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Introduction



Throughout its history, art has had numerous functions and it has always mirrored the times in which it was made. At its simplest, it is a form of communication or decoration, but it has also been created for countless other purposes, such as religious representation, propaganda, commemoration, social commentary, interpretation of reality, depiction of beauty, storytelling or portrayal of emotion. It is often enigmatic, perplexing or even disconcerting, leaving us hard-pressed either to understand or define it.


This book is about many of the ideas that have been behind art, from prehistory to today. It considers art that was produced in certain places at particular times and how an amalgamation of elements, such as traditions, techniques, materials, technology, the environment, social or political events or circumstances and individual personalities, have resulted in some unexpected, inspirational or puzzling innovations. It also focuses on the links between art and a society’s activities and aspirations and how the results can sometimes be, for instance, awe-inspiring, shocking, beautiful or downright ugly.


Roughly chronological, the book begins with the earliest art and includes many groundbreaking ideas, including the astonishing creations of the Renaissance, the provocative paintings and sculpture of the 16th century and Japanese ‘pictures of the floating world’, for example. It shows how artists from various times, cultures and countries have produced a multiplicity of processes, styles and images and how the role of artists changed over time and across continents. Later sections of the book discuss the explosion of ideas that emerged during the 19th and 20th centuries, from the revolutionary work of the Impressionists and the development of abstract art, to the extensive reactions and reinterpretations that occurred around the two world wars. The final section of the book explores some of the latest notions that indicate some exciting, surprising and unanticipated possibilities for the future of art.





01 Prehistoric art


(c.30,000–2000 BC)


The idea that art was magic in some way, that it had special powers or could conjure up the spirits was a common belief in many early societies. Few examples of prehistoric art have survived, but those that have been found reveal various social systems and religious ideas that were probably generally understood thousands of years ago and can only be speculated about now.


The beginnings of art precede written records. So it is not known whether the oldest artwork that has been found is typical of its time and period – or even if it was art at all. The earliest work that can clearly be classified as art comes from the late Stone Age and particularly the period between 15,000 BC and 10,000 BC, when humans painted, printed and scratched images of animals, hunting, hands and patterns on cave walls and rock shelters.


The Stone Age is usually divided into four main periods: Lower and Middle Palaeolithic c.750,000–40,000 BC; Upper Palaeolithic c.40,000–10,000 BC; Mesolithic c.10,000–8000 BC and Neolithic c.8000–1500 BC. Palaeolithic people were hunter-gatherers. Mesolithic and Neolithic people became farmers and so had greater control over their own destinies. Although the styles and subjects of art changed across these periods, the basic idea that artistic creation could be infused with a spell or prediction of what was to come continued.


Cave paintings created about 10,000 to 30,000 years ago in France, Spain, Italy, Portugal, Russia and Mongolia, are some of the most well-known prehistoric works of art. The most astonishing are in Lascaux in south-west France, where about 300 paintings and 1,500 engravings decorate two large caves. Although the artists worked in the shadowy depths of the caves, all the paintings are remarkably vivid and show accomplished skills in rendering perspective, form and motion. It is believed that most of this prehistoric art was produced for rituals and was intended to bring good fortune, or certainly to affect the future for the benefit of society or individuals.








‘Hall of Bulls’


The huge, lifelike paintings of animals, including bison, horse and deer seem to stampede across cave walls and ceilings. All were painted using powdered pigments such as red and yellow ochre, umber, charcoal and chalk, which were crushed on stone palettes and mixed with animal fat before being applied to the cave walls and ceilings with fingers, pieces of bone, twigs, moss or brushes made of fur. Many may have been copied from dead models. The naturalistic rendering, the frequent representation of animals pierced by arrows or spears, the casual overlapping of images and locations in the most inaccessible parts of caves all suggest that the making of these pictures was a magical ritual to ensure success in the hunt.
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Cave painting, Lascaux, c.15,000 BC












Fertility and food Supernatural powers were also believed to be imbued into sculpture. The first carvings were made of ivory, stone or clay. Small, rounded limestone female figures, about 11cm high, dating from around 25,000 BC were found in Austria and are known as Venus figurines. These and similar statuettes from other parts of Europe are believed to have been carved to function as fertility icons.


‘Drawing is still basically the same as it has been since prehistoric times. It brings together man and the world. It lives through magic.’


Keith Haring


Power, superstition and religion Interpretations of prehistoric art still vary. Almost certainly viewed as a powerful protection against the forces of nature or evil spirits, multiple footprints have been found in front of many of the cave paintings, indicating religious gatherings. Because Palaeolithic paintings of humans are uncommon and unrealistic, it is likely that the artists believed they were capturing spirits through their art. As they needed an influence over the uncertain food supply on which they depended, they aimed to establish good relations with the unseen powers they believed existed around them. The images they created were ways they felt they were controlling their destiny. It is not clear whether they believed in gods or one supreme being, but the idea of supernatural powers being evoked through art was a strong one that lasted for thousands of years.


By the Mesolithic period, artists began painting more on open rock surfaces than in dark caves, the painting became more stylized and people featured more frequently. Representations of the human figure were abstracted and men were often shown as warriors. The Mesolithic idea that the people were controllers rather than victims of their environment meant that they depicted themselves in confident action rather than focusing completely on their prey.








Women artists


It is often assumed that the prehistoric cave painters were men. But what was not imagined was that these experts might also include women. The results of a recent study have indicated that many of the artists were in fact women, which suggests that the female role in prehistoric society was much greater than previously thought.









Function and form During the Neolithic period, life became more stable and people cultivated plants and animals, replacing hunting with ploughing. This was the time of great megalith building such as Stonehenge in southern England and Beltany in Ireland, famous for their astronomical alignments. It is not understood how the massive stones were manoeuvred and the ideas behind these megaliths are still unclear, especially as they were reused by subsequent generations for different purposes, but theories include healing centres, burial sites, temples for solar and lunar worship, ancestor worship or even vast calendars. Archaeological evidence indicates that Stonehenge, for instance, served as a burial ground for the first 500 years of its existence. The links with the sun and moon have long been understood as humans’ way of connecting with supernatural powers.


An enduring belief The earliest ideas behind the creation of art were passed down through the centuries. A belief has emerged in many different art movements throughout our history that once created, art had magical powers connected with superstitions and beliefs in higher powers in or beyond this life, and of humans’ ability to influence the world around them through symbolizing or recreating their experiences in static images. Without written confirmation of this, the great ideas of prehistoric art can only be speculation, but the evidence of where the art has been found, what it represents and how it is depicted add to the probability that it was used for spiritual purposes.


the condensed idea


Art had magical powers






	timeline






	
c.750,000–40,000 BC


	
Lower and Middle Palaeolithic periods A period of several Ice Ages and glaciations. Humans develop stone tools, influencing the development of art.






	
c.40,000–10,000 BC


	
Upper Palaeolithic period The first known cave paintings and handprints and small fertility figurines are made in Europe. The earliest Oceanic art is produced on rocks across Australia.






	
c.10,000–8000 BC


	
Mesolithic period The Ice Age ends and farming develops. Rock paintings are produced in India, Algeria and the Sahara and pottery is made in China, France, Germany, Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Persia.






	
c.8000–2000 BC


	
Neolithic period Ceramic pottery production develops, silk production begins in Asia, the earliest megalithic structures are built. The Egyptians and the Sumerians develop writing. Olmec carvings, including colossal heads are made in Mexico.










02 Ancient Egyptian art


(c.3000–30 BC)


Ancient Egyptian civilization lasted for about 3,000 years and over the entire time, Egyptian art barely changed. Early Egyptian artists developed a system for depicting everything and these set ideas were passed down to successive artists. They became the rules of representation and no artist could deviate from them or incorporate any individuality into his work.


The Egyptians, like other ancient civilized people, were profoundly influenced by magic and by a belief in the existence of gods who had to be kept happy to ensure their goodwill. As a result, most of the art was created with them in mind. The core of Egyptian religion was the belief in the afterlife.


Art for the dead Most Egyptian art was created for tombs and was not meant to be seen by the living. So although it might appear attractive to us, that was not its purpose; it was created for something entirely different. A clue lies in one of the Egyptian words for sculptor; ‘he-who-keeps-alive’. This was the role of all ancient Egyptian artists – not to adorn or embellish, not to bring luck to the living, but to assist the (wealthy) dead to reach the afterlife, to be accepted by the gods and, once there, to spend their time as they had on earth. So tombs were decorated with everyday objects and scenes depicting the deceased person’s earthly activities. Statues or statuettes of the dead showing how they lived were included, along with images of the people who surrounded them in life, such as family members and servants. The ancient Egyptians believed that a painting, relief or sculpture had the potential of actually becoming the subject of the art once the tomb was closed. So a likeness of a servant, for example, would become a servant when needed in the afterlife.








Egyptian tomb paintings


Queen Nefertari’s tomb is typical of royal tombs of the period. Decorated with religious texts and painted reliefs of the queen during her life, it was intended to help her transition to the next world. Painted in about 1255 BC this image shows her playing a board game and follows the conventions of portrayal. For instance, the torso and eyes are shown from the front while the head, arms and leg are seen from the side. The game pieces are also seen from the side in their clearest representation. Hieroglyphs within the image offer a spell designed to transform Nefertari into a bird, helping her to leave her earthly body and begin the afterlife as an immortal.
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‘The queen playing chess’, Tomb of Nefertari, Thebes, c. 1255 BC












A precise system It was the artists’ mission to show everything as plainly and unambiguously as they could. So the art was essentially diagrammatic. Personal interpretations, observational drawings from life, imaginative embellishments or any other deviations were strictly forbidden. Instead, during lengthy apprenticeships, artists had to memorize the strict codes of representation and to use them in every painting, relief or sculpture. Although the shapes and forms of Egyptian art look simple, there is a fairly complex balance and harmony in the geometric regularity and placement of every element. The aim was to avoid stylization and ambiguity, but through the unchanging forms of representation, they still created a unique and distinctive style of design, which has been admired and imitated excessively in the centuries that followed.


‘(Egypt) is a great place for contrasts: splendid things gleam in the dust.’


Gustave Flaubert


The method The artists’ approach to their work was methodical and systematic. For wall paintings, to begin with, grids were marked on using string dipped in red paint. Next, the image was drawn lightly, copied from initial drawings on papyrus and, finally, the work was painted in vivid, flat colours. No attempt was made to represent depth, perspective or texture and everything was shown from its most characteristic angle. Reliefs were tackled in a similar way and sculpture was also carved from grids and followed strict rules of representation. The statue of a departed king provided a sanctuary for his spirit. If the statue was sculpted in hard stone, that refuge would endure for eternity.


Rules of depiction As well as limbs and features being shown from their most characteristic angles, the most important people were indicated by size. So men were bigger than their wives, for instance, and they would both be bigger than their servants. Women were usually portrayed as passive, while men were shown in more active roles. Men were coloured in darker brownish-red hues, while women were usually coloured in lighter yellows. Objects such as trees, houses or boats for example, were drawn from the side, while rivers and fish were shown from above. There were strict rules about the appearance of every god, of which there were over 2,000, and symbols, believed to be understood by the gods, were often incorporated within paintings, such as the scarab, which was a symbol of creation and the frog and duck, which depicted fertility. Seated statues always had their hands on their knees and standing statues had one foot in front of the other. As in painting and reliefs, sculpture relied on predetermined rules and not on optical fact, so there are few individual likenesses portrayed in royal statues. Permanence was more important than naturalism. In this way, the Egyptians believed that they could leave each dead person (usually royal, but also sometimes from the highest nobility) sealed in their tombs. The gods would understand all the images, prayers, spells and offerings and would take the deceased to the afterlife as an immortal.








King Akhenaten


In 3,000 years, only one pharaoh tried to change Egyptian religion and art. Believing in only one god, Aten, the source of life and light, King Akhenaten encouraged artists to focus on life rather than death and to create naturalistic, relaxed images. But the period did not last. The priests and elders viewed this as heresy and after Akhenaten’s death, during the reign of his son-in-law Tutankhamen, the original Egyptian rules of art were reinstated. For these few years, however, the art was more individual than the art that was produced during the rest of ancient Egyptian history.









Three aspects The art of the Egyptians began as it continued; there was no early period of development and only one change of style throughout the entire period. The art of the earliest periods was as proficient as – and comparable to – the later work. It emerged from the culture’s three major concerns: religion, death and the importance of conforming to established practice.


the condensed idea


Art helped the dead






	timeline






	2575–2467 BC


	The first religious words are written on the walls of royal tombs






	
c.1991 BC


	A grid system for painting and sculpture is established






	1540 BC


	Egyptian gods begin to be grouped together in paintings, emphasizing the family unit






	1500 BC


	Period of the 18th Dynasty, when more art than ever was produced






	1352–36 BC


	The reign of Akhenaten, who moves the capital city and changes the religion and art






	
c.1336–27 BC


	The reign of Tutankhamen and the re-establishment of Thebes as the capital of Egypt






	
c.1326 BC


	Art and religion revert to the original gods, beliefs, rules and style










03 Classical Greek art


(c.500–320 BC)


The ancient Greeks were absorbed by people, reason and nature, and these concerns manifested themselves in their art. Their fascination with people and nature in general materialized in close observations of reality, but they were also lovers of beauty, so they idealized their recordings. It was this mixture of naturalism and idealism that shaped Classical Greek art.


For the first thirty years after the Greeks’ victory over the Persians in 480 BC, there was a new unity among the scattered city states of the country. The peace, power and confidence they felt emerged in a new flowering of art. They had been a creative race for generations, but this period became even more prolific.


Technical mastery In contrast with the Egyptians, Greek artists focused on life rather than death. Fascinated by the development of the mind, the Olympic Games (first recorded in 776 BC), reflected a corresponding interest in physical prowess. In general, people aimed to hone themselves mentally and physically and in reflection of these popular aspirations, artists depicted perfect figures and unflawed surroundings. The belief that their gods resembled ideal humans was part of the reverence of beauty and flawlessness.








Discus Thrower


The blend of lifelike and ideal elements appealed to the Greeks’ admiration of physical beauty and of their artists’ intellectual accomplishments. Copying from real models was an approach that had not been tackled to such a standard before, and Myron’s Discus Thrower (Discobolus), created in about 450 BC, is a convincing representation of a body in motion.


Although the actual work is lost, some ancient Roman copies have been preserved, and this copy of the original statue depicts a young athlete at the moment he is about to hurl a heavy discus, his body twisted in anticipated action. The physical appearance of discus throwers was greatly admired because no one set of muscles was over-developed, making their proportions harmonious. The figure is expressive, realistic and flawless – despite the fact that the muscles are not straining – and whether or not this is the best way to throw a discus is irrelevant!
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In Athens, there was a surge of creativity as art was produced to adorn both public and religious places. Buildings were embellished with reliefs, wall paintings and statues. Subjects included mythological stories, heroes, gods and goddesses. Figures were shown as youthful and energetic, with well-proportioned torsos and slim, muscular limbs. The ideas that lay behind the art were revolutionary. Before this, all cultures had stylized or simplified their art in some way. This was the first time artists had studied their subjects at close hand and tried to make them look lifelike. Realistic elements such as foreshortening and texture were explored for the first time and artists included accurate details in their attempts to represent life as they saw it. Even badly damaged, the art of this period shows the technical mastery and close observations of its creators. It was then improved to make it look perfect. Because of the climate and the fact that many were on wood, most ancient Greek paintings have not survived, although ancient Roman copies of many are in existence. The colourful paint has often rubbed off the statues, but these lifelike images must have seemed incredible to ordinary citizens, who would not have seen anything like this before.


Innovative sculptors For the first time in history, some artists’ names became singled out from the mass of artisans who created art anonymously. Three sculptors in particular are believed to have started the Classical Greek style and the artistic tradition of running schools, which continued long after their deaths. Myron of Eleutherae worked around 480–440 BC. He created lifelike statues of gods and heroes, but became famous for his representations of athletes in strong, dynamic poses. Phidias (500–432 BC) is usually viewed as one of the greatest of all Classical Greek sculptors who began enhancing Athens after the victory over Persia. As the overseer of public works, he was commissioned to build major statues for the city. Among many other things, he directed and supervised the construction of the Parthenon and designed its sculptural decoration. His Statue of Zeus at Olympia was classed as one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. He also designed two statues of the goddess Athena in the Acropolis, one so huge that it could be seen out at sea. His work is characterized by close attention to realistic detail and skilful rendering of drapery. Another contemporary sculptor was Polykleitos, who worked during the fifth and early fourth centuries BC. He created ideal figures in relaxed, natural poses, which were later followed by artists of the Renaissance. His particular pose is now known as contrapposto.








Contrapposto


Named retrospectively by the Italian artists of the Renaissance, ‘contrapposto’ describes a human figure standing with his or her weight on one foot so that the shoulders and arms twist away from the hips and legs. During the Renaissance, artists believed this to be the ideal position for figure portrayal and they copied it freely, acknowledging Polykleitos as the artist who first applied it to his art.









Perfect proportions The Golden Ratio, named by the Greeks, was a balance of proportions, measured in rectangles that are universally pleasing to the eye. The Golden Ratio was first used by the ancient Egyptians and centuries later named ‘phi’ by Leonardo da Vinci, after Phidias, who applied the balanced proportions to all his work. The exterior dimensions of the Parthenon follow the Golden Ratio, and all the sculpture can be divided into these specifically proportioned measurements. For instance, in the statue of Athena, the measurement from the top of the head to the ear, compared with the length from the forehead to the chin and nostril to earlobe, could all be broken down into these specific proportions.


‘Our love of what is beautiful does not lead to extravagance; our love of the things of the mind does not make us soft’


Pericles, (c.495–429 BC)


Greek vases Although pottery had not previously been classed as fine art, the ancient Greeks included it in their quest for perfection. The pottery they produced was smooth, finely worked and elaborately decorated. Painted on small curving surfaces, Classical Greek pottery features detailed groups of figures arranged harmoniously. Pottery painters also give us clues about the compositions of the paintings that were produced at the time as ceramicists kept pace with the developments of the great master artists whose works are lost.


the condensed idea


Realism enhanced by perfection






	timeline






	480 BC


	The Persians invade Greece but are beaten – the Classical Age begins






	474 BC


	The building of the Parthenon begins in Athens






	450 BC


	Myron creates the Discobolus






	438 BC


	Phidias produces the colossal statue, Athena Parthenos, the most celebrated religious image of Athens






	435 BC


	Phidias completes his statue of Zeus, which becomes known as one of the Seven Wonders of the World






	
c.350 BC


	Sculptor Praxiteles creates Aphrodite, the first life-sized female nude in classical sculpture which became famous for its beauty










04 Buddhist art


(c.600 BC – AD 700)


Buddhism and its arts have existed for more than 2,500 years. In about 600–500 BC, Indian artists began creating iconography and symbolism to spread Buddha’s teachings. Within 600 years, Buddhist artists were using ideas they had absorbed from Roman artists, who in turn had been strongly influenced by the Greeks.


Buddhist art was all about illustrating the story of Buddha and explaining events from the experiences of Siddhārtha Gautama, a spiritual teacher who founded Buddhism. The religion spread from northern India across Central, Eastern and South East Asia. In the earliest Buddhist art, Buddha was not represented in human form. Instead, his presence was indicated by a sign, such as the lotus flower, footprints, an empty seat or a space beneath a parasol. Artists originally created stylized, flat-looking paintings and reliefs. By studying the images, it was intended that followers would come closer to deeper understanding of Buddhism or might even achieve enlightenment.


Depictions of serenity The first image of Buddha in human form was carved around the end of the first century AD in an area of India known as Gandhara. The art that developed there was clearly inspired by Greek and Roman art as the Buddha was portrayed realistically and usually with curly hair, resembling Roman images of Apollo. He also wore Roman-style jewels and togas. Increasingly, artists adopted the lively and realistic narrative style of Roman art, but by blending this with the symbolism of their earlier art they created a more individual approach. In other parts of India, artists began creating their own styles and individual interpretations of Buddha. Gandharan art influenced the sculpture of Mathura, a city in northern India and the ideas spread to parts of China, Korea and Japan. Mathuran artists reinterpreted the Buddha. His body was inflated by sacred breath (prana) and his robe was always draped across his left shoulder. In southern India, Buddha was usually depicted wearing a robe draped across his right shoulder and looking serious. This style spread to Sri Lanka. Eventually, images of Buddha became one of the most popular representations in Buddhism, although the original symbols continued to feature and remained an important part of the art, but they were no longer essential.
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Buddha in meditation, c.4th–6th century AD





However he was represented, the Buddha’s expression was always serene and his hands were posed in symbolic gestures. His hair was knotted on the top of his head and his robe, although still similar to a toga, began to seem more traditionally Indian.








The Gupta Empire


The Gupta period, from the 4th to the 6th centuries AD in northern India, is sometimes referred to as a Golden Age. It was a period of inventions and discoveries in science, engineering, literature, mathematics, astronomy, philosophy and art. The empire was based on classical civilization, and peace and prosperity reigned. Artists created countless works of art, inventing their own ‘ideal image’ of the Buddha, which combined elements of Gandharan and Mathuran art. Gupta Buddhas have their hair arranged in tiny individual curls and their eyes are lowered. Gupta Buddhas became the archetype for future generations of Buddhist artists across Asia.









Religious instruction As with the majority of religious art, Buddhist art was intended as a spiritual teaching tool, a means of attracting and focusing worshippers’ attention and teaching the background to their religion. Another aim of Buddhist art was to aid meditation. Worshippers were encouraged to focus on the art and contemplate the complex symbolism. In doing this, they were to strive to experience a spiritual awakening.


Over the following centuries, a new form of Buddhism emerged which involved more gods and more intricate rituals. An entirely new group of deities began to be depicted as well as Buddha and the symbols. At first there were no conventions for representing these deities, but as time passed, recognizable elements kept appearing, which gradually became essential. It was important that they were repeated and that viewers recognized them as the main idea behind Buddhist art was to convey the stories clearly, enabling viewers to understand what they were looking at and to encourage and reinforce their beliefs.








Perfect proportions


Whatever the style, images of Buddha always express harmony and serenity. This was achieved by a compulsory system of ideal physical proportions, to which all Buddhist artists had to conform. Whether big or small, images of Buddha always adhere to these set dimensions and ratios. It was an essential idea in Buddhist art as these perfect proportions represent one of the ten qualities or powers of Buddha.









Enlightened beings Bodhisattvas are enlightened individuals or ‘wisdom-beings’ who wish to become Buddhas and to help others. Bodhisattva is a Sanskrit term derived from Bodhi (enlightenment) and sattva (being). A Buddha is capable of unlimited compassion and wisdom, and the Bodhisattva will endure any type of suffering to help another living creature. From early on, even when everything else was set, artists incorporated their individual interpretations of Bodhisattvas into their art. They were generally portrayed as youthful, beautiful god-like creatures, dressed in exotic silks and jewels, usually happy or serene and in tranquil positions.


‘An idea that is developed and put into action is more important than an idea that exists only as an idea.’


Buddha


As Buddhism spread through Asia, as well as different artistic styles and interpretations of Buddha, various symbols were shared across cultures. Some of these became distinctly different, while other aspects were the same as each other. Colours and hand gestures were two particular areas of symbolism that became incorporated into the art of various countries. For instance, eyes symbolize wisdom, the lotus flower signifies the progress of the soul, the swastika implies good fortune and well-being, a parasol means protection and the wheel of law represents the Buddha’s teaching of the path to enlightenment. Colours also have universal meanings in Buddhist art: the five colours of white, yellow, red, blue and green were believed to assist spiritual transformations if viewers meditated on the individual colours, so they frequently appeared in the Buddhist art of various countries. Each was believed to have its own special power – for instance, blue signifies calm and reflective wisdom, white indicates knowledge and learning and green implies vigour and action.


the condensed idea


Art assists meditation and spiritual transformations






	timeline






	
c.563 BC


	Siddhārtha Gautama is born in Lumbini (now part of Nepal) into a leading royal family






	
c.534 BC


	Prince Siddhārtha becomes a religious teacher






	
c.400 BC


	Buddhist artists use symbols to depict stories about the Buddha’s life






	
c.150 BC


	Artists in Gandhara follow ideas from Greek and Roman art, creating their own images of the Buddha






	120 BC


	The Chinese Emperor Han Wudi is given two golden statues of the Buddha






	
AD 68

	Buddhism is officially established in China






	
c.AD 320–500

	The Gupta period marks a Golden Age of India when Buddhist art reaches a peak






	
c.AD 650

	The zenith of Buddhist art in India comes to an end










05 Byzantine art


(c.300–1204)


As Christianity spread across Europe, the realism of Greek and Roman art was abandoned. Statues were considered a form of idolatry and exalted portraits of ordinary people were frowned on as, in Christianity, humans were not supposed to be glorified above God. Christians believed that God gave artists their skills, so art should be used only to convey his message.


Christian art began long before the Roman Emperor Constantine converted and declared Christianity a legal religion in AD 313. The earliest known Christian art was painted on the walls and ceilings of the catacombs under the city where believers gathered secretly to practise their prohibited religion. These paintings were quite crudely rendered, but that did not matter as they were there to illustrate Christian concepts and not to be admired for the creative skills they conveyed. Biblical themes were shown, and Christ often resembled Apollo, while God assumed Zeus or Jupiter’s features, making it clear to onlookers who were used to Greek and Roman art that they were divine figures. These were about the only references to Greek and Roman art, however, as Christians rejected many of the earlier artists’ ideas in an effort to focus on the teachings of the Church. So there were no depictions of the nude for instance. Neither was the imagery particularly narrative as the art was not meant to teach detailed stories of the Bible, but was simply intended to remind those looking at it of the glory of God and the holiness of the scriptures.


Inspiring the illiterate In AD 323, Emperor Constantine moved the capital of the Roman Empire to Byzantium and renamed it Constantinople. Within a short time, Christianity became the main religion of the entire Roman Empire, and throughout Byzantium, Christian basilicas were built and reliefs, murals and particularly mosaics became popular methods of decorating them. The new Christian art spread along with Christian beliefs to other places, such as Ravenna, Venice, Sicily, Greece and Russia. Mosaics, public and private icons, illuminated manuscripts, fresco paintings and reliefs were produced to convey the wonder of the scriptures to all. The only worldly concern that was depicted was showing people how to behave in order to get into heaven. As the majority of worshippers were illiterate, all the art captured the spirit of the Bible, rather than any detailed, complex issues. The purpose was to give the faithful a focus during prayer and to encourage the conversion of many more. With the glittering mosaics, gilded backgrounds and awe-inspiring scale, the art that was seen helped to popularize Christianity.








Byzantium


When the western part of the Roman Empire fell (it happened gradually, over some 300 years until its final defeat in about AD 476), the eastern part – Byzantium – remained unharmed. The term Byzantine became used to describe both the geographical area of the eastern Roman Empire and particular stylistic features common to the Christian art that was produced there from that time.









The glory of God Byzantine artists usually belonged to religious organizations; most were monks. As lifelike representations were believed to contradict the second commandment (‘you shall not make for yourself an idol’) realism was not valued and sculpture was not particularly popular. In paintings and mosaics, figures were created to look two-dimensional, with no shadows and no perspective. They faced forwards, nearly always looked straight ahead and had little variety of expression. Their garments were heavily draped so the shape of the body was not revealed. Whereas classical artists had tried to imitate life accurately, Byzantine artists sought a more symbolic approach as viewers were not meant to marvel at the artists’ skills or to confuse art with life. Backgrounds were invariably gold as art was meant to convey the wonder and magnificence of God and the Holy Family. Opulence and other-worldliness, as in the churches springing up all around, were one of the main methods of inspiring awe in worshippers and demonstrating the omnipresence of God. Holy symbols became integral to much of the art and these became recognized as important aspects of Christianity. Christian symbols included keys, representing the power of the Church; a chalice, a symbol of Holy Communion and the forgiveness of sin; and the Cross, the main sign of Christianity, indicating the Cross that Jesus died on.








Icons


One of the most important elements of Byzantine art was the icon – an image of a sacred person, such as Christ, the Virgin, or a saint. As a means to aid contemplation, icons in different scales were placed in churches and in homes. They did not look realistic, but they were venerated as they were believed to display the holy aura of the figure depicted.


The Virgin Orans is a common Christian portrayal of the Virgin Mary in prayer. Made in the 11th century in the Saint Sophia Cathedral in Kiev, the mosaic is influenced by Byzantine art and characteristically presents the Virgin with her arms outstretched in prayer. The handkerchief on her belt is to wipe away the tears of those who bring their problems to her.





[image: ]



The Virgin Orans, 1037–61, mosaic, Saint Sophia Cathedral, Kiev












Iconoclasm The main purpose of Byzantine art was the glorification of God and the Holy Family. As a result, countless depictions of God, Jesus, the Virgin Mary and the saints and martyrs were produced, and Byzantine artists developed new decorative techniques to make them appear extraordinary. The first great age of Byzantine art occurred during the reign of Justinian I (483–565), who organized Roman laws so they followed Christian beliefs, which in turn affected the art. But by 730, the Islamic opinion that depicting the human form was blasphemous led to Emperor Leo III to prohibit the use of images of the Holy Family and the saints. This became known as the Iconoclastic period, which lasted until 843. During that time, all artistic developments were suppressed.
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