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“What’s visible becomes thinkable, and what’s thinkable becomes doable.”
Timothy Snyder

In 2003, when Colin Powell went to the United Nations to make a case for going to war with Iraq, U.N. o�cials
decided to discreetly cover the tapestry reproduction of Picasso’s Guernica that graces the entrance to the
Secretariat. As Maureen Dowd observed in The New York Times, “Mr. Powell can’t very well seduce the world into
bombing Iraq surrounded on camera by shrieking and mutilated women, men, children, bulls and horses.” The fact
that it became necessary to hide Picasso’s anti-war masterpiece to make a case for militarism reminds us just how
much power images and objects have in the world. As Timothy Snyder, a prominent historian of the Holocaust,
argues in the quote above, images communicate ideas and in�uence people’s attitudes in consequential ways. This
means that what we do as art historians—interpreting, contextualizing, and thinking critically about visual culture,
and teaching others how to do so—really matters: not just for those involved directly with the art world, but for
society at large.

Viewers nearing Jacques-Louis David, Oath of the Horatii, 1784, oil on canvas, 3.3 x 4.25m, painted in Rome,
exhibited at the salon of 1785 (Musée du Louvre, photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

A conservative discipline?

“Art history is relevant” is not how the discipline of art history is typically framed in popular discourse. Most people
picture art historians as wealthy, white, intellectually conservative, and disconnected from the rest of the world. If

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CziMMkvkEko
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CziMMkvkEko
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CziMMkvkEko
https://www.nytimes.com/2003/02/05/opinion/powell-without-picasso.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2003/02/05/opinion/powell-without-picasso.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2003/02/05/opinion/powell-without-picasso.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2003/02/05/opinion/powell-without-picasso.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2003/02/05/opinion/powell-without-picasso.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2003/02/05/opinion/powell-without-picasso.html
https://smarthistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/33796254984_347ff740e2_k.jpg
https://smarthistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/33796254984_347ff740e2_k.jpg
https://flic.kr/p/TusDas
https://flic.kr/p/TusDas


the humanities are viewed by many critics as outdated �elds with little to contribute to “productive,” STEM-driven
society, art history (as President Obama once unfortunately made clear) has become their poster child.

This representation is frustrating. I was drawn to art history not because I am narrow-minded, but because I deeply
respect objects that I study, and want to make sure I treat them with the same meticulous rigor that other types
of scholars a�ord texts. While texts are vitally important for understanding history, images and objects also have
immense communicative power, and they deserve equally meticulous and nuanced study. I want to put the works
�rst, giving close attention to the conditions of their makers, making, and use. In doing so, my approach doesn’t
stop with formal or iconographic analysis, though these are important foundations. Alongside my profound respect
for objects, their particular meanings, and their histories, my perspective has also been deeply in�uenced by critical
theory. Feminist, post-structuralist, and postcolonial critiques of power, politics, and representation form the basis
of my worldview and provide the framework within which I pursue my research. My view of art history is not as a
conservative discipline. My art history is relevant, critical, and a product of its current moment—just like art itself.

Scholarship vs. survey

Many—perhaps even most—people working in the �eld today would probably say something similar about their
own work. And yet, when we walk into the classroom to teach an introductory art history survey course, even the
most radical among us may feel that we have little choice but to fall back on what has been handed down to us
through textbooks, departmental requirements, and our own foundational art historical education: the traditional
Western canon. If the courses that we’re assigned include “global” in their titles, as many now do, we are also
required to squeeze in absurdly pared-down units on non-Western art—subjects about which many of us have
received little to no training in graduate school—alongside the accepted narrative trajectory of the Western survey.
Despite the “global” title, the real focus of this type of class remains clear. Heaven forbid we leave anything
“important” out of the Western units! These classes, sadly, become surveys of “the West” with a smattering of “the
rest.” [1]
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Nampeyo (Hopi-Tewa), polychrome jar, c. 1930s, clay and pigment, 13 x 21 cm (National Museum of the American
Indian, Smithsonian Institution, ; photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0).

The “global” in scholarly discourse

How must the discipline of art history change, what are the assumptions it must
relinquish, and what ideas must it embrace in order to e�ect a true dislocation
of “center-periphery” models of cultural intellectual exchange?

Aruna D’Souza and Jill Casid

D’Souza and Casid’s words call attention to the continuing presence of the “center-periphery” model within our
discipline: that is, Western art, with its more or less accepted trajectory through classical Greece and Rome, the
European Renaissance, and modern Europe and Anglo North America, has historically been accorded a central
place within the discipline, whereas art from everywhere else remains at the margins. The center-periphery model
applies not only geographically, but also in terms of the people who create art: for instance, Native American and
some Spanish colonial art are clearly part of the “periphery,” even though they are spatially embedded in North
America. The marginalization of artists of color and women artists in all regions is also an important part of this
larger problem. In addition to all this, art history itself arose as a discipline within a Western, colonial context, and
this context was key in framing even such basic methodological concepts as what constitutes a work of art.

Even when the center-periphery idea is used to critique the marginalization of non-European artworks and
methods, the very structure of this model upholds the idea of Europe as a conceptual “center,” reifying the very
power relationship it seeks to deconstruct. What do we do with these legacies? Is it enough to simply add more
works from underrepresented cultures to the existing canon? Or do we attempt to do away with binary concepts
like “center and periphery” altogether, complicating the notion of hermetic styles, schools, or traditions? Or, should
we look to radically rede�ne how we de�ne and analyze “art” itself and, consequently, its many histories?

A range of prominent scholars have been working to address these questions, though the results have not been as
rapidly or widely in�uential as many would like. However tantalizing, erudite, and enjoyable as some of these
o�erings may be, they almost all seem to lack a key aspect: broad, seamless employability at the basic level of the
art history classroom.
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Nine Bis Poles, from left to right: Jiem (artist), Otsjanep village, c. 1960; Jiem (artist), Otsjanep village, c. 1960;
Terepos (artist), Omadesep village, c. 1960; Jewer (artist), Omadesep village, c. 1960; Fanipdas (artist), Omadesep
village, c. 1960; artist unknown, probably Per village, c. 1960; artist unknown, Omadesep village, late 1950s;
Ajowmien (artist), Omadesep village, c. 1960; Bifarq (artist), Otsjanep village, c. 1960, Asmat people, Faretsj River
region, Papua Province, Irian Jaya, Indonesia, wood, paint, �ber (Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0).)

The “global” problem in the classroom

Most of the globe remains at the periphery of undergraduate art history education, as recent studies have shown.
This overwhelmingly Western bias does not end solely with departmental requirements; it also exists at the basic
level of the introductory art history survey curriculum. The most widely-used textbooks still organize the history of
art in terms of the well-developed Western canon, with other art traditions presented as holistic, geographically
based addenda that reduce the span of entire continents and multiple centuries to single chapters.

Do I have to leave out Michelangelo?

A key issue we all face when teaching global surveys is the question of what to leave out. Even a stripped-down
version of the well-established Western canon may be too much to �t into one or two semesters if we want to make
enough room to cover even the bare minimum of “non-western” and/or global contemporary art. What do we cut?
Do we have to stop teaching Michelangelo so that we can teach Ai Wei Wei? Isn’t the Western canon still important
for understanding global contemporary art? But if Michelangelo can’t be left out, how grave is the disservice we are
doing to “non-Western” art, where whole regions are reduced to just a handful of objects? In this scenario, the
global survey becomes a negatively tinged competition over what matters most in our discipline, pitting the “center”
against the “periphery”—and no one wins.

The impossibility of this conundrum means we are asking the wrong questions of our curriculum. The notion of the
“global,” while helpful for pushing us to take a hard look at art history’s inherent biases, can run the risk of reifying
those biases if it also means losing the speci�city and rigor that the study of art from any era or region deserves.
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Alfredo Jaar, A Logo for America, 1987, Spectacolor animation, Times Square, New York City, 42 sec. (Photo: Jane
Dickson/Public Art Fund)

Reframing the world

In 1987, the artist Alfredo Jaar provoked furor with his public artwork A Logo for America, an animation he designed
for Times Square’s Spectacolor board wherein he proclaimed that the United States is not “America.” Rather, the
animation posited, the term applies to places all across the Americas—both North and South. Jaar’s snappy, 15-
second jab at the narcissism and cultural hegemony of the United States reminds us of the immense power that
even the most seemingly simple words or concepts can have in framing global identities and power relations. Works
like this push us to question the basic ways of thinking about the world that we often assume are neutral in light of
the inequitable systemic conditions that produced them. This process of self-re�exively examining—and working to
deconstruct—those conditions is commonly referred to as the work of discursive “decolonization.”

Jaar’s emphasis on terminology reminds us that, as we consider how to decolonize the canon in terms of the
artworks we include, we also have to think carefully about the analytical tools we use to interpret and contextualize
them. Our methods, formulated within a primarily Western context (both in terms of the works of art they were
applied to and those who applied them), come with their own inherent biases.

“Global” vs. “world”

This critique of methods is at the root of key current discussions about the use of the word “global” itself. John
Onians has proposed the term “world art studies” (as opposed to “global art history”) to di�erentiate between
research that looks at the “global”—i.e. globalized, networked—contemporary world through a traditional art
historical lens, and that which looks at the “world,” looking at the longer span of historical time and geographic
space, using a variety of interdisciplinary methods. The notion of “world” art studies has become an important point
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of discussion within sub�elds such as colonial Latin American art, precisely because it entails an interdisciplinary
approach that helps to cut through inherited disciplinary boundaries around artists, styles, and periods.

Questioning, critiquing, and connecting

As Benjamin Harris, a specialist on the global contemporary art world, reminds us: “A truly ‘global �eld of art
history’ would comprise an intellectual intervention premised on a critique of Western power in the world as it
exists and is reproduced (and challenged) in cultural and artistic terms.” I believe many of us would agree with this
statement, but putting it into practice—especially in the Western survey, with its well-established narratives about
stylistic lineage, single heroic artists as innovators, and geographical and chronological divisions—is challenging.

Ikenga, Igbo peoples, Nigeria, wood (University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology; photo:
Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Whether or not we decide that it is important for students to take the Western survey at some point in their art
history education, it is clear that students need a robust and current toolkit for looking at and analyzing art. It is also
important to decenter the canon by looking at art through non-traditional lenses. Indigenous scholars, in particular,
have been active in exploring alternative ways of analyzing and teaching about art. An example of this comes from
Carmen Robertson, faculty in the Department of Indian Fine arts at the First Nations University of Canada. As she
states in an interview:
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The �rst and most profound di�erence I �nd in teaching my courses is the
decentering that takes place. European art is not the �lter through which these
courses are taught. Aboriginal values and traditions inform and direct
discussions of the artwork shown in class. I embrace . . . an interdisciplinary
approach [which includes] . . . connections to traditional ways, colonial
adaptations and recent developments[.]

For instance, when looking at West African Igbo art, Robertson has her students read Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall
Apart and then “discuss both traditional and contemporary expressions by Igbo artists, how museums display their
work, and the e�ects of colonization on the arts.”

Folding Screen with the Siege of Belgrade (front) and Hunting Scene (reverse), c. 1697–1701, Mexico, oil on wood,
inlaid with mother-of-pearl, 229.9 x 275.8 cm (Brooklyn Museum; photo: Steven Zucker, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0)

Networks as critique

What these approaches have in common, besides their willingness to expand the lens of art history to include
concerns such as institutional, political, and cultural power relations, is a focus on objects as interconnected.
Scholars in Global Renaissance studies, for instance, have been pioneering ways of reframing the art production of
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the trans-Atlantic and trans-Paci�c in order to question the traditional periodization and categories of style that
arose in the art history of the European Renaissance. Art historian Ananda Cohen-Aponte points to the existence
and necessary acknowledgement of “many Renaissances and many Baroques whose artistic fruits spilled into
territories across the Americas and Asia.” [2]

The reframing of objects within global networks can itself give rise to a form of critique, since, if we look closely and
rigorously, these relationships demand new, more interdisciplinary approaches in order to be fully understood. But
Cohen-Aponte brings up another important point as well: if we want to truly decolonize the discourse of art history,
then, we also have an obligation to make space for Indigenous scholars and scholars from the Global South to take
the lead writing the history of art.

 

Notes:

[1] Art history’s awareness of these problems is nothing new. To name just three key (dare I say canonical?) texts:
John Berger tackled these issues in his seminal 1972 series and book, Ways of Seeing; Edward Said’s
1978 Orientalism has become its own shorthand; and Hans Belting’s many writings on globalization in the art world
are a touchstone for anyone who studies contemporary art.

[2] Ananda Cohen-Aponte, Decolonizing the Global Renaissance: A View from the Andes, in The Globalization of
Renaissance Art: A Critical Review, edited by Daniel Savoy (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 73–74

Additional resources:

Read about our expanding the renaissance initiative

Jonathan Harris, “Art History and the Global Challenge: A Critical Perspective.” Artl@s Bulletin 6, no. 1 (2017): Article
5.

Aruna D’Souza and Jill Casid, Art History in the Wake of the Global Turn (Clark Art Insitute, 2014)
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