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COURSE DESCRIPTION: 

 

This is the first part of a survey of visual arts from the origin of art in prehistoric caves to ancient 

Mediterranean and Oriental (or Asian or Eastern) art. We will consider how and why the peoples 

of the past created art; the role of art within the cultural, religious, and social context; and why 

that ancient art from faraway lands is still relevant to us. We will discuss issues of style, 

techniques, and materials, symbolic and iconographic features of the principal artworks that 

shaped the canon of the great art traditions. The course combines structural approach to genres 

and forms with the detailed analysis of selected objets d’art.  

 

 

COURSE OBJECTIVES: 

 

1. To serve as an introduction to the world of art seen as a visual representation of the religious, 

aesthetic, and intellectual frameset of ancient and Eastern civilizations. 
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2. To help you to understand different types of culture and to demonstrate why Asian (most 

of all, Japanese) art resonates so powerfully with the Western mind beginning from the end of 

the 19th century. 

3. To show different ways of analysis of artworks, or the ways of determining their meaning 

based on their visual characteristics. 

4. To build a professional vocabulary of art terms as a means to articulate facts and ideas in 

discussions, oral presentations, and in writing. In other words, to increase your ability to 

verbalize the visual language of art. 

5. We will further focus on developing your critical faculties -- the ability to apprehend and 

comprehend a work of art and to see the world behind it.  

 

SCHEDULE 

 

 

13.09.2017 The Origins of Art. Prehistoric Art. 

Art as a crucial part of sapien(t)ization, or How the art made as human. Theories 

of origin: Pliny the Elder and the story of Butades from antiquity to 

postmodernism (Komar & Melamid) and feminism (Francine van Hove). 

Aristotle’s mimesis as the act of representation and catharsis as purification of 

emotions. Art as τέχνη, métier, skillfulness, искусность. Art as a form of rituals 

and an agent of ASC (altered states of consciousness). 

“Pictorial activity” as art before art. Prehistoric forms: hand stencils, macaroni, 

natural maquette, cave painting, small three-dimensional artefacts (Venus 

figurines etc.)   

 

20.09.2017 Ancient Near East 

The cradle of human civilizations in Mesopotamia and Egypt. The origin of the 

first city-states in the Fertile Crescent, or The urban revolution. Temple 

architecture (ziggurats) and votive sculpture. Cuneiform clay tablets.  

Ancient Egypt: the art of the country which was obsessed with death but lingered 

on three thousand years. 



 

27.09.2017 Ancient Greece: Giving shapes to the Mediterranean world 

Polis vs. idiocy of rural life. Human dimension: man is the measure of things 

(Protagoras). Gods as humans (and very few teratomorphic creatures). 

Architectural orders (Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian). The development of sculptural 

canons from archaic kuroi to Doryphoros to Apoxyomenos. Painted vases and the 

symposiac way of life. Funerary stelae and the idea of dignity of death. 

 

04.10.2017 India: The abundance of sensual forms 

The mixture of the land of plenty and starvation as reflected in art. The evolution 

from Greco-Buddhist art of Gandhara to indigenization of Buddhist imagery and 

Hinduist flamboyance (Khajuraho).  

 

11.10.2017 China: The visual cultures of the Middle Kingdom 

Ideographic nature of Chinese pictorial sensibility. The mass production of art 

forms. The unity of three perfections: poetry, calligraphy, painting. The genre of 

landscape: natural imagery and “pictures of the heart.” 

 

18.10.2017  Japan: The land of the ultimate East and the ultimate art 

The dynamic balance between the borrowed and the native. Continental 

influences vs. insular aesthetic sensibilities. The aniconic Shinto vs. iconography 

of Buddhism. The aesthetic dimension of religion: “Zen and art have the same 

taste.” Early modern popular art and the classical legacy. Japonisme. 
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COURSE DESCRIPTION AND OBJECTIVES 

This second part of the course is mostly identical to the first one, in its goal and structure, but it 

concentrates on the european tradition, from its ancient-christian origins to the Avant-garde. It 

covers the period from ca. 200 AD to ca. 1950. We will mostly describe and analyze works by 

renowned masters of the past, but we will also encounter some first rank but unjustly neglected 

figures. 

 

Lecture 1. Middle Ages. The beginnings of christian art. Painting of catacombs. Book 

illustration and the role of the Holy Script in medieval civilisation. The icon as phenomenon, its 

theology, meaning and poetics. Fresco, mosaic and stained glass of essential forms of church 

decoration. The gothic cathedral. 

 

Lecture 2. Renaissance painting. The birth of canvas from the icon and altarpiece, its technical 

and cultural background. Importance of the oil. The so called italian perspective, its symbolism. 

The new image of man and the Renaissance humanism. Growth of landscape, new sight on 

nature. Renaissance in Italy and beyond. Critical terms in analyzing the Renaissance painting: 

invention, composition, harmony. 

 

Lecture 3. The Great Century: XVIIth century masters. Heritage of the Counter-Reformation 

in the arts. Problem of Mannerism and the phenomenon of El Greco. The birth of Barocco: 

Caravaggio. Realism, naturalism or verism. Great followers: Rembrandt, Velasquez. What is the 

difference in the world view of the Renaissance and the Great century? Reflection of changes in 

the composition of the painting. Religious devotion and taste for narrative. 

 

Lecture 4. Graphic arts: drawing and etching. Its relation to the painting in european 

tradition: functions, technics, unicity, replication and publishing. Types of drawing. Types of 

etching. Dürer, Rembrandt, Watteau, Füssli and other masters. 

 

Lecture 5. A long XIXth century. The French Revolution, wellfare society, speed, vapor and 

war. New rhythm in the life of arts, new public, the phenomenon of Salon, role of Paris as 



undiscussed capital. The age of “isms” and their caracteristics. Classicism, Romanticism, 

Realism, Impressionism. David, Ingres, Delacroix, Friedrich, Courbet, Monet, Renoir, Degas. 

From “liberty in chain” to the “caprice of the glance”. 

 

Lecture 6. After Impressionism: on the threshold of the Modern. A detailed analysis of 

Seurat’s “A Sunday afternoon on the island of La Grande Jatte” and of Manet’s “Bar at Folies-

Bergère”: from reality to phantasmagoria in search of the Truth. The birth of modern painting. 

 

Lecture 7. The Avant-garde. A melting-pot of styles, groups, interests and technics. Peculiar 

caracteristics of cubism, futurism and abstractionism. Theoretical principles and painting 

technics. Early Picasso, Boccioni, Mondrian, Kandinsky. 

 

Appraisal system:  

the final mark, from O to 10, is formed by two multiple choice tests, each one corresponding to 

the respective part of the course. It has to be written in class room during the last lecture of Part I 

and Part II.  


