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Caterina van Hemessen, Self-Portrait, 1548. Oil on wood, 1′ 3
4″ × 9 78″. Kunstmuseum Basel, Basel.

This meticulously painted wood panel by Caterina van Hemessen (1528–1587) is the first known Northern 
European self-portrait by a woman. The artist signed the work “Caterina van Hemessen painted me / 1548 / 
her age 20″ and confidently presented herself as a painter who interrupts her work at her easel to look toward 
the viewer. She holds brushes, a palette, and a maulstick (a stick used to steady the hand while painting) 
in her left hand, and delicately applies pigment to the panel with her right hand. Professional women artists 
were unusual in 16th-century Europe in large part because of the difficulty in obtaining formal training. Female 
apprentices, for example, were not permitted to reside in a male master’s home or to draw nude models. 
Caterina was typical in having been taught by her father, Jan Sanders van Hemessen (ca. 1500–1556), a well-
known painter in Antwerp who had traveled in Italy in the 1520s. She acquired an enviable reputation for her 
portraits of women and enjoyed the patronage of Mary, queen consort of Hungary (1505–1558).

We know all this about Caterina van Hemessen from documents of the era, a boon to art historians that 
is characteristic of Western art since the Renaissance of the 14th century. That is not typical, however, of 
many periods of the history of art, when artists toiled in anonymity to fulfill the wishes of their patrons, whether 
Egyptian pharaohs, Roman emperors, or medieval monks. Art through the Ages surveys the art of all periods 
from prehistory to the present, and worldwide, and examines how artworks of all kinds have always reflected 
the historical contexts in which they were created.
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I take great pleasure in introducing the extensively revised and 
expanded 16th edition of Gardner’s Art through the Ages: A Global  
History, which, like the 15th edition, is a hybrid art history  
textbook—the first, and still the only, introductory survey of the 
history of art of its kind. This innovative new kind of “Gardner” 
retains all of the best features of traditional books on paper while 
harnessing 21st-century technology to increase by 25% the number 
of works examined—without increasing the size or weight of the 
book itself and at only nominal additional cost to students.

When Helen Gardner published the first edition of Art through 
the Ages in 1926, she could not have imagined that nearly a century 
later, instructors all over the world would still be using her textbook 
(available even in a new Chinese edition, the third time this clas-
sic textbook has been translated into Chinese) in their classrooms. 
Indeed, if she were alive today, she would not recognize the book 
that, even in its traditional form, long ago became—and remains—
the world’s most widely read introduction to the history of art and 
architecture. I hope that instructors and students alike will agree 
that this new edition lives up to the venerable Gardner tradition and 
even exceeds their high expectations.

The 16th edition follows the 15th in incorporating an innova-
tive new online component called MindTaptm, which includes, in 
addition to a host of other features (enumerated below), MindTap 
Bonus Images (with zoom capability) and descriptions of more than 
300 additional important works of all eras, from prehistory to the 
present and worldwide. The printed and online components of the 
hybrid 16th edition are very closely integrated. For example, each 
MindTap Bonus Image appears as a thumbnail in the traditional 
textbook, with abbreviated caption, to direct readers to MindTap 
for additional content, including an in-depth discussion of each 
image. The integration extends also to the maps, index, glossary, 
and chapter summaries, which seamlessly merge the printed and 
online information.

Key Features of  
the 16th Edition
In this new edition, in addition to revising the text of every chapter 
to incorporate the latest research and methodological developments 
and dividing the former chapter on European and American art 
from 1900 to 1945 into two chapters, I have added several important 
features while retaining the basic format and scope of the previous 
edition. Once again, the hybrid Gardner boasts roughly 1,700 pho-
tographs, plans, and drawings, nearly all in color and reproduced 
according to the highest standards of clarity and color fidelity, 

including hundreds of new images, among them a new series of 
superb photos taken by Jonathan Poore exclusively for Art through 
the Ages during a photographic campaign in England in 2016 
(following similar forays into France, Tuscany, Rome, and Germany 
for the 14th and 15th editions). MindTap also includes custom vid-
eos made on these occasions at each site by Sharon Adams Poore. 
This extraordinary proprietary Cengage archive of visual material 
ranges from ancient temples and aqueducts in Rome and France; to 
medieval, Renaissance, and Baroque churches in England, France, 
Germany, and Italy and 18th-century landscape architecture in 
England; to such postmodern masterpieces as the Pompidou Center 
and the Louvre Pyramide in Paris, the Neue Staatsgalerie in Stutt-
gart, and the Gherkin in London. The 16th edition also features the 
highly acclaimed architectural drawings of John Burge prepared 
exclusively for Cengage, as well as Google Earth coordinates for all 
buildings and sites and all known provenances of portal objects. 
Together, these exclusive photographs, videos, and drawings pro-
vide readers with a visual feast unavailable anywhere else.

Once again, scales accompany the photograph of every paint-
ing, statue, or other artwork discussed—another innovative feature 
of the Gardner text. The scales provide students with a quick and 
effective way to visualize how big or small a given artwork is and its 
relative size compared with other objects in the same chapter and 
throughout the book—especially important given that the illus-
trated works vary in size from tiny to colossal.

Also retained in this edition are the Quick-Review Captions 
(brief synopses of the most significant aspects of each artwork or 
building illustrated) that students have found invaluable when pre-
paring for examinations. These extended captions accompany not 
only every image in the printed book but also all the digital images 
in MindTap, where they are also included in a set of interactive 
electronic flashcards. Each chapter also again ends with the highly 
popular full-page feature called The Big Picture, which sets forth 
in bullet-point format the most important characteristics of each 
period or artistic movement discussed in the chapter. Also retained 
from the 15th edition are the timelines summarizing the major 
artistic and architectural developments during the era treated (again 
in bullet-point format for easy review) and a chapter-opening essay 
called Framing the Era, which discusses a characteristic painting, 
sculpture, or building and is illustrated by four photographs.

Another pedagogical tool not found in any other introductory 
art history textbook is the Before 1300 section that appears at the 
beginning of the second volume of the paperbound version of the 
book. Because many students taking the second half of a survey 
course will not have access to Volume I, I have provided a special 
(expanded) set of concise primers on architectural terminology 

Preface
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and construction methods in the ancient and medieval worlds, 
and on mythology and religion—information that is essential for 
understanding the history of art after 1300 in both the West and 
the East. The subjects of these special essays are Greco-Roman 
Temple Design and the Classical Orders; Arches and Vaults; Basili-
can Churches; Central-Plan Churches; the Gods and Goddesses 
of Mount Olympus; the Life of Jesus in Art; Early Christian Saints 
and Their Attributes; Buddhism and Buddhist Iconography; and 
Hinduism and Hindu Iconography. Before 1300 also is included in 
MindTap for all courses.

Feature boxes once again appear throughout the book as well. 
These features fall under nine broad categories, one of which is new 
to the 16th edition:

Architectural Basics boxes provide students with a sound foun-
dation for the understanding of architecture. These discussions are 
concise explanations, with drawings and diagrams, of the major 
aspects of design and construction. The information included is essen-
tial to an understanding of architectural technology and terminology.

Materials and Techniques essays explain the various media that 
artists have employed from prehistoric to modern times. Because 
materials and techniques often influence the character of artworks, 
these discussions contain essential information on why many mon-
uments appear as they do.

Religion and Mythology boxes introduce students to the princi-
pal elements of the world’s great religions, past and present, and to 
the representation of religious and mythological themes in painting 
and sculpture of all periods and places. These discussions of belief 
systems and iconography give readers a richer understanding of 
some of the greatest artworks ever created.
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tural, and religious context of art and architecture. In some instances, 
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ments illuminating important monuments of art and architecture 
throughout the world. The passages quoted permit voices from the 
past to speak directly to the reader, providing vivid and unique 
insights into the creation of artworks in all media.

In the Artists on Art boxes, artists and architects throughout 
history discuss both their theories and individual works.

The Patron’s Voice essays underscore the important roles played 
by the individuals and groups who paid for the artworks and build-
ings in determining the character of those monuments.

Problems and Solutions essays are designed to make students 
think critically about the decisions that went into the making of 
every painting, sculpture, and building from the Old Stone Age to 
the present. These discussions address questions of how and why 
various forms developed; the problems that painters, sculptors, and 
architects confronted; and the solutions they devised to resolve them.

New to the 16th edition are boxes titled A Second Opinion, in 
which an individual work of art that is the subject of current debate 
or has recently been reinterpreted is discussed. These essays under-
score for students that the history of art and architecture is not a static 
discipline and that scholars are constantly questioning and rethinking 
traditional interpretations of paintings, sculptures, and buildings.

Other noteworthy features retained from the 15th edition are 
the extensive (updated) bibliography of books in English; a glos-
sary containing definitions of all italicized terms introduced in both 
the printed and online texts; and a complete museum index listing 
all illustrated artworks by their present location. The host of state-
of-the-art resources in the 16th edition version of MindTap for Art 
through the Ages are enumerated on page xxix).

96609_fm_rev02_i-xvi.indd   13 13/08/18   10:53 am

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-203



xiv    Preface

former senior marketing manager; and Sayaka Kawano, former 
product assistant. I also express my deep gratitude to the incom-
parable group of learning consultants who have passed on to me 
the welcome advice offered by the hundreds of instructors they 
speak to daily.

It is a special pleasure also to acknowledge my debt to the fol-
lowing out-of-house contributors to the 16th edition: the peerless 
quarterback of the entire production process, Joan Keyes, Dove-
tail Publishing Services; Michele Jones, copy editor extraordinaire; 
Susan Gall, eagle-eyed proofreader; Alisha Webber, text and cover 
designer; Lumina Datamatics, photo researchers; Jay and John 
Crowley, Jay’s Publisher Services; Cenveo Publisher Services; and 
Jonathan Poore and John Burge, for their superb photos and archi-
tectural drawings.

I conclude this long (but no doubt incomplete) list of acknowl-
edgments with an expression of gratitude to my colleagues at Boston 
University and to the thousands of students and hundreds of teach-
ing fellows in my art history courses since I began teaching in 1975. 
From them I have learned much that has helped determine the form 
and content of Art through the Ages and made it a much better book 
than it otherwise might have been.

Fred S. Kleiner

Chapter-by-Chapter Changes 
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31: Modernism and Postmodernism in Europe and America, 
1945 to 1980. Added Mark Rothko’s No. 10, Louise Nevelson’s 
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Sky Cathedral, and Robert Frank’s Trolley, New Orleans. New Art 
and Society essay “Robert Frank’s The Americans.” New A Second 
Opinion essay “The Portland Building.” New Artists on Art essay 
“Robert Smithson on Spiral Jetty.”

32: Contemporary Art Worldwide. Added De Style by Kerry 
James Marshall, Subway Graffiti #3 by Faith Ringgold, Big Alagba 
and Sekibo by Sokari Douglas Camp, Hydra and Kali by Damien 
Hirst, and Shibboleth by Doris Salcedo. New Art and Society essay 
“Damien Hirst’s Wreck of the Unbelievable.” New photographs of 
Maya Lin’s Vietnam Veterans Memorial, the interior and exterior 
of Norman Foster’s HSBC headquarters in Hong Kong, and Fos-
ter’s Gherkin tower in London.

33: South and Southeast Asia, 1200 to 1980. Expanded discus-
sion of Southeast Asia. Added Wat Chai Wattanaram at Ayutthaya 
and Pha That Luang at Vientiane. New photographs of the Qutb 
Minar and Alai Darvaza at Delhi, Victoria Terminus at Mumbai, 
the Wat Benchamabophit walking Buddha, the Emerald Buddha in 
Bangkok, and the Schwedagon Pagoda at Rangoon.

34: China and Korea, 1279 to 1980. Revised discussion of several 
artworks and boxed essays. New photographs of the Noon Gate, 

about the author

Fred S. Kleiner

Fred S. Kleiner (Ph.D., Columbia University) has been the author or coauthor of Gardner’s Art through the 
Ages beginning with the 10th edition in 1995. He has also published more than a hundred books, articles, 
and reviews on Greek and Roman art and architecture, including A History of Roman Art, also published by  
Cengage Learning. Both Art through the Ages and the book on Roman art have been awarded Texty prizes as 
the outstanding college textbook of the year in the humanities and social sciences, in 2001 and 2007, respec-
tively. Professor Kleiner has taught the art history survey course since 1975, first at the University of Virginia 
and, since 1978, at Boston University, where he is currently professor of the history of art and architecture and 
classical archaeology and has served as department chair for five terms, most recently from 2005 to 2014. 
From 1985 to 1998, he was editor-in-chief of the American Journal of Archaeology.

Long acclaimed for his inspiring lectures and devotion to students, Professor Kleiner won Boston Uni-
versity’s Metcalf Award for Excellence in Teaching as well as the College Prize for Undergraduate Advising in 
the Humanities in 2002, and he is a two-time winner of the Distinguished Teaching Prize in the College of Arts 
& Sciences Honors Program. In 2007, he was elected a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries of London, and, 
in 2009, in recognition of lifetime achievement in publication and teaching, a Fellow of the Text and Academic 
Authors Association.

Also by Fred Kleiner: A History of Roman Art, Second Edition (Cengage Learning 2018; ISBN 
9781337279505), winner of the 2007 Texty Prize for a new college textbook in the humanities and social sci-
ences. In this authoritative and lavishly illustrated volume, Professor Kleiner traces the development of Roman 
art and architecture from Romulus’s foundation of Rome in the eighth century bce to the death of Constantine 
in the fourth century ce, with special chapters devoted to Pompeii and Herculaneum, Ostia, funerary and 
provincial art and architecture, and the earliest Christian art, with an introductory chapter on the art and archi-
tecture of the Etruscans and of the Greeks of South Italy and Sicily.

96609_fm_rev02_i-xvi.indd   15 13/08/18   10:53 am

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-203



xvi  

MindTap Mobile
Gardner’s Art through the Ages: A Global History, 16th edition, is 
now more accessible than ever with the MindTap Mobile App, 
empowering students to learn on their terms—anytime, anywhere, 
online or off. 

•• The MindTap eReader provides convenience as students can 
read or listen to their eBook on their smartphone, take notes, 
and highlight important passages. 

•• Flashcards and quizzing cultivate confidence. Students have in-
stant access to readymade flashcards, study games, and quizzes 
to engage key concepts and confidently prepare for exams. 

•• Notifications keep students connected. Due dates are never for-
gotten with MindTap Mobile course notifications, which push 
assignment reminders, score updates, and instructor messages 
directly to students’ smartphones.

Lecture Notes & Study Guides
The Lecture Notes & Study Guide for each chapter is a lecture 
companion that allows students to take notes alongside the images 
shown in class. This resource includes reproductions of the images 
from the reading, with full captions and space for note-taking either 
on a computer or on a printout. It also includes a chapter summary, 
key terms list, and learning objectives checklist.

Google Earth
Take a virtual tour of art through the ages! Resources for the 16th 
edition include Google Earth coordinates for all works, monu-
ments, and sites discussed in the reading, encouraging students to 
make geographical connections between places and sites. Instruc-
tors can use these coordinates to start lectures with a virtual journey 
to locations all over the globe or take aerial screenshots of important 
sites to incorporate into lecture materials.

MindTap for  
Art through the Ages
MindTap for Gardner’s Art through the Ages: A Global History, 16th 
edition, helps students engage with course content and achieve 
greater comprehension. Highly personalized, fully online, and com-
pletely mobile-optimized, the MindTap learning platform presents 
authoritative Cengage content, assignments, and services. 

Students

MindTap guides you through your course via a learning path where 
you can annotate readings and take quizzes. Concepts are brought 
to life with zoomable versions of close to 1,700 images; videos to 
reinforce concepts and expand knowledge of particular works or art 
trends; numerous study tools, including mobile-optimized image 
flashcards; a glossary complete with an audio pronunciation guide; 
and more! 

Instructors

You can easily tailor the presentation of each MindTap course 
and integrate activities into a learning management system. The 
Resources for Teaching folder in MindTap and the Instructor Com-
panion Site hold resources such as instructions on how to use the 
online test bank; Microsoft PowerPoint slides with high-resolution 
images, which can be used as is or customized by importing per-
sonal lecture slides or other material; YouTube playlists organized 
by chapter; course learning objectives; and more. 

RESOURCES FOR STUDENTS 
AND INSTRUCTORS
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before 1300

Students enrolled in the second semester of a yearlong introductory survey of the history of art may 
not have access to Volume I. Therefore, Volume II of Art through the Ages: A Global History open with a 
special set of concise primers on Greco-Roman and medieval architectural terminology and construc-
tion methods and on Greco-Roman, Christian, Buddhist, and Hindu iconography—information that is 
essential for understanding the history of art and architecture after 1300 both in the West and the East.

Contents

■	architectural basics

Greco-Roman Temple Design and the Classical Orders  xviii

Arches and Vaults  xx

Basilican Churches  xxii

Central-Plan Churches  xxiv

■	religion and mythology

The Gods and Goddesses of Mount Olympus  xxv

The Life of Jesus in Art  xxvi

Early Christian Saints and Their Attributes  xxviii

Buddhism and Buddhist Iconography  xxx

Hinduism and Hindu Iconography  xxxi

96609_Before 1300_rev02_xvii-xxxi.indd   17 25/07/18   5:38 pm

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-203



DORIC ORDER IONIC ORDER

Raking cornice
Pediment

Raking cornice
Pediment

Cornice

Frieze

Architrave

Capital

ShaftC
ol

um
n

En
ta

bl
at

ur
e

C
ol

um
n

En
ta

bl
at

ur
e

Stylobate

Cornice

Frieze

Architrave

Capital

Shaft

Base

Stylobate

Romans also built round temples (called tholos temples), a build-
ing type that also had a long afterlife in Western architecture.

■■ Classical orders  The Greeks developed two basic architectural 
orders, or design systems: the Doric and the Ionic. The forms of 
the columns and entablature (superstructure) generally differentiate 
the orders. Classical columns have two or three parts, depending 
on the order: the shaft, which is usually marked with vertical chan-
nels (flutes); the capital; and, in the Ionic order, the base. The Doric 
capital consists of a round echinus beneath a square abacus 
block. Spiral volutes constitute the distinctive feature of the Ionic 
capital. Classical entablatures have three parts: the architrave, 
the frieze, and the triangular pediment of the gabled roof, framed 
by the cornice. In the Doric order, the frieze is subdivided into tri-
glyphs and metopes, whereas in the Ionic, the frieze is left open.

The Corinthian capital, a later Greek invention very popular in Roman 
times, is more ornate than either the Doric or Ionic. It consists of a double 
row of acanthus leaves, from which tendrils and flowers emerge. Although 
this capital often is cited as the distinguishing element of the Corinthian 
order, in strict terms no Corinthian order exists. Architects simply substi-
tuted the new capital type for the volute capital in the Ionic order, as in the 
fourth-century bce tholos temple at Epidaurus in Greece.

Sculpture played a major role on the exterior of classical temples, 
partly to embellish the deity’s shrine and partly to tell something about 
the deity to those gathered outside. Sculptural ornament was concen-
trated on the upper part of the building, in the pediment and frieze.

Doric and Ionic orders

architectural basics

Greco-Roman Temple Design  
and the Classical Orders

The gable-roofed columnar stone temples of the Greeks and Romans 
have had more influence on the later history of architecture in the West-
ern world than any other building type ever devised. Many of the ele-
ments of classical temple architecture are present in buildings from the 
Renaissance to the present day. 

The basic design principles of Greek and Roman temples and the 
most important components of the classical orders can be summarized 
as follows.

■■ Temple design  The core of a Greco-Roman temple was the cella, 
a room with no windows that usually housed the statue of the  
god or goddess to whom the shrine was dedicated. Generally, 
only the priests, priestesses, and chosen few would enter the 
cella. Worshipers gathered in front of the building, where sacrifices 
occurred at open-air altars. In most Greek temples, for example, 
the temple erected in honor of Hera or Apollo at Paestum, a  
colonnade was erected all around the cella to form a peristyle. 
	B y contrast, Roman temples, for example, the Temple of Por-
tunus in Rome, usually have freestanding columns only in a porch 
at the front of the building. Sometimes, as in the Portunus temple, 
engaged (attached) half-columns adorn three sides of the cella to 
give the building the appearance of a peripteral temple. Architec-
tural historians call this a pseudoperipteral design. The Greeks and 
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Greek Doric peripteral temple (Temple of Hera or Apollo, Paestum, Italy, ca. 460 bce)

Roman Ionic pseudoperipteral temple  
(Temple of Portunus, Rome, Italy, ca. 75 bce)

Corinthian capital  
(Tholos temple, Epidaurus, Greece, ca. 350 bce) 

96609_Before 1300_rev02_xvii-xxxi.indd   19 25/07/18   5:39 pm

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-203



xx  

A
rc

h
it

e
c

tu
ra

l B
a

si
c

s 
�

B
e

fo
re

 1
30

0

series of groin vaults covers an interior hall, the open lateral  
arches of the vaults function as windows admitting light to the 
building.

■■ Dome  The hemispherical dome may be described as a round 
arch rotated around the full circumference of a circle, usually resting 
on a cylindrical drum. The Romans normally constructed domes 
using concrete, a mix of lime mortar, volcanic sand, water, and 
small stones, instead of with large stone blocks. Concrete dries to 
form a solid mass of great strength, which enabled the Romans to 
puncture the apex of a concrete dome with an oculus (eye), so that 
much-needed light could reach the interior of the building.

Barrel vaults, as noted, resemble tunnels, and groin vaults are usu-
ally found in a series covering a similar longitudinally oriented interior 
space. Domes, in contrast, crown centrally planned buildings, so named 
because the structure’s parts are of equal or almost equal dimensions 
around the center.

Arch Barrel vault

Hemispherical dome with oculusGroin vault

architectural basics

Arches and Vaults

Although earlier architects used both arches and vaults, the Romans 
employed them more extensively and effectively than any other ancient 
civilization. The Roman forms became staples of architectural design 
from the Middle Ages until today.

■■ Arch  The arch is one of several ways of spanning a passageway. 
The Romans preferred it to the post-and-lintel (column-and-archi-
trave) system used in the Greek orders. Builders construct arches 
using wedge-shaped stone blocks called voussoirs. The central 
voussoir is the arch’s keystone.

■■ Barrel vault  Also called the tunnel vault, the barrel vault is an 
extension of a simple arch, creating a semicylindrical ceiling over 
parallel walls.

■■ Groin vault  The groin vault, or cross vault, is formed by the inter-
section at right angles of two barrel vaults of equal size. When a 
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Roman arch (Arch of Titus, Rome, Italy, ca. 81)

Medieval barrel-vaulted church  
(Saint-Savin, Saint-Savin-sur-Gartempe, France, ca. 1100)

Roman hall with groin vaults (Baths of Diocletian, now 
Santa Maria degli Angeli, Rome, Italy, ca. 298–306)

Roman dome with oculus (Pantheon, Rome, Italy, 118–125)
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Gothic architects frequently extended the aisles around the apse to 
form an ambulatory, onto which opened radiating chapels housing sacred 
relics. Groin vaults formed the ceiling of the nave, aisles, ambulatory, 
and transept alike, replacing the timber roof of the typical Early Christian 
basilica. These vaults rested on diagonal and transverse ribs in the form 
of pointed arches. On the exterior, flying buttresses held the nave vaults 
in place. These masonry struts transferred the thrust of the nave vaults 
across the roofs of the aisles to tall piers frequently capped by pointed 
ornamental pinnacles. This structural system made it possible to open up 
the walls above the nave arcade with huge stained-glass windows in the 
nave clerestory.

In the later Middle Ages, especially in the great cathedrals of the 
Gothic age, church facades featured extensive sculptural ornamenta-
tion, primarily in the portals beneath the stained-glass rose windows (cir-
cular windows with tracery resembling floral petals). The major sculpted 
areas were the tympanum above the doorway (akin to a Greco-Roman 
temple pediment), the trumeau (central post), and the jambs.

Nave of Amiens Cathedral, France, begun 1220Cutaway view of a typical French Gothic cathedral
(1) pinnacle, (2) flying buttress, (3) vaulting web, (4) diagonal rib,  

(5) transverse rib, (6) springing, (7) clerestory, (8) oculus, (9) lancet,  
(10) triforium, (11) nave arcade, (12) compound pier with responds

Architectural Basics

Basilican Churches

Church design during the Middle Ages set the stage for ecclesiastical 
architecture from the Renaissance to the present. Both the longitudi-
nal- and central-plan building types of antiquity had a long postclassical 
history.

In Western Christendom, the typical medieval church had a  
basilican plan, which evolved from the Roman columnar hall, or basilica. 
The great European cathedrals of the Gothic age, which were the imme-
diate predecessors of the churches of the Renaissance and Baroque 
eras, shared many elements with the earliest basilican churches con-
structed during the fourth century, including a wide central nave flanked 
by aisles and ending in an apse. Some basilican churches also have 
a transept, an area perpendicular to the nave. The nave and transept 
intersect at the crossing. Gothic churches, however, have many addi-
tional features. The key components of Gothic design are labeled in the 
drawing of a typical French Gothic cathedral, which can be compared to 
the interior view of Amiens Cathedral and the plan of Chartres Cathedral.
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Plan of Chartres Cathedral, Chartres, France,  
rebuilt after 1194 

Central portal, west facade, Chartres Cathedral, ca. 1145–1155

West facade of Amiens Cathedral, Amiens, France, begun 1220

Diagram of medieval portal sculpture
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Architectural Basics

Central-Plan Churches

The domed central plan of classical antiquity dominated the architecture 
of the Byzantine Empire but with important modifications. Because the 
dome covered the crossing of a Byzantine church, architects had to 
find a way to erect domes on square bases instead of on the circular 
bases (cylindrical drums) of Roman buildings. The solution was penden-
tive construction in which the dome rests on what is in effect a second, 
larger dome. The top portion and four segments around the rim of the 
larger dome are omitted, creating four curved triangles, or pendentives. 

The pendentives join to form a ring and four arches whose planes bound 
a square. The first use of pendentives on a grand scale occurred in the 
sixth-century church of Hagia Sophia (Holy Wisdom) in Constantinople.

The interiors of Byzantine churches differed from those of basilican 
churches in the West not only in plan and the use of domes but also in 
the manner in which they were adorned. The original mosaic decoration 
of Hagia Sophia is lost, but at San Marco (Saint Mark’s) in Venice, some 
40,000 square feet of mosaics cover all the walls, arches, vaults, and 
domes.

Hagia Sophia, Constantinople (Istanbul), Turkey, 532–537 Saint Mark’s, Venice, Italy, begun 1063

Dome on pendentives
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RELIGION AND MYTHOLOGY

The Gods and Goddesses  
of Mount Olympus

The chief deities of the Greeks ruled the world from their home on Mount 
Olympus, Greece’s highest peak. They figure prominently not only in 
Greek, Etruscan, and Roman art but also in art from the Renaissance 
to the present.

The 12 Olympian gods (and their Roman equivalents) were:

■■ Zeus (Jupiter)  King of the gods, Zeus ruled the sky and allotted 
the sea to his brother Poseidon and the Underworld to his other 
brother, Hades. His weapon was the thunderbolt. Jupiter was also 
the chief god of the Romans.

■■ Hera (Juno)  Wife and sister of Zeus, Hera was the goddess of 
marriage.

■■ Poseidon (Neptune)  Poseidon was lord of the sea. He controlled 
waves, storms, and earthquakes with his three-pronged pitchfork 
(trident).

■■ Hestia (Vesta)  Sister of Zeus, Poseidon, and Hera, Hestia was 
goddess of the hearth.

■■ Demeter (Ceres)  Third sister of Zeus, Demeter was the goddess 
of grain and agriculture.

■■ Ares (Mars)  God of war, Ares was the son of Zeus and Hera and 
the lover of Aphrodite. His Roman counterpart, Mars, was the 
father of the twin founders of Rome, Romulus and Remus.

■■ Athena (Minerva)  Goddess of wisdom and warfare, Athena was 
a virgin born from the head of her father, Zeus.

■■ Hephaistos (Vulcan)  God of fire and of metalworking, Hephaistos 
was the son of Zeus and Hera. Born lame and, uncharacteristically 
for a god, ugly, he married Aphrodite, who was unfaithful to him.

■■ Apollo (Apollo)  God of light and music and son of Zeus, the 
young, beautiful Apollo was an expert archer, sometimes identified 
with the sun (Helios/Sol).

■■ Artemis (Diana)  Sister of Apollo, Artemis was goddess of the hunt. 
She was occasionally equated with the moon (Selene/Luna).

■■ Aphrodite (Venus)  Daughter of Zeus and a nymph (goddess of 
springs and woods), Aphrodite was the goddess of love and beauty.

■■ Hermes (Mercury)  Son of Zeus and another nymph, Hermes  
was the fleet-footed messenger of the gods and possessed 
winged sandals. He carried the caduceus, a magical herald’s rod.

Other important Greek gods and goddesses were:

■■ Hades (Pluto)  Lord of the Underworld and god of the dead. 
Although the brother of Zeus and Poseidon, Hades never resided 
on Mount Olympus.

■■ Dionysos (Bacchus)  God of wine, another of Zeus’s sons.
■■ Eros (Amor or Cupid)  The winged child-god of love, son of  

Aphrodite and Ares.
■■ Asklepios (Aesculapius)  God of healing, son of Apollo. His ser-

pent-entwined staff is the emblem of modern medicine.

Apollo, from Olympia,  
ca. 470–456 bce

Athena, by Phidias,  
ca. 438 bce 

Aphrodite, by Praxiteles,  
ca. 350–340 bce 

Hermes and infant Dionysos,  
by the Phiale Painter,  

ca. 440–435 bce 
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religion and mythology

The Life of Jesus in Art 

Christians believe that Jesus of Nazareth is the son of God, the Messiah 
(Savior, Christ) of the Jews prophesied in Hebrew scripture. His life—his 
miraculous birth from the womb of a virgin mother, his preaching and 
miracle working, his execution by the Romans and subsequent ascent 
to Heaven—has been the subject of countless artworks from Roman 
times through the present day.

Incarnation and Childhood

The first “cycle” of the life of Jesus consists of the events of his concep-
tion (incarnation), birth, infancy, and childhood.

■■ Annunciation to Mary  The archangel Gabriel announces to the 
Virgin Mary that she will miraculously conceive and give birth to 
God’s son, Jesus.

■■ Visitation  The pregnant Mary visits her cousin Elizabeth, who is 
pregnant with John the Baptist. Elizabeth is the first to recognize 
that the baby Mary is bearing is the Son of God.

■■ Nativity, Annunciation to the Shepherds, and Adoration of the 
Shepherds  Jesus is born at night in Bethlehem and placed in a 
basket. Mary and her husband, Joseph, marvel at the newborn, 
while an angel announces the birth of the Savior to shepherds in 
the field, who rush to adore the infant Jesus.

■■ Adoration of the Magi  A bright star alerts three wise men (magi) 
in the East that the King of the Jews has been born. They travel  
12 days to present precious gifts to the infant Jesus.

■■ Presentation in the Temple  In accordance with Jewish tradition, 
Mary and Joseph bring their firstborn son to the temple in Jerusa-
lem, where the aged Simeon recognizes Jesus as the prophesied 
savior of humankind.

■■ Massacre of the Innocents and Flight into Egypt  King Herod, 
fearful that a rival king has been born, orders the massacre of all 
infants, but the holy family escapes to Egypt.

■■ Dispute in the Temple  Joseph and Mary travel to Jerusalem for 
the feast of Passover. Jesus, only a boy, debates the astonished 
Jewish scholars in the temple, foretelling his ministry.

Public Ministry

The public-ministry cycle comprises the teachings of Jesus and the 
miracles he performed.

■■ Baptism  Jesus’s public ministry begins with his baptism at age 
30 by John the Baptist in the Jordan River. God’s voice is heard 
proclaiming Jesus as his son.

■■ Calling of Matthew  Jesus summons Matthew, a tax collector, 
to follow him, and Matthew becomes one of his 12 disciples, or 
apostles (from the Greek for “messenger”).

■■ Miracles  Jesus performs many miracles, revealing his divine 
nature. These include acts of healing and raising the dead, turning 
water into wine, walking on water and calming storms, and creat-
ing wondrous quantities of food.

■■ Delivery of the Keys to Peter  Jesus chooses the fisherman 
Peter (whose name means “rock”) as his successor. He declares 
that Peter is the rock on which his church will be built and sym-
bolically delivers to Peter the keys to the kingdom of Heaven.

■■ Transfiguration  Jesus scales a mountain and, in the presence 
of Peter and two other disciples, is transformed into radiant light. 
God, speaking from a cloud, discloses that Jesus is his son.

■■ Cleansing of the Temple  Jesus returns to Jerusalem, where he 
finds money changers and merchants conducting business in the 
temple. He rebukes them and drives them out.

Annunciation, by Jean Pucelle, ca. 1325–1328
Miracle of Loaves and Fishes, Sant’Apollinare Nuovo,  

Ravenna, Italy, ca. 504
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Passion

The passion (Latin passio, “suffering”) cycle includes the events leading 
to Jesus’s trial, death, resurrection, and ascent to Heaven.

■■ Entry into Jerusalem O n the Sunday before his Crucifixion  
(Palm Sunday), Jesus rides into Jerusalem on a donkey.

■■ Last Supper  In Jerusalem, Jesus celebrates Passover with his 
disciples. During this last supper, Jesus foretells his imminent 
betrayal, arrest, and death and invites the disciples to remember 
him when they eat bread (symbol of his body) and drink wine (his 
blood). This ritual became the celebration of Mass (Eucharist).

■■ Agony in the Garden  Jesus goes to the Mount of Olives in the 
Garden of Gethsemane, where he struggles to overcome his 
human fear of death by praying for divine strength.

■■ Betrayal and Arrest  The disciple Judas Iscariot betrays Jesus to 
the Jewish authorities for 30 silver coins. Judas identifies Jesus to 
the soldiers by kissing him, and Jesus is arrested. 

■■ Trials of Jesus  The soldiers bring Jesus before Caiaphas, the 
Jewish high priest, who interrogates Jesus about his claim to be 
the Messiah. Jesus is then brought before the Roman governor 
of Judaea, Pontius Pilate, on the charge of treason because he 
had proclaimed himself king of the Jews. Pilate asks the crowd to 
choose between freeing Jesus or Barabbas, a murderer. The peo-
ple choose Barabbas, and the judge condemns Jesus to death.

■■ Flagellation  The Roman soldiers who hold Jesus captive whip 
(flagellate) him and mock him by dressing him as king of the Jews 
and placing a crown of thorns on his head.

■■ Carrying of the Cross, Raising of the Cross, and Crucifixion  The 
Romans force Jesus to carry the cross on which he will be crucified 

from Jerusalem to Mount Calvary. Soldiers erect the cross and nail 
Jesus’s hands and feet to it. Jesus’s mother, John the Evangelist, 
and Mary Magdalene mourn at the foot of the cross, while the 
soldiers torment Jesus. One of them stabs Jesus in the side with a 
spear. After suffering great pain, Jesus dies on Good Friday.

■■ Deposition, Lamentation, and Entombment  Two disciples, 
Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus, remove Jesus’s body from 
the cross (Deposition) and take him to his tomb. Joseph, Nicode-
mus, the Virgin Mary, John the Evangelist, and Mary Magdalene 
mourn over the dead Jesus (Lamentation). (When in art the iso-
lated figure of the Virgin Mary cradles her dead son in her lap, it 
is called a Pietà—Italian for “pity.”) Then his followers lower Jesus 
into a sarcophagus in the tomb (Entombment).

■■ Resurrection and Three Marys at the Tomb O n the third day 
(Easter Sunday), Christ rises from the dead and leaves the tomb. 
The Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene, and Mary, the mother of James, 
visit the tomb but find it empty. An angel informs them that Jesus 
has been resurrected.

■■ Noli Me Tangere, Supper at Emmaus, and Doubting of Thomas   
During the 40 days between Christ’s Resurrection and his ascent 
to Heaven, he appears on several occasions to his followers. 
Christ warns Mary Magdalene, weeping at his tomb, with the 
words “Don’t touch me” (Noli me tangere in Latin). At Emmaus 
he eats supper with two astonished disciples. Later, Christ invites 
Thomas, who cannot believe Christ has risen, to touch the wound 
in his side inflicted at his Crucifixion.

■■ Ascension O n the 40th day, on the Mount of Olives, with his 
mother and apostles as witnesses, Christ gloriously ascends to 
Heaven in a cloud.

Ascension of Christ, Rabbula Gospels, 586Crucifixion, ivory plaque, Italy, early fifth century
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■■ Elizabeth  A cousin of Anne, Elizabeth was also an older barren 
woman. The angel Gabriel announced to her husband, the priest 
Zacharias, that she would give birth to a son named John. Six 
months later, Gabriel informed Mary that she would become the 
mother of the son of God (Annunciation), whereupon Mary visited 
Elizabeth (Visitation), and in Elizabeth’s womb the future John the 
Baptist leaped for joy at the approach of the Mother of God. 

■■ Joseph  Although a modest craftsman, Joseph was a descendant 
of King David. An elderly widower, he was chosen among several 
suitors to wed the much younger Mary when his staff miraculously 
blossomed. Joseph’s principal attributes are the flowering staff 
and carpentry tools.

■■ John the Baptist E lizabeth’s son, John, became a preacher who 
promoted baptism as a means of cleansing Jews of their sins in prep-
aration for the Messiah. John most often appears in art as a bearded 
hermit baptizing a much younger Jesus in the Jordan River, even 
though John was only six months older. His attribute is a lamb.

APOSTLES

During the course of his ministry, Jesus called 12 men to be his apostles, 
or messengers, to spread the news of the coming of the son of God. 
All 12 apostles were present at the Last Supper. After Judas’s betrayal 
and suicide, the remaining 11 witnessed Jesus’s Ascension and chose 
another follower of Jesus to replace Judas. At the Pentecost, the Holy 

RELIGION AND MYTHOLOGY

Early Christian Saints  
and Their Attributes

A distinctive feature of Christianity is the veneration accorded to 
saints (from the Latin word for “holy”—sanctus), a practice dating to 
the second century. Most of the earliest Christian saints were martyrs 
who died for their faith at the hands of the Roman authorities, often 
after suffering cruel torture. During the first millennium of the Church, 
the designation of sainthood, or canonization, was an informal process, 
but in the late 12th century, Pope Alexander III (r. 1159–1181) ruled that 
only the papacy could designate individuals as saints, and only after a 
protracted review of the life, character, deeds, and miracles of the per-
son under consideration. A preliminary stage is beatification, the official 
determination that a deceased individual is a beatus (blessed person).

In Christian art, saints almost always have halos around their heads. 
To distinguish individual saints, artists commonly depicted them with one 
or more characteristic attributes—often the means of their martyrdom, 
although saintly attributes take a wide variety of forms.

The most important saints during the early centuries of Christianity 
were contemporaries of Jesus. They may be classified in three general 
categories.

FAMILY OF JESUS AND MARY

■■ Anne  The parents of the Virgin Mary were Anne and Joachim, 
a childless couple after 20 years of marriage. Angels separately 
announced to them that Anne would give birth.

John the Baptist baptizing Jesus, Liège, Belgium, 1118 
Christ between Saints Peter and Paul,  

Sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, Rome, ca. 359 
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Spirit assigned the 12 apostles the mission of spreading the Gospel 
throughout the world. All but John the Evangelist eventually suffered 
martyrdom. Four of the apostles figure prominently in the history of art.

■■ Peter  The “prince of apostles,” Peter was a fisherman whom 
Jesus designated as the rock on which he would found his 
Church. The Savior presented the apostle with the keys to the 
kingdom of Heaven. Peter was the first bishop of Rome and the 
head of the long line of popes. He was crucified upside down 
because he insisted that he was unworthy to die as Jesus did. 
Peter’s chief attributes are the keys.

■■ John the Evangelist  Another fisherman, John was the youngest 
apostle and “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” He was one of two 
apostles who became evangelists—those who recorded Jesus’s 
life in the Gospels. John also wrote the Book of Revelation. His 
attribute is an eagle.

■■ Matthew  The second evangelist among the apostles, Matthew 
was a Jewish tax collector. Different accounts say that he was 
either stabbed to death or beheaded while saying Mass. Matthew 
appears most frequently in art as a seated robed figure writing his 
Gospel. His attribute is a winged man.

■■ James  The brother of John the Evangelist and also a fisher-
man, James was the first apostle to be martyred—by beheading. 
According to tradition, before his martyrdom he preached the 
Gospel in Spain. James’s attribute is a scallop shell, the emblem 
of pilgrims to his shrine at Santiago de Compostela.

OTHER EARLY SAINTS

Several other saints who died before Constantine ended the per- 
secution of Christians have also frequently been the subjects of artworks:

■■ Paul B orn a Jew named Saul, Paul fervently opposed Christian 
teaching until Christ spoke to him in a blinding burst of light. Paul 
became the “Apostle to the Gentiles,” preaching the Gospel to 
non-Jews as well as Jews. His Epistles are the foundation of 
Christian theology. In Early Christian art, he holds a scroll and often 
appears with Peter flanking Christ, although, unlike the original 
apostles, Paul never met Jesus. In later representations he may 
hold the sword of his martyrdom.

■■ Mark O ne of the two evangelists who were not apostles, Mark ac-
companied Paul on his earliest missionary journey and became the first 
bishop of Alexandria, where he was martyred by being dragged with 
a rope around his neck. The Venetians acquired Mark’s remains in 
828. The saint’s attribute—a lion—is the emblem of Venice to this day.

■■ Luke  A Gentile physician in addition to being a Gospel author, 
Luke painted a portrait of Mary and the infant Jesus, and conse-
quently became the patron saint of artists as well as doctors.  
His attribute is an ox.

■■ Mary Magdalene B orn in Magdala on the Sea of Galilee, Mary 
Magdalene washed Jesus’s feet with her tears and dried them 
with her hair. She was the first to discover Christ’s empty tomb 
and to encounter the resurrected Savior. Mary’s major attribute  
is her long hair.

Mark, with his lion, writing his Gospel, Corbie Gospels, ca. 1120 Mary Magdalene and the resurrected Christ, Rabbula Gospels, 586 

96609_Before 1300_rev02_xvii-xxxi.indd   29 25/07/18   5:39 pm

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-203



xxx  

R
e

lig
io

n
 a

n
d

 M
yt

h
o

lo
g

y 
�B


e

fo
re

 1
30

0

RELIGION AND MYTHOLOGY

Buddhism and Buddhist Iconography

The Buddha (Enlightened One) was born around 563 bce as Prince Sid-
dhartha Gautama. When he was 29, he renounced his opulent life and 
became a wandering ascetic searching for knowledge through medita-
tion. Six years later, he achieved complete enlightenment, or buddhahood, 
while meditating beneath a pipal tree (the Bodhi tree) at Bodh Gaya (place 
of enlightenment) in eastern India. The Buddha preached his first sermon 
in the Deer Park at Sarnath. There he set into motion the Wheel (chakra) 
of the Law (dharma) and expounded the Four Noble Truths: (1) life is suf-
fering; (2) the cause of suffering is desire; (3) one can overcome and extin-
guish desire; (4) the way to conquer desire and end suffering is to follow 
the Buddha’s Eightfold Path of right understanding, right thought, right 
speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and 
right concentration. The Buddha’s path leads to nirvana, the cessation of 
the endless cycle of painful life, death, and rebirth. The Buddha continued 
to preach until his death at age 80 at Kushinagara.

The earliest form of Buddhism is called Theravada (Path of the 
Elders) Buddhism. The second major school of Buddhist thought, 
Mahayana (Great Path) Buddhism, emerged around the beginning of 
the Christian era. Mahayana Buddhists refer to Theravada Buddhism 
as Hinayana (Lesser Path) Buddhism and believe in a larger goal than 
nirvana for an individual—namely, buddhahood for all. Mahayana Bud-
dhists also revere bodhisattvas (Buddhas-to-be), exemplars of compas-
sion who restrain themselves at the threshold of nirvana to aid others in 
earning merit and achieving buddhahood. A third important Buddhist 

sect, especially popular in East Asia, venerates the Amitabha Buddha 
(Amida in Japanese), the Buddha of Infinite Light and Life. The devotees 
of this Buddha hope to be reborn in the Pure Land Paradise of the West, 
where the Amitabha resides and can grant them salvation.

The earliest (first century ce) known depictions of the Buddha in 
human form show him as a robed monk. Artists distinguished the Enlight-
ened One from monks and bodhisattvas by lakshanas, body attributes 
indicating the Buddha’s suprahuman nature. These distinguishing marks 
include an urna, or curl of hair between the eyebrows; an ushnisha, or 
cranial bump; and, less frequently, palms of hands and soles of feet 
imprinted with a wheel. The Buddha is also recognizable by his elongated 
ears, the result of wearing heavy royal jewelry in his youth.

Representations of the Buddha also feature a repertory of mudras, 
or hand gestures. These include the dhyana (meditation) mudra, with 
the right hand over the left, palms upward; the bhumisparsha (earth-
touching) mudra, right hand down reaching to the ground, calling the 
earth to witness the Buddha’s enlightenment; the dharmachakra (Wheel 
of the Law, or teaching) mudra, a two-handed gesture with right thumb 
and index finger forming a circle; and the abhaya (do not fear) mudra, 
right hand up, palm outward, a gesture of protection or blessing.

Episodes from the Buddha’s life are among the most popular 
subjects in all Buddhist artistic traditions. Four of the most important 
events are his birth at Lumbini from the side of his mother; his achieve-
ment of buddhahood while meditating beneath the Bodhi tree; his 
first sermon at Sarnath; and his attainment of nirvana when he died  
(parinirvana) at Kushinagara.

Life and death of  
the Buddha, from 
Gandhara, second  
century. (a) Birth at 
Lumbini, (b) enlight-
enment at Bodh Gaya, 
(c) first sermon at  
Sarnath, (d) death  
at Kushinagara  
(parinirvana)

a b

c d
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religion and mythology

Hinduism and Hindu Iconography

Unlike Buddhism (and Christianity, Islam, and other religions), Hindu-
ism recognizes no founder or great prophet. Hinduism also has no 
simple definition, but means “the religion of the Indians.” The practices 
and beliefs of Hindus vary tremendously, but ritual sacrifice is central to 
Hinduism. The goal of sacrifice is to please a deity in order to achieve 
release (moksha, liberation) from the endless cycle of birth, death, and 
rebirth (samsara) and become one with the universal spirit.

Not only is Hinduism a religion of many gods, but the Hindu deities 
also have various natures and take many forms. This multiplicity sug-
gests the all-pervasive nature of the Hindu gods. The three most impor-
tant deities are the gods Shiva and Vishnu and the goddess Devi. Each 
of the three major sects of Hinduism today considers one of these three 
to be supreme—Shiva in Shaivism, Vishnu in Vaishnavism, and Devi in 
Shaktism. (Shakti is the female creative force.)

■■ Shiva is the Destroyer, but, consistent with the multiplicity of 
Hindu belief, he is also a regenerative force and, in the latter role, 
can be represented in the form of a linga (a phallus or cosmic pil-
lar). When Shiva appears in human form in Hindu art, he frequently 
has multiple limbs and heads, signs of his suprahuman nature, 

and matted locks piled atop his head, crowned by a crescent 
moon. Sometimes he wears a serpent scarf and has a third eye on 
his forehead (the emblem of his all-seeing nature). Shiva rides the 
bull Nandi and often carries a trident.

■■ Vishnu is the Preserver of the Universe. Artists frequently portray 
him with four arms holding various attributes, including a conch-
shell trumpet and discus, sometimes sleeping on the serpent 
Ananta floating on the waters of the cosmic sea as he dreams the 
universe into reality. When the evil forces in the world become too 
strong, he descends to earth to restore balance and assumes dif-
ferent forms (avatars, or incarnations), including a boar, fish, and 
tortoise, as well as Krishna, the divine lover, and even the Buddha 
himself.

■■ Devi is the Great Goddess who takes many forms and has many 
names. Hindus worship her alone or as a consort of male gods 
(Parvati or Uma, wife of Shiva; Lakshmi, wife of Vishnu), as well 
as Radha, lover of Krishna. She has both benign and horrific 
forms. She creates and destroys. In one manifestation, she is 
Durga, a multiarmed goddess who often rides a lion. Her son is 
the elephant-headed Ganesha.

Dancing Shiva with Ganesha, Badami, India,  
late sixth century

Vishnu Asleep on the Serpent Ananta, Deogarh, India,  
early sixth century
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 I-1a  Art historians seek to understand not only why artworks 
appear as they do but also why those works exist at all. Who paid 
this African artist to make this altar? Can the figures represented 
provide the answer?

 I-1b  What tools and techniques did this sculptor employ to transform molten 
bronze into this altar representing a Benin king and his attendants projecting in 
high relief from the background plane?

 I-1c  At the bottom of the altar is a band 
with hands and other symbols, but no art-
ist’s signature or date. How can art historians 
determine when an unlabeled work such as 
this one was made and by and for whom?

Altar to the Hand (ikegobo), from Benin, Nigeria,  
ca. 1735–1750. Bronze, 19 5 120 high. British Museum,  
London (gift of Sir William Ingram).

I-1

1 in.
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1

What is art history? Except when referring to the modern academic discipline, people do not often 
juxtapose the words art and history. They tend to think of history as the record and interpretation of 
past human events, particularly social and political events. By contrast, most think of art, quite cor-
rectly, as part of the present—as something people can see and touch. Of course, people cannot see or 
touch history’s vanished human events, but a visible, tangible artwork is a kind of persisting event. One 
or more artists made it at a certain time and in a specific place, even if no one now knows who, when, 
where, or why. Although created in the past, an artwork continues to exist in the present, long surviv-
ing its times. The earliest known paintings and sculptures were created almost 40,000 years ago, but 
they can be viewed today, often in glass cases in museums built only during the past few years.

Modern museum visitors can admire these objects from the remote past and countless others pro-
duced over the millennia—whether a large painting on canvas by a 17th-century French artist (fig. I-12),  
a wood portrait from an ancient Egyptian tomb (fig. I-15), an illustrated book by a medieval German 
monk (fig. I-8), or an 18th-century bronze altar glorifying an African king (fig. I-1)—without any 
knowledge of the circumstances leading to the creation of those works. The beauty or sheer size of an 
object can impress people, the artist’s virtuosity in the handling of ordinary or costly materials can 
dazzle them, or the subject depicted can move them emotionally. Viewers can react to what they see, 
interpret the work in the light of their own experience, and judge it a success or a failure. These are all 
valid aesthetic responses. (Aesthetics is the branch of philosophy that addresses the nature of beauty, 
especially in art.) But the enjoyment and appreciation of artworks in museum settings are relatively 
recent phenomena, as is the creation of artworks solely for museum-going audiences to view.

Today, it is common for artists to work in private studios and to create paintings, sculptures, and 
other objects to be offered for sale by commercial art galleries. This is what American artist Clyfford 
Still (1904–1980) did when he created his series of paintings (fig. I-2) of pure color titled simply with 
the year of their creation. Usually, someone whom the artist has never met will purchase the artwork 
and display it in a setting that the artist has never seen. This practice is not a new phenomenon in 
the history of art—an ancient potter decorating a vase for sale at a village market stall probably did 
not know who would buy the pot or where it would be housed—but it is not at all typical. In fact, it is 
exceptional. Throughout history, most artists created paintings, sculptures, and other objects for specific 
patrons and settings and to fulfill a specific purpose, even if today no one knows the original contexts 
of those artworks. A museum visitor can appreciate the visual and tactile qualities of these objects, but 
without knowing the circumstances of their creation, that modern viewer cannot understand why they 
were made or why they appear as they do. Art appreciation and aesthetic judgments in general do not 
require knowledge of the historical context of an artwork (or a building). Art history does.

WHAT IS ART HISTORY?

introduction
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2   introduction  What Is Art History?

Thus a central aim of art history is to determine the original 
context of artworks. Art historians seek to achieve a full under-
standing not only of why these “persisting events” of human history 
look the way they do but also of why the artistic events happened 
at all. What unique set of circumstances gave rise to the construc-
tion of a particular building or led an individual patron to com-
mission a certain artist to fashion a singular artwork for a specific 
place? The study of history is therefore vital to art history. And art 
history is often indispensable for a thorough understanding of his-
tory. In ways that other historical documents may not, art objects 
and buildings can shed light on the peoples who made them and 
on the times of their creation. Furthermore, artists and architects 
can affect history by reinforcing or challenging cultural values and 
practices through the objects they create and the structures they 
build. Although the two disciplines are not the same, the analysis of 
art and architecture is inseparable from the study of history.

The following pages introduce some of the distinctive subjects 
that art historians address and the kinds of questions they ask, and 
explain some of the basic terminology they use when answering 
these questions. Readers armed with this arsenal of questions and 
terms will be ready to explore the multifaceted world of art through 
the ages—and to form their own opinions and write knowledgably 
about artworks and buildings in all places and at all times. This is 
the central aim of this book.

ART HISTORY IN THE 21ST CENTURY
Art historians study the visual and tangible objects that humans 
make and the structures they build. Scholars traditionally have 
classified these works as architecture, sculpture, the pictorial arts 
(painting, drawing, printmaking, and photography), and the craft 
arts, or arts of design. The craft arts comprise utilitarian objects, 
such as ceramics, metalwork, textiles, jewelry, and similar acces-
sories of ordinary living—but the fact that these objects were used 
does not mean that they are not works of art. In fact, in some times 
and places, these so-called minor arts were the most prestigious 
artworks of all. Artists of every age have blurred the boundaries 
among these categories, but this is especially true today, when mul-
timedia works abound.

Beginning with the earliest Greco-Roman art critics, scholars 
have studied objects that their makers consciously manufactured as 
“art” and to which the artists assigned formal titles. But today’s art 
historians also study a multitude of objects that their creators and 
owners almost certainly did not consider to be “works of art”—for 
example, the African altar illustrated on the opening page of this 
introductory chapter (fig. I-1). Likewise, few ancient Romans 
would have regarded a coin bearing their emperor’s portrait as any-
thing but money. Today, an art museum may exhibit that coin in 
a locked case in a climate-controlled room, and scholars may sub-
ject it to the same kind of art historical analysis as a portrait by an 
acclaimed Renaissance or modern sculptor or painter.

The range of objects that art historians study is constantly 
expanding and now includes, for example, computer-generated 
images, whereas in the past almost anything produced using a 
machine would not have been regarded as art. Most people still 
consider the performing arts—music, drama, and dance—as out-
side art history’s realm because these arts are fleeting, imperma-
nent media. But during the past few decades, even this distinction 
between “fine art” and “performance art” has become blurred. Art 
historians, however, generally ask the same kinds of questions 
about what they study, whether they employ a restrictive or expan-
sive definition of art.

The Questions Art Historians Ask
How Old Is It?  Before art historians can write a history of art, 
they must be sure that they know the date of each work they study. 
Thus an indispensable subject of art historical inquiry is chronology, 
the dating of art objects and buildings. If researchers cannot deter-
mine a monument’s age, they cannot place the work in its historical 
context. Art historians have developed many ways to establish, or at 
least approximate, the date of an artwork.

Physical evidence often reliably indicates an object’s age. The 
material used for a statue or painting—bronze, plastic, or oil-based 
pigment, to name only a few—may not have been invented before a 
certain time, indicating the earliest possible date (the terminus post 
quem: Latin, “point after which”) that someone could have fash-
ioned the work. Or artists may have ceased using certain materi-
als—such as specific kinds of inks and papers for drawings—at a 
known time, providing the latest possible date (the terminus ante 
quem: Latin, “point before which”) for objects made of those mate-
rials. Sometimes the material (or the manufacturing technique) of 
an object or a building can establish a very precise date of produc-
tion or construction. The study of tree rings, for instance, usually 
can determine within a narrow range the date of a wood statue or a 
timber roof beam.

I-2  Clyfford Still, 1948-C, 1948. Oil on canvas, 6′ 8 78″ × 5′ 8 34″. 
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C. (purchased with funds of Joseph H. Hirshhorn, 
1992).

Clyfford Still painted this abstract composition without knowing who would 
purchase it or where it would be displayed, but throughout history, most art-
ists created works for specific patrons and settings.

1 ft.
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Art History in the 21st Century    3

“Archaic Greek” or “High Renaissance.” But many periods do not 
display any stylistic unity at all. How would someone define the 
artistic style of the second or third decade of the new millennium in 
North America? Far too many crosscurrents exist in contemporary 
art for anyone to describe a period style of the early 21st century—
even in a single city such as New York.

Regional style is the term that art historians use to describe 
variations in style tied to geography. Like an object’s date, its prov-
enance, or place of origin, can significantly determine its character. 
Very often two artworks from the same place made centuries apart 
are more similar than contemporaneous works from two different 
regions. To cite one example, usually only an expert can distinguish 
between an Egyptian statue carved in 2500 bce (fig. 3-13) and one 
created 2,000 years later (fig. 3-37). But no one would mistake an 
Egyptian statue of 500 bce for one of the same date made in Greece 
(fig. 5-35) or Africa (fig. 19-4).

Considerable variations in a given area’s style are possible, how-
ever, even during a single historical period. In late medieval Europe, 
French architecture differed significantly from Italian architecture. 
The interiors of Beauvais Cathedral (fig. I-3) and the church of 
Santa Croce (Holy Cross, fig. I-4) in Florence typify the architec-
tural styles of France and Italy, respectively, at the end of the 13th 
century. The rebuilding of the east end of Beauvais Cathedral began 
in 1284. Construction commenced on Santa Croce only 10 years  
later. Both structures employ the pointed arch characteristic of this 
era, yet the two churches differ strikingly. The French church has 
towering stone ceilings and large expanses of colored-glass win-
dows, whereas the Italian building has a low timber roof and small, 

Documentary evidence can help pinpoint the date of an object 
or building when a dated written document mentions the work. For 
example, official records may note when church officials commis-
sioned a new altarpiece—and how much they paid to which artist.

Internal evidence can play a significant role in dating an art-
work. A painter or sculptor might have depicted an identifiable per-
son or a kind of hairstyle or garment fashionable only at a certain 
time. If so, the art historian can assign a more accurate date to that 
painting or sculpture.

Stylistic evidence is also very important. The analysis of style—
an artist’s distinctive manner of producing an object—is the art 
historian’s special sphere. Unfortunately, because it is a subjective 
assessment, an artwork’s style is by far the most unreliable chrono-
logical criterion. Still, art historians find stylistic evidence a very 
useful tool for establishing chronology.

What Is Its Style?  Defining artistic style is one of the key ele-
ments of art historical inquiry, although the analysis of artworks 
solely in terms of style no longer dominates the field the way it once 
did. Art historians speak of several different kinds of artistic styles.

Period style refers to the characteristic artistic manner of a spe-
cific era or span of years, usually within a distinct culture, such as 

I-3  Choir of Beauvais Cathedral (looking east), Beauvais, France, 
rebuilt after 1284.

The style of an object or building often varies from region to region. This 
cathedral has towering stone vaults and large colored-glass windows  
typical of 13th-century French architecture. 

I-4  Interior of Santa Croce (looking east), Florence, Italy, begun 1294.

In contrast to Beauvais Cathedral (fig. I-3), this contemporaneous Florentine 
church conforms to the quite different regional style of Italy. The building has 
a low timber roof and small windows.
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4   introduction  What Is Art History?

widely separated clear windows. Because the two contemporaneous 
churches served similar purposes, regional style mainly explains 
their differing appearance.

Personal style, the distinctive manner of individual artists or 
architects, often decisively explains stylistic discrepancies among 
paintings, sculptures, and buildings of the same time and place. For 
example, in 1930, American painter Georgia O’Keeffe (1887–1986)  
produced a series of paintings of flowering plants. One of them—
Jack-in-the-Pulpit No. 4 (fig. I-5)—is a sharply focused close-up 
view of petals and leaves. O’Keeffe captured the growing plant’s 
slow, controlled motion while converting the plant into a power-
ful abstract composition of lines, forms, and colors (see the discus-
sion of art historical vocabulary in the next section). Only a year 
later, another American artist, Ben Shahn (1898–1969), painted 
The Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti (fig. I-6), a stinging commentary 
on social injustice inspired by the trial and execution of two Ital-
ian anarchists, Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti. Many people 
believed that Sacco and Vanzetti had been unjustly convicted of 
killing two men in a robbery in 1920. Shahn’s painting compresses 
time in a symbolic representation of the trial and its aftermath. The 
two executed men lie in their coffins. Presiding over them are the 
three members of the commission (headed by a college president 

wearing academic cap and gown) who declared that the original 
trial was fair and cleared the way for the executions. Behind, on the 
wall of a stately government building, hangs the framed portrait of 
the judge who pronounced the initial sentence. Personal style, not 
period or regional style, sets Shahn’s canvas apart from O’Keeffe’s. 
The contrast is extreme here because of the very different subjects 
that the artists chose. But even when two artists depict the same 
subject, the results can vary widely. The way that O’Keeffe painted 
flowers and the way that Shahn painted faces are distinctive and 
unlike the styles of their contemporaries. (See the “Who Made It?” 
discussion on page 6.)

The different kinds of artistic styles are not mutually exclusive. 
For example, an artist’s personal style may change dramatically 

I-5  Georgia O’Keeffe, Jack-in-the-Pulpit No. 4, 1930. Oil on canvas, 
3′ 4″ × 2′ 6″. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. (Alfred Stieg-
litz Collection, bequest of Georgia O’Keeffe).

O’Keeffe’s paintings feature close-up views of petals and leaves in which 
the organic forms become powerful abstract compositions. This approach 
to painting typifies the artist’s distinctive personal style.

I-6  Ben Shahn, The Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti, 1931–1932. Tem-
pera on canvas, 7′ 1

2″ × 4′. Whitney Museum of American Art, New 
York (gift of Edith and Milton Lowenthal in memory of Juliana Force).

O’Keeffe’s contemporary, Shahn developed a style markedly different from 
hers. His paintings are often social commentaries on recent events and 
incorporate readily identifiable people.

1 ft.

1 ft.
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during a long career. Art historians then must distinguish 
among the different period styles of a particular artist, 
such as the “Rose Period” (fig. 29-10A) and the “Cub-
ist Period” (fig. 29-14) of the prolific 20th-century artist 
Pablo Picasso.

What Is Its Subject?  Another major concern of art 
historians is, of course, subject matter, encompassing the 
story or narrative; the scene presented; the action’s time 
and place; the persons involved; and the environment and 
its details. Some artworks, such as modern abstract paint-
ings (fig. I-2), have neither traditional subjects nor even 
settings. The “subject” is the artwork itself—its colors, 
textures, composition, and size. But when artists repre-
sent people, places, or actions, viewers must identify these 
features to achieve a complete understanding of the work. 
Art historians traditionally separate pictorial subjects into 
various categories, such as religious, historical, mythologi-
cal, genre (daily life), portraiture, landscape (a depiction of 
a place), still life (an arrangement of inanimate objects), 
and their numerous subdivisions and combinations.

Iconography—literally, the “writing of images”—
refers both to the content, or subject, of an artwork, and 
to the study of content in art. By extension, it also includes 
the study of symbols, images that stand for other images or 
encapsulate ideas. In Christian art, two intersecting lines 
of unequal length or a simple geometric cross can serve 
as an emblem of the religion as a whole, symbolizing the 
cross of Jesus Christ’s crucifixion. A symbol also can be 
a familiar object that an artist has imbued with greater 
meaning. A balance or scale, for example, may symbolize 
justice or the weighing of souls on Judgment Day (fig. I-7).

Artists may depict figures with unique attributes 
identifying them. In Christian art, for example, each of the 
authors of the biblical Gospel books, the four evangelists 
(fig. I-8), has a distinctive attribute. People can recognize 
Saint Matthew by the winged man associated with him, 
John by his eagle, Mark by his lion, and Luke by his ox.

Throughout the history of art, artists have used  
personifications—abstract ideas codified in human form. 
Because of the fame of the colossal statue set up in New 
York City’s harbor in 1886, people everywhere visualize 
Liberty as a robed woman wearing a rayed crown and 
holding a torch. Four different personifications appear 

Art History in the 21st Century    5

I-8  The four evangelists, folio 14 verso of the Aachen  
Gospels, ca. 810. Ink and tempera on vellum, 1′ × 9 12″.  
Domschatzkammer, Aachen.

Artists depict figures with attributes in order to identify them  
for viewers. The authors of the four Gospels have distinctive  
attributes—winged man (Matthew), eagle (John), lion (Mark),  
and ox (Luke).

I-7  Gislebertus, weighing of souls, detail of Last Judgment 
(fig. 12-1), west tympanum of Saint-Lazare, Autun, France, 
ca. 1120–1135.

In this high relief portraying the weighing of souls on Judgment 
Day, Gislebertus used disproportion and distortion to dehumanize 
the devilish figure yanking on the scales of justice.
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6   introduction  What Is Art History?

in The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse (fig. I-9) by German art-
ist Albrecht Dürer (1471–1528). The late-15th-century print is 
a terrifying depiction of the fateful day at the end of time when, 
according to the Bible’s last book, Death, Famine, War, and Pesti-
lence will annihilate the human race. Dürer personified Death as an 
emaciated old man with a pitchfork. Famine swings the scales for 
weighing human souls (compare fig. I-7). War wields a sword, and 
Pestilence draws a bow.

Even without considering style and without knowing a work’s 
maker, informed viewers can determine much about the work’s 
period and provenance by iconographical and subject analysis alone. 
In The Passion of Sacco and Vanzetti (fig. I-6), for example, the two 
coffins, the trio headed by an academic, and the robed judge in the 
background are all pictorial clues revealing the painting’s subject. The 
work’s date must be after the trial and execution (the terminus post 
quem), probably while the event was still newsworthy. And because 
the two men’s deaths caused the greatest outrage in the United States, 
the painter–social critic was probably an American.

Who Made It?  If Ben Shahn had not signed his painting of Sacco 
and Vanzetti, an art historian could still assign, or attribute (make 
an attribution of), the work to him based on knowledge of the art-
ist’s personal style. Although signing (and dating) works is quite 

common (but by no means universal) today, in the history of art, 
countless works exist whose artists remain unknown. Because per-
sonal style can play a major role in determining the character of 
an artwork, art historians often try to attribute anonymous works 
to known artists. Sometimes they assemble a group of works all 
thought to be by the same person, even though none of the objects 
in the group is the known work of an artist with a recorded name. 
Art historians thus reconstruct the careers of artists such as the 
“Achilles Painter” (fig. 5-58), the anonymous ancient Greek artist 
whose masterwork is a depiction of the hero Achilles. Scholars base 
their attributions on internal evidence, such as the distinctive way 
that an artist draws or carves drapery folds, earlobes, or flowers. It 
requires a keen, highly trained eye and long experience to become 
a connoisseur, an expert in assigning artworks to “the hand” of one 
artist rather than another. Attribution is subjective, of course, and 
ever open to doubt. For example, for a half-century through 2014, 
scholars involved with the Rembrandt Research Project debated 
attributions to the famous 17th-century Dutch painter Rembrandt 
van Rijn (fig. 25-15)—and the debate continues today.

Sometimes a group of artists works in the same style at the 
same time and place. Art historians designate such a group as a 
school. “School” in this sense does not mean an educational insti-
tution or art academy. The term connotes only shared chronol-
ogy, style, and geography. Art historians speak, for example, of the 
Dutch school of the 17th century and, within it, of subschools such 
as those of the cities of Haarlem, Utrecht, and Leyden.

Who Paid for It?  The interest that many art historians show 
in attribution reflects their conviction that the identity of an art-
work’s maker is the major reason why the object looks the way it 
does. For them, personal style is of paramount importance. But 
in many times and places, artists had little to say about what form 
their work would take. They toiled in obscurity, doing the bidding 
of their patrons, those who paid them to make individual works or 
employed them on a continuing basis. The role of patrons in dictat-
ing the content and shaping the form of artworks is also an impor-
tant subject of art historical inquiry.

In the art of portraiture, to name only one category of painting 
and sculpture, the patron has often played a dominant role in decid-
ing how the artist represented the subject, whether that person was 
the patron or another individual, such as a spouse, son, or mother. 
Many Egyptian pharaohs (for example, fig. 3-13) and some Roman 
emperors insisted that artists depict them with unlined faces and per-
fect youthful bodies no matter how old they were when portrayed. In 
these cases, the state employed the sculptors and painters, and the 
artists had no choice but to portray their patrons in the officially 
approved manner. This is why Augustus, who lived to age 76, looks 
so young in his portraits (fig. I-10; compare fig. 7-27). Although 
Roman emperor for more than 40 years, Augustus demanded that 
artists always represent him as a young, godlike head of state.

All modes of artistic production reveal the impact of patron-
age. Learned monks provided the themes for the sculptural decora-
tion of medieval church portals (fig. I-7). Renaissance princes and 
popes dictated the subject, size, and materials of artworks destined 
for display in buildings also constructed according to their specifica-
tions. An art historian could make a very long list of commissioned 
works, and it would indicate that patrons have had diverse tastes 
and needs throughout history and consequently have demanded 
different kinds of art. Whenever a patron contracts with an artist or 
architect to paint, sculpt, or build in a prescribed manner, personal 
style often becomes a very minor factor in the ultimate appearance 

I-9  Albrecht Dürer, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse,  
ca. 1498. Woodcut, 1′ 3 14″ × 11″. Metropolitan Museum of Art,  
New York (gift of Junius S. Morgan, 1919).

Personifications are abstract ideas codified in human form. Here, Albrecht 
Dürer represented Death, Famine, War, and Pestilence as four men on 
charging horses, each one carrying an identifying attribute.
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Form and Composition.  Form refers to an object’s shape and 
structure, either in two dimensions (for example, a portrait painted 
on canvas) or in three dimensions (such as a statue carved from a 
marble block). Two forms may take the same shape but differ in 
their color, texture, and other qualities. Composition refers to how 
an artist composes (organizes) forms in an artwork, either by plac-
ing shapes on a flat surface or by arranging forms in space.

Material and Technique.  To create art forms, artists shape 
materials (pigment, clay, marble, gold, and many more) with tools 
(pens, brushes, chisels, and so forth). Each of the materials and 
tools available has its own potentialities and limitations. Part of all 
artists’ creative activity is to select the medium and instrument most 
suitable to the purpose—or to develop new media and tools, such 
as bronze and concrete in antiquity and cameras and computers in 
modern times. The processes that artists employ, such as applying 
paint to canvas with a brush, and the distinctive, personal ways that 
they handle materials constitute their technique. Form, material, and 
technique interrelate and are central to analyzing any work of art.

Line.  Among the most important elements defining an artwork’s 
shape or form is line. A line can be understood as the path of a point 
moving in space, an invisible line of sight. More commonly, however, 
artists and architects make a line visible by drawing (or chiseling) 
it on a plane, a flat surface. A line may be very thin, wirelike, and 
delicate. It may be thick and heavy. Or it may alternate quickly from 
broad to narrow, the strokes jagged or the outline broken. When a 
continuous line defines an object’s outer shape, art historians call it 
a contour line. All of these line qualities are present in Dürer’s Four 
Horsemen of the Apocalypse (fig. I-9). Contour lines define the basic 
shapes of clouds, human and animal limbs, and weapons. Within the 
forms, series of short broken lines create shadows and textures. An 
overall pattern of long parallel strokes suggests the dark sky on the 
frightening day when the world is about to end.

Color.  Light reveals all colors. Light in the world of the painter 
and other artists differs from natural light. Natural light, or sun-
light, is whole or additive light. As the sum of all the wavelengths 
composing the visible spectrum, it may be disassembled or frag-
mented into the individual colors of the spectral band. The paint-
er’s light in art—the light reflected from pigments and objects—is 
subtractive light. Paint pigments produce their individual colors by 
reflecting a segment of the spectrum while absorbing all the rest. 
Green pigment, for example, subtracts or absorbs all the light in the 
spectrum except that seen as green.

Hue is the property giving a color its name. Although the spec-
trum colors merge into each other, artists usually conceive of their 
hues as distinct from one another. Color has two basic variables—
the apparent amount of light reflected and the apparent purity. A 
change in one must produce a change in the other. Some terms for 
these variables are value or tonality (the degree of lightness or dark-
ness) and intensity or saturation (the purity of a color, its brightness 
or dullness).

Artists call the three basic colors—red, yellow, and blue—the 
primary colors. The secondary colors result from mixing pairs of pri-
maries: orange (red and yellow), purple (red and blue), and green 
(yellow and blue). Complementary colors represent the pairing of 
a primary color and the secondary color created from mixing the 
two other primary colors—red and green, yellow and purple, and 
blue and orange. They “complement,” or complete, each other, one 
absorbing the colors that the other reflects.

of the painting, statue, or building. In these cases, the identity of 
the patron reveals more to art historians than does the identity 
of the artist or school. The portrait of Augustus illustrated here  
(fig. I-10)—showing the emperor wearing a hooded toga in his offi-
cial capacity as pontifex maximus (chief priest of the Roman state 
religion)—was the work of a virtuoso sculptor, a master wielder of 
hammer and chisel. But scores of similar portraits of this Roman 
emperor also exist today. They differ in quality but not in kind from 
this one. The patron, not the artist, determined the character of 
these artworks. Augustus’s public image never varied. Art through 
the Ages highlights the involvement of patrons in the design and 
production of sculptures, paintings, and buildings throughout the 
text and in a series of boxed essays called The Patron’s Voice.

The Words Art Historians Use
As in all fields of study, art history has its own specialized vocab-
ulary consisting of hundreds of words, but certain basic terms 
are indispensable for describing artworks and buildings of any 
time and place. They make up the essential vocabulary of formal  
analysis, the visual analysis of artistic form, and are used whenever 
one talks or writes about art and architecture. Definitions and dis-
cussions of the most important art historical terms follow.
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I-10  Head of the statue of Augustus as pontifex maximus, from  
Via Labicana, Rome, Italy, late first century bce. Marble, statue  
6′ 10″ high; detail 1′ 4 12″. Palazzo Massimo alle Terme, Museo  
Nazionale Romano, Rome.

Patrons frequently dictate the form that their portraits will take. Emperor 
Augustus demanded that he always be portrayed as a young, godlike head 
of state even though he lived to age 76.

1 in.

30702_intro_rev03_xxxii-013.indd   7 12/06/18   12:38 pm

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-203



8   introduction  What Is Art History?

Artists can manipulate the appearance of colors, however. One 
artist who made a systematic investigation of the formal aspects of 
art, especially color, was Josef Albers (1888–1976), a German-
born artist who emigrated to the United States in 1933. In con-
nection with his studies, Albers created the series Homage to the 
Square—hundreds of paintings, most of which are color variations 
on the same composition of concentric squares, as in the illus-
trated example (fig. I-11). The series reflected Albers’s belief that 
art originates in “the discrepancy between physical fact and psy-
chic effect.”1 Because the composition in most of these paintings 
remains constant, the works succeed in revealing the relativity 
and instability of color perception. Albers varied the hue, satura-
tion, and value of each square in the paintings in this series. As a 
result, the sizes of the squares from painting to painting appear to 
vary (although they remain the same), and the sensations emanat-
ing from the paintings range from clashing dissonance to delicate 
serenity. Albers explained his motivation for focusing on color  
juxtapositions:

They [the colors] are juxtaposed for various and changing visual  
effects. . . . Such action, reaction, interaction . . . is sought in order  
to make obvious how colors influence and change each other; that  
the same color, for instance—with different grounds or neighbors—
looks different. . . . Such color deceptions prove that we see colors 
almost never unrelated to each other.2

Texture.  The term texture refers to the quality of a surface, such 
as rough or shiny. Art historians distinguish between true texture—
that is, the tactile quality of the surface—and represented texture, 

as when painters depict an object as having a certain texture even 
though the pigment is the true texture. Sometimes artists combine 
different materials of different textures on a single surface, juxta-
posing paint with pieces of wood, newspaper, fabric, and so forth. 
Art historians refer to this mixed-media technique as collage. Tex-
ture is, of course, a key determinant of any sculpture’s character. 
People’s first impulse is usually to handle a work of sculpture—even 
though museum signs often warn “Do not touch!” Sculptors plan 
for this natural human response, using surfaces varying in texture 
from rugged coarseness to polished smoothness. Textures are often 
intrinsic to a material, influencing the type of stone, wood, plastic, 
clay, or metal that a sculptor selects.

Space, Mass, and Volume.  Space is the bounded or bound-
less “container” of objects. For art historians, space can be the real 
three-dimensional space occupied by a statue or a vase or contained 
within a room or courtyard. Or space can be illusionistic, as when 
painters depict an image (or illusion) of the three-dimensional spa-
tial world on a two-dimensional surface.

Mass and volume describe three-dimensional objects and 
space. In both architecture and sculpture, mass is the bulk, den-
sity, and weight of matter in space. Yet the mass need not be solid. 
It can be the exterior form of enclosed space. Mass can apply to a 
solid Egyptian pyramid or stone statue; to a church, synagogue, or 
mosque (architectural shells enclosing sometimes vast spaces); and 
to a hollow metal statue or baked clay pot. Volume is the space that 
mass organizes, divides, or encloses. It may be a building’s interior 
spaces, the intervals between a structure’s masses, or the amount of 
space occupied by a three-dimensional object such as a statue, pot, 
or chair. Volume and mass describe both the exterior and interior 
forms of a work of art—the forms of the matter of which it is com-
posed and the spaces immediately around the work and interacting 
with it.

Perspective and Foreshortening.  Perspective is one of the 
most important pictorial devices for organizing forms in space. 
Throughout history, artists have used various types of perspective 
to create an illusion of depth or space on a two-dimensional sur-
face. The French painter Claude Lorrain (1600–1682) employed 
several perspective devices in Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba 
(fig. I-12), a painting of a biblical episode set in a 17th-century 
European harbor with an ancient Roman ruin in the left fore-
ground—an irrationally anachronistic combination that the art his-
torian can explain only in the context of the cultural values of the 
artist’s time and place. In Claude’s painting, the figures and boats on 
the shoreline are much larger than those in the distance, because 
decreasing the size of an object makes it appear farther away. The 
top and bottom of the port building at the painting’s right side are 
not parallel horizontal lines, as they are in a real building. Instead, 
the lines converge beyond the structure, leading the viewer’s eye 
toward the hazy, indistinct sun on the horizon. These three per-
spective devices—the reduction of figure size, the convergence of 
diagonal lines, and the blurring of distant forms—have been famil-
iar features of Western art since they were first employed by the 
ancient Greeks. It is important to state, however, that all kinds of 
perspective are only pictorial conventions, even when one or more 
types of perspective may be so common in a given culture that peo-
ple accept them as “natural” or as “true” means of representing the 
natural world.

These perspective conventions are by no means universal. In 
Waves at Matsushima (fig. I-13), a Japanese seascape painting on 

I-11  Josef Albers, Homage to the Square: “Ascending,” 1953. Oil on 
composition board, 3′ 7 12″ × 3′ 7 12″. Whitney Museum of American 
Art, New York.

Albers created hundreds of paintings using the same composition but 
employing variations in hue, saturation, and value in order to reveal the  
relativity and instability of color perception.
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a six-part folding screen, Ogata Korin (1658–1716) ignored these 
Western “tricks” for representing deep space on a flat surface. A 
Western viewer might interpret the left half of Korin’s composi-
tion as depicting the distant horizon, as in the French painting, but 
the sky is an unnatural gold, and the clouds filling that unnaturally 
colored sky are almost indistinguishable from the waves below. 
The rocky outcroppings decrease in size with distance, but all are 
in sharp focus, and there are no shadows. The Japanese artist was 

less concerned with locating the boulders and waves and clouds in 
space than with composing shapes on a surface, playing the swell-
ing curves of waves and clouds against the jagged contours of the 
rocks. Neither the French nor the Japanese painting can be said to 
project “correctly” what viewers “in fact” see. One painting is not 
a “better” picture of the world than the other. The European and 
Asian artists simply approached the problem of picture making 
differently.
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I-12  Claude Lorrain, Embarka-
tion of the Queen of Sheba, 1648. 
Oil on canvas, 4′ 10″ × 6′ 4″. 
National Gallery, London.

To create the illusion of a deep land-
scape, Claude Lorrain employed 
perspective, reducing the size of and 
blurring the most distant forms. All 
diagonal lines converge on a single 
point.

I-13  Ogata Korin, Waves at Matsushima, Edo period, Japan, ca. 1700–1716. Six-panel folding screen, ink, colors,  
and gold leaf on paper, 4′ 111

8″ × 12′ 7
8″. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Fenollosa-Weld Collection).

Asian artists rarely employed Western perspective (fig. I-12). Korin was more concerned with creating an intriguing composition  
of shapes on a surface than with locating boulders, waves, and clouds in space. 
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