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Introduction



Humans have been making art for more than 30,000 years. Even before civilizations became established, paintings and sculpture were created, often showing remarkably advanced and sophisticated artistic skills. As societies evolved, materials, processes and techniques developed, and the art that was produced changed to suit new, changing lifestyles.


Over the centuries, art has been made by almost all societies. For ease of understanding, much of it is grouped into movements, schools, periods and styles, often retrospectively by art historians, or sometimes by the artists themselves. But not all of it can be categorized. The history of art is never regular or predictable, and it constantly changes. Rarely created in an isolated moment of inspiration, it is nearly always an amalgam of circumstances and experiences, feelings and opinions, social, environmental or political situations, or developments in technology, beliefs, traditions or thinking. It is also always about endeavour, ability, process and product. Which is why it manifests in such a multitude of ways, and expresses anything from the universal to the commonplace.


Additionally, art has many functions. While much of it appears to have been created in imitation of the world, it is much more than that. It mirrors the times in which it has been made and, depending on the culture and location, can express and emphasize many different things, such as beauty, truth, death, order, immortality, power or harmony. As a form of communication or decoration, it can express philosophical points or religious beliefs, or it may simply entertain. Like another language, art becomes more fascinating when it is understood.


This book offers insights into a huge variety of art, from the earliest to the most recent. It’s for anyone interested in art, from those who know a little, to those who know a lot. Roughly chronological, it considers many of the main developments in art throughout history and the world. In analyzing and appraising many inventions, ideas, materials and influences, backgrounds, skills, attitudes and approaches of groups of artists, skilled and talented individuals, and even those who produced just one ground-breaking work of art, the book interprets and explains over 30,000 years of art in minutes.





Stone Age sculpture



Long before humans invented writing, they created art. The oldest art so far found was made around 38,000 BCE, in the Stone Age Upper Palaeolithic period, and was probably connected to belief systems. Some of the earliest art was three-dimensional: small stone, ivory or bone female figures known as Venus figurines (although far predating the Roman myth) are the best known. Found in various parts of the world, they all share similar physical attributes, including short legs and arms and exaggerated breasts, bellies and thighs, suggesting that they may have been fertility icons. The most famous is the 11 cm (4¼ in) limestone Venus of Willendorf from Austria, made c.28,000–25,000 BCE.


As well as humans, Stone Age sculptors carved animals. South Korean figures carved on deer bone have been dated to around 38,000 BCE, and were probably good luck charms. The oldest known anthropomorphic carving is the Lion Man of Hohlenstein Stadel from Germany, a lion-headed human figure of similar age.
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Venus of Willendorf, c.26,500 BCE



Stone Age painting



The first painters made images on rocks and cave walls using natural pigments, mixed with saliva or animal fat, and applied with fingers, sticks, moss or bones. The most famous are lifelike paintings of animals, including bison, horses and cattle. Sometimes natural variations on the walls were used to create three-dimensional effects. The inaccessibility of most of these caves suggest that they were not dwellings, but that the paintings were probably part of religious rituals, perhaps intended to evoke hunting success.


Despite the crude materials and the conditions in which they worked, many Palaeolithic artists demonstrate accomplished skills in rendering tone, movement and foreshortening. This is apparent at Lascaux in southwest France, where about 300 paintings and 1,500 engravings decorate two large caves c.17,300 years old. Similar images have been found in other caves across the world. Few realistic humans are depicted – instead, human presence often appears as hand prints.
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Lascaux cave painting, c.17,300 BCE



Sumerian and Akkadian art



Often called the ‘Cradle of Civilization’, Mesopotamia comprised an area roughly corresponding to present-day Israel, Iraq, part of Iran, Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey and Syria, and flourished c.4,000–500 BCE. Neolithic cultures flourished here and it was the site of numerous inventions, including the first writing system, the wheel, the arch and the plough, and also saw the earliest implementations of law, medicine and science. Sophisticated irrigation systems also generated abundant harvests, leading to healthier populations.


The first Mesopotamian civilizations were the Sumerians and Akkadians. From c.4000 BCE, the Sumerians produced art that expressed their relationships with their gods and the natural world. In c.2300 BCE, they were conquered by the Akkadians. With slight differences, both civilizations produced ceramics, stone and clay statues, reliefs, steles and mosaics. Lifelike animal forms and human figures predominated. Fairly detailed, they are also rigid-looking, while figures and animals have large, expressive eyes.
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Bust of Ebih-Il, c.2400 BCE



Babylonian and Assyrian art



The city of Babylon lay south of present-day Baghdad. During the Old Babylonian Kingdom (c.1894–1595 BCE) King Hammurapi (1792–50 BCE) defeated the other southern states and unified the former kingdoms of Sumer and Akkad. Sculpture predominated during this period. The New Babylonian Kingdom (627–539 BCE) achieved particular greatness in the reign of Nebuchadnezzar II (605–562 BCE). He rebuilt Babylon, surrounded it with massive walls and, c.575 BCE, built the huge Ishtar Gate, adorned with colourful reliefs of symbolic beasts, including bulls, lions and snake-dragons.


The Assyrians of northern Mesopotamia ruled c.2500–605 BCE, and were at their peak in the Neo-Assyrian period (883–612 BCE) when huge carvings of mythological Lamassu, or winged guardians, were installed in the palace of King Ashurnasirpal II (883–859 BCE) at Nimrud. They constructed lavish palaces and temples in different capitals, including Nimrud, Ninevah and Khorsabad, and filled them with monumental statues and reliefs, often glorifying the king, depicting battle scenes, grand banquets and people bearing gifts.
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Lamassu figure from Khorsabad, c.710 BCE



Ancient Egyptian sculpture



From c.3,300–330 BCE, the ancient Egyptian civilization thrived along the River Nile. Throughout that time, its art hardly changed. Following major concerns about religion and death, it was distinctive and ordered, with everything following strict rules of representation. There was no place for individual artistic interpretation. Most Egyptian art was not meant to be seen by the living. It was mainly created to help the deceased nobility reach the afterlife, and despite the inflexible approach, figures had to look credible. Sculpted reliefs followed set formats, with buildings, animals, heads and limbs portrayed from the side, torsos and eyes from the front. Statues were also stylized: faces looked ahead, bodies were straight, and size was used to indicate status.


Materials used included sandstone, granite, alabaster, basalt, ivory and iron. Even mud from the River Nile was moulded, baked and glazed. Hard stone statues were polished with crushed sandstone; softer stone was covered in stucco and painted.
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Pharaoh Menkaure flanked by Egyptian goddesses, c.2500 BCE



Ancient Egyptian painting



As ancient Egyptian art was predominantly created to help the dead reach the afterlife, artists had to show the gods how the deceased had lived. Artists therefore did not try to replicate the real world, and no attempt was made to represent depth or texture. Like Egyptian sculpture, paintings had to be unambiguous, displaying the most representative aspects of everything. For instance, faces and limbs were shown in profile, eyes and shoulders from the front. Objects such as trees, boats and houses were depicted sideways on, rivers and fish from above. Differences in scale conveyed hierarchy; men were larger and darker-skinned than women.


Working methods were disciplined. Everything was planned on grids, colours were flat and bright. Pigments (mostly mineral) were chosen to withstand strong sunlight without fading. Paintings were created on tomb walls and papyrus. After c.1550 BCE, the Book of the Dead, an illustrated papyrus scroll buried with the dead, played a key role in transition to the afterlife.
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Hunting scene of Pharaoh Nebamun, c.1350 BCE



Nefertiti, Tutankhamun and Ramses II



Three names are particularly associated with spectacular Egyptian art. Nefertiti was the Great Royal Wife of Akhenaten, the ‘heretic’ Pharaoh who promoted the worship of just one god and encouraged more realism in art. Her famous painted limestone bust, attributed to the sculptor Thutmose and made in 1345 BCE, features a stylized long slender neck, and subtle naturalism, including fine lines beneath her eyes. Akhenaten’s son Tutankhamun ruled Egypt for just a decade until his early death aged 19. His tomb, discovered in 1922, contained many richly embellished artefacts. His solid gold mummy mask, inlaid with semi-precious stones, glass and faience, depicts him wearing a nemes, or head-cloth, adorned with the heads of a vulture and cobra – symbols of Upper and Lower Egypt. Its idealized face adheres to older Egyptian tradition.


About a century later, Ramses II (Ramesses the Great) built huge temples and palaces, illustrated his military victories on reliefs, and erected colossal statues of himself.
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Thuthmose, Bust of Nefertiti, 1345 BCE



Early Chinese art



From c.1550 BCE, China experienced its first cultural Golden Age. The earliest Chinese writing was developed and organically-shaped bronze vessels were produced. Around 210 BCE, thousands of life-sized terracotta sculptures were buried with the First Emperor, Qin Shi Huang, to protect him in the afterlife. The greatest achievements came in the Tang Dynasty (618–906 CE), when both trade and art flourished. Often called the classical period of Chinese art, new palaces, temples, pagodas and tombs were built, and adorned with sculpture, paintings, carvings, textiles, glass and metalwork. Rather than realism, painters aimed to capture the spirit of their subjects. Through China’s trading success, ideas were exchanged between countries. For the first time, painters created not only religious images, but also landscapes, known as shan shui (‘mountain-water’), and scenes from history and court life. They focused on flowing lines to portray movement with delicate brush and ink work conveying atmosphere. Two of the most expressive were Wang Wei (699–759) and Wu Daozi (fl.710–760).
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Terracotta warriors, c.210 BCE





Minoan art



The Minoan civilization flourished on the Mediterranean island of Crete from c.2700–1450 BCE, developing a unique style of art. Named after the legendary King Minos, they cultivated a thriving trade around the Mediterranean, and built magnificent palaces. Their religion focused on female deities and officiators, and their frescoes differentiated genders by colour: men’s skin is reddish-brown, while women are white.


In the Early Minoan (c.2700–2200 BCE), frescoes and ceramics featured flowing linear patterns including spirals, triangles, crosses and fish-bone motifs. In the Middle Minoan (up to 1500 BCE) vessels were usually made with the potter’s wheel and often decorated with stylized marine creatures. By the Late Minoan (to 1000 BCE), vibrant flowers, plants, sea life and animals proliferated on pottery. Frescoes were painted while the plaster was still wet, so pigments adhered to the walls, and fluid brushstrokes and curving lines suggested movement. Soft stone carvings served both decorative and practical uses.
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‘Prince of the Lilies’ fresco from the palace of Knossos, c.1550 BCE



Mycenaean and Greek geometric styles



The first high culture of the European mainland, the Mycenaeans arose c.2000 BCE. Greek-speaking, they were sophisticated and influenced by Minoan culture. This powerful, prosperous society produced a vast range of art and artefacts, such as pottery decorated with images of their warriors, gold funerary masks and other priceless objects that were buried with their dead rulers. They built bridges, fortifications, conical tombs and elaborate drainage and irrigation systems. Compared to the Minoans, their art is stiffer and more formal.


From c.900–700 BCE, the earliest Greek settlers produced art that was later termed the Geometric period. The population increased and art displayed geometric patterns and shapes, even in their alphabet. As worship became formalized, temples were built to house the statues of gods. The characteristics of this period are preserved in geometric monumental vases. The decorative theme of the meander, or key pattern, was a characteristic element of the time.
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Late Geometric Attic Amphora, c.720-700 BCE



Archaic Greece



The seventh century BCE saw the beginning of Greek art’s Archaic period. Defined through pottery and sculpture, the period also saw the beginnings of democracy, and the re-establishment of written language. Influenced by neighbours such as the Egyptians, the Greeks adopted new styles that replaced the Geometric. The Archaic period (800–480 BCE) was more naturalistic. Paintings on vases represented human figures, often illustrating stories. In sculpture, faces were animated and bodies followed realistic proportions. The developing Doric and Ionic orders of architecture also reflected harmonious proportions.


The Archaic also saw developments in sculpture: using limestone, marble, terracotta, bronze and wood, sculptors created balanced figures, mainly to adorn temples and funerary monuments. Kouroi – life-sized or larger free-standing stone figures of unclothed young men striding forward – are one of the most distinctive products of the period. Korai are their clothed female equivalents.
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Marble kouros from Thebes, c.600 BCE



Black- and red-figure pottery



Black-figure pottery is a style of Greek pottery painting that was common between the seventh and fifth centuries BCE. Artists painted or incised fine details with sharp implements onto red clay vessels, then painted them using clay, water and wood ash, leaving the background red. Artists fired the vessels in three stages, closing all the openings of the kiln. The lack of air made the pots turn black. When air was allowed in again, the painted parts remained black and the rest returned to red.


Around 510 BCE, red-figure pottery became more popular. It contrasted with the black-figure style as figures and shapes were the red of the clay, while backgrounds were painted black. These were created with the same method as black-figure pottery, only details were outlined in black using a fine brush rather than a sharp tool, making curves and details easier to apply. Patterns and pictures also contrasted more vividly against black backgrounds, so red-figure pottery was more expressive. Both styles depicted scenes from Greek mythology or daily life.
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Red and black figure plates, c.520-500 BCE



Classical Greek sculpture



During their Classical period, the Greeks achieved new heights in art, architecture, theatre and philosophy. The era began with a Greek victory over Persia in 480 BCE. Confident and with a new sense of unity among the city-states, artists began to try creating lifelike forms. The period became known as Greece’s Golden Age. For the first time, artists observed and tried to replicate nature as realistically as possible. In sculpture, implied movement was introduced, as in Discobolus, a life-sized statue of an Olympic athlete by Myron, c.450 BCE.


Greek art reached a height of perfection during this period. A massive building programme began with the Parthenon, an imposing expression of harmony and balance, overseen by the sculptor Phidias. His style is characterized by a lightness of touch and attention to detail. Some of the greatest free-standing sculpture of the period was created by Polykleitos, a rival of Phidias. Praxiteles developed sculpture even further, skilfully expressing movement, balance, textures and emotion.


[image: image]


Roman copy of the Discobolus of Myron (original c.450 BCE)



Hellenistic sculpture



During the Hellenistic period that began under Alexander the Great (336–323 BCE), Greece transformed into a cosmopolitan culture spreading across the eastern Mediterranean and south-west Asia. Greek became the official language of the Hellenistic world, and the art and literature also changed: abandoning the previous preoccupation with idealism, Hellenistic art focused on realism, characterized by emotion and illusionistic effects.


While sculpture still depicted noble figures, naturalism spread to representations of common people, women, children and animals. Domestic scenes became acceptable subjects for reliefs. Realistic portraits of men and women were produced, and dynamic works including The Dying Gaul (c.220 BCE), the Winged Victory of Samothrace (c.195 BCE), Laocoön and his Sons, first century BCE, and Aphrodite of Milos, or Venus de Milo, c.130–100 BCE. All these statues depict Classical themes, but in more sensuous, naturalistic, theatrical and emotional representations than had been created in the Classical period.
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Laocoön and his Sons, first century BCE



Etruscan art



The Etruscans emerged in northern Italy c.700 BCE, between the Geometric and Archaic periods in Greece. Their origins are not clear, but they are thought to have come from Asia Minor, and were eventually assimilated into the Roman Republic in the late fourth century BCE. Etruscan art was strongly linked to religion. Attitudes towards death were similar to those of the Egyptians; they believed life continued after death, but unlike the Egyptians, saw their gods as hostile, and so created art to please them. Tomb walls were decorated with brightly painted murals in a free and fluid style, showing the lives of the (wealthy) deceased.


Although no architecture survives, clay models of Etruscan homes were made as funeral urns. Sarcophagi were also created, often with figures undertaking daily tasks. Figurative sculptures in terracotta and cast bronze display naturalistic gestures, but facial features and hair are rigidly stylized. Though in many ways it resembles the Greek Archaic style, Etruscan sculpture is neither as serene, nor as severe.
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Sarcophagus of Seianti Hanunia Tlesnasa, c.145 BCE



Ancient Rome



The Roman Republic was established c.500 BCE, and the subsequent empire eventually stretched to Greece, western Europe, north Africa and parts of the Middle East. As a result, Roman art was an amalgam of styles from many cultures, particularly Greece. Much of it was created as propaganda – portrait busts were tributes to powerful figures. They were intended to look true to life, and included wrinkles, receding hairlines and sagging jowls. To commemorate victories, generals built triumphal arches and monuments. One of the best known is Trajan’s Column in Rome, a spiralling monumental relief depicting the conquest of the Dacia in 101–106 CE.


Murals painted in the homes of the wealthy depicted naturalistic scenes of daily life. Artists intuitively expressed linear and aerial perspective to create illusions of three-dimensionality. They also produced wall and floor mosaics that were often realistic and portrayed movement, tonal contrast and expression. Monumental architecture was also embellished with statues and lively reliefs.
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