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Social history of art.
Term used to describe an approach to art history that attempts to identify the social factors relevant
to the production and full understanding of a given artistic phenomenon, whether it be an epoch, a
city, an artist’s career or an individual work. It is thus closely related to the SOCIOLOGY OF ART.
However, while the latter discipline is primarily concerned with the study of art as a means of
understanding society, the main aim of the social history of art is a deeper artistic understanding,
and sociologists of art and social historians of art often stress the differences between their
approaches. Both disciplines, however, have been profoundly influenced by Marxist approaches to
the arts (see MARXISM).

1. Introduction.

The social history of art starts out from the premise that art is not autonomous but is inextricably
linked to such social factors as morality, governed by laws, trade and technology, as well as politics,
religion and philosophy. Thus, a change in society is always accompanied by a change in art,
although not necessarily in a simple or direct way. The social history of art endeavours to discover
the factors that had a special influence in a given case, even if the influence took a somewhat
circuitous route. One tenet for social historians is that a society’s attitude to art always
predetermines the context in which the artist works and is most obviously expressed in the
relationship between producer and ‘recipient’. This relationship, though often of a personal kind (for
example between patron and painter), is finally not a private but an economic matter, since the
professional act of art production is always based on the existing economic system of exchange and
not on a notional future reception (see also RECEPTION THEORY, §3).

Until the 15th century the social context of art could, in the main, be inferred only retrospectively
from historical, literary and philosophical sources. From the 15th century, however, guild books,
letters, contracts and invoices, in addition to literary treatises on ‘correct’ living (e.g. Il libro del
cortegiano by Baldassare Castiglione, 1528), provided direct sources for research, and since the
19th century the mass media have been included as contemporary sources. The socio-historical
analysis of individual works of art, which only emerged after World War II among the successors of
the ‘Warburg school’ (see §3 below) encompasses at least five levels: the general meaning and
function of art in a society (or a subsystem of institutions); the general form of interaction between
producers and recipients; the general form of interaction among producers; the special relationship
between artist and buyer (patron, addressee); and the particular motives underlying the production
of a specific work, either on the side of the producer or on the side of the patron or buyer. For the
sake of brevity these can be condensed to two major issues: the function of art within society and
the relationship between the artist and that society.

2. Central issues.
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(i) The function of art in society.

Society’s expectation with regard to the artist depends essentially on what function is assigned to art
at the time. The patron, addressee, critic, dealer or buyer always has a well defined and
predetermined relation to the artist. It is not known what kind of social function art had in ancient or
prehistoric cultures, but the professional execution of many surviving objects allows us to conclude
that specialized art producers must have existed at an early stage, and that art production therefore
had to fulfil specific social functions. In societies that did not have an established written language,
visual art took on an important referential function, as a means of documentation and as a mediator
of religious, social and ideological values. (A self-sufficient, ‘purposeless’ art lay for a long time
outside the imaginative horizon of societies.) In ancient Greece, too, art was predominantly a means
to certain ends, its effect on the broad populace being a matter for debate. Plato wanted to banish it
from his ideal state, while Aristotle allowed it at least a pedagogical role in the ethical education of
the people. Judaism and early Christianity only reluctantly tolerated the arts that imitated nature, not
least because of the hostility of these religions towards ‘sensuous’ pagan antiquity; they conceded,
however, that art had didactic uses with illiterate peoples. Islam, on the other hand, forbade
figurative or narrative content but allowed an ornamental role for art.

Once harnessed to the purposes of the Christian religion, visual art remained predominantly the
servant of religion up to the 18th century. Only where religion distanced itself explicitly from art, as in
Calvinism, was its content determined by profane subject-matter. Not infrequently—though by no
means always—the interests and intentions of the ruling institutions (such as the Church, the
monarchy or the State), and sometimes the competitive relations between them, could be reflected
in the subject-matter of art. A ‘free’ art in the modern sense could emerge only in societies where art
was relieved of its referential, socio-pedagogical and canonizing function. In Europe this happened
in the 15th century, when, with the inception of sciences with an empirical and experimental basis,
the visual arts were the first to take on a proto-scientific function of discovery and invention.

(ii) The relationship between artist and society.

From antiquity until the 18th century visual art was produced for the most part on commission, which
called for a prior agreement between patron and producer as to the nature of the work, as well as a
financial agreement to limit the economic risk for the artist. Up to at least the 15th century the idea
and subject-matter came usually from the patron, while the artist was expected to provide only
skilled craftsmanship in executing the work. Even though individual artists could be valued
extraordinarily highly, as a group they had the status of mere craftsmen and were obliged to follow
professional rules enforced by the State and the guilds. The guilds and municipal administrations
laid down extremely strict conditions for artists, unless they enjoyed special status as court artists.
These rules commonly included a prohibition on passing knowledge to other cities, or an explicit ban
on the practising of art by women. Through the new function of art in the Renaissance—which
demanded a spirit of discovery, invention and imagination (‘genius’), thus drastically reducing the
number of people qualified for the task—a new professional image came into being that conferred a
higher status than was possessed by the crafts, with their ready supply of recruits. As the concept of
genius now matched what society expected of the artist in any case, the artist could oppose the
patron’s wishes and have a greater influence on the development of art, at least with regard to style
and form. The ‘new recipients’ of the Renaissance who played a part in this process were an
educated, confident and wealthy merchant class who took up ancient subject-matter and also
modified religious subjects to suit their purposes. In the 17th century, whereas elaborate religious art
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everyday life, which were often given a deeper, moral level of meaning.

A second major change in the relationship between the arts and society occurred c. 1790–1830.
Artists increasingly came from the middle classes and, supported by the literature of Romanticism,
demanded free artistic expression. This development was precipitated partly by the temporary
collapse of the hierarchy of ecclesiastical and aristocratic patrons in the French Revolution
(1789–95), creating a certain vacuum on the side of the recipients. Subsequently the emancipation
of artists from direct patronage and the disintegration of the guilds contributed to a profound and
enduring alienation between producer and recipient. Stemming from this situation, a literary and
philosophical form of art criticism was displaced by the rise of a group of journalistic, intellectual
‘go-betweens’, who became mediators in the economic exchange between artist and recipient.

3. Development of the discipline.

The social implications of art were first brought to light in Vasari’s Vite in 1550, in which patrons are
recognized as influencing the ‘flowering and withering of the arts’. After this, many diverse theories
on the relation between art and society were elaborated within the framework of the Enlightenment
and the social philosophies of the 17th and 18th centuries. A continuous line of research only
began, however, in the mid-19th century with the establishment of art history and sociology as
scholarly disciplines, as the new, undefined reality of art production called into being a scientific
interest in the social implications of art. In England, against a background of industrialization and the
influence of the socio-political and scientific ideas of Karl Marx, Thomas Carlyle, F. D. Maurice and
Charles Darwin, new theories were developed on the social function of art. John Ruskin and William
Morris, seeking to restore the unification of art and work destroyed by modern forms of production,
advocated a return to a pre-industrial, craft-based system. In France the socialist Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon argued against the notion of ‘art for art’s sake’, believing that art’s function as social
criticism was betrayed by the retreat of ‘corrupt’ artists from social involvement (Du Principe de l’art
et de sa destination sociale, Paris, 1865). At the same time Hippolyte Taine in his Philosophy of Art
(London, 1862) viewed the matter from the standpoint of the recipient. The artist, he argued, was
conditioned by race, historical epoch and milieu, so that an understanding of a work of art must be
preceded by an understanding of the social context in which the artist operated. Jean-Marie Guyau,
strongly influenced by English philosophy, also criticized the doctrine of ‘art for art’s sake’ and
showed that the artist was obliged to adopt a standpoint towards society. Here, for the first time, the
important role of mediation between artist and public was recognized (e.g. in L’Art au point de vue
sociologique, 1889).

The most productive work in terms of its implications for art history came from the Swiss scholar
JACOB BURCKHARDT, whose Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien, for example, demonstrates the
close relationship between artistic production and the legislative and economic structures of a
society. Unlike Marx, who wrote at the same time, Burckhardt did not seek to transcend or redefine
this relationship in any way. Instead, the way was opened for a study of artistic subject-matter, using
concrete examples as its starting-point. This was introduced as a new approach to art history by
Burckhardt’s friend the poet Gottfried Kinkel (1815–82) in Mosaik zur Kunstgeschichte (1876), and
by Anton Springer (1825–91), one of the founders of iconographic research. It also provided ABY

WARBURG with the basis for his iconology, which emerged after 1910 as the study of the changes in
meaning of works of art (see ICONOGRAPHY AND ICONOLOGY). From here there was a direct route to
the socio-historical researches, orientated towards subject-matter and iconography, of Erwin
Panofsky, Fritz Saxl, Otto Pächt (1902–88) and other exponents of the ‘Warburg school’, which went
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By contrast, around the turn of the 20th century the exponents of formalism (usually regarded as the
antithesis of the social history of art) developed theories based on a socially determined artistic
‘striving’. The ‘empathy theory’ of HEINRICH WÖLLFLIN provided a model to explain the changes
between great stylistic periods, while ALOIS RIEGL was able to identify stylistic epochs previously
unrecognized by art history, such as Late Antiquity. The works of the German sociologists Georg
Simmel and Max Weber also influenced art history throughout the 20th century, by stressing the
importance of economic and religious factors in determining culture. The effects of World War I
made clear the dependence of art on economics, and there were numerous essays in art journals
devoted to politico-cultural problems after this time. In the 1920s and 1930s major studies on art and
culture were undertaken: for example, the late Middle Ages were covered by JOHAN HUIZINGA, the
Renaissance by von Martin and MARTIN WACKERNAGEL, and the progression from the Middle Ages
up to modern society by Elias, elaborating on the ideas of Burckhardt, Simmel and Weber. The
writings of Walter Benjamin dealt with the importance of the new mass media.

After World War II art history largely abandoned the elaboration of large-scale developmental
theories transcending particular epochs in favour of a dense factual study founded in social history
and applied to specific periods, institutions or individual works. In this context an increasing
influence was exerted by the sociology of art, for example by the empirical research carried out by
Theodor Adorno and Pierre Bourdieu. Thus when ARNOLD HAUSER published his Social History of Art
in 1951 (by the late 1990s still the most comprehensive study of Western art to link changes in
society with changes in art since prehistoric times), he was attacked by numerous scholars. Indeed,
fundamental criticism of the social history of art has often been sparked when the style of a period is
explained through such complex social variables as ‘democracy’, ‘early capitalism’ and ‘the
bourgeoisie’, highlighted by Ernst Gombrich’s critique of Hauser. Hauser later refined his position
but after publishing Soziologie der Kunst in 1974 was criticized for dialectical manoeuvring. This
conflict reflected the divergence between the approaches of the social historian of art and the
sociologist of art (see Aulinger). Indeed, an opposition between the dialectical-materialist-historical
approach of the social history of art and the more logical-ahistorical one of the sociology of art has
persisted from the 1920s (see Bürger). Less contentious are the influential works of Warnke,
Baxandall, Hofmann and Burke on the ‘concrete’ social history of art. The approach of von Martin in
his Soziologie der Renaissance influenced studies of the reception of art in different social strata
and classes (e.g. FREDERICK ANTAL, Bredekamp and Hadjinicolaou). Studies of architecture, which is
regarded as having more concrete social roots than other art forms, were undertaken by Paulsson,
Warnke, and Bentmann and Müller among others. In the late 20th century new socio-historical
approaches seeking to demonstrate the direct effects of, in particular, political or racist ideologies on
the individual work of art evolved, for example in feminist art history (see ART HISTORY, §III and
FEMINISM AND ART). At the same time systematic, methodical approaches to the social history of art
were discussed by such scholars as Wick-Kmoch, Thurn, Silbermann, Kapner and Aulinger.
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