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 MPhil in the Global History of Art and Architecture  

Course offerings 2026-27 
 

 
 
The compulsory taught components of the Global MPhil in the History of 
Art and architecture are: 
 

a) Compulsory Option Modules: 2 x Advanced Option Paper in one (or 
more) of our four streams: Asia and the Islamic World; Africa and the 
Transatlantic World; Britain and the Wider World; Europe and the 
Mediterranean (one Option Paper per term, Michaelmas and Lent 
Terms). 
 

b) Compulsory Core Module in “Theories and Methods of the Global 
History of Art and Architecture” (Michaelmas and Lent Terms)  

 
This document provides an overview of the arrangements in place for the 
academic year 2026-27. All course arrangements are subject to change. 
Please also note that the precise modules offered within the MPhil 
programme can vary from year to year according to the availability of 
academic staff and the evolution of their research interests.  
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A) Advanced Option Papers 2026-27 

 
 
The MPhil Advanced Option Papers consist of 12 hours per term (1.5 hours 
of teaching time per week), delivered as lectures/seminars/object study 
sessions at the course convenors’ discretion, as appropriate to teach the 
course material most effectively. 
 
Please note that courses are subject to change. Students will be provided 
with a detailed course outline, timetable, and reading list prior to the start 
of the teaching term. 
 
For the 2026-27 academic year, we expect – but cannot guarantee – to 
offer the following Advanced Option Papers:  
 

• Colonial and Postcolonial Photography in Africa (Michaelmas Term) 
 

• The Global Eighteenth Century (Michaelmas Term) 
 

• Danger, Women Reading: Contemporary Art Practices and 
Medieval Resonances (Michaelmas Term) 
 

• Water and the Making of Early Modern East Asia and the Islamic 
World (Lent Term) 
 

• Modernity, Home, Belonging (Lent Term) 
 

• Renaissance Venice: Culture, Cosmopolitanism and Conflict in 
Europe’s First Global City (Lent Term) 
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Course Title: Colonial and Postcolonial Photography in Africa 

 

 
Samuel Fosso, Tati - Le Chef qui a vendu l’Afrique aux colons (The Chief Who Sold Africa to the 

Colonists), 1997, Chromogenic print, 50.8 X 50.8 cm, The Walther Collection, New York/Neu-Ulm. 
 
Term: Michaelmas  
Convenor: Dr Iheanyichukwu Onwuegbucha 
 
Course Description: Photography has played a central role in shaping how history, 
identity, and memory are represented in Africa. Introduced in the nineteenth century by 
colonial powers, it was initially deployed as a visual tool of empire – to document, 
classify and define the "other," and to appropriate the geographical spaces they 
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inhabited. As Africans gained access to photographic technology, they began to 
repurpose it, challenging colonial narratives and crafting new political and artistic 
imaginaries.  
 
This option paper explores the evolution of photography in Africa from the colonial 
period to the postcolonial present. We will examine how photography functioned as 
both a mechanism of colonial administration and a medium for African self-
representation. Topics include studio portraiture, independence-era visual activism, 
and contemporary engagements with gender, sexuality, identity, and memory.  Through 
critical readings, student-led presentations, invited artist talks, archive visits, and 
interdisciplinary discussions that draw on visual culture, history, and theory, we will 
investigate the role of photography in documenting history, shaping cultural 
imaginaries, and reflecting social change. Key questions that will guide our discussions 
include: Can photographs serve as empirical records of experience or objective stand-
ins for history? And, how does the medium’s representational ambiguity shift in the 
context of African self-representation, especially when postcolonial critique exposes 
the fictiveness of colonial imagery?  
 
In the eight weeks of the option paper, we will discuss the required texts alongside the 
works of selected photographers including Seydou Keita, Samuel Fosso, David 
Goldblatt, Ernest Cole, Zwelethu Mthethwa, Pieter Hugo, Zanele Muholi, Lalla Essaydi, 
Okhai Ojeikere, and Sammy Baloji among many others. Special attention will be given 
to the anthropological, archival, and administrative frameworks that structured 
colonial photographic practices, including engagement with colonial ethnographic 
archives.  
 
By the end of the course, students will gain a deeper understanding of the power of 
photography to construct and contest African identities and narratives across time.  
Students will have the opportunity to develop collaborative virtual exhibition projects 
as part of final assessment. 
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Course Title: The Global Eighteenth Century 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Right: The Siam Embassy to the Court of Louis XIV; Left: Lacquer interior made for the Orange 
Stadholders in Friesland, c. 1700, now in the Rijksmuseum  
 
Term: Michaelmas 
Convenor: Prof. Caroline van Eck 
 
Course Description: This course looks at artistic developments in the eighteenth 
century in a rapidly increasing globalized context. It will focus on the Dutch Republic 
and France, two nations which at the time had major commercial colonial empires, and 
whose colonial trading had a significant impact on the arts. Colonial conquest and 
intercontinental trade made available hitherto unheard of quantities of materials and 
objects, ranging from gold and silver, mahogany and other rare woods from the 
Americas and Caribbean, to silk, porcelain and lacquer work from China and Japan. 
This was not a one-way traffic: as has become increasingly clear in the past decades, 
globalization in the eighteenth century was a reciprocal and often multidirectional 
process, in which embassies from sovereign states such as Turkey, China and Siam 
had a huge impact on Western material culture, but the presence of European traders, 
missionaries and diplomats also influenced the development of art and design in other 
parts of the world. European engravings of landscapes or towns for instance influenced 
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Chinese landscape art. But European styles were also exported and appropriated or 
adapted to different settings, for instance in the global career of the Rococo. 
 
At the same time, the impact of globalization was not restricted to the material world of 
trade and luxury goods. It also led to the development of new disciplines such as 
ethnography and comparative religion studies, which produced their own new, visual 
culture. These provided a major contribution to the widening of geographical, political, 
and cultural horizons, and often functioned as major sources for European art and 
design. Influenced by religious controversy, the first attempts at writing a global history 
of art were published. Both in Rome and in Paris, histories of sculpture were written 
that aimed to show that the Catholic faith, unlike all other religions in the world, was 
not idolatrous. To argue this, the authors drew on massive amounts of accounts by 
missionaries of the religions they encountered in Asia, Africa, and the Americas. 
Although their arguments in favour of Catholicism failed, these books did create the 
first essays in global religion studies and art history. 
 
This course is therefore about a major episode in the globalization of the world, 
focusing on the global trajectories of things. The main part of the course will be devoted 
to a series of case studies that illustrate the ever-increasing scope and complexity of 
eighteenth-century globalization in the arts. We will take a close look at travelling 
objects, the fascination with the exotic, the appropriation and transformation of 
materials, techniques, and styles; and we will look at the ways in which global trade 
affected culture in a wider sense, from the transformation of trade, to the impact on 
display, and the emergence of the new disciplines of ethnography and religion studies.  
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Course Title: Danger, Women Reading: Contemporary Art Practices 

and Medieval Resonances 
 

Left: c. 1407-1420, York Minster Library MS Add. 2 (The Bolton Hours), fols.100v-101r © The Dean and 
Chapter of York Minster; Right: Cover of Heresies: A Feminist Publication on Art and Politics, issue 
1,1977.  
 
Term: Michaelmas 
Convenors: Prof. Amy Tobin and Dr Laura Slater 
 
Course Description: This course focuses on publishing, writing and book-making as 
alternative spaces for artistic expression, focusing on womxn as makers, 
commissioners and readers. While the majority of the sessions will look at modern and 
contemporary topics, we will also meet examples of related practices from the 
medieval period to reflect on longer histories of women and art, to explore shared 
methods and ideas, and to enhance our formal and material analysis of publications, 
books and printed matter. Across the course, we will think through what kinds of 
histories become possible through these publications – especially in relation to gender, 
sexuality and their intersections – as well as the affordances of focusing on them as 
objects of study, and sources in a transhistorical context. 
 
This paper will run in the Britain and Wider World stream, but it also includes content 
related to the USA, France, Canada and Chile. 
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Course Title: Water and the Making of Early Modern East Asia and the 

Islamic World 
 

Right: Illustration from the Pilgrims’ Companion, ca. 1677-80, 
India. Ink, gold and opaque watercolour on paper. Khalili Collections: MSS 1025; Left: Xu Yang (act. ca. 
1750–after1776) and assistants, The Confluence of the Huai and Yellow Rivers (det.), 1770. Handscroll, 

ink and colors on silk. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
 
 
Term: Lent 
Convenors: Dr Peyvand Firouzeh and Dr Henning von Mirbach 
 
Course Description: How does our view of art, material culture, and the built 
environment change when we look at them through the lens of water? This MPhil 
seminar examines how rivers, oceans, canals, coastal environments, and other bodies 
of water shaped the cultural, political, and economic worlds of early modern Asia (ca. 
1500–1800). Not simply being a backdrop to human activity, aquatic environments 
actively shaped patterns of cultural and artistic production, mobility, exchange, and 
governance. Structured around three thematic units about water and empire-building, 
port cities and sea crossings, and different perspectives on the agency of water, the 
option paper places early modern East Asia in dialogue with the Islamic and Indian 
Ocean worlds. Through these conversations, the option paper encourages connected 
and comparative thinking about art making, the environment, and mobility, while 
reconsidering how aquatic spaces contributed to the making of a network of 
interconnected yet regionally distinct cultures. 
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Course Title: Modernity, Home, Belonging 
 

Kettle’s Yard Interior, lower extension. Photo: Sid White Jones.  
 
Term: Lent 
Convenors: Dr Inga Fraser and Prof. Amy Tobin 
 
Course Description: This course draws on Cambridge’s rich late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century collections and heritage to consider how artists, designers, 
architects and craftspeople negotiated Modernity. Central to this will be Kettle’s Yard, 
the home of the collectors H.S. (Jim) and Helen Ede, in which Modernist abstraction 
coincides with religious art and artefacts, natural and other non-art objects registering 
the complex ways Modernity was defined and contested during an era associated with 
the shock of the new. Through the lens of ‘belonging’ we will consider questions of 
class, gender and sexuality. 
 
Students will be introduced to various collections and histories of collecting in this 
course. They will engage with collections of different kinds, presented in multiple 
modes, including as archival materials, in and as a built and designed environment, 
presented in displays and temporary exhibitions.  
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Course Title: Renaissance Venice: Culture, Cosmopolitanism and 
Conflict in Europe’s First Global City 

 

Gentile and Giovanni Bellini, Saint Mark Preaching in Alexandria, 1504–1507, Pinacoteca di Brera, 
in Milan. 

Term: Lent 
Convenor: Prof. Donal Cooper 
 
Course Description: Renaissance Venice has a fair claim to be Europe’s first global 
metropolis, with a distinctive visual culture and built environment that reflected not 
only the city’s unique lagoon geography but also its trading networks stretching across 
the Mediterranean and over the Alps into Northern Europe. Recent scholarship has 
highlighted Venice’s cultural and ethnic diversity, as well as underlining its status as a 
major centre of innovation and exchange. Venetian cosmopolitanism also took shape 
alongside the city’s powerful civic identity and the renewed interest in classical 
antiquity that Venice shared with other Italian centres. Periods of commerce and 
exchange were punctuated by conflict and war, notably against the Ottoman Empire, 
and Venice – via its territorial dominions and trading stations – often seen as an 
antecedent for later European maritime empires. 
 
This paper explores and tests these themes against the artistic and material record 
available for Venice during the ‘long’ Renaissance (c.1200-c.1650), encompassing not 
only painting, sculpture and architecture but also ceramics, metalwork, glass, 
manuscript illumination, prints and printed books. Our focus is on objects held in 
Cambridge collections, but this corpus will be supplemented by both documentary and 
(especially maritime) archaeological evidence, and extended further by a field trip to 
London to see the National Gallery’s world-class collection of Venetian paintings. 
Through the example of Venice, this course offers a grounding in issues of cultural 
exchange in a pre-modern context. It will also equip students to relate specific artworks 
and artefacts to broader debates in the wider scholarship, both to extend our 
understanding of the objects concerned, and to use them in turn to explore and critique 
prevailing thinking. 



 
 

11 
 

 
B) MPhil Core Course Outline 2026-27 

 
Course Title: Theories and Methods of the Global History of Art and 

Architecture 
 
Term: Michaelmas and Lent 2026-2027 
Convenors: Dr Peyvand Firouzeh, Dr Iheanyi Onwuegbucha, Dr Henning von 
Mirbach 
 
Course Description: What does it mean to think of the history of art, architecture, and 
material culture on a global scale? How does the meaning of the ‘global’ change when 
we look at different materials, geographies, and time periods, or based on whose 
perspectives and voices we prioritise? Does global art history produce new 
epistemologies or simply expand existing frameworks? What are the strengths and 
shortfalls of adopting a global lens in art history? How exhaustive and inclusive is the 
global model in art history? In this core course, you will engage with the theories and 
methods of the global approach to history of art and architecture, its genesis and 
genealogies, as well as its critiques. Lectures and seminars will be taught across two 
terms by specialists in all streams of the MPhil program from the department of History 
of Art and University of Cambridge Museums, focusing on time periods ranging from the 
medieval to contemporary periods. Weekly topics gradually move from methodological 
and theoretical approaches grounded in foundational texts to a more case-study based 
approach through which you learn how such methods and theories can be adopted for 
the study of objects, artists, or exhibitions in their historical and socio-political 
contexts. 

The course is divided into four sections. In the first section, which focuses on 
introducing the global approach in art history, you will learn about the ‘global turn’ and 
the history of its reception in art history. We will explore the relationship between the 
local and global, centres and peripheries, and how we can think about eco-critical art 
histories alongside the global turn. In the next three sections you will learn about 
critical issues in global art histories through the lens of a specific object, artist, or 
display. Throughout these sections, we remain conscious of the politics and economies 
of art making, collecting, and exhibiting. 

The MPhil Core Course consists of 8 hours per term (1 hours of teaching time per week), 
delivered as lectures over Michaelmas and Lent terms (16 hours in total).  

*Please note that starred sections are subject to change. Students will be provided with 
a detailed course outline, timetable, and reading list prior to the start of the teaching 
term. 
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Topics of Weekly Lectures/Seminars* 

Part I: Introduction to Global Art History 

Week 1: Why Global Art History?  

Week 2: What is Global Art History?  

Week 3: Mobility and Global Networks  

Week 4: Postcolonial and Decolonial Approaches to Art History  

Week 5: The Global, Local, and Micro Art History  

Week 6: The Global and Eco-Critical Art History 

Part II: Objects 

Week 7: Objects and Materiality  

Week 8: Object Biographies on the Move 

Week 9: Objects, Empire, Geography  

Week 10: Digital Objects and New Materialities 

Part III: Artists 

Week 11: Artist, Patron, Authorship  

Week 12: Artists and Gender 

Week 13: Artists and Activism 

Part IV: Collection, Circulation, and Display 

Week 14: Mega Exhibitions: From World Expos to Biennales  

Week 15: Politics of Display  

Week 16: Decolonising the Museum  

 
 
 
 


