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Introduction

Today we tend to think of ornament as a delightful but inessential addition to the body of
an object or a person. The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as “a thing used or serving to
make something look more attractive but usually having no practical purpose” and “decoration
added to embellish something.”* In other words, it is perceived as an aesthetically pleasing and
superfluous attachment. In fin-de-siecle Vienna, on the contrary, ornament was a critical and
contested issue among writers, visual artists, and architects, who debated its identity, function,
and integrity. To give but two examples, for the art historian and curator of textiles at the
Museum flr Kunst und Industrie Alois Riegl (1858-1905), ornament played an essential role in
human culture. Throughout his career, he argued that the decoration of surfaces was an important
expression of artistic imagination, even more so than the fine arts. To the contrary, for the
architect Adolf Loos (1870-1933) ornament was atavistic and redundant, even immoral and
offensive. He famously equated the eradication of ornament with the advancement of
civilization.?

Given such polarizing views, it is not surprising that the artists of the Vienna Secession
and their use of ornament provoked strident criticism for its opulent eclecticism and apparent
lack of a visually coherent symbolic program. To their detractors, Joseph Maria Olbrich’s
Secession Building (1898; Figs. 1-3) and Gustav Klimt’s Beethoven Frieze (1902; Figs. 4-8),
created for the Secession’s fourteenth exhibition (often called the Beethoven exhibition),
epitomized excess and unintelligibility. | argue, however, that it was precisely the various styles

of ornament and its conceptual application that contributed to the achievement of the Vienna

! Oxford English Dictionary, s. v. “ornament,” accessed December 20, 2018,
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ornament.

2 Adolf Loos, “Ornament and Crime,” in The Anthology of Theory of Decorative Art, ed. Isabelle Frank (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 289.


https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ornament
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ornament

Secession’s two most important goals, namely, the Gesamtkunstwerk, understood as a synthesis
of the arts, and the unfettered creativity embodied by its motto: “Der Zeit ihre Kunst Der Kunst
ihre Freiheit (to every age its art, to every art its freedom).”® They aimed to achieve all-
encompassing artwork by designing ornament to appeal to different senses—sight, touch, and
sound, as well as to kinesthetic awareness through rhythm. In turn, the Secessionists vaunted
supreme creativity in theory and practice thoroughly informed by Riegl’s ideas of the
Kunstwollen (artistic will) and the evolution of ornament toward ever greater expressive
freedom.*

The term and concept, Gesamtkunstwerk, was first popularized by the German operatic
composer, Richard Wagner (1813-1883), who used it in his writings from 1849 onward to
advocate for drama as the consummate union of all the arts. Although the concept was adopted in
various ways in fin-de-siecle Vienna, Wagner had formulated his ideal Gesamtkunstwerk as a
reincarnation of early Greek tragedy, in which architecture, music, poetry, and dance all came
together to produce a transcendent experience.® While various senses had to collaborate to
produce such a stimulus, the activation of the sensorium was itself not the goal. Rather, in the
Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk, the individual arts were subordinated to a common purpose,
namely, to elicit profound emotional reactions and, hence, insight into an ideal humanity.® In a
similar vein, | suggest that, in both the Secession Building and the Beethoven Frieze, the various

ornamental motifs engaged the different senses in an almost ecstatic mix, to bring about a

3 Ludwig Hevesi (1843-1910), journalist and Secession artists’ friend, contributed the motto.

4 Margaret Iversen defines Kunstwollen as “an artistic will or urge or intent informing different period styles.”
Margaret Iversen, Alois Riegl: History and Theory (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), 6.

® Richard Wagner, “Art and Revolution,” in The Art-Work of the Future and Other Works, trans. Washington
Ashton Ellis (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1993), 33-35.

6 Richard Wagner, “The Art-Work of the Future,” in The Art-Work of the Future and Other Works, 88.



spiritual, if secular, experience of the religion of art and with it, the vision of a better world.

In regard to the second goal, the correspondence between the Vienna Secession’s
proclamation, “to every age its own art, to every art its freedom,” which was articulated in gold
relief on the Secession fagade, and Riegl’s idea of the Kunstwollen is striking. Kunstwollen, a
neologism coined by Riegl, is the collective force that creates a style that in turn manifests itself
through a set of motifs, particular to each era.” As importantly, Riegl argued that the resulting
expression was free of a functional purpose and material or technical constraints.® For Riegl, the
Kunstwollen was most clearly expressed in the development of ornament across time and
different cultures, i.e. a process in which specific ornamental designs such as the tendril and the
acanthus freed themselves from previously assumed articulations and uses.® Accordingly, in
Stilfragen: Grundlegungen zu einer Geschichte der Ornamentik (Problems of Style: Foundations
for a History of Ornament) of 1893, Riegl took ornament out of its material context and
discussed it as a two-dimensional pattern or pure design element, that demonstrated the
autonomous drive of the Kunstwollen. | argue that the ornamental program of the Secession
Building and the Beethoven Frieze consciously evoked Riegl’s various stages of the evolution of
ornament as a visual metaphor for the open-ended development of form and, hence, of creative
freedom.

The cultural circumstances surrounding the founding of the Vienna Secession provide a

context for the novelty of the Secession’s activities and how its aims were made manifest in their

" Henri Zerner, preface to Problems of Style: Foundations for a History of Ornament, trans. Evelyn Kain (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1992), xxii. Margaret lversen, Alois Riegl, 6. Riegl defined Kunstwollen as “the
prevailing artistic intentions in a given period” in Late Roman Art Industry, cited in Christopher S. Wood, Vienna
School Reader: Politics and Art Historical Method in the 1930’s (New York: Zone Books, 2000), 90.

8 Henri Zerner, preface to Problems of Style, xxii.
9 Lisa Florman, “Gustav Klimt and the Precedent of Ancient Greece,” The Art Bulletin 72, no.2 (June 1990): 324.

Iversen, Alois Riegl, 7. Christopher Wood, “Riegl’s Mache,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 406 (Autumn
2004), 170.



eponymous building. Few works better epitomize the historicist attitude against which the artists
of the Vienna Secession reacted than the architecture of the Vienna Ringstrasse.'® Although the
inauguration of the Ringstrasse of 1857 preceded the Secession Building by almost half a
century, the language used to criticize its ornamental scheme and organic effusiveness betrays
that the critics held the same expectations that had been satisfied by the architecture of the
Ringstrasse: decorative motifs, taken from the Western cannon spanning from ancient Greek
through Baroque, were to be coordinated within each building so as to deliver an unequivocal
message about its function, hierarchies of taste, and civic importance.

The Ringstrasse was originally a wide sloping glacis, dug up to augment the pre-existing
city walls after the First Turkish Siege of 1529. While the glacis had been somewhat adapted to
house small workshops and stalls, the military, after the uprising of 1848, showed much
resistance to the idea of altering it for civilian usage. Therefore, when the inauguration of the
Ringstrasse by Emperor Joseph Franz finally took place in 1857, it symbolized the ascendency of
the bourgeoisie over the military, for the street was now to serve commercial, civic, and
residential purposes.!! Reflecting the change in the socio-political hierarchy, numerous grand
buildings were constructed. More to the point, architects expressed the imposing triumphalism of
each building through the use of Bekleidung (clothing), i.e. an ornament appropriate to its
historicizing reference.'?

The major new edifices adapted specific historical idioms for their respective associations
of venerable times past. Theophil Hansen designed the Parliament (1874-1884; Fig. 9) in Neo-

Classical style, no doubt evoking the origin of democracy in Athenian Greece; Heinrich von

10 Carl E. Schorske, Fin-de-Siécle Vienna: Politics and Culture (New York: Vintage Books, 1981), 25.
1 1bid., 27-31.

12 Bekleidung is the term Gottfried Semper used to describe the outer layer draped over the structurally functional
part of the building. The term will be discussed in detail in the following chapter.



Ferstel’s Votivkirche (1856-1879; Fig. 10) and Friedrich von Schmidt’s Neues Rathaus (1872-
1883; Fig. 11) both employed the Neo-Gothic to allude to the piety and tightly-knit communities
of the Middle Ages; the Natural History Museum and Art History Museum (both 1871-1890;
Fig. 12) by Gottfried Semper, the State Opera House (1861-1869; Fig. 13) by Eduard van der
Null and August Siccardburg, the University of Vienna (1877-1884; Fig. 14), and Museum of
Applied Arts (1867-1871) by Ferstel are all structures cloaked in the Neo-Renaissance style,
celebrating an era of humanistic learning and innovation; Semper and Karl von Hasenauer
commemorated the spirit of the early Baroque in their Burgtheatre (1874-1888; Fig. 15) the era
in which theater supposedly brought together different classes.*?

The convention of draping a work of art in the dress of a venerated epoch, regardless of
its relevance to modern life, also dominated the approach of the Akademie der bildenden Kinste
Wien (the Viennese Academy of Fine Arts), established in 1692, and the Kiinstlerhaus (The
Artists’ House), founded in in 1861. An official institution of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the
Akademie trained artists and future art professors in a decidedly conservative manner,
exemplified by the art and teachings of Hans Makart (1840-1884), under whom Klimt studied
(Fig. 16). The Kiinstlerhaus, an association of elected artists, owned the city’s only permanent
exhibition space and also organized shows abroad to promote what they considered to be the
most representative Austrian art. It exercised a considerable influence in shaping Viennese
cultural life by determining what the public would see, the standards of taste, and criteria for
aesthetic judgment. In reacting against this stifling academic tradition, thirteen artists of the

younger generation withdrew from the Kunstlerhaus on May 24, 1897, the date that marks the

13Schorske, Fin-de-Siécle Vienna, 36-45.



beginning of the Vienna Secession.'*

Although the dissident artists ended up forming a group separate from the Kiinstlerhaus,
their original intention was to remain within it while pursuing their own interests. The story is
worth noting, as their complex attitude toward tradition—the desire to embrace it while wanting
to be free of it—was also evidenced in the Secession’s use of historical ornament in the spirit of
Riegl, who argued that all motifs evolved from earlier ones in increasing variation and freedom.
The key was to elaborate on set forms and patterns in innovative ways that broke with staid and
outdated formula, including the idea that decorative programs had to be uniform or
homogeneous. Moreover, the encounter with important outside influences, such as French Art
Nouveau, the British Arts and Crafts movement, and Japonism, took place in this incipient
period of the group. Such varied sources were referenced in the Viennese artists’ application of
ornamental elements in their architecture, decorative arts, graphic design, and painting.

Dissatisfaction with the exclusivity of the two stalwart institutions had been mounting
among more progressive-minded artists since at least the early 1890’s. The seed of the Secession
seems to have been casual meetings of two circles of such artists—the Hagengesellschaft and the
“Siebner Klub,” both of which met at the Café Sperl.*® There, young artists vented their
frustration at the conservative Kinstlerhaus. Some of the members of the Hegengesellschaft had
been exposed to the plein-air method of painting in Paris, whose influence can be detected in
works by Josef Engelhart and Maximilian Lenz.'® Twelve of the Hegengesellschaft artists were

among the founding members of the Secession, and they displayed a more naturalistic tendency

14 Robert Judson Clark, “Joseph Maria Olbrich and Vienna” (PhD diss., Princeton University, 1973), 90-91. Peter
Vergo, Art in Vienna 1898-1918 (London: Phaidon, 2015), 38.

15 Marian Bisanz-Prakken, Nuda Veritas: Gustav Klimt and the Origins of the Vienna Secession 1895-1905
(Budapest: Museum of Fine Arts, Budapest, 2010), 37.

18 1bid., 39.



within it.’

The origin of the Siebner Klub, which was much smaller and represented the future
avant-garde of the Secession, remains unclear, and the number of members seems to have
fluctuated.'® Josef Hoffmann, Leo Kainradl, Koloman Moser, Olbrich, and Joseph Urban were
among its constant members. During these meetings the members read The Studio, the influential
English arts magazine, which introduced them to the work of Aubrey Beardsley (1872-1898),
James Whistler (1823-1903), Japanese woodblock prints, and movements such as William
Morris’s Arts and Crafts and French Art Nouveau, all previously little known in Vienna.®®
Robert Judson Clark has written that the members of the Siebner Klub adorned blank
inexpensive postcards they had collected as a way of practicing different decorative styles, and
that these free-style designs anticipated the artists’ progression toward what would come to be
known as Jugendstil, the Viennese version of Art Nouveau, in which artists subordinated human
figures to anti-natural sinuous lines and geometric surface patterning.° By 1897, the move away
from organic abstraction to more geometrical motifs typified the Germanic version of this fin-de
siécle style.?

The Studio also introduced the members of the Siebner Klub to the comprehensive

designs of the Arts and Crafts movement. Analogues to Wagnerian concept Gesamtkunstwerk in

drama, the Arts and Crafts movement sought the total coordinated experience of various arts in

17 Ibid., 37. Those twelve included Adolf Bohm, Josef Engelhart, Friedrich Kénig, Johann Viktor Kramer, Carl
Muller, Alfred Roller, and Ernst Stéhr. Bisanz-Prakken’s chapter titled “The Hagengesellschaft and the Sebner-
Klub—The Roots of the Secession” gives a detailed and informative account of the days leading up to the formation
of the Vienna Secession. Ibid., 37-52.

BQOlbrich uses the word “Siebner” in a letter to Hoffmann on Christmas of 1895. Clark, “Joseph Maria Olbrich and
Vienna,” 87.

19 1bid., 89-90.
20 1bid.

2 1bid.



the domestic realm of interior design, such as book-binding, furniture, wallpaper, and textiles, all
of which became key ventures for the Secession and their firm, the Wiener Werkstitte.??
Admittedly, the synthesis of arts alone did not strictly qualify as a Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk,
since the composer’s aim was not the coordination of the arts per se but the deep emotional
resonance resulting from their commingling. Under the influence of Wagner’s vision, the
Secession artists later combined the lofty concept of Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk with a range of
artistic activities.?® Specifically, | will argue that the Secessionists came close to realizing
Wagnerian ideal of the Gesamtkunstwerk in the Beethoven exhibition: they created a wide range
of artworks—some of which even alluded to music—in order to bring about a religious
experience in their “temple of art.”

The year 1894 was a relatively liberal moment for the Kiinstlerhaus: it even invited artists
from the Munich Secession to exhibit. Expectedly, there were ramifications on both sides—
unease and unrest from the more academic members, and an explicit display of ambition from
the more innovative ones.?* In November 1896, conservative Eugen Felix was re-elected as
president of the Kinstlerhaus. In the hope of making the institution more appropriate before the
golden jubilee of Emperor Franz Josef the following year, Felix started excluding more radical
members from exhibiting at home and abroad.?® Klimt, Carl Moll, and Engelhart, in reaction
against this move, considered establishing a separate group, the Vereinigung bildender Kiinstler

Osterreichs (Association of Fine Artists of Austria) within the Kiinstlerhaus, and in February

22 Bisanz-Prakken, Nuda Veritas 41-42.

2 peter Vergo, Music of Painting: Music, Modernism and the Visual Arts from the Romantics to John Cage
(London: Phaidon Press, 2010), 109-113.

24 Clark, “Joseph Maria Olbrich and Vienna,” 91.

% lan Latham, Olbrich (New York: Rizzoli, 1980), 13-14.



1897, asked the Interior Minister for a site to establish their own exhibition space. 2 The request
was met positively: the group was granted the lease of a rather prominent site owned by the War
Ministry on the Ringstrasse and fundraising effort was initiated. In April 1897, the group sent a
letter signed by Klimt, their chosen president, to the Kinstlerhaus, explaining their goals: to
introduce the Viennese public and the official art organizations to modern art of other countries
and to establish a site as a basis for artistic exploration. The letter, which Klimt also sent to
Viennese newspapers, emphasized the group’s good will and intention to remain within the
Kiinstlerhaus.?’

The parent organization, however, was not as tolerant as the young group had hoped.
During the May 22" 1897 meeting, the members of the dissident group were severely criticized;
Klimt and Olbrich walked out. Two days later, thirteen artists resigned en masse, and the
Secession was thus born.?® While the group worked on securing a permanent site and financial
support, in January 1898, they published the first issue of the journal Ver Sacrum (sacred spring)
in order to promote their program (Fig. 17). % The term “secession” adapted the more recent

example of the Munich Secession (founded 1892) and its rebellion against staid academic

% Clark, “Joseph Maria Olbrich and Vienna,” 92-93.
27 1bid., 91-95.

28 |_atham, Olbrich, 14. Those included Rudolf Bacher, Hoffmann, Klimt, Johann Viktor Kramer, Julius Mayreder,
Moll, Moser, Olbrich, and Stohr. Rudolf von Alt joined soon after and became their Honorary President; in 1899,
Otto Wagner enlisted. It is not clear when or who started calling the group the Secession. Bisanz-Prakken quotes
Ludwig Hevesi, who described how Klimt walked out of the fateful meeting at the Kiinstlerhaus: “the beautiful,
artistic programme of the Sezession, which the nineteen had hoped would permit them to remain amicably in the
committee has become unfeasible.” Hermann Bahr also uses the world “Secession” in the essay he contributed to the
first issue of Ver Sacrum. Bisanz-Prakken, Nuda Veritas, 18, 21.

2 The journal was essential to the Secession’s endeavor in more ways other than its role as the written messenger.
The journal was similar to The Studio, the magazine the Siebener-klub members admired, in that it provided a place
where artists could experiment with and develop graphic ideas and techniques. More specifically, it was on the
pages of Ver Sacrum that Olbrich developed his characteristic motif of combined circles, and Hoffmann, more
rectangular patterns. This is only one of many instances that show the importance of the journal to the Secession’s
activity: Alfred Roller wrote to Klimt in 1898, “...every issue of V. S. is a small exhibition, and the whole V.S. is a
very large one.” The journal also introduced the Viennese audience to Art Nouveau for the first time. Latham,
Olbrich, 15, 16. The quote is from Bisanz-Prakken, Nuda Veritas, 23.



tradition. It also referred to the secession plebis, a practice in ancient Rome in which a
disgruntled fraction of society would climb the hills overlooking the capital and threaten to found
a second Rome. Ver Sacrum, in turn, took its name from an ancient pagan ritual, the sacrificial
killing of those who were born in the spring to ensure the constant renewal of society.*® Excerpts
of the manifesto from the magazine’s first issue reveal the group’s most important goals: the
desire to find a singular artistic voice, respect for the inspirational freedom of all artists, a
classless public, the blurring of boundaries between the fine and decorative arts, and the
importance of an all-encompassing work of art that would unite different artistic forms and
medium. The manifesto also spoke against the need for polemics around the ideal of “tradition,”
since for the Secession artists, continuity and innovation precluded the convention of historicist
revivals:
Now every age has its own sensitivity. It is our aim to awaken, to encourage and to
disseminate the art sensitivity of our age, it is the main reason why we are publishing a
magazine. And to everyone who is striving for the same goals, even if by a different path,
we gladly extend a hand for alliance. And then we turn to all of you, without
discrimination of status or mean[s]. We recognize no distinction between ‘high art’ and
‘minor arts,” between art for the rich and art for the poor. Art is public property. ... In
Munich and Paris the intention of the Secessions has been to replace the ‘old’ art with a
‘new’ art... No, with us it is different. We are not fighting for and against the traditions,
we simply don’t have any. 3
The Secession’s first exhibition opened on March 26 at the Imperial and Royal

Horticultural Society on the Ringstrasse, which they rented for three months.*? The negotiations

for a site to build their own exhibition house was drawn out, and the group did not want to miss

30 Gottfried Fiedl, “The Secession as Sacred Center,” in Secession: The Vienna Secession from Temple of Art to
Exhibition Hall, ed. Eleonora Louis (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje, 1997), 64-67.

31 The manifesto was given as a series of essays by the Secessionists’ friends, Max Burckhard, then-director of
Burgtheater, and the writer Hermann Bahr. It is characteristic of the Vienna Secession that while the artists
themselves did not write much to explain or defend their position, they had some prominent writers and intellectuals
in their circle, Bahr, Hevesi, and Berta Zuckerkandl to name a few, who eloquently defended them. Bisanz-Prakken,
Nuda Veritas, 21. Quoted in ibid., 198-9. Originally published in Ver Sacrum no.1 (1898).

32 Vergo, Art in Vienna 1898-1918, 49.

10



the opportunity to time their first exhibition with the Emperor’s Jubilee. Olbrich designed a
temporary entrance and the main exhibition rooms, while Hoffmann was in charge of fitting the
offices. True to its cosmopolitan ambitions, the exhibition included works by Puvis de
Chavannes, Walter Crane, Auguste Renoir, Fernand Khnopff, James Abbott McNeill Whistler,
Alphonse Mucha, Max Klinger, Max Liebermann, and Franz von Stuck, among others. Despite
their emphasis on the originality in the Ver Sacrum, what was shown was not novel: many works
had, in fact, been exhibited before at the Kiinstlerhaus. The exhibition was a success nonetheless,
both in terms of attendance and profit. Even the Emperor himself visited on April 6, which no
doubt boosted attendance. The members of the Secession went out of their way to help visitors
understand the art on display and the group’s goals: some members offered tours to the visitors, a
novelty for Vienna.®*

The proceeds from the entrance fee and financial assistance from some prominent
Viennese, including Karl Wittgenstein (the father of the philosopher Ludwig), soon made the
construction of their own exhibition space possible. Olbrich had worked for the architect Otto
Wagner (1841-1918), but the Secession Building turned out to be the first permanent structure
under his name. It is not clear how he came to receive the commission, and although some early
sketches for the edifice by Klimt remain extant, there was no discussion at any point over the
choice of the architect.®® Their respective designs reveal certain similarities, such as the presence
of the dome and pronounced columns that flank the entrance, suggesting a collaboration or
exchange of ideas.

The earliest sketch by Olbrich (Fig. 18) bears a strong resemblance to the Stadtbahn

33 LLatham, Olbrich, 17.

34 «“Selected, Annotated list of Exhibitions in the Main Hall of the Vienna Secession, 1898-1998” in Secession: The
Vienna Secession from Temple of Art to Exhibition Hall, 159.

35 |_atham, Olbrich, 18.
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buildings (a project where he served as Wagner’s assistant) especially in its squat proportions
and the treatment of side-walls unbroken by fenestration (Fig. 19). The dome appears rather
elongated and more skeletal than weighty. The decorative curves on the facade recall the
surrounding Baroque architecture of Vienna, and reveal Olbrich’s training in architectural
historicism. The dome disappeared in the first design submitted to the War Ministry (March
1897), and the two imposing columns that flank the entrance became the highest point of the
building (Fig. 20). The starkly symmetrical entrance, windowless walls, and the relatively small
scale set it apart from other monumental buildings that lined the Ringstrasse.

Obijections to the design were centered on the treatment of the axis and the facade: some
members of the War Ministry suggested making the facade more grand and turning the footprint
ninety degrees so that the entrance would face the Ringstrasse.® Accordingly, Olbrich submitted
another version, which the War Ministry disliked even more; they complained that the
appearance of such a strange building would depreciate the surrounding real estate. Another
objection concerned the plain plaster walls, which made a striking contrast to more traditional
rusticated masonry of the Ringstrasse architecture, such as the Museums of Natural History and
Art History.®” A passionate debate ensued. Some newspapers reported severe criticism from the
City of Vienna Council members as well. The Secession had some powerful supporters on their
side, including the mayor of Vienna, Karl Luger and Rudolf Mayreder, a councilman and the
brother of a Secession founding member, Julius Mayreder. However, Moll, then president of the

Secession, decided to seek a new and less prestigious site, so that Olbrich could pursue his

% Ibid., 21.

37 Clark, “Joseph Maria Olbrich and Vienna,” 97.
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artistic vision unhindered by the architectural demands of the Ringstrasse.*

We know from various stages of drawings, that it was only when the site changed to the
less prominent Friedrichstrasse, a few blocks outside of the Ringstrasse, that the iconic dome
appeared in the design (Fig. 21). It is somewhat peculiar in its full, bulbous shape, which is
larger than a typical half sphere. Olbrich’s dome has been interpreted variously as a variation of
the Baroque baldachin or an imitation of the primitive hut.3® Some scholars view this pronounced
feature as Olbrich’s response to the Karlskirche (1716-1737), which seems likely considering
that the dome of this Baroque church is, to this day, very visible across from the Secession
Building (Fig. 22).%° There is a major difference between them, however. The latter example is
not structural but purely ornamental: the bulbous dome sits on top of a glass ceiling. Olbrich
submitted the final design in mid-March 1898. It was approved, and the foundation stone was
laid a month later with religious ceremoniousness.**

While Olbrich was the architect, the building also reflected the Secession’s collaborative
spirit, especially in its realization of the ornamental sculpture. Moser designed the trio of owls on
the side walls and a low bas-relief frieze of dancers with laurel wreaths on the back wall
(plastered over in 1908 and now invisible); the original iron doors, now replaced, were designed
by Georg Klimt, Gustav’s brother.*? The following report by Hermann Bahr on October 15™,

1898, a few weeks before the building’s official opening, testifies to the curiosity and

38 |bid., 98-99. Latham, Olbrich, 23-24.

% Otto Kapfinger, “The Temple of Art and Its Origins in Dreamland,” in Secession the Architecture, ed. Susanne
Koppensteiner (Vienna: Secession, 2003), 41.

40| atham Olbrich, 26, Margarethe Szeless, “To New Art a New House Planning and Construction of the Building
1897-98,” in Secession the Architecture, 14.

4L The ceremony was recorded by Hevesi. Fiedl, “The Secession as Sacred Center,” 59.

42 Robert Waissenberger, Vienna Secession (New York: Rizzoli, 1977), 43.
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anticipation over the project:

If at the present time you go down by the river Wien in the early morning you can see

there, every day behind the Akademie, going from the town to the theatre, a throng of

people crowding round a new building. There are workers, craftsmen and women who
should be on their way to work, but they stop here, staring in amazement, unable to turn
away. They gape, they question, they discuss this thing. ... And that just doesn’t stop the
whole day long.*®

The Secession Building is striking even today. At first glance, it looks like a squat block
topped by a bulbous golden dome. Outwardly, the overall scheme approximates a cruciform,
with four short arms protruding from a central square.** Upon close inspection, the visitor notices
that numerous decorative motifs of varied relief and iconography alleviate the severity of the
architectural masses. Indeed, the unbroken planar surfaces of the building serve as pictorial
ground and backdrop for these designs, in a bold reversal of the conventional use of ornament to
articulate the inherent architectural structure.

The most noticeable feature, the dome of gilded gold laurel leaves, nests in four
truncated, slightly tapered square blocks with patterned bands of gold squares at the top and
stylized fluting at their base. The entrance recalls an Egyptian pylon—recessed entrance flanked
by two towers. Otto Kapfinger has pointed out that there is not a single perpendicular plane in
the Secession Building: all the exterior walls, most visibly in the entrance, taper upward.*

Olbrich used gleaming gold accents throughout to offset the austerity of the white
plastered brickwork, yet simultaneously adding to the sense of sacredness and purity appropriate

to a “temple of art.” On the front fagcade, a broken entablature surmounts the entrance; in place of

any proper classical order, Olbrich let his creativity run free: he topped the crown of the

43 Quoted in Latham, Olbrich, 24.
44 Kapfinger, “The Temple of Art and its Origins in Dreamland,” 39.

“ 1bid., 40.
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“cornice” with a zig-zag course made of sheet metal (repeating this element in the lower
entablatures of the front and side walls of the buildings), while a free-form, looping gold line
articulated the base of the cornice, normally occupied by the cove or astragal molding (Fig. 23).
The Secession motto, writ large in gold relief letters, “der Zeit ihre Kunst, der Kunst ihre
Freiheit,” occupied the entablature frieze band (Fig. 23). In similar large gold relief the words
“Ver Sacrum” (sacred spring) appear on the flat and otherwise unadorned left wall of the facade.

Above the setback entranceway proper, three Gorgons’ heads sculpted in an Art
Nouveau- Jugenstil manner greet the visitor, their wavy snake locks echoing in shape and rhythm
the looping gold lines of the cornice high above. In another unconventional turn, they represent
the three arts—Malerie/ Architektur /Plastik (painting, architecture, sculpture) carved in gold just
below their visages (Fig. 23).4® Even more lavish is the frieze of golden foliage that frames the
entirety of the entrance, their petal like leaves held aloft by thin trunks below, suggesting a
sacred grove through which one passed through to gain entrance. Olbrich had these carved in low
relief, the trunk and branches in white, outlined silhouettes, the foliage with the gold infill, to
link with the dome of gold leaves higher above, a coming together of painting, sculpture and
architecture in one motif. The same bas-relief of lithe trees and foliage repeat at the far ends of
the facade now all in white, accentuating the unbroken, linear flow.

They then reappear on pilasters that articulate the sides of the facade, which feature a
different floral motif on their bases. Here one finds a contrast between different geometric and
organic elements—horizontal bands and molding, incised circles and another arrangement of
intricate serpentine lines and flower-like forms (Fig. 24). Most astonishing is the design that

Olbrich inscribed in the narrow interval wall between the facade sides and the side-arms

46 Anthony Alofsin calls these figures “the muses of painting, architecture, and sculpture.” Anthony Alofsin, When
Buildings Speak: Architecture as Language in the Habsburg Empire and Its Aftermath, 1867-1933 (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2006), 59.
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proper—a loosely spiraling line, almost like a partial treble clef (Fig. 24). Further along one
encounters two sets of a trio of sculpted owls set on a ledge. A symbol of Athena, goddess of
wisdom and the arts, the owls are flanked by a laurel wreath, the honor for poets (Fig. 25). A
broken band in an abstracted chain or belt-buckle design marks the mid-height of the side-
elevations (Fig. 25). Though now painted over, the back walls originally sported Moser’s frieze
of stylized female dancers in a quasi-Assyrian style, with arms raised high and holding hoops
that form their own additional running circular pattern (Fig. 26). The architecture could not be
more different from the grand historicizing buildings of the Ringstrasse, especially in its stylistic
pastiche (Greek, Egyptian, Assyrian) and ornamental fantasies.*’

As noted earlier, the building caused quite a stir among the Viennese when it was
finished. Carl Schreider, writing for the conservative newspaper Deutsches Volksblatt, ironically
described it as “a little Egyptian, some Assyrian and a little Indian, no wonder therefore that on
the whole it appears ‘Spanish’ to the great majority of people.”® The term “Assyrian” likely
referred to Moser’s dancers, and “Indian,” possibly to the gleaming-white structure of the Taji
Mabhal. Others hinted at the Orientalist other through mocking phrases such as “Assyrian
Convenience” and “Mahdi’s Tomb [Islamic redeemer’s shrine].”*

Such responses reveal the difficulty for visitors in grasping the building as a whole and
its simple geometric gestalt. Contemporaries noticed this or that ornamental motif, or a peculiar

aspect of the overall form, but the varied elements did not make sense together, as evidence by

those who referred to it as “a cross between a glasshouse and a blast-furnace,” and “a hybrid

47 Alofsin writes that Olbrich produced a building that “resonated with history, but not historicism.” Ibid., 57.
48 Quoted in Latham, Olbrich, 31. Originally published in Deutsches Volksblatt on November 10, 1898.

49 Quoted in ibid., 32, Waissenberger, Vienna Secession, 9.
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between a temple and storehouse.”® The perforated dome, with its gold laurel leaves and berries,
was disparaged as being “full of holes,” a “table centerpiece,” and a “golden globe of world
domination.”>?

On the other hand, critics generally praised the interior of the building for its flexibility
and functionality. The weight was borne by only six columns, resulting in an airy space, and the
walls could be moved around to create a space for each exhibition (Fig. 27). Moreover, the walls
were bare so that they could be decorated for each occasion.* It is curious that the starkness of
cubic quality of the exterior was unacceptable, while the same feature of the interior was seen as
functional and therefore well-received, indicating that contemporaries held different expectations
for the outward and inward appearances.

However scorned by naysayers, the members of the Vienna Secession intended the
building to be a temple of arts. The poster to the second exhibition featured an image of the
Secession Building, and its accompanying catalogue stated: “May this house become a home for
the serious artist as for the true art lover. May they both, creating and enjoying, seeking and
finding, be here united in this temple in sacred service, so that [Ludwig] Hevesi’ words, which
our building bears on its brow, may in truth come to pass: To every age its art, to art its freedom”
(Fig. 28).%

Amidst the eclecticism, Olbrich deliberately evoked sacred architecture. The shape of the

building approximates a cruciform plan; the entrance recalls an ancient Egyptian temple; the

Gorgon sisters above the entrance are reminiscent of the pediments of archaic Greek temples;

%0 Quoted in Szeless, “To New Art a New House Planning and Construction of the Building 1897-98,” 30.
51 Ibid.
52 Kapfinger, “The Temple of Art and Its Origins in Dreamland,” 36. Alofsin, When Buildings Speak, 59.

53 Quoted in Vergo, Art in Vienna 1898-1918, 55.
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and the dome refers to the domain of heaven, as in traditional church architecture—or even the
temple of the Pantheon (Figs. 23, 29). > Once their temple of art opened, the group energetically
organized and put up exhibitions, sometimes a few per year.%®

The most significant exhibition, however, was the 1902 “XIV Ausstellung der
Vereinigung Bildender Kiinstler Osterreichs Secession Wien (XIV Exhibition of the Association
of Austrian Artists Vienna Secession),” conceived as a Gesamtkunstwerk with the central conceit
being an homage to Ludwig von Beethoven and his triumphant last movement, the choral “Ode
to Joy” of his Ninth Symphony. Gustav Mahler conducted the symphony at the opening with
members of the Vienna State Orchestra. The artistic program and exhibition design was headed
by architect Hoffmann and involved some twenty Secession artists. In addition, they
commissioned a larger-than-life size effigy of the composer by the German sculptor Max Klinger
(1857-1920). Though Klinger’s sculpture was placed in the central and largest room of the
tripartite exhibition space, it was Klimt’s Beethoven Frieze that provided the visual counterpart
to Beethoven’s music program of heroic struggle and fulfill humanity, as well as a narrative of
the messianic role of the arts. | argue that Klimt conceived many of his motifs and ornamental
devices in concert with the strategy already established by Olbrich, so that from exterior to
interior, one experienced a coordinated experience. Ornament in both the building and the frieze
fulfilled narrative, visual, and tactile functions, critical in achieving the Secession’s two most
important goals—a Gesamtkunstwerk and the realization of its motto “to every age its art, to

every art its freedom.”

% Kapfinger, “The Temple of Art and Its Origins in Dreamland,” 39.

% For a selected and annotated list of exhibitions through the year 1997, see “Selected, Annotated list of Exhibitions
in the Main Hall of the Vienna Secession, 1898-1998,” in Secession: The Vienna Secession from Temple of Art to
Exhibition Hall, 158-171. Robert Waissenberger also gives detailed accounts of exhibitions through twenty-second
(1905). “The Way Becomes Clearer” and “The Kingdom of Klimt,” in Waissenberger, Vienna Secession, 39-58, 59-
78.
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My thesis builds on previous scholarship, though no single study connects theories and
practice of ornament in fin-de-siecle Vienna, manifested in the building and the frieze, to the
nexus of ideas paramount to the Secession. The Secession Building has been the subject of
detailed studies by Robert Judson Clark and lan Latham, and seen as a provocation to the
conventions of the Ringstrasse—an architecture for its own age, or turn of the century Vienna.
Latham’s study documents the evolution of Olbrich’s designs, while Clarke gives detailed
information on the architect’s training and career.® No study considers Olbrich’s eclectic
ornament in the context of debates on ornament of the time and the Secession ideas of creative
freedom, a multi-sensorial experience of art, or the rapport between it and Klimt’s frieze.

Scholars on the Beethoven Frieze have studied its history, sources of influence, and
various interpretations of iconography. Stephan Koja’s short monographic study on Klimt’s
masterwork gives background on the 1902 Secession “Beethoven Exhibition,” as it has come to
be known, and on the other artworks displayed, placing Klimt’s frieze in that context.®’ In
addition to analyzing the narrative of the three-part, three-wall painting, he offers a detailed
iconographic reading and an account of possible artistic sources, such as the art of antiquity,
Japanese prints, and the work of Symbolist painters Jan Toorop and Ferdinand Hodler.>® Marian
Bisanz-Prakken has contributed a detailed understanding of the relationship between Klimt’s
sinuous lines and other Symbolist painters, notably Toorop, and how his Jugenstil evolved from

Nuda Veritas of 1899 through the Faculty Paintings (1900-07) and the Beethoven Frieze.*®

%6 Clark, “Joseph Maria Olbrich and Vienna,” 1-50, and Latham, Olbrich, 18-33.

57 Stephan Koja, “Gustav Klimt’s Beethoven Frieze: Evolution and Program,” in Gustav Klimt: The Beethoven
Frieze and the Controversy over the Freedom of Art (Munich: Prestel, 2006), 83-107.

%8 |bid., 96-102. The Vienna Secession exhibited and celebrated the works by Toorop and Hodler at their twelfth
exhibition that took place in 1901-1902. The group devoted their sixth exhibition of 1900 to Japanese art.

59 Bisanz-Prakken, Nuda Veritas, 53-60.
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Bisanz-Prakken has also given a convincing account of how certain grand themes such as love,
death, and battle of elemental forces, were persistent for Klimt during this early period,
culminating in the Beethoven Frieze.®

The connection between Klimt’s frieze and the last movement of Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony, more specifically Richard Wagner’s highly dramatic program for it, has been
covered by Koja and Peter Vergo.®! On the connection between Klimt and Wagner, Timothy W.
Hiles has convincingly argued that Klimt was likely influenced by Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy,
showing how specific depictions in the artist’s narrative can be linked to paragraphs in
Nietzsche’s essay. %2 For example, the importance of the chorus for Nietzsche’s theory of tragedy
corresponds to the choir of angels in the climactic scene in Klimt’s mural.®3

Despite these numerous accounts, the workings of ornament remain understudied. Koja
writes that “Klimt was searching for a renewal of the pictorial language in which intellectual
content was conveyed through ornament,” but does not pursue this idea.®* More commonly,
specific ornaments in the building and the frieze are discussed in isolation. Kapfinger, Koja, and

Vergo identify historical sources and symbolism, but do not link the forms and sequence of

% Ibid., 53-67.

61 Bisanz-Prakken, Gustav Klimt Der Beethovenfries Geschichte, Funktion und Bedeutung (Salzburg: Residenz
Verlag,1977), 32-34, Koja, “Gustav Klimt’s Beethoven Frieze: Evolution and Program,” 93-96, and Vergo, The
Music of Painting, 124-131.

%2 Bisanz-Prakken, Gustav Klimt Der Beethovenfries Geschichte, Funktion und Bedeutung, 34-35, Timothy W.
Hiles, “Gustav Klimt’s Beethoven Frieze, Truth, and The Birth of Tragedy,” in Nietzsche, Philosophy and the Art,
ed. Salim Kemal et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 162-186.

83 1bid., 176.

54 Koja, forward to Gustav Klimt The Beethoven Frieze and the Controversy over the Freedom of Art, 10. Ina
similar vein, Robert Schmutzler, while writing about Art Nouveau more generally, argues that “Art Nouveau
expresses itself genetically, first of all, as an ornamental surface-movement where the ornamental element remains
dominant, even if applied to the representation of figures or of objects situated in space. ... On the other hand,
ornament now began to dominate figures and objects set in space as an inner force too, imposing on them an
ornamental structure.” Schmutzler then makes another intriguing point that the “ornaments of Art Nouveau are not
decorative or noncommittal; they are signs, closely connected with form, meaning, and symbols.” Robert
Schmutzler, Art Nouveau (Stuttgart: Verlag Gerd Hatje, 1962), 9.

20



ornamental designs to an overall programmatic concern on the part of the Secession artists. Nor
have scholars connected the Secession’s reverence for, even obsession with, ornament to Alois
Riegl’s writings on the subject, even though he was their contemporary and they knew his work.
Three scholars in particular have addressed ornament in Klimt’s work around 1900 in
specific ways and related to aspects of Riegl’s ideas. M.E. Warlick has suggested that Klimt
employed certain ornamental motifs, such as the mystical eye (the symbol of the god Ra) and a
rosebush (connection to Isis) in the Stoclet Frieze to evoke the ancient Egyptian myth of Isis and
Osiris, in order to proclaim his own artistic rebirth.®® In her essay on Klimt’s paintings and
murals from 1890-1907, Lisa Florman has argued that the choice of ornamental motifs from the
“irrational” (according to Nietzsche) Archaic period is evidence of Klimt’s interest in conceptual
issues such as the emphasis of emotion over reason, and the reconciliation of these two. ¢ For
example, Florman demonstrates that in Pallas Athene of 1898, Klimt quoted the head of Medusa
from an Archaic temple from Salinus, in order to evoke the spirit of Dionysus and the “sensual
irrationality” of Athena.®” Florman also suggests a connection between Riegl’s evaluation of
Archaic ornament and Klimt’s interest in the same period. In “Ornament as Evolution,” Emily
Braun connects Klimt’s styles and materials in his decorative details to Charles Darwin’s theory
of evolutionary biology and argues that the artist consciously used ornament to comment on
larger scientific ideas, including the then dominant belief that “ontogeny replicates phylogeny.”

She further demonstrated that Klimt chose ornamental motifs from artist scientist Ernst

8 M.E. Warlick, “Mythic Rebirth in Gustav Klimt’s Stoclet Frieze: New Considerations of Its Egyptianizng Form
and Content,” The Art Bulletin 74, no. 1 (March 1992): 115-34.

8 Lisa Florman, “Gustav Klimt and the Precedent of Ancient Greece,” The Art Bulletin 72, no. 2 (June 1990): 310-
26.

67 Ibid. 312-14.
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Haeckel’s illustrations.®® These essays indicate the essential role ornament played in the artist’s
oeuvre, but do not consider them in light of the Gesamtkunstwerk, the conscious desire for the
Kunstwollen, or a distinctive period style, as will my following three chapters.

Chapter 1 addresses theories of ornament from nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
written by Karl Botticher, Gottfried Semper, Alois Riegl, and Adolf Loos. The first three saw
ornament as essential: Botticher discussed the ethical importance of the correspondence between
the core structure and the decorative outside layer, while Semper treated ornament as something
superior to the tectonic and argued that it was the origin of all the other arts, including
architecture. Riegl discussed ornament as an independent category of art that was worth
discussing on its own. Loos, who was as much an artist as a social crusader, on the other hand
deemed all ornament unnecessary and even immoral. By the end of the chapter, | hope to have
shown the diverse views on the topic and laid the foundation for understanding some novel ways
Olbrich and Klimt used various historical and geographical ornamental motifs.

Chapter 2 discusses the Secession group’s attempt to create a Gesamtkunstwerk in the
fourteenth exhibition. Bisanz-Prakken and Vergo, among others, discussed the relationship
between the monumentality of the fourteenth exhibition and the Gesamtkunstwerk by describing
how artworks of different medium were put together.®® Anna Harwell Celenza, on the other
hand, calls the Beethoven exhibition “one of the earliest displays of Beethoven

commercialization,” and gives a detailed account of its cultural milieu, in which the idea of

8 Emily Braun, “Ornament as Evolution: Gustav Klimt and Berta Zuckerkandle,” in Gustav Klimt the Ronald S.
Lauder and Serge Sabarsky Collection, ed. Renée Price (New York: Neue Galerie New York, 2007), 145-69.

% Bisanz-Prakken, “The Beethoven Exhibition and the New Trend towards Monumentalism (1902-05),” in Nuda
Veritas, 129-143. Peter Vergo, The Music of Painting, 124-31.

22



Darwinism permeated both musical and visual arts.” Such discussions often tended toward
characterizations of works exhibited, possible sources of influence on these works, and an
emphasis on the varied artistic medium employed. In this chapter, however, | focus very
specifically on how, through the use of ornament, the building and the frieze engaged different
senses such as the tactile and the aural.

The connection between the aural (music) and ornament have been made by E.H.
Gombrich and Antoine Picon. Gombrich argued that both ornament and music unfolded with the
passage of time, and functioned as the organizing principles that were often taken for granted. "
Picon poetically wrote that ornament, always situated on the border of magic and rationality,
made architecture vibrate.”?> While such general comparisons between music and ornament are
intriguing, for a more specific discussion of rhythm and fin-de-siecle Viennese arts, | rely on
Michael Gubser’s essay that traced the shifting perceptions of rhythm in the late nineteenth
century.” I also look at Nietzsche’s theory of Greek tragedy, in which he expounded that this art
form was a synthesis of Apollonian and Dionysian impulses. I then combine Gubser’s and
Nietzsche’s theories, and suggest the ways in which the often-opposing nineteenth-century views
of rhythm, i.e. regularity- and form-giving (Apollonian) and primordial and irrational
(Dionysian), are manifested in the use of ornament in the building and the frieze. | also address

how some ornament might have performed a role akin to Wagnerian leitmotif (leading motive),

0 Anna Harwell Celenza, “Music and the Vienna Secession: 1897-1902,” Music in Art 29 no.1/2 (Spring-Fall 2004):
203. “Darwinian Visions: Beethoven Reception in Mahler’s Vienna,” The Musical Quarterly 93 no. 3/4
(Fall/Winter 2010): 514-559.

" E.H.Gombrich, The Sense of Order: A Study in the Psychology of Decorative Art (London: Phaidon, 1979), 285-
305.

2 Antoine Picon, Ornament: the Politics of Architecture and Subjectivity (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2013),
15.

73 Michael Gubser, “Rhythm in the Thought of Alois Riegl and his Contemporaries,” in Alois Riegl Revisted, ed.
Peter Noever, et al. (Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2010), 89-99.
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thereby contributing to the unity of the monumental work. I conclude this chapter by suggesting
that the XIV Secession Exhibition achieved a Gesamtkunstwerk, not merely in the Wagnerian
sense (synthesis of senses), but also in the Nietzsche’s sense (synthesis of man’s opposing
urges), in no small part due to the artists’ effective use of ornament.

Ornament also played an essential role in the pursuit of art of its own age and the
freedom of art, the topic of the fourth and last chapter of my thesis. I address the ways in which
ornament in the two works present a narrative of formal development, that of ever-increasing
artistic inventiveness, free of conventional restraints and hence visualizing creative freedom in
process. I suggest that they used ornament informed by Riegl’s notion of the Kunstwollen, which
he elaborated in his books Problem of Styles: Foundations for a History of Ornament (1893) and
Late Roman Art Industry (1901). By way of analogy I recount Riegl’s exposition of the tendril
motif (Problem of Styles) over time and across cultures until it freed itself from naturalistic
representation into pure abstract design. I rely on several scholars, most notably Margaret
Iversen, Margaret Olin, Christopher Wood, and Henri Zerner who have contributed to our
understanding of Riegl’s complex theories of history and ornament.”* Diana Reynolds
Cordileone has recently brought to attention that as a young student, Riegl read Nietzsche’s Birth
of Tragedy, which may account for the irrational aspect of the Kunstwollen.”™ These Riegl’s
scholars, however, do not delve into how his theories influenced Secession artists. | conclude by
considering that Riegl’s notion of the Kunstwollen centers on the creation of art free of external

considerations and specific to its own age. In short, it corresponds to the Secession group’s

4 Iversen, Alois Riegl, 1-90. Margaret Olin, Forms of Representation in Alois Riegl’s Theory of Art (University
Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992), 1-89. Christopher Wood, introduction to Vienna School
Reader. Wood, “Riegl’s Mache,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 406 (Autumn, 2004): 145-72, Henri
Zerner, “Alois Riegl: Art, Value, and Historicism,” Daedalus, 105 no.1 (Winter, 1976): 177-88. Zerner, preface to
Problems of Style, xxi-xxiii.

5 Diana Reynolds-Cordileone, Alois Riegl in Vienna 1875-1905: an Institutional Biography (New York: Routledge,
2014), 86.
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motto, “to every age its art” and “to every art its freedom.”
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Chapter 1
Theories of Ornament

This chapter looks at key writings on ornament from the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries in the German language, in order to place the unorthodox decorative program of the
Secession Building and the Beethoven Frieze in context. Theories by Karl Botticher (1806-
1889), Gottfried Semper (1803-1879), Alois Riegl (1858-1905), and Adolf Loos (1870-1933)
will be discussed. Even though the first two were older by a few generations than most Vienna
Secession artists, their texts were widely read in fin-de-siécle Vienna, and Semper’s own
architecture was very much visible, not the least on the Ringstrasse. Semper and Loos were
practicing architects and were also active in publishing and giving public lectures. Bétticher was
an archaeologist of classical architecture. Riegl started his career as curator of textiles at the
Museum fir Kunst und Industrie, and later taught art history at the University of Vienna. An
examination of the wide range of their opinions reveals the contested nature of the debate
surrounding ornament. This chapter also highlights the ways in which Olbrich and Klimt took
their cue from such diverse theories and incorporated them in their monuments, resulting in the
celebratory expression of artistic freedom.

The importance of the subject in mid-nineteenth century German-speaking countries
becomes evident when we consider that Botticher, Semper, Riegl, and Loos, each prominent in
their fields, spent significant energy considering the origin and function of ornament. One of the
most contentious points for Boétticher, Semper, and Loos, was the relationship between the
functional core structure and the ornament that covered it. All three viewed these two strata as
distinct from each other, but held differing opinions on their respective values. For Botticher and
Semper, the decorative layer was as important, if not more in some ways, as the tectonics,

whereas for Loos, the attention to it signaled societal degeneration. Loos of course did not realize
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that the unadorned surface, the eventual “white wall”” of modernism, could be a sort of
ornament.”®

No other terms expressed the idea of these two distinct components as succinctly as the
pair Kernform (core form) and Kunstform (art form), coined by Botticher in Die Tektonik der
Hellenen (Architectonics of the Greeks) of 1844. This volume was used as the main textbook at
the Bauakademie in Berlin, and therefore had much influence on future architects.”” The
Kernform was the tectonic structure of a building, which changed according to the development
of technology and needs of society, while the Kunstform referred to the “descriptive” or legible
exterior design that needed to be clearly and universally communicable.”® Bétticher considered
both essential for successful architecture. The Kernform was “self-sufficient and vital to the
existence and usefulness of the entire building” (i.e. an ontological necessity), while the
Kunstform represented “most apparently and suggestively (the concept of construction)” (i.e. a
representational necessity).”® Bétticher presented these two elements of a building as forming a
“reciprocally expressive joint,” and elaborated on the relationship between the two throughout
the book.&

Moreover, the Kunstform did not follow upon the Kernform nor play a subsidiary role,

6 Werner Oechslin argues that even though modern architecture celebrated the unmasked honestly of ornament-free
white wall, one cannot have architecture without a surface. In modern architecture, the white wall was the surface,
and thus it became a Kunstform. Accordingly, Oechslin writes, its moral prestige of bare structure, i.e. unconcealed
honesty, could not last very long. Werner Oechslin, Otto Wagner, Adolf Loos, and the Road to Modern Architecture
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 86-87.

" Kenneth Frampton, “Bétticher, Semper and the Tectonic: Core Form and Art Form,” in What is Architecture?, ed.
Andrew Ballantyne (London: Routledge, 2002), 138.

78 In the preface to Die Tektonik der Hellenen, Botticher defined the Kernform as “that which is mechanically
necessary, the statically functional schema,” and the Kunstform as “only the functionally descriptive characteristic,”
in Oechslin, Otto Wagner, Adolf Loos, and the Road to Modern Architecture, 189.

79 Bétticher, Die Tektonik der Hellenen, Section 2, in ibid., 191.

8 Frampton, “Bétticher, Semper and the Tectonic: Core Form and Art Form,” 139.
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but developed in tandem with and on equal terms:

[The Kunstform] arises in the same moment in which the member’s mechanistic schema

is conceived. The thought from which both derive is one and the same. They are born

together. It is only in their manifestation that the concept governing each member

becomes apparent. Its inanimate matter assumes the character of an organic vital entity,

of a statically functioning entity in a state of perpetual repose and consistency. In fact,

every material first acquires meaning at the moment of its genesis because it is stamped

by the spirit, animated by thought both of which occur when it assumes a visible form.8!
According to Bétticher, the visible representational Kunstform breathed life into the Kernform.
Representing the tectonic concept in the correct manner was so critical that he used the word
“ethical” to describe this function. 8 In order to understand how the Kunstform carried out this
vital role, it is useful to look at Bétticher’s ideal of construction, not just of a building, but of any
creation.

Batticher argued that the principle of tectonics should follow the way nature was made by
the Creator: in nature, the concept of material and inner construction was expressed in its visible
form.% The perfect joint between the Kernform and the Kunstform ensued the object’s unity as a
whole, and it was to be emulated in every human creation down to “even the most trivial pottery

for domestic use.”* Botticher believed that the inorganic (a manmade object that resulted from

purely functional needs) had no symbolic meaning. Its inherent engineering would be

81 Botticher, Die Tektonik der Hellenen, Section 2, in Oechslin, Otto Wagner, Adolf Loos, and the Road to Modern
Architecture, 191. In the 1846 speech Botticher gave on the occasion of his mentor Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s
birthday, Bétticher articulated this essential connection between the two forms in a slightly different way. Botticher
called the structural principle and material conditions of the building as the source and foundation of the Kunstform.
This was perhaps due to the fact the main aim of the speech was to demonstrate what an architectural style consisted
of: for Bétticher, a style was first and foremost the result of a tectonic relationship among the parts of the building,
not an abstract aesthetic idea. Carl Gottlieb Wilhelm Botticher, “The Principles of the Hellenic and Germanic Ways
of Building with Regard to Their Application to Our Present Way of Building,” in In What Style Should We Build:
The German Debate on Architectural Style, trans. Wolfgang Herrmann (Santa Monica: The Getty Center for the
History of Art and the Humanities, 1992), 150.

82 Botticher, Die Tektonik der Hellenen, Section 2, in Oechslin, Otto Wagner, Adolf Loos, and the Road to Modern
Architecture, 190, 191.

8 Botticher, preface to Tektonik, in ibid., 188.

8 Ibid.
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incomprehensible to the viewer, unless the inorganic entity could take a form comparable to
something in nature’s clarity of form and visible processes. Botticher, however, did not advocate
for the direct imitation of nature’s forms: rather, the Kunstform depended on their interpretation
and distillation into abstract essences in a relationship that he termed “organic.” Put differently,
the concept of organic design for Botticher was one that mediated the tectonic and the natural.
Precisely because of the dependence of the Kernform on the Kunstform to be visible, the
exact correspondence between two layers was of paramount importance, and his definition of
beauty had direct connection to this issue: aesthetic pleasure should derive from a design that
expressed “most consistently and completely the innermost concept of that same form and
represents its essence in an exterior form most ethically... truly and appropriately.”®® He held up
the example of ancient Greek architecture as the defining model: in his mind the classical orders
embodied the basic post and lintel system most perfectly. Bétticher did not advocate for mere
reproductions of the Greek Kunstform, since needs, materials, and engineering knowledge had
changed, but instead called for its recognizable variation. It was inevitable for Botticher that the
Kernform was to be “transformed into a new and hitherto unknown system; for the art-forms of
the new system, on the other hand, the formative principle of the Hellenic style must be adopted
in order to give artistic expression to the structural forces within the parts, their correlation, and

the spatial concept.”®’

8 Frampton, “Bétticher, Semper and the Tectonic: Core Form and Art Form,” 139, 141.

8 Botticher, Tektonik Section 3, in Oechslin, Otto Wagner, Adolf Loos, and the Road to Modern Architecture, 192.
For Bétticher, the confusion between the two layers was strictly to be avoided: he argued that the separation between
them should be unequivocally expressed. Frampton, “Bétticher, Semper and the Tectonic: Core Form and Art
Form,” 139. Ann-Marie Sankovitch examined the dependence of the tectonic on the ornamental to be visible at all in
her essay on the nineteenth-century discussions of St-Eustache and the changing notion of ornament that manifest in
them. Ann-Marie Sankovitch, “Structure-Ornament and the Modern Figuration of Architecture,” The Art Bulletin 80
no. 4 (1998): 687-717.

87 Bétticher, “The Principles of the Hellenic and Germanic Way of Building with Regard to Their Application to
Our Present Way of Building,” 159.
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A more concrete example of how the two distinct layers produce a whole, while adapting
to the needs and materials of each new era, can be glimpsed in the 1846 speech Botticher gave to
celebrate the birthday of his mentor, Karl Friedrich Schinkel. Bétticher argued that architects
should study the history of the building materials that had been used so far and conceive a
tectonic structure specific to their own time. There were two ways to do so: either find an
innovative application for what had been used previously, or else, when all possibilities had been
exhausted for that particular material, move on to a new one. For Botticher, the time had come to
exploit the potential of iron construction.®® Yet, even with an iron Kernform, he regarded the
classical Greek architectural ornament as its ideal outer expression: indeed immediately after
recommending iron structure as the most recent stage in the evolution of structural design, he
paradoxically suggested that the Kunstform of the classical age should be used to dress it.

How did Botticher reconcile the idea that one layer remained essentially the same while
the other changed, and how did that affect the “ethical” correspondence between two layers? A
likely answer was the importance of (Western) universal communicability: technology evolved
and therefore the Kernform was variable, but the Kunstform must retain some familiarity so that
the idea of construction could still be communicated and aesthetic pleasure would be ensured. In
order for the Kunstform to remain meaningful to the viewer, the form cannot be chosen at the
whim of the maker. By adhering to the language that is already known and accepted, the

architect avoids arbitrariness and resulting incomprehensibility.3® For Bétticher, the Kunstform

8 Ibid., 157-159.

8 Mitchell Schwarzer discusses this discrepancy between the changing Kernform and the unchanging Kunstform,
and attributes it to the two different functions both forms were meant to perform. Schwarzer does not discuss why
Hellenistic form in particular was most important for Bétticher to begin with, other than that it was a prevalent
language the viewer was likely to understand. Mitchell Schwarzer, “Ontology and Representation in Karl
Botticher”s Theory of Tectonics,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 52, no. 3 (September 1993),
278-279.

30



had to originate from nature, “a pictorially adept transposition of objects derived from the
organic world,” because “the thing as it originally existed lends to the newly created thing a
cosmic characteristic.”%

Information on what Olbrich actually read or owned is scarce. He may not have read
Batticher, but it is safe to say that architects of the period were aware of Semper. Semper studied
Bétticher, and some common threads run from one through the other and beyond. Most notably,
both believed in the Kunstform’s symbolic and hence communicative importance, and shared the
conviction that in all man-made objects, even the most humble artifacts such as pottery and
weaving, the exterior form should manifest the interior structure.

Semper adapted Botticher’s idea of the relationship between the Kernform and the
Kunstform, although he more often used the term Bekleidung (clothing) for the latter. ®* Semper
defined “the ornamental parts of architecture” as “those symbolical investments of the bare
structure, with the aid of which we give higher significance, artistical expression and beauty to
the last.”% Semper believed that while architecture had to follow the physical laws and
conditions of construction, it was thanks to the Kunstform that a building became something

higher, namely, art. Bétticher argued that the Kunstform gave the Kernform organic liveliness;

9 Bptticher articulated, “The structure itself is an invented form without a model in the outside world; the art-forms,
though they too are mental creations, are taken from what exists in the outside world.” He argued that architecture
worked the same way as sculpture and painting: all three arts expressed an idea through symbols taken from nature,
and accordingly, the idea itself must not be so novel that there was no analogue in the external world. He then
concluded, “The essence of pictorial art and its relation to nature rests in this interaction between concept and object,
between invention and imitation.” Karl Bétticher, “The Principles of the Hellenic and Germanic Way of Building
with Regard to Their Application to Our Present Way of Building,” 163.

% The November 1853 lecture is one of the earliest instances in which Semper used this term and elaborated on the
idea of wall-covering. Harry Francis Mallgrave, introduction to “London Lecture of November 18, 1853: “The
Development of the Wall and Wall Construction in Antiquity’,” Anthropology and Aesthetics, no. 11 (Spring, 1986):
33.

92 Gottfried Semper et al, “London Lecture of Autumn 1854: ‘On Architectural Symbols’,” Anthropology and
Aesthetics no. 9 (Spring 1985), 61.
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Semper’s word was “poetry.”® Significantly, in regards to the role of the Kunstform, Semper
emphasized the narrative and performative power of ornament:

[The ancients] made [their temples and architectural works] tell their history, the reason

for their existence, the direction and power of their action, the role and part which [blocks

of wood or stone that were made into beams and cylinders] were destined to take in the
whole work, and how their relations would be to each other; they made them tell also by
whom and for what destination the whole construction was made. Their tales were made
in a language consisting of certain characteristic types, performed on the surfaces of the
naked schematical forms of the building.%

To communicate the tectonic form, both Bétticher and Semper assumed that a building’s
exterior appearance should be modeled after the workings of nature, and since Greeks did
exactly that, their architectural ornament was superior. Semper wrote that the language of
ornament was to be “taken or derived from analogies in nature and self-understanding for every
one who has some feeling for nature and the dynamical signification of natural forms.”% In one
of the lectures he gave in London in 1854 for example, he detailed how a row of leaves would
bend differently depending on the weight put upon them. He then argued that Greek ornamental
elements of cyma and abacus were inspired by this observation, thereby successfully
communicating the idea of weight-bearing.®® The divergent point between Bétticher and
Semper—Semper seems to have valued the performative power of ornament more than
Batticher—might be a reason why Semper did not exclusively advocate for Hellenic ornament.
As noted in the Introduction, Semper employed a Baroque Bekleidung for the Burgtheatre and

Neo-Renaissance for the museums he designed, and such clothing “performed” a dual role: it

evoked a particular era and nostalgic ideals associated with it, while still drawing attention to the

% 1bid., 62.
% 1bid.
% 1bid., 63.

% Ibid., 64-66.
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physical and material laws of its underlying construction.

Semper’s idea of the Kernform as covering was further articulated in his essay, “The Four
Elements of Architecture” (1851). Here, he argued that the most primitive dwelling had four
elements: hearth, mound, enclosure, and roof.®” The hearth was the spiritual and moral center of
the dwelling. Humankind developed different skills, crafts, and applications for the building of
each (ceramics and metal work around the hearth, masonry works for the mound, weaving for
the enclosure, and carpentry for the roof). Before the invention of a masonry wall, humankind
first enclosed the dwelling with woven, textile “walls” (the first being plant matter). In what
would become one of the most influential themes for the century to follow, Semper
unequivocally wrote, “I assert that the carpet (as a vertical wall) plays a most important role in
the general history of art.”®® Discovery of weaving in particular was the watershed moment for
ornament according to Semper, and subsequently, for all of the creative arts: by using strands of
grass that happened to be colored differently, our ancestors became aware of the aesthetic
possibility of patterning.%

Even after ancient humans started erecting solid walls, weaving played an important role:
either a woven wall-covering, such as a carpet, was hung over it, or the solid plane was decorated

with painting and reliefs in a geometric pattern as if covered by a carpet.'® This brief summary

9 Botticher had already pointed out the importance of the hearth and the wall-covering, but not nearly as
systematically or thoroughly as Semper did. Wolfgang Herrmann, Gottfried Semper: In Search of Architecture
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1984), 140-141.

% Gottfried, Semper, “The Four Elements of Architecture,” in The Four Elements of Architecture and other
Writings, trans. Harry Francis Mallgrave et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 102-3.

9 Semper wrote in Der Stil, “...came the invention of weaving, first with blades of grass or natural plant fibers, later
with threads spun from vegetable or animal materials. The differences in the blades’ natural coloration soon led to
the use of varying orders, which generated the pattern.” Quoted from Section 60 of Der Stll (Style in the Technical
and Tectonic Arts) in Oechslin, Otto Wagner, Adolf Loos, and the Road the Modern Architecture, 207.

100 Semper, “The Four Elements of Architecture,” 104.
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of Semper’s complex theory raises two fascinating points: the woven wall-covering preceded the
masonry wall itself, and the pattern on the wall, derived from the properties of natural materials,
marked the beginning of inventive thinking of ornament and all the other arts.

The first point is significant, since it reinforces the idea of unity and joint. For Botticher,
the Kernform was the functional part, which needed to be represented by the Kernform. By
contrast, Semper argued that at first the wall-covering alone enclosed and partitioned the space:
in other words, the carpet was performing the function and representing itself at the same time.
Semper in fact called the masonry wall “an intrusion” that had “nothing to do with the creation
of space,” and wrote, “even where building solid walls became necessary, the latter [the masonry
walls] were only the inner, invisible structure hidden behind the true and legitimate
representatives of the wall, the colorful woven carpets.”2!

Riegl closely studied Semper, and wrote his first monograph, Problems of Style:
Foundations for a History of Ornament, partially in response to the latter’s theory of
ornament.'%2 Riegl, however, was unique in that while many theorists, including Bétticher,
Semper, and Loos, discussed ornament in its relation to what it covered, he discussed it as an
autonomous entity with its own history.*%® In other words, the unity of the joint between the
Kernform and the Kunstform was irrelevant to him, since ornament was not responsible for

representing anything. Furthermore, Riegl believed that ornament was no less creative or

imaginative than the fine arts and that it was the clearest expression of the Kunstwollen, since

101 1hid., 103, 104.

102 Riegl, Problems of Style, 4-5. Zerner, preface to Riegl, Problems of Style, xxii. The original title, Stilfragen, is
indicative that the volume was in large part a response to Gottfried Semper’s Der Stil (1861-63), in which Semper
argued that material and functional considerations generated a style.

103 pyt differently, Riegl took ornament out of its material context and treated them as independent, two-dimensional

motifs, which in turn enables us to discuss Klimt’s ornamental pattern in a painting in same way we examine
architectural ornament in the Secession Building.
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Figure 44. Boeotian kylix, 7" century BCE, from Alois Riegl, Problems of Style.

Figure. 45. Pattern with tendrils on an Archaic bowl, 700-480 BCE, from Alois Riegl, Problems
of Style.
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Figure 46. Handle ornament of an Attic red-figure vase, 530-320 BCE, from
Alois Riegl, Problems of Style.
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Figure 47. Handle ornament of a red-figure Nolan
vase, 530-320 BCE, from Alois Riegl, Problems of
Style.
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Figure 48. Handle ornament of an Attic red-figure stamnos, 530-320 BCE,
from Alois Riegl, Problems of Style.
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Figure 49. Joseph Maria Olbrich, unrealized deS|gn for the front facade, 1902.

Flgure 50. Temple of éegesta 420 BCE.
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