Introduction to Art History:

Looking,
Context, and
Meaning

e Move beyond memorizing styles

and masterpieces

Use close looking, context,
and evidence to interpret art

Build skills: observe deeply,
ask questions, argue from evidence

Challenge style-based and
canon-based habits




Why Style and

Masterpiece Lists
Are Not Enough

<+

- Textbooks organize art
by period, style, and
canonical masterpieces

- Style labels oversimplify
and exclude non-Western
perspectives

- Masterpiece lists create
hierarchy and limit inquiry

- Art history is active
investigation, not a
fixed narrative




Core Skill 1 -
Looking Deeply:

How to See, Not Just Recognize
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Distinguish recognizing a
subject from visually
analyzing a work

Examine concrete elements: | Il : |
composition, material, color, || B ; BRUSHSTROKES
scale, surface, space ' ' HESS i g

Practice sustained
description before jumping
to interpretation

Apply Slow Looking methods
without needing historical
knowledge first




Slow Looking in Practice:
Exercises and Methods

ﬁ e Museum visitors average 8—30 secs per

artwork; slow looking deepens connection.

e Try 5-10 min of silent observation,
letting your eyes wander freely.

 Eye palming: warm hands, cup over
closed eyes to relax and focus.

e VTS questions: "What do you see?
What makes you say that? What more
can you find?"

e Practice with any work—figurative,
abstract, or unfamiliar—to build the habit.




: Patronage
Who paid shapes symbols,

Reading Context: - =N
Asking the Right Questions “’
¢

® Context includes time, place, patronage, o
function, audience, materials, and
cultural frameworks Where did Who saw

this stand? this?
® Treat context as a set of questions,

not fixed background facts to memorize

® Ask: who paid for it, where was it
originally, and what was it supposed to do?

® (Connect each contextual answer _ ( :
. . . ’ Place and setting Audience
directly to a visible artistic choice shape scale, . | shapes imagery,
ol il N~ What was it -7 | accessibility, and
® Function shapes form—an altarpiece | P supposecitodo? J§ Ly

designed for ritual looks different
from a private portrait

Function shapes
materials, imagery,
and viewer
experience.
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CULTURAL HERITAGE AWARENESS TRAINING

Why It Matters

Cultural heritage sites and works
of art are irreplaceable treasures
that connect us to our history,
identity, and shared humanity.

Protect

Help safeguard priceless places
and objects for future generations.

Respect

Recognize the cultural and spiritual
significance they hold for communities
around the world.

Responsibility

As visitors and professionals, we all

play a role in their preservation.

Remember: Awareness today, preservation for tomorrow. @ 3412 @



Core Skill 3 —

Building Arguments

from Evidence

® Treat artworks as primary sources
and visual evidence

® Evidence includes: visual details,
materials, documents, inscriptions,
comparisons

® Separate observation-based claims
from unsupported assumptions

® Use structured frameworks:
Description — Deduction —
Speculation (Prown’s method)

® A strong interpretation is always
) defended by specific visual evidence
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TOOL MARKS

Chisel lines and
surface texture
reveal how the
object was made.

PATINA

Surface wear and
discoloration
indicate age and
exposure.

MISSING LIMBS

Breaks and

missing parts
suggest history
of damage or
incomplete
original.




»  From Observation to Interpretation:
— Constructing a Visual Argument

- Move from pure description
to analyzing how elements
work together

- Formulate a thesis grounded
in visual and contextual evidence

- Use precise language (e.g.,
"steep diagonal," "muted ochre")
- avoid "beautiful" or "powerful"

- Defend every claim with
concrete visual proof
from the work

- Separate what you see from
what you assume or feel




Putting Skills Together: A Practice-Based

See carefully —> Ask context
/ See \ questions > Gather evidence —

Propose meaning

Use on unfamiliar works without

a style label or artist name
Propose

Practice the method across

different times, places, and media
& Address friction points: jumping
Gather to interpretation, vague language,
ungrounded claims




Case Study:
Seeing Beyond the
First Impression

First impressions from style or
subject often shift after deeper
contextual research

Carpaccio’s Calling of Saint Matthew:
from a Jewish moneylender to a
Venetian banker at Rialto

The gesture reveals inner conflict
before the decision—not after—
reshaping the painting’s message

New visual and documentary
evidence exposes the limits of
surface-level classification

¢

LAYERS OF MEANING o /



Common Traps and
How to Avoid Them

e Trap 1: Using style labels as
conclusions instead of
starting points

e Trap 2: Projecting modern
values onto past cultures
without evidence
(anachronism / presentism)

Trap 3: Confusing personal
taste or emotional response
with interpretive argument

&

e Self-check: “What visual and
contextual evidence supports
this claim?”

-----




2k Applying This Lens
in the Museum and Online

- Spend 5-10 minutes with
one work, not 8 seconds

- Slow Looking: observe,
describe, then interpret

- Use labels and audio guides
as evidence, not final answers

- Build the habit with
note-taking and
structured reflection

- Research context via
credible databases and
digital tools




Art as Evidence:
Case Study in Stylistic
and Technical Analysis

4 — =

Visible Painting
: . (Surface)
Connoisseurship uses style

as cultural evidence, not

just taste. Xy

(Under-drawing
& Structures)

Technical analysis (X-ray,
micro-XRF) reveals

hidden layers '; : Infrared Reflectography
. ' - (Underpainting)

Material evidence
challenges or supports _ = o A e
StyliStiC judgments. D e R : ' (Pigment Distribution)

Case example: re-attributing :
a work with interdisciplinary —CEEES=——= = - (sh:i?g[: Ground
data. *




Visual Literacy Beyond the Gallery:
Transferring Skills

® Close observation transfers
to medicine, business, and
daily practice

® Art training improves visual
diagnostic accuracy and
communication

® VTS questions: What do you
see? What makes you say
that? What more can you find?

® Slow looking builds tolerance
= | for ambiguity and multiple
MEDICINE BUSINESS | perspectives

Seeing what matters Interpreting patterns Exploring meaning
for better care for smarter decisions and context

® Skills apply to telehealth,
teamwork, and evidence-

based reasoning




Closing:
Art History as

Active Investigation
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[ \ - See carefully = Ask context - ‘
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. /) Gather evidence — Propose meaning
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[ ©=D \ - Shiftfrom style-masterpiece
e / lists to evidence-based inquiry
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{ | - Use slow looking, primary sources,
\_\ /

and work comparisons regularly

N ___.//
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( /\% | - Every artwork is a primary source

\b / waiting to be questioned




PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A
personwise.ai/t/d315ba99/public


https://personwise.ai/t/d315ba99/public?entry_surface=public_courseware_pdf

