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Words for Pictures: Ekphrasis as a Heuristic Tool in Alois 
Riegl’s Art History


Stefaniia Demchuk


Abstract


This paper explores the role of  ekphrasis, the rhetorical and descriptive practice of  translating 
visual experience into words, as a formative tool in the development of  art historical method, 
focusing on Alois Riegl’s The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome. While ekphrasis has been integral to art 
writing since antiquity, from Homer to Vasari, its function underwent a profound transformation 
with the institutionalisation of  art history in the nineteenth century. For Riegl, ekphrasis was not 
merely a narrative or illustrative device but a heuristic mode of  analysis, revealing the inner logic of  
artistic form and the historical shifts in visual perception. The paper situates Riegl’s approach 
within the broader intellectual and institutional context of  the early Vienna School, drawing 
attention to his engagement with monument preservation (Denkmalpflege), the culture of  museums 
(Sachkultur), and his dialogue with contemporaries such as Heinrich Wölfflin and Wilhelm von 
Bode. Contrasting Riegl’s precise, almost scientific language with Wölfflin’s suggestive 
psychologism, the study demonstrates how Riegl’s ekphrases reflect a unique synthesis of  
phenomenological observation and formal abstraction. His neologisms, such as Nahsicht and 
Tiefraum, mark his attempt to construct an intermedial vocabulary capable of  expressing the 
perceptual conditions of  style. Moreover, the paper argues that Riegl’s descriptions of  artworks, 
especially Michelangelo’s Medici tombs, reveal a subtle psychologism rooted in the opposition 
between Wille (will) and Empfindung (emotion). In tracing Riegl’s legacy through Hans Sedlmayr the 
paper highlights how both his unique approach to ekphrasis and his concept of  Kunstwollen – 
understood as a manifestation of  collective worldviews – was gradually formalised into a structural 
method, often at the cost of  the psychological nuance embedded in his own ekphrases. Ultimately, 
Riegl’s writings exemplify how ekphrasis functions as both a linguistic and epistemological bridge 
between seeing and knowing in art history.
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Stefaniia Demchuk

Introduction


Ekphrasis can be considered a foundational element of  art history.  From Homer’s 1

description of  Achilles’ shield to Philostratus of  Lemnos’ Eikones and the lengthy, attentive 
accounts by Giorgio Vasari and Karel van Mander, ekphrastic descriptions served as 
essential rhetorical tools. They evoked mental images of  real and imaginary works of  art, 
often to make a point in a speech or glorify an artist. These descriptions were expected to 
be detailed but not necessarily faithful to the original artwork; linguistic embellishments 
frequently took precedence over strict accuracy. As Hermogenes put it in the Progymnasta, 


Ekphrasis is an account with detail; it is visible, so to speak, and brings before the eyes 
that which is to be shown. Ekphrases are of  people, actions, times, places, seasons, and 
many other things ... The special virtues of  ekphrasis are clarity and visibility; the style 
must contrive to bring about seeing through hearing. However, it is equally important that 
expression should fit the subject: if  the subject is florid, let the style be florid too, and if  
the subject is dry, let the style be the same. 
2

As Michael Baxandall demonstrated in Giotto and the Orators, the analysis of  humanistic 
ekphrases can help us reconstruct the period eye and equip us with the relevant terminology 
for describing the art of  distant periods.  For example, in the ekphrases of  Guarino and his 3

pupils dedicated to Pisanello, they attempted not so to describe an artwork, but rather a 
feeling of  reality it conveyed, that is the mimetic talent of  the artist, who allowed his 
beholders to ‘put out a hand to wipe the sweat from the brow of  the labouring peasant” or 
“hear the roaring waves’.  
4

In this paper, I will address the role of  ekphrasis in Alois Riegl’s The origins of  Baroque 
Art in Rome, and, to a lesser extent, the ekphrases of  his contemporaries. To quote Jas 
Elsner, why their accounts of  the artworks should be regarded as ekphrases, ‘is that all 
these descriptions conspire to translate the visual and sensual nature of  a work of  art into a 
linguistic formulation capable of  being voiced in a discursive argument’. 
5

 Svetlana Alpers, ‘Ekphrasis and Aesthetic Attitudes in Vasari’s Lives’, in Ekphrasis: The Illusion of  the 1

Natural Sign, ed. by Leo Spitzer and Murray Krieger (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1992), pp. 191–210; Mario Baumann, Bilder schreiben: Virtuose Ekphrasis in Philostrats “Eikones” (Berlin and New 
York: De Gruyter, 2011); Gottfried Böhm and Helmut Pfotenhauer, ed., Beschreibungskunst – Kunstbeschreibung: 
Ekphrasis von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1995); Jaś Elsner, ‘Art History as Ekphrasis’, 
Art History, 33.1 (2010), 10–27; Christine Ratkowitsch, ed., Die poetische Ekphrasis von Kunstwerken: Eine 
literarische Tradition der Großdichtung in Antike, Mittelalter und früher Neuzeit (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2006); Valerie K. Robillard and Els Jongeneel, eds., Pictures into Words: 
Theoretical and Descriptive Approaches to Ekphrasis (Amsterdam: VU University Press, 1998).

 Hermogenes, Opera, ed. by H. Rabe (Leipzig, 1913), pp. 22-3, as quoted in: Michael Baxandall, Giotto 2

and the Orators: Humanist Observers of  Painting in Italy and the Discovery of  Pictorial Composition, 1350–1450 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1971), p. 85.

 Michael Baxandall, Giotto and the Orators: Humanist Observers of  Painting in Italy and the Discovery of  3

Pictorial Composition, 1350–1450 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971).
 Ibid., p. 93.4

 Jaś Elsner, ‘Art History as Ekphrasis’, Art History, 33.1 (2010), 12.5
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Since the institutionalisation of  art history in the second half  of  the 19th century, 
ekphrasis underwent significant changes as it became one of  the principal tools of  art 
historical epistemology. I argue that, despite attempts to standardise the production of  
knowledge in art history, the use of  ekphrasis remains idiosyncratic and, therefore, 
provides unique insights into the process of  translating ‘pictures’ into ‘words’. Its role as a 
heuristic tool is particularly significant for Riegl, who is often associated with the ‘formal 
school’ of  art history, as it reveals the specificity of  Riegl’s formal analysis, much unlike 
that of  Heinrich Wölfflin, another key figure of  the ‘formal school’.


By analysing specific examples from The origins of  Baroque Art in Rome and comparing 
them with contemporary accounts of  the same artworks, we can gain a deeper 
understanding of  Riegl’s distinctive approach to thinking and theorising.


Alois Riegl and the Sachkultur of  the late 19th – early 20th century


It is worth recalling that art history in Vienna was born out of  efforts to preserve 
monuments. Rudolph Eitelberger emphasised the importance of  both written sources and 
the monuments for art history as a new discipline.  Thus, formal descriptions, together 6

with architectural drawings, were essential to the activities of  the commission. Alois Riegl 
himself  was involved in Denkmalpflege as Generalkonservator der Zentralkommission Hofrat 
(1889), a role that ultimately led to his landmark essay The Modern Cult of  Monuments: Its 
Character and Origin (1903). 
7

Description, therefore, was – and still is – a form of  preservation in all activities 
related to cultural heritage. Its form is particular: it must be precise, devoid of  personal 
judgment and sentiment, and phenomenological in nature, focusing on one monument at a 
time while omitting its connections to similar monuments and the contexts of  its creation. 
It, too, was more focused on architecture and sculpture, the main media for the public 
monuments and much less on paintings, which usually get the spotlight. As we can see in 
the Origins of  the Baroque Art in Rome (three lectures between 1898–1902), when including a 
variety of  media in his exploration of  style, Riegl had the preference for architecture, and 
sculpture. As Alina Payne observed, it could be because architecture as a non-organic, non-
mimetic but more abstract ‘more readily allows formal development’ and, thus, could 
illustrate the Kunstwollen in action more easily. 
8

 Timo Hagen, ‘Rudolf  von Eitelberger – Architekturkritik zwischen politischer Positionierung und 6

historistischem Normativismus’, in Rudolf  Eitelberger von Edelberg: Netzwerker der Kunstwelt, ed. by Eva 
Kernbauer et al. (Vienna: Böhlau Verlag, 2019), pp. 201–202.

 Alois Riegl, ‘The Modern Cult of  Monuments: Its Character and Its Origin’, trans. by Kurt W. 7

Forster and Diane Ghirardo, Oppositions, 25 (1982), pp. 21–51.
 Alina A. Payne, ‘Introduction’, in Alois Riegl, The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, ed. and trans. by 8

Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Witte (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2010), p. 18.
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The close ties between early art history in Vienna and museums also contributed to 
an object-based vision of  art historical development. Museum displays remove objects 
from their original settings – such as private spaces, churches, and palaces – and place them 
into designated niches assigned by the canon of  art history. As a result, the original context 
and its influence on meaning become far less important than the individual qualities of  the 
objects themselves. This shift also encourages aestheticization and a focus on formal 
qualities that may connect an object to others in the room, despite differences in 
materiality.


The same impulse to seek a unifying nature of  style can be seen in the work of  
Wilhelm von Bode, who introduced the concept of  ‘style rooms’ to exhibit various objects 
– paintings, sculptures, and crafts – together in the newly built Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum. 
When the museum opened its doors in 1904, it revolutionised curatorial practice and set a 
new standard. Bode’s student, Wilhelm Valentiner left Germany for America becoming the 
first curator of  the department of  decorative arts in the Metropolitan Museum in New 
York City. So, in the Cloisters the similar style rooms were created, evolving into re-
creations of  historical spaces.


Riegl and Bode were both interested in oriental carpets and worked on developing 
their typology. As Josef  Strzygowski noted in his paper on the subject, they [Riegl and 
Bode] classified two types of  carpets simultaneously, demonstrating the synergy of  
museum curators' efforts in the late 19th century. 
9

The visual proximity of  stylistically related objects in the museum space inevitably 
fuelled questions about the driving force behind stylistic change, with the much-discussed 
Kunstwollen emerging as a possible answer. It also aimed to replace the notion of  ‘decline’ 
that was often associated with the period following the apex of  a classical style. The 
Baroque became an exemplary case for introducing a different vocabulary for the 
ekphrasis.


Towards a universal intermedial language? Alois Riegl and Heinrich Wölfflin


Alois Riegl and Heinrich Wölfflin are often mentioned together in studies on the 
historiography of  Baroque art. This comes as no surprise, as both were among the earliest 
advocates of  a style that had been neglected and criticised not only by earlier scholars but 
also by art critics and connoisseurs of  previous centuries.


First published in 1888, Heinrich Wölfflin’s Renaissance and Baroque became an 
immediate success, especially with the general public, and the binary oppositions he used in 
order to delineate the major difference between Renaissance and Baroque are still being 

 Josef  Strzygowski, ‘Oriental Carpets’, The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs, 14.67 (October 1908), 9

25.
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used . Although not without reservation, as they remained as vague as Riegl’s Kunstwollen. 10

The latter was not content with his predecessor. ‘Wölfflin’s definition of  the Baroque style 
as “massiveness and movement’ is not profound enough, Riegl wrote, ‘and we do not learn 
why these became decisive’.  
11

Similarly, later on Hans Sedlmayr, who can be regarded to some extent as Riegl’s 
successor in adopting a more rigorous approach to formal analysis, criticised in The 
Architecture of  Borromini (1930) what he considered to be overly literary writing, which, in his 
view, often undermined the precision and verifiability expected in scholarly studies of  
artists.  He, too, was sceptical of  scholars whose analyses arose not from object-based 12

research but from abstract concepts (begriffsscharf) and schematic oppositions, which they 
applied to artworks as if  expecting a predetermined reaction – much like testing with 
litmus paper.  Once again, this critique, placed at the opening of  his own monograph on 13

Baroque architecture, could hardly have been directed at anyone other than Wölfflin. 
14

However, contemporary scholars tend to interpret Wölfflin’s mastery of  language in 
different terms. Tristan Weddigen writes about ‘Wölfflin’s unspoken humanist or romantic 
reconciliation of  art and life through intuition’ following the mention of  Mark Jarzombek, 
who maintained that Wölfflin engages in theoretical thinking while pretending not to, a 
strategy that enables him to present the historical visual object as if  it could be grasped 
directly, empathetically, and with a sense of  immediacy through his poetic, ekphrastic mode 
of  writing. 
15

 Alexis Deliège, ‘Revisiting Wölfflin in the Age of  AI: A Study of  Classical and Baroque Styles with 10

Text-to-Image Models’, Journal of  Imaging, 11.5 (2025), 128; Andrew James Hopkins, ‘Heinrich Wölfflin’s Own 
Annotated Books’, Getty Research Journal, 7 (2015), 177–84; Evonne Levy and Tristan Weddigen, eds., The 
Global Reception of  Heinrich Wölfflin’s Principles of  Art History (Washington, DC: National Gallery of  Art, 2020); 
Hubert Locher, ‘Einleitung’, in Heinrich Wölfflin, Italien und das deutsche Formgefühl. Die Kunst der Renaissance, ed. 
by Tristan Weddigen, Oskar Bätschmann and Joris van Gastel (Basel: Schwabe, 2024); Andrea Pinotti, 
‘Formalism and Kunstwissenschaft: The “How” of  the Image’, in Jasenka Purgar, ed., The Methodologies of  Visual 
Culture (Milan: Università degli Studi di Milano, 2021), pp. 33–50; Tristan Weddigen, ‘Approaching Wölfflin’s 
Principles’, in Heinrich Wölfflin, Principles of  Art History: The Problem of  the Development of  Style in Early Modern 
Art, ed. by Evonne Levy and Tristan Weddigen, trans. by Jonathan Blower (Los Angeles: Getty Research 
Institute, 2015), pp. 47–68; Heinrich Wölfflin, Principles of  Art History: The Problem of  the Development of  Style in 
Early Modern Art, trans. by Jonathan Blower, ed. by Evonne Levy and Tristan Weddigen (Los Angeles: Getty 
Research Institute, 2015).

 Alois Riegl, The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, ed. and trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Witte 11

(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2010), p. 101.
 Karl Johns (ed. and trans.), Hans Sedlmayr, The Architecture of  Borromini (Munich: Piper, 1930), 12

introduced, edited and translated by Karl Johns, Journal of  Art Historiography, 14 (2016), p. 4.
 Ibid.13

 Other critical stances were explored in Evonne Levy, ‘Wölfflin’s Principles of  Art History (1915–14

2015): A Prolegomenon to its Second Century’, in Heinrich Wölfflin, Principles of  Art History: The Problem of  
the Development of  Style in Early Modern Art, ed. by Evonne Levy and Tristan Weddigen, trans. by Jonathan 
Blower (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2015), pp. 28–30.

 Tristan Weddigen, ‘Approaching Wölfflin’s Principles’, in Heinrich Wölfflin, Principles of  Art History: 15

The Problem of  the Development of  Style in Early Modern Art, ed. by Evonne Levy and Tristan Weddigen, trans. by 
Jonathan Blower (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2015), p. 50.
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Wölfflin’s ekphrases indeed have a literary quality to them; they are enticing and 
suggestive. They do relate to the formal aspects of  an artwork, but in a manner completely 
foreign to Riegl. First, he tended to illustrate the qualities of  his proposed binary 
oppositions with artworks, rather than analyse the artworks for their own sake; as a result, 
his ekphrases were often brief  and incomplete, serving only to substantiate his argument. 
Second, his remarks on the psychological effects of  buildings, sculptures, and paintings – 
effects supposedly produced through a universal ‘language of  forms’ – were fundamentally 
ahistorical, shaped largely by neo-Kantian aesthetics. Last but not least, they were not 
entirely medium-specific, often transcending the boundaries of  a given material. For 
example, while describing Michelangelo’s Palazzo dei Conservatori, he imbues it with 
psychologism, almost anthropomorphising the columns:


In the colonnade of  the Palazzo dei Conservatori, the motif  is repeated in a slightly different 
form. Michelangelo made all the forms in the porch as massive as possible in order to 
secure a maximum contrast with the interior. The columns are not free from the wall, yet 
they are not half-columns but rather whole ones which have not yet won their freedom. 
Perhaps half  protrudes beyond the wall, and the rest is still immured in it (fig. 8). In this 
way, we are given the impression of  an unceasing, restless struggle for liberty. Later the 
motif  of  the ‘imprisoned columns, to coin the term, was often used in varying degrees, 
anything from a quarter to three-quarters being free. 
16

Here we see all the key aspects of  Wölfflin’s writing. His language is rich, highly persuasive, 
and strongly metaphorical, resembling at times the register of  fiction. He interprets 
Michelangelo’s façade as though it were a living being with a will of  its own, striving for 
liberation. Finally, he treats the columns not as structural components but rather as 
sculptural elements, even implicitly attributing to them a non-finito quality.


In another place, when analysing Giulio Romano’s endeavour, Wölfflin creates a 
poetic description almost implying an own will of  the plastic masses or an overtaking of  
nature over art: ‘In the Sala dei Giganti in Mantua form is completely annihilated; raw, 
unformed masses break in, unhewn boulders take the place of  cornices, corners are 
bevelled off. Everything bursts its bounds and chaos triumphs’.  By no means he aspired 17

to manifest the structural aspect of  the work, but rather to showcase purely formal 
qualities, as for him the advent of  the Baroque meant that ‘All hard and pointed shapes 
were blunted and softened, and everything angular became rounded’. 
18

Again, Wölfflin blurs the boundaries between media, focusing on the general effect 
of  chaos, which reinforces the categories he assigns to non-classical art as manifested in 
the Sala.


 Heinrich Wölfflin, Renaissance and Baroque, trans. by Kathrin Simon (London: Collins, 1964), p. 52.16

 Ibid., p. 45.17

 Ibid., p. 47.18
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However limited, Wölfflin’s take on Baroque instigated new responses. Alois Riegl 
gave lectures on the emergence of  the Baroque style thrice between 1884 and 1902 
(1884/85, 1898/99 and 1901/1902). Different versions of  these lecture notes were edited 
and published only after his death by his students Arthur Burda and Max Dvořák under the 
title Die Entstehung der Barockkunst in Rom (1908). The second and fuller edition appeared in 
1923 due to the efforts of  Karl M. Swoboda and Johannes Wilde. It inspired the further 
generation of  scholars known under the term of  the New Vienna School to address Riegl’s 
notions and built on his foundation, which I will briefly examine through the example of  
Hans Sedlmayr in the last part of  the paper.


Riegl’s ekphrasis of  the tomb of  Giuliano from the Capella Medici illustrates 
perfectly well this new history of  style as the only category an art historian should deal 
with. Although he does mention iconography, Riegl sees it as something purely utilitarian 
that allows the artist, Michelangelo, to implement his optical concept. Quite unlike 
Wölfflin’s, Riegl’s ekphrases are neither poetic nor metaphorical; rather, they have a 
distinctly technical quality, intended to grant the observer the highest possible degree of  
objectivity towards the object of  contemplation and analysis. It is evident that Riegl strives 
to develop a precise language for his observations, which results in the introduction of  
numerous new concepts. Instead of  metaphors, he employs abstract categories such as 
‘will’ and ‘feeling’. Due to these technical terms and abstract categories, his ekphrases are 
considerably denser in ideas and require slow, attentive reading: 


The whole is a self-contained piece of  architecture in planes […]. We are thus dealing 
with 1. a deliberate intention to create optical effects: connecting several figures in space 
organized perspectivally, but by means of  line and beginning with the figures, which is 
thus Latinate; 2. with the opposite intention of  restoring the impression of  the plane, 
which is always tactile and isolating: centralized symmetry. […] This also produces a 
second effect: stronger projections into deep space cause stronger shadows. 
19

Shadow, he concludes, is an optical element that facilitates the viewer’s perception. The 
distinction between the tactile (or, later, haptic) and the optic was not only a watershed 
between styles but, as we can gather from this fragment, also between the Latinate and, as 
he implied, the Germanic or Northern traditions. He later explains that ‘The Dutch 
represent how feeling eliminates the will, and they depict pure feeling: this is the matter of  
negating the will and dematerializing’. 
20

Riegl, too, went further in inventing a new vocabulary for his descriptions. As Ute 
Engel observed, among the important categories he used were neologisms such as 

 Alois Riegl, The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, ed. and trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Witte 19

(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2010), p. 115.
 Ibid., p. 118.20
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‘Tiefraum’ (‘deep space’) and ‘Nahsicht’ (‘proximate view’).  Instead of  ‘malerisch,’ which, 21

in the case of  Wölfflin or Burkhardt, denoted the synagonism  of  the arts – mainly 22

architecture employing the effects of  painting – Riegl prefers to use ‘coloristisch’ in an 
architectural context to describe the play of  light and shadow on a building’s façade.  23
These new or existing terms but used in a new context formed another set of  binary 
oppositions that were supposed to replace Wölfflin’s: ‘Nahsicht/Fernsight’; ‘taktisch/
optisch’; ‘objectiv/subjectiv’; and, finally ‘plastisch/coloristisch’. 
24

Finally, the overarching rhetoric was related to the psychological aspects of  the tomb: 


So there are three antitheses within the composition, optical deep space versus tactile 
symmetry, optical shade versus tactile line, movement of  the parts versus repose of  the 
whole. The concept is based on the psychological, while the composition is based on the 
physical. […] Once again there is a conflict: emotions are in conflict with the will. The 
will is directing the limbs and the corporeal actions, but the most important part of  the 
body, the head and face, are directed by emotions and thus forcefully throw the will 
(Wille) of  course. So, the power of  emotions (Empfindung) is the new aspect. 
25

Interestingly, the critique of  Riegl that inevitably followed did not take these remarks into 
account. The opposition between will and emotion seems to be the most crucial factor in 
the transition from the Renaissance to the Baroque. In this way, Riegl contextualised style 
by highlighting historical changes in artistic sensitivity.


But Hugh Lloyd-Jones remarked that,


They [Riegl and Wölfflin – S.D.] preferred to study the form of  a work of  art in virtual 
isolation from its content […]. By concentrating on form without allowing themselves to 
be distracted by historical or emotional connotations, they had established a kind of  
grammar of  style […].  
26

 Mark Engel, ‘“Riegl on the Baroque”: Review of  Alois Riegl, The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, ed. 21

and trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Witte, with essays by Alina Payne, Arnold Witte and Andrew 
Hopkins (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2010), Texts & Documents series, 292 pp.; 47 b/w ill., ISBN 
978-1-60606-041-4, $50.00)’, Journal of  Art Historiography, 7 (2012), p. 4.

 Yannis Hadjinicolaou, Joris van Gastel and Markus Rath (eds.), Synagonism: Theory and Practice in Early 22

Modern Art (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2024)
 Alois Riegl, The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, ed. and trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Witte 23

(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2010), p. 265.
 Ibid., p. 21. ‘Nahsicht/near view referring to the position of  the beholder as implied by the 24

compositional structure of  the work of  art in question’, p. 266. ‘Plastisch/plastic to denote a three-
dimensional approach to or execution of  an architectural element, or, in the context of  painting, an 
illusionistic effect. Plastisch also presupposes Nahsicht’, p. 266. ‘Taktisch/tactile used to describe a work of  
art that presupposes the beholder at touching distance’, p. 266.

 Alois Riegl, The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, ed. and trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Witte 25

(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2010), p. 116.
 Hugh Lloyd-Jones, ‘A Biographical Memoir’, in Jaynie Anderson (ed), Edgar Wind. The Eloquence of  26

Symbols: Studies in Humanist Art (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), p. xv.
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And it was that with the universal grammar of  style that the scholars of  the period took 
most issue. Edgar Wind, who was knowledgeable about developments in both the Vienna 
School and Aby Warburg’s circle, argued against the approach Riegl was suggesting: ‘In this 
way we attain, Wind wrote, not a history of  art, which traces the origin and fate of  
monuments as bearers of  significant form, but, as in Riegl, a history of  the autonomous 
formal impulse (Kunstwollen), which isolates the element of  form from that of  meaning 
[…]’.  For Wind, formalism was a means to an end of  paving the way to art history as an 27

autonomous discipline, finally separated from the Burckhardt’s ‘civilization’.


However, in Riegl’s writings although never defined clearly exceeds the limits of  the 
pure autonomy. for he stated that 


The character of  this Wollen is always determined by what may be termed the conception 
of  the world at a given time [Weltanchauung] (again in the widest sense of  the term), not 
only in religion, philosophy, science, but also in government and law, where one or the 
other form of  expression mentioned above usually dominates. 
28

Summing up, the psychologism embedded in Riegl’s ekphrases did not receive enough 
recognition. ‘In Michelangelo’s work, movement is always violent and superhuman’, he 
observes immediately reminding of  Nietzsche’s line of  thinking.  ‘Pathos and inner 29

emotions are clearly stressed, but is not a matter of  physical pain (as in the Laocoon, the 
Hercules, or the Dying Gaul), but rather comes from the depths of  the soul’.  If  before 30

him Empfindung rather related to the emotional state of  the beholder, here it becomes a 
distinctive category of  a psychological layer of  the artwork that ultimately determined it 
stylistically.


Riegl’s Nachleben: Zu einer strengen Kunstwissenschft, or ‘the most hardcore 
formalist analysis’ (J. Elsner) 
31

The second edition of  the Origins of  the Baroque Art in Rome in 1923 prompted a new 
interest in Riegl’s approach and terminology. Thus, it is worth though to examine Riegl’s 
descriptions in a wider context of  the Vienna School, especially in the writings of  another 

 Edgar Wind, ‘Warburg’s Concept of  Kulturwissenschaft’, in The Eloquence of  Symbols: Studies in Humanist 27

Art, ed. by Jaynie Anderson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), p. 23.
 Alois Riegl, ‘Late Roman Kunstwollen’, in The Vienna School Reader: Politics and Art Historical Method, ed. 28

by Christopher Wood (New York: Zone Books, 2000), p. 231.
 Alois Riegl, The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, ed. and trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Witte 29

(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2010), p. 117. 
 Ibid.30

 Hans Sedlmayr, ‘Zu einer strengen Kunstwissenschaft’, Kunstwissenschaftliche Forschungen, 1 (1931), 10; 31

Jaś Elsner, ‘Art History as Ekphrasis’, Art History, 33.1 (2010), 11.
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formalist of  the next generation Hans Sedlmayr, an advocate of  a more scientific ‘second 
art history’ (Zweite Kunstwissenschaft). 
32

In the Quintessence of  Riegl’s thought, Hans Sedlmayr introduces the concept of  
Kunstwollen, which he views as central, ‘the last station en route to a metahistory of  art’.  33
He comes to the conclusion that the change in Kunstwollen is provoked by the changes in 
the cognitive structure of  a group of  individuals, in the ‘changes in their “ideals,” in a 
revaluation of  values and thereby a change of  goals in all possible areas’.  
34

His own concept of  the scientific interpretative ‘zweite’ Kunstwissenschaft was rooted 
in a similar idea of  an ‘objective’ art history that could be considered a science of  its own. 
He takes Riegl’s Kunstwollen to transform it into a Struktur, an underlying aesthetic structure, 
which can be brought to life through a certain Einstellung, a manner of  looking beyond not 
only the subject matter of  an artwork, but beyond its materiality.  Sedlmayr, essentially 35

wanted to prioritise perception, both of  the artist and the viewer and decompose the 
pictorial unity into atoms. His use of  ekphrasis betrays this intent. 


As Karl Johns aptly observed, Sedlmayr’s writings resemble manifestoes in that each 
piece of  in-depth research becomes an arena for trialling a new theoretical framework.  36
Similarly, his monograph on Baroque architecture, with a focus on Borromini, served as an 
exemplary testing ground for his theory in the making. Riegl’s lectures on the Baroque, in 
turn, can be seen as crucial for the development of  the Strukturanalyse that comes through in the 
ekphrases of  Borromini churches. Sedlmayr’s preparatory work on Borromini’s architecture 
began in 1923, shortly after the second edition of  Riegl’s lectures appeared, and he 
commenced writing on 1 January 1925.  He worked on it until 1929, with publication 37

following in 1930 and the second enlarged edition in 1939. 
38

Sedlmayr, then, explains the idea underlying the whole monograph, basically 
articulating his peculiar use of  psychological Gestalttheorie:


This leads us to the task of  understanding the individual image. This is oddly wedded to 
the task of  description. ‘If  I have no understanding of  a motor or of  the function and 
relation of  its parts, then all I will see is confusion, or at best a sum of  rectangular and 
round parts. In such a case, a description is either completely impossible (amid the 
‘confusion’) or only in terms of  a listing of  parts and therefore only partial characteristics. 

 Hans Sedlmayr, ‘Zu einer strengen Kunstwissenschaft’, Kunstwissenschaftliche Forschungen, 1 (1931), 7–32

32.
 Hans Sedlmayr, ‘The Quintessence of  Riegl’s Thought’, in Framing Formalism: Riegl’s Work, ed. by 33

Richard Woodfield (London and New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 14.
 Ibid., p. 18.34

 Christopher Wood, ‘Introduction’, in The Vienna School Reader: Politics and Art Historical Method, ed. by 35

Christopher Wood (New York: Zone Books, 2000), p. 11.
 Karl Johns (ed. and trans.), Hans Sedlmayr, The Architecture of  Borromini (Munich: Piper, 1930), 36

introduced, edited and translated by Karl Johns, Journal of  Art Historiography, 14 (2016), p. 1.
 Ibid., p. 3.37
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Such a description would be as bad as such perception. Juxtaposed to this, there is 
another form of  description which aptly treats the function with the relations among the 
parts, and corresponding to this a formative view of  the structure (‘gestaltetes Sehen des 
Gebildes’) providing not merely the basis for such a description, but which can also 
become its condition’. 
39

Thus, his structural analysis – better suited to examining the individual parts of  a whole – 
was intended to lead to the identification of  Reliefeinheiten, the units characteristic of  a 
particular master, in this case Borromini.


As Marco Pogacnik pointed out, another thing that points to a sort of  Riegl’s 
Nachleben is Sedlmayr’s peculiar treating of  the relief  as he put it in the centre of  the 
individual style he was pursuing.  Sedlmayr adopts Riegl’s definition of  Relief, Pogacnik 40

states, as decorative tamponade that is planar, tactile, and non-structural, and adds a crucial 
corollary: because it lacks structural function, its constituent elements can be endlessly 
recombined, allowing him to construct genetic series and simulate Borromini’s design 
process.  But if  for Riegl, the relief  is a form opposed to the three-dimensional sculpture, 41

for Sedlmayr it is an ‘Ur-phänomen’, a primordial, perceptible unit revealing the hidden 
core of  a form. 
42

Thus, Sedlmayr concludes his analysis of  San Carlo alle Quattro Fontane with such 
statements: 


The entire intensive articulation (structure) is based on units (the tri-partite sections of  T 
and N). These units are surface-bound in their character, which expressed simply, do not 
have a reverse side. One should imagine it without the articulating columns and the 
coffering and transepts which accentuate the same things – and this would annihilate the 
articulation at once! 
43

In his later essay on Bruegel’s macchia (1934), Sedlmayr applies a similar principle, 
deconstructing the painted surface into discrete blotches (macchia). This time, however, he 
interprets the macchia as part of  Bruegel’s original artistic intention, conveying a specific 
mood:


The round cakes covering the roof  at the upper left of  Netherlandish Proverbs (figure 
7.1) do not follow the sharp spatial shift of  the roof's surface; instead they remain, 
regardless of  the bend in their support, unforeshortened and on the same unified plane 
as the disintegrating figures. The only explanation of  this curious motif, I feel, is that 

 Ibid., p. 10.39

 Marco Pogačnik, ‘Beyond the Vienna School: Sedlmayr and Borromini’, in The Baroque in 40

Architectural Culture, 1880–1980, ed. by Andrew Leach, John Macarthur, and Maarten Delbeke (Farnham, 
Surrey: Ashgate, 2015), p. 105.

 Ibid.41
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 Karl Johns (ed. and trans.), Hans Sedlmayr, The Architecture of  Borromini (Munich: Piper, 1930), 43

introduced, edited and translated by Karl Johns, Journal of  Art Historiography, 14 (2016), p. 19.
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Bruegel has indicated in the picture itself  that it is to be visually taken apart into separate 
patches.  
44

He then proceeds with an explanation of  how the real objects and figures were reduced to 
macchia.  But, Sedlmayr explains, the formal disintegration corresponds with the actual 45

destruction of  the objects in the painting, connecting form and meaning.  The reason for 46

Bruegel’s use of  these separate patches lies in a specific feeling that the paintings were 
intended to evoke, namely, estrangement, whether of  the words translated into images in 
the Netherlandish Proverbs or of  the ‘world of  masks’ in The Battle between Carnival and Lent. 
47

Overall, Riegl’s Baroque ekphrases – focused on planes, surfaces, and the tactile–
optic dichotomy – shaped Sedlmayr’s reasoning and descriptive practice, ultimately 
informing his Strukturanalyse and its key category of  the Reliefeinheit as a unit of  
individual style.


Conclusion


Alois Riegl employed ekphrasis in a highly distinctive manner. His language was surgically 
precise and deprived of  the suggestiveness typical for Wölfflin – qualities that appealed to 
his formalist successors, such as Hans Sedlmayr and Otto Pächt. Although he masterfully 
uncovered the inner structure of  artworks – shaped by Kunstwollen, an impulse or style that 
was both societal and personal – Riegl largely disregarded subject matter and paid little 
attention to the broader cultural context, the mere ‘foam’ on the waves of  the historical 
process. This approach contrasted sharply with the iconologists, especially Aby Warburg, 
who avoided detailed descriptions of  artworks in favour of  analysis of  the striking details, 
expressiveness, their assumed functions, and their role as vehicles of  ideas and memories.


Riegl’s ekphrases emerged from the museum-born Sachkultur, a culture that privileged 
objects by isolating them from their original context and presenting them as exemplars of  
stylistic development. Museum spaces connected objects through shared traits such as 
rhythm, ornamentation, and composition, yet they often overlooked the individuality of  
the artist, the role of  patrons, and their tastes. Ultimately, the museum space fostered an 
image of  an underlying drive in the changes of  styles.


Riegl developed a vocabulary of  his own, including his own linguistic inventions 
striving to find the binary oppositions that would be more precise and less poetic than 
those of  Wölfflin’s. The rhetoric of  these oppositions structured his ekphrases, which were 

 Hans Sedlmayr, ‘Die ›Macchia‹ Bruegels’, in The Vienna School Reader: Politics and Art Historical Method, 44

ed. by Christopher S. Wood (New York: Zone Books, 2000), p. 327.
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at once a heuristic and rhetoric tool, meant to observe, show and lead our gazes and 
thinking in a particular direction. 


However, his followers, so seemingly different in their approach, Dvořák, Sedlmayr, 
Pächt and even Gombrich all favoured the notion of  Kunstwollen at the expense of  the 
psychology of  expression that was so central to Riegl’s discussion of  the late Renaissance/
early Baroque monuments. In Riegl’s ekphrases, we can see how closely he approached the 
notion of  Pathosformel, recognising structural and sculptural details as means of  externally 
expressing inner emotional force. Instead of  ‘Bewegtes Beiwerk’, we encounter ‘impractical 
movements’ and ‘the agility of  details’.  And it’s the rhetorical opposition between will and 48

emotion (Wille and Empfindung) that was instrumental in Riegl’s exploration of  the 
transition from the Renaissance to the Baroque mode.
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