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COURSE SUMMARY 

Works of art prompt interpretative processes. This course is about these processes – it 

comprises a critical and reflective consideration of how we engage in art historical study. This 

course charts the different theories that have shaped the interpretation of art, from the 

beginnings of the discipline to the present day, and how art history and its methods have 

changed over time. Focusing on the work of key thinkers and movements, students will 

explore how critical debates in the theory and practice of art history have been products of 

their historical context. A wide range of theoretical approaches will be discussed, including 

formalist methods of analysis, dialectical materialism, gender, psychoanalysis, and 

phenomenology. Concrete case studies will demonstrate how such bodies of theory can be 

applied as frameworks for the interpretation of art. Students will also consider the role of 

institutions, such as museums and galleries, in framing our understanding and experience of 

art. This course will reveal the complexity and richness of art historical thinking. By the end of 

the course, students will have a greater understanding of the discipline of art history, a more 

informed view of their own practice as art historians, and a more developed ability to apply 

theoretical positions to the study of works of art.  

 

COURSE AIMS 

• Develop knowledge of the different bodies of thought that have shaped the 

discipline of art history. 
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• Develop a good understanding of the methods of art historical interpretation that 

have been based on these theories, and how the theories and methods of the 

discipline have changed over time. 

• Develop a more informed view of one’s own practice as an art historian, and an 

ability to consciously apply theoretical positions to the study of art. 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES 

On successful completion of the course, students will be able to: 

KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING 

K1b demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the different bodies of theory 

that have shaped the discipline of art history. 

K2b show understanding of how the frameworks used for art historical 

interpretation have been shaped by their context, and how they have changed 

over time. 

 

SUBJECT SPECIFIC SKILLS 

S2b evaluate works of art with a conscious and critical understanding of the 

methodologies being employed in their interpretation. 

S3b evaluate seminal art historical texts and their underlying assumptions, rather 

than merely reading for information. 

 

TRANSFERABLE AND PROFESSIONAL SKILLS 

T1b present accurately, in written or oral form, lines of argument or judgements 

made. 

T2b produce a good standard of written argument pertaining to the interpretation 

of art. 

 

TEACHING AND LEARNING 

Students will have the opportunity to engage with: 

• 1 x virtual learning environment (VLE) 

• 25 x large-group hours 

• 5.5 x tutorial hours (individual or group tutorial) 

• Weekly office hours 

Students are required to attend and participate in all timetabled sessions for this course and, 

with the ongoing support available, to manage their directed learning and independent study. 

Total study hours for this course are: 300. 
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EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS 

• An advanced understanding of the bodies of critical theory and thought 

movements that have shaped western culture and academic practice in the 

humanities 

• An ability to reflect critically on one’s own interpretative processes 

• The ability to present with visual aids, both in the classroom and in the gallery 

space 

 

ASSESSMENT 

FORMATIVE 

Students will be formatively assessed during the course by means of set assignments. These 

do not count towards the end of year results, but will provide students with developmental 

feedback on how to improve writing and essay structure, critical analysis and interpretation of 

works of art, and how to employ primary sources and comparative material. 

SUMMATIVE 

Assessment will be in two forms: 

AE: Assessment Activity Weighting 

(%) 

Online 

submission 

Duration Length 

1 Oral presentation 20 N/A 20 

minutes 

N/A 

2 Examination 80 N/A 3 hours N/A 

 

The examination will consist of a number of questions from which the student will have the 

choice of answering a specified number. Both the oral presentation and the examination will be 

assessed in accordance with the assessment aims set out in the Programme Specification.  

 

FEEDBACK 

Students will receive formal feedback in a variety of ways: written (including via email 

correspondence); oral (within one-to-one tutorials or on an ad hoc basis) and indirectly 

through discussion during group tutorials. Student’s will also attend the formal meeting, 

Collections, at the end of Michaelmas and Hilary in which they will receive constructive and 

developmental feedback on their term’s performance.  

Feedback is provided on written assignments (including essays, briefings and reports) and 

through generic internal examiners’ reports, both of which are posted on the College’s VLE. 

 

INDICATIVE READING 

Note: Comprehensive and current reading lists for courses are produced annually in the Course 

Guide or other documentation provided to students; the indicative reading list provided below 

is used as part of the approval/modification process only. 

BOOKS  

D’Alleva, A. (2016). Methods and Theories of Art History. London: Laurence King Publishing. 
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Fernie, E. (Ed.). (1995). Art History and its Methods. London: Phaidon Press Ltd. 

Hatt, M. & Klonk, C. (2006) Art history: A critical introduction to its methods. Manchester: 

MUP. 

Preziosi, D. (Ed.), The Art of Art History. A Critical Anthology, Oxford: OUP. 

 

INDICATIVE TOPICS 

Students will study the following topics:  

• Introduction to Art Historical Theory  

• Connoisseurship and Formalism  

• Iconography, Iconology and Semiotics 

• The Social History of Art 

• Modernity and Postmodernity 

• Structuralism and Post-structuralism 

• Phenomenology 

• Hermeneutics 

• Feminism 

• Post-colonialism 

• The Birth of the Museum 

______________________________________________________________________ 
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June 
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