Steps of Art Criticism

STEP ONE:
Description – What do I see?
STEP TWO:
Analysis – How is the work organized?
STEP THREE: Interpretation – What is the artist saying?

STEP FOUR:
    Judgment – Is this a successful work of art? 

                  Why?
Some Terms and their Definitions

Aesthetic Experience – personal interaction with a work of art.

Aesthetics – the philosophy or study of the nature of beauty and art.

Art Criticism – an organized system for studying a work of art.

Criteria – standards of judgment.

Medium – the material(s) an artist uses to make a work of art.

The Four Steps of Art Criticism

Step one: Description – What do I see?

Make a list of all the things you see in the painting, Giovanni Arnolfini and His Bride by Jan van Eyck. Be sure to include the size of the work and the medium used. (Refer to the credit line under your photo reproduction for this information.) You must be objective. List only the facts.
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Step One continued: Analysis- How is the work organized?

Here you identify the way the artist uses the visual elements of line, shape and form, texture, color, value, and space.
To assist you in identifying the way Jan van Eyck used the visual elements please fill in the graphic provided.

The Visual Elements


  COLOR                                               TEXTURE
  LINE                                                                            SPACE
                                                                  Giovanni

                                                                                                  Arnolfini and         

                                                                 His Bride          

  SHAPE                                                                        VALUE
STEP TWO

Then you decide how the artist used the design principles of rhythm, movement, balance, proportion, variety, emphasis, and unity to organize or arrange the visual elements of line, shape and form, texture, color, value, and space. To assist you in this determination fill in the graphic provided.

Directions: In each box write a few words to describe how each of the principles of design is used to organize each of the visual elements. Please note: all of the principles of design may not necessarily be employed.


Use of Design Principles in Arnolfini and His Bride



       line           color     shape      texture    value     space   


rhythm

movement


balance

proportion

variety

emphasis

unity
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Step Three: Interpretation – What is the artist Saying?

Step three is where you can guess. It is here you explore the meaning or mood of the work. Your interpretation of a work of art may differ from your neighbor. In some ways it will depend on what you have experienced and seen in your own life. Even so, your interpretation must be based on the facts and clues collected during the first two steps. Your interpretation can be based on your feelings, but your feelings must be backed up by observation of what you actually see in the work.

Please take this opportunity to consider and respond to the question, “What is the artist saying?”
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Step Four: Judgment – I s this a successful work of art? Why?

You determine the degree of artistic merit. This is the time to give your opinions.

Another way to answer the question, “Is this a successful work of art?” is to look to available aesthetic theories concerned with discerning the artistic merit of a work of art. You may use one or more aesthetic philosophies of art to judge a work of art. This will depend on the type of art and your own personal purposes.

These aesthetic theories are:

1. Imitationalism and Literal Qualities- focuses on the realistic presentation of subject matter. It looks for realistic qualities to appear in the subject of the work.

2. Formalism and Design Qualities – looks to how well the work is organized. This aesthetic philosophy considers the composition of the work. It asks: Is the work balanced? Is there a rhythmic quality? Is there variety? Is the work unified?

3. Emotionalism and Expressive Qualities – contends no object is a work of art unless it sends a message to the viewer. It requires a strong communication of feelings, moods, or ideas to the viewer.

So now you decide. Is Arnolfini and His Bride, by Jan van Eyck a successful work of art? If so, why? If not, why? You may use one or all of the provided aesthetic philosophies or you may construct your own aesthetic philosophy to answer the question.
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