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IMMOBILITY AND DYNAMICS OF THE BAROQUE 

Jüri Talvet 
(Tartu) 

In essence it is probably not possible to explain the 
continuing 20th-century interest in the Baroque otherwise 
than by certain coinciding spiritual situations between 
our time and the 17th century. Dmitri Likchatchev is right 
when hinting at the insufficiency of the scheme offered by 
Dmitri Ciževskij, according to which the historical pro­
gression of culture forms a certain zigzag of oppositions 

and negations and, at the same time, two great phases com­

prising both perceptive and expressive affinities: 

Early Middle Ages Renaissance Classicism^^Realism 

Late Middle Ages Baroque Romanticism Symbolism1 

In this scheme the place of Realism,above all is, exposed 

to objections. As a matter of fact, in recent decades the 

common consent taking root in literary investigation has 

been to consider Realism not as a phenomenon of a certain 

epoch (century), but as a method, a way of expression or a 

system of images equally observable in literature and art 

of different epochs. It would be particularly complicated 

to move on by such a scheme in the 20th century, when of­

ten two or three trends of art run parallel one to another. 
However, the scheme of Ciževskij does hit on something in­
tuitively conjectural, and this, to all probability, is the 

conclusion that despite all inner varieties, the expressive 

search in culture has had now a more material and concrete, 
now a more ideal and abstract origin. While a good part pf 
20th-century art witnesses to uncommonly energetic aspir­

ations for philosophising and making a symbol or abstrac­

tion of reality, the background of the current interest in 

the Baroque could as well be explained on these grounds. 
Another reason for focusing attention on the Baroque, 

could be the contradictory character of the phenomenon it­
self. In comparison with the Baroque, the definition of 

Classicism, the Englightenment and several cultural phenom­
ena of the 20th century has been notably more harmonious. 
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The 20th century is attracted by the complicated and the 

deep; the more reasons have been there for discovering 

certain one-sidedness in the attitude of the previous two 

centuries towards the Baroque. The Englightenment saw in 

the Baroque, above all, a kind of formal indulding in nice­

ties, and gradually created a negative feeling towards the 
phenomenon, which in the 19th century, alongside the tri­

umphant development of the positivist philosophy, became 

deeper and overwhelming. The only exception was Romanti­
cism at the beginning of the century, when the German lit­
erary theorists, the brothers Schlegel, became fond of 

Calderõn; when the interpretation of Calder6n's La vida 
es sueno proved to be the greatest lecture success of 
Ludwig Tieck2, and when Goethe and Pushkin, in full con­
cord, acknowledged as equal the genius of Calderõn and 
Shakespeare. Then a widely known fact is Arthur Schopen­
hauer's admiration for Graci&n (he himself translated 

GraciSn's Or&culo manual and considered the Spaniard's 

novel El Critic&n. along with Don Q.uixote and Gulliver's 

Travels, one of the best symbolic works in world litera­

ture). But in general, the rise of interest at the be­

ginning of the century was short of duration and also the 

distribution of interest was sporadic, far from a more 

consequent admission of the Baroque. It could not have been 

otherwise. While the quest of a more spiritual (and a more 

religious) reality to a certain extent brought Romanti­

cism near to the Baroque, a fundemental difference of 

these two epochs in their approach to Nature remained: to 

the Romantics, Nature in nearly always the source of the 
good? it is essential in their world conception, whereas 

the relation of the Baroque man to Nature is continuously 

gloomed by the shadow of suspicion and doubt. Thus the 
19th century, as a whole, tends to link the Baroque with 

the ideas of the Counter Reformation, Jesuitism and the 

decadent and reactionary art which reflects them. 
The turning-point in the interpretation of the Ba­

roque quite legitimately falls to the end of the 19th and 

the start of the 20th century, when Positivism and Natu­

ralism manifestly lose their convincingness in the stormy 

changeability of time, in the convulsion of wars and amid 

social and cultural revolution. The honour of the path­

finder belongs to the Swiss art historian Heinrich Wölff-
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lin. who in his works Renaissance und Barock (1888) and Kunst-

geschichtliche Grundbegriffe (1915) for the first time con­

siders the Baroque an autonomous artistic system with spe­

cific traits of its own.^ Regarding the Baroque on the same 

level with other great artistic systems and analysing it 

especially in its relation with the preceding stage, the Re­
naissance, Wölfflin pointed out, as characteristic features 
of the Baroque, its "picturesqueness", "monumentality", 
"massiveness", "open form", "deepness", "singularity" and 

"lack of clarity", as opposing categories to Renaissance 
"linearity", "closed form", "plainness", "plurality" and 

"clarity". Wölff lin drew his conclusions mainly from his ob­

servations of figurative art and, more precisely, of the 

Roman Baroque (Michelangelo, Raphael). His historical defi­

nition of the Baroque - he dates the Roman Baroque as ex­

tending from 1520 to 1630 - can be seen as largely provi­
sional (Wölfflin himself never considered his system to be 

a perfect one). Among the followers of Wölfflin, one could 

perhaps mention the German Romanist Helmut Hatzfeld who in 

his studies published as late as in the 1960s does not see 

in the Baroque much more than a collection of certain ideas 

and artistic means 5 on such unhistorical and diffuse grounds 

there cannot understandably be any difficulty in discover­

ing Baroque and Manneristic features, in like manner, in the 
spirit and work of Corneille, Racine, Pascal, Ignatius Loyo-

4 la and Cervantes. 

In subsequent interpretation of the Baroque in the 
1950s the views of the Austrian art historian Arnold Hauser 
stand out. Born in 1892 in Hungary and being active from 

1938 onward in the universities of the DBA and Great Brit­

ain, he published his influential The Social History of Art 

first in English in 1951. At the end of the decade his Phi­
losophie der Kunstgeschichte (1958) appeared and in 1964 he 

issued his monographical work Der Manierismus. The main dif­

ference, compared with Wölfflin, is the social and, one might 
even say, the sociological character of his theory. He treats 

art phenomena (trends, styles, systems) in their indispens­
able connection with the historical context, social envi­

ronment and class developments. Thus, according to Hauser9 
the Baroque is the phenomenon of a determinate epoch; hence 

it cannot be looked for, on the basis of a mere stylistic 

analysis, in whatever historical period. He distinguishes 
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