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Preface to second edition


This book is intended as an introduction to the issues and debates that make up the discipline of art history and that arise from art history’s central concerns—identifying, categorizing, interpreting, describing, and thinking about works of art. The ways in which art history has approached these tasks have changed over time. These shifting attitudes towards the parameters of art history, and how histories can interrogate visual subject matter, have raised questions about the presentation of the history of visual art in written form and the limits verbal language has placed on our ability to do this. In recent years the relative importance of the role of the artist, the subject, and the viewer in the artistic enterprise have also been re-evaluated. These issues in turn raise questions to do with our preoccupation with authorship, authenticity, and chronologically defined linear progression, all of which have informed the traditional canon of art history, which may be only one way of looking at, analysing, and historicizing art.

Thus, traditional histories of art emphasize periods and styles, and focus on Western artistic production, and this can obscure other approaches, for instance the grouping of artworks according to their subject matter, or influence the way in which arts from cultures outside the West are discussed. This book challenges such traditional ways of seeing and writing about art. I have, therefore, chosen examples from different historical moments and cultures to illustrate questions that I see as fundamental to the subject. This being a Very Short Introduction, I have been selective in my choice of illustrations, and the images I use are meant only to be indicative of the issues I discuss in relation to them. As a whole, the illustrations are representative of ‘high art’, that is to say the art we expect to find in museums and galleries. This material enables us to investigate a range of social and cultural issues covered by art history.

I begin with a consideration of the fundamental question ‘what is art history?’ This enables me to draw distinctions between art history and art appreciation and art criticism, and to consider a range of artefacts included in the discipline and how these have changed over time. Although art is a visual subject, we learn about it through reading and we convey our ideas about it mostly in writing. This sets off an interplay between the verbal and the visual which I explore in Chapter 2. Here, I look at how histories of art have been written in Europe and North America and the effect that this has had on the object itself and on the subjects of art history. Examples from a broad time span are used, including Pliny, Vasari, and Winckelmann, together with more recent writings by Gombrich, Greenberg, Nochlin, and Pollock. A discussion of these writers introduces the expectations we have of art history as a chronological story about great Western male artists. As part of this second edition I have added a chapter on art history in a global context and I consider the mismatch between Western approaches to art history when applied to art objects from outside this cultural and geographical purview. The bias in this interpretation of the subject opens up the questions of the importance of the canon in art history and how we view non-figurative, primitive, and naive art.

The importance of the gallery or museum—or more generally of ways of presenting art history—is covered in Chapter 4, which maps out the development of collections from cabinet of curiosities to the private and corporate sponsor and collector of today. Since the first edition of this book, the emergence of the prestige building by a star architect to house art collections has become an increasingly global phenomenon and I look at the impact this has on the presentation and our understanding of art history. Alongside this, I discuss the impact the amassing of objects has had on their perceived value and on the histories of art, and how writing about objects can affect their ‘value’. The question of the canon of art history returns in this chapter in relation to the ability of the gallery or museum either to endorse or to challenge it. I look at this with special reference to the importance of the identity of the artist in gallery display and in answer to the question ‘what difference does it make to the presentation of art history if art is presented to the public as a thematic exploration of a subject or as a chronological sequence?’ This also informs my consideration of how ‘blockbuster’ exhibitions have changed the direction of art history, for instance the Post-Impressionism exhibition of 1912 that gave that art movement its name. Returning to the theme of global art history, I also think about how the ‘blockbuster’ both facilitates and influences the movement of artefacts to audiences across the world.

The relationship between art and thought can be a complex one, and in Chapter 5 I discuss the impact various philosophical schools and psychoanalytic theory have had on the way in which we think about art history and the role, meaning, and interpretation of art.
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