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Introduction

The book you are holding is not a history of art and architecture. It is a guide 
to understanding, interpreting and, ultimately, appreciating works of art and 
architecture. Of course, it includes some history, but its fundamental pur-
pose is to help you ‘read’ a work of art or a building so that you can explain 
and discuss it in an informed and meaningful way and recognise its signifi-
cance and the value of its qualities.

Unlike many books about art and architecture, this one is not organised in 
a chronological way. Although art and architecture’s sequential development 
is an important part of understanding the subject, and this book does not ig-
nore that, a thematic organisation has been adopted. In part, this is because 
it allows for effective relationships to be made that really assist understand-
ing and interpretation, such as when examples from different art-historical 
periods are compared and contrasted. Since works of art and architecture 
are products of time and place, social and political systems, individual aspi-
rations and so on, a thematic approach also demonstrates how the study of 
them is inescapably related to other disciplines and knowledge bases, from 
history to sociology, mathematics, science and technology to economics, 
psychology and beliefs, let alone to other cultural pursuits such as literature, 
music, theatre, dance, film and so on.

Another reason for the thematic arrangement lies in the book’s dual pur-
pose. Not only is it intended to serve as an effective guide for both lay readers 
and those who want to extend and expand their knowledge and understand-
ing, but it is also a helpful and constructive ‘tool’ for students and prospective 
students of the AQA A-level examination in History of Art (Art of the Western 
World). 

In general, there are two fundamental approaches (we might call them 
methodologies – that is, procedures applied to exploring and examining) in 
the history of art. Essentially, one is concerned with what we see and the oth-
er with what we know.

When we look at works of art and architecture we see a number of ele-
ments. In a painting it would be such things as colours, lines and shapes, the 
way the artist has applied the paint, the size of the painting and so on. These 
are the formal features and we would hope to understand and interpret the 
painting as a result of identifying and deciphering these.

The other methodology may be prompted by what we see but is more 
about the knowledge we already have or seek to have. This concerns the his-
torical, social, cultural, psychological and other circumstances of a work’s 
production and subsequent reception; in other words, the contexts of the 
work of art or architecture.

Although they appear to consider different things, these methodologies 
are not independent of each other. It would be fatuous to think that we could 
look at the formal characteristics of a work of art or architecture and hope 
to gain anything approaching a reasonable understanding of its purpose and 
meaning. Equally, even a thorough acquaintance with its subject matter (or 

1



2

76

Formal Analysis  
Toolbox
The elements that comprise a formal reading of  
art and architecture are inextricably related to 
materials, techniques and processes and form 
and style. However, consultation of the following 
points/questions is designed to help you describe 
and analyse formal elements of works of art and 
architecture. An understanding of these formal 
elements is also essential to respond to and analyse 
form, style and function, the theme of Chapter 3. 
Broadly, application of the Toolbox aids a fuller 
appreciation of all of those works discussed in the 
themed chapters which follow.
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Sculpture
(Free-Standing and Relief) 
Materials, Techniques and Processes

The materials, techniques and processes used in 
sculpture help to determine the work’s appearance and 
have an effect on the way we understand and interpret it.

What materials have been used to create the work?

Is it one material or a combination of materials?

Has the work been modelled, carved, or assembled?

How have the inherent characteristics of the materials 
been used by the sculptor and how have they determined 
its form (e.g. the limited tensile strength of stone might 
result in a more compact mass-like work, the high-
tensile properties of bronze might result in thin/daring 
projections)?

How has the choice of materials influenced the scale of 
the work?

How has the choice of materials affected meaning (e.g. 
has white marble been used to suggest purity? Has 
bronze been used to suggest strength and nobility)?

Formal Features

1  Volume/mass/form
2  Composition
3  Space
4  Scale
5  Colour
6  Surface/pattern/ornament
7  Line/shape

1312

1 
Volume/Mass/Form
Is the work free-standing, attached to another surface 
(perhaps architecture), or in relief?

Is the form solid, massive, weighty?

Are there major and minor forms?

Is the sculpture self-contained (a strong outer, 
containing shell) or does it invade our space  
(an inter-penetration of form and environment)?

What is the relationship between the space/void to the 
mass/form?

Does light and shade come from the volume/mass/form 
itself or its surface treatment?

Do the forms seem to defy gravity?

2 
Composition
Is there one major viewpoint (e.g. the front)?

If free-standing, how does the shape change as you move 
around it?

Is it simple (single) or complex (multi-figure)? 

Is there a central axis?

Is it balanced or top/bottom heavy?

Is it predominantly vertical or horizontal?

Is it based on a particular shape (e.g. pyramid, circle, 
square)?

Is there a strong diagonal?

Are there any shapes echoed/repeated?

Is there a sense of movement/dynamism or rhythm?

Are there emphatic gestures?

How do forms inter-relate?

Is it highly structured or chaotic?

Is it naturalistic or staged?

3
Space
Is the work free-standing, attached to another surface 
(perhaps architecture), or in relief?

How does the sculpture relate to the space around it?

Are mass and void inter-related?

Can we walk around or through the work (space 
engaging the viewer)?

Is it static or moving in space (kinetic)?

4 
Scale
Is it life-size, monumental, miniature? How does the 
scale affect meaning?

Does its large scale elevate its status/power? Does its 
small scale heighten its vulnerability?

Is it elevated on a plinth or in a niche? Is there a small 
base which supports a large mass?

Is its scale understood within the context of its location?

Is its scale related to its indoor or outdoor display?

its function, in the case of architecture), the circumstances of its creation, the 
personality of its creator and so on, would only take us so far in understanding 
and appreciating the work’s aesthetic qualities or its capacity to ‘move’ us. 
In fact, the two methodologies outlined above must be ‘used’ alongside each 
other in order to develop a richer, more nuanced understanding and appreci-
ation of art and architecture. 

This book has been organised so that you can use these two methodolo-
gies – formal analysis and contextual knowledge – side by side. The shorter, 
but no less important, section is the Formal Analysis Toolbox, designed as a 
comprehensive list of questions that may be posed in relation to any work of 
art or architecture. The greater part of the book, which is organised themati-
cally, applies contextual knowledge and analysis, as well as formal analysis, to 
examples selected as appropriate illustrations of the themes of each chapter. 

Formal Analysis Toolbox
The Formal Analysis Toolbox is a series of questions that you would ask when 
looking at works of art and architecture. Each question focuses your atten-
tion on a particular feature of a work, and your ‘answers’ will lead to a thor-

ough understanding of the way it has 
been created and how it communi-
cates on a formal level, that is, by the 
way it looks.

Implicit in the Toolbox questions 
is the proposition that the analysis 
may be developed from mere de-
scription of how something looks to 
one that points to interpretation. For 
instance, asking if the composition 
(the organisation and arrangement of 
elements) of a painting might be un-
structured, or informally arranged, 
or dynamic and exciting, or harmoni-
ous, well-balanced and rigid, suggests 
that any of these is important to un-
derstanding the work and would, in all 
likelihood, contribute to our interpre-
tation of it. Equally, identifying what 
materials are visible in a building and 
whether the choice of material affects 
a building’s structure is not just about 
describing what you see; the implica-
tion is that distinguishing such things 
may facilitate a more meaningful in-
terpretation of the building.

The Toolbox is particularly useful 
for those new to art-historical analy-
sis. It provides a starting point, a way 
‘into’ looking at works of art and ar-
chitecture, which, after all, are fre-
quently complex, difficult and chal-
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Chapter 1  
Genres and Subjects

Learning Outcomes 
By the end of this chapter you will be able to:

–   define genres in art, give examples and be able to 
consider how and why they have been represented 
in particular ways

–   define what is meant by subjects in art history (as 
distinct from genres) and offer a range of examples

–   describe the many different ways artists have 
interpreted subjects in art history, drawing on 
connections between their visual appearance and 
the contextual aspects of their production 

–   compare and contrast different works of art in 
different mediums but within the same genre  
or subject.

Thinking About Art:  A Thematic Guide to Art History, First Edition. Penny Huntsman. 
© 2016 Association of Art Historians. Published 2016 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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History painting as a form of narrative or istoria (historical, biblical or myth-
ological narrative) has been specified as the highest of achievements as far 
back as the Renaissance. Acts of human virtue and intellect by moral he-
roes, including those in Christian stories (the dominant religion in Europe), 
were placed at the top of what would become the hierarchy of genres. History 
paintings were usually large-scale works depicting a subject based on classi-
cal history, literature or mythology from ancient Greece and Rome, a scene 
from the Bible, or real historical events.1

History paintings were ideally suited to public spaces and large canvases. 
The scenes depicted were usually heroic or noble, the aim of these works be-
ing to elevate viewers’ morals. It was important that they provided the oppor-
tunity to depict the human figure – often nude or partially nude – since this 
subject was believed to require the greatest artistic skill. From the fifteenth 
until the nineteenth century, these enactments of human virtue were placed 
at the top of what would become the hierarchy of genres, and as a result many 
artists aspired to be history painters. 

Why were paintings ranked? The ‘hierarchy of genres’ was adopted be-
cause it embodied Renaissance values about what constituted the ‘best’ types 
of art. By the mid-seventeenth century the codification of genres had been 
firmly established by André Félibien.2

In his Preface to Conférence de l’Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculp-
ture (1669), Félibien stated: Thus, the artist who does perfect landscapes is 
superior to another who paints only fruit, flowers or shells. The artist who 
paints living animals deserves more respect than those who represent only 
still, lifeless subjects. And as the human figure is God’s most perfect work 
on earth, it is certainly the case that the artist who imitates God by painting 
human figures is more outstanding by far than all the others. (Quoted in 
Edwards, Art and Its Histories: A Reader, p. 35)

‘History’ painting was considered to be the grande genre because, un-
like the lower-ranked genres, it provided the artist with the opportunity to 
demonstrate (and the viewer to experience) moral force and imagination. 
However, genres are not exclusive and one work may include elements of 
more than one genre. 

Ancient Classical history and mythology 
After winning the Prix de Rome, French painter Jacques-Louis David (1748–
1825) saw the works of Antiquity first hand, and developed a Neo-classical 
style favoured by the French Academy, the institution that controlled the 
production and exhibition of art in France. The Oath of the Horatii, 1784, is 
a large-scale work from the artist’s imagination, inspired by stories of ancient 
Rome and the wars between Rome and Alba around 669 bce, as described by 
Livy (59 bce–17 ce) in his monumental History of Rome. 3

 Writing during the reign of Emperor Augustus, Livy is likely to have em-
bellished Rome’s history in a way that helped establish the empire’s validity. 

History Genre 

The three Horatii brothers are preparing to do battle with three brothers 
from the Curiatii family in Alba to settle the dispute between their cities. The 
scene depicts them swearing on their swords, held aloft by their father, to de-
fend the city of Rome to the death. Rejecting the contemporary Rococo style 
on account of its lyrical form, looser brushwork, all-round gaiety, and lack of 
seriousness and moral rectitude, David organises the canvas with geometric 
precision. The linear perspective, made explicit by the chequerboard floor, 
helps to heighten our sense of austerity and rationalism. Compositionally, 
the arches with Doric columns frame the three sets of figures, underlining 
the significance of the number three in the story. The muscularity of the men 
is heightened by the angle at which the light (which enters from upper left) 
rakes across the surface of their bodies, sharply delineating mass and vol-
ume. 

The entire canvas demonstrates Roman patriotism. David’s precise delin-
eation and modelling is a kind of homage to antique sculpture, and helped 

Figure 1.1 | Jacques-Louis David, 
Oath of the Horatii, 

1784, oil on canvas, 330 × 425 cm,  
Paris, Musée du Louvre.

Source: akg-images / Erich Lessing.

1  Although the Bible is a unified book, there is 
an important distinction to be made between the 
Old Testament, which relates to the laws of God 
and the prediction of the coming of Christ, and 
the New Testament, which reveals Christ and 
provides an account of his ministry.

2  In accordance with André Félibien’s hierarchy 
of genres, the ranking in descending order of 
importance is: History, Portraiture, Genre, 
Landscape and Still-Life. The 2010 AQA Speci-
fication arranges the order as: History, Portraits, 
Landscape, Still-Life, Genre.

3  David’s Oath of the Horatii, 1784, was also in-
spired by Pierre Corneille’s play Horace (1640).

lenging things, at least if we want to get something more than a superficial 
experience from looking at them.

Although the Toolbox can be used as a standalone guide to ‘reading’ works 
of art or architecture, used alongside the examples discussed in the thematic 
sections of this book, it will provide you with a comprehensive and effective 
means of understanding and lead you to meaningful interpretation.

The Formal Analysis Toolbox has also been designed to meet the require-
ments of the first teaching and assessment unit of the AQA’s A-level History 
of Art (Art of the Western World) Specification (curriculum). Entitled ‘Visual 
Analysis and Interpretation’, this unit is about how to describe the formal fea-
tures, subjects and themes of works of art, and the formal features, building 
types and functions of architecture. It is also concerned with how to discuss, 
interpret, comment on and evaluate works of art and architecture. 

Themes in art and architecture
Each of the six chapters of this book discusses and interprets a range of exam-
ples in relation to fundamental art-historical themes. However, you must not 
think that simply because a particular work of art appears, let’s say, as an ex-
ample of how patronage operates, that 
this is the only way you should under-
stand it. It is well to remember that 
there are countless interpretations 
of a work of art or architecture since 
different people at different times and 
in different places have looked at, 
written and spoken about it. Some of 
these provide us with valuable, helpful 
and effective ways of looking, inter-
preting and evaluating, but however 
perceptive, no one of them is defini-
tive simply because there is no such 
thing as the definitive interpretation. 
Therefore, many of the examples in 
this book that have been interpret-
ed in relation to a particular theme 
can also be interpreted in relation to 
other themes, and this point is made 
throughout the six thematic chapters. 
Moreover, once you have grasped the 
way that works of art and architecture 
can be thematically interpreted, you 
might substitute the given examples 
for some of your own.

The first three thematic chapters – 
Genres and Subjects; Materials, Tech-
niques and Processes; Form, Style 
and Function – discuss examples us-
ing both formal and contextual meth-
odologies in relatively equal part. The 
final three chapters – Social and His-
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torical Contexts; Patronage and the Status of the Artist; Gender, Nationality 
and Ethnicity – almost exclusively employ a contextual methodology. But the 
point should be made again that these methodologies are not independent of 
one another and a fuller and richer understanding will result from interpret-
ing the works from both positions.

As with the Formal Analysis Toolbox, the six chapters that discuss themes 
in art and architecture meet the requirements of the AQA’s A-level examina-
tion in History of Art (Art of the Western World). The second teaching and as-
sessment unit is called ‘Themes in History of Art’ and is about understanding 
and interpreting specific examples in relation to these themes.

The third and fourth teaching and assessment units of the AQA Specifi-
cation require both formal and contextual analysis of works of art and archi-
tecture, the only difference being that these are now selected from specific 
periods of time (generally a century) and discussion should be in more depth 
and detail than for the first two units.

7170 Exercises  Genres and Subjects

The ‘hierarchy of genres’ was adopted because it embodied Renaissance 
values about what constituted the ‘ ’ types of art. In Italy, 
during the Renaissance, most art was patronised by the church and tended 
to convey  uplifting messages on a  
and public scale. While history paintings were judged to be the highest of the 
genres, landscapes and still life, which did not feature any figures, suffered a 

 ranking, in comparison. 
The status portrait was quite often more concerned with conveying the 
sitter’s status and  – than with the conveyance of an 
accurate likeness. The validity or faithfulness of a portrait also needs to be 
tempered by the fact that some sitters may have had a vested interest in 
manufacturing their own public .
Genre scenes characteristically feature figures and are distinguished from 
other genres such as portrait and history on account of their depiction of 

 people and unidentifiable people.
Traditionally, landscape relates to our , rather than 
man-made, environment. Landscape can also refer to scenes of human 
activity. Landscapes are not always faithful representations; they may be 
expressions of the artist’s  or even  
representations. 
Still life, devoid of  and demonstrative of artistic 

 rather than imagination and intellect, occupied the 
 rung in the hierarchy of genres.  

are examples of still life with religious overtones, and often concern the 
morality bound with human behaviour. Still life paintings were traditionally 

 in scale, in accordance with their status and likelihood of 
hanging in a private dwelling. 
Subjects, as opposed to genres, can be somewhat confusing insofar as genres 
consist of subjects but subjects are so many and varied they reach far beyond 
the confines of the hierarchy of genres. Genre describes what a painting 
is and subject informs you of the painting’s  (what it is 
about). 

1.1 Why is scale so important to the history genre?
  Residing at the top of the hierarchy of genres, the history genre is 

intended to elevate the morals of its viewers who are usually intended to 
view such a work in a large public space.

1.2  Can you identify any paintings that fall into two separate genres 
simultaneously?

  Jacques-Louis David’s Death of Marat (1793) is both an example of the 
history genre and the portrait genre. Thomas Gainsborough’s Mr and 
Mrs Andrews (c.1749) is both an example of the portrait genre and the 
landscape genre.

1.3  According to André Félibien, writing in the seventeenth century, how 
were genres ranked within the academic tradition?

 History, portrait, genre, landscape, still life.

Chapter Summary Exercise Checkpoint Answers

Using the words below complete 
the Chapter Summary. Each 
word or term should be used  
only once.

natural    
morally    
identity    
vanitas
skill
emotions
lowest
large
power
subject matter
abstracted
best
human figures 
small
low
ordinary
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centrality in the composition, the viewer’s perspective and the gilded chairs 
all point to his elevated status. His sword, suggestive of military heroism, is 
put down, just over-hanging the arm of his chair, to signal his more pressing 
role as law maker. (The Napoleonic Code [on the table] reformed the French 
legal system to reflect revolutionary principles.) We are made to look up to 
him, a device that distracts us from the reality of his short stature and ensures 
our deference to him. The decoration on the furniture refers to Roman Antiq-
uity and opulence, demonstrating a more subtle association with the Roman 
Emperor than is presented in a slightly earlier work, Napoleon I on the Impe-
rial Throne, 1806, by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres. 

As you can see, a portrait was quite often more concerned with conveying 
the sitter’s status – his or her wealth, power and position – for commemo-
rative and propaganda purposes, than with conveying an accurate likeness. 
Our perception of the validity or faithfulness of a portrait also needs to be 
tempered by the fact that powerful sitters may have had a vested interest in 
manufacturing their own public identities. Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I of 
England are good examples of this. 

Look at the painting The Armada Portrait, 1588, by George Gower  
(c.1540–1596) and describe what you can see in the painting. How are the 
figure and her setting suggestive of power and status?

Painted to celebrate England’s triumph over the Spanish Armada in 1588, 
the three-quarter length portrait of Elizabeth I, known as The Armada Por-
trait, uses the event as a backdrop for the monarch and empress of the seas. 
An extract from her famous Spanish Armada Speech (1588) indicates how 
convincingly she rallies the hearts and minds of her sailors: 

I know I have the body of a weak, feeble woman; but I have the heart and 
stomach of a king – and of a King of England too, and think foul scorn that 
Parma or Spain, or any prince of Europe, should dare to invade the borders 
of my realm; to which, rather than any dishonour should grow by me, I my-
self will take up arms – I myself will be your general, judge, and rewarder of 

1.2 What can you see?
Can you see any similarities between the 1806 
portrayal of Napoleon by Ingres (1780–1867) 
and the depiction of God (sometimes thought 
to be Christ) by Jan van Eyck (c.1390–1441) in 
the central panel of the upper tier of the open 
Ghent Altarpiece, 1426–1432? Do you think 
Ingres successfully conveys his sitter’s status?

Figure 1.9 | George Gower,
Elizabeth I / The Armada Portrait, 

1588, oil on panel, 105.5 × 133.5 cm, 
Bedfordshire, Woburn Abbey. 

Source: akg-images.

every one of your virtues in the field.
No doubt the artist, English portrait pain-

ter George Gower, considered his patron well 
in his depiction of her eternal youth. She is 
dressed in regal splendour and decorated in 
jewels. Symbolically, she spreads her elegant 
fingers across the globe, a reference to some 
parts of the Americas, where she had colonial 
rule. This is undoubtedly a propaganda por-
trait: the forward-facing stance, parallel to the 
picture plane, and the domination of the scene 
by particularly magnificent sleeves are symbol-
ic of her military achievements. Pearls – a sym-
bol of purity – hang from her proud neck, and 
an intricate ruff frames her face. With diadem 
in her hair, and an imperial crown at her side, 
she conquers both land and sea. Always depict-
ed in her prime, Elizabeth was actually around 
55 years old when this portrait was painted. 
The background gives us two separate stages in 
the defeat of the Armada: on the left, the Eng-
lish ships challenge the Spanish fleet, and on 
the right the ships are driven onto the rocks. 
It seems as if Elizabeth may almost be calling 
upon the forces of nature themselves. Upon 
closer inspection you realise that Elizabeth is 
turning her back on the storm to bathe in the 
light of triumph on the opposite side, a sub-
tle but effective compositional device; seated 
loosely on the central vertical axis, she invites 
our perusal of the two narrative seascapes she separates. As the unassailable 
monarch of the Tudor dynasty, Elizabeth managed to reign as a woman. Mer-
maids were believed to have lured many a sailor to their end, and the gilded 
mermaid carved on the chair in this scene might allude to Elizabeth’s similar 
ability. Elizabeth, like many other powerful rulers, deployed art to perpetuate 
and maintain her own cult – in her case, the cult of ‘Virgin Queen’. 

Elizabeth, King Henry VIII’s child from his second wife, Anne Boleyn, nev-
er married, despite many suitors, and never produced an heir. She dedicat-
ed herself to developing the prosperity of England, the country she ruled for 
45 years.5 Elizabeth’s popularity reached its zenith during her command of 
England’s defeat over the Spanish Armada. She ascended to the throne when 
England was impoverished and religiously divided; she died, adored, leaving 
England as one of the most powerful nations in the world. 

While Gower’s portrait of a great Tudor monarch uses accessories and at-
tributes to celebrate his subject’s character, some four centuries later, Picasso 
set about capturing an altogether different side to his sitter – multiple sides, 
illusionistically fragmented in space, in fact. Picasso’s Portrait of Daniel-Hen-
ry Kahnweiler, 1910, one of the foremost art dealers of the twentieth century 
and early champion of Cubism, illustrates an altogether different style and 
technique from other images examined under the ‘portraiture’ genre. Unlike 

Figure 1.10 | Pablo Picasso, 
Portrait of Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, 

1910, oil on canvas, 100.4 × 72.4 cm, the Art 
Institute of Chicago. 

Source: The Art Institute of Chicago, IL, USA 
/ Bridgeman Images / © Succession Picasso / 

DACS, London 2015.

Visit the companion website for suggestions 
about films and websites that will deepen your 
understanding of the fascinating monarch 
Elizabeth I.

1.2 Checkpoint question 
Can you identify any paintings that fall into 
two separate genres simultaneously?

5  In 1534 Queen Elizabeth’s father, King Henry 
VIII, split from the Catholic Church in Rome, 
and declared himself Head of the Church in 
England. As a result of Henry’s actions, England 
adopted the Protestant faith. Of his three chil-
dren – Edward VI, Mary I and Elizabeth I – Mary 
sought to reimpose Catholicism during her reign, 
and Elizabeth sought to reimpose Protestantism 
during hers.
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Other features of this book
This book offers a number of other important features. It has a Glossary of 
terminology (art-historical and other), with a pronunciation guide where 
necessary. Terms in the Glossary are emboldened when they first appear in 
each chapter. At the end of each chapter there is a Summary Exercise that 
tests how well you have understood what the chapter has been about. There 
are also questions similar to those found in the AQA History of Art examina-
tion, and Checkpoint Answers  that pick up on important points made in 
the chapter. Finally, the companion website directs you to reading, websites, 
DVDs and other resources, as well as listing some useful books that have not 
already been referenced.

This book offers an approach to the discipline that will not be beyond criti-
cism – far from it – but its aims are simple: to provide an accessible text for 
anyone interested in art and architecture, however knowledgeable they may 
or may not be; to offer a constructive and, hopefully, helpful guide for stu-
dents, prospective students and teachers of the AQA History of Art Specifica-
tion; to inspire inquiry, encourage links with other subject areas and add fuel 
to the AQA’s Extended Project Qualifications (EPQ). Finally, the book’s defin-
itive aim is to make history of art interesting, enjoyable and fulfilling. 

3534   Portraiture  Genres and Subjects

centrality in the composition, the viewer’s perspective and the gilded chairs 
all point to his elevated status. His sword, suggestive of military heroism, is 
put down, just over-hanging the arm of his chair, to signal his more pressing 
role as law maker. (The Napoleonic Code [on the table] reformed the French 
legal system to reflect revolutionary principles.) We are made to look up to 
him, a device that distracts us from the reality of his short stature and ensures 
our deference to him. The decoration on the furniture refers to Roman Antiq-
uity and opulence, demonstrating a more subtle association with the Roman 
Emperor than is presented in a slightly earlier work, Napoleon I on the Impe-
rial Throne, 1806, by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres. 

As you can see, a portrait was quite often more concerned with conveying 
the sitter’s status – his or her wealth, power and position – for commemo-
rative and propaganda purposes, than with conveying an accurate likeness. 
Our perception of the validity or faithfulness of a portrait also needs to be 
tempered by the fact that powerful sitters may have had a vested interest in 
manufacturing their own public identities. Portraits of Queen Elizabeth I of 
England are good examples of this. 

Look at the painting The Armada Portrait, 1588, by George Gower  
(c.1540–1596) and describe what you can see in the painting. How are the 
figure and her setting suggestive of power and status?

Painted to celebrate England’s triumph over the Spanish Armada in 1588, 
the three-quarter length portrait of Elizabeth I, known as The Armada Por-
trait, uses the event as a backdrop for the monarch and empress of the seas. 
An extract from her famous Spanish Armada Speech (1588) indicates how 
convincingly she rallies the hearts and minds of her sailors: 

I know I have the body of a weak, feeble woman; but I have the heart and 
stomach of a king – and of a King of England too, and think foul scorn that 
Parma or Spain, or any prince of Europe, should dare to invade the borders 
of my realm; to which, rather than any dishonour should grow by me, I my-
self will take up arms – I myself will be your general, judge, and rewarder of 

1.2 What can you see?
Can you see any similarities between the 1806 
portrayal of Napoleon by Ingres (1780–1867) 
and the depiction of God (sometimes thought 
to be Christ) by Jan van Eyck (c.1390–1441) in 
the central panel of the upper tier of the open 
Ghent Altarpiece, 1426–1432? Do you think 
Ingres successfully conveys his sitter’s status?

Figure 1.9 | George Gower,
Elizabeth I / The Armada Portrait, 

1588, oil on panel, 105.5 × 133.5 cm, 
Bedfordshire, Woburn Abbey. 

Source: akg-images.
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England’s defeat over the Spanish Armada. She ascended to the throne when 
England was impoverished and religiously divided; she died, adored, leaving 
England as one of the most powerful nations in the world. 

While Gower’s portrait of a great Tudor monarch uses accessories and at-
tributes to celebrate his subject’s character, some four centuries later, Picasso 
set about capturing an altogether different side to his sitter – multiple sides, 
illusionistically fragmented in space, in fact. Picasso’s Portrait of Daniel-Hen-
ry Kahnweiler, 1910, one of the foremost art dealers of the twentieth century 
and early champion of Cubism, illustrates an altogether different style and 
technique from other images examined under the ‘portraiture’ genre. Unlike 
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Formal Analysis  
Toolbox
The elements that comprise a formal reading of  
art and architecture are inextricably related to 
materials, techniques and processes and form 
and style. However, consultation of the following 
points/questions is designed to help you describe 
and analyse formal elements of works of art and 
architecture. An understanding of these formal 
elements is also essential to respond to and analyse 
form, style and function, the theme of Chapter 3. 
Broadly, application of the Toolbox aids a fuller 
appreciation of all of those works discussed in the 
themed chapters which follow.
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Painting 
Materials, Techniques and Processes

The materials, techniques and processes used in a 
painting help to determine the work’s appearance and 
have an effect on the way we understand and interpret it.

What materials have been used to create the work?

How have the inherent characteristics of the materials 
been used by the artist (e.g. watercolour’s transparency, 
the quick-drying property of tempera that does 
not allow colour to be blended easily, other than by 
hatching, oil paint’s versatility to create translucent 
layers (glazes) to thick impasto)?

What is the painting’s support (the surface on which the 
paint is applied)?

Is there evidence of what tools has the painter used? 

Have the medium, support and/or tools used helped to 
determine the painting’s scale?

Formal Features

1  Composition 
2  Colour
3  Pictorial space
4  Light and tone
5  Form
6  Line
7  Scale
8  Pattern/ornament/decoration 

8
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1 
Composition 
(Relates to the organisation and arrangement of 
elements in the work into a whole.)

What is the format (portrait or landscape)?

What is the dominant structure of the painting? Where is 
the focal point? Where are our eyes directed?

Is it formally arranged? Is there a central axis? Is it 
symmetrical or asymmetrical? Is it balanced? Does it 
appear random?

Does it use certain shapes (squares, rectangles, 
pyramids) or forms in a particular manner? What effect 
does this have? Are any elements repeated or echoed? 
What effect does this create?

Does the composition create movement? How – using 
a curvilinear composition (circles) or moving from one 
side to the other, from top to bottom?

Is it seemingly unstructured? Is it informally arranged? 
Is it dynamic and exciting? Is it harmonious, well-
balanced and rigid?

Has the artist used the Golden Section? 

Is the image ‘open’ with elements continuing beyond the 
frame? Or, is the image ‘closed’ with elements confined 
within the frame? Has the image been cropped?

How have the colours been organised?

How does the composition link with the subject matter?

2 
Colour
What hues (colours based on wavelengths) are used? Are 
the hues saturated (the most vivid form of the colour)? 
Do the colours show lustre (a brightness that exceeds 
surface colour), like silk? Are the colours luminous (i.e. 
brighter than the surrounding visual field), like a flame?

Has the painter used a wide range of colours or a limited 
palette (range of colours)? Are prismatic colours 
(colours of the rainbow: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, 
indigo, violet) used?

Are there primary colours? Or, have secondary colours 
(orange, green, violet – mixtures of primary colours) 
been used?

Have complementary colours been used?

Are earth colours (e.g. ochre, burnt umber, burnt sienna) 
used? 

Are the colours descriptive (represented as it is seen)? 
Have the ‘natural’ colours of the objects been used?

Are the colours warm (e.g. red, orange, yellow) or cool 
(e.g. green, blue, violet)?

Are shades (a darker tone) of one colour used?

Are tints (a lighter tone) of one colour used?

Are tones varying in hue and lightness used?

Are colours used to suggest distance (e.g. become paler/
bluer)?

Are colours painted in blocks or blended?

How important is colour in the painting? Is it more 
important than line? What is its relationship to light (e.g. 
the Impressionists used colour as light so generally they 
did not use black)?

How is colour used? Is it used expressively to create a 
feeling or sensation? Does it create mood? Is it used:

– for psychological effect (blue for emotional coolness/
melancholy),

– symbolically (as an established convention – e.g. blue 
for heaven),

– spiritually (blue for transcendental – e.g. Wassily 
Kandinsky, Yves Klein),

– for compositional unity,

– to suggest volume or weight,

– atmospherically

– as a means of decoration?

Does the colour create harmony or disharmony?

Is there optical mixing (e.g. as in Neo-impressionism 
such as paintings by Georges Seurat and Paul Signac)? 
Are there colour patches (e.g. as in paintings by Paul 
Cézanne)?

Is it monochrome? If so, to what effect? Do the colours 
create a sense of calm, excitement, anxiety?

9
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3 
Pictorial Space 
(The illusion of three-dimensional space on a flat pic-
ture plane/surface.)

Is there a convincing sense of depth in the painting (an 
illusion of real three-dimensional space)? Does the illu-
sion of space look realistic or unrealistic? 

Are the objects/figures located in the pictorial space or 
just piled on top of each other, or flat on the surface?

Do the objects/figures diminish in size to suggest space?

Does the ground plane tilt naturalistically or non-natu-
ralistically?

Is our viewpoint high or low?

Is our viewpoint close or far away? Do we have a narrow 
view or a panoramic view?

Is the space detached from us or connected to ours?

How do these points relate to the painting’s original 
location?

Has perspective been applied to an individual/object (i.e. 
foreshortening rather than throughout)?

Is there a clear foreground, middle ground and back-
ground? Where is the focus? Does the compositional 
arrangement lead the viewer into the picture?

How is the sense of space achieved?

– Through colour (warm colours recede, cool  
colours advance)? 
– Through the use of light and shade? 
– Through overlapping planes? 
– Through a winding path that leads the eye?

Has a system of perspective been used? Which system of 
perspective has been used?

– Mathematical one-point perspective, where lines 
converge at one point on the horizon to give an illusion 
of space. 
– Mathematical two-point perspective. 
– Linear perspective, with diagonal lines reaching into 
the picture space but not necessarily converging. 
– Atmospheric (or aerial) perspective in which colours 
in a distant landscape fade and forms dissolve with dis-
tance (first used by Leonardo da Vinci).

4 
Light and Tone
Is the painter’s illusion of light used naturalistically? 

Is the light source depicted in the painting? Where is 
it? Is there more than one light source? Are there any 
shadows cast? Are they cast in a naturalistic way (e.g. in 
the correct direction)? Is the source natural (e.g. sun, 
window) or unnatural (e.g. candle)?

Does the light heighten realism? Is it used symbolically? 
Is light used dramatically (with strong contrasts, of 
highlights and shadows (i.e. chiaroscuro)?

Is shading used to model form? What is highlighted and 
why? 

Are the gradations from light to dark subtle?

Does the light emphasise texture?

Is the effect three-dimensional or flat?

Is light and shade used to create space?

Does light and shade modify colour? Are colours 
deflected, absorbed, reflected, refracted?

Does light pick out the most important elements of 
the composition or is symbolism or narrative more 
important? Does light make details clearer? Does light 
create mood or atmosphere?

10
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7 
Scale
Is the scale of the work itself monumental/ life-size/
miniature?

Is there a hierarchical scale within the work in which 
the most important figures are larger?

How is size and scale related to meaning?

8 
Pattern/Ornament/Decoration
Is pattern of primary or secondary importance?

Is pattern created with line or colour?

Is the pattern as a result of materials, techniques and 
processes? Has the painting incorporated gold leaf 
which has been tooled?

5 
Form 
(Can be related to light/tone.)

Are the forms convincingly three-dimensional or do flat 
shapes dominate?

Do the forms of objects or figures have solidity and 
mass? Do they seem weighty/sculptural?

Has tonal modelling been used?

Are the forms soft/curved/hard/angular?

Are forms depicted through shading/outline/colour?

Can the complete form/figure be seen or is it lost in 
shadow or obliterated by light?

Are forms depicted as naturalistic, realistic, abstracted?

6 
Line
Is the image constructed through line?

Do outlines dominate?

Describe the line (e.g. straight, curved or chaotic)?

Does the line contain colour and/or form?

Are forms flat or three-dimensional?

Are the outlines of the figures/objects naturalistic or 
distorted?

11
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Sculpture
(Free-Standing and Relief) 
Materials, Techniques and Processes

The materials, techniques and processes used in 
sculpture help to determine the work’s appearance and 
have an effect on the way we understand and interpret it.

What materials have been used to create the work?

Is it one material or a combination of materials?

Has the work been modelled, carved, or assembled?

How have the inherent characteristics of the materials 
been used by the sculptor and how have they determined 
its form (e.g. the limited tensile strength of stone might 
result in a more compact mass-like work, the high-
tensile properties of bronze might result in thin/daring 
projections)?

How has the choice of materials influenced the scale of 
the work?

How has the choice of materials affected meaning (e.g. 
has white marble been used to suggest purity? Has 
bronze been used to suggest strength and nobility)?

Formal Features

1  Volume/mass/form
2  Composition
3  Space
4  Scale
5  Colour
6  Surface/pattern/ornament
7  Line/shape

12
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1 
Volume/Mass/Form
Is the work free-standing, attached to another surface 
(perhaps architecture), or in relief?

Is the form solid, massive, weighty?

Are there major and minor forms?

Is the sculpture self-contained (a strong outer, 
containing shell) or does it invade our space  
(an inter-penetration of form and environment)?

What is the relationship between the space/void to the 
mass/form?

Does light and shade come from the volume/mass/form 
itself or its surface treatment?

Do the forms seem to defy gravity?

2 
Composition
Is there one major viewpoint (e.g. the front)?

If free-standing, how does the shape change as you move 
around it?

Is it simple (single) or complex (multi-figure)? 

Is there a central axis?

Is it balanced or top/bottom heavy?

Is it predominantly vertical or horizontal?

Is it based on a particular shape (e.g. pyramid, circle, 
square)?

Is there a strong diagonal?

Are there any shapes echoed/repeated?

Is there a sense of movement/dynamism or rhythm?

Are there emphatic gestures?

How do forms inter-relate?

Is it highly structured or chaotic?

Is it naturalistic or staged?

3
Space
Is the work free-standing, attached to another surface 
(perhaps architecture), or in relief?

How does the sculpture relate to the space around it?

Are mass and void inter-related?

Can we walk around or through the work (space 
engaging the viewer)?

Is it static or moving in space (kinetic)?

4 
Scale
Is it life-size, monumental, miniature? How does the 
scale affect meaning?

Does its large scale elevate its status/power? Does its 
small scale heighten its vulnerability?

Is it elevated on a plinth or in a niche? Is there a small 
base which supports a large mass?

Is its scale understood within the context of its location?

Is its scale related to its indoor or outdoor display?
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5 
Colour
Is the original material coloured (e.g. marble, onyx, 
granite, mahogany, wood)? Was the material chosen 
because of its colour?

Has it been coloured, painted, stained, etc?

Is it single-coloured or polychromatic?

Is the colour used naturalistically, symbolically, 
decoratively, or in some other way? 

6
Surface/Pattern/Ornament
Is there a dominant pattern of repeated forms and 
shapes? Is it fundamental to the work’s meaning?

Has pattern been created through the form or by surface 
treatment?

Is pattern used decoratively or to capture light?

Is its purpose decorative, ornamental or symbolic?

What is the treatment of the surface texture? Is it rough 
or highly polished? Is it in its natural, unworked state or 
significantly altered? Does the treatment of the surface 
affect the meaning of the work? Has the surface patina 
been changed?

7 
Line/Shape
Is there a clear outline shape/silhouette?

Is line and shape more important than form and mass?

Are the shapes recognisable (e.g. as human or suggestive 
of a figure)?

Are the shapes flat or abstract?

Are the shapes fixed or do they change (kinetic – i.e. 
moving parts)?

The Nude Figure
Is the figure naked? Is the figure male/female/gender 
ambiguous? Is the figure naturalistic? Idealised? 
Distorted? Expressive?

What are the proportions of the figures, of head to body, 
and limbs to body?

Is the pose static or animated (contrapposto)?

What gestures are used? Are they natural or dramatic? 

What are the facial expressions? Are they connecting 
with the viewer or is their gaze averted, blank? 

If part of a multi-figured composition, what’s the 
relationship between the figures?

Is there any drapery? What is its purpose? Does it cover 
modesty? Does it breathe life, like its wearer? What 
is the body/drapery relationship? Does it reveal or 
conceal?

The Clothed Figure
Is their clothing contemporary to the period of the art 
or not? Does it identify the figures (e.g. wealth/status/
occupation)?

Do the clothes reveal or conceal the body?

Do they enhance masculinity or femininity?

14
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Architecture
Materials, Techniques and Processes

The materials, techniques and processes used in 
architecture help to determine the building’s appearance 
and have an effect on the way we understand and 
interpret it.

What materials have been used to create the building?

What materials are visible?

Is it one material or a combination of materials?

How do the materials contribute to the building’s 
appearance? 

How does the choice of material affect the building’s 
structure? 

Is the exterior clad or rusticated, rendered, pebble-
dashed?

Are the materials vernacular?

Is the building style vernacular or derived from 
vernacular styles?

Have the materials been selected for their functional 
properties more than their aesthetic qualities?

Formal Features

1  Structure/form
2  Volume/mass 
3  Architectural elements 
4  Composition
5  Site/location
6  Scale
7  Colour
8  Pattern/ornament/decoration

16
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1
Structure/Form 
How is it constructed (how does it stay up)? Is it a load-
bearing construction (e.g. with solid walls) or a skeletal 
(frame) construction (e.g. curtain wall)? Does it look 
prefabricated?

Is it a trabeated construction? Are the columns load-
bearing or decorative? Is it arcuated (arch-based) 
architecture? Are there any vaults?

Is there a dome?

Is there buttressing?

How many storeys are there?

What is the relationship between the structure and the 
decoration?

Are there smaller structures within the main structure 
(e.g. an aedicule)?

2
Volume/Mass 
Is the building symmetrical or asymmetrical?

Are there recessions and projections? Are spaces based 
on squares or another shape? Is the space contained/
constricted by a roof? 

Is the building based on solids and voids?

Is it airy or claustrophobic?

3
Architectural Elements
Has the classical language of architecture been used  
(e.g. dome, columns, pediment)?

Are there features associated with castles (e.g. turrets)? 
Or features associated with churches (e.g. spires)?

How many architectural elements can you identify?

4
Composition
Is there a single mass or an arrangement of parts?

Is the building symmetrical or asymmetrical? Is there a 
formal or informal arrangement? A regular or irregular 
arrangement?

Is it a unified design or did it develop over time? 

Is there an obvious entrance?

Is the façade balanced horizontally? Vertically?

Are a set of proportions used (e.g. the Classical Orders, 
or Golden Section)?

How is the building articulated (how do the parts relate 
to one another)? Is it divided into bays? Are some 
recessed or projected?

Are elements repeated for rhythm? What effect 
does spacing have on the composition (e.g. 
intercolumniation)?

Is there interplay between curved and straight elements?

Does the exterior suggest the arrangement of the interior 
(e.g. a number of storeys, chimneys, tall windows)?

What is the arrangement of the windows (fenestration)? 
What sort of windows are there – dormer, rose, etc. 
Are they large in relation to the wall mass? Are they 
pedimented?

Does the building suggest movement? In what direction 
and using what elements (volutes, solids/voids, 
undulation)?

5
Site/Location
Is it rural or urban? Look at the surrounding buildings; is 
it part of a complex? Does it stand out?

Is there a main façade? Is there a processional approach 
to add grandeur? Are the gardens landscaped/formal?

Does the structure have a relationship with its 
surrounding space/environment?

How does the site affect our interpretation of the 
building?
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6
Scale
What has determined the building’s scale?

Is it a monumental scale or a private domestic space? 

How does its scale relate to its function? 

How does it impact on the viewer?

7
Colour
What colour are the materials? Does the colour affect 
our interpretation of the building or help define its style 
(e.g. white-painted concrete is synonymous with the 
International Modern Movement)?

Is colour used for decoration?

Have materials been used in their natural state/colour  
or have they been altered/painted?

8
Pattern/Ornament/Decoration
Are the features of the building standardised (e.g. 
classical language, Gothic) or individualised?

Are features decorative, structural or both (e.g. the use 
of caryatids)?

Are features hand crafted or mass produced? How does 
this affect the style (appearance) of the building? Is the 
decoration associated with a particular style (e.g. a hand-
crafted building may appear vernacular and individual 
such as the Arts and Crafts style).

Has the material been used decoratively (e.g. 
herringbone brickwork, rustication)? What affect does 
this have?

Is the decoration coherent or eclectic? 
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Chapter 1  
Genres and Subjects
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Learning Outcomes 
By the end of this chapter you will be able to:

–   define genres in art, give examples and be able to 
consider how and why they have been represented 
in particular ways

–   define what is meant by subjects in art history (as 
distinct from genres) and offer a range of examples

–   describe the many different ways artists have 
interpreted subjects in art history, drawing on 
connections between their visual appearance and 
the contextual aspects of their production 

–   compare and contrast different works of art in 
different mediums but within the same genre  
or subject.

Thinking About Art:  A Thematic Guide to Art History, First Edition. Penny Huntsman. 
© 2016 Association of Art Historians. Published 2016 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Chapter Map 
This chapter map provides a visual overview of Chapter 1 –  
‘Genres and Subjects’ – together with its key works.

History Genre
Ancient Classical history and mythology
– Jacques-Louis David (1748–1825), Oath of the Horatii, 1784
– Titian (1488/90–1576), Bacchus and Ariadne, 1520–1523

Biblical scenes: narrative in fresco
– Masaccio (1401–1428/29), The Tribute Money, c.1425–1428

Modern history: heroes and villains
–  Francisco de Goya (1746–1828), The Third of May 1808, 1814
– Pablo Picasso (1881–1973), Guernica, 1937

Bridging two genres: ‘history’ and ‘portraiture’
– Jacques-Louis David, The Death of Marat, 1793

Portraiture
Single portraiture: the portrait as power
–  Jacques-Louis David, The Emperor Napoleon in his Study, 1812
– George Gower (c.1540–1596), The Armada Portrait, 1588
– Pablo Picasso, Portrait of Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, 1910

Group portraiture: relationships between sitters
– Jan van Eyck (c.1390–1441), The Arnolfini Portrait, 1434
–  David Hockney (born 1937), Mr and Mrs Clark and Percy, 1970
– Edgar Degas (1834–1917), The Bellelli Family, 1858–1867

Self-portraiture: suffering and confrontation
– Frida Kahlo (1907–1954), The Broken Column, 1944
–  Caravaggio (1571–1610), David with the Head of Goliath, 1609–1610

Genre
‘Genre’ scenes: everyday life
– Johannes Vermeer (1632–1675), The Milkmaid, 1657–1658
–  William Maw Egley (1826–1916), Omnibus Life in London, 1859
– Edgar Degas, L’Absinthe, 1875–1876
– Edward Hopper (1882–1967), Nighthawks, 1942

Landscape
Owning and working the land
–  Thomas Gainsborough (1727–1788), Mr and Mrs Andrews, c.1750
–  Meindert Hobbema (1638–1709), The Avenue at Middelharnis, 1689

Landscape as emotional expression
–  Vincent van Gogh (1853–1890), Wheatfield with Crows, 1890
–  Georgia O’Keeffe (1887–1986), Deer’s Skull with Pedernal, 1936

Still Life 
Memento mori
–  Harmen Steenwyck (1612–1656), An Allegory of the Vanities of Human 

Life, c.1640
–   Frida Kahlo (1907–1954), Viva la Vida, 1954
–  Audrey Flack (born 1931), Marilyn (Vanitas), 1977

Subjects
Religious subjects
Madonnas
– Elisabeth Frink (1930–1993), Walking Madonna, 1981
– Michelangelo (1475–1564), Pietà, 1498–1499

Representations of Christ
– Caravaggio, The Entombment of Christ, 1602–1604

The nude
Religious and mythological nudes
– Myron, The Discus-Thrower (Discobolus), c.450 bce
– Titian, Resting Venus (Venus of Urbino), c.1538

Modern nudes
– Édouard Manet (1832–1883), Olympia, 1863
– Jenny Saville (born 1970), Branded, 1992

Motherhood: mother and child
–  Paula Modersohn-Becker (1876–1907), Kneeling Mother Nursing a 

Baby, 1907
– Barbara Hepworth (1905–1975), Mother and Child, 1934
– Käthe Kollwitz (1867–1945), Woman with Dead Child, 1903

Animals
War: heroisation and protest
– Jacques-Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, 1784
– Francisco de Goya, The Third of May 1808, 1814
– Jenny Holzer (born 1950), Lustmord, 1993 
– Pablo Picasso, Guernica, 1937
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This chapter introduces you to two important categories in the description of 
art-historical works that comprise the theme: subjects and genres. It explains 
the distinctions between and sub-categories within the terms, and the innu-
merable ways in which artists have interpreted them. This chapter covers the 
most ground in the book, and many of its examples can be used as a basis for 
study under the other five chapter headings. 

Genre means ‘type’ or ‘category’. Examples include ‘still life’, ‘landscape’, 
‘portrait’ and ‘history painting’. However, genre can also refer to a specific 
type of painting known as ‘genre’, which depicts scenes from everyday life. 
There was a system for ranking art in terms of its cultural value known as 
the ‘hierarchy of genres’. The most well-known formulation was provided in 
1667 by André Félibien (1619–1695), a historiographer, architect and honor-
ary consultant to the French Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture. The 
history of art tended to follow this ranking until the twentieth century, and 
knowledge of the hierarchy of genres is very important for the understand-
ing of Western painting, as it provides insight into the scale and treatment of 
many works. 

The subject of a work might be something like ‘fruit’, ‘mountains’, ‘family 
group’ or ‘war’ and this might help to define the work’s genre. Some works 
fall into two or more genres, or between subjects and genres. This chapter 
will provide you with the knowledge and understanding to make these judge-
ments, and the multiple placements of works will be made clear within the 
text.

In addition, this chapter will enable you to compare and contrast works of 
art of a common genre, noting points of similarity and difference in relation to 
both formal and interpretational aspects of the works chosen. Formal aspects 
might include: composition, scale, use of colour and tone, depiction of light 
and space, technique and materials and degrees of finish and detail. Interpre-
tational aspects might include: aesthetics (the branch of philosophy which 
relates to beauty and taste), ideology (a particular set of ideas or values relat-
ed to certain social groups) or iconography (formal and symbolic elements in 
relation to their wider social and historical context). The social and historical 
context of visual representation is examined explicitly in Chapter 4.

Introduction 
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History painting as a form of narrative or istoria (historical, biblical or myth-
ological narrative) has been specified as the highest of achievements as far 
back as the Renaissance. Acts of human virtue and intellect by moral he-
roes, including those in Christian stories (the dominant religion in Europe), 
were placed at the top of what would become the hierarchy of genres. History 
paintings were usually large-scale works depicting a subject based on classi-
cal history, literature or mythology from ancient Greece and Rome, a scene 
from the Bible, or real historical events.1

History paintings were ideally suited to public spaces and large canvases. 
The scenes depicted were usually heroic or noble, the aim of these works be-
ing to elevate viewers’ morals. It was important that they provided the oppor-
tunity to depict the human figure – often nude or partially nude – since this 
subject was believed to require the greatest artistic skill. From the fifteenth 
until the nineteenth century, these enactments of human virtue were placed 
at the top of what would become the hierarchy of genres, and as a result many 
artists aspired to be history painters. 

Why were paintings ranked? The ‘hierarchy of genres’ was adopted be-
cause it embodied Renaissance values about what constituted the ‘best’ types 
of art. By the mid-seventeenth century the codification of genres had been 
firmly established by André Félibien.2

In his Preface to Conférence de l’Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculp-
ture (1669), Félibien stated: Thus, the artist who does perfect landscapes is 
superior to another who paints only fruit, flowers or shells. The artist who 
paints living animals deserves more respect than those who represent only 
still, lifeless subjects. And as the human figure is God’s most perfect work 
on earth, it is certainly the case that the artist who imitates God by painting 
human figures is more outstanding by far than all the others. (Quoted in 
Edwards, Art and Its Histories: A Reader, p. 35)

‘History’ painting was considered to be the grande genre because, un-
like the lower-ranked genres, it provided the artist with the opportunity to 
demonstrate (and the viewer to experience) moral force and imagination. 
However, genres are not exclusive and one work may include elements of 
more than one genre. 

Ancient Classical history and mythology 
After winning the Prix de Rome, French painter Jacques-Louis David (1748–
1825) saw the works of Antiquity first hand, and developed a Neo-classical 
style favoured by the French Academy, the institution that controlled the 
production and exhibition of art in France. The Oath of the Horatii, 1784, is 
a large-scale work from the artist’s imagination, inspired by stories of ancient 
Rome and the wars between Rome and Alba around 669 bce, as described by 
Livy (59 bce–17 ce) in his monumental History of Rome. 3

 Writing during the reign of Emperor Augustus, Livy is likely to have em-
bellished Rome’s history in a way that helped establish the empire’s validity. 

History Genre 

1  Although the Bible is a unified book, there is 
an important distinction to be made between the 
Old Testament, which relates to the laws of God 
and the prediction of the coming of Christ, and 
the New Testament, which reveals Christ and 
provides an account of his ministry.

2  In accordance with André Félibien’s hierarchy 
of genres, the ranking in descending order of 
importance is: History, Portraiture, Genre, 
Landscape and Still-Life. The 2010 AQA Speci-
fication arranges the order as: History, Portraits, 
Landscape, Still-Life, Genre.

3  David’s Oath of the Horatii, 1784, was also in-
spired by Pierre Corneille’s play Horace (1640).
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The three Horatii brothers are preparing to do battle with three brothers 
from the Curiatii family in Alba to settle the dispute between their cities. The 
scene depicts them swearing on their swords, held aloft by their father, to de-
fend the city of Rome to the death. Rejecting the contemporary Rococo style 
on account of its lyrical form, looser brushwork, all-round gaiety, and lack of 
seriousness and moral rectitude, David organises the canvas with geometric 
precision. The linear perspective, made explicit by the chequerboard floor, 
helps to heighten our sense of austerity and rationalism. Compositionally, 
the arches with Doric columns frame the three sets of figures, underlining 
the significance of the number three in the story. The muscularity of the men 
is heightened by the angle at which the light (which enters from upper left) 
rakes across the surface of their bodies, sharply delineating mass and vol-
ume. 

The entire canvas demonstrates Roman patriotism. David’s precise delin-
eation and modelling is a kind of homage to antique sculpture, and helped 

Figure 1.1 | Jacques-Louis David, 
Oath of the Horatii, 

1784, oil on canvas, 330 × 425 cm,  
Paris, Musée du Louvre.

Source: akg-images / Erich Lessing.



26 History Genre  Genres and Subjects

ensure that this monumental and moralising work perpetuated and main-
tained the political ideology of revolution on the eve of the French Revolution 
(1789–1799). While the painting does not depict a real historical event, the 
Oath of the Horatii presents a form of narrative or istoria in its enactment of 
stoic bravery. The painting is also examined in Chapter 6, in relation to the 
theme of ‘gender’. 

Large-scale mythological scenes, especially multi-figured ones, were also 
categorised under the history genre. For example, the mythological painting 
The Rape of Europa, 1559–1562, by Italian painter Titian (originally Tiziano 
Vecelli/o, 1488/90–1576), demonstrates the way in which some history paint-
ings used classical iconography and antique literary sources as inspiration. 
Europa’s rape by Zeus is one of many mythological themes taken from the 
Roman poet Ovid’s narrative poem Metamorphoses, a text that had become 
widely read among the educated classes during the period. Ovidian myth is 
also the inspiration for Titian’s painting Bacchus and Ariadne, 1520–1523. 

Figure 1.2 | Titian, 
Bacchus and Ariadne, 
1520–1523, oil on canvas, 176.5 × 191 cm, 
London, National Gallery.
Source: © 2015. Copyright The National Gallery, 
London / Scala, Florence.


