
How to Read Old Master Paintings: Secrets of
Body Language in Figurative Fine Art
Old master paintings are a window into the past, offering us a glimpse into
the lives and thoughts of people from centuries ago. By studying the body
language of the figures depicted in these paintings, we can learn a great
deal about the social and cultural norms of the time, as well as the artist's
own personal style and vision.
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The Body as a Canvas

The human body is a powerful tool for communication. Through our
posture, gestures, and facial expressions, we can convey a wide range of
emotions and ideas. Old master painters were masters of this art, using the
body as a canvas to express their own unique perspectives on the world.
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By carefully observing the body language of the figures in old master
paintings, we can learn a great deal about the artist's intentions. For
example, a figure with a relaxed posture and open arms may be inviting the
viewer to enter the scene, while a figure with a hunched posture and closed
arms may be feeling defensive or withdrawn.

The Eyes Have It

The eyes are often said to be the windows to the soul, and this is certainly
true in old master paintings. The direction of a figure's gaze can tell us a lot
about their thoughts and feelings. For example, a figure who is looking
directly at the viewer may be trying to establish a connection, while a figure
who is looking away may be lost in thought or contemplation.

The size and shape of a figure's eyes can also be significant. Large, wide
eyes may indicate innocence or vulnerability, while small, narrow eyes may
indicate cunning or suspicion.

The Hands Tell a Story

The hands are another important source of information in old master
paintings. The way a figure holds their hands can tell us a lot about their
personality and emotional state. For example, a figure with open hands
may be welcoming or generous, while a figure with clenched hands may be
angry or defensive.

The gestures made by a figure's hands can also be significant. For
example, a figure who is pointing to something may be trying to draw
attention to it, while a figure who is making a fist may be expressing anger
or defiance.



The Body in Context

It is important to remember that the body language of a figure in an old
master painting should not be interpreted in isolation. The context of the
painting, including the setting, the other figures present, and the overall
mood of the work, all play a role in shaping the meaning of the body
language.

For example, a figure who is standing tall and proud in a group portrait may
be seen as a leader or a person of authority. However, the same figure
standing in the same pose in a battle scene may be seen as a warrior or a
defender.

By studying the body language of the figures in old master paintings, we
can gain a deeper understanding of the artist's intentions and the social
and cultural norms of the time. This knowledge can help us to appreciate
these works of art on a whole new level.

So next time you visit a museum or gallery, take some time to observe the
body language of the figures in the paintings. You may be surprised at what
you learn.

Additional Resources

* [Body Language in Art]
(https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/bodyl/hd_bodyl.htm) * [The Body in
Art](https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/b/body-in-art) * [How to Read Old
Master Paintings](https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/art-
history/medieval-art/renaissance-art/a/how-to-read-old-master-paintings)
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Shares His Secrets to Financial Success
Chris Hogan is an Everyday Millionaire who shares his secrets to
financial success. He is the author of the bestselling book "Everyday
Millionaires," which has sold over 1...

The True Story of Genius, Betrayal, and
Redemption
In the annals of science, there are countless stories of brilliant minds
whose work has changed the world. But there are also stories of...
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