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clay culture

timeline of art     by Jessica Knapp

Want to know what artists were making across the globe in, say, the 1500s? check out the Heilbrunn 
timeline of art History on the Metropolitan Museum of art’s website (www.metmuseum.org/toah), where you 
can compare and contrast what people were making throughout history, and what influenced them. 

The Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History, funded by the Heilbrunn 
Foundation, New Tamarind Foundation, and Zodiac Fund, orga-
nizes art from the collections of Metropolitan Museum of Art (the 
Met) chronologically, geographically, and thematically on the mu-
seum’s website. It’s a fun way to explore the museum’s collection of 
ceramics and other works of art, and find new inspiration.

There are several types of timelines to view the work: global or 
regional maps showing example images of works made during a 
specific era; stacked timeline comparisons showing cultural pro-
gressions with links to relevant artwork from a region; thematic 
essays on geographic or cultural/religious groups, specific eras, and 
specific departments within the museum; an index search based 
on the artist or subject; and a works of art search based on region, 
title, artist, material and technique, or museum collection. If you 
want a narrow search that returns just images of ceramics, using 
the works of art search method is your best bet. 

For those looking for a broader search, the maps offer the fastest 
way to browse through images from different regions, or to zoom 

in and look at images from one region throughout the timeline, 
which extends in some cases from prehistory up to the present day. 
After viewing thumbnail images from the larger world or regional 
map (image 1), choosing one of the thumbnails brings up works 
from a specific country, along with a timeline, and a tabbed group 
of descriptions of the cultural context, key historical events, and 
related content, and a list of the related art objects in the Met’s 
collection (image 2). Clicking on one of the artwork thumbnails in 
the timeline takes you to a page with information on that specific 
object (image 3).

The timelines offer a way to see overlapping cultures in a region, 
or sequential periods in a country. Viewing the art in this way is as 
interesting because of what is missing as what is there. The many 
sections in the timeline that do not have a representative selection of 
artwork tell of the impossible task it would be for any one museum 
to have a comprehensive collection of art from around the world, 
and it leaves viewers wondering what they’re not seeing. The option 
of viewing the works as a slide show above the text allows for cross-

referencing specific images and their caption information with 
the overview below it (see image 2). Clicking an image in the 
slide show leads to a page with more information.

The thematic essays are short, accessible texts generally writ-
ten by art historians associated with the Met. Highlights among 
the thematic essays that are of particular interest to ceramic artists 
include “Jomon Culture,” which covers a large period of time 
in Japan’s Neolithic era that is known by that name (meaning 
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1 The regional map for East Asia shows highlights of the Met’s 
collection from that time period (here 1400–1600). 2 Clicking 
on any of the thumbnails takes you to a page for a particular 
country, and shows the objects in the museum that were made 
there during that time. 3 Once you click one of the artwork 
thumbnails, you’re taken to a page with information on the 
specific cultural background for the piece, as well as on the 
possible meanings of the surface decoration and the techniques 
used to create that piece. 
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cord markings, a prominent feature of ceramics made during 
that time). Most of the works shown along with the essay are 
ceramic. “Edo Period Japanese Porcelain” gives an overview of the 
way porcelain production began in Japan, and primarily covers 
Imari ware, made at the Arita kilns. The various stylistic and 
market influences are discussed. “Moche Decorated Ceramics” 
discusses the Central American culture in which, among other 
forms, vessels like stirrup jugs were developed. It examines the 
construction and decorating techniques, as well as the meanings of 
the subject matter. “Ceramics in the French Renaissance” discusses 
the works of Bernard Palissy and his school, and how the subjects 
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and decoration in his work, including his colors, use of animated animal 
forms, all-over designs, and intense textures were adopted and adapted by 

other ceramic artists. French ceramics in the countryside 
and at the court are both discussed in this essay, along 
with Palissy’s work.

Searching the index by subject, clicking on C for 
ceramics or P  for porcelain for example, yields a list of 
alphabetically organized cultures and regions. You can 
either view all ceramic objects, or narrow the results by 
clicking on any one of the country or region subcat-
egories (image 4). 

The Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History website 
allows for an engaging, interactive way to research 
or learn about art from all over the world through 
a combination of images and text from an accurate 
source. Its different elements are well integrated, and 
encourage exploration and discovery of a huge library 
of artworks, that could otherwise be quite daunting 
to approach. Since the information on each object 
also includes whether it is on display or in storage, 
and, if on display, which gallery you can find it in, 
the site is also helpful for scouting out which pieces 
you’d like to see before making a trip to the museum. 

To explore the timeline, visit www.metmuseum.org/toah.

4 The subject index allows you to search just the ceramics in the Met’s 
collection. They’re organized into subcategories by culture, country or region. 
This screen shot shows North American ceramics, and combines works from 
all different time periods in one long list. 5 Clicking on any of the thumbnails 
takes you to the same facts page for that object that comes up in other types 
of searches, where you can also see a larger image of the piece. All images 
copyright and courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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