Close Reading of a Painting (from Nathaniel Hodes)
For this essay, your assignment is to choose a painting from the Dana Schutz exhibit at the Rose Art Gallery and offer an interpretation of the painting based on an analysis of its form and composition. Choose any work that you want—something that you feel you can look at for a long time, record detailed observations, and write an extended analysis of those observations. Your analysis will be informed by the essays of Clement Greenberg, Philip Yenawine, and Susan Woodford that we have read for this unit.

Anticipated Length: 4-6 pages

Goals of the Essay
Identify an aspect of the painting that is interesting, strange, troubling, or problematic, and formulate a thesis that explains its function in an overall interpretation of the painting. Your thesis should be original, non-obvious, and interesting. As an example of the kinds of theses that might be appropriate to an “interpretation” of a painting, you might offer a very specific answer to one of the following very general questions:

· What is the relation of your chosen painting to some contemporary social issue, especially if it offers an unusual approach to or understanding of that social issue? 

· What insight does the painting lend into human psychology or human nature? 

· What unique idea does the painting offer concerning some aspect of images or of the art of painting—what does this artist have to tell us about what a painting is or does? 

Structure the essay according to an argument. Avoid simply describing the painting or letting the paper’s structure follow the order of your observations. You should also avoid the so-called “five-paragraph form,” which offers a series of evidence that all serves to prove the same point. Instead, your paper should proceed according to “steps” of an argument, presenting, analyzing, and connecting your observations of the painting where appropriate.

Orient your reader. You should address your essay to readers who have seen Dana Schutz’s exhibition, but not recently and not in depth and who may not remember this particular painting. You will need to orient them with appropriate reminders (quick summaries of what is being represented, its resemblance to her body of work, the layout of the gallery if important), always making sure those explanations serve a purpose in your essay as a whole (not just summary for its own sake). Your readers should always know what aspect of the painting you are discussing. Never assume (1) that readers know what to look for, (2) that they’ll see the same details in the same way that you do, and (3) that they’ll draw the same conclusions. Your analysis of the evidence should persuade your readers of the validity of your claims.

Use active verbs and limit your use of passive (“to be”) verbs, including is, are, was, were, be, to be, and being. This simple exercise will invigorate your prose, and has its best effect if you remain aware of it as you draft and write, rather than translating sentences out of “to be” mode once the draft is done. You will also avoid empty phrases such as “there is” and “there are” to introduce your ideas.

Document sources using MLA in-text citation method. This citation method requires that you cite your sources parenthetically in the text of your essay (as opposed to using footnotes or endnotes) and that you append a correctly formatted list of Works Cited to your essay.

Some Questions for Formal Analysis

Medium: What materials is the work made of? How do those materials work off each other—are they integrated or do they conflict in some way? Do they bear traces of the artist, or have they been manipulated to look untouched by the artist’s hand?

Composition: How are the various formal elements in the work (lines, shapes, masses, colors, volumes, etc.) organized, and how do they relate to each other? Do certain elements dominate over others? Is there a clear overall compositional structure?

Size: What is the size of the work? How does the size of the work relate to the space it is in, or was meant for? How does the size of the work relate to the viewer, especially the viewer’s body?

Scale: How do the sizes of the elements (lines, shapes, masses, objects) within the work relate to each other? And how do they relate to the overall size of the work itself?

Color: What are the colors utilized in the work? Is there a wide or limited range of colors? What is their intensity—strong or subdued? Do the colors relate in any way to the work’s compositional structure?

Genre: Does the work belong to a particular category of painting (landscape or portrait, for instance)? Does it invoke any other types of artwork (sculpture, photography, etc.)? Does it combine categories or perhaps even defy categorization? Whatever the case, how does its form relate to the work’s placement within or outside of conventional artistic categories?

Essay #1 Pre-Draft Exercise

Due Monday, January 30

Your assignment is to record detailed observations about a painting from the Dana Schutz exhibit at the Rose Art Gallery. Choose any piece that you want—one that you feel you can look at for a long time, record, and write an extended analysis of (it will be the subject of the longer paper for this unit of the course). 

Spend a minimum of twenty (20) minutes, if not much longer, examining the painting and jotting down notes. The longer you observe, the more you will likely notice. Then:

1) Type up your observations either in a list or a rough narrative description. (This should be a full page of observations, minimum, and no more than three pages.)

2) Type a cover letter, addressed to your hypothetical readers, that reflects on any patterns, binaries, or anomalies you noticed, or any other details that you think will be fruitful in an extended analysis of the painting. Why are these patterns or details unusual or worth exploring? What preliminary ideas have these observations suggested to you, about this painting or Dana Schutz’s work in general, that might be the seeds of the longer paper you will have to write? You might wish to frame these ideas in terms of a question that you think your essay will undertake to answer. (This should be half a page to a full page.)

Essay #1 Draft

Due Monday, February 6

Bring 3 (three) copies to class (for myself and the members of your peer review)

Although the draft is not by itself graded, and you will have a good chunk of time to revise it, the draft you hand in should not be rough; it should not be the first thing you tap into your computer. Rather, it should be your best possible effort at getting your ideas on paper and shaping those ideas into a coherent and readable whole. The better your draft, the more useful will be the feedback on it.

Draft Cover Letter
Please write a letter, addressed to your readers, in which you answer the following questions and present any other concerns that you have. Think of the letter as an opportunity to ask for the kind of feedback you think you particularly need. Your cover letter should be about a page long.

· What observations or patterns were the basis for this draft?

· What was the main idea or point that you drew from that observation?

· What are the biggest problems you’re having at this point in the writing process?

· What idea or point do you feel you’ve made most successfully? least successfully?

· What’s the number one question about your essay—its thesis, structure, use of evidence, persuasiveness, style, and so on—that you’d like your reader(s) to answer for you?

Essay #1 Peer Review

Due Wednesday, February 8

Bring two (2) copies to class per draft you have read (for myself and the author)

Each time you read other people’s drafts in this course, you’ll write a letter in response. You should spend at least 30 minutes on each draft. Please be expansive and thoughtful in your comments. Try to make comments that you think will help the writer revise. Revision literally means “seeing again.” Writing specialist Nancy Sommers has found that when experienced writers revise, they often radically alter their idea and reorganize the entire essay; by contrast, when student writers revise, they change a few words here and there but leave the essay essentially unaltered. Help your partner become an experienced writer! She or he has more than a week to revise, so you can make comments that demand—and direct—a true revision. But of course, always be kind in your delivery!

1. As you carefully read and re-read each essay, draw a squiggly line under awkwardly expressed sentences and phrases whose meanings are unclear. Write marginal notes to the writer on anything that puzzles you explaining why as far as possible—for instance, if the use of a particular word is too vague or seems inappropriate, or if the sentence is ambiguously phrased and could be read in two or more ways.

2. After re-reading, write a letter in which you address these questions:

· In your own words (not the author’s), what’s this paper about? (What’s its main idea or claim?) Don’t assume that the writer knows what his or her own essay is about! Mistrust the stated thesis (if there is one).
· What do you see as the strength(s) of the draft? A good observation or piece of evidence? A logical argument? A structure that flows? An inventive, original, or otherwise remarkable idea? Well-fashioned style? Be specific!

· Identify two elements that you think the writer should focus on in revising and discuss these in relation to the draft. Try to point to specific sentences and paragraphs whenever possible.

· In the cover letter, the writer has asked one or more questions. What answers do you have to offer?

Essay #1 Revision

Due Friday, February 17 in my Rabb mailbox by 5pm

Revision Cover Letter

Please answer the following questions and address any other concerns you have:

· What is your thesis? How has it changed from first draft to revision?

· How has the way in which you argued your main idea changed from first draft to revision?

· What are you happiest with in this revision?

· What was most challenging in your drafting and revision process? How did you approach those challenges?

· What would you continue to work on in further revision?

