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Style: Notes on the Transformation of a Concept
Mari Hvattum

Style has been a key concept in architectural discourse since the 18th century, yet its meaning is far 
from unequivocal. This essay traces the shifting meanings attributed to style in German architectural 
 thinking from the mid-18th to the early 19th century. Reading and discussing texts by J.J. Winckelmann, 
J.W. Goethe, C.C. Hirschfeld, A.W. Schlegel, H. Hübsch, and F. Eisenlohr, I study the multifarious uses to 
which style was put in this period and look at the effects these uses had on architecture.

Pondering style is a bit like pondering time, at least in 
the way Augustine described it. When you don’t stop to 
think about it, you sort of know what it is; when you do, 
it disintegrates into obscurity. Many concepts have multi-
ple meanings, but style seems to be one of those trouble-
some terms whose significance encompasses diametrical 
opposites. If in classical rhetoric, style was a matter of 
choice within given genres, in the modern period it has 
often been taken as a destiny. And if in late 18th-century 
German aesthetics, style referred to the ideal essence of 
art, a century and a half later it was used to describe art’s 
(and architecture’s) most fickle aspects. Over the last three 
centuries, style has been considered, in turn, universal 
and relative; essential and superficial; an ideal and an 
abomination. Signifying different things to different peo-
ple and in different periods, it is, as the first Encyclopædia 
 Britannica dryly stated, ‘a word of various significations’ 
(1771: III, 637).

This essay will try to disentangle some of those ‘signi-
fications’ and trace their transformations over time, pri-
marily from the mid 18th to the early 19th century. My 
main interest is style in architecture, but I have had to 
venture into classical rhetoric as well as 18th-century 
aesthetics to get there. I do my best, though not entirely 
successfully, to stick to a German-language context, both 
because it is the one I am most familiar with and because 
it offers exceptionally rich material. And I concentrate 
not on the grand mid-century theories of style, such as 
Gottfried Semper and Carl Bötticher, but rather on the 
generation before them: a generation facing a rapidly 
changing understanding of both architecture and archi-
tectural style. The German discourse on architectural style 
around 1800 is a revealing example of the way architec-
ture was historicized in the modern period, transformed 
from what seemed like a timeless phenomenon governed 
by eternal rules to a relative entity changing with time 
and circumstance.

Style/Stylos/Stilus: Etymological Preamble
Most self-respecting discussions on style begin with the 
term itself, which has long been a favourite subject of 
etymologization. From Quatremère de Quincy to Ernst 
Gombrich, the term has been traced from the Greek 
stylos or the Latin stilus (the experts differ), originally a 
pointy instrument used to write on wax tablets. From 
there, the sources tell us, the term was absorbed into 
classical  rhetoric as a mode of expression, be it oral or 
 written, before finally making its way into the vocabulary 
of art and architecture (Quatremère de Quincy 1832: 410; 
 Gombrich 2009: 130).

The story is as neat as it is convincing, and as so often 
with neat and convincing etymology, it is not entirely true. 
Even if we leave the stilus/stylos controversy aside and 
look for either form (including the hybrid form stylus), 
they are surprisingly difficult to find in works of classical 
rhetoric, at least in the ‘mode of expression’ sense. The 
best example seems to be Cicero’s oft-quoted praise of a 
speech for having ‘one tone and a consistent style’ (‘unus 
sonus est totius orationis et idem stilus’) (1939: §100). 
Yet authoritative dictionaries such as Lewis and Short 
point out that the use of stilus to mean a general mode 
of expression was very rare in antiquity (Lewis and Short 
1879). Cicero was more likely to speak of genus than stilus 
when discussing different modes of speech, and when he 
complemented Messalam for practicing ‘the most genu-
ine style of rhetoric’, the words he used were ‘se exercuit 
in verissimo genere dicendi’ (1939: §15).

While we often encounter the term style in transla-
tions of rhetorical treatises from antiquity, then, it does 
not necessarily derive from stilus. The famous Book 8 
of Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria, for instance, known 
to  generations of Loeb readers as ‘On Style’, did not 
 actually use the term, and where H.E. Butler’s Loeb trans-
lation states, ‘What the Greeks calls phrasis, we in Latin 
call  elocution or style’, Quintilian only mentions elocu-
tion (1921: 195–96).1 There are many similar examples. 
Quintilian’s elocutio, Cicero’s genus, and later Vasari’s 
maniera and Guarini’s ordine were all rendered into style 
by 18th- and 19th-century authors and translators.2 Rather 
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than emerging from one continuous etymological line-
age, then, the modern notion of style boasts a multitude 
of origins. Its hybrid genealogy continues to reverberate 
throughout the modern period, making style an unstable 
and multivalent concept, but also, as we shall see, a pro-
foundly useful one.

Style in the Rhetorical Tradition
It may be a conceptual construct with a contested 
etymology, yet style’s close links to classical rhetoric are 
beyond dispute. When the term made its way into modern 
usage in the 18th century, it was primarily to describe 
the art of speaking and writing. In Johann Heinrich 
Zedler’s 64-volume encyclopedia, Grosses vollständiges 
Universal-Lexicon aller Wissenshafften und Künste (1731–
54), style does not have an entry, but stylus does, defined 
first as an ancient writing tool and then a manner of 
writing (Schreibart) (Zedler 1744: XL, 1469). Zedler was 
in line with contemporary usage in French and English. 
The first edition of the French Encyclopédie defined style 
as ‘maniere d’exprimer ses pensées de vive voix, ou par 
écrit’ and placed it in the categories of grammar, rhetoric, 
eloquence, and belles-lettres (1751–72: XV, 551). The entry 
on style in the first Encyclopædia Britannica defined it as ‘a 
particular manner of expressing one’s thoughts agreeable 
to the rules of syntax’ (1771: III, 637). This significance 
seems to have been dominant at least into the 1790s, for 
when as astute an aesthetician as Karl Philipp Moritz pub-
lished his two-volume Vorlesungen über den Styl in 1793, 
he took style quite unproblematically to mean the art of 
speaking and writing well.

Eighteenth-century descriptions of style followed for 
the most part the genre structure established in rhetoric, 
dividing it into grand, plain, and intermediate style (genus 
grande, genus tenue, and genus medium) as well as into 
different types of speech, ranging from the legal and polit-
ical to poetry. Encyclopedias typically spent pages listing 
and discussing the ‘dramatic style’, the ‘lyrical style’, and 
the ‘bucolic style’, together with a host of more fanciful 
categories such as ‘Stylus Æquivocus’, ‘Stylus Culinarius’, 
or ‘Stylus Comicus’ (Zedler 1744: XL, 1469–71). Behind this 
diverse taxonomy, however, lay a common understanding 
of style as a mode of language expression, chosen by the 
author to suit the topic and the occasion. The choice of 
style was governed by decorum — an understanding of 
which mode of expression would be most appropriate and 
effective for the particular situation.

If style in the 18th century remained primarily linked to 
language, its use was slowly expanding to other art forms as 
well. Zedler’s Universal-Lexicon mentioned style in music, 
a sense that made its way into the Allgemeines Lexicon der 
Künste und Wissenschaften in 1767, as well as the 1778 
edition of Encyclopædia Britannica. And although special-
ist literature occasionally used the term style in relation 
to art and architecture as early as the 1600s (Germann 
1974: 13–26), this sense does not appear to have pene-
trated common usage in the German-speaking world until 
well into the 19th century. One of the first German dic-
tionary entries to use the term in relation to art seems 
to be the 1817 edition of the Conversations-Lexicon oder 

encyclopädisches Handwörterbuch für gebildete Stände (for 
generations of German speakers known as the Brockhaus 
Enzyklopädie) which mentions ‘Styl in der Mahlerei, 
Bildhauer- und Baukunst’ (Brockhaus 1817: IX, 547). Yet 
it was not until 1827 that Brockhaus inserted a separate 
entry for ‘Styl der Kunst’, of which architecture was a part 
(Brockhaus 1827: X, 790–91).

One scholar who has studied the expansion of the con-
cept of style in the 18th century is Caroline van Eck, an 
authority on the influence of classical rhetoric on archi-
tectural thinking in the modern period. Eck shows how 
French architects such as Germain Boffrand and Jacques-
Franҫois Blondel systematically applied rhetorical con-
cepts in their theoretical works, and how the concept 
of style became a linchpin for new theories of architec-
tural expression. She quotes Boffrand from his 1745 Livre 
d’architecture:

Through its composition a building expresses, as if 
in the theatre, that the scene is pastoral or tragic; 
that this is a temple or a palace…. [A]ll … buildings 
must proclaim their purpose to the beholder. If 
they fail to do so, they offend against expression 
and are not what they ought to be. The same is true 
of poetry: this, too, has its different genres; and the 
style of one does not suit another. (Eck 2002: xxii)

Style, here, is closely linked to genre, describing architec-
ture’s expressive potential. Blondel used the two terms 
more or less synonymously, defining style in architecture 
as ‘the true genre which one must choose with respect to 
the motive which led to the construction of the building’ 
(Eck 2002: xxv). Seeing style as ‘the poetry of architec-
ture’, Blondel’s and Boffrand’s architectural thinking was 
closely patterned on the rhetorical tradition by which the 
speaker/architect has certain modes of expression at his 
or her disposal. Style is seen as a matter of choice from 
within a predefined range of possibilities; a choice which 
in its turn is governed by decorum.

This gradual expansion in the use of style from the 
domain of language to that of art and architecture can 
be found in the German sphere, too, although the pro-
cess took a little longer. Christian Ludwig Stieglitz did not 
include an entry on style in his Encyklopädie der bürger-
lichen Baukunst (1792), preferring — like Immanuel Kant 
in the Critique of Judgement published two years earlier — 
to speak of taste and character. The philosopher Johann 
Georg Sultzer, on the other hand, used style frequently 
in his two-volume Allgemeine Theorie der schönen Künste 
(1771–74), a work organized as a dictionary with alpha-
betically ordered entries. Expanding the rhetorical notion 
of style, Sultzer compared the genres of speech with 
 different styles of painting:

Just like the art of speaking, painting adopts soon 
the elevated, passionate tone, soon the tone of 
ordinary everyday life, or it stays in the middle 
between the heroic and the quite ordinary. Hence 
arises in painting, as in speech, a threefold style. 
(Sultzer 1771: I, 451)3
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Sultzer’s loyalty to the rhetorical tradition shows itself 
not least in the double entry ‘Schreibart; Styl’, where 
he defined the two terms jointly: ‘The particular mark 
imprinted onto the work by the character and the mindset 
of the artist seems to be what one counts as the manner of 
writing, or the style’ (1774: II, 1047).4

Although Sultzer and his French contemporaries applied 
the concept of style to art forms such as painting and 
architecture, their use remained closely aligned with the 
rhetorical tradition. This was changing rapidly, however. 
From being a heterogeneous but seemingly uncontrover-
sial concept taken from classical rhetoric, style was pro-
pelled to the centre of late 18th-century aesthetic debate 
and attributed widely different meanings. In the German-
speaking context, it seems to be appropriated by three 
different fractions. Firstly, it would become the operative 
concept in an entirely new form of art history, inaugurated 
by Johann Joachim Winckelmann. Secondly, promoters of 
a new sensationalist aesthetics would make style a vehicle 
for thinking about the emotional effect of art and archi-
tecture, a development I will illustrate by the work of the 
garden theorist Christian Caius Hirschfeld. And thirdly, 
style would be used to coin a principle of perfection in art; 
a measure, as Goethe put it, of art’s ‘highest achievement’ 
(2016: 876). These three connotations would transform 
the concept of style radically, opening it to new interpreta-
tions and furious debates in the coming centuries.

Style as a Historiographical Index: J.J. 
Winckelmann
The preface to Johann Joachim Winckelmann’s History of 
the Art of Antiquity (1764) reveals how central the concept 
of style was to his new art history: ‘The history of art’, he 
announced, ‘should inform us about the origin, growth, 
change, and fall of art, together with the various styles [Stile] 
of peoples, periods, and artists’ (2006: 71). Style was a vehi-
cle to analyse both these issues, allowing Winckelmann, on 
the one hand, to measure cultural development (identifying 
early, high, and late style within any particular culture) and 
on the other, to identify and differentiate cultural epochs, 
speaking of Egyptian style, Etruscan style, Greek style, etc. 
Style became not only a way to grasp the particular charac-
ter of a culture’s artistic output but also an analytical tool to 
explain why it had turned out the way it had.

The title of Winckelmann’s first chapter, ‘Origin of Art 
and Reasons for Its Diversity among Peoples’, bears out 
this twofold ambition. Winckelmann outlined two types 
of causes for this diversity: ‘internal’ causes such as climate 
and topography, and ‘external’ causes such as customs, reli-
gion, and political structure. The two were not unrelated. 
As Winckelmann saw it, climate and natural conditions 
had profound effects on culture on all levels, determin-
ing both the human physiognomy and the human way of 
thinking and making. And because ideals of beauty derive 
from actual observations of the human body, climate can 
be said to influence even our sense of the ideal (2006: 
118). It was this line of reasoning that made Winckelmann 
propose that mild climes produce more beautiful people, 
and beautiful people produce greater art, because they 
have better models to imitate:

In judging the natural talent of peoples … we must 
therefore take into account not merely the influ-
ence of climate but also education and government. 
For external circumstances affect us no less than 
the air that surrounds us, and custom has so much 
power over us that it even shapes the body and the 
senses instilled in us by nature in a particular way. 
(2006: 121)

It is the artistic outcome of these circumstances — external 
and internal — that Winckelmann called style. He pursued 
the topic systematically, organizing each chapter first with 
a mapping of the circumstances shaping a given culture, 
then a description of the resulting style and its develop-
ment over time. Style, then, is a result of particular condi-
tions, and when these conditions change, so does style. 
By carefully analysing the external and internal factors 
influencing different peoples and periods, Winckelmann 
tried to identify the ‘probable cause for the nature of their 
art’ (2006: 159). The particular conditions that shape the 
bodies and souls of a people, he implied, correspond to an 
artistic expression unique to this people alone, i.e., their 
style. Such expression changes with time and circum-
stance, testifying both to the unique character of a specific 
culture and to the lawful development of history as such.

Winckelmann’s insistence on natural and historical cir-
cumstances as the precondition of art and architecture 
introduced a new relativism into aesthetic judgment. 
Winckelmann himself did not tackle this head on; in fact, 
he steadfastly defended the perfection of Greek art and 
considered the Greek high style an ideal with universal 
validity. Yet by presenting style as the outcome of natural 
and cultural conditions and implying that each civilization 
has its own aesthetic standard, he anticipated a radically 
historicized understanding of style (Piel 1963; Hvattum 
2017). Rather than referring to a shared store of expressive 
possibilities as in the rhetorical tradition, style came to be 
seen as the unique fingerprint of a particular  historical 
epoch, an obedient servant of the zeitgeist, as it were. For 
Winckelmann, writes the German art historian Lorenz 
Dittmann, ‘Style is nothing but the historical unfolding of 
beauty’ (1991: 216).5

Winckelmann may have been the first to use style as a 
systematic, historiographical tool, but the idea that par-
ticular periods display particular styles was not without 
precedent. Ten years before History of the Art of Antiquity, 
Zedler’s Universal-Lexicon addressed style in music:

STYLUS, Italian Stilo, French Stile, is understood in 
music as the art and manner in which each person 
in particular composes, performs, and expresses 
himself. All of this differs according to the genius 
of the author, the country, and the people, as well 
as the demands of the material, the place, the time, 
the subject, the expression, and so on. (Zedler 
1731–54: 40, 1469)6

The emphasis is still on style as a genre-related choice, 
but in addition, peoples, places, and historical periods are 
granted their own styles. A similar passage was added to 
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the second edition of Encyclopædia Britannica, where style 
in music was described as ‘a peculiar manner of fingering, 
playing, or composing … which is very different both in 
respect of different geniuses, of countries, nations, and 
of the different matters, places, times, subjects, passions, 
expressions, &c.’ (1783: X, 8319). Winckelmann, then, was 
not alone in expanding the meaning of the term from a 
consciously chosen mode of expression to a sort of expres-
sive outcome brought about by particular circumstances, 
be they historical, geographical, or personal. In contrast to 
the rhetorical tradition, style, here, is no longer a choice, 
but a destiny: a measure of the correspondence between 
given circumstances and artistic expression.

Winckelmann’s new notion of style as the relative out-
come of certain historical conditions lent itself to two con-
ceptual uses. Firstly, as an expression of the way art and 
architecture respond to the relative character of time and 
place, it allowed art and architectural history to be seen as 
a succession of epochs, each of which was the product of 
specific conditions manifested through a distinct architec-
tural expression, or style. Secondly, as a condensed expres-
sion of a particular time or place, style could be seen to 
express not only the relative status of any given civilization 
but also its inner ethos; its unique, inimitable historicity. 
Style was the external expression of this individual, epochal 
unit, indexing a series of internal and external factors that 
contribute to making each historical moment different 
from any other. Both these possibilities would be explored 
in architectural thinking after Winckelmann.

Style and Atmosphere: C.C. Hirschfeld
Winckelmann’s notion of style was very different from 
that of his French contemporaries. If Boffrand and  Blondel 
concentrated on the expressive and emotive potentials of 
style, Winckelmann focused — at least seemingly — on the 
taxonomic. But sensationalist aesthetics was making its 
way into the German-speaking world too. An interesting 
example is the garden theorist Christian Caius Hirschfeld, 
whose wildly popular Theorie der Gartenkunst was pub-
lished in various versions and in several volumes between 
1775 and 1785. Oscillating between Stil and Styl (a com-
mon variation in German texts from this time, reflecting, 
perhaps, the contested etymology of the term), Hirschfeld 
used style to classify landscape scenes and garden build-
ings according to genre and expression. He described 
landscapes displaying an ‘elevated style’ (1780a: 91), wrote 
about views in a ‘rural style’ (1780a: 147), and observed 
temples in an ‘antique style’ (Hirschfeld 1780b: 67). 
Speaking about ‘high’, ‘noble’, or ‘pure’ style, Hirschfeld 
aligned himself with a well-established rhetorical tradi-
tion. Yet he also introduced stylistic characterizations that 
were uncommon at the time:

On rough, rocky promontories by the seashore, or 
on high cliffs boldly stretching into the river, cas-
tles or towers in Gothic style are among the most 
appropriate buildings; their rawness, their strength, 
and the memory of their former use, all of this 
agrees very well with the wilderness of the place. 
(Hirschfeld 1782: 37)7

The combination ‘Gothic style’ is interesting for several 
reasons. For one, it is very early. Georg Germann argues 
that the expression is used for the first time in German 
in August Böttiger’s travel memoirs from Wörlitzer Park 
from 1797 (Germann 1974: 26), yet here we find it in 
Hirschfeld some fifteen years earlier. Secondly, Hirschfeld 
used the expression in a very particular way, not so much 
to characterize a historical period (in this case the Middle 
Ages) as to point to its potential impact on the present. 
Placed in the right context, he hinted, the rugged and 
primitive expression of Gothic architecture could exer-
cise a profound emotional effect on the modern viewer. 
Gothic ruins and hermitages had a capacity to intensify 
the ambiance of particular kinds of landscapes; medieval 
chapels could ‘touch the soul with their gravity and solem-
nity’ when placed in the right setting (Hirschfeld 1780b: 
97–108). As harbingers of distinct spiritual content, dif-
ferent historical styles evoke different atmospheres — 
Stimmungen in German — capable of transporting the 
viewer into different mental states:

Thus the ruins of a mountain fortress, a monastery, 
or an old country estate all awaken very different 
emotions, each heightened by contemplating the 
era and other circumstances that in themselves can 
be so very diverse. One moves back into the past, 
for a few moments one lives again in the centuries 
of barbarism and feuding, but also of strength and 
courage, in the centuries of superstition but also of 
piety, in the centuries of savagery and lust for the 
hunt, but also of hospitality. (1780b: 111, 2001: 303)8

History, represented by style, is for Hirschfeld a variegated 
pallet of expressions, capable of triggering emotions and 
associations. Each historical epoch has its unique atmos-
phere, he suggested, making historical styles effective 
means of heightening the emotional impact of a building 
or a garden. This is not an archaeological use, intended to 
impart knowledge of any particular historical epoch, but 
a use in which the historical content is sublimated to an 
aesthetic experience and operationalized into a project. 
Styles are not simply history lessons but attain ‘a kind 
of universal citizenship, … accepted with pleasure every-
where, so that the sight of them transports us to a place 
where the imagination is enraptured by beautiful images’ 
(1780b: 75, 2001: 287).

Hirschfeld’s ‘rapture’ sounds very much like that of the 
young Goethe, whose epiphanic description of Strasbourg 
cathedral from 1772 is an early example of such proto-
romantic atmospherics. Yet Hirschfeld went considerably 
further. The atmosphere of past epochs, he argued, can 
be liberated from its particular historical significance and 
turned into an emotional trigger for the present, all by 
means of style. Through a knowing use of style, architec-
ture can extract emotionally saturated images from his-
tory, ‘clean’ them of their particular historical content, and 
translate them into pure, affective form.

Hirschfeld’s notion of style relates to the rhetorical 
 tradition in which the choice of style aimed precisely at 
awakening emotions in the audience (see for instance 
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Book 2 of Aristotle’s Rhetoric). What was new was to link 
such emotions to historical epochs and to propose that 
these epochs could somehow be mined for their emotive 
content by emulating their style. Caroline van Eck has 
shown that the new interest in sensation and association 
made rhetorical style theory acutely relevant to archi-
tecture discourse and practice of the late 18th century 
(Eck et al. 1995: 89–106). With its ambition to provide 
operative precepts for architecture, moreover, this new 
sensationalist aesthetic would not only rely on but also 
transform the rhetorical idea of style.

Style and the Absolute: Goethe and Schiller
If style in the 1770s and 1780s was becoming a vehicle 
for epochal historiography and sensationalist aesthetics, it 
was also put to other uses. This we can glean from Johann 
Wolfgang Goethe’s essay ‘Einfache Nachahmung der 
Natur, Manier, Styl’ (On simple imitation of nature, man-
ner, style), published anonymously in the Teutsche Merkur 
in February 1789. And if the young Goethe had been close 
to Hirschfeld in his use of historical styles as emotive trig-
gers, this more mature Goethe had a different take.

‘Einfache Nachahmung’ is not primarily about style but 
about imitation, more specifically how art may imitate 
nature. There are three modes of imitation, Goethe stated. 
The first is simple imitation, by which the artist simply 
copies forms and motifs from nature. The second is man-
ner, by which the artist’s personality and soul are brought 
into the work. Neither of these mimetic modes realize the 
potential of art, however. That only happens on the third 
level of imitation, which Goethe labelled style:

Through imitation of nature, through the effort of 
creating a general language, through painstaking 
and thorough study … the artist finally reaches the 
point where he becomes increasingly familiar with 
the characteristic and essential features of things…. 
Then art will have reached its highest possible level, 
which is style and equal to the highest achieve-
ment of mankind. While simple imitation therefore 
depends on a tranquil and affectionate view of life, 
manner is a reflection of the ease and competence 
with which the subject is treated. Style, however, 
rests on the most fundamental principle of cogni-
tion, on the essence of things — to the extent that it 
is granted us to perceive this essence in visible and 
tangible form. (2016: 876)

Simple imitation works in the forecourt of style, Goethe 
said; it is a necessary step towards true art, but far from 
sufficient. Personal manner, too, may be a stepping stone 
to style, yet must be distinguished from style proper.9 
Only when the artwork is purged of everything incidental 
and reaches a level of universal significance may one talk 
about style, understood as an expression of art’s ‘highest 
possible level’ (2016: 876). This exalted understanding of 
style is echoed by many of Goethe’s contemporaries, not 
least Friedrich Schiller, who a few years later defined style 
as ‘a complete elevation of the arbitrary into the general 
and the necessary’ (Schiller 1793).10

If Winckelmann and Hirschfeld could be said to lean — 
wittingly or unwittingly — towards a relative understanding 
of style, the Weimar classicists put it back on a firm abso-
lutist footing. By distinguishing style and manner, using 
the latter to as it were absorb all the relative aspects of art, 
they could reserve the term style for art’s ideal potential. 
This distinction made its way into dictionary definitions in 
the early 1800s, together with a host of other more or less 
imaginative ways of differentiating absolute and relative 
style. Take for instance the above-mentioned 1817 entry 
from the Brockhaus Enzyklopädie:

Style (stylos), originally the tool with which the 
ancients inscribed their writing onto hard materials; 
then the peculiar manner of expression in language 
or image (hence style in painting, sculpture, and 
architecture), subjective style; finally the most fitting 
manner of thought-expression in general, objective 
style. (Brockhaus 1817: 546)11

Subjective style refers to artistic expression as it changes 
with artist, period, art form, or genre; in other words, the 
particular ways in which individuals, epochs, or cultures 
express themselves. It is comparable to what Goethe called 
manner, but expanded from an individual to an epochal 
concept. Objective style, on the other hand, denotes an 
ideal correlation between idea and form. Style in this  latter 
sense describes a relationship, not — as does subjective 
style — a particular artistic expression. We will encounter 
this distinction in many forms throughout 19th-century 
architectural thinking.

Schlegel’s Compromise
Style became subject to multiple differentiations towards 
the turn of the 18th century. On the one hand, there is a 
discernible historicization going on whereby style changes 
from referring to the mode of expression chosen by a 
speaker to the expressive outcome of a particular epoch. 
On the other hand, this relative notion of style is differen-
tiated from style seen as an absolute principle, denoting 
the ideal correlation between idea and form. To align these 
conflicting interpretations and turn style into an operative 
aesthetic concept was one of the challenges for theorists of 
art and architecture at the beginning of the 19th century.

A particularly poignant response to this challenge is 
August Wilhelm Schlegel’s essay ‘Ueber das Verhaeltniss 
der schoenen Kunst zur Natur; ueber Taeuschung und 
Wahrscheinlichkeit; ueber Styl und Manier’ (‘On the rela-
tionship between fine art and nature; on illusion and truth-
fulness; on style and manner’), presented as a lecture in 
Berlin in 1802 and published in the Viennese magazine 
Prometheus in 1808. Like Goethe, Schlegel defined style not 
as an individual mode of expression (that would be man-
ner) but rather an ideal correlation between the human 
spirit and the world at large:

There is, then, necessarily something in the mid-
dle between art and nature that keeps them apart. 
This is called manner, when it is an obscure or con-
fused medium that gives a false appearance to all 
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the  represented things; style, when it respects the 
rights of both art and nature. This is possible only 
through the work itself, with its own, as it were, 
imprinted elucidation. (Schlegel 2007: 266)12

Schlegel linked the distinction between manner and style 
to their respective etymological origins. Manner derives 
via maniera from manus, hand, he told the reader, and is 
linked to a purely personal expression. The stylus, how-
ever, detached from the user’s hand as an independent 
tool, lends a certain objectivity to its creations (Schlegel 
2007: 268). The stylus does not belong to the artist but to 
the work, and is thus a suitable metaphor for the objective 
principle that Schlegel was after. Style is individuality sub-
limated into universality: ‘a transformation of the inevita-
ble limitation of the individual into a voluntary limitation, 
in accordance with an art principle’ (2007: 266).13

At first glance, Schlegel promoted an absolute notion 
of style and repeated Goethe and Schiller’s distinction 
between style and manner. Yet towards the end of the 
essay, a doubt creeps into Schlegel’s text. It is possible, he 
asked, to speak about several styles without lapsing into 
mannerism? If there is only one truth, and style is the 
manifestation of truth, can we speak of style in the plural? 
His answer, somewhat unexpectedly, is yes. Because art 
is a complex phenomenon that can be approached from 
many angles, there is room for more than one style. Not 
only does every art form and genre have a different style; 
the individual artist may also develop his own version of 
the artistic principle, ‘which develops with freedom and 
awareness into a practical system; into style’ (2007: 267).14

Having thus fused Goethe’s absolute notion of style with 
a far more relativized understanding of the term, Schlegel 
went one step further, into fully fledged historicization:

Finally, art develops … gradually in time: this hap-
pens indisputably according to certain laws, even if 
we cannot always comprehend them within a lim-
ited period of time. Yet if we view an art corpus as 
a whole, and perceive the lawfulness of its develop-
ment, then we are entitled to use the term style to 
characterize its different epochs. Style is then a nec-
essary step in the development of art. (2007: 267)15

The statement takes the reader by surprise. Goethe had 
defined style as the highest stage to which art is capable of 
rising, a position Schlegel seemed to share. And yet here 
he was, calling style simply a necessary step in the histori-
cal development of art. He even admitted the possibility of 
imperfect style (2007: 268); another blunt contradiction 
of the Weimar classicists’ stylistic idealism. Yet Schlegel’s 
reasoning was consistent. The different stages that art goes 
through are not random, he argued, but necessary steps in 
the lawful development of art. While certain periods (such 
as the contemporary one) may seem lost in mannerism, 
they are actually undergoing a necessary development 
towards fulfilment. By seeing art as an organic phenom-
enon, Schlegel could construe the history of art as a devel-
opmental continuum in which each stage was necessary 
and therefore, at least potentially, in possession of style.

Schlegel’s aesthetic organicism captures a key feature of 
historicism. History, here, is understood as an organism (a 
tree, Herder famously proposed) complete at every stage 
yet evolving according to strict laws (Herder 2004; Eck 
1994). The individuality of expressions found at different 
times and places are therefore not random mannerisms 
but manifestations of a lawful development. It is this his-
toricist credo that allowed Schlegel to combine Goethe’s 
absolute notion of style with a historicist idea of style as 
epochal expression. By introducing historical development 
rather than aesthetic perfection as the measuring stick of 
art and architecture, Schlegel introduced a concept of style 
that was both relative and universal. Recognizing that art-
ists at different times, in different places, and of different 
temperaments do not necessarily strive towards the same 
ideal, Schlegel still insisted that their striving followed 
the same laws. Style, then, denotes the lawful correlation 
between historical conditions and artistic output, referring 
not to a particular expression but to a relationship with 
presumed universal validity.

Schlegel is a transitional figure between 18th-century  
idealism and an emerging historicism. As such, he is a 
good example of the persistent polarity built into the mod-
ern understanding of style. Schlegel’s dual notion of style 
anticipates Viollet-le-Duc’s famous distinction between 
style and the styles, discussed by Martin Bressani in this 
Architectural Histories issue on style. Viollet-le-Duc, too, 
promoted a universal concept of style (‘the manifestation 
of an ideal based on a principle’ (1990: 232)), while at the 
same time acknowledging ‘the styles’ as a relative index 
to historical and geographical change. Schlegel’s compro-
mise, then, can be seen as paradigmatic for architectural 
discourse of the first half of the 19th century, establishing 
a pattern for how to think of style as both a relative, histor-
ical expression and a relationship with universal validity.

In Which Style? Heinrich Hübsch
I am doing rather badly, so far, in my resolve to stick to 
style in architecture. But we are getting there. When the 
notion of style made its way into German architectural 
discourse in the first decades of the 19th century, it car-
ried all the contradictory meanings outlined above. Art 
historians such as Carl Friedrich Rumohr lamented the 
confusion bitterly, urging his contemporaries to be more 
precise in their use of the term. He could not understand, 
he added wryly, how a lowly writing tool had come to 
denote so many wildly different aesthetic properties 
(1825: 297–98).16 Despite its inbuilt contradictions, how-
ever, style promised to be a very useful concept to archi-
tecture. Not only did it facilitate analysis and comparison 
of architectural expression from different epochs, thus 
forming an indispensable tool for the historian; it also 
coined the relationship between form and idea, concept 
and execution, that was a main concern for practitioners, 
theorists, and critics alike. No wonder, then, that the defi-
nition and deliberation of style became a main architec-
tural concern from the 1820s onwards.

The most famous invocation of style in early 19th-
century architecture is undoubtedly Heinrich Hübsch’s 
manifesto In welchem Styl sollen wir bauen from 1828. 
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This well-known text constitutes a direct attack on the 
idealist position. Hübsch confronted the futile idea that 
architectural beauty is absolute and disputed that antique 
style embodies ideal perfection (1992: 63). Aestheticians’ 
attempts at establishing universal rules for art had been 
in vain, he declared, ending in ‘empty sophism’ (1992: 65). 
Hübsch himself adopted a more practical point of depar-
ture. Defining architecture a product of its purpose and 
its material, Hübsch set out to radically redefine style. 
And although he never entirely fulfilled his promise, the 
attempt is worth revisiting.

Having said that, Hübsch’s definition of style in the sec-
ond section of In welchem Styl counts among the great 
anticlimaxes in the history of architectural writing. It starts 
well enough, with Hübsch declaring didactically, ‘We shall 
first define the concept of style’. In its familiar usage, he 
explained, ‘style means something general, applicable to all 
buildings of a nation’ (1992: 66). Greek monuments are built 
in a Greek style, Moorish monuments in a Moorish style, 
etc. Instead of scrutinizing this usage, however, Hübsch 
adopted it as basis for the following false syllogism: 1) Style 
is something general; 2) The most general of all, as far as 
architecture is concerned, is the building’s role as an enclo-
sure (Abschliessung); 3) Therefore, style is about enclosure, 
or more specifically about the elements that make up the 
enclosure: ‘walls, ceilings, piers or columns, doors, windows, 
roofs, and cornices’ (1992: 66). These are what Hübsch calls 
the elements of style.

Hübsch’s (il)logical leap allowed for two things. Firstly, it 
turned the conversation about style from a theoretical to 
a practical question, in line with Hübsch’s own preference 
for the ‘practical view’ (1992: 65). Rather than pondering 
what Greekness or Moorishness actually consists of (and 
hence getting entangled in a philosophical discussion 
about zeit- and volksgeist), Hübsch could go straight to 
architectural form and analyse it with respect to purpose 
and material conditions. The overhanging roofs of north-
ern medieval houses are shaped by climate, material, and 
need for protection, giving them a quite different form 
than, for example, the Mediterranean house. Similarly, the 
brick and mortar of the Romans allowed them to develop 
totally different forms (and hence a totally different style) 
than the Greeks, with their hard marble (1992: 68). These 
two building systems — the trabeated Greek and the 
arched and vaulted Roman — constitute the two origi-
nal styles from which all other stylistic variation derives, 
Hübsch concluded (1992: 68).

Hübsch’s aim was not an analysis of historical styles, how-
ever. His attempts at historical description and classification 
were at best half-hearted. The real agenda — and the second 
thing Hübsch’s definition allowed for — was to establish ‘a 
strictly objective skeleton for the new style’ (1992: 99). This 
could not be the Greek style, since ‘the formative factors 
that condition today’s architecture are completely differ-
ent — indeed almost diametrically opposed to those that 
affected the Greek style’ (1992: 76). Hübsch elaborated:

If we wish, therefore, to attain a style that has the 
same qualities as the buildings of other nations 
that are accepted as beautiful and are much praised 

by us, then this cannot arise from the past, but 
only from the present state of natural formative 
 factors — that is: first, from our usual building mate-
rial; second, from the present level of technostatic 
experience; third, from the kind of protection that 
buildings need in our climate in order to last; and 
fourth, from the more general nature of our needs 
based on climate and perhaps in part on culture. 
(1992: 71)

Underlying Hübsch’s argument is what I, in a previ-
ous essay, have called the ‘principle of correspondence’: 
the belief that there is and must be a strict correlation 
between historical conditions and architectural expression 
( Hvattum 2013). In Hübsch’s case, those historical condi-
tions were defined largely in material terms, yet the logic 
is the same as the one we encountered in  Winckelmann, 
when he insisted on the perfect correlation between 
the spirit of ancient Greece and Greek artefacts. What in 
Winckelmann remained an idealist principle, however, is 
in Hübsch thoroughly operationalized. Just as Greek style 
had sprung from particular conditions of time and place, 
the modern style must be based on ‘the present state of 
the formative factors’, he thought (1992: 83). And while 
this modern style will necessarily be different from the 
Greek, both eras are governed by the same principle of 
correspondence, sharing, as it were, the same structural 
relationship between the era and its art. With Hübsch, 
the Sturm und Drang generation’s zeitgeist had become 
an operative entity, not simply reflecting past epochs but 
making demands on its own time.

Hübsch reduced the notion of style to a question of 
coherence between material conditions and architectural 
form. In this he followed Rumohr, who in the first volume 
of Italienische Forschungen had brushed aside the entire 
idealist style theory and defined style simply as ‘a submis-
sion, grown into a habit, to the intrinsic demands of the 
material’ (Rumohr 1827: I, 87; see also Mallgrave 2005: 
106). In other words, as long as we build in accordance 
with our own ‘technostatic conditions’ and our own needs, 
we will create in style. And since the modern conditions 
undeniably include the arch and the vault, our style must 
necessarily be based on these elements. Hübsch systemat-
ically analysed the vaulted style in all its variations: Roman 
architecture, Byzantine architecture, Rundbogenstil, and 
Spitzbogenstil, describing their respective qualities and 
discussing their potential for further use. His consid-
erations were through-and-through practical. While the 
pointed arch may in some cases be structurally more effi-
cient than a round arch, its height makes it impracticable 
for modern use. And while the steep roofs of Gothic archi-
tecture were impressive, their gradient makes it difficult 
to fix tiles or slates (1992: 95–97). After a series of such 
practical-minded considerations, Hübsch finally reached 
his conclusion, proclaiming early Christian Rundbogenstil 
as the most fitting model for the present conditions.

Hübsch’s idiosyncratic defence of Rundbogenstil has 
been thoroughly analysed by Bergdoll (1983) and Herrmann 
(1992), among others. For our purposes, the structure of 
Hübsch’s argument is more interesting than his particular 
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stylistic preferences. Expanding style from a diagnostic to a 
prognostic tool, Hübsch turned style theory into an opera-
tive vehicle for design in quite a new way. If the rhetorical 
tradition had conceived style as a choice among established 
modes and genres, Hübsch saw it as an invention of poten-
tially new modes, corresponding to new conditions. And 
if Goethe and Schiller had conceived style as the ultimate 
pinnacle of art, Hübsch saw it simply as an artistic mani-
festation of particular epochal forces, be they ‘technostatic’ 
or cultural. He agreed with Winckelmann that each period 
has its own style, but dismissed the art historian’s latent 
idealism and idea of the universal perfection of Greek art. 
And while he adopted Schlegel’s idea of style as primarily 
a relationship between an epoch and its art, he turned this 
relationship into an Erfindungsmethode for the invention 
of a new style.

It is tempting to see Hübsch’s inventive aspirations as an 
anticipation of Gottfried Semper’s ‘formula for style’, by 
which style was defined as a ‘uniform result or function of 
several variable values that unite in certain combinations’, 
a correlation Semper gave the mathematical expression 
Y = F(x, y, z, …), where Y stands for style, and x, y, z, etc., 
for the different coefficients influencing it (Semper 
1884: 267). I will not go into Semper’s style theory here, 
but only note that, for all its crudeness, the formula for 
style did manage to resolve the long-standing opposition 
between subjective and objective style. On the one hand, 
it expressed the uniqueness of each epochal style, assert-
ing that the slightest change in historical or natural condi-
tions must influence artistic style. On the other hand, the 
formula demonstrated that although historical conditions 
change, their interaction within the aesthetic process 
remains the same, constituting an ideal and ‘objective’ 
correlation. Hübsch’s principle of correspondence aimed 
for a similar squaring of opposites, anticipating thus a his-
toricist trope that would have a profound effect on 19th-
century architectural thinking.

Style and Contemporary Life: Friedrich 
Eisenlohr
Hübsch’s musings on a new style were not kindly received. 
Wolfgang Herrmann has documented how the 1828 
manifesto unleashed a furious debate over Hübsch’s 
alleged materialism and reductivism (Herrmann 1992). 
‘[H]e attaches to the term “style” a meaning that relates 
to material and construction, whereas in everyday lan-
guage it is used in a spiritual sense only’, remonstrated 
Rudolf  Wiegmann in 1829 in Kunst-Blatt, making it clear 
that Hübsch’s use of the term was an unfamiliar one 
(1992: 105). Wiegmann agreed with Hübsch in reject-
ing the Greek style, but disapproved of his adoption of 
 Rundbogenstil. ‘Our art must represent our time, just as 
past art represented its time’, Wiegmann wrote, and since 
Rundbogenstil represented the middle ages, it was by defi-
nition not fitting for the present (1992: 109). Other critics 
were less categorical, empathizing with Hübsch’s conclu-
sion but finding his argumentation lacking. An example 
of the latter is found in a lecture held in 1830 at  Hübsch’s 
alma mater, the Polytechnische Schule in Karlsruhe. 
The speaker was  Hübsch’s assistant and later colleague, 

 Friedrich Eisenlohr, an intriguing character known mainly 
for his innovative railway architecture and his invention 
of the cuckoo clock. But Eisenlohr was also an inspired 
thinker, attempting nothing less than to align Hübsch’s 
practical aesthetics with an idealist conception of style.

Already in his title, Eisenlohr made it clear that he was 
adopting a wider scope than his senior colleague. His 
Rede über den Baustyl der neueren Zeit und seine Stellung 
im Leben der gegenwärtigen Menschheit (Speech on the 
architectural style of the modern age and its place in the 
life of contemporary humanity) indicates an interest, not 
merely in the ‘technostatic’ function of style but also its 
cultural significance. He began his lecture with a fairly 
conventional excursus on the origin of building in the 
cave and the tent. These primitive types were not the ori-
gin of architecture, however. The latter came about only 
when the human spirit rose above merely practical needs:

Only then could [architecture] begin, when the 
human spirit felt an inner urge, a need, to externally 
re-present and express, in sensually perceptible 
works, that feeling of the divine which the intuition 
of nature had aroused in him. It began when the 
human being, in whom nature in its entirety seems 
to be reflected, breathed its own creative power 
into nature’s sensually perceptible matter, and ani-
mated it. … It follows from this that architecture has 
more freedom in its shaping of natural matter than 
what mere physical need dictates (1833: [4–5]).17

This idealist manifesto in miniature must have appeared 
as a rebuke to Hübsch, who was probably in the audi-
ence. Not only did Eisenlohr adopt a radically different 
definition of style than his colleague; he also returned to 
an idealist aesthetics that Hübsch himself had dismissed. 
Eisenlohr sounded in fact more like Schlegel (or indeed 
Hegel, albeit five years before the lectures on aesthetics 
were published) than he did Hübsch, presenting art and 
architecture as sensuous representations of the ideal 
(1833: [9]).18 Like Schlegel and Hegel, Eisenlohr under-
stood the ideal not as an unchanging but as an evolving 
historical entity. Architectural history is an expression of 
the human spirit in its historical development, he stated, 
and because the human spirit changes with the times, 
so must architecture: ‘Given the difference between the 
spirit of different times and peoples, the works of archi-
tecture must also be different, insofar as they appear to 
be animated by that spirit’ (1833: [10]).19 Intimately linked 
to the zeitgeist, architecture evolves according to internal 
and external causes, wrote Eisenlohr, identifying the latter 
as religion, custom, use, climate, and building material. 
The inner cause, on the other hand, was only one, namely, 
‘that struggle of man to give expression to his built work 
analogous to that feeling of the ideal that he harbours 
deep within his soul’ (1833: [11]).20 The particular way in 
which architecture expresses these external and internal 
factors is what he called style.

After these general idealist musings, Eisenlohr became 
more specific. Human history falls into two main epochs, 
he stated, pre-Christian and Christian. The spirit of these 
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two periods are different, even opposite, for while the pre-
Christian era revolved around nature as its main principle, 
the Christian revolved around the spirit. This difference is 
manifest in architecture: ‘If we observe the buildings from 
both these main epochs, we see their differences clearly 
manifested; their expression is quite analogous with the 
spirit of the times in which they were made’ (1833: [14]).21 
After this exemplary stating of the principle of correspond-
ence, Eisenlohr turned to the question of contemporary 
relevance. His diagnosis was clear. The classical spirit was 
dead, ‘long buried in the land of the obsolete’ (1833: [15]). 
Given all the differences between antiquity and the mod-
ern age, the attempt to imitate classical architecture would 
inevitably lead to ‘a false masquerade’ (1833: [19]). The 
Christian spirit, on the other hand, was alive and kicking. 
Contemporary German culture shared with its medieval 
past both the inner and many of the outer causes for style, 
Eisenlohr argued. Religion, custom, climate, and building 
material had remained relatively stable in the German cul-
tural sphere, he thought, making the Christian style as rel-
evant today as it had been in the Middle Ages (1833: [16]).

Eisenlohr, like Hübsch, promoted medieval architecture 
as the model for contemporary emulation. Unlike his col-
league, however, Eisenlohr based his conviction not on 
tectonic conditions but rather on philosophical analyses. 
‘Architecture serves humanity, not the other way around’, 
he stated: ‘If a style does not evolve from the inner and 
outer life and needs of a people and a time, it will remain a 
remote copy, forever foreign to life and spirit’ (1833: 23).22 
Framing style as a matter of homeliness versus estrange-
ment, Eisenlohr became an eloquent spokesman for 
what could be called an architecture of the zeitgeist. And 
although he distanced himself from Hübsch’s reductive 
approach, their conclusions are remarkably similar. Both 
contributed to articulating the dominant imperative of 
19th-century architecture: If style is the ideal correlation 
between a time and its art, then the overall aim of archi-
tecture is to define and shape our style: a style of the here 
and now. Karl Friedrich Schinkel put it in a similar manner 
in a diary note from 1830: ‘Every epoch has left behind its 
architectural style, why should we not try to find a style 
also for our own time?’ (Schinkel 1922: 194).23

Paradoxes of Style in 19th-Century 
Architecture
The texts above harbour multiple conceptions of style. Yet 
in one way or another, they all relate to the distinction 
between subjective and objective style encountered in the 
1817 edition of Brockhaus Enzyklopädie, i.e., between style 
as a particular artistic expressions (be they produced by 
a people, an epoch, or an individual) and style as a rela-
tionship — an ideal correlation between idea and form. 
The distinction would live on in 19th-century historicism, 
most notably in the distinction between epochal styles 
and what I have previously called the principle of corre-
spondence. Both these style concepts would be put to use 
in 19th-century discourse, contributing to the shaping of 
architectural practice, theory, and historiography.

Last point first. The idea of style as the fingerprint of the 
zeitgeist made it, as we have seen, a useful historiographical 

tool. It allowed historians to present architecture as the 
tangible manifestation of cultural evolution and to group 
vast geographical and chronological expanses into tidy 
categories. This capacity to organize large quantities of 
knowledge in a succinct and logical manner was, as Petra 
Brouwer points out, one of the keys to the success of the 
new architectural history handbooks appearing from 
the 1840s onwards, with James Fergusson’s Illustrated 
Handbook of Architecture from 1855 as the most famous 
example (Brouwer 2018). In the German-speaking context, 
this new history writing took off in the 1840s and ‘50s, 
with Franz Kugler’s Handbuch der Kunstgeschichte (1841–
42) and his later Geschichte der Baukunst (1856), Karl 
Schnaase’s Geschichte der bildenden Künste (1843–64), 
and Wilhelm Lübke’s Geschichte der Architektur von den 
ältesten Zeiten bis auf die Gegenwart (1855) as prominent 
examples, all based on style (Burioni 2016; Karge 2020).24 
As a taxonomic principle, style facilitated comparison 
across time and space, for while each style was unique, it 
displayed the same structural relationship between histor-
ical conditions and architectural form as any other style.

If epochal style was a useful historiographical concept, 
it also lent itself to other uses. In the 1780s Hirschfeld 
had already noted how different styles carried particular 
moods or atmospheres and how they could be used to 
evoke particular emotions in the contemporary viewer. 
This aesthetic sensationalism was put to use not least in 
19th-century neo-Gothic architecture. Echoing Goethe’s 
ecstatic description of Strasbourg cathedral from 1772, 
German writers such as Christian Ludwig Stieglitz, in 
1820, praised the emotive potential of Gothic architec-
ture and noted how classical architecture ‘cannot possibly 
arouse such lofty and holy feelings’ as those evoked by the 
ancient German cathedral (Germann 1973: 93). Schinkel 
went even a step further. Not only did he admire, in 1814, 
the ‘soul-stirring style of ancient German architecture’, he 
also envisioned that the perfection of the Gothic style still 
lay ahead, insofar as its development (a favourite argu-
ment in mid-19th century style debates) had never been 
brought to fulfilment. He anticipated the erection of

a large sacred monument … in the soul-stirring 
style of ancient German architecture, an architec-
ture whose ultimate perfection is to be achieved in 
the immediate future, since its development was 
broken off in its prime … with the result that the 
world is apparently now destined to perfect this art 
form. (Germann 1973: 91)

The eclecticism of the 19th century relied heavily on 
such associationist thinking. By evoking different atmos-
pheres and associations, style could transcend time and 
place, conjuring the spirit of ancient Greece in modern 
Bavaria or the mood of the Germanic middle ages in 19th-
century Prussia. Style confers a ‘universal citizenship’, 
wrote Hirschfeld, transporting us to other times and other 
places (1780b: 75, 2001: 287).

The universal citizenship of style is one of the most 
intriguing aspects of 19th-century historicism, matching 
the period’s cosmopolitan and temporally complex way 
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of thinking. Paradoxically, however, style understood as 
epochal expression would also be used to defend the exact 
opposite proposal. Hübsch himself anticipated this when 
he insisted that style is a result of the strict correlation 
between contemporary conditions and artistic expression. 
A new time, consequently, requires a new style — an asser-
tion that would become a mantra for historicists and mod-
ernists alike. Style is thus no longer a choice but a destiny: 
a question of deciphering contemporary conditions so as 
to identify its correct equivalent in architectural form. It is 
this logic that would come to underpin the Vienna seces-
sion’s motto ‘Der Zeit ihre Kunst’, Le Corbusier’s ‘esprit 
Nouveau’, and Mies van der Rohe’s ‘will of the epoch’. It is 
a delicious paradox: modernism’s radical rejection of style 
takes place within the conceptual framework of historicist 
style theory.

Notes
 1 ‘Igitur quam Graeci phrasin vocant, Latine dicimus 

 elocutionem’.
 2 See, e.g., early English translations of Quintilian such 

as J. Patsall’s Quintilian’s Institutes of the Orator in 
Twelve Books (London: Law, 1774), where ‘style’ is used 
to cover a number of terms to do with eloquence. 
When Quintilian writes about Livy’s ‘mirae facundiae 
viro’ (astounding eloquence), for instance, it is trans-
lated as ‘the style of Livy’.

 3 ‘Die Mahlerey nihmt, wie die Redekunst, bald den 
hohen begeisterten Ton an, bald den Ton des gemeinen 
täglichen Lebens, oder sie bleibet in der Mitte  zwischen 
dem heroischen und dem ganz gemeinen. Daher 
entsteht in der Mahlerey, so wie in der Rede, der drey-
fache Stil’. All translations are mine unless otherwise 
indicated; original quotes are provided in the notes for 
sources that have not been previously translated.

 4 ‘Das besondere Gepräg, das dem Werk von dem 
Charakter und der … Gemüthsfassung des Künstlers 
eingedrükt worden, scheinet das zu seyn, was man zur 
Schreibart, oder zum Styl rechnet’.

 5 ‘Stil ist nichts anderes als die historische Entfaltung 
der Schönheit’.

 6 ‘STYLUS, Italienisch Stilo, Französisch Stile, wird in der 
Music von der Art und Weise verstanden, welche eine jede 
Person besonders vor sich zu componiren, zu executiren 
und zu informiren hat; und alles dieses ist sehr unter-
schieden, nach Massgebung des Genii der  Verfasser, des 
Landes und des Volckes, nachdem die Materien, der Ort, 
die Zeit, die Subjecte, die  Ausdrückungen und so weiter, 
es erfordern’.

 7 ‘Auf rauhen felsigten Vorgebirgen am Gestade des 
Meers, oder auf hohen Landspitze, die sich kühn in die 
Fluth hineinstrecken, sind Schlösser oder Festungen 
oder Thürme im gothischen Styl fast die schicklichsten 
Gebäude; ihre Rohigkeit, ihre Stärke und die  Erinnerung 
ihres vormaligen Gebrauchs, alles dieses stimmt sehr 
wohl mit der Wildniß des Orts überein’.

 8 Here and in all other quotes by Hirschfeld where the 
original German is not provided in the note, I have 
used Linda Parshall’s English translation (abbreviated). 
For the sake of comparability I reference both the orig-
inal edition and the translation.

 9 On the relationship between style and manner in Vasari, 
Diderot, and Goethe, see Ursula Link-Heer, ‘Maniera. 
Überlegungen zur Konkurrenz von Manier und Stil’ 
(Gumbrecht and Pfeiffer 1986: 93–114).

 10 ‘…eine völlige Erhebung über das Zufällige zum 
 Allgemeinen und Nothwendigen’.

 11 ‘Styl (stylos), ursprünglich der Griffel, mit welchem die 
Alten ihre Schrift in harte Materien eintrugen; dann die 
eigenthümliche Art des Gedankenausdrucks in Sprache 
oder Bild (daher Styl in der Mahlerei, Bildhauer- und 
Baukunst), subjectiver Styl; endlich die zweckmässigste 
Art des Gedankenausdrucks überhaubt, objectiver Styl’.

 12 ‘Zwischen der Kunst und der Natur steht also noth-
wendig etwas mitten inne, was sie aus einander hält. 
Dieses heiss Manier, wenn es ein gefärbtes oder trübes 
Medium ist, welches auf alle dargestellten Gegenstände 
einen falschen Schein wirft; Styl, wenn es den Rechten 
von beyden, der Kunst und der Natur nicht zu nahe 
tritt, welches nicht anders möglich ist, als durch die 
dem Werke selbst gleichsam eingeprägte Erklärung’.

 13 ‘…eine Verwandlung der individuellen unvermeidli-
chen Beschränktheit in freywillige Beschränkung nach 
einem Kunstprinzip’.

 14 ‘…welches sich mit Freyheit und Bewusstseyn entwick-
elt, zum praktischen Systeme, zum Style bildet’.

 15 ‘Endlich entwickelt sie die Kunst als etwas von 
 Menschen zu Verwirklichendes nur allmählig in 
der Zeit: dieses geschieht unstreitig nach gewissen 
Gesetzen, wenn wir sie schon nicht immer in einem 
 beschränkten  Zeitraume nachweisen können. … Wo 
wir aber eine Kunstmasse als geschlossenes Ganzes 
übersehen; und die Gesetzmässigheit in ihrem Fort-
gange wahrnehmen, da sind wir berechtigt, sie auch 
durch Bezeichnung der verschiedenen Epochen mit 
der Benennung Styl anzudeuten. Styl heiss alsdann 
eine nothwendige Stufe in der Entwicklung der Kunst’ 
(my emphasis).

 16 The observation was made during the exchange on 
style between Rumohr and Ludwig Schorn, editor of 
the influential Kunst-Blatt, in 1825. Schorn defended 
an idealist position, very similar to Goethe’s, against 
Rumhor’s far more radical understanding of style as 
something akin to habit. Wolfgang Herrmann argues 
that this exchange might have influenced Hübsch 
in developing a materialist understanding of style 
(1992: 4).

 17 ‘Erst dann konnte sie beginnen, als der Menschengeist 
einen innern Drang, ein Bedürfniss fühlte, jene 
 Empfindung des Göttlichen, welche die Anschauung 
der Natur in ihm erregt hatte, äusserlich wieder dar-
zustellen und auszusprechen in sinnlich wahrnehm-
baren Werken. Sie begann, als der Mensch, in dem sich 
die ganze Natur zu spiegeln scheint, in seiner eigenen 
Schöpfungskraft dem sinnlich Wahrnehmbaren, 
dem Naturstoffe gewissermassen seine eigene Seele 
einhauchte, jenes belebte, und durch den geistigen 
 Ausdruck der belebten Form, somit den ästhetischen 
Eindrück auf das Gemüth hervorbrachte. Hieraus geht 
in der Baukunst ein freieres Gestalten und Formen 
des Naturstoffes hervor, als es das blose physische 
 Bedürfniss erfordert’. Eisenlohr’s published lecture is 
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unpaginated; the page numbers indicated in the in-
text citations were generated by counting pages.

 18 ‘In der Kunst aber strebt der Geist, das empfundene 
Göttliche mittelst der eigenen Schöpfungskraft durch 
ein sinnlich wahrnehmbares Werk darzustellen, sie 
wird wirksam in dem ästhetischen Eindruck auf das 
Gemüth. – Aber die Darstellung des Idealen ist ein 
Bedürfniss des Geistes, und dieses das geistige Moment 
bei jeder Kunstschöpfung’.

 19 ‘Nach der Verschiedenheit des Geistes der Zeiten 
und Völker, mussten auch die Bauwerke verschieden 
werden in ihrer Form, die uns als belebt von jenem 
Geiste erscheint’.

 20 ‘jenes Streben des Menschen, den Bauwerken einen 
Ausdruck zu verleihen, der analog sei mit einer tief in 
der Seele liegenden Empfindung des Idealen’.

 21 ‘Betrachten wir die Bauwerke dieser beiden Haubt-
epochen, so sprechen sich jene angegebenen Ver-
schiedenheiten deutlich in ihnen aus, wir finden ihren 
Ausdruck ganz analog mit dem Geiste dieser Perioden, 
in denen sie geschaffen sind’.

 22 ‘Die Baukunst dient der Menschheit und nicht diese 
der Baukunst. Entwickelt sich ihr Style nicht aus dem 
innern und äussern Leben und den Bedürfnissen einer 
Volkes und einer Zeit, so wird er, als ein fremdes nach-
geahmtes Eigenthum, diesem Leben und dem Geiste 
ewig fremd bleiben’.

 23 ‘Jede Haubtzeit hat ihren Styl hinterlassen in der 
Baukunst, warum wollen wir nicht versuchen, ob sich 
nicht auch für die unsrige ein Styl auffinden lässt?’

 24 Karl Schnaase developed an interesting and complex 
concept of style in his early writings. As Henrik Karge 
points out, the Niederländische Briefe (1834) relied 
primarily on epochal style, but later works such as 
Geschichte der bildenden Künste (1843) granted style 
status as an autonomous ideal (Karge 2020; Karge 
2016).
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