
 

ART HISTORY GLOSSARY 
 

ABSTRACT 

A term generally used to describe art that is not representational or based on external reality 
or nature. 

ACADEMY 

An institution for the advancement of art.  In the 17th and 18th centuries, 
European academies transformed art training from craft apprenticeship into an official, professional-
school model. 
 
ACRYLIC 

A fast-drying, water-soluble synthetic paint. 

AESTHETIC 

Relating to or characterized by a concern with beauty or good taste (adjective); a particular 
taste or approach to the visual qualities of an object (noun).  

AIRBRUSH 

A precision spray gun attached by a hose to an electric compressor, used to spray paints, dyes or 
inks.  An airbrush can produce very smooth gradations of colour. 
 
ALLEGORY 

In a work of art, a combination of objects, figures or images that illustrate a concept or idea by 
analogy. 

ALTARPIECE 

A work of painting or sculpture placed on, above or behind the altar in a Christian church. Also 
known as a retable. 
 
ANALOGOUS COLORS 

Colours that are adjacent on the colour wheel, for example, blue and blue-green, orange and red-
orange. 

ANGULAR 

An object, outline, or shape having sharp corners, or angles.  

APPROPRIATION 

In the visual arts, appropriation is the intentional borrowing, copying, and alteration of pre-
existing images and objects. 



AQUATINT 

Like etching, aquatint is a printmaking technique that uses acid to “bite” into the printing 
plate.  Powdered, acid-resistant resin is sprinkled onto the plate and heated so that it adheres. The 
fine, textured patterns created by the acid and resin produce graduated tonal effects in the 
print.  Aquatint is usually used in combination with other techniques, such as etching or engraving. 
 
ARCADE 

A series of arches carried by columns or piers. 
 

ARCHITECTURE 

The science, art, or profession of designing and constructing buildings, bridges, and other 
large structures.  

ARCHITRAVE 

In classical architecture, the architrave is a horizontal element that forms the lowest part of 
the entablature. The architrave rests on the column capitals. The frieze rests on the architrave. 

 

ARTIFICE 

Deception or trickery. 

ASSEMBLAGE 

Art created by gathering and manipulating found objects. 

ATMOSPHERIC PERSPECTIVE 

A technique for creating the illusion of depth in a two-dimensional picture by gradually decreasing 
colour intensity, contrast, and texture in distant objects. Also known as aerial perspective. 
 
AVANT-GARDE 

Artists who stand in the forefront of a new movement or style, often in opposition to established 
ideas or traditions. (Originally a military term:  in Middle French, the avant-garde was the troop that 
marched at the head of an army). 
 
 

B-MOVIE 

A low-budget movie, especially (formerly) one made for use as a companion to the main 

attraction in a double feature. 

 

BACKGROUND 

The area of an artwork that appears farthest away from the viewer; also, the area against 

which a figure or scene is placed. 

 
BALUSTRADE 

A railing with posts (balusters) and a handrail. 
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BAPTISTERY 

A building used for the Christian rite of baptism. 

BARKCLOTH 

Bark cloth is made in the islands of the Pacific Ocean, primarily in Tonga and Samoa.  Tapa is made 

from the beaten inner bark of various trees and shrubs, most commonly the paper mulberry tree. 

BARREL VAULT 

An elongated or continuous semi-circular vault, shaped like a half-cylinder. Also known as tunnel 

vault 

BAS-DE-PAGE 

(French: “bottom of page”). In medieval illuminated manuscripts bas-de-page scenes are unframed, 

sometimes whimsical images that appear below the written text and may or may not refer to it 

BASILICA 

In Roman architecture a large public building with a nave, aisles and an apse, used for law courts, 

markets, and public assemblies. 

BATIK 

A wax-resist dyeing technique that is often used to make highly patterned cloth.  

 

BELLE- EPOQUE 

French for “beautiful era,” a term that describes the period in French history beginning in 

1890 and ending at the start of World War I in1914, which was characterized by optimism, 

relative peace across Europe, and new discoveries in technology and science.  

 
BELVEDERE 

(Italian: “beautiful view”). In architecture, a structure made for the purpose of enjoying a scenic 

view. A belvedere can be a small tower or open-sided cupola, built at rooftop level, or a freestanding 

pavilion in a garden or park. 

BEN-DAY DOTS 

Coloured dots (generally in four colours: cyan, magenta, yellow, and black) used to create 

shading and secondary colours in the mechanical reproduction of images.  

 
BESTIARY 

In medieval art, an allegorical or moralizing book on the appearance and habits of real and/or 

imaginary animals. 

BINDER 

A component of paint that creates uniform consistency or cohesion 

 

BIOMORPHIC 

Derived from the Greek words bios (life) and morphe (form), a term referring to abstract forms 

or images that evoke associations with living forms such as plants and the human body. 



BOOK OF HOURS 

A Christian devotional book containing the prayers or offices to be said at the canonical hours of the 

day, especially popular in the later Middle Ages. The book of hours is an abbreviated form of 

the breviary, intended for lay people (those not in religious orders).  It is the most common type of 

surviving medieval illuminated manuscript. 

BREVIARY 

A service book containing the texts for the Christian liturgy of the hours recited in monasteries. It 

consists primarily of psalms, supplemented by hymns, readings and other prayers.   

BRUSHWORK 

The manner in which a painter applies paint with a brush. 

 
BURIN  

A sharp steel tool used for incising engraving plates 

BUTTRESS 

In architecture, a projecting structure that reinforces or stabilizes a wall or building. 

CALLIGRAPHY 

Decorative handwriting or lettering 

CAMERA OBSCURA 

(Latin: “dark room”).  An apparatus that enables an image to be projected onto a surface inside a 
light-sealed chamber and then traced. It was used by artists in 17th-century Europe and led to the 
development of photography. 

CAMPANILE 

A bell tower, usually built beside or attached to a church 

CANON 
A group of artistic, literary, or musical works that are generally accepted as representing a 

field. 

CANON OF PROPORTIONS 

A system of mathematical ratios based on measurements of parts of the human body, designed to 
create ideal proportions for the human figure in art. 

CANVAS 

Cotton or linen woven cloth used as a surface for painting 

CAPRICCIO 

A painting or other work of art representing a fantasy or a mixture of real and imaginary features. 



CARICATURE 

A rendering, usually a drawing, of a person or thing with exaggerated or distorted features, 
meant to satirize the subject. 

CARTELLINO 

(Italian: “label”).  A piece of paper or parchment painted illusionistically, often as though attached to 
a wall in a painting. Cartellini (pl.) commonly contain the artist’s name and/or information about the 
identity of a portrait subject. 
 

CARTES DE VISITE 

Small handheld photographic cards, first popularized in the 1850s. Inexpensive and mass-
produced, these cards depicted individual or celebrity portraits, and were popularly traded or 
collected in albums. 

CARTOON 

 A full-sized, preparatory drawing for a painting.  Cartoons were transferred to a prepared surface, 
such as a canvas or plastered wall, using the technique of pouncing. 
 
CATALOGUE RAISONNÉ 

A comprehensive, annotated listing of all the known artworks by an artist. 

 

CENSORSHIP 

The act, process, or practice of examining books, films, or other material to remove or  
suppress what is considered morally, politically, or otherwise objectionable  

CERAMICS 

Objects, such as pots and vases, made of clay hardened by heat . 

CHIAROSCURO 

(Italian : “light-dark”). The skilful handling of value to create the illusion of three-dimensional forms 
in a drawing or painting.  
 

CHINE COLLE 

A printmaking technique that transfers an image to a lightweight paper that is bonded to a 

heavier surface. 

 
CHINOISERIE 

The imitation of Chinese motifs and techniques in Western art, architecture, and decorative arts, 
especially in the 18th century. 

CHROMOGENIC PRINTS 

Photographs made from a positive colour transparency or a negative. The colour is achieved in 
the print by the layering of silver salts sensitised to the three primary colours: red, yellow, and 
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blue. After each emulsified layer has been exposed, colours emerge in a chemical 
development process. 

CLASSICISM 

The principles embodied in the styles, theories, or philosophies of the art of ancient Greece 
and Rome. 

COLLAGE 

The technique and resulting work of art in which fragments of paper and other materials are 
arranged and glued to a supporting surface. 

COLOUR 

The perceived hue of an object, produced by the manner in which it reflects or emits light into 
the eye. Also, a substance, such as a dye, pigment, or paint that imparts a hue. 

COLUMN 

A decorative or structural feature, most often composed of stone, typically having a cylindrical 
or polygonal shaft. 

COMBINE 

The technique of affixing cast-off items to a traditional support, like a canvas 

COMMISSION 

To request, or the request for, the production of a work of art.  

COMPLEMENTARY COLOURS 

Colours located opposite one another on the colour wheel. When mixed together, 
complementary colours produce a shade of grey or brown. When one stares at a colour for a 
sustained period of time then looks at a white surface, an afterimage of the complementary 
colour will appear. 

COMPOSITION 

The arrangement of the individual elements within a work of art so as to form a unified whole; 
also used to refer to a work of art, music, or literature, or its structure or organisation. 

CONSTRUCT 

Something formed or constructed from parts. 

CONTENT 

The subject matter or significance of a work of art, especially as contrasted with its form.  

CONTOUR 

The outline of something. 

CONTRAST (PHOTOGRAPHY) 



In photography, the range of light to dark areas in the composition. An image with high 
contrast will have a greater variability in tonality while a photograph with low contrast will 
have a more similar range of tones. 

CONTRAPPOSTO 

A way of representing the human body so that the weight appears to be supported on one 
leg. Contrapposto was discovered by ancient Greek sculptors and rediscovered by Renaissance 
artists in Europe.  
 

CONVENTION 

General agreement on or acceptance of certain practices or attitudes; a widely used and 
accepted device or technique, as in drama, literature, or visual art.  

CORINTHIAN ORDER 

One of the three orders of ancient Greek architecture. It was the latest to develop, appearing first 
in the Temple of Apollo at Bassae, Greece, ca. 450–420 BCE 
 

CROPPING 

In photography, editing, typically by removing the outer edges of the image. This process may 
happen in the darkroom or on a computer. 

CULTURAL ICON 

A person, symbol, object, or place that is widely recognized or culturally significant to a large 
group of people. 

CULTURE 

The customs, arts, social institutions, and achievements of a particular nation, people, or 
other social group. 

CURATOR 

A person whose job it is to research and manage a collection and organize exhibitions.  

DAGUERREOTYPE 

A photographic technique invented by Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre in 1839. A 
daguerreotype uses a silver or silver-coated-copper plate to develop an image in a camera 
obscura. The image is formed when the light-sensitive plate is exposed to light through a 
camera lens. A daguerreotype was a unique, direct positive image that could not produce 
copies. 

DECONSTRUCTION 

A method of textual analysis associated with the French philosopher Jacques Derrida (1930-
2004). Deconstruction asserts that the meanings of texts are always rendered unstable by their 
dependence on arbitrary signifiers. Derrida’s ideas have profoundly influenced contemporary 
architecture, art, and art/architecture criticism 
 

http://blog.stephens.edu/arh101glossary/?glossary=order


DIPTYCH 

A work of art made up of two parts, usually hinged together.  

DIRECT CINEMA 

A method of documentary filmmaking developed in the late 1950s and early 1960s in the 

United States and Canada through which filmmakers sought to capture their subjects as 

directly as possible. Reducing equipment and crews to bare essentials, they  used handheld 

cameras and attempted to make themselves unobtrusive, allowing life to unfold before the 

camera. American Direct Cinema pioneers include Richard Leacock, Robert Drew, D. A. 

Pennebaker, and brothers Albert and David Maysles.  

 
DIVISIONISM 

A technique in Post-Impressionist painting characterized by the separation of colours into individual 
dots or patches, thus making the viewer’s eyes “mix” the colours optically. Using this technique, 
artists believed they could attain the maximum luminosity of colour. The first artist to develop the 
theory of divisionism systematically was Georges Seurat (1859-1891) 

 

DOCUMENTARY FILM 

A genre encompassing non-fiction films intended to document some aspect of reality, often 
for the purposes of instruction, education, or developing a historical record.  

DOCUMENTARY PHOTOGRAPHY 

A genre of photography that aims to objectively chronicle a subject or event.  

DOME 

In architecture a vault, usually circular at the base and rising above the central part of a 
building. Domes come in a wide variety of forms, including saucer-shaped, onion-shaped, pumpkin-
shaped, bulbous, parabolic, and hemispheric. A dome can be elevated by being placed on top of a 
circular or polygonal drum.  
 
DONOR 

The person who commissions and pays for the creation of a work of art. In religious art, donors are 
sometimes depicted within the work  

DORIC ORDER 

One of the three orders of ancient Greek architecture. The Doric was the earliest of the orders to 
develop, appearing in the Temple of Artemis at Corcyra, Corfu ca. 580 BCE 
 

DOUBLE EXPOSURE 

In photography and filmmaking, a technique in which film is exposed twice to capture and 
merge two different images into a single image. 

DRAFTSMAN 
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A person who draws plans or designs, often of structures to be built; a person who draws 
skilfully, especially an artist. 

DRAWING 

A work of art made with a pencil, pen, crayon, charcoal, or other implements, often consisting 
of lines and marks (noun); the act of producing a picture with pencil, pen, crayon, charcoal, or 
other implements (verb, gerund). 

DRYPOINT 

An intaglio printmaking technique that creates sharp lines with fuzzy, velvety edges. A 
diamond-pointed needle is used to incise lines directly into a bare metal printing plate, 
displacing ridges of metal that adhere to the edges of the incised lines. This displaced metal is 
called burr. Inking fills the incised lines and clings to the burr. Damp paper is placed on the 
plate and run through a press, picking up the ink from the incised lines and the burr, resulting 
in a characteristically fuzzy line. 

EARTHENWARE 

Pottery made from porous clay fired at a relatively low temperature. This type of pottery needs to 
be glazed to make it waterproof. 
 

EARTHWORK 

Artistic manipulation of the natural landscape, typically though not exclusively enacted on a 
large scale. 

ECLECTIC 

A term applied to works of art and architecture that combine elements of two or more historical 
styles. 

ECOLE DES BEAUX-ARTS 

French for “school of fine art,” a term for art schools that advance a classical approach to art, 
design, and literature based on ancient Greek or Roman forms 

ELEVATION 

An architectural scale drawing of the façade, side, or back of a structure. 
 

EMBROIDERY 

The craft of decorating fabric or other materials with thread or yarn using a needle. 

EMULSION 

A combination of two or more liquids that do not blend easily on their own, such as oil and 
water. For example, painters can use egg yolk to emulsify oil paint and water.  

 
ENAMEL 

Coloured glass in powdered form that is bonded to a metal surface or plaque by firing.  
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ENAMEL PAINT 

A type of paint made from very finely ground pigments and resin that forms a glossy surface when 
dry.  Enamel paint was used by 20th-century American artist Jackson Pollock (1912-1956). 
 
ENCAUSTIC 

A painting medium consisting of pigments mixed with hot wax. 
 
ENGRAVING 

A print made by incising an image into a smooth copper plate with a sharp tool called a burin. The 
image is then inked, a piece of paper is placed on the plate, and it is run through the rollers of a 
press to transfer the image to the paper.  
 

ENLARGEMENT 

A photographic print that is bigger than the original negative. Because enlargements can be 
made, cameras can remain small and portable yet photographers can still produce big 
photographic prints. Before the development of enlargement techniques, the size of a 
photograph was determined by the size of its negative. 

 
ENTABLATURE 

In classical architecture, the horizontal upper section of a building. The entablature rests on the 
column capitals and consists of the architrave, frieze and cornice. 
 

ETCHING 

A printmaking process in which an etching needle is used to draw into a wax ground applied over a 
metal plate. The plate is then submerged in a bath of acid, which “bites” into the metal surface only 
where it is unprotected by the ground. The ground is then removed, ink is forced into the etched 
depressions, the un-etched surface is wiped clean, and an impression is printed on paper. 
 

EXPOSURE 

The action of exposing a photographic film to light or other radiation.   

 

EXPRESSION 

A facial aspect indicating an emotion; also, the means by which an artist communicates ideas 
and emotions. 

FACADE 

Any public-facing side of a building, often featuring decorative finishes. 

FIGURATIVE 

Representing a form or figure in art that retains clear ties to the real world.  

FIGURE 
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A representation of a human or animal form in a work of art.  

FIGURED CAPITAL 

A capital that is decorated with human or animal figures. Figured capitals were used frequently in 
Romanesque architecture.  Also known as historiated capitals. 
 

FILM 

1. A series of moving images, especially those recorded on film and projected onto a screen or 
other surface (noun); 2. A sheet or roll of a flexible transparent material coated with an 
emulsion sensitive to light and used to capture an image for a photograph or film (noun); 3. To 
record on film or video using a movie camera (verb). 

FILM STILL 

A photograph taken during the production of a film that shows a particular moment or scene. 
These photographs are often used as advertisements or posters for the film.  

FILMMAKER 

A person who directs or produces movies. 

FINIAL 

In architecture, a decorative element placed at the top of a gable, spire, dome, cupola, arch, or other 
structure. 
 
FLEUR-DE-LIS 

A stylized lily composed of three petals bound together near their bases. The fleur-de-lis appears in 
the coat of arms of the kings of France, the flag of the Italian city of Florence, and the emblem of the 
Boy Scouts.  
 
FLUTES 

Shallow decorative grooves running the length of a column or pilaster. 
 
FLYING BUTTRESS 

In Gothic architecture, a structural element that carries the thrust of the nave vault over the side 
aisles through masonry struts and arches. 
 
FOLIO 

(Latin:  folium, leaf).  A term used to describe the leaves of a manuscript book (codex).  By 
convention, manuscripts are numbered by folios, rather than pages.  Each leaf is identified by a 
number, and the front and the back of the leaf are distinguished by the terms recto (for the front) 
and verso (for the back). 

 

FOREGROUND 

The area of an image—usually a photograph, drawing, or painting—that appears closest to the 
viewer. 
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FORESHORTENING 

A technique for creating the illusion of depth in a two-dimensional picture by distorting figures and 
objects so they appear to recede or project sharply into space. 

FORM 

The shape or structure of an object. 

FORMAL 

Relating to the shape or structure of an object. 

FOUND OBJECTS 

An object—often utilitarian, manufactured, or naturally occurring—that was not originally 
designed for an artistic purpose, but has been repurposed in an artistic context.  

FRAMING 

The method by which information is included or excluded from a photograph, film, or video. A 
photographer or filmmaker frames an image when he or she points a camera at a subject.  

FRESCO 

A painting technique in which water-based pigments are applied to a surface of wet plaster and 
bond with the plaster as it dries. In Italian, the technique is known as buon fresco. Painting on dry 
plaster, known as fresco secco, is less durable. 
 
FRIEZE 

1) Any continuous flat band of relief sculpture or painting. 
2) In classical architecture, the middle element of an entablature, between the cornice and 
the architrave. 
 
FRITWARE 

A hard, whitish pottery made of ground quartz, fine white clay and frit 
 

FROTTAGE 

A technique that involves rubbing pencil, graphite, chalk, crayon, or another medium onto a 
sheet of paper that has been placed on top of a textured object or surface. The process causes 
the raised portions of the surface below to be translated to the sheet. The term is derived 
from the French frotter, which means “to rub.”  

GABLE 

The upper, triangular part of a wall at the end of a pitched roof 

GALLERY 

1) A business that sells paintings, sculptures, or other works of art. 
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2) In church architecture, an upper story above the aisle and overlooking the nave.  Also known as 
a tribune 

 

GARGOYLE 

In medieval architecture, a projecting waterspout carved in the form of a human, animal or 
monstrous figure with an open mouth.  Gargoyles function to throw rainwater clear of the building 
to which they are attached. 

GELATIN SILVER PRINT 

A black-and-white photographic print made by exposing paper, which has been made light -
sensitive by a coating of gelatin silver halide emulsion, to artificial or natural light; a 
photographic process invented by Dr Richard Leach Maddox in 1871. 

GENRE 

A category of artistic practice having a particular form, content, or technique.  

GEOGLYPH 

A very large design or image produced on the ground and fully visible only from the 
air.  Geoglyphs are typically formed of durable elements of the landscape, such as stones, gravel, or 
earth. The most famous geoglyphs are the Nasca Lines in Peru and the horse and human figures cut 
into hillsides in southern England (e.g., the Uffington White Horse and the Cerne Giant). 
 

GEOMETRIC 

Resembling or using the simple rectilinear or curvilinear lines used in geometry. 

GESSO 

A mixture of plaster and size used as a base for painting on wood. 
 

GESTURE 

A category of artistic practice having a particular form, content, or technique. 

GIORNATA DI LAVORO 

(Italian: “day’s work”). This term refers to the amount of plaster that can be applied to a wall and 
painted in the fresco technique in one day.  By examining the surface of a fresco, it is possible to 
identify the giornate (pl.), and even the order in which they were painted. 
 
GLAZE 

1) Glazing is a technique in oil painting in which thin, translucent layers of paint (glazes) are used to 
build depth of colour in the painted surface.  
2) A coating of a vitreous substance which is fused to a pottery (ceramic) object through firing in 
a kiln. Glaze can serve to colour, decorate, strengthen or waterproof a piece of pottery. 
 

GOUACHE 
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A water-based matte paint, sometimes called opaque watercolour, composed of ground 
pigments and plant-based binders, such as gum Arabic or gum tragacanth. The opacity of 
gouache derives from the addition of white fillers, such as clay or chalk, or a higher ratio of 
pigment to binder. 

GRANULATION 

A decorative metalwork technique in which tiny balls of metal (granules) are fused to a metal 
surface. 

GRAPHIC 

A visual representation or design on a surface. 

GRISAILLE 

Painting that is monochromatic or nearly monochromatic, most often in shades of 
grey.  Grisaille paintings were often intended to imitate sculpture. 
 

GROTESQUE 

Characterized by ludicrous, repulsive, or incongruous distortion, as of appearance or manner; 
ugly, outlandish, or bizarre, as in character or appearance. 

GROUNDLINE 

In art, the line representing the ground level on which figures appear to stand. 

GUILD 

An association of artists, craftsmen and/or merchants. In the Medieval, Renaissance and Baroque 
periods, guilds regulated and controlled art training and production in European citie 

HANDSCROLL 

In East Asian art, a long, narrow, horizontally oriented painting on paper or silk.  Handscrolls are 
stored wrapped around wooden dowels and are unrolled for viewing. 
 

HAPPENING 

A performance, event, or situation considered as art, especially those initiated by the artists 
group Fluxus in the early 1960s. Such events are often planned, but involve elements of 
improvisation, may take place in any location, are multidisciplinary, and frequently involve 
audience participation. 

HARLEM RENAISSANCE 

An African American literary, artistic, and intellectual flowering, centered in the New York City 
neighbourhood of Harlem and spanning the 1920s to the mid-1930s. Considered one of the 
most creative periods in American history, it fostered a new African American cultural 
identity. 



HATCHING 

A technique for creating tonal or shading effects with closely spaced parallel lines. Artists typically 
use hatching in pencil and pen drawing, silverpoint, drypoint, etching and engraving. When more 
such lines are placed at an angle across the first, it is called crosshatching. 
 
HENGE 

A prehistoric monument consisting of an arrangement of stone or wooden uprights, usually circular, 
and often surrounded by a bank or ditch. 

HIERARCHIC SCALE 

The use of differences in size to show relative importance: the larger the figure, the greater his or 
her importance. 

HIEROGLYPHICS 

A pictographic communication system, closely associated with the ancient Egyptians, in which 
many of the symbols are stylized, recognizable pictures of the things and ideas represented. 

HIGHLIGHT 

The lightest spot or area in a painting or drawing. 

HORIZON LINE 

A line in works of art that usually shows where land or water converges with the sky.  

HORSESHOE ARCH 

An arch that forms more than a semicircle, typical of Western Islamic architecture. 
 

HUE 

A particular gradation of colour; a shade or tint. 

HUMANISM 

An intellectual movement in the Renaissance that turned away from medieval scholasticism and 
revived interest in ancient Greek and Roman literature. 
 
HYDRIA 

A hydria (pl. hydriai) is an ancient Greek water jar made of pottery or metal. It normally has two 
horizontal handles used when lifting and a third, vertical handle used when pouring. 
 
ICONOCLASM 

The religiously motivated destruction of sacred images. 

ICONIC 
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Having the character of an icon, i.e., an important and enduring symbol, an object of great 
attention and devotion. 

ICONOGRAPY 

Subject matter in visual art, often adhering to particular conventions of artistic 
representation, and imbued with symbolic meanings. 

ICONOSTASIS 

A screen in an Orthodox church that is decorated with icons and separates the sanctuary from 
the nave. 
 
IDEALISATION 

The process through which artists strive to create images that approach perfection, according to the 
ideals of their culture and time. 

IDOL 

An image used as an object of worship; one that is adored, often blindly or excessively.  

IGNUDI 

(Italian: “naked men”). A term for the twenty idealized male nudes Michelangelo painted on 
the Sistine Chapel ceiling. It is not clear whom or what the artist intended these figures to represent. 
Singular: ignudo. 
 
ILLUMINATED MANUSCRIPT 

A manuscript decorated with pictures or designs to enhance the text. 
 

ILLUSION 

An unreal, deceptive, or misleading appearance or image. 

IMAGE 

A representation of a person or thing in a work of art. 

IMPASTO 

An Italian word for “mixture,” used to describe a painting technique wherein paint is thickly 
laid on a surface, so that brushstrokes or palette knife marks are visible.  

IMPROVISATION 

The act of improvising, that is, to make, compose, or perform on the spur of the moment and 
with little or no preparation. 

INFRARED REFLECTOGRAPHY 

A non-destructive imaging technique used to detect the presence of specific pigments in a painting. 
Infrared light is directed at the painting and an infrared camera captures the light reflecting back. 
The resulting image is converted digitally by software, producing a black-and-white image on a 
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computer monitor. Infrared reflectography allows curators, restorers and art historians to “see 
through” paint layers to detect underdrawings, pentimenti, retouchings, signatures and dates. 
  

IN SITU 

In its original position or place. 

INCLINED PLANE 

A flat slanting surface, connecting a lower level to a higher level. Examples include slides, 
ramps, and slopes. 

INDUSTRIAL DESIGN 

A field of design concerned with the aesthetics, form, functionality, and production of 
manufactured consumer objects. 

INFORMATION AGE 

The period beginning around 1970 characterized by a shift away from traditional industry and 
noted for the abundant publication, consumption, and manipulation of information, especially 
by computers and computer networks. Also known as the Computer Age, Digital Age, or New 
Media Age. 

INSTALLATION 

A form of art, developed in the late 1950s, which involves the creation of an enveloping 
aesthetic or sensory experience in a particular environment, often inviting active engagement 
or immersion by the spectator. 

INSTITUTIONAL CRITIQUE 

An art term describing the systematic inquiry into the practices and ethos surrounding art 
institutions such as art academies, galleries, and museums, often challenging assumed and 
historical norms of artistic theory and practice. It often seeks to make visible the historically 
and socially constructed boundaries between inside and outside and public and private.  

INTAGLIO 

A general term for metal-plate printmaking techniques, including etching, drypoint, engraving, 
aquatint, and mezzotint. The word comes from the Italian intagliare, meaning “to incise” or 
“to carve.” In intaglio printing, the lines or areas that hold the ink are incised below the 
surface of the plate, and printing relies on the pressure of a press to force damp paper into 
these incised lines or areas, to pick up ink. 

INTARSIA 

Decorative woodwork in which shaped pieces of wood (and sometimes ivory, bone or shell) are 
inlaid in a wall, floor or piece of furniture. The terms intarsia and marquetry are often 
confused. Intarsia differs from marquetry because the wood pieces are generally thicker and are 
inlaid individually, rather than being formed into veneers and glued onto the 
surface.  Modern intarsia often has a sculpted surface, whereas Renaissance and Baroque intarsia is 
flat. 
 

INTERACTION DESIGN 
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The practice of designing digital environments, products, systems, and services for human 
interaction. 

INTERIOR DESIGN 

A discipline of design that focuses on the functional and aesthetic  aspects of indoor spaces. 

INTERNATIONAL STYLE 

A style of architecture that appeared from 1932 to 1960 and favoured boxy structures, lack of 
decoration, and the use of materials such as steel, concrete, and glass.  

INTERTITLE 

Dialogue or narration conveyed in text that is shown between scenes of a silent film. 

IONIC ORDER 

One of the three orders of ancient Greek architecture.  The Ionic order originated in Ionia, the 
southwestern coastlands of Asia Minor, in the 6th century BCE. 
 

JAZZ AGE 

The period in American history between World Wars I and II, particularly the 1920s, 
characterized especially by the rising popularity of jazz and by the open pursuit of social 
pleasures. 

JAPONISME 

The French term japonisme describes the practice of Western artists incorporating Japanese motifs, 
aesthetic ideas, and techniques into their work.  Japonisme was an important phenomenon in 
Europe and America in the last four decades of the 19th century and the first two decades of the 
20th century.  Artists influenced by japonisme include Édouard Manet, Mary Cassatt and James 
MacNeill Whistler.  
 

JUXTAPOSITION 

An act of placing things close together or side by side for comparison or contrast.  

KEEP 

The innermost and strongest part of a medieval castle, usually in the form of a tower, used as a 
refuge of last resort should the rest of the castle fall to an enemy. 

KILN 

The furnace used to fire pottery (ceramics). Kilns have many shapes and can be heated with wood, 
animal dung, coal, natural gas, fuel oil, propane or electricity. 
 

KINETIC SCULPTURE 

Sculpture that depends on motion. 

KINETOGRAPH 
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The world’s first motion picture camera, invented in 1890 by American inventor Thomas Alva 
Edison and his assistant and protégé, William K. L. Dickson. It was electrically powered and 
worked with celluloid film, which was advanced through the camera via a system of sprockets.  

KINETOSCOPE 

A cabinet-like apparatus and forerunner of the motion picture film projector invented in 1891 
by American inventor Thomas Alva Edison and his assistant and protégé, William K. L. Dickson. 
When a nickel was dropped into its slot, celluloid film recorded in the Kinetograph would roll 
through the Kinetoscope, passing between a lens and an electric light bulb (another of 
Edison’s inventions). A peephole at the top of the Kinetoscope allowed people to view the 
moving pictures of the celluloid as it rolled past. 

KITSCH 

(German: “trash”).  Art or design objects, usually mass-produced, considered to be in poor taste 
because they are vulgar, garish or sentimental (but often appreciated in an ironic way). 

KORE 

An Archaic Greek statue of a young woman. 

KOUROS 

An Archaic Greek statue of a nude standing male figure. 

LACQUER 

Lacquer is a hard, glossy finish made from the resinous sap of the Lacquer Tree (Rhus verniciflua). 
The term lacquerware refers to decorative objects covered with lacquer, which can be painted, 
inlaid and carved. Lacquerware is associated primarily with East Asian cultures. 
 
LANCET WINDOW 

In medieval architecture a tall, narrow window with a pointed arch at the top.  Lancet 
windows acquired their name from their resemblance to the blade of a lance. 
 
LANDSCAPE 

A work of art in which an outdoor scene is the primary subject. 

LANTERN 

A small structure, usually circular or polygonal in plan, placed on top of a dome and designed to 
admit light into the interior of the building. 
 
LAPIS LAZULI 

A deep-blue, semiprecious stone with golden veins, prized since antiquity for its intense color. Lapis 
lazuli is the stone from which natural ultramarine pigment is ground. Until the 19th century lapis 
lazuli was obtained only from mines in what is now north eastern Afghanistan. 
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LINE 

A long mark or stroke. 

LINEAR PERSPECTIVE 

A technique for creating the illusion of depth in a two-dimensional picture by using straight lines 
converging towards a vanishing point (or vanishing points) in the distance. 
 
LINOCUT 

A print made using a block or plate of linoleum, a durable synthetic material once used for flooring. 
The linoleum is cut away using a sharp tool, as in the woodcut technique, leaving the design to be 
inked standing in relief.  A linocut differs slightly in appearance from a woodcut, because the 
linoleum surface is softer and has no grain. 
 
LITHOGRAPH 

A print made by drawing on a flat limestone block with a greasy crayon, then wetting the stone and 
applying greasy ink, which adheres only to the drawn lines. Dampened paper is applied to the stone 
and run through a press to make the print. 

LOGGIA 

A covered gallery open to the air on at least one side. 

LOST-WAX METHOD 

A technique of casting a metal sculpture in which a model of the sculpture is first made from 
wax.  The model is used to make a mould and the wax is melted out, leaving the mould ready for 
casting the sculpture.  

LUNETTE 

(French: “little moon”). A semi-circular architectural space that can be filled with a painting, 
a mosaic, relief sculpture or a window. 
 
LUSTRE 

A decorative technique in ceramics in which metal compounds are applied over the glaze of a 
previously fired object, which is then re-fired, resulting in a shiny, metallic surface. 
 
MAESTÀ 

(Italian: “majesty”). A painting of the Virgin Mary and Christ Child enthroned and surrounded by a 
celestial court of angels and saints. 

MAGIC LANTERN 

Apparatus used to project an image, usually onto a screen. In use from the 17th to the early 
20th century, it is a precursor of the modern slide projector. A transparent slide containing 
the image was placed between a source of illumination and a set of lenses to focus and direct 
the image. 
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MANDALA 

In Buddhist art, a symbolic diagram of the cosmos in a circular shape. The creation of a mandala is 
used as a tool for re-consecrating the earth and its inhabitants. 
 
MANDORLA 

A light surrounding the entire body of a religious figure, symbolizing holiness. 

MANGA 

(Japanese: 漫画 , “whimsical pictures”).  Japanese comic books and graphic novels and the style of 
illustration associated with them. 

MALLEABLE 

The ability to alter a material’s shape under compressive stress, such as hammering or rolling.  

MANDALA 

A sacred Hindu and Buddhist art form, generally circular, that symbolizes the universe. 

MANIFESTO 

A public declaration, often political in nature, of a group or individual’s principles, beliefs, and 
intended courses of action. 

MANUSCRIPT 

A book or document written by hand. A manuscript in which the text is supplemented by paintings is 
called an illuminated manuscript. 
 
MAQUETTE 

A small sculpture made as a preparatory study or model for a full-scale work. 
 
MARQUETRY 

Decorative woodwork in which thin pieces of variously coloured wood (and sometimes shell, bone or 
ivory) are fitted together into veneers that are then glued to a surface. Marquetry is used to 
decorate furniture and other objects. 
 

MASS PRODUCTION 

The production of large amounts of standardized products through the use of machine -
assembly production methods and equipment. 

MATERIAL 

An element or substance out of which something can be made or composed.  

MATTE 

A term used in painting, photography and pottery to describe a non-reflective, lustreless surface. 
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MAUSOLEUM 

A freestanding building constructed as a monument and housing the dead body of an important 
person or the bodies of multiple people. 

MEDALLION 

A round metal object, usually larger than a coin, cast or struck for commemorative purposes. 

MEDIUM 

The physical material(s) used by an artist to produce a work of art  (for example: ink on rice 
paper, oil on canvas, cast bronze, video installation). 
 
MEGALITH 

A large stone used to construct a structure or monument, such as a tomb or a stone circle. The 
term megalithic describes structures made of such large stones, especially during the Neolithic 
period in Europe.  
 
MEMENTO MORI 

(Latin: “Remember that you will die”).  In art, a memento mori is a symbolic reminder of human 
mortality, such as a skull or a skeleton. 
 

MERZ 

A term invented by the artist Kurt Schwitters to describe his works made from scavenged 
fragments and objects. 

METAPHYSICAL 

Transcending physical matter or the laws of nature. Metaphysics refers to the branch of 
philosophy that studies that fundamental nature of being and knowing.  

MEZZOTINT 

A printmaking technique developed in the 17th century that allows for the creation of prints with 
soft gradations of tone without the use of hatching or crosshatching.  A copper or steel plate is first 
worked all over with a serrated tool called a rocker, raising burrs over the surface to hold the ink. 
The design is then created in lighter tones by scraping out and burnishing areas of the roughened 
plate so that they hold less ink (or none in the highlights). The mezzotint technique was used widely 
as a reproductive printing process, especially in England, until photographic processes overtook it in 
the mid-19th century. 
 

MIDDLE GROUND 

The part of the picture that is between the foreground and background.  

MILAGRO 

(Spanish: “miracle”). In Spain, Mexico, Latin America, and the southwestern U.S., milagros are small 
metal sculptures, usually made of silver or tin, that believers present at shrines, typically attaching 
them to altars and to statues of saints as votive offerings. The reasons for offering a milagro can be 
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to promote the healing of an ailment, romance, safe childbirth, or other requests. When the 
offering’s objective is healing, a milagro is usually in the shape of the affected part of the body 
 
MINARET 

A tall slender tower, typically part of a mosque, with a balcony from which from which Muslims are 
called to prayer. 
 
MINIATURE 

1.  A painting or drawing in an ancient or medieval illuminated manuscript. 2. A very small painting, 
especially a portrait, on ivory, vellum, or other material. 
 

MIXED MEDIA 

1. A technique involving the use of two or more artistic media, such as ink and pastel or 
painting and collage,that are combined in a single composition; 2. A designation for an artist 
who works with a number of different artistic media. 

MOBILE 

A construction made of objects that are suspended and balanced on wire arms so as to move freely. 

MODEL 

1. A detailed three-dimensional representation, usually built to scale, of another, often larger, 
object. In architecture, a three-dimensional representation of a concept or design for a 
building; 2. A person who poses for an artist. 

MODELLING 

In painting, drawing, or mosaic, the technique of creating the illusion of three-dimensionality by the 
use of gradations of value. 
 

MODERN 

Modern can mean related to current times, but it can also indicate a relationship to a 
particular set of ideas that, at the time of their development, were new or even experimental. 

MOULDING 

A decorative raised surface along the edge of an architectural feature such as a window, door or 
wall. 
 

MONOCHROME 

A term describing a work of art executed in black and white or in varying tones of only one colour. 

MONOLITH 

 A single, large piece of stone. 
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MONOTYPE 

A unique image printed from a glass or metal plate that has been painted with a design in ink or 
paint. 

MONSTRANCE 

A container, usually of precious metal, in which the consecrated host for the Christian sacrament of 
the Eucharist can be shown and carried in procession. 

MONTAGE 

An assembly of images that relate to each other in some way to create a single work or part of 
a work of art. A montage is more formal than a collage and is usually based on a theme. The 
term is also used to describe experimentation in photography and film.  

MOOD 

A state of mind or emotion, a pervading impression. 

MOSAIC 

A medium in which small, roughly cubic pieces of coloured material (usually stone or glass) are 
embedded in mortar to create patterns or images. The small pieces are called tesserae.  
 
MOSQUE 

A building used by Muslims for communal worship.  Arabic: masjid. 
 
MOTIF 

1) A recurring subject, theme, or idea in artistic work. For example, grainstacks appear frequently 
as motifs in the works of Claude Monet (1840-1926). 2) A distinct or separable element in the design 
of a pattern. 

MUDRA 
In Hindu and Buddhist art, a hand gesture used to express the meaning of an image of a 
divinity.  While some mudras involve the entire body, most are performed with the hands and 
fingers. Mudras denote specific behaviours, actions or states of mind. 
 

MULTIPLE 

A term referring to small-scale, three-dimensional works of art conceived and produced in 
relatively large editions, and often issued by the same individuals or organizations that publish 
prints. 

MURAL 

A large-scale painting or other work of art executed directly on a wall. 

MUSE 

The guiding spirit that is thought to inspire artists; source of genius or inspiration (noun). 
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NARRATIVE 

A spoken, written, or visual account of an event or a series of connected events.  

NARTHEX 

A transverse-oriented hall preceding the nave of a church and functioning as a vestibule. 
 
NAVE 

The central space of a church. In a basilica church, the nave is usually flanked by aisles. 
 

NEGATIVE (photographic) 

A previously exposed and developed photographic film or plate showing an image that, in 
black-and-white photography, has a reversal of tones (for example, white eyes appear black). 
In colour photography, the image is in complementary colours to the subject ( for example, a 
blue sky appears yellow). The transfer of a negative image to another surface results in a 
positive image. 

NEGATIVE SPACE 

In a work of art negative space is the empty space around an object or between objects or between 
the parts of an object. 
 
NIRVANA 

In Buddhism, a transcendent state of enlightenment in which there is no suffering, desire, nor sense 
of self, and the subject is released from the cycle of death and rebirth.  Achieving nirvana is the 
Buddhist’s ultimate goal. 
 
NON-REPRESENTATIONAL ART 

Art that does not attempt to represent the appearance of objects, scenes or figures in the real 
world.  Also called non-objective art. 
 

OBELISK 

A tall, four-sided pillar of stone, usually tapering, that terminates in a pyramid. Obelisks were often 
placed at the entrances of ancient Egyptian temples. They continued to be used as monuments in 
the Western world in the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries. 
 
OBSIDIAN 

A hard, dark, glass-like rock formed by the rapid solidification of volcanic lava. Obsidian fractures 
with extremely sharp edges; it has been used for weapons and tools since Paleolithic times. 

 

OCEANIA 

A term referring to the islands of the southern, western, and central Pacific Ocean, including 
Melanesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia. The term is sometimes extended to encompass 
Australia, New Zealand, and the Malay Archipelago. 
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OCULUS 

(Latin: “eye”). In ancient Roman and later architecture, a circular window. 

ODALISQUE 

(Turkish: odalık, “a chambermaid or female attendant”).  The French term odalisque came to refer 
specifically to a concubine in a harem. Odalisques were very popular subjects in 
European Orientalist art of the 19th century. Typically, the scantily and exotically dressed odalisque 
poses as if on display for the (assumed) male viewer.  
 
OEUVRE 

The entire body of work of a particular artist 

OIL PAINT 

A painting medium made by blending oil (usually linseed or walnut oil) with pigments. 
 

OLD MASTER 

A distinguished European artist of the period from about 1500 to the early 1700s, especially 
one of the great painters of this period, e.g., Michelangelo, 

ONYX 

A variety of the mineral chalcedony with white and black parallel bands. Onyx is used as a gemstone 
and carved to create cameos. 

 

OPAQUE 

Impenetrable to the passage of light. 

OPUS ANGLICANUM 

(Latin: “English work). Opus anglicanum is fine embroidery on velvet with silver, silver-gilt and silk 
thread, embellished with pearls. It was produced for ecclesiastical and secular patrons in medieval 
England (late C12th to mid-14th). 
 
ORANT 

A standing figure with hands raised in prayer. 

ORCHESTRA 

In ancient Greek theatres, the level, circular area on which the performance took place. 

ORGANIC 

Having characteristics of a biological entity, or organism, or developing in the manner of a 
living thing. 

ORNAMENTATION 
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Accessories, decoration, adornment, or details that have been applied to an object or 
structure to beautify its appearance. 

OUTSIDER ART 

Art produced by self-taught artists working outside the art establishment (art schools, 
dealers, galleries, foundations, museums). 
 

PAINT 

A combination of pigment, binder, and solvent (noun); the act of producing a picture using 
paint (verb, gerund) 

PAINTER 

One who applies paint to canvas, wood, paper, or another support to produce a picture.  

PAINTING 

A work of art made from paint applied to canvas, wood, paper, or another support (noun).  

PALETTE 

1. The range of colours used by an artist in making a work of art; 2. A thin wooden or plastic 
board on which an artist holds and mixes paint. 

PALETTE KNIFE 

A flexible, thin blade with a handle, typically used for mixing paint colours or applying them to 
a canvas. 

PANEL 

A flat board, sometimes made of wood. 

PANEL PAINTING 

A painting on a plank of wood or multiple planks joined together.  Most surviving European paintings 
from the 13th to the early 16th century are panel paintings. Two types of wood were most 
commonly used in panel paintings: poplar in Italy and oak in northern Europe. 
 

PANNING 

To pivot a movie camera along a horizontal plane in order to follow an object or create a 
panoramic effect. 

PANORAMA 

An unbroken view on an entire surrounding area. 

PAPIER-COLLE 

French for “glued paper,” a collage technique using cut -and-pasted papers. 

PAPIER- MACHE 
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French for “chewed-up paper,” a technique for creating three-dimensional objects, such as 
sculpture, from pulped or pasted paper and binders such as glue or plaster.  

PARANOIC CRITICAL METHOD 

Emerging from psychological methods, a creative process, developed by Surrealist artist 
Salvador Dalí in the 1930s, for the exploration of the creative potential of dream imagery and 
subconscious thoughts. 

PARCHMENT 

The skin of an animal (sheep, calf or goat) prepared for writing and/or painting. Parchment was used 
for the production of books in antiquity and the Middle Ages. The finer variety of parchment is 
called vellum. 
 

PASTEL 

A soft and delicate shade of a colour (adjective); a soft drawing stick composed of finely 
ground pigment mixed with a gum binder (noun). Pastel sticks are often applied to a textured 
paper support. The pastel particles sit loosely on the surface of the paper and can be blended 
using brushes, fingers, or other soft implements. Pastels can also be dipped i nto water to 
create a denser mark on the paper or ground into a powder and mixed with water to create a 
paint that can be applied by brush. Because pastel drawings are easily smudged they are 
sometimes sprayed with fixative, a thin layer of adhesive, 

PATTERN 

A series of events, objects, or compositional elements that repeat in a predictable manner.  

PEDIMENT 

In classical and Neoclassical architecture, a wide, low-pitched gable at the top of the façade of a 
building. The pediment is formed by the sloping roof and the horizontal cornice. 
 
PENTIMENTO 

A part of an image that was deliberately painted over by the artist, but shows through when the top 
paint layer becomes worn with age or is over-cleaned.  Pentimenti (pl.) usually occur when the 
painter decides to alter part of the image at a late stage in the painting. 
 

PERSONA 

The role that one assumes or displays in public or society; one’s public image or personality, 
as distinguished from the inner self. 

PERSPECTIVE 

Technique used to depict volumes and spatial relationships on a flat surface, as in a painted 
scene that appears to extend into the distance. 

PHOTOGRAM 

A photographic print made by placing objects and other elements on photosensitive paper and 
exposing it to light. 
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PHOTOGRAPH 

An image, especially a positive print, recorded by exposing a photosensitive surface to light, 
especially in a camera. 

PHOTOGRAPHER 

One who uses a camera or other means to produce photographs. 

PHOTOGRAVURE 

A printmaking process in which a photographic negative is transferred onto a copper plate. 

PHOTOJOURNALISM 

A type of journalism that uses photographs to tell a news story.  

PHOTOMONTAGE 

A collage work that includes cut or torn and pasted photographs or photographic 
reproductions. 

PICTOGRAPH 

An image or symbol representing a word or a phrase. 

PICTURE PLANE 

The virtual, illusionary plane created by the artist, parallel to the physical surface of a two -
dimensional work of art; the physical surface of a two-dimensional work of art, e.g. a painting, 
drawing, or print. 

PIER 

An upright support, usually rectangular or polygonal in section, for a structure, such as an arch, a 
roof, or a bridge. 
 
PIETÀ 

(Italian: “pity”). A picture or sculpture of the Virgin Mary holding the dead body of Jesus in her lap or 
arms. 

PIGMENT 

A substance, usually finely powdered, that produces the colour of any medium. When mixed 
with oil, water, or another fluid, it becomes paint. 

PILASTER 

A shallow, rectangular decorative feature projecting from a wall.  A pilaster usually has a capital and 
a base, like a flattened column. 
 
PILGRIMAGE 

A journey to a holy place made as an act of piety or penitence 
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PINNACLE 

In architecture, a slender spire, often highly decorated, terminating a parapet or buttress. 
 

PLAN 

A scale drawing or diagram showing the structure or organization of an object or group of 
objects. 

PLANE 

A flat or level surface. 

PLASTIC 

A term applied to many natural and synthetic materials with different forms, properties, and 
appearances that are malleable and can be moulded into different shapes or objects. 

PLASTIC ART 

A term broadly applied to all the visual arts to distinguish them from such non-visual arts as 
literature, poetry, or music. 

PLATE 

In printmaking, the flat surface onto which the design is etched, engraved, or otherwise 
applied. 

PLEIN-AIR 

(French: “open air”). Plein-air painting is the practice of painting outdoors, which became more 
practical in the 1840s with the introduction of portable easels and oil paints in tubes. It was 
pioneered by painters associated with the Barbizon School in France and the Hudson River School in 
the USA. 
 

PLIABLE 

Capable of being shaped, bent, or stretched out. 

PLINTH 

A squared block or slab, especially of stone, on which a column or statue is placed. 
 

PLYWOOD 

A material made of thin layers of wood that have been heated, glued, and pressed together by 
a machine. 

PODIUM 

A raised platform functioning as the foundation for a building. 
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POLYPTYCH 

A painting or other work consisting of four or more separate panels that are hinged or held together 
in a framework.  Most polyptychs functioned as altarpieces. 
 

POPULAR CULTURE 

Cultural activities, ideas, or products that reflect or target the tastes of the general population 
of any society. 

PORCELAIN 

An extremely fine, hard, translucent, white ceramic invented in China in the 8th century CE. The 
secrets of porcelain production were not discovered in Europe until the early 18th century, when 
European porcelain production was pioneered at the Meissen factory in Saxony (modern Germany) 

PORTICO 

A structure consisting of a roof supported by columns at regular intervals, usually attached to a 
building as a porch. 
 

PORTRAIT 

A representation of a particular individual, usually intended to capture their likeness or 
personality. 

POSE 

The way a figure is positioned. 

POSITIVE 

In photography, images capable of being produced in multiples that result from the transfer of 
a negative image to another surface, such as a photographic print on paper.  

POUNCING 

In the pouncing technique, the lines of a cartoon drawing are pricked with tiny holes, and 
the cartoon is placed against the prepared painting surface. Powdered charcoal or chalk is then 
forced through the holes, transferring the design. The powder is applied by being placed into a small 
bag of thin fabric such as cheesecloth, then dabbed onto the pricked holes. 
 

PRAXINOSCOPE 

A popular nineteenth-century optical toy invented by a Parisian science teacher named 
Charles-Émile Reynaud and comprised of a cylinder fitted with a strip of paper printed with 12 
sequential image frames. When the cylinder spins, a mirror fixed in its centre reflects the 
images and makes them appear animated. 

PREDELLA 

A horizontally oriented, painted panel or panels forming the lowest element of an altarpiece. 
The predella often represents narrative scenes from the lives of the saints who are represented 
elsewhere on the altarpiece. 
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PRIMARY COLOUR 

One of three base colours (blue, red, or yellow) that can be combined to make a range of 
colours. 

PRIME 

To prepare a surface for painting by covering it with primer, or an undercoat.  

PRINT 

A work of art on paper that usually exists in multiple copies. It is created not by drawing 
directly on paper, but through a transfer process. The artist begins by creating a composition 
on another surface, such as metal or wood, and the transfer occurs when that surface is inked 
and a sheet of paper, placed in contact with it, is run through a printing press. Four common 
printmaking techniques are woodcut, etching, lithography, and screenprint.  

PROFILE 

A side view, usually referring to that of a human head. 

PROP 

An object used to aid or enhance a story or performance. 

PROPAGANDA 

Any systematic, widespread dissemination or promotion of particular ideas, doctrines, 
practices, etc. to further one’s own cause or to damage an opposing one; ideas, doctrines, or 
allegations spread in this manner, now often used disparagingly to connote deception or 
distortion. Propaganda may take many different forms, including public or recorded speeches, 
texts, films, and visual or artistic matter such as posters, paintings, sculptures, or public 
monuments. 

PROPORTION 

Refers to the harmonious relation of parts to each other or to the whole. 

PROTOTYPE 

An early sample built to test a concept or process. 

PSALTER 

A book of psalms. 

PULPIT 

A raised platform in a church, from which the sermon is delivered or the service is conducted. 

PUTTO 

A chubby male child, nude and often winged, frequently represented in Renaissance and Baroque art 
(plural: putti). Also known as an amorino (pl. amorini). 



 
QUATREFOIL 

A four-lobed design, often used in architectural ornament and tracery. 
 
QUOINS 

Ashlars or bricks used in the exterior corner of a wall and contrasting with the rest of the masonry or 
brickwork. Quoins may serve a structural function as reinforcement or may be decorative, used to 
accentuate a building’s corner visually. 
 
RAKU 

A type of hand-molded, thick-walled, lead-glazed, earthenware pottery. Raku is used especially for 
the Japanese tea ceremony. 
 

RAYOGRAPH 

A term invented by Man Ray to describe what is conventionally known as a photogram, or 
photographic print made by placing objects and other elements on photosensitive paper and 
exposing it to light. 

READYMADE 

A term coined by Marcel Duchamp in 1915 to describe prefabricated, often mass-produced 
objects isolated from their intended use and elevated to the status of art by the artist 
choosing and designating them as such. The term “assisted Readymade” refers to works of this 
type whose components have been combined or modified by the artist.  

REGISTER 

A horizontal band containing decorative or narrative imagery. The term is normally used when a 
work of art is organized in multiple horizontal bands. 

Relics 

Body parts or personal belongings of saints and other important figures that are preserved for 
purposes of commemoration or veneration. 

RELIEF SCULPTURE 

Sculpture in which the images have been carved or modeled on a surface so as to stand out from the 
background. Because it cannot be viewed from all sides, relief sculpture is distinct from sculpture in 
the round. Relief sculpture can be described as high relief or low relief, depending on how far it 
projects from its background. 
 

Rendering 

A representation, executed in perspective, of a proposed structure.  

 

Replica 

A copy or reproduction. 
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REPOUSSÉ 

In metalworking, a technique for creating patterns or images in relief by hammering or pressing from 
the reverse side of a metal sheet.  
 

Representation 

The visual portrayal of someone or something. 

RETOUCHING 

The work done by a restorer to replace areas of loss or damage in a painting. 

RIB VAULT 

A vault in which the masonry is supported by a framework or “skeleton” of interlocking diagonal 
stone ribs. 
 
ROSE WINDOW 

In medieval stained glass a circular window with a radiating design suggestive of a rose. 
 
ROTUNDA 

Any building or room constructed on a circular plan, often topped by a dome. 
 
ROUNDEL 

A picture in a round format. The term usually describes a small round element of a larger picture 
such as an altarpiece. 
 
SACRA CONVERSAZIONE 

(Italian: “holy conversation”). In Christian art of the Renaissance and later, a grouping of the Virgin 
Mary, the Christ Child and saints in a unified spatial setting. In the 15th century the saints are only 
rarely engaged in conversation (they are usually praying or reading). Often one saint looks out at the 
viewer and gestures towards the Virgin and Child, directing our attention to them. In the 16th 
century interaction–if not actual conversation–is represented more often. 
 
SACRISTY 

A room in a church where priests prepare for a services and where vestments and other objects used 
in worship are kept. 
 
SALON 

The official art exhibition organized in Paris by the French Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture 
and its successor, the Academy of Fine Arts. From 1725 the exhibition was held in the Louvre palace, 
and it became known simply as “the Salon”.  In 1737 the exhibition was opened to the public. Held 
first annually and then biennially, it became the most influential art event in the western world in 
the 18th and 19th centuries.  The official Paris Salon later gave rise to the generic French term 
“salon” for any large mixed art exhibition.  
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SARCOPHAGUS 

A coffin, usually of stone, often decorated with relief sculpture. 
 

SATIRE 

A genre of visual art that uses humour, irony, ridicule, or caricature to expose or criticise 
someone or something. 

SCALE 

The ratio between the size of an object and its model or representation, as in the scale of a 
map to the actual geography it represents. 

SCENE 

A setting for or a part of a story or narrative. 

SCREENPRINT 

A stencil-based printmaking technique in which the first step is to stretch and attach a woven 
fabric (originally made of silk, but now more commonly of synthetic material) tightly over a 
wooden frame to create a screen. Areas of the screen that are not part of the image are 
blocked out with a variety of stencil-based methods. A squeegee is then used to press ink 
through the unblocked areas of the screen, directly onto paper. Screenprints typically feature 
bold, hard-edged areas of flat, unmodulated colour. Also known as silkscreen and serigraphy.  

SCULPTOR 

One who produces a three-dimensional work of art using any of a variety of means, including 
carving wood, chiselling stone, casting or welding metal, moulding clay or wax, or assembling 
materials. 

SCULPTURE 

A three-dimensional work of art made by a variety of means, including carving wood, 
chiselling stone, casting or welding metal, moulding clay or wax, or assembling materials.  

SCUMBLING 

The technique of applying a thin, uneven layer of opaque or semi-opaque paint with a nearly dry 
brush on top of another layer of dry paint, allowing the colour beneath to show through.  Scumbling 
is often used to soften a colour, or to create hazy or textured effects. 

SECONDARY COLOUR 

A colour made by mixing at least two primary colours. 

SELF PORTRAIT 

A representation of oneself made by oneself. 
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SFUMATO 

A painting technique, largely developed by Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), in which the transitions 
from light to dark are so gradual that they are almost imperceptible. Leonardo wrote that “light and 
shade should blend without lines or borders in the manner of smoke.” Sfumato softens lines, 
creating a hazy or “soft-focus” effect. 
 
SGRAFFITO 

(Italian: “scratched”). A method of decorating a surface of paint, plaster, slip, or glaze by scratching 
through a layer of one colour to expose a contrasting colour underneath. 
 

SHADE 

In painting, a colour plus black. 

SHAPE 

The form or condition in which an object exists or appears. 

SHUTTER 

A mechanical device for controlling the aperture, or opening, in a camera through which light 
passes to the film or plate. By opening and closing for different amounts of time, the shutter 
determines the length of the photographic exposure. 

SILVERPOINT 

A drawing tool with a silver point, or a drawing made with it. 

SINOPIA 

The preparatory drawing for a fresco, painted directly on the rough plaster, 
using ochre pigments thinned with water. 
 

SITE-SPECIFIC 

Describes a work of art designed for a particular location. 

SIZE 

A gluey material, often made from boiled parchment, use in preparing wood panels for painting. 
 

SKETCH 

A rendering of the basic elements of a composition, often made in a loosely detailed or quick 
manner. Sketches can be both finished works of art or studies for another composition.  

SLIP 

A mixture of refined clay and water applied to the surface of a ceramic object prior to firing. 

Social construct 

A concept or practice that doesn’t exist innately in the world but is instead created by society.  
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Solvent 

A substance capable of dissolving another material. In painting, the solvent is a liquid that 
thins the paint. 

SOUND-ON-FILM 

A sound technology that began to be developed in the early twentieth century and became 
commercially viable by the late 1920s, eventually supplanting the sound-on-disc system. In 
sound-on-film, sound waves were converted into light waves that were then photographically 
inscribed onto the film itself. This allowed for a single strip of film to carry both pictures and 
the soundtrack, which was imprinted alongside the pictures and read by special image -and-
audio-pattern-reading projectors. 

SPANDREL 

The space between the outer curves of two arches or between the outer curve of an arch and its 
right-angled enclosure. 
 

STAIN 

In artistic contexts, paint thinned by a considerable amount of solvent. Stains are absorbed 
into the canvas, rather than remaining on its surface. 

STAINED GLASS 

Decorative glass consisting of coloured pieces fastened together, usually with strips of lead, 
to form an image or design. Stained glass is frequently used in church windows. 
 

STENCIL 

An impervious material perforated with letters, shapes, or patterns through which a substance 
passes to a surface below. 

STEREOTYPE 

Standardized and oversimplified assumptions about specific social groups. 

STIGMATA 

The stigmata are marks that replicate the wounds that Christ received at his crucifixion on his hands, 
feet and side. Certain Christian saints (for example, Saint Francis of Assisi) are believed to have 
miraculously received the stigmata as marks of piety. 
 

STILL LIFE 

A representation of inanimate objects, as a painting of a bowl of fruit.  

STREET PHOTOGRAPHY 

A type of photography that captures subjects in candid moments in public places.  

STRETCHER 

The wooden framework to which a painter’s canvas is attached, usually with tacks, nails, or staples. 
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STUCCO 

A plaster-like material consisting of lime, sand, water, and other ingredients.  Stucco can be used for 
covering walls, or, when moulded or carved, for architectural decoration. 
 

STYLE 

A distinctive or characteristic manner of expression. 

STYLISED 

To represent in or make conform to a particular style, especially when highly conventionalized 
or artistic rather than naturalistic. 

SUBCONSCIOUS (IN TECHNICAL USE, UNCONSCIOUS) 

In popular writing about psychology, the division of the mind containing the sum of all 
thoughts, memories, impulses, desires, feelings, etc., that are not subject to a person’s 
perception or control but that often affect conscious thoughts and behaviour (noun). The 
Surrealists derived much inspiration from psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud’s theories on dreams 
and the workings of the subconscious mind. 

SUBJECT MATTER 

The visual or narrative focus of a work of art. 

SUBLIME 

Awe-inspiring or worthy of reverence. In philosophy, literature, and the arts, the sublime 
refers to a quality of greatness that is beyond all calculation. 

SUNKEN RELIEF 

Sunken relief is a technique of relief sculpture in which figures or images are carved in low relief, but 
set within a sunken area, so that the relief never rises beyond the original flat surface. This 
technique is largely restricted to ancient Egypt, where it became common in the Amarna period and 
later. 
 

SYMBOL 

A form, sign, or emblem that represents something else, often something immaterial, such as 
an idea or emotion. 

SYNAGOGUE 

The building where a Jewish congregation meets for worship and religious instruction 

SYNOPTIC NARRATIVE 

A method of visual storytelling in which multiple episodes are depicted as if taking place 
simultaneously within a single setting. 

SYNTHETIC 

Produced by chemical synthesis, rather than of natural origin; prepared or made artificially. 

http://blog.stephens.edu/arh101glossary/?glossary=relief-sculpture
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ancient/egyptians/akhenaten_01.shtml


TACTILE 

Touchable, or sensed by the touch. 

TAPA 

Bark cloth made in the islands of the Pacific Ocean, primarily in Tonga and Samoa.  Tapa is made 
from the beaten inner bark of various trees and shrubs, most commonly the paper mulberry tree. 
 
TAPESTRY 

A textile with pictures or patterns woven into it, usually hung on a wall for decoration. Tapestries are 
traditionally woven on vertical looms. 
 

TECHNIQUE 

The method with which an artist, writer, performer, athlete, or other producer employs 
technical skills or materials to achieve a finished product or endeavour. 

TEMPERA 

A painting medium in which coloured pigment is mixed with a water-soluble binder, such as 
egg yolk; a painting done in this medium. 

TENEBRISM 

From the Italian word tenebroso (“shadowy”), the use of extreme contrast of light and shadow to 
create a dramatic effect in a painting, drawing or print. 
 
TERRA COTTA 

Fired, unglazed clay, used for sculpture.  Also spelled terracotta. 
 

TINT 

In painting, a colour plus white. 

TINTYPE 

A photographic process in which the negative image is produced on a thin, coated plate of iron 
(there is actually no tin involved). Tintypes first appeared in 1854 and enjoyed their widest use 
during the 1860s and 1870s. 
SKIP TO CONTENT 

TONDO 

From Italian rotondo (“round”).  A work of painting or relief sculpture in a circular format. 
 

TONE 

The lightness or darkness of a colour. In painting, a colour plus grey.  

TRACERY 

Ornamental stonework that supports the glass in a Gothic window. 
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TRANSEPT 

In a cruciform church, the part of the building oriented perpendicular to the nave. 
 

TRANSLUCENT 

Permitting the passage of light. 

TREFOIL 

A design of three rounded lobes like a clover leaf, often used in architectural ornament and tracery. 
 

TRIPTYCH 

A work of art consisting of three sections or panels, usually hinged together.  

TRIUMPHAL ARCH 

A monument in the form of an arch with one or more barrel-vaulted passages. The triumphal 
arch was invented by the ancient Romans and used to commemorate military victories. 
 
TROMPE L’OEIL 

(French: “fool the eye”).  A style of painting that imitates reality so closely that it might momentarily 
fool a viewer into thinking a painted object or scene is real. 

TUSCAN ORDER 

A simplified version of the Doric order, featuring unfluted columns and a simpler entablature, 
invented in the Italian Renaissance. 
 

TYPOGRAPHY 

The art and technique of designing and/or arranging type letters, numbers, and punctuation 
marks, and of printing from them. 

TYMPANUM 

The semi-circular wall surface above the lintel of an arched doorway. In Romanesque and Gothic 
architecture, the tympanum often contained relief sculpture.  
 
UKIYO-E 

Woodblock prints produced in Japan from the 17th through the 19th centuries, depicting popular 
subjects such as beautiful women, actors, sumo wrestlers, travel scenes, flowers, birds, and 
erotica. Ukiyo-e literally means “pictures of the floating world” (the floating world was the name of 
the entertainment district in Edo–modern Tokyo).  
 
ULTRAMARINE 

A blue pigment originally made from ground lapis lazuli. 
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URAEUS 

A representation of a rearing cobra as an emblem of sovereignty, worn on the headdresses of 
ancient Egyptian rulers. In Egyptian mythology, the cobra is associated with the goddess Wadjet. 
 
VALUE 

The lightness or darkness of tones or colours. White is the lightest value; black the darkest 
 

VANISHING POINT 

In linear perspective, the point at which receding parallel lines appear to converge 
 
VANITAS 

(Latin: “emptiness”). An allegorical  work in which the theme is the transitory nature of earthly 
pleasure and the inevitability of death and judgment. 
 

VANTAGE POINT 

A position or place that affords an advantageous perspective; in photography, the position 
from which a photographer has taken a photograph. 

 
VAULT 

An arched structure, usually built of stone masonry, brick or concrete, serving to cover a space. 
Types  include the barrel vault, rib vault, groin vault, fan vault and lierne vault. 
 
VEDUTA 

(Italian: “view”). A painting, drawing or print depicting a detailed view of a specific location, usually a 
city or town (pl. vedute) 
 
VELLUM 

The skin of a young animal (lamb, calf or kid) prepared for writing and/or painting. Used for the 
production of books in antiquity and the Middle Ages. The coarser variety, made from the skin of an 
older animal, is called parchment. 
 

VENUS 

The goddess of love and beauty in Roman mythology; a very beautiful woman.  

VERNACULAR PHOTOGRAPHY 

Images by amateur photographers of everyday life and subjects, commonly in the form of 
snapshots. The term is often used to distinguish everyday photography from fine art 
photography. 

VIDEO 

A term describing moving-image artworks recorded onto magnetic tape or digital formats, or 
generated using other mechanisms such as image-processing tools, and available for 
immediate playback. 
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VIDEO CAMERA 

A camera that captures moving images and converts them into electronic signals so that they 
can be saved on a storage device, such as videotape or a hard drive, or viewed on a monitor. 

VIEWPOINT 

The position from which something is viewed or observed. 

VIGNETTE 

A brief, evocative description, account, or scene 

VIRTUOSITY 

Great technical skill or captivating personal style, especially as exhibited in the arts. 

VISCOSITY 

The thickness of a liquid. In painting, the viscosity of oil paints is altered by adding a binder 
(such as linseed oil) or a solvent (such as turpentine). 

VOLUTES 

Spiral scrolls found on Ionic, Corinthian and Composite capitals. 
 
WABI-SABI 

Associated with Zen Buddhism, wabi-sabi is a Japanese aesthetic that values rustic, earthy, 
unpretentious characteristics, natural materials, and acceptance of imperfection and transience.  
 
 

WATERCOLOUR 

Paints composed of pigments ground to an extremely fine texture in an aqueous solution of 
gum Arabic or gum tragacanth. The absence of white fillers, such as those in gouache, creates 
a medium with luminous transparency. 

WARP 

In weaving, the vertical threads on a loom over and under which other threads (the weft) are passed 
to make textiles. 
 

WAX-PRINT COTTON 

Cotton fabric printed on both sides in a wax-resist dye process. 

WEFT 

In weaving, the crosswise threads on a loom over and under which other threads (the warp) are 
passed to make textiles. 
 

WET COLLODION 
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A photographic process invented in 1848 by F. Scott Archer, in which a glass plate, coated with 
light-sensitive collodion emulsion, is placed in a camera, exposed, developed, and varnished 
for protection before being used to create prints. 

WHITE-GROUND TECHNIQUE 

In ancient Greek vase-painting a technique in which figures were painted on a white 
background. The white-ground technique developed in the region around Athens circa 500 BCE.  It 
was used especially for vases with ritual and funerary functions, because the painted surface was 
fragile compared to the other main Greek vase-painting techniques, black-figure and red-figure. 
 

WIDE SHOT 

In photography and filmmaking, a shot that reveals much of the context or setting, or a large 
group of people. 

WOODBLOCK PRINT 

A technique of Japanese printmaking in which the surface is carved away from a hardwood block, 
leaving the outlines of an image standing in relief. Water-based ink or watercolour is brushed over 
the block, a sheet of paper is placed on top, then rubbed with a smooth, padded tool to make an 
impression. For prints with several colours, the artist makes a block for each colour. 
 

WOODCUT 

A printmaking technique that involves printing an image from a carved plank of wood. The 
image is cut into the wood using tools such as chisels, gouges, and knives. Raised areas of the 
image are inked and printed, while cut away or recessed areas do not receive ink and appear 
blank on the printed paper. Woodcuts can be printed on a press or by hand, using a spoon or 
similar tool to rub the back of the paper. 

WORKS PROGRESS ADMINISTRATION (WPA) 

Among the most famous of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal programs, formed to 
relieve unemployment during The Great Depression. The WPA ran from 1935 to 1943 and 
employed millions of people, including artists, to carry out public works projects across the  
United States. 

X-RAY STYLE 

In the X-ray style in Australian Aboriginal painting, animals and human figures are depicted with 

bones and internal organs clearly visible. X-ray style paintings occur primarily in the caves and rock 

shelters in the western part of Arnhem Land in northern Australia. The style is thought to have 

developed around 2000 BCE. 

YAKSHI 

In Hindu and Buddhist art, auspicious female nature spirits, symbolic of fertility and 
abundance. Yakshis are typically depicted as beautiful and voluptuous, with wide hips, narrow 
waists, and exaggerated, spherical breasts. 
 
ZIGGURAT 

In ancient Mesopotamia, a stepped tower of earthen materials, often supporting a temple or shrine. 
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ZOETROPE 

A pre-cinematic device consisting of a cylindrical drum with evenly spaced vertical slits cut 
into its sides. Its interior held a paper strip printed with sequential drawn or photographic 
images, which would appear animated when the drum was spun. 

ZOOPRACSCOPE 

19th-century motion-picture device, designed by Edward Muybridge, in which light is 
projected through rotating glass disks applied at the rim with a changing sequence of images, 
creating the illusion of movement. 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 



 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


