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The Position of  the Italian Renaissance in Alois Riegl’s Art 
Historical Structure


Rebeka Vidrih


Abstract


When art history as an academic discipline was being established in the second half  of  19th and at 
the beginning of  the 20th century, its ‘scientificity’, its ‘objectivity’ consisted not only of  a critical 
use of  documentary sources and a meticulous observation of  artworks, but also of  impartial 
consideration of  all art historical periods. The key role in that respect was played by the 
representatives of  the Vienna school of  art history. In his major works, Alois Riegl devoted his 
attention to the previously overlooked periods of  Late Roman and Early Christian art, and to the 
Dutch group portrait of  the 17th century. An impression was thus produced that the Italian 
Renaissance art did not interest him, that he skipped it on behalf  of  other more pressing topics and 
theoretical issues. However, in his posthumously published university lectures, in Historical Grammar 
of  Visual Arts and in The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, the Italian Renaissance, too, had its place, 
hovering in the background as a point of  reference, although an ambiguous one. Hailed by Riegl on 
the one hand as an achievement of  undeniable perfection in formal terms, it was at the same time 
presented as a regrettable deviation from the general development of  art in terms of  worldview on 
the other hand.


Keywords


Alois Riegl, Italian Renaissance, Giotto, Vienna School of  Art History, Historical Grammar of  the 
Visual Arts


The Italian Renaissance and Scientific Objectivity


Alois Riegl remarked on the biased notion (einseitige Annahme), the prejudice (das Vorurteil) 
that visual art is considered to be synonymous with physically beautified nature: and that 
on these terms, namely, only art of  the classical Antiquity and the Italian Renaissance ‘were 
truly worthy of  appreciation’.  This prejudice, he pointed out, also prevailed when the first 1

chairs for art history were established at German universities: only classical Antiquity and 

 Alois Riegl, Historical Grammar of  the Visual Arts, ed. by Benjamin Binstock, trans. by Jacqueline E. 1

Jung (New York: Zone Books, 2004), p. 75; originally, Historische Grammatik der bildenden Künste, ed. by Karl M. 
Swoboda and Otto Pächt (Graz–Köln: Böhlau, 1966), p. 38; Alois Riegl, Late Roman Art Industry, ed. and 
trans. by Rolf  Winkes (Rome: Giorgio Bretschneider, 1985), p. 236.
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the Italian Renaissance were considered to be the two exemplary styles, worthy of  art 
historical elucidation. Mediaeval art was treated as a mere predecessor of  the Renaissance 
and the Baroque art as the subsequent decline of  art.  But, Riegl protested, physical 2

perfection surely cannot be the only valid criteria of  art, surely the art’s essence, the contest 
with nature, could manifest itself  in different, no less justifiable ways (nicht minder berechtigen 
Weisen). 
3

For Viennese art historians, the ‘scientificity’ and ‘objectivity’ of  Kunstgeschichte in the 
making thus consisted not only of  a critical methodology, of  a critical use of  documentary 
sources and a meticulous observation of  artworks, but also of  more impartial 
consideration of  all periods of  art history. Focusing on those styles up to that time 
considered unworthy of  serious scholarly attention, they attempted to annihilate this 
aforementioned prejudice. Riegl, in his published monographic studies, devoted his 
attention to the Late Roman and Early Christian art on the one hand, and to the Dutch 
painting of  the seventeenth century on the other. One might thus get an impression that 
the Italian Renaissance art did not interest him much, that he simply overlooked it in favour 
of  other more pressing topics and theoretical issues.


However, in his university lectures published later as Historical Grammar of  Visual 
Arts, the establishment of  the theoretical and methodological foundations for the formalist 
art history, he articulated his vision of  art historical development from Antiquity up to his 
own time, in which the Italian Renaissance, too, had its place. In another posthumously 
published series of  lectures, Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, the Italian Renaissance also 
functioned as a point of  reference and a starting point for further stylistic development. 
The Italian Renaissance was therefore still important for Riegl, although he did not 
emphasize it and thoroughly explicate it. 


 Alois Riegl, The Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, ed. and trans. by Andrew Hopkins and Arnold Witte 2

(Los Angeles, CA: Getty Research Institute, 2010), p. 93; originally, Die Entstehung der Barockkunst in Rom. 
Akademische Vorlesungen, ed. by Arthur Burda and Max Dvořák (Vienna: Anton Schroll, 1908), p. 1.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 75, ‘the biased notion that visual art is synonymous with physically beautified 3

nature. This notion, however, applies unconditionally only to classical Antiquity and perhaps the Renaissance; 
surely the contest with nature could manifest itself  in different, no less justifiable ways.’; Grammatik, p. 38, 
‘Diese Voraussetzung fußt nämlich auf  der einseitigen Annahme, daß bildende Kunst und körperlich 
verschönte Natur Eins und unzertrennlich wären. Das war aber nur in der klassischen Antike und allenfalls in 
der Renaissance unbedingt der Fall; das Wettschaffen mit der Natur kann sich aber auch in anderen nicht 
minder berechtigten Weisen äußern.’; Riegl, Late Roman, p. 236, ‘Seit Winckelmann schleppten wir nahezu ein 
Jahrhundert lang an dem Vorurteile, dass nur die klassische Antike und allenfalls die Italienische Renaissance 
wahrhaft genusswürdige Kunstwerke geschaffen hätten. […] Since Winckelmann we have been dragging 
along for almost a century the prejudice that only classical antiquity and at the most Italian Renaissance art 
created works which were truly worthy of  appreciation.’; Riegl, Baroque, p. 93, ‘When, about fifty years ago, 
the first chairs for art history were established at German universities, there were only two exemplary styles 
whose elucidation would be the basis for art historical education: classical antiquity and the Italian 
Renaissance. Medieval art was treated as an imperfect but warranted predecessor of  the Renaissance, and the 
decline of  art began immediately after the Italian Renaissance. In the course of  recent decades, a reversal in 
judgment has come about that has occurred in parallel with the development of  modern painting: 
seventeenth-century art came to be considered a precursor of  modern art.’; Riegl, Barockkunst, p. 1.
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Riegl’s understanding of  the Renaissance has not yet been foregrounded. Apart from 
the concepts of  Kunstwollen and Aufmerksamkeit, or his conservation doctrine, it is usually 
his conception of  the Baroque that receives most attention from the researchers.  The 4

present contribution offers a close reading of  his thoughts on the Italian Renaissance, 
which have thus far been overlooked.


The Italian Renaissance as the Balance


In a short and elegant summary of  the entire development of  art history, presented 
towards the end of  the second part of  his Historical Grammar, Riegl defined the Italian High 
Renaissance, together with the classical Greek art, as two moments of  balance between two 
extremes: as two periods of  normal view between the tactile perception in the near view at 
the beginning and the optical perception in the distant view of  his own day.


It is thus easy to answer the question as to whether primitive man comprehended objects 
in a tactile or an optical manner. The optical approach showed him chaos; the tactile 
offered him sufficient conviction of  the individual integrity of  things. Visual art therefore 
had to begin with the tactile surface. From this point, we can reconstruct the whole 
development a priori. The earliest period was governed by tactile perception in the near 
view. Today, as we all know, optical perception in the distant view prevails. These 
represent opposing extremes. Normal-view perception must therefore reside in the 
middle, during periods of  balance. Indeed, we encounter the normal view most readily in 
classical Greek art and in the Italian High Renaissance. 
5

His conception of  the Italian Renaissance as a balance between two extremes, with its 
conventionally and positively inclined associations of  perfection, harmony, tranquillity, etc., 

 See, for example: Margaret Olin, Forms of  Representation in Alois Riegl’s Theory of  Art (University Park 4

PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992); Margaret Iversen, Alois Riegl. Art History and Theory 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993); Framing Formalism: Riegl’s Work, ed. by Richard Woodfield (London: 
Routledge, 2001); Georg Vasold, Alois Riegl und die Kunstgeschichte als Kulturgeschichte. Überlegungen zum Frühwerk 
des Wiener Gelehrten (Freiburg im Breisgau: Rombach, 2004); Michael Gubser, Time’s Visible Surface. Alois Riegl 
and the Discourse on History and Temporality in Fin-de-Siècle Vienna (Detriot: Wayne State University Press, 2006); 
Alois Riegl Revisited: Beiträge zu Werk und Rezeption – Contributions to the Opus and its Reception, ed. by Peter Noever 
and others (Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften; MAK, Österreichisches 
Museum für angewandte Kunst, 2010); Diana Reynolds Cordileone, Alois Riegl in Vienna 1875–1905. An 
Institutional Biography (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014); Eleonora Gaudieri, Alois Riegl. Eine Neubewertung seines 
Barockbegriffs anhand ausgewählter unpubliziert Passagen seiner Manuskripte (Vienna: Böhlau, 2025).

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 401; Grammatik, pp. 291–92, ‘Die Frage ist nun leicht zu beantworten: faßt der 5

primitive Mensch die Dinge in taktischer oder in optischer Weise auf? Die optische Weise zeigt ihm ja das 
Chaos; nur die taktische Weise schafft ihm befriedigende Überzeugung von der Individualität der Dinge. Also 
muß die bildende Kunst einsetzen mit der taktischen Fläche. Wir können uns von diesem Punkte aus schon 
die ganze Entwicklung a priori konstruieren: in ältester Zeit herrscht die taktische Aufnahme in der Nahsicht. 
Heute herrscht, wie wir alle wissen, die optische Aufnahme in der Fernsicht. Beide bedeuten entgegengesetzte 
Extreme. Also muß notwendigermaßen die Aufnahme in der Normalsicht in der Mitte liegen, in Zeiten des 
Ausgleichs. In der Tat werden wir die Normalansicht am ehesten noch in der klassischen Kunst der Griechen 
und in der italienischen Hochrenaissance begegnen’.
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sounds here rather common and customary. In general, Riegl’s vocabulary remains rather 
narrow, limited. In his designation of  the Italian Renaissance, basically only one term 
predominates, der Ausgleich.  It appears, however, in its many variations: der Ausgleichsprozeß 6

(‘the equalizing process’), ausgleichsfreundliche (‘balance-friendly’), das Streben nach einem 
Ausgleich (‘the desire to establish balance’), das Ausgleichsstreben (‘the quest for equilibrium’), 
die Ausgleichstendenz (‘tendency for equilibrium and balance’), die Zeit des Ausgleiches (‘the 
period of  reconciliation’), die ausgleichende Tendenz (‘balancing tendency’), die 
Ausgleichsstimmung (‘the balanced spirit’), der Renaissanceausgleich (‘the reconciliation of  the 
Renaissance’). 
7

According to Riegl, the Italian Renaissance thus represents the perfect balance 
between the near and the distant views, between the fully tactile and the fully optical 
perception of  nature, that is, between the tactile perception in the near view and the optical 
perception in the distant view.  The Italian Renaissance represents the balance, too, 8

between ancient and modern concepts of  composition, that is, between an objective 
composition on a plane and a subjective composition in space, and the balance between 
horizontal and vertical elements, the greatest possible balance between height, width, and 
depth.  Finally, the Italian Renaissance represents the balance between harmonism 9

(Harmonismus) and Organism (Organismus) as well. 
10

As to the specific characteristics of  the Italian Renaissance style, Riegl rarely 
elaborates beyond this ‘balance’. He mentions the Italian Renaissance’s ‘preference for 
moderate expression and for individual integrity in multiplicity’, its ‘tendency toward even 
formation of  the parts, together with a visible collection of  parts into a single unity’ and its 

 Der Ausgleich is translated into English variously as reconciliation, balancing, equilibrium.6

 Riegl, Grammar, pp. 263, 266, 267; Grammatik, pp. 189, 191, 192; Riegl, Baroque, pp. 97, 112, 132, 175; 7

Barockkunst, pp. 7, 31, 52, 111.
 Riegl, Grammar, pp. 260, 263; Grammatik, pp. 186, 189, ‘Tuscan art took greater care to establish a 8

balance between near and distant views (einen Ausgleich zwischen Nah- und Fernsicht herbeizuführen) […] The 
Renaissance brought the equalizing process to its culmination (Sie führt den Ausgleichsprozeß zur Vollendung)’; 
Grammar, p. 267, ‘the elemental desire in this period's art to establish balance between the fully optical and the 
fully tactile perception of  nature’; Grammatik, p. 192, ‘das grindsätzliche Streben nach einem Ausgleich 
zwischen der einseitig optischen und der einseitig taktischen Aufnahme der Natur im bildenden Wettschaffen 
des Menschen’; Grammar, p. 401; Grammatik, p. 292.

 Riegl, Baroque, pp. 131–32, ‘The Renaissance was the period of  reconciliation between ancient and 9

modern concepts of  composition: between an objective composition on a plane and a subjective composition 
in space’; Barockkunst, p. 52, ‘Wiederum ist die Renaissance die Zeit des Ausgleiches gewesen, auch zwischen 
der antiken und der modernen Komposition: der objektiven Ebenkomposition und der subjektiven 
Raumkomposition’; Baroque, p. 162, ‘the Renaissance tendency to balance horizontal and vertical elements’; 
Barockkunst, p. 94, ‘von der Renaissance mit ihrer ruhigen Ausgleichstendenz zwischen Horizontalem und 
Vertikalem’; Baroque, p. 152, ‘the greatest possible balance between height, width, and depth was sought’; 
Barockkunst, p. 79, ‘sie tendiert zugleich zum möglichsten Ausgleich zwischen Höhe, Breite und Tiefe’.

 Riegl, Grammar, pp. 167, 169, 172–73; Grammatik, pp. 113, 114, 117.10
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‘striving for the overall harmonic balance and unity of  structure’,  but he does not dwell 11

on a more thorough definition of  it. 
12

The Italian Renaissance as the Decline


So far, nothing unexpected, nothing really surprising. It seems that Riegl follows the 
established assessment of  the Italian Renaissance as the period of  admirable formal 
perfection, even if  he does not pay much explicit attention to it. But then it gets 
complicated. First, we get the impression that the intermediate normal view is actually just 
a logical consequence of  the existence of  two given extremes: ‘Normal-view perception 
must therefore reside in the middle (also muß notwendigermaßen die Aufnahme in der Normalsicht in 
der Mitte liegen)’.  As if  the starting point is not the balanced normal view from which the 13

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 266, ‘in the balance-friendly Renaissance, with its preference for moderate 11

expression and for individual integrity in multiplicity’; Grammatik, p. 191, ‘in der ausgleichsfreundlichen 
Renaissance mit ihrer Neigung für Maß im Ausdruck und Individualismus in der Vielheit’; Riegl, Baroque, p. 
155, ‘Renaissance tendency was toward symmetry of  the parts, together with a visible collection of  parts into 
a single unity’; Barockkunst, p. 84, ‘die ausgleichende Tendenz der Renaissance auf  gleichmäßige Durchbildung 
der Teile, neben der sichtbaren Zusammenfassung in eine Einheit’; Baroque, p. 135, ‘the Renaissance strove for 
overall harmonic balance and unity of  structure’; Barockkunst, p. 57, ‘die Renaissance strebt nach 
harmonischem Ausgleich überall: Einheit der Gliederung’.

 In Origins of  Baroque Art in Rome, the Renaissance serves merely as a point of  reference for the 12

further development. In contradistinction to Heinrich Wölfflin’s establishment of  the Renaissance and the 
Baroque as two equivalent and equally articulated ‘units of  style’, Riegl’s Renaissance is here only cursorily 
designated, as his primary focus is firmly on the manifestations of  the new Baroque style. In Historical 
Grammar of  Visual Arts, the essence of  Roman Baroque art is defined as ‘the portrayal of  the spiritual 
through accidental aspects either belonging to or following from the physical’ (p. 101; p. 58, ‘auf  die 
Wiedergabe des Geistigen durch zufällige körperliche Begleit- oder Folgeerscheinungen. Darin ruht das 
eigentliche Wesen der römischen Barockkunst’), thus ‘the heightening of  transitory natural appearances’ (p. 
102; p. 58, ‘von einer gewissen Steigerung des Vergänglich-Naturwahren begleitet erscheint’). In Origins of  
Baroque Art, the main character of  the Baroque style, as manifested already in the art of  Michelangelo and 
Correggio, the pioneers of  the new style, is determined as ‘the compositional unity of  everything that comes 
into view’ (p. 113; p. 33, ‘dieses Zusammenstimmen von allem, was in den räumlichen Gesichtskreis fällt, ist 
nun ein Hauptcharakterzug des Barockstiles’), ‘the incorporation of  everything into a higher unity’ (p. 150; p. 
76, ‘das ist der Massengedanke, die Komposition im großen, die sich darin ausspricht, ein Zusammenfassen in 
höhere Einheit’), ‘forming a unified whole for all the parts with one dominant element to which everything 
else is subordinated’ (p. 113; p. 33, ‘ein Dominierendes, dem sich alles andere unterordnet’). Further key 
characteristics of  the Baroque style are moving ‘away from details to the whole (which means the distant 
view)’ (p. 113; p. 33, ‘der Barockstil sieht vom Einzelnen stets hinweg auf  das Ganze (Fernsicht)’), ‘a break 
with tactile surface by way of  optical depth; a decisive move toward the optical’ (p. 115; p. 34, ‘eine 
Durchbrechung der taktischen Ebene durch den optischen Tiefraum, eine entschiedene Bewegung nach der 
optischen Seite hin’), ‘emancipation of  deep space’ (pp. 122, 125; pp. 43, 46, ‘Emanzipation des Tiefraumes’), 
‘the heightened psychological perception’ (p. 125; p. 46, ‘gesteigerte seelische Empfindung’), ‘empowerment 
of  feeling’ (p. 116; p. 37, ‘die Steigerung der Empfindung’), ‘emancipation of  feeling’ (pp. 116, 122; pp. 36, 
43, ‘Emanzipation der Empfindung’), ‘the connection of  things’ (p. 130; p. 50, ‘die Verbindung der Dinge’), 
‘connecting several figures in space’ (p. 115; p. 35, ‘Verbindung mehrerer Figuren im Tiefraum’), depicting 
‘natural objects as they saw them, not as they are: subjectivity’ (p. 131; p. 51, ‘die modernen Künstler suchen 
die Naturdinge in der Kunst so wiederzugeben, wie sie sie sehen, nicht wie die Dinge sind: Subjektivismus’).

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 401; Grammatik, p. 292.13
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other two views would deviate, but – on the contrary – the two extreme views are the 
given, and the normal view in between is something simply necessitated by the linear 
development itself. The normal view with its balance of  the tactical and the optical is then 
not a norm-giving pinnacle but seems to perform a function of  a turning point from the 
tactile to the optical. The normal view seems to be not the culmination of  development, 
but merely its necessary intermediate phase.


And then it gets even more complicated. Defining the Italian Renaissance as the 
balance between the tactile perception in the near view and the optical perception in the 
distant view and as the balance of  harmonism and Organism pertains to only two of  the 
levels in Riegl’s historical grammatical structure, composed of  the worldview and the 
elements of  purpose, of  motifs, and of  form and surface. While the elevated position of  
the Italian Renaissance art on the level of  form and surface is incontestable, the 
exemplariness of  the Italian Renaissance balance on the level of  motifs is more relative. In 
Riegl’s view, the Italian Renaissance namely shares the balance of  harmonism and 
Organism with the subsequent Baroque art,  as well as with the preceding Christian 14

mediaeval art:


The beginning and the end of  the development of  motifs in the visual arts can be 
summarized as follows: The earliest worldview conceived natural things simply as 
transitory embodied beings but elevated them in art to eternal beings by couching them 
in inorganic forms. Today’s worldview conceives the things of  nature as tangible 
manifestations of  an eternal world spirit but degrades them in art to transitory ones by 
couching them in the most drastically organic forms. […] These two poles, directly 
between which the medieval Christian attitude lies, bracket the development of  all human 
artistic activity to the present day. 
15

In the development of  the entire Christian art, according to Riegl, the pinnacle and the 
moment of  equilibrium (eine Zeit der Höhe und des Ausgleichs) was thus achieved in the Gothic 
period, both in the North and in the South.  Within the broader domain of  Italian 16

Christian art is thus Giotto’s art that represents both a zenith and a moment of  balance 
(einen Höhepunkt und einen Ausgleich) because it admitted the organic, but only in order to 

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 148; Grammatik, p. 97, ‘the Renaissance and Baroque periods as well, both of  14

which also set out to unite Organism and harmonism (eine Vereinigung des Organismus mit Harmonismus)’.
 Riegl, Grammar, pp. 185–86; Grammatik, p. 128, ‘Ausgangs- und Schlußpunkt der gesamten 15

Entwicklung der Motive in der bildenden Kunst der Menschheit wird man somit etwa folgendermaßen 
feststellen können. Ursprünglich wurden die Naturdinge in der Weltanschauung nur als seiende körperliche 
Einzelwesen gedacht, aber durch Anorganisierung in der Kunst zu ewigen erhoben. Heute werden die 
Naturdinge in der Weltanschauung nur als Erscheinungsformen der ewigen Weltseele gedacht, aber durch 
weitgehendste Organisierung in der Kunst zu vergänglichen degradiert. […] Zwischen jenen beiden Polen 
aber, zwischen denen die christlich mittelalterliche Anschauung und Kunst die Mitte hält, vollzieht sich die 
ganze bisherige Entwicklung des menschlichen Kunstschaffens’.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 164, ‘thus Northern Gothic signaled at once a pinnacle and a moment of  16

equilibrium in Germanic Christian art, just as Giottesque art did concurrently in Italy’; Grammatik, p. 110, ‘die 
nordische Gotik bedeutet insoferne eine Zeit der Höhe und des Ausgleichs für die christlich-germanische 
Kunst, wie es die gleichzeitige Giotteske für Italien gewesen ist’.
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endow the spiritual with sensual form; because on the level of  motifs, the introduced 
organic form was still appropriately restrained, harmonized. 
17

Even more pronounced, for Riegl, is the significance of  Giotto’s art on the level of  
worldview, with its both ‘spiritualization and the measured approximation of  nature’s 
transitory appearances, all the while rigorously avoiding any unnecessary incidental 
details’.  Regrettably, however, ‘the stern, grave Guelf  sensibility of  fourteenth-century 18

Tuscans loosened considerably during the subsequent age of  humanism’,  although Giotto 19

did get one worthy successor in the fifteenth century. Masaccio succeeded in renewing and 
recapitulating Giotto’s ‘equal balance between an interest in rendering the truthful 
appearances of  transitory nature on the one hand and the endowment of  nature with an 
almost individualized spiritual animation on the other’.  Masaccio still possessed ‘the grave 20

and lofty sensibility of  a Giotto’, he, too, was again ‘just as concerned with spiritual 
conceptual purposes as with the accurate natural appearances of  figures’, and was able to 
keep the ‘transitory aspects […] still […] confined to a minimum’. 
21

But after Masaccio, ‘the joy in reproducing accidentals’ gained dominance, ‘the task 
of  capturing the true external appearances of  transitory nature’ became the only focus and 
ultimate goal of  Florentine art.  Of  the High Renaissance artists, only Leonardo was still 22

capable of  balancing the physically beautiful and the spiritually perfect. Only in his art the 
antique pagan and the Christian monotheistic views of  nature remained in a harmonious 
balance. Raphael, who came closest to Leonardo’s achievements, already ‘moved too far 

 Riegl, Grammar, pp. 157–58; Grammatik, p. 105, ‘Die giotteske Kunst bezeichnet damit in der 17

christlich-italienischen Kunst (der zweiter Hauptperiode) einen Höhepunkt und einen Ausgleich: das 
Organische ist zugelassen, aber aussließlich zur Versinnlichung des Geistigen. Die Dämpfung des 
Überschusses an Organismus besorgt aber das bewährte Mittel des Anorganismus’.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 81; Grammatik, p. 42, ‘Giotto namentlich war dazu ausersehen, die italienische 18

Kunst auf  die entscheidende Bahn der Durchgeisterung und maßvollen Annäherung an die vergängliche 
Naturerscheinung, jedoch unter strengster Vermeidung aller unnötigen Zufälligkeiten, zu fuhren’.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 158; Grammatik, p. 105, ‘die ernste und strenge welfische Gesinnung der Toskaner 19

des 14. Jahrhunderts erfuhr im darauffolgenden Zeitalter des Humanismus eine bedeutende Lockerung’.
 Riegl, Grammar, p. 83; Grammatik, p. 43.20

 Riegl, Grammar, pp. 158–59, 83; Grammatik, p. 105, 43.21

 Riegl, Grammar, pp. 158–59, ‘we still encounter in Masaccio the grave and lofty sensibility of  a 22

Giotto; he, too, was just as concerned with spiritual conceptual purposes as with the accurate natural 
appearances of  figures. But the joy in reproducing accidentals was already gaining dominance among his 
closest successors’; Grammatik, p. 105, ‘bei Masaccio begegnen wir zwar noch dem hohen ernsten Sinne eines 
Giotto; ihm war es gewiß noch ebensoviel um den geistigen Vorstellungszweck als um die naturwahre äußere 
Erscheinung seiner Figuren zu tun’; Grammar, pp. 82–83; Grammatik, p. 43, ‘This was accomplished at the 
outset of  the new century by Masaccio, who introduced something seemingly casually that would reappear in 
mature and perfected form three generations later. This was an equal balance between an interest in rendering 
the truthful appearances of  transitory nature on the one hand and the endowment of  nature with an almost 
individualized spiritual animation on the other (den Ausgleich zwischen entschlossener Annäherung an die vergängliche 
Naturwahrheit einerseits und fast individueller Beseelung anderseits); the transitory aspects were still, however, confined 
to a minimum. After Masaccio, the task of  capturing the true external appearances of  transitory nature 
became the overriding goal of  Florentine art’.
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toward the side of  the physically perfect’, to the side of  the matter.  Michelangelo, on the 23

other hand, is singled out by Riegl as a complete exception to this state of  things. 
Supposedly seeking to reproduce the spiritual in the physical, by making the supersensory 
realm visible by endowing the physical body with supernatural shape, he was actually 
already acting as the point of  origin for Baroque art.  The perfect equilibrium (der vollzogene 24

Ausgleich) of  the Italian High Renaissance was thus ‘but a narrow peak that all the great 
masters […] overstepped the moment they reached it’.  With ‘profound interest in 25

transitory matter for its own sake, manifested above all in the vigorous pursuit of  natural-
scientific research’ on the level of  worldview, the decline soon set in.  The hallmark of  the 26

Italian High Renaissance style, physical perfection as a product of  the balance on the level 
of  form and surface, is thus but a starting sign of  the end on the level of  worldview.


Giotto and Masaccio – Giotto with his reappraisal in Masaccio – then, represent the 
pinnacle of  Italian art, because of  the presupposed spiritual dimension of  their art on the 
level of  motifs and especially on the level of  worldview. With its balance of  the physical 
and the spiritual, with its ‘measured restraint (maßvolle Zurückhaltung)’, it is the Gothic 
painting of  Giotto that is the more important parallel to the classical Greek art than the 
Italian Renaissance art with its balance of  the tactile and the optical on the level of  form 

 Riegl, Grammar, pp. 83–84; Grammatik, p. 44, ‘We begin to see the ultimate direction of  this 23

development in works made shortly after the middle of  the quattrocento, and we find its culmination in the 
High Renaissance of  the early sixteenth century. Insofar as transitory aspects of  nature were demanded, these 
were mastered by artists over the course of  the fifteenth century; artists now began to filter out anything 
superfluous or inessential and to place exclusive emphasis on the physically beautiful and spiritually perfect 
(und stellte gleichmäßig das körperlich Vollkommene und das geistig Vollkommene in der Vordergrund). Leonardo’s Last 
Supper can justifiably be regarded as the preeminent representative of  this harmonious balancing (dieses 
harmonischen Ausgleichs) in art of  antique pagan and Christian monotheistic views of  nature (Naturanschauung). 
Raphael, who came closest to Leonardo’s achievements, moved too far toward the side of  the physically 
perfect; Grammar, p. 100; Grammatik, p. 57, ‘What was perceived around 1520 as Italian art’s great flaw was its 
suppression of  the spiritual by the physically perfect (eine Zurückdrängung des Geistigen durch das Körperlich-
Vollkommene), especially evident in the works of  Raphael’.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 101; Grammatik, p. 57, ‘Michelangelo approached the old Christian problem of  24

spiritualizing transitory nature (die Durchgeistigung der vergänglichen Natur) in an utterly unique way. In this, no 
one has ever followed him, and only a genius of  equally extraordinary gifts will ever be able to do so. 
Michelangelo sought to reproduce the spiritual in the physical, but not, as in classical Antiquity, through 
beautification of  the physical body or, as in Germanic art, through accidental gestures. Although this artist 
realized that it was impossible to avoid the physical and sensual domain in art, he employed it as a vehicle for 
making the supersensory realm visible (das Übersinnliche damit zu veranschaulichen). Therefore, he endowed the 
physical body with supernatural shape (so gestaltet er das Körperliche übernatürlich)’.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 266, ‘the perfect equilibrium of  the High Renaissance represented but a narrow 25

peak that all the great masters – including Raphael and especially Michelangelo – overstepped the moment 
they reached it’; Grammatik, p. 191, ‘der vollzogene Ausgleich in der Hochrenaissance nur einen schneidigen 
Gipfel einnimmt, den alle großen Meister (auch Raffael und vollends Michelangelo), unmittelbar nachdem sie 
ihn erreicht, auch sofort überschritten haben’.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 95; Grammatik, p. 51.26
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and surface.  Interested first and foremost in the transitory appearance of  the material 27

dimension, the Italian Renaissance artists felt more kinship with the art of  Roman 
Antiquity than with Attic art.  For this reason, their preferred model became the remnants 28

of  the Roman Imperial age. 
29

In Riegl’s view, after Masaccio, the spiritual was suppressed in Italian art and the 
physical gained primacy. Pictures with religious subject matter continued to be painted, of  
course, but this content became merely a pretext (zum bloßen Vorwand), since the physical 
perfection, the beauty and the artistic accomplishment, became the primary goal of  art.  30

The Italians focused so exclusively on the natural phenomena that they began to ignore the 

 Riegl, Grammar, pp. 333–34; Grammatik, p. 241, ‘Age of  Giotto. Here Christian-Catholic art reached 27

the same summit as polytheistic Greek art in the golden age of  500–330 BCE. But whereas in the earlier 
period the material aspect was dominant and the spiritual-individual represented a novelty to be accepted with 
the utmost restraint, now the spiritual side predominated and the material was handled tentatively. […] 
Giottesque art held natural phenomena clearly in view; images grew both livelier and less geometrically 
beautiful. But we must not forget, first, that all artistic production, even in its external form, still existed for 
the glory of  God and, second, that it never exceeded a rather narrow range in its truth to life. Hence that 
measured restraint, reminiscent of  the classical golden age (also jene maßvolle Zurückhaltung, die an die klassische 
Blütezeit erinnert)’. See also: Grammar, pp. 144, 320; Grammatik, pp. 94, 230–31.

 Riegl is not very consistent as to the specific period of  Roman art: ‘Roman Antiquity’, ‘Roman 28

Imperial period’, ‘Hellenistic-Roman period’ are all brought into comparison with Italian Renaissance.
 Riegl, Grammar, p. 95; Grammatik, p. 51, ‘The Renaissance presents much the same picture as the 29

Hellenistic-Roman period in several respects. In both cases, works of  art appeared that, by suggesting a 
contest with transitory nature, contrasted with the prevailing worldview, which deemed only a physically or 
spiritually improved nature worthy of  representation. And in both instances, we witness the same 
unmistakable emergence and development of  the underlying basis of  that phenomenon: profound interest in 
transitory matter for its own sake, manifested above all in the vigorous pursuit of  natural-scientific research 
(eines tiefen Interesses an der vergänglichen Materie als solcher, das sich vor allem in einem emsigen Betriebe der 
naturwissenschaftlichen Forschung kundgibt)’; Grammar, p. 83, ‘After Masaccio, the task of  capturing the true 
external appearances of  transitory nature became the overriding goal of  Florentine art. Once people 
recognized the extant remnants of  Roman Antiquity as possessing an analogous character, these provided a 
convenient means to this end.’; Grammatik, pp. 43–44; Grammar, pp. 97–98; Grammatik, p. 55, ‘What had only 
begun to suggest itself  during the Roman Imperial period emerged after the sixteenth century as the self-
conscious aim of  all Western art: in place of  physically or spiritually perfected nature, the artist now 
competed with the material world in all its unabashed transience and imperfection (weder die körperlich noch die 
geistig verbesserte Natur, sondern die Materie in ihrer nackten Vergänglichkeit d. i. Unvolkommenheit ist es, mit der der 
Künstler nunmehr um die Wette schafft).’; Grammar, p. 160, ‘Likewise, it is no accident that the preferred models 
came exclusively from the Roman Imperial age and not, say, the Attic golden age, for the Renaissance craved 
the extensive deployment of  accidentals found in Imperial art and not the strongly harmonized treatment of  
these in Attic art, which artists endeavored to overcome through Byzantinizing approaches.’; Grammatik, p. 
107, ‘Auch daß man ausschließlich Vorbilder aus der römischen Kaiserzeit und nicht etwa solche aus der 
attischen Kunstblüte verwertet hat, ist nicht zufällig. Denn die Renaissance begehrte eben nach jenem 
immerhin beträchtlichen Maße des Zufälligen wie es sich in der kaiserrömischen Kunst vorfand und nicht 
nach der noch stark hamonisierten Fassung desselben in der attischen Kunst, die man eben im Byzantinismus 
zu überwinden bemüht war.’; Grammar, p. 169; Grammatik, p. 114.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 158, ‘Once the physical world gains primacy in art, its concomitant accidental 30

qualities will inevitably win supremacy over the shapeless spiritual. This is exactly what happened in fifteenth-
century Italy. Although pictures with religious subject matter continued to be painted almost exclusively, this 
content increasingly formed a mere pretext for portraying contemporary objects and actions.’; Grammatik, p. 
105.
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God behind them. Their faith was shaken but nothing else replaced it. Without a 
conception of  a higher law (Begriff  des Gesetzes, das über allen Erscheinungen steht), 
individualism (Individualismus) prevailed. On account of  the widespread atheism, the role of  
Latin people in the history of  human culture thus came to an end. 
31

Such a strong focus in Italian art on the contest with a physically but not spiritually 
perfected nature had another unfortunate consequence for the general development of  art: 
religious and profane arts went their separate ways.  The conceptual purpose of  art, which 32

predominated until the end of  the Gothic period, was abandoned; on the level of  purpose, 
the decorative function was rehabilitated, the contest with physically perfected nature 
became an end in itself.  This ‘emancipation of  visual art to an end in itself  (die 33

Emanzipation der bildenden Kunst zum Selbstzweck)’ could not be held in check even by the 
renewed religious intensity of  the Counter-Reformation, and it led to the loss of  the 
popular dimension of  art.  In the Italian Renaissance, art has become an object of  mere 34

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 334; Grammatik, pp. 241, 242, ‘The quattrocento and beginning of  the 31

cinquecento. […] Inclined to grant excessive autonomy to natural phenomena, people began to ignore the 
God behind them. Although they veered toward a natural-scientific manner of  observation, they did not 
attain the conception of  a higher, overarching principle, because they understood individual natural 
phenomena as overly autonomous; at the same time, they began to lose faith in the Christian notion of  God. 
Moreover, the dogmatic presentation of  the Christian worldview had made many claims that close 
observation of  nature proved untrue. Hence widespread atheism (daher ein weitverbreiteter Atheismus). What was 
art to do? It grasped the material world as autonomous; it perfected it and made it beautiful. Hence the rise 
of  the cult of  beauty, which predominated even in the papal court.’; Grammar, p. 335, ‘Neither could move 
beyond individualism; they conceived of  man – and therefore God – in strictly individual terms. Although 
faith was shaken, nothing new took its place. Thus the role of  Latin people in the history of  human culture – 
at least with regard to the formation of  a worldview – comes to an end.’; Grammatik, p. 242, ‘Beide können 
nicht über den Individualismus hinaus: sie fassen den Menschen individuell und namentlich auch Gott 
individuell. So ist der Glaube erschüttert, nichts Neues an seine Stelle gesetzt. Die Rolle der Romanen in der 
menschlichen Kulturgeschichte ist – was die Bilding der Weltanschauung anbelangt – abgeschlossen’.

 Riegl, Grammar, pp. 160–61; Grammatik, p. 107, ‘the twofold change (den Wandel, nach zwei Seiten) that 32

occurred during the Renaissance. 1. They indicate a contest with a physically but not spiritually perfected 
nature (in Wettschaffen mit einer wohl körperlich, aber nicht geistig verbesserten Natur). […] it signals that a profane art, 
which dispenses with any spiritual motivation for improving nature, was fast approaching in every domain. 2. 
Because this was accomplished by Christian artists and, consequently, did not involve any pagan intent, only 
one conclusion is possible: the contest had become an end in itself  and was frankly acknowledged as such. 
The separation of  religious and profane arts, and the legitimization of  art as an end in itself  (die Scheidung 
zwischen kirchlicher und profaner Kunst und die Existenzberechtigung einer Kunst als Selbstzweck), thus emerged ipso facto 
as real phenomena. But the fiction that this was not the case lingered until around 1520’.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 118; Grammatik, p. 71, ‘Western Christian art remained markedly conceptual until 33

the end of  the Giottesque-Gothic period […] With the Gothic phase came a certain rehabilitation of  the 
decorative function (gewissen Rehabilitierung des Schmückungszwecks). But the full transformation occurred only 
during the period of  decline as art once again grew into an end in itself.’; Grammar, p. 119, ‘the emancipation 
of  art as an end in itself  leading to an upsurge of  decorative art’; Grammatik, p. 72, ‘abermals also sehen wir 
die Emanzipation der Kunst zum Selbstzweck zu einem Aufschwunge der Schmückungskunst führen’.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 114, ‘The emancipation of  visual art to an end in itself  was not adversely affected 34

by the renewed intensification of  revealed faith during the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, as it had 
been at the end of  Antiquity by the triumph of  Christianity. […] after 1520 when art truly became an end in 
itself ’; Grammatik, p. 68; Grammar, p. 99; Grammatik, p. 56.
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aesthetic appreciation of  the cultivated elite and thereby lost its significance for the life of  
modern humanity. 
35

The Ambiguous Position of  the Italian Renaissance


For Riegl, the Italian Renaissance does not form a compact unity. On the contrary, its three 
subperiods are divided between two of  the three great historical periods. The Early and 
High Renaissance are presented as a part of  the second, Christian period of  art, specifically 
as its conclusion and decline (‘the decline of  nature-spiritualizing art in the Renaissance’).  36

The Late Renaissance, on the other hand, is presented as the first phase of  the third and 
final period of  art, governed by the modern, natural-scientific worldview.  However, in 37

this third period, the Italian Renaissance art is not designated only as a starting point for 
the formation of  the following period of  modern art, but is in fact at the same time also 
defined as a deviation from the general development of  art, just as the Byzantine art and 
art of  Islam were presented as deviations in the development of  art in the second period 
(when ‘the future belonged to Western Christianity’ ).
38

Namely, in Riegl’s view, the Italian Renaissance trespassed twice: first, by embarking 
upon a dedicated imitation of  material nature and abandoning the spiritual aspect, and 
second, by remaining only halfway there, maintaining the idealizing tendency and not fully 
surrendering to naturalism. Italian art ‘continued to hold harmony up as its supreme 
principle’, while the future could only belong to those who ‘would engage confidently in 

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 98, ‘art has become the privilege of  only a few social strata – namely, the 35

cultivated elite’; Grammatik, p. 55, ‘sie [die Kunst] ist Privileg einzelner (gebildeter) Stände geworden’; 
Grammar, p. 99, ‘In a word, art has lost its immediate significance for the life of  modern humanity. It has 
become the object of  aesthetic “appreciation,” to which one must be first initiated and then educated. From 
this viewpoint, one might say that with the dawning of  the new era, the golden age of  the visual arts has 
passed away; the illusionism of  the Renaissance signaled its farewell gleam.’; Grammatik, p. 56, ‘Mit einem 
Worte: die Kunst hat die unmittelbare Bedeutung für das Leben der modernen Menschheit verloren. Sie ist 
Gegenstand ästhetischer Liebhaberei geworden, zu welcher man erzogen und geschult werden muß. Unter 
solchem Gesichtswinkel betrachtet darf  man sagen: die goldene Zeit der bildenden Kunst ist seit dem 
Anbruche der Neuen Zeit vorüber; die Täuschung der Renaissance war ihr letzter Abschiedsstrahl’.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 82; Grammatik, p. 43, ‘die Zersetzung der naturdurchgeistigenden Kunst in der 36

Renaissance’.
 The Late Renaissance art, with Michelangelo and Correggio in particular, is foregrounded as a 37

beginning of  formation of  Baroque art and is as such thoroughly studied by Riegl in his Origins of  Baroque 
Art. See: Riegl, Baroque, p. 97; Barockkunst, p. 7.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 152; Grammatik, p. 100. 38
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the contest with transitory organic nature’.  Instead of  boldly continuing the Christian 39

emancipation of  the weak and the suppressed, Italian Renaissance artists looked back and 
returned to the ancient principle of  the right of  the stronger with its harmonizing 
tendency. Further development of  art was thus rather led by Germanic peoples who, 
through the Reformation, managed not only to renew the Christian spirit, but to preserve it 
at all, and who at the same time enabled the formation of  a scientific worldview, which is 
the foundation of  the final modern period of  art. 
40

Riegl’s understanding of  the Italian Renaissance art is ambiguous, to say the least. He 
still praises its balance and perfection, but in his view the beauty and the artistic mastery are 
just not enough. Within the entire development of  European culture, due to a backward-
looking worldview, the Italian Renaissance does not represent for Riegl the glorious 
moment of  birth of  the modern world, as it does again later for Aby Warburg, Erwin 
Panofsky, Ernst Gombrich. If  prior to the intervention of  Vienna school art historians 
other periods and styles of  art were considered a deviation, a decline from the high peaks 
of  classical Greek and Italian Renaissance art, now Riegl, in the name of  scientific 
objectivity, accorded the status of  a decline to the previously cherished Italian Renaissance.


The position of  the Italian Renaissance in Riegl’s art historical structure is thus the 
position of  undeniable perfection in formal terms, but at the same time of  a regrettable 
deviation from the general development of  art in terms of  worldview. The brief  splendid 
moment of  the perfect balance and beauty does not represent the exemplary culmination 
of  entire history of  art but in fact appears to be of  only a marginal significance in the 
wider scheme of  things. 


 Riegl, Grammar, p. 167, ‘After the Italian High Renaissance, with its balancing of  harmonism and 39

Organism, the future could only belong to an art that would engage confidently in the contest with transitory 
organic nature, at least in the conceptual sphere. […] Italian art continued to hold harmony up as its supreme 
principle, for single motifs as well as their relationships with one another. Such art preferred to ignore 
accidentals entirely.’; Grammatik, p. 113, ‘Nach dem Ausgleiche zwischen Harmonismus und Organismus in 
der italienischen Hochrenaissance konnte die Zunkunft nur einer Kunst gehören, die mondestens im 
Vorstellungszweck entschlossen auf  ein Wettschaffen mit dem vergänglichen Organischen einging. […] Der 
italienischen Kunst gilt nach wie vor die Harmonie als oberster Grundsatz: im Einzelmotiv sowohl als in 
seiner Wechselbeziehung zu anderen Motiven.’; Grammar, p. 101, ‘but Roman Baroque art maintained the 
utmost restraint here too, struggling to preserve as much physical perfection as it could’; Grammatik, p. 58, 
‘aber bewahrte auch die römische Barockkunst verhältnismäßig noch immer die größte Zurückhaltung; sie 
trachtete vielmehr soviel als möglich von der körperlichen Vollkommenheit zu retten’.

 Riegl, Grammar, p. 180, ‘but it was the Dutch who, in the seventeenth century, stepped decisively 40

onto the path to which the future of  art after 1520 belonged’; Grammatik, p. 124.
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