
Essay writing
in Art History and Theory



Answering the question
What is Romantic about the work of Friedrich, Turner, Runger, Gericault, 
Constable, or Blake? Choose one or two artists and analyse two artworks 
in relation to the themes, ideals and strategies of Romanticism.

Research and identify the themes, ideals and strategies (e.g. formal 
qualities and formats) of Romanticism in. 

The initial sentence suggests the diversity of approaches embodied by 
Romanticism and the difficulties of defining it. It indicates that this should 
form part of your response. 

Choose two artwork case studies that will form the body of your essay, 
using visual analysis and historical context to make key points that will 
form your argument in relation to the question

In your case studies, itʼs a good idea to focus on a single aspect of 
Romanticism in art (e.g. a shared theme) so that you can better compare 
and contrast their different formal aspects (their strategies).  



Developing an argument
• What do you want to say?
• Does your choice of artworks allow you to 

say it?
• How will you use visual analysis to support 

your argument?
• Does your research support your point of 

view?



Doing research
• Start broad ‒ general internet sources are fine at this point, as 

are introductions or overviews of the period or topic. Make a 
shortlist of potential artwork case studies and ideas as you read.

• Begin to narrow your focus by reading JSTOR articles and 
chapters in edited books that are relevant to your case studies. 
Take careful note of the author and publishing details of text you 
are reading and the page numbers you take notes from

• Take notes as you read, but try to paraphrase rather than 
copying word for word ‒ putting ideas in your own words helps 
you to understand them and will be useful in the writing stage. 

• Use scholarly sources ‒ books or articles that have an author 
and references (footnotes and/or bibliography). These are 
contributions to scholarship rather than summaries and will give 
you more to work with in terms of ideas and interpretation.



Structuring your argument ‒ 5 part (shared context)
1. introduction (about 100-150 words)
Identify the problem in the question, summarise your thesis (what you want to ʻsayʼ), identify artworks 
and justify your choice (how they help you to understand the problem)

2. Context (about 150-200 words)
The relevant background to the problem: what the reader needs to know in order to understand your 
argument. Make this VERY SPECIFIC to the topic of your essay.

3. Artwork 1 (about 500 words)
Analysis of subject, form and meaning in relation to the historical context of the work. Focus on 
developing at least 3 key points that help you to make your argument.

4. Artwork 2 (about 500 words)
Analysis of subject, form and meaning in relation to the historical context of the work. Focus on 
developing at least 3 key points that help you to make your argument, linking them with the points you 
made in relation to artwork 1.

5. Comparative analysis (about 200 words)
Develop a focused comparison or contrast of the artworks in relation to your thesis. What does the 
relationship between these artworks tell us about your topic? How does it reinforce your main points? 
Can you observe a shift in the handling of subject matter, or a new set of concerns that relate to 
changes in historical context or ideas about art?



1. Introduction (about 100-150 words)
Identify the problem in the question, summarise your thesis (what you want to ʻsayʼ), identify 
artworks and justify your choice (how they help you to understand the problem)

2. Artwork 1 (about 600 words)
Analysis of subject, form and meaning in relation to the historical context of the work. Focus 
on developing at least 3 key points that help you to make your argument.

3. Artwork 2 (about 600 words)
Analysis of subject, form and meaning in relation to the historical context of the work. Focus 
on developing at least 3 key points that help you to make your argument, linking them with 
the points you made in relation to artwork 1.

4. Comparative analysis (about 200 words)
Develop a focused comparison or contrast of the artworks in relation to your thesis. What 
does the relationship between these artworks tell us about your topic? How does it reinforce 
your main points? Can you observe a shift in the handling of subject matter, or a new set of 
concerns that relate to changes in historical context or ideas about art?

Structuring your argument ‒ 4 part 
(different contexts)



Writing
• Make a plan before you start to write that will help you structure your 

argument

• Use the plan as a framework for your notes, dropping them in under 
the headings. This will help you decide where your points will go so 
that your argument is clear and detailed. It may also show up gaps in 
your research and argumentation

• Start writing when you know what you want to say ‒ use your notes to 
develop the content of your paragraphs

• Revise and restructure often to make your points clear and relevant to 
your argument

• A few days in between writing sessions helps you to see the progress 
youʼre making and the changes that could be made

• Aim for clarity over complexity. As a general rule, show rather than tell 
by persuading your reader through visual and historical evidence



Quotations
• Donʼt quote from secondary sources, 

paraphrase instead (put the ideas into your 
own words, and then cite the text in a footnote)

• Only quote from primary or secondary sources 
if you are going to analyse their meaning ‒
never substitute someone elseʼs words for your 
own

• We want to see that you have read and 
synthesised art history scholarship. You can 
demonstrate this through discussion rather 
than quotation



Where to use footnotes
• At the end of a sentence
• Use one footnote per sentence (donʼt 

interrupt the flow of your argument by 
including multiple notes in a sentence)

• If you need to clarify how you are using the 
source, do so in the footnote text (e.g. ʻfor 
the political interpretation of waves in late 
Edo woodblock prints, see Christine Guth...ʼ)



When to use footnotes
• When you are quoting (although avoid quoting secondary sources)
• When you are paraphrasing, to indicate the source of the idea or 

information (this is a positive thing and demonstrates your research)
• After making statements or offering interpretations that rely on 

someone elseʼs original research. E.g. “Bada Shanren used fish as 
symbols of the leftover subjects of the Ming”. This is not common 
knowledge; someone had to work hard to discover this. However, 
“Bada Shanrenʼs painting depicts fish in a pond, which were common 
motifs in his work”, doesnʼt need a footnote

• Interpretations must be footnoted, whether these come directly from 
an author “Bada Shanrenʼs painting can be linked to the political 
context of the new Dynasty...”, or speaking for the artist through an 
author, for instance “Bada Shanren believed that...”

• You can also use footnotes to make an aside, something that does not 
relate to your main argument but that demonstrates your research.



Bibliography
• All the sources cited in your footnotes 

should be included in a bibliography
• This is an alphabetical list of sources 

ordered by author surname that comes at 
the end of your essay

• You can include general sources that you 
have not directly cited only if they are 
relevant to your topic (and you read them).



Image list
• If you want to include reproductions of the 

artworks discussed in your essay, put them in 
a separate image list between the end of the 
essay and the bibliography

• Image captions should include the following 
information:

• Artist name, title of work (in italics), year, 
medium (e.g. oil on canvas), dimensions (in 
cm), and the location of the work (e.g. Royal 
Collection Trust, London)








