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  The beginning of wisdom is calling things by their right name.

  John Dillow, high school geometry teacher
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  Introduction

  A Visual Guide for Visual Learners

  I first came up with the idea to create a visual guide to the language of art and design during a tutoring session with a South Korean communications design student. She had chosen Van Gogh’s Starry Night as her inspiration for a project and we were working together on a formal analysis of the piece. I was trying to elicit descriptive vocabulary from her so that she could explain, in her own words, what it was about the colors, lines, or composition of the piece that had so inspired her.

  She stared in silence at the painting for a little while. Then she took a deep breath, glanced shyly at me, and whispered, “Blue?”

  “Yes, but what about the blue?”

  “It’s . . . beautiful.”

  “Anything else?”

  “Yellow?”

  “How about the lines?”

  She bit her lip. “Curved?” she asked.

  Here was a bright young woman, an accomplished painter, a gifted designer studying at Parsons, a top art and design school in New York City, and she was utfterly incapable of describing what was right before her eyes. It wasn’t her fault. When would she ever have learned the words for swirling and spiraling lines, heavily caked pigment, splotched and smeared brushstrokes? And the colors! The lemon yellow stars and the saffron moon, the intermingling cobalt and cornflower blues that spin above that darkest bistre landscape. Never in her first-rate private art education had she had the opportunity to learn how to talk about art. A picture is worth a thousand words, but where do we get those words when we want to discuss the picture?

  I reached out to a number of colleagues at art and design colleges across the country, and sure enough this was a problem that seemed to plague international students everywhere. What I was surprised to discover, however, is how much difficulty native speakers were having as well. Any writer will tell you that simply describing what you see in front of you is one of the hardest things to do. It is certainly a language problem, but it is also a “way-of-thinking” problem. Visually oriented people, whether English is their first language or not, often have trouble expressing themselves linguistically because they are more comfortable communicating in images. Vision precedes language in our psychic development, and for many artistic people it remains the dominant mode of conceptualization throughout our lives. We think in pictures. Translating picture to language is a daunting task, one that is even more challenging for non-native speakers who are juggling three languages: native tongue, English, and image. What is needed, I thought, is some sort of image-to-word translation book for the language of art and design. The idea seemed pretty obvious, and I was shocked to discover that one didn’t already exist, but at the time I had no idea how to go about creating such a thing.

  Many people think of the verbal and the visual as being totally separate, disconnected modes of thinking. People tend to self-identify as either artistic or intellectual. This identification is usually established in childhood, the result of a natural talent or affinity for one path or the other and the accompanying praise or discouragement from parents and teachers. This self-imposed division not only sells us short of our full potential, it has caused many communication problems in the realm of art and design education. In the academic community of students and teachers, we have a lot of “intellectuals” who write brilliant analytical prose, but package it in dense tomes that are impenetrable to the “visuals,” and a lot of artists who make beautiful work, but can’t explain its significance to the “verbals.” Our design libraries are filled with exhaustive treatises on color theory that contain but one or two pictures, and superficial image books with but a few lines of unhelpful text. Every year the images look more sparkly, the textbooks look more musty, and these two icebergs drift further apart.

  My goal with this book was to create a pedagogical resource that could help the visual and the verbal find a common tongue, a sort of Rosetta Stone beginning with the most basic fundamentals of visual language. In the increasingly global market of art and design, in which English and “image” are the two most universal languages, this seems sorely needed. Beyond reinvigorating our discourse with both beauty and depth, the practical applications are undeniable. Art students have to be able to respond to critique from their teachers. Design students have to interact with mentors. Professional artists and designers have to work with collaborators and clients. Everyone has to be able to explain their vision if they ever want to get any funding or support. What rich conversations we could have if we were all more able to speak a common language!

  But how to do it?

  Besides the dichotomy between visual and verbal thinking, there is another issue that makes modern education challenging: speed. Young people today have a whole universe of information at their fingertips and they navigate through a swirling kaleidoscopic mosaic of imagery and text at an amazing rate. Movement back and forth between visual mediums is instantaneous and seamless. Within the span of a thirty-minute lunch, a design student will choose a meal from a glossy set of ramen photos, update her Facebook status to “lunchtime :),” look up the meaning of kamaboko on Wikipedia, glance at a pdf of her reading for class while she waits, document the meal when it arrives on Instagram with an appropriately oriental-looking lens filter, sketch an idea for a new chopstick design on a napkin while waiting for the check, take a picture of the napkin and upload it to her website, and then walk out into the street where she is bombarded from every direction by multicolored media messages and screaming rainbows of advertisement. The pulpy gray and black monotony of the written text is a very alien and inhospitable landscape.

  Line Color Form: The Language of Art and Design is based on the premise that visual people, individuals who might struggle to find clarity in written and spoken rhetoric, are capable of grasping sophisticated concepts almost instantly if these concepts are presented in an intuitive and attractive manner. Similarly, more verbal people, despite their objections that they are “not artistic,” are perfectly able to understand visual concepts if they are conveyed concisely and unpretentiously.

  The fundamental theory behind this book, proven time and again by advertisers, is that when a word is combined with an image it forges a much deeper link in the mind. In my efforts to build a new pedagogical tool that resonates with the rapid informational exchange of the twenty-first century, I have borrowed heavily from those media makers whose clear messages have risen above the chaos. Think of an Apple ad, seamlessly joining a sleek product photo with a few well-chosen words to communicate a sophisticated message that is immediately and completely understood by everyone.

  I have made every effort to communicate the lexicon contained in this book in a visually appealing and quickly digestible manner. Wherever possible I have illustrated concepts with easy-to-read charts, graphics, photographs, and images from art history. I have strived to un-clutter the page so that it displays information cleanly, in a pure form that can be comprehended at the speed of sight. Our culture is able, and indeed prefers, to absorb information very rapidly, but that does not mean our ideas and concepts must be simplistic. It is my conviction that with the right combination of text and image, students can be pulled back from the reductive practice of simply looking, to the much more meaningful act of analyzing, interpreting, and then creating.

  How to Use This Book

  Formally analyzing art is like looking through several different pairs of binoculars, each of which allows us to see only one aspect at a time. Like the heat waves visible through infrared goggles, these lenses let you see the colors, the lines, or the textures of the materials in perfect relief, without being distracted by anything else. This way of seeing may seem unnatural at first, but in time you will find that it leads to a much deeper understanding of how each aspect is functioning, and ultimately to an understanding of how all the aspects function together as a whole. The chapters of this book provide the language needed to describe what we can see through each of these pairs of binoculars.

  In the first four chapters, the formal qualities of art and design are divided into four broad categories: line, color, composition, and material. Each chapter begins by presenting the fundamental vocabulary pertaining to a discussion of the given aspect. The Color chapter, for example, opens with a series of color wheels that concisely identify every shade and gradation of the rainbow from aquamarine to fuchsia. Terminology for concepts such as value, saturation, and interaction is communicated with representational graphics and schematics. This learning or “acquisition” section can be used in a variety of ways: You can read it as a study guide; you can use the book in real time while you are actually studying a piece of art or design, looking closely at the piece and matching your observations to the vocabulary and concepts in each chapter; or you can use the book as a reference while you are writing an essay to help you find the exact words to articulate what you want to say. No matter how you use it, the combination of picture and text is intended to give you an image-sense of art and design vocabulary and concepts. This will not only give you a deeper understanding and ownership of the words, but it will also develop your ability to see greater depth in the artworks themselves.

  In each chapter, the acquisition section is followed by an “application” section, which demonstrates how this language is applied in an analytical sense. “Color” concludes with a series of color palettes, such as cool, warm, dynamic, vibrant, pastel, and earthy. These palettes are coupled with paintings from art history that exemplify the given palette, and each image/palette pairing is accompanied by a descriptive paragraph that offers an example of how to apply the vocabulary in visual analysis. These visual analysis paragraphs demonstrate how to connect your observations in order to arrive at a more complete understanding of how different aspects of a work affect its overall “feel” and meaning. Reading these paragraphs will also help you get a sense of how to organize your observations into clear writing. A great exercise to help you solidify your mastery of the language is to choose your own examples of art or design, pieces that inspire you, and discuss them with other people, or write your own analytical paragraphs about them. Use as much of the vocabulary from the chapter as you can, but write in your own style and tone. Take this opportunity to explore what sort of effect different colors, lines, and materials have on you. What sort of emotions and ideas arise when you gaze at a bold streak of crimson or a gentle daub of cool emerald green? When you conduct a formal analysis you learn as much about yourself as you do about art.

  The fifth chapter, Formal Analysis, provides step-by-step instructions for how to integrate your ideas and observations into a well-organized piece of writing. This is where your analysis of line, color, and form come together to create meaning. The chapter addresses essential concepts such as how to write brief “snapshot” descriptions, how to conduct observations, how to organize a paragraph or an essay, and how to employ diverse vocabulary to generate meaning. Additionally, there are three sample essays and a “Frequently Asked Questions” section that addresses common stumbling blocks, such as thesis statements and conclusions. Art and design students who have to write formal analysis essays for their classes should read this chapter in its entirety and return to it as a reference whenever they are struggling to work their ideas into a paper.
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