
GCSE Literacy Guidance 
Art, Craft and Design

Throughout the GCSE course it is important that you discuss artwork properly using 
subject specific vocabulary, good spelling and grammar. You will need to write about your 
own artwork and work created by other artists. You will annotate, analyse and evaluate.

It is important that you can do this well because your written work plays a major part in 
your overall GCSE grade and runs alongside your practical work.
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Formal elements 
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When looking at artwork there are lots of different elements that you can 
discuss. These are called the Formal Elements. We describe artwork using the 
formal elements: colour, tone, line, pattern/texture mood and composition.
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Clean
Subtle
Vibrant
Rich
Vivid 
Delicate
Diluted 
Muted

Organic
Flowing
Bold
Vertical
Horizontal 
Scratchy
Uneven 
Aggressive

Delicate
Balanced
Repeat
Ordered
Random
Uniform
Irregular
Geometric

Deep
Graduated
Dramatic 
Faded
Sombre 
Crisp
Contrasting
Heavy
 

Intense
Mysterious
Sinister
Peaceful 
Uplifting
Disturbing
Soothing 
Positive

Freeform
Circular 
Square 
Rectangular
Angular 
Organic
Defined
 
 

Rough
Smooth
Abrasive 
Matt
Glossy
Sharp 
Delicate 

Com
pos

iti
on

 Vacant
Symmetrical
Asymmetrical
Structured
Cluttered 
Juxtaposed 
Minimal 
 

When talking about an artwork use the formal elements in your 
sentences. For example “ The artist has used a dramatic line to convey 
aggression in their work.” 
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What to include on aN aRTIST RESEARCH PAGE
Research must always be relevant and inform project development

Introduce the artist
Artists Name:
Who are they?
What inspires and motivates them?
What media do they work in?

Why?
Why are you studying this artist? How 
does their work relate to your project?

Discuss other artists
Make links to other artists. Is their work 
different or similar?

Discuss other artists
Make links to other artists. Is their work 
different or similar?

Presentation of your artists page should relate to the artist 
you are researching

Deconstruct their work 
Talk about the artists work in depth. Talk 
about the formal elements Line, tone, colour, 
texture and composition. Explain how these 
elements create different moods and 
atmospheres. Explain your thoughts on their 
work. 

Artist images
Stick in images of the artists work. Explain 
how they relate to the project. 
Create 
Create studies and experiment using 
different media. 
Learn new skills and techniques inspired by 
the artist. 

Moving forward
How has this research developed your 
project?
What will you take forward in your 
project?

The content
What is the artists work about?
 How was the artwork produced? whaT 
techniques and processes were used? What 
is the art made from?Personal opinion. 

Talk about the work. Do you like it? If so 
why? Make pages visually interesting using 

textures, layering and a range of different 
media. 
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What to include on an artist research page - sentence starters.

Introducing the artist: 
-The artist I am researching is…
… is inspired by… The media that … uses 
is…
Why?
-I am researching the work of .... because…
The work relates to my work and project 
because…

Deconstruct their work.
-In (name artist) art they explore a range of 
the formal elements. From looking at the 
artwork I can see that the artist uses…
(Select the appropriate: Line, tone, texture, 
form, shape, colour, pattern and 
composition. Use page 1 to help you)

Personal Opinion
-In my opinion I find (name artist) 
work … this is because…

The content
-(Artist name) work is mainly of…
-The meaning of the work is all about... 
-... they created artwork by … and the 
techniques that were used are...

Artist images:
In this image … the artist has…
The title of this piece is…
This artwork relates to my project  

Transcription:
This is my transcription of … I have done 
this by…
I was inspired by... and I learnt ...

Moving forward:
I will use (name artist) artwork to inspire 
my own work by…
(The artist) will continue to support the 
develop my own work by...
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Analysing a work of art

When deconstructing works of art it is important we consider several different aspects. 
Use the information provided below to help you structure your writing on your sheets and in 
your sketchbooks. 

Making and construction: Which materials and techniques have been used to 
make the artwork? 
What processes/ methods are involved?
How have the media/materials used affected the final product?
If alternative materials had been used, how would this have affected the outcome?

Description/content Describe the artwork. Story, theme, atmosphere.
Who or what is the artwork about?
What is being represented?
When and where was it made? From what culture?

Formal structure/ elements Composition. How are the formal elements (line 
tone, colour, texture, shape,  space and form) organised in the construction of 
the artwork? Structure. Are there any mathematical concepts involved eg golden 
section, theories of perspective, balance symmetry and scale. Does the artwork 
suggest movement or is it static? Is there a sense of order?

Personal response How does the work make you feel? In what way does it 
affect your senses, emotions thinking/intellect? Is there a relationship between 
the mood of the artwork and the viewer?

Language What codes, conventions and symbols are evident in the artwork?
Are elements of the image  related or similar to other experiences? Relates to 
recall memory and imagination. Does the image fit into a particular genre?

Purpose Does the work have a function? Is there an external need? Where would 
you expect to find it? Is or was there a particular audience? What is its reason 
for being?

Mood  Investigate the mood, atmosphere and feeling that the artist is trying to 
convey.
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Writing about an artist work: 
When writing about an artists work use the information from the previous page to help 
structure your work and to add greater depth to your writing. You may choose to use 
the sentence starters below to help you.
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● (Name) is a (painter, printmaker etc), and they work 
with… 

● (Artists name) is a landscape /portrait painter/ abstract 
painter.

● The main theme(s) of … work is (natural forms/ people in 
their life, rural landscapes/machinery etc)

● When I researched … I was fascinated by… 
● I have chosen this artist because...  It links to my work 

by…
● The colours that this artist uses are... And it gives the 

feeling of…
● The surface of the artwork is…
● Now I have looked at this artist I am going to…
● My work reflects their work as I have… (comment on the 

media, colour scheme and/or the subject matter or 
theme.)

● I could make my work more like the artists work by…
● Moving forward this has informed my work by…

Example 
Angie Lewin is a printmaker who works with lino and 
woodblock. Her prints are of plants and she is inspired by 
English hedgerows. I have chosen this artist as I am really 
inspired by her stylised work and the muted colours she 
uses. The lino and woodblock create smooth flat areas of 
colour. In particular I find it fascinating the way she has 
given a traditional theme a modern look. Now I have looked 
at her work I am going to photograph various grasses and 
seed heads to work from and observe 



Evaluating your own experiments 
When completing your experiments the key to scoring high marks is to always try to 
make your work look better as you progress through your project and to record these 
improvements in your sketchbook, sheets and project work. 
Every experiment should be EVALUATED in a thoughtful way. 

What have you done? What 
techniques and materials have you 
used?

Why did you do it? What were you 
trying to achieve?

Was the work successful? If so, why?

Do you think the work was 
unsuccessful? If so how could you do it
differently  to achieve the desired 
outcome?

What do you think you should do next 
so your work progresses?

What do you think of the 
design? Should it be altered to 
achieve the desired outcome?

Would the work be better if 
you used a different media?

How does the work relate to 
the artist/ artists your have 
been looking at?

How has the artist influenced 
you?

Would you consider doing 
something similar for a final 
piece? 

After each experiment you 
should comment on the 
following questions:

When evaluating your work the GCSE examiner will expect you to use key art vocabulary, you will 
Be marked on the Appropriate use of key words. Use the key word lists and the glossary at the 
front and the back of this booklet.  
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Evaluation Flow Chart
Start here: Answer as many questions 
as possible using KEY WORDS in full 
sentences.

What have I done?

Explain the processes, techniques 
and materials used.

Why have I done this?

What inspired you?

What was I trying to 
achieve?

What message did i want to 
express or what did i want 
the viewer to think or feel?

Is the work successful?

Does it achieve the effects 
described in the last box?

How could I improve the work?

How could I have changed it to make it 
more successful?

How does the work relate 
to my artists?

Think: subject, colour, technique, 
material, message, style...

How could I use it to develop my 
project?

What will I do next? Think research, 
experiments, primary images, theme, 
message, artists...
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Describing colour
Think about your overall impression of the colours used in 
the artwork, how they look and feel,how the colours work 
together, how they fit with the subject of the picture, how 
the artist has arranged these. Are there any specific 
colours you can identify?

Natural, clear, compatible, distinctive, interesting, 
lively, stimulating, subtle, sympathetic.
Artificial, clashing, depressing, discordant, garish, 
gaudy, jarring, unfriendly, violent. 
Bright, brilliant, deep, earthy, harmonious, intense, 
rich, saturated, strong, vibrant, vivid. Dull, flat, insipid, 
pale, mellow, muted, subdued, quiet, weak.
Cool, cold, warm, hot, light, dark. Blended, broken, 
mixed, muddled, muddied, pure.
Complimentary, contrasting, harmonious 
monochrome..

Describing artwork and Art Key words

Describing Texture
Can you see any different textures 
within the artwork? Do the textures 
help create a mood or effect? Does the 
lighting or the use of media highlight 
these textures?

Flat, Polished, smooth.
Raised, rough, course, cut incised, 
pitted, scratched, uneven, hairy, 

sticky.
Soft, hard.

Shiny, glossy, reflective. Satin, silk, 
frosted, matte.

Describing Composition
Look at how the elements in the artwork are arranged, the 

underlying structure (shapes) and relationships between the 
different parts, how your eye moves around the composition.

Arrangement, layout, structure, position.
Landscape format, portrait format, square format,

Rule of thirds. Negative space Positive space.
Foreground, background middle ground.

Centred, asymmetrical, symmetrical, balanced
Unbalanced, lopsided space.

Overlapping, cluttered, chaotic. Separate, spacious, empty, 
repetitive, free flow, fragmented, rigid, 

Describing Scale
A scale of an artwork can change the 
impact and meaning it may have. When 
looking at a copy online or 
In a book always try to imagine
It at the size it was 
Created to assess
Its impact.

Large, small, monumental
miniature, intimate.
Proportional, life-size, 
gargantuan, petite, tiny, 
insignificant, unrealistic.

Describing Atmosphere
What is the mood or atmosphere of the 
subject of the artwork and how is it 
expressed? What emotions do you 
experience looking at it?

 Calm, content peaceful, relaxed tranquil.
Cheerful, happy joyful,romantic.

Depressed, miserable, sad, sombre, 
tearful.

Aggressive, angry, chilling, dark 
distressing, frightening, exciting, 
stimulating, thought-provoking .

Boring, dull, lifeless, insipid.9



Describing artwork and Art Key words.

Describing Message
Look at the artwork carefully, consider all 
of the elements you have looked at and 
the subject. What message do you think 
the artist is trying to express? Is there a 
meaning? An emotion?

Mysterious, complex, simple, basic, story, 
symbolism, concept, issues, meaning.
Social comment, political, evironment, 

sexual, religous. 

Describing subject matter
It may feel like you are stating the obvious but 
if you think of how you would describe an 
artwork to someone who is not familiar with it 
or hasn’t seen it/ not looking at it. You would 
tell them the subject quite early on.

Abstract, surreal, realistic, 
photo-realistic, hyper-realistic.

Cityscape, buildings, man-made, urban, 
industrial.

Fantasy, imaginary, invented, 
mythological.

Figurative (figures), portraits, interiors, 
domestic.

Landscape, seascape.
Still life.

Describing viewpoint and Pose
Consider the angle or the position we’re 
seeing the subject of the artwork. How has 
the artist decided to present it. This 
element may not be relevant if the piece is 
abstract. 

Front, side, three-quarters, profile, rear, 
angle.

Close up, far away, life, size, birds eye view.
Upwards, downwards, sideways. 

Standing, sitting, lying down, bending.
Gesturing, moving, resting, static.

Describing still life
Before you get ingo what the individual objects in a 
still life artwork are, whether they are themed, 
related or dissimilar, look at them overall and 
describe this first.

Antique, battered, damaged, dusty, old, worn.
New, clean, shiny.

Functional, decorative, fancy.
Domestic, humble, commercial, industrial.

Close up, macro, enlarged. 

Describing tone and contrast.
Don’t forget to consider the tone or the values of 
colours too, plus the way tone is used in the artwork as 
a whole. 

Dark, light, mid.
Flat, uniform, unvarying, smooth, plain.

Large/small tonal range. varied, broken. constant. 
changes.

Graduated, contrasting, dramatic, strong, subtle. 

Describing Line, shape and form
Think about the overall shapes in the artwork 
and the way forms and depicted. What sense 
of depth and volume is there?

2D, flat, abstracted, simplified, stylised.
3D, realistic, natural, sense of depth and 
space, sharp, detailed.
Blurred, obscured, overlapping, indistinct, 
distorted, exaggerated, geometric, linear, 
long narrow.
Hard-edged, soft edge. flowing , delicate, 
simple, bold, thick, thin. 10



Visual art Vocabulary and glossary

Abstract Abstract art is art that does not attempt to represent an accurate depiction 
of a visual reality but instead used shapes, colours, forms and gestural 
marks to achieve its effect.

Asymmetrical Something which is unbalanced or has unequally proportioned elements. The 
opposite to symmetrical.

Broken colour Dabs or small amounts of colour around the image.

Complimentary 
colours

Colours which are opposite each other on the colour wheel. 

Composition The arrangement of elements within a work of art.

Contemporary The term contemporary art is loosely used to refer to art of the present 
day and of the relatively recent past.

Contrast The brightness range of the subject or the scene lighting. High contrast 
scene- has a wide range of blacks and whites

Depth The illusion of space within an image

Distorted A shape that has been charged and no longer proportioned or realistic.

Flat tones Something which has a very small or tonal range, something without 
shading. 

Focal Point The most important part of the image where the eye is first drawn to.

Geometric Refers to the shapes such as circles, triangles, squares etc

Genres Genres are types of painting. These were laid out in the seventeenth 
century (in order of importance) history, portrait, genre (scenes of 
everyday life), landscape and still life. 

When you are writing about your work or the work of others it is important that you use 
keywords and terms correctly.
Below are some of the key words and terms that may be useful to you, many of which 
are commonly misused! Check your own understanding before using them to discuss 
your work.
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Harmonic colours Colours which are next to or near each other on the colour wheel.

Impasto Impasto refers to and area of thick paint or texture in a painting. 

Impressionism Impressionism developed in france in the nineteenth century and is based 
on the practice of painting out of doors quickly and spontaneously ‘on the 
spot’ rather than in a studio from sketches.

Kitsch Kitsch is the German word for trash, and is used in English to describe a 
particularly cheap, vulgar and sentimental forms of popular commercial 
culture.

Medium Medium can refer to both to the type of art (painting, sculpture, 
printmaking) as well as the material an artwork is made from.

Monochrome An image using only white and one colour (usually black)

Negative space The space around the outside of the object.

Organic A work which may look or have shapes which are free flowing and or 
rounded.

Plane A plane  surface is a flat surface, and any distinct flat surface within a 
painting or sculpture can be referred to as a plane.

Relief A relief is a wall-mounted sculpture in which the three-dimensional 
elements are raised from a flat base.

Saturation How bright a colour appears The lowest saturation is black & white

Symbolism Late nineteenth century movement that advocated the expression of an 
idea, as if a mirror has reflected on it. 

Symmetrical Something that looks the same in one side as it does on the other

Tone The lightness and darkness of something- this could be shade, or how 
dark or light the colour appears.

Triptych An artwork in three panels or separate sections.

Visual art Vocabulary and glossary
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