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According to The Dictionary of Art “iconography” is:

“….the collection, classification and analysis of data, from which the theme or subject of a work of art is deduced.” 

“...the focus is chiefly on figurative images and architecture, studying, in particular, the historical perpetuation and transformation of motifs, themes and types.” 

An iconographic “theme” is the subject of a work.  

A “motif” is a recurring theme / subject.  

A “type” is a group sharing common traits, or an art object that embodies those traits.  

After 1750 -- and especially after the turn of the 20th century -- the subjects of art become less dominant as interest in art’s formal* qualities increase.  Although art created after 1750 employs recognizable themes and motifs, for an increasing number of works there is no clear relationship between a work’s subject and an identifiable meaning.  Iconographic analysis is still possible for post-1750 art, but the focus is increasingly on types rather than motifs or themes.  This change in emphasis does not change the process of iconographic research the goal remains finding images with similar composition or subject matter.  Terminology describing the subject, however, is increasingly vague. 

* “Formal” here means the visual elements that create an art object’s “form.”

For instance, a painting’s “formal elements” are its use of color, line, mass, texture and shape.

Iconographic Research
1. Visual Analysis

Carefully describe the image.

2. Iconographic Dictionaries

Check iconographic dictionaries for clues to the work’s meaning and significance. Keep in mind the historical context.

3. Historical Setting & Known Texts

If there is known text related to the imagery find and read that text closely. If possible use a version contemporary with the object.  Read overviews of the art and history of the period for clues about the broader historical context for the subject.

4. Visual Research

Analyze contemporary, earlier and later works for similarities and differences, to track the “perpetuation and transformation of motifs, themes and types.”

4. Visual Research (con’t.)

Analyze contemporary, earlier and later works for similarities and differences, to track the “perpetuation and transformation of motifs, themes and types.”

“Visual research” means browsing art books (or sometimes imagebases) for images of contemporary, older, and newer depictions of the subject.  Comparing works done before the piece in question clarifies decisions made by the artist to either follow or break with precedent.  Reviewing contemporary art objects clarifies the context out of which the work sprang.  Studying later art reveals the impact, if any, made by the work and others like it.  

Finding reproductions of similar art can be difficult since describing subject matter is inherently imprecise and idiosyncratic.  Scanning art surveys sometimes works if the subject matter is very common.  

Browsing art books is the fastest and easiest way to scan lots of reproductions quickly; art books conveniently group lots of similar images and of good quality.  To identify groups of relevant call numbers combine Keywords from two or more of the “Four Areas” using operators: 
AND (to intersect sets) 


OR (to group similar concepts).   

The Four Areas

Analyze the iconography of the art work using these general parameters, using the terms in each category to search both printed and digital sources.  .  As your research progresses the list of terms will grow and change.   For example, the Allen Museum’s Return of the Fisherman by Henri Cross could be described with these terms:

landscape, hills, country, countryside, river, lake, water, 
	oil painting, 1890, 19th century, French, “divisionist” 

The terms would then be grouped this way:

Medium / Object Type
	Nationality / Culture
	Date / Period
	Iconography / Subject


	oil painting

oil
canvas

painting

	France

French

modern
	1890s

19th century

nineteenth century


	landscape, 

hills, 

country, 
countryside, 
river, 
lake, 

water,
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