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best art history textbooks are essential for students, educators, and
enthusiasts seeking to deepen their understanding of art across various
periods, cultures, and movements. These textbooks provide comprehensive
insights into artistic techniques, historical contexts, and critical analyses
of renowned works. In this article, we will explore a selection of the best
art history textbooks available today, categorized by their focus areas,
including general surveys, period-specific studies, and thematic
explorations. Whether you are a beginner looking for an introduction or an
advanced learner seeking in-depth analysis, this guide will help you choose
the right resources for your art history journey.
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Introduction to Art History Textbooks

Art history textbooks serve as foundational texts for understanding the
evolution of art and its myriad forms. They not only cover significant
artworks and artists but also delve into the socio-political influences that
shaped various art movements. A well-chosen textbook can illuminate the
connections between history and art, making the subject more accessible and
engaging for readers. In the following sections, we will categorize some of
the best art history textbooks, providing details on their content,
strengths, and ideal audience.

General Art History Surveys

General surveys are comprehensive resources that provide an overview of art
history from prehistoric to contemporary times. These textbooks are ideal for
students and anyone new to the field, as they cover a broad range of topics
in an organized manner.

1. "Art History" by Marilyn Stokstad and Michael W.
Cothren

This widely used textbook is renowned for its clear layout and engaging
narrative. It covers art from various cultures and periods, emphasizing
social and historical contexts. Stokstad and Cothren include numerous



illustrations, making it visually appealing and informative.

2. "Gardner’s Art Through the Ages" by Fred S.
Kleiner

Another staple in art history education, "Gardner’s Art Through the Ages" is
praised for its comprehensive coverage and scholarly approach. The book is
organized chronologically and thematically, allowing readers to understand
the development of art in relation to historical events. Its extensive visual
resources and critical thinking questions enhance the learning experience.

3. "The Story of Art" by E.H. Gombrich

First published in 1950, Gombrich's classic continues to be a favorite for
its accessible writing style and insightful commentary. The book presents art
history as a narrative, guiding readers through significant periods and
styles while emphasizing the importance of context. Its simplicity makes it
suitable for beginners, yet it remains valuable for more experienced readers.

Period-Specific Art History Textbooks

For those interested in specific periods, period-specific art history
textbooks provide detailed analyses of styles, movements, and key figures.
These resources are invaluable for deeper exploration of particular eras.

1. "Renaissance Art: A Very Short Introduction" by
Geraldine A. Johnson

This concise book offers an insightful overview of Renaissance art,
discussing its historical context, key artists, and major works. Johnson’s
writing is engaging, making it an excellent starting point for understanding
this transformative period in art history.

2. "Modern Art: A Very Short Introduction" by David
Cottington

Cottington’s book condenses the complexities of modern art into an accessible
format. It covers the major movements of the 19th and 20th centuries and
discusses the cultural and political factors that influenced artists. Ideal
for students and casual readers alike, this book encourages critical thinking
about modern artistic expressions.

3. "The Baroque: A Very Short Introduction" by Clare
Hornsby

This book provides a brief yet thorough examination of Baroque art and
architecture. Hornsby discusses the dynamic and emotional qualities of
Baroque works, as well as their cultural significance. This text is perfect



for those looking to gain a deeper understanding of the Baroque period
without being overwhelmed by excessive detail.

Thematic Art History Textbooks

Thematic art history textbooks focus on specific themes or concepts that
traverse different periods and styles. These books provide unique
perspectives and foster interdisciplinary approaches to art history.

1. "Art and Gender" by Gill Perry

Perry’s work explores the interplay between art and gender, examining how
gender roles and identities have influenced artistic production and
representation. This thematic approach encourages readers to consider
sociocultural factors in the interpretation of art.

2. "Art and Politics: A Small History of Art for
Social Change" by John A. Walker

This book delves into the relationship between art and political movements
throughout history. Walker highlights various artists and artworks that have
contributed to social change, making it a compelling read for those
interested in activism through art.

3. "The Art of Looking: How to Read Modern and
Contemporary Art" by Lance Esplund

Esplund's book serves as a guide to interpreting modern and contemporary art.
He discusses various methods for understanding artworks, emphasizing the
viewer's role in creating meaning. This thematic approach is essential for
those looking to engage more deeply with contemporary art.

Conclusion

Choosing the best art history textbooks is crucial for anyone seeking to
understand the complexities of art through various lenses. From general
surveys that provide foundational knowledge to period-specific and thematic
texts that explore deeper nuances, the resources listed in this article cater
to a wide range of interests and educational needs. Whether you are a
student, educator, or art enthusiast, these textbooks will enhance your
understanding of art and its historical significance.

FAQ



Q: What are the best art history textbooks for
beginners?
A: For beginners, "Art History" by Marilyn Stokstad and Michael W. Cothren
and "The Story of Art" by E.H. Gombrich are excellent choices. They provide
comprehensive overviews and engaging narratives that are accessible to
newcomers.

Q: Are there any art history textbooks focused on
modern art?
A: Yes, "Modern Art: A Very Short Introduction" by David Cottington is an
excellent resource that covers key movements and themes in modern art, making
it suitable for both students and casual readers.

Q: What is the significance of thematic art history
textbooks?
A: Thematic art history textbooks allow readers to explore specific concepts,
such as gender or politics, across different periods. This interdisciplinary
approach enhances understanding of how art interacts with various societal
factors.

Q: Can art history textbooks be useful for non-
students?
A: Absolutely! Many art history textbooks are written in an engaging style
and provide valuable insights that appeal to art enthusiasts and general
readers interested in understanding art better.

Q: How do I choose the right art history textbook for
my needs?
A: Consider your current knowledge level, areas of interest, and desired
depth of study. General surveys are great for broad overviews, while period-
specific or thematic texts can provide deeper insights into particular
topics.

Q: Are there any art history textbooks that focus on
non-Western art?
A: Yes, many textbooks, such as "Asian Art" by John Hay and "African Art" by
Susan Mullin Vogel, focus on non-Western art, providing essential
perspectives on diverse artistic traditions and their historical contexts.

Q: What formats are available for art history
textbooks?
A: Art history textbooks are available in various formats, including print,
digital eBooks, and audiobooks, making them accessible to a wide audience.



Q: How do art history textbooks enhance critical
thinking?
A: Art history textbooks encourage critical thinking by prompting readers to
analyze artworks, consider historical contexts, and explore the relationships
between art, culture, and society, fostering a deeper understanding of the
material.

Q: Are there any textbooks that focus on art and
technology?
A: Yes, "Art and Technology: A History of the Interaction Between Art and
Technology" by Robert L. G. McDonald is an excellent resource that examines
the evolving relationship between art and technological advancements
throughout history.
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  best art history textbooks: A Degree in a Book: Art History John Finlay, 2023-01-17
Spanning from the classical sculpture of Ancient Rome to contemporary performance art, this
vibrantly illustrated guide provides a rich overview of art history, covering many topics explored in a
history of art degree. Learn to distinguish Impressionism from Post-Impressionism, analyze a
painting's brush strokes and discover the influences of Pablo Picasso. Written by expert art historian
John Finlay, A Degree in a Book: Art History is presented in an attractive landscape format in
full-color, featuring iconic works of art through the ages. With timelines, feature spreads and
information boxes, readers will quickly get to grips with the fundamentals of art and its fascinating
evolution across history. ABOUT THE SERIES: Get the knowledge of a degree for the price of a book
in Arcturus Publishing's A Degree in a Book series. Featuring handy timelines, information boxes,
feature spreads and margin annotations, these illustrated books are perfect for anyone wishing to
master seemingly complex subject with ease and enjoyment.
  best art history textbooks: Fundamentals of Art History Anne D'Alleva, Michael Cothren,
2021-08-05 This invaluable guide enables students to get the most from their art history course.
Written in an accessible style, the book introduces two basic art historical methods - formal analysis
and contextual analysis. In this new edition revising author Michael Cothren has extended the
discussion on iconography and iconology, as well as adding discussions on the effects of the market
and museums on art. Greater emphasis is placed on the global and multicultural aspects of art
creation and analysis with new images and more case studies. There is more step-by-step guidance
on how to use these methods to prepare for exams and write papers.
  best art history textbooks: The Story of Art - 16th Edition E.H. Gombrich, 1995 The Story of
Art, one of the most famous and popular books on art ever written, has been a world bestseller for
over four decades. Attracted by the simplicity and clarity of his writing, readers of all ages and
backgrounds have found in Professor Gombrich a true master, and one who combines knowledge
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and wisdom with a unique gift for communicating his deep love of the subject. For the first time in
many years the book has been completely redesigned. The illustrations, now in color throughout,
have all been improved and reoriginated, and include six fold‐outs. The text has been revised and
updated where appropriate, and a number of significant new artists have been incorporated. The
bibliographies have been expanded and updated, and the maps and charts redrawn. The Story of Art
has always been admired for two key qualities: it is a pleasure to read and a pleasure to handle. In
these respects the new edition is true to its much‐loved predecessors: the text runs as smoothly as
ever and the improved illustrations are always on the page where the reader needs them. In its new
edition, this classic work continues its triumphant progress tirelessly for yet another generation, to
remain the title of first choice for any newcomer to art or the connoisseur.
  best art history textbooks: Art History and Education Stephen Addiss, Mary Erickson, 1993
Guided by Stephen Addiss's grounding in art history scholarship and Mary Erickson's expertise in
art education theory and practice, this volume approaches the issue of teaching art history from
theoretical and philosophical as well as practical and political standpoints. In the first section,
Addiss raises issues about the discipline of art history. In the second, Erickson examines proposals
about how art history can be incorporated into the general education of children and offers some
curriculum guides and lesson plans for art educators.
  best art history textbooks: Old Masters and Young Geniuses David W. Galenson, 2006 When in
their lives do great artists produce their greatest art? Do they strive for creative perfection
throughout decades of painstaking and frustrating experimentation, or do they achieve it confidently
and decisively, through meticulous planning that yields masterpieces early in their lives? By
examining the careers not only of great painters but also of important sculptors, poets, novelists,
and movie directors, Old Masters and Young Geniuses offers a profound new understanding of
artistic creativity. Using a wide range of evidence, David Galenson demonstrates that there are two
fundamentally different approaches to innovation, and that each is associated with a distinct pattern
of discovery over a lifetime. Experimental innovators work by trial and error, and arrive at their
major contributions gradually, late in life. In contrast, conceptual innovators make sudden
breakthroughs by formulating new ideas, usually at an early age. Galenson shows why such artists
as Michelangelo, Rembrandt, Cézanne, Jackson Pollock, Virginia Woolf, Robert Frost, and Alfred
Hitchcock were experimental old masters, and why Vermeer, van Gogh, Picasso, Herman Melville,
James Joyce, Sylvia Plath, and Orson Welles were conceptual young geniuses. He also explains how
this changes our understanding of art and its past. Experimental innovators seek, and conceptual
innovators find. By illuminating the differences between them, this pioneering book provides vivid
new insights into the mysterious processes of human creativity.
  best art history textbooks: How to Research, Write and Publish an Art History Book in
American Art Diane Elizabeth Kelleher, 2011-09-27 As the title suggests, this book concerns the art
and life of the world's only American Linear Impressionist, Lilian Westcott Hale. Born in Connecticut
in 1881, Hale was educated primarily at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, and lived for
many years in nearby Dedham, moving to Charlottesville, Virginnia after the death of her beloved
educator, art critic, author, and painter husband, Philip Leslie Hale. A woman, Hale far outpaced the
success of many men, including her husband. During her early decades of activity, Hale garnered
innumerable national awards, accolades, and prizes, and international acclaim for her oil portraits of
children, women in interiors, and charoal sketches of snowy landscapes, all created in an
Impressionist style utilizing only vertical strokes. Hale was the originator and sole practitioner of a
technique which paradoxically used line in an Impressionist manner. While her classic art fell out of
favor during the Modernist 1940s, it is now once again very much in vogue.
  best art history textbooks: The New Politics of the Textbook Heather Hickman, Brad J.
Porfilio, 2012-10-13 In an age of unprecedented corporate and political control over life inside of
educational institutions, this book provides a needed intervention to investigate how the economic
and political elite use traditional artifacts in K-16 schools to perpetuate their interests at the
expense of minoritized social groups. The contributors provide a comprehensive examination of how



textbooks, the most dominant cultural force in which corporations and political leaders impact the
schooling curricula, shape students’ thoughts and behavior, perpetuate power in dominant groups,
and trivialize social groups who are oppressed on the structural axes of race, class, gender,
sexuality, and (dis)ability. Several contributors also generate critical insight in how power shapes
the production of textbooks and evaluate whether textbooks still perpetuate dominant Western
narratives that normalize and privilege patriotism, militarism, consumerism, White supremacy,
heterosexism, rugged individualism, technology, and a positivistic conception of the world. Finally,
the book highlights several textbooks that challenge readers to rethink their stereotypical views of
the Other, to reflect upon the constitutive forces causing oppression in schools and in the wider
society, and to reflect upon how to challenge corporate and political dominance over knowledge
production.
  best art history textbooks: The Ancient Roman Art - Art History Books for Kids |
Children's Art Books Baby Professor, 2017-05-15 The ancient Romans sure knew their art well.
This art history book will enlighten child learners on the significance of art in ancient civilizations.
You see, what makes history are not just names, dates and events. Color combinations and art
techniques also make their mark. If you look closely at how art is made in each era and culture, you
will notice distinct differences. Study this book today!
  best art history textbooks: Thinking About Art Penny Huntsman, 2015-09-28 Thinking about
Art explores some of the greatest works of art and architecture in the world through the prism of
themes, instead of chronology, to offer intriguing juxtapositions of art and history. The book ranges
across time and topics, from the Parthenon to the present day and from patronage to ethnicity, to
reveal art history in new and varied lights. With over 200 colour illustrations and a wealth of formal
and contextual analysis, Thinking about Art is a companion guide for art lovers, students and the
general reader, and is also the first A-level Art History textbook, written by a skilled and experienced
teacher of art history, Penny Huntsman. The book is accompanied by a companion website at
www.wiley.com/go/thinkingaboutart.
  best art history textbooks: The Art of The Ancient Egyptians - Art History Book | Children's
Art Books Baby Professor, 2017-05-15 Did you know that art is a strong indicator of the culture and
traditions of a civilization? If you study many art forms, you will notice a distinct difference in how
characters are formed and colors are blended. In this book, you will learn about the art of the
Ancient Egyptians. Enjoy a treat for the eyes and creativity. Secure a copy today!
  best art history textbooks: A History of Art History Christopher S. Wood, 2021-03-02 In this
authoritative book, the first of its kind in English, Christopher Wood tracks the evolution of the
historical study of art from the late middle ages through the rise of the modern scholarly discipline
of art history. Synthesizing and assessing a vast array of writings, episodes, and personalities, this
original and accessible account of the development of art-historical thinking will appeal to readers
both inside and outside the discipline. The book shows that the pioneering chroniclers of the Italian
Renaissance--Lorenzo Ghiberti and Giorgio Vasari--measured every epoch against fixed standards of
quality. Only in the Romantic era did art historians discover the virtues of medieval art, anticipating
the relativism of the later nineteenth century, when art history learned to admire the art of all
societies and to value every work as an index of its times. The major art historians of the modern
era, however--Jacob Burckhardt, Aby Warburg, Heinrich Wölfflin, Erwin Panofsky, Meyer Schapiro,
and Ernst Gombrich--struggled to adapt their work to the rupture of artistic modernism, leading to
the current predicaments of the discipline. Combining erudition with clarity, this book makes a
landmark contribution to the understanding of art history.--from book jacket
  best art history textbooks: From Impressionism to Post-Impressionism - Art History
Book for Children | Children's Arts, Music & Photography Books Baby Professor, 2017-05-15
Art can come in may styles and the technique to create each one can vary depending on the artist
and the era. In this book, we're going to study art history from Impressionism to Post-Impressionism.
What are the differences between them? How do you tell one from the other? What are examples of
art produced? Know the answers and more from the pages of this book.



  best art history textbooks: Rethinking Art History Donald Preziosi, 1989-01-01 A general
overview of the theoretical and institutional history of the discipline of art history. Refuting the
image of art history as a discipline in crisis, Preziosi asserts that many of the dilemmas and
contradictions of art history today are not new but can be traced back to problems surrounding the
founding of the discipline, its institutionalization, and its academic expansion since the 1870s.
Donald Preziosi has written a timely and incisive study of the methods and assumptions of art history
in the modern period. As the book unfolds, one realizes that art history was never as unitary and
monolithic as the phrase 'the discipline of art history' suggests, but is in fact a complicated and
highly contradictory range of practices whose disciplinary coherence may be more mythical than
real. This is a deliberately discomforting book; however, for its clear-sightedness, rigor, and wit, it is
a book to be welcomes by everyone concerned with the present condition and future direction of
visual studies.--Norman Bryson, Harvard University An important and courageous book, Rethinking
Art History is a rigorous and original contribution to the current post-structuralist and
postmodernist debates in cultural studies here and abroad.--Steven Z. Levine, Bryn Mawr College
Through this kind of reading of the discourse of art history, Preziosi provides some acute analysis of
the metaphors and stratagems which continue to discipline the discipline of art history.
  best art history textbooks: Is Art History Global? James Elkins, 2013-10-18 This is the third
volume in The Art Seminar, James Elkin's series of conversations on art and visual studies. Is Art
History Global? stages an international conversation among art historians and critics on the subject
of the practice and responsibility of global thinking within the discipline. Participants range from
Keith Moxey of Columbia University to Cao Yiqiang, Ding Ning, Cuautemoc Medina, Oliver Debroise,
Renato Gonzalez Mello, and other scholars.
  best art history textbooks: Art and Judaism in the Greco-Roman World Steven Fine,
2005-06-08 Publisher Description
  best art history textbooks: Inside Major East Asian Library Collections in North America,
Volume 2 Patrick Lo, Hermina G. B. Anghelescu, Bradley Allard, 2022-11-25 Volume 2 of Inside
Major East Asian Library Collections in North America presents an extensive collection of interviews
that give key insights into Chinese, Korean, and Asian American librarianship
  best art history textbooks: The Fate of the Masterpiece Noah Charney, 2014-02-01 This
short e-book, adapted from Noah Charney's book Stealing the Mystic Lamb, tells the dramatic story
of the rescue of The Ghent Altarpiece from Nazi pillagers. As the Nazis stormed across Europe
during the Second World War, hundreds of thousands of artworks disappeared in their wake. A
group of Allied officers set off on the trail of Europe's vanished art treasures -- they were known as
the Monuments Men. The investigations of the Monuments Men combined old-fashioned detective
work, personal bravery, ingenuity, and a dose of good fortune. This is perhaps best exemplified in
the story of the race to save the 12,000 stolen masterpieces that were kept in a secret art warehouse
hidden deep inside a converted salt mine in the Austrian Alps. There awaited the treasures destined
for Hitler's planned super museum, which would contain every important artwork in the world. The
prize of the collection, and the painting most desired by the Nazis, was Jan van Eyck's 1432
masterwork, The Adoration of the Mystic Lamb, also known as The Ghent Altarpiece. This massive
masterpiece is considered the most influential painting ever made, and it is also the most-frequently
stolen. This e-book single is adapted from Noah Charney's acclaimed book Stealing the Mystic Lamb:
the True Story of the World's Most Coveted Masterpiece. It contains all of the material from that
book on the Monuments Men and Nazi art theft during the Second World War, as told through the
story of two Monuments Men, Robert Posey and Lincoln Kirstein, as they raced to save the Mystic
Lamb and the other works in the salt mine from an SS officer who was determined to destroy all
12,000 masterpieces.
  best art history textbooks: Collection Development and Management for 21st Century
Library Collections Vicki L. Gregory, 2019-01-25 Packed with discussion questions, activities,
suggested references, selected readings, and many other features that speak directly to students
and library professionals, Gregory's Collection Development and Management for 21st Century



Library Collections is a comprehensive handbook.
  best art history textbooks: Computational Formalism Amanda Wasielewski, 2023-05-23
How the use of machine learning to analyze art images has revived formalism in art history,
presenting a golden opportunity for art historians and computer scientists to learn from one another.
Though formalism is an essential tool for art historians, much recent art history has focused on the
social and political aspects of art. But now art historians are adopting machine learning methods to
develop new ways to analyze the purely visual in datasets of art images. Amanda Wasielewski uses
the term “computational formalism” to describe this use of machine learning and computer vision
technique in art historical research. At the same time that art historians are analyzing art images in
new ways, computer scientists are using art images for experiments in machine learning and
computer vision. Their research, says Wasielewski, would be greatly enriched by the inclusion of
humanistic issues. The main purpose in applying computational techniques such as machine learning
to art datasets is to automate the process of categorization using metrics such as style, a historically
fraught concept in art history. After examining a fifteen-year trajectory in image categorization and
art dataset creation in the fields of machine learning and computer vision, Wasielewski considers
deep learning techniques that both create and detect forgeries and fakes in art. She investigates
examples of art historical analysis in the fields of computer and information sciences, placing this
research in the context of art historiography. She also raises questions as which artworks are chosen
for digitization, and of those artworks that are born digital, which works gain acceptance into the
canon of high art.
  best art history textbooks: Gods of Deception David Adams Cleveland, 2022-05-17 At age
ninety-five, Judge Edward Dimock, patriarch of his family and the man who defended accused Soviet
spy Alger Hiss in the famous 1950 Cold War “trial of the century,” is writing his memoir at his fabled
Catskill retreat, Hermitage, with its glorious Italian Renaissance ceiling. Judge Dimock is consumed
with doubts about the troubling secrets he’s kept to himself for over fifty years—secrets that might
change both American history and the lives of his entire family. Was his client guilty of spying for
Stalin or not? And if guilty, did Hiss’s crimes go far beyond his perjury conviction—a verdict that
divided the country for a generation? ​Dimock enlists his grandson, George Altmann, a brilliant
Princeton astrophysicist, in the quest for truth. Reluctantly, George finds himself drawn into the web
of deceit that has ravaged his family, his curiosity sparked by a string of clues found in the Judge’s
unpublished memoir and in nine pencil sketches of accused Soviet agents pinned to an old
corkboard in his grandfather’s abandoned office. Even more dismaying, the drawings are by
George’s paternal grandfather and namesake, a once-famous painter who covered the Hiss trial as a
courtroom artist for the Herald Tribune, only to die in uncertain circumstances in a fall from
Woodstock’s Fishkill Bridge on Christmas Eve 1949. Many of the suspected spies also died from
ambiguous falls (a KGB specialty) or disappeared behind the Iron Curtain—and were conveniently
unable to testify in the Hiss trial. George begins to realize the immensity of what is at stake:
deceptive entanglements that will indeed alter the accepted history of the Cold War—and how he
understands his own unhappy Woodstock childhood, growing up in the shadow of a rumored suicide
and the infidelities of an alcoholic father, a roadie with The Band. In Gods of Deception, acclaimed
novelist David Adams Cleveland has created a multiverse all its own: a thrilling tale of espionage, a
family saga, a stirring love story, and a meditation on time and memory, astrophysics and art, taking
the reader on an unforgettable journey into the troubled human heart as well as the past—a past
that is ever present, where the gods of deception await our distant call.
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