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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.

Susie Hodge




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 best-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. Remarkably vivid, the paintings 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.

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.


‘Hall of Bulls’


The huge, lifelike paintings of animals, including bison, horses 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.

[image: image]
Cave painting, Lascaux, c.15,000 BC





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.


‘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



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.

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.


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 in turn suggests that the female role in prehistoric society was much greater than previously thought.





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




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 their 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.

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 was admired and imitated excessively in the centuries that followed.


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.

[image: image]
‘The queen playing chess’, Tomb of Nefertari, Thebes, c.1255 BC





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.


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

Gustave Flaubert



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
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