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Figure 1 ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯÈÕËɯÏÐÚɯÚÌÊÖÕËɯÞÐÍÌɯ1ÖÚÈɯ,ÈÙÐÌɯÈÕËɯËÈÜÎÏÛÌÙÚɯ'ÌÙÔÐÕÈɯÈÕËɯ&ÐÚÌÓÈɯÍÙÖÔɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯ

marriage, ca. 1915. Photo: Archive of the Institute of Art History ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ" 2ȮɯÛÏÌɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯ)ÈÙÖÔąÙɯ/ÌðąÙÒÈȭ 

 

At the end of 1920 ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯ[fig.1] gave his famous lecture on the art of El Greco 

at the Österreichisches Museum für Kunst und Industrie in Vienna.2 He called El 

&ÙÌÊÖɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯhigh points  of late sixteenth-century art, and this was 

evident in how El Greco overcame the objective structures of the external world 

through  the internal intentions he expressed in his art. With this  #ÝÖĪâÒɯÚÏÖÞÌËɯ

 
1 This paper is based on a talk I gave at the conference The Influence of the Vienna School of Art 

History II: The 100th  ÕÕÐÝÌÙÚÈÙàɯÖÍɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯ#ÌÈÛÏ, organized by the Institute of Art 

History of the Czech Academy of Sciences on 15thɬ16th April 2021. For further reading on 

the problematic discussed in this essay see the article from 2021 published in the RIHA 

Journal unËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÛÓÌɯȿ,ÖËÌÙÕÌÙɯ(ÕÏÈÓÛɯÐÕɯÔÈÕÐÌÙÐÚÛÐÚÊÏÌÙɯ%ÖÙÔȭɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯÜÕÛÌÙɯËÌÔɯ

$ÐÕÍÓÜÚÚɯ&ÌÖÙÎɯ2ÐÔÔÌÓÚɀȮɯÈÕËɯÈɯ×È×ÌÙɯÛÐÛÓÌËɯȿ#ÐÌɯ3ÙÈÎÐÒɯÐÕɯËÌÙɯ*ÜÕÚÛɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖÚɯals Max 

#ÝÖĪâÒÚɯ5ÌÙÔåÊÏÛÕÐÚɯÐÕɯËÌÙɯ*ÜÕÚÛÎÌÚÊÏÐÊÏÛÌɯ'ÈÕÚɯ2ÌËÓÔÈàÙÚɀɯÛÏÈÛɯÞill  be published in 2022 

in Folia Historiae Artium. The paper is a part of my research project titled The Vienna School of 

 ÙÛɯ'ÐÚÛÖÙàɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ ÙÛɯÖÍɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɯ!ÜÖÕÈÙÙÖÛÐȯɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯÈÕËɯ'ÐÚɯ2ÛÜËÌÕÛÚɯ)ÈÙÖÔąÙɯ/ÌðąÙÒÈȮɯ

Charles de Tolnay, Hans Sedlmayr which is being conducted at the Institute of Art History of 

the Czech Academy of Sciences.  
2 ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿÜber Greco und den Manierismusɀ, in: Karl Maria Swoboda and Johannes 

Wilde (eds), Kunstgeschichte als Geistesgeschichte. Studien zur abendländischen Kunstentwicklung, 

München: Piper Verlag, 1924, 261ɬ276. 
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ÛÏÈÛɯ$Óɯ&ÙÌÊÖɀÚɯÈÙÛɯÞÈÚɯÕÖÛɯÈɯÔÐÚÚÛÌ×ɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÈÙÛɯÏÐÚÛÖÙàȮɯwhich is how 

his art was seen until the beginning of the twentieth  century,3 and that it was rather 

a necessary dynami c of art towards  securing its continued existence despite the 

transformation  of social structures that was occurring simultaneously : #ÝÖĪâÒɯ

described the confrontation of the Renaissance tradition, represented in the 

sixteenth century by the Roman papacy, with  +ÜÛÏÌÙɀÚɯ1ÌÍÖÙÔÈÛÐÖÕɯand interpreted  

this collision  as a rupture in Renaissance objectivity , with  its construction of ȿoneɀ 

world  dominated by  the Catholic Chur ch. This led to the dematerialisation  of the 

experience of reality, which was similar to the uncertainty  that characterised society 

in the early twentieth  century: ȿThe roads which had [...] led men to knowledge and 

helped them to create a spiritual culture were abandoned, the result being an 

apparent chaos, similar to that with which we a re confronted today.ɀ4 DvoĪâÒɯ

pointed out that this radical change in the relationship of individuals to  the world 

that is ÌÝÐËÌÕÛɯÐÕɯ$Óɯ&ÙÌÊÖɀÚɯÈÙÛɯɬ and close to the experience of the early twentieth  

century ɬ was first voiced by Michelangelo in his  late art: ȿwhat we find expressed in 

the work of Michelangelo [...] is not something limited to art  but the very criterion of 

[his]  age ɀ.5 [fig. 2] 

 

 
 

Figure Ɩɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÔÈÕÜÚÊÙÐ×ÛɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÓÌÊÛÜÙÌɯÖÕɯ$Óɯ&ÙÌÊÖȮɯƕƝƖƔȭɯ/ÏÖÛÖȯɯ ÙÊÏÐÝÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ(ÕÚÛÐÛÜÛÌɯÖÍɯ ÙÛɯ'ÐÚÛÖÙàɯÖÍɯ

ÛÏÌɯ5ÐÌÕÕÈɯ4ÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàȮɯÛÏÌɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȭ 

 
3 SÌÌɯ/ÌÛÌÙɯ*ȭɯ*ÓÌÐÕȮɯȿ$Óɯ&ÙÌÊÖɀÚɯ!ÜÙÐÈÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÜÕÛɯÖÍɯ.ÙÎÈá and the Concept of Mannerism 

of the Vienna SchoolȮɯÖÙȯɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ.ÊÊÜÓÛɀ, in: Nikos Hadjinicolau (ed.), El Greco 

of Crete, Irakl ion: Municipality of Iraklion, 1995, 507 ɬ532.  
4 ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿ.Õɯ$Óɯ&ÙÌÊÖɯÈÕËɯ,ÈÕÕÌÙÐÚÔɀȮɯÐÕȯɯThe History of Art as the History of Ideas, 

transl. by John Hardy, London: Routledge, 1984, 97ɬƕƔƜȮɯÏÌÙÌɯƕƔƘȰɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿ²ÉÌÙɯ&ÙÌÊÖɯÜÕËɯ

ËÌÕɯ,ÈÕÐÌÙÐÚÔÜÚɀ, 270: ȿ#ÐÌɯWege, die bis [...] zur Erkenntnis und zum Aufbau einer 

geistigen Kultur führten, wurden verlassen, und das Ergebnis war ein scheinbares Chaos, 

wie uns unsere Zeit als ein Chaos erscheint.ɀ 
5 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿOn El Greco and MannerismɀȮɯƕƔƘȰɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿÜber Greco und den Manierismus ɀ, 

270: ȿwas wir bei Michelangelo [...] auf dem begrenzten Gebiete der künstlerischen 

/ÙÖÉÓÌÔÚÛÌÓÓÜÕÎɯÉÌÖÉÈÊÏÛÌÕɯÒÖÕÕÛÌÕȮɯÞÈÙɯËÈÚɯ*ÙÐÛÌÙÐÜÔɯËÌÙɯÎÈÕáÌÕɯ9ÌÐÛɀ 
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#ÝÖĪâÒɯtherefore devoted an extensive part of the El Greco lecture to 

describing the change ÐÕɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÓÈÛÌɯÈÙÛ, which  brought an ȿendɀ to the 

Renaissance by surpassing its rationally constructed concepts in order to amplify  a 

new spiritu al need to comprehend the impaired  wor ld. AÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ#ÝÖĪâÒ, in 

,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÓÈÛÌɯÞÖÙÒɯfigures resembled ȿblock-like amorphous masses, as 

indifferent in themselves as stones by the roadside, yet vibrant throughout, volcanic 

and filled with a tragic element  that springs from the  very depths of the human 

soulɀ.6 This treatment of figures was radically different from the approach 

Michelangelo used in his earlier work, where human figures were presented in 

idealised forms,7 ÈÕËɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯthis change occurred because 

Michelangelo sought to ȿbuild his figures not, as it were, upwards from externals 

but outwards from inner depths, as if the body were possessed by the spirit  ɀ.8 In 

other words, Michelangelo  fundamentally altered his style of artistic  expression in 

his late work  because, #ÝÖĪâÒɯargued, it was no longer determined by the evolution 

of artistic forms in the sense of capturing and representing the  world within the 

confines of its objectivity . Rather by ÉÙÌÈÊÏÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯȿÙÜ×ÛÜÙÐÕÎɀɯÐÛÚ limits 

Michelangelo created in his art an experience of the world where it is perceived in 

its subjective existence, in the here and now.  ÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯ

late work thus  did not show (art) form as idealization of the world, but he rathe r 

captured in their hiatus  the meaning of the world that emerges in the act of creation, 

where the inner relationship of the artist to the world is communicated through the 

ÌßÛÌÙÕÈÓɯÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÈÙÛɀÚɯÍÖÙÔ.9 #ÝÖĪâÒɯËÌÔÖÕÚÛÙÈÛÌËɯÛÏÐÚɯchange in 

MichelangelÖɀÚɯÈÙÛɯin the lectures on Italian art that he gave in the winter semesters 

of 1918ɬ1920 at the University of Vienna, which started with  the art of Giotto and 

was supposed to end with the art of Bernini. 10 A fter a lecture on the Quattrocento in 

ƕƝƕƝȮɯÐÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯalso discussed ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÌÈÙÓàɯÈÙÛȮɯin 1920 he centred 

his interest on the change in ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÈÙÛɯthat could be seen in the Last 

Judgement [fig. 3].11 

 

 

 
6 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿOn El Greco and Mannerismɀ, 100ɬƕƔƕȰɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯȿ²ÉÌÙɯ&ÙÌÊÖɯÜÕËɯËÌÕɯ

,ÈÕÐÌÙÐÚÔÜÚɀ, 266ȯɯȿ*ÓÖáÛÐÎɯÚÐÕËɯËÐÌɯ&ÌÚÛÈÓÛÌÕȮɯÌÐÕÌɯÈÔÖÙ×ÏÌɯ,ÈÚÚÌȮɯÈÕɯÚÐÊÏɯÎÓÌÐÊÏÎĹÓÛÐÎȮɯÞÐÌɯ

ein am Wegrand liegender Stein und dabei doch das Ganze vulkanisch vibrierend, erfüllt 

von einer Tragik, die aus den tiefsten Schächten der Seele fließtɀ. 
7 #ÝÖĪâk, ȿÜber Greco und den Manierismusɀ, 265ɬ266.  
8 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿOn El Greco and Mannerismɀ, 100ɬƕƔƕȰɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯȿÜber Greco und den 

Manierismusɀ, 266ȯɯȿdie Figuren nicht von außen nach innen, sondern von innen nach außen 

aufzubauen, wie sich die Seele ihrer bemächtigtɀ.  
9 #ÝÖĪâÒɯȿÜber Greco und den Manierismusɀ, 265.  
10 The notes to these lectures are stored at #ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ ÙÊÏÐÝÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ(ÕÚÛÐÛÜÛÌɯÖÍɯ

Art History of Vienna University, -ÈÊÏÓÈŏɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯ*ÈÙÛÖÕɯƚȮɯ%ÈÚáÐÒÌÓɯƘȯɯGeschichte der 

italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance 1918/1919 (Manuskript zur Vorlesung); Karton 8, 

Faszikel 4: Die Kunst der Hochrenaissance 1919/20 (Manuskript zur Vorlesung); Karton  8, 

Faszikel 1: Entwicklung der Barockkunst 1920/21 (Manuskript zur Vorlesung). 
11 ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. 

Jahrhundert, München: Piper Verlag, 1928, 127ɬ143.  
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Figure 3 Michelangelo Buonarroti, The Last Judgement, 1536ɬ1541. %ÙÖÔɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯGeschichte der italienischen 

Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, München: Piper Verlag, 1928. 

 

#ÝÖĪâÒɯargued that Michelangelo diver ged from the classical elements that 

domina ted his earlier work , because in the early 1540s these formal roots were t oo 

strict for  him  to be able to express what he was newly  pursu ing. This departure 

ÍÙÖÔɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÌÈÙÓÐÌÙɯÞÖÙÒɯwas, ÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ#ÝÖĪâÒ, evident in the 

transformation of the compositional relationship between the figures and the 

background. After the Last Judgement the background began to play  only a 

secondary role ÐÕɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÈÙÛ, because he began to use it as a platform 

against which to amplify  the expressiveness of the figures that  actually  defined the 

meaning of the painting. 12 Perspective, which dominated  the compositions of the 

Quattrocento,13 was abandoned, because the space was filled by the figure , which  

controlled its surroundings. Th is had the effect of ȿovercoming of the temporal or 

local constraintsɀ of a composition in a work ,14 as the background was no longer 

descriptive  and used to define the figure but was instead made to support the 

meaning given to the composition  by the figure. As a result of this, the Last 

 
12 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

127ɬ129.  
13 ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 14. und 15. 

Jahrhundert, München: Piper Verlag, 1927, 51. 
14 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

127.  
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Judgement and subsequent works by Michelangelo  existed only in themselves, in 

their own dimensio n, detached from the ȿrealɀ, objective world. (Õɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÞÖÙËÚɯ

what was going on here was something sub specie aeternatis, seen and represented in 

time and eternity .15  

 ÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯÛhese changes ɬ abandonment of the classical and 

Renaissance approaches to the construction of the figure a nd its background  ɬ were 

the result of the last and most important change in ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚ art ɬ namely, his 

effort to express a new conception of the human fate that governs all lives.16  

Michelangelo conceptualised fate as ȿtragicɀ, at least in the sense that #ÝÖĪâÒɯ

described the overall meaning of  the Last Judgement as the everlasting tragedy of the 

humankind here represented in one event.17  

In other words, i Õɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÐÕÛÌÙ×ÙÌÛÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÛhe tragedy of human fate 

prompted  a formal change in ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÈÙÛ. In order to express the tragic fate 

of humankind , the descriptive character of idealised form s influenced by Antiquity  

had to be abandoned because it  did not express the inner truth of life . It was this 

inner life  that defined the outer world , and Michelangelo therefore started to 

conceive of his figures as possessed by their spiritual ɬ inner ɬ being. In his lecture 

on El Greco, #ÝÖĪâÒɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯthis inner being as saturated with traged y ɬ ȿerfüllt 

von einer Tragikɀ ɬ as we have seen above. This realisation led Michelangelo to ȿturn 

awayɀ from the art of the Renaissance, based on the imitation and formal 

ideali sation of nature,18 because he believed life was directed by inner being and its 

tragic determination , and not by outer existence. Tragedy, as the human fate, 

therefore determined the outer form of the world , and this led to a change in 

,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÈÙÛȭ What signified ÛÏÐÚɯÛÙÈÎÌËàɯÐÕɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÈÙÛɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯthen 

captured in his interpretation of the Crucifixion of Saint Peter in the Pauline Chapel in 

the Vatican [fig. 4] .  

#ÝÖĪâÒɯfelt the main protagonist of the painting was not Saint Peter or the 

hangmen, but that it was rather a figure able to contemplate life by witnessing its 

ÌÕËɯÐÕɯÐÕÌÝÐÛÈÉÓÌɯËÌÈÛÏȮɯÈÕËɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯÛÏÈÛɯÍÐÎÜÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÌɯȿ2×ÙÌÊÏÌÙɀȮɯÛÏÌɯ

young man in the m iddle of the painting among the witnesses of the martyrdom. He 

was the main hero of the whole painting, 19 because he was depicted along the line of 

the raised cross with Saint Peter, and as a result it was he rather than Saint Peter 

who controlled the paint ÐÕÎɀÚɯÊÖÔ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÈÙÙÈÕÎÌÔÌÕÛ. The ȿSprecherɀ separates 

the approaching soldiers on the left from the group on the right, which is made up 

of the witnesses of the crucifixion, in relation to which he is in a subordinate 

 
15 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

128: ȿÞÈÚɯÏÐÌÙɯÝÖÙÎÌÏÛȮɯÐÚÛɯÚÜÉɯÚ×ÌÊÐÌɯÈÌÛÌÙÕÐÛÈÛÐÚȮɯÐÕɯ9ÌÐÛɯÜÕËɯ$ÞÐÎÒÌÐÛɯÎÌÚÌÏÌÕɯÜÕËɯ

ËÈÙÎÌÚÛÌÓÓÛɀ.  
16 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

128: ȿÌÐÕÌɯÕÌÜÌɯ ÜÍÍÈÚÚÜÕÎɯËÌÚɯ%ÈÛÜÔÚȮɯËÌÔɯÏÐÌÙɯÈÓÓÌÚɯ2ÌÐÕɯÜÕÛÌÙÞÖÙÍÌÕɯÐÚÛɀ  
17 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

128: ȿÈÓÚɯËÐÌɯáÜɯÌÐÕÌÔɯÌÐÕáÐÎÌÕɯËÙÈÔÈÛÐÚÊÏÌÕɯ&ÌÚÊÏÌÏÕÐÚɯzusammengefaßte ewige Tragödie 

ËÌÙɯ,ÌÕÚÊÏÏÌÐÛɀ.  
18 #ÝÖĪâÒɯȿÜber Greco und den Manierismusɀ, 266.  
19 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

135: ȿËÌÙɯÌÐÎÌÕÛÓÐÊÏÌɯ'ÌÓËɯËÌÙɯÎÈÕáÌÕɯ#ÈÙÚÛÌÓÓÜÕÎɀ.  
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×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕȭɯ ÚɯÞÌɯÏÈÝÌɯÚÌÌÕɯÈÉÖÝÌȮɯÐÕɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÐÕÛÌÙ×ÙÌÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÓÈÛÌɯ

art the formal determination of compositional space was controlled by the  

 

 
 

Fig. 4: Michelangelo Buonarroti, The Crucifixion of the Saint Peter, 1542ɬ1549. %ÙÖÔɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯGeschichte der 

italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, München: Piper Verlag, 1928. 

 

expressivity of the figures that gave the painting its meaning. The interpretation 

applies here and thus instead of the external ɬ objective ɬ truth was the painting 

determined by an inner experience of such an objective world.20 

3ÏÈÛɯÚÏÖÞÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯÉÌÓÐÌÝÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÈÕÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɯÙÌÚÛÌËɯÖÕɯ

ÛÏÌɯȿSprecherɀɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÙÖÓÌɯÈÚɯÈɯÞÐÛÕÌÚÚɯÛÖɯÉÖÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÈÓÐÛàɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÛÌÕÛÐality 

of death, a division rendered visible between the martyrdom of Saint Peter and 

SprecherɀÚɯÊÖÕÛÌÔ×ÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯËÌÈÛÏ.21 #ÝÖĪâÒɯÈÙÎÜÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛhe placement of the 

Sprecher between these two scenes, which determin ed the spatial construction of the 

painting , meant that the painting is  an expression of the inevitability  of death as the 

ultimate truth of life  as the Sprecher sees it: he is aware of the inevitability of death 

even though it is not his own death.  In the painting  death is thus expressed as 

 
20 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

ƕƗƗȯɯȿÈÕɯ2ÛÌÓÓÌɯËÌÙɯåÜŏÌÙÌÕɯ6ÈÏÙÏÌÐÛɯÛÙÐÛÛɯÌÐÕÌɯÐÕÕÌÙÌȮɯËÈÚɯÐÕÕÌÙÓÐÊÏɯ$ÙÓÌÉÛÌɀ.   
21 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

134: ȿËÌÙɯÎÌÐÚÛÐÎÌɯ,ÐÛÛÌÓ×ÜÕÒÛɯÓÐÌÎÛɯÏÐÌÙȮɯÜÕËɯáÞÈÙɯÔÌÙÒÞĹÙËÐÎÌÙÞÌÐÚÌɯÕÐÊÏÛɯÐÔɯ/ÌÛÙÜÚɯɬ er 

hat bereits mit dem Leben abgeschlossen und ist nur der Anlaß dessen, was hier geistig 

geschieht ɬ ÚÖÕËÌÙÕɯÐÕɯÑÌÕÌÔɯ)ĹÕÎÓÐÕÎȮɯËÌÕɯÞÐÙɯËÌÕɯɁ2×ÙÌÊÏÌÙɂ ÕÈÕÕÛÌÕɀ.   
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something ȿallgemein Menschlichesɀ,22 ÛÏÜÚɯÈÚɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯȿÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÈÓÓàɯÏÜÔÈÕɀȯ the 

×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɀÚɯÔÈÐÕɯÔÖÛÐÍɯÐÚɯthat the ultimate truth of life is the trage ËàɯÖÍɯÓÐÍÌɀÚɯÓÖÚÚɯ

even though life  is apparent in the here and nowȭɯ Úɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯ×ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÖÜÛȮɯÛÏÌɯ

painting does not deal with a particular life of any individual: ȿit is not about this or 

that person, but about an idea that will triumph like the dawn that rises on the 

horizon .ɀ23  

 

Mannerism  as Michelangel esque Transformation of Life  

 

Since ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÓÈÛÌɯÈÙÛɯÌÕÈÉÓÌËɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÈÙÛÐÚÛÚɯÛÖɯÔÖÝÌɯÉÌàÖÕËɯÛÏÌɯÕÖ-longer-

palpable objectivity of the Renaissance and showed how to create new art forms 

within the actual state of reality, it unveiled  the tragedy of life that had hitherto 

remained latent. Thus #ÝÖĪâÒɯÍÖÙÔÜÓÈÛÌËɯ,ÈÕÕÌÙÐÚÔɯÈÚɯÈÕɯÐÕËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛɯÚÛàÓÌɯÖÍɯ

art. This interpretation  of Mannerism ɬ as connected to MichelaÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯrevelation  of 

the tragedy of life  ɬ is evident ÐÕɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚ study on  Pieter Bruegel the Elder, which 

he wrote in 1920 and which was first published in 1921.24 At the opening of the 

study we read that ȿwhat has been written about Michelangelo's tragic end of life 

also applies to the whole age into which Michelangelo's life has entered.ɀ25 #ÝÖĪâÒɯ

thus stated at the very opening of his Bruegel study that ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯ

conceptualisation of the tragedy of life was consistent with  the cultural mood of th e 

later sixteenth century that allowed  Bruegel ɬ as well as El Greco ɬ to express his era 

in a truthful fashion , and without the restrictions of  the Renaissance relating to the  

construction of space and the ideali sation of ÍÐÎÜÙÌÚȭɯ3ÏÈÛɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯÜÕËÌÙstood 

!ÙÜÌÎÌÓɀÚɯÈÙÛɯÈÚɯÈɯMichelangelesque transformation of the tragedy of life is evident  

in his interpretation  of !ÙÜÌÎÌÓɀÚɯ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɯÖÍɯThe Blind Leading the Blind from 1568 as 

an expression of the conception of human fate that Michelangelo had articulated in 

his Last Judgement. [fig. 5]  

#ÝÖĪâÒɯÚÏÖÞÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛɯÔÈÛÛÌÙɯÖÍɯÉÖÛÏɯÞÖÙÒÚɯÐÚɯÏÜÔÈÕɯÊÖ×ÐÕÎɯÞÐÛÏɯ

the deepest issues of life, and thus with the forces that overwhelm the singularity of 

ÖÕÌɀÚɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕÌÝÐÛÈÉÓàɯËÌÛÌÙÔÐÕÌɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÈÕÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÉàɯÙÌÝÌÈÓÐÕÎɯ

its ultimate t ÙÜÛÏɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯËÌÈÛÏȭɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯÒÕÌÞɯÛÏÈÛɯThe Blind Leading the Blind differed 

from the Last Judgement in its treatment of human life: Michelangelo set life in 

ÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯËÐÔÌÕÚÐÖÕȮɯÛÏÌɯȿübermenschlichesɀɯËÐÔÌÕÚÐÖÕȮɯÞÏÐÓÌɯ!ÙÜÌÎÌÓɯ×ÖÙÛÙÈàÌËɯÓÐÍÌɯÈÚɯ

ȿalltäglicheɀɯÈÕË thus as an insignificant event.26 'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯÈÓÚÖɯÌß×ÓÈÐÕÌËɯ

that despite these differences,  

 
22 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

132.  
23 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

135: ȿÌÚɯÏÈÕËÌÓÛɯÚÐÊÏɯÕÐÊÏÛɯÜÔɯËÐÌÚÌÕɯÖËÌÙɯÑÌnen Menschen, sondern um eine Idee, welche 

ÚÐÌÎÌÕɯÞÐÙËɯÞÐÌɯËÐÌɯ,ÖÙÎÌÕÙġÛÌȮɯËÐÌɯÈÔɯ'ÖÙÐáÖÕÛɯÈÜÍÚÛÌÐÎÛɀ.   
24 ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿEinleitungɀ, in: P. Bruegel d. Ä. Siebenunddreißig Farbenlichtdrucke nach seinen 

Hauptwerken in Wien, Wien: Anton Schroll, 1921, 5ɬ36.  
25 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿEinleitungɀ, 5ȯɯȿwas über Michelangelos tragischen Lebensabschluß geschrieben 

ÞÜÙËÌȮɯÎÐÓÛɯÈÜÊÏɯÍĹÙɯËÈÚɯÎÈÕáÌɯ9ÌÐÛÈÓÛÌÙȮɯÐÕɯËÈÚɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖÚɯ+ÌÉÌÕɯÏÐÕÌÐÕÙÈÕÎÛɀ 
26 ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿ/ÐÌÛÌÙɯ!ÙÜÌÎÌÓɯËÌÙɯ=ÓÛÌÙÌɀȮɯÐÕȯɯ*ÈÙÓɯ,ÈÙÐÈɯ2ÞÖÉÖËÈɯÈÕËɯ)ÖÏÈÕÕÌÚɯ6ÐÓËÌɯ

(eds), Kunstgeschichte als Geistesgeschichte. Studien zur abendländischen Kunstentwicklung, 

München: Piper Verlag, 1924, 216ɬ257, here 248ɬ249.  
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ȿÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÏÌÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÉÖÛÏɯÞÖÙÒÚɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÈɯÊÖÔÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÔÈÕɀÚɯËÌÌ×ÌÚÛɯ

existential problems and in both works we find those forces which determine 

the fate of the individual cent red upon a terrifying event. Furthermore, both  

 

 
Figure 5 Pieter Bruegel the Elder, The Blind Leading the Blind, 1568. %ÙÖÔɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯKunstgeschichte als 

Geistesgeschichte. Studien zur abendländischen Kunstentwicklung, München: Piper Verlag, 1924. 

 

paintings contain a personal confession and perfectly express the artistic and 

ÐÕÛÌÓÓÌÊÛÜÈÓɯÐËÌÈÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÈÎÌɀȭ27 

 

#ÝÖĪâÒɯthus showed that ÐÕɯ!ÙÜÌÎÌÓɀÚɯÈÙÛɯthe tragedy of ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÓÈÛÌɯ

art was rendered as the impulse  to overcome the art as an objective form in order  to 

fill it with the inne r meaning of life that  gave a new content to the problem of form .28 

The Bruegel study is also the key source for understanding the origin s ÖÍɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯ

concept of tragedy . In the ÊÖÓÓÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÌÚÚÈàÚɯ×ÜÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯposthumously  in 

1924, and in which the Bruegel study was published for the second time, we find a 

slightly altered version of the above-mentioned quotation : ȿ2ÐÔÔÌÓɀÚɯÞÖÙËÚɯ

ÙÌÎÈÙËÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÈÎÐÊɯÌÕËɯÖÍɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯlife could well b e applied to this whole 

 
27 ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿ/ÐÌÛÌÙɯ!ÙÜÌÎÌÓɯÛÏÌɯ$ÓËÌÙɀȮɯÐÕȯɯThe History of Art as the History of Ideas, transl. 

by John Hardy, London: Routlege, 1984, 70ɬƝƚȮɯÏÌÙÌɯƝƔȰɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿ/ÐÌÛÌÙɯ!ÙÜÌÎÌÓɯËÌÙɯ=ÓÛÌÙÌɀȮɯ

248: ȿBeiden Werken liegt eine Auseinandersetzung mit den tiefsten Daseinsfragen 

zugrunde, bei beiden sind die Gewalten, die über dem Einzelschicksal stehen, im 

Brennpunkte eines schauerlichen Ereingnisses zusammengefaßt, und beiden liegt ein 

persönliches Bekenntnis zugrunde, welches zugleich die künstlerischen, geistigen und 

ethischen Ideale des 9ÌÐÛÈÓÛÌÙÚɯáÜÔɯÏġÊÏÚÛÌÕɯ ÜÚËÙÜÊÒɯÉÙÐÕÎÛɀ   
28 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯGeschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance. Das 16. Jahrhundert, 

135: ȿÕÌÜÌɯ$ÙÒÌÕÕÛÕÐÚɯÔÜŏÛÌɯȻȭȭȭȼɯËÌÔɯ/ÙÖÉÓÌÔɯËÌÙɯ%ÖÙÔɯÌÐÕÌÕɯÕÌÜÌÕɯ(ÕÏÈÓÛɯÎÌÉÌÕɀ   
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period .ɀ29 We find here a direct reference to Georg 2ÐÔÔÌÓɀÚɯPhilosophische Kultur 

from 1911, which included his  text on Michelangelo and his study  on the concept 

and tragedy of culture. 30 In DvoĪâÒɀÚɯÚÛÜËàɯthere is a reference on page 181 to 

SimmelɀÚɯÉÖÖÒ, where we find  SÐÔÔÌÓɀÚɯËÌÍÐÕÐÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯthe tragedy expressed in 

,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀÚɯÈÙÛ as follows. [fig. 6] 

 

 
 

Figure ƚɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÚÛÜËàɯÖÕɯ/ÐÌÛÌÙɯ!ÙÜÌÎÌÓɯÛÏÌɯ$ÓËÌÙɯȹƕƝƖƘȺɯÈÕËɯ&ÌÖÙÎɯ2ÐÔÔÌÓɀÚɯÚÛÜËàɯÖÕɯ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɯȹƕƝƕƕȺȭ 

 

ȿTragedy, I have said, signifies that what runs against a will and a life as its 

contradiction  and destruction nevertheless evolves from the deepest last 

foundations  of this will and this life itself [...] 3ÙÈÎÌËàɯÊÖÕÚÐÚÛÚɯÐÕɯÈɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙɀÚɯ

being annihilated by the same roots from which it grows in meaning and 

value. In this sense, Michelangelo is a tragic personality t hrough and 

through.ɀ31 

 
29 #ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿPieter Bruegel the ElderɀȮɯƛƕȰɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȮɯȿPieter Bruegel der Ältereɀ, 220: ȿWas 

Simmel über Michelangelos tragischen Lebensabschluß geschrieben hat, gilt für die ganze 

Zeit .ɀ 
30 Georg Simmel, ȿMichelangeloɀ, in: Philosophische Kultur. Gesammelte Essais, Leipzig: Dr. 

Werner Klin khardt, 1911, 157ɬ184; Georg Simmel, ȿDer Begriff und die Tragödie der Kultur ɀ, 

in: Philosophische Kultur. Gesammelte Essais, Leipzig: Dr. Werner Klinkhardt, 1911, 245ɬ277. 

Original ly published as Georg Simmel, ȿMichelangelo. Ein Kapitel zur Metaphysik der  

Kultur ɀ, Logos. Internationale Zeitschrift für Philosophie der Kultur, 1, 1910, 207ɬ227; Georg 

Simmel, ȿDer Begriff und die Tragödie der Kultur ɀ, Logos. Internationale Zeitschrift für 

Philosophie der Kultur, 2, 1911, 1ɬ25.  
31 &ÌÖÙÎɯ2ÐÔÔÌÓȮɯȿ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯ,ÌÛÈ×ÏàÚÐÊÚɯÖÍɯ"ÜÓÛÜÙÌɀȮɯÐÕȯɯEssays on Art and 

Aesthetics, transl. by Austin Harrington, Chicago, IL, and London: Chicago University Press, 

2020, 279ɬ297, here 295, translation altered; SimmelȮɯȿ,ÐÊÏÌÓÈÕÎÌÓÖɀȮɯƕƜƕɬ182: ȿTragik schien 

uns zu bedeuten, daß dasjenige, was gegen den Willen und das Leben als deren 
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TÏÈÛɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɯËÌÓÐÉÌÙÈÛÌÓàɯÞÖÙÒÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯ2ÐÔÔÌÓɀÚɯÕÖÛÐÖÕɯof tragedy, even 

though 2ÐÔÔÌÓɀÚ name is missing from the 1921 edition  of #ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÚÛÜËàɯÖÕɯ

Bruegel, can be observed in the manuscript of #ÝÖĪâÒɀÚ Bruegel study in the 

Archive of the Institute of Art History at the Vienna University ,32 where we find 

2ÐÔÔÌÓɀÚɯÕÈÔÌɯÔÌÕÛÐÖÕÌËɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓ. [fig. 7] 

 

 
 
Figure 7 ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÔÈÕÜÚÊÙÐ×ÛɯÖÍɯÏÐÚɯÚÛÜËàɯÖÕɯ/ÐÌÛÌÙɯ!ÙÜÌÎÌÓɯÛÏÌɯ$ÓËÌÙȮɯƕƝƖƔȭɯPhoto: Archive of the Institute of 

 ÙÛɯ'ÐÚÛÖÙàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ5ÐÌÕÕÈɯ4ÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàȮɯÛÏÌɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÖÍɯ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒȭ 

 

In 1911 Simmel showed that culture  is created out of various forms of life and 

that the art that is created by the individual (as an artist) is assimilated into cultural 

production according to the way in which his or her forms are  identified as 

something more than the ÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓɀÚɯlife out of which it emerged . Thus, as Simmel 

showed, the expression of individual life in culture is something more than life  itself 

because it exists as part of the cultural structure of the given society, and thus newly 

reacts not to the needs of its originator, but to the needs of the given social 

                                                                                                                                           
Widerspruch und Zerstörung gerichtet ist, dennoch aus dem Letzten und Tiefsten des 

Willens und des Lebens selbst wächst [...] Daß die Vernichtung aus demselben 

Wurzelgrunde stammt, aus d em das Vernichtete in seinem Sinn und seinem Wert 

gewachsen ist, macht das Tragische aus und darum ist Michelangelo die ganz und gar 

ÛÙÈÎÐÚÊÏÌɯ/ÌÙÚġÕÓÐÊÏÒÌÐÛȭɀ 
32 I cordially thank to Dr. Fried rich Polleroß for allowing me to work in  ,Èßɯ#ÝÖĪâÒɀÚɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯ

at the Institute of Art History of the Vienna University.  


