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Introduction

Art history covers the entire past of humankind. from prehistoric times to the
present. Whatever is your taste or point of view, you can find visual arts challenging your
creative nerves and inspiring you to be conscious of beauty in natural and man-made
forms. It is during modern times when art history became a school discipline that teaches
students and broad masses how to evaluate and interpret works of art. It is true that art
history has frequently been criticized for its subjectivity because the definition of what is
beautiful varies from person to person. Nevertheless. by studying the historical
development of art and its stylistic evolutions you may learn to appreciate art forms
around you and develop your aesthetic understanding, new ways of thinking. and creative
inspirations.

The concept of artistic style allows the art historian to group works into categories
and it allows for the explanations or possible explanations for change or evolution. In
their attempts to explain why art objects look the way they do, art historians have
developed various theories. Herman Riegel (#f/R % « H A% /K) . Heinrich Wolfflin (i [A
A5 o (RIRKHK) and Wilhelm Worringer (IR /RKUEUY « IR MAE 25D believed that every art
style aimed at a faithful reproduction of nature and nothing else. but each cultural group
had its own mode of representing nature. They developed the idea that human beings
create abstract art when they feel uncomfortable with the world around them and more
naturalistic art when they are more contented with their world. The materialistic or
Marxist view of scholars like Arnold Hauser (] ififi « 523 /K) ., Frederick Antal (3 H
W5« LK) and T. J. Clark (T. J. %47 5) hold that styles change in response to
social struggle. while formalists like Henri Focillon (5 f] « i /4 7K ). explain stylistic
change only in reference to the works themselves. James Ackerman (U} « f] 5 &)
explains the change in style as a manifestation of the artist responding to visual and
intellectual challenges.

The term iconography ([E{%/imi{% /814 WF5¢) refers to what a work depicts and what
it means (subject matter and symbolism) . as opposed to its style. Both the meaning and
the style of artworks can be related to their historical context. As noted earlier, Marxist
theoreticians like Hauser and Clark believed that art style is totally determined by the
historical. social, and economic setting of the time during which it was produced. The
opposite view is represented by the followers of Carl Jung (K78 = Z€4%) . who believe that
many artworks are, like myths, embodiments of archetypal images that arise from the
collective unconscious. Art historians using the techniques of semiotics would attempt to

recover the artist’s psychological mindset as well as to utilize information from anth-



ropological and literary sources.

The artist provides an important dimension in the history of art. They have reached
outward to describe truths about humanity and have reached inward to describe truths
about themselves. Sometimes their pursuit has led them to beauty, at other times to shame
and outrage. As we have noted, early histories of art were simply biographies of artists.
Biography as one dimension is still important. We can learn much from the stylistic
development within the career of the artist. We can also learn a great deal from historical
accounts, documents. and the artist’s own theoretical writings and literary remains. All
of these are useful in understanding an artist’s works. Relationships to predecessors,
contemporaries. and followers can be described in terms of influence and school . 1t is
likely that artists are influenced by their masters and fellow artists and other people,
either in history or contemporary to them.

As you must have noticed, art history is concerned primarily with the plastic arts (i
1 % A ) painting, sculpture. and architecture, etc. —which differ from the temporal
arts (IF i) 2 A& ) —music. dance. theatre. and poetry, etc. —in several very basic ways.
The temporal arts require time for their performance or presentation. They are transitory
Gt JEPERY) or ephemeral (%7 (1)) in the sense that, once performed. they cease to exist
to the observer, except in memory. On the other hand, the plastic arts have physical bulk
and a tangible. enduring existence in space. To describe and analyze a plastic work of
art. we use categories and vocabularies that have become standard and that indispensable
to an understanding of this book.

Art history requires you to study and describe what you see in terms of the design
elements of line, shape. color, value, light, texture, rhythm. balance. proportion,
unity, variety. etc. Space can be three dimensional. as in sculpture or architecture. or
two dimensional, as in a painting. Artists may use devices like linear perspective to give
the illusion of three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional surface, or they may use the
properties of color and line to create spatial movement on the surface plane. Once you
form a response to one work of art, you can compare it to another. An alternative is to
make comparisons and contrasts between artists and their artistic works with the mind
eye. As you explore the fascinating world of art. a beautiful collection of thousands of
years of human experience. you will want to travel farther from your home to see works
of art in person.

Answering the questions that follow will help you to analyze how the artist used the
formal elements of art to create the work of art you are considering. How does the artist
use color? How does the artist handle light? Does the artist model the forms with light and
dark? How does the artist handle space? Does the artist use linear perspective or some
other devices to create the illusion of space? Does the artist use the linear approach.
which emphasizes contours and the edges of things. or a painterly approach, which builds
up the forms with brush strokes or patches? Does the artist emphasize vertical and

horizontal lines or diagonal lines? How do the lines of the composition relate to each



other and to the entire composition? How does the artist organize the forms of the
composition? If figures are used, does the scale of the figures seem appropriate in relation
to the setting? How are the figures arranged in relation to each other? What connection
do you see between the subject matter and the techniques the artist has used? What mood
or interpretation has the artist tried to express through the use of those techniques? And
so on and so forth.

Nevertheless. one of the questions everyone tends to ask more frequently about an
artwork is, “Is it good art?” Judgments about the value or quality of a work often vary
from one extreme to the other. ranging from vague reasons that “I like it” to specific
reasons why the artwork is thought to be good or not. Some opinions are more informed
than others and represent more authoritative people. However. value judgments may not
be significant or essential. Disagreements about quality can enhance one’s experience of a
work of art, resulting in a deeper understanding. In addition, evaluation or criticism can
be exercised without involving any judgment. We can thoroughly analyze any work of
art, describing what it consists of and how all of the factors affect an audience and its
response. We can spend a significant amount of time doing this and never pass a value
judgment at all. We may not like the work we have analyzed. but we have understood
something that we did not understand before.

On the other hand, contextual criticism seeks meaning by examining related infor-
mation outside the artwork, such as the artist’s life. his or her culture. social, and
political conditions and philosophies, public and critical reactions to the work. and so on.
When art seeks to bring about political change or to modify the behavior of large groups
of people, it has political or social functions. These can all be researched and applied to
the work in order to enhance perception and understanding. This approach tends to view
the artwork as an artifact generated from particular contextual needs, conditions, and/or
attitudes.

Finally, the literature about the history of Western art has become so abundant even
in China that one feels somewhat guilty for adding one more volume. Whether there was
any justification for doing so is a question whose answer will ultimately lic on the
judgment of each reader. My only intention in writing this book is to let it serve the
reader as a transition or basis for a more in-depth study of art in the original text.
Nevertheless, this book itself is far-reaching and all-inclusive in the treatment of Western
painting. sculpture, and architecture. We see that artists from diverse periods and
cultures use the same language and elements of art to commemorate a great variety of
their experiences. express their religious and secular values. persuade or impress their
audiences, and even to praise or criticize the social order. It is my sincere wish that
readers will learn a great deal from the History of Western Art. feel more deeply and

think ever more profoundly.
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Chapter |

Art from the Prehistoric to Mesopotamia

MR BRI AR Z AR

We tend to envision prehistoric people as barbaric. uncivilized, and unintelligent. With
apparent difficulties in satisfying their needs beyond food. shelter. and reproduction. we could
hardly imagine they would be interested in creating works of art and performing religious rituals
as we do. What did the world art of remote antiquity look like? Thanks to the archeological
discoveries in the past hundred or so years. the art of the Old Stone Age, or Paleolithic period
CIH AT #38F{C) is becoming more and more evident. It seems clear that artistic creativity of the
human race begins with carving and painting figures of humans and animals in their cave
dwellings. Examples of their works indicate to us that humans at the time were physically and
mentally identical to modern men and women, and they had already a rich cultural tradition
behind them.

The statement that art has no borders is probably very true with art of the primitive time.
Comparable representational images appeared in Asia. Africa and Europe. Partly this is due to
the primitive artist’s similar understanding of nature and life. Their working tools and techniques
arc not much different. and their living conditions must also be
similar. so were their creative motives. In their attempt at
naturalism. prehistoric artists captured the images of the beasts
by first outlining the contours of their bodies and then filled in
these outlines with details. They also attempted to capture
fertility by creating small sculptures called “venuses.” The most
famous of these in the west is perhaps the Venus of Willendorf
(Fig. 1-1). The tiny figure is carved of stone and is just over
11. 2 ¢cm high. The female form is highly abstracted without
facial features. and the emphasis is placed on the anatomical
parts associated with fertility: the breasts, swollen abdomen,
and enlarged hips. The other parts of the body are subordinated
to those related to reproduction.

Let’s compare the famous Venus of Willendorf with two

other figures of the type from places far apart. The first is a
Chinese version of the goddess, a nude female figure from an . , N

) ) ) ) Fig. 1-1 Venus of Willen-
ancient CCTCmOnlill site of Hongshan Culture. Liaoning Provincc dOI‘f, ¢. 15000 BC—10000 BC
(Fig. 1-2). She bears a swollen belly—an apparent sign of  (Paleolithic Age). Stone, 11.2
pregnancy. The second is a seated female figurine from  ¢m high. Naturhistorisches Muse-

. . . . . . . , Vienna,
Mesopotamia, displaying a pair of protruding breasts (Fig. 1-3). e



All of them share similar formal qualities and they seem to have been made for a common
purpose: the worshipping of the power of fertility or the goddess of birth. We may therefore
conclude that in the remote past there were more things in common than in difference among
different cultures. During the period of time, people were commonly concerned with survival.

They created their images. and perhaps their religion. as a way of coping with these concerns.

Fig. 1-2 Baked clay figurine from Dongshanzui, Fig. 1-3  Clay figure of woman with traces of
the site of a ceremonial center, c. 4000 BC. Kazuo paint, c. 6000 BC. Mesopotamia or Syria, 5. 11 X
County, Liaoning Province (i 57 Mg /& %= (LI M 4T 4.5 em. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
sz AE s ).

But as time passes. there appear more differences than similarities among arts of different
nations. One of the major factors is the omnipresent and persistent influence of geographical
conditions. It renders a permanent character on a civilization. For example. Greece is a
maritime country, more than 70% of Greece is mountainous and less than 25% of it can be
cultivated. Thus it is a land of husbandry rather than of fields. With the land divided partly by
the sea, it was all very natural and convenient for the Greeks to become seafarers and engage in
sea transport, developing trade of all kinds with peoples far and near. Moreover, the land of
Greece is the meeting-point of three continents: Asia Minor. Europe and North Africa. Trade
and culture contacts had no doubt linked the Greeks closely with all those regions. The Greek
civilization was thus conveniently built on the blending of various elements. especially
Mesopotamian, Egyptian. and Minoan cultures. Many other ancients were basically farmers
who bend on their land year after year and more or less in isolation.

Prehistoric Painting and Sculpture(Paleolithic Age. before 8000 BC)

In the caves of southern France & northern Spain. we see the birth of art at the Stone Age.
The first example of cave painting was discovered in 1879 in the Altamira caves (Fi] 7835 A& 7 7
i) of northern Spain(Fig. 1-4). An amateur archeologist (Marcelino de Sautuola. &5 /) %€ i

oo fl e 3R AL took his young daughter with him to explore the caves located within their

own property. He had found some odd-looking tools in the area, so he thought they could find

2



more inside the cave. Because the cave was so
full of debris accumulated over thousands of
years. the father was busy digging to uncover
relics while his daughter was free to walk
around. One day she entered a great hall of the
cave and was surprised to see pictures of
animals on the ceiling. The father was de-

lightful, for he believed they were a very an-

cient art. But when he announced this amazing
find to scientists. he was met with disbelief. Fig. 1-4 Bison, c. 14000 BC—12000 BC. Detail of
What is more, at the Lisbon Congress on Pre-  a painted ceiling in the Altamira cave, approx. 244
historic Archeology in 1880, archeologists ¢m long. Santander, Northern Spain.

officially dismissed these paintings as forgeries.

It was not until cave after cave of similar paintings were discovered elsewhere in northern
Spain and southern France that archeologists began to reconsider. With careful examinations
they noticed that some of these cave paintings were partially covered by calcium deposits (5 fifi
JLTEWY)) . Scientists knew that these deposits took thousands of years to grow, to accumulate over
the painting. Eventually everyone realized that these paintings were the world’s oldest known
art, and that they probably had been made by people who lived at the end of the last glacial
age. The discovery greatly influenced the development of Modern art. It is also a great impact
on our ideas of world history. on our idea of art—what is art. The most recent discovery is the
Chauvet Cave (#:[E = % 11) in southern France in 1994. We may expect more of them to be
discovered and more secretes to be revealed.

So far the best cave paintings are those
found in the caves at Lascaux (i 3 & il ] B
mi. Fig. 1-5) in southern France. It was
discovered in 1940. They have survived more
than 15000 years in a dry environment. As in

the caves of Spain, the Lascaux cave paintings

are almost exclusively of animals—bison. ma-
mmoths, reindeer., horses. cows, and bears.  Fig. 1-5  Hall of Bulls, c. 15000 BC—13000 BC.

Humans are only rarely represented. The cave Paint on limestone, approximately life size. Lascaux

mouths are found to be living quarters of Stone s, Southern France.
Age humans. But the paintings were painted deep inside the caves. Some of them are very
difficult to reach. So we can be sure that the paintings were generally not used as ornaments.
Probably they were done for some magical or religious purposes.

The figures are drawn naturalistically. Lifelike representations were preferred to abstract
patterns (Fig. 1-6). Judging the quality of the work. we can say with confidence that the cave
painting was done by professionals. Indeed. it is likely that art was the first of the human

professions. However, they are not proportionately related. They are of different sizes and



often painted on top of one another. The arrangement on the cave walls shows little concern for

any consistency of placement in relationship to each other or to the wall space. And there is no

setting, no landscape. No intention is shown to achieve some unified composition nor to suggest

the perspective effect. It seems that the painting of a single figure in itself fulfilled the purpose

of the artist. The hunter-artists made frequent and skillful use of the naturally irregular surfaces

of the walls. utilizing projections. recessions. fissures, and ridges to help give the illusion of real

presence to their forms (Fig. 1-7).

Fig. 1-6
13000 BC.

life size. Lascaux caves, Southern France,

Detail of a Bull, c¢. 15000 BC—

Paint on limestone, approximately

The images were drawn with chunks of
something like animal fat as a medium. Many
palettes for mixing colors. From these paintings
we may see that color was already a parti-
cularly important element of art. Color was
apparently enjoyed and appreciated by the
stone-age people who seemed to have used six
colors: chalk white. ocher carth. brown ecarth.
red earth. violet earth. smoke black. The six
pigments were diluted in animal fat. using
bowls and palettes of stone and crude horse-hair
brushes. Unfortunately. once the caves were
opened these paintings started deteriorating
rapidly with moisture and carbondioxide exhal-

ed by visitors. So the caves have been closed to

Fig. 1-7 Paintings from the so-called Axial gallery, c.
15000 BC—13000 BC.

mately life size. Lascaux caves, Southern France.

Paint on limestone, approxi-

red and yellow ocher that were mixed with

flat stones have been discovered that served as

Fig. 1-8 Bison with Turned Head, from la Made-
leine, Dordogne (% /R %32 ), France, c. 12000 BC.
Reindeer horn, 10.5 cm long. Musée des Antiquités

Nationales.



the general public since 1963.

Stone-age artists also have left us sculptures in
stone, ivory. bone. and antler. Roughly contemporary
to Altamira and Lascaux cave paintings are also bone
carvings and rock-cut reliefs found in a cave at La
Magdelaine (i 3£ 44) in France. The Bison with
Turned Head (Fig. 1-8) is a piece of carved reindeer
horn with striking vitality and simplicity. The style may
be related to paintings in the same cave. It shows a
mature sense of three-D forms. Another sculpture
illustrated here is a woman in a reclining position
showing her large breasts and pubic triangle while her
right arm is holding a bison horn. probably as a
drinking cup (Fig. 1-9). It represents the female figure

composed of a cluster of almost ball-like shapes. The

anatomical exaggeration suggests that this and other
5 R . < Fig. 1-9 W Holdi Bison Horn,
similar statuettes served as fertility fetishes. Obviously & oman Totdng @ Buson Horn

. ‘ ) from Lausel, Dordogne, France, c.23000
the aim was not to show the female of the species, but BC—20000 BC. Painted

limestone, ap-
rather the idea of female fecundity. In a way. the artist  prox. 44 ¢cm high. Musee A’quitanine, Bor-
depicted not the woman, but rather the human fertility. ~ deaux.

In the Neolithic age. human beings began to settle down in places with organized
community or lived in villages. The most famous structure they left over is megaliths (|5 A1).
Thousands of them have been found in France and England. They were often arranged in
parallel rows and run for several miles. Their purpose was evidently religious and may have had
to do with a cult of the dead or the worship of the sun. The total number of the Carnac menhirs
(RIR 44 58 "% £1) is almost three thousand, arranged in parallel rows nearly 4000 meters long

(Fig. 1-10). A small village has grown up around the menhirs.” They are unhewn CARfEi¥i4)

Fig. 1-10 Alignment of menhirs, c. 4000 BC. Stone, 183—457 cm high. Carnac, Brittany, France,

The word “menhir” is formed by two Celtic words: men meaning “stone” and hir meaning “long”.



or slightly shaped single stones ( mono-
liths) . indicating probably an important
Neolithic religious center in what is now
northern France. Sometimes they are
arranged in a circle. such as the famous
Stonehenge (|5 1[4/ 2% /K 25111 B A1 34,
Fig. 1-11) located in the English county of
Wiltshire (% [ &Y /% 45 £). which has

been one of the most mysterious places on

Fig. 1-11 Stonehenge, ¢. 2000 BC. 29.5 m in diameter, ~ €arth. Constructed anywhere from 3000
Salisbury Plain, Wiltshire, England. BC to 2000 BC. the stone monument

seems to have been a kind of astronomical observatory for the sun and the moon.

Art of the Ancient Mesopotamia

When humans first gave up their uncertain life of the hunter and gatherer for the more
predictable and stable life of the farmer and herder, the change in human society was so
fundamental that it justly has been called the Neolithic Revolution. This revolutionary change in
the nature of daily life first occurred in Mesopotamia—a Greek word that means “the land
between the rivers”. It is a marshy region between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in what is
now lIraq. The land became an oasis——and the presumed setting for the biblical Garden of Eden.
At about the same time that Egyptian culture developed in Egypt, Mesopotamian society began
to flourish between 4000 BC and 3000 BC. There humankind first learned how to use the wheel
and the plow, how to control floods and construct irrigation canals. Unlike Egypt. which was
protected on all sides by sea and desert, Mesopotamian society was constantly threatened by
invasion. Perhaps this explains why stories told
in much of its art are about the fighting.

Mesopotamians are credited also with the
invention of writing in about 3300 BC. They
developed schools, libraries. and written law.
By about 5000 years ago. the Sumerian people
(J F IR AN of this region had developed a
system of writing called cuneiform (FLIE L.
Fig. 1-12), or wedge-shaped writing (write
with a reed stylus on clay). Early writing was

used primarily as a means of recording im-

portant events and storing economic infor-
mation. In the city of Uruk (535 K0y

Fig. 1-12 Mesopotamian Administrative tablet with
cylinder seal impression of a male figure, hunting k%5 & %) . the earliest inscribed clay tablets
dogs, and boars, 3100 BC—2900 BC. Clay, 5.3 em  have been found in abundance. The tablet
high. The Metropolitan Museum of Art. New York.

illustrated here most likely documents grain
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distributed by a large temple. although the absence of verbs in early texts makes them difficult
to interpret with certainty.

Apart from clay tablets, the writing also
survived on stone cylinder seals (Fig. 1-13).
The seals were rolled onto the clay as a
signature. It consisted of a cylindrical piece of
stone. usually about an inch or so in height,

pierced for the attachment of a cord. Made of

various colored stones, both hard and soft.
such as rock crystal (7K ). agate (¥} . Fig. 1-13  Cylinder seal and impression: Hunting
scene, 2250 BC—2150 BC, the Akkadian period.
Chert (2% fH ), 2.8 cm high. The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York.

jasper (%% E) . lapis lazuli (X ¥ f1). marble
(A H f7), and alabaster (55 f€ & £1). seals
were engraved with a design in intaglio C[MTHfE ()
[¥]#£2) . so that a raised pattern was left when the seal was rolled over soft clay. With this
device. the Sumerians sealed. signed. and identified their letters and documents, which were
written on clay tablets. Cylinder seals are important for the study of ancient Near Eastern art
because many examples survive from all periods. They serve as a visual chronicle of changes in
style and iconography. The seal impression illustrated here depicts an elderly male hunting an
ibex (Pif 78 LTI 87111 °F) in a mountain forest. The imagery is an early attempt to represent
a landscape with a mythological and narrative subject unknown in Mesopotamian art.

The age and beard of the man with a crown suggest that he is probably the god of hunt and
warrior Ninurta (J¢ %% /K35 #1) by his Akkadian name (Pif K75 A Z 45). The Mesopotamian
religion is the oldest recorded religion in history. It originated with the Sumerians. who later
passed on their traditions to the Akkadians.” This transmission of beliefs continued into the
Babylonian age and beyond. Like the Greek pantheon that postdates them. the Sumerian gods
and goddess took human forms. experiencing human emotions and holding their own family and
social lives. With a polytheistic belief system, the Sumerians had incorporating vast numbers of
gods and goddesses into their pantheon. Although they had human flaws. they were superior to
humans in that they rested above them. controlling their lives at whim.

Understandably. at the heart of the Mesopotamian city was the temple or ziggurat (3 i) .
Each city-state had its own patron god to whom a ziggurat was devoted for the worship and
glorification. It was believed that this god owned the city and its inhabitants. And the god would
rule over its domain according to the offerings and ceremonies committed to it. Among the

greatest ziggurats

U Historically. the Sumerians are the most energetic about their worship and the origination of their many gods.
Unfortunately for today's scholars. the naming of the gods was so fluid and changing that the archacological record is rather unclear
on the details of the entire Mesopotamian pantheon. Often times three of four names were given to represent one figure. This
increases the record of names. though not the number of gods. making the determination of specifics rather confusing. While they
had hundreds of gods for the various intricacies of life. they had a powerful main pantheon of about 11 gods they relied upon for their

objects of worship.
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