
ART GLOSSARY

Activated Space : the area controlled by a three-dimensional work of art, including not 
only its form but also a subtly energized buy physically unfilled area in an around the work.

Additive Sculpture: three-dimensional work made by putting pieces of materials together 
to build up a form.

Aesthetic Judgment: An opinion about art based on whether or not the art produces an 
aesthetic response.

Aesthetic Perception: A response to art or the environment involving positive thoughts, 
sensation and feelings.

Analogous Colors: Colors that are closely related because they have one hue in common. 
For example, blue, blue-violet, and violet all contain the color blue.  Analogous colors 
appear next to one another on the color wheel.

Armature:  a simple inner skeleton that provides support of modeling with more pliable 
materials such as wax or clay.

Art Criticism: The process and the result of thinking carefully about art. Art criticism 
involves the description, analysis and interpretation of art.  It does not always include a 
stated judgment of worth or value.

Artificial Lighting:  use of light from human made sources such as incandescent or 
fluorescent bulbs to illuminate an area or a work of art.

Assemblage: A three-dimensional work of art consisting of many pieces joined together.  
Art made by combining a collection objects into a whole.

Asymmetrical Balance: (not symmetrical) a form of balance in which visual units on 
either side of axis are not identical but are places so as to create a felt equilibrium. Also 
called informal balance.

Atmospheric Perspective:  the optical illusion that areas closer to the viewer are sharper 
in detail, color intensity, and value contrast that areas farther away, used intentionally by 
artists to create illusion of spatial depth.

Balance: a principle of design that describes the arrangement of parts of an artwork.  
Symmetrical, Asymmetrical, or Radial.

Cast:  a form made by any of various techniques of creating a mold into which a material is 
poured in liquid form, allowed to harden and removed from the mold.

Chiaroscuro (key-AH-ro SKUH-ro) : An Italian word meaning light and shadow.  In two-
dimensional art, chiaroscuro is the gradual or sharp contrasts in value that make something 
look three-dimensional. Chiaroscuro is also call modeling and shading.

Chroma: The intensity of a color the brightness of a hue.

Closed Form:  a relatively solid volume with little negative space.

Color:   the character of a surface that is the result of the response of vision to the 
wavelength of light reflected from that surface.



Color Scheme: a plan for selecting or organizing colors. Common color schemes include: 
warm, cool, neutral, monochromatic, analogous, triads complimentary, and split-
complementary.

Color Spectrum: sunlight when passing through a prism divides into seven colors (red, 
orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet) each of which has a specific and measurable 
wavelength.  When mixed together these colors create white light (all the visible 
wavelengths).

Color Systems:  structured organizations of hue, value, and intensity such as; the twelve 
color wheel, Munsell Color System, and the Ostwald Color System.

Color Wheel: A circular chart of colors of the visible spectrum. It is commonly used to 
remember color relationships when working with pigments.

Complementary Colors: colors that are directly opposite each other on the color wheel, 
such as red and green, blue and orange, and violet and yellow.  When complements are 
mixed together, they make a neutral brown or gray.  When they are used next to each other 
in a work of art, they create strong contrasts.

Conceptual Art:  works or events in which ideas is more important that outer form.

Confined Space:  a spatial field with clearly defined enclosing boundaries.

Concave: a form that has a hollow area like the inside of a bowl.

Content:  the expression, essential meaning, significance, or aesthetic value of a work of 
art.  Content refers to the subjective, psychological, or emotional properties we find in a 
work of art (what the work makes one feel) as opposed to its descriptive aspects (subject 
matter).

Contour: a line, which shows or describes the edges, ridges or outline of a shape or form.

Contrast: A large difference between two things: for example, rough and smooth, yellow 
and purple, and light and shadow.  Contrasts usually add excitement, drama and interest to 
artworks.

Controlled Time:  referring to the movement of works of art through a predetermined 
sequence of events.

Convex: a form with a raised surface, like the outside of a bowl or hill.

Cool Colors: Colors often connected with cool places, things or feelings.  The family of 
colors ranging from the greens though the blues and violets.

Critique:   to criticize, to analyze and evaluate, to judge.

Critic: one who expresses analyses, evaluated and judges.

Diagonal: A direction that a line can have.  Diagonal lines may be used to show motion.

Delineated Space:  an unfilled area described by filled areas of three dimensional work.

Directional Line:   a line that seems to guide the viewer’s eye along a particular visual 
path.
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Dimension: A term used in art for actual measurements of length, width and depth.  These 
measurements are used to distinguish between flat or two-dimensional art (such as drawing 
or painting) and three-dimensional art (such as sculpture and architecture).

Dominant: The part of an artwork that is most important, powerful or has the most 
influence on the viewer.

Dynamic Form:  a three dimensional work that conveys an illusion of movement and 
change.

Eclectic: art that combines elements from different styles.

Elements of art/design: the visual “tools” artists use to create art.  The elements 
(categories) include color, value, line, shape, form, texture and space.

Emphasis: stress placed on a single area of a work or a unifying visual theme.

Exaggeration/ Exaggerate: to state that something is better, worse, larger, more 
common, or more important that is true or usual.

Fabrication:  assembling of rigid materials into units by techniques such as welding, 
bolting, or lamination.

Figure-Ground Relationships:  a two dimensional relationship between a shape (figure) 
and its surrounding area (ground).

Free Time:  referring to art that moves and changes somewhat unpredictably through time.

Focal Point: An area of an artwork that attracts the viewer’s attention.

Foreground:  in a scene or artwork, the part that seems closest to you.

Form: the total appearance or organization of a work of art.  The total arrangement of a 
work including all the elements and principles used.

Formal Balance: Artwork in which the parts are arranged in about the same way on both 
sides, like a mirror image.  Formal balance is also called symmetrical design.

Formal Order: A theory of art developed by Clide Dell and Roger Fry in the early twentieth-
century.  Formal order is also known as formalism.  In this theory, the visual design of an 
artwork is major important that its subject matter.

Formal Qualities: The structural qualities of an artwork, usually described using the 
principles of design.

Free-Form: A term for irregular and uneven shapes or forms. Something that is free-form 
may by difficult to describe in simple shapes or measurements.

Frottage:  A method of reproducing textures by rubbing crayon over paper placed on a 
textured surface.  In painting.  Textures are made by scraping a freshly painted canvas that 
has been placed over a textured surface.

Geometric: Mechanical-looking shapes or forms. Something that is geometric may also be 
described using mathematical formulas. Geometric shapes include circles, squares, 
rectangles, triangles and ellipses.  Geometric forms include cones, cubes, cylinders, slabs, 
pyramids and spheres.



Gestalt:  in a successful work of art, a while that has properties that transcend the sum of 
its parts. 

Gesture:  a rapid indication of the primary expressive attitudes of an object, or a space.

Gradation: A gradual , smooth change, as in from light to dark, form rough to smooth, or 
form one color to another.

Gray Scale:  the representation of gradations of value as a series of equal steps from black  
to white.

Grottage: the technique of scratching into wet ink or paint to create different textures.  A 
variety of tools can be used, including forks and combs. 

High-Key Painting: A painting using many tints of a single color.

Highlight: a light, or white, area that appears as a luminous spot on a work.

High Relief:  three dimensional form raised considerable off a flat background.

Horizon Line: a level line where water or land seems to end and the sky begins.  It is 
usually on the eye level of the observer.  If the horizon cannot be seen, its location must be 
imagined.

Horizontal:  a line or shape that is parallel to the top and bottom edges of a surface.

Hue: the common name of a color in or related to the color spectrum, such as yellow, 
yellow-orange, blue-violet, green.  Hue is another word for color.

Idealized:  more perfect than you would ordinarily find in life.

Implied: a series of separate points or edges of shapes that the viewer tends to see as 
connected.

Informal Balance: asymmetrical design

Intensity: the brightness or dullness of a hue.  A pure hue is called a high-intensity color.  
A dulled hue(a color mixed with its complement) is called a low-intensity color.

Intermediate Color: a color made by mixing a secondary color with a primary color.  Blue-
green, yellow-green, yellow-orange, red-orange, red-violet and blue-violet  are intermediate 
colors.

Isolation:  the process of separating somebody or something from others, or the fact of 
being alone and separated from others.

Juxtaposition/Juxtapose: To place two or more things together, especially in order to 
suggest a link between them or emphasize the contrast between them.

Layout: The arrangement of type and illustration for a graphic design. 

Line: a mark with length and direction, created by a point that moves across a surface.  A 
line can vary in length, width, direction, curvature and color.  Line can be two-dimensional 
(a pencil line on paper), three-dimensional (wire) or implied.

Linear:  of or relating to a line or lines



Linear Perspective: a system of drawing or painting uses to give a flat surface a look of 
depth.  The lines of buildings and other objects in a picture are usually slanted inward, 
making them look like they move back in space.  If you make these lines longer, they will 
cross at a point on an imaginary line representing the eye level (sometimes called the 
horizon line). The point at which the lines meet is called a vanishing point.

Low-Key Painting: A painting with many dark values.

Low Relief:  three-dimensional form that is barely raised from a flat surface.

Malleable:  a material that is pliable, able to be shaped.

Matte: Having a dull texture.  Not glossy or shiny.

Mass:  a three dimensional form that is barely raised from a flat surface.

Middle Ground: parts of an artwork that appear to be between objects in the foreground 
and the background.

Mixed Media: Any artwork that is made with more than one medium.

Mobiles:  a three-dimensional artwork that hangs and moves with air currents.

Monochromatic: Made of only a single color or hue and its tints and shades.

Montage: A special kind of collage, made from pieces of photographs or other pictures.

Monumental: Large or extremely large compared to the size of a human.

Movement: A way of combining visual elements to produce a sense of action.  This 
combination of elements helps the viewer’s eye to sweep over the work in a definite 
manner.

Negative shape/space: The empty space surrounding shapes or solid forms in a work of 
art.

Narrative Art:  art that tells a story.

Natural Lighting:  the existing outdoor light available.

Negative Form:  a shape in space defined by the positive forms.  A void.

Negative Space:  an unfilled area in a three-dimensional work; in subtractive sculpture, 
the cutting away of the material to reveal the desired form.

Neutral Color:  colors of very low saturation, very close to grey.

Non-Representational:  work which encompasses non-recognizable imagery that varies 
from pure abstraction (non-recognizable but derived from a recognizable object) to 
nonobjective (not a product of the abstraction process, but deriving from the artist’s mind).

Opaque: not allowing light to go through.  You cannot see through an object or a material 
that is opaque. 

Organic:  pertaining to living things or the attribution of the characteristics of living things 
to inorganic, nonobjective, or conceptual design forms.



Open Form:  a mass penetrated by negative spaces.

Outline:  a line that shows or created the outer edges of a shape or form. It may also be 
called a contour.

Overlapping:  the placing of one shape or form within a composition so it partially 
obscures another form, thus providing the illusion of shallow space within a two-dimensional 
area.

Passive: any element of art that seems to be quiet, at rest or not moving.

Path of Movement: any element of art that seems to lead the eye from one part to 
another.

Pattern: any composition with a repeated element and or design; most often these are 
varied, and produce interconnections and obvious directional movements.

Perspective: techniques for creating a look of depth on a two-dimensional surface.

Picture Plane: the surface of a two-dimensional artwork.

Pigment:  the coloring ingredient for paints and other color media.

Plane: areas of surface that have height and width but little apparent depth. 

Point-of-View: the angle from which the viewer sees and object or a scene.

Positive Space/Shape: the objects in a work of art, not the background or the space 
around them.

Primary Color: one of three basic colors (red, yellow and blue) that cannot be made by 
mixing colors.  Primary colors are used for mixing other colors.

Principles of Art/Design:  organizational guidelines that help artists to create designs and 
control show viewers are likely to react to images.  Balance, contrast, proportion, pattern, 
rhythm, emphasis, unity and variety are example of principles of design.

Proportion: the relation of one object to another in size, amount, number or degree.

Proximity: the position of one element compared to other.

Radial Balance:  a kind of balance in which lines or shapes spread out form a center point.

Realism:  representation of objects using visual accuracy.

Rectilinear:  formed or bounded by straight lines at 90 degree angles.

Rectilinear Shape:  a shape whose boundaries usually consist entirely of straight lines.

Reflected Light:  light waves that bounce back to our eye from a surface rather that being 
absorbed into it.

Refracted Light:  the separation of white light into bands of color seen when white light is 
passed through a prism.

Regular Rhythm: a design with parts that are used over and over again in a regular of 
planned way, usually to create a visual rhythm or harmony.



Repetition:  the use of the same visual effect a number of times in the same composition.  
Repetition may produce the dominance of one visual idea, a feeling of harmonious 
relationship, an obviously planned pattern, or rhythmic movement.

Rhythm:  a type of visual or actual movement in an artwork.  Rhythm is a principle of 
design.  It is created by repeating visual element.  Rhythms are often described as regular, 
alternating, flowing, progressive or jazzy.

Scale:  The size relationship between two sets of dimension. 

Secondary Color: a color made by mixing equal amounts of two primary colors.  Green, 
orange, and violet are the secondary colors.

Shade: refers to the value of any color that is darker than its normal hue.  It is produced by 
gradually adding a quantity of black or by decreasing the light played o ht color.  Just as it 
true with a tine there is no one common gray such as middle gray that would mark the level 
for the first shade of all hues.  Shades of yellow start with light grays and shades of violet 
do not start until the dark grays.  Shades of color have lower purity.

Shading: a gradual change from light to dark.

Shape: a flat figure created when actual or implied lines meet to surround a space.  A 
change in color or shading can define a shape. Shapes can be divided into several types: 
geometric and organic.

Simplicity: the practice of using similar elements or a small number of different elements 
in an artwork.

Simulated Texture: The use of a pattern to create the look of a  three-dimensional texture 
on a two-dimensional surface.

Simultaneous Contrast: refers to the visual influence of a color in close proximity to 
another when the two are viewed at the same time.  The color in the greater quantity 
influences the other to chance in some way. This may be a hue, value, or chroma change or 
a combination of characteristics.

Space: the empty or open area between, around, above, below, or with in objects.  Space 
is an element of art.  Shapes and forms are made by the space around and within them.  
Space is often called three-dimensional or two-dimensional.  Positive space if filed by a 
shape or form.  Negative space surrounds a shape or form.

Sphere: a round, three-dimensional geometric form, such as a ball or globe.

Split Complement: a color scheme based on one hue and the hues on each side of its 
complement on the color wheel.  Orange, blue-violet, and blur-green are split 
complementary colors.

Stylized:  characteristics of a work of art that make it unique to a desired way of design, 
culture, or artist.

Subject:  in a descriptive style of art, this refers to the persons or things represented, as 
well as the artist’s experience(s) that serve as inspiration.  In abstract or nonobjective art, 
subject refers to the visual signs employed by the artist and may have little to do with 
things experienced in the natural world.

Subtraction:  revealing the form by cutting away the excess of a material.



Subtractive Color Mixing:  mixing of pigments, producing a slightly darker value since 
each pigment subtracts its energy from the light reflected by the mixture.

Symbol:  something that stands for something else: especially a letter, figure or sign that 
represents a real object or idea. 

Symmetrical Balance: a type of balance in which both sides of a center line are exactly or 
nearly the same, like a mirror image. 

Technique: an artist’s way of using art materials to create a desired artwork. 

Tertiary Hues:  based on a twelve hue arrangement, the six tertiary hues are yellow-
orange, red-orange, red-violet, blue-violet, blue-green and yellow-green.  These hues are 
placed between the primary and secondary hues from which they are mixed.  Also called 
intermediate colors.

Tetrad Colors:  are any four hues equidistant from one another on the color circle.  This 
can be two pairs of complementary colors that are at right angles with each other.  The 
double split complementary harmony is considered a variation of a tetrad. 

Texture: the way a surface feels or how it may look.  Texture can be sensed by touch and 
sight. 

Three-Dimensional: artwork that can be measured three ways:  height, width, and depth 
or thickness.

Tints: are the series of values of a color that are lighter than the normal hues.  The colors 
have white added or extreme amounts of light shining o n normal colors causing the color to 
be diluted.  There is no value range common to all colors that constitute tints.

Tone:  is a color with a lowered chroma.  They are made by mixing a hue with some 
amount of its complement or gray.

Translucent: allowing light to pass through so that the exact colors and detail of objects 
behind the surface can not be clearly seen.

Transparency: a visual quality in which a distant image or element can be seen through a 
nearer one.

Triadic Color:  a color scheme consisting of three hues, which are equally spaced on the 
color wheel and their various values and intensities.

Trompe L’oeil:  “fool the eye” to create an optical illusion.

Two-Dimensional:  artwork that is flat or measured in only two major ways: height and 
width.

Unity:  the whole or total effect of a work of art that results from the combination of all the 
work’s component parts, including the assigned ratio between harmony and variety.

Value:  the relative degrees of lightness or darkness given to an area by the amount of 
light reflected from it; the characteristic of color in terms of lightness and darkness and 
determined by the amount of quantity of light reflected by the color.

Vanishing Point:  In a perspective drawing, one or more points on the horizon where 
parallel lines that go back in space seem to meet.



Variation, Variety:  use of diverse elements within a design to add visual interest.

Viewpoints: the sides and angles from which an abject can be seen.

Visible Color Spectrum: light waves of color that the human eye can see.  It is made up 
of the primary and secondary hues, which are often attended in a circle on a “color wheel.”

Visual Environment: every visible thing that surrounds you, usually divided into two 
groups:  The natural environment (trees, flowers, water, sky, rocks) and the human -made 
or built environment (buildings, roads, bridges, automobiles).

Vibrating Colors : are colors of the same value and in contrasting hues, which tend to 
cause a jarring effect when placed against each other in unlike proportions.

Visual Elements:  visible characteristics contributing to the appearance of a form, line, 
shape/mass, light/value, color, texture, space, time and motion, etc.

Visual Texture: The illusion of a three-dimensional textured surface.  Something that looks 
like is has a textured surface but is actually smooth.

Void:  An empty space.

Warm Colors:  Warm colors are so called because they often are associated with fire and 
the sun and remind people of warm, places, things and feelings.  Warm colors range form 
the reds through the oranges and yellows.


