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11. The Museum's 
Discourse on Art 

The Formation of Curatorial Art 
History in Turn-of-the-Century 
Berlin 

The community of scholars of art falls into two differ

ent groups, if not two parties. The academic chairs 

are occupied by gentlemen who like to call them

selves historians, while in museum offices you meet 

"connoisseurs." The historians preferably start out 

from the general to reach the specific, from the ab

stract to the concrete, from the intellectual to the 

visual, while the connoisseurs move in the opposite 

direction. Both usually get stuck half way through, 

without actually meeting each other. 

-Max J. Friedländer, Von Kunst und Kennerschaft 

When the Cerman museum curator Max J. Friedländer attempted to de
scribe the field of discourse in which he situated his art criticism, he con
fronted two different attitudes of art-historical scholarship and associated 
them with clearly distinct images of professional behavior. 1 There is good rea
son to assume that Friedländer intended to create the impression of an arche

typal metaphor for his audience of 1920. Yet, besides its function as a literary 
device, the juxtaposition that he offered to his readers referred to a specific 
experience in contemporary reality. As exemplified by Friedländer's account. 

the appearance of two different and potentially conflicting discourses on the 
history of art at the turn of the century was weil registered by contemporaries 
when reflecting on their position within the cultured public. 
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The emergence of this fundamental rift within the community of art his
torians can be traced better in Germany than elsewhere, through a series 
of controversies that characterized the problematic relationship between 

professors and museum administrators under the Kaiserreich . Germany was 
among the first countries to establish art history among the academic curric
ula, and its museums were foremost in introducing effective management. 

ince the discourse on art both as promoted by academic art history in the 
universities and as contained in the practice of curatorial connoisseurship 
ame to engender an advanced degree of professional self-esteem at approxi

mately the same time, the tensions between their practitioners increased con

:iderably. Up to then museum administrations had been dominated largely, 
not exclusively, by artists and amateurs, while "scholars of art" had defined 

::he theoretical framework that constituted the museum . The scholars even

.ually managed to introduce a new field of studies into the fabric of academic 
discourses on culture and history during the latter half of the nineteenth cen
.ury and from this vantage point defined standards of professionalism for the 
2dministration of art museums. After about 1880 the leading positions as mu
seum curators were restricted entirely to academically trained art historians. 

But at the turn of the century exactly this successful attempt to oust amateur
-m was to upset the previously balanced relationship between the university 

and the museum. 
For many reasons, the struggle over the administration of art museums be

.:ame particularly acute in German society during the decades that followed 
::he creation of a national state under Prussian hegemony in 1871. Under the 
1mpression of a serious "belatedness" in comparison to the long-established 

nations of the West, in particular the rival powers of France and Britain, in-

uential sectors of the German public shared the preoccupation of the state 
uthorities, claiming that their policy had to compensate for the time spent 

.n political disunity. Through a series of diverse discourses, ranging from his- • 

:orical self-reflection to considerations of economic competition, members 
of the intellectual and financial elite continually voiced this concem. 2 A la-
0ent feeling of inferiority extended to the public art museums, which had tra
di tionally been under the protection of the state. More than any other Ger-
man govemment, that of Prussia adopted a policy of intensified support for 
their art museums, concentrating on the Royal Collections in Berlin, hoping 
-o compete with the established museums in Paris and London. Within a few 

_·ears after 1871 the amount of subsidies to these collections for acquisition 
and installation more than tripled and thereafter remained continuously on 

;; high level. Under these circumstances the conflict conceming the admin-
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istration of public museums was as much a conflict about the control of 

large-scale state subsidies as it was about definitions of cultural identity. 3 The 
first incident to be considered here occurred in 1891, wben two of the fore
most representatives of the Prussian art administration were involved in an 

argument about museum policy. For the first time, Herman Grimm, tbe 
leading art historian at the University of Berlin, and Wilhelm von Bode, tbe 
most successful museum curator in the capital, appealed to a broad public 

audience to promote their rival claims. 
Wilhelm von Bode, who became director of the department of paintings 

• of the Berlin Royal Collections in 1890, must bave seemed tbe obvious choice 
for tbis position. His international reputation as a connoisseur and bis abili
ties as an administrator, botb weil known to bis superiors, were exactly tbe 
qualities required of a director whose mandate was to raise the status of the 

museums in Berlin. However, tbis appreciation was not universally shared by 
contemporaries, and the new director attracted harsh criticism witbin a year 
of assuming office. In fact, the promotion of Bode to this prestigious posi
tion was taken as a provocation by a particular group among tbe cultured 

public, tbe academic art bistorians, who saw their influence over art muse

ums being eclipsed by tbe emergence of a new brand of professional mu

seum managers. 
Bode had made his career entirely within the museum administration, 

wbicb be had joined in 1872 as an assistant in the sculpture department. He 
himse lf stressed the almost autodidactic manner in which he had acquired 

his competence as an art bistorian and a comioisseur. After having taken his 
first degree in law, be changed to art history only to present a doctoral thesis 
at the University of Leipzig within little more than a year after enrollment. 

Characteristically he submitted a catalogue raisonne of the work of Frans 

Hals, who had only recently become fashionable. T he knowledge Bode could 
deploy in this type of research relied upon extensive firstband experience of 
works of art in the major European collections ratber than upon continuous 
adherence to tbe academic curricula. This particular competence was re
quired in order to establish the autbenticity of tbose paintings that were tra
ditionally assembled under the name of Frans Hals. Connoisseurship was 

based on detailed visual comparisons between well-documented works of art, 

which served as points of reference, and a !arge number of other works wbose 
provenance was uncertain, and which might have been significantly altered 

as a result of later restorations. In discerning deviations from what could be 
considered with reasonable certainty as the master's own work, the connois
seur adjudicated wbether a given work of art could have emanated from his 



F I c u RE 1. Right to left: Wilhelm von Bode, Max J. Friedländer, and Anton Hauser 

(the head of the conservation department) in a gallery of the Berlin painting collec

tion. T he photo dates from before 1904. Courtesy ofStiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz 

Berlin . 
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workshop or not. Fora catalogue raisonne, however, a more specific decision 

about the personal involvement of the master of the workshop was required 
that could be based only on the quality of execution. As a consequence, suc
cessful connoisseurship displayed a combination of highly specialized versa
tility in empirical observation and a certain amount of self-assurance in ad

vancing aesthetic judgments. 
During his years in the museum administration Bode fused this connois

seurial attitude to art with a detailed knowledge of the international art ma r

ket that allowed for many successful acquisitions on a limited budget. This 
success was based on a close observation of Europe's main marketplaces, 

achieved through extensive traveling and contact with confidential agents, as 
weil as on gathering firsthand information about the holdings and circum
stances of private collections that might appear on the market one day. In or
der to supplement the state-funded budget of his institution, Bode began to 

organize a close interdependence between museum curators and local col
Iectors that would eventually generate additional funds and donations. With 
this entrepreneurial approach, Bode epitomized the new type of museum 
manager more than any of his colleagues. His success in achieving an un

precedented expansion of the state collections seemed the more spectacular 
to the contemporary public since most of the transactions on which it was 

based remained hidden in the realm of commercial discretion.4 

Bode's antagonist in the controversy of 1891 had started his career almos 
at the same time that Bode entered the museum service. In 1873 Herman 
Grimm became the first regular professor of art history at the University o

Berlin. This was the fifth chair of the new discipline in the country, for its es
tablishment at German universities had only begun in 186o.5 He had rec
ommended himself thanks to a thorough education as an academic historian. 

as weil as through his descent from a family of famous scholars.6 Grimm~ 
understanding of art history was based on the philosophy of Hegel and on 
Goethe's essays on literature and art, rather than an the positivist school o

historiography then prevailing in Germany. He regarded the newly estab
lished discipline he was to represent in Berlin as part of a much !arger proj
ect that he believed would eventually include in its scope the evolution o: 

human culture and ideas in general. This envisaged integration of art, mi.:

sic, and literature into the history of ideas amounted to a new conception o: 
cultural history (Kulturgeschichte ). Grimm praised its most eminent rep re
sentatives, Jakob Burckhardt and Carl J usti, more than any of his more spe
cialized colleagues in the newly created art history departments . 

Within the framework of Kulturgeschichte, art would have to be unde-
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F IG u RE 2. Herman Grimm's official portrait as chairholder. Engraving made from 
a photograph, dating from the 1890s. Courtesy of Humboldt University, Berlin. 

stood as one manifestation among others of the human spirit in history, al

though a particularly privileged one. In the tradition of Hegel and idealist 

aesthetics, Grimm believed that works of art were especially expressive of the • 

Zeitgeist, the spirit prevailing in a particular period of the past, as long as they 

were the manifestations of real genius. For that reason he concentrated his 

efforts entirely on the achievements of what he regarded as the great men in 

the history of art, displaying in the process a distinctly conservative taste for 

High Renaissance art in Italy, specifically that of Leonardo, Michelangelo, 

and above all Raphael. In his lengthy monographs on the life and works of 

these artists he tried to portray them as titans, !arger than life in their ambi-

tions and achievements, against a broad panorama of contemporary culture 

that served to highlight the preeminence of his protagonists.7 
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Occasional remarks by Bode concerning a Jack of cooperation between 

the museum and the university infuriated Grimm, who took the opportuni~ 

to launch a fundamental attack against the new director and his methods. In

terestingly, he chose to include this riposte in an examination of the pros

pects and the place of art history within the field of academic discourses on 

culture and history, which he submitted to the respected periodical Deutsche 
Rundschau in 1891.8 Here he expanded on his concept of Kulturgeschich te. 
into which art history would ultimately merge, and explained his peclagogi

cal principles. He arguecl that the new trencl of positivist expertise, con-

• cernecl predominantly with secur ing correct clates and attributions for hith

erto un-iclentified works, was entirely misconceived: "The task of the univer

sity teacher is neither to treat stuclents as professional connoisseurs, nor to 

educate them for this role, but to heighten their awa reness of the spiritual ,·al

ues embocliecl in those works of art, out of the enormous mass that is pre

servecl to us, that are the most important through being richest in their con

tent- not those works that are most debated among experts, but those tha! 

are most representative of the ir period ." 9 
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According to Grimm, connoisseurship, as representecl by Bocle's adminis

tration of the museum, reducecl art hi story to seconclary questions of authen

ticity ancl style at the expense of the most important issues of cultural tracl i

tion embodiecl in the "spiritual content" of the masterpieces that Grimm 

preferred to discuss in his lectures. Therefore the Berlin painting collecti on 

cou lcl not provicle the material basis for his teach ing, since its selection of ar

tifacts was large ly clue to chance, depencling on the preclilections of curator 

past and present ancl the whims of the art market. While seconcl- ancl third

rate masters had been acquired in !arge numbers, the major artists were 

unclerrepresented at best. In accordance with bis traclitional taste , Grim m 

feit the lack of major works by artists of the "clas~ical phase" of the Italian 

Renaissance like Raphael or Michelangelo, while clisregarcling the extensi, e 

and systematically assemblecl collection of earlier, Quattrocento painting in 

Berlin, which he still regarded as a primitive ancl preparatory phase in the 

development towarcl artistic perfection . 

The reason for this mistaken approach, Grimm arguecl, was that museum 

curators acted as if they were private collectors ancl followecl their personal 

tastes, unrestrain ecl by the fact that they were spencling public money. Yet he 

bad a remedy at band that woulcl counterbalance the inaccessibility of"those 

works of art wh ich are the most important" and reduce the clangers of un

restrained collecting. Grimm proposed a scherne for an exhaustive museu rn 

of reproductions, wh ich he callecl the Museum {iir vaterländische Kunst-
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geschichte ("Museum of the Art History of the Fatherland"), although it was 

by no means restricted to German art. Rather than glorifying anational tradi-

tion in art, its purpose was to demonstrate the preeminence of art-historical 

scholarship in Germany. Housed in !arge open spaces similar to those of in

dustrial arch itecture, the collection was to contain a systematic survey of 

sculpture in plaster casts and a simila rl y comprehensive selection of paint-

ing in modern oil copies, arranged by individual artists , whose development 

could be represented in minute detail , including every single work known to 

be by their hands. 

Although essentially utopian in its scope, this proposal was part of a well

established nineteenth-century tradition of assembling vast collections of 

plaster casts, even if the practice had only rarely extended to copies of paint

ings. 10 In Berlin a collection of plaster casts had been created in the 1840s 

and was the fastest-growing department of the Royal Collections until weil 

into the 1880s. Yet with the ascent of curatorial connoisseurship, the high sta

tus of plaster casts among museum administrators was eclipsed by a new in

terest in original works of art and an equally uew abi lity to trace down previ

ously undesired parts of the cu ltural heritage that were still ava ilable. More 

than anybody eise, Wilhelm von Bode stood for this paradigmatic change in 

collecting, proving his predecessors wrang in asserting that no more major 

works could be bought. The sh ift of interest toward original works increas

ingly marginalized the collection of plaster casts . In 1887 a new building with 

more space for this department was still part of the building program, but it 

was tobe erected separately from the main core of the institution in the cen

ter ofBerlin, at a location in a suburb. In 1896 the plan was entirely dismissed 

in favor of a new building to hause the growing number of original works, 

the Kai ser Friedrich Museum, and finally in 1911 the department was dis

solved and most of its holdings handed over to the university to forma study 

collec tion. 11 

At the time Grimm put forward his ideal museum of reproductions, this 

proposal already had the character of a rearguard action, in keeping with his 

conservative taste, which made him unable to appreciate new areas in which 

the museum was collecting. The reaction to his critique made it unmistak

ably clear that the argument was one between necessary modernization and 

outdated traditionalism. Bode chose not to answer personally but delegated 

his justification to an anonymous author, who published under the pseudo

nym "W. Koopmann." 12 Koopmann, who defended Bode's museum policy in 

the periodical Die Gegenwart ("The Present" ), deliberately underestimated 

the importance of different and at least partly confli cting interests within the 
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two institutions involved. Since Grimm had embedded his attack in a con
sideration of the methodology of art history, Koopmann rejected his concept 

of Kulturgeschichte from the outset: 

We cannot even begin to speak of a science of art in the strict sense, or of a philosophi

cal inquiry into the nature of art, or even of understanding of a work of art in terms 

of cultural history, as long as the best representatives of art criticism disagree about 

which is a genuine work by Dürer and which is not, and what can be recognized as 

being by Leonardo's own hand and what cannot. For the foreseeable future there is 

no possibility that the most important questions of that kind will be resolved. 11 

To Koopmann it was inevitable that art history had to limit itself to a posi
tivist, critical evaluation of its material, postponing any further considera
tions to a distant future . In his concept there remained virtually no room for 

the "spi ritual content" of art, while he confronted the educational ideals of 
the academic world with a utilitarian approach to the university's role in so
ciety. lnstead of disinterested exchange of ideas among men of letters, who 

refrained from any practical instrumentalization of their theories, the pur
pose of academic art history should be, above all else, the training of future 
connoisseurs and museum curators. Here Grimm's teaching at the university 

had proved to be utterly inadequate and furthermore demonstrated his lack 

of any real experience of art, according to Koopmann. 
In repudiating Grimm's utopian museum as a "monstrosity," Koopmann 

asserted that the primary function of the art museum was to foster and de

velop an aesthetic appreciation of art in the general public - exactly the kind 
of appreciation that Grimm lacked. Yhis aim could be attained only through 
ari encounter with the aura emanating from original masterpieces. The edu

cational purpose of the museum, its role as a home for art expertise, would 

come second. But that also could be achieved only·through a broad selection 
of original works, which would enable a comparison of stylistic differences 
between the various masters and within their oeuvres. Bode himself argued 
this point with Grimm in personal conversations over and over again: "I used 
to respond in these instances that even a mere fragment of a beautiful origi
nal work was of more importance to our museums than the cast of the most 

magnificent monument or a copy of a famous painting." 14 

Clearly the two antagonists had a fundamentally different notion of the 
function of the art museum. Whereas Grimm envisioned a didactic institu

tion devoted to the transmission of academic knowledge to an audience sup
posedly in need of traditional Bildung, Bode promoted an aesthetic concept 
that made the museum one of the cornerstones in a !arger effort to improve 
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taste in general. Within the framework of the German arts and crafts move-
ment, the Kunstgewerbebewegung, the position of the art museum was com
plementary to the function of institutes for applied arts. While their col
lections were to display models and examples of successful design past and 
present as stimulus and model for artisans, the departments of "fine arts" 

were to raise the aesthetic standards of future consumers by educating their 
taste through objects of the highest possible quality. In this respect Bode had 
gained the support of the Prussian Emperor Friedrich III, who .had sanc-
tioned his reform program explicitly in a memorandum on cultural policy 
intended to promote Germany's economic development. 15 

There is no doubt that the essay in Die Gegenwart presented a convinc
ing justification of Bode's museological practices and prevented further on
slaughts by exponents of academic art history. While the overt conservatism 
of Grimm made it easy to counteract his criticism as lang as it concemed 
strictly museological questions, the controversy of 1891 brought to light an 
underlying issue of far-reaching importance. For the first time the emerging 
conHict between a discourse on the history of art suited to the needs of the 
administration of a museum and quite another discourse suited to the prac
tice of academic leaming became visible to a !arger public. 

From the moment that Grimm's statement opened the dispute over 
methodology, both adversaries were prompted to venture into the territory 
of the other, far exceeding their specific competencies. Although this foray 
proved tobe a failure for Grimm, since the future belonged to that curatorial 
attitude toward museum management which he despised, the designation of 
academic art history as training for future curators, as expounded by Koop
mann, would have meant a serious and probably fatal limitation of the newly 
established discipline. According to the ideology of German universities dur
ing the nineteenth century and weil beyond, the defining feature of aca-

- demic leaming was seen as disinterested discourse, as opposed to practical 
training that was relegated to less prestigious institutions ofhigher education. 
Only those discourses that kept a certain distance from their possible practi
cal application had a chance to enter university curricula . The discourse of 
art history had achieved this status after half a century of struggle and could 
not afford to hazard its success. 

Furthermore, in order to gain access into the academic world, art history 
had made itself the inheritor of a broad range of older discourses on art and 
culture. By reducing it to a positivist accumulation of facts, as proposed by 
Koopmann, these traditions were destined tobe lost. Among those discourses 
the concept of Kulturgeschichte, as it had evolved in the period of political 
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restoration before 1848, was the most prominent, featuring two interrelated 

agendas at the same time. Insofar as it was concerned with the material cul

ture of "ordinary people," it offered a republican alternative to the rnon

archocentric historiography of state affairs. Insofar as it promoted cultural 

values, it supported the goal of national unification as prefigured in the ideal 
of the Kulturnation. 16 

Until the defeat of the revolution of 1848, the creation of national identity 

and the urge for democratic participation went hand in hand. In the latter 

half of the nineteenth century, these political agendas were separated, as a 

!arge part of the Cerman public reconciled itself to the establishment of a 

national state without a complete parliamentary system. In view of the fur

ther need for constructions of national identity in a country divided by dif

ferent cultural and religious traditions, aspects of Kulturgeschichte were in

tegrated into the academic curricula at the expense of all traits that could 

remind their audience of its original political agenda. In Crimm's proposal 

for a Museum für vaterländische Kunstgeschichte, this program of cultural in

tegration was not limited to definitions of a particular Cerman culture but 

extended toward the promotion of idealist values embodied in the culture 

and the social rituals of Cerman universities. While Crimm's version had a 

particularly conservative appeal, his insistence on an understanding of cul

tural tradition was justified. lt proved to be the way in which academic dis

courses developed, when the next generation of art historians emancipated 

themselves from the methodological assumptions of the nineteenth century. 17 

One of the most prominent representatives of this generation was Hein

rich Wölfflin, the successor to the chair of Herman Grimm at the University 

of Berlin from 1901. Although Wölfflin became known as one of the great in

novators of art-historical methodology, he did share certain Features with his 

conservative predecessor. Like Grimm, he came from a family of academ

ics, underwent a thorough academic education, and preferred an infl.uential 

teaching position to a secluded existence as a research scholar. This similar

ity went even further, since both men gained their reputation through a the

atrical style oflecturing that was intended to captivate their audiences. Both 

used the new technique of slide projection, which Grimm embraced en

thusiastically when it first appeared in his later years; Wölfflin's method of 

detailed stylistic comparison was unthinkable without it. 18 Moreover, during 

his formative years, Wölfflin's understanding of art history was also shaped 

by the ambitions of Kulturgeschichte, to which he remained devoted all his 
life, although hi s endeavors never quite lived up to his own expectations. His 

idea of cultural history, infl.uenced by his teacher Jakob Burckhardt and by 
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F IG u RE 3. Heinrich Wölffiin in his Berlin study. The photo dates from around 
1900. Courtesy of Humboldt University, Berlin. 

Hyppolite Taine's environmentalism, differed decisively from Grimm's in its 
attempt to understand cultural tradition as determined by climatic, geo
graphical , and racial conditions. Yet in contrast to the connoisseurial attitude 
toward art, both shared the belief that their discipline could eventually ac
count for the development of culture. 

What prevented Wölfflin from completing a comprehensive project of 
this type, which he took up and abandoned at various stages in his career, was 
the recognition that current art history still lacked a systematic and well- • 
grounded methodology of its own. In his 1886 doctoral thesis for the Univer-
si ty of Munich, he had already applied current psychological theories to the 
aesthetic appreciation of architecture. At this time he was one of the first art 
his torians who tried to use Robert Vischer's term "empathy" (Einfühlung) for 
::he understanding of aesthetic perception. 19 Same years later Wölfflin came 
.n contact with a group of neo-Romantic German artists, then living in Italy, 
n particular Hans von Marees and Adolf von Hildebrand, who shaped his 

:aste for contemporary art and impressed him with their own contributions 
:o art theory. Consequently Wölfflin dropped his psychological idea of aes-
::hetic perception in favor of a strictly formalistic approach toward art. This 
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was indebted in particular to Hildebrand's description of artistic production 
as a search for the right form to express images of nature situated in the imagi

nation of the artist. 20 

From this point on Wölfflin's academic work centered on an attempt to 
clarify and define the categories used in art history to describe and explain 
its objects. On the basis of detailed stylistic comparisons between works from 

different periods, he singled out those formal properties that could constitute 
a definition of a particular "style of a period" (Zeitstil), associated with a spe

cific way of visualizing nature through art. While still believing that the dif-

• ferences between these "forms of perception" (Sehformen) could ultimately 
be accounted for by cultural history, Wölfflin moved away from Grimm's 
concern for the "spiritual content" of art. His endeavor to define the "com

mon optical denominator" (gemeinsamer optischer Nenner ) of a given period 
in history culminated in his most influential analysis, of what he called "Fun
damental Categories of Art-Historical Apprehension" (Kunstgeschichtliche 
Grundbegriffe), published in 1915, a year after he left Berlin for a professor

ship in Munich.21 
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While modern scholars usually stress the similarities between Wölfflin's 

formalism and the emergence of curatorial connoisseurship, both apparently 

being part of the shift toward aestheticism at the turn of the century and its 
insistence on a formalistic apprehension of art, the academic methodologist 

and the museum administrator were poles apart. 22 Bode's reputation for anti
intellectualism-a disinterest in anything outside his administrative reach
and his Jack of any methodological reflection on his connoisseurship must 
have been conspicuous to the academic chairholder and severely limited the 

possibilities of cooperation between the two. 23 More important, Wölfflin's 

endeavor to discern basic laws of visual change, to provide what he termed 
"art history without names," collided with Bode's pi-edominant interest in au
thorship at the expense of any further consideration. Wölfflin never repeated 

Grimm's mistake of coming out with a general attack against curatorial art 
history, yet the relationship between the university and the museum by no 
means improved after 1901. There were various instances in which Wölfflin 

called Bode's acquisitions into question -for instance, the sculpture of the 
so-called Giovannino, which he thought Bode falsely attributed to Michel
angelo.24 Even so, a remark of Bode's about his successor, reported by Lud

wig Justi in his autobiography some thirty years after he had spent time as 
an intern at the museum in 1902-3, shows astonishing malice: "No less did 
he ridicule colleagues, in particular those in university positions who did 
not understand anything about buying. For example, he once showed me a 
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newly arrived, somewhat mysterious picture: 'This buffoon was here the other 
day, what's his 11ame, oh, Wölfflin. Of course he had no idea whatsoever; my 

little daughter (the fourtee11-year-old Mariale) identified it immediately."' 25 

This statement shows to what extent Bode's dislike of Wölfflin was motivated 
by methodological consideratio11s. Apparently it was Wölffli11's i11ability to 

identify the author of the painti11g in question that made him a "buffoon" in 

the eyes of Bode and discredited his theories, reveali11g that "art history with-
out names" was due to a Jack, not of co11cern but rather of visual se11sitivity. 

That Justi's recollections are in fact reliable 011 this poi11t is confirmed by 
a similar criticism leveled at Wölfflin by another eminent Berlin con11ois

seur. In 1920 Max J. Friedländer, assistant at the Berlin department of paint

ings from 1896 a11d a specialist in the early Dutch a11d Flemish schools, gave 

a comprehe11sive accou11t of the principles of his art criticism. 26 The main 
concern of these rather unsystematically assembled reflections was to defe11d 
his and Bode's intuitive method of attribution against Giovanni Morelli, the 

archenemy of the Berlin school of connoisseurs. Whereas Morelli claimed 
to have found a scientific approach to identifyi11g authorship by conce11trat
ing an nonexpressive details of pictorial represe11tation, Friedländer insisted 

011 the importa11ce of aesthetic evaluation ~hile taking into accou11t the over

all effect of an artist's creation. 27 This justification of his methods brought 
him to a general consideration of the dangers and advantages of connoisseur
ship and its relation to academic discourses an art. He was willing to admit 

certain limitations inherent in the critic's attitude toward art, namely, the un
verifiable and subjective nature of his judgments derived from intuition. At 
the same time, however, he addressed the failure of current academic art his

tory, which had lost contact with its material basis by creating lofty theories 
about the development of art. According to Friedländer, it was exactly this 

theoretical impulse that had blinded his academic colleagues and made 
them lose the ability to actually encounter works of art. This skepticism was • 
no longer aimed at outdated traditionalists like Grimm; its targets were the 
highbrow representatives of methodological innovation now dominating the 

academic world. From some only slightly disguised hints in the text it can be 
inferred that Friedländer had an opponent in mind when he argued against 
academic inadequacy, and that this was none other than Wölfflin: 

I pass over the old controversy among philosophers of history as to whether the "ac

cidentally" appearing heroes had a greater or smaller effect on the course of events. 
u mging for an "art history without names," I must still have arranged the monuments 

according to time and place and brought them in line with the biographical tradition, 

so far as possible, before I can begin to say something about the general development 
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of the Kunstwollen [period style) .... When the Monforte Altarpiece of Hugo van der 

Goes came to Berlin, a sensitive art historian, for w·hom "art history without names" 

is a dear intention , shocked me by remarking that the picture was obviously a work 

from the sixteenth century and therefore could not have originated in va n der Goes's 

time, since he d ied in th e fifteenth century. (In my view) th e limits of a period style 

ought to be drawn only when everything created has been investiga ted. And when 

will that be? 28 

T he incident reported by Friedländer occurred in December 1913, when 

the altarpiece attributed to the Flem ish painter Hugo van der Goes (1440/ 
45 - 82) finally arrived in Berli n after long and difficul t negotiations with the 

Spanish government. Th e painting was the central panel of a triptych pre

served in the church of the monastery of Monforte de Lemos in northern 

Spain, where it must have arrived at an unknown date in the sixteenth cen

tury, considering the existence of various Flernish copies frorn the late fif

teenth and ea rly sixteenth centuries as proof of its original location in Flan

ders. When the Monforte Altarpiece was offered on the London ar t rnarket 

in 1910 Bode sent Friedländer to Spain , where the painting still remained, in 

order to evaluate its authenticity and condition . The fo llowing year the Ber

lin department of paintings acquired the panel at auction in Madrid for the 

considerable sum of approximately 950,000 marks but could take possess ion 

of it only two years later after coming to an agreement over export regulations 

with the Spanish government. 29 Friedländer attributed the Monforte Altar

piece to H ugo van der Goes through stylistic comparison with his only se

curely attributed wo rk, the Portinari Altarpi ece in the Uffi zi in Florence of 

around 1475. The oeuvre of van der Goes was still in the process of recon

struction by connoisseurial art hi storians, who were trying to bring the monu

ments "in line with the biographical tradition." Therefore Friedländer's as

sociation ofhis acquisition with va n der Goes and a clate after 1475 was by no 

means seif-evident at the time, although it is now generally accepted . ,o 
When Wölffiin proclaimed the Monforte Altarpiece to be character isti

cally sixteenth century within its period style, he was responding to what is 

now considered Hugo van der Goes's anticipation of a new mode of repre

sentation that became common artistic language in Flanclers only after 1500. 
T he precociousness of the painter in question escaped Wölffiin, true as he 

was to his search for the typical style as a "common optical denominator," 

whi le at the same time he was sens itive to th e formal properties that made 

the painting influential for the next generation of painters. Feeling on secure 

ground with his attribution by 1920, when it was no longer in dispute, Fried

län der could clenounce Wölffiin's juclgment as an instance of shortsighted-
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ness. The supposed inadequacy of the theoretic ian seemed to prO\·e Fried

länder's point that academic art history had reached an unprecedented b ·el 

of detachment from its objects. Furthermore, by introduc ing the term Kunst
wollen, he associated Wölfflin with the Viennese art historian Alois Riegl, 

thereby making sure that this particular instance would be understood as 

a symptom of a methodological problem that transcended the individual 

shortcomings ofWölfflin. 31 

Friedländer's criticism was obviously not supported by the actual circum

stances of December 1913; he deliberately underestimated the strength of 

Wölfflin's arguments and the reasonable doubt he threw upon an attribution 

based entirely on stylistic comparison. Wölfflin responded to Friedländer in

directly a year later in 1921, when he defended himself against common cu

ratorial prejudices: 

In my Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe I attempted to demonstrate the typical steps 

in the stylistic development (Gestaltungsstufen ) in the modern period in art. People 

have often misunderstood the book as an effort to replace "art history with persons" 

entirely, or at least to outdo it. Nothing could be more wrang. Personalities will always 

remain the most valuable aspect and must attract the greatest interest. However, it is 

my opinion that the achievements of a personality cannot be understood if we do not 

consider the general stylistic options (Gestaltungsmöglichkeiten ) ofthe period in ques

tion , that ultimate foundation (hence the term "fundamental categories" [Grundbe
griffe]), in which is anchored the creative imagination of someone who belongs to a 

particular era. 12 

The incident of the Monforte Altarpiece involuntarily points to one prob

lern that made the gap between academic and curatorial art history almost 

unbridgeable. Wölfflin's questioning ofhis attribution must have particularly 

alarmed Friedländer, since a revision of authorship and date would cause the 

newly acquired painting to lose its value. His unacknowledged fear- that 

the ]arge amount of money spent by the museum could turn out tobe a bad • 

investment- underscores the fact that curatorial connoisseurship had a hid-

den agenda that could not be separated from its methodology. Every judg-

ment of a professional or recognized critic had serious effects on the price 

the object involved could fetch on the market. The intimate relationship 

that tied connoisseurs to the art market has now surfaced in the case of Ber-
na rd Berenson, one of the most successful followers of Morelli and a major 

rival of Bode, who made a fortune as an art dealer. B As opposed to freelance 

critics like Morelli or Berenson, museum curators used their abilities mainly 

in favor of the public institutions they represented, trying to expand the 

scope and enhance the quality of the collections they were in charge of. 
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Nonetheless they were constantly asked for assistance by art dealers and col

lectors, cooperating in a way that supposedly benefited the museum as much 
as the private interests. To this end connoisseurs like Bode or Friedländer not 
only provided expert reports and catalogs in exchange for donations or other 

considerations, but acted as agents and dealers in their own right. The extent 
to which commercial and curatorial activities were actually combined in 
Berlin escapes our knowledge, although it must have been considerable if we 

take into account the more than occasional remarks by contemporaries. The 

recollections of Ludwig J usti are particularly interesting in this respect, as he 

erelied on firsthand knowledge: 

That commercial considerations colored his [Bode's) attitude toward art took me by 

surprise , and I still do not understand it. When looking at a work of art his first ward 

always concerned the price valuation .... From a family tradition going back for cen

turies, passed on to me by my father and my uncle, I had inherited the fundamental 

idea that art, like music and poetry, means giving to intellectual and spiritual values 

a form that is to be revered, and cannot be measured by any external standard. And 

now I was continually hearing about prices, prices. 14 

Justi remembered weil how disturbed he was, as a young student, proud of 
his descent from a family of academics and scholars and imbued with Ger

man idealism during his years of university study, when he was for the first 

time confronted with the unrestrained pragmatism of museum managers. 
From the point of view of academic idealism, the administrative concems 

of curators appeared tobe materialistic to the point of caricature. Bode and 
Friedländer were weil aware of the ever-present danger that their activities 

would collide with their role as civil servants, insisting time and again that 
they did not profit personally from their commercial undertakings. Yet they 

could not dispel suspicions to the contrary, voiced above all by academic art 
historians. To some extent this mistrust was the result of different mentalities, 
but beyond that it can be understood as inherent in the distinction behveen 
curatorial and academic discourses on art. Fora man like Wölfflin, the cor
rect identification of the Monforte Altarpiece could have nothing but meth
odological consequences; for Friedländer it could have above all material 
consequences. 

The distrust museum curators feit toward university teachers and vice 
versa had by no means diminished with the disappearance of traditional ide
alism in favor of a new interest in formalistic investigations. To the contrary, 
the disputes over attributions behveen Wölfflin and the Berlin curators high

light the degree of alienation that the two parties had reached in the mean-
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time. Whereas Grimm's attack could still be dismissed as the reargua rd ac-
tion of obsolete conservatism, the issue of the Monforte Altarpiece finall y 

revealed the existence of two mutually exclusive discourses . While the de
velopment of art history as represented in German universities between 1890 
and 1914 is characterized by the replacement of projects based on traditional 

concepts like Kulturgeschichte by theories of visual change specifically linked 
to the visual arts, its discursive features remained essentially the same. The 

academic discourse generally tended to transgress its own boundaries to pro-
mote large-scale concepts of cultural evolution, which were characterized by 
their detachment from practical application. In the same period of time it 

had to face its mirror image in curatorial art history, which developed an un
precedented standard of proficiency in the empirical evaluation of particu

larities, based precisely on the pragmatic necessities that were excluded from 

the academic discourse. While remaining unable to account for more than 
a limited amount of aspects in the description of its objects, the curatorial 
discourse closely reflected the needs of museum administrators. Its appear-
ance is linked immediately to the institution it served and can only be evalu-

ated as an interaction of discourse and institution. 
When the specific character of the museum as a medium is taken into ac

count, curatorial connoisseurship can be understood as the "museum's dis

course on art." Based on an accumulation of separate artifacts that remain 

isolated entities whatever discursive conception they are submitted to, its 
concern is with the precise identification of these artifacts within the rele
vant taxonomy rather than with overall concepts of cultural evolution. This 
preoccupation of the museum with the object is underscored by a second in

herent feature, the need to present the results of curatorial art history not 
only in a textual form, but in the visual form of an exhibition. Curators in

vented different strategies of display in an attempt to recontextualize their 
holdings, thereby trying to mitigate the shortcomings of isolated vestiges of • 
the past that resisted subsumption into any envisageable context. lt remains 
for further analysis to show how and why the emergence of a discourse on 
museum installations went hand in hand with the appearance of curatorial 

connoisseurship in the last two decades before 1900. 35 

The rise of curatorial connoisseurship was part of a paradigmatic change 
in the manifest purpose of the art museum at the end of the nineteenth cen
tury. Formost of the first hundred years of their existence, public collections 
were closely linked to the development of academic discourses that defined 

their taxonomies and formulated the basic assumptions on which their par
ticular fields of study were grounded. Scholarly art history thus affected the 
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museums long before its establishment in universities . As a consequence, art 

museums were arranged as !arge- scale representations of art history, demon
strating the evolution of artistic expression throughout history in a rigidly sys
tematic way, allocating each object to a particular time and place. 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century this paradigm was subjected 
to fundamental criticism that rearranged institutional structures and incor
porated other agendas. Instead of completely dispensing with art-historical 

taxonomies, museum curators supplemented them by emphasizing the aes
thetic apprehension of art rather than stressing its importance as evidence oi 

• historical change. The objects on display, although still arranged according 
to time and place of origin, thereby underwent an important revision. Now 

they represented aesthetic values, distilled out of the material remains of the 
past, that ultimately transcended historical evolution. As timeless manifesta

tions of beauty they asserted to their beholders the assumption that central 
elements of human existence would never change. 
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During the earlier nineteenth century, evolutionary concepts of culture 
and history could comfort an aspiring yet unsuccessful middle class, in the 
face of relative political and social instability, with the idea of historical prog

ress. But after 1871, the installation of a powerful national state continualh
diminished the prospects of constitutional reform. The expectation that es

sential shortcomings in Germany's political structures would endure found 
its equivalent in the rise of an aestheticism that reconciled its adherents to 
their role in the established order of society. At the same time this aestheti
cism allowed for close cooperation between museum managers and state au

thorities, since an institution promoting the timeless significance of received 
values obviously must have seemed appropriate to a traditional elite con
cerned about signs of social change. 

However, the new paradigm of the art museum-as propagator of aesthetic 
evaluation has survived the historical conditions of its formation in imperial 
Germany and other industrial societies of the period. Its continuing persis
tence is related to underlying processes of social transformation that reached 

far beyond the political agenda of museum curators or political authorities. 
The replacement of the previously limited art rnuseum public, comprised of 
an educated elite, by a !arger and less clearly defined urban middle-class au
dience was among the foremost of these transformations. ' 6 The developmen t 
of curatorial art history as described in this essay was part of the museum s 
answer to this challenge. lt demonstrates the continuity of institutional struc
tures that remain virtually intact today, although the parameters of both mu
seum administration and art-historical scholarship have changed dramaticalh-
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in the meantime. The validity of academic historicism and its belief in the 

great narratives of general evolution have been shaken considerably by cur-

rent deconstructionism. At the same time traditional connoisseurship has re

gressed into less prestigious parts of the commodities market, as museums 

collecting the paintings or sculptures of old masters have virtually disappeared 

from the sales rooms in postwar and contemporary Germany. lnstead, mu-

seums have largely concentrated their efforts on the market for modern art, 

to which the connoisseurial attitude cannot be directly extended. While is-

sues of authenticity and precise identification are of considerably reduced 

importance in this field, the aesthetic judgment required from connoisseurs 

such as Bode or Friedländer remains a central criterion of museum curators 

in their decisions regarding inclusion or exclusion. The unwillingness of 

today's museum curators to enter into an intensive exchange with academic 

discourses on culture and history about the way in which the art museum 

should address issues of cultural tradition for a contemporary audience is a 

reflection of the discursive configuration discussed here; so also is the con
sistency with which academic "historians" underrate the institutional con-

stra ints and discursive characteristics of the institution, when they aim their 

criticisms against the museum. 
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