The meanings of ‘style’

Formalism and the
Social History of Art



To the historian of art, style is an essential object of investigation.

—Meyer Shapiro, “Style”

Style is an indispensable historical tool; it is more essential to the history of art than to any other
historical discipline.

—James S. Ackerman, “Style”
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‘... style is any distinctive, and therefore recognizable, way in which an act is
performed or an artefact made or ought to be performed and made.

E H Gombrich, ‘Style’ in Preziosi, The Art of Art History (2003) p. 150

‘By style is usually meant the constant form —and sometimes the constant
elements, qualities, and expression — in the art of an individual or a group. The
term is also applied to the whole activity of an individual or society, as in

”’

speaking of a “life-style” or the “style of a civilization”.

Meyer Schapiro, ‘Style’ in Alfred Kroeber,
Anthropology Today (Chicago, 1953) p. 287



Meyer Schapiro (1904-1996)

‘... style is above all a systems of forms
with a quality and a meaningful
expression through which the personality
of the artist and the broad outlook of a
group are visible ... It is, besides, a
common ground against which
innovations and the individuality of
particular works may be measured.

Meyer Schapiro, ‘Style’ in Alfred Kroeber,
Anthropology Today (Chicago, 1953) p.
287



Johann Winckelmann (1717-1768)
Gottfried Semper (1803-1879)
Alois Riegl (1858-1905)

3 IDEAS OF STYLE



Johann Winckelmann, History of the Art
of Antiquity (1764)

Sobann Windelmanns, .
~ Prafiventens der Alterthitmer ju Rom, und Serittore der Vaticanifhien Vibliothed,
Mitglieds dec Konigl. Englifchen Societat ber Alterthitmer ju Sondon, ber Maleracabemie
von St. fuca ju Kom, unb der Heerurifdhen ju Eoma,

Sefehichee der S@uuft
des Wlferihums,

Wi Ronigl, Doy und Chufieft. b, alergnidigfien Pevilegi.

_ Dregden, 1764,
Sn der _msartﬁctiﬁbm Hof- Budhhandlung.

‘Greek art has .... four main periods, and
we can even distinguish five. For just as
each action and event has five parts or
stages - beginning, development,
plateau, waning and end, which is the
reason for the five scenes or acts in
theatrical pieces — so it is with the
chronological succession of Greek art ...
The more ancient style lasted until the
time of Pheidias. Through him, and
through the artists of his time, art
achieved its greatness, and we can call
this style the grand or high style. From
the time of Praxiteles to that of Lysippos
and Apelles, art acquired more grace
and complaisance, and this style can be
called the beautiful style.

Johann Winckelmann, History of the Art
of Antiquity (Los Angeles, 2006) p. 227.



‘The more ancient style was built on a
system of rules that were taken from
nature and subsequently departed
from it and became ideal.

The style can itself be called the grand
style because — aside from beauty —
the most notable aim of these artists
seems to have been grandeur. Here
we should distinguish hardness from
sharpness in drawing, so that no one
will mistake, for example, the sharply
drawn indication of the eyebrows that
one always sees in appearances of the
highest beauty for an unnatural
hardness left over from the more
ancient style!

Winckelmann, History of the Art of
Antiquity, p. 232
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The Dresden Opera House designed by
Wilhelm Unger, Gottfried Semper Semper (1871-79)

(1871) Photo: after 1880
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Sryle in the Technical and Tectonic Arts

or, Practical Aesthetics

Imereichiction by Harry Fraseis Mallgrve

Translation by Harry Francis Mallgrave snd Michoed p}hmson
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Semper’s Style in the Technical and Tectonic Arts
(1860-1863)

(Front cover of the Getty translation of 2004)

DER STIL

in den

technischen und tektonischen Kiinsten,
oder

PRAKTISCHE AESTHETIK.

Ein Handbuch fiir Techniker, Kiinstler und Kunstfreunde

¥on

Gottfried Semper,

Professor der Bankunst an dem allg. eidg. Polytechnikum zu Zarich.

Erster Band.

Textile Kunst.

FRANKFURT a. M.
Verlag fiir Kunst und Wissenschaft.

1860.




‘... the fundamental principles of style in the technical arts are identical with those
governing architecture ... They will be ... examined from the following two points of
view:

1.1. The work as a result of the material service or use that is intended, whether
actual or only presumed, and taken in a higher symbolic sense.

2.2. The work as a result of the material used to produce it, as well as of the tool
and procedures applied’

Semper, Style (Los Angeles, 2004) p. 107
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‘The peculiar style of Egyptian
sculpture ... can be explained at
least in part by the technical
demands imposed by the hard
materials employed and by the
simple means used to overcome
them. Those granite colossi with
their compact extremities and
accessories, their sharpy
accented, refined and yet
restrained contours amount to a
conventional compromise as it
were between a hard and
resistant material and the soft
human hand with its simple tools

’

Semper, Style (Los Angeles, 2004) B i
p. 176 R Iy rﬁ:,l,

Late Egyptian Sculpturali i[' L7 'Century
BCE. Cleveland Museum of Art. Sc
3/24/2022 Bridgeman



‘Every technical product is a result of purpose and material.

The use of any technical product remains essentially the same at all times. It is based on

universal human needs and on natural principles seeking formal expression that are
valid everywhere and at all times.

It is thus more appropriate to link more general formal-aesthetic considerations to the
guestion of purpose and to link considerations of the history of style to materials.’

Gottfried Semper, Style (Los Angeles, Getty, 2004) p. 107.

‘... textiles should undoubtedly take precedence because they can be seen, as it were, as
the primeval art from which all other arts — not excepting ceramics — borrowed their
types and symbols .... Textile types evolved within the art itself or were borrowed
directly from nature. There can be no doubt that the first principles of style are bound
up with this earliest of artistic techniques’

Semper, Style, p. 113.
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Der Caduneens des Hermes als
Knoten nnd Handelssymbaol.

Irische und frankosfichsische Schlangengewirre
die Aspis der Aegypter.




Alois Riegl, Questions of Style (1893)

Concerned with internal development
of floral motifs from ancient Egypt to
early Islamic art.

Stilfragen.

Grundlegungen

zu elner

In contrast to Semper’s materialism,

style is a function of the ‘artistic idea’
Ven (‘Kunstschaffende Gedanke’) or

Alois Riegl. artistic volition’ (‘Kunstwollen’).

Geschichte der Ornamentik.

Mit 197 Abbildungen Im Text

Berlin 1593,
Verlag von Georg Siemens,

Hollendarfstr. 42,
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So .....

Style is either:

e afunction of climate and environment (Winckelmann)
e or practical techniques and the limitations of material (Semper)
e or... aesthetic impulse (Riegl)



STYLE AS A SCIENTIFIC METHOD



The driver behind the renewed interest in ‘style’ (or its equivalents)

Debate (from the 1870s onwards) over the ‘scientific’ (‘wissenschaftlich’)
status of the humanities (and art history ).

* What prevents art history from being a dilettantish reflection of mere
‘taste’?

* How does one overcome the limits of the positivistic attention to
historical / art historical facts?

* Can the humanities demonstrate that they are ‘nomothetic’ are they
like the natural sciences in identifying lawlike, predictable patterns in
history?



Prolegomena

zu einer

Psychologie der Architektur.

INAUGURAL-DISSERTATION

der

hohen philosophischen Fakultat
der Universitit Miinchen

zur Erlangung

der hdchsten akademischen Wiirden
\'L‘I'g(.’lt.‘gt von

Heinrich W6Ifflin,

Miinchen, 1886.

Kgl, Hof- & Universitdts-Buchidrackerel von Dr

C, Wolf & sohn,

‘The object of these considerations is
the question, which always seemed to
me to be a quite remarkable one: How
is it possible for architectural forms to
express something mental , a mood?’

Wolfflin, ‘Prolegomena’ in Harry Francis
Mallgrave, ed., Empathy Form and
Space (Los Angeles, 1994) p. 150



Heinrich Wolfflin
‘Prolegomena to a
Psychology of
Architecture’ (1886)

g
&

D : Rudolf Diihrkoop, Photo of
Heinrich Wolfflin (n.d.)

‘Physical forms possess a character only because we ourselves possess a body.
If we were purely visual beings, we would be denied an aesthetic judgement
of the physical world. But as human beings with a body that teaches us the
nature of gravity, contraction, strength and so on we gather the experience
that enables us to identify with the conditions of other forms.

Wolfflin, ‘Prolegomena’ in Harry Francis Mallgrave, ed., Empathy Form and
Space (Los Angeles, 1994) p. 151



Cambridge (1446)
ca. 1200)

Vi

L: King’s College Chapel
R: Durham Cathedral (1093




‘... any architectural style reflects the attitude
and movement of people in the period
concerned. How people like to move and carry
themselves in expressed above all in their
costume, and it is not difficult to show that
architecture corresponds to the costume of its
period.

Scholasticism and spiritualism can be
considered the expression of the Gothic
period only if one keeps in mind this
intermediate stage, during which a
psychological feeling is directly transformed
into a bodily form. The sophisticated subtlety
of the scholastic centuries and the spiritualism
that tolerated no matter divested of will can
have shaped architectural form only through
their bodily expression.

Wolfflin, ‘Prolegomena,” pp. 182 and 183
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‘Every artist finds certain visual possibilities
before him, to which he is bound. Not
everything is possible at all times. Vision has
its history, and the relevation of these visual
strata must be regarded as the primary task of
art history.

In other words there can be discovered in the
history of style a substratum of concepts
referring to representation as such and one
could envisage a history of the development
of occidental seeing for which the variations in
individual and national characteristics would
cease to have any importance.

Wolfflin, Principles of Art History (1915)
(New York: Dover, 1950) p. 11 and 12.

KUNSTGESCHICHTLICHE
GRUNDBEGRIFFE

DAS PROBLEM
DER STILENTWICKELUNG
IN DER NEUEREN
KUNST

VON

HEINRICH WOLFFLIN

¢ F.BRUCKMANN A.-G. MUNCHEN 1915 «




Five binary oppositions:

1. Linear

2. Planar

3. Closed

4. Unity

5. Absolute clarity

AR

AR

AR

AR

AR

Painterly

Recessive

Open

Multiplicity

Relative clarity



Linear vs. Painterly

Bronzino — Eleanor of Toledo (before Frans Hals — Portrait of a Man (1654-
1544-45) 5). KHM Vienna



Planar vs. Recessional

L: Raphael, Marriage of the Virgin (1504)
R: Rembrandt, Medea or the Marriage of
Jason and Creusa (1648)




Closed vs. Open

‘The tree is thoroughly felt
in its relation to the picture
edge, from which it draws
strength ...

The horizontality of the
landscape zone conforms
to the base line’

Wolfflin, Principles, p. 145

Joachim Patenir
Baptism of Christ (1510-20)
Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum



Jakob Ruysdael
View of Haarlem with
Bleaching Fields (1670)

‘We feel only the limitless
extent of space and the
picture is the characteristic
model for that beauty of
the infinite ...’

Wolfflin, Principles, p. 145



In Late Roman Art Industry (1901) Riegl
provides ‘Kunstwollen” with a theoretical
basis, namely, psychology of perception.

Stylistic shifts reflect shifts in the
development of vision

» ‘Nahsicht’ (‘Proximate seeing’) — also
‘haptic vision’

e ‘Normalsicht’ (‘Normal seeing’)

* ‘Fernsicht’ (‘Distantiated seeing’) — also
‘optical vision’




‘Late Roman Kunstwollen differs from previous art periods in antiquity ... in that it
was not satisfied with looking at the individual shape in its two-dimensional
expansion, but it wanted to see it in its three-dimensional, fully spatial
boundaries.

Not only was the classic attempt to erect a mechanistic system of causality
between individual phenomena no longer valued, but one went so far as to bring
externally, individual shapes in reciprocal isolation from each other ... a
mechanistic theory of connection between individual shapes ... was replaced with
a different kind of connection — magic. The latter found expression in the entire
late-pagan early Christian world in neoplatonism and in syncretic cults as well as
in the beliefs of the early Christian church!

Riegl, ‘The Characteristics of Late Roman Kunstwollen, in Preziosi, The Art of Art
History, pp. 170 and 175



THE PROBLEM WITH STYLE



‘... it must never be forgotten that terms such as “complexity”
and “elements” do not here refer to measurable entities ...
What may appear to one critic as the classic moment of an art
may carry, for another, the seeds of corruption ... the naturalism
of Jan van Eyck can be seen as the climax of late Gothic
tendencies ... or as the primitive start of a new era.

It is evident, moreover, that the units, or styles, by which the
evolution [of art] will be traced will always be rather arbitrarily
chosen ... we may find, for instance, that what was a late phase
for portrait painting (e.g. mannerism) was an early one for
landscape painting.’

E H Gombrich, ‘Style’ in Preziosi, ed, The Art of Art History
(2003) p. 157




Style as a Comparative Construction

‘I suggested that the concept of style is a means of establishing relationships
among individual works of art .... There is no objective correlative for our
image of a style; we may observe and define certain traits or characteristics in
a single work of art, but we cannot call them traits of Rembrandt's style,
Gothic style, or Tuscan style without summoning our experience of other
works by Rembrandt, or the "Gothic period" (which is itself a historian's
invention), or from Tuscany. A particular work of art therefore may represent
or exemplify characteristics of a style in the way that a person may be
representative of a society, but to say that it "has a style," as we often do, is
not illuminating.

James S. Ackerman, ‘A Theory of Style,
The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 20.3 (1962) p. 227



‘... since the selection of a style as the object of study
inevitably involves a presumption of cohesiveness, it should
follow and not precede the hypothesis that a certain group of
works is closely integrated and clearly distinguished from
other groups. If we assume the existence of a style at the start
(a danger with pat concepts such as "Classic" and "Romantic"
periods, etc.), we shall delude ourselves into crowding into it
what does not belong’

James S. Ackerman, ‘A Theory of Style,
The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 20.3 (1962) p. 237




‘The basic stylistic reflex, then, is the grouping of like with like and the
disjunction of unlikes, on the basis of morphological or formal analysis ...
There are plenty of similarities among objects that may or may not need to
be excluded (weight, color, kind of stone, and so forth, depending on the
particular comparison in hand), and the decision of relevance as to what
one must take account of is one of the great critical judgments inherent in
the function of the art-historical eye. For all the jargon of objectivity, stylistic
analysis is subjective and judgmental ...

Jas Elsner, ‘Style’ from Nelson and Schiff, eds, Critical Terms for Art History
(Chicago, 2003)



SOCIAL HISTORY OF ART



FLORENTINE PAINTING
AND ITS SOCIAL BACKGROUND

THE BOURGEOIS REPUBLIC BEFORE COSIMO DE" MEDICI'S
ADVENT TO POWER XIV AND EARLY XV CENTURIES

FREDERICK ANTAL

Frederick / Frigyes Antal
(1887-1954)

Front cover of first edition of
Florentine Painting and its Social
Background (London, 1948)



‘In the pre-bourgeois era the Church ... was still in general very unsympathetic
towards the things of this world, and placed little value on art considered as
observation of nature ... art could never give anything more than a pale
reflection of absolute beauty, the transcendental beauty of God.

Antal, Florentine Painting and its Social Background, p. 274

3/24/2022
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, Assisi.

Cimabue — Crucifixion (ca. 1270). San Francesco
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SECCEIE The Lamentation of Christ (1305)
Arena Chapel, Padua

Source: Bridgeman




‘... as the urban bourgeoisie became pre-eminent, the purpose of art tended to
gravitate towards a humanisation of the Divine .... Obviously, a class which, despite
its religious sentiment, was so sober-minded and so close to reality as was this
could find satisfaction only in a religious are which already showed a considerable
degree of fidelity to nature’

Antal, Florentine Painting and its Social Background, pp. 120-1

‘... the old formulas of composition — memory images, they might be called — no
longer played their decisive part ... [there was] a new criterion for judging truth to
nature, and a new and independent way of looking at nature itself. Figures were
now portrayed in quite a new manner, as the result of this independent and
individual observation of nature, and the old traditional types of figure
presentation were more or less abandoned.

Antal, Florentine Painting and its Social Background, p. 138



Masaccio — Adoration of the Magi (1426). Staatliche Museen zu Berlin.



Adoration of the Magi (1423). Uffizi

Gentile da Fabriano —



Vichael Baxandall

PAINTING AND
EXPERIENCE
IN FIFTEENTH-
CENTURY ITALY

NEW EDITION

® Open University Set Book

Front cover of 1988 edition of
Baxandall, Painting and
Experience in Fifteenth-century
Italy (Oxford, 1972)



The Head of Niccolo da
Tolentino, detail from Paolo
Uccello — The Battle of San
Romano

Source: Bridgeman
Education



To sum up: some of the mental equipment a man orders his
visual experience with is variable, and much of this variable
equipment 1s culturally relative, in the sense of being determined
by the society which has influenced his experience. Among these
variables are categories with which he classifies his visual stimuli,
the knowledge he will use to supplement what his immediate
vision gives him, and the attitude he will adopt to the kind of
artificial object seen. The beholder must use on the painting such
visual skills as he has, very few of which are normally special to
painting, and he 1s likely to use those skills his society esteems
highly. The painter responds to this; his public’s visual capacity
must be his medium. Whatever his own specialized professional
skills, he 1s himself a member of the society he works for and
shares its visual experience and habit.

Baxandall, Painting and Experience, p. 40




Paolo Uccello — Battle of San Romano (1456). Louvre.
Source: Bridgeman
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less forthright. It is, first, that Quattrocento education laid
exceptional value on certain mathematical skills, on gauging and
the Rule of Three. These people did not know more mathematics
than we do: most of them knew less than most of us. But they
knew their specialized area absolutely, used it in important
matters more often than we do, played games and told jokes with
it, bought luxurious books about it, and prided themselves on
their prowess in it; it was a relatively much larger part of their
formal intellectual equipment. In the second place, this special-
ization constituted a disposition to address visual experience, in
or out of pictures, in special ways: to attend to the structure of
complex forms as combinations of regular geometrical bodies
and as intervals comprehensible in series. Because they were
practised in manipulating ratios and in analysing the volume or
surface of compound bodies, they were sensitive to pictures
carrying the marks of similar processes. Thirdly there is a con-
tinuity between the mathematical skills used by commercial
people and those used by the painter to produce the pictorial
proportionality and lucid solidity that strike us as so remarkable

now. Piero’s De abaco is the token of this continuity. The status

of these skills in his society was an encouragement to the painter

to assert them playfully in his pictures. As we can see, he did.

It was for conspicuous skill his patron paid him.

From: Painting and Experience, p. 101-102.



Paolo Uccello — The Hunt in the Forest (1465-70). Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.
Source: Bridgeman Education



D —— ' Crow’s Painters and Public Life (London,
1985). Major themes:

PAINTERS and PUBLIC LIFE
h Efg:’r&m!f:-(fc’n!ur‘y Paris
a) The Spaces of Exhibition and the
Audiences for Art, including;
?i - The Academy and Royal Patronage

N - The Fairs
®a - The Public Salon (from 1737)

3

b) Art Criticism and the Rise of the Art
Public

THOMAS E. CROW



Main critical concern: the rise of the Salon as the occasion of a conflict
between the Aristocratic patrons of traditional culture, and the new
bourgeoisie.

At stake: control of the domain of culture.

Salon was a crucial moment in the process of the embourgeoisement of
culture.

It provided for:
1) The idea of the public sphere as an arena of critical debate, and

2) The idea of the work of art as a discrete object of attention



Hence the hostility of the supporters of the traditional culture towards ...



Thomas Rowlandson

Exhibition ‘stare’ case /
staircase (1811)




... art critics, who
presumed to submit the
output of the
academicians to open
debate.

5. Claude-Henri Watelet, La Font de
Etching after design by Portien




