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Visual Literacy 

 

 

Goal:  To promote visual literacy and develop skills in formal analysis by 

comparing and contrasting works of art from the assigned reading in Sayre. 

 

Begin the section meeting by discussing The Critical Process section (pp. 

34 and 35) where Sayre asks the student to consider two very different 

culturally determined modes of seeing and recording an historical event; I 

think The Critical Process sections of the text are the best thing about 

it.  Have them compare and contrast the two works and address the 

questions posed by Sayre.  Who knows you may spend the entire period just 

doing this!  If not, then… 

 

Compare and contrast each of the following three pairs of artworks.  These 

are my suggestions but you may, of course, use any comparisons you wish.  

Sometimes the oddest juxtapositions result in the best discussions, 

sometimes they fall flat but don’t be afraid to take risks.  The point is 

to get them to describe what they are seeing accurately and to come to 

some conclusions about meaning based upon their analysis.  It is important 

that students attempt to discern what the work tells us about the era in 

which it was made as well as what it might mean to viewers today. 

 

Comparison #1 

 

Fig. 42 – Thomas Cole, The Course of the Empire Savage State, 1834-36; oil 

on canvas, 39 ¼ x 63 ¼ inches 

 

Fig. 661 – Shen Zhou, Poet on a Mountaintop, c. 1500; leaf from an album 

of landscapes, painting mounted as part of a handscroll, ink and color on 

paper, 15 ¼ x 23 ¾ inches 

 

Different approaches to representing nature.  Western tradition of 

representation based upon empirical observation of physical phenomena 

coupled with the sublime vs. Chinese tradition of viewing nature as a 

construct of the mind. 

 

Comparison #2 

 

Fig. 135 – Gustave Caillebotte, Place de l’Europe on a Rainy Day, 1876-77; 

oil on canvas, 83 ½ x 108 ¾ inches 

 

Fig. 704 – Auguste Renoir, La Moulin de la Galette, 1876; oil on canvas, 

51 ½ x 69 inches 

 



 

Both artists are Impressionists and yet have very different styles.  They 

share an interest in representing modern life and a fascination with the 

science of sight and light and developed some similar and different means 

for expressing their ideas. 

Comparison #3 

 

Fig. 691 – Théodore Géricault, The Raft of the Medusa, 1819; Oil on 

canvas, 16’ 1 ¼ inches x 23’ 6 inches 

 

Fig. 346 – Milton Resnick, U + Me, 1995; oil on canvas, 93 ¼ x 104 ½ 

inches 

 

Might be interesting to compare and contrast their working processes, 

which are described to some degree in Sayre.  Also, both artists are 

related by an interest in provoking emotional/psychological responses from 

the viewer. 

 

 

For each pair, be sure to tell them or have them find out the artist, 

title of the work, the date and the work’s dimensions and the medium and 

technique.  Ask them to keep in mind the medium and especially the 

dimensions as they make their comparisons.  The title is a very important 

and often essential part of interpreting a work of art, especially modern 

and contemporary art that is abstract or nonrepresentational (e.g. What 

can we make of Resnick’s curious title?) 

 

Have the students spend 5 minutes writing comparative comments for each 

pair and then have them report their findings to the class (maybe 10 to 15 

minutes per comparison; longer if you think the discussion is going well).  

To guide their analysis give them the handout I prepared.  Ask them to 

address one or two aspects from each section and to be sure to address the 

last set of questions.  Don’t let them get away with vague responses.  

Force them to be precise and make them justify their claims with evidence 

from the works themselves and pertinent information from the textbook. 

 



 

Compare and contrast how each artist uses the elements of art within the 

work. 

 

Focus on one or two of the following: 

 

• Line (thick or thin, visible or implied, direction of lines) 

• Space/Perspective (traditional linear/scientific perspective or 

intuitive perspective or no perspective (i.e. flat); for sculpture, 

consider also: environment/site; if the work is freestanding, how it 

looks from different angles; and relationships between positive mass 

and negative space) 

• Point of View (what angle things are seen from) 

• Color (intensity, variety, naturalistic, expressive, primary, 

secondary, complementary) 

• Texture (actual texture of brushstrokes, and implied textures of 

objects in the artwork) 

• Light and Value (light source, dramatic, mystical, real, contrasts 

between light and dark) 

• Shape, Volume, and Mass (2-D, 3-D, believable, ethereal) 

• Time and Motion (static/frozen moment or dynamic/moment in time, 

entire story vs. part of story) 

 

Compare and contrast how each artist uses the principles of composition 

within the artwork. 

 

Focus on or two of the following: 

 

• Emphasis/focal point (where your eye is drawn and how it is guided 

there) 

• Balance (symmetry vs. asymmetry) 

• Scale and Proportion (hierarchy, believability, exaggeration) 

• Unity and Variety/Rhythm (how the artist directs or moves your eye 

around the work; plus repetition of shapes, lines, colors, etc. to 

create harmony or tension) 

 

Context, Content, and Meaning 

 

Consider one or two of the following questions: 

 

• What, if anything, of importance can you tell us about the historical 

context of each artwork that you think may be important to 

understanding it? 

• Was the artwork made to serve a purpose or function/what was its 

intended use? 

• What is the content?  What is going on?  Try to identify people, the 

setting or location, and familiar objects. 



 

• Can you identify any themes?  Is there any symbolism in the work? 

• What does the title of the work infer about the artist’s intentions 

and/or content? 

• Record your thoughts and emotions toward the work.  What do you think 

the artist wants you to feel when viewing his or her artwork? 

 

Putting all these clues together, what is the meaning of the artwork?  

What do you think the artist is trying to say or do?  And do you think 

that he or she is successful? 

 


