Appraising an artwork

During this learning experience, you will view a painting and then read an appraisal of this image. The painting is, “Heron Island Swimmer”, an artwork by Mark Paddick, a Central Queensland artist.  After reading this appraisal do the exercise your-self, with a self-selected art piece, and complete the various elements of appraising an artwork.  (see art gallery websites, for example the contemporary Australian art page on the Queensland Art Gallery website:   http://www.qag.qld.gov.au/collection/contemporary_australian_art)

The model to be worked through is a “Max Darby” model that asks you to move from describing objects to interpreting and inferring. There are many approaches to appraising artworks depending on the experience of the person appraising. This model has been chosen as it is quite widely accepted amongst visual art educators.  It can be adapted to different year levels, for example, you might just focus on particular elements in the middle section. 
As a future educator it is timely to remember that appraising art works should not be considered in isolation,  the appraising of images and objects should be closely linked to the students own making and displaying of visual arts to increase engagement.  Consider the making, displaying and appraising of art works together and start anywhere in this cycle.

This learning experience may be used as a formal tool to gather evidence for assessment, as part of a folio of work or as an informal process engaged in by students (in whole or in part) throughout their making or displaying.
Appraising an artwork
“Heron Island Swimmer”, an artwork by Mark Paddick,  appraised by Helen Holden
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1. Description

(What do you see” Factual information only – no inferences, no position, no judgements, no opinions)

	I see an almost square (1m x 1.2m) picture painted on a piece of board with a surrounding frame.  The painting is a person swimming in the bottom left hand corner – a bag of some kind rests on a white surface.  Horizontal lines of colour occupy the rest of the area with some variation to either side.  Writing of some kind is scratched into or painted onto the area that contains the horizontal lines of colour.


2. Analysis
(How is the artwork organised? What elements have been used? How has the work been constructed? What tools of the trade have been used?)

Colour: Warm and cool colours, shades (Black added), tints (white added)

	Cool colours dominate this picture.  Blue, green, purple with tints of all three colours.  The swimmer has black and yellow black togs, yellow life jacket, brownish red hair, black flippers/snorkel – yellow and white in the bottom left corner.  White has been used extensively to highlight areas.


Line:  Expressive, contour, broken, flowing, hatched, straight, heavy, light, directional, colours of lines.

	Strong directional horizontal lines are everywhere.  Finer more detailed lines delineate the bag/the hair/the cyclic nature of the swimmer’s direction.  Vertical dribbles in the top left hand corner create a different type of line.


Shape: Enclosed, curved, solid, open, angular, overlapping

	The swimmer and their bag are really the only shapes that stand out.  Shape created by bold colours allows the viewer to pick out the back, bottom, head/leg etc of the swimmer.


Texture: Rough, smooth, prickly, real (has surface that you can feel), implied (suggested by mark making)

	Texture is implied in some areas by mark making – the water coming out of the snorkel has a certain touchability to it.


Balance: Is the artwork symmetrical or asymmetrical (heavy on one side compared to the other)? How has this been done through the use of colour? (weighting of colour through value/intensity), placement of objects, direction of lines etc.

	The picture is asymmetrical.  Weighted objects are towards the bottom of the picture – the strong yellow colour is with the weight at the bottom of the picture.  However; because of the implied movement of the water your get a sense that the weighted object is on the move around the canvas.


Contrast: Where is/are the focal point/s (where your eye is drawn to first)? Have colour opposites been used (warm/cool, heavy/transparent)? How has the artist used dark and light lines, heavy and open shapes to achieve contrast?

	The light, feathery vertical lines of the water from the snorkel attracts your attention and your eye is obviously drawn down to the swimmer.  The watery background seems constant so you know it will be there when you finish looking at other things – the bag needs closer inspection but do you do this now or at a later date?


Pattern:  How have certain lines, shapes and colours been repeated to draw your eye through the artwork? (repetition). How have variations been made using line, colour, shape and texture to “interrupt this flow? (Variation), what helps the artwork to “keep together” (unified)

	First and foremost the kicking action of the swimmer and the subsequent whoosh of water frenzy keeps the water on the canvas – it makes it go around.  The repeated pattern of horizontal water lines surrounds the swimmer. 


Space: Is the picture space crowded or open (what tools of the trade has the artist used to achieve this – illusions of depth, distance, perspective, weight of objects in the foreground, mid-ground, background, variations in size, softening colours and lines, focus, losing details as objects appear further away etc.)

	The picture is open – the only crowding is in the bottom left hand corner 0- illusion of space created through a consistent background that gives the same message.  Muted colours create space in this context. 


3. Interpretation

Based on your understanding of how the artist has worked, and your personal experience, what do you think the artist was trying to convey through this artwork? (intent)

NB. You need to support and justify your statement with evidence that leads you to this conclusion.

	Sheer abandonment of time and space – lost in a watery world of new discoveries (head down/bottom up) – however; still connected to reality because of the bag and platform in site. 

White light of discovery directly in front of the swimmer.  Amazing colours of the sea.

What are the hidden messages?

Why have the bag and platform – safety?


When discussing the following issues please be prepared to validate your statements with evidence and be mindful that your socio-economic background may influence the way you view and respond to images.

Discuss the context around which these images are constructed: in this case cultural and social contexts.

· What messages are being sent by the images? (either real or implied)

· Could you make some inferences about the social/cultural context in which they have been constructed?

· Would these images be composed differently by a person from another cultural or social background?

· What sensitivities may exist around the use of these artworks?
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