The Inner Form of Style: On Heinrich Woélfflin’s “Tactical” Formalism
Rémi Mermet (Ecole normale supérieure - PSL)

This is a pre-peer review preprint © Rémi Mermet, 2024.
The definitive, peer reviewed and edited version of this article is published in the Artl@s Bulletin, vol. 13,
no. 2, p. 11-28, 2024, https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/artlas/vol13/iss2/2/]

Abstract

In this article, I examine the enduring relevance of Heinrich Woélfflin’s approach to style, in light of the
renewed interest in it among “postformalist” art historians. By delving into the theoretical foundations of the
Principles of Art History, | explore Wolfflin’s Goethean interpretation of Kantian epistemology, revealing a
conception of style characterized by its dynamic and symbolic “inner form” rather than mere static formalism.
This analysis not only highlights affinities with Max Weber’s thought but also uncovers a previously
overlooked connection to Wilhelm von Humboldt, offering valuable insights for current discussions on style.

Résumé

Dans cet article, j’étudie la pertinence de 'approche de Heinrich Wo6lfflin en matiere de style, au vu de I'intérét
qu’elle suscite chez les historiens de l'art « postformalistes ». Explorant les fondements théoriques des
Principes fondamentaux de I'histoire de I'art, et notamment la lecture goethéenne que Wolfflin fait de
I'épistémologie kantienne, je montre que sa conception du style se caractérise par le dynamisme et le
symbolisme d'une « forme interne » plutét que par un formalisme statique. Cette analyse met en évidence des
affinités avec Max Weber, mais aussi un lien négligé avec Wilhelm von Humboldt, offrant ainsi un précieux
éclairage pour les discussions actuelles sur le style.
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From a rhetorical perspective, style is traditionally regarded as a “formal ornament defined by a deviation in
relation to the neutral or normal use of language.”! As evident from its wording, this definition implies a
fundamental duality: style pertains to form rather than content, manner rather than matter, the sensible
rather than the conceptual—in short, style addresses the “how” rather than the “what,”2 where the “how” is
incidental yet conveys suggestive connotations compared to the stable core of the “what.” As Antoine
Compagnon aptly notes, the overarching “axiom of style is ... this: there are several ways of saying the same
thing, distinguished from one another by style.”3 In other words, the formal or decorative aspect of style is a
symptomatic expression of the ethos of individuals or entire cultures, reflecting their distinctive attitude
toward the world.

This intimate connection between style and form, as differentiated from content, extends beyond the realm of
language and literary studies. It also holds a significant and rich history within various humanistic disciplines,
including art history.* As Ja$ Elsner asserts, “[f]or nearly the whole of the twentieth century, style art history
has been the indisputable king of the discipline.”s Since works of art serve as the primary data of art history,
and because this data is primarily visual, art historians have long emphasized the significance of formal
analysis and the perceptual investigation it entails. Perhaps more so than in literary studies, form emerges as
a paramount element of investigation in the study of visual arts, where it can never be dismissed as
nonessential. This is why art historians have largely conceived of style as a “system of forms:” by grouping
series of artworks according to their formal qualities—similarities and dissimilarities—they have attempted
not only to characterize the production of individual artists, schools, or entire periods, but also to visualize the
evolution of this “system” over time.¢

Undoubtedly, the theoretical prominence of style has waned since the critical shifts of the 1970s and 1980s.
Contemporary art historians frequently minimize its conceptual relevance and often regard formalistic
methodologies with skepticism, if not outright hostility, favoring instead more contextualized approaches.”
Despite this prevailing attitude, form and style persist as foundational pillars (or at least unconscious reflexes)
within the discipline, quietly shaping its core principles.8 They notably continue to exert influence in art
historiography® and theory, particularly evident in discussions surrounding artistic agency.10 In this context,
the current resurgence of historical and philosophical interest in Heinrich Wolfflin!! (Fig. 1)—considered a
seminal figure in the history of formalism!2—takes on particular significance, as this revival coincides with the
emergence of a “postformalist” (or “semi-formalist”) approach in art history and aesthetics, which specifically
regards Wolfflin as its main precursor.13

[insert Figure 1 here]
Figure 1. Front-page of Der Welt-Spiegel, October 15, 1911, which reads: “Privy councilor Heinrich Wolfflin, the famous Berlin art historian, accepted an appointment to the University
of Munich.”
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As Jakub Stejskal remarks,

postformalism explains the appearance of material artefacts without taking their form as a given,

accessible equally to their initial consumers as well as contemporary audiences. The postformalist takes

seriously Heinrich Wolfflin’s claim that vision ... has a history. The pragmatic stress on deriving art

objects’ appearance from their use context means that the focus shifts from analysing style,

iconography, and expressed meaning towards the question of how the formatting of an art object ...

implies the behaviour of its observers.14
To put this in Whitney Davis’s words, Wolfflin can be seen as the “godfather” of postformalism because his
formalism primarily focuses not on the history of visual forms and objects, but on the “history of visual
imaging and imagining—what W6lfflin ... called Sehformen.”15 However, a significant ambiguity arises
regarding the exact status of these Sehformen, or “forms of seeing.” When Wolfflin asserts that “[e]very artist
finds certain preexisting ‘optical’ possibilities, to which he is bound,” and that “[s]eeing as such has its own
history,”16 it prompts the questions: does this history pertain to perception, imagination, or depiction? Does it
encompass all three dimensions? And if so, what precisely is the relationship between them?1?
In addressing this issue, most of Woélfflin’s commentators and successors have interpreted his claim in a weak
sense. They perceive the history of Sehformen either merely as a history of visual attention!8 or as a history of
the decorative feeling specific to each (art) historical period.1® Even Davis, who sympathizes with the idea of a
feedback loop between perception and depiction,20 hesitates to fully embrace the stronger version of what he
terms Wolfflin’s “vision historicism”21—that is, to definitively dismiss the notion of a pre-given world that
forms the backdrop of human experience.?? Yet Wolfflin explicitly states that “one not only sees things
differently; one sees different things as well,”23 implying that each historical period apprehends another form
or type of reality. In my view, Davis’s reluctance stems from postformalism’s lingering adherence to the
rhetorical tenet of style, which, as we have seen, assumes that there are several ways of expressing the same
thing. This elemental dualism between object and subject pervades Davis’s arguments. He contends that
postformalists “look at what people in the past did with the things, what they used them to do, in order to
infer the network of aspects that the things had for them ... We look especially at how they replicated things:
which features they chose to preserve, what they allowed to vary.”2*
This pragmatic dualism tends to oversimplify the relationship between perception and depiction, reducing it
to a purely causal influence or instrumental connection—from “seeing to making to seeing”25—without
investigating its further implications. In the following, I aim to delve into these implications more deeply.
Specifically, I intend to demonstrate that the “circularity”2¢ of Wo6lfflin’s analysis, entangled between vision
and artistic creation, not only anticipates the recent postformalist move but also surpasses it in radicality,
owing to its profound awareness of the sensory, cultural, and historical embeddedness of human life. As [ will
show, Wolfflin’s approach to style is less rhetorical than morphological in Johann W. von Goethe’s sense, since
he acknowledges the irreducible variability of any visual reality. His concept of Sehform—also referred to as
the “inner form” of style—is precisely intended to highlight this aspect.

The Theoretical Sources of Wolfflin’s Thought

Wolfflin’s most comprehensive exploration of the question can be found in his renowned work of 1915,
Principles of Art History, as well as in several related texts written between the 1920s and 1940s. For the
purpose of this discussion, both the Principles and the related writings will be treated as a theoretical whole,
without digging into the details of their historical development.2’ Before we proceed to analyze them,

14 Stejskal, Objects of Authority, 7.

15 Davis, “What is Post-Formalism?,” § 1.

16 Heinrich Wolfflin, Principles of Art History: The Problem of the Development of Style in Early Modern Art, trans. Jonathan Blower, ed. Evonne Levy and Tristan Weddigen (Los Angeles:
Getty Research Institute, 2015), 93 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe: das Problem der Stilentwicklung in der neueren Kunst (Basel and Stuttgart: Schwabe, 1984), 24].

17 See Andrea Pinotti, “Do Styles Have a Body? A History of Images and a History of Perception,” in History and Art History: Looking Past Disciplines, ed. Nicholas Chare and Mitchell B.
Frank (New York and London: Routledge, 2021), 134-148, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429288623.

18 See for instance Nanay, Aesthetics as Philosophy of Perception, 136-159.

19 See for example Jason Gaiger, “Intuition and Representation: Wolfflin’s Fundamental Concepts of Art History,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 73, no. 2 (Spring 2015): 164-
171.

20 Whitney Davis, “Succession and Recursion in Heinrich Wolfflin’s Principles of Art History,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 73, no. 2 (Spring 2015): 157-164.

21 Davis, “What is Post-Formalism?,” § 5.

22 The contrast between a natural backdrop and the cultural variations made manifest in the history of artistic styles closely parallels Erwin Panofsky’s dualistic approach. See Rémi
Mermet, “Cassirer et Panofsky : un malentendu philosophique,” Labyrinth 22, no. 1 (2020): 56-78, https://doi.org/10.25180/1j.v22i1.217.

23 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 237 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 185].

24 Davis, “What is Post-Formalism?,” § 5.

25 Davis, “Succession and Recursion,” 159.

26 Davis, “What is Post-Formalism?,” § 1.

27 Some of these related texts have been later included in the Principles (such as the “Revision” of 1933), while others have been collected in the volume titled Gedanken zur
Kunstgeschichte: Gedrucktes und Ungedrucktes (Basel: Schwabe, 1941). These texts demonstrate that Wolfflin continually refined his ideas in response to the criticisms he received, but
they also show that these ideas form a coherent corpus, whose core concepts were already established in 1915.



however, it is essential to briefly revisit their conceptual origins. Wolfflin’s pursuit is indeed part of a broader
intellectual movement that flourished in German-speaking countries at the turn of the twentieth century,
known as Kunstwissenschaft (literally: the science of art). Within this movement, notable figures such as Alois
Riegl, August Schmarsow, Aby Warburg, Erwin Panofsky, and Walfflin himself attempted to uncover the
“fundamental” principles or concepts (Grundbegriffe) underlying the evolution of artistic style, with the aim of
establishing art history as a “rigorous science” (strenge Wissenschaft).28 This endeavor was integral to what
philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey, one of Wolfflin’s mentors?? (Fig. 2), termed the “Critique of Historical Reason”—
arallying cry for an entire generation of scholars who sought to expand Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure
Reason beyond the confines of the natural realm, in order to bestow scientific legitimacy upon the then-
emergent human sciences30.
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Figure 2. Heinrich Wolfflin, Notes on “Stoff und Form,” written in the context of Wilhelm Dilthey’s seminar at the University of Berlin during the winter semester of 1885-1886,
University Library Basel, NL 95, Nachtrag 1973, I.1.a, Notebook n. 13, “Philosophica,” Fall 1885-Summer 1886, 32-33.

In this connection, many Wolfflin specialists have noted the neo-Kantian character of his thought, which
reflects both his fidelity to Kant’s critical spirit and his departure from strict Kantian principles.3! This
ambivalence is apparent in Wolfflin's striving to transpose Kant’s transcendental framework—namely, the a
priori conditions of human experience and knowledge—into both the domains of the sensible (referred to as
“psychology”) and the historical. This transposition is already evident in his doctoral dissertation,
Prolegomena to a Psychology of Architecture (1886), where he elucidates how our bodily experiences
condition our perception of the expressive qualities of architectural forms from the past.32 [t becomes even
more pronounced in his Habilitationsschrift, Renaissance and Baroque (1888), where he applies this
theoretical framework to a specific historical development: the gradual transformation of Renaissance into
Baroque architecture in late sixteenth-century Rome.33

While Kant’s influence on W6lfflin has been widely discussed, only a few scholars, such as Daniéle Cohn and
Andreas Ay,3* have examined Goethe’s impact on his thought. In fact, Wolfflin’s modifications to Kant's
transcendental method owe much to his lifelong engagement with Goethe’s morphology—a theory aimed at
capturing the immanent dynamism and productivity of nature by describing its ever-changing forms. Despite
his admiration for Kant’s philosophy, Goethe rejected its principled separation between intuition and
understanding, just as he rejected what he perceived as the teleological violence imposed on facts by Georg W.
F. Hegel’s philosophy. As Wolfflin puts it, Goethe conceived of form not as eidos, as “something imposed from
the outside,” but rather as morphe, as “life itself made visible,” where life “refers to the connection of the parts
in a whole.”35 Stated differently, he viewed form as always-already symbolic—another Goethean concept—for
its structuring principle, its inner meaning, is inherent in its manifestation. This is why art and nature are
intertwined in Goethe’s work: both exist only in the meaningful deployment of their visible forms.

So, when Wolfflin writes that “[c]ertain sentences of [Goethe’s] Metamorphosis of Plants have their exact
parallel in art history,”3¢ he is not promoting a scientistic art history modeled after natural history or
biological evolution. Quite the contrary: in his Classic Art of 1899, Wolfflin explicitly opposes the naturalistic
reductionism of Hippolyte Taine’s interpretation of art.37 He does so by appealing to the theories of the
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sculptor Adolf von Hildebrand, with whom he was acquainted. Indeed, Hildebrand'’s harsh criticism of both
naturalism and historicism in art and science prompted Wolfflin to emphasize art history’s autonomy not only
from the natural sciences but also from other historical sciences.38 This marks the origin of what Wolfflin will
henceforth refer to as the “double root of style,” which distinguishes between the immediate expressiveness of
works of art—connecting art history to cultural history in general—and the history of their visible form—
constituting the realm of art history proper.

This reference to Hildebrand is pivotal. Alongside philosopher and art theorist Konrad Fiedler,3° whom
Wolfflin also knew personally, Hildebrand developed the (quite Goethean) view that the visual arts elucidate
our relationship with the sensible world. Both Hildebrand and Fiedler, followed by Wolfflin, dismiss the myth
of pure sensation. They argue against the existence of an innocent eye, asserting that perception
(Wahrnehmung) is intrinsically active, conditioned by an underlying mental representation (Vorstellung) of
space, or, better still, by a formative force that shapes it from within.4% In this context, the artist’s task is to
extend and strengthen—to bring to awareness—this formative force by objectifying it in a depiction
(Darstellung). The artist’s gesture, which is both a bodily and spiritual activity, links together all three
dimensions of Wahrnehmung, Vorstellung, and Darstellung. It dialectically connects the eye and the hand,
seeing and making, perception and expression.! For Fiedler, Hildebrand, and Wélfflin, there is no such thing
as artistic imitation in the naive sense of the word. Art provides constancy and consistency to a visible world
that is constantly in-the-making, constituting the culmination of what must paradoxically be called the
sensory production of reality.

However, Wolfflin's perspective diverges from that of Fiedler and Hildebrand by thoroughly historicizing their
theoretical framework. As Wolfflin states, “one always sees in forms,”#2 where the plural implies the historical
diversification of the formative force of seeing. This emphasis on the diversity of Sehformen not only enriches
our understanding of artistic activity but also legitimizes the historian’s role vis-a-vis the artist. Wolfflin never
forgot Dilthey’s lesson: in a morphological approach to culture, aesthetics and hermeneutics are
interconnected. The work of art, with its meaning deeply embedded in its tangible form, becomes the paragon
of historical interpretation—the quintessential object from which “the understanding of what is singular may
be raised to the level of universal validity.”#3 As this argument reveals, Dilthey’s Critique of Historical Reason
also owes much to a Goethean reading of Kant: “This is true symbolism,” Goethe says, “where the particular
represents the general, not as dream and shadow, but as a live and immediate revelation of the
unfathomable.”** Guided by Goethe’s insights on the cognitive power of imagination—what he termed the
“exact sensorial” fantasy*>—Dilthey positioned the inherent creativity of human experience at the core of the
interpretive process of the human sciences,*¢ thus paving the way for Wolfflin's hermeneutical
reinterpretation of Hildebrand’s and Fiedler’s theory of seeing in the Principles of Art History.*”

The “Principles” of Art History

Calling Wolfflin a hermeneut can come as a surprise, considering that the most frequent criticism leveled at
his opus magnum is its perceived abstraction. For instance, in his classic examination of style, Richard
Wollheim dismisses the epistemological value of “general” concepts of style, such as those outlined in
Wolfflin’s Principles, arguing that their “taxonomic” nature fails to capture the “reality” of past artistic
creation. Wollheim suggests that unlike “generative” concepts of individual style, which grasp something of
the artist’s psychological reality, general concepts of style merely reflect the art historian’s shifting interests.*8
Yet this perspective is entirely foreign to Wolfflin: he never contrasts the attention paid to singular artworks
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or artists with the formulation of broader analytical concepts, as evidenced by his monograph on Albrecht
Diirer and his posthumously published lectures.+® Wolfflin has always insisted on the intertwinement of
empirical research and conceptual reflexivity. As early as 1884, he writes in his notebook: “Only when we
have conceived [begriffen] can we distinguish the phenomena. Only when we distinguish the phenomena can
we synthesize individual ones into concepts [Begriffen].”>°

[insert Figure 3 here]
Figure 3. Heinrich Wolfflin, Sketch after a fresco by Giovanni Battista Tiepolo (Thetis Consoling Achilles, 1757, 300 x 200 cm, Villa Valmarana ai Nani, Vicenza), University Library Basel,
NL 95, Nachtrag 1973, 11.1.b, Sketchbook no. 7, 1891.

In other words, Wolfflin did not deduce his Principles of Art History from thin air. He meticulously observed
the distinctive features of European paintings, sculptures, and buildings from the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, whether through firsthand experience during his numerous journeys in Italy (Fig. 3), France, and
Germany or via photographic reproductions—a tool he was among the first art historians to fully
appropriate.>! Wolfflin was not the cold and disincarnate analyst commonly suggested; his personal diaries
reveal his deep sensitivity to the aesthetic power of art.52 It is, therefore, unfair to criticize him for advocating
an “art history without names” solely focused on formal laws. Wolfflin used this expression—"“art history
without names”—only once, in the first preface to the Principles.>3 But he soon realized that this ambiguous
expression could be misconstrued, as his intention was never to sacrifice the subjectivity of the artist on the
altar of science. On the contrary, Wolfflin continually insisted on the necessity of concepts in ascertaining
facts. His attempt to draw up a list of categories for the analysis of style was only aimed at providing art
historians with a reliable set of criteria for judging individual works of art from the Renaissance and the
Baroque.
In this sense, it would be a mistake to regard Wolfflin’s “principles”—the linear and the painterly, plane and
recession, closed form and open form, multiplicity and unity, and clearness and unclearness—as a pure formal
logic whose universality lies precisely in its formality. As inferred from the preceding section, Wlfflin's
concepts are not exclusively visual. While they focus on the “mode of representation as such” (Darstellung als
solche) and set aside style as a direct expression of individual, regional, or national mindsets,>* they are
symbolic in the Goethean sense—that is, they possess meaning as visual forms. More precisely, the Principles
of Art History perpetuates and deepens Hildebrand’s and Fiedler’s opposition to the idea of art as imitation.
Wolfflin contends that imitation is always imbued with “decoration,” defining decoration as a “specific type of
beauty” that is historically determined.>> This “decorative schema,” far from superficial, explicitly alludes to
the formative force of seeing that links perception to artistic depiction through the faculty of imagination.
Wolfflin makes it clear:

When [ speak of forms of perception, forms of seeing, and the development of seeing, these are certainly

loose expressions, and yet they appeal to those analogies in which we speak of the “eye” of the artist and

the artist’s way of “seeing” things, by which we really mean the way things take shape in his

imagination.s6
In essence, Wolfflin’s notion of the “eye” does not solely point to the physical organ, nor does his concept of
Sehform simply encompass the psychological or phenomenological experience of vision. In a more complex
way, these notions refer to the symbolic process through which human cultures actively grasp or rather shape
the visible world—bringing it to meaningful existence precisely as visible. Works of art from the past are the
paradigmatic traces of this creative activity, its objective, enduring, and most accomplished products. As
Wolfflin puts it, the linear is “an understanding of solids in terms of their palpable character—their outlines
and surfaces,” as exemplified in Renaissance art, while the painterly is “a mode of perception that is capable of
submitting to mere optical semblance,” as displayed in Baroque art, and so on.5?

49 Heinrich Wolfflin, Die Kunst Albrecht Diirers, Gesammelte Werke, Schriften 6, ed. Tristan Weddigen, Oskar Batschmann, and Joris van Gastel (Basel: Schwabe, 2024); Hans Kérner and
Manja Wilkens, eds., Drei Miinchner Vorlesungen Heinrich Wélfflins (Passau: Klinger, 2016).

50 Jacob Burckhardt and Heinrich Wolfflin, Briefwechsel und andere Dokumente ihrer Begegnung 1882-1897, ed. Joseph Gantner (Basel: Schwabe, 1989), 44.

51 Wolfflin even wrote a series of essays about the use of photographic reproductions in art history: Heinrich Wolfflin, “How One Should Photograph Sculpture,” trans. Geraldine A.
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228, 8(1897): 294-297, 26 (1915): 237-244] Also see, among others, Heinrich Dilly, “Lichtbildprojektion—Prothese der Kunstbetrachtung,” in Kunstwissenschaft und
Kunstvermittlung, ed. Irene Below (Gieflen: Anabas-Verlag, 1975), 153-172; Robert S. Nelson, “The Slide Lecture, or the Work of Art ‘History’ in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,”
Critical Inquiry 26, no. 3 (Spring, 2000): 414-434; Costanza Caraffa, ed., Fotografie als Instrument und Medium der Kunstgeschichte (Munich: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2009).

52 Heinrich Wolfflin, Autobiographie, Tagebticher und Briefe, ed. Joseph Gantner (Basel: Schwabe, 1984).

53 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 72 [this expression can be found in the preface to the very first edition of the book].

54 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 93 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 24].

55 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 98-99 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 29-31].

56 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 320 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 277)].

57 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 96 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 27].



[ will not comment on the content of each category: I refer the reader to Wolfflin’s book. Instead, [ will
concentrate on the theoretical significance of these concepts, whose “fundamental” nature needs to be
clarified. As Wolfflin acknowledges at the very end of his book, his “principles” are not transcendental
categories in the Kantian sense:

In accordance with its breadth, the whole process of the change in imagination has been subordinated

to five pairs of concepts. Without risking confusion with the Kantian categories, one might call them

categories of perception. Though they obviously tend to sound similar, they are nevertheless not

deduced from one principle. (To a Kantian way of thinking, they will appear to have been merely

“picked out at random” [aufgerafft]). It is possible that other categories could be proposed—though I

have not been able to discern them—and those given here are not so closely interrelated as to be

unthinkable in a somewhat different combination. Still, they are to a certain extent mutually dependent

and, putting the literal meaning of the word aside for a moment, one might well designate them as five

different views of one and the same thing.58
As indicated by his discomfort with using the metaphor of the “five different views of one and the same
thing”—which exhibits naive, “rhetorical” realism that clearly conflicts with his Hildebrandian and Fiedlerian
inclination—Wlfflin grapples with a paradox. Within a rigorous Kantian framework, discussing “categories of
perception” appears contradictory, as a category is defined as that which lies beyond all perceptual
experience. However, what may seem paradoxical from a Kantian perspective may not be so in a Goethean
context. Wolfflin’s categories do not seek to subsume empirical intuitions under universal forms; rather, they
aim to reveal the very structure of these particular intuitions. Put differently, the “principles” of art history are
not deduced from the unity of pure reason but derived from the diversity of artistic phenomena themselves.
This immanent approach elucidates why Wolfflin’s principles may “appear to have been merely ‘picked out at
random’”—an expression that alludes to a well-known paragraph in the Critique of Pure Reason, where Kant
distinguishes the systematicity of his table of categories from the mere conceptual accumulation found in the
Aristotelian corpus.>® Wolfflin explicitly rejects Kant’s rigid epistemological model in favor of the operative
flexibility inherent in Goethe’s morphological understanding of reality. As Goethe asserts, “[w]hen something
has acquired a form it metamorphoses immediately to a new one. If we wish to arrive at some living
perception of nature we ourselves must remain as quick and flexible as nature and follow the example she
gives.”¢0 According to this view, there is no need for a universal table of categories, as categories are nothing
more than productive questions that we address to reality. Therefore, I dissent from those who, echoing
Panofsky’s influential critique of Wolfflin,%! seek to rationalize the Principles of Art History by making
Wolfflin’s concepts more Kantian, that is, less historical and more universal.62 Indeed, the “fundamental”
character of Wolfflin's categories does not lie behind or above their phenomenality. If they can be described as
“fundamental,” it is because they attempt to capture the inner structure of Renaissance and Baroque forms of
seeing, their specific formative force. Only by contrasting these two structuring “systems” can the historian
elucidate the transition (Ubergang) from one to the other, the transformation of one into the other, thus giving
meaning to the history of artistic forms.

Category and Ideal Type

How does Wolfflin effectively apply such a morphological perspective to art history? How does he avoid
taxonomic labeling and abstract categorizing to uncover the formation process of styles instead? Following
Joan Hart, I argue that Wolfflin’s method is very similar to that of Max Weber,®3 who is also profoundly
influenced by Goethe’s morphology. “To quote Goethe,” Weber writes, “there is ‘theory’ in ‘facts,”” meaning
that historical knowledge is never a given but a symbolic construct founded on the cognitive power of
imagination.t* In this context, Wolfflin’s art-historical categories can be directly paralleled with Weber’s ideal
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types in sociology—an assumption reinforced by Weber’s acknowledgment of the scientific significance of
Wolfflin’s thought.6> The question then follows: what are we to understand by “ideal types” in art history?
Weber defines the ideal type as,

a mental image that is not historical reality, and certainly not “true” reality [...]. It has the status of a

purely ideal limiting concept against which reality is measured—with which it is compared—in order to

bring out certain significant component parts of the empirical substance of [that reality]. Such concepts

are constructions in which we apply the category of “objective possibility” to construct connections that

our imagination, oriented towards and schooled by the contact with reality, judges to be adequate.¢6
In other words, although the ideal type is deeply rooted in cultural reality, it cannot be apprehended simply as
an average of actual cultural phenomena. In a decidedly Goethean tone, Weber describes the ideal type as an
imaginary “accentuation” of the most prominent features of these phenomena, through which sociologists or
historians develop specific concepts to help establish points of orientation amid the mass of empirical
material.” Indeed, this definition refers to both Goethe’s exact sensorial fantasy and his concept of
intensification (Steigerung), by which he means the process of saturation of phenomena that reveals their
internal law, the free spontaneity of their inner development.68
Drawing upon this definition, the famous German philosopher Ernst Cassirer—another devoted Goethean®?
and one of the first to fully acknowledge Wolfflin’s epistemological significance’0—stated that art-historical
concepts such as the “Gothic,” the “Renaissance,” and the “Baroque” were not “names for historical periods at
all, but ... concepts of ‘ideal types,” in Max Weber’s sense.”’! In Cassirer’s view, art-historical concepts can help
us to characterize the form and structure of different historical styles, but they do not express actual historical
facts. Put slightly differently, this means that art historians, in order to elucidate artistic phenomena, have no
choice but to construct an ad hoc table of categories that is then applied to the very phenomena that inspired
it. This critical, and even hermeneutical, circularity is unavoidable: it lies at the very heart of the methodology
of the humanities—and even of science more generally. All “concepts of style are provisional,” Cassirer says,
“but this is no objection against their ‘scientificity;’ on the contrary, this provisional character can never be
overcome in physics either.”72 Consequently, neither the “Renaissance” nor the “Baroque” are universal or
eternal categories: they are interpretive designations given to a series of artworks that share a common
“structural” orientation, for the purpose of making sense of the visual experience of the past. If such categories
can sometimes acquire a more general, transhistorical, or transcultural meaning, it is only because of their
theoretical operativeness. Wolfflin is unequivocal: if one wishes to use his concepts of the “linear” or the
“painterly” to explicate “Japanese” or “old Nordic art,” for instance, these concepts “will have to be adapted
and readapted time and again.”73
For this reason, Wolfflin’s Principles of Art History can definitively be regarded as presenting genuine ideal
types.’* As he writes in the conclusion of the book:

This change in forms of perception has been described here with reference to the classical and baroque

types. We did not set out to analyze the art of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—that is

something far richer and livelier—but just the schema, the perceptual and expressive possibilities to

which art was obliged to confine itself and to which it indeed kept in both cases. Naturally, we were not

able to go about exemplifying this other than by drawing upon the individual work of art, but everything

that was said of Raphael and Titian, Rembrandt and Veldzquez, was merely meant to illuminate the

general path, not to throw light on the particular value of the work in hand. That would involve a longer,

more precise discussion. But limiting oneself to the significant is unavoidable. Ultimately the direction

can be read off most clearly from the most outstanding works, those that actually set the pace.”s
Wolfflin’s categories are ideal types in that they are imaginary accentuations of the most exemplary works of
art of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Here lies the fertile paradox of style: its conceptual hold on
reality resides entirely in its ideal-typical irreality. There is no purely “linear” or purely “painterly” painting or
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drawing: the “linear” and the “painterly” are “limit values” against which actual works of art of the past can be
compared, as Lambert Wiesing points out in The Visibility of the Image.”6

[insert Figure 4 here]
Figure 4. Heinrich Wolfflin, Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe: das Problem der Stilentwickelung in der neueren Kunst (Munich: Bruckmann, 1915), 36-37.

This is why, in accordance with Goethe’s close association between intensification and polarity,”” Wolfflin's
concepts always come in pairs of opposites: “Griinewald is clearly more painterly than Diirer, but next to
Rembrandt he can immediately be identified as a sixteenth-century artist—that is, as a man of the
silhouette.””8 As can be deduced from this statement, the comparative nature of Wolfflin’s method (Fig. 4)
always results in “relative judgments,” which, importantly, does not mean relativistic judgments.”® Ideal-
typical concepts, even though they are not universal, help us to build objective knowledge of human reality,
but this knowledge must always be reevaluated against the facts. Wolfflin's approach to science is
fundamentally open and dynamic. For him, it is only by constantly re-elaborating the categories of art history
that art historians can grasp the distinctive meaning of the different styles of the past. To put it in Weber’s
words once more:

some sciences are fated to remain eternally youthful, namely all historical disciplines: all those that are

constantly confronted with new questions by the ever-advancing flow of culture. The very nature of the

task of those disciplines implies that all ideal-typical constructions are transitory, but that, at the same

time, one inevitably needs ever-new ones.80

Weltansicht and Weltanschauung
In short, the inherently dynamic character of art history arises from the “ever-advancing flow” of the history
of art itself. Michele Bertolini, in his commentary on the Principles of Art History, accurately highlights this
correlation between the morphological creativity of artistic forms and the interpretive movement of the art
historian who seeks to understand this creativity.8! According to Bertolini, the postulate of the “double root of
style” emerges as the logical consequence of Wolfflin’s alignment with Goethe’s symbolic theory of knowledge
and its central idea of an “inner form” of development, “in which the inner form does not preexist the
phenomena themselves, like a schema overlaid on them, but is both revealed and constructed, produced in the
immanence of research, unfolding itself as a concrete transcendental.”82 As a matter of fact, Wolfflin delineates
between the "inner” and “outer” forms of art specifically to reveal the history of its (visual) “grammar and
syntax,”83 thereby uncovering within the works themselves the transformation of their mode of expression
over time:

A historical consideration of art will initially always be inclined to make the history of art into a history

of expression, in that it seeks the personality of the individual artist in his work and sees the great

transformations of form and representation as a direct reaction to those variously rooted movements of

the spirit that, taken as a whole, constitute the worldview [Weltanschauung] of any given age, the way it

feels about the world. Who would contest the basic legitimacy of such an interpretation and the

indispensability of a survey broad enough to encompass culture as a whole? And yet, if implemented in

a one-sided way, it does run the risk of giving short shrift to the specificity of art, insofar as it operates

with perceptual imagination. Visual art, as an art of the eye, has its own preconditions and lives by its

own laws. It is not the case that a changed “mood” will be uniformly and directly reflected by art in the

same way that facial expressions reflect emotions: the expressive apparatus does not remain the same

in different epochs. And if art has been compared to a mirror that reflects the changing picture of “the

world,” then this analogy is doubly misleading: comparing the creative labor of art to a reflection is not a

good analogy. If we are to permit the expression at all, we should have to bear in mind that the structure

of the mirror itself has always been subject to change.84
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This changing structure is explicitly what Wolfflin refers to as the “inner form.” The problem is that he
sometimes gives the impression that this “inner form” develops more or less independently from cultural
history—he even compares its evolution to the ontogeny of a living organism. Does this imply, in the final
analysis, that art does not fully belong to culture and society? And that artists have absolutely no control over
their own artistic language?
These legitimate concerns have been repeated over the century following the publication of the Principles of
Art History. Here, for instance, is what Henri Zerner wrote about Wolfflin's “formalism” in 1976:

Riegl’s formalism ... is very different from Wolfflin’s. For the latter, the “double root of art” implies a

truly autonomous development and completely distinct organic laws ruling the history of style. With

Riegl, the separation of art from other human activities appears essentially as a methodological tactic. It

ensures the proper interrogation of the specific works, the respect for art as a special domain of

understanding, and, in the end, the contribution of art history to the social sciences as a particular

branch of a more general Geisteswissenschaft.8>
In contrast to Zerner, I contend that Wolfflin’s “formalism,” though it may seem to neglect cultural analysis, is
ultimately no less “tactical” than Riegl’s. One might even go so far as to suggest that Wolfflin’s “formalism,”
when properly understood, is the most effective approach to comprehending art’s specific contribution to the
history of culture. As Wolfflin himself states in his Thoughts on Art History (Gedanken zur Kunstgeschichte),
“after all, everything is form in the visual arts, and a complete analysis of form will necessarily grasp the
spiritual as well.”86
When closely examining the theory of the “double root of style,” it becomes apparent that Wolfflin does not
separate form from content or spirit, as he distinguishes between an “inner” and an “outer” form. What the
outer form expresses is no less formal than how the inner form expresses it. In the visual arts, form is always-
already spiritual, and the spiritual content is always-already formal because form is the very manifestation of
meaning in the visible realm. Wolfflin, therefore, discerns between two levels of visible/spiritual —that is, of
symbolic—formations solely to examine their interrelationship. As such, the inner and outer forms can be
seen as two sides of the same coin. While the specific meaning of the outer form depends on the global
structure of the inner form, the inner form only reveals itself through the specific shape of the outer form of
the work of art. The inner form, Wolfflin writes, is not simply a “shell into which a certain content is poured.”8”
Instead, “outer and inner forms necessarily belong together, like man and woman. Both are dependent on each
other. Only in their union is art generated.”88
While this sexual comparison (with its likely gender-biased connotation) might seem unexpected in such a
theoretical context, it becomes perfectly comprehensible when considered in light of an overlooked source of
Wolfflin’s thought: the philosophy of language developed by Goethe’s close friend, Wilhelm von Humboldt.8?
As Jiirgen Trabant recalls, Humboldt identified the vital force of sexuality as the foundation of imagination,
conceiving it as the generative faculty that reunites what Kant kept separated: intuition and understanding.9®
This sexual matrix is also present in Humboldt’s definition of language as “the formative organ of thought,”9!
which would later influence Fiedler’s productive theory of art.92 Although Wolfflin never mentions Humboldt
in his published works, his correspondence reveals a late yet keen interest in Humboldt's theory of the “inner
linguistic form” (innere Sprachform),®3 such that it is almost certain that Wolfflin derived the concept of the
“inner form” of art from Humboldt, rather than directly from Goethe.%*
In Humboldt’s view, indeed, the innere Sprachform is the structuring power of a language. It encompasses not
only the creative arrangement of words and sentences but also the manner in which the world is apprehended
and objectified through them. The distinctive character of a language—Wolfflin would define it as its style—
stems from this underlying imaginative force. This force finds its clearest manifestation not in everyday
pragmatic conversations but in literary works, where its poietic nature precipitates, to use a chemical
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metaphor.% In this regard, innere Sprachform is closely associated with Humboldt's concept of Weltansicht,
which should not be confused with another Humboldtian concept, Weltanschauung.®¢ Weltanschauung, as
later popularized by Dilthey, refers to the ideological conception of the world expressed in the various
productions of an individual or an entire culture. This is why I believe that Wo6lfflin’s outer form can be
described as a visual counterpart to Weltanschauung.
Conversely, Weltansicht refers to the way the formative force of a language literally shapes the experience of
its speakers, constituting what is “natural” to them. A particular Weltansicht does not prevent anyone from
formulating any opinion or any idea whatsoever. In Trabant’s words, “languages are not assemblages of
affirmations about the world which we hold to be true. Languages affirm nothing about the world; they give us
the world in a certain way, thereby allowing assertive discourses (among others) upon the nature of the
world.”®7 Humboldt's concept of Weltansicht seems thus perfectly equivalent to Wolfflin’s concept of inner
form: understood as that which is “self-evident to people,”8 it is the common visual language of a certain
historical period, through which artists and cultures give form to their Weltanschauungen.®® As Wolfflin writes
in the Principles of Art History: “All artistic perception is bound up with certain decorative schemas, or—to
repeat the expression—visibility crystallizes for the eye in certain forms. And each new form of crystallization
brings a new aspect of world content to light.”190 Or again, a few pages later:

What we want to show is that the expressive element of our schematic concepts [that is, of the inner

form] has to be defined in a very general way. The concepts certainly have a spiritual aspect to them,

and if they can be taken to be relatively inexpressive (for the individual artist), they are nevertheless

highly expressive of the overall physiognomy of an age, and closely interwoven—whether determinant

or determined—with the nonpictorial history of spirit.101

“bedingend und bedingt”

The description of the inner form as both “determinant” (bedingend) and “determined” (bedingt) is
illuminating. Despite Wolfflin's argument for the relative autonomy of the inner form—which sometimes
leads him to untenable conclusions, such as when he attributes the return of linear art in the eighteenth
century to the “unnatural” influence of culture on vision!02—he ultimately recognizes that the inner and outer
forms condition each other. Simply put, this means that the inner form of art unconsciously shapes the visual
experience of the artists of a certain time and place. In return, these artists reshape the inner form of their
time and place through their concrete use of it in their work. Usage and practice therefore explain how the
outer form quietly, but effectively, participates in the development of the inner form—what Wolfflin
somewhat vaguely terms the “effect of one picture on another.”103 Particular attention is warranted here:
unlike Davis’s interpretation mentioned in the introduction, “usage” should not be understood in a purely
instrumental sense, as if art were merely a tool for communicating pre-ordered ideas or replicating already-
given things. Instead, art should be seen as an end in itself—a driving force through which cultures strive to
forge an objective, shared (visual) reality.

This perspective aligns with the idea that “[a]rt, like language, is not an ergon, but an energeia (= W. von
Humboldt)”104—that is, not a fixed product but an ever-renewed productive activity. As Henri Dilberman
notes regarding Humboldt's innere Sprachform: “Nothing is substance in language; everything is form, and
even form in act, acting form.”195 Contrary to Renato Barilli’s suggestion, Wo6lfflin’s notion of inner form is thus
far from being similar to Ferdinand de Saussure’s concept of language (langue).1%¢ From a Humboldtian
perspective, it is impossible to separate language from speech (parole). Language exists solely in speech acts
themselves (what Humboldt terms die Rede), which always occur in and refer to a specific context of
enunciation.197 This insight is particularly significant because it explains how language plays an operative role

95 See Denis Thouard, “Glossaire,” in Wilhelm von Humboldt, Sur le caractére national des langues, ed. and trans. Denis Thouard (Paris: Seuil, 2000), 169-171.

9% See James W. Underhill, Humboldt, Worldview and Language (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 53-57. Also see Thouard, “Glossaire,” 180-182.

97 Trabant, Humboldt ou le sens du langage, 56 (English trans. by Underhill, in Humboldt, Worldview and Language, 55).

98 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 307 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 265].

99 Wolfflin never explicitly uses the concept of Weltansicht, but it is quite clear that it aligns closely with his understanding of the “inner form” of art. Therefore, I disagree with Andrea
Pinotti, who criticizes Wolfflin for confusing the history of vision with a history of Weltanschauungen; see Andrea Pinotti, “Do Styles Have a Body?,” 136.

100 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 310 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 268].

101 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 322 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 279].

102 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 312-314 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 271-272].

103 Wolfflin, Principles of Art History, 323 [Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe, 280].

104 Wolfflin, Autobiographie, 469, referring to Humboldt, On Language, 49 [WHGS, VII/1, 46].

105 Henri Dilberman, “Wilhelm von Humboldt et I'invention de la forme de la langue,” Revue philosophique de la France et de I'étranger 131, no. 2 (2006): 172. Also see Thouard,
“Glossaire,” 171-172.

106 Renato Barilli, Scienza della cultura e fenomenologia degli stili (Bologna: Bononia University Press, 2007), 183-189.

107 See Jean Quillien, “G. de Humboldt et la linguistique générale,” Histoire Epistémologie Langage 3, no. 2 (1981): 85-113; Jiirgen Trabant, “Signe et articulation: la solution
humboldtienne d'un mystére saussurien,” Cahiers Ferdinand de Saussure 54 (2001): 269-288 ; Thouard, “Glossaire,” 174-176. Once again, speech or Rede should not be narrowly
construed as merely pragmatic or informative; rather, it generically refers to the vitality of language itself.



in the history of culture: within the speech act, the formative power of language (forma formans) not only
reappropriates its past and present embodiments (forma formata) but also engages with all that is
extralinguistic. Speech is the meeting point between the subject and its cultural environment. In Woélfflin’s
words, the issue translates as follows:

Another question is the extent to which “the eye” is able to undergo its own development and the extent

to which it determines and is determined by the other spheres of the spirit. Clearly there is no optical

schema that, having proceeded from nothing but its own premises, could be laid over the world like a

dead template; people will always see things the way they want to, but this does not preclude the

possibility of there being some constant law at work throughout the change. Identifying this law would

be a central problem, perhaps the central problem of a scientific art history.108
It would be misguided to interpret the choice of the word “law” as indicative of a deterministic—if not
totalitarian10®—perspective on history. In his endeavor to establish the methodological rigor of art history, to
elevate Kunstgeschichte to the status of a true Kunstwissenschaft, Wolfflin purposefully employs a lexicon
imbued with scientific connotations. Just as linguistics attempts to discover, amid the variety of linguistic
phenomena, certain “laws” or regularities governing the evolution of language, so Wolfflinian art history
endeavors to uncover certain “laws” or regularities governing the evolution of style.11® However, these laws
are not as inflexible as the laws of physics or biology. For Wolfflin, as for Humboldt, historical evolution
always presupposes human freedom—or better yet, historical evolution manifests the freedom afforded by
language, whether visual or verbal. In a morphological context, language is not an implacable constraint that
exerts absolute control over individuals, confining them within the strict borders of an inherited system. On
the contrary, grammar and syntax serve as the framework for any possible spiritual liberation: they are the
“rules” that enable creation, in that their formative force never “overrules the individual who is the real
sovereign of language.”111
This is one of Wolfflin’s greatest strengths: his conception of freedom is not abstract but embedded in
historical actuality. Unlike Julius von Schlosser, he never opposes the expressive freedom of artists (what
Schlosser terms their “style”) to the general description of the language of art.112 For Wélfflin, language is
always-already stylistic in itself. In an article titled “Uber Formentwickung” (“On the Evolution of Form”), he
explicitly argues that artists innovate by deliberately exploring all the latent potential of the visual language
passed down to them by their predecessors (and their culture more generally).113 As with any form of
language, the transmission of visual language from one generation to the next is an overall active process.
When we learn to speak, see, or draw, we not only inherit a “vocabulary, grammar, and style,” but also the
ability to transform this vocabulary, grammar, and style from within, as Cassirer puts it.114 This is precisely
why art evolves over time, and it is this evolution, which is both determined and free, that Wolfflin sought to
highlight in his Principles of Art History.
Wolfflin’s other significant contribution to art history lies in his view that the essence of art can only be
apprehended in the irreducible diversity of its styles, understood as Weltansichten. Classic and Baroque styles
are not mere ornamental varnishes that artists apply to a pre-given world; rather, they are two specific modes
of access to reality, two ways of giving form to (visual) objectivity that are equally valid and worthy of interest.
Far from implying a solipsistic conception of cultures, Woélfflin’s comparative method echoes the
hermeneutical move of Humboldt’s linguistics, which suggests that language diversity always comes with the
possibility of intercomprehension, rooted as it is in the universal faculty of speech. In his critique of
philosopher Paul Feyerabend'’s relativistic approach to science—an approach that draws inspiration from
Riegl’s theory of art—Carlo Ginzburg makes a Humboldtian-sounding observation that perfectly describes
what is at stake here:

The Latin word interpretatio means translation. The interpreter who compares different styles of

thought in order to stress their intrinsic diversity performs a sort of translation, a word that comes

easily in this context, insofar as styles, having being originally related to writing, have been often

compared to languages in order to stress their intrinsic diversity. But translation is also the most
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powerful argument against relativism. Each language is a different and, to a certain extent,

incommensurable world: but translations work. Our ability to understand different styles may throw

some light on our ability to understand other languages and other styles of thought—and the other way

around.115
Just like Ginzburg’s “interpreter,” Wolfflin is acutely aware of his own situatedness as an art historian!16—one
should add, as a Swiss-German art historian.!” Consequently, he emphasizes the necessity of constantly
learning and teaching how to see (sehen lernen/sehen lehren) artworks from different times and places, that is,
of comprehending and thereby translating and retranslating the Sehformen from the past into present art-
historical discourse. As Wolfflin so clearly concludes in Das Erkldren von Kunstwerken (The Explanation of
Works of Art):

there are many different “styles.” Their number is infinite. Although our sense of sight has the

remarkable ability to react to completely unfamiliar types of forms and our historical education ensures

that this ability is developed early on in all directions, it is not easy to always find the right approach. It

can happen that even the most inexperienced person reads a foreign work of art more or less correctly,

namely when a related disposition comes into play, but in general, one cannot overestimate the

difficulty of interpreting foreign art accurately. One must indeed have learned Japanese in order to

understand a Japanese drawing, that is, one must master not the Japanese language, but the Japanese

pictorial attitude.118

Conclusion

[insert Figure 5 here]
Figure 5. Emanuel La Roche, Indische Baukunst, with a foreword by Heinrich Wo6lfflin (Munich: Bruckmann, 1921), title page.

Wolfflin’s principled openness to forms and styles beyond the canon of European art (Fig. 5) stands as one of
the most topical legacies of the “tactical” formalism outlined in the Principles of Art History, as demonstrated
by the theoretical affinity between “postformalism” and world art history.119 This illustrates that Wolfflin's
relevance lies not so much in his results, in the specific content of categories such as the linear or the
painterly, but in his method, in the idea of an inner form of style that manifests itself in a diversity of
Weltansichten. Admittedly, many of Wolfflin’s conclusions, such as the homogeneity of period styles or the
cyclical alternation of the linear and the painterly, are now outdated. However, his morphological, ideal-
typical, and hermeneutical approach to creation can and must continue to inform contemporary thinking on
the arts. For example, Wolfflin's insistence on combining a non-normative study of styles with a critical
analysis of the value of each artwork remains thought-provoking,120 especially in light of the success of visual
studies and Bildwissenschaft, which has prompted the question of the value of images beyond the traditional
realm of art.121 Similarly, the young W6lfflin’s embrace of Dilthey’s connection between history and
psychology, which laid the groundwork for the emergence of the history of vision in the Principles of Art
History, offers fruitful insights for neuroaesthetics and embodied cognition on the interactions between
perception and culture.?2 Finally, the resurgence of interest in style among computer vision scientists, who
willingly resort to a dehistoricized, mathematized version of Wolfflin’s categories,123 raises the crucial issue of
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“mechanical objectivity”—the mistaken belief in the impartiality of quantitative data in cultural analysis.124
Wolfflin’s complex and dynamic perspective on style offers the beginning of a solution to this fallacy, as it
reminds us that objectivity is never a given but an interpretive construct. Considering the growing importance

of computational methods in the humanities, it is now incumbent upon us to perpetuate this critical
awareness.
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