
Painting and Composition Analysis 
Some basic questions that you can ask yourself in analyzing painting or any kind of 
artworks and design. These are basic guidelines only, you may develop your own set 
of questions for deeper understanding. 
 
Describe it 
1. How would you describe this painting to a person who could not see it? 
2. What kinds of things do you see in this painting? 
3. What words would you use to describe this painting? 
4. How would you describe the lines in this picture? The shapes? The colors? 
5. What do you think is the most important part of this picture? 
 
Relate it 
1. What does this painting remind you of? 
2. What things do you recognize in this painting? What things seem new to you? 
3. How is this picture different from real life? 
4. What interests you most about this work of art? 
 
Interpret it 
1. What title would you give to this painting? What made you decide on that title? 
2. What do you think is going on in this picture? What is this painting about? 
3. Why do you think the artist made this painting? 
 
 
The Elements of Art and Principles of Design 
These are a set of guidelines to keep in mind when considering the impact of a piece 
of artwork, and descriptions of things that artists and designers work with to create a 
design, or composition. 
 
The Elements of Art 
The Elements are: line, shape, color, texture, space and value. 
 
Line — Vertical, horizontal, diagonal, curved, zigzag, bent, straight, interrupted, 
thick, fuzzy, sharp. Line be two dimensional, like a pencil mark on a paper or it may 
be three dimensional (wire) or implied(the edge of a shape or form) often it is an out-
line, contour or silhouette. A curved line is dynamic, ever changing, and more natural, 
than the straight line, which is more static in character. Direction, while often listed as 
a separate element, is technically a part of the element “line”. The diagonal line is 
more dynamic and is quicker to draw the eye. It can be used to create movement and 
depth. Horizontal lines are more static and tranquil therefore calmer, more passive. 
Vertical lines evoke strength, power, but less dynamic than diagonals. 
 
Form/Shape — Natural, geometric. Form is an element of art that is three-
dimensional and encloses volume. Cubes, spheres, and cylinders are examples of 
various forms. Look beyond the obvious shapes of heads, bodies, buildings, etc., and 
view your subject as abstract shapes. Try to find interlocking shapes. Keep the 
background shapes in the background, but look for places to connect the foreground 
and background. 
 
Color — Hue, chroma, and value. Hue is the specific name of a color, red, yellow, 
blue (primary colors). Chroma, also called saturation, often called intensity, refers to 



a colors strength or weakness, bright or grayed. Color value refers to the lightness or 
darkness of the color, not to its intensity or to a specific hue. 
 
Texture—Refers to the surface quality or “feel” of an object, such as roughness, 
smoothness, or softness. Actual texture can be felt while simulated textures are 
implied by the way the artist renders areas of the picture. Real textures: those which 
can be felt. Implied textures: painted or drawn textures: slick, smooth, rough, velvety, 
satiny, bumpy, etc. 
 
Space/Size — Large, medium, small. Proportion or scale. The comparative relation 
between things. Employ large, medium, small concept. Size can be used to make 
things appear nearer and of greater importance. Size relationships can be used to 
create depth (perspective). 
 
Value —Value describes the lightness or darkness of a color. Value can be used to 
create mood, i.e. dark and mysterious, light and airy, gray and dull. High contrast in 
value moves things forward; low contrast makes them recede.  
 
The Principles of Design 
The Principles of Design are: repetition, balance, emphasis, contrast, and unity. 
 
Balance — The arrangement of elements to create a sense of visual stability. Formal 
or symmetrical balance is when both sides of a work are very similar in their visual 
weight. Informal, or asymmetrical balance is when the two sides of a work are 
different but still balanced. Radial balance is a type of formal balance with parts 
leading away from or towards a center point, like a bicycle wheel or petals of a 
flower. 
 
Contrast — The difference between elements in a piece. For example, a dark color 
placed right next to a light color, or a soft, furry shape next to a sharp, hard shape. 
 
Movement — The way your eyes move across a piece of art. Movement adds 
excitement to your work by showing action and directing the viewers eye throughout 
the picture plane.  
 
Rhythm — Visual rhythms are created by repeating things in a regular beat or order. 
When you look at a work with rhythm, your eyes will jump, or follow from one similar 
element to the next. Rhythm is a type of movement in drawing and painting. It is seen 
in repeating of shapes and colors. Alternating lights and darks also give a sense of 
rhythm. Repetition is the use of line, color, or a shape in more than one place in a 
composition. Pattern is created through repetitious use of the same element to create 
an overall design.  
 
Variety — The use of contrasting elements to make an art piece interesting. You can 
achieve variety by using difference shapes, textures, colors and values in your work.  
 
Unity — The feeling that everything fits together or works like a team. It is achieved 
in one of the following ways: Repetition - using a shape or color or other element 
over and over. Simplicity - using one major color or shape to unify a work. Harmony - 
using related colors, textures or materials. Proximity - placing parts so that they are 
grouped together, enclosed or clustered into sets. Continuity - aligning edges of 
shapes so your eye moves from one part to another in a definite order. 


