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Preface

How to use this book

This book is a starting point—no more and no less—for approaching theories of art-historical interpretation and the methods that put them into practice. It is neither encyclopedic nor exhaustive—if it were, it would lose its usefulness both as an introduction and, after that, as a reference tool, the kind of dog-eared handbook kept in a pile next to the computer.

This book provides signposts, a set of possible orientations toward the field of art history, by presenting some of the theoretical perspectives most widely used in the discipline today. It tries not to over-synthesize nor to over-simplify, but to place individual arguments, controversies, and divergent perspectives in relation to each other. Art-historical theory is a forum of intense, often passionate debate. The ideas it embraces are never resolved. They will always be under development and constantly changing. For that matter, art history itself, as an academic discipline, is constantly in the process of being developed and critiqued. It has changed enormously over the last half century, and it will change just as much over the next, as both art and its history grow and stretch.

Who will be looking for and using the signposts presented and explored here? Our imagined readers will be undergraduate students of art history who are seriously interested in the practice of art history, even if they are new to it and even if they do not intend to become professional art historians. These undergraduates are interested in the world of ideas. They engage in intellectual, political, and artistic pursuits outside their coursework. They are not content simply to memorize slides—in fact, they may even actively resist memorizing slides! Because of these interests of theirs, professors may assign them readings in critical theory. Or perhaps their curiosity about critical theories mentioned in class will inspire them on their own to want more knowledge and background information for pursuing these ideas further. Even if these descriptions do not yet resonate with you, this book seeks to welcome you into the forum where they can be pondered and explored.

This book is not a history of art history, nor is it an explanation of all theories of art and its meanings. Instead, it addresses the multiple intersections of art history and critical theory. Some of the latter has been generated through the practice of art history itself, and art history has borrowed some critical theory from other disciplines. Because this book is not a historiography, it sometimes gives little attention to key figures in the history of art who are still useful to students and scholars. For example, the Swiss scholar Heinrich Wölfflin (1864–1945) and the Austrian scholar Alois Riegl (1858–1905) may not be central figures in current theoretical debates within art history, but for students interested in the development of art history as a discipline, they are critically important. Many art historians are still reading their theoretically rich work and grappling with the issues they present. Some still assign the work of these pioneers to their students. For students interested in historiography, these recent books are a good place to begin:


Preziosi, Donald, ed. The Art of Art History: A Critical Anthology. New York: Oxford University Press, 2009.

Wood, Christopher S. A History of Art History. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019.

Michaud, Éric. The Barbarian Invasions: A Genealogy of the History of Art. Translated by Nicholas Huckle. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2019.



Because of the range of approaches that will be covered here, this book has a simple, straightforward plan. A series of seven chapters constitutes its core. Each chapter presents a detailed discussion of different theoretical approaches to art history. Some chapters survey a group of related approaches: for example, Chapter 1: Style, iconography, and iconology surveys three basic, traditional methods that continue to figure in some way in most art-historical interpretation. Other chapters concentrate on a single theory, or a set of closely intertwined theoretical positions: Chapter 2: Semiotics, for example. This book does not seek to prescribe a canon of critical theory, a set list of the most important approaches and how they work. Instead, think of it as a family album—a collection of snapshots that document, over time, the developing positions in the field that you can keep in mind as you move forward to develop your own way of working.

Each chapter starts with a brief introduction explaining the range of theories it presents, then separate sections discuss aspects of each. The explanation of each particular approach starts with a broad overview. Then, especially if this body of theory did not emerge from within art history, there is a discussion of art historians who have taken it up. Throughout, works of art are used to demonstrate a method or develop a line of questioning according to a particular theoretical model. In this way, students can begin to understand how to generate research questions and how the ideas of particular scholars and theorists might be employed in their own art-historical analysis. A brief conclusion sums up each chapter and adds any final thoughts, after which there is a bibliography that cites the published sources discussed in the chapter and suggests additional literature that could be useful to explore particular methods and theories in more breadth and depth. (The citations in the bibliography conform with the format recommended in the 17th edition of the Chicago Manual of Style, since it is now the most prevalent format used by American art historians and the humanities in general.)

Two additional sections frame this core of seven chapters, one at the beginning of the book and a briefer one at the end. An introduction entitled Thinking about method and theory defines the concept and explains why understanding theory is important for the practice of art history. A final conclusion, at the end of the book, points to the ways in which theory can be used to set up art-historical investigations, as well as a meditation on assessing or testing its usefulness in forming satisfying interpretations of works of art.

There are many ways to use this book. How you use it will depend on your level of expertise, your time constraints, and, most importantly, your goals. We doubt many students will read the book straight through, from cover to cover. On the other hand (and, perhaps, being more realistic) many will read a particular chapter or section to get a basic orientation to a set of ideas that interests them—say, feminism or reception theory—and then use that knowledge to put together a reading list that will help them delve further into the field. Others may simply be looking for ideas to frame a research topic, and peruse the sample works of art and browse the research questions associated with them for inspiration.

Keep in mind, however, that after reading the summary accounts in this book, students who are interested in serious engagement with any of the theoretical perspectives presented here will need to read some of the primary texts associated with that theory. For example, after reading the discussion of Marxism in Chapter 3, they would need to engage with Marxism’s foundational texts, reading works by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Antonio Gramsci, Louis Althusser, and other important theorists. To get started, there are many field-specific anthologies of excerpts drawn from such texts but, ultimately, students passionate about working in this, or any, theoretical domain, will want to read the full-length works themselves. Only then should they turn to more current works by Marxist art historians. The works listed at the end of the chapter under Suggestions for further reading will help you know where to start. There is no substitute for getting out there and digging into the literature.

The act of reading itself becomes somewhat different when engaging with challenging theoretical texts, and you may find the reading techniques you have been using in your studies so far to be insufficient. To enhance active reading and critical thinking, Francis P. Robinson’s book, Effective Study (first published in 1946), recommends a process called SQ3R (Survey, Questions, Read, Recite, Review). He proposed that readers first survey, or skim, the text to get a broad idea of the nature of the argument, paying special attention to the introduction, conclusion, illustrations or diagrams, headings and subheadings. Then, readers develop a set of questions about it. Headings and subheadings will often provide clues: a subheading such as “Freud and ancient Egypt” might become “Why and how was Freud interested in ancient Egypt?” Next comes reading the piece, either taking notes or annotating the text itself (underlining or highlighting alone is a relatively passive and ineffective reading method; the act of writing, itself, helps you learn and remember). Jot down answers to your questions, add new questions as important points emerge, and be sure you understand new terms. In the recall, or “recite,” stage, summarize what you have read, check whether your initial questions have been answered, and pay special attention to ideas that are still not clear. It might be useful to draw a diagram, or chart an outline, of the argument. Then evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the argument and relate it to other works you have read. As an art historian, focus on how the reading expands your engagement with artistic practices and with the work of art itself. A day or two later, review what you learned (the third of the 3 Rs) to help consolidate it as part of your base of knowledge.

Readers who use our book The Fundamentals of Art History (2021), will find both similarities and differences here. We have tried to keep the text simple and accessible—although, given the complexity of the ideas discussed here, the language is necessarily more technical and specialized. We have tried our best to be even-handed in discussing various theories of art-historical practice, but our own viewpoints and experiences as art historians will undoubtedly emerge from time to time, like it or not.

Several decades ago, when Michael Cothren was teaching an undergraduate course on theory and method as a First Year Seminar at Swarthmore College, his students were fortunate enough to have American art historian Linda Seidel as a visiting instructor for one class meeting, while she was on campus as a Phi Beta Kappa visiting scholar. Seidel was asked to lead a discussion on her powerful article addressing Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini Double Portrait, which had recently been published in the journal Critical Inquiry (1989) and which the students had been asked to read before coming to class. (This article will be discussed in some detail during the discussion of iconography and iconology in Chapter 1.) One of the students in the seminar asked Seidel a question that would affect the way Michael Cothren taught Methods and Theories during the rest of his career as a college professor. The student wanted to know if Seidel assigned her own scholarship to the students in her classes. He went on to argue convincingly that those who teach courses on the methods of theories of a discipline have a responsibility to assign examples of their own work so that students in their classes can develop an understanding of their professors’ theoretical positions and potential biases, enabling them to evaluate better the nature and value of what they were being taught. With this in mind, and to offer those of you who use this book the option of becoming familiar with the kinds of art history we practice in our own scholarly work, we have chosen two publications from each of us as representative examples:


Cothren, Michael W. “Why Did Louis de Roncherolles Commission a Stained-Glass

Window for the Cathedral of Beauvais in 1522?” Art Bulletin 83 (March 2001): 7–31.

______. “Some Personal Reflections on American Modern and Postmodern Historiographies of Gothic Stained Glass.” In From Minor to Major: The Minor Arts and Their Status in Medieval Art History (The Index of Christian Art: Occasional Papers), edited by Colum Hourihane, 253–70. University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2012.

D’Alleva, Anne. Arts of the Pacific Islands. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1998.

______. “On 1890s Tahiti.” In Gauguin Polynesia, edited by Suzanne Greub, exhibition catalogue, 174–87. Munich: Hirmer, 2011.



After reading our book, you will not be an expert on psychoanalysis, or formalism, or semiotics, or any of the other theoretical positions surveyed here. You will have to read more widely and practice more broadly to gain that kind of status. But we hope this book will help you to make a start. Getting there is a lot of hard work, but it could become the adventure of a lifetime.

A note concerning references for works cited within the texts:

As already mentioned, the first part of the bibliography, at the end of the introduction and each chapter, gives full references for the authors and works cited within that section of the book. Occasionally, those works will be mentioned in the course of the main text or in a box treating a special topic. In other instances, they will be specifically cited by the name of the author within parenthetical references. Page numbers for direct quotations will also be found in parenthetical references after the quoted text. This system replaces the section of “Notes” that appeared in previous editions. We hope that the full bibliographies which replace the citations in those notes will make it easier for students to find the materials they are looking for, especially when using this book as a resource handbook, if they continue their study of art history. After the list of sources cited within the chapter are bibliographies of works students can consult if they decide to do further reading, to delve more deeply and broadly into a particular method or theory.
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