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PREFACE

If you wish to know how difficult it is to judge a work of art, 

please read three or four critics’ judgments of one work of art: 

you will find three or four different standards of appraisal. Be­

cause there is only one true judgment, the others are merely 

partially true, and therefore false. How is one to understand 

which one is true and why it is true?

About twenty-five years ago, I started on a long journey in 

order to answer this very simple question, and because I was 

not satisfied with a purely theoretical solution, I tried to solve 

it through historical experience. By historical experience I 

mean re-living both the historical facts of art and aesthetic 

ideas at the same time, as if the historical facts and aesthetic 

ideas were one and the same thing.

In this book I have tried to expound as clearly as I could the 
historical experience of which I speak.

I am aware that some of my affirmations may be hard to un­

derstand, for they arc founded on the idealistic thought, which, 

while it is familiar in Italy, is unusual in America. May I 

ask you not to renounce reading this book if the first chapter 

should prove quite difficult to interpret? Please read the chap­

ters that follow, for you will find that the historical information
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Preface

contained therein will justify the theoretical ideas to which the 

first chapter is the key, and perhaps you will be tempted to re­

read it, in which event you may even admit that this book con­

tributes to the understanding of art.

Here I wish to express my gratitude to Mrs. Stephanie Dabo, 

to the late unforgettable Professor Kingsley Porter, to Profes­

sor John Shapley and to Professor Philip McMahon, who as­

sisted me in the publication of this book.

Lionello Venturi

New York, March 20, 1936.
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CHAPTER I 
Introduction to the History 

of Art Criticism
Ik one considers the progress of art history during the last fifty 
years one cannot fail to be astonished and delighted, for the re- 
suits have been prodigious. The number of monographs on ar­
tists and monuments, the general histories of art, or special his­
tories for nations, epochs or single arts, the essays on iconog­
raphy and technique, the publications of documents, the cat­
alogues of museums and collections, the technical reviews for 
connoisseurs or cultural reviews for the public, and finally and 
above all the reproductions of works of art of all times and 
places — all these constitute a monumental mass of material for 
study. Some libraries of art history have assumed a special impor­
tance: for example, at Rome the Italian Institute of Archaeology 
and Art History and the library of the Hertz Foundation; at 
Florence the Germanic Institute; at Paris the Institute of Art 
and Archaeology, which includes the splendid Doucet Library; 
at London the Courtauld Institute, with the Witt Library and 
the Warburg Library; and finally the Fogg Art Museum of 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, which is the laboratory of art his­
tory of Harvard University, a laboratory in which arc to be 
found not only the photographs and books necessary to re­
search, b.ut also authentic pictures of Blessed Angelico and Bot­
ticelli.

Anyone who has had opportunity of frequenting any of 
these great institutes knows that there have been reproduced 
all the principal works of art and even many secondary works 
of little or very little importance, relative to all the arts of all 
places and epochs, so that the knowledge of graphic documents, 
even if naturally incomplete, is accessible not only to special­
ists but also to the man in the street. As much, if not more, has
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been done co discover and publish historical data relative to 
works of art and artists, so that of this field also the greater and 
more important part has been conquered. The number of the 
documents, and the chaotic nature of their publication, make 
complete knowledge of them verv difficult for the isolated 
scholar; and it happens that several scholars announce the same 
“find” because thev arc unaware of what each is doinff. These 
arc inevitable inconveniences and in themselves not too serious. 
A well-made index, kept up to date, of all that has been pub­
lished in the art reviews, such as those which arc being organ­
ized by the Frick՜ Art Reference Library of New York and the 
I lertz Library at Rome, will certainly allow inconveniences to 
be remedied. Moreover, a proof that a certain unity has already 
been reached for what concerns the publication of graphic and 
documentary materials is furnished to us by the catalogues rai- 
sonnes of the works of a single artist. Almost everywhere in 
Europe, as in America, the author of a monograph composes 
the catalogtie raisomie of an artist in the same way. It is already 
an important result which deserves to be emphasized.

It is evident, however, that the history of art, though it in­
cludes the catalogue raisonne, is not composed of it only. Mu- 
seography has made such progress, and artistic publications 
have treated it to so great advantage, that these may be re­
garded as a species of universal museum. For the diffusion of 
the facts acquired, for the explanation of the documents which 
serve as a basis for researches, the hard labour of art historians 
has been necessary, and it is notable and praiseworthy. It can 
be understood that art historians, warned of the necessity to 
gather, enrich and perfect the material collected, have been ab­
sorbed in that basic task and have not thought of any other.

The fact is that if, after having admired the work of publi­
cation of artistic and documentary materials, we wish to in-
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form ourselves of the directive ideas of the existing history of 
art, of the spiritual values which it represents, of the relations 
which it institutes with philosophy, history and literature, we 
are immediately aware that unity is lacking and anarchy reigns. 
In the various nations the history of art assumes different char­
acters. An Englishman who occupies himself with Giorgione 
reads all rhe documents which have been discovered on this ar­
tist, all rhe arguments which induce him to favour the attribu­
tion of this or that work of art, even if they have been pub­
lished in Italian, German or French. But if an Italian has ex­
pounded certain critical theories which may serve to formu­
late an appreciation of Giorgione and many other artists, one 
can be sure that the Englishman in question will never read 
them. It is understood that the reverse is true. All, or almost all, 
the writers on art on the Continent have read the books of Ber­
enson or Hill, but who has read the “Speculations” of Hulme 
(1924)? Moreover, a similar phenomenon may be observed 
within separate countries. The way in which art history is 
taught in two universities might give the impression that they 
deal with two different disciplines. Whence comes, then, this 
total absence of unity, this methodological chaos, evident in art 
history, except for the work of museography? The answer is 
easy: the progress achieved in the publication of documents 
and their philological commentary, disappears when it is a case 
of expressing a judgment upon a work of art or an artist. What 
is worse is that there is often lacking the consciousness that this 
judgment is necessary. The true cause of the lack of progress 
is precisely this defect of consciousness, because the first con­
dition to obtain an advance is to wish for it.

If you say to a professor of art history that his lessons are en­
tirely without judgment he will be offended. But if you ask 
him what are the standards of his judgments, he will reply that
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he sticks to the facts, that art is felt or not felt; or he will im­
provise some scheme used as a standard of appreciation — for 
example, the perfection of classical art, respect for reality, dec­
orative value, technical perfection, the predominance of form, 
and so forth. If you go on to compare the solidity of these ideas 
with the precision of the facts which he expounds, you will per­
ceive that his culture, unquestioned in all that concerns the doc­
umentation of the facts, shows some ignorance of all that 
refers to the ideas.

It is well understood that such a condition docs not exist 
without its reasons. It is necessary, in fact, to go back to the be­
ginning of the nineteenth century to find a special flourishing 
of all the historical disciplines, promoted by the idealistic phil­
osophy. Those who, on the base of the idealistic concept of de­
velopment, dedicated themselves to discover and fathom the 
historical facts, ended, on one hand, by interesting themselves 
so exclusively in the authentication of the facts that they forgot 
on the way the ideas from which they started, with the view 
of interpreting them; and on the other hand they perceived that 
the philosophers of idealism had reported facts inexactly, and 
were induced to attribute that inexactness, not to the real de­
fect of precision, but to the ideas themselves. Therefore the new 
historians were philological historians, and rejected and dis­
paraged the philosophical historians. Thus, little by little, was 
lost the ideal nexus between the facts and the ideas, above all 
when, in the positivistic period, which is not completely over, 
they renounced thinking and reduced every scientific activity 
to classifications of the natural history type. The historical 
facts, placed in series, even if most exact, lost their significance 
to the human mind, except to erudite curiosity, because inter­
pretation of their aesthetic value was neglected. History was 
reduced to chronicle; and since this way of making history,
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without judgments, for the history of art, appeared an absurd­
ity even to the most elementary minds, judgment was impro­
vised. Rather than meditate, discuss and perfect it through the 
knowledge of the development of judgments, the new histo­
rians drew it cither from the academic tradition of art, which 
is the most inartistic of traditions, or from elements extraneous 
to art, like scientific truth, moral law, or the history of man­
ners. Taino carried this deviation to extreme conclusions with 
rhe law of the ambient, considering the work of art as a 
product of the social conditions of peoples and epochs: his 
was a determinism in which art lost all autonomy and all 
freedom.

After having thus touched the lowest depth, aesthetics rose 
again at the beginning of our century, and in spite of the dis­
sensions and contradictions surrounding it, a new sense of the 
autonomy of art pervades it and has done away with an endless 
scries of prejudices and errors.

The moment has come, then, to complete a revision of the 
directive standards of the history of art and to reflect upon the 
relations between art history, art criticism and aesthetics. Re­
cently an autnoncauvc voice in Trance has insisted upon the 
differentiation of the three disciplines. The history of art should 
present works of art — all the works of art — without judging 
them, without commenting upon them, with the richest pos­
sible documentation of the facts. Art criticism should judge 
works of art in conformity with the aesthetic feeling of the 
critic. Aesthetics should formulate the definition of art in its 
universal meaning.

But it is evident that to distinguish thus the three disciplines 
succeeds in nothing but to empty them of all sense. In fact, as 
political history cannot be conceived without the control of a
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theory which serves to choose and interpret the facts which 
it needs to expound, and to neglect the infinity of facts of no 
importance, and so speaks of Bismarck and not of his porter; as 
the history of philosophy has need also of a theory of philoso­
phy which serves as a standard to reject all the fantastic ideas 
which it has pleased humanity to invent; so art history has need 
of a theory which will allow it to distinguish whether a pic­
ture or a statue is a work of art — an artistic creation — or a ra­
tional, economical or moral fact. Similarly, if the critic is to 
obey only his own feeling it is preferable that he should hold 
his tongue; because, if he has renounced all theory, he cannot 
know whether his aesthetic feeling has more value than that of 
the man in the street. Finally, an aesthetics which ignored all 
the concrete artistic creations could be nothing but an intellec­
tual game, not a science and not a philosophy. Besides, in order 
to grasp the absurdity of such distinctions, it is only necessary 
to recall the principle of Kant, according to which every con­
cept without intuition is empty and every intuition without 
concept is blind.

Since the distinctions, pushed to extremes, arrive at the ridic­
ulous, let us turn to unity. The gravest error which placed art 
history in the condition outlined above, was the distinction be­
tween art history and art criticism. If a fact referred to is not 
considered as a function of judgment, it is perfectly useless; if 
a judgment docs not rest upon a knowledge of the historical 
facts, it is completely false.

The double exigency was thus analyzed in an exemplary 
manner by Benedetto Croce:

“Art criticism appears to be entangled in antinomies similar 
to those which Immanuel Kant had formulated. On one side the 
thesis: A work of art cannot be understood and judged except 
by taking it back to the elements from which it results; fol-
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lowed by the pretty demonstration: if this be not done, a work 
of art would become something taken away from the histori­
cal complex to which it belongs and would lose its true signifi­
cance. To which thesis is counterposed, with equal energy, the 
antithesis: A work of art cannot be understood and judged ex­
cept by itself; and here also follows the demonstration: that, if 
this cannot be done, the work of art would not be a work of 
art, since the scattered elements of it are also present in the 
minds of non-artists, and the artist is he only who finds the new 
form, that is to say, the new content, which is then the whole 
soul of the new work of art.

“The solution of the antinomy expounded above is: that a 
work of art has, certainly, value in itself; but this self is not 
something simple, abstract, an arithmetical unity; it is, rather, 
something complex, concrete, living, an organism, a whole 
composed of parts. To understand a work of art is to under­
stand the whole in the pares and the parts in the whole. Now, 
if the whole is not known except through the parts (here is 
the truth of the first proposition), the parts are not really 
known except through the whole (and this is the truth of the 
second proposition). The antinomy is of the Kantian type; 
the solution is of Hegelian type.

“This solution establishes the importance of the historical in­
terpretation for aesthetic criticism; or, better, it establishes 
that rhe true historical-interpretation and the true aesthetic 
criticism coincide.

“However, the necessity of the historical interpretation by 
the aesthetic criticism reaffirmed, one puts the question: What 
are the historical facts of which the art critic must take ac­
count? The country in which the artist is born and formed, the 
geographical, climatic and racial conditions among which he 
lives? The political and social conditions of his historical mo-
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ment? His private life? His physiological and pathological con­
stitution? The relations which he had with the other artists? 
His religious and moral ideas? Which of these categories of 
facts? Or all together?

“The answer must not consist in saying, as is customary, 
that all these categories arc indispensable; nor that some are 
indispensable and others not. The correct answer is, instead: 
that all the categories may be indispensable, and none of them 
is so of necessity.

“But as soon as from the generic thought of the totality one 
passes to the consideration of the single work of art (and the 
critic can only consider single works of art, and series and 
groups of them that figure as scries and groups only after the 
single example has been considered), the elements of fact, 
which the critic must hold present, arc only those that have 
entered effectively to constitute the work of art which he ex­
amines, and which arc indispensable for the solution of the 
critical problem which he propounds to himself. What these 
may be, nobody can say, in general: the problem, determined 
ease by case, is only resolved ease by case.”

The identity of art history and art criticism thus established, 
a perceptibly more delicate problem remains — that of the re­
lations between critical history of art and aesthetics. It is 
necessary to discard, as we have said, the hypothesis of a judg­
ment founded only on feeling. On the other hand, Kant de­
fined that aesthetic judgment, though it pretends to universal 
validity, cannot be demonstrated as one demonstrates a logical 
judgment. This depends upon the fact that the idea of art is 
not concrete in aesthetic judgment, without the right intuition 
of the work of art to be judged. The judgment is therefore a 
relation between a universal idea and an individual intuition.

Now, we already know that this intuition is not simple, but
26
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rather contains in itself all the constituent elements of the work 
of art, which arc the historical elements. Croce has told us that 
the systematisation of those elements is not possible, that the 
use of them changes from case to case. There does not exist a 
philosophy of history; there exists only history. Both the in­
tuitive knowledge of the artistic synthesis in a work of art and 
the knowledge of the historical elements inherent in the work 
of art and participating in the intuition of it, arc historical 
knowledge.

Knowledge of the artistic intuitions is the history of art. But 
the knowledge of the historical elements participating in the 
intuition — what is that? Not art history, because in the exam­
ination of those elements one abstracts from intuition. Not 
the history of aesthetics, because among those elements arc in­
cluded practical, rational and moral factors, distinct from the 
aesthetic factors.

Let us analyse for a moment how these elements present 
themselves to the mind of the artist. Fie creates them by drawing 
inspiration from the universe. In nature he may turn for in­
spiration to this human figure, or to that tree, and he will pay 
attention now to this line or that colour, or more to this line and 
less to that colour, or the other way about, and he will choose 
from among the means of reproduction marble or bronze, or 
oil or tempera colour, according to preference, and he will 
choose a light now bright and diurnal, now contracted and 
nocturnal, and he will put into relationship his vision with his 
way of feeling religion (Christian or pagan), with his scien­
tific knowledge (perspective, anatomy and so on), with the so­
cial class to which he belongs, with the aesthetic discussion 
which he will have had with friends or masters. All this is not 
science, or religion, or aesthetics, inserted in the work of art, 
but it is a way of feeling science or religion or aesthetics, it is
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an individual preference, which is not justified by reasoning, 
but certainly by the work of art. A preference in art is always 
a principle of art criticism. But it is criticism without a univer­
sal idea, judgment without a universal pretension; it is a ten­
dency towards criticism, a desire for criticism, a judgment of 
the senses. It is not yet cither art or crit icism, it is a process and 
not a result; it is individual and may belong to a group of in­
dividuals. It is nor criticism, it is taste.

In the critical tradition of the figurative arts the use of the 
word “taste” is frequent and ancient. As far back as 1681 Bal- 
dinucci adopted the word “taste” in a double sense: i — faculty 
which recognises the best; 2 — mode of working of each ar- 
tist. In 1708 De Piles wrote: “Taste is an idea which follows the 
inclination of the painter, in which he is formed by education. 
Each school has its taste in design.” In 1762 Anthony Raphael 
Mengs tried to overcome the double meaning of Baldinucci, to 
identify the faculty proper to each painter of choosing what 
appears the best to him with his mode of working. A genial 
idea, which takes the concept of absolute perfection out of 
reality, and allows to be admitted the existence of a relative 
perfection within the concrete work of art, relative, it is un­
derstood, to the preferences manifested by each author. “Taste 
is that which produces and determines in the painter a prin­
cipal aim and makes him choose or reject what suits or is con­
trary to him; hence it is that, whenever one sees a work in which 
everything is expressed without distinction or variety, one says 
that the author is in fact without taste, since there is to be ob­
served in it nothing in particular, and such work remains, so to 
speak, without significance. The work of every painter suc­
ceeds according to his choice; what he understands of colour­
ing, chiaroscuro, drapery and any other thing relative to paint­
ing. .. It is well, however, to reflect that, painting being com- 
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posed of many parts, there has not been a master who has had a 
taste equally good in everything; but often in one part he has 
known how to choose very well, in another very badly, and in 
some not at all.”

In a form which seems too material in the distinctions, ac­
cording to eighteenth century use, there appears in the prose of 
Mengs the clear knowledge of taste, as of that moment in the 
activity of rhe artist which is not art and not even criticism, 
which is not intuition and not even reason, but which is the 
preference between rhe elements of art in accordance with, 
not an aesthetic idea, bur art itself.

It is obvious, then, that a critical history of art should benefit 
from aesthetics as well as from historical facts.

However, to assume a book of aesthetics to be the vessel of 
all information, to accept its principles blindly, profess them 
ostentatiously and impose them mechanically upon historical 
knowledge, would be the worst way to obtain aesthetic experi­
ence. To understand an aesthetic principle means to verify it 
bv personal experience, and in some way to criticise it. On the 
other hand, ir is necessary that the historical experience should 
be illuminated by the aesthetic principle assumed, and so trans­
formed. There is, therefore, only one way to know an aesthet­
ic principle: that of understanding in ir the theoretical value 
bv the light of the history of aesthetics.

On the other hand, as is evident, there is no other way of 
understanding art except that of compiling a critical history 
of it.

But the relation between aesthetics and art, between the idea 
of art and artistic intuition, is art criticism. If the art historian 
must know rhe history of aesthetics, with even more reason 
must he know the way in which aesthetic principles have been
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applied to works of art; he must know, that is to say, the history 
of art criticism. Now, however strange it may appear, there 
docs not yet exist a history of art criticism.

There exist monographs, indeed there are many of them; but 
of works which embrace the field of art criticism in its entirety 
there is not even one, and of those that deal with large periods 
there arc very few. And this without taking into consideration 
the fact that what different writers look for in this field varies 
considerably, and often conflicts.

For classical antiquity there exist two histories of aesthetics 
which deal superficially enough with the history of art criti­
cism: that of Edward Midler (1834 and 1837), and that of Ju­
lius Walter (1893). More useful and better adapted to the aim 
that we propose here is the “Essay on Painting and the Criti­
cism of Art in Antiquity,” by Ed. Bertrand (1893).

Mr. Albert Dresdncr had the intention of writing a com­
plete history of criticism, but only the first volume (1915), 
which goes as far as Diderot, has come out. And what has been 
published seems to concede too much importance to the prac­
tical and social side of criticism, too little to judgments on works 
of art.

The work of Mr. Julius Schlosser, “The Literature of Art” 
(1924), has obtained a merited success. As a reasoned bibli­
ography of writers on art history from the Middle Ages to the 
end of the eighteenth century, nothing better could be desired. 
In it arc found noteworthy items of information and judgments 
on art criticism, but they are fragmentary, precisely because 
the author is more interested in historical data than in critical 
values.

Similarly, the two volumes by Mr. William Waetzoldt, 
“German Art Historians” (1921 and 1924), expound the de­
velopment of art history in Germany from Sandrart to Karl
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Justi, raking into account the critical values of the art historians, 
but excluding from the treatment almost all those critical val­
ues which have not assumed the explicit and complex form of 
histories of art.

In France the best work remains always that of Mr. Andre 
Fontaine — “The Doctrines of Art in France” (1909). It is an 
excellent picture of the artistic tendencies and critical reac­
tions from Poussin up to but excluding Diderot, so that this 
book has an essential value for the comprehension of French 
criticism of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

In Italy must be noted the excellent study by Miss Mary 
Pittaluga, “Eugene Fromentin and the Origins of Modern 
Criticism” (1917-1918), which is an outline of art criticism 
from the Renaissance to Romanticism. And the author of the 
present work has already attempted to write a history of art 
criticism from Plato to Ruskin, limiting it to a single problem, 
that of judgment of value on primitive artists (“The Taste of 
the Primitives,” 1926).

Recently two important contributions have been brought 
by English writers, that of Mr. Kenneth Clark on “The Gothic 
Revival” (1928) and that of Mr. C. Hussey on “The Pictur­
esque” (1927). Even Chinese criticism has already found its 
illustrator, O. Siren, “The Chinese on the Art of Painting,” 
Peiping, 1936.

It is necessary, then, to profit by the monographic work of 
others in tracing in a general line the development of art crit­
icism, and to indicate the principal results.

In the following chapters we shall expound some of the 
principal judgments brought to bear upon the figurative arts 
through the centuries, and we shall comment upon them ac­
cording to the aesthetic ideas and artistic creations which have 
conditioned them: art criticism among the ancient Greeks and
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Romans, that of the mediaeval men, and above all, of the Ital­
ians at the end of the Middle Ages; that of the Italian Renais­
sance; and that of the baroque period in which Italians and 
French hold the field. Arrived thus at the eighteenth century, 
we shall be present at the origin of neo-classical criticism, a 
work accomplished chiefly in Rome by two German writers; 
and of romantic criticism, in which Germans and English pre­
dominate. We shall sec how at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century German idealistic philosophy tried to create a criticism 
which should synthetise neo-classicism and romanticism. 
Through the nineteenth century and the beginning of the 
twentieth, we shall follow the contributions, sporadic and frag­
mentary, but not on that account less important, which philol­
ogists, archaeologists and connoisseurs, above all the German 
and Italian ones, have brought to criticism. We shall be pres­
ent at the exceptional critical blossoming which took place in 
France towards the middle of the nineteenth century, with re­
gard to modern painting. Finally we shall study how some Ger­
man critics of the second half of the nineteenth century, have 
tried to give themselves a rule of judgment outside idealistic or 
positivistic aesthetics, creating the theory of pure visibility. Af­
ter that we shall seek to draw from our rapid survey a corollary, 
to realise the verity, or the partial verity, of the judgments of 
all epochs, controlling them by their own historical develop­
ment, not without suggesting to the reader the ambition to de­
rive from the historical experience of criticism a solid founda­
tion for the comprehension of art.

In order to treat the subject homogeneously it is necessary to 
define its object with exactness. The object of our treatment is 
art criticism. But we know how complex this is, because we 
have had to identify the history of art with art criticism. Now
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in this complex subject the elements are numerous, and they 
cannot all be put on the same plane without risk of making the 
treatment fragmentary and scattered. The catalogue raisonne 
of the works of an artist, and the philological criticism of an 
historico-artistic source, are important and sometimes essential 
contributions to the critical history of art, but they are not 
identical with it. The theory of art as sensible appearance of the 
idea, which is Hegel’s, and the theory of pure visibility, which 
is Fiedler’s, are not themselves art criticism. On the other hand, 
the painting of Giotto was, above everything, a work of art, but 
it was also a critical event, an act of taste, in as much as not only 
many artists have profited by his taste in creating their works 
of art, but some writers also have judged art according to the 
models of Giotto.

Neither a philological work nor an aesthetic theory nor an 
act of taste fully realises art criticism. In order that it should be 
realised, it is necessary that it be centralised in judgment. Let 
us think, for example, of the judgment of Baudelaire on Dela­
croix: there is the principle of the spirituality of art; there is 
the historical determination of the taste of Delacroix, distinct 
as romantic taste not only from neo-classicism, but also within 
romantic taste defined in its new sense of form; there is the in­
tuition of the individuality of the painter and of his creativity. 
And all this is realised in a judgment, in the appreciation of the 
greatness of Delacroix. The centre of Baudelaire’s activity is 
precisely there, in judgment-, and he is a critic in the full sense 
because he centres himself in judgment.

Judgment of the artist or of the work of art must be the cen­
tre of our treatment.

If then we examine the principal factors of judgment we per­
ceive them to be:
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i — the pragmatic factor, which is given by the work of art 
on which the judgment is brought to bear;

2 — the ideal factor, which is given by the aesthetic ideas of 
the critic and in general by his philosophical ideas and moral 
needs — in short, by the civilisation to which he adheres and 
which he helps to form;

3 — the psychological factor, which depends upon the per­
sonality of the critic.

The psychological factor is more important for a monograph 
on a critic than for a general history of art criticism. In so far 
as some critical personalities arc important, and have influenced 
the general course of criticism even with their desires and pas­
sions, these contribute to the essential aim of criticism but never 
identify themselves with it. In fact, as we arc accustomed to 
say popularly, criticism is worth more than critics.

The ideal factor is essential to the historical importance of 
judgment. Without the theory of art as a spiritual activity, 
without the refusal of the idea of art as imitation of nature, Bau­
delaire would never have been able to understand that the 
drawing of Delacroix, instead of being incorrect as compared 
with that of Ingres, has its own perfection. Nevertheless the 
history of criticism is not the history of the genetic process of 
critical ideas. The perfcctioning of critical ideas, that is to say 
criticism of preceding ideas, is an essential condition. But it is 
necessary to bear in mind that critics create their ideas not only 
by criticising preceding ideas, but above all by the intuitive ex­
perience of works of art — that is, by its pragmatic factor. 
Without this continual return to the origin, to the intuitive im­
pulse, to contact with the work of art, contact of man to man, 
of mind to mind, outside the limits imposed by the critical tra­
dition, the creation of a new criticism would not be possible. 
In other words, progress does not come like a turning of a wheel,
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according to a regular order; it takes place by leaps and bounds, 
and the springboard for rhe critic is the inspiring work of art.

It is necessary, however, to avoid the dualism which would 
exist if the origin of artistic judgment were indicated as, on the 
one hand, in aesthetic ideas and, on the other, in works of art. 
They arc abstractions, these, and useful for direction; but in 
reality aesthetic ideas and works of art arc fused in one impulse 
of judgment, in a tendency, in a mode of feeling that we know 
already under rhe name of rastc. Judgment on art obeys the 
same antinomy that art obeys: it is analysablc into the elements 
of the critic’s taste, and those elements arc illuminated precisely 
in the synthesis of the judgment.

The essential condition of the artistic judgment is to have a 
universal idea of art. and at the same time to recognize it in the 
personality of rhe artist to be judged. In other words, the artis­
tic judgment must consider the personality of the artist as an 
expression of universal art. No concrete personality has to be 
sacrificed to any abstract idea of art. On the other hand, evety- 
onc wants a universal principle of judgment; otherwise any 
personal preference whatever would be justified in the pres­
ence of history, without any discrimination of true or false 
judgment, or even of good or bad taste. In that case, the history 
of art itself would be no longer history, but mere historicism, 
pure erudition.

The solution of i his new antinomy is to be sought in the coin­
cidence between artistic personality and artistic perfection, 
h is generally considered that the contingent and ephemeral 
character of a work of art consists in its belonging to an in­
dividuality, and that its eternal value depends upon “rules of 
art.” But art history and the history of criticism convince us of 
rhe contrary: that it is precisely the “rules of art” which have
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a contingent and ephemeral character, which arc valid only 
for a period or a school, and never for all times and all places. 
'They are elements of taste which, under the dazzling light of 
the artistic personality adopting them, create the illusion of 
being rules. It is necessary, therefore, to reverse the relation 
between personality and rules. It is the personality of the 
artist which impresses eternal character upon the elements of 
taste, the so-called “rules of art.” That a personality is truly 
artistic only the intuition of its works can make manifest to us. 
We know how complex is that intuition, full of experiences of 
every dominion of the mind. But if the intuition of art is there, 
the judgment of the work of art is not to be limited by any 
law extraneous to the personality.

Personality is a law to itself. Some applications of this prin­
ciple are accepted by all. For example, if I think that Delacroix 
is an artist, I must not seek the merits and defects of his paint­
ings. There are neither merits nor defects in the painting of 
Delacroix, there is only the style of Delacroix. Therefore Bau­
delaire could say that Delacroix did not draw less well than 
Ingres, but drew in a different manner. To believe that Dela­
croix drew less well than Ingres signifies abstracting the draw­
ing from the work of art in which it is realised, and so empty­
ing it of all artistic value. On the other hand, it has been noted 
that the abstract perfection of the drawing of Ingres is more 
evident in his allegorical figures than in his portraits, because 
in the portraits even Ingres was constrained to deform his ab­
stractly perfect drawing, and he was constrained there pre­
cisely by his artistic impulse, in the best moments of his creat­
ivity. What, then, is that abstract drawing which is lacking in 
Delacroix and found in Ingres in his worst moments? It is ac­
ademic drawing; that is to say, a scheme of drawing, which 
Ingres considered useful for pedagogy but which remained out-
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side his art. To-day all this is commonly known, and it is there­
fore not necessary to insist upon it here.

But if to-day lack of academic drawing is no longer consid- 
ered as a defect, other schemes, equally abstract, have an undue 
influence on artistic judgment — for example, the proportions. 
We know how much has been said from Polyclcitos onward 
about the proportions of the human body. The fact is that for 
lack of accord, only some proportions of the human body were 
chosen as models. The same is true in architecture: an Egyp­
tian temple has different proportions from a Greek, but even 
in Greek temples Doric proportion is different from the Cor­
inthian. Who, then, can say which one of those proportions is 
perfection? The truth is that if art is the expression of the per­
sonality of the artist, then proportions — any proportions — 
participate in art only so far as the artist desires. If an artist 
adores the proportion called the “golden section,” he can very 
well make a work of art in which this proportion occurs. But 
what will be artistic in that work will be the expression of that 
desire, the idolising of the golden section and not the golden 
section itself. However, if a painting presents a human figure 
with extraneous or unusual proportions, with reference to our 
common experience, it is difficult of appreciation even by con­
noisseurs of art; indeed they arc led easily to decide that any 
difference from normal human proportions is an artistic error. 
Elongation of the proportions by artists like Greco or Modig­
liani is accepted neither by the public nor even by many good 
critics. In this connection one might ask here why criticism 
does not control with equal severity the proportions of trees as 
it controls those of men; and this question suggests that the 
root of the traditional severity of judgment on human propor­
tions is a certain pride in the human form as compared with the 
other forms of nature, a pride that carries with it an unwilling-
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ness to have our infinite and absolute beauty touched. However 
it may be, if we believe that art is the expression of the feeling 
of the artist, the human proportions have positive value in art 
only if the artist who uses them has the faith and pride of hu­
man beauty. Greco and Modigliani had another faith; they 
were not so optimistic about human nature and its wonders: the 
first through the mystical vision of the divine, the second 
through tenderness towards the fallen angels. Why, then, 
should their mode of feeling avoid an adequate and coherent 
expression? Possibly in homage to the theory of proportions? 
It is enough to put the problem in such a way to understand that 
if the love of proportions can lead to art, the theory of propor­
tions is and has been an obstacle to the judgment of art.

It is understood that abnormality of proportions may be 
either an expressive necessity, or a technical ignorance. But 
when a painter who has given proof of perfect technical knowl­
edge, having become master of his style, renounces proportions 
and realises proportions not normal according to tradition, then 
he is entitled to claim that, rather than deride him, one should 
seek to understand the intimate reason of his disproportions.

The problem is still more delicate when, instead of the par­
ticular case of proportions, one has to deal with the general 
problem of the imitation of nature. The immense popularity 
that the definition of art as the imitation of nature has had 
through the centuries explains the delicacy of the problem. 
To-day we know that a painter who reproduces a tree is an 
artist, not in so far as he reproduces that tree, but in so far as he 
expresses his own way of feeling that tree, large or little, flow­
ering or dying, strong or graceful, and so on. However, even in 
the best talents of idealism, though they have well understood 
the creative character of art, there is a residue of naturalism. 
Hegel, for example, wrote that painting is more incomplete
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than poetry, because to express feeling and passion, it has at its 
disposal only the face and the attitudes of the body. Now, any­
body who has experience of the art of painting knows that 
the face and the attitudes of the body give an incidental con­
tribution to artistic expression. 'The painter expresses himself 
through forms and colours, not through bits of nature imitated 
as the face can be. I he work of some of the greatest artists in- 
deed, has constituted precisely a contrast between the image of 
the face and the artistic expression. The case of Leonardo is 
typical. Tn his paintings the faces arc smiling; and for a long 
time writers believed in the happy soul of Leonardo. Up to 
Stendhal nobody was aware that Leonardo expressed a melan­
choly mind in his paintings: he expressed his melancholy 
precisely in his shading, with a continuous gradation in half 
tone, and the smile on his faces is nothing but an accent on 
his melancholy.

It is necessary, then, not to think of nature, not to relate to 
nature the work of art if it is to be understood. However, the 
abstract painting and sculpture which have been raging for 
about thirty years do not result in a work of art which con­
vinces and exalts us. The reason is that such painting and sculp­
ture are intellectual games, coldly composed. When Hegel 
thought of the face and the attitudes of the body become paint­
ing, he thought, in effect, of the eyes turned to the heavens by 
Guido Reni, “painter of the soul,” an expressionistic rhetorical 
picture of Jesuitical origin. This also was an abstraction, a 
scheme to make feeling as hateful, as false and immoral; coldly 
composed like a cubistic construction. The intellectualistic or 
moralistic scheme has displaced a mode of feeling in the crafts­
man; and the work of art is not born.

But when Leonardo expresses his mode of feeling through 
gradations of half tone, he does not adopt abstract schemes; he
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feels. His feeling is nature, true nature in art. He has no need to 
have recourse to schemes of external nature. His work is ar­
tistic because it is according to nature, not because it is imitation 
of nature.

Innumerable similar problems arc faced in a work of art, 
and they can all be resolved when one bears in mind the char­
acter of the work of art — intuitive and not logical, concrete 
and not abstract, individual and not universal.

Thus is clarified the character, both absolute and relative, of 
artistic judgment. Its absolute aspect depends upon the eternal 
value of art, and its relative aspect depends upon the fact that 
that eternal value is not found except in the single personalities 
of artists. Between the universal and the individual there is 
nothing that has the value of a rule of judgment. Not drawing 
nor colour, not the classic nor the romantic, not the true nor the 
false, not the good nor the bad. Every truly artistic personality 
comprehends in itself all the schemes, and creates them in a 
special way, which constitutes, precisely, the personality. To 
comprehend if that personality be truly artistic or not, there is 
only one way: to have intuition of art, to feel its spiritual 
value, and reflect upon the character of art distinct from that of 
other human activities, rational or religious, moral or utilitarian.

It has been necessary to let this explanation of the nature of 
the artistic judgment precede the historical exposition of many 
judgments expounded through the centuries, in order that the 
reader may understand why and when I shall agree or disa­
gree with these judgments.
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CHAPTER II
The Greeks and Romans

The criticism of sculpture and painting, which arose in Greece 
about the third century before Christ, reached us incidentally 
through Pliny the elder in his “Natural History.” The critical 
judgments on Greek artists to which he refers, are taken — it 
is true, indirectly — from the treatises on painting and sculpture 
of Xcnocrates of Sikyon (a sculptor of the school of Lysippos) 
and of Antigonos of Karystos, both of whom lived in the first 
half of the third century B.C. It is difficult to know to which 
of them to attribute the judgments referred to, and therefore 
scholars have the habit of grouping them under the name of 
Xenocratcs, who seems to be the more important of the two. 
So wc say Xenocratcs wrote a treatise dedicated to painters 
and sculptors in order to give advice and principles. But it was 
not a purely abstract treatise, as, for instance, the Canon of 
Polyclcitos, who occupied himself solely with the proportion 
of the human figure; Xenocratcs tried to fix a relationship be­
tween his own artistic principles, as categories of artistic judg­
ment, and some concrete artistic personalities. What is criticism 
if not a relationship between a principle of judgment and the 
intuition of a work of art or of an artistic personality? Xenoc­
ratcs therefore, as far as wc know, reached for the first time a 
hiHi intellectual standard of art criticism. Two factors, the 
pragmatic and the cultural, enabled Xenocratcs to reach such 
a standard:

i —The artistic grandeur of Greece, during two centuries, 
the fifth and fourth centuries B.C., gave the impression to con­
temporaries and to posterity of an exceptional civilisation and 
of a continuity of ideals, so as to make of sculpture and painting 
two complete disciplines, with fixed doctrines. It was natural
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that an artist who lived a little after that miraculous epoch 
should establish a record of the steps by which the completion 
of the discipline, considered as the perfection of art, was 
reached, and that he should identify those steps with the con­
tribution made to the discipline by each artistic personality. 
Both the theoretical purpose and the historical experience 
helped Xenocrates to refer his artistic views to concrete artists.

2 — The cultural factor was equally important. Of course, 
the first mythical artist, after having made the first work of art, 
judging it, passed the first artistic criticism. But that judgment 
assumed a particular value of thought only when the thought 
on art, as the historical experience of art, reached a certain 
maturity. Now, Xenocrates had before him as an example of 
artistic thought none less than Plato and Aristotle, and he 
found in the latter and in the first Peripatetics a great deal of 
historical interest on art. In Aristotle’s book on Poetry there 
were many effective references to the history of poetry, to 
its origins and to the contributions to it by the different poets. 
The Peripatetics liked to make use of genealogical tables in 
order to show the development of the artistic schools, similar 
to those they made for the philosophical schools, and they liked 
to recount anecdotes and sayings of the artists. Duris of Samos, 
a pupil of Theophrastos, who lived in the second half of the 
fourth century, recounted the lives of the artists without dis­
cussing their works, but even he expressed sometimes an artistic 
judgment: for example, when he explained the idealistic char­
acter of the art of Zeuxis by the legend about his choice of the 
best parts of several women’s bodies, because he believed that 
human bodies are never perfect; and so criticism by Duris arises 
from the lives of the artists when the anecdotes relate to an idea; 
just as criticism by Xenocrates arises from the art treatise when 
an artistic law is applied to an artist or to a work of art. This
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was the double origin of art criticism, as it began at the end of 
the fourth and the beginning of the third centuries B.C.; and 
so it continued, with rare exceptions, until the eighteenth cen­
tury, when people wrote the history of art instead of the lives 
of the artists, and began to create reviews of art exhibitions.

The limits of the criticism of Xenocrates lay in his being 
bounded by the experience of Greek art in the fifth and fourth 
centuries B.C. (though that offered a wide enough field), and 
by the degree of development reached by Greek aesthetieal 
and historical thought.

Regarding rhe historical thought, it is necessary to observe 
that the ancient Greeks did not try to represent the develop­
ment of human values, cither in art or in science, but they tried 
to determine the facts that occurred, to explain them by their 
immediate and mundane causes, and to use them as standards. 
In the same way, those who wrote on art occupied themselves, 
beyond the determination of the facts that occurred (that is 
to say, of the artistic personalities and their works), only to 
draw from those facts the way to perfect artistic discipline. 
The sketch of the history of Greek philosophy with which 
Aristotle preceded his “Metaphysics” ought to be the model 
for the artistic accounts of the art treatises; and the recognition 
paid by Aristotle to Socrates for having found the definition 
and the idea of the universal, corresponds to the recognition 
paid by the art treatises to Lysippos and to Apelles for having 
attained the perfection of sculpture and painting.

Regarding the aesthetic thought, it is necessary to remember 
that Plato and Aristotle vacillated between the theory of beau­
ty and the theory of art, without letting the two theories coin­
cide. Nor is there reason to be unduly astonished when we think 
that even to-day the consideration of beauty as the perfection of 
art is quite rare. The fact is that for the Greeks, art was ■nninesis,
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which is imitation or representation of nature; and that for 
them beauty had a moral character identified with the good, 
or a mathematical character identified with geometrical pro­
portions. The relationship between the two problems of art and 
beauty which was not determined by philosophy, was sug­
gested by compromises. 'They said that it was necessary to 
imitate nature, but that it was necessary also to idealise nature, 
following the concept of physical and moral beauty; that is 
to say, following mathematical proportions and nobility of 
sentiment. All this was not very rigorous, but it had the advan­
tage of allowing people to look at works of art from different 
points of view: that of the technical ability for imitation, that 
of the abstract form, and that of the moral contents.

The concept of imitation suggested to Xenocrates to omit 
all sculptors previous to Polycleitos, to praise him for having 
made “his statues rest their weight on one leg,” and to blame 
him for having represented too monotonous figures. He be­
lieved that Myron had surpassed Polycleitos in variety, but that 
he was not yet able to represent the hair of the head. Pythagoras 
improved the hair, and knew how to portray the sinews and 
veins. Lysippos, finally, could represent hair perfectly, and his 
execution of even the smallest details is accurate and delicate. 
And so the standards of judgment professed by Xenocrates in 
order to obey the mimetic necessity of art, are: the natural bal­
ance of a statue, the variety of bodies, the difficulty of repre­
senting in marble or in bronze the softness of the hair, and deli­
cacy in the execution of details. On the other hand Xenocrates 
observed that Polycleitos used too heavy proportions, that My­
ron improved them, and that Pythagoras was the first to find a 
relation between symmetry and rhythm that is, to find right 
proportions even in a figure in action; and that finally Lysippos
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modified the canon of proportions, making the human figure 
more slender and elegant, so as to represent man not as he is 
but as he appears. Observe that from this last judgment arises 
the consciousness of a way of art parallel to that of nature, but 
not identical with it. It is no longer a question of abstract geo­
metrical form, but of an artistic effect. In fact, the change from 
heavy to slender proportions corresponds with a- change of 
opinion on beauty which has nothing to do with art; truly 
wc know that an artist, in order to express his feelings, 
may want heavy proportions and realise through them the 
perfection of his art. Bur the idea of representing man not as 
he is, but as he appears, has much to do with art, because it is 
a kind of deliverance from imitation of nature, in a naturalistic 
sense, and an effort to reach an artistic level in sculpture. This 
effort was made perhaps under the influence of the scepticism 
of Pyrrho, and its value goes beyond the particular historical 
judgment on Lysippos.

On painting, the judgments by Xenocrates were more nu­
merous and important from a critical point of view, than were 
those on sculpture. The criticism of primitive artists contin­
ued to be limited, or almost so, to the conquest of the ability in 
imitation. The development of painting is conceived as parallel 
to the teaching in the schools contemporary to Xenocrates: first 
the drawing, then the use of only one colour, then chiaroscuro, 
then various colours with their reflections, and finally tone as 
unity and harmonisation of colouring. To Kimon of Kleonai was 
attributed the merit of having invented foreshortening, of hav­
ing known anatomy and having treated drapery under the rule 
of chiaroscuro. Polygnotos represented clothes on female bod­
ies as transparent, with their ornaments multicoloured; the 
mouth open, showing the teeth, and the faces of various types. 
The scientific basis of painting was the work of Pamphilos:
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“the first painter who was thoroughly trained in every branch 
of learning, more particularly in arithmetic and geometry, 
without which, so he held, art could not be perfect.”

Speaking of more modern painters, Xenocratcs gave less im­
portance to rhe problem of imitation, and occupied himself 
with the problems of form, not only in the abstract sense. Tic 
said that, if Zeuxis painted heads and limbs too big, Parrhasios 
gave them their right proportion, and that no one surpassed him 
in contours, even if “he failed in modelling.” At this point 
the definition of the contour by Parrhasios was so sensitive and 
delicate that it became no longer of abstract form, but of real 
art. “The contour seems to withdraw, and so enclose the object 
as to give assurance of rhe parrs behind, thus clearly suggesting 
even what it conceals.” Because of his vanishing contour Par­
rhasios was led to the effects of full relief, in which Nikias dis­
tinguished himself: “he was painstaking in his treatment of light 
and shade, and took special care that his figures should be re­
lieved against rhe background.” The relief of Nikias showed 
high lights on a dark background, and his was the principle of 
plastic form; but critics saw that Pausias followed a different 
principle.

“The most striking instance is that, wishing to display an 
ox’s length of body, he painted a front and not a side view of 
rhe animal, and yet contrived to show its size. Again, while all 
others put in the high lights in white and painted the less sa­
lient parts in dark colour, he painted the whole ox black, and gave 
substance to the shadow out of the shadow itself, showing 
great art in giving all his figures full relief upon the flat surface, 
and in indicating their form when foreshortened.”

But it is not clear whether Xenocratcs had an absolutely sure 
consciousness that rhe chromatic character of Pausias’ style 
was opposed to the traditional type of plastic form. In fact,
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allusion to chromatic values were rare in Xenocrates: some­
times he complained that certain colouring was too hard, and 
praised Apelles for having given, after finishing his pictures, a 
black “glazing to prevent the brilliance of colours from offend­
ing the eyes.” But this appears to us to be nothing more than 
a trick and an evidence of academic taste. Apelles, and in a 
lesser degree his contemporaries, represented for Xenocrates 
the perfection of art; and he tried to indicate the perfection of 
each one: “Melanthios was perfect in his distribution of figures, 
Asclcpiodoros in perspective arrangement — that is, in giving 
the accurate distance between different objects. Apelles ex­
celled all painters who came before or after him. He admired 
the works of his contemporaries, praising every beauty and 
yet observing that they failed in the grace, called Xdris in Greek, 
which was distinctively his own; everything else they had at­
tained, but in this alone none equalled him. He laid claim to 
another merit,” with respect to Protogenes, “namely, in know­
ing when to take his hand from a picture; a memorable saying, 
showing that too much care may often be harmful.” In con­
clusion, grace and natural facility of creation were the unsur­
passable qualities of Apelles and these were also the extreme 
achievements of the Xenocrates criticism. They were free from 
abstract form and from imitation; they were capable of 
reaching the focus of aesthetic values; they revealed the art of a 
painter, whom we, alas! do not know but whom we believe 
we are meeting when we look at a masterpiece by Raphael. 
And so the criticism of Xenocrates on painting was so far su­
perior to that on sculpture, that we doubt whether he would 
have been able to reach such a level without the influence of 
Apelles’ treatise on his own art.

The moral contents, as a principle of artistic judgment, were 
considered by Aristotle. To explain the phenomenon in poetry
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he alluded to painters: Polygnotos represented human beings 
superior to us, Pauson inferior, and Dionysios similar. Socrates 
had already said: “It belongs to the sculptor to represent 
the working of the soul in a visible form,” and Aristotle noted 
the necessity of the moral expression in painting: Polygnotos 
is a clever painter of character, but this docs not interest Zeuxis. 
Young people must not contemplate the pictures by Pauson, 
but those by Polygnotos and of other painters and sculptors 
who portray moral expression. We know of only two references 
by Xenocrates to this problem: “Euphranor first gave to heroes 
their full dignity,” and “Aristcidcs of Thebes was the first 
among all painters to paint the soul and gave expression to the 
affections of man and also the emotions.” Polygnotos, whose 
moral value was emphasised by Aristotle, is on the contrary 
considered by Xenocrates only as one of the contributors to the 
imitating ability. That is because the perfection of Apelles, veils 
his understanding, as the perfection of Lysippos prevents him 
from seeing the grandeur of Phidias. The consideration of moral 
expression in art could correct the conception of a perfect 
physical imitation and of an absolutely abstract form, attrib­
uted to the technically more evolved art, as a symbol of the per­
fection of art; because one could not reduce to a uniform type 
of perfection the moral expression, on account of it depend­
ing upon the different temperaments of artists. But a moral 
judgment of art is right when it conceives the process of artistic 
creation and not the subjects represented. For example, a paint­
er may show his moral finesse when he represents a still life, 
and another may reveal his base nature when he represents a 
hero. But the Greeks did not understand this; they looked at 
the motive, and became proud of their choice of subjects, and 
therefore even the moral aspect of art did not free their criti­
cism either from the abstract consideration of nature, which
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was co be imitated, or from the science of imitation. The happy 
intuitions of Xenocrates on the appearance of reality in the art 
of Lysippos and on the grace and natural facility of Apelles, 
remained isolated and limited to his conviction of the technical 
perfection of Lysippos and Apelles; and did not extend to other 
artists, such as Polygnotos, whose grandeur had already been 
understood by Aristotle. Art criticism was not able to recognise 
the absolute perfection of a primitive artist, in the way that 
Aristotle understood Homer as the poet par excellence; that 
is, art criticism was lacking in determining, not the general per­
fection of art, but the particular perfection of each artist.

The exclusive admiration for Lysippos and Apelles, began 
to disappear at Pergamos, where arose the custom of formulat­
ing the canons of great artists, in imitation of the canons of ten 
orators chronologically arranged with a fixed scale of appre­
ciation. This tradition influenced Cicero, Dionysios of Halicar- 
nassos and Quintilian. The universal idea of art and the differ­
ent artistic styles were considered by Cicero in opposition. 
“There is only one art of sculpture: Myron, Polycleitos, Ly­
sippos excelled in it; but they are different one from another 
and, in spite of that, you could not wish them to be different 
from what they are. The same is true of painting: Zeuxis, 
Aglaophon and Apelles resemble each other very little, but it 
seems that nothing is lacking in the perfection of each one.” 
Such an observation would be an improvement on the criticism 
of Xenocrates, as it would renounce the prejudice of artistic 
progress. In fact, if every artistic personality should reach its 
own perfection, there would not exist beyond any one person­
ality an abstract artistic perfection, towards which one could 
aspire, which one could attain, and from which one could de­
cline. Technique may progress, but not art.
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But it must be noted that Cicero, who had a threat deal of 
finesse and sensibility, lacked coherence of thought. Therefore 
he wondered why people preferred old to modern masters, 
who showed so many improvements. And so the canons of 
painters and sculptors which were transmitted by Cicero and 
Quintilian were wanting in true critical interest, because of 
their lack of concentration and competence. They collected 
contradictory opinions without a dialectic investigation. As 
an example we may cite the following judgment of Quintilian: 
“It is said that Lysippos and Praxiteles were the best repro­
ducers of reality, because Demetrios abandoned himself too 
much to reality and preferred resemblance to beauty.” So 
the value of Lysippos and Praxiteles did not consist in the re­
production of reality, but in an ideal creation, such as was lack­
ing in Demetrius. I his shows mat Quintilian was unable to base 
his judgment on one principle only: he allowed himself to be 
carried away by opinions, by fragmentary observations, which, 
although right in themselves, had no reciprocal relation. Fie 
looked at critical problems from the outside; he noted them 
without penetrating further, thus falling below the criticism 
of Xenocrates. And so Cicero’s and Quintilian’s judgments 
are interesting to us more as testimonies of the opinions of their 
contemporary connoisseurs, than of their own.

In the first centuries of the Christian era sprang up the fashion 
of art collecting, connected with the new Roman luxury, and 
a reaction frorh the contemporary art, which was felt to be de­
caying from the standard of the great Greek art of the fifth 
and fourth centuries. On account of this many connoisseurs 
arose, whose task was thus defined by Lucian and Kallistratos: 
“A work of art requires an intelligent spectator who must 
go beyond the pleasure of the eyes to express a judgment and 
to argue the reasons for what he sees.” “A connoisseur is one
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of those men who, with a delicate artistic sense, know how 
to discover in works of art the various qualities they contain, 
and mix reasoning with such an appreciation.’’ Such connois­
seurs did not allow themselves to be guided in their apprecia­
tion only by the perfection of execution, and began to appre­
ciate even the faculty of invention. A statement by Pliny is 
important in this case: “Timanthes is the only artist whose 
works always suggest more than what is painted, and great as is 
his dexterity, his faculty of invention exceeds it.” The effect of 
this new orientation of mind was the discovery of the absolute 
value of the artists prior to the fourth century, and the liberation 
from the illusion of the absolute perfection of Lysippos and 
Apelles. Quintilian noted such preferences without under­
standing them, and therefore he became malicious: he believed 
that it was due to the mania to prove themselves connoisseurs. 
But in any case nobody in the time of Quintilian dared resist 
the critical truth of the absolute and eternal value of Phidias. 
The opinion was that Phidias represented gods better than men, 
that he had a sumptuosity and a grandeur unknown to others; 
for example, to Polyclcitos, who idealised human form, but did 
not reach such a high level of divine majesty. Through these 
and similar indications which were always referred to the mo­
tive and not to the kind of representation, we feci that the con­
noisseurs were aware that Phidias reached his own perfection 
by his own sense of the divine; and this is another purely criti­
cal result, which surpassed every limit of the imitation of real­
ity, of mathematical form, and of moral contents. The poetical 
form of this intuition is found in the Anthology: “Either Jupiter 
descended on earth to show you his features, oh Phidias! or else 
you ascended into heaven to see the God himself.” In order 
to explain the same statue of Jupiter, Cicero’s critical point of 
view was the traditional idea of a type of beauty which in-
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spired the sculptor and Dio Chrysostom, wrote: “No sculptor 
or painter could reproduce wisdom and intelligence in them­
selves, because they never could embody in form pure wisdom 
and pure intelligence, and because such forms would be out­
side human experience, and would be unreal. Therefore people 
had recourse to a body where we may recognise the presence 
of a spiritual value. Because of the lack of a model, God is rep­
resented in a human form likened to a vase of wisdom and 
reason; by a visible and sensible material we try through 
a symbol to express an invisible and unattainable being. This 
symbol is higher than that through which some barbaric people 
identify the divine nature with the form of animals, in accord­
ance with absurd and debased cults.” In this passage is dimly 
seen the principle of art, as a sensible form of idea, which is the 
basis of the Hegelian aesthetic, and the distinction is affirmed 
between the intuitive symbol of the artist and the arbitrary 
symbol of religion. The motive of Dio Chrysostom was re­
peated by Philostratos (third century): “Who guided Phidias 
in his representation of a God he had never seen? Something 
else guided him — a thing full of wisdom. What was that? You 
cannot mention any such thing except imitation. It was inia^- 
ination that wrought these forms, a more cunning artist than 
imitation. Imitation will make what it has seen, but imagination 
will make what it has not seen.” Of course the “imagination” of 
Philostratos does not distinguish between the imagination of 
things not seen and the creative imagination of the artist. The 
same must be said of Quintilian, when he speaks of visions, 
which the Greeks called fantasias, through which the images of 
far distant things are represented by the soul in such a way that 
we think to see them with eyes and to have them present. In 
another aspect Dio Chrysostom did not limit his idea to the 
relation between the invisible and the visible, between the
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spiritual and the material, but he also conceived the distinc­
tion between the different arts: “We sculptors have to make 
each likeness in a single attitude, which must be stable and per­
manent, and comprise in it the whole nature and quality of the 
god. But the poets may include many forms in their poetry, and 
ascribe movement and rest and actions and words to their 
personages.” In this passage is presumed that distinction which 
made famous the Laocobn of Lessing. Of course no conclusions 
were drawn from these happy ideas, which were exceptional 
fruits, rather than seeds of new plants, and did not fertilise 
thought before the eighteenth century when an absolutely 
different type of thought matured.

Until now we have spoken about criticism of sculpture and 
painting. The ideas on architecture in antiquity are known to 
us through the treatise by Vitruvius. But it is necessary to add 
that those ideas arc much more elementary and rude than those 
on painting and sculpture, as is the case even to-day with the 
ideas on architecture. The two exigencies of architecture are 
the training in construction, and the science of mathematical 
proportions. The judgment of architecture, following Vitru­
vius, has six categories, where the practical aspect — that is, the 
economical one — is juxtaposed to the pseudo-aesthetical one, 
in such manner that even literal interpretation is rather uncer­
tain. It seems at any rate that by theLatin word ordinatio Vitru­
vius considered the convenience of the building to its scope; 
by the word dispositio, he understood the aspect of the building 
following the plan and the elevation; by the word distributio, 
he regarded its economic convenience; but he gave an aesthetic 
content to the following categories: eurythmia, which is the 
value of the repetition of certain elements; symmetria, which is 
the proportion between the various elements and the whole;

53



History or Ari՛ Criticism

decor, which is rhe perfection of the execution. Notwithstand­
ing, it was necessary, for an aesthetic exigency and on the ex­
ample of painting and sculpture, to refer the categories of archi­
tecture to the idea of imitation of nature and link them to the 
other works of art. But architects did nor become popular 
heroes as did painters and sculptors, and so their historical inter­
est has not been so vital; in addition, buildings were of various 
types, and bowed to practical necessities, so that it was neces­
sary to bring out the artistic element in them. The column, and 
the parts dependent on it, were considered as this artistic ele­
ment; and they let Vitruvius classify the three orders: Doric, 
Ionic and Corinthian. The choice of the column depended on 
the fact that it had proportions similar to those of the human 
body. That is to say, the human proportions justified the imi­
tative character of architecture and allowed it to be considered 
as a work of art. The history of architecture consisted then in 
the history of those three orders, and it is unnecessary to add 
that such a history was a pure legend.

Another type of art criticism was that of literary descrip­
tion. It had as model Homer’s famous description of the shield 
of Achilles, it was cherished by the poets of the Anthology, 
and became fashionable as it gave the pleasure of competing 
by words with forms and colours. Statius, Martial, Apuleios, 
Pliny the younger and the two Philostratos followed this fash­
ion. Because the critic is a philosopher added to an artist, and 
not an artist added to an artist, description may be a work of 
art, but not an important critical achievement. But what was 
perhaps the most beautiful description, that of Lucian on the 
Centaurcss by Zeuxis, was the occasion for acute and new 
observations. Lucian was aware of the ideas of the artists; he 
had been on the point of becoming a sculptor, and knew that
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his descriptions had no relation to the figurative aspect of art. 
He said: “I am not sufficiently a connoisseur to be able to judge 
the visual beauties of this picture. It is the task of painters and 
of those who arc professional connoisseurs to praise the different 
parts which constitute a perfect painting: for example, the cor­
rectness of drawing, the truth of colour, the effect of light and 
shade, the exactitude of proportions, and the general harmony. 
My task is to explain how Zeuxis showed all the richness of 
genius, in giving to the Centaur a terrible and savage expression, 
... to the Ccntaurcss . . . an aspect similar to the famous marcs 
of Thessaly.” Also Lucian occupied himself with the pys- 
chology of the figures represented and with the naturalness of 
the physical representation, leaving to the technicians the task 
of explaining the afore-mentioned schemes, which were 
not related to the individual vision of the artist. The pro­
portions of Zeuxis belonged, of course, to his own art, but they 
were appreciated, not according to the individuality of Zeuxis, 
but to a general canon of proportions. This is why neither 
artists nor connoisseurs, as Lucian defined them, treated ef­
fectively the art of Zeuxis. Lucian refers to the legend of the 
anger of Zeuxis, when one of his paintings was highly praised 
for the novelty of its theme, instead of for the ability of its 
execution. And so certain people were interested in the pictorial 
romance, and others in the ability: both remained outside art 
criticism. In any case, the consciousness of the two ways of 
looking at a picture was quite new, and it was an approach to 
art criticism. Sometimes even Lucian bordered on criticism, as 
when he appreciated the fusion of the two bodies of woman and 
mare in the Centauress, and explained how those two bodies 
were merged with a great art, so that the elements of a fusion 
pleasant and easy, vanished before the eyes of the spectator, 
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who was not aware of the transformation. Even the ancient 
artistic guide books, such as that by Pausanias the traveller, 
never went beyond the description of works of art.

Some antinomies of art and art criticism did not escape the 
Greeks and Romans, who discussed them in a manner that was 
maintained by later criticism. One of them was the rationality 
and rhe irrationality of rhe representation. Everyone knows that 
Horace invited his friends to have a good laugh in looking at 
a picture representing a beautiful woman whose body termi­
nated in the form of an ugly fish, as a mermaid. In spite 
of that, we can admire a siren. The popularity of the gro­
tesque, which formed fantastic combinations instead of imi­
tations from reality, brought forth the following protest 
from Vitruvius: “How can you admit that reeds arc able to 
support a roof, or that the candelabra could bear the dome of 
a temple with all its decorations, or that a tender and trembling 
stem could carry the weight of a seated figurine? Even if men 
knew such imagination to be false, not only did they not criti­
cise it, but they condoned it, and this because they considered 
neither the true reality of things, nor the authority of the mo­
tive, not the rule of convenience. Therefore one should avoid 
praising those paintings, which did not imitate truth, even 
though they were painted with the greatest ability, and avoid 
judging unless one has well founded and clear reasons.” Conse­
quently, as Vitruvius, who considered rhe rational clarity as the 
only measure of art, so his adversaries, who appreciated the abil­
ity and not the art of the grotesque, proved themselves to be 
outside of a true critical judgment. The defect of the grotesque 
was really in the lack of moral seriousness and not in its irra­
tionality.

The second antinomy was that of beauty and ugliness. Ac-
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cording to Plato, beauty in itself is not found in the living crea­
tures or their representations, but in geometrical figures. These 
arc beautiful in themselves, by their own nature; and their 
beauty goes beyond sensual pleasure. And Aristotle confirmed 
the mathematical origin of the beautiful. Both, searching for 
beauty outside nature and art, found the principle of art not 
in beauty but in imitation. Because of his logical severity, Aris­
totle concluded from such an idea that art may represent ugli­
ness as well as beauty: “Those things, which in nature we can 
not look at without disgust, give us pleasure when reproduced 
by art. above all when represented with the greatest realism; 
as, for example, the most hideous animals or dead bodies.” 
But the reason for praising is, in the opinion of Aristotle, the 
pleasure of the spectator in discovering and recognising the con­
tent of the figures, and not in the aesthetic contemplation. 
Plutarch repeated the idea of Aristotle and added. “If a paint­
ing represents a hideous being in a lovely form it errs against 
its own nature and ceases to have verisimilitude.” And this is 
said for realistic truth rather than for the liberty of art against 
the idea of beauty. Nevertheless Plutarch and the Stoics in 
general alluded to the solution of the problem by taking away 
from the body and reserving for the soul all reason of beauty; 
the ugly becomes a means of setting off the beauty of the 
soul. Vcrgil had said that virtue has a better grace in a fine body, 
and Seneca denied it: “Virtue has no need of ornament; it is its 
own beauty. It is not necessary to damage the soul with the de­
formities of the body, but to adorn the body by the beauty of 
the soul.” Plutarch affirmed that physical ugliness is beautiful 
in itself when moral beauty is added. Therefore the idea of ugli­
ness is sometimes denied, and sometimes it is cherished for 
polemical reasons.

But even this approach to a truth, which was a truth of the
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romantic criticism, did not go farther. The principles of 
rationality and of geometrical beauty required of the artist 
an accurate execution. Zeuxis said that easy and rapid execution 
could not give to a work' of art a very long life, nor that perfect 
beauty which is the result only of diligent care. But when the 
technical perfection became technical facility, then Xenoc- 
rates said that Apelles understood the necessity of talcing the 
hand from a picture at the right time, and Cicero said that 
Apelles realised the meaning of the word enough. This was the 
source of a new conception of the finishing of pictures. And the 
ancient connoisseurs probably felt the value of a sketchy pic­
ture, because it revealed the mind of the artist in a more direct 
manner, more spontaneous, and more intimate, without con­
sidering the necessities of a public expression. Pliny gave us, 
though in an incidental and distracted manner, the example 
of such a state of mind: “What is quite curious and note­
worthy is that people admire less the finished productions of 
an artist than his last works, left incomplete, as, for instance, 
the Venus of Apelles. In fact, people appreciate the interrupted 
sketch and the first idea of the artist; while sorrow for the 
hand that perished at his work beguiles us into the bestowal 
of the prize.”

The antinomies of rationality and irrationality, of beauty and 
ugliness, of works finished and unfinished, involve the antinomy 
of form and colour. We will not affirm that form and colour con­
stitute always and necessarily an antinomy, bound up with the 
other already suggested antinomies; the fact is that the ancient 
artists of Greece and Rome and the modern artists of the Re­
naissance and of Neo-classicism understood form and colour 
in this way, but the artists of the Middle Ages did not. History 
cannot fix the cause of events, but only their conditions. And 
the conditions of the above-mentioned antinomies are the fol-
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lowing: the rationalisation of beauty is founded on the mathe­
matical proportions of form. Of course, even colour may be 
rationalised, and Aristotle himself wrote a treatise on colour, in 
which he distinguished three elements: i — light, 2 — the 
matter through which light passes, 3 — the local colour of the 
object from which the light is reflected. These were scientific 
observations, but nobody thought of assuming one light or one 
colour as a standard of perfection to be imposed on every pic­
ture or work of architecture, as human proportions were im­
posed on the form of figures and columns. That is to say, there 
was invented a canon of the proportions of the human form, 
and not a canon of the harmonics of colours. Proportions were 
considered as laws, even by artists who wished to elude them, 
but harmonies of colour were treated only by sensibility. The 
rationalised form, and not the sensitive colours, could exhaust 
beauty, beauty being considered as rational. The antithesis of 
beauty is ugliness, but colours were beautiful in themselves, 
according to the opinion of Plato and others. But their beauty 
should be subordinate to that of form, which was not only 
beautiful, but of rational, absolute beauty. On the contrary, 
when colours dominate form, the result is a barbaric taste and 
ugliness.

In his “Poetics,” Aristotle, in order to explain how the basis 
of tragedy is myth, and characters take only second place, 
builds up a comparison: “Something similar happens in paint­
ing. If someone smears a surface, even with the most beautiful 
colours, but without a preconceived drawing, he would not be 
able to charm so much as another who draws only the contours 
of a figure in simple white.” Philostratos wished to demonstrate 
the exactitude of this idea by an example: “Even if we use only 
white to paint an Indian, he still appears black: his broad flat 
nose, the curly hair, the prominent cheek bones, and a peculiar 
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expression of the eyes, all show the lineaments as being black, 
even if we sec them white, and they represent an Indian to 
every practised eye.” From this we can understand of what 
kind was the pleasure the ancient people called aesthetic or the 
imagination they called phantasy: the pleasure depended on 
recognition and only the artist’s skill suggested imagination. 
Instead of a true aesthetic pleasure, they spoke of an intellec­
tual knowledge. Therefore in antiquity there is a relationship 
between the rationalised aesthetic, and the preference of form 
to colour.

The development of art tended towards a constant growth 
of interest in colouring. And in the first century A. D. Diony- 
sios of Halikarnassos objectively observed: “In ancient paint­
ings the scheme of colouring was simple and presented no va­
riety in the tones; but the line was rendered with exquisite per­
fection, thus lending to these early works a singular grace. This 
purity of draughtsmanship was gradually lost; its place was 
taken by a learned technique, by the differentiation of light 
and shade, and by the full resources of the rich colouring to 
which the works of the later artists owe their strength.”

But this objectivity of judgment did not always receive as­
sent. Greek art prevailed over Oriental art in general, and Per­
sian in particular, for its sense of proportions, but not for crea­
tive capacity of colouring; and it was difficult to distinguish 
the art of colouring from the richness of material, because of 
the luxurious character of the Oriental productions. Besides, 
the development of colouring, as Dionysios pointed out, coin­
ciding with the decay of art, was considered by the Roman 
critics as responsible for this decadence.

Flow general was the opinion identifying colouring with a 
barbaric luxury was indicated by Lucian in the following de­
scription of a hall: “Its magnificence was the only reason for
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surprise. Neither art, nor beauty, nor right proportions, nor the 
elegance of form, gave value to the distribution of splendid 
metals. That was a spectacle made for the eyes of a barbarian. 
Barbarians cannot appreciate beauty, they display the magnifi­
cence of their treasures in order to astonish spectators and not 
to chann them, because to barbarians what is gorgeous is con- 
sidered beautiful.”

Both Pliny and Vitruvius made colouring responsible for the 
decay of art: “Four colours only were used by Apelles and 
others in their immortal works. .. While now that purple 
clothes our walls, and India contributes the ooze of her rivers 
and the blood of dragons and of elephants, there are no more 
masterpieces; and so everything was better when instrumen­
talities were fewer. That is really so, because people attach 
greater value to material than to genius.” And Vitruvius: 
“While in ancient times people appreciated only the talent of 
the artist and the perfection of his work, today they praise only 
one thing: the splendour of colours. The science of the painter 
no longer counts.”

Against these condemnations arose later the voice of Plu­
tarch: “Colouring is superior to drawing, and produces a more 
living impression on the mind, because it is the source of a 
greater illusion.” This was a presentiment of a new era which 
was arising, but not a critical confutation.

Finally even the antinomy of the finished and unfinished 
works responded to that of form and colour, because the effect 
of colour needs an uneven surface, whose touches give an un­
finished impression. Such an effect was noted in a quotation 
from the Anthology relating to the picture by Parrhasios, repre­
senting Philottetes: “The picture had an uneven aspect, due no 
doubt to the effect of the brush, and the tone had a certain as­
perity.”
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These arc the most important testimonies, very fragmentary 
and sporadic, of critical activity on the figurative arts, pre­
served from classical antiquity. The principles which antiquity 
followed are true even now, but now they are understood in a 
more profound conception of the nature of art. Antiquity 
launched the critical problems of art without solving them, but 
used acute and unbiased observations and a very fine sensibil­
ity. Therefore it is wise, not only to avoid the mistakes of the 
critics of antiquity, but also to develop their truths, and to 
meditate upon their schemes: of imitation, proportion, moral 
content, relation between mind and matter, between vision and 
myth, between the analysis of the technique and the descrip­
tion of the subject, rationality and irrationality, beauty and 
ugliness, completion and incompletion, form and colour.



CHAPTER III 
The Middle Ages

Up to the fourteenth century, a characterisation of artists or of 
works of art, such as classical antiquity was able to produce, is 
lacking in the Middle Ages. For nearly ten centuries it seems 
that art criticism was silent: only seems, it is true, because tes­
timonies remain of discussions upon art and with reference to 
works of art; but the desire for transcendency induced the men 
of the Middle Ages to seek God, the supreme beauty, in a work 
of art and to speak only of God, while it hindered them from 
interesting themselves enough in the things of the earth, among 
which are works of art and the personality of the artist. At the 
end of the antique era a loftier aesthetic theory than those 
preceding was formed by Plotinus, because in it nature was 
spiritualised by way of mysticism, and the concept of imitation 
was in some sort overcome. St. Augustine realised that spirit­
ualisation in some principles of figurative art. Later, Duns 
Scotus and St. Thomas realised it in the determination of some 
faculties, in which art could be included. By virtue of such 
thought, art was in effect liberated from nature, naturalist- 
ically understood as by the Greeks. The destruction of the 
contact between art and nature facilitated for artists the crea­
tion of masterpieces in Romanesque and Gothic architecture, 
in Romanesque and Gothic sculpture, in Byzantine and Roman­
esque mosaics, in stained glass, in textiles, and so on. But in the 
fervour of those creations nobody was able to render count 
of them critically. To render count of them it was necessary 
to fuse the consciousness of the logical process of criticism, as 
the ancients were able, with the consciousness of the a-Iogical and 
mystical process of art. The men of the Middle Ages had this 
last, not the first. Therefore, and also following the weakened
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culture, they limited themselves to giving empirical receipts. 
During the Middle Ages art criticism divides itself into three 
modes, none of which, naturally, could exhaust the subject. 
These are: the mystical aesthetic, the iconographical repertory, 
and the body of receipts. All these three modes interest us 
only in what they can suggest to us of contemporary artistic 
knowledge, or as they may have come true in subsequent 
criticism.

Historically for the naturalistic conception of man proper 
to antiquity, was substituted in the Middle Ages the conception 
of his spiritual value; and for the concepts of fate and fortune 
was substituted the concept of Providence. In art also a spiritual 
value was recognised, but in a transcendental manner and with- 
out distinction of spiritual categories, so that the idea of art was 
completely absorbed in the idea of God. Through love of uni­
versality the individual became indifferent, and was reduced to 
an anonymous instrument of religious exaltation. It was a happy 
condition for the creation of art — but at the same time it was 
the most desperate condition for making a critical history of 
art.

The principle that allowed Plotinus to progress beyond the 
concept of imitation was that of emanation — of Oriental ori­
gin. He says: “Imagine to have before you two pieces of mar­
ble and one may be without form, unworked, and the other 
may be instead already a carved statue, which represents a fig­
ure divine or human, and if divine, the statue may be of some 
grace or muse, and if human it may be not the portrait of an in­
dividual man, but of something in which the beauties of various 
models have been assembled. The marble, then, which by 
means of art has assumed beauty of form, will immediately ap­
pear as beautiful, not by the fact that it is marble, because 
otherwise the other marble would be equally beautiful, but 
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precisely because it has a form produced by art. The material 
did not in fact possess this form which was in the mind of the 
author before it had passed into the marble, and it was in the 
artificer, not because he had eyes and hands, but because he 
was furnished with art. There was, indeed, in art a much great­
er beauty than this,” since in its passage from art itself and 
from the author to the material, a part of the beauty is lost. It is 
not true that artists imitate simply that which they see with their 
eyes, “but they have recourse to those same reasons of which 
nature consists and with which she works, besides creating 
many figures by their imagination and correcting others, where 
perfection was wanting, so that the figures receive beauty.” 
Therefore the artist transforms the material, which is ugly, in­
to a rational form. The bodies become beautiful because they 
participate in the reason which is God. Everything that sym­
bolises in sensible form the eternal reasons of the world has the 
right to be called beautiful. As Chrysippus had said already: 
beauty is of the universe and not only of man. Even Plotinus 
opposes the idea of the identity of beauty and proportions, 
because these proportions are of man, or rather ofTheJiuman 
body, and beauty is spiritual. Beauty is complex. There 
is a simple beauty, that of colour, because it consists in the vic­
tory of light over darkness.

Detaching itself from the material the soul reaches out to the 
supreme beauty, which is also the supreme good, God, by a 
mystical process which, says Plotinus, is intuition. This is the 
process of contemplation, which is opposed to reasoning, in 
which subject and object are identified. The vision is no longer 
external but internal. The eye does not see the sun if it has not 
first grasped its form. The soul does not see beauty if it has not 
become beautiful itself. The mystical process ends in the vision, 
which unites and simplifies everything: in ecstasy. That is to
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say, the artistic activity remains rational in its aim of attaining 
the reason of God, but its process is intuitive, imaginative. For 
the finite world of the classical era is substituted the infinite 
world of the modern age, and if it is still somewhat chaotic, it 
is impressed with the new knowledge of the spirituality of art.

St. Augustine, who through his whole life is passionately de­
voted to aesthetics, follows the ideas of Plotinus, and defines 
some of them. For example: ugliness is not only a lack of form 
but also a minor degree of beauty — a concept which, as does 
also the preceding concept of sublimity, leads back to the real­
ity of the work of art, apart from the transcendence of abso­
lute beauty. Equally, besides unity, gradation, variety and dis­
tinction, he judges contrast to be among the qualities of beauty. 
If the colour black is put in its right place in a picture, the pic­
ture is beautiful, even though the colour black is not beautiful; 
as the universe is beautiful even though it contains sinners, who 
are ugly in themselves. Not only that, but beauty itself has a 
certain relativity: compared with man the ape is ugly. But the 
ape also has a rhythm of its own, the unity of its members, the 
agreement of its parts, and so forth. The beauty of the ape 
would be diminished if its body were altered. Beauty exists as 
long as things arc natural. Here, then, is an infinite enlargement 
of the world of artistic inspiration, and at the same time a tran­
scending of nature, even of that of an ape, by the sense of the 
divine.

Such transcendency found its rationalistic form in the con­
cept of allegory. This arises if one thing sounds in the word and 
another thing is designated in the mind: the lamb and Christ, 
for example. Here St. Augustine docs not ask himself if the ar­
tistic character of the lamb consists in the reference to Christ 
or in the manner of representation. St. Augustine has arrived 
at a particularly genial intuition when he speaks of the judg-
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ment of the work of art. Direct judgment is judgment of senses; 
there is also the superior judgment of reason, which judges ac­
cording to the laws of beauty (number, relationship, balance, 
unity) which come from God. But he cannot demonstrate that 
these laws have reason. In which is outlined the antinomy be­
tween non-demonstrability and the pretension of universality 
in the judgment of taste, which Kant will be able to settle.

Finally, St. Augustine does not love painting and sculpture 
among the arts, but certainly music and architecture. Among 
the figurative arts architecture is the furthest abstracted from 
natural imitation: his preference was therefore consequential, 
and permeated the mediaeval taste; to this is due the great 
flourishing of Romanesque and Gothic architecture. St. Au­
gustine prefers a rigorous correspondence among the parts, a 
balance of windows, a rational architectonic measure; that is to 
say, he did not yet feel the need of liberation from the math­
ematical reason, a liberation which was the glory of the me­
diaeval architects. There is, however, a detachment from the 
classical taste in the consideration of the window as an artistic 
value in architecture (Aristotle occupied himself instead with 
the column); and in the consideration of space as an clement 
self-emancipated (of the intervals rhythmically connected, 
rather than of the closed and finite elements, preferred by the 
classical taste).

The continuity of neo-Platonic thought relative to art is 
proved by the passages that St. Thomas, in the thirteenth cen­
tury, dedicates to aesthetics. Fie recognises the rational value 
of the two superior senses — sight and hearing: these are a 
means to formal knowledge, by way of assimilation. The con­
templative life is an act of reason: therefore reason is intuitive 
knowledge. Thomas exalts the value of the senses. The senses 
delight in proportions, because these are similar to those that 
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the senses contain in themselves. That is to say, we feel objec­
tive relationships as if they were in us. Here St. Thomas an­
ticipates the modern theory of empathy, Eiii\ubhmg. Finally, 
the good as much as the beautiful is lovable. The good pleases 
desire directly; the beautiful pleases it by its theoretical inter­
est. Passion is pacified in the beautiful through the possession of 
the discernible image. The beautiful is therefore objective, but 
its power depends upon the subject, upon the discernible im­
age created by the subject.

In short, from Plotinus to St. Thomas, from the third to the 
thirteenth century, there is a continuous process of aesthetic 
thinking, i։i spite of aversion of a theological order, rich in an­
ticipation of the modern aesthetics: a process consisting of the 
consideration of the spiritual value of form, of the universal 
and infinite value of beauty, of art as intuition and as ecstasy, 
of the relativity of the ugly, of the judgment of the senses, not 
demonstrable yet pretending to universality, of the exaltation 
of architecture among the figurative arts. It arrives at valuing 
the artistic senses as a theoretical activity, and at recognising 
the subjective character of art.

If these and other happy intuitions did not realise themselves 
in an aesthetic discipline, as came to pass in the eighteenth cen­
tury, it was due to the lack of relationship between the consid­
eration of art on the one hand and the beautiful on the other; 
that is to say, the psychological observations, sometimes very 
subtle, and the metaphysical intuitions, often marvellous, were 
not applied to works of art. Architecture, painting and sculp­
ture were considered under their practical aspect as handi­
crafts. Naturally, when one spoke of the aesthetic function of 
the colour black in a picture, or of the spatial rhythm in an edi­
fice, painting and architecture were not considered as handi­
crafts; but from such truths no conclusions were drawn, and so 
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they continued to consider painting as a craft like char of build­
ing boats. The defect being aggravated by the decline in gen­
eral culture, the treatise on art which had been raised by Xen- 
ocrates to a standard of criticism, was reduced to the level of a 
book of receipts.

Among the more remote mediaeval writers of treatises ap­
pears Heraclius, perhaps a Roman, an cxaltcr of Rome, desir­
ous of discovering the secret of Roman art. But in what docs 
that secret consist? In the manner in which the Romans were 
successful in including gold within the glass of some phials in 
order to make them splendid. He who offers the most ency­
clopedic treatise of technical information, and includes in his 
survey the production of Greece and Italy, France and Ger­
many, and even Arabia, is Theophilus, in the twelfth century. 
The programme of his book is the following: “One learns art 
little by little, and part by part. Fundamental to the art of paint­
ing is the composition of colours, then giving attention to their 
blending. Preoccupy yourself with that, and be exact to ex­
treme limits, so that what you paint may be freely ornamented 
and spontaneously created. In following the practice of art 
you will be helped by the experience of many craftsmen of 
talent.” Here is a picture, vague enough, but capable of repre­
senting the painter of the Romanesque period. His preoccu­
pation is the composition and blending of colours. Theophilus 
does not speak of drawing. That is not a difficulty, because it 
is not a torment. One learns drawing from the experience of the 
craftsmen of talent, that is to say, by copying their examples. 
Nor does Theophilus speak of the imitation of nature. What 
matters is to blend the colours well within the contours, so that 
the effect may be ornamental, free, as if it had flowered. One 
could not touch the central point of Romanesque art with 
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greater ingenuity; everything seems a convention, but the ex­
ecution is so passionate, fervent and full of faith, that an infinite 
creative freedom is released from the convention itself.

Theophilus docs not speak of painters, but only of the House 
of God. Nor does he concern himself with the history of paint­
ing: he limits himself to recording that art is born in craftsman- 
ship, to which Adam has been constrained since the banishment 
from Eden. Between pure craftsmanship — the blending of col­
ours — and the image of God, the artist, according to Theophilus, 
does not pass a single step: he docs not know nature, nor propor­
tions, nor the schemes of the human reason. The individuality of 
the artist is annulled in the House of God through the mystical 
process. Theophilus thus imagines the work fulfilled: “Adorning 
the ceilings and walls with varied work and diverse colours 
you have in some way exposed to the eyes of the faithful the 
Paradise of God, decorated with innumerable flowers. You have 
succeeded in letting the Creator be praised in creation and in 
showing God to be admirable in his work. At first the human 
eye docs not know upon what to rest: if it looks at the ceilings 
they are flowery, like shining tissues; if it considers the walls, 
there is a kind of delightful garden; if it is dazzled by the flakes 
of light that come through the windows, it admires the price­
less beauty of the glass and the varieties of most precious work­
manship. If the faithful soul observes the spectacle of the Pas­
sion of the Saviour represented in drawing, it is filled with com­
passion.” Observe that drawing (Jiniamenta') appears here to 
inspire compassion, through psychological expression. But 
when it is a matter of praising the Creator in creation, when 
the contemplation of Paradise is concerned, colours and lights 
are enough. That is to say, ingenuously, without clear knowl­
edge, Theophilus assigned to formal representation a moral 
task; and a value of mystical contemplation to colour and light.
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Painting also, then, when it has not an aim of religious oratory, 
when it is beauty of colour and light, is placed in the conditions 
of architecture, to be an object of contemplation, without be­
ing a representation. It is not necessary to insist: it is clear, in­
deed, that this is a critical discovery which links itself to me­
diaeval art But has an eternal value, particularly vivid in the con­
sciousness of modern art.

If to the treatise of Theophilus be compared the “Guide to 
Painting” of the monk Dionysius, a work of uncertain date, 
perhaps of the sixteenth century but reflecting an older tradi­
tion, there is no critical intuition to be discovered in the body 
of receipts. It is true that the author says that he wishes to ex­
plain the measurements and characters of the figures, but he 
docs not maintain the project, and limits himself to offering 
receipts for colours and an iconographical repertory. Given 
the aim of moral teaching assigned to paintings in churches, it 
was natural that it should obey not only the general dogma of 
the Church, but, in order to avoid mistakes, also a special icon­
ographical dogma. For example, the guide to painting wishes 
that the creation of Adam be represented thus: “Adam, young, 
beardless, upright, naked. In front of him the Eternal Father, 
surrounded by brilliant light, supports him with the left hand. 
All around, trees and different animals. Above, the sky with 
sun and moon.” The iconographical dogma had, then, a prac­
tical and cultural aim, without any relationship to art. The 
artist could obey it because his artistic freedom was elsewhere, 
in “free ornament,” as Theophilus said. It is only with the Re­
naissance that the traditional iconography will be modified, with 
a freedom advantageous to art and disadvantageous to the 
Church, so that the Counter Reformation will have to recur to 
remedy and reconstitute an iconographical dogma. In the 
guide of Mount Athos there is even a hint of the quarrel of
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iconoclasm, with the allegorical justification of images. “We 
do not say that this or that pictorial representation is Christ or 
the Virgin; but when we make homage of veneration to an 
image we refer this homage to the prototype which the image 
represents to us.” Nothing of the kind is found in Theophilus, 
because the West had been little touched by iconoclasm, and 
any diffidence towards the image, for fear of idolatry, even in 
the West — for example, in St. Augustine — found its solution 
in contemplation of the abstract image of the representation; 
it was, therefore, an artistic solution.

From the books of rhetoric and poetry there passed to 
writings on the figurative arts the theory of ornamentation, 
that is to say of style regarded for itself, distinct from its sym­
bolical content. This had great importance for the criticism of 
the Middle Ages. Today we know that the work of art is 
neither a thing of nature nor an artificial thing, but is created, 
as nature creates, without imitating that which nature has 
created. But the Middle Ages, when freed from the concept of 
imitation of nature, fell into that of human artifice. A Polish 
philosopher, a friend of St. Thomas, Witclo, writes a treatise 
on perspective in which he is not content to profit by 
the antique and Arabian science, but preoccupies himself 
with placing it in relation with art. He comes out with an 
unexpected affirmation: “Artificial things appear more beau­
tiful than the natural,” which reveals at a stroke that a new 
world is born, in opposition to the ancient naturalism, with the 
confidence of man in human artifice. This affirmation is con­
nected with another: “Almond-shaped eyes are more beauti­
ful than round,” in which one surprises an ideal of taste, orig­
inating in love of the East, deduced from Gothic art, imposed 
by Gothic art upon the character of the eye. Tt is a phenomc-
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non typical of the art which creates nature, a climax of artis­
tic spiritualism. Witclo also adores light, according to the neo­
Platonic tradition, but notes also that the beauty of colour is of 
sparkling colours, because they diffuse a light of their own, 
and darkness is beautiful only because it gives relief to light. 
Concerning the relation between distance and beauty he af­
firms that “distance is beauty, because it takes away the sharp­
ness. But if there arc small and delicate accents in the form, 
lines dignified by the arrangement of the parts, nearness is 
beauty. And if from a distance you observe a very small paint­
ing, the merit of which is only in the finish, it will seem to you 
^y” Here he seems to present himself with a problem (that 
of the proper distance for looking at a picture), which will 
have its development only in the nineteenth century. To Wit- 
elo’s treatise, one may add the treatise on proportions, illustrat­
ed with drawings, the work of the thirteenth century French 
architect, Villard De Honnecourt: a fundamental graphic 
treatise for the studious “learned” in the craftsmanship of the 
period.

Isidorus of Seville (6th — 7th centuries), copied by Vincent 
of Beauvais (13th century), had affirmed that “beauty is some­
thing that one adds to buildings for ornament and richness, as 
occurs in gilded roofs, in precious marble incrustations, in col­
oured paintings.” The greater part of the historical records 
and descriptions of monuments dwell on their sumptuousness, 
on their shining colours, on the light that is released from them. 
The typical example is the description of St. Sophia at Con­
stantinople, by Paul Silentiarius, in 563: “The shell of the apse 
is like a peacock with plumes of a hundred eyes. From the gold­
en immensity of the vault is diffused such a light that it dazzles 
vision: it is a barbaric and a Latin pomp in one. The altar is of 
gold, supported on columns and bases of gold, and the gold is
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broken only by splendid jewels. At evening such a light is re­
flected upon things from the temple that you would say that 
a midnight sun was there. The splendid night smiles like day 
and yet appears to come with feet of rose. The sailor needs no 
other beacon, it is enough for him to look at the light of the 
temple.”

From the records of the seventh to the ninth centuries on the 
gifts from popes or bishops of Ravenna, and the inscriptions on 
mosaics, down to the memorandum of Suger on the work ac­
complished at St. Denis, light, gold, silver and jewels arc the 
symbols of artistic value. But in the twelfth century St. Ber­
nard rises up against the luxury of churches, against gold, 
against the ornaments of the sculptors and their fantastic treat­
ment of animals and monsters. “Everywhere there appears 
such a strange variety of forms that one prefers to read in the 
marbles rather than in the liturgies, and to occupy the whole 
day in admiring one or other of these things rather than in 
meditation upon the commandments of God.” This expresses 
the pleasure of the monks before Romanesque sculpture and 
at the same time the wish to avoid that pleasure for religious 
reasons. Dante was moved to oppose the excess in mediaeval 
decoration, but with an artistic rather than a moral demand: 
“and it is a fine rhetorical mode when things appear unadorned 
externally and within are truly embellished.” This is the an­
nouncement of a new era of artistic severity, of spiritual con­
centration.

In what character of painting consists that apparent lack of 
adornment which was a deepening of beauty, is indicated by 
Boccaccio with reference to Giotto, in a passage in which is 
recovered from classical antiquity the concept of the imitation 
of nature and that of judges of art, who, according to Quintil-
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ian, understand the reason of art, while the unlearned feel only 
the voluptuousness. He says that Giotto has “brought again to 
light that art which had been buried formany centuries, because 
of the mistake of those painters who delighted the eyes of the 
ignorant rather than pleased the intellect of the wise.” In ac­
cordance with the painting of Giotto, containing mind within 
limited and solid bodies, inciting to reflections upon human na­
ture those who arc capable of it, Boccaccio opposed himself to 
Byzantine mosaics, all jewelled lights and fascinating gold, 
which ask nothing of man’s reason.

Hardly twenty years have passed since the death of Giotto, 
and Boccaccio has a clear knowledge of a new artistic era that 
Giotto had initiated. Such a judgment, critical and historical at 
the same time, had not been given for ten centuries. The di- 
vision into aesthetic tradition, iconographical repertory and 
technical receipts is ended by that Italian civilisation which 
had to close the Middle Ages and open the door to the modern 
era. Dante speaks of Cimabue and Giotto. After him Petrarch, 
Boccaccio, Sacchetti, Filippo Villani and Ccnnini write on the 
Tuscan art of their time: from it they derive the incentive to 
form for themselves a criterion of artistic judgment: now they 
venerate it, now they fear for its fortune; now they seek to 
form its laws, now they wish to transmit to posterity the names 
of the artists who were the glories of their city. In such a way a 
bridge is flung between figurative art and literary culture, clas­
sical, erudite and critical. The principles learned from ancient 
writers are put into relation with the everyday experience of 
art: the theoretical principle is applied to the living reality of 
art, to be solidified in judgment. On the other hand, contem­
porary artists are compared with the artists of antiquity as a 
standard; and from the comparison arises a first sketch of his­
tory, not of artists only, but of art — historical epochs.
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The first who set himself to compile a treatise on the figura­
tive arts, that was not merely a mass of receipts, was Petrarch, 
but from the few fragments that remain, it is clear that to the 
information and ideas gathered from Pliny he wished to add 
only a new moral sensibility. In the “letter to posterity” Pe­
trarch affects to be a despiscr of his own age and a praiser ex­
clusively of antiquity, thus initiating the question which was 
to become the “quarrel between the ancients and the moderns.” 
The painters who were his contemporaries believed themselves 
superior to the ancients, but the sculptors were not so daring. 
Petrarch believes that sculpture is an art more lively and closer 
to nature than painting. Here is a notion that will be developed 
more fully later: the material and naturalistic superiority of 
sculpture against the artificial and spiritual superiority of paint­
ing. But he is enamoured of the painting of his friend Simone 
Martini; he compares him to Vergil, believes him superior 
to Zeuxis, and imagines an elevation of the painter to Par­
adise for having been able to paint the divine face of Madonna 
Laura — an idea that is like an echo of the past from a poet 
of the Greek Anthology on Phidias.

In 1351-2 Filippo Villani wrote a book in praise of his own 
city, Florence, and among its famous men he included some 
painters. His are therefore the first “lives of artists” from the 
era of antiquity until then. And he feels the need to justify his 
treatment of the Florentine painters with reference to men of 
science and other painters. He revives the methods of the an­
cient histories, and also the legend of Prometheus, which he 
interprets in a mediaeval sense as an allegory of the power of 
artistic creation. Lofty talent, exceptional memory, and readi­
ness of the sensitive hand belong to the artist. Pliny had said 
that among the Greeks painting was included in the first rank 
of the liberal arts. Villani does not hesitate to affirm the supe-
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riority of painters over masters of the liberal arts — that is, the 
scientists — thus: for the latter it is enough to have learned 
scientific principles from writings, but painters must trans­
late what they feel with lofty talent and tenacious memory. 
Note that here is recognized in painters that superiority to 
scientists which will later be called genius. Villani probably 
repeated a current opinion, but that makes it all the more im­
portant that among literates and artists at the end of the four­
teenth century was diffused the idea of a genial energy neces­
sary for art, consisting in the translation of feeling by talent and 
memory, as we should sav, into theoretical value. The aesthet­
ic subject could not better be defined, in opposition to the sci­
entific subject, which has no need of passing from feeling to 
creative power. Naturally the aesthetic object is not corre­
spondingly defined: what happens, according to Villani, is that 
the creation of the painter is so natural that it seems to live and 
breathe, and the gestures of the figures arc so appropriate that 
they express actions, such as discoursing, weeping and laugh­
ing. Physical realism and psychological expression: the object 
of art is not therefore to be distinguished from that of science. 
If the ancients had quoted Zeuxis, Policlcitos and Apelles, Vil­
lani speaks of the Florentine painters. If anybody mocks he bids 
him be silent. For the Florentine painters revived an art that 
was bloodless and almost dead, just as Dante revived poetry. 
The first to open the new way was Cimabuc, by means of the 
imitation of nature. Giotto placed himself in the open way 
anil became equal in fame to the ancient painters, and even su­
perior to them in art and talent; by which painting assumed 
afresh the ancient dignity and a renown that could not be 
greater. The absolute value of Giotto thus affirmed, Villani 
tries to determine his character, and seeks it in his culture — 
judge of history and rival of poets, and in his moral gifts — de-
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sire of glory rather than of gain. It is the humanistic ideal op­
posed to that of religions humility, indicated by Theophilus. 
Given Giotto’s perfection, Villani is not able to indicate his in­
dividual qualities — that is to say, his individual perfection — 
different from those of others. But what he does not know how 
to indicate in Giotto, he knows in his pupils. Stefano was ex­
pert in anatomy, Taddeo Gaddi in the architecture of back­
grounds. As to Maso, Villani feels that his value does not come 
from outside, nor from the object treated, but from his style, 
and he has no words to indicate his character. He can only ex­
press his admiration: he is the finest of all, and has painted with 
such charm, that it is not only marvellous but even incredible.

Pliny contributed, then, to Villani’s notes on artists, but he 
was not the model for judgments of them. Therefore the idea 
of artistic progress is not to be found in Villani. On the con­
trary, after Giotto had caused painting to be reborn, the work 
of his followers was precious and placid. The sense of miracle, 
which belonged to the mediaeval tradition, helped Villani in 
not adhering completely to the ancient naturalism.

At the end of the fourteenth century Cennino Cennini wrote 
his “Book of Art” to contain the doctrine that he had learned 
from Agnolo Gaddi, son of Taddeo, who had been the pupil of 
Giotto. For the greater part, his book is a receipt-book of col­
ours, according to the mediaeval tradition, but its meaning is 
new. He knows that Giotto “changed the art of painting from 
Greek to Latin, and made it modern; and had the art more 
completely than anyone ever had before.” He knows that Ag­
nolo Gaddi “coloured much more vaguely and freshly than 
Taddeo, his father.” Now he wishes to teach Agnolo Gaddi’s 
manner of colouring together with the doctrine of Giotto, al­
though it may have been weakened in the course of two gen-
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orations. Sometimes, then, his precepts assume the knowledge 
of the painting of his time; they refer to it and in it solidify 
themselves as judgments. Therefore the “receipt-book” of 
Ccnnini assumes the new aspect, as compared with those of 
Theophilus and the monk Dionysius. The aim of the teaching 
of Theophilus was the decoration of the House of God; the 
aim of Ccnnini was to teach how to become a painter. Some­
times this permitted Ccnnini to individualise the object of his 
criticism. The elements of the teaching arc made much richer: 
the relation between pupil and master, between art and science, 
between art and nature, recognition of imagination and per­
sonal style, need for love and gentleness, the danger of eclecti­
cism, the relation between colour and drawing, the mental val­
ue of drawing, the charm of colours, and the difficulty of their 
accord: these are the themes of the criticism of Cennini.

Also, for Ccnnini, one learns painting by copying the models 
of the master; but the conclusion is different: “It will happen 
to you, if nature has given you any imagination to see how to 
pick a manner of your own, and it cannot be other than good; 
because your hand and intellect, being always used to pick 
flowers, should know better than to take a thorn.” Observe: 
from the practice of copying springs the personality of the 
artist, not by theory, nor by reasoning, but by force of imagin­
ation. With regard to science, Cennini does not, like Villani, 
dare to maintain the superiority of art, but contents himself 
with opposing to science the freedom of the artist and defining 
it as the freedom of imagination.

With regard to nature, Cennini knows “that the most perfect 
guide you can have and the best rudder is the triumphal door 
of drawing from nature. This is ahead of all other examples; 
and under this always trust yourself with daring heart, and 
especially when you begin to have some feeling in drawing.”
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Cennini considers that nature is the best master, but it is well 
that it should not be the first. “As early as you can, put your­
self under the guidance of a master; and as late as you can, 
depart from the master.” Feeling in drawing is style, which 
one learns from the examples of the master and with which one 
should confront nature. Neither drawing from nature nor 
copying the example of the master is art; nature must be cor­
rected by the style, as the style by nature. Cennini helps him­
self by the passage from Quintilian on the visions that the Greeks 
called fantasias, and by which the mind represents to the eyes 
as present the images of things that are absent. Applying to 
painting this psychological observation, he draws from it a 
definition of painting: “This is the art one calls painting, that 
must have imagination, by the operation of the hand, to find 
tilings unseen (hiding themselves in the shade of the natural), 
and fix them with the hand, demonstrating that what is not, 
may be.” It is difficult to insist enough upon the importance of 
this passage. In fact, for the first time the imitation of nature 
is understood as a production independent of and parallel to 
nature, as the reproduction of that which is not in nature, pre­
sented as if it were natural. It is the recognition of parallelism 
between artistic truth and natural truth (or scientific, if you 
like), and therefore it is the recognition of their distinctness. 
The artist must imagine, but it is necessary that his imagination 
should seem reality. Through the whole of the Renaissance there 
is not so lofty a voice, so transparent a knowledge of the charac­
ter which belongs to art. It seems as if a virgin eye addressed it­
self to reality; maintained the mediaeval transcendency, as an 
ideal impressed upon the reality discovered, whence a synthesis 
(of ideal and reality) which will then disappear in knowledge. 
So Cennini defined, not art in general, but the art of which he 
speaks: the art of Giotto.

So
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He knows that one does not come to art for gain, but through 

“natural love, through love and gentleness. The intellect gives 
delight to drawing, only as nature gives the same to that which 
is drawn, without any guidance of a master, through gentleness 
of heart.” “Love” is used in the Dantesque meaning — inspir­
ation; and “gentleness” is for Cennini nobility of feeling. 
Against cupidity of money the monk Dionysius opposes the 
chastisement of God; Villani opposes the desire of glory, of 
classical origin. The most Christian, that which most answers 
to style in fourteenth century painting, is the voice of Cennini: 
love and gentleness.

F1 orentinc painting in the sccond half of the fourteen111 
century sometimes erred by eclecticism: there were not only 
Giotto and his greater followers, but also the Sienese painters 
who influenced the Florentine masters. Cennini disapproved 
of eclecticism, as a difficulty in the formation of an individual 
style: “If you are moved to draw from this master to-day, 
from that one to-morrow, you will have neither the manner of 
the one nor of the other, and you are bound to become fantas­
tic, the love of each manner will distract your mind. Now you 
will wish to do in the mode of this one, to-morrow of that 
other, and so you will have neither perfect.”

Theophilus had considered composition and the blending of 
colours, and not drawing, as fundamental to painting. The 
new value of drawing in Giotto is manifested in the demand 
of Cennini: “fundamental in art arc drawing and colouring.” 
For Cennini drawing is not only material drawing — drawing 
with pen — but also that “within your head”; that is to say, 
the capacity to feel and realise form. In this second meaning 
“drawing” is opposed to “practice,” to craftsmanship. In order 
that the drawing may be masterly, it is necessary that it should 
become plastic form by means of light and shade, and the light
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and shade must not have violent contrasts, but must be grad­
uated by tempered light. But this love of form and light and 
shade is contrasted in Cennini with pleasure in fine colour: he 
knows that the folds of drapery are obtained with light and 
shade, but he also knows that the light and shade injure the 
beauty of colour. He loves fine blue in the garments of the 
Madonna, and therefore he advises having in them as few folds 
as possible. He dreams of blue and gold, and gold “makes all 
the works of our art to blossom.”



CHAPTER IV 
The Renaissance

The old conception of the Renaissance as an epoch opposed 
to the Middle Ages, by the disappearance of religion and the 
study of classical antiquity, has been recently modified. It is 
recognised that religion did not disappear in the Renaissance 
but was made more human, because it concentrated its faith in 
man, a microcosm in which the universe is included. And it is 
understood that the study of the antique writers, sculptors and 
architects was a consequence and not a cause of the new re­
ligion of man. Throughout the fifteenth century an intense 
faith in man, in his beauty, is his power, in his reason, is the 
basis of art as of science.

A faint beginning of the new world is found in the “Com- 
mentaries” written shortly before 1455 by Lorenzo Ghiberti. 
Translating and summing up from Vitruvius, Pliny and 
other ancient writers. Ghiberti proposes to draw new in­
ventions from the rules of antiquity. He models the defi­
nition of the sculptor and the painter on that of the archi­
tect as given by Vitruvius, with some modification or addition 
to bring it up to date. He then recognises that sculpture and 
painting consist not only in the act (by material), but also in 
theory (by reasoning). To “reasoning” he gives particular 
importance. The Greeks “were inventors of art in painting 
and sculpture showing the theory of drawing; without this 
theory you cannot be a good sculptor or a good painter.” Be­
ing a sculptor himself, he adheres to the standard of antiquity 
on the preference of form over colour. “Drawing is the foun­
dation and theory” of both painting and sculpture: hence we 
see that the civilisation which produced Theophilus has disap­
peared. But the value of Ghiberti’s criticism does not really
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consist in the theoretical part, but rather in the historical part, 
l ie is the first artist since antiquity who has written on the best 
painters that he knew, and on two sculptors, one of them him­
self. Completing the series of Florentine painters indicated by 
Villani, he extends his glance beyond Florence, to Rome and 
Siena; everywhere the epoch of great art, which deserves to be 
recorded as comparable to the artistic civilisation of antiquity, 
is limited between the end of the thirteenth and the first half 
of the fourteenth century. Ghiberti indicates clearly that he 
considers his own age an age of decadence, in spite of Masaccio 
and Donatello, and in spite of himself, Ghiberti. In speaking of 
the painters of the fourteenth century he is stimulated by the 
example of Pliny: his justification is that of Villani. I Ie tries to 
define the works of artists, works that he has seen and that have 
pleased him, to serve as a memorial to posterity. But Ghiberti 
is an artist, and therefore he docs not refer to the judgments 
of others, but expresses his own impressions. The manner of 
his expression is primitive: he has not the ideas of the humanists, 
nor does he move easily among the categories of judgment. But 
his intuition is often happy, and is valuable to us. Thus he 
assigns the first place to the “discovery” of Giotto, “discoverer 
of so much doctrine which had been buried for nearly 600 
years; he led art to the greatest perfection.” We should note 
that this conception of Ghiberti is much more just than that 
which still prevails in various histories of art, which speak of 
a beginning, a progress, a perfection and a decline of art. Since 
art is connected with creative personality, the paradox is true 
that the beginning is always the perfection. It is true for Giotto 
or for Van Eyck, for Masaccio or for Giorgione, for Rembrandt 
or for Velazquez. The conviction of Giotto’s perfection was 
commonly accepted, and we have noted it already in Villani. 
But it is certain that Ghiberti felt it personally. And in this
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way of conceiving, he may blend the reference to art of the 
mediaeval idea of miracle, with the humanistic sense of ex­
altation by man, of the omnipotence of man.

I low does Ghiberti explain the greatness of Giotto? “lie 
brought together natural art and gentleness without joiner be- 
yond measure.” If “natural art” and “measure” come from 
Pliny, “gentleness” indicates the affinity between Ccnnini and 
Ghiberti; that is to say, nobility of feeling. In Stefano, Ghiberti 
appreciates the effect of movement in a storm and the relief of 
a figure. In Bonamico he notes his natural facility: “he had 
art by nature, he endured little fatigue in his works; when 
he gave his mind to them his works surpassed those of all other 
painters; he was very ready in art, a man of great enjoyment.” 
This is an embryo critical sketch, but observe that even the 
psychological motive of enjoyment serves to portray the born 
painter, who improvises that endless marvel; and when he en­
gages in it is unsurpassed. Ghiberti defines the style of Maso: 
“He shortened greatly the art of painting.” Pliny had called the 
manner of Nicomacus “summary painting,” and Ghiberti trans­
lated: “This one followed the swiftness of the master and found 
certain abbreviations in painting.” Of Maso, thus, Ghiberti 
wishes to say that his painting suggests rather than represents, 
executing impressions as forcible as they arc broken. And 
in the authenticated work of Maso in Santa Croce at Florence 
we can understand that Ghiberti had seen justly.

Ghiberti feels a special enthusiasm for Ambrogio Loren- 
zetti: “most noble composer, most perfect master, a man of 
great talent, a most noble draughtsman, very expert in the 
theoretics of the said art.” He abandons himself to admiration 
of the dramatic effects obtained by Ambrogio: figures “with 
soft hair dripping with sweat and with such anguish and such 
inquietude;” “the sky and the earth seem perilous, every- 
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thing around appears to cover itself with great tremors,” and 
so on. When he describes the reliefs that he himself, Ghiberti, 
executed for the doors of the Baptistery at Florence he occupies 
himself only with the representation. He is enthusiastic about 
art, thus, with the eye of rhe ingenuous artist, who, like the com­
mon man, takes painting for a natural object, and becomes 
impassioned, rejoices and suffers. So our children comport 
themselves when confronted with the heroes of novels. But see 
him free himself from this ingenuous commonness when he 
compares Ambrogio Lorenzetti and Simone Martini. “Master 
Simone was a most noble painter and very famous. The Sienese 
painters hold that he was the best; to me Ambrogio Lorenzetti 
seems much better and more gifted than any of the others.” 
Naturally Lorenzo Ghiberti, in spite of his love of line, was 
always a Florentine, and he was a sculptor; therefore he could 
not abstract from the artistic elements the plastic qualities which 
made Ambrogio Lorenzetti a more concrete and solid painter 
than Simone Martini. Not of his opinion were the Sienese paint­
ers: a precious gleam of light that allows us to perceive at 
Siena a critical tradition well distinct from the Florentine, cen­
tralising its own admiration in the leadership of Simone Martini, 
just as the Florentine tradition gathered itself round the name 
of Giotto.

If the thought of Ghiberti may be regarded as still that of 
the transition from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance, that 
of Leon Battista Alberti expresses to perfection the ideals of the 
Renaissance itself. Not that the mediaeval religiosity and 
philosophy are dead in him, but rather that his explicit ideal 
is “to put the dictates of Christian wisdom into accord with 
those of pagan doctrine.” What constitutes the point of the 
difference is the new conception of man, who is no longer a 
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subsidiary focus, but stands in the middle of the universe; and 
has no need to go outside the circle of his activity to acquire 
knowledge of the real, because he comprehends everything 
in himself, like a little world that reflects the greater world. 
Between the religiosity of the Middle Ages and that of the 
Renaissance there is the same difference as between the denial 
and the affirmation of humanity. Religion of transcendence 
and religion of immanence arc the two formulas which symbo­
lise these two spiritual attitudes; to which it must be added that 
immanence, by its expansive power, surrounds itself with a halo 
of mystical transcendency. Art participates fully in the mode 
of spiritual life; and if already in preceding writers from Dante 
onwards it is possible to trace elements of this movement, 
it is in Alberti, among the writers on art, that for the first time 
the new condition of the mind fully appears.

His mental form and his motive in writing are both new. 
Born of a family of Florentine exiles, he came back to Florence 
a mature man. As a humanist he had learned at Bologna that the 
Greeks and Romans had had great artists; and he returns to 
his country to perceive that, through Brunelleschi, Donatello 
and Masaccio, a new art has come out there, which can be com­
pared with that of antiquity. He is painter and architect, but 
above all philosopher; and eight years later, in 1436, he writes 
the treatise on painting which is intended to be the theory of 
the new Florentine art. He wishes to make painting arise from 
roots within nature. “We do not, like Pliny, recite history, 
but build anew an art of painting.” Anti-historical in purpose, 
nevertheless he writes and makes history, since limited by the 
taste of his time, his principles are valid not of art in general, 
but only of the Florentine art contemporary with him. So 
strong is his influence that the Florentine painters adhere to his 
ideas until toward the end of the fifteenth century.
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Painting, he says, is the section of the visual cone; that is to 
say, painting is a perspective solution of reality. Nothing could 
be more abstract than this. But it is necessary to remember all 
the sentimental value which science had assumed in the fif­
teenth century to understand how Alberti could consider per­
spective vision as a painter and not as a mathematician. He pre-, 
supposes in the painter the Idea, of Plotinian origin; and the Idea 
will be executed with the hand. But that Idea is no longer tran- 
scendent, it is the mathematical knowledge of man. The origin 
of art is no longer legendary, as in antiquity or the Middle 
Ages; it is to be looked for in a mode of vision which renews it­
self every time that art is created; the origin of art coincides 
therefore in history and in the psychology of the artist, and has 
become the eternal now. To the same origin arc referred not 
only painting but also sculpture and architecture: we are deal­
ing with a principle of figurative style. Vision is substituted for 
technique. The advantage of such a conception is in the elimi­
nation of the technical receipt-book, in the contact between 
scientific intelligence and art. The disadvantage is in the pro­
jection into art of that scientific rationalism that should be re­
served only for criticism. Alberti, however, does not exclude 
the mystical attainment of God through beautiful things, which 
speak to us of God, better than utilitarian things. And even 
in his pure sensibility he finds the tempering of his intellectual 
severity. “Beautiful are the planes that have the surfaces united 
in such a way that the lights and shades are agreeable and soft 
without any hardness of contour.” Here is the contemplation 
of a beauty that has no mathematical reason, that excites ecstasy. 
And even his love of relief, of surfaces turning round, of the 
column and the sphere, is the love of a physical beauty which 
transcends the interest of natural truth. He loves light and fresh 
colours, he loves them so much that he wishes to abstain from
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them, as from a temptation. He rejects the gold that Cennini 
loved. Two reasons lead him to that. The disdain of materials 
already manifested by Petrarch has made its way: preferable 
to gold is the colour which imitates gold, which is the work 
of man and therefore intellectual. But the stronger reason is 
light and shade; gold docs not accord with light and shade, with 
its reflections the light and shade become arbitrary, and without 
light and shade one cannot obtain the relief necessary to per­
spective vision. So the gold background disappears from paint­
ing: it was a delightful absurdity, well adapted to the ultra- 
worldly exaltation of the mediaeval fancy. But when painting 
accepts the limits of this our terrestrial world, the blue of the sky 
or the grey of a wall must chase away the background of gold.

Up to this point, the physical contemplation. Alberti inter­
ests himself also in moral expression for the sake of conformity, 
of the coherence of the representation. “The members of the 
dead are dead up to the nails.” To the movements of bodies he 
adapts the expression of the movements of the mind. But he 
would avoid excesses, for the sake of dignity, and above all for 
the sake of loveliness, of grace. The interpretation of reality 
is not enough: there must be the ideal beauty necessary to con­
templation. But compositions must not be crowded, for other­
wise the plastic value of each figure would be lost. It is neces­
sary to avoid excess of ornament, which is contrary to the 
essence of beauty. He imagines the parts of the picture consis­
tently with his perspective principle. No longer suffice the 
drawin" and colour which Cennini had indicated. There must 
be the circumscribed delimitation of zones, composition on the 
surfaces of the zones circumscribed, distribution of light and 
shade on the colours and forms in the zone. Here is the descrip­
tion of a Florentine painting of the fifteenth century, in which 
each zone is beautiful in itself, and is coordinated with the
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others in perspective vision, in which colour is subordinated 
to light and shade in order to define plastic form.

From the desire for plastic form arise other principles: the 
outline must be very delicate, like that of Parrhasios already 
defined by Pliny; the contour must be the “margin of the sur­
face” and not a fissure; it is necessary to draw the nude figure 
before painting clothes upon it, and to define the bones and 
muscles before covering them with flesh. The perfection of 
plastic form is therefore that of man; the perspective space 
in which the human figure inserts itself is more properly a per­
spective void. But the positive elements of the representation 
must be those of man; he would even have the painter personi­
fy the wind in the figure of Zephyr, so as to justify the move­
ments of the draperies. In such a manner was realised that ideal 
by which the whole cosmos was absorbed in man.

When, many years after the book on painting, Alberti wrote, 
in 1452, the treatise on architecture, the creative fervour of a 
new art was very much weakened, and the doctrine derived 
from Vitruvius and other texts played a great part instead of 
the direct study of the Florentine architecture of the fifteenth 
century. Nevertheless, perspective vision is demanded as the or­
dering of vaults and columns; and there appears a preference 
for circular planes which respond better to the plastic value 
of the edifices. But his critical masterpiece remains the treatise 
on painting, which was closer to the art of his time.

With it, then, Alberti realised in criticism the new concep­
tion of man, the new scientific theory of art, the new plastic 
ideal: it may therefore be regarded as the Magna Charta of 
the Italian Renaissance.

The passage from the fifteenth to the sixteenth century is 
distinguished in art by the end of the primitives and the appear-
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ance of a group of masters — Leonardo, Raphael, Michelangelo, 
Titian — who for a long time were regarded as the maturity 
and perfection of art. The artist then dominates not only tech­
nique but also the physical and moral knowledge of nature in 
a more complete manner than in the preceding century. Bur 
precisely in char moment of victory comes a crisis. Because 
the artist knows nature better, he has no longer rhe former con- 
fidencc in the omnipotence of man (man is no longer the centre 
of the universe), and between man and nature appears an 
antithesis that is felt sometimes in a dramatic manner. Because 
faith in God is no longer vital, and scientific knowledge is made 
more certain, there begin to be felt the limitations of science 
and the doubt whether art and science lead to God. Because 
art no longer needs to conquer science, and is no longer a way 
to science as it was in the fifteenth century, but rather adopts 
the science acquired as an instrument, the need appeal's to rec­
ognise the nature of art in something that is not scientific; and 
the knowledge of a difference between art and science dawns. 
From that crisis, from those doubts, from those intuitions is 
born an ensemble of ideas on art, on artists and works of 
art, that was the essential element in the criticism of the seven­
teenth and eighteenth centuries, and is not even forgotten 
to-day.

The fifteenth century had not yet drawn to an end, and 
Leonardo da Vinci had already written the main part of his 
treatise, which is the fundamental program of sixteenth century 
art. “Painting,” says Leonardo, “is not only a science, it is even 
a divinity, because it transforms the painter’s mind into some­
thing similar to the mind of God.” This is neo-Platonism, but 
with a new accent, because the painter, almost God, is opposed 
to the scientist who is simply man. Leonardo insists on the 
difference: “Science considers the quantity whilst art considers
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the quality of things. The artistic truth is rhe one which man 
conceives at the first step. The divine mind, the quality of 
things, the primal truth: these are characters which even to-day 
we consider proper to art. Bur rhe difference between art and 
science was not yet clear, and therefore Leonardo considered 
the primal truth of art as rhe preparation for the truth of science. 
“Painting is the origin of all arts and crafts, is also the source of 
all science.” This is an autobiographical confession: all his life, 
indeed, Leonardo used his art, his drawing, in order to know 
anatomy, perspective and all the mechanical sciences that then 
were known.

In order that the painter may be worthy to originate all arts 
and sciences he must be universal. The knowledge of the hu­
man form is no longer sufficient. The painter must be clever 
enough to represent all appearances of nature, even fogs, clouds, 
rains, dust, smoke, in their different densities, the transparence 
of water, and the stars in the sky.

For such a purpose plastic form, which Alberti had theo­
rised, was no longer sufficient. Leonardo’s perspective is no long­
er a perspective of lines; he distinguishes three kinds of per­
spective: of lines, of colours and of remoteness. In the relation 
between the figure and its background, plastic form requires 
light on the figure and darkness on the background. But for 
Leonardo the relation is more complex: “When we look at an 
object which is darker than atmosphere, we see it becoming 
lighter as its distance increases; on the contrary if the object is 
lighter than atmosphere, it becomes darker as its distance in­
creases.” Whence he derived the vision of a dark figure on a 
luminous sky, or the admission of a landscape as a work of art 
in itself.

Looking at nature, Leonardo observes that shades are not 
black, as Alberti thought, but blue. The reader may remember
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that in the nineteenth century the question of coloured shades 
arose again, and that Delacroix discovered again the blue shades, 
without knowing Leonardo’s critical experience. Leonardo 
knew that red and yellow have their splendour in light, but 
blue and green have their greatest values in shade. In short, 
Leonardo discovered the degree of luminosity in colours which 
the Greeks named tonon, the Italians tone, and Frenchmen 
colour values. Leonardo goes further, and prefers a rough sur­
face in painting to a smooth one: that is to say, he wants touch 
in painting in order to paint as a colourist. Observe that with 
this idea he goes beyond his own painting, which has smooth 
surfaces, and foresees that of the late Venetians of the sixteenth 
century, or of the Flemings and Dutchmen of the seventeenth 
century.

But though he secs in nature the pictorial art of the future, 
he belongs to the Florentine tradition of the fifteenth century, 
and therefore he does not renounce plastic form. Though he 
sees very well the effects of tone in nature, he does not love 
colour. Imagine, then, a pictorial style which comprehends at 
the same time plastic form and atmosphere, which continues 
to assign the first place to the human figure, but wishes to see it 
in atmosphere: so Leonardo’s manner realises the vision not only 
of an element — man — but of the universe of nature. What 
is it that must unite man and surrounding nature, that must 
fill the perspective void and envelop the figures? It is shade. 
“The essential parts of painting are quality, quantity, place and 
figure. Quality is shade, and all degrees of shade. Quantity is 
the size of shades, and the relation of size among them. Place 
means the composition of shades with regard to figures. Figure 
is the geometrical form of shade.” This has the appearance of 
constructing from Aristotelian categories, to render objective 
his definition of painting, but in fact Leonardo expresses only
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his love of shade, upon which he insists many times. “Towards 
evening, passing along the streets, look at the faces of men and 
women when the weather is bad; what marvellous grace and 
sweetness is in them ... The sweetest beauty derives from 
evening, because a strong light is hard, a strong darkness is 
confused; a subdued light is the best.” So Leonardo, as a poet 
and a theorist, thinks that beauty is a graduation of shades. It 
was sufficient to substitute for the door of a house in the eve­
ning a grotto among rocks, and to give the shade a delicate sense 
of mystery, and his masterpiece “The Virgin of the Rocks” 
was created.

The conception of shade, as the artistic quality of every 
form, is completed by the sense of the necessity for movement. 
Leonardo’s idea that movement is the source of all life is a scien­
tific explanation of nature and at the same time a statement of 
an artistic purpose. “As the bow’s power is the effect of the 
drawing of its string, so man’s power depends upon his move­
ment.”

The true movement in painting was realised by the colour­
ists; it is enough to recall Tintoretto. All the colourists adopted 
individual lights. But Leonardo states that light must be uni­
versal, in order to obtain the grace of graduation, whilst limited 
lights produce dark shades. This was also a last homage to the 
form of the Florentine tradition.

But meanwhile he also opposes the Florentine tradition of 
loving solid form. Contour, in his opinion, must have a mathe­
matical nature; that is to say, it must be so unreal as to become 
invisible. It is the Greek principle of which we have spoken 
already, but Leonardo carries it to extreme conclusions. Figure 
and background must be confused together in their limits, with­
out any contrast. Leonardo wants delicate sensations, and his 
images must appear nebulous. Since the sixteenth century, art
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writers have been aware that Leonardo liberated painting from 
the hardness of style which depended upon precise contours. 
But to obtain a plastic form it is necessary to circumscribe it 
with a quite precise contour. A nebulous contour weakens form, 
and reduces it to a mass of atmosphere instead of to a solid body.

The great advantage of Leonardo’s principles is the emphasis 
upon the necessity for synthesis, obtained by reducing all ele­
ments to shade. Technique also responds to the new synthesis. 
Leonardo states that a painter must sketch the whole figure 
first, and only afterwards may he complete the different parts. 
The necessity for sketching was unknown before him, when 
the parts of a painting followed the law of coordination. For 
Leonardo all parts were obliged to subject themselves to that 
first sketch, which was limited to the effects of shades.

Leonardo is the unique case of a great painter, and at the 
same time a bold thinker, who under the pretext of painting in 
general, has concentrated his thought upon the paintings he 
made himself, or prepared for the future. He presents the last de­
velopment of the pictorial style as a need to conquer the whole 
of reality, but he expresses too, in words, his love for a moment 
of vision which allowed him to respect the Florentine tradition 
of form. At the same time he maintains and modifies the tradi- 
tion, because he puts the form into relation with the atmos­
phere that envelops it, creating in the half-tone a principle of 
colour without colours. This conscious refuge in the shade 
answers to the desire to keep his life as an artist distinct from 
that science which, as the years went on, took ever a stronger 
hold upon his mind.

Michelangelo did not write a treatise on art, but sporadically 
expressed ideas on the subject; and the Portuguese, Francisco 
de Hollanda, collected his sayings. Compared with Leonardo’s,
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the ideas of Michelangelo are those of a reactionary, for whom 
the sole artistic ideal is the plastic form of the fifteenth century 
Florentine tradition. Observe that this docs not depend upon 
the fact that Michelangelo was before everything a sculptor. 
Donatello, a sculptor, realised a pictorial vision better than any 
Florentine painter of his time. And Michelangelo himself, in 
his sculpture, realised a form which is quite other than purely 
plastic, so that the contrast between his ideas and his way of 
feeling is not extraneous to the great drama of his personality 
as an artist, the drama of the surface left in the rough, the sur­
face which appears unfinished.

Michelangelo writes: “I do say that painting must be good 
when it goes toward relief, and relief must be considered bad 
when it goes toward painting. Therefore, sculpture is the guide 
of painting; the former is the sun and the latter is the moon.” 
Leonardo had stated that painting is far superior to sculpture, 
that a bronze relief containing perspective has a higher value 
than a marble statue. And Michelangelo opposes: “I consider 
the marble sculpture as the true sculpture, because the bronze 
relief is very similar to painting. And although both sculpture 
and painting derive from human intelligence, he who wrote that 
painting is higher than sculpture was ignorant as a maid ser­
vant.” This is a direct allusion to Leonardo.

I have already referred to Leonardo’s interest in landscapes, 
and to his aim of representing in painting fogs and clouds, 
waters and distant mountains. Now consider Michelangelo’s 
judgment, mentioned by Francisco de Hollands: “Flemish 
painting requires only the deceiving of eyes. It consists in orna­
ments, in old houses, in green meadows, with some trees, bridges 
and rivers. Flemish painters call all this a landscape, and they 
put into it some sporadic figures. Some people like such a thing. 
But it has neither reason nor art, neither symmetry nor propor-
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tion, neither intelligence nor choice, in short, neither solidity 
nor energy.” All this is very clear. But when one thinks of all 
the importance in modern art of that which Michelangelo con­
demned, and of the decadence of Florentine taste in the second 
half of the sixteenth century, precisely from following the rigid 
principles of Michelangelo, one perceives how prophetic was 
the thought of Leonardo.

The ideas of Leonardo were known in the sixteenth century 
to a very restricted circle of persons, and it was not his ideas 
that accompanied the expansion of Italian art throughout Eu­
rope. Then the Italians were greatly admired for having brought 
proportions and perspective laws into art. Geoffroy Tory said 
that the Italians were the most perfect painters and sculptors 
in Christianity, because they had always the compass and the 
rule in hand. The ideas of Alberti then prevailed, and the ideas 
of other theorists of the fifteenth century who were always 
departing further from the consideration of art in homage 
to mathematical science: Francesco di Giorgio Martini and 
Piero della Francesca. The ideas of the latter were popularised 
by Luca Pacioli, in his treatise on “divine proportion,” which 
had great renown. To this current attached themselves Jean 
Pelerin Le Viateur, author of “Artificial Perspective,” pub­
lished in 1505, and Albert Durer. In his treatise on proportions, 
Diirer seeks to measure everything, with a precision and mi­
nuteness never used before, in order to give the rule of art ac­
cording to Italian principles. He considers art as theory, in 
opposition to practice; and is convinced of the necessity of giv­
ing to art a mathematical law, in contrast to the German tradi­
tion of pure practice. But when he has arrived at the extreme 
conclusion of this desire of rational laws for art, he perceives 
that measurements are not enough, and that it is necessary for
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the artist to receive from God the gift to do in a day with the 
pen a better thing than another, with all the measurements, 
could do in a year.

“And if someone would wish to know what is beauty in 
images, perhaps one would answer that which is proved by 
the judgment of men, to which the others would not concede, 
and this is also my opinion, if the judgment is that of ignorant 
men. Now what can determine the cognition which must be 
in him who should be able to judge this well?” Nobody can find 
a perfection of beauty than which cannot be found one more 
perfect. Only the divine mind knows absolute perfection. 
Therefore the task that Durer sets himself is only to prepare the 
mind, to give with proportions a way of drawing near to beauty. 
Then each one must do for himself. And if anyone should say 
that it is useless to tire oneself with science, if one cannot arrive 
at perfection, Durer replies that it is necessary to seek the good 
even if one does not arrive at the best.

For scepticism with regard to absolute beauty Diirer is in­
debted to his consciousness as an artist who loves to paint figures 
of negroes and peasants; and from that scepticism he deduces 
a certain independence of the creative subject from the object 
represented, so that this is not the measure of the value of the 
work of art. In short, Diirer fathoms, with the impetus of his 
moral rigour, that crisis in the faith in objective beauty and 
human perfection, which was the faith of Alberti.

The artistic ideas of Leonardo were not continued directly, 
at least not in Florence, where the ideas of Michelangelo pre­
vailed. Nevertheless an ideal continuation of them, or rather a 
development of Leonardo’s presentiments on the future of 
painting, is found in Venice, in the writings of Pietro Aretino, 
Paolo Pino and Ludovico Dolce. From an aesthetic point of view
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their writings do not seem important; they do not further the 
theory of art beyond that of Alberti or Leonardo. But this is not 
the only time in the history of art criticism that an interesting 
effect results from a theory renounced, from the recovery of 
contact with the direct intuition of art. Remember the scien­
tific foundation assigned to painting by Alberti: this was am­
plified by Leonardo, but its nature was not changed. It was a 
way without issue. To open it and go further it was necessary 
to formulate the theory of the irrational nature of art; that is 
to say, it was necessary to have a philosophical conception dif­
ferent from that of the sixteenth century. But he who felt the 
inconvenience of the rational conception, and had not the power 
to affirm an irrational conception, what was he to do? Occupy 
himself as little as possible with the rational conception and 
abandon himself to intuition. Of the two constituent elements of 
art criticism, the pragmatic and the cultural, the pragmatic pre­
vailed at Venice in the sixteenth century. Toward the middle 
of the century the world perceived that there had emerged at 
Venice a kind of painting that obeyed different motives from 
those pursued in Florence and Rome, which nevertheless be­
spoke an important taste.

Vcnctian humanism is very ingenuous and primitive, if com­
pared with the Florentine. The University of Padua contin­
ued to teach Aristotelian and Arabic philosophy, when for 
many years Florence had made neo-PIatonism prevail every­
where. Florence produced painters and philosophers, sculptors 
and scientists; Venice, in contrast, besides great painters, 
produced only merchants, politicians and musicians. In such 
conditions how could a new Venetian criticism arise? The great 
Venetian painters could not write criticism; they had not the 
necessary culture for it. Arctino and Dolce were not artists at 
all, and Pino was only a third-rate artist. Aretino also acquired
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his artistic education in Rome, in contact with Raphael and 
Michelangelo. The true reason for his writing on Venetian 
painting was only the admiration he felt for some Venetian 
painters, because as a man of letters, he thought that he followed 
a similar taste. He stated the superiority of his prose, all vivac­
ity and energy, to the very large and correct but monotonous 
prose of the humanists. In the same way he believed in the su­
periority of Titian’s painting, free and realistic, to the pedantic 
drawing of the advocates of form. His ideas on art were sporadi­
cally expressed in his letters, like the modern articles in a daily 
paper, without any system.

Two years after Aretino’s death Dolce published a “Dialogue 
on Painting” (1557), which he dedicated to Arctino; and, 
though Dolce had not such good taste as Aretino, he was com­
pelled by the systematic form of his treatise to deduce some 
interesting conclusions from the premises of his master.

Nine years before, in 1548, Paolo Pino had published his 
“Dialogue on Painting.” His culture and his intelligence are 
very limited, but his words are an echo of the discussions about 
art by Venetian painters. When we begin to read Pino’s trea­
tise we meet, together with the protagonist, some beautiful 
women; and the dialogue seems to be written in order to suggest 
how to choose the most beautiful among beautiful women. 
Venetians discussed art, not to discover a scientific truth, but 
to define sensuousness. Nor must we forget that the great Vene­
tian painting of the sixteenth century began with the sleeping 
nude Venus by Giorgione.

The first consequence of such a condition of mind was a 
revolt against order. Florentine painting arose as a perspective 
order against the chromatic chaos of the Middle Ages. In Ven­
ice Dolce states that one begins to paint when he goes beyond
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order, and that variety imitated from nature must appear, not 
studied and willed, but produced by chance.

Pino raises exception even to proportion. He states that it 
is very rare for a painter to be able to follow proportions in a 
figure because every figure must be painted in movement, 
and movement destroys every abstract proportion.

For Michelangelo it was a real tragedy to leave some of his 
works unfinished. But in Venice people knew that it is neces­
sary to avoid finishing too completely: finishing is the de­
struction of vivacity in painting. Aretino states that prompti­
tude is always successful and he admires the promptitude of 
Tintoretto. Tintoretto paints more rapidly than other painters 
because he conceives an effect of light and shade in a more viva- 
cious and energetic manner. Leonardo wrote that sketching is 
necessary to obtain synthesis. Aretino goes much farther: 
sketching is the favourite kind of painting; it is a reaction of 
freedom from the pedantry of grammarian painters.

Dolce and Pino agree in saying that the three principal ele­
ments of painting arc invention, drawing and colouring. In- 
vention is the art of composing lyrical or historical poems in 
painting, as a matter of content and not of vision. Dolce knows 
that the expression of feeling in painting is something additional, 
which must be produced by the imagination of the public. But 
he docs not draw from this observation the necessary conclu­
sion.

The experience of colouring was as much refined in Vene­
tian criticism as it was lacking in Florentine. Wc know that, 
after being reduced to light and shade, colouring was limited 
to shade only. Dolce, on the contrary states that relief is a mat­
ter of colouring. In consequence relief is subordinated to col­
ouring, and not colouring to relief. This is the strongest opposi­
tion of the Venetian vision against the Florentine.
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“When a painter is able to reproduce the true colour of 
flesh and the true material of everything his paintings are alive 
and appear to possess all the elements of life but breath. The 
principal part of colouring is the contrast of light and shade. 
And there is a medium which enables the two elements to agree, 
in order to give the round effect to figures and their right places, 
near or far. Some people paint flesh so coloured and so hard that 
it seems of porphyry; its shades are too dark and sometimes it 
finishes in pure black. Some artists paint flesh too white, some 
others too red. I prefer a colouring of flesh quite brown, rather 
than too white. Above all no one must think that colouring 
consists in the choice of beautiful colours, like fine red, or blues, 
or greens. I believe that a certain neglect is necessary, because 
neither colouring must be too charming nor figures too com­
pletely finished: in every part one must sec a gentle firmness. 
The greatest danger is to be too diligent.”

It seems, indeed, that not Dolce, but Titian himself expresses 
Dolce’s theory of colour, which is complex and refined, has its 
roots in the senses, but becomes an organism of a complete pic­
torial world, even to that fear of too much diligence which 
would have scandalised Durer or Alberti, but which is never­
theless a sign of a detachment of the artist from the craftsman, 
of a freer consciousness of his own spiritual rights. Single col­
ours have disappeared, forms have the appearance of aerial 
masses, light and shade arc liberated from white and black, 
movement has become cosmic, because even a sitting figure is 
enveloped in moving lights.

All this announces that the crisis in Florentine humanism 
is on the way to its solution. The pictorial imagination of man 
is no longer isolated from the universe. The way has been found 
to fuse the imagination of man with those things which sur­
round him and that way is called light and shade. Venetian
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painting realised this, and Venetian criticism had the merit 
of deriving it from the painting of its contemporaries. But 
to theorise, to interpret critically Venetian painting, it would 
have been necessary to have not only the lively senses of 
Arctino, but also the knowledge of how to reason like Al­
berti or Leonardo. And Venetian criticism was not capable 
of that. Pino considers that the perfection of art is the fusion of 
the drawing of Michelangelo and the colouring of Titian. For 
the first time eclectic theory appears in Pino’s book. This was 
a sign of the decay of that individuality, which had appeared 
spontaneously in Ccnnino Cennini’s refusal of eclecticism. The 
disappearance of individuality brought with it the decadence 
of art.

The “Lives” of artists, which in the fifteenth century we 
have seen already treated by Ghiberti, continue. Manetti writes 
a life of Brunelleschi, and in order to exalt his hero, outlines a 
history of architecture to indicate how that art was revived 
after the mediaeval barbarism. At the beginning of the sixteenth 
century the desire to write Lives of artists was increased. In 
Florence we know three essays of the kind; and elsewhere the 
same desire arose — in Marcantonio Michiel in Venice and in 
Pietro Summonte in Naples. But the work which overshadows 
all the others is the “Lives of Painters, Sculptors and Archi­
tects” by Giorgio Vasari (1550 and 1568). Vasari had prefaced 
it with his treatise on art, which is much more technical than 
that of Alberti, and indicates that, in Vasari, the desire to 
relate the biography of artists to the theory of art is in 
quite different proportions. Thus he affirms explicitly that in 
the “Lives,” people will learn the perfection and the imper­
fection of works of art and the difference in the manner of ar­
tists. But what nobody had done before him, not even in
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antiquity, was to develop enormously the anecdotes of the 
lives of artists and the description of their works, so giving proof 
of a new historical interest. The history of Vasari also connects 
itself with the pragmatic type of Renaissance histories; that is 
to say, the practical force of individuals, without any connec­
tion with their ideal, as arbitrary agents, of whom the interpre­
tation could only be psychological. Hence it happens that the 
artistic personality, as a synthesis of the perfection of art and 
of the single individuality, is understood by Vasari only in rare 
cases, when his critical intuition goes beyond his theoretical 
concepts. The concept of the imitation of nature, which, ac­
cording to tradition, he sometimes intends as an operation par­
allel to nature, is accompanied therefore with the conception 
of artifice capable of all arts and sciences; which may be al­
lowed to have freedom, arbitrariness, caprices; which has the 
right of artistic fury, but which, nevertheless, has always the 
limits of artifice. “Greatness of art in one is born of diligence, in 
another of study, in this one of imitation, in that other of knowl- 
ledge of the sciences”: too many origins, and precisely that which 
was wanting was the only authentic one — creative imagination. 
It is true that, beyond the imitation of nature, Vasari admits that 
one may arrive at art by means of the imitation of manners, in 
this contradicting the preceding tradition of Leonardo, for ex­
ample, who excluded the imitation of masters and admitted as 
good only the imitation of nature. This, which is therefore the 
novelty of the Vasarian theory, is explained by his position in 
the world of art.

As is well known, Vasari was not only a writer; he was also, 
and believed himself to be above all, a painter and an architect. 
A pupil of Michelangelo, he is one of the many Florentine 
mannerists of the sixteenth century who learned the manner — 
that is to say, the external appearance of the style of Michel-
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angelo and Raphael; and he repeated them many times hastily 
without ever arriving at the expression of an imaginative per­
sonality. Their boast was design, father of the arts, which 
rarely, however, was intuitive, as a value of plastic form, and 
often signified invention; that is to say, the ability to compose 
scenes with many figures, with many ornaments, with great 
variety of everything, but with nothing felt. Being a Michelan- 
gelesquc mannerist influenced Vasari’s historical conception 
even more than his theory. He made of Michelangelo his hero, 
like the Prince of Machiavelli, and by the hero who represented 
the perfection of art he measured all other artists. Just as Xenoc- 
rates had imagined progress up to Lysippos and Apelles so 
Vasari imagines it up to Michelangelo and Raphael.

He distinguishes three ages, which correspond to the four­
teenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. In the first of the three 
ages art was very far from perfection. And it deserved some 
but not much praise because of its mistakes. In the second age 
art improved from many points of view. Above all, it began to 
know the rule and the order of architecture, because people 
learned to acknowledge the proportions of ancient works, and 
to represent very straight bodies with their perfect coherence 
of limbs. Besides this, the second age improved its style, by the 
custom of reproducing selected forms admitted as the most 
beautiful, and of giving coherence to the various elements of 
beauty, even if inspired by different models. The defects of the 
second age were a too strict conformity to science, without 
freedom of movement, an insufficient variety and abundance 
of invention, the lack of the gift of grace joined to variety, and 
of a lovable natural facility. All that the second age lacked, the 
third attained. “By an exact rule, by a better order, by a right 
proportion, by a perfect design, by a divine grace, by the va­
riety of inventions, by the profoundness of art, the painted and
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sculptured figures of the third age have attained perfection 
and true expression.”

It is evident, then, that the ideal of Vasari as an artist is the 
standard of his judgments even on painters who had an ideal 
different from his; and therefore the sporadic but happy in­
tuitions that Ghiberti had had of the absolute greatness of 
some masters of the fourteenth century were annulled. For ex­
ample, Vasari reproves Giotto for having drawn eyes not 
round, but almond-shaped. This criticism depends not only 
on a naturalistic prejudice but also on an aesthetic prejudice 
in favour of the perfection of the sphere, according in the clas­
sical tradition. But precisely by these combined prejudices the 
marvellous intuition of Witclo was cancelled. Vasari, then, 
contributed to the ignoring of the debt that Renaissance art 
owed to the art of the Middle Ages, and to the imposition for 
two centuries of the idea that only in the sixteenth century 
had the perfection of art arrived.

The positive value of the criticism of Vasari consists in some 
happy intuitions that he had, above all on the art that he be­
lieved to be perfection attained. When he speaks of Michel­
angelo his standards of judgment no longer suffice him, and 
he turns to God. It is God who has sent Michelangelo on earth 
after He has seen in vain all the powers of craftsmen to achieve 
perfection; and He has furnished him with perfection in the 
design of painting and sculpture, in ornament and the prac­
tice of architecture, not to speak of moral philosophy and po­
etry. Such perfection Michelangelo has shown in the principal 
part of art; in the human figure, especially nude, with his grand 
manner, the proportion perfect, the movement of the attitudes, 
the expression of the passions. “And attending to this single end 
he has left aside the charm of colour, the caprices and the new 
fancies of certain details and delicacies which by many other
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painters are not entirely neglected, perhaps not without rea­
son. Not sufficiently founded in drawing, these other painters 
have sought variety of tints and shades of colour, with various 
oddities and new inventions, and, in short, with this other way 
have made themselves a place among the leading masters.” In 
the edition of 1550 Vasari had expressed only his veneration for 
Michelangelo; in i<68 he adds reservations through the influ- 
ence of Aretino. Well, it is precisely these reservations which 
begin to make the Vasarian discourse, criticism. Criticism is lim- 
iting and the divinity of Michelangelo did not allow Vasari to 
see its limits. On the other hand, when he becomes aware that 
there is something more in the world of art than the human 
figure, a first limitation is made, and when he admits that one 
way to art is also afforded by variety in tints and shades of 
colour, Vasari recognises in the Venetian taste the right to live 
beside that of Michelangelo. No doubt the elements of criti­
cal definition are still material, but they have their value, and 
they are the best, in fact, that the Renaissance has given us.

Even more important is his judgment on Raphael. In 1550 
Vasari regards the development of Raphael’s art as a continu­
ous progress, achieving perfection in his latest works, in which 
the imitation of Michelangelo is most pronounced. In 1568, on 
the other hand, he opposes the personalities of Raphael and 
Michelangelo, determining the limits of each. Raphael then 
makes him see that painting consists not only in drawing the 
nude; that he could attain a perfection of his own in invention, 
in perspective, in drapery, in “making alive and beautiful the 
heads of women and cherubs” and in portraits. “These things, 
I say, Raphael considered, and not being able to approach Mi­
chelangelo in that part of the nude, he resolved in these other 
parts to emulate and perhaps surpass him.” From that is born 
a happy conclusion; Vasari sees that in the latest works, when
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Raphael had assimilated Michelangclesquc drawing, he “lost 
part of that good name which he had acquired.” Now this 
judgment, which has been confirmed in modern criticism, sur­
mounts the limits of Renaissance criticism in that it shows a 
knowledge of the artistic personality as such. It is evident in 
this instance that the criticism of Vasari is superior to the con­
cepts that he could formulate. From the particular judgment 
Vasari ascends to the general precept: “Each one should con­
tent himself to do willingly those things to which he feels him­
self inclined by natural instinct, and not wish to put his hand, 
in emulation, to that which does not come to him by nature, so 
as not to fatigue himself in vain, and often with shame and in­
jury.” It is a precept in full accord with that which Aretino 
had written as far back as 1537: “Those painters, stupefied in 
gazing at the chapel of Michelangelo. . .wishing to imitate the 
greatness of his execution, in forcing themselves to make the 
majestic figures, movement and spirit, forgetting the firsthand 
knowledge, not only do not enter into his manner but also for­
get their own.” Here is the condemnation of the Michelangcl- 
esque mannerism, and that Vasari should have accepted it is 
proof of the superiority of his criticism to his art.

To this height he is arrived, both under influence of Are­
tino, and because the problem of the two personalities of 
Michelangelo and Raphael in their different perfections stood 
in his heart as the foundation of his taste. But when he finds 
himself confronted with tastes more distant from his own, 
though contemporary, like those of Correggio, Giorgione or 
Titian, he is drawn to admire details but cannot understand 
the ensemble. He is disconcerted before Correggio because he 
perceives his greatness without being able to give reason for 
it; he is disconcerted before the frescoes of Giorgione because 
he cannot determine the subject, and before the latest produc- 
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tions of Titian because, on account of the large and broken 
touches, he can only see it well at a distance. When, in defect 
of understanding, he grasps at the principle of Florentine 
drawing and the imitation of the antique, he praises its benefits 
and bewails those who have not benefited by them. That is to 
say, his individual taste and also his personal interest veil his 
understanding.

Architectural criticism did not make during the sixteenth 
century that notable progress which the criticism of painting 
made through the work of Leonardo, Aretino and Vasari. 
Four treatises on architecture had a great success and numer- 
ous editions — those of Serlio, Vignola, Palladio and Scamozzi; 
but, born in the study of Vitruvius and the ancient monu­
ments, they were unable to formulate the artistic problems of 
the architecture of their time; and are rather the mirror of 
practical and social needs. More important than the others is 
that of Serlio, who, though proposing to remain faithful to the 
laws of antiquity, through lack of culture, ingenuously ex­
poses his own taste. He loves to insert the rustic order in the 
classical orders, in such a way as to spoil their internal logic; 
he considers the voids, not as an integration of depths, but as a 
value of atmospheric mass; he sees the distribution of the ar­
chitectural elements more under the aspect of juxtaposition of 
colours than as relation of plastic forms. When he goes into 
France, more free from the classical severity of the Italians, he 
abandons himself to the caprice of variety, and tries to define 
the new combinations of architectural elements with abstract 
psychological categories: the hard, the soft, the delicate, the 
crude. That is to say, his fragmentary sensibility does not arrive 
at a rational theory of the sensibility itself; and therefore his 
criticism is in some respects parallel to the Venetian criticism
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of painting; like it, well directed as a tendency, but incapable 
of a theoretical formulation.

That Palladio was not the purely classical architect that tra­
dition tells us, is perceived in the neo-classical criticism of Mil- 
izia and Goethe. But Palladio himself had no knowledge of the 
transformation made by him, with a Venetian accent, of clas­
sical architecture. Therefore, when one reads his treatise one 
finds in it only the ideas of Vitruvius. Alberti and Vasari. Ev­
en Palladio has a hint of architectural history. To him the res­
toration of rood and beautiful architecture is not the work of 
Brunelleschi, as Manetti had believed, but of Bjamante; and 
therefore the work of Bramantc is classified as ancient archi­
tecture.

It has been said acutely that the true critics of the art of the 
Renaissance were the mannerists. And, indeed, by defect of 
natural impulse in art, they chose from the works of the mas­
ters most appreciated those elements that they believed to be 
art. Evidently they were mistaken as artists and as critics, be­
cause the chosen elements were all rather symbols of art than 
art itself; however, their attitude was a critical attitude, and 
therefore the treatises on art of the mannerists have a greater im­
portance than their painting.

That which had the greatest fortune, translated into English 
and French, was the “Treatise on the Art of Painting” (1584) 
of Gian Paolo Lomazzo. lie is a Lombard mannerist painter 
who, becoming blind, passed from the practice to the theory 
of his art. His taste is based upon that of Leonardo integrated 
with that of Michelangelo and Raphael. lie appreciates the 
“chromatic alchemy” of Titian and of the Venetians in gen­
eral, but excludes them from the model painters. He is proud 
of the Lombard tradition, and is moderately well acquainted
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with Flemish and German art. He is a mannerist painter on 
guard against mannerism. He formulates a program of ec­
lecticism but indicates its dangers. His thought oscillates be­
tween empirical observation and the abstract concept. There­
fore, according to him, art is the imitation of nature and the 
expression of ideas. He feels neither the value of form in it­
self, nor of colour in itself, and seeks the essential medium 
in movement-light, remodelling his ideas, therefore, on Leo­
nardo. The appreciation of movement-light serves Lomazzo 
to understand northern painting (Correggio and Titian) bet­
ter than Vasari, but not enough to make of it a unified single 
principle of appreciation. Therefore he prepares ideally the 
Carracci and not Caravaggio.

The treatise consists of three parts: theory, practice and 
iconography. This last is a literary exemplification of the sub­
jects dealt with in painting. The theoretical part sets out to 
fix the science of pictorial possibilities, and quotes the “discov­
eries” that the various ancient and modern painters have made 
in art. The practical part indicates the preferences in the taste 
of Lomazzo.

Art is valid for that which it signifies, that is to say, by the 
truth contained; but the truth itself may be overcome by orna­
ment, which is understood in the sense of caprice. Proportion 
and perspective constitute the grammar of painting, but it is 
typical of mannerism that the geometrical abstractions are 
assumed as typical entities, instead of as those modes of inter­
preting reality which Alberti had indicated. Movement and 
light are the culmination of painting. In movement is resolved 
the psychological expression of the object represented accord­
ing to the creative impulse of the craftsman. Good lights can 
save even bad drawing (this is perhaps the most acute intuition 
of the art in formation at his time.) For light Lomazzo renews
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the mystical exaltation of the mediaeval tradition: light is 
God. Movement gives the psychological relief as light gives 
the physical relief. Colour depends upon the other parts of 
painting and completes the realistic illusion. Like the propor­
tions, the movements and the lights, the passions are also con­
sidered abstractly, so that he outlines a treatise on the passions.

All this is said with frequent references to this or that artist, 
without Lomazzo perceiving however, the artistic personality 
existing behind the abstract figurative or psychological ele­
ments of which he speaks. The greatest importance of the 
work of Lomazzo is precisely in its having systematised the 
elements of abstract form. Lomazzo aspires to philosophical 
speculation and distinguishes art from the theory of art. Alberti 
and Leonardo give the rules for artists to direct them in their 
work; Lomazzo tries to legitimise what the artists have made. 
Therefore the abstract elements of form and colour are no 
longer among the technical instruments of work for artists, 
but among the schemes of interpretation for critics. We may 
therefore admit that Lomazzo seems to be a precursor of the 
modern German science of art, with the caution that the fig­
urative schemes, corresponding to the artistic ideal of Lomazzo, 
gave him no knowledge of their limits with respect to art.

This was, however, the maximum result of Italian manner­
ism of the sixteenth century.
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CHAPTER V 
The Baroque Period

A general glance over the conditions of art in the seven­
teenth century reveals to us a wide-spread reaction to Italian 
mannerism which had reached all countries, a reaction which 
led to an exceptional flourishing of art.

Not to speak of minor figures, there were Caravaggio in 
Italy, Rubens and Van Dyck in Flanders, Rembrandt, Franz 
Hals, Ver Meer and many others in Holland, El Greco and 
Velazquez in Spain, who created not only a series of master­
pieces but also a new pictorial civilisation. Sculptors and archi­
tects, in spite of their immense and sometimes important pro­
duction, did not reach the exceptional artistic level of the 
painters just mentioned. These did not renounce the very rich 
artistic experience of the sixteenth century even when they 
had clear consciousness of opposition to it, as in the case of 
Caravaggio. But they profited by that experience in a differ­
ent way from the mannerists: instead of Raphael or Michel­
angelo, they interrogated with particular attention Titian, 
Tintoretto or Paolo Veronese. But above all, instead of exe­
cuting in haste and distractedly the formal and chromatic ele­
ments they had learned, they impregnated their culture with 
a personal mode of feeling physical and psychological reality, 
full of that free and primitive power without which art does 
not exist. Theirs was a new order which repaired the material 
and moral disorder into which art had been thrown by arbi­
trariness of theory, facility of hand, false emphasis on feeling 
and superficiality of intentions.

Their reaction to mannerism was direct, born of the very 
need to create according to the personality of the individual; 
and therefore they were the complete and perfect artists of
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the seventeenth century. But theirs was not the only reaction 
to mannerism.

Others sought a less natural and sensible way, more critical 
and learned; that is to say, they drew from all the great models 
of the sixteenth century those elements that they thought 
coincided with the best of art. They were reformers of man­
nerism, not because they opposed it, but because they ampli­
fied mannerism itself to such a point that they were constrained 
to find a critical accord between the various elements assim­
ilated. Lomazzo had appreciated Venetian colouring by a Lom­
bard tradition already old. The Carracci reversed the terms: 
they attempted to emulate the colouring of the Venetians be­
cause they judged that the lights and shades of Titian are more 
artistic than those of Raphael. Therefore they are no longer 
mannerists, because between the manner of the models and 
their own there is a zone of critical judgment which was want­
ing in the mannerists; and they were called eclectics. In this 
they were preceded by Paolo Pino who, in 1548, demanded the 
drawing of Michelangelo and the colouring of Titian. Their 
mode of reaction to mannerism was therefore indirect, born 
of the need to know the values of art rather than to create 
them, so that they allowed their personalities to develop on 
the basis of their doctrine rather than on their mode of feeling. 
As is natural, they rarely and only partially reached the level 
of art. Poussin, the French painter, was the best of these learn­
ed reformers, because he felt his doctrine so seriously as to live 
it dramatically, and therefore to make of it a new material 
of art. However, though their production in general is very 
inferior to that of the artists mentioned in the beginning, they 
were the more appreciated and exalted, the conquerors of the 
seventeenth century.
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After the Council of Trent moral preoccupations appeared, 

lest painting and sculpture should offend with the nude the 
dominant hypocrisy, and lest poetical license should induce 
dogmatic errors. Gilio (1564), and Ammanati (1582) wrote 
precisely to avoid errors in history and unseemly represen­
tations. Cardinal Paleotti even published a kind of iconographi- 
cal code (1582 and 1594), which differed from that of the 
monk Dionysius because this suggested to the painter what 
he should represent, while the intention of Paleotti was to de­
fine what the painter should not represent, and to assume 
for himself the office of controller of the conscience. He 
wished to induce the painters to be mute theologians, silent 
preachers, because human weakness cannot rise to the con­
templation of divine things without the support of the senses; 
that is to say, these theologians attempted to divert art towards 
rhetoric and rationalism. Hence the moralistic literature on 
art, such as the “Sacred Painting” (1634) of Cardinal Feder­
ico Borromeo, or the “Treatise,” written in collaboration bv 
the Jesuit Ottonelli and the painter Pietro da Cortona (1652), 
have no direct aesthetic interest. They tell us, it is true, that 
the pure contemplation of physical beauty no longer suffices, 
whatever might be the reason, and that a need had arisen of 
moral beauty, often false and hypocritical, but sometimes 
even true. Immediately one prejudice disappeared; that the 
foundation of all beauty was the nude human figure, seen as 
a canon of abstract form; and there was encouraged the search 
for the beauty of clothed figures, to the advantage of concrete 
chromatic effects. But having a rule given for religious repre­
sentation took away all possibility of spontaneous religious 
expression, so that Caravaggio, perhaps the only religious 
painter among Italian artists of the seventeenth century, was 
sometimes refused by the churches because he was felt to be
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unusual — that is to say, under suspicion of heresy. At the same 
time, the rhetorical aim of teaching given to pictorial delight 
took away from aesthetic pleasure all autonomy, and im­
pressed upon it an undertone of sensual pleasure, veiled with 
morality. One result was the incitement to represent the phys­
ical sufferings of the martyrs of the faith, so as to excite that 
particular sensuality, which was called pleasure, mingled of 
grief and joy, and which interpreted in a manner indecorous 
enough the tragic catharsis of Aristotle.

With the moralism of the Counter Reformation was com­
bined Cartesian rationalism. Science had found its method by 
means of the mathematical spirit, with the absolute domination 
of reason in the study of external nature. In Italy the artistic 
tradition was too much alive for rationalism not to become 
circumfused with a halo of transcendency, and not to become 
Platonic or nco-Platonic. Take, for example, Bellori’s con­
ception of the Idea, that “even if it originates from nature, it 
surpasses its origin and becomes original in art, measured by 
the compass of the intellect it becomes the measure of the 
hand.” But in France the scientific spirit in general, and the 
genius of Descartes in particular, indulged a more exacting 
rationalism, hence the omnipotence of rules and the poetical 
art of Boileau. Therefore a contemporary Italian, Antonio 
Conti, was right in pointing out that the French judged art 
independently of the qualities of sensibility and confused 
the progress of philosophy with that of art.

In antithesis both to the moralistic aesthetics and to that 
of rationalism, there was diffused the conviction that art is 
an affair of sentiment. Therefore, to the concept of reason, 
was opposed the concept of “taste” as the judging faculty of 
beauty. Here they perceive that the so-called laws of art are 
not axioms of arithmetic or geometry, and therefore they
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tolerate exceptions and defects. To the scientific intellect 
is opposed talent, which in the following century will be called 
genhiSj the artistic creative faculty. There arose the distinc­
tion between artists who have “genius without taste” and 
others who have “taste without genius.” These thoughts are 
so widely diffused that it would be difficult to indicate the origi­
nal author, but they are all a reaction from moral and intellec­
tual rules. Particularly clear is Du Bos in his “Critical Reflec­
tions upon Poetry and Painting.” “The first aim of Painting is 
to move us. A work which moves us greatly, must be excellent 
on the whole. For the same reason the work which does not 
move us at all, does not engage us, is worth nothing; and 
if criticism finds in it nothing to reprove in the way of 
faults against the rules, it means only that a work may be bad 
without having faults against the rules, as a work full of faults 
against the rules may be an excellent work.” “Now senti­
ment teaches very much better that a work is moving, than 
all the dissertations composed by the critics. The way of 
discussion and analysis with which these gentlemen regale 
themselves is good for the truth, when this consists in finding 
the causes which make a work please or fail to please; but only 
sentiment can decide this question.” It is indubitable that such 
a way of conceiving art criticism not only represents an 
advance upon that of the preceding age, but that it also con­
tains an absolute and eternal truth, which later aesthetics will 
formulate much better, without modifying its essential motive.

As far back as 1644 Sforza Pallavicino sought, on the other 
hand, to define the imitation of nature as a process of veri­
similitude and not of the illusion of reality. One does not 
paint to deceive the birds that pecked at the grapes represented 
by Zeuxis, according to the ancient legend, but in order to 
obtain a lively representation, by which to excite in a delight-
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ful way desire, and in an ardent way passion. In which, even 
if there is a residue of sensuality, the negation of the moral 
and rationalistic laws of art is clear.

Finally, in 1684 Leibnitz observes that painters and other 
artists, though judging well the works of art, do not know 
how to render an account of their judgments, and when they 
are asked, they are accustomed to reply that what they con­
demn leaves to be desired an ‘7 do not know wbat.” Given his 
differentiation of knowledge, he defines that such judgment 
is based upon a knowledge that is clear but not distinct, that 
is to say, is not rational; it justifies itself with examples and not 
with demonstrations, and therefore has importance as a stand­
ard of taste or of the qualities of the senses only. The reader 
will remember that we have found similar ideas in mediaeval 
thought, but in the seventeenth century they display a much 
higher knowledge, so that they lead on, without further in­
terruptions, to the foundation of aesthetics in the following 
century.

In short, during the seventeenth century, moralism, ration­
alism and aesthetic sensism were juxtaposed or interlaced with­
out any one of them predominating, and therefore the judg­
ments on art were various and often contradictory.

Two principal currents of criticism indicate, nevertheless, 
the direction of aim:

The rationalistic current which departs from the Carracci, 
finds in Bellori its greatest Italian expression and in the French 
Academy its most systematic manifestation.

The sensistic current, which starts from Venice, has Boschini 
as its most ingenuous and convinced representative, while De 
Piles is the representative best informed and most just.

The Roman abbot, Gian Pietro Bellori, occupied himself
ll8
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with archeology and with Raphael, and wrote “The Lives of 
Modern Painters, Sculptors and Architects” (1672). He dealt 
with few artists, only those who lived in his own century and 
had importance in taste, and he chose them not only from 
among the Italians but also from among the Flemish and 
French, responding thus to that need for universality in the 
knowledge of art which at that time one could only feel at 
Rome. Bcllori’s exactness of information is very remarkable, 
and the seriousness with which he sought a relation between 
facts and ideas is admirable. His critical position is against 
naturalism and against mannerism: of the first he considers the 
protagonist Caravaggio, of the second the Cavalier d’Arpino, 
and indicates Annibale Carracci as surpassing them, exactly 
like the truth compared to two errors. In condemning the 
mannerists his motive is simple: copying only the masters, 
the works of the mannerists are bastards and not children of 
nature. But against the naturalists the arguments were more 
complex, because they had to oppose the public who “praise 
things painted naturalistically, because they are accustomed 
to see things so, appreciate beautiful colours and not beauti­
ful forms, which they do not understand; weary of elegance, 
they approve novelty of popular subjects, despise reason, follow 
common opinion, and remove themselves from the truth of 
art”— which depends upon the idea. According to Bellori, 
there exists a science of art of the learned, that consists in the 
Idea, in reason, in truth, in elegance, in beautiful form, and 
is opposed to the ignorance of the common people who occupy 
themselves with colour and novelty. Naturally the Idea, reason 
and truth are divine things, and God Himself providentially 
sent Raphael on earth (substituted on this occasion for Vasari’s 
Michelangelo), and since after Raphael the craftsmen degen- 
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crated, behold God again sent a restorer of painting in the 
person of Annibale Carracci.

In a sonnet by Agostino Carracci, approved by Albani, the 
theoretical program of the school of the Carracci was the fol­
lowing: assimilate drawing from Rome — that is to say, energy 
from Michelangelo and proportions and harmony from Ra­
phael; assimilate from Venice movement and light and shade 
with which Titian had attained the true; assimilate from Lom­
bardy the colouring with which Correggio had attained the 
purity of an aristocratic style. Bellori approves, accentuating 
that which Annibale Carracci had derived from Raphael: in­
vention, expression of the affections, grace of imitation — fi­
nally the union of the Idea and nature. Everybody to-day has 
a clear knowledge of the impossibility of realising art with an 
eclectic programme. But the programme of the Carracci, 
which could not be an artistic programme, could at least be a 
critical programme, in so far as it sought to identify the ele­
ments chosen in each master with the character of his artistic 
personality, if it were not that it contained an error which 
for a long time compromised the criticism derived from it. The 
lights and shades of the Venetians were in function of colour, 
while the colour of Correggio was in function of plastic form. 
By believing that Lombard colour was superior to Venetian, 
the Carracci were prevented from understanding what was 
the true possibility of the only chromatic tradition of their 
time, and therefore they misunderstood both the movement 
and the light and shade of the Venetians: so sacrificing every­
thing to the desire of social order, dignity, purity and aristo­
cratic elegance that they saw in Correggio. That is to say, 
precisely through not understanding colouring as an artistic 
form, independent of Greco-Roman plastic form, both the 
Carracci and Bellori deprived themselves of understanding
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the vital demands of their time. They made work the judgment 
of Vasari, who had before him the newborn phenomenon 
of Venetian colouring — and had less theoretical severity but 
greater artistic sensibility.

Therefore Bellori theorised the art of Caravaggio as a re- 
hellion.against Raphael and the antique statues in accord with 
the colouring of Giorgione, and, while admitting the good- 
ncss of his colouring and imitation of nature, condemned his 
lack of invention, decorum and drawing — in a word, of science. 
Domenichino is for Bellori a great artist because nobody better 
than he conceived histories; but Rubens, in spite of his readi­
ness, certainty, freedom and colouring, lively mind and uni­
versal talent, lacks good drawing of natural forms and charm, 
and appeals to the crowd; and Van Dyck, in spite of his colour­
ing and his fine portraits, is inadequate in composition and 
drawing.

Of all these above-mentioned prejudices the gravest is that 
of choice, because it derives from the classical aesthetic, and 
is always tenacious, down to our own day, because it is found­
ed on an enduring social prejudice. Given the confusion 
worked by the Counter Reformation between pomp and relig­
ion, the idea of beauty was interpreted according to social 
choice, and moral beauty was not seen independently of physi­
cal perfection. 7 herefore, the identification of moral beauty 
with plebeian forms was only possible in Protestant lands 
through the work of Rembrandt.

The artist who perfected the system of the Carracci and in­
carnated the ideal of Bellori was Nicholas Poussin, the philo­
sophical painter: and in order to exalt him Bellori described the 
scenes represented, accentuating the allegorical value of the 
figures and rarely pointing out the figurative elements. Thus 
Bellori demonstrates, not only in theory but in critical prac-
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ticc, that he needs to have recourse to abstractions outside art 
in order to recognise a value in art itself.

In the Renaissance, next in importance to the “Lives” of 
Giorgio Vasari, may be counted some treatises; for example, 
those of Alberti, Leonardo and Lomazzo. In the seventeenth 
century, on the other hand, the form of the “Lives” prevails. 
In the categories of judgment on painting it is not sought to 
give a theoretical systematisation; but it is preferred to exer­
cise judgment on the individual works and the individual ar­
tists. We have already seen how the Carracci had indicated the 
relation between categories of judgment, such as symmetry, 
colouring, and so on — and put some artists as models of per­
fection in each particular category. Since each of those artists 
had had affinities with others, Domenichino thought to sys­
tematise those groups into schools and distinguish and charac­
terise them: the Roman school, for the imitation of the antique; 
the Venetian, for the imitation of nature; that of Lombardy, 
for an imitation more tender and facile; and that of Tuscany, 
for a minute and diligent style. Observe that, in spite of the 
critical arbitrariness of such distinctions, they are still main­
tained in many picture galleries and cabinets of drawings.

The arbitrary polarisation of judgment was bound to de­
generate into absurdity. In fact, there was no reason why the 
same abstraction imagined to define the diverse perfection of 
any personality might not be adopted to destroy it. Nor were 
there wanting those who catalogued the defects of famous 
artists: Raphael, hard and cutting; Titian, deprived of drawing; 
Correggio, ill-bred; Veronese, weak and too undefined; Mi­
chelangelo, without decorum; the Carracci, timid in work­
manship, and so on. In which one may see a sort of parody of 
Carraccian criticism.
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He who refers to these judgments is Passeri, who wrote the 

lives of artists who had worked in Rome and died between 
1641 and 1673. He did not possess the choice and the erudite 
severity of Bellori, but he had a certain vivacity and simplicity, 
and reflected the artistic gossip of his time. More simply, he 
does not know that the invention of artists is the Platonic idea, 
and therefore, poor little man, he confuses it with caprice.

In every city in Italy which had had a school there sprang 
forth biographers of their artists, and generally they assumed 
a polemic position against Vasari, whom they accused of 
having been partial to the glories of the city of Florence. 
The Florentine Baldinucci hastened to reply and to demon­
strate that Florence had had a great art before the other cities. 
Baldinucci’s principal work is “Accounts of Professors of De­
sign,” the publication of which began in 1681. The title is 
significant because those capricious painters and sculptors 
whose lives Vasari so lightly recounted, arc become pro­
fessors, on account of their academical taste. They are cer­
tainly professors of the Idea, but they are also called professors 
of drawing; conservative character in Florence manifests it­
self indeed in art as well as in criticism. Baldinucci is an erudite 
man, precise and serious; he divides his material, not according 
to style or school, but according to the decades in which 
flourished the artists of whom he speaks. He does not write 
a history but a chronicle; he is not a critic, and limits himself to 
referring to the judgments of the competent. It is interesting, 
therefore, to know how the Florentine artists reacted when 
there came to Florence a picture by Rembrandt: naturally 
they were aware of the fame that he had acquired in Holland, 
but they did not understand it, and they saw him as “most 
extravagant, with a manner without contours or circumscrip­
tion of lines, internal or external, all made of rough or repeated
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touches with great strength of shades, but without obscurity.” 
They understood that is to say, that the shade of Rembrandt 
is luminous and different from that of the Caravaggio school, 
but they saw the contours lacking even more than in the most 
daring of the Italian luminists, and the lack of contours dis­
concerted them. The interesting thing is that the etchings of 
Rembrandt were much more appreciated at Florence than 
his paintings, because in engraving the local tradition was not 
so rigorous as in painting, and there were seen purely pictorial 
engravings.

Through lack of theoretical rigidity Baldinucci succeeds, 
nevertheless, in appreciating Bernini, before whom Bellori 
turned up his critical nose. Baldinucci understands that Bernini 
knew how to give unity to painting, sculpture and architecture, 
and indicates his stylistic synthesis in a freedom of touch 
which is a miracle. “The effect of this freedom is that he has 
worked singularly in that kind of drawing that we call cari­
cature, or dashing strokes, deforming in ill-mannered jest the 
effigies of others, without taking away their likeness.” In which 
we learn the origin of the genus of caricature, when it had not 
yet its practical, moral or political aim and was a spontaneous 
effect of freedom of touch.

Two writers, Scannelli and Scaramuccia, published two trea­
tises in 1657 and 1674, demonstrating the transformation 
which has occurred in the world of criticism. They have no 
longer the intention of dictating laws, but of expounding their 
historical experience of painting; rather than treatises, they 
are critical discussions on the values of painting with refer­
ence to this or that artist. Scannelli speaks above all in the 
name of Correggio, Scaramuccia in the name of Raphael, and 
both have a certain knowledge of the personality of the artist. 
Scannelli is opposed to Paolo Pino in his programme of the
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union of Michelangelo’s drawing and Titian’s colouring, and 
affirms that Titian did not in fact need another’s drawing in 
order to reach the perfection which was his. If the great paint­
ers have sometimes made defective works it is due to the ac­
cidents of human nature; but this takes nothing away from 
the perfection of their most beautiful works. Scaramuccia also 
protests against comparisons which would belittle the great 
artists. If Raphael has not made any daring foreshortenings 
like Titian, it is because he has not esteemed it appropriate to 
introduce them into his compositions, not because he could 
not draw them. It is true that he then spoils this critical truth 
by declaring the principle that, in order to avoid errors of 
judgment, it is necessary to speak well of all artists, thus an­
nulling criticism in indifference.

The ideas of Nicholas Poussin on painting are in part tran­
scribed by Bcllori: Since painting, through the limitations of 
nature, is an idea of corporal things, the imitative practice of 
the painter is valid only if it is controlled by a rational doctrine. 
The subject of painting is the action of man, and in a subor­
dinate way of animals and other natural objects; and by action 
he means mimicry, which, as a rhetorical artifice, is to paint­
ing as diction to poetry. In order that the painter should 
have the splendid maimer the subject must be great; heroic 
actions, for example, and be represented without details, with 
the exclusion of all vile motives, with the concept of the es­
sence, with natural composition and with a definitely individ­
ual style, 'maimer or taste. Form is reduced to expression — 
for example, of laughter or terror; colour is only an attraction 
to persuade the eye. Poussin formed his ideas and his style at 
Rome, looking, above all, at Domenichino, Raphael and the 
antique statues, and a little also at Titian, whom he under-
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stands less well than the others; but already in his notes he 
shows a detachment from the Italians, even the classicists, a 
greater rigidity and a more rigorous severity of principles.

To the Academy founded in Paris in 1648 was added in 1665 
the French Academy in Rome, to offer to French artists the 
way of “forming there the taste and the manner.” Poussin was 
the example to follow; it was necessary at all cost to become 
Romans, even as the most classicistic among the Roman classi­
cists. Freart de Cambray (1662) writes a treatise against licen­
tious painting; that is to say, painting pleasing in colour but 
without geometry, perspective or anatomy. A libertine, then, 
equals a materialistic heretic. Chantelou charges Bernini, on a 
visit to Paris, with producing the architecture of a libertine. 
Bernini judges that the manner of the French artists is sad and 
mean, and that he needs to give them the sense of grandeur. 
It is the same idea expressed by Poussin as the splendid manner, 
which will soon be called grand gofit.

Even the terms which comprehend painting, sculpture and 
architecture are changed. Vasari had called them arts of de­
sign, attributing to design their unity. Likewise he had spoken 
of “the finest arts,” and Baldinucci of “fine arts in which de­
sign is adopted,” and Scamozzi of “fine arts.” But it is only in 
the milieu of the Academy of France that the term “beaux-arts,” 
is in general use, and the term then remained. For unity of de­
sign, is substituted that of the ideal of beauty.

The artistic programme of the Academy is indicated by 
Felibien, in agreement with Le Brun, who was for some time its 
dictator, in his “Conversations on the Most Excellent Painters, 
Ancient and Modern” (1666), in which discussions of princi­
ples accompany the lives of artists. •

Correct nature, he says, by the study of antique statues, and 
cling to composition in order to arrive at ideal beauty. Only 
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composition is spiritual, because it is made in imagination and 
precedes execution. Drawing and colour belong to craftsman­
ship and are the less noble parts of painting. Drawing pre­
dominates over colour. Drawing is essential for the repre­
sentation of history, fable and expression. But colour is not, 
and it cannot be regulated scientifically. Since the picture is 
the imagination of actions, expression is essential; it is the soul 
of painting. With some reserve Felibien agrees with the phys­
iognomy of Le Brun, that is to say, with his little book of en­
gravings in which were drawn the types of anger, fear and so 
on, and which would enable pupils to avoid the disturbance 
of consulting nature. He draws a distinction between beauty 
and grace, in which beauty has the part of proportion, or phys­
ical harmony; while grace regards the sentiments of the mind. 
He eulogises nobility in the subject and pleasure in the exe­
cution. Felibien recognises that there are no rules for beauty, 
and that only the light of reason can attain it, even if against 
the rules; and he recognises the force of imagination and the 
necessity of abandonment to “genius”; but after genius has 
fixed the composition the drawing needs to be corrected ac­
cording to examples. He recognises that there is no resemblance 
in wax casts, because artistic resemblance is given by the 
representation of the mind. In short, his principles arc learned 
but not rational; that is to say, he often confuses social habit 
with the demands of reason. Hence the obsequious hierarchy: 
since the figure of man is the most perfect work of God, he 
who paints man is the most excellent among painters; next 
comes he who paints living animals rather than dead things 
without movement; then he who paints landscapes, and finally 
flowers and fruits.

Principles like those of Felibien were too rigid to be applied, 
and therefore a certain tolerance was necessary — for example
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towards Rubens, in spite of his sins against decorinn, and 
towards Rembrandt, in homage to whom Felibicn admitted 
differences of taste; on the other hand Velazquez was not worth 
attention. With regard to Raphael, he considers the “Trans­
figuration” his masterpiece, in spite of the genial reserve of 
Vasari. In short, Felibien’s book is a compilation of judgments 
and notes drawn especially from Poussin and the Italian writers, 
and juxtaposed with little or no criticism, but interesting be­
cause reflecting the classical ideas, flowing together at Paris in 
the second half of the seventeenth century, in their effective 
disorder, in spite of the pretence of rational severity.

If the exposition of seventeenth century criticism were 
limited to the results described here, it would give us little 
satisfaction. In fact, it gave effect to a transcendent standard of 
art, called Idea, and at the same time to a classification of the 
manners of artists, in respect of which the critic professes in­
difference or chooses arbitrarily. The relative coincidence 
between the principle of the Idea and the art of Poussin re­
mains without a sequel, in spite of the Academy of France; 
because, as has been said, to the philosophical painter, Poussin, 
succeeded the non-painter rhetorician, Le Brun. Indifference 
of taste is also widely spread, in spite of the apparent rigidity of 
principles. Nothing remained, then, except to seek a choice 
among the manners, which was subjective but not arbitrary. It 
was necessary that the judgment should coincide with an effec­
tive art, that the manner chosen should not be abstract but con­
crete, not a scheme but a taste, not a game of the rationalising 
intellect but an experience of art as lived.

To this demand responds the Venetian, Marco Boschini, 
author of the “Map of the Picturesque Journey” (1660) and 
the “Rich Mines of Venetian Painting” (1674). Fie is much 
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less cultured than Bellori, and also less intelligent, but more 
sensitive to painting. A sensist is he who formulates a theory- 
according to which all knowledge derives from the senses; 
and Marco Boschini is not a sensist, because he does not formu­
late any theory, and accepts the current theory in its most 
common form. But his judgments do not depend upon ideas 
accepted from outside, but altogether from his mode of feel­
ing painting, which is a happy mode. Therefore his judgments 
coincide with the sensitist theory mentioned, which corrected 
the errors of neo-Platonic and moralist ideas, which felt the 
need of autonomy of art, and therefore approached confused­
ly the foundation of aesthetics; coinciding therefore with 
what was more promising in thought upon art and with that 
which was more vital in art. When it is said that for the abstract 
ideal form of Bellori, Boschini substituted an abstract col- 
ourism, it seems as if he had cast out the devil with Beelze­
bub, but, in effect, he sustained polemically that single ten­
dency in which was recognised the better theory and the only 
art, at that point of convergence which is a single taste histori­
cally determined. In this sense the “baroque taste” assumes its 
positive significance, of appreciation rather than of contempt. 
If you should ask why the colourists then could make art and 
the formalists could not, I should answer that I do not know 
why, but that I could recount to you the history of art from 
Michelangelo onward as a demonstration by examples.

The unique perfection of Venetian painting, represented 
above all by Titian, Tintoretto and Paolo Veronese, is for 
Boschini axiomatic. Rubens and Velazquez are perfect painters 
(and this is the earliest recognition of their art), because their 
style is linked with Venetian painting. Boschini cannot deny 
the mannerists nor distinguish in the Venetian painting con- 
temporary with him the living forces from the dead, but he 
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fek the decadence after Tintoretto and Veronese. His posi­
tion is parallel to that of Vasari, who was inspired by the model 
of an authentic artist, Michelangelo, rather than,to that of 
Bellori, who was inspired by a defective artist, Annibale Car­
racci. But Boschini has more polemical sense: unjust toward 
the artists foreign to the Venetian taste — Raphael, for example 
— he derives from his own sectarianism an exceptional force 
of conviction. Even the much vaunted antique statues arc not 
an obstacle to his faith; they are dead and Venetian painting 
is alive; and he justifies this affirmation with the international 
success of Venetian painting. Like Vasari, Boschini is also 
ambitious to be a connoisseur; that is to say, to distinguish the 
good from the not good in a painting, together with the char­
acter of the authors and the manner of working. To know the 
good and the not good, according to Boschini, it is necessary 
to know how to paint, and so arrive at knowledge through 
practice, but he docs not deny that those who are gifted with 
“good talent” may also arrive at it without practice. In other 
words, he does not trouble to determine how knowledge is ar­
rived at, but rather what knowledge means. Theoretically, ac­
cording to Boschini, drawing is the foundation of painting, 
in practice it is only a guide: what gives life to drawing is 
colouring, and without colouring drawing is body without soul. 
He concludes: “the painter forms without form, or rather with 
form deforms the formality in appearance, seeking thus pic­
turesque art.” This is perhaps the best definition of pictorial 
form that has ever been given, and it will be convenient to 
stop and explain it in other words. He says that pictorial form 
is not plastic form; it is rather a deformation with the intent 
to find a new form, that is only the appearance of things, in 
which pictorial art consists. It is a programme that Manet or 
Renoir would have been able to accept, if they had known it.
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And when one thinks that this was written at about the same 
time that Bellon fixed his ideas of classical form, we can grasp 
the antinomy of the plastic and the pictorial in the clearest way 
possible. As regards colouring, here are the “essential ideas.” 
One works by impasto, and it is a foundation — that is to say, 
it serves as a sketch; by spots, and it is a manner — it serves to 
liberate you from natural objectivity; by union of the colours, 
and it is tenderness of shading; by tinting or flattening, and it 
is the distinction of parts — that is to say, it makes them stand 
out; by raising and lowering the tints, and this is rounding, 
or volume: by the rapid touch, and it is boldness of colour — 
this is the art of tone; by veiling, and this means retouching 
to unite more completely, for chromatic harmony. Certainly 
nobody of his century has given such richness of aspect to 
colour. For that which concerns invention, on the other hand, 
Boschini says nothing new.

Boschini wished to write the lives of the artists preferred by 
him, but not like the Venetian, Ridolfi, who in 1648 had pub­
lished the “Marvels of Venetian Painting.” Boschini wishes to 
occupy himself neither with marvels nor with happy thoughts; 
he wishes to expound only the pictorial process. In fact, he 
never speaks of the subjects treated without putting them into 
relations with figurative appreciations. Not even Bellori had 
known how to follow with such severity the main lines of a 
critical history of art, and Boschini was able to do it, not by 
greater strength of talent, but by greater attention to art.

So he describes the manner in which Titian finishes his 
pictures: “The enlivening by the last touches was to go here and 
there uniting with a rubbing of the finger the extremes of light, 
bringing them nearer to the half-tones, and uniting one tone 
with another; at other times with a stroke of the finger he put 
a touch of dark in some corner to reinforce it; at others some
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reddish strokes, almost like drops of blood to invigorate any 
superficial feeling; and so he went on reducing to perfection his 
animate figures.” Of Bassano he notes the arbitrariness of the 
lights, the abandonment of the universal light demanded by 
Leonardo, and the consequent effect of a medley of indistinct 
colours, despising all diligence and polish. So he understands the 
value of that way of colouring; he interprets it as poetry, with­
out obscuring it by classification of kinds. Boschini does not 
make hierarchies of kinds, as would the Academy of France. 
Bassano paints dogs and other animals “because he has applied 
his genius to the representation of pure humility.” Anybody 
who is acquainted with the polemics about kind in the nine­
teenth century cannot but feel the stroke of genius in Boschini. 
Tintoretto seems to him a “lamp, a thunder, or rather an arrow 
which has cloven all the most sublime heights of the pictur­
esque world.” Veronese is the treasurer of painting, since from 
him have been imparted all the jewels of his precious casket. 
Movement, finally, is noted in style, rather than in action: 
“one sees the architecture march.” Metaphors, certainly, and 
of the baroque style; but they have a critical content and serve 
to individuate the style.

The classicist doctrine of Poussinesquc origin prevailed 
at the Academy of France when two polemics broke out to 
shake it. The first derived from the apology for Rubens made 
in 1676 by Roger de Piles (greatest representative of the 
amateurs independent of the official artists), which ended the 
struggle of the Poussinists in the name of drawing, the antique 
and the grand gout, against the Rubenists, who championed 
colour, the moderns and the truth. The second polemic de­
rived from a principle formulated as far back as 1620 by 
the Italian, Tassoni, according to which the arts are per-
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fected by assiduity and study, while their beginnings are 
rough and imperfect. Between 1688 and 1697 Perrault wrote 
his “Parallels between the Ancients and the Moderns,” main­
taining not only the superiority of the Italian painters of the 
sixteenth century over the artists of antiquity, but also the 
superiority of the painting contemporary with him over that 
of the sixteenth century. The polemic spread and was particu­
larly developed by the writings of Boileau and Fontenelle. It 
was badly directed because it was founded on technical prog­
ress; nevertheless, from the conflict of opinions arose two 
favourable results: that of liberation for some time from the 
superstition of ancient art; and that of reflecting upon the 
difference between science capable of progress and artistic 
values which come “at a blow and like a flash of fire,” as Ronsard 
had said already. To the same effect Dcimier also said that the 
poet “must be in his poems as nature in the production of 
flowers,” which was a non-classicist way of considering classic 
art.

Roger de Piles was the author of numerous writings on paint­
ing, among which the best known is the “Abridgment of the 
Lives of Painters” (1699). If we consider his theory we do 
not perceive a complete revolution; on the contrary, all the 
classicist ideas codified by Felibien are found again in De 
Piles. But, side by side with these, others break out which are 
very different. Without genius, which is a light of the spirit, 
a special native talent, one does not make art in spite of all 
the rules and examples of the masters. Artistic licenses are 
apparently against the laws, but in fact they become new 
laws when they are well-timed. Only the great geniuses are 
above rules. A man of mind, even if not instructed in the prin­
ciples of art, can judge a picture, only he does not always give 
a reason for his feelings. There is a taste of the mind, as there
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is a taste of the body, and it is natural, spontaneous. With 
artistic culture it may be perfected, but also corrupted. With 
the repetition of judgments this taste becomes a habit, and the 
habit may be transformed into ideas, critical in principle. Very 
important in criticism is the absence of preconceived ideas, 
and, if it is opportune to listen to the wisest painters and the 
cleverest connoisseurs, it is also necessary to listen to them nor 
as oracles, but as people who may well be mistaken and whose 
opinions must be followed after they have been personally 
controlled. The rules of painting must be stabilised, not by 
the authority of any writer or by the example of any painter, 
but only by force of reason. It would appear that De Piles as­
pired to be the Descartes of art criticism, but his talent did 
not succeed to that extent because he continued to accept 
many traditional ideas which could not be checked. De Piles 
is preparing the taste which was to help Watteau in his art and 
the new direction of French painting in the eighteenth century; 
which was a marvellous result, rare enough for a critic at any 
time.

With regard to the elements of art, the treatment of colour­
ing is the most different from that of the French tradition. 
Roger de Piles is inspired by Boschini, even to the words. He 
adds that if drawing precedes colour in painting, that is not to 
say that it is more important, it is rather a material which must 
receive from colour its perfection, its essential form. The values 
of colours (tones) do not reproduce the tints of things, but are 
made in such manner as to seem to have them. He quotes the 
saying of Rembrandt that he was nor a dyer but a painter. 
Against those who occupy themselves with invention, as 
with a pure effect of the imagination, he opposes that the best 
painters look at Giorgione, Titian and Veronese, as the most 
perfect examples.
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Rubens is Foj՜ De Piles what Michelangelo was for Vasari, 

and Raphael and Annibale Carracci were for Bellori — that is 
to say, sent from Heaven. He links Rubens with Venetian 
painting, and finds that he has more facility than Titian, more 
purity and science than Veronese, more majesty, calm and 
moderation than Tintoretto.

De Piles buys a portrait of Rembrandt’s which he admires, 
but he dares not deny the reserves which everybody made 
about his art. Nevertheless, he understands that Rembrandt is 
a master of colour, that his touches express flesh and life, that 
his portraits have a surprising force, suavity and truth; and he 
recalls, not without a touch of malice, that Rembrandt used 
to say: “old armours, old clothes — these were my ancients.”

De Piles respects the antique, Raphael and Poussin, but not 
without independence. “The antique is admirable, but on con­
dition that it is treated like a book that one translates into an­
other language, in which it suffices to transfer well the sense 
and the spirit, without a servile attachment to the words.” 
Poussin, through having looked too much at the antique “was 
turned to stone and lacked somethin" human.”

Not even the prejudice of kind is retained by De Piles; thus, 
he appreciates Peter Brueghel, and, with regard to landscape 
painting, makes the following observation: “If painting is a 
species of creation, it bears the marks of it even more sensibly 
in pictures of landscapes than in others.” The landscape paint­
er is obliged to “specify taste and character and to give as 
much more spirit to his work in proportion as it is less finished, 
. . . and to extraordinary sensations the truth and simplicity of 
nature.”

These and many others are the happy intuitions of De Piles, 
not the “scales of painters,” in which, for erroneous pedagogic 
reasons, he imagines it possible to give a mark of merit to each
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painter for his drawing, his colouring, his composition and his 
expression. That is to say, his preoccupation with equity made 
him lose sight of the artistic personality.

In the seventeenth century, besides Italy and France, other 
nations publish treatises on art and lives of artists: Spain, the 
Low Countries and Germany. But these writers have no origi­
nal critical ideas, applying Italian ideas to the artists of their 
own countries. Nor do the treatises of architecture present any 
important novelties, apart from the interest in scenography, 
and the new knowledge of freedom from classical propor­
tions, expressed in a noisy manner by Claude Perrault (1676). 
Even for the seventeenth century painting was the principal 
inspirer of critical motives.



CHAPTER VI
Iliuminism and Neo-Classicism

The best painters of the eighteenth century maintained, 
with modifications, the direction of taste of the best painters 
of the seventeenth century. In the name of Rubens and the 
Venetians, Roger de Piles had opened a new way to French 
taste. Immediately there appeared the artist who suppressed 
the Poussinesque tradition — Watteau. It fell to Chardin and 
Fragonard, the two absolute artists that France had after 
Watteau, to impress their personalities upon pictorial problems, 
as Watteau had done. The minor artists, of the Van Loo kind, 
found a compromise between the academic tradition of the 
seventeenth century, and the demands of the new taste. In 
the meantime, at Venice, the recovery of the sixteenth century 
Venetian tradition, foretold by Boschini, and the influence of 
Flemish and Dutch painting, were the conditions of taste fa­
vourable to the rise of two artists like Tiepolo and Guardi, 
whose level of greatness Italy had not produced since Caravag­
gio. Outside Venice, the other cities of Italy continued in 
compromises between the Carracciesque tradition and Vene­
tian, Flemish, Dutch and Spanish influences. Germany, Flan­
ders and Holland in the eighteenth century were silent. Eng­
land, after several centuries of artistic silence, made her voice 
heard with Hogarth, Reynolds and Gainsborough; that is to 
say, with a taste derived from Flanders and Italy. A great flow­
ering of decoration accompanied the pictorial movement of 
the eighteenth century, transforming the baroque into rococo, 
losing in passion what it acquired in finesse, and going so far 
as to discover some new architectural rhythms. Sculpture, 
meanwhile, yielded to the prevailing pictorial movement, so 
far as to obtain with 1 Toudou new values. Tn short, rococo was
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a belated baroque, by means of which freedom of imagination 
made its rights valid even in the face of classicism.

But towards the middle of the eighteenth century there 
came a reaction against the pictorial and the rococo. It was 
moral and intellectual. Moral, because the rococo was too 
much associated with the aristocratic classes and the artificial 
life that the French Revolution was soon to destroy. Therefore 
artists like Greuze interested themselves in sentimental ex­
pression, with a didactical pretence. It was an intellectual reac­
tion, because the new excavations at Pompeii and Herculaneum, 
and the more intense interest in Greco-Roman art, brought an 
understanding of the seriousness and greatness of antique 
masterpieces. Then arose the type of philosophical painter, 
and it arose in Germany where there was preparing a very 
lofty philosophical civilisation, without, however, a close and 
beneficial relation between artistic ideas and the best aes­
thetic of the time: this type was incarnated in Mengs. Pre­
cisely because it was regarded as a “philosophical” reaction 
rather than artistic, and was conducted on principles, pre­
vailing over modes of feeling, it created a detachment from 
tradition so great that it is difficult to find the like again in the 
remaining history of art.

The two typical representatives of the reaction, after Mengs, 
were the French painter David and the Italian sculptor Canova. 
Well, Mengs died hardly nine years after Tiepolo, Fragonard 
had time to sec the absolute triumph of David, and Guardi was 
received at the Academy of Venice after Canova. That is to 
say, the generations of the rococo and those of neo-classicism 
were to some extent intersecting: but the two tastes were op­
posed in a definite manner. Distaste for their own age, and 
faith in Greco-Roman art, suggested to the artists a detachment 
from contemporary life that was nearly fatal to them. It needs 
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the genius of Goya co re-immerse in political and moral life 
that art which an erroneous aesthetic had placed in a too rare­
fied atmosphere.

The movement of thought relative to the arts was accele­
rated in the eighteenth century and arrived at calling by the 
name of aesthetic a new philosophical discipline. Remember 
that in the preceding century there were already contraposed 
two conceptions of art. One was rationalistic and derived from 
Descartes. But with the Cartesian elements were interwoven 
others of a mystical character, of Platonic and neo-Platonic 
derivation, in agreement with some followers of Descartes, first 
among them Malebranche. Truth of art was then identified 
with truth of reason, but that reason reposed in God, accord­
ing to the neo-Platonic Idea. Bellori, Poussin and the classic 
cism of the Academy of France obeyed the Idea and its laws.

In spontaneous reaction against the use and abuse of the 
Idea, arose the statement that art was a matter of feeling, and 
that therefore, not laws, but sensibility and taste must be the 
judges of art. Hence a vague and sometimes arbitrary state of 
mind, substituting for the laws of art the principle of the rela­
tivity of taste.

It was inevitable, however, that philosophically educated 
minds should object to the theory of feeling, because of the 
latter’s passivity and to seek the nature of art outside reason, 
and not in feeling, but in an activity of the mind that was crea­
tive, and not rational but imaginative. In the middle of the 
eighteenth century this was accomplished. Shaftesbury, in con­
sequence of his neo-Platonism, understands the creative char­
acter of the artist; he puts an end to the concept of imitation 
and conceives a philosophical criticism of art — that is to say, 
a criticism capable of irradiating feeling and taste with pure 
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knowledge, without touching or modifying their essence. Vico, 
reflecting upon the history of poetry, distinguishes poetical 
from scientific logic and assigns to art the auroral moment of 
knowledge. Finally Baumgarten, who was a master in the an­
alysis of scholastic logic, recognises its limits. He bases himself 
on the law of continuity by Leibnitz, on rhe sequence of ob­
scure, confused and distinct perceptions. Leaving obscure per­
ceptions to the senses, and those which are distinct to reason, 
Baumgarten recognises that confused knowledge — that is, ar- 
tistic knowledge — has its perfection close to the distinct 
knowledge of science; and therefore he considers art as an ac­
tive mode of knowledge, even if anterior to and different from 
scientific knowledge. In such a way he assigned to art its own 
field in the system of the human mind, accentuating it with 
the name of Aesthetics which appeared for the first time and 
remained the name of the new science.

These were very important discoveries, pregnant with con­
sequences for art criticism in the nineteenth century, but much 
less in what remained of the eighteenth century. The aesthet­
ic of Vico or Baumgarten originated in the desire to illuminate 
feeling, and therefore belonged to the reaction from Cartesian 
rationalism. But in art criticism, Cartesian rationalism, fused 
with neo-Platonic mysticism, prevailed as the aesthetic of ideal 
beauty, and a little after the middle of the century took the of­
fensive against the artistic sensism inherited from the previous 
century. Instead of taking for examination the feeling of the 
work of art, and illuminating it ideally, art criticism preoccu­
pied itself above all with ideal beauty, and reduced to secon­
dary value, if not enslaving, the artistic feeling. Consideration 
of sentiment remained alive in criticism up to the middle of the 
century, but then weakened and almost disappeared, together 
with appreciation of the great artists of the century, from Wat-
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teau to Guardi. Formal beauty, identified with the beauty of 
ancient Greece, remained the sole ideal of criticism. This was 
the moment of the uncontested dominion of neo-classicism. The 
century had not ended, however, when there exploded the re­
action against the ideal aesthetic, in the name of primitive art, 
supporting itself upon the ideas of Vico, Baumgarten and, fi­
nally, Kant; and this reaction was so strong that it impressed 
itself upon the whole of the nineteenth century. This was ro­
manticism. As a matter of fact, neo-classicism also continued 
into the nineteenth century; but the romantic movement had 
taken away from it all active power.

If the eighteenth century created aesthetics, in name and in 
fact, with a place of its own in the system of the mind, it also 
created the criticism and the history of art. As we know, the 
occasions of art criticism have to be sought hitherto in trea- 
rises on art and lives of artists. But, with art exhibitions, espe­
cially in France, the eighteenth century furnished opportunities 
for critical reports; that is to say, art criticism found a fomi 
which was no longer extraneous. It was no longer a case of in- 
sorting judgments between rhe facts referred to and the rules, 
bur of writing solely to give the personal opinion upon a group 
of works and artists. Since these artists were contemporary 
with the critic, the desire was imposed to go back to principles, 
from the direct impression of the work, to rest by the work 
the truth of the principles, to understand the work through the 
totality of the personality of the artist, and to understand the 
personality in the variety of contemporary tastes; there was 
imposed, in short, the desire to find a relationship between the 
synthesis of the work of art and all the elements of which it 
was constituted. In other words, it imposed art criticism, even 
if hasty and superficial, as a criticism of actuality. But within
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these limits, criticism of exhibitions would not have been pos­
sible without the philosophy of illuminism, and its new interest 
of finding the reason of the fact in the analysis of the facts 
themselves. Up to the beginning of the eighteenth century 
philosophy “considers the problems of nature and historical 
questions as a unity which cannot be divided into separate 
parts. It seeks to apply to one and the other the same means of 
thought; wishes to adopt the same way of stating the problems 
and the same universal method of “reason” for nature and for 
history. There is a common adversary, transcendence, against 
which natural knowledge and historical knowledge must both 
defend themselves. The weapon of defence is immanence, 
founded on leaving nature and history each within its own 
circle and fixing each in its own centre. That is science in so 
far as one refuses to admit anything which transcends nature 
or history” (Cassirer).

Such a programme was realised only partially, whether in 
the criticism of the eighteenth century or in that of the fol­
lowing century, because the “transcendent deities” of art crit­
icism remained in the form of the so-called laws of art. These 
laws limit the judgment, both of a Diderot, the greatest critic 
of exhibitions in the eighteenth century, or of a Winckelmann, 
then the greatest historian of art.

The special importance of Winckelmann depends, however, 
upon the more lively interest, the more intense attention, that 
he gave to objects of ancient art as compared with his prede­
cessors. To this contributed in great part the erudite work 
upon ancient art, which in the eighteenth century becomes 
enormous. The aesthetic ideas of Winckelmann are without 
originality, traditional, of the current neo-Platonism; his taste 
is not sure; but such is his faith in his historical knowledge of 
the ancient objects that he believes he can refute, and he ex-
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pressly refutes, the conclusion of aesthetic philosophy. He is 
no erudite indifferent to judgments, but he believes that he 
can draw aesthetic conclusions directly from works of art or 
from testimony of ancient writers. Before him the best lives of 
artists were preceded by treatises on art in the form of intro­
ductions, and the judgments expressed in the lives were under­
stood to apply the rules established in the treatises. Winckel- 
mann turns the system upside down; he looks at the works 
of art with the intention of finding in them the reason for his 
judgments. Or rather, he identifies his judgment with that 
which he believes to be peculiar to the Greek artists belonging 
to the “beautiful style.” That is to say, he identifies art with 
one of its historical moments. It is natural that, by his doing 
so, the works of art which he examines lose their individuality 
to become types of art. Therefore Winckelmann goes be­
yond the mark, both under the historical and the aesthetic 
aspect. But, meanwhile, he has found something on the way. 
He has left behind him the lives of artists and found a type 
of the history of art; and thus is called his book on ancient art 
published in 1764, the first time a work has been so named.

It is indubitable that Winckelmann fused the judgment of 
values and historical perceptions. While art criticism found 
its social position in reports of contemporary exhibitions, it 
accentuated research into ancient and distant works of art. 
In the meantime arose the constitution of an aesthetic or theory 
of the arts, as a branch of philosophy. Therefore one might 
think that in the eighteenth century art criticism had had an 
exceptionally flourishing period. A notable progress was un­
doubtedly made, especially in the sense of an extraordinary 
enrichment of critical points of view, of psychological analy­
ses, of theoretical suggestions. The judgments, however, were 
often erroneous, and they encumbered unfavourably the criti-
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cism of the nineteenth century. The principal reason is the dis­
trust, in the second half of the eighteenth century, of modern 
art; the blind faith in the unique beauty of Greek art; the de­
tachment from contemporary life, a detachment expressed by 
art as well as by art criticism. Such an error had not been com­
mitted either in the Renaissance or in the baroque; it was un­
known from Vasari to De Piles. To the “quarrel between the 
ancients and the moderns” there seemed to be given a definite 
solution in favour of the ancients. It was necessary, on the other 
hand, to think systematically about the problem of art, in order 
to avoid the too frequent caprices of sensibility and taste, but 
the systematic trend was such as to lose relations with the reality 
of everyday art. It was necessary to conceive ancient art histori­
cally, and not in a legendary way as the artists of the fifteenth, 
sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries had done; but the histori­
cal interest in ancient art became such that there was no place in 
it for the recognition of modern art. There must be added the 
prevalent scientific, moral and social preoccupations with which 
the century closed. So it will be clear that, in spite of the intens- 
est interest in art, the like of which had not been seen since the 
Renaissance, the lack of recognition by eighteenth century 
criticism of the effective art of its own time contributed to 
that poverty of the figurative arts which marked the passage 
of the eighteenth to the nineteenth century.

The Academy of France, which constituted an incentive to 
discussion since the seventeenth century, maintains and extends 
its function in the eighteenth century, with greater vivacity, 
indeed, after 1747. In the same year comes out the essay of La 
Font de Saint Ycnne, which is the first among the reports of 
exhibitions. It is a novelty badly received by the artists, who 
saw themselves criticised; it then is consolidated and assumes
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a special authority at the hands of Diderot. Publications on 
art become always more numerous, but for some time ideas 
and taste do not change. They continue to be those of De Piles 
— that is to say, obsequious in worship of the antique statues 
but also broad in comprehension of the greater artistic mani­
festations from the sixteenth century onward. There is, how­
ever, a difference between the tendencies of the men of letters, 
more devoted to the antique and the neo-Platonic Idea and 
praising the productions of the Academy, and those of the 
artists and amateurs who, without theorising, enjoy Flemish 
or Dutch colour, follow nature and prefer grace.

Watteau advises Lancret not to lose time with masters but 
to go out and “draw in the environs of Paris some view of 
landscape, then draw some figures, and of them form a picture 
out of his imagination to his choice.” Mariette laments of his 
contemporaries that they love to find in pictures “actions which 
pass daily under their eyes in their households” and prefer a 
Teniers to a Poussin. Dezallier Dargenville alternates equity 
with indifference and accepts all schools and all artists; but even 
indifference is useful sometimes: in fact, against Felibien, he 
rejects the hierarchy of artistic kinds. In order to appreciate a 
pictorial composition of Paul Veronese as much as a poetical 
one of Poussin, Dubos makes a distinction that directly pre­
cedes Lessing: he notes, in fact, against De Piles, that pictorial 
composition regards “the general effect of the picture,” and 
for this it is enough that “the groups should be well composed, 
that the light may be judiciously distributed upon them, and 
that the local colours, so far from conflicting, may be disposed 
in such a manner that there results from the whole a harmony 
agreeable in itself to the eye.” On the other hand “the poetical 
composition of a picture is an ingenious arrangement of figures
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invented to make the action which it represents more touching 
and more convincing.”

La Font de Saint Yenne proposes to interpret public opinion, 
and interprets, in fact, his traditional academic tendencies. 
“The historical painter is the only painter of the soul” and 
“the others paint only for their eyes.” He believes there is a 
decadence of contemporary art, and in order to remedy it 
proposes the creation of a museum. To him arc opposed others 
who, instead, arc partisans for contemporary art. Count Caylus 
loves and collects antique objects and passes for a restorer of 
classical taste in the Academy. However, he appreciates Bou­
cher and opposes mannerism in the name of nature, saying 
that “to love the beautiful works of the past is to be impreg­
nated with their grace and simplicity, which one will then 
transfer, with hardly any doubt, to the imitation of living 
nature.” He advises a young artist: “make nothing because 
some one else has made it: make for the reason that you think, 
feel and see.” It is not, then, a case of perilous classicism, 
but rather of profiting by the classical to rediscover the grace 
of the eighteenth century. Finally, Cochin admires Tiepolo 
because “there is an almost infinite number of ways to make 
beautiful things, and all these ways are good.”

Diderot began to write his Salons in 1759 and wrote them 
up to 1781. His theoretical and practical preparation for speak­
ing of art is very limited; and the tone of his Salons is that of 
the journalist rather than the philosopher. Hence contradic­
tions, due to momentary impressions, literary interest in the 
subjects, and judgments given without sufficient reflection. 
However, there is not wanting in him contact with the works 
he discusses, because he shares a public belief, which the artists 
also share, and which becomes a community of taste. He has 
no original aesthetic ideas; and when he outlines some they
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are without force. But he has a strong intuitive impulse, a full 
belief in it, and a very serious moral consciousness; all this 
rakes to some extent the place of ideas, and keeps him away 
from too many prejudices.

The classicist Vien paints a “Raising of Lazarus,” believing 
that “one has nothin" to do but arrange the figures,” and 
Diderot opposes to him the “Resurrection” of Rembrandt to 
remind him of the futility of the Academy and of the serious­
ness of art. Charles van Loo “neither thinks nor feels.” Diderot’s 
friend Greuze exhibited a “Portrait of Madame Greuze as a 
Vestal”: “You mock at us. . . It is a mother of sorrows, but of 
small character and a trifle grimacing.” The apparent justifi­
cation of this judgment is in the defect of truth in the repre­
sentation of the Vestal, but the real justification is in that 
“mock,” in the lack of relationship between the picture and 
the artist’s way of feeling. Of Boucher he says in 1761: “That 
man has everything except truth. But one does not know how 
to leave the picture. It holds you.” And in 1765: “The deg­
radation of taste (in Boucher), of colour, of composition, of 
characters, of expression, of drawing, has followed step by 
step the depravation of morals.” The moral preoccupation is 
in this case favourable to artistic judgment; but not always — 
for example, when he admires Greuze for his artistic kind: 
moral painting. He feels the value of Chardin, superior to all. 
“It is he that is a painter; it is he that is a colourist. One can 
understand nothing of that magic. There arc thick layers of 
colours applied one over the other of which the effect trans­
fers from below to above.” Before the first picture of Frago­
nard he adopts an attitude of favourable expectation; before 
the first picture of David he praises it “in spite of the too 
hard flesh tints.”

As appendix to the Salon of 1765 Diderot places an “Essay on
*47
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painting,” which docs not set out to be a collection of princi­
ples, for Diderot denies principles on the grounds of artistic 
freedom, but of more or less detached ideas, which he expounds 
in a lapidary style. “Nature makes nothing that is incorrect. 
I'.ycry form, beautiful or ugly. has its cause.” Goethe observed 
on this sentence that it does not deal with incorrectness but with 
incoherence. So it is interesting to see how Diderot precisely 
makes artistic correctness consist in natural coherence. .Against 
oratorical poses so frequent iti the art of his time, Diderot af­
firms: “attitude is one thing, action another. All attitude is false 
and mean; all action is fine and true.” Ue considers colour as the 
life of form and observes “excellent draughtsmen arc not lack­
ing; there are few great colourists.” Ue looks for the chromatic 
expression of the passions, a different thing from chromatic 
mannerism.

With regard to finish, he loves it in works, but also respects 
the unfinished because of Rembrandt. About severity of pro­
portions he puts questions which must have seemed embarrass­
ing. Ue asks if the Vitruvian system was not invented to lead 
to monotony and to strangle genius, and if painting and sculp­
ture might not have been destroyed if subjected to the same 
scientific severity as architecture. St. Peters at Rome was ad­
mired in his time because its proportions are so severe as to 
make it seem smaller than it is. Ue asks: “Uow can you call a 
harmony that which hinders the general effect? Uow can you 
call a defect that which makes the value of the whole?” And 
again: “The figure will be sublime, not when you shall have 
remarked in it the exactness of proportions; but when, on the 
contrary, you shall sec in it a system of deformations well re­
lated and necessary.”

Tn the above passages Diderot had the opportunity of giving 
the best of himself, the seriousness of his mind and his inde- 
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pcndencc in the face of common prejudices. But others he 
accepts; from Winckelmann, with regard to the metaphysical 
value of art, and from the English moralists with regard to 
the subjects of treatment. Ue grazes error here, just because 
he had nor the dialectical power to oppose his happy intuitive 
impulse to the presumed principles of art. 1 lowcver, he remains 
as a valuable testimony of the eighteenth century French taste, 
in his more serious aspect, in his demand for aesthetic law’s, 
but ar rhe same time capable of understanding and judging the 
more varied artistic temperaments which France then pro­
duced. The same attitude of provisional acceptance of tradi­
tional principles, accompanied by moral consciousness of the 
freedom of intuitive judgment, by recognition of the effec­
tive life of contemporary art and the control of good sense, 
is found in the chapters about art in the “Encyclopedia,” as 
in rhe artistic dictionary by Watelet.

In Italy the conservative tradition of seventeenth century 
ideas lasted as long as in France. Ciocchi, Bottari and Algar- 
otri do nothing but continue the tradition of Bellori, wdth 
greater equanimity and indifference, and wuth greater research 
for the graceful. Boschini is continued by A. M. Zanetti (1771), 
in a manner much more cultivated and socially refined, but 
also less creative and convinced. For example, Zanetti also 
admires Bassano, but leaves out Boschini’s happy hint of his 
humility. At the end of the century was written the “Pictorial 
History” (— 1789) of Luigi Lanzi, who proposes the classifi­
cation of artists as botanists classify plants, and regroups them 
according to regional schools (Florentine, Sienese, Roman and 
so on), according to individual schools (masters and disciples) 
and according to artistic kinds. His erudition is very broad 
and alert, his lack of prejudices towards the primitives is
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evident; his judgment is based on that of painters, but tem­
pered by the comparison of contrasting judgments. He fol­
lows a common opinion and does not inquire into its contra­
dictions, but accepts it with the control of good sense: there­
fore he believes that knowledge of all rhe schools serves to 
limit and therefore to define rhe merit of each school and of 
each painter. He gives great importance to rhe individuality 
of each one, but in the sense that he perrains to rhe tradition of 
lives of painters rather than to the history of art of the Winck- 
elmann type. He knows the work of Winckelmann and admires 
it, but his aim is different. The centre of attention is no longer 
ideal beauty or the perfection of art, as in Winckelmann; it 
is, for Lanzi, Italy and her glory. In the eighteenth century 
there were doubts on the absolute greatness of Italian artists, on 
the part, for example, of the Marquis D’Argens: and the Mar­
chese Venuti had replied in the name of Italian art in 1755. 
It was necessary to document the greatness of Italy under the 
aspect of painting: this was the aim of Lanzi. It is understood, 
then, that his work is valuable more under the erudite aspect 
and in general historical organisation, than under the aspect 
of art criticism. We must, however, note the great success of 
this work, not only through the various editions, but because, 
for a long time during the nineteenth century, it served as a 
basis for histories of Italian painting — for example, that of 
Stendhal. Italy of the eighteenth century gave two theorists 
of architecture of value. One is Carlo Lodoli (1690-1761), 
who was the first to consider the beauty of an edifice as the 
representation of its function, an idea revived, as is well known, 
in our own days, which then was a way of withdrawing from 
the picturesque emptiness of rococo architecture. Naturally 
his tendency was architectural rationalism, like that of Fran­
cesco Milizia, who was perhaps the greatest critic of architec-
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ture in the neo-classical taste. He is not averse from feeling the 
value of niceties, of graduations and of elegancies in the paint­
ings and sculptures of the eighteenth century, but considers 
that his task is argument against the picturesque in architec­
ture, in the name of that logical organisation which the classi- 
cal orders transmitted.

In England there was a great movement of amateurs of art 
during the eighteenth century, and it was the amateurs who 
constituted a public opinion of the French or Italian type. 
But they did not give many critical results. The books of Rich­
ardson (1715, 1719, and so on) arc a very serious report on the 
state of Continental criticism rather than a contribution of 
new ideas. The importance of the English aesthetic of the 
time did not have great effects on English criticism. An essay 
that was intended to be aesthetic, but instead is important only 
in the history of criticism, is the analysis of beauty by Hogarth 
(1753). He wants to determine what is the line of beauty, and, 
having observed that the curve is more adapted than the 
straight to ornament, indicates in the undulating line the line 
of beauty, and in the serpentine line, which presents still greater 
variety, the line of grace. All this has no sense if considered as 
a universal idea, but it is enough to think of Louis XV decora- 
tion to understand the meaning of Hogarth’s words. In com­
parison with the antique, which was vaunted as the model of 
plastic beauty, he places the rococo as the model of serpentine 
lines; and draws the conclusion of his taste in the appreciation 
of Gothic architecture. It is, then, an example of a taste that 
should have passed from the rococo to the romantic, if it had 
not been for the neo-classical reaction.

The need of freedom from the rules is manifested in the 
taste and in the theorisation of the picturesque, above all by 

151



History of Art Criticism

Price, who saw in the picturesque a third aesthetic category 
close to that of the Beautiful and the Sublime, and by Payne 
Knight, who recognised in the picturesque a value irreducible 
to the phenomena of the visible.

If account is taken of the taste of the picturesque and that 
of the Gothic, of which we shall speak in the following chap­
ter, it will be understood that neo-classicism was very much 
milder in England than on the Continent. There fell to 
Reynolds the task of representing that very diffused criticism, 
which had certainly a classicist tendency but did not wish to 
renounce the best of the baroque experience. Toward the con­
noisseurs of the rules Reynolds is ironical; he admits that taste 
becomes universal only when it is guided by reason, but insists 
on the affinity between taste and genius, and believes that the 
only difference is in the power to execute, peculiar to genius. 
Equally he is convinced that beauty does not consist in an idea 
but in nature; that the essence of taste consists in adherence to 
nature; that it is necessary to have faith in imagination and 
feeling, in which arc hidden the principles of reason, of reason 
solid and concrete and different from that which is exclusive 
and abstract. He is against the illusionist imitation of reality, 
because he wishes that art should respond to the refining of 
the activities, and transform nature through the imagination. 
Equally, he is against eclecticism: “To wish to unite the beau­
ty of two styles, to mix the Dutch school with the Italian, 
means to wed two contrary things, which reciprocally destroy, 
their effect.” “If I were asked if I thought that Michelangelo 
would have gained by a greater pictorial complexity, I should 
answer that his masterpieces would have been ruined. As they 
are, they are all genius, all soul.” Reynolds believes that Raph­
ael is great, but Michelangelo is superior; that Poussin exag­
gerates in theory. He is exalted by Correggio and interprets 
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his light and shade as an effect of colour; he admires the great- 
ncss of simplicity of Titian and is enthusiastic about Rubens, 
his daring genius in compositions, the happy contrasts of his 
colours, the facility and animation of his sketches.

The greater part of these ideas were expressed after the neo­
classical severity of Mengs and Winckelmann was already 
banished. Therefore the good sense of Reynolds, his taste, his 
pictorial experience, his detachment from the greater part of 
the prejudices of his time, seem to us like a protest launched 
against the archaeological adventure of taste, and in favour 
of a future, distant but certain. As often happens to conserva­
tives, Reynolds must be considered as old-fashioned in his time, 
but one or two generations later he was certainly in the van­
guard of taste.

Neo-classicism was founded at Rome a little after 1750 by 
two Germans, Mengs and Winckelmann. In various epochs and 
places classicist tendencies had prevailed, but neo-classicism 
properly considered is only that. We have seen that classicist 
tendencies spread everywhere, but Mengs and Winckelmann 
produced a revolution in taste. We have seen that the boast 
of the best aesthetic of the eighteenth century is precisely that 
of being freed from Cartesian rationalism; Mengs and Winck- 
clmann, however, installed a new rationalistic severity in artis­
tic taste. Mengs was a mediocre painter, Winckelmann an 
excellent archaeologist: neither the one nor the other was a 
thinker. It is, therefore, curious to state that the prime reason 
of their success consisted in the appellative of philosopher 
which was attributed to them: Mengs above all was considered 
as the painter philosopher. What impression Mengs had made 
on Italian culture is indicated by some words of Milizia: 
“Michelangelo succeeded, rough, hard, extravagant, coarse.
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Although all the works of Raphael may he very beautiful: 
what good things do they say to us? Nothing.” But compared 
with the precursors, “Raphael smiles, as Newton to the philos­
ophers, his predecessors. And Mengs smiles; Mengs who, in or­
der to become a painter, studies excellence of expression in 
Raphael, light and shade and grace in Correggio, colouring in 
Titian, all beauty in the antique; and becomes excellent.” What 
is new in this attitude? Little or nothing. We know it in about 
the same terms from the time of the Carracci. Even the cult of 
the antique is not new. What is new is the more resolute attitude, 
the sense of polemical aggression against the more recent baro­
que and rococo tradition. Says Mengs: Perfection is of the 
Greeks not of the moderns. For the choice of the beautiful is 
necessary the philosophical mind, and Raphael had the philo­
sophical mind in choosing the elements most important to ex­
press the passions. But the beauty of Raphael needs some reser­
vations; his importance consists more in expression than in beau­
ty. Absolute beauty is found only in Greek statues. The proto­
type of the vicious style is Rubens. Absolute beauty is justified 
in the divine transcendent Idea and is manifested in circular 
form and uniformity of colouring. Taste is relative beauty, im­
perfection, the only beauty of which men arc capable. Taste is 
what determines the painter in his choice. And the best taste 
is the middle taste, not too coarse and not too delicate. And now 
think of the spontaneous adherence of Diderot to the painters 
of his age, think of the fantasies of Hogarth on the lines of 
rococo, think of the refinement of Reynolds in feeling nature; 
and you will perceive how Mengs is detached from art and 
attached to abstractions, to an ideal of beauty that does not 
exist either in Greek statues or anywhere else, and that is simply 
unthinkable. When he tumbles down from his flight into ab­
surdity, he finds himself down below in the indifference of the
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middle taste, neither too coarse nor too delicate. That the po­
lemical motive which he obeys had its good reasons, that a re­
action from the license and the too great facility of rhe late 
baroque was opportune, nobody doubts. But through having- 
passed all bounds Mengs finds himself in rhe void.

Mengs and Winckelmann influenced each other recipro­
cally. 'The artistic ideas of Winckelmann arc no better than 
those of Mengs, l ie distinguishes in rhe artist an internal and 
an external sense. The internal is feeling which must be ready, 
tender and imaginative. The external is given by form and 
colour. Form is the essential, because it can be exact and answer 
to the truth of objects, while colour is arbitrary and varies 
according to the individual who is looking. However, if in 
rhe artist feeling is recognised, in the work of art there should 
be only beauty, understood according to the neo-Platonic Idea. 
It is easy for him to recognise beauty in architecture because 
there it is given by the proportions. “At Florence beautiful 
architecture is very rare, so that there is but one little thing 
there that can be called beautiful.” On the other hand, it is 
difficult to recognise beauty in painting, on account of the col­
ouring and the light and shade. The moderns arc less good as 
sculptors than as painters. To observe a work of art one should 
reflect first of all upon the thought of the artist (which is not 
identified with invention); then upon the beauty that consists 
in variety and simplicity and is manifested in the human figure, 
and afterward upon the execution, which should be well- 
finished.

One could go on at length without succeeding in finding 
either a generalisation or a detail new in the thought of Winck­
elmann. But, as not in the case of Mengs, the mediocre ideas 
of Winckelmann and his abstract taste are founded upon a 
profound historical knowledge of ancient art. And from the



History ok Art Criticism 
relationship between his historical knowledge and his ideas 
is born a new interpretation of ancient art. Me says: “ The 
general and principal character of Greek masterpieces is a noble 
simplicity and quiet grandeur, as much in the attitude as in 
the expression.” It is no longer, then, a case of nature and 
choosing from it, nor of the neo-Platonic transcendent Idea, 
nor of the proportions, nor of the technique, l ie refers 
Greek beauty to a particular state of mind in Greek artists. 
Historically this idea is open to criticism, because not all 
the Greek masterpieces respond to those statements, and, be­
cause it is valuable only if referred to separate individuals. 
The ideal of Winckelmann was noble simplicity and quiet 
grandeur; these characters he finds in the works that he prefers, 
and he attributes them to Greek masterpieces. Now it is exact­
ly this identification of the personal ideal with those of the 
artists he loves best, which allows Winckelmann to impress a 
decisive progress on the history of art, to make it the history 
of art rather than the lives of artists.

Winckelmann divides his history of Greek art into four 
periods, inspiring himself explicitly, from the divisions of Scali- 
gero for poetry, and of Floro for Roman history. Each period 
has its own style:

i. Antique, up to Phidias;

2. Sublime, which is the style of Phidias and his contem­
poraries;

3. Beautiful, from Praxiteles up to Lysippos and Apelles;
4. Of imitation, up to the death of the art.

Here is, then, a conception of progress from the first to the 
third style, and then the decadence. Winckelmann further 
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institutes a parallel between the development of Greek art and 
that of modern painting:

i. Antique style up to Raphael;

2. Sublime style with Raphael and Michelangelo;

3. Beautiful style with Correggio and Guido Reni;

4. Style of imitation from the Carracci to Carlo Maratta.

Now it is easy to sec in all that a legend without historical 
foundation, both because the idea of progress does not concern 
art, and because it lessens the absolute value of the artistic per­
sonality. It remains, however, that the two positive definitions 
of “sublime” and “beautiful” for the taste of two groups of 
artists have a significance in historical reality.

Otherwise, with regard to allegory, Winckelmann opines 
that the older Greek artists contemplated significance more 
than beauty, and made symbolical representations, and that 
only the more evolved artists considered beauty as the princi­
pal and highest aim of art. This is an important motive, which 
has its historical reality and was afterwards assumed and de­
veloped by T-Tegel.

These are the motives of more authentic history of art that 
Winckelmann was able to find; but he was distracted by an 
excessive naturalism by which the Greeks should have made 
perfect works because they were in the habit of seeing the 
nude bodies of the young; and by a desire of abstraction, 
whence the importance given to the artistic perfection of the 
typology of the gods; he was, then, distracted from consider­
ing the peculiar character of art. However, from knowledge 
of the antique works of art, from faith in their unique beauty, 
from anxiety to justify their value theoretically, Winckelmann
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found a relation between the work of art and its aesthetic value 
more rigorous than before.

A progress in the criticism of art was achieved by Lessing 
with his celebrated book entitled “Laocoon” (1766). The 
abundance of writers in the eighteenth century who were 
interested in the figurative arts and the predominance of the 
Idea among the qualities of the work of art had led the critics 
into an interpretation of the works always more generical, in 
which the psychological motives lost all contact with their 
realisation in form and colour. Thus, Spence and Caylus had 
theorised this mode of criticism, with regard to ancient art. 
Caylus had even indicated as the touchstone of poets the num­
ber of pictures that they offered to the artist. The result was 
to attach value to two kinds among the less estimable: the de­
scriptive kind in poetry and the allegorical kind in painting. 
A reaction was necessary, and was, indeed, in the air; we have 
alreadv found a hint in Dubos. But Lessing had the merit of 
taking the question to heart and of distinguishing clearly paint­
ing from poetry. The object of painting is bodies, which mani­
fest themselves simultaneously, in space; the object of poetry 
is actions, which manifest themselves successively in time. 
The distinction had the merit of returning the observation of 
painting to its concrete reality, and not leaving to the imagi­
nation of the observer. Lessing stamped his discovery with a 
name: after him painting, sculpture and architecture were 
called die hildendev Kiivste, the figurative arts, while before 
him they were called beaux-arts, fine arts. Apart from polemics 
there was a truth in Lessing’s discovery; but it was accompa­
nied by various errors. First of all Lessing affirms that while 
Homer can deal not only with the visible but also with the 
invisible, the painter can deal only with the visible. Now, this
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is an error easily confutable. The simultaneity in space proper 
to painting and the succession in time proper to poetry, are both 
physical phenomena, and within their physical limits the dis­
tinction is just. But when one speaks of the invisible, the spiritual 
is intended, and therefore to deny the invisible to painting 
signifies to deny it the spiritual. Indeed, Lessing affirms that 
painting obeys the laws of beauty and not of poetry. But what 
beauty? The beauty of corporeal proportions. Since the beau­
ty of clothes is inferior to the beauty of the naked human 
body, Vergil could speak of the garments of Laocobn, but 
the sculptor has represented him naked. Nor has he accentuated 
the expression of suffering; not, however, as Winckelmann 
said, for an ideal of noble simplicity and tranquil greatness, 
but for the laws of beauty which would have been destroyed 
by an expression full of suffering. Lessing, that is to say, admits 
figurative art only as a representation of physical beauty. 
Therefore he disapproves of modern art, which is occupied 
with the whole of nature and not only beautiful nature, and 
wishes to subject painting to the model of the sculptured group 
of Laocobn, which realised better physical materiality in its 
three dimensions.

It is clear, then, that the criticism of Winckelmann, which 
attempted to explain a Greek work with a moral ideal, was 
higher than that of Lessing, which reduced that explanation to 
a materially physical level.

One has a counter-proof of what is said above when one 
examines what Lessing said about ugliness in painting. On this 
question Aristotle had said a word of genius; that even an ugly 
figure may please us if reproduced in painting. Lessing wishes 
to oppose this, and makes distinctions: painting as imitative 
ability can express ugliness, painting as beautiful art will not 
express it. This a tautology. But can, or cannot, painting as
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art express the ugly? Lessing admits that we have the faculty 
of abstracting from the ugliness of the object represented and 
enjoying only the art of the painter. “But even this enjoyment 
becomes interrupted every moment by reflection upon the 
bad use that is made of art, and rarely this reflection will fail 
from drawing with it the disvaluation of the artist.” Tn short, 
Lessing finds himself led into inextricable contradictions, 
precisely through not having understood the spiritual value of 
art, which can exist in an ugly figure; through not having had 
eyes for moral beauty, of a Rembrandt, for example, and 
through having interpreted in a physical manner the beauty 
of a Greek sculpture.

At this point we ask ourselves what grain of truth the dis­
tinction between figurative art and poetry can contain, if that 
distinction was accompanied by so much physical materiality. 
And in fact this can only be a truth of a different order from 
the aesthetic. The distinction of styles (sublime, beautiful, of 
imitation) was useful to the history of art for direction towards 
the determination of artistic individualities; for the same reason, 
the distinction of poetry and painting was useful to call criti­
cal attention to the manner in which each artist has realised 
forms and colours. Of what nature, then, are these distinctions? 
Certainly not philosophical, since they arc not able to rise to 
the grade of categories, but philological. T hese distinctions arc 
in fact elements of philological analyses, successive and pro­
visory steps towards the interpretation of the individual. The 
later history of art has appropriated them and has recognised 
in them the reason of its superiority over the theories of art 
and the lives of painters in preceding times. And it has recog­
nised in Winckelmann and Lessing two among its greatest 
founders, and has developed and multiplied the distinctions in 
order to draw nearer to the goal.
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The way to arrive at the goal has been long. It has been 

necessary before all to recognise the perfection of art in artis­
tic languages very different from the Greco-Roman; then it has 
been necessary to recover a relation between modern artistic 
creation and the mode of thinking upon art. Both these exigen­
cies were not felt by neo-classicism, through defect of taste 
and through the resistance of an antiquated culture. The eigh­
teenth century had not reached its end, and already the two cor­
rections were on the way: the first with the romantic move­
ment and the discovery of the primitives, the second with 
idealistic philosophy. The perfecting of the two corrections 
was, however, the work of the nineteenth century.





CHAPTER VII
Romanticism and the Middle Ages

The period in which the movement in favour of the apprecia­
tion of Gothic architecture and of the artists of the late Mid­
dle Ages appeared and was developed, lasts from about the 
middle of the eighteenth century to about the middle of the 
nineteenth, except that it had a brief appendix in the last decade 
of the nineteenth century.

In England, Gothic remained the local style even through 
the eighteenth century. The Italian style of the Renaissance 
and baroque was an importation juxtaposed to the local style. 
For example, the architect Wren (1632-1723), though he did 
not love Gothic, constructed sometimes in the Gothic style 
when he was asked to do so. The Gothic Revival, however, be­
gins by reaction against the importation of Palladian neo- 
classicism, the work of Lord Burlington and his friends, with­
out raking account of the late and fragmentary Gothic tradi­
tion of Wren and company. The revival had, then, a polemical 
and critical value rather than a spontaneous and creative artis­
tic value. The first so-called “Gothic ruins” in gardens arc 
anterior to 1745. From then up to the Palace of Westminster, 
Gothic constructions were very numerous, and not only in 
England; but none of them rose from the documentary plane 
to the level of art.

From the end of the eighteenth century some painters also 
sought inspiration in mediaeval models, or at any rate wished 
to create primitive art. The first among them was the Dane, 
Carstens (1754-1798), who, in opposition to David and Mengs, 
exaggerated the rationalism of draughtsmanship up to the 
point of abstracting his contour lines, without light and shade. 
William Blake (1757-1827) produced figurate mysticism, be-
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sides poetical, without showing much artistic sensibility. So it 
fell to some Germans, in the early years of the nineteenth cen­
tury, to give to the emancipation from rhe neo-classic a Catholic 
religious content and a primitivist form and tendency. Freder­
ick Overbeck was the founder of the sect who called them­
selves the Nazarenes: they assembled in Rome from 1810 
onwards in the cloister of S. Isidoro, surroundings chosen as 
adapted to mediaeval re-evocations and mystical abandon­
ments. They were condemned by Goethe and Hegel and sup­
ported and defended by Frederick Schlegel. Between 1830 
and 1840 disputes were revived among the Italians in favour of 
or against the ideas of the Nazarenes. and the painter Tommaso 
Minardi and the sculptor Pietro Tenerani adhered to the group 
of Italian “Purists.” In France, in opposition to the School of 
David, arose the sect of the “Primitives,” directed by Maurice 
QuaY. Tn England, in reaction against the dominant Academy. 
Dante Gabriele Rossetti (1828-1882), William Holman Hunt 
(i827-t9io)and John Everett Millais (1829-1896) consti­
tuted, in 1848, the “Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood,” inspired, 
besides by the books of Ruskin, by the paintings of Madox 
Brown and the engravings by Lasinio of the paintings at the 
Campo Santo of Pisa. In 1851 the three Pre-Raphaelites seemed 
to be crushed under public scorn, when Ruskin, with two 
letters to “The Times”, reversed the situation and established 
their fortune for many years.

To-day, however, criticism is agreed in recognising no 
artistic value, neither in the Pre-Raphaelites, nor in the sect of 
the Primitives, nor in the Purists, nor in the Nazarenes, nor in 
the Gothic Revival. That is to say, the movement toward the 
primitives had critical importance in so far as it could recognise 
artistic value in mediaeval monuments or other works of art, 
but came less near to its aim when some artists wished to make
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real and contemporary the art of the Middle Ages. The pro­
jection of spiritual life into the past destroyed the possibility 
of artistic creation, whether the past were Greco-Roman, or 
mediaeval art.

There were true and even great artists in rhe first half of the 
nineteenth century, who in some way represented romantic 
movement, but they were not touched by the primitivist ten­
dencies; these were Goya in Spain, Constable and Bonington in 
England, Corot, Daumier and Delacroix in France.

That detachment, then, from contemporary art which had 
damaged the neo-classic criticism, damaged also the primitiv­
ist criticism.

The first manifestation of aesthetic thought on the absolute 
value of the primitives in art is Italian, through the work of 
Giambattista Vico. As far back as 1725 he proclaimed that 
the great poets (like the great painters) were not born former­
ly in epochs of reflection but in those of imagination, which are 
called barbarous: thus, Homer in the ancient barbarism; thus 
Dante, in the Middle Ages, in the renewed barbarism of Italy. 
“ The first peoples, who were the children of the human kind, 
founded first the world of the arts; then the philosophers, 
who came a long while afterwards, and in consequence were 
the aged of the nations, founded the world of science; whence 
humanity was in fact fulfilled.” This idea of Vico’s is a myth, a 
historical legend. But its origin is founded in the knowledge of 
art, free from the limits of sense, as an imaginative activity, dis­
tinct from the intellectual or the rational, as the first knowledge 
of humanity, creator of representations rather than engaged in 
reflections. Vico goes on to affirm that “imagination is so much 
the more robust in proportion as the reasoning faculty is weak.” 
In this thought was comprised in synthesis, not only the con- 
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demnation of the neo-classic “Idea,” but also the whole aesthetic 
of primitivism, without need of any transcendency. But, as is 
known, the influence of Vico on European thought was very 
limited, and it is not known how much he influenced Hamann 
and Herder. However, in 1762, Hamann continued rhe same 
mode of thinking: “Poetry is rhe maternal language of the human 
kind: in the same way as the garden is more ancient than rhe 
ploughed field, painting than writing, song than declamation, 
barter than commerce. The most ancient men spoke by the 
senses and passions, and did not understand if they did not 
imagine. And of images is composed rhe whole treasury of hu­
man knowledge and happiness.” And Herder in support: “The 
natural man paints that which he sees as he sees it, live, potent, 
monstrous: in disorder or in order, as he sees or hears he re­
produces it. So ordered their images not only all the savage 
tonemes but also those of the Greeks and Romans. As the 
senses offer, so the poet expounds; especially Homer.” To the 
epic succeeds, in times of reflection, history.

Among writers on aesthetics, however, knowledge of the 
value of the primitive in art was due to experience of poetry. 
The consideration in England of Milton and Spenser as “Gothic 
poets” goes back to 1711; and Herder had studied Ossian and 
the songs of ancient peoples, Shakespeare, popular love songs, 
Hebrew and Oriental poetry, remaining vividly struck by 
the sensibility of poetry. When, on the other hand, the writers 
on aesthetics referred to figurative art they could not free 
themselves completely from a certain reverence for the tech­
nique of the period posterior to the primitives. Hence, Ermes 
Visconti ends his “Elementary Ideas on Romantic Poetry” by 
declaring that “classicism which is improvable in literature 
must be admitted in plastic arts.”

It was not, therefore, on idealistic philosophy that those
166
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who felt the need of rehabilitating the art of the primitives 
must found themselves: but rather Frederick Schlegel must 
argue to this effect against Hegel. The basis of the revaluation 
of the primitives was due instead to moral and religious senti­
ment. Theoretical insufficiency was the reason of weakness 
in that criticism, and afterwards was the reason of the disfavour 
into which it fell. Instead of attaching to Vico and Herder, 
criticising Hegel, and defining the irrational, imaginative and 
mystical character of every true work of art, in whatever time 
it was created; instead of making a rational criticism of mysti­
cal art, there was a mystical criticism of art. Religious needs, 
the mysticism of nationality and effusions of sentiment often 
took the place of criticism. There were found various Protes­
tants who became Catholics through need of an external rule, 
and works of art were appreciated for their religious efficacy, 
real or presumed, rather than religious works for their artistic 
value; and the Middle Ages were studied not in order to under­
stand them in their reality but to present them as a model of 
noble feeling, chivalry and religion, to chant the marvels of 
fidelity, loyalty and generosity. In which ideas not only aes­
thetics but also history was lost.

Nevertheless, art criticism even today cannot avoid either 
the experience of primitive art, or the primitivist criticism of 
the romantics. When the writings of Winckelmann are read it 
appears evident that the religious and moral sentiment of the 
artist is not taken into consideration. At most, the moral or 
religious value of the scene represented is considered, but not 
the way in which it is represented. One could, therefore, ap­
preciate the calculation of the proportions rather than the crea­
tive value of a statue; therefore the copy, cold and mechanical, 
of a Greek masterpiece was venerated as a model of beauty. 
Entirely taken up with the consideration of objectivity of the 
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product, the neo-classicists renounced understanding the val­
ue of the creative subject. The romantics, on the other hand, 
through their intemperance and exclusiveness, had this merit 
of transferring criticism from the object to the subject, of re­
tracing through the picture or the statue the personality of the 
creative artist, with his sentiments, his ideals and his torments. 
The whole life of the mind is engaged in criticism; reason is 
not enough. And to have impressed their criticism with re­
ligious and moral sensibility is the imperishable merit of the 
romantics.

During the seventeenth century interest in the Middle Ages 
is manifested in erudite research into the religious documents. 
The mosaics and other Christian monuments found an illus­
trator in Ciampini. The religious motive is accompanied in 
Italy by regional pride, by which the Florentine primacy in 
pictorial production affirmed by Vasari, came to be contested 
with the study of mediaeval works in Siena, Rome, Venice. 
Bologna, and so on. From the middle of the seventeenth cen­
tury appeared in England historical studies on mediaeval monu­
ments. But the first aesthetic judgment on Gothic archi­
tecture is found in Hughes (1715), who institutes a parallel 
between the classical writers and Spenser, and between Roman 
and Gothic architecture. “In the former there is doubtless a more 
natural grandeur and simplicity; in the latter we find great mix­
ture of beauty and barbarism, yet assisted by the invention of a 
variety of inferior ornaments; and though the former is more 
majestic in the whole, the latter may be very surprising and 
agreeable in its parts.” In 1725 Pope compared Shakespeare 
to a Gothic monument “more strong and more solemn”, even 
if less elegant and less “glaring” than a modern (neo-classical) 
architecture. The judgment is no longer casual, and demon- 
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strates a new direction of taste, in the “Anecdotes of Painting” 
(1762), which Horace Walpole wrote under the influence of 
Gray. In spite of prejudices by which every religious work 
was a fraud of priests to promote superstition, Walpole writes: 
“The pointed arch, that peculiar of Gothic architecture, was 
certainly intended as an improvement on the circular; and the 
men who had not the happiness of lighting on the Greek 
orders were, however, so lucky as to strike out a thousand 
graces and effects, magnificent yet genteel, vast yet light, ven­
erable and picturesque. It is difficult for the noblest Grecian 
temple to convey half so many impressions to the mind as a 
cathedral of the best Gothic taste does.” “I certainly do not 
mean. . . to make any comparison between the rational beau­
ties of regular architecture and unrestrained licentiousness of 
that which is called Gothic. Yet I am clear that the persons 
who executed the latter had more knowledge of their art, 
more taste, more genius, and more propriety than we choose to 
imagine. There is a magic hardiness in the execution of some of 
their works, which would not have sustained themselves if 
dictated by mere caprice.”

From these shrewd critical observations Walpole proceeded to 
imagining a chivalrous romance (“Castle of Otranto: a Gothic 
Story”), and to the transformation of a villa into a model of 
picturesque Gothic, with ruins in the Gothic style and a rococo 
disorder. The success of the romance and the fame of the villa 
contributed to a fashion in Gothic, and like all fashions this 
also became a motive for jests and oddities. More serious mani­
festations of the direct passage from the rococo and its Chinese 
variations, to Gothic are found in the book by Batty Langley, 
“Gothic Architecture Improved by Rules and Proportions 
i։t Many Grand Designs” (1742). He collected motives to 
give the way of repeating “the ancient mode, which will be
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exceedingly beautiful in all parts of private buildings.” He be­
wails that the monuments of Saxon architecture which, ac­
cording to him, must have been genial, have been destroyed 
by invasions. As for Gothic, he states: “Every impartial judge 
will see by inspection that their members both as to their 
heights and projections are determined and described by those 
beautiful proportions and geometrical rules which arc not 
excelled (if equalled) in any parts of the Grecian or Roman 
orders.” Hogarth in “The Analysis of Beauty,” 1753, admires 
the great beauty of detail and its accord in Gothic architecture, 
while he considers Chinese architecture mean, and understands 
that Westminster Abbey expresses religious ideas to perfection. 
An anonymous book entitled “Investigator” (1755) sustained 
the superiority of barbarian art to classical.

The picturesque, the Gothic and the incipient romantic 
intersect continually in the tourists who follow the tracks of 
Brown (1767) and Gray (1769) to admire the horridness of 
the rocks and the violence of the torrents in the Lake District. 
The picturesque — that is to say, a natural motive seen under 
the aspect of pictorial style, and under the influence of the 
landscapes of Salvator Rosa, widely diffused in England — was 
united with the Gothic, because there was a general opinion 
that there was nothing more picturesque than Gothic archi­
tecture. It was enough that Gothic, instead of being considered 
as the expression of barbarism and violence, should become 
the symbol of the poetry and chivalry of the Crusades, that 
it should blend naturally with romanticism. This fusion appears 
to have happened already in the “Letters on Chivalry and 
Romance” (1762) of Richard Hurd. The heroic manner of 
Homeric and Gothic types are both interesting: “But I go 
further, and maintain that the circumstances, in which they 
differ, are clearly to the advantage of the Gothic designers.”
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Gothicism furnishes the poet “with finer scenes and subjects 
... than the simple and uncontrolled barbarity of the Grecian.” 
Shakespeare and Milton are greater when they use the Gothic 
manner. “If you judge Gothic architecture by Grecian 
rules, you find nothing but deformity, but when you examine 
it by its own rules the result is quite different.” From which 
may be drawn some corollaries: the imaginative passion led 
to a concrete result, that of judging Gothic art; historically, 
and not according to an extraneous law; by Gothic was under­
stood the poetical liberty of Shakespeare with respect to classic 
laws (Walpole wrote to Mariette that “a schoolmaster can 
observe the Unities, but it required a little more genius to 
write Macbeth”); and whatever might have been the intem­
perance of the enthusiasm, the discovery of the Middle Ages 
was the necessary result of an imaginative rebirth that expand­
ed in a new poetical climate. For the problem of Gothic, the 
eighteenth century ends with the publication of the first two 
English books of effective archaeological value, “History of 
Winchester,” by Milner, and “History of Gothic and Saxon 
Architecture in England,” by Bentham and Willis, both 
brought out in 1798.

In England the critical interest in Gothic architecture de­
rived from a supposed affinity between it and the national 
poets, from sympathies for the oddities of rococo, and from a 
national way of feeling which differentiated itself from the 
neo-classical way of feeling. In Germany, on the other hand, 
the taste for Gothic was preceded by a detachment from the 
neo-classical critical ideas of Mengs and Winckelmann. If 
England arrived at Gothic in a somewhat natural way, Ger­
many arrived at it by polemical reason, not so much against 
neo-classical art as against neo-classical criticism. Mengs and
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Winckelmann were the greatest obstacle to the romantic taste 
and at the same time the greatest incentive to the reaction. The 
romantic taste having arrived there later in the eighteenth cen­
tury, and with greater difficulty, Germany knew how to form­
ulate the theory of it with greater depth than England. Hage- 
dorn was a friend of Mengs and Winckelmann, but he had 
learned at Vienna to admire Rubens, and therefore maintained 
a certain tradition of eclecticism according to the tradition of 
De Piles. The fame of Rubens was defended specially by Hcinse, 
who, not without humour, helped to bring about the toleration 
of the fat women painted by him. Hcinse demands freedom of 
imagination, of genius and of nature; he believes that there is a 
necessary relation between art and the people from whom it 
springs, and before nature he assumes a Rousseauesque attitude. 
Art, he says, is human and not Greek. Proceeding in the distinc­
tions of Lessing, he is no longer content to distinguish poetry 
and painting; he distinguishes also between painting and draw­
ing. One paints with colours: colour is then the aim, the begin­
ning and the end of painting. He perceives that the opposite o- 
pinions of Winckelmann and Lessing depend upon the fact that 
they never had any colour sensibility. His letters on the Dus­
seldorf Gallery, which are of 1776-7, are intermediate in spirit 
as in date between the essay on imitation by Winckelmann 
(1755) and the work of Wackenroder (1794). Like Walpole, 
Heinse passed from criticism of the journalistic type to a ro­
mance, “Ardinghello” (1787), which is the first romance of 
artists.

Henry Fuseli (1741-1825) was an authentic artist even 
though Goethe classified him among the poetising artists; he 
had a double culture, German and English; he lived in England 
the greater part of his life, and there published his “Preludes” 
in 1801; he illustrated Homer, Aeschylus, Dante and Shake-
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speare, and through the greatness of their poetry he was able to 
approach more nearly than his contemporaries to Masaccio, 
Michelangelo, Rubens and Rembrandt. Fuseli institutes for the 
first time the relationship between Rembrandt and Shake­
speare, both of the highest excellence and of unpardonable er­
rors. Me is able to note in effects of light and shade the char­
acteristics of the style of Rembrandt. To understand how 
much of the romantic there is in such a critical attitude, it is 
enough to say that it was only taken up again by Delacroix in 
1851.

The most convinced voice in the rights of sentiment against 
reason, the purest representative of the “Storm and Stress”, 
was, as is known, Hamann. Hamann in 1762, in opposition to 
the eclecticism of Hagedorn maintains that spontaneity and 
imagination are everything in art, that genius is against all the 
rules, the “truth,” the systems, the foundations of art. Herder 
takes up the ideas of Hamann, but would anchor them in his­
torical ground. The genial individual of Hamann becomes for 
Herder the individuality of the people: both, however, in their 
different researches tend to recognise the originary rather than 
the civilised character of art, the moving rather than the cor­
rect. Shakespeare is considered the poet of northern humanity.

Goethe adhered to the ideas of Hamann and Herder when 
in 1772, hardly twenty-three years old, he wrote his essays on 
“Gothic Architecture” in honour of Strassburg Cathedral and 
in opposition to the “General Theory of the Figurative Arts” 
of Sulzer, published a year before. Goethe affirms that the fine 
arts show their true nature and their best effects in their ori­
gins. He does not believe in the theory of art, and trusts to the 
experience of his own sensibility. Hence he refutes the con­
siderations of Gothic as barbarous in manner: “Gothic is not 
only strength and roughness, but also beauty. It is a different
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beauty from the weak and aestheticised beauty of the rococo. 
Art does not all fall under the concept of beauty. True, great 
art is more true and great than beautiful art. There is in man a 
figurative nature, which acts immediately when existence is 
made secure. Hardly has he no longer to preoccupy himself or 
to fear, when, behold, like a demi-god, he infuses his spirit in 
matter. The spiritual unity of the production of savages is giv­
en only by feeling. But whether it proceeds from savage rude­
ness, or from refined feeling, art is complete and vital. It is the 
art of the characteristic, the only true art. The genius must 
look neither at models nor rules, must not profit by the wings 
of others, but by his own.” The sublime value of art, the crea­
tive character of feeling, the independence of genius from all 
rules are, then, the three principles with which the young 
Goethe explains his enthusiasm for the Gothic cathedral of 
Strassburg. He exalts it as German art, precisely because it is 
founded on its own national principles, not borrowed from 
classical art, principles according to nature, and not according 
to the school.

As is known, in later years Goethe had a very different con­
ception of art, even an almost opposite one. However, his 
youthful enthusiasm for the cathedral of Strassburg was one of 
the clearest signs of the necessity for a revolt against the 
schemes of neo-classicism then dominant.

At this point occurred a new event, prepared for by Ha­
mann, Herder and the whole “Storm and Stress”, of which all 
the elements can be found in the past, but which is yet new by 
accent and tone. We speak of the “Effusions from the Heart 
of a Friar Enamoured of Art” by William Henry Wacken- 
roder, published in 1797. The author was a sick youth, dead a
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year later, at the age of twenty-five. His tone is poetical rather 
than critical, and he inclines to poetise the lives of artists or 
the subjects of works of art, according to the manner of Hein- 
se’s “Ardinghello.” This is certainly the weakest part of his 
work, but it is not a good reason for denying, as has been done 
recently, that Wackenroder has a place in the history of art 
criticism. To see a work of art there were the neo-classic rules, 
empty of content, and this was an impulse of rebellion against 
them on the part of the “Storm and Stress”: that which Wack­
enroder bears like a gift of God is a new way of feeling, the 
humility of the faithful before the work of art, a religion that 
does not go beyond the demands of sentiment. All this is not 
yet a system of aesthetics, but it is the demand for a system of 
aesthetics that should be freer and purer than any rationalistic 
demand existing then or later. It was the transference of atten­
tion, with an intensity unknown before, to the artist’s way of 
feeling. And this is the greatness of Wackenroder.

The artist works by “divine inspiration.” Wackenroder 
knows that this divine inspiration is identified with sponta­
neity of creation. “If for a long time the artist cannot fix the 
imagination which a celestial ray of sun puts in his mind, there 
comes the moment in which without perceiving it he has a- 
chieved the work, and a clear splendour warns him of the 
miracle which has happened.” The form is metaphorical and 
open to criticism, but the knowledge of the spontaneity of 
creation is here expressed. The “secrets of artists” do not exist, 
or at least they are not aware of them; they think “always more 
of the subject than of the mode of representing it.” This is a 
marvellous metaphorical representation of artistic intuition, 
which possesses its secrets without knowing it, and does not re • 
fleet upon modes of representation, which is the function of 
criticism, but abandons itself to the inspiring motive.
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Every artist, when he is complete, has a manner of his own, 
which seems to Wackenroder born with him, not acquired 
with sweat and which “cannot be studied”; that is to say, it can­
not be analysed for assimilation, as Mengs would do. “Oh sad 
wisdom! Oh blind faith! How can one believe it possible to 
reunite in oneself all kinds of beauty and every excellence of 
all the great artists on earth, and to master their mind and ov- 
ercome all, only by contemplating and begging their so dif­
ferent gifts?” “The perfect beauty of art is manifested to us, 
in its fulness, only when our eyes do not turn to look at the 
same time at another beauty.” Observe that, in that sense, must 
be understood the impossibility of studying the manner of ar­
tists: it is the affirmation of the absolute value of the artistic 
personality, that cannot be divided, that cannot be compared, 
that is valid only in itself. One must abandon oneself to con­
templating the beloved artist by “embracing all his character­
istic individuality,” and not use the “pretentious severity of a 
judge,” who, like the masters of morality, put “the artists in 
file according to the nature and importance of their merits.” 
And if anybody opposed to him that a Greek statue excites in 
the mind the idea of beauty, Wackenroder confesses that he 
has no reason to contradict, but that he feels how, beside “the 
so-called high powers of knowledge, there stands in our mind 
a magic mirror that sometimes shows us things in a more pow­
erful representation.” This is a metaphorical expression of the 
intuition of the sublime. The judge of art lacks “tolerance and 
philanthropy”; art is the “flower of human sensibility.” To the 
creator “the Gothic temple is as pleasing as the Greek temple 
... Why do you not condemn the Indian who speaks In­
dian and not another language, and still wish to condemn the 
Middle Ages because its temples are not like those of Greece?” 
“Beauty: a marvellously strange word! Imagine a new word
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for every separate work of art! In each of these appears an­
other colour, and for each one, other nerves have been created 
in the mechanism of man. But you take away from this word, 
with the arts of reason, a rigorous system, and you would re­
strict all men to feel according to your precepts and your 
rules, and you yourselves feel nothing.” “Looking tranquilly 
at all times and at all peoples, we try always to feel the human in 
every sentiment and all its works.”

Then, the divine inspiration, the spontaneity of creation and 
its non-rational character, the intuition of the artist who does 
not know the secret he possesses, the abandonment of the ar­
tist to the inspiring motive, the absolute value, outside all hi­
erarchies, of the artistic personality, the necessity that the crit­
ic should be humble before the work of art, becoming its in- 
terpretcr, without the self-sufficiency or the superiority of the 
judge, and love the work of art, and have human sympathy and 
tolerance for the sensibility of others; the sense of the infinite 
variety of art; and irony and disdain against the rules, against 
the pride of the elect, against the condemnation of the Gothic 
temple because it does not resemble the Greek temple: all these 
motives are certainly affirmed but not demonstrated, yet every­
body feels that they are just and true, and therefore belong 
not to the abstract but to the concrete human reason. Nobody 
before the very young Wackenroder had felt them in their en­
tirety, nor had expressed them; his mode of feeling, his “love,” 
has brought them well within rational truth.

His immaturity appears generally in the historical appli­
cation of his principles, because of too little knowledge, and he 
was very much more timid in dealing with the ideas of others 
than in expressing his own feeling. Before Durer, however, he 
not only feels the artist’s greatness, as nobody had before him, 
but gives the justification of his feeling with critical precision:
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“Nobody stands there with half a mind, as often can be said 
of the mannered paintings of the new masters; everyone is 
taken in the fullness of life and so is placed on the canvas. Who 
should lament, laments; who should be enraged, is enraged; and 
who should pray, prays. All the figures speak, and speak loud 
and clear. Not an arm moves uselessly or only for the delight 
of the eye or to fill the space; all the members, all speak to us 
equally with force, so that we gather within us very firmly 
rhe sense and the soul of everything. We believe in everything 
that the artist represents to us, and nothing is ever cancelled 
from our memory. .. But the moderns seem not to desire in 
fact that one should take part seriously in what they represent; 
they work for rich lords, who do not wish to be moved and 
spiritually ennobled by art, but at the most astonished and 
tickled.” As you see, the moral sensibility of Wackenroder 
has led him not only to discover the values of art bur also ro 
justify socially his own discovery. ՛

The influence of the few pages of Wackenroder was very 
great, above all upon the Schlegels, and through them, upon 
the whole of romanticism and the Nazarenes, the painters al­
ready mentioned, who tried to realise the thought of Wack­
enroder without succeeding. Under that influence, Frederick 
Schlegel and his friends rediscovered the German and Flem­
ish primitives, and with them rebound artistic taste to the Ger­
manic national movement. They preferred them, therefore, 
even ro the Italian primitives, because they believed they saw 
in them a greater religiosity, whereas they dealt only with a 
different religiosity. However, Frederick Schlegel understood 
the beauty of Bellini and Perugino, found it superior to that of 
Fra Bartolomeo, admitted that he loved the older Italian school, 
and saw the parallelism between Dante and Giotto, with which 
he contraposed that between Albani and the Cavalier Marino.
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Hence he finished by disapproving not only the taste but also 
the art of the Carracci. This was the greatest consequence of 
Wackenroder’s intuitions. Frederick Schlegel emitted this judg­
ment in 1802-4, two centuries after the Carracci had given the 
impression of having restored painting. During the nineteenth 
century the judgment of Frederick Schlegel was shared by the 
best critics, but to-day there is a return to appreciation of the 
Carracci. Is it a regression? If so, as we believe, it is necessary 
to carry to extreme conclusions Wackenroder’s mode of feel­
ing.

Frederick Schlegel had also to defend the Nazarenes against 
the attacks of Goethe and Meyer. He set himself to oppose to 
the neo-classicism of David and his theatricality, the pious in­
tentions of the Nazarenes. A delicate task for a critic. The re­
sults of the Nazarenes were not, in fact, artistic. And Fred­
erick Schlegel must have felt it, because he had previously 
written that it was necessary to be resigned to not seeing art 
arise together with the new ideas, through fault of the rational­
ism of the century, which dried up feeling.

The principles of Wackenroder were totally transformed 
by idealistic philosophy. Therefore the successors of that truth 
which was inherent in the moral demand of Wackenroder are 
to be found rather among the writers who, instead of recover­
ing themselves by philosophical principles, spoke of art in the 
name of the religious renewal that romanticism carried with 
it.

In Italy during the eighteenth century important studies on 
mediaeval art were not wanting. In 1757 Lami wrote a disser­
tation on the painters and sculptors from 1000 to 1300, to op­
pose the disparagement of the “Byzantine manner” in painting 
as of the “Gothic style” in architecture. In 1766 a mathemati-
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cian, Frisi, wrote an essay on the constructive technique of 
Gothic architecture which was greatly appreciated and trans­
lated into German by Herder, hi 1779 Baretti exalted the 
Gothic architecture of the cathedral of Asti, with ideas as­
similated from the English surroundings in which he lived. In 
1785 Della Valle opposed Sienese painting to Florentine, as 
poetry to science, as imagination to thought. In 1813 appeared 
the first volume of the “History of Sculpture in Italy” by Ci- 
cognara, in continuation of the work of Winckelmann. He re­
jected the epithet of “barbarous” given to mediaeval art, re­
garded the spirit of religion as the former of that art, recognised 
rhe infinite original beauties of the fourteenth century, and 
arrived at saying, “in the best times of the arts as much as the 
style gained in mastery and energy it lost in truth and purity,” 
and that “the precious results of science restrict the genius of 
rhe arts, bridling the imagination and diminishing the force of 
a potent help, the marvellous.” Which did not hinder him 
from admiring Canova.

The presence in Rome of the German Nazarenes excited 
various discussions between 1830 and 1840, which expanded 
into the “Manifesto of the Purists,” of 1843, written by An­
tonio Bianchini, and which tended, not so much to imitate the 
primitives, as to impress painting with a greater moral and re­
ligious seriousness. Selvatico and Father Marchese adhered 
to Bianchini.

France was the country of Seroux d’Agincourt, who even 
before the French Revolution had prepared the monumental 
history of mediaeval art, from the fourth to the sixteenth cen­
tury, which was published only in 1823. He showed a lively 
interest in the mediaeval masters for their own sake, and spread 
their work by means of engraving; but his ideas were not differ- 
ent from those of Winckelmann. Indeed, at one point, he ex- 
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plains his work thus: “Winckehnann showed artists what 
they should imitate, I will point out to them what they must 
avoid.” The collector, Artaud de Montor, translator of Dante, 
delighted in rhe fresh colouring and certainty of brush of 
the primitives. Paillot de Montabert (1829) exalted rhe Italian 
primitives against the men of the sixteenth century, and af­
firmed that rhe sixteenth century is a beginning of decadence.

The most famous of all is Rio, rhe author of “Christian 
Art,” the publication of which began in 1836, and which was 
regarded as the code of Christian ideal. The novelty of the 
historical treatment consists in the chapter on the mystical 
school, dedicated to Blessed Angelico. Rio states the critical 
problem thus: “Here ends the competency of those commonly 
called the connoisseurs, because to appreciate the works of 
Angelico requires a different organ from that which judges 
ordinary works. Mysticism stands to paintings as ecstasy to 
psychology. Ir is not enough, then, to determine rhe traditions 
of the school; ir is necessary to associate one’s self, with a sym­
pathy strong and deep, with certain religious ideas which pre­
occupied this artist in his workshop or that monk in his cell, 
and put them into relationship with the spiritual life of their 
time.” The demand was just but insufficient: deep sympathy 
and comprehension of the spiritual life are valid not only for 
the mystical school but for all the schools, and, on the other 
hand, knowledge of the religious life, in itself, does not suffice 
to Guarantee to the critic that rhe artisric realisation is achieved. 
So that Rio gives the impression of being very much more 
interested in religious history and the triumph of religion than 
in the history of art.

The resurgence of the Gothic style in France is linked with 
the name of Viollet-Le-Duc (1814-1879), architect and critic. 
There is no doubt that his love of the Middle Ages was great, 
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but unfortunately, his restorations of ancient monuments, 
like his writings, reveal the exaggerated rationalism of the en­
gineer rather than the moral sympathy of the critic. The 
same principles which, according to him, rendered necessary 
the use of Gothic served his adversaries to restore a species of 
neo-classicism.

We must turn to England to find in the nineteenth century 
an important critical work on the art of the Middle Ages. The 
true continuer of Wackenroder, even if he never read him, he 
who was able to translate the forebodings into a great critical 
edifice, is Ruskin (1819-1900). His spiritual origins are purely 
English.

Outside architecture the experiences of mediaeval art were 
not very important, except for the collectors. One of them, 
William Young Ottley, had published in 1823 “The Italian 
School of Design,” in which he affirmed that the perspicuity 
of Giotto “has perhaps never been surpassed.” In 1836 a com­
mittee decided to buy for the national collections works of 
art anterior to Raphael, because they were of a style more pure 
and elevated than the eminent works of the Carracci, and to 
that decision is due the unique character of the National Gal­
lery. The success of Rio’s “Christian Art” was great in Eng­
land, and in 1847 appeared Lord Lindsay’s book of a similar 
type, which served Ruskin as a guide to the knowledge of 
Italian art.

In the meantime the mode of Gothic architecture was wide­
ly spread in England. An architect and writer, Pugin, exhib­
ited a new state of mind from that of the eighteenth century. 
In his “Contrasts,” written in 1835, and “True Principles of 
Christian Architecture,” published in 1841, he affirms that 
Gothic is not a style but a religion, and is worth more than the 
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Greek style because the Christian religion is worth more than 
the pagan. In honour of Gothic he becomes Catholic, and even 
dreams socially of the restoration of the Middle Ages. From 
him originates in England the attempt to judge the work of 
art from the point of view of the morality of its creator, hence 
the obligation of the most absolute sincerity and truth, accord­
ing to which the essential elements of construction must be 
clearly revealed in the architecture.

Ruskin’s “lamp of truth” is found, then, already determined 
^y Pugin. But Ruskin docs not appreciate Pugin; he has a much 
stronger and purer artistic sensibility. Therefore he detaches 
himself from the contemporary mode of Gothic and seeks the 
pure old Gothic of Venice and Amiens. The true origin of his 
art criticism does not reside in either religion or morality, but 
in enthusiasm for art. “There is the strong instinct in me which 
I cannot analyse, to draw and describe the things I love — not 
for reputation, nor for the good of others, nor for my own 
advantage, but a sort of instinct like that for eating and drink­
ing. I should like to draw all St. Mark’s and all this Verona 
stone by stone, to cat it all up into my mind, touch by touch”: 
so he wrote from Verona to his father in 1852. It was just this 
passionate sensibility which allowed Ruskin to overcome the 
limitations of his moral and religious education to arrive at the 
comprehension of art, as his contemporaries well saw and 
present day critics have ceased to understand. Certainly Rus­
kin’s thought is not organised logically, any more than was 
Wackenroder’s, but we arc forced to recognise that whatever 
logical organisation Ruskin might have made would have 
caused the loss of some positive value in his intuitions.

He rebels against the “rules” of drawing and substitutes for 
them the principle of love: a thing, “if it be not drawn for love 
of it, will never be right, and if it be drawn for love of it, will 
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never be wrong, love’s misrepresentation being truer than the 
most mathematical presentation.” Before nature the Greeks 
err by lack of sympathy. When we approach the things of 
nature, we feel that “a wilful fountain sings and that the kind­
ly flowers rejoice. And then, puzzled and yet happy; pleased 
and yet ashamed of being so; accepting sympathy from nature, 
which wc do not believe it gives; and giving sympathy to 
nature, which wc do not believe it receives. . .. But the Greek 
never removed his god from nature at all; never attempted for 
a moment to contradict his instinctive sense that God was 
everywhere ... What sympathy and fellowship he had were 
always for the spirit in the stream, not for rhe stream; always 
for rhe dryad in rhe wood, not for rhe wood. Content with this 
human sympathy, he approached the actual waves and woody 
fibres with no sympathy at all (“Modern Painters” IV, XIII, 
13). This is the natural love of Ruskin, which he identifies with 
“the feelings of love, reverence or dread with which the human 
mind is affected by its conceptions of spiritual being.” (Lec­
tures on Art, 37). It is natural, then, that he docs nor love the re­
ligious painting of his time. In the Middle Ages “art was cm- 
ployed for rhe display of religious facts, now religious facts 
were employed for the display of art.” (“Modern Painters” IV, 
IV, t 1). lie looks at the sincerity of rhe artist, and secs well that 
when religion is adopted for art there is moral indifference, 
rhe result is not true art; while when there is a true religious 
feeling, art may be spontaneously created. And thus Ruskin 
makes some reservation even about Blessed Angelico. “Adore 
a falcon as did the Egyptians, and paint it as never would he 
who sees in it a feathered biped, because the ecstasy which 
you have experienced will pass through your hands into the 
picture, and will give it the power to communicate to others 
rhe same transport.” Observe how religious feeling can dis- 
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cover rhe essence of art in mystical communion with nature, 
in ecstasy.

Having thus illuminated the nature of art, Ruskin considers 
that of rhe artist: “ The whole function of the artist in the 
world is to be a seeing and feeling creature, to be an instrument 
of such tenderness and sensitiveness, that no shadow, no hue, 
no line, no instantaneous and evanescent expression of the vis­
ible things around him, nor any of the emotions which they 
arc capable of conveying to the spirit which has been given 
him, shall either be left unrecorded, or fade from the book of 
record.. . He may think, in a by-way; reason, now and then, 
when he has nothing better to do; know, such fragments of 
knowledge as he can gather without stooping, or reach without 
pains; but none of these things arc to be his care. The work 
of his life is to be two-fold only; to see, to feel.” (“Stones of 
Venice,” TIT, IT, io). “What we want art to do for us is to 
stay what is fleeting, and to enlighten what is incomprehensi­
ble, to incorporate the things that have no measure, and im­
mortalise the things that have no duration. . . All that is in­
finite and wonderful, having in it that spirit and power which 
man may witness, bur not weigh; conceive, but not compre­
hend; love, but not limit, and imagine, but not define; this, the 
beginning and the end of the aim of all noble art.” (“Stones of 
Venice,” TIT, IT, 23). This is the ideal of rhe artists, which Rus­
kin does not find again after the sixteenth century, on account 
of rhe triumph of science, and rhe consequent rational be­
numbing of minds. Intolerance of intellectualism in art warns 
him that even in the Renaissance there filters through some sin 
of scientific pride. “Raphael, Leonardo, and Michelangelo were 
all trained in the old school; they all had masters who knew the 
true ends of art, and had reached them; masters nearly as great 
as they were themselves, but imbued with the old religious 
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and earnest spirit, which their disciples receiving from them, 
and drinking at the same time deeply from all the fountains 
of knowledge opened in their day, became the world’s wonders. 
Then the dull, wondering world believed that their greatness 
rose out of their new knowledge, instead of out of that ancient 
religious root, in which to abide was life, from which to be 
severed was annihilation. And from that day to this, they 
have tried to produce Michel Angelos and Leonardos by teach­
ing the barren sciences, and still have mourned and marvelled 
that no more Michel Angelos came; not perceiving that those 
great Fathers were only able to receive such nourishment 
because they were rooted on the rock of all ages, and that our 
scientific teaching, nowadays, is nothing more nor less than the 
assiduous watering of trees whose stems arc cut through.” 
(“Stones of Venice,” III, II, 33). Even in Raphael the scien­
tific defect appears. In the “Massacre of the Innocents” he has 
defined the degrees of pity and terror: one would say “that 
the philosophical spirit had prevailed over the imaginative 
... Not so Tintoretto, knowing or feeling that the expression 
of the human face was in such circumstances not to be ren­
dered, and that the effort could only end in an ugly falsehood 
. . . Still less does he depend on details of murder or ghastliness 
of death; there is no blood, no stabbing or cutting, but there 
is an awful substitute for these in the chiaroscuro.” (“Stones 
of Venice,” III, School of S. Rocco, 4). This is a great critical 
discovery, of a new type, in fact, in the history of art criticism: 
the drama does not become painting, with the raw elements of 
nature like the discolouration of death, the drama can become 
painting only if dissolved into visible elements, like light and 
shade full of terror. It is moral sensibility, and not a clear 
aesthetic idea, that leads Ruskin so far: but it is the result that
counts.
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To define the Gothic style, Ruskin does not limit himself 

to resorting to the usual constructive schemes of the pointed 
arch and the crossvault, or of the thrust and counterthrust. 
All that he analyses with his usual accuracy, but he goes further 
toward the “states of temper and the moral feeling” of artists. 
He has, moreover, knowledge of the unity of taste in painting, 
sculpture and architecture, and affirms that true architecture, 
when it is not pure engineering construction, is the work of 
potential sculptors and painters and must be observed as paint­
ing and sculpture. He admits that the Gothic architects are 
rude and uncultivated, but precisely to this is due their absolute 
freedom in ornamentation and spontaneity of creation, free 
from any pride of perfection: “All admit irregularity as they 
imply change; and to banish imperfection is to destroy expres­
sion, to check exertion, to paralyse vitality.” (“Stones of Ven­
ice,” II, VI, 24-25). He admires in the Gothic artists their 
love of fantastic variety, distinct from love of knowledge, 
their love of nature, beyond all abstract laws, their taste for 
the grotesque, their “active rigidity, the peculiar energy which 
gives tension to movement and stiffness to resistance,” and, 
finally, their generosity, which produces “redundance, the 
uncalculating bestowal of the wealth of its labour.” Whoever 
knows the masterpieces of Gothic art will feel Ruskin’s moral 
indications as critical illuminations.

Always for a moral reason Ruskin opposes the celebrated 
Greek principle of choice from nature. A choice, in fact, ap­
pears insolent to Ruskin. He loves and adores nature, the 
whole of nature. To choose implies to have rejected, to have 
despised an element of nature, and it is therefore sacrilegious. 
But if all nature is worthy of representation it cannot all be 
represented in a single picture by a single artist. Therefore 
the artist must not choose among the things of nature, but 
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among the elements of his art; he must not choose a piece of 
nature arbitrarily considered beautiful but must choose to 
express his love of nature in lines rather than colours, in light 
and shade rather than form, or the other way about. The stand­
ard of choice is thus transferred to the artist’s way of seeing, 
from the object to the relation between subject and object, 
from nature to art; and this, too, is a flash of genius.

Ruskin’s mysticism does not hinder him, then, from seeing 
clearly the figurative process of the artist, which is a necessity 
for all art criticism. Rather, to the figurative schemes he gives 
for the first time a historical content, raising them from the 
technical plane to the plane of taste:

“ i. Line (early schools)

2. Line and light (Greek clay)

3. Line and colour (Gothic glass)

4. Mass and fight (Leonardo and school)

5. Mass and colour (Giorgione and school)

6. Mass, light and colour (Titian and school).”
(Lectures on Art, 139).

To transfer the abstract elements of vision to particular 
historical conditions signifies to maintain only one aspect of 
their abstraction, that relative to nature, and to make them 
concrete relatively to a moment of taste. In fact, Ruskin does 
not dream of taking away from the figurative elements their 
concretely human character. He sees a development of taste 
in three moments: 1) line, 2) surface, 3) mass, or space in 
depth; he secs also how man has proceeded in accomplishing 
such a development — that is to say, through two ways, that
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of light and shade and that of colour; and he identifies the way
of light and shade with the scientific tendency of the abstract
conception of reality, and the way of colour with the sponta­
neous, free, serene and sane disposition of artistic imagination. 
(“Lectures on Art,” 147). This means to make a truthful
history of taste. Precisely by this capacity of identifying the
taste of the artist with one or more figurative schemes, Ruskin 
succeeds in liberating from the classical prejudice of the su­
periority of form over colour, to discover the beauty of line 
in Botticelli, to understand that the beauty of St. Mark’s is a 
beauty of colour, and many other critical discoveries.

Liberation from neo-classical prejudices, justification of 
the value of mediaeval art, through a portentous fusion of aes­
thetic and moral sensibility, arc such merits as to compel 
recognition that to-day, in spite of the general oblivion, Rus­
kin as an art critic is more alive than ever, and that many of
his positions are not superseded.

Tr is therefore with a certain grief that there must be acknowl­
edged the grave harm of detachment from contemporary art 
that romantic criticism caused by looking only at the Middle 
Ages, just as neo-classical criticism had caused harm by look­
ing only at the antique era. The fact is that, before works of 
art contemporary to him, the aesthetic sensibility of Ruskin 
seems to be dissipated. He is, in fact, responsible for that mis­
leading of English taste — and unfortunately not only English — 
due to the Pre-Raphaelites: it is true that they determined 
their manner apart from Ruskin, but perhaps, without Rus­
kin, nobody would remember them to-day. Also to the Gothic 
imitations of his time Ruskin sometimes gave his suffrage, 
afterwards however to repent and to be irritated by the archi­
tectural applications of his principles. During the nineteenth 

l8()



History of Art Criticism

century the two best painters that England produced were 
Constable and Bonington, and Ruskin disparaged them in order 
to exalt Turner, so much inferior to them. Delacroix and the 
French landscape painters of 1830 were more clear-sighted 
than Ruskin. He was, then, too much shut up in mediaeval art 
— and that was his pride — to understand what was happening 
around him.

However, he was the culminating point of romantic criti­
cism, which will probably remain as an eternal moment in the 
criticism of art.
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CHAPTER VIII
The History of Art and 

Idealistic Philosophy

In the two preceding chapters we have expounded the criti­
cal motives proceeding from two tendencies of taste: the one 
assigned exclusive value in art to rationalised form, identified 
in classical sculpture; the other recognised the right of relig­
ious and moral sentiment in the production and interpretation 
of art, hence the exaltation of mediaeval artists.

The neo-classical taste was the conclusion, carried to extreme 
severity, of the cult of ancient art, which, from the Renaissance 
onward, was almost uninterrupted, and founded upon illu­
minist ideas; the taste for the Middle Ages appears in reaction 
from the neo-classical, under the impulse of contemporary 
life and romantic literature, then being born. The origins of 
the two movements came at a few years’ interval in the second 
half of the eighteenth century. The eighteenth century was 
not yet ended when already a new tendency appeared which 
sought a synthesis of the neo-classical and the romantic tastes: 
I speak of idealism, and its ambition to define art as the 
classical form of a romantic content. The maximum results 
of idealistic criticism came in the first decades of the nine­
teenth century, at the moment when art was above all domi­
nated by neo-classicism. But idealistic criticism continued until 
toward the middle of the nineteenth century, accompanying 
rhe development of romantic art. In the second half of the 
nineteenth century, idealistic criticism and romantic ait both 
declined from their directive function. Romantic art, properly 
speaking, did not re-appear. Idealistic criticism, on the con­
trary, re-appeared at the beginning of our century and seems 
to be developing.
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On the other hand, we have noted that, for the first time in 
the history of criticism, both the neo-classicists and the ro­
mantics look by preference to the art of the past rather than 
to that contemporary with them. They look at it with a nos­
talgic mind, the neo-classicists as to an unattainable perfection, 
the romantics as to a lost Paradise. Both of them propose rhe 
restoration of art, hence they become proclaimed of the imi­
tation of the antique or of the Gothic revival. Therefore both 
lost contact with the authentic vein of contemporary art, a 
vein which, on account of its own detachment from the domi­
nant ideas, must for several decades run in the dark of incom­
prehension. The idealists were too wise, and too conscious of 
the limits of their function as critics, to nourish illusions of an 
artistic restoration, but that did nothing but aggravate the de- 
tachment between criticism and contemporary art. Too much 
nourished on thought to approve romantic fantasies, too much 
aware of the eternal creativity of history to confuse entirely 
the classic and the nco-classic, they ended by occupying them­
selves seriously only with the past. The most paradoxical ex­
pression of this detachment is found in Hegel’s famous theory 
of the death of art, which was the expression, of the eiifant- 
terrible type, of a conviction widely diffused. An evident ab­
surdity, and one which weakens his whole conception of art.

One consequence of such a state of things was that the greater 
artists of the first half of the nineteenth century — Goya, Corot 
and Daumier — had no relations with idealistic criticism. The 
idealists appreciated David, who in 1793 affirmed: “The artist 
must have studied all the springs of the human heart, he must 
have a great knowledge of nature, he must in a word be a 
philosopher. Socrates, able sculptor; J. J. Rousseau, good musi­
cian; the immortal Poussin, tracing on canvas the most sublime 
lessons of philosophy — these arc so many witnesses who prove 
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that the genius of the arts must have no other guide than the 
torch of reason.” For the neo-classicists of the Mengs type 
reason was not a torch; and the “springs of the human heart” 
recall the treatise on the representation of the passions of Le 
Brun rather than the theory of indifferent beauty by Winckel- 
mann. So much did he, even David, on account of the French 
Revolution, feel himself constrained to impregnate with ro­
manticism his neo-classicism, just as did the idealists. Equally 
the pure neo-classicists would have with difficulty subscribed 
to the prophecies of the architect Detournelle, made in the 
same year, 1793: “In two years one will see born a sublimity 
which will surpass all that we have admired, sometimes with 
prejudice for the antique; we shall not be Athenians, nor 
Romans, slaves who use the name of free men; but Frenchmen, 
free by nature, philosophers by character, virtuous by feeling 
and artists by taste.” Alas! sublimity was not born in 1793, nor 
for many years to come, and the triumph over neo-classicism 
remained one of the ineffectual illusions of the French Revo­
lution. When with the political restoration in France, neo- 
classicism was abandoned, it was not German idealism which 
influenced the change of taste, but German mysticism, which 
Ary Scheffer translated into sentimentalism, the poetry of 
revolt of the Byronic type, which seduced Delacroix, and the 
picturesque erudition of Walter Scott, which Delaroche con­
tinued in figures.

In Germany some painters were more or less reasonably in­
spired by idealistic thought, painters who had to some extent 
relations with the Nazarenes: for example, Cornelius, Kaul­
bach and Bethel. Raczinski, a prudent admirer of Cornelius, 
wrote in 1838: “He considers the subjects which he treats 
from a very elevated point of view. Study of nature and the 
technical part of art occupy him less. Also, it often seems with
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him that the figures most impressed with force and grandeur 
lack something of life; one would almost say that in his per­
sonages the circulation of the blood is arrested.” It was inevit­
able that this should happen to all the painters of ideas, these 
involuntary abortions of idealism, very rare except in Germany.

In concrete judgments on contemporary art the classical prej­
udice allows idealism to see very little more than the face of 
death, and even spoils historical conceptions of the art of the 
past, for it is evident that one cannot understand the spiritual 
life of the past without experience of the present. However, 
the positive value of idealism in art criticism is of another na­
ture: aesthetic and thought in general have been greatly en- 
riched by it, and the conception of history, as development, 
has given the maximum impulse to the study of the develop­
ment also of art, in its double movement as individual creative­
ness and as the objective necessity of style. Hence it can be 
said without exaggeration that in German idealism the critical 
history of art finds one of the eternal moments of its method.

In the transition between the era of illuminism and that 
of idealism stands Kant, who justified systematically the judg­
ment of taste. Taste, which judges whether a work is beauti­
ful or not, has the pretension that its judgment is universal, 
without being able to furnish the rational demonstration 
of the rightness of its judgment. For this reason one cannot 
give any objective rule of taste. Every judgment derived from 
this source is aesthetic: in other words, its determining cause 
is the feeling of the subject, not a concept of the object. The 
search for a principle of taste, which shall be the universal stand­
ard of beauty by means of determined concepts, is a vain 
fatigue, because that which is sought is impossible and con-
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tradictory in itself. There is not a science of beauty but only 
a criticism of it, and there are no fine sciences but only fine 
arts. Before a production of fine art it is necessary to realise 
that it is art and not nature; but the finality of its form must 
appear free from all restraint of voluntary rules, as if it were 
simply a product of nature, a spontaneous product and not 
willed. Fine art is the art of genius. Genius must be original, 
but, in order to avoid being arbitrary, it must produce a pat­
tern, without knowing how its task is fulfilled.

In such a manner Kant realised the distinction between the 
subjective and the arbitrary in art and in artistic judgment; re­
jected all rules in art; fused the concept of beauty with that of 
art; distinguished art and science, art and nature, sense and im- 
agination; and accentuated the spontaneous and original 
character of genius productive of art. Principles these, so true 
that they have become the common patrimony. On the other 
hand, Kant understood that art also belongs to a tradition that 
it is necessary to follow not to imitate, because detachment 
from tradition would mean to fall back on crude natural capac­
ity, and on the other hand to imitate would mean to renounce 
the originality of genius. This was a mode for understanding 
the tradition of artistic civilisation proper to his time and for 
rejecting the imitation of the antique.

Herder, the adversary of Kant, also limits neo-classicism. 
He admires Winckelmann, but feels the need of a more deep­
ly founded historicity. Taste has a sensible character, but grows 
through experiences; like imagination, taste also belongs to a 
setting historically determined. For Winckelmann art is a 
gift to the whole world of a chosen people, the Greek; for 
Herder art is the apparition of God in the historical develop­
ment of humanity. Nevertheless the classical prejudice leads 
him to admit that the forms of sculpture (Greek, understood)
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are eternal, because they respond to pure human nature; the 
figures of painting, instead, change with the times, because 
painting depends upon effects of light and shade, in which the 
spirit of the artist may vary freely; and Herder is not aware 
that in such a way he assigns the character of art to painting 
and denies it to sculpture.

Herder was warned by the theory of Riedel (1767) of the 
danger inherent in neglecting the universal idea of art and in 
interesting oneself only in its historical aspect. Riedel, in fact, 
maintained that taste changed from people to people accord­
ing to climate, custom, fashion and other things, and changed 
also from century to century, even from person to person. 
Hence to oppose a good taste to a bad one was an error of 
transferring the standard of the true to the beautiful, which 
was no standard, coinciding with pleasure and displeasure. 
To refute Riedel it would have been sufficient to oppose the 
Kantian concept of subjective taste with universal validity. 
Herder opposed to Riedel the need of liberation from national, 
temporal and personal limitations of taste in order to enjoy 
the beautiful wherever it is found, in all times, in all peoples 
and in all kinds of taste: everywhere, detached from all ex­
traneous things, to enjoy and feel it purely. The sphere of 
taste is infinite, like the history of humanity; its periphery ex­
tends to all the centuries and to all the works, and taste and 
beauty stand at the centre. Who has no taste, in the full sense, 
cannot have even a Greek taste. In this Herder well saw the 
coincidence between the historical and the theoretical charac­
ter of art criticism.

In his celebrated essay: “Naive and Sentimental Poetry,” 
Schiller sought to make admissible the value of modern poetry, 
in spite of its different aspects from ancient poetry, and to 
define that value in the character of infinite rather than finite, 
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spiritual rather than corporeal. But for the figurative arts he 
depends on Lessing, who said that sculpture defines in space, 
and Schiller admits that a work for the eye finds its perfection 
only in corporeal limitation: hence the superiority of ancient 
sculpture over modern. l ie does not speak about painting.

Sculpture and painting were distinguished by Herder thus: 
“Sculpture is truth; painting is drcam: tbai is all representation, 
ibis the work of an enchanter. The most beautiful painting is 
romance, dream of a dream.” Painting would therefore share 
the modern character, denied to sculpture.

Humboldt goes further: ancient poetry makes the same im­
pression as the beautiful fragments of Greek sculpture. Modern 
poetry, on the contrary, produces on us rather the effect of 
melodious and moving music. The enthusiasm of Winckelmann 
for Greek statues, and the definitions of plastic value given by 
Lessing, had as a reaction the neglect of sculpture and a grow- 
ing tendency towards music in the modern life of art. Let us 
remember that many years after Humboldt, Walter Pater 
theorised precisely the tendency of all arts toward the musi­
cal condition. Humboldt seeks, then, to explain the difference 
psychologically: the Greeks had an external sensible intuition, 
which directed them towards proportion and harmony; the 
moderns have an internal sense which makes possible stronger 
contrasts, brusquer transitions, discords unresolvable by the 
reason itself. When Humboldt presses closer his conception 
of the external sensible intuition of the Greek, he falls into the 
old error of seeking the idea of form, leaning upon mathe­
matics and anatomy, and vaunting Greek art as aided by 
science. The happy ideas of Kant and the courageous romantic 
movement no longer inspire. Very much more worthy of note 
are Humboldt’s explanations of the creative character of art, 
by which composition of extra-artistic elements results through 
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work of the artist in something entirely new; his refusal to 
recognise beauty in the values of the object — that is to say, in 
elements extraneous to creation; and, finally, his refusal to 
admit hierarchies of the kinds: form being the essential element 
of art, the painter of history will be greater as a man than the 
painter of flowers, but one is no less a painter than the other.

Kant, Herder, Schiller and Humboldt are interested above 
all in their ideas on art; Goethe interests himself more in works 
of figurative art, but in the manner of a poet and artist rather 
than in that of a critic. In Rome, he pleases himself in the study 
of drawing, more than in analysing the works of art; and dreams 
of a type of critic who can surrender and subordinate himself 
to the object, which is certainly necessary for anybody who 
wishes to understand, but is not enough, because the critic, in­
stead of surrendering himself, must precisely put his own ideas 
and feeling into relation with those of the artist of whom he 
speaks. We have said already that as a young man Goethe 
participated in the romantic movement, exalting Gothic as 
German art; but later, his need of universality on one side, and 
his complex experience of all technical matters on the other, led 
him to appreciate Greek art above all, and to speak ill of 
Gothic. His classicism is, nevertheless, often imbued with the 
direct experience of modern art; for example, he believes that 
all plastic art tends to painting, and exalts Rubens and the 
Dutch painters of the seventeenth century. He believes he 
can resolve the question of the ancients and moderns by ex­
alting Raphael, who never Grecises but conceives as a Greek. 
He does not, with Lessing, admit that the ancients represented 
only the beautiful, nor, with Winckelmann, that they ex­
pressed only the silent greatness of placid tranquillity; they 
represented the characteristic under all possible forms. It is the
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need to specify, to define, to make concrete in art, which 
suggests to him the acceptance of the distinction of the arts by 
Lessing. The arts, he says, have a certain tendency to merge 
one into the other; but the duty, the merit, the dignity of the 
true artist consists in putting every art and every kind of art 
on its own basis, and in being able to isolate it as much as pos­
sible. Goethe is less original when he touches on history, he 
imagines a “psycho-chronological” development of art, which 
is nothing but the notion of perfection followed by decline, 
which we know from Bellori to Winckelmann.

During his journeys in Italy Goethe has various happy per­
sonal intuitions — for example, on Palladio, Paolo Veronese and 
Titian; and also repeats many commonplaces without check­
ing them. There is an interesting contrast between his intuition 
and the commonplaces at Bologna, before the pictures of Guido 
Reni: “While the divine genius of Guido and his brush attract 
you, you would turn away from certain subjects so horribly 
stupid that there are no words reproachful enough to condemn 
them. Guido treats his spiritual heroes like mannikins to drape 
them in fine mantles with imposing folds. Nothing that pre­
sents a human idea. Also, to consult history, in this my moment 
of bad humour, I should be tempted to say: faith certainly 
resuscitated the arts, but superstition has become master and 
has again led them to ruin.” That is to say, Goethe felt truly 
that those works of Guido Reni were not art; but since it has 
been repeated to him a thousand times that Guido Reni is a 
divine genius, he attributes the bad result to the Church: in 
which coincide in an exemplary manner the weakness of the 
critic and the acuteness of the poet.

In conclusion, Goethe, in spite of his love for figurative 
art, accepted the traditional judgments, and profited by the 
new ideas, vivifying both with some happy intuitions.
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Before Hegel, William Schlegel tried to fuse theory, history 
and criticism of art. I Ie tried to distinguish from aesthetics a 
philosophical theory of the arts, that should define the auton­
omy, sphere and limitations of each art. History must deal only 
with reality, but it has lost its character of chronicle by the 
fact that theory is present in it. Theory furnishes history 
with the relation between the individual appearance and the 
idea of art, while history furnishes theory with examples for 
its concepts. The work of art is complete in itself, and yet his­
tory can be made of it, because it is subject to national limita­
tions and relationships. Time and ambients furnish matter for 
the eternal spirit of art. Individuals of genius are understood 
only as single appearances of the great genius of humanity. 
Therefore the historical conception of Winckclmann, with 
the unique perfection of one period of Greek art, is overcome; 
even the apparently barbarous periods are a necessary disso­
nance of the art of humanity. As for criticism, that stands mid­
way between history and theory: the critic has need at the 
same time of the theory and the history of art. Therefore he 
must reject criticism of the beautiful parts of a picture, which 
is atomistic and anti-historical.

All this has remained fundamental to the critical history of 
to-day; but the concrete critical judgments of William Schle­
gel arc much less interesting. Because of the concept of the 
autonomy of sculpture, he believes that it is in decline since 
Ghiberti adopted the pictorial relief; since it docs not make use 
of a natural model, architecture should be imagined according 
to a peculiar original idea of the human spirit; negative ap­
preciation for classical reason of Gothic architecture is not 
wholly abandoned, even though Gothic is German art. Finally, 
William Schlegel contradicts himself, now appreciating and 
now disparaging Correggio and Rembrandt.
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Frederick Schlegel, also, occupies and preoccupies himself 

with the history of art; he goes even further, and does not ad­
mit any other theory of art than an historical theory, without 
being able to indicate in what it consists. Under the influence 
of Wackcnrodcr he opposes Mengs and his eclecticism, and 
takes a lively interest in Gothic and in the fifteenth century 
Germans, Flemings and even Italians. He is the first to call 
attention to the fifteenth century school of Cologne, and he 
calls the primitives Pre-Raphaelites. Sensible to Christian and 
national values, he opposes the characteristic of the fifteenth 
century to the decorative grandiosity of the sixteenth century, 
and refuses to appreciate the school of the Carracci. He pro­
poses to himself the problem of the formation of a modern 
Christian-national pictorial school, but feels the impossibility 
of its solution, and attributes the blame to the rationalism of 
his time which has dried up feeling. Nevertheless, Frederick 
Schlegel opposes the condemnation pronounced by Goethe 
against the Nazarenes, and disparages French classicism of the 
David type in order to defend German artists like Schick and 
Kock, who certainly rate lower than David.

He has knowledge of the importance of visual sensibility in 
order to understand the values of art, and occupies himself 
with colours, light and forms. But at the same time he values 
the poetical over the mechanical, imagination over vision, 
the problem of the theme treated over that of form; and there­
fore he ends in allegorical interpretation. He secs in Van Eyck 
Christian ideality, in Raphael pagan, and in Altdorfer the idea 
of German chivalry. Worse still, as much as William Schlegel, 
Frederick fails to distinguish the history of art from poetical 
description, and he indulges in historical pseudo-poetry. There­
fore he docs not succeed in giving to the great quantity of
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critical motives, both important and new, either an historical 
structure or a critical form.

The writers of whom we have spoken up to now prepare in 
various ways the idealistic aesthetic, which is then realised by 
Schelling and Hegel.

Schelling profits by a current idea on the work of art as a 
synthesis of two opposites, and specifics that the two opposites 
arc the conscious and the unconscious activity, of which the 
opposition is infinite. But since these two activities must be 
represented as unified in the work of art, so by means of this 
the infinite will be expressed in finite mode. Except for what he 
has put there with a clear intention, the artist almost instinc­
tively represents an infinity, which no finite intellect is capable 
of developing completely. Precisely the infinite expressed in 
finite mode is beauty; and the sentiment which accompanies 
the overcoming of the contradiction is catharsis, calm and 
serene greatness, even where these should have been expressed 
by the highest tension of grief or joy.

Art is distinguished from nature in so much as nature lacks 
of conscious activity; and therefore natural beauty is purely 
incidental. This cancels the principle of the imitation of nature; 
since instead of nature (which is beautiful by mere chance) 
giving rule to art, it is rather the perfection of art which is the 
principle and rule for the valuation of natural beauty. Art 
is distinguished from science, in spite of their having the 
same aim of knowing, because the artistic genius makes to 
coincide the finite and the infinite, the conscious and the un­
conscious, while science works without genius only on the 
finite and the conscious, and therefore science follows art.

The consequences of such ideas arc expounded by Schelling 
in his discourse of 1807, “On the Relation between the Figur-
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ative Arts and Nature.” He opposes the concept of Winckel- 
mann of the imitation of ideal nature, which he substitutes for 
real nature without infusing it with creative life. The artist 
does not imitate nature, but rivals nature in creation. “The 
object of imitation was changed by Winckelmann, but imita­
tion remained. For nature he substituted the beautiful works 
of antiquity, from which the imitation tried to take the external 
forms, without the spirit which animates.”

Nevertheless the weakness of Schelling’s aesthetic consisted 
in not distinguishing art and science, in respect of their aim. 
Because the active principle, without which the beautiful 
forms of nature remain empty of interest, is an idea, an order, 
a principle of reason. It was not enough to indicate the uncon­
scious element which enters into every work of art, nor to 
understand by a flash of genius, that the idealisation of nature 
in art is not the contrary of reality, but is reality in its eternal 
moment, in its excellence purified from temporal accidents. 
Characteristic beauty is the root of beauty; but from the root 
one passes to the fruit, to the “true beauty” which is the domi­
nating essence of form, to the beauty of the mind in itself, that 
is to say, to a beauty become concept, universalised, no longer 
individual. So much is true that although Schelling is aware 
of the erroneous uniformity of the concept of beauty in Winck­
elmann, he admits with him that expression is a collateral 
activity. Raphael, he says “not only produces absolute beauty, 
but is also able to break its uniformity with diversity of ex­
pression.” Also the concept of the finite, which belongs to the 
artistic product, is materialised in the concept of body. Sculp­
ture needs a body, can arrive at equilibrium between mind and 
body, but cannot elevate the mind at the expense of the mate­
rial. Painting, instead, adopts “lights and colours, incorporeal 
and, in a certain degree, spiritual means.” Hence the superior-
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ity of sculpture in the antique era and of painting in the mod­
ern. Michelangelo does not show enough plastic power, in 
search of energy and depth, and does not reach the plastic per­
fection of Raphael, who combined the power of genius with 
wisdom ami measure. With the preponderance accorded to 
mind over matter, art could reach a new grade, not however 
more elevated, the grade of softness: it is the work of Guido 
Reni, whom Schelling called “the authentic painter of the soul.” 
For the primitive masters, from Giotto to Raphael, cherished 
with respect “in spite of himself,” as he confesses, he had con­
sideration of the natural truth and seriousness with which they 
respected the limits of nature.

That is to say, Schelling loves the concept of art, but neither 
loves nor understands the work of art; rather than correct with 
his new concepts the traditional judgments, he assumes them 
as inalterable truth in justification of his own concepts.

George Hegel accepts the definition of beauty which his 
predecessors, and above all Schelling, had formulated: the true 
is the idea in itself, and the beautiful is the sensible appearance 
of the idea, the immediate knowledge of its exterior existence. 
In consequence, the aim of art is “to manifest the truth under 
the form of sensible representation.” Hegel draws from these 
principles conclusions more radical than those of Schelling. 
He opposes the imitation of nature, and considers it an act of 
superfluity. “Neither is objective naturalness the rule, nor is 
the pure imitation of external appearances the aim of art.” 
The sole task of the artist is expression of the ideal. With re­
gard, then, to science or philosophy, he holds the opinion that 
scientific aim is the same as that of art, and insists upon the pro­
found value of thought in recognising truth as compared with 
the apparent superficiality of art. Therefore art is a philosoph-
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ical error or an illusory philosophy, with the consequence 
that art is to be considered as dead when true philosophy is 
born, not only in ideal order, but also in the temporal historical 
reality. Absurd, certainly, but a logical conclusion, whether 
of not having distinguished the aim of art from that of science, 
or of the opinion prevalent in art criticism, that artistic per­
fection is to be sought in some ancient masterpieces, rather than 
in the eternal human productivity.

Hegel is not content only with expounding his aesthetic 
ideas, with critical examples, but realises the identification of 
aesthetics, history of art and criticism, expounding a grandiose 
history of art, in which arc well reflected the force and the 
limitations of his ideas. For the first time since Greek criticism 
the development of art is no longer considered as according to 
rhe imitation of nature (at first a beginning, then perfection, 
and then decline), but according to the representation of the 
ideal: at first representation is by abstract signs and it is 
symbolical; then it becomes more concrete, with the equilib­
rium of body and idea, and it is classical; then it becomes 
more intense, with a prevailing of idea over body, and it is 
romantic. I'o these three grades of art Hegel makes correspond 
rhe three figurative arts: architecture, which is symbolical; 
sculpture, which is classical; painting, which is romantic. It 
is not difficult for us to sec how much false history was com­
prised in the Hegelian divisions; neither the fulness of knowl­
edge, nor the artistic sensibility, which he had, succeeded in 
freeing him from these rigid partitionings. Given, indeed, the 
absolute perfection of classical sculpture, Hegel could not con­
sider as perfect art cither architecture, which was only sym­
bolical, or modern sculpture, or painting, which, though it 
had more spiritual value, was nevertheless less art than sculp­
ture.
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The aim of architecture is the expression of a general idea 
by means of forms taken from inorganic nature, of masses pro­
portioned and disposed according to the laws of geometry and 
mechanics. Its material forms can symbolise a mind, not con­
tain it. The architecture of the ancient Orient, to which sculp­
ture is attached, is independent of all practical utility, and sym­
bolises religion. Greek and Roman architecture has, on the 
other hand, a practical utility, and it is therefore dependent; 
and sculpture is detached from it. Christian architecture is 
both dependent, because it serves cults, and independent, be­
cause it symbolises the Christian idea. The type of Greek archi­
tecture is the column; it is useful, because the sustaining force 
in it is reduced to the minimum of material means, and it is 
taken from nature, but with a regular and geometrical con­
figuration unknown to nature. Greek architecture is more 
free than sculpture from organic forms; and it has no other 
laws than good taste and harmony. But from this statement 
Hegel does not draw the conclusion that since the creative 
freedom of architecture can be greater, its value as art cannot 
be minor or symbolical, but only different. The Gothic cathe­
dral has a determined aim, but both in its grandiose aspect and 
in its sublime calm, it is elevated above every useful destina­
tion, to the level of something of infinity in itself; and cor­
responds well to the Christian spirit, both because it is a place 
of collectedness and silence, expressing Christian withdrawal 
within the consciousness, and because it is elevated almost to 
the infinite, as meditation is lifted to the Heavens.

Sculpture works an advance upon architecture, because, 
instead of adopting masses of inert nature, it represents the 
animate living body, and above all the human body, with 
which the mind is completely identified. Corporeal form is 
blended with spirit and becomes its living image. Sculpture
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represents neither the intimate feelings of the mind, nor the 
single passions; it does not offer individual character except 
in its generality, in the degree to which the body can express 
it, without movement, without living action, without develop­
ment. It cannot bear colours, because the abstract form of 
sculpture is not an imperfection, but the limit which this art 
imposes upon itself. To sculpture fully correspond the pagan 
religion and the pagan conception of human life. The per­
fection of sculpture is naturally the work of the Greeks, be­
cause they understood the character of invariable indetermi­
nateness in opposition to the incidental. Sculpture must repre­
sent the divine in itself, its infinite calm, its sublimity, eternal, 
immobile without contrasts of action or of situation. In man, 
also, sculpture must see only the invariable character, free 
from every extraneous influence. In such a way sculpture 
realises the perfect expression of physical beauty. Hegel goes 
on to analyse the ideal form of Greek sculpture, systematising 
but accepting fully the thought of Winckelmann, and hence, 
though appreciating the expressive capacity of Christian sculp­
ture, he believes that the Christian spirit is not adapted to sculp­
ture, coming from the infinity of the soul. He makes an ex­
ception of Michelangelo, but only to confirm the rule.

With painting is initiated the series of romantic arts, in which 
music and poetry participate. The mind does not limit itself 
to sensible plastic representation, but bends upon itself, de­
scends into the depths of its nature, distinguishes itself from na­
ture and from the body, acquires the feeling of its free person­
ality, of its infinite nature, of its divine essence. Therefore the 
nexus between mind and body is loosened. The mind asks 
more ideal forms, less material, a vaster field of representation, 
richer and more varied materials, an expression more lively 
and profound. Nature itself becomes more spiritualised, every- 
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where presenting a reflection of thought, an echo of feeling, 
like a frame for the development of the mind. This is the ob­
ject of painting, and for this reason the natural centre of paint­
ing is the Christian world. The Greek painters were not able 
to attain the conception of modern painters precisely because 
their paganism answered to the limitations of sculpture. The 
painter substitutes for reality an appearance that has need of 
a greater spirituality. Colour, which defines such an appear­
ance, demands of the objects represented a more individual 
and living character, hence the multiplicity of situations, the 
movement, the variety which respond to the materials of paint­
ing. And, again, painting necessitates a more personal manner, 
more sensitive, passions more pronounced, a place for the 
particular, the individual, the accidental. Its field is very much 
more vast, because it embraces all the objects of nature, all 
the works of human activity, all the details of existence.

Here a parenthesis is necessary. The representation which 
Hegel gives of painting is the one most corresponding to the 
representation of art in general, according to the principles of 
the idealists, their spiritual knowledge, their animation of uni­
versal nature. To-day we interpret in such mode not only paint­
ing, but also sculpture and architecture. If Hegel was not able 
to do this, it is due to the domination of the thought of 
Winckelmann, which he still obeyed.

The form of painting, Hegel proceeds, is given by surface 
and colour, hence it must renounce material plasticity. But the 
apparent imperfection is a real progress. Painting no longer 
shows objects as they are in themselves, but transforms them 
into figures, which are a mirror of the mind. It is, then, that 
appearance which manifests the mind to itself, as an eternity 
of the fleeting. The spectator contemplates, in a manner more 
free from all objective reality, art itself, which is a spiritual 
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manifestation in forms of the external world. The physical 
element which belongs to painting is light: chiaroscuro, effects 
of lights and shades, are not the materials, but the production, 
the creation, of painting; and light becomes the principles of 
colour which is the principal means of painting. Chiaroscuro 
has a plastic character, and is therefore a complement of draw­
ing; but the contrast of lights and darks is pictorial. The 
colours have a psychological symbology and a harmony of 
their own, which depends upon the presence of the funda­
mental colours (blue, yellow, red, green), not attenuated as 
in Mengs and his followers, but harmonised with daring and 
energy.

At this point one would expect Hegel to recognise in paint­
ing a completeness of spiritual expression, but, unfortunately, 
it is not so. Painting, he says, is more incomplete than poetry, 
because, to express feeling and passion, it has at its disposition 
only the face and the attitudes of the body. Therefore the 
forms and the colours express nothing in themselves, but only 
with reference to human bodies and their movements. This 
is a last residue of illuministic naturalism in idealistic criticism.

However, Hegel understood that the sentimentalism of the 
pictorial school of Dusseldorf was a malady which must be 
cured, and he understood that the primitive Italians were true 
artists and that the Nazarenes were not so at all. He analysed 
happily the relation between religious piety and the calm of 
artistic contemplation in Italian painting of the Renaissance; 
and noted the complete independence and freedom of the 
artists with regard to the themes treated: even in portraits, 
they are figures of another world which the artists created, 
they are roses which flourish in heaven. The primitives, even 
if imperfect as compared with the masters of the full Renais­
sance, are nevertheless appreciable for pure and innocent piety,
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for grandiose conception, depth of sentiment and ingenuous 
beauty of form. In spite of their technical imperfection, they 
have been too much praised to the disadvantage of the perfect 
painters. This was a concession to extraneous ideas, since it 
seems evident that according to Hegel, the problem should 
have converged on the sensible expression of the idea, and 
not on technique.

Finally, in Dutch painting of the seventeenth century, Hegel 
sees well that, if the motives are insignificant and incidental, 
even to grossness and banality, their representation is well pene­
trated with ingenuous gaiety and joviality; so that, not the 
motives, but the gaiety and joviality form the true theme and 
base of the picture. That is to say, the Dutch manifest poetical 
character in presenting true human nature, while in the recent 
historical pictures, in spite of every resemblance to real men 
and personages, one immediately understands that the painter 
knows neither man nor the humanity of man.

I hope that this enforcedly fragmentary and schematic 
exposition may be enough to indicate both the greatness and 
rhe limitations of the history of art imagined by Hegel. The 
greatness consists in the new spiritual consciousness of the work 
of art and of the development of artistic taste. Hence it can 
well be said that, not from the history of Winckelmann but 
from that of Hegel, must start any later attempt which would 
really fuse the history and criticism of art. The limitations are 
of various nature: before everything, he speaks of the perfec­
tion of architecture, sculpture and painting rather than of 
individual artists, and therefore he does not recognise the in­
dividual perfection of every true artist. His keen taste allows 
him to understand the Dutch beauty of the seventeenth cen­
tury, like the Italian of the sixteenth century, but not that of 
rhe primitive painters, nor of the Christian sculptors, nor of
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the Gothic architects. If he is right in distinguishing the char- 
acter of the various arts, he does not see that the distinction 
is valid only as a provisional scheme for understanding the 
distinctions of all artistic personalities; he considered as finite, 
distinctions which are in fact infinite. This error depends 
really upon the theory which universalises the idea of expres­
sion in art rather than individuates the ideals represented by 
each artist. Hegel derives another limitation from the neo- 
classical education, from faith in the universal and eternal per­
fection of Greek sculpture, by which he was obliged to con­
fuse plastic form with artistic form, was obliged to reduce 
perfect form to the human body, and therefore to maintain a 
residue of naturalism in his idealism. He cherishes the most 
lively sympathy for painting, even for modern painting, and 
allows it more progress than sculpture, but since sculpture is 
the perfection of art the progress of painting is a recession from 
art and a step forward to transform art into philosophy. 
Whence the logical conclusion of the death of art in modern 
times.

One of the great merits of the idealistic aesthetic, as the 
awakencr of art criticism, was the absorption of the concept 
of beauty in the concept of art. But this went further, and met 
with the obstacle, already encountered by Aristotle and St. 
Augustine, of the representation of the ugly. Kant had already 
juxtaposed to the analysis of beauty that of the sublime, and 
Frederick Schlegel had hinted at a theory of the ugly. The 
rationalistic impulse was too much present in Hegel to allow 
him to cultivate this field. Solger had an intuition that in the 
concept of the ugly there was something positive, that it was 
not a simple antithesis of beauty, in so far as the ugly sought to 
supersede beauty, but denied that the absolutely ugly could
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enter into the limits of art, and admitted only that in the pas­
sage from the sublime to the comic, beauty must pass very 
near to ugliness. Weisse from his corner insisted on the posi­
tivity of the ugly, in so far as it stimulates beauty, in a magical 
if diseased manner. Rosenkranz wrote outright an aesthetic of 
the ugly, as an integration of that of Hegel, in the name of 
the relativity of beauty. He maintains that the same elements 
which lead to beauty, the sublime, the pleasing, could take 
another, perverted road — that of the ugly, whether through 
spiritual mediocrity, or caricature, or lust for the repugnant. 
Therefore art comprehends the ugly not only in so far as it 
does not succeed in reaching the beautiful but also in so far as 
its aim can be precisely the ugly. Even the Greeks represented 
images of the ugly, and horrible and mad crimes; moreover, in 
Christian art the diabolical clement makes part of the spiritual 
world, and could not be eliminated from it without under­
standing that world in a superficial manner. Moreover, he who 
makes the devil beautiful adds fraud to ugliness, and is to be 
condemned. It is therefore necessary to express the ugly by 
means of an intensification which is an idealisation. This ug­
liness, which makes an integral part of art, is admitted by Car­
riere, because it is an essential clement of the characteristic, 
and therefore of the individual expression, free from any par­
ticular type of beauty. The true ugliness, that which partakes 
neither of art nor of beauty, is the false expression of free in­
dividuality. Here is a principle of the overcoming of the ab­
stract opposition of the beautiful and the ugly: the synthesis 
of the two opposites placed upon the characteristic, no longer 
understood in the object created, but in the principle of the 
free and individual expression of the subject. Hartmann adds 
that the ugly and the diabolical arc reflected in two different 
worlds, the aesthetic and the moral, with an apparent irration-
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ality which participates in a final rationality. Through such 
a tortuous way some German aesthetes tried to explain the 
ever more imperious bearing of extraneous factors upon the 
neo-classical beauty in rhe art of rhe nineteenth century.

The new conception of history as development, due to Ger­
manic idealism, gave new vigour to philological and positive 
studies in the history of art: an example of this new direction 
is the work of Rumohr. But we shall speak of him later.

Here, we shall touch rather upon the two writers on art who 
worked above all upon the basis of the ideas of Hegel. One is 
Hotho, for whom the true themes of historical research are the 
various conceptions which peoples present in the various 
arts, in this way he neglects personal character in the work 
of art, but illuminates well the ideal life of artistic periods. 
His history of German and Flemish painting (1842-3) *s 
noteworthy as a vision of the whole, rather than as a criticism 
of separate works. Hotho also initiates the history of taste, 
dealing with the fading and revival of the fame of the Van 
Eycks. Toward modern art he, too, is little directed. Among 
the French artists he appreciates Horace Vernet and is silent 
about Delacroix.

A general history of art, under the influence of Hegel, as­
signing essential value to the religious and spiritual elements in 
the general aspect of art, was written by Schnaase (1843-1864). 
I Ie proceeds dialectically to synthesis, and would embrace em­
piricism and speculation, art and culture, reflection and narra­
tion, even romanticism and illuminism. He conceives his history 
as universal history, which comprehends East and West, the 
ancient, middle and modern ages. Fie would deal with it in a 
philosophico-historical manner. Fie considers that art is the 
central activity of peoples, that in it are manifested feelings,

2 1^



History of Art Criticism

thoughts and customs, and therefore he treats art as an essen­
tial document of the life of peoples. In every work he seeks its 
spiritual principle, and calls such a method physiognomico- 
poetical, counterposed to rhe optical-pictorial. His greatest 
merit concerns the treatment of mediaeval art, which is the art 
most dear to his heart, and in which he sees the most immedi­
ate expression of rhe deepest feelings. He tries to find the his­
torical relation between the art and the life of mediaeval hu­
manity. His interest in the spiritual tendencies of various ar­
tistic periods, rather than in single artistic personalities, is his 
character and also his limitation as an art historian.

The German idealistic system of aesthetics was diffused in 
France, but in a manner which lost, or almost lost, any critical 
vitality. Philosophically the diffuser was Cousin (1818); La- 
mennais interwove idealism and religion; Jouffroy, starting 
from Cousin, placed the idealistic metaphysic in relation with 
acute psychological observations: for him the task of art is to 
discover the invisible through the physical. In criticism, at the 
beginning of rhe nineteenth century, he took part in the con­
troversy between Emeric David, who would reduce the prin­
ciple of ancient art to the pure imitation of nature, and Quat- 
remere de Quincy, who maintained instead the ideal value of 
art, identified with classical art, and opposed the doctrine of 
Winckelmann to the nascent romanticism. Guizot, in an es­
say on the limits between sculpture and painting (1816), starts 
from Lessing, but goes very much further to express ideas very 
similar to those of Hegel. But his interest in the ideal content 
of many historical pictures in the Louvre shows that he has not 
understood the more vital part of the Hegelian doctrine. The 
classicist tendency and a vague mysticism prevailed in the offi­
cial French artistic literature for a long time, even after neo-
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classical art definitely was dead; and this was the chief cause 
of the detachment, ever more profound, between the official 
doctrine and true artistic life in France. The typical example 
of a belated classicist may be indicated in Charles Blanc.

Full of compromises with the official classicism was French 
criticism of a religious tendency, of which the two principal 
works arc the “Treatise on Painting” (1828) of Paillot de Mont- 
abert, and the “Christian Art” (1836) of Rio. Rio writes with 
a prevailingly religious interest, and under the influence of 
Schelling’s ideas, and even recognises explicitly the weakness 
of the aesthetic tradition in France as compared with German. 
But his temperament is more rhetorical than critical, and there­
fore he draws few conclusions from the best aesthetic prepara­
tion as compared with that of his contemporaries: nevertheless 
the interpretation of the art of Blessed Angelico and of the Si­
enese school is new and full of just observations.

Very much closer to art were, naturally, the artists them­
selves who wrote about art, even if they were the serfs of neo- 
classicism. A pupil of David, Delecluze, wrote a book on his 
master, in which is explained with great acuteness the effective 
value of neo-classical art and taste, and of the movement born 
in the same school of David, of the primitivists or religious 
painters. In it Delecluze distinguishes well the sentimental and 
intuitive needs of classical and religious art, from theories for­
mulated by others.

The sources of inspiration of that French activity of the 
nineteenth century which counts in the history of criticism 
were, however, very diverse, both from the idealistic aesthetic 
and from the religious revival or the neo-classical experience.

In Italy also the idealistic aesthetics, of the Schelling variety, 
had various repercussions, and influenced Gioberti, who com-
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bined ideas on art with those on religion. Already at the be­
ginning of the century Cicognara, in his “History of Sculp­
ture” (1813-1818), had understood the perfection of sonic 
Christian sculptors and had insisted on the value of the relig­
ious impulse in art. As far back as 1806 Pietro Giordani had 
proclaimed that painters must be masters of philosophy, in or­
der to convert private affections to the public welfare and re­
veal the hopes of humankind. Pietro Sclvatico, who had read 
Hegel and Rio, who had visited Munich and spread abroad 
the principles of that “philosophical art” which he had praised 
in the Italian purists, published an “Aesthetico-critical History 
of the Art of Design” (1852-56). In this work he would take 
away from philosophy, and assign to history, the task of di­
recting artists, of understanding the moral and religious valucof 
the primitives, the moral degradation of baroque painting and 
neo-classical art, and also of feeling the ridiculousness of neo­
Gothic nonsense. He fixed himself above all on the masters “who 
gave impulse and life to a given order of ideas and facts,” and 
insisted on the unity of painting, sculpture and architecture, and 
of the need of an ideal inherent in all art. But his work lacks 
something of organisation, because the traditional motives of 
the lives of artists are stealthily introduced in the midst of ide­
alistic problems.

So that we may conclude that the most coherent, compre­
hensive and fair history of art of the idealistic type may be 
considered even now that of Hegel.
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CHAPTER IX 
Philologists, Archaeologists and 
Connoisseurs in XIXth and XXth

Centuries
Idealistic philosophy gave a strong impulse to history by the 
concept of development in which were fused the idea and the 
fact, the divine and the human. The idea was no longer con- 
sidcrcd as transcendent to but as immanent in the fact, fused 
in the fact — for example, by Hegel. But, as we have seen with 
regard to his history of art, such fusion did not always take 
place, bur rather there appeared a contrast between ideas and 
facts which could only end in a forcing of the facts. It was, 
therefore, natural that realistic minds should occupy them­
selves with the facts for their own sake, at first still mindful 
of finding a relation between the facts and the ideas, and then 
emancipating themselves from the ideas. Thus arose the philo­
logical method of history, which flourished particularly in 
Germany from the beginning of the nineteenth century. Such 
a method consists in verifying the source of evidence and de- 
composing it: that is to say, before accepting evidence, one tries 
to determine upon what it is founded, and then decomposes this 
source into its original separate sources. This external process 
of criticism of the sources accomplished, one passes to the in­
ternal process; that is to say, one seeks to determine if and to 
what extent the author of the evidence has reason to tell the 
truth or to modify or falsify it.

It was natural that the history of art should follow the philo­
logical method to verify its written sources. What Pliny re­
counted about the antique painters and sculptors was repeated, 
with occasional comments, before seeking to determine the 
sources from which Pliny had drawn directly or otherwise.
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Begun by Jahn in 1850, and continued by Brunn, Furtwaeng- 
ler, the two Ulrichs, Eugene Sellers, and by Kalkmann in 
1898, the problem was in great part, resolved if not complete­
ly so, by means of comparisons of texts and happy intuitions. 
So that it has been possible to identify the criticism of Xenoc- 
rates and in general the Greek criticism of the third century, 
and distinguish it from Roman criticism at the end of the Repub­
lic and the beginning of the Empire. As much can be said 
for Vasari, whose “Lives” are the chief source for the knowl­
edge of the Italian Renaissance. Milanesi, Frey, Scoti-Bertinelli, 
Kallab and Schlosser have established the sources of Vasari, so 
that to-day we have an almost certain rule for accepting or 
rejecting a Vasarian item of information. These are two typical 
cases, and many others could be quoted.

While the traditional literary sources were being thus veri­
fied and often purified, there was an intensification of research 
into, and publication of, primary written sources: inscriptions 
and documents in the archives. Above all, these last have 
brought about an extraordinary increase of information on the 
Renaissance and the modern age, permitting us to define with 
certainty the life and culture of the artists, the authorship of the 
works of art, their date, the occasion of the production, the 
external relation between the works of art and with life, re­
ligious, social and literary. In some cases the literary tradition 
— for example that of Vasari — has been completely reduced 
to powder, and the information on the life and works of artists 
has all been founded upon the documents in the archives. 
Publication of and comment upon these documents constituted 
a good part of the activity of art historians in the nineteenth 
century.

With the criticism of literary sources and the publication of 
documents of the archives they have, in fact, accomplished



in the XIXtb and XXtb Centuries
that task of philological criticism which was indicated to them 
by the political historians. But such a task for historians of 
art could only be lateral and secondary: the principal sources 
for philological criticism were the works of art themselves. For 
this, the aid of political historians was limited or non-existent. 
It was necessary to invent a method of interpreting the monu 
ments of art. hi order to appreciate a source, rhe philological 
historians hail decomposed it into its elements. Similarly the art 
historians, of a philological tendency, decomposed the monu­
ments of art according to certain schemes, among which the 
principal were: i) the content of the work of art, considered 
not as the feeling expressed by the artist, but as the theme dealt 
with, whence arose a special discipline — iconography; 2) 
technique, a very vague concept in which were comprised the 
science of construction in architecture, the systems of work­
ing marble, wood and bronze in sculpture, the different ways 
of amalgamating colours (tempera, oil, water-colour) for 
painting, besides perspective, anatomy and the other means of 
naturalistic illusion; 3) style, understood in a material manner 
as the ensemble of figurative conventions which absorbed the 
artistic personalities or which they shared with their masters 
and pupils.

Winckelmann had studied the form and content of Greek 
works of art in order to define what was perfect art; Hegel 
had imagined a universal development of the mind to pluck 
from it the moment of perfect art; Ruskin had made his moral 
sensibility vibrate to discern true and false art: all three had 
moved heaven and earth to understand and judge art. The cen­
tre of attention of the philological critics was different: it was 
no longer art, but philology itself. The monuments of art were 
considered only as documents for the knowledge of the relig­
ion, the habits and customs, the characters of people, their in-
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tellectual and practical life — everything except their artistic 
imagination. Now without being aware of it, now with full 
consciousness, the philologists renounced the great conquest 
of the eighteenth century: the consciousness of the autonomy 
of art.

There was often in the philologists a sincere enthusiasm for 
art, and at times even an artistic capacity, which showed it­
self in drawings and paintings or in lyrical descriptions: what 
they lacked almost always was thought upon art. 'There was 
in that attitude a fashionable motive, aversion from philosophy, 
which was accentuated in the second half of the past century, in 
the period of positivism, and which ended in a renunciation of 
all authentic thought, whether of the philosophical or the his­
torical order. But there was at the same time a very just demand; 
that of not losing sight of the facts, and of verifying their ex­
act conditions and limitations before judging them. What a 
work of art meant to represent, what technique had been used 
in it, what relations there were between its stylistic elements 
and those of other works of art, whether by the same artist or 
by other artists associated in time and place: all this was de­
termined by the philologists in an incomparably better way 
than before; and there would be nothing to object to it, except 
when they thought to draw from these statements of fact an 
historical reconstruction or a critical judgment of art. The 
critics, who were true historians, and the historians, who were 
true critics, were thus justly irritated, because neither iconog­
raphy, nor the history of technique, nor the history of ab­
stract figurative elements is the history of art. Art is some­
thing different from all these things, something nearer cer­
tainly to what Hegel saw than to what is seen by a philologist. 
So that, looked at in retrospect, the enormous philological la­
bour on art of almost a century and a half appears to us very
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much more like an imposing mound of stones than an archi­
tecture in stone.

Nevertheless՛, philological labour on art had two important 
consequences upon critical judgment, even apart from the sim­
ple exactitude of the facts in reference. One of the two con­
tributions is negative. Idealism, of the Schelling type, had ex­
alted art as a mode of knowledge, but had attributed to art in- 
tcllcctual knowledge. Through explaining genius rationally, 
he had ended by rationalising genius. The philological historian 
of art explained instead the elements of a work of art, leaving 
genius aside; or rather, he ignored genius, sometimes grant- 
ing it some civilities, but preferring to fly from it; and this 
is also a way of avoiding the rationalisation of genius — the only 
way, indeed, for anyone not convinced that thought is capable 
of understanding that which is not reducible to rationality. 
Bound to the facts, philological criticism observed its own 
limits, at least this was true of its more intelligent representa­
tives. Its function was then that of scepticism, with regard to 
a definition of art like that of Hegel, which did not take enough 
account of the non-logical character of art; from which fol­
lowed an agnosticism which established the negative conditions 
for a later and more comprehensive conception of art.

The other contribution was positive. Winckelmann had 
believed himself able to understand Greek and Egyptian art, 
although he knew, in fact, almost only Roman copies. The 
discovery of authentic Greek art began properly with 1800, 
when Lord Elgin despoiled the edifices of the Acropolis at 
Athens to carry the sculptures to London. If to-day one com­
pares a recent history of Greek art with that of Winckelmann 
one finds that the ideas have hardly changed, but the works 
discussed are almost totally new. Whole epochs, like those of 
Mycenean or Minoian art, have come to light in course of
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fortunate excavations. Even more impressive has been the ac­
cumulation of a quite new knowledge of Egyptian art. The 
romantic movement in favour of mediaeval art led the philol­
ogists to discover with new eyes the monuments of Byzantine, 
Romanesque and Gothic art, and to explore the Christian cata­
combs. Knowledge of Asiatic art has been increased a hundred- 
fold, above all in the twentieth century: to-day we distinguish 
very well the productions of Mesopotamia, Persia, Central 
Asia, India, Indo-China, China, Japan and many so-called bar­
barian people, like the Scythians, the Africans, the Mayas, the 
Aztecs and the Incas. Finally, even of the artistic periods tra­
ditionally better known, like the Renaissance and the modern 
age, an infinite number of lost works have been rediscovered 
and reclassified, and artistic personalities fallen into forgetful­
ness have retaken their place in history: Grunewald, El Greco, 
and Vermeer of Delft are typical examples of this. The gaps 
that worry philologists are, and will probably remain, infinite. 
But the enrichment of knowledge is such that, however little 
the artistic sensibility may be, certain errors preceding the 
philological mode arc no longer possible. Winckclmann and 
Hegel had believed that the absolute perfection of art was to be 
sought in Greek sculpture of a given period: to-day such an 
error would seem ridiculous. Ruskin had believed that true arc 
was connected only, or almost only, with Christian religiosity; 
and even this seems to us an oddity. Like Winckclmann, Hegel 
and Ruskin, though for different reasons, the philological 
critics too were interested in the art of the past and did not 
care for contemporary art. Indeed, on contemporary art phil­
ological criticism had nothing to say, neither the decomposi­
tion of the sources, nor virtuosity in attribution, nor icono- 
graphical research being requisite for it. Not being able to 
employ the only instrument at its disposition, philological
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criticism abstained from intervening in the problems of con­
temporary art, thus giving a lesson in morality to both Winck- 
elmann, who promoted the neo-classical Academy, and Rus­
kin, who defended the Pre-Raphaelite Academy. On the other 
hand, by having made known with ever more perfect mechani­
cal reproduction the different forms of art of all times and 
places, the philological criticism of art has offered to artists 
experiences without number, and has definitely freed them 
from the classic as from the Christian myth.

The spirit of analysis prevailing in philology caused books 
of art history to be conceived as written museums, in which 
the works of art are arranged and classified. It was natural 
that completeness of information should be looked upon as 
the essential value. Therefore histories of art became histories 
of universal art, and monographs on an artist contained the 
examination of all his works. Classical archaeology sought to 
become something more extensive than a history of art. Begin­
ning with F. A. Wolff in 1807, it started from the figurative 
monuments to find in them the relation with philology and 
linguistics, with aesthetics and the theory of art, with the 
history of culture, religion, law, with the practical life of the 
ancients. Archaeologists therefore invented the so-called science 
of antiquity, in order to justify their interest in all that which 
is not properly art.

The first “Manual of the Archaeology of Art” is the work of 
Muller (1830). He was a philologist rather than an archaeolo­
gist; he proposed a totalitarian history and projected a general 
collection of the monuments of ancient art. Such a cultural con­
tent can easily assume the form of an encyclopaedia: and 
Pauly-Wissowa for classical antiquity, Kraus for Christian 
antiquity, furnished in encyclopaedic form fundamental in-
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struments of labour. In 1842 appeared Kugler’s “Manual of 
Art History,” which had the greatest influence, and not only 
in Germany. Kugler has full knowledge of the empirical 
character with which he works, and which he opposes to the 
idealism of Hegel; he is anti-romantic and does not occupy 
himself with the aims of art. But he does not renounce research 
into the intimate artistic character of the monuments; rather 
he regroups the monuments according to their formal charac­
ters, more than according to external schemes, such as peoples 
and the like, and he often has happy intuitions, as when he 
distinguishes the objective sensible tendencies of Florentine 
painting as compared with those more sentimental and lyrical 
in Sienese painting of the fourteenth century. Similarly, he 
is able to distinguish in architecture that which is artistic from 
that which is constructive practice. His tendency to universal­
ity is clear and therefore comprehends prehistoric art, demon­
strating with facts the advantage of avoiding erroneous laws 
of taste. To him is due the partitioningof art into four moments: 
art of primitive peoples, classical art, romantic or mediaeval 
art, and modern art. The most popular manual, translated and 
republished even in the twentieth century, was that of Spring­
er, which appeared in 1855. The approach to positivism is 
greater here: art is the imitation of nature, and is understood, 
not as an original activity, but as an institution changing ac­
cording to the customs of peoples. The method of art history 
must be that of history in general, without being modified 
by the fact that its content is art. Springer understands that 
the development of the artistic personality is the major task 
of art history, but understands that personality as a practi­
cal activity. That depends upon the special limitation of his 
artistic sensibility, inadequate, in fact, to give life to his broad 
doctrine.
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In France a theoretico-practical treatise which had great 

publicity was the “Grammar of the Arts of Design” by 
Charles Blanc (1880), in which the historical experience of 
art is distributed in a systematic manner, but in which the lack 
of any dominating thought is astounding. It deals with a 
classification of manners, without profound conviction and 
without artistic sensibility.

Among the more recent histories of universal, or almost uni֊, 
versal art, is to be mentioned that edited by Andre Michel. 
It is natural that the multiplication to infinity of the monu­
ments studied, without concern for ideas or rules of judgment, 
should tend to specialisation, and therefore that a history of 
art in all Christian countries from the fourth century to our 
own times should be no longer possible to a single individual. 
For that reason Andre Michel distributed the various chapters 
among various collaborators, and tried to obtain unity by 
means of conclusions written by himself at the end of each 
period. He thus defines his task (1906): “Our role is limited 
to observing and classing the facts, that is to say, the monu­
ments which are the matter and the object of a history of art, 
and to trying to indicate in what relation they are found with 
general history.” Therefore his “conclusions” do not consider 
art, but the thought and religion of the various periods, and 
the share of the several nations in artistic production. In the 
German “Manual of the Science of Art” founded by Fritz 
Burger, and not yet completed, the process of division reaches 
the limit: it is a series of monographs, often good and some­
times less good, according to the value of the author of each, 
without there being any directing personality or any idea of 
the whole.
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But the encyclopedic tendency of philological activity was 

the least capable of concrete results: the study of single aspects 
of the work of art, even if arbitrarily abstracted, could give 
better. The technique which claims the practical activity of 
the artist and is connected with the physical world must spec­
ially attract the attention of philologists, always anxious for 
material certainty. And, indeed, studies on the technique of 
all the arts were specially developed in the nineteenth century, 
and to them contributed the sciences of physics and chemistry. 
It is enough to recall the “Law of the Simultaneous Contrasts 
of Colours” of Chevreul (1838), which exercised so much 
influence on later painting, and the studies published between 
1855 and 1877 of Helmholtz and Briicke on the physiology 
and psychology of vision. The technical aspect had special 
favour, or rather dominated all other aspects in works of 
architecture — for example, those of VioIlet-le-Duc, Choisy, 
Dehio and Bezold; in all the manuals or treatises on the so- 
called minor arts — for example, in the “History of Indus­
trial Arts” by Labarte, and also, though in less degree, in the 
studies of mediaeval art by Courajod, or in the studies on 
Greek art by Loewy. This last takes great account of ideal 
values, but the directive line is always that of ability to re­
produce external nature.

It was Semper who gave general value and aesthetic pre­
tension to technical motives. He is the adversary of all idealism 
and tends to natural science of the Darwinian type. He is not 
interested in the intimate life of art, but in the evolution of 
forms assumed as essential. He believes he is able to find in 
technique the origin of essential forms, of types and symbols 
in art. He occupies himself neither with painting nor sculp­
ture, but with architecture and the decorative arts, textiles, 
ceramics, works in metal, and so on. Apart from the material 
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of art he considers utilitarian character as the only aim of art. 
Even if repugnant, such a materialistic conception of art has, 
however, had its use: that of recalling the attention of the his- 
torian to the realisation of mind in matter, to the way in which 
matter had been sensibilised by art. Semper’s culture was, 
however, too limited to enable him to draw from his own 
principles the stylistic conclusions in a historical sense, as they 
were later drawn by Robert Vischer and Alois Ricgl.

The least cultivated among the observers of a work of art 
asks himself immediately what it represents, what is the “sub­
ject” treated; and even the most erudite among the scholars, 
when he is not interested in that which is peculiar to art, in 
avoiding Semper’s mistake, falls back into the treatment of 
the “subject.” He believes that only through the “subject” 
can the work of art be reunited to the spiritual world in which 
it is born. The first to develop the study of subjects were the 
archaeologists, beginning with Winckelmann. Since he be- 
lieved himself to perceive the perfection of art in the per­
fection of types of gods, he arbitrarily identified art criticism 
and iconography. The philologists of the nineteenth century 
did not fall into the same error and were interested in the 
iconography of the gods, for its own sake, and in artistic myth­
ology in general, considering the work of art as a simple in­
strument for achieving the history of myth — that is to say, 
of religious belief. Conze and Overbeck are specially illus­
trated in this field.

The Christian archaeologists had to be specially interested 
in iconography; indeed, the reason of their studies was very 
much more the illustration of primitive Christianism than the 
history of art. Cahier and Martin, Didron, De Rossi, Garrucci, 
Wilpert, founded their works on iconography. The same can
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be said of the scholars in Byzantine art, Kondakoff, Strzygow- 
sky, Diehl, Millet.

Very much more than the technical, the iconographical 
method is an obstacle in the understanding of art, because the 
types and compositions of mythological and sacred scenes may 
remain almost the same throughout the most profound differ­
ences in artistic civilisations and individual imaginations. 
Since to create in art does not mean to invent, the repetition 
of motives popularly accepted is clearly distinct from the 
personal contribution of the artist and the taste of an epoch 
or school. Peculiarly to iconography is due one of the worst 
prejudices in art history, that of the static immobility of cer­
tain artistic periods. The consideration of Greek art as of 
eternal aestheticism, of noble severity, is as absurd under the 
aesthetic aspect as it is false under the historical aspect. Such 
a prejudice is to-day corrected. But that of the century-old 
immobility of Byzantine art is not yet destroyed.

Where the iconographical method most clearly shows its 
weak side is when it turns to Romanesque, Gothic or Renais­
sance art, because the abundance of monuments allows us to 
know them better in their individual aspects: and the books of 
Male on religious art in France arc a typical example of such 
weakness.

When, on the other hand, all the elements of the work of 
art — not only those relative to the subject treated, but also those 
which arc technical and formal — are put into relation with the 
history of civilisation, the results are much better. Under that 
aspect, also, archaeology has given some typical examples: 
Perrot and Chipicz, for the art of the ancient Orient and of 
primitive Greece; Gardner and Collignon, for Greek sculp­
ture; Klein for Greek art. Thode illustrated both: the new 
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way of feeling nature, due to the mysticism of St. Francis, as 
the origin of the art of the Italian Renaissance: and the contrast 
between Christian religiosity and pagan form in Michelan­
gelo, as the end of rhe Renaissance.

A special way of seeing the relations between civilisation 
and art was developed in France, above all with regard to rhe 
kalian Renaissance. The initiator was Stendhal, who presented 
a picture of rhe disorder, arbitrariness, and a-moraliry in 
public and private life in Italy during the Renaissance as a 
condition of the flourishing of painting. He instituted a re- 
lationship between rhe picturesque in life and art.

From rhe positivistic philosophy of Comte, Taino drew the 
idea of rhe ambient (milieu) as a determinant of art, and 
then systematised the intuition of Stendhal, treating not only 
Italian Renaissance bur also Dutch and Greek art. Taino right­
ly considers that the work of art is not isolated, but that, to 
understand it, it is necessary to place it in relation with the 
other works of the same artist, with the school or group to 
which he belongs, with the world surrounding him and the 
taste of which conforms to his own. “To understand a work 
of art, an artist, a group of artists, one must represent to one­
self with exactitude the general state of mind and manners 
of the time to which they belong.”

Where error begins is when Taine believes that ambient is 
rhe cause of painting. It is a double error: first of all, it does 
not take count of the freedom of individual creation, and then 
it materialises the ambient as a physical fact. On the other 
hand, he is not free, as he believes, from the prejudices of ideal­
ism. He says that he accepts all schools and all tastes, even 
the most opposed. But, according to him, Italian painting- 
reached perfection between 1475 and 1530; before it was im­
perfect, and afterwards it decayed. He carries back to Italian
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painting of the Renaissance the same errors of Winckel- 
mann and in part those of Hegel. It is not, in fact, a case of ac­
cepting all tastes, but of discovering in all the presence of 
the creative personality.

Limiting, then, Italian painting to the so-called Golden Age 
of the Renaissance, Taine asks himself what was the cause, 
otherwise the ambient: race akin to that of Greeks and Ro­
mans, by which the Italians resisted Gothic, prefer melodious 
music, have the taste of “ordering,” and understand man bet­
ter than nature. To this permanent cause (race) arc added 
others which arc temporary: there was much culture in Italy 
in the Renaissance, but it was a culture based more upon fig­
ures than upon ideas (here Hegel comes up again); they wore 
picturesque clothes and did not take religion very seriously; 
and interest in the human body and its passions came from 
the lack of a stable government and the frequency of riots 
and human types like Benvenuto Cellini. In short, a pictur­
esque state of mind half-way between figures and ideas, an 
abundance of energetic characters and violent customs, adapt­
ed to the knowledge and the taste for beautiful bodily forms.

To-day it seems to us grotesque that a talent like Taine 
could really believe that these motives, heterogeneous among 
themselves and above all heterogeneous to art, were its cause. 
It is certain that his very diffuse ideas have had their incon­
veniences in later culture. They have contributed, however, to 
the comprehension of the participation of art in social life, and 
have allowed to be seen, through social life, some aesthetic 
values formerly avoided and insufficiently appreciated, as for 
example, in Dutch painting.

Inspired by Taine is the “History of Art during the Re­
naissance” by Eugene Muntz (1888-1895). It’s ordered thus: 
first it speaks of patrons (that is to say, the princes of each 
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court); then of tradition (the cult of the antique); of religious 
life, of the studies of reality, of perspective, anatomy, cari­
cature, clothes, methods of teaching, organisation of labour, 
and of the subjects treated; of style, or conventions of technique, 
and finally of the authors of architecture, sculpture and paint- 
ting. It is an orderly and abundant picture of all the elements 
external to artistic activity, with an absolute indifference to 
individual imagination, and even to their effects upon taste.

Greatly superior to Taine and Muntz appears Jacob Burck­
hardt, not because he had a much better critical and historical 
method, but precisely because he was an aestheticising dilet­
tante, with an artistic sensibility very much alive. His idolis­
ing of the Renaissance, as a civilisation completely separated 
from the mediaeval, with the habit of arbitrariness and caprice, 
has not withstood criticism. In particular, his famous concept 
of the “state as a work of art” is not sustainable, unless as a 
paradoxical suggestion. But the merit of Burckhardt is to 
have kept his treatment of the culture of the Renaissance dis­
tinct from the history of art. In “Cicerone” (1855) he limits 
himself to indicating what are the greatest works of art in 
Italy, pointing briefly to his own preferences. But in the “His­
tory of the Renaissance in Italy” he writes a true history of 
architecture and decoration. He then transcends both cultural 
information and the taste of the refined tourist, seeking to define 
the development of the forms of artistic representation. Ideal­
ism had formed the concept of plastico-constructivc or or­
ganic, as that which was best adapted to make understandable 
the essence of Greek architecture. Subsequently it was be­
lieved that the same concept would serve to understand the 
Gothic cathedral. But a series of monuments were not com­
prehensible in that concept: late Roman, Byzantine, Roman­
esque, Italian Gothic constructions, and finally and above all, 
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constructions of the central type of the Italian Renaissance. 
To distinguish this series from the preceding, Burckhardt 
formed the concept of the “style of space.” This is a scheme 
which goes on bearing fruit, and which allowed Burckhardt 
to transcend the purely cultural stage and to attach himself 
to pure visibility.

Two German authors of artistic monographs who may be 
associated with the tendency of historians of culture are Grimm 
and Justi. Tn his life of Michelangelo (1860) and that of Ra­
phael (1872) Grimm certainly exercised his poetical enthu­
siasm to produce a species of mythology of the two great per­
sonalities, without realising them in their effective art. To the 
mythological type of Grimm is opposed full adherence to 
reality in the monograph of Justi on Velazquez (1888). Justi 
was working in Rome in 1867 on his monograph on Winckel- 
mann when he began his monograph on Velazquez. It is 
difficult to imagine a stronger contrast between the ideas of 
Winckclmann, who found in Justi his greatest illustrator, and 
those necessary to understand Velazquez. But it does not 
appear that Justi had full consciousness of that contrast: 
nevertheless, his full adhesion to his theme, his constancy of 
observation, the enormous amount of material collected, the 
acceptance of the common opinion of Velazquez as the purest 
painter among painters, the most faithful to truth and life, 
and above all the moral energy which Justi put into all his 
undertakings, allowed him to adhere to the painter in a vital 
way: certainly critical judgment has need of a greater detach­
ment, and therefore of a wider horizon. A proof of Justi’s 
critical insufficiency consists, besides, in his total incompre­
hension of the art of the nineteenth century.
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Philological criticism of art showed its best qualities, not 

in the organisation of universal histories of art, nor in the 
materialistic treatments of technique and iconography, nor 
even in evasions towards the history of culture, but in re­
searches into the individual. The catalogue raisomie of the 
works of each artist was the masterpiece of the philological 
history of art. And the best talents among art historians de­
voted themselves to this aim. Each one, according to his tem­
perament, has reinvested this central aim with cultural in­
formations, lyrical flashes, and with empirical principles of 
aesthetics; some have collected their experiences in grandiose 
histories of art, others in monographs, others in revisions of 
museums and galleries, others, finally, in simple catalogues: it 
does not matter, the essential aim has been the catalogue 
raisonne of the works of an artist.

From this aim has developed the type of the connoisseur, 
which has ended by prevailing from the close of the nine­
teenth century onward over every other type of art historian. 
Indeed, in the ability of the connoisseur, the art historian has 
found the reason of his distinction from other philologists and 
historians, the characteristic of his own method. It may easily 
be that the culture of an art historian is inferior to that of an 
historian of literature or civilisation in general, that his power 
of thought is less than that of an acsthetician, but neither culture 
nor thought produces the connoisseur. In popular conception 
the art historian is he, who, placed in front of a sculpture 
or a painting, succeeds in classifying it by the simple reading 
of the figurative elements inherent in the work, without need­
ing to refer to written sources. Now it is evident that nobody 
can be a connoisseur of the art of all times and places; but even 
for limited epochs true connoisseurs, those who commit few 
errors, arc very rare. The practice of the connoisseur is one
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which derives from the habit of looking and re-looking at the 
works of art of a certain period. By intuition those works 
of art are distinguished as belonging to individual groups, 
the individual groups arc placed in relation to antecedents and 
successors, in the individual groups is seen the development 
of style from one work to another, and from the quality of a 
group is deduced if a work of art to be classified is worthy to 
enter it, or should be excluded; whether it be an original, and 
how preserved, or a copy, and of what time, or, finally, a for­
gery. Philological criticism of written sources must precede 
the judgment of the connoisseur: if there is not at least one 
indubitable work of the master, verified as such from written 
sources, the basis of the knowledge of that master naturally 
disappears. But when there is a verified work of the master, 
and the authentic part is distinguished from the part restored, 
the authentic part reveals the style of the master: the technical, 
figurative and iconographical elements allow the individuation 
of the artist. It is no longer a case of the empirical personality 
which answers to this or that name; it is a case of knowing the 
personality of the artist in his art; and then the comprehension 
of the connoisseur is truly the basis of art criticism. In fact, 
to make the judgment of a connoisseur be worthy of an art 
critic, it would suffice to have it founded on the knowledge of 
what is universal art and on historical culture. It would suffice; 
but of course it is not easy. If, until now, it has been rare to 
see the connoisseur and the art critic combined, the reason is 
in the prevailing mental direction towards philological criti­
cism, rather than towards true criticism, and also in the fact 
that the task of the connoisseur is in itself absorbing, and 
rarely leaves enough energy for the necessary integration of 
thought and culture.

The earliest among the philologist-connoisseurs is without
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doubt Rumohr, and since in him is found also a strong philo­
sophical knowledge, under the influence of Schelling, it often 
happens that, beyond philology, he arrives at pure criticism. 
His “Italian Researches” (1827-1831) deal with Italian art 
from the time of Charlemagne to Raphael, not as a compila­
tion of facts, but as a research of separate problems chosen 
for their critical interest. His criticism of written sources is 
acute and unprejudiced, and the observation of works of art 
is directed to both the spiritual and the technical aspect. He 
therefore perceives, for example, that Giotto was certainly an 
innovator with respect to the vitality and reality of figures, 
but that precisely by this he is removed from the ideals of the 
Christian tradition. Elsewhere he speaks of the spatial com­
position of Ghiberti. The intuition which best brings Rumohr 
close to modern connoisseurs is his conception of the origi­
nality of the work of art, as distinct from the copy, as the ar­
tistic aspect of the personality.

Under the influence of Rumohr, Passavant wrote his mon­
ograph on Raphael (1839). After passing in review all that 
had been written on the master he recounts his own researches 
thus: “In order to see as far as possible with my own eyes the 
works of the master I returned for a year to Italy where I 
had already spent seven years. I undertook a journey to Eng­
land and another to Paris, where in youth I had admired the 
treasures of the Napoleon Museum, and in 1816 the Raphael- 
esque paintings which then belonged to Mr. Bonnemaison and 
now adorn the Prado museum in Madrid. I already knew 
thoroughly the galleries of Germany, except that of Vienna, 
which I wished to visit: so that I can say with all reason that I 
have seen and studied almost all the works of Sanzio. I was at 
Urbino, his country, in the places where he lived and worked; 
I ransacked the libraries of Italy, Germany, England and 
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France to collect documents. The most difficult part of my 
labour was the catalogue of works, to make which it was my 
business to examine everything which had been attributed to 
him: and I devoted six years of journeys to such verification. 
A still greater difficulty remained with the drawings. Neverthe­
less, the practice of a painter, the long habit of observing works 
of art, as much on the critical as on the theoretical side, made 
me sure of not falling into serious errors.” This is a programme 
not only for Passavant’s monograph, but for every work of a 
connoisseur: he must not only travel widely, see and re-sce, 
but confine himself to the catalogue raisonne. And by having 
understood this, the work of Passavant, in spite of the fact 
that his critical opinions on Raphael are superseded, is still, 
nearly a century later, indispensable to scholars because of his 
catalogue raisonne.

Germany produced another type of connoisseur in Waag- 
en, who did not embody his researches in a monograph but in 
some reviews of public and private collections in England, 
France and Russia. He visited England twice, in 1835 and 
1850, and published in 1854 his famous “Treasures of Art in 
Great Britain,” which is a mine of information, rectifications 
and suggestions not completely exhausted even to-day by 
scholars. He felt that his summary mode of judging art, that 
of the pure connoisseur, was insufficient, and that it was nec­
essary to deepen the interpretation of the work of art; bur he 
had not the mode of exhausting his special demand.

The development of the method of connoisseurs in classical 
archaeology has been slow. An important step was achieved1 by 
Brunn, who first collected all the written sources on the in­
dividual artists of antiquity, and then availed himself also of 
figurative comparisons. In such a manner he called attention to 
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the individual personalities, though understood in an empirical 
sense.

It is natural, however, that the major field of the connois­
seur should be Renaissance and modern art, because of the in­
finite number of works of art to be classified. And, indeed, a 
greater intensity of the spirit of connoisseurship is found in 
the books written by Crowe and Cavalcaselle in collaboration: 
“The History of Flemish Painting” (1857), the History of 
Italian Painting from its origins to the XVIth Century 
(1864-1871), and two monographs on Titian (1877) and Ra­
phael (1882). Crowe was an Englishman of letters who gave 
to the joint work the cultural background. Cavalcaselle was 
an Italian painter and political revolutionary, who dedicated 
the greater part of his life to travel and to drawing the paint­
ings he saw: round the drawings he wrote the stylistic charac­
ters. With this system he penetrated into the style of painters 
more deeply than anyone before him. Gifted with a tenacious 
visual memory and a noteworthy sense of quality in paint­
ing, he succeeded, with the aid of his own drawings, in com- 
paring in a precise manner the style of works seen at wide in­
tervals of time and place. Therefore he destroyed an enormous 
quantity of legends on value assigned to copies or imitations, 
distinguished masters, and pupils, and was able to indicate the 
succession in the production of the same master. His work is 
gigantic, and is a turning point in the whole history of art; 
many times reprinted, it is still essential for scholars.

That which was achieved by Cavalcaselle by the force of 
his memory and by his drawings of paintings, was achieved 
after him by the use of photographs of paintings and sculp­
tures. Photography, as is evident, reproduces a single aspect 
of the work of art; but anyone who has seen the original can 
easily reconstruct it in memory by looking at the photograph.
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Therefore a comparison between photographs, by anyone 
who is familiar with the originals, can give a certainty on sty­
listic affinities or differences, otherwise impossible. The first 
who drew from the comparison of photographs the occasion 
to correct many errors of attribution, some of which had es­
caped Cavalcasellc himself, was another Italian, Giovanni 
Morelli. He was a physician, a follower of the anatomist Dol­
linger, and therefore he had the taste for exact science; he was 
a collector, and he had an outstanding artistic sensibility. He 
was not a thinker, and so he was not aware of the important 
part that his artistic sensibility had in his judgments. He be­
lieved, rather, in the duty of mortifying sensibility and of re­
ducing the history of art to the application of some empirical 
principles, called experimental, in order to give them scien­
tific dignity. He professed to observe that the painters of the 
fifteenth century, so attentive to variations in the model, repeat­
ed conventionally the hands and the ears, and he generalised 
this observation so far as to make of it a law: the works in which 
hands and cars are drawn in the same manner arc by the same 
author. It is necessary to remember the infatuation for exper­
imental science in the years between 1850 and 1880 in order 
to succeed in understanding, not only how a man of talent 
could have been able to construct such a theory, but also how 
such a theory could have had a great international circulation, 
and an influence, even favourable to the scholars of art history. 
But it must be added immediately that Morelli looked at works 
of art with lively intuition and not with his theory. That which 
he brought to the art of connoisseurship was philological con­
sciousness and a rigorous attention to details.

The form of his writings is a review of current attributions 
in some German and Roman galleries (begun in 1874); this 
was an occasion to specify the classification of the works of 
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art of the greatest Italian painters. In this revision he had the 
opportunity to make some famous discoveries: for example, 
that of the Venus of Giorgione in the Dresden Gallery, con­
sidered to be a copy by Sassoferrato. Another correct and fa­
mous achievement of Morelli was the reconstruction of the 
early work of Correggio. His desire he stated thus: “I should 
like to revive in my mind all the great figures of Italian paint­
ing, I should like to understand them to the point of assimilat­
ing my mind with theirs.” This makes one understand what 
an instinctive spiritual activity served as the background of 
his catalogues raisonnes.

The work of Cavalcaselle and Morelli allowed Italy to see 
studies of art history flourishing between the end of the nine­
teenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. I may be 
allowed to recall the “History of Italian Art” of Adolfo Ven­
turi, begun in 1901 and arrived to-day at its twenty-first vol­
ume, in which the connoisseur, the philologist and the artist 
are interwoven successfully and in which all the problems of 
Italian art from the fourth to the sixteenth century are treated 
in a thoroughly new manner. By reason of the vivacity of his 
artistic feeling, the writer can appreciate a Byzantine mosaic 
of the seventh century, which was formerly considered as 
the culmination of artistic decay, or a Michelangelesque man­
nerist, when from the thicket of convention springs a creation.

In Germany, opposed to Morelli, was Bode, who wished 
rather to continue the connoisseur’s tradition of Waagen and 
Cavalcaselle, and whose merits in knowledge of Dutch paint­
ing, Italian sculpture and ceramics, and Persian carpets are uni­
versally known. Wickhoff and the archaeologist Furtwaeng- 
ler were inspired rather by Morelli. To-day Max Friedlander 
is not only the greatest connoisseur of German and Flemish 
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art, but also the greatest German representative in the con­
noisseur’s tradition.

In Holland, Hofstede de Groot revised with the acumen of 
a connoisseur the catalogue raisonne of Dutch art.

Morelli directed to the study of art history Berenson, who 
has not only enormously augmented and defined the field of 
knowledge of Italian painting, but has been able to give many 
refined psychological suggestions on the intimate characters 
of artists and, finally, has outlined some motives of pure visi­
bility. A great connoisseur of mediaeval architecture and sculp­
ture was A. Kingsley Porter, who also went beyond the knowl­
edge of facts towards an aesthetic appreciation founded upon 
moral sensibility.
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CHAPTER X
Criticism of Contemporary Art 

in the Nineteenth Century

From the third century B. C., when Xenocrates wrote, down 
to, but excluding, Winckelmann, art history and criticism 
found the reason for their existence in the appreciation of con­
temporary art. Even when the art of the past was studied, it 
was judged always in relation to the art of the present. Va­
sari admired Giotto according to the standards of Michel­
angelo; Bellori admired the ancients and Raphael according 
to the standards of the Carracci and Poussin, and Mengs ad­
mired Raphael, Correggio and Titian according to his own 
standards; but Winckelmann reversed the position and judged 
modern art by the standards of the ancient Greeks. The per­
fection of art was displaced from the present to the past. The 
Romantics looked for perfection in the art of the Middle Ages 
rather than in Greek art; always they looked for it in a past 
art. The idealists drew from this premise the logical conclu­
sion: in the modern era, art was dead because it was dissolved 
in philosophical science. Philologists, archaeologists and con­
noisseurs, emerging from idealism, continued to bend their 
attention upon past art and to forget modern art, both because 
they were convinced of the nullity of the latter and because 
their philological and analytical ability found problems to re­
solve only in the art of the past. With rare exceptions, if they 
perceived modern art, it was only to appreciate those among 
their contemporaries who were better able to imitate the things 
or the principles of past art; those, that is to say, who were less 
original as artists, less representative as contemporary artists.

Various conditions favoured on the contrary an exceptional 
development of criticism of contemporary art in France. In the 

2j.l



History of Art Criticism

nineteenth century, France had a series of great painters, su­
perior to those of other nations, and well armed with theory: 
it is enough to recall Delacroix, Ingres, Courbet, Manet, Ce­
zanne and Gauguin. They took part in critical discussions, not 
only with the spoken and written word but also with their pic­
tures. Romanticism, moreover, excited a brotherhood among 
poets, novelists and artists which led writers to promote, ex­
plain and discuss the art of the painters: this was true of 
Stendhal, Gautier, Baudelaire, the Goncourts and Zola. Again: 
painting shared in the moral and political struggles which were 
so ardent in France in the nineteenth century and therefore 
attracted the attention of politicians, like Guizot, Thiers and 
Clemenceau. Nowhere so much as in France was developed 
the idea of the close relation between art and social life; a dan­
gerous idea, certainly, and sometimes misleading, but capable 
of preserving the vitality of art. It may be added that exhibi­
tions were regular — biennial or annual — in a capital so cen­
tralising as Paris, and that the reports on exhibitions were of 
the kind already developed in the eighteenth century, and dig­
nified by Diderot. Every two years, or every year, a number 
of the best writers gave their judgment upon the works ex­
hibited, and tried to generalise upon the conditions of con­
temporary art, or on the method of criticism, and even to draw 
from it prognostications on the tendencies of taste. All this 
work had often the defect of journalistic improvisation; it of­
ten lacked sufficient historical and aesthetic information; but 
it had the incomparable merit of being attached to art in the 
making. Often changeable with changes of taste, French crit­
icism of the nineteenth century was fragmentary, but it nev­
ertheless kept constant its aspiration toward universal aesthetic 
values. It never fell into the iconographical and technical ab­
surdities of contemporary archaeological and philological sci-
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ence, and it was also liberated from the limitations of the ideal­
istic aesthetic, in a very simple way, verifying the presence of 
art in the works that it saw made. In order to extricate them­
selves from the double yoke of classic and Gothic art, histo­
rians sought afar, discovering prehistoric or folk works from 
the Far East and from ancient America. French criticism 
sought within its own house, and found consciousness of the 
art of the day. If it be true that all history is the present day 
interpretation of the past, the consciousness of present day art 
is the basis of all history of the art of bygone days.

The renewal of criticism in France is identified with its lib­
eration from the classicism of David, and, forcing the date a 
little, it can be made to begin with the Salon of 1831.

As always, the tendencies intersect, and neo-classical criti­
cism has not entirely ceased in France, even to-day, after so 
many revolutions in taste. But since 1831 it has lost all vi- 
rality, even if, up to 1863, it had an original and lively cham­
pion, Delecluze, a pupil of David, who wrote his first Salon in 
1819 and from 1822 to 1863 continued to oppose ruthlessly and 
with absolute conviction any new manifestation of art. Op­
posed to any effect of expression whatsoever, in the name of 
classic sculptural form, and convinced that painting must 
have been the product of sculpture, originated in its turn 
from architecture. Delecluze, shut up in his own theory, 
understood nothing of what was happening around him. Fie 
did not understand that the only vital art of his time was paint­
ing, and that the sculpture belonged to the tedious kind, as 
Baudelaire was to say. His critical function was therefore pure­
ly negative, and had its own importance by the exclusion of 
any compromise whatsoever. In France, more than in any 
other country, there was a struggle, without quarter given, 
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between the innovators and the traditionalists; and the inno­
vators always ended by conquering, after having created a 
tradition of their own: to-day not only Delacroix, but Ce­
zanne also, is in the Louvre. But, with rare exceptions, so long 
as the innovators were alive, they were never admitted by the 
traditionalists and received neither the honours nor the world­
ly advantages which the French State reserved for the tradi­
tionalists. The French innovators, therefore, were not drawn 
to compromises, as were the innovators in the other countries, 
and they remained severely faithful to their individual mode of 
seeing and feeling, creating thus the moral conditions of their 
greatness. For having created such detachment, Delccluzc has 
in part the responsibility and the credit.

On the other hand, even before 1831, signs of a new direc­
tion of criticism were not lacking. The Salon of 1824 con­
fronted the critics with the problem of Delacroix. Stendhal 
was averse from him because of his own classicism; he respected 
David and, unfortunately, appreciated Horace Vernet. But 
he was opposed to the followers of David, and even if he did 
not admit in Delacroix the right to oppose his own “unreason” 
to the “incapacity” of the Davidians, he noted the favouring 
of him in English criticism, and admitted in him the feeling 
for colour and movement. Moreover, he considered the land­
scapes of Constable magnificent.

In 1822 Delacroix exhibited his first picture (“Dante and 
Vergil”), and Thiers received immediately the revelation “of a 
great painter,” of a “born superiority which revives the hopes a 
little discouraged by the too mediocre merits of all the rest.” 
Thiers was an admirer of David and a confirmed adversary of 
his imitators; he justified the revolution of style, of the “grand 
gout” of drawing, against the “littlenesses, the falsities, the 
smirkings of the last century,” but felt that now “one must
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give other rules and not praise exclusively the grand style, the 
grand gofit”; he admired the power in David in renewing his 
colouring in accord with that of the Flemish and Dutch, but 
noted that that colouring did not accord with his style. For 
all chat, he did not discourage those who sought to put “more 
life, more truth, more naturalness on the canvas.”

In 1827 the picture “Marino Faliero” by Delacroix was 
pointed out by Vitet as the shock of the exhibition; neverthe­
less he admired the colouring “of an admirable strength and 
richness,” but “you can count all the strokes of the brush, 
nothing is fused, nothing graduated.” Vitet understood that 
this “lack of finish” was conscious, in order to avoid “the cold­
ness which ordinarily accompanies a precious finish.” One 
must, he said, admire the colouring of Delacroix, “but it is so 
hard, so dissonant, that sometimes it tires instead of pleases.” 
With regard to the composition of the picture, while Vitet 
found in it a lack of unity (he was'thinking of material unity), 
he admired “the page of history”; he found in it a great power 
of mind, a great flexibility of imagination, a profound knowl­
edge of what we call historical art, but not, in short, a work 
of art. Thus as far back as 1827, Vitet put two of the funda­
mental problems of nineteenth century criticism: that of pic­
torial finish opposed to the finish of abstract form, and that of 
expression opposed to neo-classical composition.

In 1829 Delacroix replied to criticism with fine irony on the 
critics who “run to the defence of the principles avowed by 
people of taste.” “On the one side the men of spirit new and bold, 
but capable of destroying the whole edifice of good doctrines, 
were roughly rebuked and called to order; on the other, with 
the aid of these salutary rules, the community of rhymers and 
daubers, a limited and short-sighted race, but docile to excess 
and easy to lead, marched without effort in a comfortable rou- 
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tine.” Delacroix wrote thus in defence not only of himself but 
of art and criticism.

The year after came the Revolution of July, and in the 
Salon of /831 Delacroix exhibited his “Liberty.” The outcries 
against the ideal of ugliness, against materialism, and so on, 
were many. But one young man, Gustave Planche, applauded 
Delacroix was “of that new and grave race, born yesterday, so 
great and powerful to-day, charged with a special and serious 
mission, called to regenerate society, to renew institutions”; 
of that race who did not suppose that the triumph of the rev­
olution should “remain without influence upon the arts of 
imagination.” It is necessary to remember all the spiritual val­
ue of the French Revolutions of 1830 and 1848 to understand 
the significance of this parallel instituted by Planche.

In 1831 Planche began his Salons, which he continued to edit 
up to 1852. His intuition is happy, in spite of the fact that his 
standards of judgment are not noteworthy. He understood in 
1833 the error of Ingres, who believed the development of 
modern art closed with Raphael, without taking into account 
Veronese, or Rubens, or Rembrandt; he understood in 1831 
that the greatest personalities were Gros, Gericault and Dela­
croix; in «838 he saw that Corot went beyond realism and in 
1847 praised him highly, overcoming all prejudices against 
his execution.

Two critics who, between 1831 and 1834, tend to rise above 
the struggle of the neo-classicists and romantics are Lenor­
mant and Laviron. The first, it is true, confuses that process 
with a compromise, that is, with eclecticism of the Horace 
Vernet type; while the second attacks Vernet and all the eclec­
tics, including the Carracci. Both show that landscape is the 
only kind which had made progress and they consider it as the 
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art of the future. The protagonist of the new type of land­
scape is Theodore Rousseau. In 1833 Lenormant and Laviron 
single our Rousseau. The former writes of one of his pictures: 
“The horizon is transparent, the building, through the trees, 
harmonious and clear, the ground in the middle distance ad- 
mirably luminous. Mr. Rousseau is still far from his aim; but 
I would not give his future for the complete career of twenty 
of our renowned landscape painters.” In 1836 the Salon re­
jected Rousseau, at which Laviron and Planche protested, 
praising the naivety and the compositional greatness of the 
master.

The resistance to the romanticism of Delacroix and the real­
ism of the landscapists of the Rousseau type was the work of 
Ingres. Praised by Lenormant, criticised by others, the style 
of Ingres and his school found a very acute definition by 
Louis Peissc in 1841: “It is a sort of modern classicism. A little 
less insipid than the old, but more scholastic, perhaps, and above 
all more importunate, for it is not so modest. One easily recog­
nises its productions by the following signs: composition poor; 
figures light-strewn and of half natural size; expression cold; 
drawing exact and stiff; execution studied and almost precious 
in modelling; absence of relief; grey tones, colouring weak and 
monotonous, flat light; touch uniform.” If Peisse had under­
stood the poetry of the line of Ingres his definition would have 
been perfect.

On the threshold of the fifth decade of the century, the 
opposition of the two schools — that of Delacroix and that of 
Ingres — was already defined, as that of two theories already 
done with; and the young began to look for a new tendency. 
Even if recorded later, the basic ideas of the two theories were
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then well known, were indeed points of departure for all 
later criticism.

As far back as 1824 Delacroix had written: “I think that 
it is only imagination, or, if you like, what comes to the same 
thing — that organic delicacy, which makes one sec what the 
others do not see.” The task of the artist is: “to draw from his 
imagination the means of rendering nature and its effects, and 
to render them according to his own temperament.” A touch 
of naive inspiration is preferable to everything.” “The finest 
works of art arc those which express the pure imagination of 
the artist.” Ue praises “picturesque licenses: Rembrandt’s 
lack of finish, the excess of Rubens’.” He naturally admires 
ancient art, but opposes it to neo-classical art, to abstractions, 
to virtuosity; he understands by composition the distribution 
of the chromatic masses, independently of the subject. In it 
the subordination of details to the whole must be complete. 
Colour, considered in itself, in its effects, in its varieties, pre­
occupies Delacroix before everything: “I know very well 
that the quality of colouring is more annoying than welcome 
to the modern schools, which attach quality only to drawing 
and sacrifice to it all the rest.” He confirms the irony of this 
statement in his study of colour, which is for him the necessary 
antidote, both to idealism and to neo-classicism, and is indeed 
the clement essential to reach the imagination. The aspects of 
colour arc for him infinite: “The more I reflect upon colour 
the more I discover how that reflected half-tint is the principle 
which must dominate, because it is effectively that which gives 
the true tone, the tone which constitutes the values, which 
counts in the object and makes it exist.” Blue shadows; prefer­
ence for juxtaposition of tints, for the synthesis of the lights 
derived from the tints; above all, the mixture of the tints them­
selves, as studied in the different ways of colouring of Titian, 
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Veronese, Rubens or Rembrandt: all these were essential to 
the theory of Delacroix.

To the complex work, passionate, without measure and with­
out limits, full of sensibility, peculiar to Delacroix, is opposed 
the calm, certain, dogmatic precision, the aridity and the re­
straint of the ideal of Ingres.

11 ere are some of his aphorisms: “The principal and most 
important part of painting is to know what nature has produced 
of the most beautiful and suitable for that art, in order to choose 
it according to the taste and feeling of the ancients.” “Drawing 
is the probity of art.” “Drawing includes everything, except 
rhe tint.” “If I were to put a sign above my door I should write: 
‘School of drawing,’ and I am sure that I should make painters.” 
“Colour adds ornaments to painting; but it is only the lady’s- 
maid, because it does nothing but make more lovely the true 
perfections ol art.” “Not too hot colour; it is anti-historical. 
Fall into grey rather than into hot colour.” “Narrow reflections 
in the shadow, reflections along the contours, arc unworthy of 
the majesty of art.” “Any doubt concerning the marvels of 
the ancients is blameworthy.” “There is nothing essential to 
find in art since Phidias and Raphael, but there is always some­
thing to do, even after them, to maintain the cult of the true 
and perpetuate the tradition of the beautiful.”

The contrast between Ingres and Delacroix could not be 
more definite, and eclecticism between the two systems could 
only be given by works which were lacking in value. In the 
eightecn-fortics there was already enough detachment to judge 
Ingres and Delacroix and to turn elsewhere.

To the Salons of 1845 and 1847 were directed the comments 
of the new men who breathed the revolutionary atmosphere 
which led to 1848, and who felt the empty rhetoric of the first 
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romanticism and sought to found the new romanticism from 
which realism derived, which was sometimes a transcendental 
realism. Besides defining Ingres and Delacroix, they furnished 
the critical explanation of Corot, sympathising with Courbet 
and the social values of art, and finally understanding the 
greatness of Daumier. Baudelaire, Thore, Proudhon, Champ- 
fleury, Gautier, Mantz, Fromcntin — naturally they are of un­
equal value; but their combined effect is unique in the history 
of art criticism.

The first Salon of Baudelaire is that of 1845, the last that 
of 1859; all his ideas are already formed in 1846. For him art 
is the ingenuous expression of temperament. The rules are to 
be banished from art as from criticism. Criticism must be partial, 
impassioned, political, made from an exclusive point of view so 
that it may open the widest horizon. He believes that the more 
recent and more real expression of beauty is romanticism. It 
does not consist in the choice of subjects, nor in truth, but in 
a manner of feeling. We must find it within us, not outside, 
in intimacy, in spirituality, in colour, in aspiration toward the 
infinite. Baudelaire’s artistic experience is founded on the two 
names: Ingres and Delacroix. The prevalent opinion was that 
Ingres was a strong draughtsman and a weak colourist, and Dela­
croix the reverse; but the division was material, and Baudelaire 
needed to rise above it. “There are different sorts of drawing. 
The quality of a pure draughtsman consists above all in deli­
cacy, and that delicacy excludes the pictorial touch: now there 
are happy touches, and the colourist charged to express nature 
by colour would often lose more by suppressing the happy 
touches than he would gain by realising a greater austerity of 
drawing. Colour certainly does not exclude great drawing 
— that of Veronese, for example, who proceeds above all 
by the ensemble of the masses; but it excludes certainly the
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drawing of detail, the contour of little bits, in which the touch 
will always eat up the line. Love of air and choice of subjects 
in movement ask for the use of wavering and disappearing 
lines.”

To arrive at artistic individuality it is necessary to feel art 
in its infinite variety. “What would a modern Winckelmannsay 
(we have many of them, nature overflows with them, the idle 
dore upon them), what would he say before a Chinese product, 
a product strange, bizarre, outlined in its form, intense in its 
colour, and sometimes delicate to the point of swooning? Yet 
this is a sample of universal beauty.” It is not necessary to be­
lieve in progress; it is necessary to look to the personality. “The 
artist depends upon nobody but himself. He promises to the 
centuries to come, nothing but his own works; he guarantees 
nobody but himself. He dies without children. He has been 
his own king, his priest and his God.”

Baudelaire possesses, thus, the sensible experience and the 
theoretical concepts for judging Ingres and Delacroix. Ingres 
has an ideal “made half of sanity, half of calm, almost of in­
difference, something analogous to the classic ideal, to which 
he has added the curiosities and the minutenesses of modern 
art. It is this combination which often gives to his works their 
strange charm.” From his work, though, one receives an im­
pression of rarefied air, of the atmosphere of a chemical labora­
tory, of an automatic population “who trouble our senses by 
their too visible and palpable extraneousness.” “He believes 
that nature should be corrected, amended, he often suppresses 
the modelling, or lessens it, up to the point of invisibility, 
hoping thus to give more value to the contour.” For that reason 
he is “a man gifted with high quality, an eloquent amateur 
of beauty, but denied that energetic temperament which makes 
the fatefulness of genius.”
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“From his youth M. Delacroix was great. Sometimes he has 
been more delicate, sometimes more unique, sometimes more 
of a painter, but he has always been great.” “Of Delacroix’s 
drawing, so absurdly, so foolishly criticised, what must one say, 
but an elementary truth completely misunderstood: a good 
drawing is not a line cruelly hard, despotic, immobile, enclos­
ing a figure like a straight jacket; the drawing must be like na­
ture, living and palpitating; simplification in drawing is a mon­
strosity; nature presents to us an infinite series of curved lines, 
fugitive, broken; Delacroix’s drawing has at least the great 
merit of being a perpetual and efficacious protest against the 
barbarous invasion of the straight line.” His colour “thinks 
for itself, independently of the object which it clothes. Then 
his admirable accord of colour often makes us dream of 
harmony and melody.” Finally, he is loved by poets because he 
is “essentially literary.”

Strong in the experience of Delacroix, Baudelaire sees clear­
ly the impotence of eclectics of the Vernet type, “the absolute 
antithesis of the artist.” He condemns the sentimentalism of 
Ary Scheffer: “To seek poetry deliberately in the conception 
of a picture is the surest way of not finding it. It must come 
unknown to the artist. It is the result of painting itself.”

Baudelaire sees in creative imagination the principal quality 
of the artist, and therefore he loves religious painting. But he 
condemns the didactic art of those who, like Overbeck, study 
the beauty of the past only “to teach religion better.” He is 
opposed to the realist and positivist painters, and, in theory, 
has doubts about genre and landscape pictures. But he appre­
ciates Courbet and sees his relation to Ingres. Fie is “a powerful 
workman, a savage and patient will. Politics and literature also 
produce these vigorous temperaments, these protestants, these 
anti-super-naturalists, of whom the justification is a spirit of
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reaction, sometimes salutary.” He loves Corot and Rousseau. 
The last is “a naturalist drawn unceasingly toward the ideal.” 
As for Corot, Baudelaire protests against the prejudice about 
his lack of finish. “There is a great difference between a thing 
nrade and a thing finished — generally that which is made is 
not finished, and a thing very much finished may not be made 
at all.”

In homage to his romanticism, Baudelaire theorised carica­
ture, and in a profound way understood its moral character. 
In this connection he admires Daumier. What distinguishes 
the latter is certainty: “He draws like the great masters. His 
drawing is abundant, easy; it is a swift improvisation; and yet 
it is never cbic” “His drawing is naturally coloured. His litho­
graphs and his wood engravings awake ideas of colour.”

Here ends the criticism of Baudelaire; later he was favour­
able to his friend Manet, but he did not understand his art. 
However, Baudelaire is master of his experience of Ingres and 
Delacroix, Corot, Rousseau and Daumier. His intuition carried 
him a long way, and served him on occasion to improvise an 
aesthetic system, which is not really systematic but is con­
trolled by reference to an art which his poetical intuition made 
him see as authentic.

Thore, who assumed the pseudonym of Burger, was an un­
quiet spirit, troubled by philosophy and religion, a follower of 
Fourier. Under the influence of Rousseau he interested him­
self in art criticism and went back from the modern age to 
the old, especially the Dutch and English, contributing to the 
discovery of Vermeer of Delft. For Thore art is the love of 
nature. The decadence of art is due to losing the feeling for 
nature. The external expression of that feeling is the work of 
the complete artist; and therefore art is a language. “Art re- 
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suits from the impression produced on man by nature, from the 
reflection of the external world in the microcosm, in that little 
world which we carry within us.” “Effect in nature is like the 
physiognomy of a passion.” Different from science, which 
isolates, art “expresses being in its surrounding harmonies. The 
smallest corner of the country is a vista of the sky and leads to 
the infinite.” But landscape painters who determine the exact 
form of the details do not take count of the atmosphere. “Sub­
ject is absolutely indifferent in art. The fantastic arabesques 
of the Renaissance have survived thousands of noble statues. 
A pot by Chardin is worth all the Romans of the modern im­
perial school. Ostade is as much king in his cottage as Raphael 
on his Parnassus.” Afore than Baudelaire, Thore withdraws 
from romanticism and makes a decisive step towards naturalism. 
He perceives that the vitality of naturalism depends upon its 
relations with the social movement. It is not true that the 
naturalists choose their objects by chance; they show “a de­
cided propensity towards the classes which the academic 
schools have nearly always repudiated.” Even confronted by 
the problem of finish he secs justly: the more a picture is ex­
pressive, the more it is finished.

He loves Rousseau and believes him to be the greatest land­
scapist of his time, though he perceives that his first sketchy 
manner is better than the later well-finished manner. He ad­
mires Corot, and realises that under the appearance of a con­
fused sketch there is a spiritual world; he realises, too, that the 
ingenuousness of the drawing arrives even at elegance, and 
counsels him good humouredly to leave out of his landscapes 
the Greek divinities and replace them with Breton peasants. 
Fie admires Delacroix, but no longer considers him as the cen- 
tral problem of his criticism. The landscape painters on the 
one side, and Courbet on the other, allow him to understand
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the drama of taste developed during the Second Empire, 
which broke out in 1863 with the “Salon of the Rejected.” He 
sees that official art has become mercantile, and satirises the 
conventions of the social taste and of the “Prix de Rome.” He, 
instead, confirms the unity of tendency in the rejected, and 
makes it consist in taking art back to its origin. In their work 
there is a lack of drawing, in the sense of outlines; there is an 
unfinished look, there is a lack of details; but there is to the 
fullest extent the effect of a striking spiritual unity. The con­
trast between the public and the artists does not consist, as 
is said, in the subjects treated, but in the fact that the public 
wish to see in painting the object in itself, while the true artist 
offers them his own way of seeing and feeling. In spite of 
reserves, Thore was therefore encouraging to Courbet and to 
Manet, who was then beginning.

From the revolution of 1848 dates the realistic campaign 
of Courbet. He wishes to paint “the common and the modern,” 
and signs himself “Courbet without ideal and without religion.” 
Round Courbet gather Champfleury, Duranty, Max Buchon, 
Baudelaire, Proudhon, Castagnary, Silvestre, Decamps, Daum­
ier and Corot. The credo of Courbet is known: “painting is 
an art essentially concrete, and can only consist in the repre­
sentation of real and existing things. An abstract object, not 
visible, is not within the domain of painting. Imagination in 
art consists in knowing how to find the most complete expres­
sion of an existing thing, but never in supposing or creating that 
same thing. Beauty is in nature and is met with in reality under 
the most different forms. As soon as it is found, it belongs to 
art, or rather to the artist who is able to see it there. Beauty, 
like truth, is a thing relative to the time when it is seen and to 
the individual fit to create it. The expression of beauty is 
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in direct ratio to the power of perception acquired by the artist. 
There can be no schools, there are only painters.”

As aesthetics, all this was worth very little; but as an introduc­
tion to the life of art it was an antidote necessary for a definite 
cure for the neo-classical academy, the romantic reverie, and 
the vulgar opportunism of the eclectics. The success of Cour­
bet’s naturalistic passion found minds prepared by landscapists 
of the Rousseau type, by the democratic passion sharpened 
among the intellectuals through resistance to the Second Em­
pire, and it therefore had a formidable echo even in regions 
distant from France.

Proudhon, the philosopher and politician, created an aes­
thetic system on the basis of Courbet’s experience, entitled: 
“Of the Principles of Art and its Social Destination” (1865). 
To the “irrationality of art in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, an irrationality which, degenerating into orgy and 
debauch, has ended by all but killing genius,” he opposes the 
principle of Courbet, which states: “Art has for its object to 
lead us to the knowledge of ourselves, by the revelation of all 
our thoughts, even the most secret, all our tendencies, our vir­
tues, our vices, our absurdities, and in this way to contribute 
to the development of our dignity, the perfecting of our being. 
It has not been given to us to feed us with chimeras, make us 
drunk with illusions, deceive us and lead us into evil with 
mirages, as the classics, the romantics and all the sectarians of 
a vain ideal tend to do; but to deliver us from these pernicious 
illusions and denounce them.” “The truth is that Courbet, in 
his realism, is one of the most powerful idealists that we have, a 
painter of the most lively imagination. The idealism of Courbet 
is most profound; only he takes no pains to invent anything. 
He sees the soul through the body, of which the forms are for 
him a language, and every feature a sign. I'o sum up, Courbet, a
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painter critical, analytical, synthetic, humanitarian, is an ex­
pression of the time. His work coincides with the ‘Positive 
Philosophy,’ by Auguste Comte, the ‘Positive Metaphysic,’ 
by Vachcrot, the ‘Human Rights or Immanent Justice,’ by 
myself (Proudhon).”

Champfleury was considered the Courbet of literature. In 
1848 Baudelaire writes of him that “he dared, on his first ap­
pearance, to content himself with nature and to have in her an 
absolute confidence.” In 1857 Champfleury published his doc­
trine under the title: “Realism.” As far back as 1846 he had 
written a Salon in favour of the landscapists and Delacroix, 
against the eclectics, the sentimentalists and the neo-pagans. 
In 1848 he is already directed “toward the three masters of 
the contemporary French school, Delacroix, Ingres and Corot,” 
and he adds to them a fourth, Daumier, who was then making 
his first appearance as a painter. The greatest merit of Champ­
fleury for figurative art is his “History of Modern Caricature,” 
written in 1864, which is a truthful and appropriate mono­
graph on Daumier. He is able to understand the artistic value 
of caricature: “It is the property of men of genius which makes 
us interested in the transparency of shadows, spirited strokes 
of the burin, a particular turn of the crayon, an unforeseen 
play of light, a graphic fantasy which makes grandeur, force, 
style, shape, movement; the comic and the caricature live on 
their own foundations and do not belong to any one country or 
any one civilisation.” Daumier “has summed up in himself the 
comic powers of numerous caricaturists who preceded him, and 
he has brought into the exercise of his art a feeling for colour 
which makes each of his sketches a powerful work. An en­
graving by Daumier can be matched against the boldest con­
ceptions of modern art. For fire, Delacroix alone could com­
pete with the caricaturist.” That is enough to make us under-
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stand the acuteness of Champfleury and the reason why he 
always maintained some reserve about Courbet.

The official critic of realism was Castagnary, whose Salons, 
which run from 1857 to 1879, contain arguments for Millet 
and Courbet, and subtle appreciations of Corot and Daubigny. 
He was interested above all in the general thesis, to define “the 
true tendencies of art in our epoch,” and put artistic individ­
ualities in the second place. With naturalism he associated the 
indigenous, that is, the theory of art linked with place, climate 
and race; and he favoured the representation of peasants in 
art as of a bond of union between man and nature.

As to the first romanticism of the young Delacroix was op­
posed a reaction personified in Ingres, so to the second roman­
ticism, which arrived at the social realism of Courbet and the 
transcendental realism of Daumier, was opposed a reaction as 
much weaker artistically as it was stronger socially. At the Uni­
versal Exhibition of 1855 the hero was Ingres. But none of the 
painters who surrounded Ingres in the official world had artistic 
value. Hence there was dug the abyss between the painters 
on the one side, who were the custodians of traditions, pro­
tected by the State, exalted by the public, and despised by every­
body with any sense of art; and those on the other, who were 
the authentic painters, the ones called the advance guard, 
ignored by the State, derided by the public, defended by the 
smallest minority, tried by every material and moral suffer­
ing, who had to await recognition and fortune until after 1890.

A typical representative of the reaction from realism was 
Theophile Gautier, the proclaimer of art for art’s sake — that 
which “would say not the form for the form, but certainly the 
form for the beautiful, abstraction made of all foreign ideas, 
of all turning to the profit of any doctrine whatever, of all
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direct utility.” What he means by beauty is well understood 
in the two volumes on “The Fine Arts in Europe,” with refer­
ence to the exhibition of 1855. That beauty is the beauty of 
Ingres: “It is impossible not to seat him at the summit of art, 
on that throne of gold with steps of ivory where sit crowned 
with laurels the glorious ones, accomplished and ripe for im­
mortality.” Naturally he also praises Delacroix, but also, to­
gether with him, Gerome and Horace Vernet. In short, the 
critical direction which with so much pains had been reached 
about ten years before, was now destroyed. Between the au­
thentic spiritual life of France and the judgments of Gautier 
there is no longer any relation. Sainte-Beuvc in 1863 wrote 
that the progress of art criticism was continuous, and its cul­
mination reached by Charles Blanc and Theophile Gautier. 
As symbols of progress he quotes various names, but not 
Baudelaire nor Thore. Flo prefers to admire the science of 
Gautier, his universality and, above all, his art of description. 
“The system of Gautier, in describing, is a system of transposi­
tion, an exact reduction, an equivalent rather than a translation. 
In the same way as one reduces a symphony to the piano, he 
reduces a picture to an article.” I have no need to insist upon 
the danger of such literary virtuosity; it dispenses with criti­
cism, is self-complacent to the point of praising everything, 
and the weaker it is in judgment, the more its virtuosity leads 
to distracting one from the critical problem and taking the 
relative responsibilities. With reason Delacroix wrote of Gau­
tier: “He takes a picture, describes it in his way, makes himself 
a picture which is charming, but he has not performed an act 
of true criticism.”

A critic who was not lacking in talent, and who began his 
Salons in 1845, was Paul Mantz. Differently from Baudelaire, 
Thore, and Champfleury, he disembarked, as he wrote, from 
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the “land of dreams” with a dogma: “outside the laws of art, 
no health.” And what are those laws? “Proportion, grouping, 
harmony.” In 1847 he was, in his way, a rebel: he appreciated 
Corot, Rousseau and Delacroix, but not Ingres (who is an ef­
fort and not a result), nor Couture nor Vernet. In spite of the 
prejudice of his laws of art, his criticism was, then, sufficiently 
directed in 1847. After that, and up to 1891, he wrote about 
the Salons and occupied himself with ancient art, even with 
acuteness — for example, with Michelangelo and Watteau. But 
to open, for example, his Salon of 1889 is to feel one’s self re­
volted. In spite of talent and continual study, forty-four years 
after his first Salon, instead of judging, he showers with con­
ventional praises Roll, Zorn and Lhermittc. The prejudice of 
his laws of art made not only one victim, but produced that 
catastrophe of official French criticism and painting which 
lasts until now.

An event, which was the natural continuation of the ab­
straction made by Gautier of the problem of art from the more 
vital tendencies of the French mind at that time, was the 
launching of the fashion of the eighteenth century by the 
Goncourts between 1862 and 1869. It is understood that that 
fashion repaired an historical error of romanticism, and from 
then on nobody doubted any longer the absolute value of 
Chardin and Fragonard. But the official French taste consid- 
cred it as a lucky chance to take to itself the old features of the 
rococo, in order to give proof of elegance, of refinement, of ex­
ternal cleverness, and to withdraw itself from the more press­
ing and human problems — less serene certainly, but alive — 
which nourished the authentic art of the time. To show the 
Goncourts’ limitations of taste it is enough to recall their pref­
erence for Gavarni over Daumier. The succeeding fashion 
for Japanese prints, and the “artistic stylism” of the Goncourts 
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also suggested to some authentic painters digressions displeas­
ing to art.

A place apart must be conceded to Fromentin. Clever painter, 
excellent writer, an aspirant to historical culture and reflection, 
he also wished to write a history of criticism in order to define 
his ideas. In 1845 he wrote in his Salon: “Nature may be for 
you like an occasion to feel, dream, reflect and invent. Study 
processes in the masters, the truth in nature, but do not seek 
except in yourself the innate image of beauty and inspiration.” 
In 1873 the subjectivity of artistic vision appears evident to 
him, and he asks himself if there exists a reality which is not 
the manner of seeing. From such premises he drew the material 
for “The Masters of the Past,” published in 1876. The im­
portance of the book consists precisely in the fact that the 
Flemish and Dutch painters of the seventeenth century are 
there studied for the first time in the nineteenth century with 
reference to a well-determined pictorial ideal, based on the 
experience of Delacroix, the experience of other romantic or 
eclectic French painters and finally on Fromentin’s own. He 
analyses some single personalities, chiefly Rubens and Rem­
brandt; but he also judges them according to a pictorial ideal. 
He carries into the study of the art of the past the critical ex­
perience of the art of the present. His thought runs continually 
from the past to the present; he makes use of the present to 
understand the past, and of the past to limit the present. The 
very choice of historical rheme well shows his aim: the roman­
tics were greatly inspired in their pictorial reform by the 
Flemish and Dutch; Delacroix by Rubens, Rousseau by Ruys- 
dael and Hobbema, and so on. For the first time since Winckel- 
mann, Fromentin looks at the past with the eyes of the present. 
The past is thus illuminated better than by the most precise 
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research of philologists or connoisseurs. Some of Fromentin’s 
pages on Rubens or Rembrandt have not been surpassed.

The limitation of Fromentin’s criticism consists in the re­
strictedness of his ideal. He had learned to paint well as a fol­
lower of Delacroix and Decamps, but he did not succed in be­
coming an artist in painting, and he was aware of it. His criti­
cism remains that of disillusion; he has not the aesthetic faith 
of a Baudelaire or a Thore. He does not see, like Baudelaire, 
that the draughtsman’s form of the Ingres tradition and the 
chromatic form of the Delacroix tradition are irreconcilable. 
He believes that one can be at the same time a good draughts- 
man (abstract) and a good colourist, reducing in that way the 
problem of style and of the tradition of taste to a technical prob­
lem, according to the custom of the eclectics. With all that, he 
admires in the Dutch the capacity to “portray things as they 
are,” contradicting thatsubjcctivity of vision of which, however, 
he had knowledge. Therefore there filters into his criticism the 
academic prejudice against the new tendencies of art which 
were developing under his eyes. He admits that the eye of 
the impressionists “has very just perceptions, and particularly 
delicate sensations,” but he does not support their detachment 
from drawing and traditional compositions. Confronted by the 
art which realised his ideal, he confines himself by distrust to 
the negative position.

However, within the limits of seventeenth century art, 
Fromentin succeeds in identifying art history and art criticism, 
in gathering from the pictures what is truly artistic, in explain­
ing as nobody before him had been able to do rhe value of col­
ouring — its architecture, its organisation, and the relation be­
tween colour and light; and, finally, in refusing all hierarchy 
of subjects in rhe work of art. Hence his contribution to art
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criticism remains one of the most valuable of the nineteenth 
century.

In the seventh decade of the nineteenth century the artistic 
scandal was the work of Manet, and the critical scandal the 
defence of Manet by Zola. Realism of the Courbet type had 
been imposed upon, and even a little accommodated to, the 
taste of the public, so desirous of quiet, when Manet brought 
forward something new, dangerous not in the social aspect 
but in respect to form. The realism of Courbet had, in fact, 
respected the traditional conception of form, which Manet 
would break up: no more roundness, no more gradual passages 
of chiaroscuro, but contrasts, broken forms, improvised touch­
es. This was something never seen before, and it threw into 
fury, even more than the public, the traditional artists who 
felt themselves menaced in their most deeply fixed principles.

In his Salon of 1866 Zola defines his position with regard 
to realism: “The word realist means nothing to me, who de­
clares for subordinating the real to temperament. Make true, 
and I applaud; but above all make individual and living, and 
I applaud still more.” Moreover, he says: “Courbet, it ap­
pears, has passed to the enemy. Somebody must have gone to 
his house as an ambassador, and offered him titles and honours 
if he would deny his disciples.” “The crowd secs in a canvas 
a subject which has seized it by the throat or by the heart, and 
asks of the artist nothing but a tear or a smile. For me a work 
of art is, on the contrary, a personality, an individuality. What 
I ask of the artist is not to give me tender visions or fearful 
nightmares; it is to deliver himself, heart and flesh, it is to affirm 
proudly a powerful and special mind, a self which seizes nature 
broadly in his hand and plants upright before us that which he 
secs there.” 11 is was not an aesthetic judgment, but “the brief 
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in a lawsuit” against the social conventions of art and against 
realism itself in the name of a more intense artistic subjectivism.

“M. Manet’s talent is made of simplicity and justness. Doubt­
less, confronted with the incredible nature of some of his col­
leagues he decided to interrogate reality, man to man; he re­
fused all acquired science, all ancient experience, he would 
take art from the beginning, that is to say, by the exact ob­
servation of objects. He therefore put himself courageously 
face to face with a subject, saw this subject in broad masses, 
in vigourous oppositions, and painted each thing as he saw it.’’

All that is true only in part, and to-day it is known what 
assimilating ability Manet had. The true part is this, however: 
that Manet, though it may have been through assimilations, 
had reached the point of taking art from its beginning, had 
found his creative naturalness as every authentic artist must, 
and so affirmed his personality and encouraged many others 
to affirm theirs.

“The great scarecrow, believe me, is not realism; it is tem­
perament. Every man who does not resemble the others be­
comes by that an object of distrust. As soon as the crowd do 
not understand they laugh. It needs a whole education to 
accept genius.”

The “Camille” of Claude Monet “tells me a whole history 
of energy and truth. Ah! there is a temperament, there is a 
man among this crowd of eunuchs. Look at the neighbouring 
canvases and you will see what a pitiful appearance they make 
beside this window open upon nature. Here there is more than 
a realist, there is a delicate and strong interpreter who has 
been able to render each detail without falling into dullness.”

As is known, Zola could not continue his Salons on account 
of the indignation of readers, but the scandal was made and 
it opened a very long period of conflict between the public
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and the better artists. The Salon was reprinted and dedicated 
to Zola’s'friend, Cezanne, who was certainly its principal in- 
spirer. It was destined that Cezanne should become in his turn 
the target of the most lively indignation of the public, and 
only at the beginning of the twentieth century should be 
recognised as the world master of painting. The novelty in 
Zola’s writing is the accentuation of the value of personality 
in art — a firm, exclusive and revolutionary accentuation.

A second revolutionary action was the one-man show of 
Manet outside the Universal Exhibition of 1867. It was not a 
new initiative, because Courbet had already taken a similar 
initiative in 1855, but it was very daring, precisely because of 
its being Manet. Zola analyses his personality: the colours are 
lighter than those of the other realists; the justness of the 
tones has led the artist to paint in large masses; his grace is a 
little crude, but attractive and truly human, as well as mun­
dane; and, finally, the character of pure painting which belongs 
to Manet is opposed to the false moral and literary pretences of 
the fashionable painting. “lie treats figure pictures as it is 
allowed in the schools to treat still life pictures.”

In the Salon of 1868 Manet has a success; Degas, Renoir, 
Bazille and Monet are noted; and Castagnary can affirm that a 
“radical revolution by content and form” has taken place. He 
puts into relief the freedom from romanticism accomplished 
by realism; understands realism Still within the limits of Cour­
bet’s ideas, but is able to see in it the relations with the prevail­
ing spirit in philosophy, morality and politics, and he wishes 
for the return of public life — that is, the fall of the empire 
— so that the new art may develop.

On the eve of the war, the Salon of 1870 is interpreted by 
Theodore Durct, the senior critic of impressionism. Against 
the limitations of realism and its photographic materiality, he 
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opposes the artist: “who, having a personal vision of things, 
contrives to fix his vision on the canvas in an appropriate form, 
which at the same time communicates his impression. . . we 
do not even look at the picture in which there is nothing ex­
cept for the eye: we do not look at a picture except to feel it, 
to receive from its aspect an impression or an emotion.” The 
“pure painter” of Zola is thus corrected, the totality of art is 
called in to justify the origin of impressionism. Duret notes 
that .Manet’s drawing, unlike that of Ingres, is adapted to his 
vision, to his chromatic harmony, “which docs not proceed 
from light to dark, from shadow to light, but from one tone 
which makes the light to another which makes the dark.” lie 
remarks before a picture by Pissarro that in spite of the banal­
ity of the motive “one feels one’s self penetrated little by little 
by a melancholy feeling which must have been itself expe­
rienced from the aspect of the natural scene.”

After the war and the Commune the public is still more 
averse than before from all revolutionary manifestations, even 
in painting, and the anger against Courbet, politically com­
promised, is extended to all the innovators. I fence the vio­
lence of the reaction against the impressionists’ exhibitions, 
separated from the official Salons, in the years 1874, 1876 and 
’877-

Two critics of the realistic tradition, Burry and Duranty, 
take up the defence of the impressionists. In 1875 the first writes 
that in the impressionist pictures “detail is suppressed with a 
decision which startles timid souls. The ensemble also expresses 
effects of light: oppositions of tone, silhouettes and masses by 
bold attacks, with little care for the approbation of the short­
sighted. These are small fragments of the mirror of universal 
life, and the fleeting and colourful things, subtle and charming, 
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which are reflected there, have well the right to hold one and 
to be celebrated.”

In 1876 Duranty argues with Fromentin, and indicates thus 
the character of impressionistic art: their discovery “consists 
properly in having recognised that intense light transforms the 
tones, that the sun reflected by objects rends, by force of clear­
ness, to collect in that luminous unity which fuses its seven 
prismatic rays in a single uncoloured glare, which is light. 
From intuition to intuition they have come little by little to 
decompose rhe solar gleam into its rays, into its elements, and 
to recompose its unity by the general harmony of the rainbow 
tints which they spread on their canvases.” He believes that 
the impressionists are the primitives of a great movement of 
artistic renewal, and present the danger of being abused by 
the eclectics, which, in fact, is what happened.

The exhibition of 1877 had better success. It was for this 
that George Riviere founded and edited a review, “The Im- 
pressionist,” and sought to determine the personalities of the 
various masters. “To treat a subject for the tones, and not for 
the subject itself — that is what distinguishes the impressionists 
from other painters.” Joy, animation, and life of the figures 
are expressed in Renoir; the soul of things in Monet; science, a 
little ingenuous, in Degas; greatness, refinement, vast science 
in Cezanne; rural religiosity and epic amplitude in Pissarro; 
finesse and tranquillity in Sisley.

The best analysis of impressionism was, however, due to an 
intelligent adversary, Paul Mantz: “The impressionist is the 
sincere and free artist, who, breaking with the procedure of 
the school, with fashionable refinements, reflects in the naivety 
of his heart, the absolute charm which is disengaged from na­
ture, and simply and with the greatest possible frankness, 
translates the intensity of the impression experienced.”
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We must agree, however, that French criticism of the 
eighteen-eighties was not able to define the new masters, as 
the criticism of the eighteen-fifties had done for rhe romantics 
and realists.

in 1880 and ։ 888 ։ the group of impressionists was dissolved 
for both material and artistic reasons, but criticism was not a- 
ware of it, and believed that the authentic impressionism was 
that after 1880.

Huysmans, who in 1876 saw the impressionists as “disor­
derly,” sick and mad, is converted in 1881 to Pissarro, who 
resolves the difficulties of daylight and open air; and in 1882 
he expresses appreciation of Renoir and also of Monet, who, 
formerly held responsible for the summary and exaggerated, 
is now judged self-contained. That causes wonder; Monet was 
much more exaggerated in 1882 than in 1876, and Pissarro had 
indeed resolved certain technical difficulties, but to the weak­
ening of his art. The truth is that Huysmans realised the 
error committed in 1876, but gave no reason for it, and pre­
ferred to defend the very men he had formerly derided, at­
tributing to them his own growth in understanding. Never­
theless a flash of genius is not lacking in Huysmans when he 
feels the greatness of the impressionism of Cezanne. Laforgue, 
who writes in these years, sees justly the sincerity and the 
primitiveness of the impressionists, but is induced to exaggerate 
the technical function of Monet and Pissarro. In 1883 Monet 
is recognised by conservative criticism through Alfred de 
Lostalot, who appreciates the refined poet, the non-naturalist, 
and attests that he is not “anarchical” or “ignorant,” like the 
other impressionists. In 1886 Felix Fcneon is aware of the end 
of impressionism, and opposes to the “arbitrariness” in the de­
composition of colours peculiar to the impressionists, the “sys- 
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tern” of Pissarro, Seurat, Signac. The language betrays him; 
in fact, in reference to Monet he substitutes “spontaneity” for 
“arbitrariness.” If he had opposed “spontaneity” to “system” 
he would have been completely right.

In 1891 Mirbcau gives the highest praise to Pissarro, philoso­
pher and social educator, and to Monet, tamer of the sun; and 
the symbolist friend of Gauguin, Auricr, who in 1890 had ap­
preciated “the perfume, the poetry of surroundings” of the 
“neo-impressionist” Pissarro, in 1892 praises in the “impression­
ist” Monet, the mystic of the “divinity of the sun.” To indicate 
the decadence there is only a single voice, unheard, that of 
George Moore, in 1893: he says many just things on Manet, 
Monet, Pissarro and above all on Sisley; he is astonished that 
Pissarro should be induced to imitate his own disciples, and to 
1881 or 1882 he reports the reform of divisionism which he 
considers “decadent painting, scientific painting.”

The first two histories of impressionism, that of Lecomte in 
1892 and that of Geffroy in 1894, came out when impres­
sionism was dead and they were not aware of it; when division­
ism and symbolism had changed the creative taste of the epoch; 
when, to the realistic sanity of the years from 1870 to 1880, 
had succeeded a mystic decadency. The epoch of the struggle 
against the impressionists was closed; Monet, Renoir, Pissarro 
received the favour of the public and the two historians ac­
cepted them en bloc. Geffroy docs not put to himself the prob­
lem of the limits within which to include impressionism, but 
that of the number of impressionists to deal with, and hence he 
regroups arbitrarily the most discordant tendencies. Both of 
these histories are very valuable for detailed observations 
upon the techniques and the characters of the artists of whom 
they speak, and whom they knew very well; but the mistaken 
arrangement of the subject hinders them from having a syn- 
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thetic homogencousness. Not very dissimilar, even if more 
anecdotal, is the work of Theodore Durer, the friend of Manet 
and of the impressionists of the early days, who in 1906 pub­
lished the first edition of his “History of Impressionism.” He 
records many things; he knows well that in 1886 impressionism 
was finished, but he docs not draw from rhe fact the necessary 
conclusions.

Through not being able to justify impressionism with regard 
to the universal idea of art, criticism was not even able to under­
stand the new artistic tendencies in art at the end of the nine­
teenth century. The nco-impressionism or divisionism of Seurat 
was interpreted by Signac in its scientific pretension and not 
in its artistic aspect. The symbolism of Gauguin was expounded 
by Gauguin himself in a confused way, though with very 
happy detailed observations; by Aurier with ideas taken from 
Hegel; by Denis with religious and decorative tendencies. 
Finally, the ideas of Cezanne reached the public through such 
distortions that they lost their true character on the way. They 
were pretexts for developing the taste of the abstraction of 
form and of geometrical composition, a taste which prevailed 
up to recent years. To understand this taste it is necessary to 
know the theory of pure visibility of which we shall speak in 
the next chapter.

It is necessary, then, to return to the romantico-rcalistic 
ideas of the fifth decade of the nineteenth century in order 
to trace the origin of a modern criticism which was entirely 
faithful to the art it dealt with, and which gave to that art, 
if not precisely a system, at least a critical representation which 
was conscious and truthful.
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CHAPTER XI
Art Criticism and Pure Visibility

We have already noted that the treatises on art which, since 
before Vasari, were the prevailing form of art criticism, and 
made important contributions up to the eighteenth century, 
ceased to have an interest in the nineteenth century. The mental 
nullity of the “Grammar of the Arts of Design,” by Charles 
Blanc, may serve as an example. To explain this fact it is neces­
sary to recall the recent theory by which an empirical concept 
is posterior to the corresponding philosophical concept, and 
not anterior, as the positivist philosophers believed. Since the 
treatises on art, except where they give critical judgments, 
are an agglomeration of empirical concepts, it is natural that 
in the nineteenth century they had to represent the continuance 
and conclusion of aesthetics from Baumgarten to Hesel, and 
assume their value as empirical methodology of art criticism.

The artists or the simple amateurs, who were formerly the 
authors of the treatises, had not sufficient philosophical culture 
for such an aim. Writers on art adopted especially the histori­
cal or purely erudite form or that of journalistic criticism, as 
we already said. At the very time in which positivism pre­
vailed, repugnance for any systematic manner of thinking — 
that is to say, for any philosophical thought — weakened the 
bonds between aesthetic tradition and historical research into 
art, almost to the point of destroying them. The consequence 
was that every methodological concept of the interpreta­
tion and judgment of the work of art was crude and oc­
casional, hence a reaction appeared inevitable. It was necessary 
to build a bridge between aesthetics and the empirical nota­
tion of the artistic fact, and that bridge was called the science 
of art, in which collaborated some philosophers and many
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historians, among those who had most consciousness of their 
critical function, and of the inevitable bonds between his­
tory and thought. Precisely by the existence of aesthetics, 
the science of art consists in something more than artistic 
treatises. Sometimes it has the aim of absorbing into itself 
the whole of aesthetics: and from that attempt, which is 
not concluded to-day, issued rhe theory of Fiedler, the most 
important aesthetic thought of the second half of the nine­
teenth century. Nevertheless, in its prevailing manifestations 
to-day, the science of art must limit itself to a description of 
some typical characters of art; must place itself upon a psycho­
logical and not a philosophical or metaphysical plane.

To understand the distant origins of that demand which 
has led to the modern “science of art,” it is necessary to recall 
the distinction which we quoted from Lucian in the second 
chapter. With reference to the “Centauress” of Zeuxis, Lucian 
protested that he wished to speak only of the terrible and 
savage air of the centaur, of the sensuous expression of the 
centauress, and of similar motives of expression, leaving to 
others — the painters and the connoisseurs — the task of speak­
ing of the correctness of the drawing, truth of colouring, 
effects of relief and shade, and so on.

Lucian saw, then, two series of phenomena: the one con­
cerned the psychological expression, the other the vision of 
the craftsman. The task of criticism is to overcome the dualism, 
to understand how the psychological expression is turned into 
painting and how the vision of the artist expressed his mode 
of feeling. But one cannot arrive at a synthesis without know­
ing the thesis and antithesis. Therefore it is natural that critics 
should always be occupied and preoccupied in studying the 
psychological phenomena and the phenomena of vision. For 
the former they have not needed to invent a special science;
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it has always existed and is called psychology. But to know 
the phenomenology of vision, where can the critic find the 
necessary science? Not in physics, nor in geometry, which 
deal with colour and form in a mode clearly distinct from 
that used by painters and sculptors. The science of artistic 
vision has had, therefore, to be gained from the observation 
of lines and colours used by artists. In a single work of art, 
the lines and colours are the art, in so far as they express the 
individual feeling of the artist. But if the lines of two different 
personalities are compared, the critic should cancel from each 
that emotional emphasis which makes them art. What remains? 
The physical symbol of a reality made of both the spiritual 
and the physical, like all reality.

For example, Raphael and Michelangelo used line in a way 
which shows an affinity: that affinity is called the closed line. 
We can also see that Titian and Tintoretto had a manner of 
using line, common to both of them, but very different from 
that of Raphael and Michelangelo. The affinity of line in 
Titian and Tintoretto is called the open line. Here, then, are 
distinct the type of closed line and the type of open line. What 
does such a formulation of types serve? The same aim served 
by psychological types. When it is said that the poetry of 
Byron is disconsolate and that of Lamartine affectionate, two 
psychological characters are affirmed, which do not affect the 
art of the two poets but serve as an indication of their charac­
ter. Similarly, when it is said that Raphael is linear and Titian 
pictorial, their art is not judged, but their two visual tenden­
cies are determined, and these sjive an indication of their char- 
acter. The experience of the manifestations of the disconsolate 
and the affectionate, like the experience of the linear and the 
pictorial, is, then, the experience of classes, kinds, schemes; 
indispensable for arriving at understanding the individuali- 
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sation of any single work of art. Between the universal idea 
of art and a single work of art the intuitive relation is immedi­
ate. The task of history is to represent that relation, not in its 
intuitive mode, but through an organism of concepts, which 
are precisely schemes, and to represent the analytical moment 
in the consideration of the work of art. The mediation by 
schemes, between the universal and the single work of art, 
is therefore in the logic of things.

We know, for example, from Xenocrates, that in the third 
century the distinction between line and plasticity was current: 
Parrhasios had a perfect way of outlining figures, but an im­
perfect way of modelling them;his way was different from that 
of Nicias, who, by means of chiaroscuro, realised the relief. 
We know also that the passage from outline to relief was con­
sidered a progress. This was a mistake. But let us free ourselves 
from the idea of progress: what remains? the fact that Parrha­
sios could find his perfection in contour lines, and Nicias in 
plasticity by means of chiaroscuro. The personality of Parrha­
sios or of Nicias was certainly very much more complex than 
that scheme (outline or plasticity), but there is no doubt that 
for Xenocrates outline and plasticity were two windows open 
upon the two worlds that were called Parrhasios and Nicias; 
This was a way of indicating character.

The same thing can be said about schemes which refer to 
artistic periods rather than to single individualities. In the 
twelfth century Theophilus says that painting consists in the 
composition and the accord of colours; in the fourteenth cen­
tury Cennini says that it consists in drawing and colour; in the 
fifteenth century Alberti indicates the elements of painting in 
the outline and the composition of surfaces, reducing the func­
tion of colour to that of chiaroscuro. And now let us call to
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mind a Byzantine mosaic of the sixth century, a Tuscan gold 
background of the fourteenth century and a fresco by Masac­
cio. Under the guidance of Theophilus, Cennini and Alberti, 
we easily succeed in understanding the chromatic ideal of the 
Byzantine mosaic, the balance between line and colour in the 
fourteenth century painting and the severe predominance of 
plastic form in a fresco by Masaccio. If one has not read these 
three writers of treatises, one probably adopts the standard of 
progress in the imitation of nature, a standard found in manuals 
of art history; and applies that standard of progress thus: the 
Byzantine mosaic belongs to the period of mediaeval barbarism 
when the knowledge of form had been lost, and only the glory 
of colour was of interest; but Giotto having rediscovered the 
art of the natural, behold! form appears. It is, however, a little 
stiff until Masaccio learns to make figures planted well on the 
earth, figures which could be said to be living rather than 
painted.

The absurdity of such a treatment, which appears evident 
to-day, was not so even only thirty years ago. The real criti­
cal progress which has taken place is due precisely to appre­
hension of figurative schemes, which pointed to the different 
ways of conceiving style by artists or groups of artists. There­
fore, for artistic judgment, the schemes have had at one and 
the same time a negative and a positive function. In so far as, 
through the abstraction of form, they have been placed on 
the plane of psychology, rhe schemes have nothing to do with 
judgment. Aristotle said that line is essential and colour acci­
dental in art. But it is just because line and colour are two 
schemes, and not art itself, that the one equals the other in 
value, and any preference is arbitrary, depending upon indi­
vidual preference and not upon reason. Any scheme may be
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abstracted either from a masterpiece or from a work lacking 
in art.

But, at the same time, granted that from the origins of criti­
cism, judgment is justified in accordance with schemes, to have 
placed all the schemes on the same plane with reference to 
art has liberated the judgment of art from schematism. Colour 
is not demanded of Michelangelo, but it is understood that his 
art exhausts itself in plastic form; Rembrandt is no longer re­
proved for using dark tones, but it is understood that the lumi- 
nistic language used by Rembrandt has need of those dark 
tones; and so on. And in this sense, through its work of libera- 
tion, the use of figurative schemes has been an active and de­
cisive factor for present day art criticism.

It is not surprising, then, that the more intelligent among 
critics of the figurative arts have always used visual schemes, 
from the time of Xenocrates until our day.

To find the close origins of the criticism of pure visibility it 
is necessary to go back to Kant’s distinction between free 
beauty and adherent beauty. Free beauty is that which signi­
fies nothing in itself — for example, design a la grecque, foliated 
ornament and carpets. Adherent beauty is that of a woman, 
a horse, or an edifice, which presupposes a concept of purpose, 
which determines what the thing must be — in other words, 
a concept of its perfection. The idealistic aesthetics, and in a 
special way that of Hegel, recognised only adherent beauty, 
and considered artistic form as the sensible manifestation of 
the idea. But in his polemic against the idealistic philosophy, 
Herbart, faithful to Kant in admitting as unknowable “the 
thing in itself,” reduced all knowledge to form, and all beauty 
to form free from sentiment. He thus opposed to the content- 
ism of the idealistic aesthetic, an abstract formalism. The dis- 
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rinction between the arts assumed for him a new value, in 
so far as the value of the single work of art depended upon 
the purity of the type of art to which it belonged. Confusion 
between one type and another was, according to him, the op­
posite of art. He needed, therefore, in order to know beauty, 
to complete a double abstraction: from feeling and according to 
the different types of art. Herbart, in fact, fulminated against 
those who “hold music for a species of painting, painting for 
poetry, poetry for supreme plastic, plastic for a species of 
aesthetic philosophy.”

A follower of Herbart, Robert Zimmermann, had notable 
influence upon the criticism of pure visibility. In his “Aes­
thetics” (1865), he dismissed to psychology the study of the 
facts of imagination, and reserved to aesthetics the figures of 
imagination. Aesthetics cannot create knowledge, like logic, 
but only patterns with which to judge. What arc these pat­
terns? Schemes, conceived as works of art reduced to the 
simplest expression. He defined a first group of works of art 
whose mode of representation is material or tactile (znsayrnen- 
fassend, or moulding together): to this group belong the rep­
resentations of the linear, of surfaces and of plastic form. An­
other group he defined as formed of works of art whose mode 
of representation depends upon perception (einpfindend, or per­
ceiving) ; and to this belong the representations of chiaroscuro 
and of colour. To a third group belongs poetry, which repre­
sents thought.

The theoretical justification of abstract formalism vanishes 
before the criticism of the whole Herbartian philosophy, a 
criticism which has been accomplished and need not be re­
peated here. What matters to us is that in Zimmermann there 
is a whole system of pure visibility, distinct from the system of 
poetics, which is understood as concerning thought.
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Robert Vischer, an art historian, son of the Hegelian aes­
thetic philosopher F. Th. Vischer, opposed to the formal 
schemes of Herbart and his school some schemes of feeling 
founded upon the theory of Einfiibhmg (empathy). He con­
siders feeling as a spiritual activity which assumes external 
forms as symbols of its own life, on account of the sympathy 
felt for them, of the analogy between its own intimate move­
ments and the external relations, of the pantheistic impulse to 
unite with the world. He sees very well that the content of a 
work of art is not its material theme but the artist himself and 
his spiritual life. For that reason the analysis of the work of art 
is made by him according to schemes of feeling. In relation 
with a vertical line the mind elevates itself, with a horizontal 
line it broadens, with a broken line it moves more quickly than 
with a straight line. Here then is a series of psychological 
schemes opposed to the series of schemes of abstract form of 
Zimmermann. The schemes of Zimmermann have had success 
because they have been considered useful for the analysis of 
the work on the plane of philological decomposition. The psy­
chological schemes have varied more according to the rem- 
perament anil culture of the individual critic, and have there­
fore received a minor systematisation.

Conrad Fiedler (1841-1895), who was the creator of the 
theory of pure visibility, is attached to the school of Herbart 
by his exclusion of feeling from art, by the distinction of the 
figurative arts from the art of words which expresses concepts, 
and by the tendency to return to the criticism of Kant, as 
opposed to the idealism of Hegel. On the other hand, Fiedler 
obeys the need of a reaction against the naturalism and positiv­
ism reigning in his time. He renounced reflections on the beau- 
tiful to occupy himself only with art, and in that way he is 
the founder of the science of art, distinct from aesthetics. His 
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limitations consist in not having found the relation between 
the conception of the figurative arts and that of art in general 
— and of poetry in particular; and in having abstracted the 
reality created by the artist from the entire historical develop­
ment. The most important results of his thought are: i) the 
determination of the autonomy of art, in respect to science and 
practical life; 2) the emphasis upon productive contempla­
tion, as the essential character of art, with which he identi­
fies vision and representation, intuition and expression.

Comparing the sense of sight with the sense of touch, Fiedler 
observes that touch cannot be developed in art, as is proved 
by the fact that in order to represent it we must have recourse 
to concepts of hardness, softness, roughness, and so on. While, 
when we occupy ourselves with sight, there exists an activity 
which presents itself immediately as a development of sensi­
ble seeing: for example, the activity of gesticulating, drawing, 
painting or sculpture. Such activity is destined to be perceived 
by the eye without need of recourse to intellectual means. 
Painting, sculpture and architecture have, then, their laws, 
which are not those of nature but of visibility. Mature, as it 
is offered to us by science, can never become an object of artis­
tic representation. It is the '/node of considering objects, 
partial for science as for art, which separates artistic from 
scientific nature. The artistic mode is that of representation 
of form. It is subjected to certain conditions which are the 
laws of knowledge as visibility; laws cannot be imposed upon 
the artistic activity, but it is necessary to understand its con­
formity to the laws of its mode of seeing. If one would under­
stand Rembrandt’s mode of painting with his strokes of shadow 
confusedly managed, it is necessary to classify the formal 
significance of his style.

1 he history of art must be a history of that special knowl- 
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edge which is obtained by means of art, and not the fantastic 
representation of art as an expression of the spirit of times and 
peoples, nor history of the philological type, pedantic and 
narrow. Genetic history sees only the historical nexus, but 
Fiedler notes that the artistic personality, genial and signifi­
cant, appears unexpectedly and is very much more the begin­
ning of a new series than rhe close of one which is past. For 
the essence of genius is to open the eyes to the world, so that 
men realise that they were blind until then; and therefore 
genius has no fore-runners but only imitators. The so-called 
ideal of the painter is not nature bettered by the rules, but a 
way of considering and representing nature, which sinks its 
roots in the depths of the individual. It is an error, then, to 
admire the progress of art from primitive decoration to mas­
terpieces of the great epochs, because art progresses by leaps. 
The value of artistic rules is in the production of him who 
makes them, not in that of him who feels them. If technique is 
treated as something to be learned, then mannerism enters, 
and not art. Raphael, Michelangelo, Correggio, Leonardo, 
Titian, all created differently and expressed a different knowl­
edge; and therefore one cannot be preferred to the other. On 
the other hand, Canova and David, Carstens and Cornelius, 
did not express an artistic truth, theirs is an anti-artistic epoch.

These and other acute verities arc expounded by Fiedler 
fragmentarily, as “aphorisms.” The only attempt that he made 
to develop a history of art refers to architecture. According 
to him, there are only two periods in which architecture has 
assumed the authentic character of art: the Greek and the 
Romanesque. He founds his treatment of the subject on the 
idea of the essence of architecture, and rejectsthe knowledge of 
architecture as a manifestation of peoplesor epochs. The essence 
of architecture would, then, be a progress from the formless 
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to the formed. The formless — that is, the material of art — is 
the original practical demand: space enclosed and covered. 
Form is not an anterior gift, to be impressed in the material; 
it has no existence except in the material and is the most co­
herent expression possible of the original practical demand. 
(In this regard Fiedler is in accord with Semper). The Greek 
temple in stone has its origin in the construction in wood, and 
is the highest architectonic expression of those formal and 
original elements which express the practical demand of the 
wooden construction. Architectonic perfection was, then, at­
tained by the Greeks. After them, architecture is a series of 
attempts, only slightly successful. The Gothic inspires won­
der by its constructive ability, but it is not a coherent and 
necessary development of a practical need. Very superior to 
it is the Romanesque style, in which is found the expression of 
the closed space covered with a vault. In it the envelope of 
space is unitary: it is not a case of a vault supported by walls 
but a vault continued by the walls down to the floor. There­
fore the Romanesque style renounced columns and adopted 
pilasters, which were really fragments of wall remaining be­
tween the apertures. The most perfect pilaster is the grouped 
pilaster, in immediate stylistic relation with the cross or the 
ribbed vault. A later development of the Romanesque style 
is found in the domes of Brunelleschi and /Michelangelo: and 
the dome of the latter is freed from all bonds with the mate­
riality of the construction, to become pure form.

The severity of such treatment, which excludes from pure 
art so many architectonic masterpieces, is founded on the 
principle that “in architecture, as in other fields, richness of 
discoveries and thoughts is misleading rather than stimulating, 
when they arc not governed by the rigid laws of an internal 
development.” Evidently in this principle there is an excess 
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of intellectualism, which has been noted, for example, by 
Utitz, in all the thought of Fiedler. Human imagination has, 
in fact, a greater freedom than is admitted by the rigid laws of 
internal development. The value of Fiedler’s criticism is not 
in his exclusions, but in his interpretation of Greek and Roman­
esque architecture.

The ideas of Fiedler on Greek and Romanesque architecture 
are built up as formal schemes, but they are not purely figur­
ative schemes. The schemes of pure visibility were the conclu­
sions drawn by others from his theory.

Two friends of Fiedler, who gave to and received from him 
ideas on art, were the painter, von Marees, and the sculptor, 
Hildebrand. A publication by the latter, “The Problem of 
Form in Figurative Art” (1893) had a great success. If, on 
one hand, Hildebrand restricted and vulgarised the ideas of 
Fiedler, and revealed a tendency to academic art, on the other 
hand he examined more directly the conclusions of his friend’s 
theory in judgment of works of sculpture. He distinguished 
between distant vision and near vision, as symbols: the first, 
of synthetic vision, proper to the artist; the second, of analyti­
cal vision, proper to the empiric. Since distant vision is vision 
of surfaces, it follows that all representation in depth, to be 
artistic, must be referred continually to an ideal anterior sur­
face; that is to say, vision in depth can be nothing more than 
a suggestion within the limits of a vision in surface. This is 
the visual mode of expressing the artistic necessity of unity of 
surfaces. Michelangelo followed this principle; Cellini did not. 
Similarly, the form of existence being in some way nature, 
only the form of effect corresponds to the vision of the artist. 
Therefore lights and shades exercise a stronger action than 
plastic form. Every image must be immersed in space, and 
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therefore the value of the image depends upon the impression 
of unity in space, seen as three-dimensional. Movement can­
not be represented in art as such, but as a body in repose in 
the pose of movement, because functional values are not artis­
tic unless rendered in spatial unity. Canova imagined a monu­
ment as architecture to which plastic figures are added; that 
is an error, because the ensemble should be given an architec- 
tonic framework, so that the relief appears, not fastened on 
the wall, but composed in the three-dimensional space. There 
is another error in the ancient Greek group known as the 
“Farnese Bull,” in which the action holds together only the 
plastic parts, without a closed spatial unity. While the Greek 
sculptors and Michelangelo observed the stylistic demands of 
a spatial unity, in modern art they have been completely 
forgotten. T o determine the characters of artistic vision, as dis- 
tinct from a sensuous adhering to nature—this was rhe task that 
Hildebrand proposed to himself. Within the limits of histori­
cal interpretation and polemical reaction, there is no doubt 
that he was right.

In addition to determining their judgments from the above- 
mentioned ideas, Fiedler and Hildebrand based them on a 
lively experience of Greek art and of that of the Italian 
Renaissance. Outside of these two artistic periods nothing 
perfect had been made, according to them. In the face of the 
art of his time, the attitude of Fiedler is decidedly negative. 
Fiedler’s attempt to attain a critical judgment, according to 
standards tested by the architecture of the Greek temple and 
rhe Romanesque cathedral, is timid and uncertain. To-day 
no one can join in the refusal of Fiedler to consider Gothic 
architecture as art, because in the cathedral of Chartres or of 
Reims everyone feels the perfect realisation, coherent and free, 
of a lofty human imagination. Similarly, after having admired 
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Hildebrand’s idea of the artistic representation of movement 
as a body in repose in the pose of movement, in so far as that 
idea explains the artistic value of certain poses in Greek and 
Renaissance reliefs, we must, however, state that that idea is 
not a rule, as Hildebrand maintained but only a method of 
interpretation, useful for certain works of art, useless for others. 
Indeed, the representation of images as perennial movement 
of lights and shades, peculiar to Titian, to Rembrandt and 
to Velazquez, has the right to be numbered among the perfec­
tions of art.

In order, therefore, that the theory of pure visibility should 
show the full measure of its possibilities in the interpretation of 
art, it was necessary to renounce its value in establishing fixed 
rules and recognise that its application to history has the char­
acter of relativity.

The greatest contribution in this sense was made by Alois 
Ricgl (1858-1905). It is not known if he had had intellectual 
relations with Fiedler, but the formalistic ideas of the school 
of Herbart are common to both (Riegl was a pupil of Zimmer­
mann), as is also the very lively interest in the materialistic in­
terpretations of Semper and, finally, the spirited reaction 
against pure philologism and the ideas of Taine in art history. 
Riegl has not rhe Kantian rigour of Fiedler’s thought, even 
if he has strongly felt the need of overcoming ideally the posi­
tivist principles; and he has, moreover, a much vaster knowl­
edge of works of art, and a profound consciousness that art 
history must be universal history. Against the two greatest 
traditional prejudices of art history he arises like an avenger. 
In art history people continued, and still continue, in fact, to 
distinguish religiously between the so-called major arts relative 
to the representation of man and his deeds, and the so-called 
minor arts, relative only to ornamentation: Riegl began in 
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1893 his “Stilfragew or Problems of Style”—a history of or­
namentation from ancient Egyptian to Arabian art. People con­
tinued, and still continue, to disparage some periods of artistic 
production, such as those of the Roman Empire and the ba­
roque, which they judge by standards dug out of Greek art and 
the art of the Renaissance: Ricgl published in 1901, “Industrial 
Art of the Late Roman Period,” and wrote a “Baroque Art in 
Rome,” which was published posthumously in 1907. In these 
he sought the character and determined the modes of seeing and 
feeling in the art of those periods, which were not decadent 
but different from the preceding ones, in so far as they were 
able, through uncertainties, errors and deviations, to create 
a new art.

The principle which justifies both the historical interest 
and the aesthetic judgment of RiegI is Kunstwollen, or the 
will to art. He does not define it theoretically, but applies it 
as an antithesis to that power of art which is nothing but tech­
nical capacity in the imitation of nature. Stating that forms 
are transformed through the ages, he asks himself what is the 
power that transforms them. Semper and his followers had 
conditioned style by aim, material, technique, without taking 
into account the creative spirit. Ricgl criticises that solution 
and substitutes for it, as an idealistic affirmation, the will to 
art. The work of art is dead if detached from its spiritual crea­
tive process: it must be led back to the origin of its creation. 
The will to art is not, therefore, the synthesis of the artistic 
intentions of a given period, but the tendency, the aesthetic 
movement, the germ of art; it is a dynamic value, a real force. 
It is the principle of style, which must be distinguished from 
the external character of style. Riegl asks himself if one can 
establish a priori the possible tendencies of the will to art — that 
is, its categories; and he believed himself able to determine 
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them, according to the Herbartian tradition, in a tactile and 
optical sense, in the vision of the thing in itself and of space, in 
objective and subjective. So he rejects the contrast between 
naturalism and idealism, because every work of art is both 
representation and stylisation of nature. Riegl’s mistake was 
in believing that his were a priori categories, rather than a 
posteriori directive methods. He was conscious that in art the 
individual is the sole reality, and that groups are only sums, 
purely names, collective types; but he believed also that the 
spirit changes, even in its constitution, during the develop­
ment, and therefore he lost the consciousness of the eternity 
of the human spirit. His theory, then, is worth much more 
for its idealistic impulse, liberating from the historic and 
positivistic preconceptions of his time, than as an organism in 
itself, than as an aesthetic system.

In “Problems of Style” Riegl still obeyed the positivistic 
prejudice, by which complex phenomena can be known by 
abstracting from them the simple elements. Therefore, from 
the monuments of prehistoric art — Egyptian, Mesopotamian, 
Phoenician, Persian, Greek, Roman, Byzantine, Arabic —he 
abstracted certain types of ornamentation and studied the 
development of them. They arc the geometric style; the style 
of the coat-of-arms (the symmetrical disposition of a doubled 
motive at the sides of a centre); and ornament with motives 
taken from plants (lotus, acanthus, palm, vine tendril) in all 
their aspects, from the front and in profile, and in all their 
agreements and intersections. His intention is, on the one hand, 
to discover the constructive principle of every ornamental 
motive, and, on the other, to follow the development of orna­
mentation from Hellenic to Arabian art. It was a case, then, 
of a genetic history of motives of ornament abstracted from 
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historical reality, which is the individuality of the work of art; 
a mistake that Ricgl did not make in his later works.

In the work entitled “Industrial Art of the Late Roman 
Period,” he traced effectively the history of the art of that 
period in architecture, sculpture and painting, as well as in 
ornamentation, and so he gave a general picture of the “will 
to art” of the period. He put the artistic forms into rela­
tionship with the social, religious and scientific character of 
the same time, and even made excursions into the history of 
criticism — for example, into the aesthetics of St. Augustine. 
Moreover, it is not a case of an external completion, because 
the attention of the writer centres upon the single work of 
art; and the Kunst'wollen, or rather, the figurative schemes of 
it, serve him to retrace the principles according to which every 
single work of art is created. In such a way Kumt^ollen be­
comes the effective consciousness of the creative artist, his­
torically reconstructed.

For example, with regard to the sarcophagus called that of 
Alexander Severus, in the Capitoline Museum at Rome, Riegl’s 
analysis is as follows: The plane of the background of the relief 
is visible only as a narrow band touched by the heads of the 
figures; this band is the only residue of the plane of that back­
ground which was understood as an uninterrupted surface in 
the earlier styles. Below that band there is no longer a back­
ground, but the figures appear in two series, the one behind the 
other, of which the posterior shows only the heads. The anterior 
figures are carved in such high relief as to produce deep shadow 
in the space between them, so that they seem to be moving free­
ly in space. This characteristic in this sarcophagus appears all 
the more accentuated, when one remembers others, contempo­
rary or almost contemporary, in which the figures are attached 
to a background plane. F.ven if the tendency to full spatial isola-
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tion of the figures is clarified, the permanence of the back­
ground plane, though limited to a narrow band, leads the artist 
to a precision of contours not coherent with isolation in space. 
For classical clearness there is substituted in this work a bril­
liant alternation of lights and darks, even though the numer- 
ous half tones betray a remnant of tactile conception. In order 
that this style should become more coherent, a more optical 
conception of the figures and a greater simplification of con­
tours are necessary.

Judgment of value does not enter into this analysis; in fact, 
coherence to the optical style, which is an abstraction, is not 
necessary for the work to be artistic. The coherence necessary 
to the work of art is in relation to its individuality, and not to 
any abstraction whatsoever. In that compromise between the 
tactile and the optical the artist may have found his perfect 
form, as well as a deficient form. But the importance of Riegl’s 
analysis consists in its having determined what is the character 
of that conception, what relation that sarcophagus has, not 
only to the names tactile and optical, but also to the whole 
development of the vision of antiquity. What is judged in a 
work of art is the creative process of the artist, and the recon­
struction of that process could not be made better than by Riegl. 
It is understood that the analysis is not complete, because the 
vision indicated in it corresponds to a particular state of mind, 
and the forms represent a particular mode of feeling that 
should have been elucidated. Therefore it is incomplete, but 
within its limits it is unquestionable.

Nor could it have been carried so far, if Riegl had not had a 
clear experience of the successive formal conception in antiq­
uity which he derived from the direct analysis of the works 
of art, and which can be summarised thus: In Egyptian reliefs 
the tactile plane has so much importance that the figures are 
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referred co the plane without any concern for depth. It was 
left for the Greeks to emancipate the figures in space, whence 
results the centrality of the composition, foreshortening, half 
tones. Their limitation is that they recognised closed and 
three-dimensional space, but not free space. They were in­
terested in single forms in space, but not in space itself. The 
composition of the figures continues to be referred to the plane, 
to height and breadth, but not to depth, until the Hellenistic 
period. Then appears the liaison between the isolation of the 
figures with regard to the plane, and the emancipation of the 
relations in space. A step further was accomplished in the 
early times of the Roman Empire, when the optical conception 
was substituted for the tactile (here Riegl profited by the 
observations of Wickhoff), with a consequent diminution of 
the relief and a reduction of shadows. The view assumed the 
aspect of a view seen from a distance. In the middle of the 
Imperial period the superposition of the figures and the disap­
pearing of the background plane are to be noted; clear contrasts 
of light and shade being substituted for chiaroscuro and its 
transitions. In the late Imperial period appear symptoms of a re­
turn to the past and hints of the future. These consist more in 
the capacity for expressing a new mode of feeling (the Christian 
mode) than in the figures, newly isolated in a cubical space. 
Nevertheless, a consequence of the optical conception is the 
sacrifice of details in their tactile essence, and profiles reappear, 
those profiles which had been used already in the ancient 
Semitic East.

Now let us consider again the analysis of the sarcophagus 
called that of Alexander Severus: without all the schemes 
of the vision of antiquity which we have summarised here, 
that analysis could not have been made; and the sarcophagus 
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would have been interpreted according to standards extraneous 
to it, giving rise to ambiguities.

According to similar methods the baroque art of Rome 
was treated by Riegl; with the interpretation of the coherencies 
and incoherencies of vision; not by judging according to fixed 
rules, but by liberating the judgment from academic prejudices.

Henry Woelfflin is far more famous than Riegl, and he 
passes to-day as the greatest creator of schemes of pure visibil­
ity. He has, more than Riegl, a lively consciousness of the need 
for the history of culture and for the psychological treatment 
of art, but he juxtaposes the various modes of history, rather 
than fusing them, so that each one remains defective. Burchardt 
educated him in the history of culture and I-Iildebrand greatly 
influenced him by the history of vision. Woelfflin’s thought 
is more refined than Riegl’s, but less creative; most important 
of all, his taste is limited to the Renaissance and the baroque, 
without having the comprehensive universality which is the 
greatest glory of Riegl. Woelfflin, for example, docs not under­
stand the primitives, and, when he refers to them, he speaks 
of their stiffness, their incoherence, and their lack of unity.

His two books, “Renaissance and Baroque” (1888) and 
“Classic Art” (1898), contain essays on psychology, the his­
tory of culture and pure visibility.

More coherent is his volume on “Fundamental Concepts of 
Art History” (1915), and far superior to the other two, with 
reference to the problem of the development of style in modern 
art. These fundamental concepts are five schemes of pure visi­
bility, the illustrations of which fill the whole volume.

Every scheme is constituted by the passing from one anti­
thetical term to another. Thus:

1) The development from the linear to the pictorial, by 
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which, from the consideration of line as guide of the eye, one 
passes to the depreciation of line. More generically, “linear” 
signifies the conception of objects in their tactile character of 
outlines and planes, and “pictorial” signifies renunciation of 
palpable drawing and abandonment to pure visual appearance. 
In the first case, the accent is upon the limits of objects; in the 
second, the effect is based upon the indeterminate. The plastic 
and outlined view isolates things: for the eye that sees picto­
rially, things arc confused. The interest that in the former is 
concentrated in single corporal objects as if they were solid 
and palpable values, in the latter is identified in total visibility, 
as if it were an uncertain appearance.

2) The development from vision of the surface to vision 
of depth. Classic art brings all the parts of a composition to the 
surface, while the baroque accentuates superpositions. Surface 
is the element of line; juxtaposition of planes is the form of maxi­
mum clearness. Depreciation of the outline is accompanied by 
depreciation of the surface; and then the eye sees things in 
so far as they advance or retire. This does not relate to a quali­
tative difference, because vision of depth has no relation with 
greater capacity to represent space; it relates to a fundamentally 
different mode of seeing. The style of surface is not the style 
of primitive art, but appears for the first time in a moment of 
full mastery of foreshortening and perspective.

3) The development from closed f01111 to open form. Every 
work of art must be a closed whole, and, if it be not limited, it 
is defective. But the interpretation of this necessity was so 
different in the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries that, 
as compared with the loose form of the baroque, the classical 
coordination can be indicated as the art of closed form. This 
does not mean a simple contraposition, because the relaxation 
of rules and the intolerance of constructive severities bear
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with them a mode of representation essentially new, which 
must be included among the fundamental forms of represen­
tation.

4) The development from ’multiplicity to unity. In the 
system of classical coordination, the separate parts always 
constitute things which stand by themselves, even if they arc 
connected with the whole. This does not relate to the frag- 
mcntarincss of primitive art: the single clement accords with 
the whole, but it has not ceased to have a character of its own. 
To the observer is presented an articulation, a passing from 
member to member; and this answers to a conception very 
different from that of totality, which the seventeenth century 
effects and demands. Both styles deal with a unity, in opposi­
tion to the pre-classical period which docs not yet understand 
such an idea in the proper sense; but in the first style unity is 
reached through a harmony of free parts, while in the second 
occurs the union of all the parts in a single whole, or an ab­
solute subordination of the parts to the principal element.

5) The development from absolute clearness to relative 
clearness of objects. This is a contraposition which comes very 
close to the contrast between “linear” and “pictorial”; the rep­
resentation of things as they arc, taken separately and capable 
of being sensed plastically; and the representation of things 
as they appear, seen in their totality and above all marked 
by a non-plastic quality. The distinction assumes, however, 
a special significance in view of the fact that the classical 
epoch had cultivated an ideal of perfect clearness to which 
the fifteenth century had uncertainly aspired, and which 
the seventeenth century treated very freely. Not that the 
baroque masters are confused — confusion always inspires a- 
version; but they no longer consider clearness of motive as 
the aim itself of representation. Form no longer needs to
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present itself before the eye in its completeness; it is enough 
that it should appear in its essential elements. Composition, 
light and colour no longer have the simple task of express­
ing clearness of form, but live a life of their own. In gen- 
oral, relative clearness appears in art whenever rhe essential 
assumes an appearance entirely new. For instance, if the ba­
roque has gone far from the ideals of Durer and Raphael, it has 
nor lost irs value bur manifests itself in some other direction.

These five schemes may be considered, also according to 
VVoelfflin, as five points of view of the same phenomenon. The 
linear-plastic presents a natural relationship with the compact 
distribution in space of the style of surface, with the construc­
tive-closed form, with the individuality of single elements 
and with absolute clearness. On the other hand, the relative 
clearness of form, and the accentuation of unity at the expense 
of details, may be related to the non-constructive-fluent form 
within an impressionistic pictorial conception. In spite of some 
appearance to the contrary, rhe style of depth also belongs to 
this second grouping, in so far as ir is based on certain aspects, 
which have a significance for the eye, while they have none 
for tactile sensation.

Observe, then, how the five schemes may be reduced to rhe 
two, tactile and optical, which we found in RiegI, and which 
were inherited by him from the school of Herbart.

Recently VVoelfflin, as a result of criticism received, has 
written a revision of his schemes. To-day he is more careful in 
avoiding the distinction between form and content. He knows 
that “in every new visual style there is crystallised a new con­
tent of the world. One does not see otherwise, one sees another 
thing. Then why complicate matters; why not speak simply 
of expression? For this reason: that “one deals with develop­
ments possible only in the course of the figurative process,

293



I hstory of Art Criticism

which belongs to the history of the mind, but would remain 
inexplicable without the continual influence of image on 
image, of form on form.” Here Woclfllin does not take into 
account the fact that the origin of every work of art is in life 
and not in a preceding work of art. 1 le goes on to exemplify: 
“When Frans I lais, or Velazquez, substitutes a vibration for 
the rigid drawing of 1 lolbein in portraiture, it might be be­
lieved to be the effect of a new vision of man which seeks the 
essential in movement and not only in the aspect in repose; 
but the same happens in still life, in which one cannot speak 
of movement in the proper sense.” But it is necessary to observe 
that also in still life one can have the sense of movement; not, 
to be sure, in the objects represented, but in the lights and 
shades which the seventeenth century artist painted under the 
pretext of still life. Similarly, Woelfflin shows himself now 
to be less sure of the logical development of his schemes, of 
necessary succession from closed form to open form. Indeed, 
history teaches us that the changes of taste do not depend 
upon logic, and that the change from open form is often a 
return to closed form. On this point the experience of contem­
porary art is explicit.

In spite, then, of Woelfflin’s acuteness, the justification of 
schemes of visibility, as fundamental concepts of the history 
of art, has not been achieved. Not even by Panofsky, who has 
attempted a rigorous deduction of the schemes from their 
character of typical antithetical parts. According to one Hegel­
ian scheme, the solutions of these antitheses should become the 
poles of a unique artistic problem, livery personality should 
assume a different position before any one artistic problem; 
but this is contradicted by experience, which shows that every
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single personality creates its own problem in the same moment 
in which it is resolved.

Here we may ask ourselves why schemes of visibility have 
had so much success, so that there is no historian of art to-day 
who docs not make use of them to a great extent. The reason is 
found in the fact that, since its beginnings, art criticism has 
adopted schemes, has not been able to do without them. They 
were not, then, born in the theory of Fiedler, but have risen and 
re-arisen through the centuries from the observation of the 
work of art.

Only, the modern schemes arc very much more refined than 
the ancient ones. For example, according to Mengs, in order 
that a young man should become a painter, it is necessary for 
him to learn: i) drawing, 2) chiaroscuro, 3) colouring, 4) 
harmony, 5) composition, 6) grace, 7) proportions of the human 
body. Compare these schemes with those of Woelfflin: linear 
and pictorial, open form and closed form, and so on. You will 
perceive immediately that while these last are homogeneous, 
the others arc heterogeneous. Until drawing has become linear 
and colouring has become pictorial, they remain technical 
means for the imitation of nature rather than aspects of style 
created by one or more artists. For Mengs, “composition” 
includes history, the contrast of members, expression, conve­
nience, the quality and the age of the persons represented. For 
Woelfflin, composition may be on the surface or in depth. 
Mengs includes among his schemes grace, which is certainly 
among the happiest states of mind for arriving at art, but it is 
not a concept that the painter can hold present as a rule of his 
art. One sometimes paints graciously; one cannot paint grace. 
And if grace be studied to paint it, one obtains effeminacy.

The schemes of Woelfflin and Riegl indicate a phenome­
nology of vision, to which even great works of art can be rc-
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ferred for some of their aspects. To the schemes of Mengs 
can be referred only the scholastic exercises of neo-classicism. 
The schemes of Mengs arc therefore obstacles to the interpre­
tation of the work of art, while the schemes of Woelfflin can 
serve for direction. If now we would understand the nature of 
this direction, it is necessary to remember what we have said 
in the first chapter on the analytical moment of art criticism, 
and in the ninth chapter on the character of philological 
criticism. The schemes of visibility arc stages of transition 
from the analytical moment of criticism to the synthetic mo­
ment, which is that of judgment, and they have assumed the 
character of philological decomposition. Their fortune is there­
fore due to the same reason as that for which philology had 
fortune in the nineteenth century: their use represents a philo­
logical moment of art criticism. They are therefore perfectly 
justified though limited to their philological nature, capable of 
interpretation and not of judgment.

The spread of the principles of pure visibility, above all 
through the book of Hildebrand, found an application full of 
success in the criticism of recent painting, especially through 
the work of an English critic recently dead, Roger Fry (1866- 
1934). In Cezanne, Gauguin and Van Gogh, Fry found a con­
centration in formal design which he did not see in the impres­
sionists. Without excluding the expressive value of a work—for 
example, one of Giotto’s — he insisted spiritedly on the absolute 
value in art of the relations of abstract form, independent of 
their sentimental content or their representation of objects. 
He believed, moreover, that these formal relations must tend 
to a single aim: to the realisation of volume, ignoring all the 
other visual modes. Therefore he shared in that strange pre- 
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tension of abstract classicism which led to cubism, which was 
both the triumph and the tragedy of pure visibility.

But the character of pure visibility, peculiar to cubism, has 
nothing to do with the relation between pure visibility and 
art criticism. Pure visibility, as an interpretative instrument, 
has clarified aspects, formerly ignored, of many authentic 
works of art. It has served the art historian as a systematisation 
for inserting the philological method in the most intimate life 
of the figurative arts.
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CHAPTER XII
The Critical History of Art

Scholars, archaeologists, historians of technique, iconography 
and culture, connoisseurs, journalistic critics and the critics 
of pure visibility, all continue to write upon art. All bring 
their contribution to the truth. But a renewal of art history 
cannot derive from the sum of all these one-sided viewpoints, 
but from a new consciousness of the problem of art, which 
positivism allowed to decline but which has returned, more 
alive than ever, to make itself felt since the beffinninff of our 
century. It seems, indeed, evident to everyone that, if to write 
the history of politics it is necessary to have an idea of what 
politics is, to write the history of art it is necessary to know 
what art is. Whence derives that identity of art history and 
criticism spoken of in the first chapter.

Therefore we have tried to choose and expound some typi­
cal judgments for each epoch and to put them in relation with 
the art judged, on the one hand, and with the principles of 
judgment, on the other. However, the treatment has a strong 
disproportion: four chapters, in fact, have been devoted to 
the criticism from the third century B.C. to the eighteenth 
century A.D., while six chapters have been devoted to the 
criticism of only a little more than a century and a half. The 
justification for such disproportion is found in the fact that 
aesthetics as autonomous science, was born in the middle of 
the eighteenth century, while the principles of artistic judg­
ment, even if they always existed, did not have their scientific 
organisation before the middle of the eighteenth century. 
Before then the principles of judgment, even if they had some 
seed of truth, were erratic, because they confused aesthetic 
judgment either with logical or with moral judgment, or al-
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lowed it to disappear in mystical soarings, or, finally made it 
trivial in technical empiricism. We have seen, however, that 
critics previous to the middle of the eighteenth century were 
able to find the way to judgments, nor only just, but even fine 
and illuminating even for our century, so well-pervaded with 
aesthetics. Not without a certain sorrow we have confirmed 
that the enormous production of art history peculiar to the 
nineteenth century was not accompanied by a vigourous 
judgment capable of real aesthetic results, or even equal to 
some judgments previous to the rise of aesthetics as a science. 
On the contrary, some art historians rebelled against aesthetics, 
not in order to construct a new system (in that case rebellion 
would have meant progress), but to deny aesthetics and re­
nounce judgment on art, and boast of not wishing to judge. 
Yet from their observations they have drawn empirical 
schemes, good for description, incapable of judging, and with 
those schemes they have created a science of art which they 
wished to oppose to aesthetics. Some even among the better 
recent art historians, with the aim of finding principles of judg­
ment, have turned to aesthetic heresies and arrived at good 
concrete judgments, through an attempt at adjustment be­
tween principles and intuitions, a very great effort and one 
never completely realised.

One might suppose either that aesthetics had mistaken the 
way and therefore become an obstacle rather than a help to 
artistic judgment, or else that the art historians had ignored or 
misunderstood the truth of aesthetics. As was said before, 
judgment on art is a relation between the idea of art, which 
depends upon aesthetics, and the intuition of the work of art. 
If the fault were not in the idea it might be sought in the 
intuition. Could it be possible that art historians of the nine-
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teenth century had less capacity of critical intuition than a 
Vasari or a Boschini, a De Piles or a Diderot?

Let us examine separately these possibilities. Anyone who 
knows the history of aesthetics knows very well that, in spite 
of all deviations, it offers a fundamental and unquestionable 
critical nucleus. If not by a point, it could be represented by 
a line from Baumgarten to Croce. The autonomy of art has 
been recognised and made to consist in a spiritual activity, an 
activity creative and not imitative, distinct from logical activ­
ity. To logical activity belongs the rational activity, as to aes­
thetics belongs the imaginative or intuitive activity. If the ration­
al activity proceeds by demonstration, the imaginative activity 
proceeds by representation: whence the theoretical identity 
of intuition and expression. Artistic expression is not of con­
cepts, since the formulation of concepts is the work of logic, 
but of sentiments — practical feeling, desire and will. Outside 
artistic activity beauty does not exist, because nothing exists 
outside spiritual activity. What is called beauty, when it is 
not an object of the senses, is only the perfection of art. Since 
the category of the beautiful does not exist, all the other 
categories of the laws of art, of kinds, of types fall to the 
ground; and the only reality of art is in the personality of the 
artist, as it is manifested in his works of art. There exist the 
individuality of the artist and the universal idea of art: be­
tween the individual and the universal there are no intermediate 
verities. There arc only practical schemes, which may be use­
ful for reaching the idea of art in universality, or the judgment 
of art in individuality. And the idea and the judgment must 
be identified, since the macrocosm is all in the microcosm; in 
other words, the individual artist is only one aspect, only a 
moment of universal art.

If we arrive at this central nucleus of aesthetics we cannot
30?
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as they neared the triumph of Christianity, Dio Chrysostom 
perceived that Phidias represented a “body in which we recog­
nise with every certainty the presence of mind,” and Seneca 
must have looked at a figure that was not Greek, but Roman 
of his time, to conclude that “virtue has no need of ornament” 
— in order to free art from the preoccupation of the beautiful.

Witelo certainly had to learn from Plotinus and St. Augus­
tine that “artificial rhinos seem more beautiful than natural 
things”; but without having felt the beauty of a Gothic sculp­
ture, he could never have written that almond-shaped eyes are 
more beautiful than round. Nor, without the splendour of 
mosaics could Isidorus of Seville have written that “beauty is 
something added to edifices for ornament.” On the other hand, 
without his own peculiar poetry and the painting of Giotto, 
Dante would not have affirmed thaurhetorical style is beautiful 
when, from outside, a work appears unadorned, and within 
truly embellished. Boccaccio, looking at Giotto, realised that 
he had found again the art which pleases the intellect of the 
learned, while for many centuries it had delighted the eyes of 
the ignorant. Villani, considering the painting of Giotto and 
his followers, understood the value of physical realism and the 
expression of the passions; and Cennini felt the creative value 
of imagination, combated eclecticism, and distinguished be­
tween the design, which is a spiritual conception, and that 
which is material. Similarly, looking at fourteenth century 
painting, Ghiberti did not repeat the mistake of Greek and 
Roman criticism, which had confused technical with artistic 
progress, but rather saw in Giotto the discoverer and, at the 
same time, the perfectioner of the new art.

The aesthetic of Alberti is intellectual in the sense that 
art may be the mathematical representation of reality, or else 
mystical, in the search for grace. But his inspirers were Masac- 
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cio, Brunelleschi and Donatello; and Alberti theorised, not geo­
metrical perspective, but the ideal human form, the artistic 
form which his inspirers had imagined. Leonardo spoke in the 
name of his own art, and, though venerating science, he theo­
rised beauty through that pictorial gradation which he adored 
in nature at sunset, and which he realised in his painting, which 
is all sensibility and not at all scientific reason.

Nor in the sensualism of Venetian critics of the sixteenth 
century there is enough to suggest their theory of the unfin­
ished as vivacity of touch, of tone; as the synthesis of form and 
colour; as spontaneity, and so on: it was not their elemen­
tary and crude aesthetic ideas which guided them, but the 
intuitive experience of the art of Titian and Tintoretto. 
The same inspiration remained vital at Venice for nearly two 
centuries, up to the time o£ Boschini, who was little cultured, 
but was, however, able to see justly; and up to Zanetti.

The intuitive factor has special outlet in the judgments of 
Vasari. His historical interest, more developed than that of his 
predecessors, enables him to indicate approximately who were 
the greatest masters of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 
judgments which later criticism has in great part ratified. As 
to his principal inspirers, Michelangelo and Raphael, not only 
does Vasari succeed in explaining their character, but even in 
understanding the harm produced on the personality of Ra­
phael by the influence of Michelangelo, showing thus that he 
perceives the value of personality in art. And even in the art 
contemporary to him, in which he was both judge and partici­
pant, Vasari sometimes succeeds in indicating and appreciat­
ing the new Venetian and Lombard tendencies, different from 
his own.

In the seventeenth century, with the work of Bellori, the 
critical waters began to be troubled. Yet Bellori had knowledge
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of Raphael and the antique statues. But that knowledge is very 
little intuitive experience of art and very largely theory of the 
“Idea” of the beauty and the prejudice of the imitation of the 
antique. Moreover, mid-way between Bellori and Raphael 
there were the Carracci, which is to say, the theory of eclec­
ticism, of the choice of the “merits” of different artists in order 
to construct perfect art upon them. Theory, then — and a 
theory in contrast with what was more alive in the art of seven­
teenth century — is interposed between Bellori and the critical 
intuition of art. Besides, the “Idea,” of Platonic origin, is mani­
fested in a standard of choice from nature, a choice connected 
with a social prejudice. From all that derives the misdirection 
of Bellori, who praised Domenichino much more than Caravag­
gio or Rubens. And to praise Poussin, he was not able to do 
other than recount the scenes represented.

The artistic principles of Poussin, which were much worse 
than his art, were similar to those of Bellori; and it is no wonder 
that they, taken to France and forming the foundation of the 
French Academy, should have led to an abstract rationalism, 
confused with social habits; to a stiffening into hierarchies of 
kinds, to an overvaluation of the theme treated, as compared 
with the mode of treatment. All that was called in Italy “splen­
did manner,” and in France “grand gout.”

The polemics between admirers of Poussin and of Rubens, 
the quarrel of the ancients and moderns, and above all the 
critical personality of De Piles, succeeded in liberating taste 
from critical intellectualism, from the hierarchy of kinds, and 
from the tyranny of the antique. Flow vital was that reaction 
is proved by its coincidence with the revival of French paint­
ing and taste in the eighteenth century, reaching its climax 
in Watteau.

This live current of criticism continued with Dubos, who
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was able to distinguish pictorial composition from allegorical, 
which he called poetical; with Diderot, who felt the value in 
art of moral seriousness, who identified artistic correctness 
with the coherency of nature, and maintained the freedom of 
art with respect to rules, with an impetus precursory of roman­
tic criticism; and finally with Reynolds, who insisted upon 
the affinity of taste and genius, rejected the rules of art and 
denied eclecticism.

In the meantime the judgment of the senses, of mediaeval 
memory; the idea of the pictorial, of Boschini and De Piles; the 
sensism of Dubos and the English aesthetes, all found their 
philosophical systematisation in the idea of irrationality and 
primitivism of art by Vico, in that of “sensitive knowledge” 
by Baumgarten. For a moment justness of critical judgment 
and clearness of the aesthetic idea coincided for the first time 
in history. But precisely in that moment the reaction against 
baroque excesses and the relativity of taste went on to the 
pretence of philosophical painting and to the eclecticism of 
Mengs; and also to that first abjuring of contemporary art, 
to that myth of the unique and unreachable perfection of 
Greek art, which was impersonated in Winckelmann and took 
the name of neo-classicism. The aesthetic ideas of Winckel­
mann were reactionary, belonging to the tradition from Bellori 
to Mengs, based upon the neo-Platonic Idea. His intuition of art 
was limited, not only because he did not feel the art of his 
time, but also because he knew Greek art only through Roman 
copies; in other words, through academic schemes. But in 
addition to this he had a very lively historical sense, and there­
fore he found a nexus between works of art with greater cer- 
tainty and precision than his predecessors; thus he offered 
a type of genetic history that was new. Being deficient in the 
intuition of art, of its individuality, its irrationality, he made, 
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in fact, the history of schemes and types, not of art, under the 
guise of art history.

Therefore he identified the idea of art, not with Greek art, 
ns he would have wished, but with neo-classical schemes; and 
at the same time he destroyed faith in the creative freedom of 
modern art. Neither the cult of antique during the Renais­
sance, nor the classicism of Bellori had gone so far: Alberti 
or Vasari knew that the true classics were the moderns, and 
Bellori loved Poussin. For the critical intuition of contempo- 
rarv art, Winckelmann substituted the dead schemes of a past 
art. Since he had an exceptional influence upon the aesthetics 
and art history of the nineteenth century, he was one of the 
greatest obstacles to the direction of art criticism.

The romantic movement, with the discovery of the primi­
tives and the Middle Ages, freed minds from neo-classicism. 
It is necessary to make it quite clear that, at least in the figur­
ative arts, there has never been a contrast between classics and 
romantics, but only between nco-classics and romantics. Nev­
ertheless the romantic movement suffered the most disastrous 
of the results of neo-classicism: detachment from contempo­
rary art. If Gothic architecture is understood, a relation is 
seen between it and the a-classicism of Shakespeare; and the 
personality of Shakespeare helped to an understanding of 
Rembrandt. On the other hand, the new sense of history pre­
vented the adhering to the idea of art as a gift to humanity 
of a Greek epoch; and already Herder objected that art is 
the apparition of God in the becoming of history, and Wack- 
enroder said some admirable words on artistic intuition, against 
eclecticism and academic or social rules, for the humility of 
the critic, for the appreciation of art beyond the limits of 
time and place. Frederick Schlegel destroyed the myth of 
the Carracci. Ruskin, better than anyone, understood Gothic
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art and that of the Italian primitives, because he was able 
to see in them the relations with sensibility, religion and 
morality, against the pretence of perfection, against choice 
from nature; and he drew from these ideas some unquestion­
able truths on the limits of antique art and Italian Renaissance. 
All that was obtained chiefly by means of happy intuitions, 
because Ruskin’s aesthetic reasoning was very weak. But 
distance from contemporary art led Ruskin to disparage 
Constable and to fall into the snares of the Pre-Raphaelites; 
just as it led Frederick Schlegel to appreciate the Nazarenos.

But the greatest effect of the detachment from contemporary 
art was felt in aesthetics, and particularly in that of Hegel, 
who would overcome the contrast between classic and roman­
tic. Through having added to aesthetics a general history of 
art, his influence has been great both on later aesthetics and 
on art criticism. Well, Hegel accepted from Winckelmann the 
idea of unreachable perfection in Greek sculpture, and be­
lieved that in that perfection was fully realised his conception 
of art as the sensible appearance of the idea. Hence the triad 
of the symbolic-classical-romantic, in which the symbolic 
is an advance in art, without the sensible appearance being 
complete; and the classic — that is, Greek art — is the perfect 
equilibrium of sensible appearance and idea; and the romantic, 
or Christian art, is a prevailing of the idea, with the conse­
quent departure from art and approach to science. Logically, 
then, Hegel drew from such systematisation the sentence of 
death upon art in the modern age. And that in spite of the 
acuteness of his intuitions on the primitives, and above all 
on Dutch painting. Nevertheless, the authority of Winckel­
mann, though based on elements extraneous to the idealistic 
philosophy, was sufficient to make the aesthetics of Hegel 
misleading for criticism. The consequences were the apprecia- 
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rion of the so-called painters of ideas in the nineteenth century, 
worth nothing as artistic values; the anti-historical formulation 
of an abstract ideal for every artistic period; the consideration 
of art as a document of the life of peoples — in short, various 
deviations from rhe criticism of art.

The work of rhe historico-philologists, of the archaeolo­
gists and connoisseurs, promoted by idealism, while it accen­
tuated the detachment from art in general, was not concerned 
with contemporary art. Indeed, contemporary art could be 
treated without that philological labour which was the chief 
interest of the nineteenth century historians; and the habit of 
being occupied with ancient art suggested a certain dignified 
indifference to that which was happening around them. Worse 
still, with rare exceptions, the historians who spoke of contem­
porary art championed false artists, who, through being more 
or less clever imitators of the ancients, did not at all represent 
the ideals of their own time, but offered those same schemes 
which the historians had the habit of finding in the art of 
antiquity.

Neither the iconographical studies nor the histories of cul­
ture could be interested in contemporary art; nor could even 
the studies of technique, because contemporary technique is 
of obvious knowledge. Therefore the advantages occasioned 
to art history by the-work of the philologists, archaeologists 
and connoisseurs are those of scepticism in aesthetic judgment, 
the non-rationalisation of genius, the immense amplification of 
knowledge — all that which did not directly favour critical 
intuition.

The criticism of pure visibility was in origin classicising, on 
account of the ideas of Herbart, the taste of Fiedler and the 
artistic tendencies of Hildebrand. But Woelfflin, also start­
ing from classicism, succeeded later in understanding through
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his schemes certain aspects of baroque art in an unprejudiced 
way; and Riegl above all by his universalism, was able to 
understand the value of Roman art as distinct from Greek, 
the value of baroque architecture and of some decorative arts. 
Finally, Fry believed he could extract from Cezanne artistic 
principles with which to interpret rhe art of the past.

With rare exceptions, neither the writers on aesthetics, nor 
those on art history of rhe nineteenth century, had, then, that 
direct experience of figurative art, in so far as it was art, with­
out which criticism is not made, and which the writers up to 
but excluding Winckelmann had based on contemporary art. 
The treatment of this in the nineteenth century was left to 
journalists, to rhe reporters of exhibitions. Fortunately this form 
of criticism was invented in France in the eighteenth century 
and made illustrious by the name of Diderot; also in France, 
during the nineteenth century, some great artistic personali­
ties were not wanting. Therefore, in France, the country in 
which aesthetics has had the least cultivation and even art his­
tory has not shown great results, there was during the nine­
teenth century an extraordinary flourishing of artistic criti­
cism, directed, much more than by aesthetic ideas, by life lived 
with the artists and by happy intuitions. The capacity which 
some among the French artists had of formulating their criti­
cal judgments (Delacroix above all); the brotherhood between 
the painters and certain great writers (Stendhal, Baudelaire 
and Zola); the identification of the artistic with the political 
and social struggles — all these gave to French criticism ex- 
traordinary adherence to artistic phenomena. Art was no 
longer the motive of rhetorical disquisitions, nor of learned 
academic studies; it was a spiritual life lived in common by 
artists and critics. On the other hand, the academic tradition, 
being stronger in France than elsewhere, differed from them
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without compromises, digging an abyss between itself and 
the creative artists. Every new motive of art assumed then 
the character of revolution, and from every revolution arose 
an interpretative myth, which was a provisory systematisa­
tion of standards of judgment.

Some of these myths were, for example: that of landscape, 
for valuing the landscapists of 1830 who did not find ap­
preciation in the face of the academic tradition; or romanti­
cism, for appreciating Delacroix; or realism, for Courbet; or 
caricature, for Daumier; or impressionism, for some of the 
painters between 1870 and 1880. Nor was there lacking the 
ample and comprehensive reflection of Baudelaire, who over­
came the contrast of form and colour, indicating the formal 
possibilities of colour, and distinguished the finished from the 
made, and certainty from chic, and affirmed the universality 
of art against Winckelmann. Thore represented well the 
pantheistic ideal of modern art — its social character, its in­
difference to kinds; and promoted the return of art to origins 
— not, it is understood, to the historical but to the psychologi­
cal origins. The aesthetic of Zola was very elementary and 
reduced itself to the temperament of the artist; but it sufficed 
for understanding at their beginning, and for defending, some 
among rhe greatest modern artists —for example, Manet. It 
sufficed, because the intuitions of Zola and his friends were 
directed with a perspicacity unknown to Hegel.

The proof of the value of experience of contemporary art, 
always in dealing with the art of the past, is furnished by Fro- 
mentin, whose “Masters of Other Times” is a masterpiece 
apart in the historiographical production of the nineteenth 
century. Fromentin occupied himself with Flemish and Dutch 
arts, finding the relation between them and the living art of 
France in his time. He judged the past in the name of Delacroix
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and himself; looked objectively, without prejudices, and judged 
according to his own artistic ideal. At the same time, he profit­
ed by his experience of the art of the past to discuss his own 
contemporaries, using it to direct his judgment upon rhe pres­
ent. But it was the present that interested him, and his very in­
tense interest in that life of art which is art in the making, took 
the place of clear aesthetic ideas.

Knowledge, then, of the history of criticism throws light 
on the problem which we set ourselves. The reason why, 
in spite of the great progress of aesthetics present day art his­
tory reached its critical level with such difficulty, lies not 
only in a defect of the philosophical culture but also in the de­
fect of intuitive experience of art.

The opinion that in the nineteenth century there was not 
an art so great as in the preceding centuries is a stupid one, 
good enough only for him who docs not wish to understand. 
At least eight painters of the nineteenth century were of su­
preme greatness: Goya, Corot, Daumier, Manet, Renoir, Ce­
zanne, Seurat, Van Gogh. These are enough to give us assur­
ance that art is not dead; that our aspirations, our ideals of yes­
terday have found their perfect pictorial expression. And they 
direct us to what is produced of authentic art at the present 
time.

It is evident that so long as we refer to information of 
sources, without controlling them, without re-living them, 
without transforming them in our thought, without having 
reduced them to present life, there is no history but only chron­
icle. For the same reason, without having rc-lived ancient art 
through the present day artistic ideal, without having trans­
formed it into present day artistic life, one can make chronicles 
of art but not art history.
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rhe critical experience of present day art is then the neces­

sary condition for the history of art; here is the truth spring­
ing up both from the history of art criticism, delineated up 
to now, and from the fundamental principle of the theory of 
history.

Why had aesthetics neglected this truth, when it was oc­
cupied in the methodology of art criticism? Aesthetics came 
out together with neo-classicism, and the taste of the neo- 
classical period has conditioned the ideas on art in modern 
aesthetics. The paradox of the death of art in the modern era 
has nothing to do with the definition of art given by Hegel as 
the sensible appearance of the idea, but derives from the in­
fluence of Winckelmann upon the formation of Hegel’s taste. 
He could not therefore have an intuitive experience of the art 
of his time, because he believed that it was dead, and nourished 
a blind faith in the perfection of Greek sculpture, unreached 
and unreachable.

There is no idea, and therefore no definition of art, how­
ever universal it may be, that does not imply a complete judg­
ment of works of art, that is not excited by the desire to 
understand and judge determinated groups of works of art. 
Whence it is deduced that in books of aesthetics there neces­
sarily emerge together aesthetic ideas and critical judgments, 
certainly connected, but not in a way so inseparable that the 
value of the aesthetic idea bears necessarily the value of criti­
cal judgment. Aesthetics may depart from a critical judgment, 
which is limited and passing, and reach an idea which may be 
eternal.

Kant, for example, clarified the universality and the un­
demonstrability of the judgment of taste, and therefore the 
absurdity of rules of art; and this idea has the aspect of eternal 
aesthetic truth. But he also wrote that in all the figurative arts
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the essential is the design, while colours arc added to make 
attractive and be limited by the form. Now, is this an eternal 
aesthetic truth or a preference of taste, true in one case, false 
in another, a judgment not absolute but relative to certain 
phenomena historically determined? Anyone familiar with 
the history of art knows that the affirmation of Kant on design 
and colour is true for the Raphael of the “School of Athens,” 
and false for the Raphael of the “Mass of Bolsena”; true for 
Michelangelo and false for Titian. Then the affirmation is no 
longer an objective truth, philosophical and universal, but 
is the subjective preference of the sensibility of the individual, 
Kant.

Similarly, when Hegel affirms that art is the representation 
of the ideal and not of nature, nobody can contradict it; but 
when he affirms that painting, to express feeling and passion, 
has at its disposition only the face and the attitudes of the body, 
anybody who has had experience of art refuses to believe him. 
In fact, every authentic painter expresses his own feeling and 
his own passion by means of forms and colours and not by 
means of the face and the attitudes of the body; without tak­
ing into account that landscape is art precisely because it ex­
presses the feeling of its author, without cither faces or human 
bodies. The two affirmations of Hegel move, then, on two 
different planes, the first being a universal aesthetic truth, the 
second being an error derived from a residue of naturalistic 
taste dispersed in the idealistic philosophy.

Again, when Croce affirms that art is the expression of feel­
ings rather than of concepts, every critic is grateful to him for 
having distinguished thus between art and science. But when 
he states that “the present problem of aesthetics is the restora­
tion and defence of classicism against romanticism,” various ob­
jections arise. First of all, there has never been a struggle be-

3*4



The Critical History of Art 
tween classicism and romanticism, but only between neo- 
classicism and romanticism. In fact, the present defence of 
classicism ends in the restoration of neo-classicism. Besides, 
the present problem of aesthetics cannot be the struggle against 
romanticism; that is the task of the politics of taste, not of aes­
thetics. Croce is rightly rhe enemy, both aesthetically and 
morally, of futurism. But from being an enemy of futurism to 
dreaming of a classical restoration — that is a long way. There 
exists a modern art which has nothing to do either with futur- 
ism or with classicism, which nevertheless is a perfect art, as, 
for example, Baudelaire already saw. The two affirmations of 
Croce referred to above also move on two different planes, 
the first being a philosophical truth and the second a question­
able practical exhortation.

Therefore, to the question which we formulated of why 
modern aesthetics, with regard to the methodology of art 
criticism, had neglected even to indicate the imperative neces­
sity for the critic of an intuitive experience of present day art, 
we can now reply: because present day art has not, in fact, 
entered into the formation of the taste of the writers on aes­
thetics, and because they have not been able to keep sufficient­
ly distinct the aesthetic truths from the manifestations of a 
personal taste.

Intuitive experience of art is not the artist’s intuition, be­
cause it is not productive, and it is not even criticism, because 
it does not comprehend the idea of art with which one judges. 
What is it then? It is the sensible stage of criticism, the in- 
dividual direction, still too personal to have the right to uni­
versality; in a word, it is taste. The history of criticism teaches 
that the critic has need of a present taste to direct his judgment 
even upon past art. But there is another exigency which seems
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opposed and which is only integrative: that he should also have 
intuitive experience of art in the past. To re-live in the present 
the art of the past we must not falsify it, we must not interpret it 
according to our desires and ideas, but according to the desires 
and ideas of past art. The understanding of a work of art be­
comes objective in analysis as the taste of its author. The mis­
take of Vasari was not that of having the taste of the followers 
of Michelangelo, but, when he spoke of Giotto, of not dis­
tinguishing the taste of Michelangelo from that of Giotto. 
Through having believed in the perfection of Lysippos, Xenoc- 
rates expressed some of his best judgments, but through not 
having distinguished the perfection of Lysippos from that of 
Phidias, Xenocrates committed a critical error.

It is necessary, then, to define that, if art is absolute and 
eternal, tastes are relative. All tastes arc of equal value with 
respect to art. In such a way arc avoided arbitrary preferences, 
the institution of models with which to judge, the concepts of 
progress and decline — in short, all the misunderstandings of 
the personality of the artist. Nor does the necessity of present 
taste hinder in the critic the recognition of different tastes. On 
the contrary, the more the critic knows the present taste, the 
more he is aware of its limits, and therefore the more he rccog- 
nises what is outside those limits. If he is habituated to recog­
nising whence art arises in present taste, he will easily find 
where art dwells in the antique taste. The opposition of the 
eternity of art and the relativity of tastes is necessary to the 
identification of aesthetic and historical judgment, to the end 
of achieving the critical history of art.

It remains to indicate how the knowledge of taste is ob­
tained. Intuition of art in a work of art and analysis of the 
constituent elements are naturally the first and essential con­
ditions. But the control of the personal intuition and the per- 
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sonal analysis, and therefore the guarantee of their objectivity, 
is obtained only with the history of criticism. In the words of 
the artist upon his own ideal, in his own technique, in the 
judgment of contemporaries, in the interpretation of posterity, 
every taste defines the essential elements of its own nature, 
and constitutes a stage for the development of criticism. And 
in taste are included all the scientific, religious, moral and 
utilitarian motives which the artist has held in the moment of 
his creation and to which he has given the form. The demand 
of the history of culture justifies itself thus and is transformed: 
no longer detached from the work of art, since it deals with 
the taste of art, the history of culture is made one with 
the history of art. It has departed from intuition of the work 
of art by a journey through all the domains of the mind; and 
it returns to the intuition of the work of art and of the person­
ality of the artist, enriched with a complete humanity.

At this point a comparison with what happens in the history 
of poetry is opportune. We know that the history of poetry and 
the history of literature arc distinguished, not by their extrinsic 
characters, as would be verse and prose, but by their intrinsic 
value, poetry having a universal and eternal value, while liter­
ature has a value relative to places and times — that is, to the 
civilisation to which it belongs. Poetry is a synthesis of the 
individual and the universal, of the finite and the infinite; and 
literature is individual and finite only. Because it is relative, 
individual and finite, literature has its function as an institution 
and a convention, as compared with the poetical freedom 
which is peculiar to genius. The so-called histories of poetry 
and literature are always histories of literature, except in the 
moments, rare enough, when they come into contact with 
authentic poetry, which produces ecstasy, makes all the rest 
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forgotten, and takes us and transports us into an enchanted 
castle. But, the enchantment ended, wc perceive that that 
moment of poetry is only a happy parenthesis in the every­
day labour, and to that we return as one returns to life after 
a dream. Literature expresses therefore the sentimental, moral 
or intellectual tendencies, which have not yet found and never 
will find their complete poetical form, and represents that 
analytical moment of poetry which is the material of its history.

A parallel distinction to that between poetry and literature 
has been wanting until now in the history of the figurative arts. 
Nobody, however, ventures to maintain that all the paintings, 
sculpture, and architecture which form the subject of history 
are perfect and absolute art — that is to say, poetry. Indeed, in 
the figurative arts, as in literature and music, perfect and 
absolute art is the rare exception. And all the rest — what 
is it? There is, it is quite agreed, the ugly, the negation of 
art. But very many paintings, sculptures and works of archi­
tecture, though they are not perfect and absolute art, arc 
not purely negative works, completely deprived of all value; 
on the contrary, they are, as wc say, interesting. They arc 
not to be measured by the standard of absolute art, by which 
they would be annihilated, but by a different standard. 'They 
are the historical documents of the sentiments, of the will, 
and of the ideas of the respective civilisations, and they pre­
sent the so-called illustrative values; or they arc works which 
prepare the practical conditions for the birth of the masterpiece 
— that is to say, the works of forerunners; or they are works 
which continue the style of one among the great masters, 
and interpret it, make it accessible and familiar to the public 
— that is, they are the works of pupils and followers. It is 
not, of course, denied that among the works of illustrators,
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forerunners or followers one finds now and then perfect art. 
But as a rule their result is practical rather than artistic; it is 
precisely that of illustration, preparation or interpretation. 
They make possible the every-day life of painting, sculpture 
and architecture, in expectation of the heroic moment. The 
history of art is occupied with every-day life, though on the 
alert to recognise the “masterpiece.”

How, then, can we describe this every-day life, this figur­
ative activity parallel to literary activity, this civilisation which 
has art for its aim, but is identified with it only in rare moments? 
The so-called “styles” have in common with this every-day 
life the character of historical relativity, but are distinguished 
from it by being abstractions rather than historical realities, 
and are, at most, abstract aspects of those realities. Recall then 
the function which at the beginning of this book we assigned 
to taste, as the analytical moment of the work of art, as a bridge 
between the creation of genius and the historical development; 
and you will understand how the distinction between poetry 
and literature corresponds to the distinction between art and 
taste in the figurative arts.

In the long review thus far completed, the qualifications 
which have accompanied the judgments on art present the 
character of determinations of taste. The reader will remem­
ber, for example, the condemnation of the gold background 
and the demand for a perspective background, which led to 
the blue sky. Since with the gold background, as with the 
perspective background, are created both masterpieces of 
absolute art and mediocre works, neither the one background 
nor the other is a demand of art, but of taste. In the limits of 
taste it may be understood that the perspective background 
belongs to a civilisation which pays more attention to the 
physical world, and in which the rational control is more
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alive. Similarly, the habit of painting landscapes is formed 
only when the pride of man in respect to nature is diminished, 
and human sympathy for so-called inanimate things is made 
more intense; yet both the separation of the human figure 
from surroundings, and the humanisation of things have given 
rise to masterpieces and to mediocre or imperfect works, and 
the one and the other mode of seeing and feeling belong there- o o o
fore to the history of taste.

Since history is history not only of heroic moments, but 
also of every-day life, without which the heroic moments 
would neither be possible nor understood, the history of art 
is, always has been, and, so far as can be foreseen, always will 
be a history of taste. As taste tends to become art, and justi­
fies itself in so far as it is a possibility for art, so the history of 
art analyses and describes taste with the aim of recognising 
the moment in which taste is identified with art by force of 
genius. That is the moment in which rhe history of art is iden­
tified with critical judgment.

To attain then its supreme goal, which is that of recognising 
when a painting or a sculpture or a work in architecture is 
perfect and absolute art, the history of art must fulfill two de­
mands. One is the intuitive consciousness of art in the making 
— that is to say, contemporary art; and the other is the distinc­
tion of the absolute and the relative, the eternal and the momen­
tary, the value which transcends history and the reality which 
is subject to it; in short, art and taste. Only he who possesses 
the most perfected taste which his civilisation allows, can 
understand the tastes of past civilisations or remote regions; 
and discern, whether around him or in the past, the absolute­
ness of art and the relativity of tastes. This is the condition 
necessary for art history to overcome its every-day phase of
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erudition, Aestheticism or the “science of art,” and become 
truly the critical history of art.

If the present book brings a contribution to this end the aim 
of the author has been achieved.
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