Periodization in the History of Art and its Conundrums. How to tackle them in East-Central
Europe
Periodization is not a novel concern, nor is it one specific to art historians. Over the last
decades it was, however, subject to revisions, and has been a recurrent topic across
disciplines in the humanities and social sciences. Contributions from sociologists,
anthropologists, historians and philosophers approaching this topic – be it indirectly –put
their indelible mark on the ways it is understood. 1 So intense was the discussion on
periodization in some fields of the humanities during the first decade of this century that an
author could coin the term “perioddity”. 2 In the history of art, an important moment in
articulating an understanding of time (and consequently, of its “shaping” through “periods”)
at odds with the conventional, established one was George Kubler’s The Shape of Time
(Kubler, 1962). Published originally in the early ‘60s – and indicating that art history had an
early start in a renewed reflection on periodization – it had since several come-backs, during
the 80s, when the author himself reflected anew on his book (Kubler, 1982), and again after
the start of the 21th century 3 (when a new edition was published), a proof of its lasting
influence, but also of its “slow fuse”. Despite some enthusiastic responses to the book’s first
appearance (some of them from artists), the art historical “establishment” didn’t seem in a
hurry to react to its suggestions, or to endorse them: in an intervention at a symposium on
Periods in 1970, Meyer Schapiro was still contending that “[i]ndependent of conflicting
period concepts and common to all of them as a basic datum and axis of reference is the
irreversible order of single works located in time and space”, and despite a nod to Kubler
(which occasions, in passing, the remark that “Prehistoric and non-Western art have problems
of their own”), and while acknowledging the limitations of the “biological” model of
evolution in the history of art, Horst Janson still appears to think that “imputing a quasihuman life to artistic forms has one signal virtue: it postulates that their evolution is
irreversible”, whereas Ernst Gombrich, in replying to Janson’s comments, reinforces the
divide between Western styles and non-Western ones: “Western art (or large stretches of
Western art) differs from, say, tribal art, through its interest in technical progress – an interest
it shares, of course, with the Civilization from which it springs”, and concludes that while
Western art is amenable to periodization (adding that “there always have been periods and
artists even within the Western tradition who were comparatively isolated from this field of
force; we call them ‘provincial’ which need not necessarily be a derogatory term”), nonWestern arts are not (“we would find it hard to assign a place in its own ‘field of force’ to an
Indian bronze or a Persian rug. We may admire its refinement […], but we cannot see it quite
in the way we see a Pontormo or a Seurat. I am not sure that this this is only due to our lack
of knowledge of the implied references – there may be none.” (Schapiro; Janson; Gombrich,
1970: 113-125). Cursory as it is, this rendering of the opinions of three among the most
respected art historians of the time may give an idea about the status quaestionis at the
beginning of the ‘70s, and would allow us to say – while in no way disputing the value of the
contributions of these masters to the history of art – that they tended to espouse a linear (in
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conjunction with a biological) and irreversible development of this history, to center it
indisputably in the West, to see the distinction between center and periphery as a given, and
to look at other areas of artistic endeavor as “radical others”, the encounter with which need
not have significant consequences on the ways in which art history is being conceived and
practiced in the West.
Though – at least through such contributions as Kubler’s – a sense that the conventional
periodizations are in need of revision can be detected earlier, a more pointed reflection on this
topic can be noticed after the demise of communism and the dismantling of the colonial
system. Present day art history in the West looks quite differently on all these counts, and
attempting to describe these changes or to give even a minimum of essential references in
order to document them would by far exceed our brief. It seems to us that this is not to the
same extent true for art history in East-Central Europe, at any rate not in the sense that
different approaches to the ones still in place in the ‘70s would have gained currency and
would have become dominant in its teaching, and in its practice. (See, e.g., András, 2003;
Pejić, 2003)
In the aftermath of the 1989 events in the countries of Central and Eastern Europe a number
of scholars felt the pressing need to reconsider the place of local art histories within the
established narratives, and to reflect on how these local histories might fit within the Western
canon, or to question its authority. Art historians, critics and curators dealing with modern
and contemporary art were particularly sensitive to such questions (and this sensitivity may
have also been catalyzed by a number of exhibitions organized in the West, which included
contemporary artists from this region, or were focused on it 4). They spoke about
“interrupted” or “missing” histories (Badovinac, 2010), of “interrupted cultures” 5, or of
“impossible histories” 6, of the necessity of adopting a more complex model of time, of
“narratives in the plural”, proposed a “horizontal history” as the expression of a “spatial
turn”, and as a way of counteracting established hierarchies (Piotrowski, 2008), in thus
challenging – especially with avant-garde, modernist, and contemporary art in mind – the
“master narratives”.
A number of issues closely related, in our view, to periodization, gathered importance as a
consequence: the vexing question of “belatedness” or “a-synchronicity” with respect to the
West 7; the equally disturbing one of the relationship between “the center”, or “centers”, and
“periphery”; the need to reconsider such concepts as that of “influence”, which had seemed
for long to account in a satisfactory manner for the presence of derivative stylistic features at
4
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the “periphery” with respect to “the center”; the need to reconsider (as the center/periphery
conundrum requires) the relationship between time and space, that is, to reexamine and on
occasion retrace the geographies of art in investigating certain local artistic phenomena; that
of the relationship between local historical narratives and the “grand narrative”, or the
“master narratives” (see Ekins, 2002 and 2005 for an overview of these questions); of the
inclusion (or not) in the generally accepted canon(s) (Brzysky, 2007). Such issues – of
particular importance and even urgency for Eastern scholars – resonate with topics discussed
by Western art historians. Even though they may not provide direct, unmediated answers to
local concerns, they can be an inspiration, or at the very least partners in a dialogue.
Though scholars and curators in East-Central Europe working on modern and contemporary
art were the first to pay attention to questions of this kind, they gradually became of more
general interest, affecting the writing of histories of art of earlier periods. Frictions between
the generally accepted periodizations and local trajectories in art became more apparent,
making it necessary to reflect on approaches that could address them, and on the instruments
art historians may put to use in order to tackle particular case studies. And this, all the more
since – as already noted above – East-Central Europe is not a homogenous cultural entity.
While in some of its countries (those we usually place – and which place themselves as well
– in Central Europe) art during Medieval times, during the Renaissance and in early modern
times can be more comfortably positioned and analyzed with reference to Western art and to
its conventional periodization, the Eastern part of the continent was subject to pulls coming
from other spaces (Byzantium, later on the Ottoman Empire, and the Russian one). This
makes both for a variable geography of art in this region, and for a need to examine in what
ways different periodizations clash, or whether relationships of some sort between them
could be established, and if we would be justified to speak of different regimes of historicity
within the region 8. It is a relatively common view on the Eastern part of the region that there
was no Renaissance (with a capital R) to speak of in these territories, even though local
scholars have proposed on occasion local “renaissances” 9, while acknowledging their
“belatedness”. Such attempts may be seen as ways of vying with the Renaissance proper (that
is, the Western one), and one may also reflect on the extent to which they can be set in the
context of nationally-oriented art histories.
As formulated by Alexander Nagel and Christopher Wood (Nagel and Wood, 2010) 10, who
have been using it in studying the Renaissance, “anachronism” could prove an important
concept in fostering a more elastic understanding of time, a non-linear one, and consequently
a rethinking of periodizations, all the more since its application is not to be confined to the
Renaissance. The same holds true for Mieke Bal’s concept of “preposterous history” (Bal,
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1999), where she moves between contemporary art and the Baroque. According to Hubert
Damisch, “in matters of art anachronism seems to be the rule” 11. For him, as well as for
Georges Didi-Huberman, “anachronism” is not only a concept to work with in applying it to
particular instances in art’s history, but also a feature embedded in the history of art as a
discipline (Didi-Huberman, 2000; 2002; 2010).
We alluded above to histories of art developing within national confines, and this, despite the
dying out of the theories that had originally inspired the idea of a “national art”, or of art as
an expression of the nation, but also because such theories still have currency in certain
academic (and non-academic) circles in the region. This often precludes a larger outlook, and
an unprejudiced inquiry into artistic phenomena that could be studied with profit in reference
to a cartography which doesn’t coincide with that of the later nation-states, and where one
needs to take into account shifting political, then “national” borders, not to mention the fact
that in a number of countries in the region a “national” unity (though not necessarily a
national homogeneity) was only achieved during the 19th century or at the beginning of the
20th, or that certain states weren’t even in existence until relatively recently, so that confining
oneself to a thoroughly parochial understanding of an artistic phenomenon may be blatantly
limiting. 12 East-Central Europe is a territory in which “geographies of art” and questions of
temporality and periodization intermingle inextricably, and instances when and where this
happens are numerous in the region on which we focus.
A reconfigured, variable artistic geography, to which Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann and others
have given so much thought (Kaufmann, 2010; Kaufmann et al, 2005), may prompt art
historians to put to test, instead of the concept of “influence” (so aptly and elegantly
discussed by Baxandall, 1985), such concepts as “transfers” 13, or entangled histories” 14, and
to explore more distant contacts through that of “circulations” 15, that weaken the polarization
between center and periphery, or at least allow for its more complex description. At a
conceptual level, Mieke Bal’s “travelling concepts” make place for adaptation and reshaping,
rather than mere imitation (Bal, 2002). Most importantly, such approaches challenge an
asymmetrical understanding of agency (originating in the “center”), and passive reception (at
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the “periphery”). 16 This seems of great relevance over a longue durée for the countries in the
region, which were for the most part perceived as “peripheries”, and to a large extent
internalized this view. Concomitantly, though, they can also weaken, or veil relations of
power, or dominance, be it “symbolic, as Castelnuovo and Ginzburg have put it, which have
played such an important role, and have carried such a weight – and still do, despite a
completely changed context – in this region.
We repeatedly alluded above to scholars from East-Central Europe engaged in the study of
modern and contemporary art as being particularly keen to determine a revision of the periods
they were (and are) working on. To the modernists among them, the coining of the
expression/concept “multiple modernities” 17, and the writings and discussions around it
appeared – when applied to the history of art – as a good starting point in going beyond
polarizing views of the origins and spread of modern art, in allowing for multiple origins and
different trajectories, in going – once again – against “influence” in favor of local
transformations, interpretations, or truly original contributions. Attempts at “decentering
Modernism” 18 seemed equally encouraging for those wishing to rewrite Modernism from the
“margins”, and with them in mind. One can sense, however, a feeling of despondency, in
reading, for instance, this passage from a text by Piotr Piotrowski: “The Other, or – again –
the ‘close Other’ looks up to the Master, and not at ‘An-Other’, accepting – often quite
unconsciously – the hierarchy of the center to which it has fallen victim. If there is any
transfer of values, experience or knowledge, it passes only through the Master (that is, the
Western centers) who in this way legitimizes one specific Other in the eyes of ‘An-Other’”. 19
One catches a similar tone in Lolita Jablonskiene: „The market-supported and driven Western
canon (the pantheon of celebrated artists and their works) instituted itself gradually. Today
one can ignore, deconstruct or attack it, but it is still there. It is probably also possible to add
to the canonic structure, but the result will be rather reminiscent of the insertion of several
pieces of a jigsaw puzzle into a nearly completed picture. Even if a new piece fits in the place
of an eye or a heart, it does not essentially change the totality. The rewriting of the grand
history of art is thus doomed to bring more disappointment than joy as it necessarily creates a
minor-major relationship and structure.” (Jablonskiene, 2010: 75) 20
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The passage from Piotrowski quoted above suggests by its wording that he was (as are others
among the art historians) conversant with postcolonial studies, and found them pertinent to
the post-communist world. In this instance, relations of domination and mastery that engage
countries and individuals that were not in a relationship of colonizer to colonized seem to be
susceptible to the kind of approach developed within postcolonial studies. 21 It has been
equally tempting (or even more so) to resort to such approaches in describing the relationship
between the countries of the socialist bloc and the Soviet Union. One may wonder how far
these similarities can be stretched, and interrogate the “post” in post-colonialism and in postcommunism: are they synonymous? 22 But beyond this, postcolonial studies have generated a
great repository of ideas from outstanding authors, and it is certain that they can be an
inspiration to scholars in other parts of the world, including East-Central Europe. 23 They may
adopt from this repository valuable concepts, such as that of “postcolonial constellation”,
proposed by Okui Enwezor as a way of characterizing contemporary art “in a state of
permanent transition” (Enwezor, 2003). Enwezor is all the more of interest to art historians
since he is a distinguished curator. A recent exhibition he curated (Postwar: Art Between the
Pacific and the Atlantic, 1945–1965, Haus der Kunst in Munich, 14.10.16 – 26.03.17) 24
opens up our reflections towards world or global art history. One can be interrogative about
it 25, but one certainly has to take into account the increasingly insistent presence of this term,
as an almost unavoidable current companion of art history. How is a region – and the
particular region targeted in our project – to situate itself within this global art history? How
can one reconcile “localism” with “globalism”? And what of periodizations in this global
context? With the exhibitions we mentioned, we are still in the past, even though a recent
one. What about very recent art? About the “now”? About “contemporaneity”? Is it
susceptible of systematization, if not periodization? 26 Perhaps one can conceive of a world
(or global) art history in a way that makes periodization a less central concern. 27 However,
the problem of comparing different velocities, different historic regimes, trajectories that
don’t intersect remains. To quote Zdenka Badovinac, “The canonized history of art is based
on linear time; consequently, a work of art is ascribed greater quality if it has introduced a
novelty chronologically before any other work. In terms of this, Western art has a lead on the
art of non-Western spaces, which seemingly primarily follow it from a distance. But as soon
21
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as we cease looking at the history of art solely from the perspective of linear progress and
innovativeness, the demand for its redefinition becomes also a demand for a different system
of historicizing, one that is better suited to the difference of other spaces. […] The question
raised today is, to what extent a global history can avoid a unified system that abstracts time
and space. We could say that the existing system of history is based on comparing spaces
within a universal understanding of time. To tackle the existing hegemonic model of history
and the universal model of big international exhibitions, we must start taking into
consideration the lived nonlinear time in relation to linear time.” (Badovinac, 2010: 80-81).
It would seem that we have come full circle from an understanding of time as linear and
irreversible to the necessity of playing the linear and a non-linear (or various non-linear)
models of time against each other. This suggests how complex the task we have set for
ourselves promises to be.
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