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Part One — Art in the Ancient and Classical World
Whatever the answer, it is clear these pictures were part...
The Civilisations of the Ancient Near East

Mesapotamian religion centred on a pantheon of gods...
The Art of the Greek World

By the 7th century BCE...

Vase painting was an intimate, domestic art...

The third great manifestation of Greek art...

Roman Art

[t was in architecture that the Romans showed. ..

Christian Art from the Catacombs to the Gothic Cathedrals
The most famous of the earlier mosaic churches...

In northern Europe, on the eve of Christianisation...
Retrospect

Part Two: Renaissance and Baroque — Italian Renaissance
On the intellectual level...

Architecture

A Revolution in Painting

The High Renaissance

The Northern Renaissance
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Mannerism
The Baroque Age

The Baroque churches aimed at a fusion of the arts...

But what of painting in this age?

Painting in the Netherlands

The Rococo

English Neoclassicism

Retrospect

The 19th Century — The Age of Revolutions
The Forerunners of Romanticism in England
France: Classicism and Romanticism

Goya — Psychological Realism

International Romanticism

For Romanticism was international...

The Impact of Photography — America

In the post-War years American painting came to maturity...

French Impressionism

The question about reality and truth in art...
The Post-Impressionists

Symbolist Art
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Architecture

But perhaps the most radical building of the century...
The 20th Century

The First Two Decades: One Revolution or Many?

The second revolutionary surge also came in France...
The artistic centres of Germany pushed forward...
Futurism was indebted to Cubism...

Post-War in Europe

De Chirico exemplified an important feature...
American Realism

American Avant-Garde

The culminations of abstract Expressionism came...
Art Back in the Real World

Photorealism sometimes took a single photograph...
As far as the smaller installation is concerned...
Modern Architecture

Retrospect
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Peter Whitfield

The History of Western (Art

What is ‘art’? What images are conjured
up in our minds when we hear that curt,
enigmatic word, so familiar and yet so
difficult to define?

The first image has to be the art
gallery, cut off from the outside world,
with its large, echoing, essentially empty
rooms, whose sole feature is the array of
grand paintings adorning the high walls;
paintings from the past, from epochs and
societies long vanished. In these paintings,
the figures of Christ and his angels, pagan
gods and goddesses, kings and queens,
formal portraits, landscapes and seascapes
all meet our eyes, staring back at us as a
series of tableaux preserved from worlds
now utterly remote from our own. The
second image would probably be the
artist himself: the distinctive and solitary
figure in the strangely unreal surroundings
of his studio, standing, brush in hand
and canvas before him, wrestling with
ideas, forms and colours, trying to give

expression to some vision that half exists
in his imagination.

Both of these images are valid: they
give a clear reality to the word art. But how
do we get from one to the other, from
the man working alone with his brushes,
his paints and his solitary imagination, to
the great edifice which we call ‘art’, that
succession of grand, stylised, mysterious
images from past centuries which hang in
those galleries, and which are regarded as
the cultural treasures of the world? What
do the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, the
Baroque, the Rococo, Neo-Classicism and
so on really mean to us now? Why are we
so interested in these images?

This brief history of western art argues
that art is an index of certain fundamental
forces in our individual psychology and in
our collective culture. That history reaches
back some 30,000 years to the neolithic
cave paintings found in France and Spain,
yet throughout that expanse of time,




certain themes have remained remarkably
constant. The first is the encounter with
the visible world with its natural living
forms, human and animal. It is as though
the underlying instinct of all art is the
impulse to create in miniature a parallel
world to this one. All the techniques
of drawing, painting and modelling
developed over the centuries, have been
aimed at perfecting this art of imitation
or illusion, this act of re-creation. Perhaps
therefore, art springs from a desire to
share in the creative processes of the
universe, or, to put it more simply, the
artist can feel himself akin to the gods.
Yet no work of art is an exact mirror of
nature. All painters select and rearrange
elements from the real, visible world in
order to make something that did not
exist before, but which now exists in the
parallel world which we call art. Take
Michelangelo’s Last Judgement: no part of
this overwhelming work is detached from
physical reality. It consists of a multitude
of human figures — natural, angelic or
demonic; but they have been assembled
into a totality which no human eye could
ever witness. So the visible world, the basis

of all art, is transformed in the imagination
of the artist, and that transformation is
re-enacted in the mind of the spectator as
he contemplates the work.

The natural elements of the physical
world could be described as neutral: a
picture of a hand, a tree, a stone or a bird
is simply that. But the final assembled
picture, which places these things in a
deliberate composition, is not neutral;
instead it will express something beyond
itself, something invariably drawn from
the belief systems of the surrounding
culture. The distinctive art of ancient
Egypt was centred above all on the
afterlife of the soul; the art of Greece
focused on the beauty of the human
form as the expression of human nobility;
post-classical Christian art illustrated the
hierarchical universe, consisting of heaven
and earth, God, angels, men and demons,
and the interaction between them;
Renaissance art fused Christian themes
with a renewed homage to Greek ideals
of beauty; 19th-century art expressed the
forces of Romanticism and revolution,
and so on. So here we see the third
fundamental component of art: that it




embodies the spirit of its age. The idea of
the artist as a solitary genius at odds with
his environment is only a partial truth, for
he also expresses the fundamental beliefs
and tensions that exist within his culture.

So we have to envisage the artist as a focal
point in a three-way interplay between
the individual soul, the outer physical
world of nature, and the collective belief
system of his society. Somehow the artist
focuses and registers these forces as he
transfers his vision from his mind’s eye to
the canvas. The interplay of these forces
is what constitutes the history of art.
These same three forces are still present
to us today, even though our modern
environment is so completely overlaid with
the products of science and technology.
We too still face the question of relating
our own being to the world that surrounds
us: what are the controlling beliefs of our
own age? What do we regard as true,
valuable, noble or beautiful?

When we look at the paintings of past
ages, we are looking back to a world of
coherence, of shared beliefs and ideals.
Looked at in this light, what shall we say
about the art of the last hundred years,

which was the first to turn its back on the
great historical project of encountering
the visible world, to create instead an
art of abstraction? Was it a coincidence
that the 20th century also saw the end
of our age-old certainties in the fields of
religion, science, philosophy and the social
order? Half a century of abstractionism
created the problem of image-starvation,
but when the inevitable reaction set in,
modern artists turned for inspiration
to the world of pop culture, to the sea
of imagery waiting on the streets and
in the mass media. High art was dead,
replaced by post-modern collage, in which
ugliness and horror was as valid as beauty,
formlessness as valid as form. In the 20th
century, as in all previous ages, the artist
registered seismic changes in human
psychology and beliefs, including now
perhaps the end of beliefs. This narrative
traces these complex and exciting themes
through several thousand years of western
art, interpreting works of individual genius
as products of the civilisations that gave
them birth.

Notes by Peter Whitfield
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What is art? Why do we value images of saints, kings, goddesses, battles,
landscapes or cities in eras utterly remote from our own? This history of

art shows how painters, sculptors and architects have expressed the belief
systems of their age — religious, political and aesthetic. From the ancient
civilisations of Egypt, Mesopotamia and Greece to the revolutionary years
of the 19th and 20th centuries, the artist has acted as a mirror to the ideals
and conflicts of the human mind. He has always started with reality, but has
selected and reshaped that reality to create a parallel world: a world of the
imagination.
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history and literary criticism, including English Poetry: a New
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