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Chapter 1

Introduction: The Puzzle of

Aesthetic Variation in the

Arts and Crafts Movement

1.1 Introduction

In the mid-1870s, at the dawn of the Arts and Crafts movement, Tiffany & Co.
produced the coffee set presented in Figure 1.1. Decorating the matte silver
base with other metals to provide depth and relief, Japanese-inspired flowers
and vines wrap the coffee pot, sugar bowl, and cream pitcher. Their rounded
forms encourage the eye to follow the encircling plant growth. A vine reaches to
become the handle of the coffee pot lid; in doing so, it imparts a sense of unity
and joins the lid and pot as a single piece.

Forty years later, in the waning years of the movement, Tiffany & Co. pro-
duced the coffee set presented in Figure 1.2. Again silver but now highly pol-
ished, this set is largely unadorned, save a small imprinting of the pieces and
some finishing flourishes of the handles. Excepting the coffee pot’s ivory handle,
foreign media are entirely absent. The reflectivity of the set permits us to see
the craftsman’s hammerstrikes and appreciate his technique. It also emphasizes
the hexagonal form of the pieces as each face mirrors a different scene. Multi-
plicity is likewise manifested by the spouts, handles, and lids which are clearly
delineated as pieces unto themselves.

The aesthetic differences between these pieces are characteristic of the Arts
and Crafts movement as a whole. As part of the Medieval revival of the 19th
century, the founders of the movement rejected industrial production and re-
turned to the Gothic styles of that earlier era. Embracing Gothic art’s fidelity
to naturalistic representation, Arts and Crafts artisans emphasized the roles of
space, light, and ornament to create designs that evoked the spirit of a previ-
ous, more honest, age in which man attended to his own needs and created the
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Figure 1.1: Tiffany & Co. , Coffee Set, ca. 1870
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Figure 1.2: Tiffany & Co. , Coffee Set, 1917



things of life with his own hands rather than seeking them from an impersonal
market providing but antiseptic commodities produced by alienated labor. How
is it, then, that a movement founded upon the beauty of asymmetry, irregular-
ity, and elaboration would give birth to the simple elegance of Gustav Stickley
and the highly geometric designs of Frank Lloyd Wright? What explains the
transformation of style within the Arts and Crafts movement?

The question of stylistic change has received scant attention from sociolo-
gists. This disinterest may be traced to our retreat from the grand theory of
Marx, Sorokin, and Parsons. In the 1970s, cultural sociologists turned from
interpreting cultural significance to analyzing the milieu of cultural production
and consumption. Best exemplified in the work of Bourdieu, the sociological
study of art of today is decidedly middle-range, denying both the endogenous
perspective that artistic works may be explained solely on their own terms as
well as the exogenous perspective that seeks to interpret works of art as mani-
festations of the social structure.

This turn to the middle-range proved fruitful. The production of culture
perspective emerged in the mid-1970s as sociologists sought to demonstrate
that artistic creation is fundamentally social in nature and began examining the
conditions under which artistic works are produced. White and White (1965)
had previously demonstrated that the ascension of the French Impressionists in
the nineteenth century was not merely a consequence of their collective genius
but aided by the supplanting of the Academic art system by the dealer-and-critic
system that continues with us today. Commenting that “In our view too much
is made of the change in painting itself,” White and White (1965:2) presaged
the move “beyond the problem of meaning” (Wuthnow 1987) that continues to
dominate the sociological study of art today.

Bracketing the question of how meaning is constructed, researchers working
within the production perspective focus upon how systems of social relations
(Hays 1994) shape the creation, distribution, and consumption of artistic works
(Peterson and Anand 2004). The art work, itself, is largely irrelevant. The pro-
duction perspective does not provide a basis for the interpretation or evaluation
of art, reserving such tasks for art historians and art critics. Subject matter,
medium, and form are likewise generally ignored by these researchers, except
insofar as they affect the social context within which artistic production occurs.
The unit of analysis here is the “art world” (Becker 1982), the division of labor
within which artistic creation takes place.

Sociology of art’s “move beyond meaning” takes two forms. Both dismiss
analysis of the artistic work. The production perspective is the weak version:
it is neutral as to the question of artistic meaning. It dismisses the study of the
artistic work as irrelevant because “Deducing meaning from reading texts is not
part of the perspective” (Peterson and Anand 2004:327).1 The strong version is

1A notable exception here is Lena (2004) who examined the use of sampling in rap songs.
Because samples are drawn from existing recordings for use in new works, Lena’s analysis of
their use permitted her to examine network relations within the world of rap music. Analyz-
ing these network relations, Lena was able to measure the value that rap artists placed on
particular samples, songs, artists, and genres and how this valuation changed over time.
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that of Bourdieu who explicitly denies that artistic works possess any intrinsic
meaning. Instead, one reads meaning onto a work:

Since the work of art only exists as such to the extent that it is
perceived, or, in other words, deciphered, it goes without saying that
the satisfactions attached to this perception . . . are only accessible
to those who are disposed to appropriate them because they attribute
a value to them (Bourdieu 1993c:227, emphasis in original).

From this perspective, analysis of the artistic work is rejected because the work,
itself, is incapable of speaking. To make sense of artistic creation, Bourdieu
(1993b:258) directs us to analyze the artistic field: “the question of meaning
and the value of the work of art . . . can be resolved only within a social his-
tory of the field.” The artistic work, therefore, is declared either irrelevant or
epiphenomenal. The consequence, regardless, is that sociologists of art have, by
and large, eschewed the analysis of artistic style as asociological.

Except that style is fundamentally a sociological phenomenon. It has a
collective reality: style is an aspect of artistic creation that cannot be reduced
to a single work but, rather, is shared among a collection of works (Blau 1988;
Bergesen 2007). It denotes the relationships among works of art produced at a
particular time and place. “The virtue of the concept of style is that by defining
relationships it makes various kinds of order out of what otherwise would be
a vast continuum of self-sufficient products” (Ackerman 1962:228, emphasis in
original). When a common set of forms appear in the works of an individual,
we refer to individual style (e.g., the style of Frank Lloyd Wright). When these
forms appear in the works of a group, we refer to group style (e.g., Prairie style).
We also refer the styles of regions and periods (e.g., American Midwest Modern).
Style, then, is what Durkheim (1982) referred to as a social fact and therefore
requires a sociological explanation, an explanation situated at the level of the
social system.

1.2 The Case

The Arts and Crafts movement arose during the first world-wide depression.
Born in England during the late 19th century, the movement spread throughout
Western Europe and as far as Russia, Australia, and the United States before
being effectively annihilated by the First World War. While remnants of the
movement survived the War, never again would its techniques and ideology
resonate as strongly. The conventional story of the movement’s birth is well
known: reacting to the degradation of human labor accompanying the rise of
industrial capitalism, Ruskin, Morris, and their compatriots sought to recover
the romance and dignity of craftsmanship by reinvoking the spirit of a bygone
era wherein artisans, working side by side, created art with their hands rather
than producing commodities as part of a machine. Reacquainting work with
grace would reintroduce meaning to labor. And realized as home and furniture,
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housewares and decor—what has been called the “stuff of life”—the Arts and
Crafts movement would restore beauty to the world.

As the movement spread from country to country, it attracted a diverse group
of practitioners. Some joined with the movement’s founders, eschewing indus-
trial production and returning to traditional craftsmanship, standing against
capitalism and joining the blossoming socialist program. Others departed from
the founding ideologies in one or more ways: declining the socialist call, toler-
ating or embracing the machine, abiding or encouraging the commercialization
of one’s craft. More overtly, a variety of styles and design techniques emerged.
The intricate designs of Morris’ textiles and Tiffany’s glasswork were joined by
the simple elegance of Stickley’s Mission furniture and Wright’s Prairie houses.

The aesthetic diversity of the Arts and Crafts movement is, perhaps, its
most unique feature. Typically, artistic movements are defined by a particular
aesthetic style. But this was not the case for the Arts and Crafts. The recent
Los Angeles County Museum of Art retrospective, The Arts and Crafts Move-
ment in Europe and America, 1880–1920: Design for the Modern World, was
the first exhibition devoted to exploring and appreciating how various countries
adapted and transformed the ideals of the movement “to suit their own national
identities and economic needs amid rapid industrialization” (Kaplan 2004c:7).
This project is effectively the analytic complement of that exhibition. Examin-
ing the Arts and Crafts movement across space and time and under the various
political-economic circumstances of different countries at different periods, this
project seeks to understand the material basis of the aesthetic and ideological
variation of the Arts and Crafts movement.

1.3 Overview

In Chapter 2, “Theories of Artistic Style,” I review existing sociological theories
of artistic style. I begin by discussing howMarx, Weber, and Simmel approached
the study of art before turning to the work of Sorokin and Hauser. I then review
three contemporary sociological models of stylistic change. Exogenous models
explain artistic style as the product of an external force, usually a society’s
political and economic situation. Ecological models understand artistic produc-
tion to involve a perpetual search for novelty. Stylistic cycles are predicted to
emerge as artist and audience seek out new, provocative art. Finally, paradig-
matic models posit an internal mechanism of stylistic development in which as a
style develops, it raises problems that are resolved through the creation of new
styles. These three models of stylistic development are not mutually exclusive
and I conclude the chapter by developing unified model of the development of
artistic styles.

I begin Chapter 3, “Commensuration of Visual Art,” by discussing two con-
ceptualizations of artistic style, evaluative style and constitutive style. I then
develop a method of operationalizing constitutive style which allows for the
quantitative comparison of artistic works. By identifying the salient features of
a given style, it is possible to compute a work of art’s style coefficient, which
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measures the degree to which a work exhibits the style’s features. This enables
a more rigorous examination of style than has been heretofore possible.

In Chapter 4, “Organic and Geometric Styles within the Arts and Crafts
Movement,” I apply the technique developed in Chapter 3 to the Arts and
Crafts movement. Operationalizing “geometric style” for the decorative arts,
I confirm that in most countries, Arts and Crafts aesthetics conform to the
predictions of the exogenous model. However, Austria is a contradictory case;
despite being politically fractured and economically weak, the Austrian Arts
and Crafts movement was strongly geometric.

The Austrian contradiction prompts a comparative case study in Chapter 5,
“From Splendour to Simplicity: Explaining the Aesthetic and Ideological Pat-
terns of the Arts and Crafts Movement.” In this chapter, I seek to explain the
cross-region patterns of Arts and Crafts aesthetics and ideologies. I identify
four principles of the Arts and Crafts movement which, I contend, constitute
the “brief” of the movement. I find that different regions privileged different
principle and that this is what explains whether the Arts and Crafts movement
for a given region was backward-looking or forward-looking and, correspond-
ingly, produced organic or geometric art. I conclude the chapter by arguing
in favor of a singular charge for the Arts and Crafts movement and suggest
that the function of the Arts and Crafts was to help facilitate the transition
from British to American hegemony by shielding individuals from some of the
disruptive effects of the period.
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Chapter 2

Theories of Artistic Style

2.1 The Sociology of Style: A Brief History

In his seminal essay “Style,” Schapiro (1953) delineates the different ways in
which disciplines make use of the concept. Archaeologists study style in order
to localize and date a work so as to diagnose the relationships among societies.
Historians study style in order to understand the values and ideals of a soci-
ety. These disciplines use style as a means of understanding a society and its
relationships. “To the historian of art,” however, “style is an essential object
of investigation” (Schapiro 1953:51). Art history is fundamentally the study of
the history of form and the art historian consequently values the study of style
as an end unto itself. When art historians study society, it is with the goal of
understanding how social change affects (or does not affect) aesthetic change.

The sociologist studies stylistic change because it gives us insight into the na-
ture of social life. Marx (1978:88–89, emphasis in original) wrote that aesthetic
appreciation is a fundamentally a social capacity:

just as music alone awakens in man the sense of music, and just as
the most beautiful music has no sense for the unmusical ear . . . for
this reason the senses of the social man are other senses than those of
the non-social man. Only through the objectively unfolded richness
of man’s essential being is the richness of subject human sensibility
(a musical ear, an eye for beauty of form—in short, senses capable of
human gratifications, senses confirming themselves as essential pow-
ers of man) either cultivated or brought into being. . . . The forming
of the five senses is a labour of the entire history of the world down
to the present.

Marx argued that the development of production relations democratized art
appreciation. To the extent that the working classes fail to appreciate fine art,
he argued, it is not because they lack the requisite training as Bourdieu would
contend but, rather, because they are alienated from their humanity. “The
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transcendence of private property is therefore the complete emancipation of all
human senses and attributes” (Marx 1978:87, emphasis in original).

Weber emphasized the redemptive quality of art: “It provides a salvation
from the routines of everyday life, and especially from the increasing pressures of
theoretical and practical rationalism” (Weber 1946b:342, emphasis in original).
Like religious reverie, art—in both its creation and appreciation—produces an
emotive experience and, as such, provides a means for man’s re-enchantment
with the world. But as we turn to art to satisfy our sensuous appetence, “Art
becomes an ‘idolatry,’ a competing power, and a deceptive bedazzlement” (We-
ber 1946b:343). Unlike religion, however, art provides no moral compass.

the refusal of modern men to assume responsibility for moral judg-
ments tends to transform judgments of moral intent into judgments
of taste (‘in poor taste’ instead of ‘reprehensible’). The inaccessi-
bility of appeal from esthetic judgments excludes discussion (Weber
1946b:342).

The artistic experience, therefore, only provides temporary respite from the in-
creasingly rationalized world. Ultimately, it facilitates this rationalization by
devaluing normative judgements and promoting moral relativism. Moreover,
art, itself, is subjected to the pressures of rationalization. In The Rational
and Social Foundations of Music (1958), Weber documents the rationalization
of Western music. Beginning with an analysis of the harmonic chord, Weber
demonstrates that the Western scale provides both flexibility and calculabil-
ity. In combination with the introduction of musical notation, Western music
was able to support increasingly complex works of increasing scale. The or-
chestra was, itself, transformed into a bureaucratic organization characterized
by role specialization (performers are depersonalized into instrument-positions
such as “First Violin,” “Second Violin,” etc.), coordination within and among
instrumental sections, and hierarchical authority (principles lead instrumental
sections and subsections, the concertmaster leads principles, and the conductor
leads the concertmaster and the orchestra as a whole).

Concurrent with the rationalization of musical performance, was the ratio-
nalization of the musical form. Specifically, Weber (1958:87) attributes the
rise of counterpoint (what he refers to as “polyvocality”) to the calculability of
Western music:

The decisive element for polyvocality was the fact that the estab-
lishment of the relative time value of the tone symbols and the fixed
pattern of measure division now permitted the unambiguous deter-
mination of the relations of progression of the individual voices in a
manner easily surveyed.

In proposing that the rationalization of Western culture explains the form of
its music, then, Weber provides an example of what Schapiro (1953:99) would
later refer to as “explanations of style by forms of social life.”

Although both Marx and Weber examined the relationship between art and
social life, Simmel was the first sociologist to take the artistic work, itself, as
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a unit of analysis. He held that social life cannot be understood by merely
studying the relationships among people, as most sociologists do; the sociologist
must also study cultural artifacts—the material consequence of social relations.
Indeed, one might view Simmel as criticizing sociology’s neglect of the artis-
tic object. “It is the greatest of self-deceptions to conceive of the essence of
art . . . as the mere addition of these categories” (Simmel 2005:2). In his study
Rembrandt, Simmel (2005) did not seek to contextualize the artist’s creative
process; rather, he analyzed the works themselves as a means of gaining insight
into the nature of social life:

Rembrandt shows most impressively which quintessentially specific
formations—unattainably for all categories of theory—can be real-
ized by art at the deepest level of mental life. And precisely at this
point, therefore, all the lines of direction along which we sought to
feel our way toward the understanding of his interpretation of the
human being converge (Simmel 2005:95–6).

For Simmel, the study of artistic style is the study of how people make their
lives meaningful. Simmel identifies art as one of a number of “world forms”—
the means by which people make their lives meaningful. Other world forms
include (but are not limited to) science, philosophy, and religion (Weingartner
1959:50). There is an advantage in studying art, however, in that different
artistic styles represent different ways of imposing order on the world. Sim-
mel contrasts the portraits of Rembrandt with those of the Italian Renaissance.
Leonardo, Michelangelo, and Raphael produced idealized versions of their sub-
jects; Rembrandt pursued realistic portrayals. Where the Renaissance artist
used a clean line, Rembrandt’s was intentionally sketchy. Where the Renais-
sance figure is bathed in light, Rembrandt concealed his in shadows. The “design
of those basic proportions is endowed with a certain grace and refinement that
is lacking in Rembrandt’s figures” (Simmel 2005:63).

Simmel argues that this difference in artistic technique represents a difference
of worldviews. The Middle Ages had taught men that they were fundamentally
flawed and, therefore, dependent upon the Church for redemption. The Renais-
sance put redemption in the hands of its people. Its ideal was the independent
man who, by mastering all branches of art, science, and philosophy, would mas-
ter the world. God’s creation had been made accessible and Renaissance artists
pointed to this truth in their work: “the gaze of the Christ child of the Sistine
Madonna [is] not directed toward a given object because it is directed into the
infinite” (Simmel 2005:99). Renaissance portraits sought to convey the essence
of their subjects. Rembrandt, however, came of age during the Thirty Years’
War and his paintings capture the uncertainty of life during that period. His
portraits do not seek to distill but to convey the fullness of life as lived:

An Italian art historian of the seventeenth century praises the prac-
tice of important artists of particularly highlighting one specific trait
of the character of the portrayed persons, as Titian did with Ariost
the Facundia. For Rembrandt, however, this solid, continuous, rela-
tively atemporal feature of the personality is dissolved into the flow
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of its total fates. The multiplicity of life, for whose development its
whole temporal extension is required, is not for him divided up into
that solid and the relatively random element of mere, more-or-less
exterior, “fates.” Rather, even were one to describe it as a succes-
sion of fates, psychological twists and experiences, life transforms
itself at each moment, but remains at all times a unity in which
character and history are not internally divided (as Goethe puts it:
“The history of a human being is his character”), and, as the ob-
ject of the portraitist, finds expression in the totality of the person’s
appearance” (Simmel 2005:79).

Simmel’s conception of art, then, is akin to Plato’s theory of forms. Artistic
works are “crystallizations of human experience” (Weingartner 1959:55); artistic
styles are the means by which artists convey that experience. The subject of
a Renaissance portrait might be the same as that of Rembrandt’s but their
different styles ensures that our experience of them will differ.

Simmel and Weber, then, both argue that artistic styles manifest the world-
view of a society. For Simmel, this manifestation exists sui generis—it is an
irreducible characteristic of art. For Weber, on the other hand, art is subject
to the same rationalization process as any other sector of society. Both of these
models are compatible with Marx’s materialist conception of history, although
Marx was more circumspect as to the insight to be gained from studying the
artistic object itself:

The further the particular sphere which we are investigating is re-
moved from the economic sphere and approaches that of pure ab-
stract ideology, the more shall we find it exhibiting accidents in its
development, the more will its curve run zigzag. But if you plot
the average axis of the curve, you will find that this axis will run
more and more nearly parallel to the axis of economic development
the longer the period considered and the wider the field dealt with
(Engels 1978:768).

The initial trajectory for the sociological analysis of artistic style was therefore
set. In the mid-20th century, Sorokin (1985) argued that societies cycle between
“ideational” and “sensate” value-systems. Ideational periods are spiritually ori-
ented and characterized by mechanical solidarity; sensate periods are materi-
alistic and characterized by organic solidarity. Art produced during ideational
periods therefore tends to exhibit religious themes and seeks to point the viewer
toward the divine; its style “is purely symbolic, having no resemblance to the
visual or sensory appearance of the object depicted. Since the topic is ‘invisible,’
its visible symbol naturally cannot have any visual resemblance to it” (Sorokin
1985:83–5). The art of sensate periods, in contrast, seeks to portray reality as
it really is: “A good camera snapshot and the most completely impressionistic
pictures are the best samples of the purest [sensate] style” (Sorokin 1985:85).
Secular subjects—and “naturalistic” (Sorokin 1985:89) representations of reli-
gious subjects—tend to predominate. “Such a style is dynamic, because the vi-
sual empirical reality, through the incessant play of light and shade, incessantly
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changes. It must be impressionistic in the sense of catching visual appearance
at a given moment. In this sense it is necessarily illusionistic, showy, presenting
material objects in as illusionistic a form as they offer to our sense perceptions”
(Sorokin 1985:85).

In the mid-1970s, Hauser (1979) set forth a comprehensive program for the
sociological analysis of art. Hauser viewed artistic creation as a dialectical
phenomenon, defined by the tension between representing the world “as it is”
(mimesis) and “as it might be” (idealism). The artist’s creative process is char-
acterized by this struggle to realize both countervailing goals. It is a reactionary
process: the artist creates by building upon—and, frequently, destroying—what
he or she has previously created. For Hauser, the process of artistic creation is
the condition of responding.

Individual artists, then, are forever caught between mimesis and idealism.
But they are also products of their time and, as such, embedded within and
subjected to the dialectical forces of history. To the extent that a particular
style characterizes a given era, Hauser—following Marx and concurring with
Simmel—argued that this style manifests the era’s social relations:

Just as the relationship between the individual and society, invention
and convention, the subjective will to expression and the objective
means of expression is a fundamentally dialectical one, so is that be-
tween the aesthetic factors immanent in a work and the conditions
of production which are beyond it. The related forces of artistic cre-
ation do not merely influence each other, but constitute one another
in reciprocal dependence. If we wish to know their nature, we have
to know how they condition one another (Hauser 1979:332).

For Hauser, then, the development of artistic style is fundamentally intertwined
with the progression of history and the analysis of one provides insight into the
other.

Both Sorokin and Hauser proposed cyclical models of style. The cyclical
aspect of these models had their root not in the sociological theories of Marx,
Weber, and Simmel but, rather, those of art history. In the late-19th century,
Riegl (2004) had argued that artistic styles oscillate between the “crystalline”
and “organic.” In the early-20th century, Wölfflin (1950) characterized these
poles as “Renaissance” and “Baroque.” In both cases, the former category refers
to art that Sorokin classified as “ideational” and the latter, as “sensate.”1 Art
historians have since continued to describe stylistic change in terms of cyclical
dynamics. Hauser (1979:410) noted that cyclical models occupy a privileged
position within art theory:

The practice and theory of art are so deeply rooted in dualistic no-
tions that people have always been at pains to distinguish in art his-
tory and criticism between two opposing principles of endeavor and

1“Moreover, the conspicuously Visual [i.e., sensate] art in painting, sculpture, and, in part,
even architecture, must be malerisch, and the more malerisch the more Visual it is. I use the
term malerisch in H. Wölffin’s sense” (Sorokin 1985:86).
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to trace stylistic movements back to them. Distinguishing between
time-honored exemplars and avant-garde innovations, idealistic and
realistic, objective and subjective criteria of art belongs to the ear-
liest formulations of the contrast. Universalism and individualism,
rigorous form and anarchy, rationalism and irrationalism, classicism
and romanticism are later formulations, and naive and sentimen-
tal, Apollonian and Dionysian, abstraction and empathy, introver-
sion and extroversion, the typical and the individual are the more
modern ones. Nowadays we talk in the same sense of geometrism
and naturalism, tectonic and atectonic, juxtaposition and subordi-
nation, formalism and expressionism. All of these concepts revolve
around the same antagonism. It is time and again a question of the
choice between submission to concrete reality and renunciation of it,
between the preservation and the dismemberment of the reality of
experience. In the change of stylistic movements the final temporal
and spatial world is accepted or rejected, reflected or deformed, per-
ceived as satisfying and promising or as threatening and hopeless.
The subject subordinates itself to its rules or attempts to impose
the law of a “higher” order upon it, of an ideal reality which should
come about.

The cyclical theories of art historians, however, have, by and large, held that
artistic creation is independent of the social structure and that stylistic cycles are
generated by an internal dynamic (Schapiro 1953). It was Sorokin—and, later,
Hauser—who blended the cyclical models of art historians with the structural
models of sociologists. This model would come to dominate the sociological
analysis of stylistic cycles. More recently, however, middle-range sociologists
of culture have sought to explain these cycles without reference to the social
structure. And art historians continue to emphasize purely internal mechanisms
of stylistic development.

2.2 Contemporary Models of Stylistic Change

Contemporary sociological explanations of stylistic change tend to take one of
these three forms. Exogenous models explain artistic style as the product of
an external force, usually a society’s political and economic situation. In such
models, stylistic cycles are argued to result from the cyclical rhythms of the
political-economy. Ecological models understand artistic production to involve a
perpetual search for novelty. Stylistic cycles are predicted to emerge as artist and
audience seek out new, provocative art. Paradigmatic models posit an internal
mechanism of stylistic development. As a style develops, it raises problems that
are resolved through the creation of new styles. Here, the trajectory of stylistic
development is non-cyclic and essentially random. As such, stylistic analysis
must proceed post hoc by analyzing how a given style resolves the problem it
confronts.
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2.2.1 Exogenous Models

Although few sociologists today would suggest that artists are mere automatons
slavishly reproducing underlying social relations, materialist explanations—of
one form or another—of stylistic change continue to thrive. It is perhaps sur-
prising, however, to realize that today it is researchers working within the world-
systems perspective that have produced the most compelling evidence for a cor-
respondence between material conditions and social forms. But as sociologists
of culture have turned to the middle range, world-systems theorists have become
the sole remaining inheritors of grand theory. Cerulo (1989, 1993), for example,
found that the complexity of a country’s national anthem and its flag reflect the
position of the country in the world-system at the time that the symbols were
adopted: core nations adopt simpler symbols than semiperipheral and periph-
eral nations. Bergesen (1996) demonstrated that artistic styles cycle in accord
with the rise and fall of hegemonies. During periods of hegemonic dominance,
art tends toward classical styles that emphasize clarity, unity, balance and sym-
metry. In contrast, periods of interstate rivalry are characterized by art that
tends toward the baroque, art in which balance and symmetry give way to move-
ment, unity to multiplicity, and clarity to opacity. And Kwan (2005) showed
that world-systemic trends affect even the seemingly innocuous—such as dessert
preferences. She showed that the winning entries of the Pillsbury Bake-Off re-
flect America’s position within the international order. Cakes of the 1950s—a
period of uncontested hegemonic dominance—were simple, well-formed, and el-
egant. But as America’s power began to decline in the late-1960s and 1970s,
bakers turned to tube and Bundt pans and began producing cakes without cen-
ters. When the decline of the U.S. became undeniable in the 1980s and 1990s,
cakes collapsed in upon themselves: winning entries were short, squat, and ill-
formed. Exhibiting neither balance nor symmetry, the concept of cake, itself,
broke down as fusion pieces such as the “Almond-Filled Cookie Cake” and the
“Pennsylvania Dutch Cake and Custard Pie” began to take over.

Notably, the results of these research projects all find the same effect of
political-economy on artistic production: simpler forms are associated with
stronger societies while more complex forms are associated with weaker soci-
eties. Despite the accordance of these findings, the authors’ explanations differ.
Bergesen (1996) and Kwan (2005) propose the existence of a global zeitgeist, an
ethos reflecting the rhythms of the Kondratieff cycle:

Questions of mass psychology or collective consciousness, sociologi-
cally theorized to be the product of common class, caste, or national
experience, should also exist globally if there is, in fact, a common
world-system. We cannot argue for the existence of world-systemic
political/economic structures without realizing there must also be
world-systemic modes of consciousness. That is, if there is a group,
there is group culture; if there is a class there is class culture; if there
is a nation, there is national culture; and if there is a world-system,
then there must be world culture (Bergesen 1996:261)
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Cerulo’s (1989; 1993) argument, in contrast, draws upon Bernstein’s (1964)
distinction between elaborated and restricted codes. Weak societies produce
elaborated works because weak societies are characterized by competition among
multiple groups. Conversely, strong societies are dominated by a single group
promoting shared expectations, conventions, and understandings (Gramsci 1971),
produce simpler, restricted works of art.

2.2.2 Ecological Models

Like their cousins from organizational ecology, cultural ecologists invoke a bi-
ological analogy to explain cultural change (Kaufman 2004). Like all environ-
ments, cultural environments are characterized by a carrying capacity that sup-
ports a limited number of cultural objects. As social status is attained through
the consumption of cultural objects (Weber 1946a; Bourdieu 1984), this scarcity
of cultural objects naturally gives rise to competition for “fashionable” objects,
objects that are more distinctive than most. Combined, these two constants—
the desire for distinction and the scarcity of consumption opportunities—produce
a dynamic of continuous cultural transformation.

Applied to artistic production, the ecological model adopts the definition of
art as a perpetual search for novelty. In any given period, only a few works may
be considered provocative. Most are—by definition—commonplace. Artists
continually seek to produce works that will distinguish them from their peers
and the prevailing standard. Successful works are emulated by others and their
(formerly) distinctive forms become pedestrian. Lieberson (2000) observed that
such stylistic transformation is characterized by slow, cyclical trends which he
argued are generated by a mechanism he termed “the ratchet effect.” Because
it takes time for a novel form to spread across the community, artistic styles
change incrementally. And because a return to recent fashion would result in
a work appearing dated, change proceeds monotonically. Stylistic cycles are
produced when external conditions force backtracking.

Suppose the hemline is moving upward. At some point there has
to be a reversal because otherwise the hemline will violate social
mores. Or practical constraints may come into play, which can be
ignored for a while as extremes are approached—but not indefinitely.
Suppose a garment gets longer and longer and eventually begins to
trail along the floor. This can work for wedding gowns, a special
occasion in which young girls may hold the bride’s gown, but it
would hardly work for daily wear or even the “usual” special event
(Lieberson 2000:97).

Like the paradigmatic model, discussed below, the ecological model proposes
that stylistic transformation is an inherent consequence of the creative process.
Unlike the paradigmatic model, the ecological model permits researchers to
predict aesthetic trajectories by examining the surrounding environment.
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2.2.3 Paradigmatic Models

Ackerman (1962) argued that artistic styles are best understood as products
of communal problem solving and that different styles represent different at-
tempts to resolve different problems. Such an interpretation is rooted in Riegl’s
(2004:299–300) argument that art serves to resolve social-psychological discord:

Man yearns incessantly for harmony. He sees this harmony con-
stantly disrupted and threatened by things and phenomena of nature
that exist in a state of perpetual struggle, both with one another and
with humanity. If nature were really the way it appears in the indi-
vidual human senses, man would never be able to attain harmony.
Consequently, man creates a vision of nature in his art that frees
him from nature’s perpetual instability; he imagines nature to be
better than it looks. He seeks to bring order to the apparent chaos,
to push aside those raw random occurrences to which he is otherwise
subject and vulnerable.

For Riegl (2004:300), this challenge is “a contest with nature with the aim
of bringing to expression a harmonious worldview.” Panofsky (1955) recounted
the history of art as a search for proper rules of proportion, correlating de-
ployed rules with the associated culture’s Kunstwollen. Roughly translated as
“the will of art” (Binstock 2001), Riegl coined the term Kunstwollen to refer
to the ever-evolving purposes for which art is produced. The ancient Egyp-
tian theory of proportion was one of few in which common proportions were
maintained across works and corrections for perspective were dispensed with.
Panofsky (1955) argued that this was because Egyptian representations of the
human form were produced to house the ka (life force) after death. Egyptian
artists therefore pursued idealized forms in anticipation of future reanimation.
In contrast, the artists of Classical Greece sought realistic reproductions and,
consequently, valued attention to perspective and how the various parts of the
body appeared to relate to one another.

To the Greeks the plastic effigy commemorates a human being that
lived; to the Egyptians it is a body that waits to be reenlivened. For
the Greeks, the work of art exists in a sphere of aesthetic ideality;
for the Egyptians, in a sphere of magical reality. For the former, the
goal of the artist is imitation; for the latter, reconstruction (Panofsky
1955:61–62).

Artistic styles, then, may be understood ways of resolving particular prob-
lems of representation and, by analogy, akin to Kuhnian research programs.
Like scientists, artists seek to produce representations of the world. The differ-
ence is that where scientists seek to produce logical representations of the world,
artists seek aesthetic representations (Kant 1790).

Both scientists and artists confront the same problem of determining how to
best construct their representations. When a group of scientists converges on a
common approach for doing so, we call it a “scientific research program.” When
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a group of artists does, it is a “school,” “movement,” or “style.” Paradigmatic
models—both artistic and scientific—locate the impetus of change within the
paradigm itself.

Just as the process of scientific research produces new research problems,
the process of artistic creation, itself, produces new artistic problems (Gilmore
2000). Like scientists trying to explain an empirical anomaly, artists initially
try to resolve these new problems by applying orthodox techniques (Baxandall
1985). Such attempts are, at best, only partially successful. As unresolved
problems accumulate, the internal limits of the existing paradigm become clear.
Eventually, a new paradigm sweeps away the old, solving existing problems and
raising new ones. Research program replaces research program. Style replaces
style.

Casting artistic style as a form of problem-solving naturally draws attention
to both the types of problems that artists confront and the resources that they
bring to bear upon them. To explain the creation of artistic works and the
development of artistic styles, Baxandall (1985) usefully develops the concepts
of the charge and the brief. Coupled with Becker’s (1982) concept of the art-
world, these three constructs provides a basic framework that we can use to
understand the emergence of a given artistic style.

The Charge

Evocative of a patron’s commissioning of a specific work, the term charge refers
to the specific problems that an artist confronts. Baxandall (1985) suggests that
all artists carry a single charge—“to provide ‘intense visual interest.’ ” While
artists may indeed share this charge, it is also self-evident that any given work
of art may carry additional charges as well. Identification of the charge is a pri-
mary concern of art criticism, particularly iconography, because understanding
what artists are trying to achieve provides a basis for interpreting the work and
evaluating its success.

Baxandall (1985) applies the charge (as well as the brief, discussed below)
to the level of the individual work of art. But we can also apply the concept at
the level of the style. Within a paradigmatic approach, styles are developed as
solutions to particular problems. Cubism, for example, may be understood as
a resolution to the problem of how to represent a three-dimensional subject on
a two-dimensional canvas (Gilmore 2000).

The Brief

Traditionally, an artist writes a brief to describe a proposed or completed work
of art (or group of related works). Baxandall (1985) appropriated the term to
describe a work’s cultural context. From this perspective, the brief can be under-
stood as an articulation of Kunstwollen (see page 18). For example, the reason
that the artists of classical Greece resolved the problem of proportion differently
than those of ancient Egypt is due to the different ways that these cultures un-
derstood the purpose of artistic representation (Schapiro 1953). Gilmore (2000)
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describes the brief as a social document that includes not only an artist’s lived
experience and his or her corpus of work but also various the various strategies,
techniques, and practices that an artist shares with his or her contemporaries.

Sociologists will immediately recognize this articulation of the brief as syn-
onymous with Swidler’s (1986; 2001) conception of culture as a “toolkit.” In-
deed, Gilmore (2000) discusses the brief as an itemization of various approaches
that an artist may select from when confronting a charge. The difference be-
tween a brief and a Swidlerian toolkit lies with the explicit construction of the
former. Whereas Swidler (1986, 2001) portrays the cultural toolkit as exist-
ing sui generis, as something that gets filled up as one proceeds through life,
Baxandall (1985) describes the brief as something that artists actively con-
struct. Asking “Who set Picasso’s brief?” in reference to Picasso’s Portrait of
Kahnweiler, Baxandall (1985:46–7) concludes that Picasso set it himself:

A preliminary half-answer would be that Picasso at least formulated
his own. The painter registers his individuality very much by his
particular perception of the circumstances he must address. Indeed,
if one is to think of a painter ‘expressing himself’, it is most of all
here, in the analysis of his environment which schematically speak-
ing . . . precedes the process of painting itself, that one can most
securely locate an individuality.

This is not to say that Baxandall seeks to dismiss the role of the social
system in shaping the brief’s content. In fact, he is particularly sensitive to the
complex relationship between artists, the social structure, and their briefs:

However, if Picasso is to be thought of as formulating his own Brief,
he did so as a social being in cultural circumstances. And how to
think or talk tactfully about this relation between Picasso and his
culture is a real difficulty. The difficulty lies in the structure of
the relation: one wants to keep it very loose and very reciprocal
(Baxandall 1985:47).

To formulate the relationship between an artist and his or her social structure,
Baxandall (1985:47–50) develops the concept of troc. Through the concept of
troc, Baxandall (1985) seeks to draw attention to the institutional framework
within which artists work and how various institutions (in particular, market
institutions) shape the work. Baxandall’s discussion of both troc and the role
of market forces, however, is fairly complex: a clearer exposition is provided by
Becker’s (1982) discussion of art-worlds.

The Art-World

Becker (1982) develops the concept of the art-world2 as a means by which to
understand how artistic works are created. An exemplar of the “production of

2Although Becker does not hyphenate the term, I do in order to underline the analytic
similitude between the theoretical constructs of art-world and world-system as “worlds unto
themselves.” Indeed, Becker (1982:7–14) and Wallerstein (2000:75) define their worlds in the
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culture” perspective (Peterson and Anand 2004), the analysis of art-worlds does
not seek to make sense of the meaning of art works but, rather, emphasizes that
the production of art is a collective activity.

The art-world may be understood as the structural complement of the cul-
tural brief. Hays (1994) observes that that the concept of social structure is too
frequently set in contrast to that of agency, suggesting a resilience that social
relations do not actually possess. In fact, a given social system may encom-
pass multiple social structures or—to use Hays’ (1994) preferred terminology—
“systems of relations.” These systems of relations do change over time and
although they all may be involved in the production of an art work, they are
not necessarily complementary and may collide with one another. An analy-
sis of art-worlds, then, seeks to delineate the various social relationships and
institutions that are involved in the process of bringing a work of art to life.

Relations among the Charge, the Brief, and the Art-World

In line with Baxandall (1985), I propose that we may interpret any particular
work of art to be the product of an artist’s charge, brief, and art-world. This
is not to say that their combination will always result in the production of
an artistic work. Rather that when confronting an existing work, we may be
certain that there exists a charge, a brief, and an art-world to be investigated.
The charge, brief, and art-world are, in combination, necessary but not sufficient
for the production of art.

Baxandall (1985), Swidler (2001, 1986), and Becker (1982, 1974) all empha-
size the actions of individuals. Gilmore (2000) extends Baxandall (1985) the
argument to the level of the artistic movement. As discussed, the brief and
the art-world are fundamentally social and when a group of artists confront the
same problem (or set of problems), their charge is also shared. At the level of
the individual, the combination of a charge, brief, and art-world may culminate
in the creation of a new artistic work; at the level of the movement, a new
artistic style (Gilmore 2000).

This relationship is diagrammed in Figure 2.1. Note that Figure 2.1 presents
a combinatorial (or genomic) model and not a conventional linear model. The
circled elements represent the theoretic constructs that have been discussed.
Lines from each of the three causal constructs (the charge, the brief, and the
art-world) terminate in an ‘AND gate,’ an icon borrowed from symbolic logic,
representing the combination of the three elements. The output of the AND
gate is annotated with a superscript ‘N,’ indicating that the combination of
charge, brief, and art-world is necessary (but not sufficient) for the production
of an artistic style. The solid arrows indicates the expectation of a causal
relationship. Baxandall (1985) and Gilmore (2000) both argue that briefs are

same manner: as characterized by a division of labor, boundaries of which are delimited by
exchange of an “essential” (Wallerstein 2000:82) or non-peripheral (Becker 1982:34) nature.

The broader point that I wish to make here is to recognize the self-similarity (Abbott 2001)
of the concepts herein developed: art-worlds, which constitute a single division of labor, arise
within the world-system, itself constituting a single division of labor.
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Figure 2.1: Components of an artistic style (or work)

constructed in response to the emergence of a charge. But briefs also serve to
identify legitimate domains of inquiry (Baxandall 1985). Similarly, art-worlds
can form around charges and charges can emerge out of art-worlds. And, of
course, we would expect that briefs and art-worlds will be mutually constitutive.

The defining characteristic of paradigmatic models of style is that the mech-
anism of change is entirely internal (Gilmore 2000; Schapiro 1953). As such, just
as it is impossible to predict the content of future scientific research programs, it
is equally impossible to predict the form of future artistic styles. Explanations
of aesthetic change, therefore, can only be developed post hoc by investigat-
ing the problems that artists confront and the solutions—both successful and
unsuccessful—they attempt.

2.3 Toward a Unified Model of Artistic Style

These three models are not mutually exclusive. Ecological pressures always af-
fect stylistic development, regardless of other existing constraints.3 The paradig-
matic model proposes that in order to make sense of a particular aesthetic style,
one must examine the charge, brief, and art-world that gave birth to it. Such a
proposition immediately raises additional questions regarding the factors that
influence and affect charges, briefs, and art-worlds.

Gilmore (2000) argues that any given style—that is, a particular way of
approaching particular problems—embodies natural limits. A movement’s brief
describes the legitimate means of engaging its charge. When those means are
no longer capable of successfully resolving the charge, when the limits of its
brief are reached, a movement’s members either seek new ways of confronting

3This point was driven home during a conversation that I had with an interior designer.
She emphasized that the architects, interior designers, and decorators all seek to realize a
correspondence between their designs and their surrounding environments. Ideally, the local
environment dictates the structural design; the structural design, the interior design; and the
interior design, the furnishing—”but,” she observed, “it’s all subject to current style.”
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the charge or they seek new charges to confront. Either situation signals the
exhaustion of the movement and, analogous to Kuhn’s (1996) model of scientific
paradigm shifts, new styles are borne of previous ones.

Becker (1982) offers another answer and suggests that the rise and demise of
art-worlds is essentially an epiphenomenal consequence of innovation. As new
techniques, concepts, and audiences are discovered, they create opportunities
for new forms of collaboration and disrupt existing ones. Most innovations fail
to gain sufficient traction to birth a new art-world; those that succeed do so
through the spread and adoption of the emerging brief. The art-world dies as
people abandon the brief.

Both these approaches pay little attention to the social context within which
an artistic movement exists. While neither author dismisses the role of exoge-
nous factors, the locus of explanation is an internal dynamic of the movement:
either the movement runs up against the limitations of its own brief or its social
relations are destabilized in some way. I agree that an understanding of aesthetic
transformation requires that we examine the actions and activities of those in-
dividuals directly involved in bringing a style to life. But it is also necessary to
understand how political-economic conditions affect the development, mainte-
nance, and evolution of charges, briefs, and art-worlds. The exogenous model,
as described above, seeks to establish a direct causal link between political-
economic dynamics at the level of the world-system and the development of
artistic styles. I suggest instead that the influence of political-economy on the
development of artistic styles is mediated via its effect on charges, briefs, and
art-worlds.

Figure 2.2 presents a unified model of artistic style. In the figure, single-
headed arrows are read as shaping or determining a single instance of an entity
and double-headed arrows, multiple instances. The effect of the world-system on
charges, briefs, and art-worlds is indirect, via its influence on regional political-
economies. Ecological pressures for novelty have a direct effect on the devel-
opment of artistic styles, independent of global or regional political-economic
conditions. ζ represents variation not explained by the model.
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Chapter 3

Commensuration of Visual

Art

3.1 Introduction

Despite a long-standing interest in the arts, the sociological study of visual
aesthetics remains in its infancy. In particular, just a handful of sociologists
have examined variation in the form of visual art. As there is a substantial body
of research examining variation in musical forms, one would be hard-pressed to
attribute this want to a general lack of interest in the sociology of aesthetics.
Rather, the greater attention given to musical analysis can be credited to the
relative ease by which we can measure its form. It is straightforward to quantify
such musical elements as pitch, dynamics, meter and tempo. In contrast, the
operationalization of visual elements is more challenging. Though color and
tone are readily quantifiable, there is no readily apparent way to objectively
measure the application of line, shape, space, and texture. That the visual
arts encompass a variety of media further complicates the task: How does one
compare across, for example, painting, sculpture, and architecture?

In fact, such commensuration is a regular practice, one accomplished through
the analysis of style—“the constant form—and sometimes the constant ele-
ments, qualities, and expression—in the art of an individual or group” (Schapiro
1953). We are able to recognize Klimt’s paintings in Tiffany’s vases, and
Tiffany’s vases in Gaud́ı’s townhouses because they share the characteristic flow-
ing curves, rich ornament, and sumptuous coloring of Art Nouveau. And we
are able to classify Rodin, a sculptor, as Impressionist because his roughhewn
surfaces achieve the same light-dispersing effect as the painters’ coarse brush-
strokes.

Styles are commonly used to categorize artistic works, distinguishing among,
for example, Mannerism, Baroque, and Rococo or Analytical versus Synthetic
Cubism. But we may also use them as a basis for commensuration. By mea-
suring the degree to which a specific work of art expresses a style’s aesthetic
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elements, we can compute its style coefficient, a standardized (metric-free) mea-
sure indicating how representative the piece is of that particular style. The
style coefficient permits researchers to compare artistic works across media and
enables a more nuanced analysis of visual aesthetics than heretofore possible.

In Section 3.2 of this paper, “Style as a Basis for Commensuration,” I dis-
tinguish between two conceptualizations of artistic style: styles that are used
to evaluate the success or failure of an artistic work and styles that are used
to categorize artistic works in terms of their shared aesthetic features. Clas-
sificatory styles provide a basis for comparing works of art to each other. In
Section 3.3, “Measuring Visual Style,” I then develop methods for identifying
the constituent features that define a style and computing an artistic work’s
style coefficient.

3.2 Style as a Basis for Commensuration

Style refers to the set of aesthetic features that a group of artistic works have
in common. Strictly speaking, an individual artwork does not possess a style;
rather, the work belongs to a style—style is a characteristic of the collectivity.
Artistic styles serve a classificatory function, grouping similar types of artistic
works together and distinguishing them from other types. In this sense, the
concept of style is fundamentally Durkheimian.

In casual conversation, the concept of artistic style is sometimes confounded
with that of the artistic movement (or school). But the latter term refers to a
group of artists (possibly with shared aims, possibly not) while “style” refers
to aesthetic elements. The difference is clear if one considers the relevant unit
of observation. An analysis of style takes the artistic work as the unit of ob-
servation. An analysis of an artistic movement, in contrast, will examine the
associated individuals (and institutions such as associations and exhibitions).
Whether you consider Art Nouveau a “movement” or a “style” depends upon
your research question.

Frequently, styles possess a spatio-temporal component that identifies when
and where the artistic work was created. This spatio-temporal component is the
primary interest of art historians and others who approach the study of artistic
creation as a form of historical research:

We use the concept of style, then, as a way of characterizing relation-
ships among works of art that were made at the same time and/or
place, or by the same person or group. If we do not know where,
when, or by whom works of art were produced, then the process
may be inverted to allow hypotheses that works of the same style
are from the same time, place, or person(s). In this second role, style
is an indispensable historical tool (Ackerman 1962:227).

This spatio-temporal component of style frequently manifests in a style’s name;
hence, “American Impressionism” (distinguishing it from French Impressionism)
and the plethora of “neo,” “post,” and “classical” prefixes. The spatio-temporal
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component need not be explicit, however, as in “Prairie” style, which refers to a
turn-of-the-century architectural style of the American Midwest. Today, a house
could be built in the Prairie style but it would not be considered authentic.

In the vernacular of social research, these spatio-temporal components are
scope conditions. Scope conditions specify the parameters within which a par-
ticular theory is expected to be valid (Walker and Cohen 1985). What this
means in practice is that scope conditions provide a theoretical basis for deter-
mining whether or not a particular observation belongs to the population under
investigation. The spatio-temporal component of artistic styles, when present,
provides a important criteria for distinguishing whether artistic works can be
compared. Artistic works that do not conform to the specified scope conditions
(e.g., post-1920s for Prairie style) are excluded from the set described by the
style in question.

A second form of scope conditions that styles frequently incorporate is that
ofmedium. Discussions of art use this term in a variety of ways; the intent here is
with regard to the type of art created (e.g., painting, sculpture, or architecture)
rather than the material used. Prairie style, for example, is an architectural
style and, therefore, a painting is, ipso facto, not Prairie style.

Distinguishing the spatio-temporal and medium components of style as scope
conditions permits us to focus upon its aesthetic aspect. This aspect is, of
course, what people typically intend when they discuss style. As it turns out,
art historians discuss the aesthetic component of style in two different ways: as
a method of evaluation and as a method of classification.

3.2.1 Style as a Method of Evaluation

The most common interpretation of style contrasts “form” with “content,”
where “content” refers to an artwork’s meaning and “form” to how that mean-
ing is expressed. Such arguments are inspired by Saussure’s (1972) distinc-
tion between the signifier and the signified. Distinguishing between the “log-
ical” and “affective and expressive” characteristics of art, Bally contends that
style comprises that aspect of artistic works that evoke emotion in the audience
(Hough 1969). But this line of reasoning quickly runs into difficulty. Goodman
(1975:799) observes that many forms of art have no inherent content, including
architecture, abstract art, and much music: “Their style cannot be a matter
of how they say something, for they do not literally say anything.” We might
consider setting such “content-free” works aside as special cases, but this does
not solve the problem because it is not necessarily clear that one can, in prac-
tice, distinguish the the evocative from the logical: “Emotions, feelings, and
other properties expressed in the saying are part of the way of saying; what is
expressed is an aspect of how what is said is said” (Goodman 1975:803).

In response to the difficulty of distinguishing between form and content, a
number of art historians have asserted their unity. There are strong and weak
versions of this argument. The weak version contends that form and content
are inexorably intertwined, such that it is practically impossible to distinguish
between them. From this perspective, it is not possible to say the exact same

27



thing in two different ways because no two terms have precisely the same mean-
ing (Goodman 1949). The strong version argues for the unification of form and
content: form is content and content, form. Schaprio (1966:41–42) summarizes
the argument:

In a representation every shape and color is a constituting element
of the content and not just a reinforcement. A picture would be a
different image of its object and would have another meaning if its
forms were changed in the slightest degree.

These two strategies are more similar than different. Whether contrasting
form with content or arguing for their unity, both approaches seek to define style
vis-à-vis meaning. We might term such an approach evaluative style. Evaluative
styles are used to address questions of judgement and critique, as is often the
goal in art history and, more generally, the humanities. Here, the question is
whether a style is “successful.” A style may succeed or fail for a variety of
reasons of which aesthetics are but one criteria. Frequently, artistic styles are
interpreted as the product of communal problem solving and different styles
represent different attempts to solve different problems (Ackerman 1962). From
the evaluative perspective, an artistic work represents a instance of confronting
a particular problem and a style is evaluated on the basis of the problem(s) that
it raises and the solution(s) that it offers. Form is just one aspect of a style
that must be evaluated in relation to the problems of meaning that the style
confronts. In evaluative models of style, questions of meaning are paramount
and aesthetics are analyzed in terms of whether they contribute to a successful
resolution of the problem at hand.

3.2.2 Style as a Method of Classification

A second interpretation of style emphasizes the aesthetic features that define a
particular style. Let us call this approach constitutive style. Unlike evaluative
style, constitutive style is ostensibly value-neutral and the assessment of merit
and fault is not part of the perspective. In practice, however, constitutive
analysis is only conducted upon “successful” styles that have persisted long
enough to be represented by a significant number of artistic works.

The constitutive approach characterizes an artistic style in terms of its dis-
tinctive features. These features may be attributes of artistic works or the
techniques used in creating the works (Walton 1979). In the performing arts
(e.g., music, drama, or dance), of course, these are the same thing. A consti-
tutive style enumerates the features that, in combination and subject to scope
constraints, produce a particular style. A central concern of art historians, then,
is determining whether a particular work of art belongs to a particular style.

As an example, consider Gilmore’s (2000) comparison of Picasso’s earlier
Glass and Bottle of Suze (Figure 3.1) to his later Grande Nature Morte (Fig-
ure 3.2) and Three Musicians (Figure 3.3). Although all three pieces exhibit
cubist elements, Gilmore argues that only Glass and Bottle of Suze is genuinely
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cubist. To make his argument, Gilmore (2000:41) provides a tally of the cubist
features shared by these works:

the representation of a form through the delineation of its negative
space; metonymic and symbolic rather than strictly naturalistic de-
piction of objects and their respective positions within the tableau;
an upward tilting of the horizontal to the vertical plane; and an os-
cillation of the distance among the planes of the canvas support, the
depicted objects, and the apparent surface.

But the mere presence of these characteristics, argues Gilmore, are insufficient
to classify either Grande Nature Morte or Three Musicians as cubist. Initially,
his argument is entirely subjective:

The properties associated with cubism are possessed by the work,
but they belong to it only externally. That is, the cubist elements
one finds in the work do not determine its character; rather, they
are subordinated pictorially, symbolically, and expressively (Gilmore
2000:41).

But he then switches to enumerating the non-cubist features of the works. Dis-
cussing Three Musicians, Gilmore (2000:43–44) identifies its (1) proportional
use of space and (2) clear differentiation between subject and environment as
violating the precepts of cubism:

In this work the space is naturalistically rendered, even if, as with
cubist works, the forms within that space are not. Also unlike those
cubist works, figure and ground are here clearly distinguished. The
background is perpendicular to the floor and surrounding walls, the
tabletop is placed nearly parallel to the ground beneath it, and below
the table there sits a dog.

Doubtless, there is an element of critical judgement in Gilmore’s examination of
Picasso’s later work (he approving quotes Raynal’s (1924) description of Three
Musicians as “rather like magnificent shop windows of cubist inventions and
discoveries”). However, his analysis is fundamentally an exercise in cataloging
those features that, in combination, characterize an artistic work as “cubist.”
Gilmore (2000:41) identifies certain necessary components of cubist style, such
as the elimination of navigable space (“There is no such room in which to breathe
in the genuinely cubist Glass and Bottle of Suze”). Absent this feature, Grande
Nature Morte and Three Musicians cannot be categorized as cubist.

Social researchers will note that I invoke the language of necessary and suffi-
cient conditions. Indeed, concepts of necessity and sufficiency permeate consti-
tutive analyses of style, although art historians and art critics do not typically
use such terminology. Wollheim (1979:134), for example, develops the notion
of a style-description which is functionally equivalent to what I have termed
constitutive style: “A style-description is to be understood as a description, a
full description, of an individual style.” Wollheim (1979) is especially concerned
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Figure 3.1: Picasso (1912) Glass and Bottle of Suze
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Figure 3.2: Picasso (1912) Grande Nature Morte
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Figure 3.3: Picasso (1912) Three Musicians



with the parenthetic expression: How does one assess whether a style-description
provides a full description of a style?

As noted on page 28, artistic styles may be conceived of in terms of at-
tributes or techniques. Wollheim (1979) accordingly offers two metrics, which
he terms, respectively, “taxonomic criteria” and “generative criteria.” A style
is taxonomically complete

if and only if (1) it picks out all the interesting/significant/distinctive
elements of a painter’s work, and (2) it groups them in the most
convenient available way into stylistic features (Wollheim 1979:134,
emphasis in original).

Similarly, a style is generatively complete

if and only if (1) it picks out those elements of a painter’s work
which are dependent upon processes or operations characteristic of
his acting as a painter, and (2) it groups these elements into stylistic
features accordingly (Wollheim 1979:135, emphasis in original).

The phrase “acting as a painter” in Wollhiem’s way of bringing intentional-
ity into consideration. Analysis of intent is a long-standing concern among
art critics and art historians (Baxandall 1985; Meyer 1979). For our purposes,
it is sufficient to observe that Wollheim’s two criteria are but alternative ap-
proaches to developing a complete account of a style’s features. The salient
question, then, regards how one goes about identifying those features that are
“interesting/significant/distinctive” or “characteristic” of the style. Wollheim’s
(1979:140–1) answer is that you conduct a case study: “Recognizing that a cer-
tain set of works are in the same style, we set ourselves to find out the character
of that style. We set out to write a style-description for them.”

As an art historian, Wollheim of course does not use the language of the
case-oriented researcher. But what he is prescribing is, in fact, the qualitative
study of commonalities. When qualitative social researchers are interested in
understanding some social phenomenon, their first step is assembling a sam-
ple of observations representing the phenomenon of interest. Then they look
for characteristics shared by these observations. In studies of causation, these
shared characteristics are potential causal explanations. For example, in his
famous study of becoming a marijuana user, Becker (1953) finds that all users
go through the same process of learning how to smoke marijuana, recognize the
effects of smoking marijuana, and interpret these effects as pleasurable. The fact
that among his interviewees, all who used marijuana for pleasure had experi-
enced these stages led Becker (1953) to conclude that they are jointly necessary
and sufficient for becoming a recreational marijuana user.

Similarly, these common characteristics form the basis of “casing” (Ragin
1992), the process by which social researchers identify and construct cases as
discrete, unified analytic objects. Ragin (1992:218) observes that casing seeks
to “bring operational closure to some problematic relationship between ideas
and evidence, between theory and data.” This is precisely what art historians
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are doing when they analyze a style. Wollheim (1979:136) has a lengthy enu-
meration of the various features that he considers when analyzing a painter’s
style that is worth reproducing in full:

Indeed, sometimes what is most distinctive about a style is the
way in which it segments—that is, the particular way in which it
either conjoins or isolates items in—the pictorial resources. So, for
instance, in the work of one artist (Leonardo), line and shading might
be taken together as forming a single resource, whereas in the work
of another (Raphael) they might be separately exploited so that they
come to make distinct contributions to the whole.

But in order to assess these last two points it would be valuable
to have before us the range, or a sense of the variety, of the schemata
as I conceive of them. The schemata that come first to mind—so
obviously indeed, that it is worth stressing that they form only a
subset of schemata—are those which can be formally or formalis-
tically identified: line, hue, tonality, firmness of line, saturation of
color. Next, there are those schemata which—depending on how we
understand formalism or formal considerations—cannot be identified
formalistically or cannot be identified exclusively by reference to for-
mal considerations, because they also involve representational con-
siderations: volume, depth, overlapping, movement, lighting. And
then there are the schemata that are exclusively representational:
gaze, pose, eyes, drapery. And beyond them are the schemata which
not only are representationally identified but have no isolatable ma-
terial or configurational counterpart in the picture: point of view,
the space that surrounds the represented space. And, finally, on a
different tack, there are those schemata—a mixed bag—which refer
to the original or untouched condition of the support or to the use
of the medium: edge, brush-stroke, scumbling.

This description of Wollheim’s analytic process is remarkably similar to Ragin’s
(1992:221–224) description of Wieviorka’s (1992) research on terrorist groups,
except that Ragin structures his discussion in a top-down fashion beginning
with the broadest possible casing while Wollheim works from the bottom-up.

The process of casing—whether of social phenomena or artistic styles—
begins with the investigator confronting a set of observations and searching
for commonalities. But not all common features are necessarily salient. In
Wieviorka’s casing of terrorist groups, for example, it would be silly to high-
light the “need to coordinate activities among a group of people” as a salient
feature. While this is certainly true, it is trivial because all organized groups
need to find ways of coordinating their activities. Similarly, art historians and
art critics make a special effort to distinguish stylistic features from signatures.
A signature is an element of an artistic work that identifies its creator but does
not contribute to its aesthetic value (Goodman 1975; Wollheim 1979):

The label on a picture, a listing in a catalogue raisonne, a letter
from the composer, a report of excavation may help place a work;
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but being so labelled or documented or excavated is not a matter of
style. Nor are the chemical properties of pigments that help iden-
tify a painting. Even being signed by Thomas Eakins or Benjamin
Franklin is an identifying property that is not stylistic. Although a
style is metaphorically a signature, a literal signature is no feature
of style.

Why do such properties, even though plainly who-when-where
relevant, fail to qualify as stylistic? Briefly, because they are not
properties of the functioning of the work as a symbol. In contrast,
such typical stylistic qualities as a concentration upon setting, a
peculiar elaboration of curved forms, a subtle quality of bittersweet
feeling, are aspects of what the poem or picture or piano sonata says
or exemplifies or expresses (Goodman 1975:807).

Casing, then, is a value-laden procedure and in order to distinguish salient fea-
tures from trivial ones, the investigator must rely upon his or her substantive
and theoretical knowledge. Cases do not exist “out there,” waiting to be dis-
covered and neither do artistic styles. Both are constructed and having been
constructed, styles permit us to categorize artistic works and impose order on
“what otherwise would be a vast continuum of self-sufficient products” (Ack-
erman 1962:228). Schapiro (1953) observes that we construct artistic styles to
answer a variety of questions. The art critics’ questions are evaluative: Is a
particular artistic work successful? What is its meaning? The archaeologists’
questions are diagnostic. They study style in order to localize and date artistic
works so as to uncover the relationships within and between civilizations. For art
historians, “style is an essential object of investigation” (Schapiro 1953:51). Art
history is fundamentally the study of the history of form and the art historian
consequently values the study of style as an end unto itself.

For the social researcher, artistic styles provide a means of analyzing artistic
works. Works of art are, by definition, unique and artistic styles give us a
way to categorize and compare them. Moreover, artistic styles provide a basis
for commensuration. Just as cases identify different observations as being of
the same type, so too artistic styles identify different artistic works as being of
the same type. Artistic styles permit us to distinguish between different types
of artistic works. Importantly, they also permit us to compare works of the
same type to each other. In the next section, I describe how to construct a
measurement of style that permits the comparison of artistic works.

3.3 Measuring Visual Style

The concept of style is set-theoretic in nature. Artistic styles may be conceived
of as sets and artistic works as elements within a set. Mathematically, sets
are types and elements of the same type may be compared to each other (Stoll
1979). We compare elements by measuring their respective degrees of mem-
bership in the target set. As an example, consider Picasso’s Glass and Bottle
of Suze (Figure 3.1) and Three Musicians (Figure 3.3), previously discussed.
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Gilmore (2000:41) characterizes the earlier work as “genuinely cubist.” Using
the vocabulary of set theory, we would classify Glass and Bottle of Suze as “fully
in the set of cubist works of art” and assign it a score of 1.0, representing full
membership in the target set.

What score do we assign to Three Musicians? Our answer depends upon
how we decide to operationalize cubist style. The work does possess such cubist
features as geometrized forms, the flattening of depth, and jigsaw-puzzle-like
composition. On the other hand, the work exhibits a conventional use of per-
spective with clear distinctions between the figures and their surroundings. If
the fusion of the vertical and horizontal planes is a essential feature (i.e., a nec-
essary condition) of the cubist style, then we would assign Three Musicians a
score of 0.0, indicating that the work is “fully out of the set of cubist works
of art.” Or we might decide that a realistic rendering of perspective does not
violate the conventions of cubism. In this case, we would assign the work a score
within the 0.0–1.0 interval, representing partial membership in the set of cubist
works. A score of greater than 0.5 would indicate that the work was “more in
the set of cubist works than out” while a score of less than 0.5 would indicate
that the work was “more out of the set of cubist works than in.”1

Operationalizing an artistic style in the manner that I describe herein, then,
necessarily involves a series of decisions and therefore requires that the re-
searcher develop and exercise their knowledge of the artistic style that they
are investigating. It cannot (successfully) be accomplished by rote. Indeed, the
process of developing a useful operationalization of style is frequently “retroduc-
tive” (Ragin 1994:47). Theoretically, it may be possible to begin with a clear
conception of a style, identify works of art belonging to that style, and subse-
quently enumerate its constitutive features—and, below, this is how I describe
the process. In practice, however, it is more likely that your understanding and
conceptualization of the style will be affected by the very process of analyzing
artistic works in order to identify their stylistic features. With this caveat in
mind, we can distinguish three basic steps required for the operationalization
of an artistic style: (1) identifying the style and its associated scope conditions,
(2) assembling a sample of representative works, and (3) enumerating the style’s
salient features. Having operationalized style, we can compute a work of art’s
style coefficient—a measure of the work’s degree of membership in the style.

1I recommend that, when possible, the researcher avoid assigning a score of 0.5 to a work.
This value is known as “the crossover point” in the fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis
literature (Ragin 2000, 2008b). The meaning of this score is theoretically ambiguous. Does
it indicate, for example, that a work of art is neither in nor out of the set of cubist works?
Or that it is simultaneously in and out? It is not always possible to avoid assigning a score
of 0.5, particularly when—as with the procedure that I describe below—a work’s degree of
membership is arrived at through a series of mathematical computations. And depending
upon how these membership scores will be used, it may not be problematic for a relatively
small number of observations to receive a score of 0.5. Nevertheless, my experience suggests
that if you find yourself regularly assignment membership scores of 0.5 to the artistic works
in your sample, you probably need to reconsider how your are operationalizing artistic style.
Very few works of art actually fall into the “no man’s land” that the 0.5 score represents.

36



3.3.1 Identifying the Style and Specifying Scope Condi-

tions

The styles that we seek to operationalize can be categorized into three basic
types. Established styles are the most straightforward to model as there exists
a coherent body of research, analysis, and criticism to draw upon. Emerging
styles, in contrast, are still developing and, consequently, tend to exhibit greater
inconsistency than established styles. Emerging styles frequently have no gen-
erally recognized name and it is not uncommon for an emerging style to be
unnamed or referred to by different names. Emerging styles tend to be closely
associated with particular artists and analysis and criticism tends to be directed
at the level of the individual artist or the exhibit or show as a whole.

Identified styles are those that we, as social researchers, construct ourselves.
There are many reasons that a social researcher may choose to identify a style
rather than operationalize an established or emerging style. If you wish to com-
pare across media (e.g., painting to sculpture), for example, you will need to
identify a style that can encompass the variety of works that you plan to in-
clude. This is also the case if you intend to study the form of non-artistic cultural
works (c.f., Bergesen 2006; Kwan 2005; Cerulo 1993). In such circumstances, a
useful approach is to distinguish between “realist” and “idealist” styles, form-
ing two ends of a continuum. This approach is rooted in the work of Riegl
(2004) who argued that artistic styles oscillate between “organic” and “crys-
talline” forms. Wölfflin (1950) used the terms “Baroque” and “Renaissance”
and Sorokin (1985), “sensate” and “ideational.” Regardless of the specific ter-
minology, they share the same meaning: artists can try to represent something
“as it really is” (realism) or “as it might be” (idealism).

Clarifying one’s scope conditions is important for two reasons. First, scope
conditions specify the regions and time-periods from which you will be sampling
and to which you will be generalizing. Second, they establish the parameters
of your sampling frame. But be wary of the tendency to overspecify your sam-
pling parameters. Sociologists studying cultural forms frequently restrict their
study to a single type of object. For example, Kwan (2005) analyzed changes
in the winning entries of the annual Pillsbury Bake-Off Contest—but, in order
to structure her comparison, only cakes. The motivation is understandable:
Comparing like-to-like makes it easier to identify changes in aesthetic form. Re-
stricting the study in this manner, however, came at a significant cost. Of the
41 contest winners between 1949 and 2000 (the contest switched from annual to
biannual in 1978), just 14 were cakes. Consequently, Kwan’s (2005) generaliz-
ability is severely constrained and she can only speak to changes in the form of
cake. Loosening her scope conditions would have improved the generalizability
of Kwan’s (2005) conclusions.

3.3.2 Constructing a Representative Sample

Having identified the style that you wish to operationalize and specified the
associated scope conditions, the next step is to assemble a representative sample
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of works. That the sample is representative does not imply that it is necessarily
proportional, which is how quantitative researchers conventionally use the term.
Rather, the goal is to enumerate the various features that a style encompasses
and in order to do so, the works included in your sample must span this range.

With established styles such as cubism, it is possible to construct a sampling
frame by assembling a listing of works from the style’s “standard repertoire.”
But this is not required and, when analyzing emerging or identified styles, often
not possible. In such situations, purposeful selection is the recommended strat-
egy. There are two reasons for using purposeful selection. The first is to ensure
that critical works are included in your sample. For example, Picasso’s Portrait
of Kahnweiler is considered an exemplar of analytical cubism and has been the
subject of extensive research and analysis. As such, there is much to be gained
by using the work as part of cubism’s operationalization.

A second reason for using purposeful selection is to ensure that the full range
of the style’s features are captured. With probability selection, it is possible that
rare features may not be represented among the sampled works. Purposeful
selection guards against this possibility. The goal here is feature saturation. To
achieve feature saturation entails that one continues to analyze new works of
art until additional analysis no longer reveals new features.

3.3.3 Enumerating the Style’s Features

What counts as a stylistic feature will vary from style to style. As discussed
above, trivially necessary features should be excluded. How does one identify a
non-trivial feature? A non-trivial feature is one that makes an aesthetic contri-
bution to the work. If this feature is present in a significant proportion of the
sample’s works and, when present, it serves the same aesthetic function, it is
likely a feature of the style. Ultimately, however, it is up to the researcher—
relying upon their case knowledge of the style—to determine a style’s features.

Chan (1994) finds that a minimum of three common features is required to
distinguish a unique style. My research suggests that this number is probably a
bit low, and that in practice at least four or five features are required to oper-
ationalize a broad, encompassing style such as “realist” or “idealist” (discussed
above). Abstract styles must necessarily be simpler than more specific styles
(e.g., “Prairie home”), and for the latter I recommend at least six features.

Complex combinations of features are possible. Prairie Style houses, for
example, usually feature a low pitch hip roof. But this is not always the case and
some Prairie homes feature a flat roof. Such circumstances can be represented
as a “compound” feature: “low pitch hip roof or flat roof.”

It is important to look for and identify “essential” features—features that
must be present for the style to be recognized. Cantilevers, for example, are a
common feature of Prairie Style houses but not essential. On the other hand, a
house lacking strong horizontal motifs is certainly not Prairie Style, regardless
of any other features that it might possess.
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Table 3.1: Style Coding Schemas

Number of Values

Two Four Six Qualitative Interpretation

1.00 1.00 1.00 Fully exhibits the feature
0.90 Strongly exhibits the feature

0.75 0.75 Substantially exhibits the feature
0.25 0.25 Somewhat exhibits the feature

0.10 Weakly exhibits the feature
0.00 0.00 0.00 Does not exhibit the feature

3.3.4 Computing the Style Coefficient

Having identified a style’s set of features, it is then possible to compute a work
of art’s degree of membership in that style; i.e., its style coefficient. Computing
the style coefficient for a particular work is a two-step process:

Step 1: For each of the style’s features, the researcher assesses the degree to
which the work exhibits the feature in question and assigns a correspond-
ing score to the work. This score ranges between 0.0 and 1.0, with 0.0
indicating that the work does not exhibit the feature and 1.0 indicating
the the work fully exhibits the feature. Scores within this interval indi-
cate partial exhibition. Although any value from within the 0.0 to 1.0
interval is a permissible score, I have found that a four-value schema often
provides a good balance between accuracy, precision, and ease of coding.2

Table 3.1 lists three possible coding schemas, along with the qualitative in-
terpretation of the scores. Additional schemas are also possible, of course.
For example, a five-valued schema that combines the “somewhat” and
“weakly” categories may prove useful in certain situations. Ultimately, it
is incumbent upon the researcher to develop a coding schema appropriate
to his or her data.3

Step 2: Having scored the work on each of the style’s features, the researcher
then calculates the work’s style coefficient. The style coefficient is a com-
posite measure; its formula specifies the relative contributions of each
individual feature to the overall style. Because the formula will vary by
style, the researcher is responsible for its specification.

The style coefficient formula can be simple or complex, depending upon
the relationship among its constituent features. Frequently, a simple averaging

2As the number of works to be coded increases, ease of coding becomes increasingly im-
portant.

3Formally, the coding schemas presented here are “fuzzy sets.” Readers who are interested
in learning more about the process of “calibrating” fuzzy sets are directed to Ragin’s (2008a;
2008b; 2000 discussions, which usefully supplement the present piece.)

39



of the work’s scores yields reasonable results. Another useful approach is to
take the minimum of the work’s scores, with the justification that a work’s
stylistic expression is limited by its weakest feature. An operationalization of
Impressionist painting, for example, would likely include “soft and defocused
outlines” among the style’s features. Degas’ The Dance Class (Figure 3.4) does
exhibit a number of conventional Impressionist features, such as its use of color
and light. However, its relatively distinct outlines might receive a score of just
0.10 (“Weakly exhibits the feature) and, consequently, so would the work as a
whole.

Conditionals and dependencies can also be built into the formula. The above
operationalization of Impressionist painting might also include the absence of
pure (unmixed) black as a necessary condition. A painting that included pure
black would therefore be assigned a style coefficient of 0.0, regardless of its other
features. Another example is provided by my analysis of the Arts and Crafts
movement, in which I include symmetry as a feature of geometric style. My
measure of symmetry is a two-step process. First, I assess whether the shape
of the work itself is symmetrical. If the shape of the work is asymmetrical, the
pattern applied to the work must also be asymmetrical. Therefore, if and only
if the shape is fully symmetrical do I then assess whether the work’s pattern is
also symmetrical.

As with the identification and enumeration of a style’s features, the process
of deriving the formula for calculating the style coefficient is iterative. It usually
takes a number of attempts before a suitable formula is found. Frequently, this
process will require the researcher to revisit and reconsider the set of features
included in the style and how they are being measured.

3.4 Conclusion

Works of art are, by their nature, unique. However, this does not mean that
they cannot be compared to each other. In fact, works of art are compared to
each other all the time. They are compared to each other in two basic ways. The
most common method of comparison is evaluation. Indeed, we are comparing
artistic works whenever we say that we prefer one over another.

For art critics, art historians, and humanities scholars in general, aesthetic
evaluation is of central concern. While scholars and critics sometimes attempt to
evaluate a work of art “on its own terms,” it is far more common to contextualize
the work and compare it with other works confronting the same problem(s).
I have termed this method of comparison evaluative style. The practice of
evaluative style brings artistic works into commensuration with one another as
a means of measuring artistic success.

In contrast to evaluative style, constitutive style categorizes artistic works
on the basis of the aesthetic features that they share. This conception of style
is closer to the everyday usage of the term; when people say that something is
“in the style of X,” they are invoking a constitutive model of style.

The constitutive model of style does not merely categorize artistic works, it
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Figure 3.4: Degas (1873–76) The Dance Class



also provides us with a basis for comparing them to each other. By identifying
the set of features comprising the style, one can then estimate a particular work
of art’s degree of membership in the style. I refer to this measure as the work’s
style coefficient.

The process of identifying a style and its constitutive features is a case-
oriented (Ragin 1987) practice. Artistic styles are modeled as combinations of
features and the process of identifying those features is usually retroductive. As
the researcher engages with the style’s representative works, their understanding
and comprehension of the style changes. The following chapter provides an
example of operationalizing “geometric” style.
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Chapter 4

Organic and Geometric

Style within the Arts and

Crafts Movement

4.1 Introduction

As previously discussed, the Arts and Crafts movement was motivated by moral
outrage at the dehumanization of workers in the pursuit of profit and aesthetic
outrage at industrial design. Reasoning that capitalist production was the root
problem of both, the movement’s founding craftsmen, artists, architects, and
designers fled London for the English countryside intending to practice their
trades as had been done during the pre-industrial era, prior to capitalism’s cor-
ruption. The Arts and Crafts movement was, therefore, founded as a restora-
tional project. In contrast to the specialized division of labor that capitalism
nourished, the ideal Arts and Crafts piece was designed and crafted by a single
individual or, when that was not possible, as in the case of architecture, by a
designer and craftsmen working in tandem.

Aesthetically, the Arts and Crafts movement embraced the growing Gothic
Revival. The art critics Pugin and Ruskin had earlier argued against the aes-
thetics of contemporary Victorian design, which privileged form above function.
The beauty of the Gothic is that it unites form and function:

And it is one of the chief virtues of the Gothic builders, that they
never suffered ideas of outside symmetries and consistencies to in-
terefere with the real use and value of what they did. If they wanted
a window, they opened one, a room, they added one; a buttress,
they built one; utterly regardless of any established conventionali-
ties of external appearance, knowing (as indeed it always happened)
that such daring interruptions of the formal plan would rather give
additional interest ot its symmetry than injure it (Ruskin 2006:31).
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The Gothic Revival’s critique of Victorian design was another manifestation of
Sorokin’s (1985) distinction between ideational and sensate art. Victorian de-
signers sought to present idealized representations of the world, representations
possessing symmetry and simplicity that we can only imagine. Gothic Revival-
ists, on the other hand, found the complexity and asymmetry of the world to
be inherently beautiful and, accordingly, sought to render the world as it really
is.

As Hauser (1979) observed, dualistic models of artistic style are not new.
Riegl discussed “the crystalline and the organic;” Wölffin, “the Renaissance
and the Baroque;” and Sorokin, “the ideational and the sensate.” All refer to
a mode of representing the world as it might be versus representing the world
as it is. As did Pugin and Ruskin’s “Victorian and Gothic.” Today, it has
become common to distinguish between “the geometric and the organic” and I
will employ this terminology. The signified remains the same: geometric art is
thought to depict an idealized perspective of reality; organic art, a realistic one.

The puzzle presented by the Arts and Crafts movement is that both styles
were present. Despite its foundational association with the Gothic Revival,
later Arts and Crafts practitioners would go on to embrace geometric styles.
And today the works of Frank Lloyd Wright, Green and Green, and Gustav
Stickley are probably more famous than those of Morris, Ashbee, and Crane.
What explains this transformation?

4.2 Hypotheses

The three contemporary models of artistic style reviewed in Chapter 2 offer
different explanations for the rise of geometric styles within the Arts and Crafts
movement. The political-economic model suggests that the founders of the
Arts and Crafts movement emphasized organic forms because they were British
and the Arts and Crafts movement arose as British hegemony was declining.
When the movement spread to the stronger countries of the United States and
Germany—countries whose political and economic influence was increasing—
the art took on geometric characteristics. The ecological model, in contrast,
suggests that the rise of geometric forms within the movement was simply a
matter of time. Geometric forms arose later in the movement not due to any
characteristics of the host countries, but simply because it took time for the
movement to spread. Finally, the paradigmatic model suggests that the rise
of the geometric form within the Arts and Crafts movement was unpredictable
and that the only way to make sense of this change is through an intensive case
study of the movement.

To adjudicate among these models, I examine how the aesthetics of the
Arts and Crafts movement changed as the movement spread from England,
to the United States, and across Western Europe. Three hypotheses present
themselves:

H0 No consistent pattern across space or time.
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The paradigmatic model proposes that stylistic transformation is a purely
internal process and independent of external stimuli. This does not mean
that we will not be able to distinguish stylistic patterns within the Arts
and Crafts movement; it does mean, however, that any patterns found
should be unrelated to the effects of space and time.

H1 Independent of region, the Arts and Crafts movement will exhibit an in-
creasing proportion of geometric works over time.

If the ecological model explains the rise of the geometric form within the
Arts and Crafts movement, we would expect this rise to characterize the
movement as a whole—regardless of the region in which the region was
production.

H2 Independent of time, regions with greater political and economic influence
in the world-system will exhibit a greater proportion of geometric works.

If the political-economic model explains the rise of the geometric form
within the Arts and Crafts movement, we would expect this rise to be
concentrated within strong political-economies.

It should be noted that hypotheses 1 and 2 are not mutually exclusive. In
fact, both may be operating. If that is the case, we would expect that the
greatest concentration of geometric works to be found toward the end of the
movement in the region with the strongest political-economy; namely, in the
post-1905 United States.

4.3 Methodology

How does one go about measuring artistic style and how it changes? The key
is to be able to distinguish among existing styles (e.g., What differentiates the
Prairie style from other modernist designs?). As I describe in “Commensuration
of Visual Art,” such research proceeds inductively: A sample of artistic works
belonging to a given style is collected and the researcher seeks to identify the
formal elements that the works have in common. Having identified the features
that make up a particular style, one is then able to measure the degree to which
a given art work exhibits that style. Social researchers will find such an approach
intuitive: it is how we create typologies (Barton 1955; Diesing 1971; George and
Bennett 2005; McKinney 1966; Ragin 1987).

That this process is inductive does not imply that it is atheoretical. In order
to assemble the sample, the researcher must be able to identify works exhibiting
the style under investigation. Moreover, the researcher must have a basis for dis-
tinguishing which common characteristics to highlight as definitive. Since any
collection of cases may be described in any number of ways, identifying the char-
acteristic features of a style presupposes a theory of artistic form that permits
the researcher to discriminate between relevant and irrelevant commonalities.
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At their most specific, styles are defined within a specific medium. Chan
(2000:279–80), for example, identifies the common characteristics of Prairie-
style houses as follows:

a low hip roof, a band of casement windows, continuous bands of
sill, extended terraces with low parapet and coping, watertable, cor-
ner blocks, planting urns, massive brick chimney, continuous wall
between sill and watertable, overhanging eaves, and symmetric side
facade.

Such an extensive list means that we can be quite confident in classifying any
house that possesses all of these features as “Prairie style.” And upon this basis,
we can easily measure the extent to which any particular house conforms to the
style.

At their most general, styles are defined across media. This was the goal
of Sorokin (1985), who used the terms “sensate” and “ideational” to charac-
terize both entire societies as well as their form of artistic expression. The
style of sensate art is “realistic,” “dynamic,” and “complex” while ideational
art is “symbolic,” “static,” and “simple.” These descriptors are certainly less
specific than Chan’s (2000) description of Prairie style. However, their vague-
ness permits Sorokin to compare the artistic style across the media of painting,
sculpture, architecture, music, and literature.

The present research demands an operationalization of style that is more
specific than that of Sorokin but less specific than that of Chan. The Arts
and Crafts movement was a diverse project, encompassing not only the tradi-
tional decorative arts (i.e., ceramics, glassware, metalwork, weaving, furniture-
making, and interior decoration) but also architecture, jewelry-making, book
printing and binding, and, to a lesser extent, typography and clothes-making.
To compare across these media, then, one must construct a general measure of
decorative art style.

4.3.1 Measuring Style

Wölffin’s (1950) method for analyzing the style of the visual fine arts—painting,
sculpture, and architecture—provides a useful template upon which to base an
operationalization of the style of the decorative arts. Arguing for a cyclical
model of artistic style, Wölfflin (1950) formulated five pairs of oppositional de-
scriptors by which to classify artistic works. The geometric style of the Renais-
sance is distinguished from the organic style of the Baroque by the way in which
outlines are rendered (linear versus painterly), how motifs are distributed within
the works (plane versus recession), whether or not works are self-contained
(closed versus open form), how harmonization of elements is achieved (multiplic-
ity versus unity), and the degree to which motif is immediately comprehensible
(clearness versus unclearness).

It is tempting to attempt to apply Wölffin’s operationalization of fine art
style directly to the decorative arts. Architecture is architecture, of course, re-
gardless of whether it is deemed “decorative” or “fine.” The distinction between
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painting and sculpture is one of dimensionality and we may likewise classify the
decorative arts. Like paintings, textiles such as throws, wall hangings, and rugs
are experienced two-dimensionally. Wallpaper, tile, bookbinding, and stained
glass are also included in this category. Akin to sculpture would be housewares
(e.g. tableware, vases, and lamps) and furniture, works that are fundamentally
three-dimensional. Clothing is also three dimensional, as it may be viewed from
the front, side, or back. Jewelry may be either two- or three-dimensional. A
brooch, for example, displays a single face when pinned, effectively rendering
it two-dimensional. Other jewelry is designed to be viewed from a variety of
perspectives. Rings and bracelets, in particular, express a tactility that invites
their handling.

Despite these similarities, Wölffin’s schema fails to fully describe the decora-
tive arts. The founders of the Arts and Crafts movement might have balked at
this assertion, having condemned differentiating between the decorative and fine
arts. But Wölffin did not design his method with the decorative arts in mind
and, consequently, it is insensitive to certain aspects of decorative art style. In
particular, Wölffin’s rubric ignores the physical shape of the work, which, among
the decorative arts, is an especially significant component of the work’s over-
all style. To better capture the characteristics of decorative art style, I revise
Wölffin’s schema as follows. Of the paired descriptors, the first is associated
with the organic style; the second, with geometric style:

1. Degree of Symmetry (Asymmetry versus Symmetric)

Symmetry is present if, when the work is vertically bisected, its left half
mirrors its right half. I distinguish between two types of symmetry: con-
tour (shape) symmetry and motif symmetry. It is useful to distinguish
between contour and motif because if a work’s shape is asymmetrical, its
motif must be as well.

2. Method of Harmonization (Unity versus Multiplicity)

A work’s method of harmonization describes whether the various parts of
the work maintain their independence or blend into one another. Under
the heading, I subsume both Wölffin’s distinctions between multiplicity
and unity as well as linear versus painterly. All successful artistic works
are characterized by a sense of harmony. What differs is how that sense
of harmony is achieved. A work characterized by multiplicity exhibits
a harmony of multiple, distinct elements that balance and reinforce one
another. Works characterized by unity achieve harmony through a unifi-
cation of its elements into a single theme.

3. Degree of Curvature (Serpentine versus Linear)

Degree of curvature refers to whether the work’s contour and motif are
predominantly serpentine or linear. Among three-dimensional pieces, de-
gree of curvature is related to Wölffin’s distinction between plane and
recession. Wölffin describes planar composition as restricting the depth
of the work by distributing the motif across a limited number of planes.
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In recessional composition, the motif is arranged so as to connect the var-
ious planes so that one’s eye is drawn into the depth of the work. The
shape of linear works is angular, composed of a limited number of distinct
planes. Serpentine works soften those angles, blending those planes into
one another.

4. Degree of Elaboration (Ornate versus Simple)

Degree of elaboration is akin to Wölffin’s distinction between “clearness”
and “unclearness.” An ornate work is one in which the shape of the work
is obscured—not by shadows and color, but by decoration, design, and
inscription. Representing a Platonic form, the shape of geometric works
is unadulterated. Such purity does not exist in real life; organic works
disrupt the form and hide it so that it cannot be directly comprehended.

The schema described above (as well as Wölffin’s original formulation) is
best understood as a series of fuzzy-set measures (Ragin 2000, 2008b). The dif-
ference between fuzzy-set measures and conventional interval-level variables is
that the former are calibrated (Ragin 2008a,b). Calibration refers to the process
of defining measures so that their values are directly interpretable. This inter-
pretability is achieved by constructing the fuzzy-set so that its values conform
to known, external standards. Conventional, uncalibrated measures only indi-
cate the relative position of cases. An uncalibrated measure may demonstrate
that, for example, a particular artwork is less linear than another; it does, how-
ever, indicate whether the artwork is, in fact, serpentine. Fuzzy-set measures,
in contrast, are calibrated such that their values indicate the degree to which an
artwork expresses linear or serpentine characteristics. Ranging between 0.0 and
1.0, each measure indicates the degree to which a work exhibits, for example,
“symmetrical” or “serpentine” characteristics.1

For present purposes, the most important aspect of fuzzy-set measures is that
the process of calibration renders them commensurable. Conventional interval-
level variables are only commensurable after being standardized; in contrast, a
score of 0.75 possesses the same meaning across all fuzzy-sets: “More in the set
than out.” This commensurability means that fuzzy-sets maintain their calibra-
tion when subjected to algebraic transformations. Averaging the four fuzzy-set
measures of decorative art style—degree of symmetry, method of harmonization,
degree of curvature, and degree of elaboration—produces a calibrated measure
of the degree to which a particular Arts and Crafts piece expresses organic ver-
sus geometric characteristics. This fuzzy-set measure, then, may be used to
adjudicate among the three hypotheses previously described.

1Note that these measures (e.g., “serpentine versus linear”) each represent a single fuzzy-
set, not a pair of fuzzy-sets. The degree to which a work exhibits, for example, a serpentine
character is the inverse of the degree to which it exhibits a linear character. Expressed in fuzzy
algebra: Serpentine = 1.0 − Linear . That is to say, the above terms are pairs of qualitative
descriptors representing the “fully in” and “fully out” anchors of a fuzzy score. See Ragin
(2000) for a more complete discussion of fuzzy-set measures.
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4.3.2 Observation Selection

How might one obtain a representative sample of Arts and Crafts works? Per-
haps the ideal method would be to sample from the national and international
exhibitions that were organized by various Arts and Crafts societies to show-
case the movement’s development. But although catalogues are available for
many of these exhibitions, only rarely do they include photographs of exhibited
works. And in those instances when photographs are available, their quality
is sufficiently poor (more precisely, the state of photographic technology at the
time was sufficiently limited) so as to prevent their analysis.

I suggest that a high quality, representative sample of artistic works can
be found in the retrospective exhibition. By definition, retrospectives seek to
provide a representative overview of the work of a movement, group of artists,
or individual artists. When a retrospective emphasizes a particular theme or is
otherwise non-representative (e.g., a show that draws solely from the museum’s
own collection), these biases are documented and made explicit. Indeed, I would
argue that retrospectives provide far greater clarity as to their strengths and
limitations than do conventional sampling techniques.

Retrospectives may be understood as a form of purposive sampling. In
Designing Social Inquiry, King et al. (1994:125–6) observed that,

Even when random selection is feasible, it is not necessarily a wise
technique to use. Qualitative researchers often balk (appropriately)
at the notion of random selection, refusing to risk missing impor-
tant cases that might not have been chosen by random selection.
(Why study revolutions if we don’t include the French Revolution?)
Indeed, if we have only a small number of observations, random se-
lection may not solve the problem of selection bias but may even be
worse than other methods of selection.

In purposive selection, the researcher relies upon his or her substantive knowl-
edge of the population under investigation to construct a representative sample.
It might be objected that retrospectives will reflect the subjectivity of the cu-
rator who organized it. In fact, this is precisely what makes a retrospective
valuable. As an expert in the field, the curator is uniquely able to develop a
program that fully represents the breadth of the artistic movement.

To date, there have been two retrospectives that examined the international
dimension of the Arts and Crafts movement. In 2004, the Los Angeles County
Museum of Art (LACMA) presented the exhibition The Arts and Crafts in
Europe and America, 1880–1920: Design for the Modern World. Curated by
Wendy Kaplan, department head and curator of decorative arts at LACMA,
this was the first Arts and Crafts exhibition that collected representative works
from across Western Europe and the United States. One year later, in 2005, the
Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) presented International Arts and Crafts.
Curated by Karen Livingstone of the V&A Research Department, this exhibition
also included works fromMingei movement (1926-1945), the Japanese equivalent
of the Arts and Crafts movement. Though directly inspired by the English Arts
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and Crafts movement, the Mingei movement is distinct unto itself and, therefore,
is not considered in this analysis.

4.3.3 Method of Coding

Both exhibition catalogs includes high quality photographs of almost every ex-
hibited work, plus a small number of photographs of non-exhibited works. I
exclude the non-exhibited works from the results presented here; their inclusion
did not substantively affect the results of the analysis. I also excluded a number
of contemporary photographs included to supplement the essays that accom-
panying the catalog. These photographs typically depict interiors or exteriors
of Arts and Crafts architecture, notable members of the movement, advertising
flyers for Arts and Crafts manufacturers, promotional material for Arts and
Crafts exhibitions, and other aspects of life within the movement. I also ex-
cluded works from France and Belgium, countries in which the ideals of the
movement was not fully realized (Kaplan 2004c) and, as previously noted, the
Mengei movement. Finally, I dropped works produced outside of the analytic
time frame; that is, works produced after 1914 or before the Arts and Crafts
movement was established in a given country.

To code the samples, I first scanned each object in the catalog, anonymizing
the work by erasing any identifying information from the image. Such a process
is, of course, imperfect. As I became more familiar with the Arts and Crafts
movement, I became better at identifying features characteristic of particular
artists and particular regions. And, of course, artists such as Frank Lloyd
Wright and George Ohr possessed particularly distinct styles. Nevertheless,
anonymization of the images in this manner provides an important safeguard
against coder bias.

Having anonymized the images, I coded each of the works from the two
samples as to their degree of symmetry, method of harmonization, degree of
curvature, and degree of elaboration. I used a four-point scale (1.0, 0.75, 0.25,
0.0) to classify each work “fully in,” “more in than out,” “more out than in,” or
“fully out” of the set under consideration (i.e., the set of symmetrical, multiple,
linear, or simple works). Averaging the four values, then, provides a fuzzy-set
measure ranging between 0.0 and 1.0 of the degree to which a work exhibits
geometric characteristics.

I had previously transcribed the catalog’s information about each work (in-
cluding its designer, location of production, and design date) into a relational
database as reported in the checklist of the exhibition. The exhibition checklist
is provided as a non-illustrated appendix to the catalog. Therefore, transcribing
the information in this way did not threaten to bias my coding of the works.
Only after coding each of the works did I link the coded works to their identi-
fying information.

50



51

1880 1890 1900 1910

0.
0

0.
2

0.
4

0.
6

0.
8

1.
0

All Regions/Countries (LACMA)

Year

D
eg

re
e 

G
eo

m
et

ric

Figure 4.1: Degree of Geometry by Year, LACMA Exhibition
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Figure 4.2: Degree of Geometry by Year, V&A Exhibition



4.4 Analysis and Results

To test the ecological hypothesis, I plotted each work’s degree of geometry by its
year of design (Figures 4.1 and 4.2). Results confirm that the Arts and Crafts
movement did become more geometric over as the slope estimates of 0.01 for the
LACMA exhibition and 0.03 for the V&A exhibition are statistically significant
at p < .001. It is possible, however, that this increase was merely an artifact
of the increasing size of the Arts and Crafts movement, post-1895. To test this
possibility, I split the previous plots by region (Figure 4.3 and 4.4).

Examining the changing aesthetics of the Arts and Crafts movement by
region reveals a more complex story. Regression slopes are no longer statistically
significant due to the relatively small number of observations in each region and
one must, therefore, take care in asserting the existence of an empirical pattern.
With that caution in mind, observe that in both samples the average degree
of geometry did not change for most regions. Great Britain, Scandinavia, and
Hungary remained predominantly organic while Germany and Austria remained
more geometric than organic. The only region to experience a substantial change
was the United States, started off strongly geometric and, over time, embraced
the organic. However, this pattern is only present in the LACMA exhibition; the
V&A exhibition does not indicate that the United States became more organic
over time.

If it is the case that the American Arts and Crafts movement became more
organic over time, this pattern would be consistent with the ecological hypoth-
esis. Indeed, being that the U.S. was initially dominated by geometric works,
cultural ecologists would predict just such a shift. What is most striking is
how strongly geometric the Arts and Crafts movement was when it came to
the U.S. The Arts and Crafts movement was founded in England as both an
aesthetic and ideological movement. Aesthetically, the movement’s founders
embraced the Gothic; ideologically, they embraced socialism. The movement’s
spread was accomplished largely through evangelism. American champions of
the movement found their calling while visiting London. Hubbard would found
his Roycroft Press shortly after Returning to the U.S., modeling it after Morris’
Kelmscott Press. Stickley’s visit to London inspired him to found his journal
The Craftsman in order to promote the Arts and Crafts philosophy in the U.S.
At the same time, leading figures from the British Arts and Crafts movement—
including Ashbee, Crane, Dresser, and May Morris—were visiting the U.S. to
lecture on the principles and practices of Arts and Crafts design.

Being that the Arts and Crafts movement was explicitly founded upon par-
ticular aesthetic ideals, it is curious that those ideals would be immediately
rejected by the American movement. This directs attention to the role that re-
gional differences have on aesthetic expression, the political-economic hypothe-
sis. Table 4.1 examines whether a subset relationship existed between a region’s
economic strength and its average degree of geometry. Five of the six regions are
consistent with the political-economic hypothesis; a region’s economic strength
explains its average degree of geometry. Weak regions such as Britain, Scan-
dinavia, and Hungary were characterized by an organic style while the strong
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Figure 4.3: Degree of Geometry by Year by Region, LACMA Exhibition
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Figure 4.4: Degree of Geometry by Year by Region, V&A Exhibition

countries of Germany and the United States, by geometric art. Austria, however,
presents a contradictory condition: Although economically weak and politically
unstable during this period, the Arts and Crafts movement was more geometric
in Austria than in any other region.

Additional research is necessary in order to unravel the puzzle of the Aus-
trian contradiction. This finding is contrary to what the political-economic
model would predict. The defeat of the Austrian Empire by Bismark and its
subsequent incorporation into the Dual Monarchy demonstrated the increasing
irrelevance of Vienna on the international stage. Vienna’s economy was suffer-
ing as well. In 1873, the collapse of its stock exchange would trigger the first
great world-wide depression. Adopting a protectionist stance, Austria sought to
promote industrialization. But while Austria could keep up with Germany and
the United States technologically, with three-fifths of its population employed
in agriculture, it could not compete in terms of industrial production (Kann
1974).

4.5 Discussion

Schapiro (1953:100) concludes his exposition of theories of styles by observing
that

A theory of style adequate to the psychological and historical prob-
lems has still to be created. It waits for a deeper knowledge of the
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Table 4.1: Mean Degree of Geometry by Region

LACMA V&A

GDP/c Growth By By By By
(1870–1913) Object Artist Object Artist

Weak Regions

United Kingdom 1.01 0.29 (0.04) 0.29 (0.06) 0.33 (0.03) 0.31 (0.04)
Hungary 1.18 0.31 (0.08) 0.30 (0.08)
Scandinavia 1.44 0.34 (0.04) 0.35 (0.05)
Austria 1.45 0.60 (0.07) 0.61 (0.07) 0.57 (0.05) 0.53 (0.07)

Strong Regions

United States 1.82 0.56 (0.05) 0.50 (0.07) 0.54 (0.05) 0.50 (0.06)
Germany 1.63 0.58 (0.05) 0.56 (0.06)

N 192 97 160 98

principles of form construction and expression and for a unified the-
ory of the processes of social life in which the practical means of life
as well as emotional behavior are comprised.

The research presented here helps to explain why such a theory has been so
elusive. Examination of the Arts and Crafts movement finds support for both
the ecological and political-economic hypotheses. But support for the ecological
hypothesis is tentative and the test of the political-economic hypothesis reveals
a contradiction.

It appears that the ecological and political-economic models explain differ-
ent aspects of aesthetic transformation. The political and economic conditions
under which an artistic movement arises may shape its initial expression but
need not constrain its subsequent form. The ecological model provides an ex-
planation for this subsequent development but can only explain its direction
post-hoc.

These findings indicate that the causes of stylistic change are more complex
than previous research suggests. The support for the political-economic hypoth-
esis indicates that that stylistic change is not a purely internal process as posited
by the paradigmatic approach. That being said, we should not simply dismiss
internal explanations of stylistic development. Rather, it may be the case that
external conditions may in some way shape the problems that artists confront
and the paradigms that arise to confront those problems. The Austria paradox
may be the key to identifying a mechanism that links regional political-economy
and cultural expression. It should not be ignored that up until the time of the
Arts and Crafts movement, the Austrian Empire was one of the world’s great
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powers. The geometry of its Arts and Crafts suggest that the Austrian people
may not have been ready to relinquish that role. In the following chapter, I seek
to explain why Austria tended toward the geometric.
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Chapter 5

From Splendour to

Simplicity: Explaining the

Aesthetic and Ideological

Patterns of the Arts and

Crafts Movement

The great advantage and charm of the Morrisian method is that it
lends itself to either simplicity of splendour. You might be almost
as plain enough to please Thoreau, with a rush-bottomed chair, a
piece of matting, and oaken-trestle table; or you might have gold
and lustre (the choice ware of William De Morgan) gleaming from
the sideboard, and jewelled light in your windows, and walls hung
with rich arras tapestry. Walter Crane (1911)

5.1 Introduction

Origin stories occupy an undue place of privilege among social researchers. We
believe that there is no better way to understand a social phenomenon than by
explaining how it came into being. For example, our debates regarding the defin-
ing characteristic of capitalism—commodity production (Marx), rationalized ac-
counting (Weber), endless accumulation of capital (Wallerstein), exchange for
gain (Frank)—are fundamentally debates over where to locate and when to date
capitalism’s emergence. Our investigations of artistic styles similarly commem-
orate their introductions: Monet’s Impression, Sunrise, the various names for
what would come to be known as art nouveau, the collaboration of Picasso and
Braque.

58



It is to our detriment that we neglect endings and I contend that we will learn
more about the Arts and Crafts movement by examining its demise. While the
movement’s romantic origin story is compelling and speaks to the motivations
of the its founders, the end of the movement indicates that it was a product
of this particular period of world history that experienced the transition from
British to American hegemony. The disparate ideologies and aesthetics of the
movement were cultural manifestations of the political and economic instability
of the period, a consequence of the United States and Germany jockeying for
dominance and control of the world-system. Once the United States emerged
as the ascendant hegemon during the First World War, the Arts and Crafts
movement no longer resonated with consumers or producers. Advocates turned
away, communities disbanded, and companies failed—or adapted by embracing
a different aesthetic.

Among the most compelling aspects of the Arts and Crafts movement is its
aesthetic diversity. As is clear from even a cursory overview of the movement,
there is no single coherent “Arts and Crafts” style. Although the founders of the
movement pursued a restorational agenda and resurrected the Gothic styles of
the Medieval era, the movement came to encompass a range of motifs, organic
and geometric. As the previous chapter describes, the aesthetic diversity of the
movement was not random but patterned. Organic motifs were predominant in
Great Britain, Scandinavia, and Hungary while geometric motifs characterized
the United States, Germany, and Austria.

In this chapter, I seek to explain the regional patterning of Arts and Crafts
aesthetics. I emphasize the role of the world-system as causally significant.
However, my argument departs from those previously offered by world-systems
researchers studying artistic creation. In contrast to those previous studies, I
posit an indirect rather than direct effect of the world-system on the aesthetics
and ideologies of the Arts and Crafts movement. I begin the chapter by de-
scribing the political and economic conditions of the world-system during the
period. I then identify four ideologies of the movement that I contend consti-
tute the movement’s brief. I argue that different regions privileged different
principles from the brief and that this explains the diversity of Arts and Crafts
aesthetics. Specifically, I argue that organic motifs were associated with regions
that emphasized principles regarding the value of labor or regionalism and the
vernacular while geometric motifs were associated with regions that emphasized
principles regarding the democratization of the arts or artistic unity. Finally, I
argue in favor of a singular charge for the Arts and Crafts movement and sug-
gest that the function of the Arts and Crafts was to help facilitate the transition
from British to American hegemony by shielding individuals from some of the
disruptive effects of the period. The demise of the Arts and Crafts movement
post-World War I, then, was because its sheltering functions were no longer
necessary.
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Table 5.1: Arrighi’s Long Centuries

Long Century Approx Years Hegemon

Long 15th–16th Century 1350–1650 Genoa
Long 17th Century 1560–1790 United Provinces
Long 19th Century 1740–1914 United Kingdom
Long 20th Century 1875–Present United States

5.2 The Era of the Arts and Crafts

The four decades between 1875 and 1914 that saw the rise, spread, and decline
of the Arts and Crafts movement—the period that Hobsbawm (1989) refers to
as The Age of Empire—are the same as those that constitute the valley of the
Kondratieff cycle, wherein the downward B-phase transitions to the ascending
A-phase. Borrowing Braudel’s notion of a “long sixteenth century” (Wallerstein
2000), Arrighi (1994) identifies the period as one of transition between a long
nineteenth century (characterized by the rise and decline of British hegemony)
and a long twentieth century (characterized by the rise and decline of American
hegemony).

Hobsbawm (1989) reminds us that the “century” is an invention of the mod-
ern era and Arrighi (1994) deploys the term “long century” to refer to world-
systemic cycles of capital accumulation. Each long century is associated with
the rise and fall of a particular world hegemony and it is convenient to refer to
long centuries by their associated hegemon (Table 5.1). Arrighi (1994) identifies
four long centuries, beginning with the Genoese in the mid-1300s.

Arrighi (1994) roots his concept of the long century in Marx’s (1967) MCM′

model of capital accumulation and argues that each long century consists of
an MC phase characterized by a global expansion of capital and a CM′ phase
characterized by a global expansion of financialization. For present purposes,
Arrighi’s (1994) critical insight is the overlap of long centuries—the long twen-
tieth century of American hegemony began as the long nineteenth century of
British hegemony was concluding. The Arts and Crafts movement was a cul-
tural manifestation of the hegemonic transition and the stylistic variation of the
movement reflected region’s relative positions during this period of overlap.

The world that gave birth to the Arts and Crafts movement was one charac-
terized by unprecedented economic crisis. The revolutions of 1848 had promised
that free competition within market-based economies would provide a founda-
tion of material wealth that would free men to pursue intellectual and cultural
development. Capitalist society was to be one of continuous and accelerating
progress—economic, political, and moral. And for a time, it worked. Despite a
general fear of socialist revolt (or anticipation, depending upon one’s political
position), the revolutions 1848 were the last that Western Europe would expe-
rience until those of 1968, more than a century later. Economically, the three
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Table 5.2: Growth Rates, 1870–1913

Country/Region Population GDP GDP/c

Austria-Hungary 0.43 1.55 0.78
Germany 1.18 2.83 1.63
Scandinavia 0.48 1.74 0.86
United Kingdom 0.87 1.90 1.01
United States 2.08 3.94 1.82

Adapted from Maddison (2006)

decades between 1848 and 1875 were ones of economic expansion prompted by
cheap capital, ample labor, and rising prices. The kilometers of railways laid
increased by a factor of 17 and steamship tonnage by a factor of 23 (Hobsbawm
1996:310, Table 2), transporting mass produced commodities and the ideology
of economic liberalism throughout Western Europe and the world. Workers, as
well as capitalists, benefitted and both experienced a rise in their standard of
living. Industrial production had increased the demand for workers; growing
profits, however, were able to absorb the consequent rise in wages.

Except that these rising profits were a consequence of an inflationary boom.
The bubble burst in 1873 and as prices and interest rates plunged, so did profits.
The Great Depression (as it was known until 1929) effectively eroded the com-
mitment to economic liberalism in most of the developed world. Only Britain—
lacking a large peasantry and increasingly export-oriented—maintained a com-
mitment to free trade. Every other Western power implemented some degree
of protectionism. Hobsbawm (1989:40) has characterized this historical period
as “schizophrenic:” European leaders continued to acclaim the virtues of com-
petition simultaneously appealing to nationalistic sentiment to justify shielding
their nations’ businesses from the market.

In seeking to restore profitability, control of the market was one solution.
Control of the worker was another (Hobsbawm 1989; Harvey 1990). Ratio-
nalization of the production process would minimize profit loss by eliminating
worker inefficiencies. F. W. Taylor appeared to have read as dictum Marx’s
description of the worker as an industrial appendage. Scientific management,
as it would come to be known, was perhaps the most visible aspect of this ra-
tionalization process. More lasting, however, was the rise of the corporation.
The day-to-day operations of the family-owned business had been run by some-
body personally invested in the company, typically the owner himself or a family
member. The corporation, in contrast, was owned by shareholders whose sole
directive to managing executives was: “Profit!”

Not all countries were hit equally hard by the Great Depression, of course.
Nor did each country recover equally. As the global economy began to recover
in the mid-1890s, Britain’s economic strength began to slip. Today, we recog-
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nize this period as the dissolution of British hegemony (Boswell 2004); at the
time, it appeared to be merely a consequence of Britain’s smaller population,
relative to Germany and United States (Hobsbawm 1989). But this was not the
case. Controlling for population, the productive capacity of both Germany and
the United States would increase dramatically over the period while Britain’s
would hold steady (see Table 5.2, column 3). As for the other regions that Arts
and Crafts practitioners called home, both Austria-Hungary and Scandinavia
were already relatively weak when compared with Britain, the United States,
and Germany. The “Compromise” of 1867 had created the dual monarchy of
Austria-Hungary, aggravating political and ethnic tensions within and between
the two nations. The Scandinavian states of Denmark, Finland, Norway, and
Sweden occupied a “protected zone” (Tombs 2000) that insulated them from
much of the political upheaval that gripped the rest of Europe. Despite this
stability or, perhaps, as a consequence of it, the Scandinavian states did not
industrialize as quickly as the rest of Western Europe; with between one-third
and one-half of the population employed in agriculture, Scandinavians were not
only vulnerable to economic fluctuations but those of the weather as well. Con-
sequently, while the depression might have devastated individuals and families
of those regions, it didn’t alter the regions’ relative positions within the global
economy. This, then, was the world of the Arts and Crafts movement: Born
during the most severe economic depression in the history of the world, it came
of age during the restructuring of the world-order.

5.3 Ideologies of the Arts and Crafts

The Arts and Crafts was as much an ideological movement as an aesthetic
one. Morris founded the Arts and Crafts movement as a realization of Ruskin’s
philosophy of the arts. Ruskin had also inspired Gandhi (Brantlinger 1996:467),
who summarized Ruskin’s anti-industrial utopianism:

1. That the good of the individual is contained in the good of all.

2. That a lawyer’s work has the same value as the barber’s, inas-
much as all have the same right of earning their livelihood from
their work.

3. That a life of labour, i.e., the life of the tiller of the soil and
the handicraftsman, is the life worth living.

Ruskin’s “main concern, however, was art, and his most original contribu-
tions were on the relationship between art and society” (Evans 1988:251). At
the core of Ruskin’s philosophy was a unification of the fine and applied arts.
He did not believe in “art for art’s sake” (Evans 1988:251). Creative expression
should not segregate people but bring them together. From this premise, derive
a number of other propositions that Morris incorporated as the moral basis of
the Arts and Crafts movement:
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Unification of the Arts Following Ruskin, the Arts and Crafts movement
sought to erase the distinction between the fine and decorative arts. But
the principle of artistic unity also implied the unity of design and fabrica-
tion. Ideally, a single individual would design the vase and then throw, fire,
and glaze it. When this was not possible, the various individuals involved
in the project should work closely together. Fabrication was not merely a
step in reproducing the designs of a “master craftsman” but the practice
of craftsmanship, undertaken by individuals. To this end, Arts and Crafts
artisans frequently left the signs of handwork intact—hammerstrikes were
not buffed out, joints were not covered.

The philosophy of unification was further applied beyond the domain of art
to the society as a whole, taking up Pugin’s dream of reuniting the spiritual
and the everyday. In what would become an unofficial motto of the Arts
and Crafts Exhibition Society, Morris counseled, “If you want a golden
rule that will fit everything, this is it: Have nothing in your house that
you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful.” Embedded within
this maxim was a critique of the Victorian aesthetic that had cluttered the
home with trinkets, baubles, and knickknacks necessitating the imperative,
“A place for everything and everything in its place.” Instead, the home
was to be furnished with things of utility and beauty that would serve
one’s needs—both spiritual and practical.

The Value and Dignity of Labor Echoing Marx’s indictment of the capi-
talist production process as alienating, the Arts and Crafts movement
sought to resurrect the dignity of labor: “real art is the expression by
man of his pleasure in labor—an art made by the people and for the peo-
ple, as happiness to the maker and user” (Weingarden 1985:9). Industrial
production damaged the human psyche not only because it subjugated
man to the machine but also because it produced crude commodities de-
void of beauty. Within the Arts and Crafts movement, artistic creation
was viewed as a means of salvation. Bringing beauty into the world was
a way of improving it by calling upon the better angels of our nature.

Regionalism and the Vernacular Morris condemned capitalism’s disruption
of the small, intimate community characterized by mechanical solidarity.
He viewed industrially-produced commodities as generic and impersonal;
so too was city life. The Arts and Crafts movement was to serve as a
bulwark from which to defend against the further encroachment of indus-
trial capitalism. By turning to traditional handicraft, Morris hoped to
resurrect a pre-industrial folklife. Artisans revived traditional fabrication
techniques and nationalist motifs as they searched for “authentic” expres-
sions of their cultural heritage. This emphasis on “authenticity” perme-
ated the movement. Architects turned to indigenous building materials
and potters, indigenous clay. In the United States, Frank Lloyd Wright
developed Prairie Home Style as an “indigenous American architecture.”

Democratization of the Arts Those of the Arts and Crafts movement hoped

63



to infuse daily life with beauty. It was a movement directed at the masses
rather than the upper classes, as fine art often is. The working and middle
classes, argued Morris, have as much right to a comfortable lifestyle and
to be surrounded by works of beauty as those of means. Decrying the
indulgences of Victorian England, Morris insisted that handicraft could be
both beautiful and functional. The design of an object should reflect its
nature and purpose. Ornament was not antithetical to the Arts and Crafts
as long as “it does not embellish it unduly or make it look like something
else” (Crawford 1997:20). Ornament and function could complement each
other as both served the same goal: to improve the life of the individual.
Yet art was not simply to be consumed by the masses, it was also to be
produced by them. (Crawford 1997:20) argues that this proposition lies
at the heart of the Arts and Crafts movement:

That is the idea that creativity can be part of the daily experi-
ence of ordinary people at work; that it is not something special,
not the preserve of fine artists and geniuses. . . . The hope of the
Arts and Crafts movement was that experience might become
general.

These four principles provide an initial formulation of the movement’s brief.
But to them, we must of course add survival which, within capitalism, entails
dependence upon—and subjugation to—market forces (Wood 2002). Members
of the Arts and Crafts movement quickly found that the imperatives of the mar-
ket brought their ideological principles into conflict with one another. The joy
found in labor is threatened when one must work to live. Attending to quality
rather than quantity meant that artisans could not compete with mass produc-
ers on price. And, yet, when subjected to market forces, finely crafted goods
would be priced beyond the means of most consumers. Cooperative ventures
such as Morris and Co. and the Guild of Handicraft fostered communities ded-
icated to the implementation of the Arts and Crafts ideology but struggled as
they, too, were forced to compete on the market.

High ideals, unfortunately, could not often be reconciled with prac-
tice. Ironically, the movement could only flourish in an age of pros-
perity created through industrial achievement: the architectural pro-
fession in particular depended on rich clients who were perhaps gen-
try but more often industrialists or members of the expanding pro-
fessional classes. . . . In object design there were similar problems:
handwork using the finest materials was expensive and out of the
reach of most consumers. The anti-industrial ideal—that of a single
person conceiving and making an object from start to finish—was
rarely achieved and frequently viewed as an elitist activity. More
often furniture designers looked to the traditional, intuitive skills
of local craftsmen. To a considerable extent craft-designers also
depended on multiple production. Enammellers took their copper
plaques to commercial jewellers to be set, and the most common
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Table 5.3: Dominant Principle by Region

Labor Region Democracy Unity Style

Backward-looking Regions

U.K. ⋆ Organic
Scandinavia ⋆ Organic
Hungary ⋆ Organic

Forward-looking Regions

U.S. ⋆ Geometric
Germany ⋆ Geometric
Austria ⋆ Geometric

practice in ceramic studios remained the hand-painting of factory-
fired blanks (Cumming and Kaplan 1991).

In confronting a charge, artists seek to accommodate conflicting demands.
In the case of the Arts and Crafts movement, different regions resolved this
conflict by privileging different principles at the expense of others. Whether
the Arts and Crafts emphasized organic or geometric motifs depended upon
which principle a region emphasized and how they interpreted that principle.
In countries that privileged the principles of labor or regionalism, the Arts and
Crafts movement was backward-looking and drew upon the organic motifs of
history. In countries that privileged the democratization or unification of art,
the Arts and Crafts movement was forward-looking. These countries embraced
capitalism, industrialization, and geometric motifs.

5.3.1 United Kingdom

In England, the Arts and Crafts movement privileged the value of labor above
other Arts and Crafts principles. This emphasis was political as well as ideolog-
ical. Morris joined the Social Democratic Federation in 1883, splitting from it
two years later to form the Socialist League. Although the majority of British
Arts and Crafts practitioners were not socialist (Cumming and Kaplan 1991),
its leaders were and a general antipathy toward the machine and industrial
commodity production permeated the movement.

Morris was an exacting designer who rejected the new chemical dies in favor
of traditional vegetable dies; for printing, he used a handpress. Similarly, the
only machine welcomed in Ashbee’s Guild of Handicraft was the lathe. Other-
wise, the Guild—which focused on metalwork, silverware, and furniture—relied
exclusively upon hand tools. Perhaps it was De Morgan who best exemplified the
value that the British Arts and Crafts put on manual labor. He exerted consid-
erable effort to recreate “lustre,” a popular metallic glaze from the Renaissance,
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the technique for which had since been lost (Figure 5.1). De Morgan’s work
inspired Alexander Fisher, who resurrected a technique of painted enamels, and
Edward Johnston, who revived calligraphy. The Kelmscott Press was founded
by Morris in 1890 and specialized in 15th century printing and bookbinding.

It was not simply that these designers and artisans eschewed industrial tech-
niques. They renounced modernity in its entirety. The resurrection of historical
techniques was just one aspect. Morris founded the Society for the Protection
of Ancient Buildings in 1877; by the late-1890s, they were sending out young
architects to help restore historic buildings. They also sought to resurrect the
guild system. In 1861, the decorative and fine arts were “reunited” when Mor-
ris and a group of friends organized the firm of Morris, Marshall, Faulkner &
Co. Mackmurdo, Image, and Horne set up the Century Guild in 1882; Ashbee
founded the Guild of Handicraft in 1888. The distinguishing characteristic of
these organizations is that they were run for and by artists, not capitalists. In
the 1890s, the guilds literally turned their backs upon modern society when they
began to abandon London and move to the countryside.

The movement also sought to revive the aesthetic past, emphasizing Gothic
motifs. Webb’s Red House, commissioned by Morris, is an early exemplar (Fig-
ure 5.2). The design is almost playful—prominent gables pierce the skyline, the
stairs and hallways twist and turn, and windows are in a variety of styles. At
the same time, Red House possesses a monastic quality. Nestled in an apple
and cherry orchard, its design evokes that of a medieval church offering salva-
tion to those who worship there. The quadrangular structure encloses a garden,
symbolically protecting it from the outside world.

Although Morris and his family only lived there for five years, Red House
became a prominent symbol of the Arts and Crafts ideal. But when we examine
its aesthetics, we realize that there are few characteristics that are distinctly
English. While the house does appear to be transplanted from Europe’s past,
it is an unspecified and delocalized one. Red House might easily be mistaken
for German or Eastern European. In fact, it is the garden of indigenous plants
and flowers that is most distinctly English.

This delocalization is evident throughout the British Arts and Crafts. Mo-
tifs are medieval but not distinctly British. As discussed above, De Morgan’s
pottery employs Islamic techniques. Many of Morris’ textiles similarly evoke
a Persian aesthetic (Figure 5.3). Likewise, Ashbee’s metalwork, beautifully
crafted, is generic. It does not proclaim itself as belonging to any particular
time and place (Figures 5.4 and 5.5).

In Great Britain, the Arts and Crafts movement looked to the past for
inspiration. Not to their own past but, rather, a mythical idealized past when
artisans were not alienated from the products of their labor. Such a past, of
course, never existed. But the myth provided the inspiration that motivated
Morris and his contemporaries to reform British—and, ultimately, modern—
aesthetics.
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Figure 5.1: William De Morgan (1888–98) Earthenware vase painted with lustre
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Figure 5.2: Philip Webb (1859–60) Red House
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Figure 5.3: William Morris (c.1880) “Redcar” Carpet



Figure 5.4: C.R. Ashbee (c.1900) Pendant Brooch

5.3.2 Scandinavia and Hungary

In Scandinavia and Hungary, the Arts and Crafts movement also looked to the
past for inspiration. But here it was the principle of regionalism that was priv-
ileged and these countries looked specifically to their own history. Nationalism,
itself, was not a new phenomenon of course but as democracy spread across
Europe during the late-19th century, it became an increasingly potent force
as nationalist movements arose as a means of giving voice to the previously
disenfranchised. But nationalist sentiment was not something that emerged
spontaneously. Rather, it was actively constructed by nation-states as a means
of mobilizing and organizing their populations. As traditional hierarchies of
authority broke down, “the nation” emerged as a new civil religion that bound
citizens to each other and the state (Hobsbawm 1989).

Particularly in the Scandinavian countries of Sweden, Norway, Denmark,
and Finland, the nationalism of this period was part of a search for self-identity.
Historically, Norway had been a kingdom within Denmark. When Britain de-
feated Denmark during the ongoing Napoleonic Wars (1812–1814), Norway was
ceded to Sweden before finally achieving independence in 1905. Finland had
previously been part of Sweden but was annexed by Russia after the Finnish
War of 1808–9. Although ostensibly autonomous, the Pan-Slavic movement of
the 1890s motivated Czar Nicholas II to limit the Finn’s freedom. This, in turn,
stoked the Finnish desire for independence, which they would gain in 1917.
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Figure 5.5: C.R. Ashbee (1904–05) Decanter



Figure 5.6: Akseli Gallen-Kallela (1900) “The Flame” Tapestry

When the Arts and Crafts movement came to Scandinavia at the turn of the
century, people throughout the region were struggling to define who they were
and their relationships with one another.

The Scandinavian Arts and Crafts emphasized traditional folk arts, espe-
cially textiles. A number of preservationist societies were founded with the aim
of recording traditional techniques and elderly women weavers were sought out
to pass along their skills to those learning the craft (Stavenow-Hidemark 2004).
But in contrast to the British movement, these organizations did not stand op-
posed to modernity. Artisans instead adapted vernacular techniques and motifs,
unifying the applied and fine arts as Ruskin had prescribed. As an example,
consider Figure 5.6. Woven by Akseli Gallen-Kallela (born Axel Gallén, he
changed his Swedish-sounding name to something more authentically Finnish),
it exhibits a traditional Finnish knot-tying technique ryijy but geometricized
with Art Nouveau influences.

In Norway, a Viking revival was underway. In 1876 and 1880, archaeologists
had unearthed Viking ships and the “dragon style” quickly became a hallmark
of the Norwegian Arts and Crafts. Kinsarvik’s chair is an example (Figure 5.7).
The ears of the chair are carved into dragon heads and an ornate, knurled
pattern adorns its surface. Today, Norwegian Arts and Crafts are particularly
recognized for their silverwork (Stavenow-Hidemark 2004): Figure 5.8 presents
a salt cellar fashioned into the form of a dragon and Figure 5.9, a tankard with
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Figure 5.7: Kinsarvik (c.1899) Armchair

the characteristic motifs (a victorious Viking on the body and a dragon head
emerges from the top of the handle).

Following the “Compromise” of 1867, Hungary entered a period of acceler-
ated industrialization. The accompanying disruption of social life provoked an
exploration of self-identity among the citizenry; at the same time, the state was
striving to unite the multi-ethnic nation. The consequence was a “Magyariza-
tion” of Hungary with the state promoting the romantic notion of a common
Hungarian lineage descending from Attila the Hun (Hobsbawm 1989; Molnár
2001). Attention was focused on Transylvania, where folk traditions were be-
lieved to have been preserved in their purest form. Transylvanian craftwork pro-
vided for a common ground which the state actively promoted. The National
Museum of Decorative Arts was founded in 1872, followed by the Hungarian
Decorative Arts Association, and the National School of the Applied Arts. The
search for a national style culminated with the construction of a new building
for the Museum of Decorative Arts, completed in 1896. That same year, with
great pomp and circumstance, the Hungarians celebrated the one-thousand year
anniversary of their Magyar “ancestors’ ” conquest of the country.

The Gödöllő Artists’ Colony was founded in 1903. Cumming and Kaplan
(1991) argue that of the numerous workshops, guilds, schools, and associations
that the Arts and Crafts movement produced, it was Gödöllő that came closest
to realizing Morris’ dream. The Gödöllő artists pursued both social and artistic
reform, training the rural poor in pottery, woodworking, leatherwork, and weav-
ing. Aladár Körösfői-Kriesch, a founding member of Gödöllő, published a book
on Ruskin that emphasized the responsibility that artists have to improve soci-
ety. His Women at Kalotaszeg (Figure 5.10), today regarded as a masterpiece
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Figure 5.8: Marius Hammer (1890–1900) Salt cellar



75

Figure 5.9: Frederik Holm and David Anderson (1899) Tankard



Figure 5.10: Aladár Körösfői-Kriesch (1908) Women of Kalotaszeg

of Gödöllő, depicts Hungarian women in traditional Sunday dress. The weaving
method is not Hungarian but Swedish and the geometrized forms indicated the
influence of Art Nouveau.

Art Nouveau was also strong influence on the Zsolnay Manufactory, still in
operation today. Founded by Miklòs Zsolnay in 1853, it was his youngest son
Vilmos, who brought the firm its first international success at the Vienna World
Exhibition of 1873 after which Vilmos’ work became increasingly cosmopolitan,
drawing influence not only from Hungarian folk life but also Western Europe,
the Middle East, and the Orient.

The cosmopolitan orientation of Vilmos is notable because it highlights the
socially-constructed nature of Hungarian culture. The state had previously
“Magyarized” the educational curricula by requiring all children to learn Hun-
garian (Hobsbawm 1989). Now the Hungarian National Museum showcased
many of the factory’s ceramics as “authentically Hungarian.” Around 1870,
Vilmos’ had directed his daughters Júlia and Teréz to begin collecting folk art.
The collection, now housed in the Janus Pannonius Museum in Pécs, Hungary,
includes work from throughout central Europe. When Júlia and Teréz became
involved ceramic design, they liberally borrowed all of these traditions and in-
cluded not just Hungarian but also Croatian, Slavic, Turkish, and Persian motifs
in their “Hungarian rural” style (Kovács 2002).
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5.3.3 United States and Germany

In the United States and Germany, the Arts and Crafts movement was signifi-
cantly more capitalistic than in other countries. Kaplan (2004a) observes that
the leaders of the American Arts and Crafts movement were disproportionately
businessmen and concludes that this explains its pro-capitalist orientation. But
the German Arts and Crafts movement was also pro-capitalist even though its
leaders, as Kaplan (2004a) observes, tended to be artists and designers, not
businessmen. I suggest that the pro-capitalist orientation of the American and
German Arts and Crafts movements was a reflection of these regions’ ideological
emphasis on the democratization of the arts, just as the socialist orientation of
the British Arts and Crafts movement was a reflection of that region’s ideological
emphasis on the value of labor.

Among the different regional fractions of the Arts and Crafts movement, the
American and British branches were in many respects the most similar. This is
understandable, as the lack of a language barrier facilitated the transmission of
the Arts and Crafts philosophy. The writings of Ruskin and Morris were very
popular in the United States and reading groups formed throughout the country
to discuss their work (Kaplan 2004a). In Boston, the Society of the Arts and
Crafts (SACB) was founded in 1897. Modeled after the Arts and Crafts Ex-
hibition Society, the SACB organized exhibitions to disseminate the Arts and
Crafts philosophy and served as a model for similar organizations across the
country. There was also extensive personal contact between the leaders of the
British and American movements. C.R. Ashbee, Walter Crane, T.J.C̃obden-
Sanderson, May Morris, and Oscar Wilde all came to the United States, either
to lecture on the Arts and Crafts or accompanying exhibitions of their work.
Americans also traveled to England. In 1894, Elbert Hubbard took a voyage to
England and Ireland and while there, visited Morris at his home and Kelmscott
press. One year later, Hubbard founded the Roycroft Printing Shop in East Au-
rora, New York. The Roycrofters, as the community referred to itself and which
remained in operation until 1938, grew to encompass all aspects of handicraft;
in particular, furniture making, metalwork, leatherwork, and bookbinding. At
its peak, more than 500 people worked there. Adopting Ruskin’s words as their
creed—”A belief in working with the head, hand and heart and mixing enough
play with the work so that every task is pleasurable and makes for health and
happiness”—the Roycrofters gave form to Morris’ vision. Gustav Stickley’s trav-
els similarly inspired him and in 1898, one year after returning from Europe,
he founded the United Crafts of Eastwood (now Syracuse), New York. Located
just hours from Hubbard’s Roycroft Community, Stickley’s United Crafts would
develop into the Craftsman Workshops, responsible for the “Mission” style fur-
niture to which Stickley’s name is still associated. In 1901, Stickley published
the first issue of The Craftsman, which became the leading voice of the Arts
and Crafts in the United States and from which the American Craftsman move-
ment would take its name. The Craftsman served both to promote the Arts and
Crafts philosophy and as a marketing vehicle for Stickley’s expanding business.
And although Stickley did give up Morris’ socialist politics, he never abandoned
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the belief that craftsmanship could improve the world.
By contrast, social reform was not of primary concern in Germany. As in the

United States, the leaders of the German Arts and Crafts were strongly shaped
by their interactions with the British movement. But their reactions were dif-
ferent. In 1896, the German government appointed Hermann Muthesius, an
architect, to its embassy in London. Upon his return to Germany seven years
later, he published the three-volume study The English House which extolled
the virtues of the British Arts and Crafts movement but critiqued the “economic
impossibility” of handcrafted goods. Muthesius became a leading advocate of
mechanization and typisierung (standardization), a sensibility that was adopted
by Munich’s Vereinigte Werkstätten für Kunst im Handwerk (United Workshops
for Art in Craftswork) and Dresden’s Werkstätten für Handwerkskunst (Work-
shop for Arts and Crafts). Standing in opposition was Henry van de Velde, a
Belgian designer who moved to Germany in 1899 and the members of the Darm-
stadt Artists’ Colony, founded by Ernest Louis in 1899, and which included Pe-
ter Behrens and, of the Vienna Secession, Joseph Maria Olbrich. Ideologically
sympathetic to Morris, van de Velde and the Darmstadt community viewed
industrial production as antithetical to art and design. Despite these ideologi-
cal differences, however, both camps shared a similar aesthetic sensibility that
emphasized simple forms with strong, clean lines; i.e., a geometric aesthetic.
Figure 5.11 presents a chair designed by Richard Riemerschmid, one of the
founders and principle designers of the Vereinigte Werkstätten; Figure 5.12, one
by van de Velde. The pieces are more similar than they are different. The curves
of van de Velde’s chair soften its form but, like the Riemerschmid, its aesthetic
is characteristically geometric and both pieces exhibit symmetry, multiplicity,
linearity, and simplicity.

The geometric aesthetic that characterized the United States and Germany
was part of a general rejection of ornament—one that Morris, following Ruskin,
had begun. But Morris did not forswear ornament in its entirety but merely
sought to correct its excesses. Morris—whose most celebrated designs are his
tapestries, textiles, and tiles—was certainly not opposed to decoration. What
he objected to was its gratuitous application by Victorian designers. He did
not renounce British design but, rather, sought to reform it and set right the
mistakes of his predecessors. By contrast, in the United States and Germany, the
Arts and Crafts movement turned its back on the past and pursued a distinctly
new aesthetic, one that spurned ornament. Various reasons were offered to
justify the adoption of the geometric aesthetic, the most popular of these was
one to which we continue to appeal: that form should follow function.

The “form follows function” aesthetic was—and is—the aesthetic of moder-
nity. “Freedom from ornament is a sign of spiritual strength,” wrote the Aus-
trian architect Adolf Loos (1910:294) in “Ornament and Crime,” which remains
in today’s canon of aesthetic theory. But until the twentieth century, ornament
was the rule and its rejection is the defining characteristic of modern artistic
style (Trilling 2003). Modern aesthetics reduces ornament—the decorative or
visually pleasing aspects of an object—to form; the form itself should provide
visual pleasure, rather than something applied or added to it.
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Figure 5.11: Richard Riemerschmid (1904–06) Chair

Figure 5.12: Henry Van de Velde (1895–98) Side chair



Figure 5.13: Louis Comfort Tiffany (1893–96) Vase

What this means in practice is that special attention is given to the ma-
terials and techniques that are used in construction. For Stickley’s furniture,
the preferred wood was quarter-sawn white oak, which is cut in such a way as
to highlight the wood’s natural grain and he would leave the joints exposed so
that one could visually inspect the craftsmanship. Louis Comfort Tiffany in-
vented a glassblowing technique in which colors were blended together while in
their molten state. This technique, which Tiffany christened “Favrile,” ensured
that even when mass produced, each of his works were unique (Figure 5.13).
Although Stickley’s work tends toward the geometric and Tiffany’s toward the
organic, they both exemplify the modern approach to ornamentation in which
the ornament (e.g., the woodgrain or the glass color) is embedded within the
work’s materials. Figure 5.14 presents a table lamp designed by Frank Lloyd
Wright. The bronze base of the base was left rough and unhewn to encourage
a mottled patina to develop; light flows through and refracts off of the leaded
glass of the lampshade. Similar effects are found in the work of the Roycrofters
(Figure 5.15).

This application of ornament was not limited to handicraft and we can see
the same interpretation in German architecture. Behrens’ AEG Turbine Factory
(Figure 5.16), for example, is defined by strong geometric forms and restrained
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Figure 5.14: Frank Lloyd Wright (1902–04) Table lamp

Figure 5.15: Copper Shop of the Roycrofters (c.1908–10) Hanging lantern



Figure 5.16: Peter Behrens (1908–9) AEG Turbine Factory

ornament. Exposed steel stanchions repeat along the sides, their slight tapering
alludes to classical columns and transforms the massive gable into a Greek
pediment. At the same time, the large glass facade extends from the building’s
front to join with and stabilize the tympanum.

5.3.4 Austria

In 1902, Josef Hoffmann traveled to England to visit Ashbee’s Guild of Handi-
craft. Upon his return, Hoffmann—who, in 1897, had, along with Gustav Klimt,
Koloman Moser, and Joseph Maria Olbrich, broken with the Austrian artistic
establishment to form the Vienna Secession—decided to organize a similar orga-
nization for Vienna. The Wiener Werkstätte (Vienna Workshops) was founded
in 1903 by Hoffmann and fellow Secessionist Koloman Moser with the goal of
unifying the decorative and fine arts. But in contradistinction to the British
Arts and Crafts, which argued for an equivalence between the decorative and
fine arts, the Wiener Werkstätte sought to elevate the status of decorative art
to that of fine art. Where Morris’ goal was inclusive, Hoffmann’s was exclusive:
“Our aim is to create an island of tranquility in our own country, which amid
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Figure 5.17: Josef Hoffmann (1904–05) Purkersdorf Sanatorium

the joyful hum of arts and crafts, would be welcome to anyone who professes
faith in Ruskin and Morris” (quoted in Cumming and Kaplan 1991:198; empha-
sis added). The goal of the Wiener Werkstätte was not to spread the Arts and
Crafts ideology but rather to raise the status of Viennese art. Indeed, Hoffmann
entirely dismissed the notion of that artists should direct their efforts toward
improving the world and declared that since “it is absolutely no longer possible
to convert the masses, then it is all the more our duty to make happy those few
who turn to us” (quoted in Cumming and Kaplan 1991:200).

Within the Wiener Werkstätte, there was special emphasis on gesamtkunst-
werk, the total work. Gesamtkunstwerk was a stated goal throughout the Arts
and Crafts but the associated costs rendered it largely incompatible with the
movement’s other principles. In Vienna, however, there was no such conflict.
Purkersdorf Sanatorium, the Werkstätte’s first important commission for which
the firm designed everything except for the kitchen utensils (Cumming and
Kaplan 1991), remains a stunning example of gesamtkunstwerk. The design
is hyper-geometric. A flat roof emphasizes the linearity and symmetry of the
bright white exterior (Figure 5.17). The interior is equally ascetic with bright
white walls, punctuated by the constant repetition of circles and squares. Geo-
metric motifs echo throughout the famous dining room, designed by Hoffmann
and presented in Figure 5.18.

When considering the principles of the Arts and Crafts movement, Austria’s
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Figure 5.18: Josef Hoffmann (1904–05) Purkersdorf Sanatorium

privileging of artistic unity appears anomalous. The other three Arts and Crafts
principles reflect the dominant political and economic concerns of the era: the
relationship between labor and capital (“the value of labor”), the rise of the
nation (“regionalism and the vernacular”), and the emerging middle classes
(“democratization of the arts”). In contrast, the emphasis on artistic unity was
part of the Fin de siècle cultural explosion of Vienna. Arrighi (1994) observes
that the economic recession that marks the beginning of the end of every long
century is followed by a “wonderful moment” of economic prosperity. In Vienna,
however, this moment took place within the context of a powerful aristocracy
and weakened bourgeoisie. The Christian Socials’ victories of 1895 and 1896
had broken thirty years of Liberal rule in Vienna and and they would continue
to consolidate their power over the next decade (Boyer 1995). This defeat had
a significant psychological impact on the Viennese bourgeoisie, who were forced
to recognize their lack of national and international influence: “The mood it
evoked was one not so much of decadence as of impotence. Progress seemed at
an end” (Schorske 1981:6). The dominance of the aristocracy meant that the
upward mobility of the bourgeoisie was dependent upon assimilation, the most
promising avenue of which was not political or economic but cultural (Schorske
1981). As a result, an artistic fervor had swept through the bourgeoisie by the
end of the century:

Elsewhere in Europe, art for art’s sake implied the withdrawal of its
devotees from a social class; in Vienna alone it claimed the allegiance
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of virtually a whole class, of which the artists were a part. The life
of art became a substitute for the life of action. Indeed, as civic
action proved increasingly futile, art became almost a religion, the
source of meaning and the food of the soul (Schorske 1981:8–9).

5.4 Discussion

In 1904, Theodore Roosevelt invited Charles Wagner to preach at the White
House. At the turn of the century, Wagner, a French pastor, had published
a book, The Simple Life, decrying the excesses of contemporary society and
encouraging people to reflect upon what was truly necessary to lead a fulfilled
and productive life. William Morris, who passed away in 1896, would have, no
doubt, concurred with Wagner’s sentiment. Kern (2003:1) observes that during
the period of the Arts and Crafts, “a series of sweeping changes in technology
and culture created distinctive new modes of thinking about and experiencing
time and space.” Prior to the invention of the telephone in 1876, one per-
son could not speak to another across a great distance; afterward, one could.
Cumming and Kaplan (1991) argue that the Arts and Crafts philosophy could
be exercised as either a progressive or conservative force and from within the
perspective of the movement, that is certainly true. In certain regions, the
movement was backward-looking and characterized by a romantic nostalgia for
the past; in other regions, the movement looked to the future by embracing
industrial technology and capitalist production. What both approaches shared
was a goal of providing sanctuary from an increasingly inhospitable world and
I suggest that this was the underlying charge of the movement: to buffer the
social disruptions accompanying the technological revolution of the late-19th
century.

In the backward-looking regions of Great Britain, Scandinavia, and Hun-
gary, this respite would be achieved by returning to the past, a slower and more
intimate period. Ashbee formed his Guild of Handicraft in pursuit of the life
imagined by Morris, one that would promote “a higher standard of craftsman-
ship, but at the same time . . . protect the status of the craftsman” (quoted in
Cumming and Kaplan 1991:28). It was the latter principle that was, in fact, of
greater concern to Ashbee, who in 1902 moved the community of some seventy
artisans from London to the Cotswalds hills: “[T]he real thing is the life,” Ash-
bee wrote in 1915, “and it didn’t seem to matter so very much if their metalwork
was second-rate. Give them their liberty of production and they’ll do it better”
(quoted in Holton 2006:51).

Community formation was not as important in the forward-looking regions
of the United States, Germany, and Austria. Utopian visionaries would found a
handful of Arts and Crafts colonies, such as Byrdcliffe in Woodstock, New York,
still in operation today, and Roycroft in East Aurora, New York. In general,
however, in these regions the Arts and Crafts movement did not retreat from
modern civilization as it did elsewhere. Here, the predominant approach was
to construct “islands of tranquility” (to use Hoffmann’s phrase) within modern,
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industrial society.
Nothing symbolizes this philosophy better than the Arts and Crafts move-

ment’s most lasting legacy in the United States, the bungalow home. Developed
and popularized during the Arts and Crafts era, the classic American bungalow
is a small freestanding house, suitable for single-family occupancy. The bunga-
low is a product of the modern age, constructed to protect the newly emerging
nuclear family: A pitched roof with overhanging eaves shelters the inhabitants
from the weather while the front porch and yard provide a demilitarized zone
separating the sacred family from the secular world. Discussions of Frank Lloyd
Wright’s architecture frequently highlight his use of open floor plans. What
is often overlooked is his attention to providing private and protected spaces.
Wright would conceal doors to the outside behind stone parapets and porches
behind brick walls. Only the interior, fortified against intrusion, was safe to
open up.

The Arts and Crafts movement helped to usher in the modern world by
providing havens from within which people, temporarily protected from the
social disruptions of the period, could adjust to the realities of the twentieth
century. Gilmore (2000) argues that we can best understand artistic styles by
examining their endings. I extend this insight to the Arts and Crafts movement
as a whole. If we wish to make sense of the movement’s ideological and aesthetic
variation, it is not sufficient to merely trace the transmission and evolution
of Morris’ philosophy, which has been the standard practice since Pevsner’s
initial publication of Pioneers of Modern Design in 1936. The weakness of
this approach is that it has not improved our understanding of the movement,
itself, nor of the world that gave birth to it. Existing research on the Arts
and Crafts all concludes in pretty much the same way: by observing that there
were conflicts between the movement’s ideals and economic realities (but isn’t
there always?), that the movement was never able to resolve these conflicts,
and that it faded away with the onset of the First World War. Reasons for the
demise of the movement are rarely offered and apart from “changing consumer
tastes,” when they are, the offered explanations are inevitably situated at the
individual level: the Guild of Handicraft’s products were too expensive; Gustav
Stickley overextended himself financially; Elbert Hubbard died when Germans
torpedoed the Lusitania.

World-systems researchers, following Braudel, seek to conduct analysis over
the longue durée. From this vantage, the forty years of the Arts and Crafts
movement are but the blink of an eye. But I suggest that it is only from a
world-systems perspective that we are able to make sense of the movement and
its aesthetic and ideological diversity. The Panic of 1873 marked the beginning
of a period of protracted political, economic, and technological transformation
in the economic base to which the Arts and Crafts movement arose as a su-
perstructural response. The uneven effects of the hegemonic transition were
reflected in the aesthetic and ideological diversity of the movement. With the
onset of World War I, the long nineteenth century came to a close and as people
adjusted to the politics, economics, and technologies of the new world order,
the sanctuaries provided by the Arts and Crafts were no longer needed. Not
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all of these sanctuaries disappeared, of course, and many have become part of
our everyday lives as we continue to retire to our homes and hobbies to provide
relief from modern life.
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