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Introduction

How to use this book

Fundamentals of Art History was written to help undergraduates navigate their journey through introductory art-history surveys. Introductory art history can be simultaneously exciting and challenging for both instructors and students. These courses cover a dazzling array of visual art and architecture from prehistory to the present, across a range of cultures, and offer new ways of thinking about key moments in human history. Unfortunately, precisely because these courses have to cover so much material, professors rarely have enough time to teach students how to deal with that material either conceptually (learning to think like art historians) or practically (in terms of the papers and exams that students must produce).

This book attempts to do both these things. It begins by providing a basic introduction to art history as an academic discipline. It then introduces the fundamental methods of the discipline: the formal, iconographic, and contextual analysis of works of art to determine and explain their historical meaning. After that introduction, it provides guidelines about studying for and taking exams, as well as writing formal analysis and research papers..

Because Fundamentals of Art History is a handbook and resource, you are not necessarily expected to read the book straight through from beginning to end. There are many ways to use this resource effectively. Here are a few suggestions:

Chapter 1: Making art history provides a basic introduction to art history as an academic discipline and the diverse kind of works that are addressed in an introductory-survey class. It would be good to read this fairly early on in your course—perhaps in conjunction with the first few classes—so you can be firmly grounded in the goals of the course and the discipline. The chapter ends with a basic art-historical analysis of a work that is probably not familiar to you.

You should also read Chapter 2: Style and subject and Chapter 3: Contextual analysis early in your studies. These chapters explore three fundamental art-historical methods: formal analysis (probing visual structure), iconography (the decoding of subjects and symbols), and contextual analysis (understanding art in relation to its cultural moment). Threading through these chapters is the use of these three interpretive methods to uncover the meanings of three very different works of art, presented here as case studies.

Early in your course, you may also want to skim through the parts of Chapter 4: Surviving and succeeding: art-history examinations that deal with note-taking. You can save the parts about exams for when you begin to prepare for them. Save Chapter 5: Writing art-history papers until you approach your first paper assignment.

However you decide to use this book, you should read actively, picking and choosing the parts of the text that are useful to you at a particular moment in your class, and returning to them for clarity if you become confused. Art history is about looking critically, and analyzing what you see, and so is this book. Different students, depending on their academic backgrounds and aspirations, will use the book in different ways. Although some parts of it may seem overly simple, keep reading, because you will probably come upon something you did not yet know.

The captions to the illustrations provide basic information and, in a few cases, more extended comments about the illustrated works of art. The bibliography lists some works we have used in writing this book, and also some additional works that you may find helpful. There is also a brief glossary and an index for easy reference.

We hope you enjoy your work in art history. This discipline has been a wonderful, enriching, and challenging part of our lives since we took our first courses as undergraduates, and we have made the historical study of art a life’s work—a vocation. We hope you will experience some of the same rewards and pleasures that it has brought, and continues to bring, to us.
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Sultan Muhammad, “The Court of Gayumars,” fol. 20v from the Shahnama of Shah Tahmasp, Tabriz, Iran, c.1525–35. Ink, pigments, and gold on paper. Page size 18½ x 12½in (47 x 31.8cm). Aga Khan Museum, Toronto.
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