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A Commentary on the Work of Alois Riegl and Edgar Wind

Tomas Murar and Fabio Tononi

Volume 10 of The Edgar Wind Journal is divided into two parts. The first features an article
by Bernardino Branca on Edgar Wind, entitled ‘A Note on Guorgiones Tempesta with
Comments on Giorgiones Poetic Allegories by Edgar Wind’. Through an analysis of the
correspondence between Wind and Paul Oskar Kristeller, in which the two scholars argued
that Platonism and Hermeticism played a central role in the ‘spiritual world” of the time,
Branca contends that “‘Wind’s explanation of the opposing forces embodied in Giorgione’s
imagery’ has solved the riddle of the symbolic meaning of his paintings.

The second part of this volume continues the proceedings of the international
conference The Vienna School of Art History IV: fiir Riegl / gegen Riegl, held in Prague
in April 2025.1 It is worth noting that Wind engaged with Riegl’s art history from the
beginning of his academic career. In his doctoral thesis, defended at the University of
Hamburg and published in part in 1925 in the Zeitschrift fiir Asthetik und allgemeine
Kunstwissenschaft, Wind wrote that ‘Riegl constructs the “problematic situation” [Problenzlage|
in order to measure artistic volition [Kunstwollen] against it, not to extrapolate it from it.’2 In
the translation from the original German into English, Problemlage is rendered as

‘problematic situation’, and Riegl’s famous concept of Kunstwollen as ‘artistic volition’.3

Wind was convinced that, even though Riegl incorporated the assumption of
historical development as the determining principle of artistic transformations into his art-
historical methodology, these transformations did not unfold according to their own
internal laws, but rather defined themselves in opposition to them. According to Wind, this
need to differentiate from the dominant currents of the era produced in art distinct ‘layers
(Lage) of expression’, which are connected to the ‘artistic volition’ of the time, i.e.
Kunstwollen. However, these layers would not be related to artistic volition in the sense of
being determined by its supremacy, but rather through individual ‘expression’ (Awusdruck)

* This study was carried out with financial support from the Czech Science Foundation as part of the
project Max Dyoidk’s opera inedita. Institutionalization, self-identification and affectivity in the bistory of art, reg. no.
25-17479S.
1 For the first part of the proceedings, see Fabio Tononi and Tomas Murdr, ‘New Studies on Alois
Riegl and the Vienna School of Art History’, in The Edgar Wind Journal, 9 (2025), 1-4.

2 Edgar Wind, ‘On the Systematics of Artistic Problems’, in Arz in Translation, 1-2 (2009), 211-257
(217-218).

3 Wind, “Zur Systematik der kiinstlerischen Probleme’, in Zeitschrift fiir Asthetik und allgemeine
Kunstwissenschaft, 18 (1925), 438—486 (443): Riegl konstruiert die “Problemlage”, um das Kunstwollen an ihr
zu messen, nicht um es aus ihr abzuleiten.’
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within its circumstances, or indeed in spite of them. Thus, Wind introduced into Riegl’s
approach the premise of tension within the individual expressive layers of a single artistic
epoch — it is within this ‘tension’ that artistic forms subsequently take shape in relation to a
specific historical situation, itself always an individualised expression. Put differently,
according to Wind’s reading of Riegl’s history of art, every expression in artistic form is
guided by artistic volition, not in the sense that it determines individual expressions, but
rather as a foundation from which each expression differentiates itself from Kwunstwollen. As
Wind pointed out:

Although one may talk of the ‘4gi’ of the sequence, this is not to imply the ordered
progress of a real process, but merely the ideal logicality of such a process, whereby each
solution to a problem leads to the formation of a new problem. Although Riegl’s own
terminology, which is beholden to the psychological thinking of his own time, at times
obscures this fact, he nevertheless shows very clearly that for him artistic problems do
not exert a real driving force in that he does not asoibe them to ‘artistic
volition’ [Kunstwollen] but sets them up 4 gpposition to it. In fact, he sees ‘artistic volition’ as

a real force, but he expressly emphasizes the autonomy of its processes.*

Five years before Wind published his views on Riegls art-historical system, another
representative of the ‘iconographic school’, Erwin Panofsky, had already set out his early
reflections on Alois Riegl’s art history in the same journal. In 1920, in the article ‘Der
Begriff des Kunstwollens’, Panofsky (Wind’s Dokzorvater at the University of Hamburg)
also addressed the concept of Kunstwollen, which he considered to be an ‘understanding’ of
the work of art within its cultural context — that is, the ‘will’ to comprehend the artistic
form.> This interpretation differed from the way Riegl’s legacy was understood in Vienna
after the end of World War I, as strikingly represented by the controversial art historian
Hans Sedlmayr and his circle of friends and colleagues born around 1900.6

Unlike the ‘New Vienna School of Art History’, represented among others by
Sedlmayt, Panofsky did not regard Riegl’s concept of Kunstwollen as a method for studying
the structure of an artwork in order to understand the psychological shifts in the way
artists perceived the era;” rather, he saw Riegl’s concept of ‘artistic volition’ as the capacity
to register the transformation of form as it appears to the viewer on an expressive level.
Thus, Panofsky identified Riegl’s art-historical approach as a methodological foundation for
understanding the creative principles of artistic form in relation to its content, specifically
in the concrete manifestation of the artwork — not within causal historical contexts, but as

4 \Wind, On the Systematics of Artistic Problems, p. 217.

5 Brwin Panofsky, ‘Der Begriff des Kunstwollens’, in Zeitschrift fiir Asthetik und allgemeine
Kunstwissenschaft, 14 (1920), 321-339.

6 See Christopher S. Wood (ed.), The Vienna Schoo! Reader: Politics and Art Historical Method in the 19305
(New York: Zone Books, 2000).

7 See Ian Verstegen, The New Vienna School of Art History: Fulfilling the Promise of Analytic Holism
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2023).
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a specific phenomenon articulating reality in the immediacy of the gaze.® According to
Panofsky, the content and form of an artwork — including its artistic style as the ‘expressive
possibilities” of an era — were part of the creative principles of the work itself, which must
be understood as a specific manifestation not within a historical context, but rather as an
expression of ‘artistic volition’. As Panofsky wrote:

(..) artistic volition cannot be anything except (and not for us, but objectively) what ‘lies’
in the artistic phenomenon as its ultimate meaning. With this as a starting point, the
characteristics of form and content in the work of art can not only be summed up
conceptually but can also be explained on the basis of the history of meaning, which is
not to be confused with the deceptive generic explanation which the psychologistic view
of artistic volition presented to us. For the artistic entity presupposes the use and the
determination of the concept of artistic volition, which demands that any interpretation
aimed at the inner significance of an artistic phenomenon must comprehend that

phenomenon as a unity.”

Thus, both Panofsky and Wind conceived Riegl’s concept of Kunstwollen as a
methodological tool for understanding art through the phenomenality of form and content
— that is, the artist’s specific engagement with reality. This is why they similarly rejected
psychologising interpretations of Kunstwollen as the ‘artist’s volition’, which they regarded as
unknowable, since it was inferred from the artwork and thereby conflated with the artist’s
experience as its creator. Furthermore, they did not consider the principal aspect of the
concept to be the ‘volition of the age’, a formulation that served to designate an era on the
basis of a corpus of artworks created under similar conditions, rather than to investigate
the era as a creative principle determining the essence of the artwork. Finally, both rejected
the predominance of the ‘viewer’s volition’, which sought to formulate the essence of art
on the basis of subjective experience rather than objectively ascertainable facts relating to
the development of art. From their perspective, such approaches revealed more about the
era of interpretation than about the creative principles and ‘artistic volition’ embodied in
the artwork itself.

In light of this, the editors of the present issue would like to suggest that, through
Wind’s and Panofsky’s understanding of Riegl’s theory of art, every contemporary artistic
volition is guided by the individual’s engagement with this overarching principle. It is not
necessary to call it Kunstwollen in the strict sense; it could also be defined, for example, as
discourse, media communication, or the global village. It remains a conceptual framework
denoting the communicative system inherent in human nature and shaped by historical

8 Panofsky, Der Begriff des Kunstwollens, p. 322: ‘damit erhebt sich vor der Kunstbetrachtung die
Forderung — die auf philosophischem Gebiete durch die Erkenntnistheorie befriedigt wird —, ein
Erklarungsprinzip zu finden, auf Grund dessen das kiinstlerische Phinomen nicht nur durch immer weitere
Verweisungen an andere Phinomene in seiner Existenz begriffen, sondern auch durch eine unter die Sphire
des empirischen Daseins hinabtauchende Besinnung in den Bedingungen seiner Existenz erkannt werden
kann.

9 Panofsky, “The Concept of Artistic Volition’, in Critical Inquiry, 8 (1981), 17-33 (26).
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transformations, in the same sense in which Wind and Panofsky interpreted Riegl’s use of
the term Kunstwollen. Therefore, as the Greek-French philosopher and sociologist Cornelius
Castoriadis showed in his extensive research on the human need for imagination in the
formation of social identity, “‘World-image and self-image are obviously always related’, and,
consequently, ‘history is impossible and inconceivable outside of the productive or creative
imagination’.10

As a concept abstracting historical events, Kunstwollen is the result of the social
imaginative will to socialise within human communication. This impulse can be understood
as a structure that endures in modern society, within which art history as a discipline was
born, as evidenced by the writings of Riegl, Wind, and Panofsky. In this process,
individuals seck orientation in reality through their imagination. In this sense, as Castoriadis
suggested, without the individual, history would be an empty expanse, devoid of
expression and imagination. Therefore, if scholars were to abandon the study of those
figures who, throughout history, articulated the conditions for the imaginative phenomena
of their time — phenomena that emerged despite, rather than in harmony with, largely
defining processes such as Kunstwollen — they might lose sight of the figures they are
observing in the past. In this sense, scholars risk encountering Wind and Riegl as different
from who they truly were.

This argument is exemplified by the way some scholars have confused the image of
Riegl with that of the classical archaeologist Robert von Schneider. On page 6 of _A/vis Rieg/
Revisited: Beitrige zu Werk und Rezeption | Contributions to the Opus and its Reception (2010),
which contains the proceedings of the conference on Riegl held in Vienna in 2005, there
appears a portrait of Schneider that scholars believed represented Riegl (Fig. 1).!1 The
identity of the portrait is established by comparing it with Schneider’s obituary (Fig. 2),
written in 1910 by his colleague Hans Schrader, who knew Schneider well through their
collaboration at the University of Vienna at the beginning of the twentieth century.

This is not a mistake made only by the editors of the 2010 conference proceedings,
but by Riegl scholars in general, since the error is identified here for the first time. Thus,
this curious episode demonstrates the risk of forgetting the individuals who sought to
understand the aspirations of their time in order to find their place within it. If scholars fail
to seck individuality in history, events become subsumed within concepts that transcend
the individual, and such concepts can lead to generalisations and, consequently, to the
neglect of the very details that shape history. With this in mind, the following studies aim
not only to recall but also to critically reexamine individual historical cases, such as the art
histories of Riegl and Wind, so as not to forget their individuality.

10 Cornelius Castoriadis, The Imaginary Institution of Society (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997), pp. 146, 149.

11 Peter Noever, Artur Rosenauer, and Georg Vasold (eds.), Alois Rieg/ Revisited: Beitriige zu Werk und
Rezeption | Contributions to the Opus and its Reception (Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der
Wissenschaften, 2010).
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ALOIS RIEGL REVISITED
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Figure 1. Alois Riegl (1858-1905), in Alvis Riegl Revisited: Beitrige zu Werk und Rezeption | Contributions
to the Opus and its Reception, ed. by Peter Noever, Artur Rosenauer, and Georg Vasold (Vienna: Verlag
der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2010), pp. 6-7.
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