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Ukrainian Art Historiography of  the 1900–1920s and Riegl’s 
Vision of  Art History: Fedir Sсhmit’s Art Theory as a Case 

Study


Mariana Levytska


Abstract


In recent years, Ukrainian art history has undergone a critical reassessment of  early twentieth-
century scholarship, much of  which was suppressed or marginalized under the Soviet regime. The 
first generation of  professional Ukrainian art historians, including Fedir Schmit (1877–1937), 
emerged alongside the Vienna School but was largely eliminated by the 1930s. This paper pursues 
two main objectives: first, it traces the influence of  Alois Riegl and other representatives of  the 
Vienna School on the formation of  conceptual approaches in early twentieth-century Ukrainian art 
history; and second, it reconsiders the figure of  Fedir Schmit in relation to Riegl’s vision of  art 
history. Particular attention is given to Riegl’s concept of  Kunstwollen and its reception among his 
contemporaries and successors, including the theoretical contribution of  Schmit, with his basic 
principles of  art history that appear to be quite original and important. The study argues that 
differing historiographical engagements with Riegl’s ideas – whether through adoption, 
reinterpretation, or critique – were shaped by the specific cultural, ideological, and institutional 
conditions in which individual scholars operated.


Keywords


Alois Riegl, Kunstwollen, Fedir Schmit, Ukrainian art historiography, taxonomy of  art principles


Introduction


The reexamination and reconstruction of  Ukrainian art historiography at its inception in 
the early twentieth century has garnered increasing scholarly attention. This growing 
interest stems from the pressing need for symbolic and epistemological decolonization of  
knowledge, as well as the restoration of  significant names, ideas, and concepts within 
history of  Ukrainian art history. A notable example is the collection of  studies entitled 
‘Entangled Art Histories in Ukraine’ (2025), which underscored the necessity of  aligning 
the Ukrainian timeline with broader European trajectories, moving beyond the isolationist 
paradigm of  Russian-Soviet historiography, and identifying both the limitations and 
distinctive characteristics of  Ukrainian scholarship at the beginning of  the twentieth 
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century.  Conferences organized around the Vienna School of  Art History have further 1

advanced this process, fostering new opportunities for professional dialogue among 
international researchers.  
2

Within the broader effort to restore historical figures and reassess foundational 
concepts, the contribution of  Fedir Schmit warrants particular attention for both 
biographical and positional reasons (Fig. 1).  Notably, Schmit authored the first conceptual 3

theoretical work within the Ukrainian milieu of  art historians: ‘Art: Its Psychology, Its Stylistics, 
Its Evolution’ (1919, Kharkiv).  This work was composed during the First World War (1915–4

1918) and the tumultuous formation of  the Ukrainian People’s Republic (1918) following 
the collapse of  the Russian Empire.


Conversely, Schmit’s academic formation occurred within the Russian imperial 
context of  universities and scholarly societies, which predominantly focused on Kyivan Rus 
and post-Byzantine art monuments, often under the auspices of  the Russian cultural 
affiliation and broader project of  legitimizing imperial ideology. As Aaron J. Cohen has 
demonstrated, art criticism in late imperial Russia increasingly operated as a hybrid domain, 
merging professional scholarship with ideological discourse.  This trend persisted in 5

modern Russian historiography, which produced numerous studies on Schmit between 
1980 and 2013. Although Russian scholars provide a detailed historical context for Schmit’s 
intellectual biography, they frequently present it as insular and shaped primarily by Russian 
influences.  This tendency is partly attributable to Schmit’s own preference for citing 6

Russian cultural discourse of  the late nineteenth and early twentieth century (such as Lev  
Tolstoy, Andrey Vvedensky, Lev Gumilyov, and Pavel Florensky), while only occasionally 
referencing foreign scholars (such as Hippolyte Taine, Heinrich Wölfflin, Wilhelm 
Worringer, Aby Warburg, Solomon Reinach, Alois Riegl, and Joseph Strzygowski) and 

 See Stefaniia Demchuk and Illia Levchenko (eds.), Entangled Art Histories in Ukraine (New York and 1

London: Routledge, 2025). 
 Four biennial conferences, ‘The Vienna School of  Art History,’ organised by the Institute of  Art 2

History of  the Czech Academy of  Sciences since 2019, have become an important forum for scholarly 
exchange among Ukrainian art historians.

 ‘Schmit, Fedir Ivanovich’, Encyclopedia of  the History of  Ukraine, Institute of  History of  Ukraine 3

NASU,  URL: http://history.org.ua/?termin=Schmit_F (Accessed 16 September 2025).
 Fedor Schmit, Iskusstvo – ego psikhologia, ego stilistika, ego evolutsia. [Art: Its Psychology, Its 4

Stylistics, Its Evolution]. Seria: Kulturno-Istoricheskaia Biblioteka, pod red. D. Bagaleya.  Kharkov: 
Knigoisdatelstvo Soyuz, 1919.

 Aaron J. Cohen, ‘Profession or Politics? Modernism and the Rhetoric of  Art Criticism in Late 5

Imperial Russia, 1898–1917’, in Critical Exchange: Art Criticism of  the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries in Russia 
and Western Europe, ed. by Carol Adlam and Juliet Simpson (Bern: Peter Lang, 2009), pp. 113–128.

 Vladimir N. Prokofiev, ‘Fedor Ivanovich Schmit (1877–1941) i ego teoriia progressivno-6

tsiklicheskogo razvitiia iskusstva [Fedor Ivanovich Shmit (1877–1941) and His Theory of  the Progressive-
Cyclical Development of  Art]’ Sovetskoe iskusstvoznanie ’80, 2 (1981), 252–285; Ludmila Sychenkova, ‘Fedor 
Ivanovich Schmit: kulturno-istoricheskoye prochtenie biografii i ego teoria tsyklicheskogo razvitiya 
nauki’  [Fyodor Ivanovich Schmidt: A Cultural-Historical Reading of  His Biography and His Theory of  
Cyclical Development of  Science] in: Schmit F.I. Izbrannoye. Iskusstvo: Problemy teorii I Istorii (Sankt-Petersburg: 
Tsentr Humanitarnych Initsiativ, 2013), 789–861.
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deliberately avoiding overt engagement with Western authors.  Despite efforts by several 7

Ukrainian scholars, including Serhii Bilokin, to recover Schmit’s name and legacy within the 
Ukrainian context and to reconstruct his intellectual biography, he remains a figure marked 
by ambiguity in both his personal life and scholarly perspective. 
8

Revisiting the discussions from the IV Conference on the Vienna School of  Art 
History and the legacy of  Alois Riegl offers an opportunity to examine the Ukrainian 
context through the lens of  contemporary issues in early twentieth-century art-historical 
discourse, identifying points of  intersection, and facilitate comparison. Chronologically, 
Schmit (1877–1937) belonged to the younger generation of  contemporaries and followers 
of  Alois Riegl (1858–1905), sharing a common intellectual milieu. Although Schmit initially 
appears unconnected to the Viennese context, this impression is misleading. In the 
foreword to the 2023 Ukrainian edition of  Schmit’s book, Andriy Puchkov called this book 
opera aperta, positioning him somewhere between Henrich Wölfflin and Ernst Gombrich, 
suggesting his engagement with Western European traditions of  ‘contemplation of  the 
artwork’, as well as between Jakob Burckhardt and Max Dvořák, who emphasized the 
systematization of  cultural history and the inherent patterns of  artistic development.  
9

 From the very outset of  Bolshevik rule, it became clear that such caution was well justified, as 7

engagement with Western theoretical concepts was not tolerated by the official authorities. Another aspect of  
recent Russian historiography (up to the 2020s) is its tendentious treatment of  the Ukrainian period of  Fedor 
Shmit’s career. Rather than highlighting his innovative ideas and his effort to construct a comprehensive 
theory of  art –  grounded in the psychology of  artistic creativity, its driving forces, and its sociological 
conditions –  this historiography has tended to overemphasize quasi-‘nationalist’ issues and problems the 
scholar encountered in Kharkiv and Kyiv. In this way, a particular interpretive lens has been constructed to 
suggest the ‘sterility’ of  the Ukrainian intellectual milieu and its supposed inability to produce theoretical 
reflection. See Lidia Sychenkova, ‘Fedor Ivanovich Schmit’, pp. 790–791. The shift of  Schmit’s intellectual 
centre was closely connected with the onset of  Bolshevik repression of  the Ukrainian intellectual elite, 
marked by the first suspicions directed at Ukrainian scholars and arrests in 1919 – as well as with the relative 
financial marginalization of  Kyiv compared to Moscow and Petrograd in the 1920s and 1930s. See ‘Schmit, 
Fedir Ivanovych’, Encyclopedia of  the History of  Ukraine, Institute of  History of  Ukraine NASU, URL: http://
history.org.ua/?termin=Schmit_F (accessed 16 September 2025); Vitaly Ananiev, ‘F. I. Schmit po 
epistoliarnym materialam iz archivnogo fonda S. Platonova [F. I. Schmit Based on Epistolary Materials from 
the Archival Fund of  S. F. Platonov], Scripta Antiqua, 7 (2019), 393–410. Available at https://
www.academia.edu/41693757 (accessed 11 September 2025).

 Serhii Bilokin, ‘Ukrainska zirka vchenoho [Ukrainian Star of  a Scholar]’, Pamiatky Ukrainy, 1 (1987), 8

24–26; Iryna Khodak, ‘Naukovo-doslidna kafedra mystectvoznavstva: pochatkovyi etap diyalnosti (1922–
1924) [Research Department of  Art History: The Initial Stage of  Activity (1922–1924)]’, Studii 
Mystetstvoznavchi, 2 (2014), 109–125.

 Andriy Puchkov, ‘Den syntezu’ v kvartali sadyb, abo traktat Fedora Schmita v evropejskij nautsi pro 9

mystetstvo [‘Synthesis Day’ in the Manor Quarter, or Fedir Schmitt’s Treatise in European Art Studies], in 
Fedir Schmit. Mystetstvo: yogo psykhologiya, yogo stylistyka, yogo evolutsiya [Art: Its Psychology, Its Stylistics, Its 
Evolution], trans. and commented by Andriy Puchkov, ed. by Kateryna Stanislavska (Kyiv: DUKH I 
LITERA, 2023), pp. 7–43. Here Puchkov, among many different and slightly controversial references, 
referring to Umberto Eco’s book ‘Opera aperta: forma e indeterminazione nelle poetiche 
contemporance’ (1962), approaching Schmit’s work as an opera aperta, open to further reinterpretation beyond 
Soviet historiography. 
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Analysis of  Schmit’s publications from the 1920s reveals that he either intuitively or 
deliberately aligned with the tradition of  Western European general art science, or 
Allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft, and his meta art historical exercises particularly resonated with 
Riegl’s concept of  Kunstwollen or the idea of  Gestaltender Wille, as articulated by scholars 
such as Worringer.  Although Schmit pursued his research largely beyond the European 10

discourse, his theory reflected various intellectual traditions, giving it an eclectic character. 
One relevant figure, besides Riegl, for Schmit was Wölfflin, whose ideas informed Schmit’s 
thinking on artistic forms, and whose Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe (1915) Schmit explicitly 
cited, echoing Wölfflin’s analysis of  formal oppositions, the historical variability of  artistic 
vision, and the attempt to construct the history of  art through the evolution of  visual 
perception. 
11

Another possible source for Schmit’s theoretical framework could have been Karl 
Lamprecht’s extended essay Einführung in das historische Denken (1912), a programmatic text 
for the cultural-historical method (Kulturgeschichte). Lamprecht advocated a broader 
historical approach that examined the psychology and culture of  societies, introducing the 
concept of  the mentality of  an era, and legitimizing the study of  art as an expression of  
collective psychology. It is thus unsurprising that Schmit also began his analysis with issues 
of  artistic creativity and perception.


Concurrently, representatives of  the Vienna School, most notably Max Dvořák (in 
his Zeitgeist), developed an interpretation of  art as the expression of  an epoch’s spiritual and 
intellectual orientation, articulating this perspective from 1913 onward. Within this 
framework, artistic styles were viewed as manifestations of  historically conditioned ideas 
and cultural values. By comparison, Schmit introduced the concept of  a cultural world, in 
which cultural unity was defined by a shared cultural memory and consciousness. This 
aligns with Riegl’s position that artistic style is determined less by external factors – such as 
materials or techniques – than by a culture’s internal drive toward specific forms of  visual 
expression. Riegl’s assertion that man is ‘not only a passive, sensory recipient, but also an 
active being who wishes to interpret the world in such a way (varying from one people, 
region, or epoch to another) that it most clearly and obligingly meets his desires’ reveals a 
position remarkably close to Schmit’s own attempt to construct a coherent and internally 
logical cultural system.  Thus, Schmit’s theoretical model emerged within a broader 12

 Wilhelm Worringer’s psychological interpretation of  artistic styles, particularly his opposition 10

between abstraction and empathy, parallels Fedor Shmit’s attempt to explain stylistic change through broader 
cultural and psychological dynamics, although Shmit developed this idea within a cyclical model of  artistic 
development. See Andriy Puchkov, ‘Den syntezu’ v kvartali sadyb.., p. 11.

 Unfortunately, the citation practices employed by Schmit –  as well as those generally used in 11

Ukrainian historiography of  the 1910s and 1920s – provide little indication of  the sources for quotations and 
references. 

 Alois Reigl, ‘The Main Characteristics of  the Late Roman Kunstwollen’, as quoted in The Art of  Art 12

History: A Critical Anthology, ed. by Donald Preziosi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 155–161.
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intellectual milieu that interpreted artistic form as an expression of  historically conditioned 
cultural consciousness.


This article attempts to deepen the perspective on Ukrainian historiography in the 
context of  the Vienna School and its influence, particularly regarding certain theoretical 
concepts of  Riegl and their reception, as exemplified by the work of  Schmit. The proposed 
topic is supported by a broad yet heterogeneous historiography, encompassing the 
scholarly writings of  Schmit and Riegl, subsequent commentaries on their work, and recent 
studies that critically reassess Riegl’s scholarship and that of  his contemporaries, as well as 
critique of  Sсhmit’s theoretical positions. 
13

Among these publications, multifaceted analyses of  Riegl’s contribution to the 
development of  early twentieth-century art history and his subsequent influence can be 
found in the works of  Margaret Iversen, Margaret Olin, Jas Elsner, Matthew Rampley, and 
Christopher S. Wood.  These studies combine a panoramic scope with nuanced 14

interpretations of  Riegl’s key concepts and the debates surrounding them. Rampley, for 
instance, has demonstrated how Riegl sought to formulate general laws governing art and 
its historical development, a perspective that enables a productive comparison with 
Sсhmit’s theoretical model.  Olin, in turn, has argued that for Riegl the meaning of  the 15

artwork emerges through its interaction with the viewer rather than as an isolated or purely 
formal object.  Similarly, Sсhmit devotes particular attention to both the psychology of  16

artistic creation and the psychology of  perception, and this part of  his theory deserves its 
own article, considering his positioning in the era. 
17

This article focuses on an analysis of  the third part of  Schmit’s book Art: Its 
Psychology, Its Stylistics, Its Evolution, in which he formulates the fundamental principles of  art 
history and develops his distinctive scheme of  stylistic classification, thereby underscoring 
the methodological significance of  his approach. The book was published in Kharkiv in 
1919, at a time when the city had become the principal political centre of  the Soviet project 

 Alois Riegl, Historical Grammar of  the Visual Arts, trans. by Jacqueline E. Jung (New York: Zone 13

Books, 2021); Alois Riegl, The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, ed. and trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold 
Witte (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2010).

 Margaret Iversen, Alois Riegl: Art History and Theory (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1993), pp. 2–17; 14

Margaret Olin, Forms of  Representation in Alois Riegl’s Theory of  Art (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1992); Jas Elsner, ‘From Empirical Evidence to the Big Picture: Some Reflections on Riegl’s 
Concept of  Kunstwollen’, Critical Inquiry, 32.4 (2006), pp. 741–766; Matthew Rampley, The Vienna School of  
Art History. Empire and the Politics of  Scholarship, 1847–1918 (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania University 
Press, 2013), pp. 31–35, 37–46; Christopher S. Wood, The Vienna School Reader: Politics and Art Historical Method 
in the 1930s (New York: Zone Books, 2000), pp. 9–73; 87–104; Michael D. Gubser, ‘Time and History in Alois 
Riegl’s Theory of  Perception’, Journal of  the History of  Ideas, 66 (2005), 451–474.

 Rampley, The Vienna School of  Art History, pp. 41–45.15

 Margaret Olin, ‘Forms of  Respect; Alois Reigl’s Concept of  Attentiveness’,  Art Bulletin, 71 (1989), 16

285–299.
 Fedir Schmit, Mystetstvo: yogo psykhologiya, yogo stylistyka, yogo evolutsiya [Art: Its Psychology, Its Stylistics, 17

Its Evolution] (Kyiv: DUKH I LITERA, 2023), 67–96.
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in Ukraine, in contrast to Kyiv as the national centre. Despite this context, the work – 
written in Russian – appeared in the Cultural-Historical Library series, edited by Ukrainian 
literary scholar Dmytro Bahalii (who, like Schmit, would soon face repression), illustrating 
the ambivalent conditions under which Ukrainian scholarship and the study of  Ukrainian 
culture were conducted in the Russian language. To fully understand and appreciate 
Schmit’s contribution, it is necessary to briefly consider his biography, which reflects the 
turbulent historical circumstances of  the period and helps situate his intellectual position.


1. The Intellectual Biography of  Fedir Schmit


Fedir (Theodor, Karl, Ernest) Schmit (1877–1937), known as a Ukrainian and Russian art 
historian, Byzantinist, and museologist, was born in St. Petersburg in a German family – 
both factors that proved important for his subsequent intellectual path. He studied history 
at St. Petersburg University (1895–1900), and further worked on his master’s thesis at the 
Russian Archaeological Institute in Constantinople (1901–1903). Schmit later recalled this 
period, noting that he attached great importance to attending Karl Krumbacher’s lectures 
in Munich (1903).


In 1909, Schmit obtained his master’s degree with a thesis on the Byzantine mosaics 
of  the Kahriyye Jami Mosque, supervised by Adrian Prakhov. At that time, his scholarly 
network included prominent Byzantinists such as Fedor Uspensky and Dmitry Ainalov, 
both influenced by Nikodim Kondakov and connected with Odessa University. Between 
1908 and 1912, Schmit was appointed scientific secretary of  the Russian Archaeological 
Institute in Constantinople. This was an environment in which new research in Byzantine 
art studies was actively discussed, and Schmit later referred to his professional 
correspondence with Josef  Strzygowski as evidence of  his engagement. Also Schmit’s 
occasional reviewes of  German-language materials – published in journals such as 
Byzantinische Zeitschrift (1905, 1908), particularly on the works of  Strzygowski – demonstrate 
his active involvement in contemporary Byzantine studies.  Schmit’s German-speaking 18

background became an important factor that broadened his intellectual horizons and 
fostered his inclination toward theoretical reflection. At the beginning of  his book, he 
briefly reflects on his background and positionality – as a German scholar within the 
Russian imperial milieu – observing that this position also entailed a degree of  alienation 

 Fedor Shmit,  Review of  Eine Alexandrinische Weltchronik: Text und Miniaturen eines griechischen Papyrus 18

der Sammlung W. Golenischev, by Adolf  Bauer and Josef  Strzygowski, in Vizantiyskiy Vremennik, 13.2 (1906), 
445–449; Fedor Shmit, Review of  Die Miniaturen des serbischen Psalters der Königlichen Hof- und Staatsbibliothek in 
München, by Josef  Strzygowski, in Zhurnal Ministerstva Narodnogo Prosveshcheniya, (December 1908), 423–432; 
Fedor Shmit, Review of  Johannes von Gaza und Paulus Silentiarius: Kunstbeschreibungen aus justinianischer Zeit, by 
Paul Friedländer, in Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 22 (1913), 152–154.
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from his Russian colleagues, who harbored latent Germanophobic attitudes, particularly 
during and in the aftermath of  the First World War.  
19

From a contemporary perspective, Sсhmit’s scholarly contribution should be 
understood as multilayered and differentiated across Ukrainian and Russian contexts. For 
instance, Lidia Sychenkova interprets the emergence of  Schmit’s ‘innovative 
methodological paradigm’ exclusively as a ‘Russian idea of  the synthesis of  the arts’, 
allegedly absorbed into the Russian intellectual sphere.  Similarly, Vladimir Prokofiev 20

emphasizes the ‘cyclical-progressive character’ of  Sсhmit’s theory, although this aspect was 
not articulated as explicitly as Soviet historiography might have preferred.  In reality the 21

constellation of  influences and references underlying Sсhmit’s work appears far more 
diverse and complex, particularly during his most theoretically productive period in Ukraine 
(Fig. 2). 
22

This Ukrainian period in Schmit’s biography was connected with his most 
intellectually productive period in Kharkiv and Kyiv between 1912 and 1924, initially within 
imperial scientific structures and later within reformed Ukrainian scientific institutions. In 
1912, he was appointed head of  the Department of  Theory and History of  Art at Kharkiv 
University, where he taught until 1916 and collected data on medieval art monuments in 
Kyiv and Volhynia. In 1914, he was commissioned by the Russian Archaeological Society to 
study the mosaics of  St. Sophia Cathedral in Kyiv and was actively involved in their 
preservation.


Schmit greeted the events of  the Ukrainian national liberation struggle and the 
establishment of  the Ukrainian People’s Republic (UNR) in 1917–1918 with caution, as he 
did not position himself  within the Ukrainian national movement. This was a period of  
profound political uncertainty in Ukraine, marked by competing forces: proponents of  
UNR independence, the Bolsheviks, and supporters of  the White Guard’s imperial 
restoration. The Ukrainian scholar V. Sheiko, in his analysis of  the intellectual biographies 
of  Kharkiv academics, has described this as a ‘diversification of  views during the Ukrainian 

 Vitaly Ananiev, ‘F. I. Schmit Based on Epistolary Materials from the Archival Fund of  S. F. 19

Platonov’, Scripta Antiqua, 7 (2019), 395; Lidia Sychenkova, ‘Fedor Ivanovich Schmit: kulturno-istoricheskoye 
prochtenie biografii i ego teoria tsyklicheskogo razvitiya nauki’, in Schmit, Izbrannoye. Iskusstvo: Problemy teorii I 
Istorii (Sankt-Petersburg: Tsentr Humanitarnych Initsiativ, 2013), p. 817.

 Ibid., p. 817.20

 Vladimir N. Prokofiev, ‘Fedor Ivanovich Shmit (1877–1941) i ego teoriia progressivno-21

tsiklicheskogo razvitiia iskusstva [and His Theory of  the Progressive-Cyclical Development of  Art]’,  Sovetskoe 
iskusstvoznanie ’80, 2 (1981), p. 256.

 Schmit, Encyclopedia of  the History of  Ukraine, Institute of  History of  Ukraine NASU, <http://22

resource.history.org.ua/cgibin/eiu/history.exe?Z21ID=&I21DBN=EIU&P21DBN=&S21STR=Shmit_F.>; 
Iryna Khodak, ‘Naukovo-doslidna kafedra mystectvoznavstva: pochatkovyi etap diyalnosti 
(1922-1924)’ [Research Department of  Art History: The Initial Stage of  Activity (1922–1924)], Studii 
Mystetstvoznavchi, 2 (2014), p. 110; Olga Pavlova, ‘Naukova I pedagogichna diyalnist F.I. Schmita – professora 
Kharkivskoho Universytetu’ [Scholarly and Pedagogical activities of  F.I. Schmit as a professor of  the Kharkiv 
University], 526.33 (2001), 260–268.
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Revolution of  1917–1921.’  These turbulent years, characterized by major upheavals and 23

material hardship, compelled most of  Ukrainian art historians to focus primarily on the 
inventorying and preservation of  works of  art rather than on theoretical reflection. 
Nevertheless, the period was marked by notable scholarly and publishing activity, as 
researchers sought to assert the intellectual agency of  Ukrainian scholarship. In response to 
both academic and educational needs, the historical-literary journal ‘Nashe mynule’ (‘Our 
Past’) was established, along with its supplement ‘Ukrainske mystetstvo’ (‘Ukrainian Art’) in 
1918.


In one of  his survey for this journal, entitled The Archaeological Department, Sсhmit 
proposed establishing a state system to protect archaeological monuments in Ukraine in the 
aftermath of  the Bolshevik Revolution of  1917 and the ensuing wave of  vandalism 
targeting religious and bourgeois monuments. He emphasized the need to found the 
Central Archaeological Commission, coordinated systematic registration of  monuments, 
the archaeological excavations, replenishment of  museum collections, and state supervision 
of  the preservation of  antiquities. In effect, the text functioned as a programmatic 
proposal for the creation of  a centralized Ukrainian archaeological institution.   
24

These ideas were undoubtedly influenced by the monument-preservation practices 
of  the Central Commission for the Research and Preservation of  Art and Historical 
Monuments in Vienna (k. k. Zentralkommission für Erforschung und Erhaltung der Kunst- und 
historischen Denkmale), as well as by the contributions of  Riegl (1903–1905) and Dvořák 
(1909–1921), including his Katechismus der Denkmalpflege (1916), whose concepts Sсhmit 
sought to adapt to Ukrainian realities. In 1919, he also published a work on the theory and 
history of  museology, in which he again referred to Austrian models.  Thus, this 25

represents a clear practical case of  Schmit’s assimilation and application of  Viennese 
experience in the Ukrainian context. The more indirect theoretical discussion will be 
addressed a bit later.


Although Schmit was not directly involved in the Ukrainian national-liberation 
movement as an initiator or political leader, he soon became one of  the founders of  the 
All-Ukrainian Committee for the Protection of  Monuments of  Antiquity and Art and, 
beginning in 1919, headed its museum section. In the summer of  1919, he signed a 

 Vasyl Sheiko, ‘Dyversyfikatsiia pohliadiv staroi intelihentsii u chasy ukrainskoi revoliutsii 1917–1921 23

rokiv’ [Diversification of  the Views of  the Old Intelligentsia during the Ukrainian Revolution of  1917–1921], 
The Culturology Ideas, 15 (2019), p. 53.

 Fedir Schmit, ‘Archeologichne Vidomstvo’ [Archeological Department], Nashe Mynule, 2 (1918), pp. 24

189–193.
 Fedor Schmit, Istoricheskiye, etnograficheskiye, khudozhesvennyye muzei; Ocherk istorii I teorii muzeynogo dela 25

[Historical, Ethnographic, and Art Museums: An Essay on the History and Theory of  Museology], (Seria 
Kulturno-Istoricheskaya Biblioteka pod red. D. Bahaleya (Kharkov, 1919) – The work preceded the 
publication of  another Ukrainian museologist, director of  the National Museum in Lviv, Ilarion Sventsitskyi. 
See Stefania Demchuk, Illia Levchenko, and Mariana Levytska, ‘University as a Seat of  art History’, in 
Entangled Art Histories Entangled Art Histories in Ukraine, ed. by Stefania Demchuk and Illia Levchenko (New 
York and London: Routledge, 2025), p. 23.
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collective letter from the Kharkiv intelligentsia addressed to Western scholars, protesting 
against the Red Terror – an action that, among other factors, contributed to his first arrest 
in December 1920. In the spring of  1921, he was sentenced by the Kharkiv Revolutionary 
Tribunal to three years of  forced labor, with the sentence suspended. 
26

After relocating to Kyiv in 1921, Schmit – recognized as one of  the most qualified 
art historians of  his time alongside Mykola Biliashivsky and Mykola Vasylenko – became a 
founder and the first chairman of  the Archaeological Committee, served as director of  
both the Kyivan Pechersk Lavra Museum of  Cults and the museum at St. Sophia Cathedral 
(1923), and, from 1922 to 1924, held a leading position within the Ukrainian Academy of  
Sciences, heading the Kyiv Research Department of  Art Studies (Fig. 3). 


However, not everything in Schmit’s Kyiv career proceeded smoothly. Ultimately, the 
circumstances proved unsuitable for productive scholarly work: ‘The life of  the Ukrainian 
Academy of  Sciences is dull […], and F. Schmit wishes to move to Moscow, as it has 
become difficult for him to live in Ukraine and he finds himself  out of  favor with the 
Ukrainians’.   His correspondence from this period reveals detailed and impartial accounts 27

of  a crisis in publishing, lack of  funding and support for archives, and indifference of  local 
authorities to monument preservation –  all contributing to a serious decline in research 
activity. As he noted, ‘Science has come to a halt, as scholars are preoccupied with securing 
a living wage.”’  Disillusioned by these internal contradictions, organizational challenges, 28

ideological constraints, and the lack of  substantive professional exchange, Schmit relocated 
to Moscow in 1924, where he began working at the Research Institute of  Art History.


In December of  the same year, Schmit was appointed head of  the State Institute of  
Art History in Petrograd. However, his subsequent career was cut short by political 
repression: in 1933, Schmit was arrested and exiled to Central Asia; in 1937, he was 
sentenced to death by the NKVD and executed in Tashkent, thus bringing his scholarly 
career to a tragic end. 
29

 Schmit, Encyclopedia of  the History of  Ukraine, Institute of  History of  Ukraine NASU, <http://26

resource.history.org.ua/cgibin/eiu/history.exe?Z21ID=&I21DBN=EIU&P21DBN=&S21STR=Shmit_F.>.
 Ibid., p. 405.27

 Vitaly Ananiev, ‘F. I. Schmit po epistolyarnym materialam iz archivnogo fonda S.F.Platonova’ [F. I. 28

Schmit Based on Epistolary Materials from the Archival Fund of  S. F. Platonov’, Scripta Antiqua, 7 (2019), 
404.

 Furthermore, since 1924, an unofficial taboo had been imposed on Schmit’s theoretical concept. In 29

1933, the entire Kharkiv section of  art history was subjected to mass arrests, including many of  Schmit’s 
former students from his time in Kharkiv, who were subsequently sent to labor camps in Kolyma, 
Kazakhstan, and Siberia. See Sychenkova Ludmila, ‘Fedor Ivanovich Schmit: kulturno-istoricheskoye 
prochtenie biografii..’, p. 819.
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2. Sсhmit’s Art Theory: A Case Study of  the Art Historical Method


At the Department of  General History and Theory of  Art at Kharkiv University between 
1912 and 1916, Schmit delivered numerous public lectures to audiences, who demanded a 
straightforward, practical theory of  art – one that could explain the patterns or laws 
governing artistic creativity. This expectation closely paralleled the motivations of  academic 
audiences in Vienna and elsewhere at the beginning of  the twentieth century. The tension 
between empirical evidences and grand historical narratives emerged as a fundamental 
methodological problem in art history during this period. It was precisely this 
methodological challenge that Riegl addressed in his essay Die Kunstgeschichte und die 
Universalgeschichte (1898), which marked a shift from the predominantly stylistic and 
biographical tradition of  German art history toward an interpretation of  art as part of  
broader cultural and historical processes.


While remaining a rigorous empiricist in his analysis of  forms, objects, and styles, 
Riegl simultaneously sought to construct a comprehensive narrative of  formal 
development. In this context, Jas Elsner has argued that Riegl’s concept of  Kunstwollen 
functioned as a methodological bridge between the empirical analysis of  individual 
artworks and large-scale historical interpretations of  artistic development.  As Elsner 30

observes, ‘This complexity of  the relations between the particular and the general, between 
the material exemplar and the great philosophical or historical theory, is a special mark of  
Alois Riegl’s work in art history and, indeed, one of  his greatest legacies.’  It was precisely 31

this formulation that shaped an emerging art-historical paradigm extending far beyond the 
University of  Vienna.


Undoubtedly, Schmit’s formulation of  his theory was influenced by prevailing trends 
toward scientific systematization in the natural sciences, as well as by the need to establish 
history as a science of  the ‘social evolution of  humanity’.  As he noted in his 32

autobiography, in the late 1920s: ‘The year 1915 marked a decisive shift from the purely 
narrative history of  art to the theory of  art and the methodology of  art studies, which had 
been conceived earlier. It was in this field that my scholarly interests were concentrated 
over the following decade.’  This orientation reflected a broader aspiration to transform art 33

history from a descriptive discipline into a theoretically grounded and methodologically 
coherent field of  inquiry.


 Jas Elsner, ‘From Empirical Evidence to the Big Picture: Some Reflections on Riegl’s Concept of  30

Kunstwollen’, Critical Inquiry, 32.4 (2006), pp. 741–766.
 Ibid., p. 751.31

 Schmit, Mystetstvo: yogo psykhologiya, yogo stylistyka, yogo evolutsiya [Art: Its Psychology, Its Stylistics, Its 32

Evolution], trans. and commented by Andriy Puchkov, ed. by Kateryna Stanislavska (Kyiv: DUKH I 
LITERA, 2023), pp. 61–62.

 Vitaly Ananiev, ‘F. I. Schmit Based on Epistolary Materials from the Archival Fund of  S. F. 33

Platonov’, Scripta Antiqua, 7 (2019), p. 399.
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Like Riegl, Sсhmit sought to subsume individual works of  art under broader 
categories, linking artistic phenomena and identifying their shared features. As Riegl wrote 
in the preface to Stilfragen, ‘What was previously separated and distinguished must now be 
brought together and considered from a unified point of  view.’  Schmit aimed to construct 34

a coherent interpretative system in which individual artistic forms could be understood as 
interconnected artistic phenomena, likewise acquired meaning only when interpreted as 
elements of  a larger and internally coherent cultural system.


In several important respects, Schmit’s book proves unexpectedly resonant with 
Riegl’s Historical Grammar of  the Fine Arts, also published posthumously in 1966 and later 
translated and commented on by a number of  modern researchers.  This convergence 35

reflects broader theoretical concerns that preoccupied art historians in the early twentieth 
century – concerns that were particularly salient for Schmit within the Ukrainian context, 
while the Russian scholarly milieu often remained skeptical of  such approaches, dismissing 
them as speculative ‘German wisdom.’  However, in this sense, Schmit’s work failed to 36

become part of  this broader transnational methodological shift and ultimately remained an 
isolated intellectual project.


Notably, Schmit first articulated the foundations of  his theory in his 1915 lecture, 
‘The Laws of  History: An Introduction to the General History of  Art,’ delivered in 
Kharkiv. In this presentation, he explicitly established connections between art and general 
history, asserting: ‘If  there are any laws of  history at all, they can only be manifested in the 
evolution of  cultural-historical worlds.’  Within this text, Schmit formulated a set of  37

principles governing artistic creativity – specifically, the principles of  range, succession, periodicity, 
shifting centers, and inertia. Collectively, these principles constitute the conceptual framework 
of  Schmit’s theory of  art, and each merits further analysis.


In articulating his principle of  range (implied as range of  creative activity or creative 
will), Schmit posits that each ethnic group or culture possesses a distinct creative capacity, 
limiting it to the production of  certain types – typically two or three – rather than the full 
spectrum of  artistic forms.  To illustrate this, he analyzes the architecture of  wooden 38

churches in Ukraine-Rus from the eleventh to the eighteenth centuries, emphasizing the 
role of  psychological stability in shaping artistic output. Schmit characterizes this tradition 

 Rampley, The Vienna School of  Art History, p. 40.34

  Aloїs Riegl, Historical Grammar of  the Visual Arts, trans. by Jaqueline E. Jung, foreword by 35

Benjamin Bibstock (New York: Zone Books, 2004); Rampley, The Vienna School of  Art History, p. 42.
 Vladimir Prokofiev, ‘Fedor Ivanovich Schmit (1877–1941) i ego teoriia progressivno-tsiklicheskogo 36

razvitiia iskusstva’ [Fedor Ivanovich Schmit (1877–1941) and His Theory of  the Progressive-Cyclical 
Development of  Art], Sovetskoe iskusstvoznanie ’80, 2 (1981), 261; Sychenkova Ludmila, ‘Fedor Ivanovich 
Schmit: kulturno-istoricheskoye prochtenie biografii i ego teoria tsyklicheskogo razvitiya nauki’ in: Schmit F.I. 
Izbrannoye. Iskusstvo: Problemy teorii I Istorii (Sankt-Petersburg: Tsentr Humanitarnych Initsiativ, 2013), p. 819.

 Fedir Schmit, Mystetstvo: yogo psykhologiya, yogo stylistyka, yogo evolutsiya [Art: Its Psychology, Its Stylistics, 37

Its Evolution], trans. and commented by Andriy Puchkov, ed. by Kateryna Stanislavska (Kyiv: DUKH I 
LITERA, 2023), p. 63.

 Ibid., p. 311.38
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as ‘essentially archaic,’ achieving artistic rhythm through the interplay of  horizontal and 
vertical elements. He contends that this unique realization of  rhythm appeals to both 
builders and audiences, as these forms are not only unrelated to practical needs but are also 
technically difficult to execute.  Schmit further notes: ‘Each ethnic group has a preferred 39

art (or arts) and possesses its own impulses for artistic creativity. Some ethnic groups are of  
an emotional nature – inclined to express feelings and moods in art – while others direct 
more mental energy toward intellectual pursuits.’  In this way, Schmit interpreted artistic 40

production as a culturally conditioned manifestation of  collective psychological structure. 
Artistic style, therefore, emerged in Schmit’s theory not as a neutral formal category, but as 
a reflection of  culturally specific modes of  perception and creativity. 


Certain parallels may be drawn between Schmit’s principle of  range and Riegl’s concept 
of  Kunstwollen, as both aim to account for the artistic expression within a particular culture. 
In articulating Kunstwollen, Riegl also proposed idea of  art will or art driver, as an inherent 
force, that markers of  individual originality are situated within broader collective processes 
of  stylistic transformation.  By arguing that the artist is shaped primarily by the evolving 41

dynamics of  formal systems, available choices, and artistic and technical constraints – 
rather than by individual agency – Riegl’s scholarship effectively challenged earlier cyclical 
evolutionary models. Schmit, however, does not reject the notion of  cyclical development, 
further elaborating it through his analysis of  the principle of  periodicity, understanding it in a 
rather peculiar way.


Schmit’s principle of  periodicity pertains to the specific historical and chronological 
sequencing of  art’s development, as well as to the identification of  the psychological 
factors, driving this development of  styles. This principle is understood as revealing 
processes unfolding within the deeper layers of  the collective psyche of  artists and society, in 
which the artist is viewed as a representative of  the artistic will. In her analysis of  Schmit’s 
theory of  driving forces, Demchuk also notes this similarity to Riegl’s concept of  
Kunstwollen.  In Schmit’s framework, periodicity is conceived as a closed cycle, governed 42

by the immanent laws of  nature and evolution (Fig. 1). 


To demonstrate the dialectic of  artistic development and to establish a systematic 
classification of  the arts, Schmit devised an original scheme of  cyclical-phase periodization 
of  culture, which – like Riegl’s approach – is grounded in the prevailing form of  artistic 
thinking characteristic of  a given era. This mode of  thought, whether idealistic or realistic, 
depending on the formally defined plastic problem, determined the ‘style’ of  art, which 
ultimately corresponded to the culture as a whole. Schmit illustrates the principle of  

 Ibid., p. 292.39

 Ibid., p. 285.40

 Donald Preziosi (ed.), Anthropology and/as Art History, in The Art of  Art History: A Critical 41

Anthology (Oxford: Oxford University Press), p. 152.
 Demchuk, ‘Fedir Schmit’s “Art, Its Psychology, Its Styles, and Evolution” 1919 and the Vienna 42

School’, in Entangled Art Histories in Ukraine, p. 45.
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periodicity with examples from various historical epochs and concludes that this principle 
enables one to anticipate the character of  subsequent artistic stages: ‘If  periodicity is a 
universal historical law of  evolution, then our present art must give way to a new art that 
will decisively negate it, becoming its direct opposite,’ thereby justifying the emergence of  
idealistic, non-mimetic art in the avant-garde, ‘since a new cycle is beginning.’ 
43

In this respect, Schmit’s principle resonates with Riegl’s conception of  stylistic 
development as a continuous historical process, rather than a simple sequence of  rise and 
decline. By advancing a theory of  ‘continuous growth’ in art, in which each period is 
characterized by its own Kunstwollen, Riegl underscored the fallacy of  interpreting history in 
terms of  ‘high’ and ‘low’ periods, as well as the inadequacy of  evaluating the art of  
different cultures according to such hierarchical frameworks.


In articulating his principle of  succession, Schmit centers his analysis on the interaction 
and reciprocal influence of  cultures, addressing the conditions under which artistic 
borrowings become possible and the specific content of  what is transferred in such 
processes. The assimilation of  foreign elements, he argues, is governed by the needs of  the 
recipient culture and its ability to appropriate borrowed cultural (artistic) models – 
particularly in cases where it is unable to produce analogous forms independently. Schmit 
notes that, although ‘the assimilation of  the foreign is a weakened form of  creativity,’ this 
process is never entirely passive. In this regard, Schmit’s perspective closely parallels that of  
Riegl, who rejected the notion that artistic forms disseminate solely through borrowing. 
Rather, Riegl maintained that foreign motifs are adopted only when they align with the 
internal logic of  a culture’s Kunstwollen, which determines how such forms are transformed 
and incorporated into a new artistic system.


At the same time, Schmit offers the noteworthy observation that the invariance of  a 
borrowed element within a new environment merely signifies its alienation; conversely, ‘the 
more profoundly a borrowed element is transformed, the closer it is spiritually to the range 
of  the adopting culture or people.’  These insights may be aptly exemplified by the 44

Ukrainian and Russian icon painting, both of  which drew on similar Byzantine/post-
Byzantine models but diverged significantly during their assimilation (this is author’s 
notion, Schmidt doesn't write about it).


One of  the most relevant and innovative aspects of  Schmit’s theory is the principle of  
shifting center. According to this principle, the primary creative agency in each cultural-
historical period is assumed by the ethnos whose range most closely aligns with the 
requirements of  that evolutionary phase.  Riegl also occasionally describes geographical 45

 Schmit, Mystetstvo: yogo psykhologiya, yogo stylistyka, yogo evolutsiya, p. 372.43

 Ibid., p. 312.44

 Ibid., p. 374 – By constantly using the term ‘evolutionary’, Schmit did not mean a linear progressive 45

development and improvement of  art forms; his scheme is "closed" in a circle of  successive cycles, each of  
which cannot be defined as more or less valuable.
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shifts in artistic leadership as instances where new styles emerge on the periphery and 
subsequently spread – such as Late Roman art or the Baroque in Central Europe – but he 
does not formulate this as a general historical principle. For Riegl, the development of  art 
occurs not because the center migrates, but because of  changing ways of  organizing form 
and space. In contrast, Schmit proposes a nascent variant of  the cultural geography of  art. 
Moreover, Schmit contends that the principle of  shifting center operates not only at the 
international (intercultural) level, but also within cultures, where the center of  gravity may 
shift both geographically and socially, regardless of  established prestige or other factors.  
46

He proposed an early version of  the cultural geography of  art, while also initiating 
reflections on the relativity of  the categories of  center and periphery. He substantiates his 
hypothesis regarding the principle of  shifting centers with examples drawn from the medieval 
and Renaissance regional centers of  Italy. Schmit interprets the shifting of  centers through 
the notion of  cultural potential, which he considers to be ‘determined by the psychological 
heterogeneity of  the populations of  different Italian regions.’  However, at this point, 47

Schmit appears to contradict himself  concerning the importance of  a shared historical past 
or ‘populations shaped by common cultural influences,’ which, as he concedes, should have 
produced a significant unifying effect. Drawing on the history of  Kyivan Rus, Schmit 
illustrates the principle of  the shifting center, tracing its movement from Azov Rus’ to 
Kyiv–Chernihiv, Vladimir–Suzdal, Moscow, and finally St. Petersburg, whose historical 
decline during the Bolshevik period leaves open the question of  which center might 
eventually replace it. 
48

According to Schmit, the principle of  shifting centers also enables tracing the movement 
of  creative impulse between social groups. For instance, he interprets the development of  
Byzantine art as originating in the Christianity of  the popular classes, but subsequently 
being ‘completely transformed into an abstract philosophical doctrine and returned to the 
lower classes.’  In this process, the artistic trend was determined by the elites, who 49

commissioned works and guided artists – albeit ostensibly in the name of  the masses. In 
this analysis of  the cyclical development of  ‘high art’, Schmit identifies a phase in which 
this artistic form becomes exhausted, reaches an impasse, and subsequently turns to the art 
of  the lower classes – folk art – in search of  elements that are simultaneously primordial 
and avant-garde.  The very framing of  this issue appears to be inspired by the early 50

twentieth-century modernist fascination with folk art and the art of  so-called ‘primitive’ 
cultures. Schmit observes this process directly, noting that ‘sooner or later, examples of  
folk art, assimilated and transformed by professional artists, will inevitably become the new 
official style and, in this form, will be imposed upon the same lower classes.’ 
51

 Ibid., p. 375.46
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At this juncture, it is worth briefly recalling Rampley’s commentary on Riegl’s 
statement in Historical Grammar of  the Visual Arts, concerning the changing social status of  
art – specifically, its transformation into ‘the privilege of  a cultivated elite’, in contrast to 
earlier forms rooted in popular culture.  In this context, Schmit’s observation regarding 52

the cyclical return of  ‘high art’ to popular sources may be compared to Riegl’s reflections 
on the historical transition of  art from being embedded in popular culture to becoming the 
domain of  an educated elite.


The next element in Schmit’s taxonomy is the principle of  inertia, which accounts for 
deviations from the preceding principles of  periodicity and ‘shifting centers’, and explains 
the diversity of  artistic phenomena that do not fit neatly within the cyclical framework, 
thus blurring the boundaries between historical periods. Schmit contends that inertia 
operates across all periods and cultural contexts. For instance, he points to the considerable 
delay in the artistic representation of  the dogma of  the Virgin Mary as the Mother of  God, 
which was proclaimed at the Council of  Ephesus in 432 but was not symbolically depicted 
until the eighth century in the mosaic of  the Church of  the Dormition in Nicaea. 
53

The art historian identified inertia as a source of  numerous errors in attributing the 
time and place of  artistic production, given that the amplitude of  such historical 
‘oscillations’ could be considerable. Simultaneously, Schmit adopts a critical perspective on 
his own theoretical framework, acknowledging that the principle of  inertia introduces a 
crucial qualification concerning the heterogeneous chronotope of  art. In such cases, both 
the artwork and the artist risk being perceived either as innovators who disregard tradition 
or, conversely, as conservative and retrospective.


Nevertheless, a certain tension remains within this framework regarding Schmit’s 
principle of  progress, which he does not interpret as improvement or as a linear trajectory 
from worse to better. Schmit explicitly states that he rejects both a romantic idealization of  
antiquity and a stagist interpretation of  historical phenomena in terms of  emergence, 
flourishing, decline, or degeneration. By the early twentieth century, the evolutionary theory 
that had long shaped interpretations of  art was already losing its authority, largely due to 
the influence of  Riegl. 
54

Against this background, Schmit sought to formulate new, more objective criteria for 
evaluating the notion of  ‘progress’ in art, drawing on principles derived from mathematical 
logic. He contends that progress can be assessed ‘through the comparison of  analogous 
achievements in the art of  different cycles, with particular attention to the highest artistic 
attainments of  each historical period, revealing itself  as the accumulation of  cultural 
heritage,’ and even proposes a complex mathematical model to visualize this idea. 
55
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Finally, in response to revolutionary realities and in an apparent effort to align with 
the Marxist ideological line, Schmit criticized the individualism of  Western art history, 
though without direct referring: ‘For the Western European historian, it is natural that 
there is no higher or more attractive task than the reconstruction of  personalities, since the 
history of  humanity is the history of  the deeds of  outstanding individuals. The entire 
system of  methods employed by Western European art historians is well suited to this task, 
reducing the history of  art to the biographies of  leading artists.’  Yet, in this regard, 56

Schmit appears to contradict himself, neglecting the potential of  Kunstwollen, which, as he 
understood it, becomes a stage of  the collective accumulation of  seemingly individual 
forms – a stage of  synthesis that determines the character of  art and the style.


In reality, Schmit’s book itself  does not contain the kind of  radical accusations or 
criticisms of  contemporary Western art historiography that appear in the ‘Afterword’. 
Although he expresses a degree of  skepticism in certain sections, his arguments do not 
fundamentally contradict Riegl’s views on individuality in art history as a representation of  
spirit, wherein the role of  outstanding artists is ‘to make visible the inner essence of  the 
world and of  the age in ideal forms.’  The debate centers on the extent to which 57

individuals are not merely manifestations of  broader historical processes, but actively shape 
the course of  history themselves.  It is noteworthy that his afterword, Schmit raises the 58

issue of  the social factor (or socio-economic determinism), but in the main text he does 
not consider the question of  the significance of  social, economic, and political influence on 
artistic style.


Conclusion


Riegl conceived of  art history as governed by a system of  underlying principles, a position 
he developed from his 1898 essay Art History and Universal History to the manuscript of  
Historical Grammar of  the Visual Arts. He moved away from empirically tracing formal 
evolution toward analyzing its deeper structures. The Kunstwollen concept being central to 
Riegl’s mature theory was understood as an active contingent force, and Riegl argued that 
artistic form embodied specific modes of  perception and cognition.


In a comparable vein, Schmit aimed to construct a systematic theory that articulates 
the relationship between the individual and the general in artistic development. Like Riegl, 
he recognized that artistic production is conditioned by historically specific ways of  
perceiving space, form, and nature. Schmit’s concept of  ‘cultural time’ further organizes 

 Schmit, Mystetstvo: yogo psykhologiya, yogo stylistyka, yogo evolutsiya, p. 412; Demchuk, ‘Fedir Schmit’s “Art, 56

Its Psychology, Its Styles, and Evolution” 1919 and the Vienna School’, p. 47. 
 Schmit , Mystetstvo: yogo psykhologiya, yogo stylistyka, yogo evolutsiya, pp. 436–437.57

 Rampley, The Vienna School of  Art History, p. 41.58
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this process, proposing a cyclical model in which artistic evolution progresses from the art 
of  will, through the art of  thought (symbolic), to the art of  feeling (emotional). 
59

A comparison between Schmit and Riegl reveals several key areas of  convergence,  
despite the fact that Schmidt’s theory was a certain distant echo of  Riegl’s ideas. Both 
scholars rejected imitation as art’s primary aim and opposed teleological narratives of  linear 
progress toward naturalism. Instead, they insisted that artistic forms should be evaluated 
within their own inherent contexts. Thus, even highly conventionalized systems (such as 
ancient Egyptian art) must be understood as coherent expressions of  a distinct cultural 
logic or Kunstwollen, rather than as deficient approximations of  reality. 
60

Nonetheless, important differences persist. Riegl emphasized the relative autonomy 
of  artistic development, grounding stylistic change in the internal dynamics of  
Kunstwollen. In contrast, Schmit did not fully separate art from its broader social context, 
tending toward a more sociologically informed interpretation –  a divergence that may 
reflect the intellectual and political circumstances in which he worked.


Taken together, these comparisons demonstrate that, despite differences in 
methodological emphasis, Schmit’s theory remains conceptually close to Riegl’s. Both 
sought to articulate a non-reductionist understanding of  art as a historically conditioned yet 
internally coherent system of  forms, grounded in culturally specific modes of  perception 
and interpretation. Moreover, both emphasized the central role of  perception, contending 
that artistic form reflects a culture’s distinctive manner of  engaging with the world.
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Fig. 1. Fedir/Fedor Schmit (1877–1937) portrait and his signature as a Head of  the Kyiv Research 
Department of  Art Studies (Original photo and signature, processed by the author using AI).
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Fig. 2. Books published by Fedir Schmit, “Art of  the Ancient Rus’-Ukraine” (1918), “Art, its 
Psychology, its Stylistics, its Evolution” (cover of  the 2023 edition).
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Fig. 3. Reports on the Work and Scholarly Plans of  the Kyiv Research Department of  Art Studies 
for 1922, specifying the main directions of  scholarly activity under the direction of  Fedor Schmit 

(Archive documents – Ozirna, Olena. Transformatsiia instytutsiinykh ta kontseptualnykh zasad u 
doslidzhenni istorii ukrainskoho mystetstva u 1917–1930 rokakh [Transformation of  institutional and 

conceptual foundations in the study of  the history of  Ukrainian art in 1917–1930]. Qualification 
scientific work in manuscript form. PhD dissertation, National Academy of  Fine Arts and 

Architecture, Kyiv, 2026.
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Fig. 4. Structure of  the stylistic cycle: units of  the general artistic process (Drawing by Fedir Schmit, 
1919; translated and processed by the author using AI).
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