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Alois Riegl: Ornament and History*

David Castriota

Abstract

Among the many groundbreaking theoretical and methodological innovations that Alois Riegl
contributed to the modern discipline of Art History, one of the more original and perhaps
unexpected was his effort to foreground the role of ornamental or decorative arts within the larger
context of artistic production. Riegl understood ornament or decorative art to be an integral
component or facet of all artistic production, one that shared the same aesthetic principles, the
same underlying qualities of formal structure, organization, and taste discernible in painting,
sculpture or architecture, despite any differences in medium, technique, scale or content. Although
his scholarly trajectory came to encompass various areas, Riegl’s initial publications were on textiles
and carpets produced in the Near East and Egypt, and they appear to constitute the earliest
discussions of such works as historical objects. Riegl’s Alforientalische Teppiche boldly attempted to
trace the origins of Islamic carpet weaving and its ornamental design repertory back into the art of
the ancient Near Hast. Riegl would then apply this notion of historical continuity more broadly to
ancient and medieval decorative arts across the Mediterranean and western Asia in his study
Stilfragen, where again he demonstrated such continuity across various media. Later, in Die
spatromische Kunst-Industrie he would develop the concept of Kunstwollen to show how late Roman
decorative or ornamental arts manifested the same new visual properties discernible in various
other media, to explain the artistic transformations of late antiquity as a positive development.
While not restricting himself to the study of ornament, Riegl nonetheless returned constantly to
this theme, which surely held a special place in his intellectual outlook, and quite probably in his
own personal taste. But above all he strove constantly to situate the appreciation of ornament

within a larger historical continuum.
Keywords

Alois Riegl, Ornament, History

Among the many groundbreaking theoretical and methodological innovations that Alois
Riegl contributed to the modern discipline of Art History as a major figure within the
Viennese School, one of the more original and perhaps unexpected was his effort to
foreground the role of ornamental or decorative arts within the larger context of artistic

production. Nor was it simply that Riegl strove to include ornamental arts alongside the
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David Castriota

pictorial or sculptural arts and architecture that had already come to form the primary
focus of art historical study. It was that Riegl understood ornament and decorative art to
be an integral component or facet of all artistic production, one that shared the same
aesthetic principles, the same underlying qualities of formal structure, organization, and
taste discernible in painting, sculpture or architecture, despite any differences in medium,
technique, scale or content. For Riegl there was no arbitrary hierarchy or canon that
privileged certain art forms above others. All forms of art merited examination if they
could be studied with a sufficiently rigorous and consistent method or approach. It was this
that in his view justified and indeed required art historians to turn their attention to the
small alongside the great, or to the intricacies of decorative pattern and design alongside
the formal and iconographical complexities of figural, representational compositions and
works of architecture. And only when Art History as a discipline applied its efforts on such
a more level playing field could it achieve a truly inclusive and integrated understanding of
the art produced by different cultures through time and geographic space.!

It is difficult to be sure about the factors that led Riegl to develop such an approach
to the study of art. One can attempt to trace Riegl’s outlook to his academic training in
Vienna.2 But some time ago Margaret Iversen offered a useful insight in this regard. She
suggested that it may ultimately be Riegl’s own humble, less affluent background growing
up in a peripheral region of the Austrian Empire that was formative here. Riegl was socially
something of an outsider, and it was this experience that impelled him to challenge the
inferior status of what many scholars still dismiss as the ‘minor arts’ and their exclusion or
liminality within the hierarchy of artworks normally regarded as the proper objects of art
historical study.> And similarly, it was this that impelled him to turn his attention to the art
of regions and periods often deemed less important than the western art of classical
antiquity and the early modern period, for example, the arts of late antiquity, ethnographic
or “folk’ arts, and so-called ‘Oriental’ arts.

It is therefore unsurprising that despite a scholatly trajectory which came to
encompass areas like Italian and Dutch Baroque art, Riegl began his career with the study
of textiles and carpets produced in the Near East. As curator of textiles for the Austrian
Museum of Applied Arts, he published the material of this kind from Egypt.* And as an

1 As Alois Riegl makes clear in the introduction to Die spdtromische Kunst-Industrie nach den Funden in
Osterreich-Ungarn (Vienna: Druck und Verlag der 6sterreichischen Staatsdruckerei, 1901), p. 9; Late Roman Art-
Industry, trans. by Rolf Winkes (Rome: G. Bretschneider, 1985), p. 10, where he explicitly affirms the equality
of decorative and figurative arts and their shared artistic basis or motivation.

2 See Diana Graham Reynolds, .A/is Riegl and the Politics of Art History: Intellectual Traditions and Austrian
Identity in Fine-de-Siecle Vienna, Ph.D Thesis (San Diego: University of California, 1997); Diana Reynolds
Cordileone, Alis Riegl in Vienna 1875—1905: An Institutional Biography (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2014);
Matthew Rampley, The Vienna School of Art History: Empire and the Politics of Scholarship, 1847—1918 (University
Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2013).

3 As she concludes after briefly reviewing the formative factors in Riegl’s education; Margaret Iversen,
Alois Riegl: Art History and Theory (Cambridge, MA; London: MIT Press, 1993), pp. 17-18.

4 Riegl, Die dgyptischen Textilfunde im k.k. Osterreichishen Museunr. Allgemeine Charakteristik und Katalog
(Vienna: Verlage R.V. Waldheim, 1889).
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already established authority on carpets, Riegl then contributed a chapter to the catalogue
accompanying the first major exhibition devoted to ‘Oriental’ carpets in Vienna in 1891.
This essay, along with his book _Altorientalische Teppiche, published shortly before, appear to
constitute the eatliest discussions of carpets as historical objects.> Here we already
encounter one of Riegl’s major contributions — the systematic study of ornamental design
within a larger historical context. Riegl was certainly not the first scholar to take up the
theme of carpets produced in the Near East. He had already been preceded by pioneers
like Lessing, who had focused on the great masterpieces of classical Persian and Ottoman
Turkish carpet weaving in his A% Orientalische Teppichmuster. But this work was more a
pattern book than a history of carpets.6 Tapetology, the study of rugs and carpets, was as
yet in its infancy. At this point barely anything was known of carpet weaving before the
Safavid and Ottoman periods. Still unknown were the medieval carpet fragments from
Fostat in Cairo or the earliest Turkish rugs of the Seljuk and Beylik periods discovered
somewhat later by ER. Martin.” Nomadic Turkoman rugs and carpets too had only recently
become known to a European and American public.8 The origins and early history of what
are today labelled as ‘tribal’ or ‘village’ rugs were largely ferra incognita. Contemporary rugs
of this kind were at the time often dismissed as unsophisticated folk productions far
removed from the classical Persian and Turkish masterpieces, works more appropriately
studied by ethnologists rather than art historians. Yet in Alforientalische Teppiche, Riegl took
up the subject with consummate skill and insight. He organized his study technically into
flatwoven rugs and knotted pile carpets, and he included not only the grand, classical pieces
already so widely appreciated, but also the humbler tribal or nomadic rugs. During the
nearly contemporary carpet exhibition in Vienna, the early Islamicist and prominent rug
collector Wilhelm von Bode had criticized the display of such rugs alongside the great

5 Riegl, “Zur Geschichte des Orientalischen Teppichs’, in Katalog der Ausstellung orientalischer Teppiche
(Vienna: Verlag des k. k. Osterreichischen Handelsmuseums, 1891), pp. 11-23; Riegl, Alwrientalische Teppiche
(Leipzig: T.O. Weigel Nachfolger, 1891). Here see Densie-Marie Teece, “Through the Renaissance Frame:
Carpets and the Beginnings of “Islamic Art” in Nineteenth-Century Vienna and Berlin’, in The Textile Musenm
Journal, 44 (2017), 47—69, at 61; Barbara Karl, ‘Carpets and Empire: The 1891 Exhibition at the
Handelsmuseum in Vienna’, in A Zorientale: Collecting, Displaying and Appropriating Islamic Art and Architecture in
the Nineteentl and Early Twentieth Centuries, ed. by F. Giese et al. (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2020), pp. 111-123,
at 114.

¢ Julius Lessing, A/ Orientalische Teppichmuster nach bildern und originalen des XV"-XV1. Jahrhunderts (Bertlin:
Ernst Wasmuth, 1877).

7 ER. Martin, History of Oriental Carpets before 1800 (Vienna, 1908). Also see Oktay Aslanapa, One
Thousand Years of Turkish Carpets, editor/English text by William A. Edmonds (Istanbul: Eren Yayincili ve
Kitapeilik, 1988), pp. 11-36.

8 Nikolai E. Simakov, Iskusstvo Srednei Azii: Sbornik sredne-aziatskoj ornamentacii (1'art de I'Asie centrale:
Recenil de Lart décoratif de I’Asie centrale) (St. Petersburg: Tipografiia V. Kirshbauma, 1882); A.A. Bogolyubov,
Kovry Sredner Azii (The Carpets of Central Asia) (St. Petersburg: Ekspeditsiia zagotovleniia gosudarstvennykh
bumag, 1908-1909). Also see Sohee Ryuk, ‘Patterns and Collections: Carpets from Central Asia in the
Imperial Russian Imagination, in Acta Via Serica, 7(2) (December 2022), 65-88.
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classical masterpieces.” Riegl, in contrast, saw them as worthy of careful analysis which
could disclose many of the same common, underlying principles of design.

To be sure, Riegl was not the first scholar to attempt the study of decorative or
ornamental design in a systematic way. Here he had been preceded by proponents of
ornament like Owen Jones, who decades eatlier had published his anthology or ‘grammar’
of ‘historic’ ornament, a survey that moved chronologically through various cultures from
antiquity to the Renaissance, and which included works in different media, although more
or less as a pattern book or guide for contemporary design, much as Lessing did with
carpets.!0 But one had as yet to attempt the kind of sweeping historical perspective or level
of analysis that Riegl applied in Altorientalische Teppiche, above all in chapter 1V, where he
boldly and innovatively attempted to trace back the origins of Islamic carpet weaving and
its design repertory into the art of the ancient Near East. The earliest Islamic rugs and
their Sassanian Persian precedents were as yet unknown, but Riegl nonetheless argued for a
continuous development going back to ancient Persia and Assyria, based on Layard’s
drawings of the geometric designs engraved on Assyrian palace pavements, which he
astutely recognized as representations or imitations of floor rugs.!! To fill the gaps in the
intervening period, Riegl turned to the wall reliefs of the late Sassanian iwan at Taq-i-
Bostan, whose hunting scenes and stylized vegetal decoration he saw as analogs to lost
textile or rug compositions. On the Mediterranean late antique side, Riegl pointed to
parallels in Justinianic Byzantine silks, which he recognized as pendants to an as yet pootly
known Sassanian silk textile production.!2 While perhaps overemphasizing the dependence
of Sassanian art upon Byzantine or late Roman models, Riegl was nonetheless correct in
arguing that the Sassanian silks were forerunners of Islamic textiles and rugs or carpets, a
thesis now confirmed by the discovery of fragmentary Sassanian knotted carpets, just as
Riegl’s thesis of earlier Assyrian or Persian carpet production would eventually be
confirmed by the discovery of the famous Pazyryk carpet in a frozen Siberian tomb of the
fourth century BCE.13 Riegl then continued to track the development into the Islamic
period itself through the analogy of the ornamental reliefs of the ninth-century Mosque
of Ibn Tulun in Cairo and the later wood carvings from Cairene mosques, whose relation
to textile designs he also stressed.

9 Wilhelm von Bode, Mein Leben (Berlin: Hermann Reckendorf, 1930), vol. 2, p. 93; Karl, ‘Carpets and
Empire’, p. 120.

10°0O. Jones, The Grammar of Ornament (London: Day and Son, 1856).

11" An assessment confirmed by later scholarship; Pauline Albenda, ‘Assyrian Carpets in Stone’, Journal
of the Ancient Near Eastern Society, 10 (1978), 1-19.

12 The Sassanian silk from the treasury of the church of St. Servatius in Maastricht illustrated by Riegl
in Fig. 21of Altrientalische Teppiche is likely a Byzantine imitation of a Sassanian model.

13 On Sassanian rug fragments, Friedrich Spuhler, Pre-Isiamic Carpets and Textiles from Near Eastern Lands
(London: Thames and Hudson, 2014), pp. 19-80, Figs. 1.1-1.9 and Cat. 1.1-1.20. On the Pazyryk carpet,
Sergei 1. Rudenko, The Frozen Tombs of Siberia, trans. by M.W. Thompson (Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1970), pp. 298304, Figs. 141-146 and Plates 173—175.
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Throughout the analysis that Riegl meticulously applied here, a number of key issues
stand out. The first is his insistence upon the historical continuity of the development that
he studied, which he saw as a chain of precedents, responses, and adaptations untrammeled
by the boundaries of discipline and scholatly specialization. His quest for the origins of
Islamic carpets went well back before the Islamic period and the emergence of Islam itself.
And here he anticipated what is today a fundamental perspective in the study of Islamic art
— that it originated from the precedent of late antique Mediterranean art, as well as from
Sassanian Persian artistic precedent, which itself drew strongly upon Greco-Roman
Mediterranean elements. And while the end result of such processes might appear vastly
different from its eatly stages, such difference was in Riegl’s view illusory; it masked or
obscured a long sequence of gradual changes disclosing a reality of connection and
creative adaptation through which artistic forms were constantly transformed. Riegl
certainly did not originate the idea of historical development, either in a purely historical or
art historical context, but he applied it with a discipline and insight that could reveal
processes and relationships that had previously been hiding in plain sight.

A key concept that informed Riegl’s thinking was his belief that the processes of
artistic innovation and adaptation transcended different cultures and ethnicities. When
Riegl first produced Alzorientalische Teppiche, Islamic curvilinear ornament, i.e., the so-called
‘Arabesque’ or ‘Saracenic’ ornament, was still very much understood in somewhat hermetic
terms as having emerged from what was then perceived as the distinctive cultural
circumstances of the early Muslim Arabs themselves. They were seen as a nomadic tent- or
hut-dwelling Bedouin people whose material culture consisted largely of textiles, thus
supporting a simultaneously ethnic and materialist notion of a primordial Arab art of
textiles and textile ornamentation.!*

Riegl set about dismantling this view on the basis of a critical evaluation of the art
itself. The earliest surviving monuments of the Umayyad and Abbasid periods disclose
instead, as Riegl maintained, a close relationship to contemporary Byzantine architecture
and architectural decoration.!> Even by the ninth century the connection with late antique
Mediterranean vegetal ornament was, as Riegl indicated, still patently clear in the
decoration of the Mosque of Ibn Tulun. It would be centuries before these simpler designs
in the Islamic ‘beveled style,” as they are today called, would gradually evolve into the more
complex, abstract transformations of the classical vinescroll still commonly labeled as
‘Arabesque.” In making the case as he did, Riegl took a major step forward by dispelling the
notion of Islamic textile ornament as a cultural ‘other’ originating as a discrete, ethnic
manifestation. Instead, he provided the groundwork for the modern understanding of

Islamic art more generally as a historical phenomenon, and one that had evolved from

14 Riegl, Altorientalische Teppiche, pp. 149—152.

15 Although in the case of Mshatta, Riegl mistook this early Islamic monument for a Byzantine-
influenced Sassanian work built during the reign of Chosroes II, who had briefly re-occupied Palestine in the
early seventh century; Alforientalische Teppiche, pp. 136—137.
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western Mediterranean art. By doing so he had already shown the importance of ornament
or decorative art as a significant component within artistic production more generally.

Readers familiar with Riegl will no doubt recognize how the approach he applied in
Altorientalische  Teppiche matured and expanded in his next major work, S#/fragen.
Grundlegungen zu einer Geschichte der Ornamentik, where he now broadened the parameters of
his inquiry to encompass the whole of ancient and medieval Mediterranean and western
Asiatic decorative art. Here Riegl demonstrated at greater length that the development of
all ancient and medieval ornament in these regions, above all vegetal designs, had come
about within a continuous, interrelated process, one that began in ancient Egypt and the
Near East to provide in turn the basis for the increasingly naturalistic forms of classical
Greek and Roman vegetal ornament in the centuries that followed. The classical
development would then evolve and transform into the more abstract vegetal stylizations
of late antique or Byzantine art, to culminate finally in the rich and ever more abstract
development of the Islamic ‘Arabesque.

In the opening chapter of this study, Riegl began by laying out more fully his
theoretical critique of the materialist explanations of ornamental design, insisting yet again
that formal creativity transcends the boundaries of craft, technique or artistic media. He
presented an exacting discussion ranging from Palaeolithic cave art to the Geometric Greek
style, asserting that abstract ornamental art represented a sophisticated and advanced stage
of development rather than something primordial, one whose complex forms evolved
millennia after the naturalistic or mimetic depictions attested in the earliest ‘cave art.’1¢ In
the subsequent chapters that unfolded the long evolution of ancient floral or vegetal
designs, he traced the increasing process of naturalism that characterized the Greek and
then the Roman adaptation of the patterns inherited from the Near East and Egypt. In the
final chapters he revisited the notion of ornamental abstraction as a positive and complex
phenomenon. He explained the increasing abstraction of the late antique vegetal ornament
and the Islamic ‘Arabesque’ as a process of advancement moving beyond classical
naturalism, rather than as a process of hardening or decline.

Another key theme of S7#/fragen, one that was vital to Riegl’s larger art historical
agenda, was his commitment to cutting across the boundaries of material or medium and
technique. When the evidence of surviving textiles proved inadequate, Riegl, as we saw,
readily had turned to the imagery preserved in painting, sculpture, and architectural
decoration. But this was not simply a recourse. Rather, it was predicated on the principle
that form and design transcended material and technique, a notion that Riegl sought to
champion against prevailing opinion at the time. Scholarship had tended to see formal
artistic developments as dependent on the materials used and the technical means of
craftsmanship. The most influential theorist and proponent of this ‘materialist’ approach

16 Riegl, Stilfragen: Grundlegungen u einer Geschichte der Ornamentik, First edition (Betlin: Georg Siemens,
1893), pp. 19=31; Problems of Style: Foundations for a History of Ornament, trans. by Evelyn Kain (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 28-30.
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was Gottfied Semper, whose work Der S#/ in den technischen und tektonischen Kiinsten advanced
the notion of a technical origin for the basic forms of art and architecture. Within
Semper’s notion of a Bekleidungsprizip, the need to clothe not only the body itself but also
the walls of the earliest protective structures had given rise to textile production which
then engendered a primordial geometric ornament as a by-product of weaving technique.!”
Rectilinear designs could be seen as emerging naturally from the warps and wefts of the
loom, and so textile art could be made to appear as the original source and home of such
ornamentation. Still, Riegl took issue here not so much with Semper himself, but rather
with the way that Semper’s ideas had been expanded and exaggerated by his devotees like
Johannes Ranke.18

Yet Riegl resisted this model. Weaving was not to be understood as the earliest form
of human creativity or art; nor was it the ultimate source of architecture, as Semper argued.
For Riegl, a primary human need or impulse could be seen not only in the desire to protect
or clothe, but especially in the desire to decorate and embellish (Schmuckbediirfunis).?* The
creative artistic impulse was itself primary, and from it came the development of the tools
and techniques needed to realize it. Form and design were not by-products of technique;
they were in the first instance products of the human imagination. They existed
subjectively as mental constructs that could be applied or transposed readily from one
medium to another, and it is this that informed and justified the many cross-media

comparisons that Riegl often made.

Riegl saw this motivation as readily discernible in the works of art themselves. In the
materialist view, textiles or carpets should consist only of rectilinear design. Yet the great
Safavid and Ottoman masterpieces that had first pre-occupied early tapetologists, as well as
many of the ancient works of art that Semper himself illustrated in his study, often relied
on designs that were splendidly curvilinear, and they were executed in extremely fine-scale
weaving techniques developed to obscure or mollify the rectilinear structure and technique
of carpets and textiles. It is, of course, clear that many tribal or village weavings tend
toward rectilinear designs, just as they adapt curvilinear motifs to the more rectilinear
treatment required by their coarser weave. But it has become clear that the elegant designs
of the rugs produced in Safavid and Ottoman workshops shared a design repertory that
was common to manuscript painting, metalwork, ceramic tile, and architectural sculpture in
wood, stucco, and stone. It may well be that the designs were first invented and elaborated
in the more tractable medium of manuscripts or pattern books, but the designs themselves

17 Gottfried Semper, Der St#l in den technischen und tektonischen Kiinsten oder praktische Aesthetik. Ein
Handbueh fiir Techniker, Kiinstler und Kunstfreund. Bd. 1, Textile Kunst (Munich: Friedrich Bruckmann’s Verlag,
1860).

18 Riegl, Stilfragen, p. 32; Riegl, Problems of Style, p. 40. On Ranke, see Priyanka Basu, ‘Ideal and Material
Ornament: Rethinking the “Beginnings” and History of Art’, in Journal of Art Historiography, 9 (December
2013), pp. 1-31, esp. 7-12.

19 Riegl, Szilfragen, p. 22; Riegl, Problems of Style, p. 31.
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originated and evolved most immediately in the creative minds of the artists, as Riegl
tenaciously contended.

In its effort to put the psychic creative impulse at the center of artistic production,
Stilfragen also represented Riegl’s eatliest attempt in formulating another issue that would
preoccupy him for the rest of his all too brief career — the inner factors or motivations
behind form or style and the transformations it undergoes over time — his notion of
Kunstwollen. This was a concept that he would develop extensively in his next major
publication, Die spdatrimische Kunst-Industrie in 1901, although in the introduction to this
work, he reaffirms its initial application in SZ#/fragen.20 Precisely what Riegl meant by this
term remains an enduring problem, as decades of scholarship following the publication of
Die spdtromische Kunst-Industrie may readily disclose. Nonetheless, Riegl makes clear that his
concept of Kunstwollen aimed at disclosing the determining factor behind artistic
development.2! It appears to focus on issues of artistic will, urge, intent or volition that one
may discern in the art of various periods and cultures. As Iversen has indicated, Riegl
seems to have formulated this concept largely in response to what he saw as the narrowly
empiricist, determinist, functionalist or materialist approaches that still dominated the art
historical discourse of his time.22

To judge by the way Riegl applied the term in Die Spdtromische Kunst-Industrie, it
offered a means of getting at the aesthetic sensibilities that affected form and style, the
mental factors behind what one may describe as a taste or preference for a particular
approach to form and how one treats or articulates it, especially within perceptions of two-
or three-dimensional space. What was especially important here was Riegl’s contention that
Kunstwollen was a distinctive underlying or generative quality that could be discerned across
all forms of art produced within a given culture and or period, regardless of their medium,
material, or technique. Also important was his contention that formal or stylistic artistic
change within the art a culture could be understood to arise from transformations in the
underlying Kunstwollen. In the same way, formal transformations discernible within
processes of artistic borrowing could be explained in terms of the differing Kunstwollen of
those who originated artistic forms and those who borrowed and adapted them.

One may readily sense how Riegl’s development of this concept enabled him to go
beyond the objectives he had eatlier pursued, above all his contention that the way in which
form or style was treated within the art of a particular culture could be seen to cut across
all media. And so in investigating the central theme of Die spatrimische Kunst-Industrie, the art

20 Riegl, Stilfragen, p. 20; Riegl, Problems of Style, p. 30, there translated as ‘artistic impulse’.

21 Riegl, Die spatromische Kunst-Industrie, p. 9; Riegl, Late Roman Art-Industry, p. 9.

22 Iversen, Alois Riegl: Art History and Theory, p. 6. On Riegl’s use of the term, see Margaret Olin, Forms
of Representation in Alois Riegls Theory of Art (University Park Pa: The Pennsylvania State University Press,
1992), pp. 71-72 and 208, n. 15. On the difficulties posed by the particular sense or meaning of Kunstwollen,
also see Benjamin Binstock, ‘Alois Riegl, Monumental Ruin: Why We still Need to Read Historical Grammar of
the Visual Arts’, forward to Alois Riegl, Historical Grammar of the Visual Arfs, trans. by E. Jung (New York:
Zone Books, 2004), pp. 13-19.
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of the late Roman period, Riegl carefully surveyed painting, sculpture, and architecture to
demonstrate how a unifying Kunstwollen informed them all, and how this Kunstwollen could
change over time to produce late antique works that differed so markedly from those of
classical antiquity. But the true measure of his achievement, indeed, its real breakthrough,
lay in how Riegl was able to explain this transformation in positive terms, as a development
attributable to a new artistic sensibility or Kuustwollen, rather than a process of artistic
decline from the naturalism of classical art. Here, Riegl took up and expanded upon the
recent arguments of another member of the Viennese School, Franz Wickhoff, who
stressed the innovations and advances of Roman art over its Greek predecessor.2? In the
same spirit, Riegl now moved beyond the vegetal designs that had preoccupied him in
Stilfragen to demonstrate how late antique or early medieval art in its entirety could be
understood in active terms, as something with a new motivation or impulse, be it conscious
or unconscious, rather than the hardened, simplified remnant of its classical predecessor.2+

Here, a closer look at Riegl’s arguments may illustrate the insight of his approach. In
distinguishing between eatlier classical and late Roman sculpture, Riegl emphasized the
difference between the ‘haptic’ or more tactile of qualities of classical reliefs as opposed to
the ‘optic’ qualities of their late Roman counterparts. Classical reliefs were predicated upon
the notion of projecting the illusion of three-dimensional forms onto a two dimensionally
conceived uniform ground plane that one may tangibly perceive between the figural
components. In later imperial and late Roman relief, this ground plane gradually disappears
within a more tightly packed array of figural components, and even where it remains, it is
perceived largely as a darkened hollow or shadowy area, as are many of the surface details
of the figures. That is to say, the relief no longer offers the impression of a tangible
‘haptic’ surface, but instead a more visual, two-dimensional ‘optic’ one in which shadows or
patches of dark contrast with areas of light. It was this increasingly ‘coloristic’ approach, as
Riegl termed it, the shift toward the ‘optic’ that gradually made late Roman relief sculpture
more like painting, that made it more pictorial and less immediately sculptural, and it was
this change in Kunstwollen that distinguished late Roman relief from its more ‘haptic’
classical forerunners. In much the same way, late Roman painting itself also became less
haptic, less suggestive of three dimensions, and more optic, more two-dimensional and
linear.?5

All the same, Riegl’s ultimate purpose or focus here was not the monumental arts per
se, but the rather the decorative or applied arts that Die spdtrimische Kunst-Industrie singled

23 Wilhelm Ritter von Hartel and Franz Wickhoff, Die Wiener Genesis (Prague, Vienna, and Leipzig: F.
Tempsky, 1895). Ritter von Hartel’s contributions were entirely codicological.

24 A goal already set out in the introduction of Die spatromische Kunst-Industrie, pp. 11=12; Late Roman
Art-Industry, pp. 11-12. For a detailed historiographical discussion of Wickhoff’s and Riegl’s impact in the
study of late Roman art, see Ja$ Elsner, ‘Alois Riegl: Art History and the Beginning of Late Antique Studies
as a Discipline,” in The New Late Antiquity: A Gallery of Intellectual Portraits, ed. by Clifford Ando and Marco
Formisano (Heidelberg: Universititsverlag Winter, 2021), pp. 167-182, esp. 172-177.

%5 On Riegl’s haptic-optic analysis, see Christopher Wood, ‘Riegl’s “Mache
Aesthetics, 46 (Autumn 2004), 154172, at 168.
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out in its very title, which he then examined in the final chapter of this study. And it was
here that Riegl brought to culmination another key facet of his scholarly agenda, the
demonstration that the so-called ‘minor’ or decorative arts are worthy of the same level of
attention as painting, sculpture, and architecture, if one takes the trouble to examine them
more carefully. In surveying a variety of late Roman small-scale metalwork — openwork and
‘chip-carved’ (Kezlschnitt or Kerbschnitt) bronze belt fittings, as well as garnet-inlaid gold
cloisonné jewelry — Riegl was able to demonstrate the very same optic, coloristic impulse or
sensibility that he had disclosed in late Roman relief sculpture. Despite their three-
dimensionality, the openwork mounts functioned primarily in optic terms through the
contrast of shiny metal against the darker interior open spaces, especially when mounted
against a leather belt. Chip-carved belt mounts with their sharply beveled surfaces were also
rendered in three dimensions, but they too functioned primarily in optic terms though
contrasts between light and dark areas that caught or missed the raking light. The gold and
garnet jewelry operated visually the same way, as contrasts between the light areas of metal
and the darker garnet inlay. And all three types of metalwork seem consciously to have
played upon an equivalence or ambiguity as to which elements constituted figure and which
constituted the ground, again in a manner analogous to the blending, suppression or
obscuring of distinctions in the ground and figural portions of late Roman relief sculpture.

Yet here Riegl had succeeded in more than disclosing the underlying impulse or
sensibility that united the small-scale products of ‘industrial” art or craft with monumental
sculpture; he had managed to reclaim and situate such decorative objects as an integral part
of late Roman artistic production, which at the time represented a significant challenge to
prevailing opinion. The openwork mounts are still regarded by some as a resurgence of
dormant Iron Age ‘Celtic’ artistic traditions in central Europe because of their perceived
similarity to late La Tene and derivative provincial Roman forms of metalwork from
centuries eatlier, although this remains to be proven convincingly.26 Riegl’s analysis instead
placed them squarely within a Roman, Mediterranean artistic tradition. The chip-carved
belt mounts too were in Riegl’s day largely regarded as Barbarian or ‘Germanic’ in spirit, if
not in origin, and only recently have they come to be seen undoubtedly as the official
products of late Roman military fazbricae in Gaul, in conscious recognition of Riegl’s earlier
arguments.2” The gold and garnet jewelry too was in Riegl’s time thought to be ‘Gothic” A
half century or more later a supposedly Hunnic origin came into vogue. But today such
jewelry is generally understood much as Riegl strove to explain it. It is now regarded as

26 Ramsay MacMullen, ‘The Celtic Renaissance’, in Historia, 14 (January 1965), 93—104; Peter Wells, The
Barbarians Speak: How the Conguered Peoples Shaped Roman Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999),
pp- 196-199, Fig. 28.

21 Ellen Swift, Style and Function in Roman Decoration: Living with Objects and Interiors (Farnham, Surrey:
Ashgate, 2009), pp. 172-179; Horst Wolfgang Bohme, Die spaitantiken Giirtel mit  Kerbschnittvergierten
Metallbeschligen: Studien zur Militargiirteln des 4.-5. Jabrbunderts (Mainz: Verlag des Romisch-Germanischen
Zentralmuseums, 2020), pp. 40 and 56. For chip-carved ornament as an established feature of Roman stone
sculpture and decorative art, see L.Y Rahmani, ‘Chip-Carving in Palestine’, in Israe/ Exploration Journal, 38(1/2)
(1988), 59-75.
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fourth- to sixth-century products of late Roman workshops located in the Black Sea region
and Constantinople, perhaps with satellite workshops in Ravenna and the Rhineland.28

We have now arrived at another of the major insights or breakthroughs of Riegl’s
scholarship. The final chapter of Die spdtromische Kunst-Industrie opened the door to an
entirely new vision of what had come to be known as ‘Barbarian’ art. The incipient
archaeology of the later nineteenth century had sensed the enormous differences between
ancient or classical decorative arts and many of the buckles, brooches, and decorative
weaponry, especially with animal ornamentation, then being unearthed from southern
Europe up to Scandinavia. Within the nationalist outlook or mindset of the period, and
especially within the context of the culture-history approach then being promulgated by
scholars like Gustav Kossina, many researchers gravitated toward the idea that such
material represented a distinct ‘Barbarian’ if not specifically ‘Germanic’ cultural
achievement.?? Such objects were seen as a truly Barbarian or Germanic creation that
provided a kind of archaeological genealogy for the nationalist ideologies of the times,
whose ethnic chauvinism romanticized the early ‘Germans’ in opposition to Roman or
classical antiquity.30

Riegl’s assertion and detailed demonstration that material of this kind was entirely
part of the larger late Roman artistic development constituted an open challenge to such
views.3! He would no doubt have pursued this view even more vigorously had he lived for
more than four years after the publication of Die spdtrimische Kunst-Industrie. Sadly, he did
not, but there is nonetheless substantial evidence of what he intended. Shortly before his
untimely death in 1905, Riegl published a detailed review of Bernhard Salin’s
Altergermanische Tierornamentik, a rich and thorough synthesis encompassing much of the
material of this kind from across Europe.32 Here Salin provided a thorough account not so
much of the objects themselves but rather of the complex designs applied to them,
although he did rely extensively on object typology, above all brooches. But most
importantly, Salin explained the development or evolution of the designs as one long,

28 Birgit Arrhenius, Merovingian Gold and Garnet Jewellery: Emergence and Social Implications (Stockholm:
Almquist and Wiksell International, 1985), pp. 120-124 and 160; Noel Adams, ‘The Development of Early
Garnet Inlaid Ornaments’, in Kontakte zwischen Iran, Byzanz, und der Steppe in 6.-7. Jh.. Varia Acta Archaeologia
Hungarica, ed. by Cs. Balint, 9 (2000), 13-70; Debra Noel Adams, Late Antique, Migration Period and Early
Byzantine Garnet Cloisonné Ornaments: Origins, Styles and Workshop Production, Ph.D. Thesis (London: University
College, 1991).

2 On Kossina and his impact at the time, see Sian Jones, The Archaeology of Ethnicity: Constructing
Identities in the Past and the Present (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), pp. 1-14.

30 Sibylle Ehringhaus, Germanenmythos und dentsche ldentitit: Die Friihmittelalter-Rezeption in Deutschland
1842—1933 (Berlin: Verlag und Datenbank fiir Geisteswissenschaften, 1996); Wood, ‘Riegl’s “Mache’, p. 164.

31 Margaret Olin, ‘Alois Riegl: The Late Roman Empire in the Late Habsburg Empire’, in The Habsburg
Legacy: National ldentity in Historical Perspective, ed. by Ritchie Robertson and Edward Timms (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1994), pp. 107-120.

32 Riegl, ‘Die altgermanische Thierornamentik: Typologische Studie uber germanische
Metallgegenstinde aus dem IV. bis IX. Jahrhundert, nebst einer Studie iiber irische Ornamentik, Stockholm,
1904°, in Gittingen gelebhrte Anzeiger, 3 (1905), 228-230.
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continuous process of historical development, and one rooted initially in late Roman
decorative metalwork. Salin nowhere cites the work of Riegl, but his approach clearly
recalls that of S#/fragen, whose ideas he very likely encountered during his research on the
continent. In any case, Riegl’s review of this study showed that he was deeply sympathetic
to Salin’s approach to the material. Riegl’s only criticism was that Salin had declined to
characterize or isolate the aesthetic taste or sensibilities behind the process of formal or
stylistic change so effectively demonstrated by his analysis.33 If Salin had indeed been
responding to Riegl’s work, he did not take up the notion of Kunstwollen put forward in
Stilfragen and developed further in Die spatromische Kunst-Industrie.

It therefore remained for Riegl himself to tackle in this way the kind of material
treated by Salin, and we can now see that he meant to do so. Fortunately, Riegl left behind a
body of unpublished and unfinished material intended to continue the project of Die
spatromische Kunst-Industrie from the fifth centuries up to the ninth, surveying material of the
Migration, Merovingian, Carolingian, and Byzantine periods. Riegl’s Nachlass was eventually
taken up by Ernst Zimmerman, a scholar deeply familiar with and sympathetic to Riegl’s
thinking and methodology.3* Zimmerman organized Riegl’s materials and attempted to fill
gaps himself where necessary to produce the posthumous Die spatrimische Kunst-Industrie,
Part 2, subtitled Kunstgewerbe des friiben Mittelalters.

Anyone who consults this largely unknown and difficult-to-find work will sense how
much it realizes what Riegl intended, as an article by Christopher Wood has indicated.?> In
great measure this study extends the key concepts advanced in the final chapter of the
original Die spdtromische Kunst-Industrie, building upon Riegl’s efforts to explain the chip-
carved and gold and garnet jewelry as internally late Roman developments. But Part 2
extends such analysis to the kind of material treated by Salin — the Scandinavian and
continental European metalwork of the Migration and Merovingian periods - as well as to
Byzantine, Avaric, and early Carolingian works, culminating with the gold treasure of
Nagyszentmiklos. The key conclusion was that this later material still discloses the same
kind of taste or impulse (Kunstwollen) discernible both in late Roman and later Byzantine
applied arts. Here the argument developed forcefully the earlier opinion of the Swedish
scholar Séderberg — that ultimately there was no autochthonous ‘Barbarian’ art, but rather
a complex development that grew out of the formal elements and design principles of late
Roman decorative arts, one that would continue to evolve as a distinctive new Kuustwollen

3 Bernhard Salin, Die altgermanische Thierornamentik: Typologische Studie iiber germanische Metallgegenstinde ans
dem 1V, bis IX. Jabrhundert, nebst einer Studie iiber irische Ornamentik, trans. by J. Mestorf (Stockholm: Wahlstrom
and Widstrand, 1904). Here also see Basu, ‘Ideal and Material Ornament’, 19—20.

34 Emil Reisch, forward to Alois Riegl, Die spdtrimische Kunst-Industrie, nach den Funden in Osterreich-
Ungarn, Teil 2. Kunstgewerbe des frithen Mittelalters auf Grundlage des nachgelassesen Materials Alois Riegl, bearbeitet
von E. Heinrich Zimmermann (Vienna: Druck und Verlag der dsterreichischen Staatsdrukerei, 1923).

3 Wood, Riegl’s “Mache’, 156-157.
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itself emerged in the course of the medieval period to impel ever new developments across
the European continent.3¢

One cannot emphasize enough the kind of insight and vision that Riegl achieved in
this final stage of his work, albeit with Zimmerman’s help. His reluctance to see the
artifacts of the Migration and Merovingian periods as specific creations of distinct tribal
groups, but rather as a broader response to provincial and late Roman material culture, long
anticipated the archaeological interpretive principles applied today, that now consciously
avoid the attribution of objects and styles to specific tribes or ethnic groups in studying
such material. Riegl, of course, often had recourse to the ‘Germanic’ label, and he does at
times seem to share the kinds of racial assumption current at the time and which now
appear disquieting, to say the least.?” Yet in no instance does he apply the term Germanic
in the essentialist sense so rightly criticized today. Rather, in his efforts to disclose the
underlying Roman impetus or precedent behind the artistic developments achieved by the
Germanic-speaking peoples of the early medieval period, Riegl appears very much to
undercut such essentialist notions. And in this regard he paved the way for the current
deconstruction of the ‘Germanic’ by historians and archaeologists in favor of a new
emphasis on disclosing instead the late Roman roots and connections of what had
previously been seen as ‘Barbarian’ art or material culture.38 Late antique and early medieval
Europe is no longer understood in terms of barbarization and decline, but rather as a
process of transformation in which the Germanic-speaking rulers of early medieval
successor states became the agents and conduits for the survival and adaptation of late
Roman cultural forms and ideas, much as Riegl and Zimmerman described it in the
introduction to Kunstgewerbe des frithen Mittelalters.>

Yet Riegl’s insights here only represent the last of the many ground-breaking
contributions that he made to the field of Art History in his all too brief career. In the
realm of the decorative arts, he paved the way for the study of carpets and textiles as a
serious form of historical inquiry worthy of professional art historians. He then went on to
provide a viable conceptual framework for a developmental history of the whole of
ornament and decorative art in the Mediterranean, Europe, and western Asia, and within a
pluralistic outlook that transcended cultural boundaries. Toward the end of his life, he laid
the groundwork for the modern understanding of late antique and early medieval art in
Europe and the Mediterranean as a positive achievement.

36 Kunstgewerbe des friihen Mittelalters, pp. 15—16.

37 Binstock, ‘Alois Riegl: Monumental Ruir’, p. 23.

38 Here see especially the various essays in Matthias Friedrich and James M. Harland (eds), Interrogating
the Germanic: A Category and its Use in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Betlin and Boston: Walter de
Gruyter, 2021); Guy Halsall, Cemeteries and Societies in Merovingian Gaul: Selected Studies in History and Archaeology,
1992-2009 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), esp. chapters 2 and 3; Philipp von Rummel, Habitus barbarus: Kleidung und
Reprisentation spitantiken Elite im 4.und 5. Jabrbundert (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2007); and
Matthias Friedrich, Image and Ornament in the Early Medieval West. New Perspectives on Post-Roman Art (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2023), esp. chapters 1 and 3.

39 Kunstgewerbe des friihen Mittelalters, pp. 6-8.
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In the extended commentary or annotations that I provided for the English
translation of SZ#/fragen over thirty years ago, it had been my primary goal to draw attention
to the pioneering aspect of this study, by disclosing at length how much subsequent
scholarship has built upon Riegl’s accomplishment. In pointing out as well where Riegl’s
analysis fell short because so much of the relevant material had yet to be discovered, my
objective was also to affirm the relevance and continued utility of S#/fragen, which still
remains the only thorough, synthetic discussion of ancient and medieval ornament as a
larger, unified development.#0 In this essay I hope to have shown how indebted we still are
to Riegl’s pioneering efforts in the field of Islamic carpets and early medieval decorative

metalwork in Europe.

Riegl certainly did not restrict himself to the study of ornament. Because he saw
artistic production in such holistic, unified terms, Riegl directed his keen insights and
sensibilities toward all forms of art, upon which he expounded with no less skill and
imagination than he did with ornamental design. But the chronology of his work shows
that he nonetheless returned constantly to the theme of ornamental or decorative art,
which surely indicates that it held a special place in his scholatly or intellectual outlook, and
quite probably in his own personal taste. Yet what so distinguishes his approach to such art
was his contention that the pleasures we derive as humans from ornamental design,
whether as artists or spectators, operates within a larger historical continuum. It was Riegl’s
focus on the historical dimension of ornament that enables us still to appreciate more
profoundly and properly the inordinately widespread role that such art has always occupied
within the totality of artistic production down to the present time.
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