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David O’Brien, ed.

Civilisation and Nineteenth-Century Art:
A European Concept in Global Context
Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2016

272pp. 89b/willus.
£75.00 (hardback) 15BN 978 17849 92682

Nina Amstutz

David O’Brien’s anthology Civilisation
and Nineteenth-Century Art: A European
Concept in Global Context looks critical-
ly at the origins of a concept that has
been deeply embedded in the acade-
mic discipline of art history since its
inception in the nineteenth century:
civilisation. Alongside polarities such
as self and other, orient and occident,
primitive and modern, masculine and
feminine, civilisation emerged in the
Western imagination as the antithesis
of barbarism. In the traditional Wes-
tern canon of art, aesthetic objects
divorced from any functional or ritual
use were viewed as the ultimate pro-
duct of civilisation, although many
European objects that contradict this
classification, such as the utility-fo-
cused art production of the Arts and
Crafts movement, were still included
in the canon and valued as evidence of
cultural refinement.

O’Brien’s intelligent and insightful
introduction sets the stage fora ser-
ies of essays that either directly or
indirectly reflect on the blemished
origins of art history from within this
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CIVILISATION AND
NINETEENTH-CENTURY ART

A EUROPEAN CONCEPT IN GLOBAL CONTEXT

notion of civilisation. He offers an
overview of the etymology of the term
itself, which emerged in the 1750s
with subtly different meanings in the
French, British, and German contexts,
and he outlines the various ideals of
civilisation propagated during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centur-
ies, describing their alignment with
then-popular ideas of race, religion,
gender, nation, and empire. O’Brien
also draws attention to different
models of civilisation, which don’tall
follow the familiar linear narrative of
developmental stages of technologic-
al and cultural progress. The cyclical
paradigm of civilisation proposed
arhythm of birth, rise, and decline,
and O’Brien mentions Thomas Cole’s
The Course of Empire (1833-36) asa
prototypical illustration of this mod-
el, which warns of the inevitable fall
of empires: prosperity leads to excess
and, as domestic consumption and
imperial ambitions outpace available
resources, they eventually collapse.
Thevolume’s essays explore art’s
entanglement with early construc-

tions of civilisation from various meth-
odological perspectives. The most
straightforward accounts examine
works of art that take civilisation as
their literal or allegorical subject. Dan-
iel Guernsey’s “Theism and the Civilis-
ing Process in James Barry’s Society of
Arts Murals” and Laura Malosetti Cos-
ta’s “Civilisation as a Suffering Woman
in Late Nineteenth-Century River Plate”
follow this approach. The remainder
of the contributions reflect in more
abstract terms on how notions of civili-
sation manifested themselves in visual
artand in the writing of its histories.

As the subtitle of the book indicates,
the reception of non-Western cultures
and art objects, measured againsta
European standard of “progress,” is
at the heart of many of the volume’s
essays. Since Edward Said’s momen-
tous Orientalism (1978), postcolonial
scholars have repeatedly exposed a
dynamic of primitive versus modern
that underpins nineteenth-century
relations between East and West. For
art history, an ongoing point of refer-
ence is the late Linda Nochlin’s land-
mark essay on Jean-Léon Gérome’s
Snake Charmer, “The Imaginary Orient”
(1983), in which she argues that Euro-
pean paintings of non-Western sub-
jects express, sometimes in the sub-
tlest ways and most mundane details,
a power structure based on ideas of
the civilised versus the barbaric. Ona
foundational level, all the volume’s
contributions are in dialogue with this
tradition. Perhaps most directly, Julie
Codell’s “Going Native/Going British:
Victorian Mimesis, Alterity, and Repeti-
tion” shows just how rigid the power
relations between colonizer and col-
onized could be, despite efforts to con-
struct and reconstruct identity through
cross-cultural masquerade, especially
by way of dress.

Since the 1990s, scholars of Ori-
entalism—notably John MacKenzie
and Mary Roberts—and of the recep-
tion of non-Western art in Europe
more broadly, have responded to
Homi K. Bhabha’s work on cultur-
al hybridity by exposing the ambiva-
lence behind many representations of
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exotic “others,” thereby challenging
the binaries established by colonial
discourse. Most of the essays in this
volume evolve out of such efforts to
rethink the Orientalist paradigm, and
thus seek to complicate the categor-
ies of civilised and barbaric. Greg M.
Thomas’s “Evaluating Others: The
Mirroring of Chinese Civilisation in
Britain,” for example, shows through
the example of China’s reception in
Britain that cultures were not neces-
sarily categorized as either civilised
or barbaric during the nineteenth
century, but often fell somewhere
in between. In Thomas’s words, dif-
ferent peoples were viewed as pos-
sessing “different degrees and kinds
of civilisation, mirroring Europe
strongly in one dimension even while
mirroring Europe only weakly or not
atallin another” (50). Thomas aptly
describes this approach as “com-
parative mirroring” (49). One of the
reasons he points out for China’s
ambiguous status as a culture to be
emulated or reviled, depending on
the demographic of English society
in question, is that, at the time, Euro-
peans recognized China as a strategic
trading partner more than a poten-
tial colony. Thomas thus exposes the
contradictions inherent in the notion
of civilisation, which still character-
ize relations with many developing
countries today. Western economic
interests lead to tolerance of certain
oppressive regimes, whereas others,
often guilty of less-severe human
rights violations, become targets of
military intervention and occupation.
Emily Eastgate Brink’s essay
“Civilisation and the Encyclopaed-
ic Impulse: Hokusai, Diderot, and
the Japanese Album as Encyclopédie”
offers a parallel account of Japan’s
status in nineteenth-century France.
She discusses Diderot’s Encyclopédie
and Hokusai’s Manga as comparable
compendiums of cultural know-
ledge, and reflects on the ambigu-
ity of Japan’s position as a civilised
nation for French audiences: Japan
was viewed as unindustrialized and
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technologically backward, on the
one hand, yet refined in its print
culture and decorative arts, on the
other. Maria Taroutina’s contribu-
tion “Second Rome or Seat of Sav-
agery? The Case of Byzantium in Nine-
teenth-Century European Imagin-
aries” further complicates the East/
West dichotomy. Taroutina looks at
the reception of Byzantium in late
nineteenth-century Europe, which
fluctuated dramatically between the
despotic and degenerate East of Ori-
entalist discourse and an uncorrupt-
ed ancient civilisation and model of
Christian virtue. Where Byzantium
fell on the spectrum depended on
the geopolitical agendas of Euro-
pean nations at any given moment.
Taroutina sums up what most of the
essays in the volume suggest about
the concept of civilisation in the nine-
teenth century—that “the discursive
construction of the civilised versus
the primitive did not simply exist as
afixed and stable, binary opposition.
Instead, it was in a state of constant
flux and evolution, in accordance
with the demands, exigencies, and
needs of particular political and cul-
tural contexts” (174).

The instability of the idea of
civilisation was also mobilized to
establish hierarchies of economic,
industrial, and cultural superiority
within Europe itself. This is explored
in Melissa Dabakis’s essay “Civilising
Rome: Anglo-American Artists and
the Colonial Encounter.” Dabakis
reveals how Anglo-American artists
used negative Orientalist stereo-
types about Eastern subjects, such as
exoticism, sensuality, femininity, and
irrational behaviour, to characterize
modern Italians and define them-
selves in opposition to an “other”
that was viewed as more accessible,
due to its proximity to their own cul-
ture, than fantasies of the Far East.
Dabakis’s case study is also fascinat-
ing in that the Anglophone artists in
question were mainly women, who
were themselves subject to the same
negative associations as the Orient-
alized Italians they represented. As

Dabakis explains, “The privileges of
their American nationality and the
advantages of their Anglo-Saxon

race trumped the limitations of their
gender in the colonized territories of
pre-unification Italy” (105).

Situated in the middle of the
volume is Jeanne-Marie Musto’s
eye-opening and compelling “Kul-
turand Zivilisation in 1842-43, or the
Failure of the First Global Art Hist-
ory,” which really frames all the other
essays. Musto examines the first effort
to construct a global art history, Franz
Kugler’s Handbuch der Kunstgeschichte
(1842). Kugler’s endeavour seems
strikingly related to recent revisionary
initiatives in the field, particularly the
international scope of new or revised
survey texts and the creation of fac-
ulty lines in the history of non-West-
ern art at universities across Europe
and North America. Although Kugler
clearly articulated his global ambi-
tions for the project, his survey does
not give equal weight to the art of all
cultures. The non-European com-
ponent of the work represents only
asmall fraction of the content, and
its assessment is closely aligned with
hierarchical ideas about race put for-
ward in the then-emerging disciplines
of geography and ethnography. Kugler
understood European art as evidence
of refinement and civilisation, where-
as he deemed the art of non-Western
cultures to be atan earlier stage ina
linear development toward civili-
sation. Some cultures fared worse
than others in his model. Whereas
Byzantine and Islamic art are valued
for approaching European sophisti-
cation, African art is barely discussed.
As Musto explains, “For the purposes
of the Handbuch, Africa did not exist. It
provided the unnamed exception to
the universality of art, and avoid in
the human progress that art embod-
ied and indexed” (118). Kugler’s global
art history may have been ahead of
its time, in spite of its biases, but its
international scope did not lead to its
widespread use in the academy. It was
overshadowed by a brazenly Eurocen-
tric survey by Karl Schnaase, Geschichte
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der bildenden Kiinste (1843). Musto’s
article illustrates how the inception
of art history as an academic disci-
pline, together with the material
chosen for inclusion, was dependent
on nineteenth-century constructions
of civilisation, replete with their cul-
tural hierarchies and other prejudices.
Undoing and rewriting this disciplin-
ary trajectory remains an ongoing and
complicated process.

Civilisation and Nineteenth-Century
Art contributes to the ever-expand-
ing body of scholarship published
since the 1990s that interrogates the
relationship between imperialism
and artistic production in the West
and its former colonies. The volume
complements Manchester Univer-
sity Press’s series Studies in Imperial-
ism, which has published a number
of important, related books over the
last decade. Particularly worth men-
tioning in this context is Tim Bar-
ringer, Douglas Fordham, and Geoff
Quilley’s 2007 volume Art and the Brit-
ish Empire, which was motivated by the
premise that “the concept of empire
belongs at the centre, rather than in
the margins, of the history of British
art” (3); itinformed important exhib-
ition projects, such as Tate Britain’s
Artistand Empire: Facing Britain’s Imperial
Past (2015-2016) and the reinstalla-
tion of the permanent collection of
the Yale Center for British Art, themed
Britain in the World (2016). The essays in
Civilisation and Nineteenth-Century Art fol-
low Barringer, Fordham, and Quilley’s
guiding principle, but within the lim-
its of a more focused topic, and with a
broader geographical scope. Through
subjects that cut across race, gender,
geography, and historical timeframes,
this collection of essays offers a
wide-ranging and nuanced perspec-
tive into the conceptual complexity
and malleability of the notion of civil-
isation in nineteenth-centuryart. ¢
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In her 1948 book A Short History of Jewish
Art, Helen Rosenau, an art historian
educated in Germany but forced to
flee the country in 1933 due to Nation-
al Socialism’s persecutory policies
toward Jews, discusses artists of the
diaspora—the painful dispersion or
scattering of the Jewish peoples—a
reality Edward Carter draws atten-
tion to in his preface to her book.
With respect to modern diasporic
artists, Rosenau remarks, “The var-
iety of these artists is such that it
seems almost impossible to gauge
any specifically Jewish traits.... How-
ever, in spite of the impact of their
respective national schools, certain
traits of abstraction, of individualiz-
ation, of interest in personality and
the moral content of the work of art
survive, even with assimilated Jewish
artists, and relate them to their own
past history” (19). For Rosenau, cul-
tures of the diaspora are sensitive to
social change. She observes that, “in
our own age the Jewish evolution
enters a new and contrasting phase,
confronted as it is with attempts of
destruction in the physical sense, and
by the problems of nationalism versus
assimilation, and liberalism versus
orthodoxy” (21).

The problems Rosenau identi-
fies feature significantly in Carol
Zemel’s Looking Jewish, a thoughtful
and sophisticated analysis of art and

visual culture in the modern diaspora.

For Zemel, diaspora refers not solely,
or simply, to a displaced ethnic group
living in a broader national milieu.
Her aim is not to celebrate an eth-
nicart production, thereby rescuing

Jewish artists from relative obscurity
and elevating them to the modern-
ist pantheon. Drawing on remarks
about diaspora by the artist R.B. Kitaj,
she outlines the term as referring to
modes of living and working across
two or more distinct, yet interrelat-
ed societies at once. This “working
across” provides a means of resist-
ance against conforming to “any
conventional aesthetic or national
style” (2). Modern diaspora therefore
potentially constitutes an enabling
dislocation, a form of opportunity
to look beyond extant categories and
positions, a promise to be explored.
Diasporic identity is often conceived
negatively as incomplete assimila-
tion, yet this ambivalent status may
also provide liberating aspects.
Through her engagement with
diasporic art, Zemel makes an
important contribution to ongoing
debates in diaspora studies about
how to conceive and study diaspora.
By way of the importance she accords
artand visual culture of the diaspora
as forms of social resistance, and
also as aresult of the attention she
pays to ambivalence as a character-
istic of diasporic identity, she pos-
itions herself alongside postcoloni-
al thinkers such as James Clifford,
Homi K. Bhabha, Franz Fanon, and
Paul Gilroy. Zemel, however, dif-
fers from these thinkers, who have
each influenced art history, in the
sustained focus she accords to the
visual as a locus of reflection upon
diaspora. Looking Jewish is a work
of art history that explores paint-
ing, photography, prints and other
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