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Riegl, Schmarsow, Worringer and the Question of  Ornament: 
A Paradigm Shift at the Turn of  the Twentieth Century


Michail Chatzidakis


Abstract


The Austrian art historian Alois Riegl (1858–1905), through his groundbreaking theoretical work, 
was to exert a profound influence on art history in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
With his formalist study Stilfragen (1893), he ventured a break with the normative art theories that 
had hitherto prevailed, placing at the center of  his inquiry the previously neglected thematic 
category of  ornamental motifs and designs, and examining their historical development from a 
cross-cultural perspective. Riegl’s study initiated a lively scholarly dialogue within this specific field 
of  research in the German-speaking world, among whose important representatives were the 
German art historians August Schmarsow (1853–1936) and Wilhelm Worringer (1881–1965). In 
their respective studies  Grundbegriffe der Kunstwissenschaft  (1905) and  Abstraktion und 
Einfühlung (1907/1908), they in turn articulated their own theories concerning the origin, role, and 
significance of  decorative subjects as a form of  cultural expression. The paper aims, through a 
comparative analysis, to outline the successive stages of  this scholarly dialogue and to highlight the 
principal points of  divergence among the theoretical positions advanced in the three treatises.


Keywords


Riegl, Worringer, Schmarsow, Ornament Theory


The two decades from 1885 to 1905, at the turn from the nineteenth to the twentieth 
century, mark a temporal caesura amid intense processes within the humanities that were 
set in motion in the German-speaking world on a methodological and theoretical level, and 
which aimed at a gradually coordinated attempt to render the discipline of  art history more 
scientific.  It is hardly coincidental that many studies of  this period – one of  which stands 1

at the center of  this paper – already programmatically distance themselves from the 

 Hans Sedlmayr will refer to these processes with the term „Wissenschaftswerdung“  in his study “Die 1

Wissenschaft der Kunstgeschichte historisch betrachtet” in Kunst und Wahrheit. Zur Theorie und Methode der 
Kunstgeschichte, (Hamburg 1958) (expanded edition, Μunich 1978), pp. 189ff., here p. 195. Cf. Willibald 
Sauerländer, „Alois Riegl und die Entstehung der autonomen Kunstgeschichte am Fin de Siècle“, in Fin de 
Siècle. Zu Literatur und Kunst der Jahrhundertwende, (Frankfurt am Main 1977), pp. 125-139, here p. 126.
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Michail Chatzidakis

term  art history (Kunstgeschichte) in their titles, consciously preferring instead the term  art 
science (Kunstwissenschaft).


The so-called “Vienna School of  Art History” and its most important early 
representatives, Franz Wickhoff  (1853–1909) and Alois Riegl (1858–1905), can be 
associated with a series of  paradigm shifts concerning the revolutionary reorientation and 
restructuring of  the discipline of  art history at the fin de siècle. More commonly, their 
names are associated with contributions toward promoting an autonomous, “emancipated” 
art history and art science – liberated both from the constraints of  the prevailing cultural 
history of  Jacob Burckhardt (1818–1897) and distanced from the views of  Hermann 
Grimm (1828–1901) and Carl Justi (1832–1912), who understood art history as the history 
of  the unfolding of  individual artistic genius. Both Wickhoff  and Riegl turned their 
attention to the then-disparaged art of  Late Antiquity and, in their groundbreaking 
studies Die Wiener Genesis (The Vienna Genesis) (1895) and Die spätrömische Kunst-Industrie (Late 
Roman Art Industry) (1901), pursued object-oriented analyses based on formal principles.  In 2

doing so, they decisively distanced themselves from the normative theoretical model of  
classicist aesthetics with its cyclically recurring biological schema of  (artistic) evolution, 
according to which periods of  cultural florescence were inevitably followed by phases of  
artistic decline. Wickhoff  and Riegl laid the foundation for a pluralistic art history, 
unaffected in its conclusions by aesthetic or moral prejudices of  any kind.


Irrefutable proof  of  the early recognition accorded to the “holy prophet” Riegl – as 
a critical voice once dubbed him –  is provided by the Catholic reception and constructive 3

engagement with his work by the aforementioned intellectual heirs. Although his work was 
not entirely unknown in Anglophone scholarship –  thanks to the critical theoretical 
reflections of  a scholar of  the stature of  Meyer Schapiro (1904–1966), the deep admiration 
combined with disapproval expressed by the connoisseur and uncompromising classicist 
Bernard Berenson in  The Arch of  Constantine. The Decline of  Form  (1954), and Ernst 
Gombrich’s critical yet unbiased assessment in The Sense of  Order (1979) – many of  Riegl’s 
writings remain largely unknown to a broader public to this day. The reprint of  
Riegl’s Stilfragen in 2018 in a “classic reprint series” by a British publishing house under the 
telling title Forgotten Books  speaks for itself.  His two opera magna, Die spätrömische Kunst-4

Industrie (Late Roman Art Industry)  (1901) and  Stilfragen (Problems of  Style)  (1893), were 
translated into English relatively late, in 1985 and 1993 respectively –  the latter on the 

 Wilhelm von Hartel and Franz Wickhoff  (ed.), „Die Wiener Genesis“, in Jahrbuch der kunsthistorischen 2

Sammlungen des Allerhöchsten Kaiserhauses, 15-16 (1895) (new edition, Graz 1970); Alois Riegl, Die spätrömische 
Kunst-Industrie nach den Funden in Österreich-Ungarn im Zusammenhange mit der Gesamtentwicklung der Bildenden Künste 
bei den Mittelmeervölkern, (Vienna 1901).

 It is worth recalling Meyer Shapiro’s review („The new Viennese school”) of  Otto Pächt (ed.), 3

Kunstwissenschaftliche Forschungen II, (Berlin and Frankfurt am Main 1933), in Art Bulletin, 18,2 (1936), pp.  
258-266. Cf. Richard Woodfield, „Reading Riegl’s Kunst-Industrie”, in Richard Woodfield (ed.), Framing 
formalism: Riegl’s work, (Routledge 2001), pp. 49-83, here p. 59.

 Alois Riegl, Stilfragen. Grundlegungen zu einer Geschichte der Ornamentik, (Berlin 1893) (new edition, 4

Classic Reprint Series, London 2018).
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occasion of  the centenary of  its publication – within the context of  a belated attempt in 
the 1980s in the Anglophone world to revise and rehabilitate certain aspects of  formalism.  5

By contrast, Heinrich Wölfflin’s (1864–1945) Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe (Principles of  Art 
History) (1915) early achieved the status of  a textbook and “holy bible” of  formal analysis 
at American and British universities and was therefore already available in an English 
translation by 1932. 
6

Riegl’s studies on ornament, laid down in Stilfragen. Grundlegungen zu einer Geschichte der 
Ornamentik (Problems of  Style. Foundations for a History of  Ornament) (1893) (Fig. 1), signalled a 
paradigm shift and opened a new chapter in the constructive scholarly discourse on 
ornament that continues to this day.  Building on the legacy of  his long-standing work in 7

the textile department of  the Austrian Museum of  Art and Industry – an occupation that 
sharpened his sensitivity to less popular areas and media of  artistic expression, such as 
weaving, metallurgy, carpentry, and pottery – Riegl placed the question of  ornament at the 
center of  his reflections in the  Stilfragen. With interdisciplinary impetus, he deeply 
investigated the origins of  ornamental motifs and their transcultural interconnections and 
mutations in different geo-cultural environments.


In Germany, Riegl’s study triggered a scholarly debate in which the art historians 
August (Hannibal) Schmarsow (1853–1936) and Wilhelm Worringer (1881–1965) took 
part. Despite their methodological differences in detail, all three belonged to the avant-
garde of  art history which, after 1890 and within a saturated historicist-eclectic artistic 
climate, proclaimed in its theoretical writings the demands for “innovative technique,” a 
“new art,” and a “new model of  humanity.” The battlefield on which this intellectual 
struggle was to be fought was, not coincidentally, that of  ornament theory.


In the  Stilfragen –  “the most important book ever written on ornament theory,” 
according to Ernst Gombrich –  Riegl set out to trace the history of  ornamental vegetal 8

motifs from their origins in ancient Egypt through geometric, classical, and Hellenistic art, 
Roman and Byzantine art, and finally to the oriental arabesque. His line of  argument may 
be summarized as follows: On the one hand, Riegl levelled harsh criticism at proponents of  
materialist-utilitarian interpretations of  ornamental forms, which remained indifferent to 
the inherent aesthetic and psychological driving forces of  the artistic process, such as those 
proclaimed in Gottfried Semper’s (1803–1879) multi-volume Der Stil in den technischen und 
tektonischen Künsten (1860–1863, the third volume was never to be published). At the same 

 Rolf  Winkes (ed. and transl.), Alois Riegl, Late Roman Art Industry, Archaeologica 36 (Giorgio 5

Bretschneider, 1985); David Castriota (ed.) and Evelyn Kain (transl), Alois Riegl, Problems of  Style. Foundations 
for a history of  ornament (Princeton 1993).

 Mary Hottinger (ed. and transl), Heinrich Wölfflin. Principles of  Art History. The Problem of  the 6

Development of  Style in Later Art, Dover Publications (New York 1932).
 Riegl, Stilfragen.7

 Ernst Gombrich, Ornament und Kunst. Schmucktrieb und Ordnungssinn in der Psychologie des dekorativen 8

Schaffens, (Stuttgart 1982), (original edition Sense of  Order. A study in the psychology of  decorative art, Cornell 
University Press, Ithaca, (New York 1979)), pp. 192, 194.
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time, Riegl directed his attacks against a group of  classical archaeologists –  including 
Alexander Conze (1831–1914) and Reinhard Kekulé von Stradonitz (1839–1911) – who, in 
their hermeneutic approaches to the question of  ornament, and more specifically to the 
Egyptian lotus motif  at the beginning of  the linear developmental schema, had adopted 
symbolic-allegorical interpretive models. 


Their point of  reference and inspiration was a recently published study by the 
Egyptologist William Henry Goodyear (1846–1923), entitled  The Grammar of  the 
Lotus  (1891). Against Goodyear’s model, Riegl proposed an alternative developmental 
process for the history of  ornament characterized by seamless historical continuity, whose 
binding links were the motifs of  the “Egyptian palmette” (“ägyptische Palmette”) (Fig. 2) and 
the “rhythmically moving vegetal scroll” (“rhythmisch bewegte Pflanzenranke”) (Fig. 4). Riegl 
identified the initial impulse for the intrusion of  vegetal motifs into the history of  
ornament in symbolic-religious representations in Egyptian art, with the lotus motif  at the 
beginning of  his analysis serving as the prime mover and catalyst.  Riegl remained 9

unwavering, however, in his profound conviction – one that set him diametrically opposed 
to other interpreters – that later transformations of  the motif  were not grounded in artistic 
observation of  nature but occurred solely within the framework of  internal artistic 
processes that unfolded “organically”. In the lotus motif, the Austrian art historian 
diagnosed that “genetic imprint” (Riegl repeatedly speaks of  a “genetic connection” 
(„genetischer Zusammenhang“)) which, through a series of  more or less linear transformational 
processes in the Mycenaean, geometric, archaic, and early classical periods, led to the fully 
developed Attic palmette of  the mid-fifth century BCE and  – according to the schema – 
to the acanthus forms derived from it in the Erechtheion on the Athenian Acropolis (Fig. 3). 
Riegl even referred to the lotus blossom in full semi-profile as an “Egyptian palmette” 
(„ägyptische Palmette“) (Fig. 2) in an attempt to translate the transcultural entanglement of  his 
theoretical model into conceptual terminology.  He saw the highest and most perfect 10

artistic manifestation of  vegetal-scroll ornament in the art of  Hellenism. By contrast, he 
reproached Roman art for a sterile “academicism.” The migration of  floral ornamental 
forms eastward and the increasingly significant “anti-naturalistic” tendencies that 
accompanied it prepared the ground for the ever more abstract Coptic, Syrian, Byzantine, 
and Sassanian interpretations. At the end of  this schema of  the stylistic history of  vegetal 
ornamentation, culminating in abstraction, stands –  according to Riegl – the arabesque 
(„Arabeske“) of  early Saracenic art, whose transformations from the ninth to the sixteenth 
centuries form the final chapter of  the treatise.


The concepts of  rhythm and symmetry stand at the center of  the excellent formal 
analyses in this stylistic-historical overview and reveal Vitruvius’ influence on Riegl. On the 
other hand, given that Riegl emphatically rejected faithful imitation of  both nature and 
handcrafted objects as satisfactory answers to the question of  the diachronic stylistic 

 Riegl, Stilfragen, p. 43.9

 Riegl, Stilfragen, p. 59.10
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development of  ornamentation, it goes without saying that he would regard the credibility 
of  the Vitruvian legend of  Callimachus and the invention of  the Corinthian capital from 
the Acanthus spinosa as questionable.


At the same time, Riegl felt compelled to invent a coherent, universally valid concept 
to stabilize his theoretical framework and thus famously introduced the concept 
of  Kunstwollen.  This concept –  which defies translation despite numerous attempts –  11

denotes a mythical primal force and, with its latent metaphysics, enables within Riegl’s 
theoretical model the convergence of  positivist-empirical psychology with the tradition of  
German idealist philosophy. 
12

It should be noted that the early Riegl appears here as an advocate of  a model of  
history, at the summit of  which Greek classicism is encountered as the most perfect artistic 
expression. Put differently, a careful reading of  the Stilfragen reveals the “crypto-classicist” 
preferences of  its author.  A loss of  neutrality on the value scale is evident, in contrast to 13

Riegl’s later theoretical credo beginning with Die spätrömische Kunst-Industrie (Late Roman Art 
Industry) (1901), in which he presents himself  methodologically as a fanatical opponent of  
antithetical value polarities such as “beautiful–ugly” and “high–low,” and as a fervent 
apologist of  “styles of  periods of  historical decline.” A detailed refutation of  some of  
Riegl’s arguments will be omitted here in order instead to highlight a particular achievement 
of  this treatise, which simultaneously represents a significant paradigm shift at the fin de 
siècle. Since, the  Stilfragen  programmatically declare the equivalence of  the “inferior” 
applied arts with “high” art. As early as 1890, Riegl had sharply criticized in his university 
lectures on the history of  ornament the separation between supposedly “high” and 

 Riegl, Stilfragen, pp. 20, 83, 274.11

 The bibliography on Kunstwollen  and on the significance of  the term as the centripetal force of  12

Riegl’s theoretical model comprises a multitude of  titles that continues to grow at a geometric rate. I confine 
myself  to mentioning the classic study by Erwin Panofsky – which nevertheless calls for a critical reading –
„Der Begriff  des Kunstwollens“, in Zeitschrift für Ästhetik und allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft, 14 (1920), pp. 321-339 
as well as the more recent monographs by two leading Riegl specialists: Margaret Olin, Forms of  representation 
in Alois Riegl’s theory of  art, (Pennsylvania State University Press 1992), (on Kunstwollen pp. 71-72, 129-153) and 
Margaret Iversen, Alois Riegl. Art History and Theory, (MIT Press, 1993) (on Kunstwollen pp. 6-16, 71-73, 76-83, 
96-112). Cf. the collection of  essays in Woodfield, Framing formalism.

 I cite a few indicative passages. Cf. Riegl, Stilfragen, pp. 47 („die Griechen die Entwicklung zur Reife 13

gebracht haben: indem sie einerseits den einzelnen  Theilmotiven den Charakter vollkommener formaler 
Schönheit zu verleihen gewusst, andererseits – und das ist ihr besonderes Verdienst – die gefälligste Art der 
Verbindung  zwischen den einzelnen Motiven geschaffen haben, nämlich die „line of  beauty“, die rhythmisch 
bewegte Ranke“), 82 („die gottesbegnadeten Hellenen“), 85 („Auch die Ornamentik dankt den Hellenen die 
reifste Durchbildung im Sinne des Formschönen“), 112 („Die schönste und bedeutungsvolllste 
Errungenschaft der hellenischen Ornamentik, nach der schon die altorientalische Kunst gestrebt hatte, ist die 
rhythmisch  bewegte Pflanzenranke; in ihr gipfelt das Verdienst der Griechen um die Entwicklung des 
Pflanzenornaments“), 145 („Die Verwendung der freibewegten Ranke mit selbstständig angesetzten Blüthen 
zum Zwecke der Flächenfüllung, anstatt der starren egyptischen Spiralbänder mit bloss zwickelfüllenden 
Blüthen, ist […] eine wesentliche, klassische Errungenschaft der reifen griechischen Kunst gewesen“), 248 
(„Aber der entscheidende, der formgebende Faktor war der westliche, der griechische“).
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“applied” arts as one of  the most deeply rooted misunderstandings that had found fertile 
ground in art-historical teaching.


In the ambitious but unfinished project for a Historische Grammatik der bildenden Künste 
(Historical Grammar of  the Visual Arts) (1897–1898), Riegl attempted to develop a theory of  
the four visual arts, united by the common denominator of  the concept of  the motif, 
thereby granting the art of  ornament an equal status alongside the more highly esteemed 
sister arts of  architecture, painting, and sculpture.  Riegl’s categorical rejection of  a 14

separation between “high” and “applied” arts also reflects aspects of  the lively controversy 
over questions of  style that was in full swing in the late nineteenth century in German-
speaking countries. In abstract geometric ornament, Riegl – as already mentioned – saw the 
cultural and stylistic imprint of  every historical period. The theorists of  Art Nouveau placed 
the question of  ornament at the center of  the creative process for all artistic media, 
whether utilitarian objects, furniture, textiles, or architectural works.


The journal Ver Sacrum, the publication organ of  the Secession movement, declared in 
a manifesto in 1898 the abolition of  the separation between the visual arts: “We know no 
distinction between “high art” and “minor art”, between art for the rich and art for the 
poor. Art is the common property of  all”.  In this context, one should recall Franz 15

Wickhoff ’s lecture, delivered on 9 May 1900 at the Philosophical Society in Vienna under 
the title “Was ist hässlich?” (“How is ugly to be defined?”), with which he sought to defend 
Gustav Klimt’s paintings – intended for the audience hall of  the University of  Vienna and 
propagating a fusion of  “high” and “applied” arts – against the publicly orchestrated, 
vehement protests of  conservative adherents of  the old artistic order. 
16

Ornamental themes and motifs as visual expressions of  the applied arts have, 
diachronically, maintained a closer relationship and interdependence with the genre of  
architecture, so it is hardly surprising that scholarly discourse around the turn of  the 
twentieth century unfolded primarily and most intensively in this field. Diametrically 
opposed theoretical positions coexisted and clashed violently.


The undoubtedly most groundbreaking and radical stance in this regard was that of  
Adolf  Loos (1870–1933), who emphatically rejected the necessity of  any ornamental form 
in architecture. The building on Michaelerplatz in Vienna – known as the “House without 
Eyebrows” because of  the complete absence of  cornices and other gable elements – marks 

 Karl M. Swoboda and Otto Pächt (ed.), Alois Riegl, Historische Grammatik der bildenden Künste (Graz 14

and Cologne 1966). Cf. Isabelle Frank, „Das körperlose Ornament im Werk von Owen Jones und Alois 
Riegl“, in Isabelle Frank and Freia Hartung (ed.), Die Rhetorik des Ornaments (Munich 2001), pp. 77-101, here 
pp. 96 ff.

 Ver sacrum. Organ der Vereinigung bildender Künstler Österreichs (1898), 1, p. 1: „Wir kennen keine 15

Unterscheidung zwischen „hoher Kunst“ und „Kleinkunst“, zwischen Kunst für die Reichen und Kunst für 
die Armen“. Kunst ist Allgemeingut“. Cf. Sauerländer, Alois Riegl und die Entstehung,  p.129.

 Cf. Carl E. Schorske (ed.) and Horst Günther (transl.), Wien. Geist und Gesellschaft im Fin de Siècle, 16

(Frankfurt am Main 1982), here pp. 222-223; Edwin Lachnit. Die Wiener Schule der Kunstgeschichte und die Kunst 
ihrer Zeit: zum Verhältnis von Methode und Forschungsgegenstand am Beginn der Moderne (Vienna 2005), pp. 40-46.
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the realization of  the purist theory of  this forerunner of  functionalism, programmatically 
formulated in his famous essay Ornament and Crime (1908). 
17

More sympathetic toward Riegl was an important representative of  the Art Nouveau 
movement, the architect and architectural theorist Henry van de Velde (1863–1957). In his 
writings, van de Velde proclaimed the harmonious coexistence of  tectonic and ornamental 
elements in the search for a new, modern architecture suited to the demands of  the age. 
18

Riegl’s theses were to provoke a series of  reactions within art-historical and art-
scientific circles. An important link in this chain was the treatise  Grundbegriffe der 
Kunstwissenschaft (Fundamental Concepts of  Art Science)  (Fig. 5) by the German art historian 
August (Hannibal) Schmarsow (1853–1936), which appeared in 1905 and already 
announces its ambitious claim in the title.  This purely theoretical work – comprising 350 19

pages, four more than the Stilfragen, without a single illustration – is characterized by the use 
of  complex terminology, which the author understood as a contribution to clarifying 
fundamental concepts within the process of  rendering the discipline more scientific.


From Riegl, Schmarsow –  under the simultaneous influence of  Wilhelm Wundt’s 
(1832–1920) ethnic psychology – adopted the idea of  the psychogenesis of  art forms as 
well as the concept of Kunstwollen, which he adapted to his own theory and infused with 
anthropological features. According to Schmarsow, the three main pillars of  artistic 
creation consist of  “symmetry, proportionality, and rhythm” („Symmetrie, Proportionalität und 
Rhythmus“) which find their anagogical counterparts in the human organism. This 
profoundly anthropological approach, which Schmarsow calls “anthropism” 
(“Anthropisums”), stands at the center of  his theoretical reflections. Although Schmarsow 
does not readily grant ornament an equal position within the canon of  the visual arts, he 
recognizes in it a potential executive organ of  the basic principles of  his theoretical model 
and leaves open the possibility of  a higher evaluation if  successfully applied.


 Cf. Adolf  Opel (ed.), Adolf  Loss. Ornament und Verbrechen: Ausgewählte Schriften und Originaltexte, 17

Prachner, (Vienna 2000). Cf.. Gombrich, Ornament und Kunst, p. 192. In fact, upon closer examination of  the 
individual architectural elements, neither the House on Michaelerplatz nor the American Bar can be characterized 
–  despite Loos’s programmatic declarations – by austerity in the use of  building materials, either on the 
exterior or in the interior of  the structure.

 Cf. Hans Curjel (ed.), Henry Van de Velde, Zum neuen Stil. Aus seinen Schriften, ausgewählt und eingeleitet, 18

(Munich 1955), p. 37: „Wir können in der Kunst keine Scheidung zulassen, die darauf  ausgeht, einer ihrer 
vielen Erscheinungsformen und Ausdrucksmöglichkeiten einen höheren Rang vor den übrigen auszuweisen“. 
Cf. Sauerländer, Alois Riegl und die Entstehung, pp. 128-129.

 August Schmarsow, Grundbegriffe der Kunstwissenschaft am Übergang vom Altertum zum Mittelalter kritisch 19

erörtert und in systematischem Zusammenhange dargestellt, (Leipzig and Berlin 1905) (new edition Berlin1998). 
Schmarsow developed his theoretical inquiries in the field of  ornament in a series of  extensive studies 
published between 1910 and 1925 in the prestigious scholarly journal Zeitschrift für Ästhetik und allgemeine 
Künste. A first, though by no means exhaustive, approach to his theoretical credo on the issues under discussion 
is now offered by Christiane Hertel, „August Schmarsows Theory of  Ornament“, in Loretta Vandi (ed.), 
Ornament and European modernism. From art practice to art history, (New York 2018), pp. 67-104. Nevertheless, his 
overall body of  work – particularly significant for architectural theory – has not received the attention it 
properly deserves from contemporary scholarship.
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Wilhelm Worringer (1881–1965) shares to some extent with Schmarsow this 
anthropological component in his hermeneutic attempt to explain the role and significance 
of  ornament, albeit with different existential priorities. His dissertation Abstraktion und 
Einfühlung (Abstraction and Empathy) (Fig. 6), although largely forgotten today –  another 
addition to the list of  forgotten books – nevertheless caused a stir in theoretical circles 
when it was first published in 1908.  The accompanying subtitle, Ein Beitrag zur 20

Stilpsychologie (A Contribution to the Psychology of  Style) already offers insight into the author’s 
methodological approach.


Drawing on Riegl’s concept of  Kunstwollen  and on the teachings of  the aesthetic 
theory of  empathy (Einfühlung) developed by the German philosopher and psychologist 
Theodor Lipps (1851–1914), Worringer developed an idiosyncratic theory of  ornament 
diametrically opposed to all previous classically and Eurocentrically oriented explanatory 
attempts. The imitation of  nature and the stimuli of  the natural world are stigmatized by 
Worringer as inhibiting factors that diachronically strangle humanity like a noose and 
hinder the manifestation of  artistic expression.


Worringer identifies the solution to this problem in the human drive toward linear 
abstraction. The concept of  the “urge toward abstraction” (“Abstraktionsdrang”) stands at 
the center of  his theoretical elaborations. Geometric-linear ornamental forms with their 
abstract morphology, deviating from natural models, constitute the balm that, already in 
prehistoric times, enabled human beings to regain inner equilibrium and peace of  mind, 
taming the phobias and compulsive thoughts caused by contact with the external world.


By linking the question of  ornament to the instinct of  self-preservation, Worringer 
succeeded in endowing it with a profound vital-existential dimension and significance. At 
the same time, he distanced himself  both from Semper’s materialist explanatory theory of  
ornament as the fulfillment of  utilitarian human needs and from Riegl’s interpretive model 
of  ornament as a reflection of  the collective Kunstwollen of  a given epoch.


The discourse on the role and significance of  ornament and its interactions and 
interdependencies with the other visual arts continues to this day with undiminished 
interest, as attested by a number of  recent publications devoted to this debate.  It should 21

not be forgotten, however, that it was Riegl who, with his groundbreaking paradigm shift in 

 Wilhem Worringer, Abstraktion und Einfühlung. Ein Beitrag zur Stilpsychologie, (Ph. D) (Neuwied 1907). 20

The book edition followed the next year, published by Piper in Munich. For Worringer and his theoretical 
model of  thought, see the studies in the edited volumes Hannes Böhringer and Beate Söntgen (ed.), Wilhelm 
Worringers Kunstgeschichte, (Munich 2002) and Norberto Gramaccini and Johannes Rössler (ed.), Hundert Jahre 
Abstraktion und Einfühlung. Konstellationen um Wilhelm Worringer, (Munich 2012). Cf. Claudia  Öhlschläger, 
Abstraktionsdrang. Wilhelm Worringer und der Geist der Moderne, (Munich 2005).

 I confine myself  here to listing four representative titles from the vast bibliography, which 21

nevertheless constitute key points of  reference for any further engagement with the subject in question: 
Ursula Franke and  Heinz Paetzold (ed.), Ornament und Geschichte. Studien zum Strukturwandel des Ornaments in der 
Moderne, (Bonn 1996); Frank and Hartung, Die Rhetorik; Michele Bacci et al. (ed.), Histories of  Ornament. From 
Global to Local, (Princeton 2016); Vandi, Ornament and European modernism. 
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the  Stilfragen, did not shy away from direct confrontation with the biased positions on 
ornament held by Vitruvius, Alberti, Vasari, and other proponents of  classically inflected 
aesthetic theories up to and including Winckelmann. Schmarsow and Worringer would later 
follow the path he had charted, adapting Riegl’s lessons to their own convictions. All these 
enlightened minds and pioneering art scientists of  the fin de siècle are owed gratitude by 
art history for a fresh, differentiated, and distanced perspective on the role of  ornament in 
artistic practice, as well as for the resemanticization and recontextualization of  the applied 
arts within the dominant artistic canon.
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Fig. 1. Alois Riegl, Stilfragen. Grundlegungen zu einer Geschichte der Ornamentik (Berlin, 1893), Cover.
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Fig. 2. Alois Riegl, Stilfragen. Grundlegungen zu einer Geschichte der Ornamentik (Berlin, 1893), p. 59 (the 
lotus flower, i.e. “Egyptian palmette”) („ägyptische Palmette“).
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Fig. 3. Alois Riegl, Stilfragen. Grundlegungen zu einer Geschichte der Ornamentik (Berlin, 1893), p. 215 
(acanthus forms from the Erechtheion on the Athenian Acropolis).
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Fig. 4. Alois Riegl, Stilfragen. Grundlegungen zu einer Geschichte der Ornamentik (Berlin, 1893), p. 235 (the 
motif  of  the “rhythmically moving vegetal scroll” in its developed form; silver vessel from 

Nicopolis, Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg).
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Fig. 5. August Schmarsow, Grundbegriffe der Kunstwissenschaft am Übergang vom Altertum zum Mittelalter 
kritisch erörtert und in systematischem Zusammenhange dargestellt (Leipzig and Berlin, 1905), Cover.
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Fig. 6. Wilhem Worringer, Abstraktion und Einfühlung. Ein Beitrag zur Stilpsychologie, (Ph. D), Neuwied 
1907, Cover.
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