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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE
%

[ would like to give a brief account of the genesis of this annotated English
version of Riegl’s Stilfragen, say a few words about the characteristics of
the original German text, offer some thoughts on the translating process,
and then make my acknowledgments.

It was Tom Kaufmann who, in the early 1980s, first gave me the idea to
do an English translation of Riegl’s Stilfragen. Tom felt that it was time to
make Riegl’s ideas more available to English-speaking scholars and that,
as an American who had studied art history at the University of Vienna
and accumulated some translating experience, I was the one to do it. It
seemed a daunting task at best. However, at Tom’s urging and with the
encouragement of Otto Picht, one of whose lifelong wishes had been to
see greater appreciation of his predecessor’s contribution, I met with
Christine Ivusic, who gave enthusiastic support to the project. It was clear
from the start that Stilfragen’s introduction to the English-speaking world
required a respectable critical apparatus, to which purpose Henri Zerner
and David Castriota agreed to contribute their expertise. The project re-
ceived a grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities, and
work began in 1985. Neither Otto Picht nor Christine Ivusic lived to see
the completion of the undertaking that they helped call into life; there-
fore, the present volume is dedicated to their memory.

Riegl’s German syntax is like the Arabesques that the author so exhaus-
tively describes in Stilfragen: in both instances, the first impression is of
bewildering complexity, so that one initially despairs of ever deciphering
the basic pattern. However, just as Riegl was able to break down, through
painstaking observation, the perplexing effect of Islamic decoration into
its simple, constituent parts, so Riegl’s prose reveals its clear, underlying
structure to anyone patient enough to subject it to analysis. There are no
instances of what I refer to in general as the “translator’s nightmare,”
namely places where the thinking of the author was obviously ambiguous
and unresolved in his or her own mind to begin with, and therefore impos-
sible to translate. On the contrary, Riegl was always quite certain about
what he wanted to say, though he expressed his ideas in a style that repre-
sents a challenge to the contemporary reader.

Riegl meant Stilfragen to be read closely, at a pace essentially slower
than what one is used to today. He expected the reader to sit back and
share his delight in observing minute detail and unraveling its dazzling
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complexity. One enters, so to speak, on a kind of fantastic journey through
the very bloodstream of ornamental existence. Reading Stilfragen is,
therefore, a myopic experience, and as a whole, this inspired study of
humble decoration is a testament to the belief in the profundity of small
things, a textual equivalent to such images as Diirer’'s “Great Piece of
Turf.”

The translator, as I see it, is always in an inherently awkward and decid-
edly unenviable position: ill-cast to play the role of the author in the pro-
duction of a work that can never do more than masquerade as the original,
one is always acutely aware of one’s personal shortcomings and of the seri-
ous obstacles involved that are far greater than the obvious linguistic kind.
Is it even possible, one asks oneself in this particular case, to make a piece
of scholarship that was written for a public dressed in starched collars or
corsets, seated comfortably in overstuffed armchairs, understandable to a
readership one hundred years later, which is more likely to be wearing
sweatshirts and sneakers while working out on an exercise bicycle? And
yet, the overriding desire to understand and to communicate that under-
standing to others manages to keep one from despair during such an un-
dertaking and finally to win out in the end. Problems of Style was written
in this spirit of communication. Neither a literal nor a literary translation,
it makes no effort to recreate the flavor of the original Viennese Acade-
mese (for that fascinating aspect, the reader is referred to the original
text). The present volume is an attempt to make Riegl’s ideas accessible to
a contemporary English-reading public, and if it is at all successful, there
should be times when readers of Problems of Style can forget that they are
reading Stilfragen in translation.

Finally, I would like to thank the people who gave support and encour-
agement to my work on this project. They include Tom Lyman, Gerhard
Schmidt and Margaret Olin; Ted Jones, Louise Schang, Jeffrey and Sarah
Quilter, plus Doug Northrop along with many other colleagues at Ripon
College; and, of course, Gene, Jascha, and Nico, who helped me every
step of the way.
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PREFACE
O

How many of our graduate students, indeed how many of us who teach
them, can read German with sufficient ease to appreciate the full sig-
nificance of Riegl’s Stilfragen, to grasp the relation between the large
sweeping historical design, the detailed analyses or scholarly discussions,
and the theoretical theses? As for myself, I found it most rewarding to
read Evelyn Kain’s excellent translation. It has the flow of idiomatic
English, and this is essential to render Riegl’s work. The rhythm of his
prose is often that of the spoken word and in fact we know that by the time
he taught at the university his publications were directly related to his
lectures.

Something also that the translation will, I hope, convey is the passion
invested in Riegl’s enterprise. We are made to feel that the issues he
discussed mattered vitally to him; it was the very nature of art and its
relation to human life that were at stake, art as an absolute necessity. This
is the fundamental significance of formalism at its inception, not that art is
divorced from life but, on the contrary, that it is a human urge so funda-
mental that it does not depend on anything else.

Stilfragen occupies a key position in the development of Riegl’s work
and thought. Up to then, he had published a whole cycle of specialized
contributions to the study of the decorative arts, especially textiles. This
was the outcome of his activity as curator of textiles at the Museum of Art
and Industry in Vienna, an institution modeled on London’s South Ken-
sington Museum (now called the Victoria and Albert Museum). Institu-
tionally as well as intellectually his work went hand in hand with the arts
and crafts movement, which was particularly brilliant in Vienna. At the
museum, Riegl’s most sustained task was to catalogue oriental rugs, and
this gave him the occasion to develop exceptional skills for the description
and analysis of the intricate patterns. This rigorous discipline in the dis-
cussion of ornamental motifs is the backbone of Stilfragen.

In 1889, Riegl, who was thirty-one years old, submitted a successful
application to enter a university career. In 1890 and 1891 he lectured on
the history of ornament, and Stilfragen was the first work to result from
this new activity. Riegl’s increased intellectual ambition takes shape here
in the form of a bold historical thesis: he claimed that there had been an
uninterrupted continuity in the history of ornament from the ancient king-
dom of Egypt until the Islamic world (and consequently until the present).
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More specifically, Riegl saw this continuity embodied in the permanence
of a few fundamental motifs that undergo drastic changes in their superfi-
cial appearance. This appearance can vary from the most abstract formula-
tion to the most naturalistic embodiments, yet the basic scheme of the
palirette, the rosette, the wavy line or tendril, or the zigzag can be recog-
nized under these sundry disguises.

Stilfragen is a polemical work. Its principal target is the thesis defended
by the followers of Gottfried Semper, who derived the forms of ornament
from the techniques of production and the nature of the materials, espe-
cially in weaving crafts. On the other hand, Riegl also opposed a mimetic
interpretation according to which vegetal ornament would occur as a
spontaneous imitation or transcription of natural forms, with stylization as
a secondary phenomenon. Although this is a less sustained theme in the
book than the attack on the “materialist” theory, it was of great importance
to Riegl, who persued it with increased vigor in later years. What these
two antithetical claims have in common, making them equally pernicious
in Riegl’s eye, is that both tear the production of ornamental art away from
its history, an independent history of its own.

Riegl, then, envisages the history of ornament as the endless, tireless,
compulsive reiteration of a very few fundamental motifs. Only in a long,
long, while, due to the intervention of a different human group, does a
new motif appear, like the tendril: that is, the basic motif of a wavy line
introduced by Myceanean culture and added to the heritage of Egypt and
the ancient Near East. In Riegl’s mind this unbroken historical continuity
of an underlying core of fundamental motifs was the guarantee of the inde-
pendence of the artistic urge, of the irreducibility and freedom of art.

Stilfragen is Riegl’s most formalistic statement: the combination of un-
broken historical continuity and endless inventiveness in the constant re-
statement of the same few motifs implies an art completely independent
from exterior conditions and other human endeavors. In this work, Riegl’s
concept of Kunstwollen (which can be rendered variously as “artistic in-
tention,” “intentionality,” “will,” or whatever) was just taking shape—and
the term makes only a timid appearance in the book. Later this concept
was to assume a most prominent role and embody the worldview of a
period. But when he wrote Stilfragen, Riegl was above all anxious to dem-
onstrate the autonomy and freedom of an aesthetic urge in man.

Riegl’s theoretical thinking had not by any means reached maturity. He
still thought of an urge to form in terms of beauty, and his attitude re-
mained normative. He seems still to have felt that Greek art was a sort of
ultimate attainment. By the time he wrote Spdtromische Kunstindustrie
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he had gone beyond this aestheticizing formulation, expression had
assumed a greater role, and he was increasingly concerned with an un-
derstanding of the relation between the coherence of a culture and the
autonomy of the visual domain. He would consider “beauty” as the special
contribution of Greece, but as only one particular option within a larger,
more expressionist view of artistic possibilities. He came to distrust any
notion of decline or decadence, to consider evaluation as strictly a relative
activity; as expression took on a more prominent position, the expressive
aim systematically justified the formal means. Or conversely, the formal
means were to be understood strictly in relation to their inherent ex-
pressive motivations and not judged according to preestablished formal
standards.

These theoretical issues became all-engrossing for Riegl as the years
went by, and he was increasingly concerned with the finality of art as it
expresses itself at a given time (Spdtromische Kunstindustrie, 1901), or in
a given genre (Hollindische Gruppenportrdt, 1902).

In Stilfragen, however, Riegl was still principally concerned with estab-
lishing the continuity of a historical narrative. Consequently, the methods
of philology or historical criticism in the positivist tradition were directly
operative. It is therefore particularly interesting to see how well the work
has withstood the test of time.

Thanks to David Castriota we are now able to do so. For this new edi-
tion, he has assumed the formidable undertaking of testing the book
against a hundred years of scholarship. Many details have to be corrected,
of course, and some of the ideas are untenable, like Riegl’s presentation of
Egyptian ornament as an absolute beginning. But all in all, Riegl’s basic
narrative holds good, and many of his hypotheses and intuitions have been
confirmed by later research and archeological finds. Quite extraordinar-
ily, the book has not been replaced or superseded as an exposition of the
history of ornamental art in antiquity and the medieval period—no small
tribute to a scholarly book on the eve of its first centennial.

Henri Zerner

xxiii






ANNOTATOR’S INTRODUCTION
AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

¢

When, in the period before 1893, Alois Riegl undertook the much needed
task of laying the groundwork for a comprehensive understanding or his-
tory of ancient and medieval ornament in western Asia and the Mediterra-
nean, the circumstances could hardly have been less favorable for such an
enormous and ambitious endeavor. Historians of art had already come to
recognize the importance of applied decoration or ornament as a major
form of artistic expression in all media, both great and small, among the
peoples of antiquity and the periods that followed. This awareness was
due largely to the vast array of new material collected by early archaeolo-
gists, antiquarians, and ethnographers in the course the nineteenth cen-
tury. Nevertheless, the study of the preclassical cultures of Greece,
Egypt, and the Near East was in its infancy. The recent and important
discoveries of Heinrich Schliemann at Troy and on the Greek mainland
had opened the door to the study of Aegean Bronze Age cultures, but the
Minoan civilization of Crete, which had played such a decisive role in this
process, still awaited the excavations and researches of Sir Arthur Evans.
Pioneers like Henry Layard or Flandin and Coste had also excited the
nascent archaeological community with the finds and illustrations that
they brought back from their expeditions into Mesopotamia and Iran. Yet
the major sites or capitals of the ancient Near East, like Assur, Babylon,
and Ur in Mesopotamia, Ugarit in Syria, and Susa or Persepolis in Iran,
remained largely unknown until the monumental campaigns of the Ger-
man, French, British, and American archaeologists at the turn of the cen-
tury and the decades that followed.

Ancient Egyptian culture was a good deal more accessible, owing to the
scale and preservation of the monuments in the Nile Valley, to the wide-
spread use of stone in such works, and also to the abundant and informa-
tive decoration of the monuments with hieroglyphic texts, which were
deciphered relatively soon after the European penetration into Egypt.
But even here one must conceive of an Egyptian archaeology that still
knew little or nothing of many important sites and artifacts, like those
from the tomb of Tutankamun or Amarna, for example, which have con-
tributed so much to our understanding of Egyptian art, religion, and soci-
ety. Even the more well-established field of classical archaeology was rel-
atively undeveloped at this time; major monuments like the Altar of Zeus
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at Pergamon or the Ara Pacis Augustae in Rome were still poorly known,
only partially excavated, and not yet properly published.

If one considers the sheer wealth of art historical or archaeological ma-
terial that has accumulated since Riegl’s death in 1905, in comparison to
the rather limited corpus of artifacts and monuments that was available to
him for study, it is not surprising that Stilfragen has for many scholars
become a kind of period piece. It appears as an interesting document of its
time from a historiographical point of view, but a work whose observa-
tions, content, and conclusions are assumed to be hopelessly skewed and
distorted by the limited data sample upon which they were based, and
therefore no longer of any immediate, practical value. Yet such a view of
Stilfragen is as simplistic and erroneous as it is insensitive. As the eminent
art historian and critic Meyer Schapiro once pointed out to me, the valid-
ity and value of a study does not depend entirely upon an exhaustive sur-
vey of the data. One may contribute a great deal by studying a smaller,
well-chosen body of material, so long as the objects are representative of
their class or type and provided that the mode of analysis applied to them
is careful, penetrating, and methodologically sound.

There is no denying the constraints or lacunae that inevitably marred
Riegl’s study of ancient and early medieval ornament, but it would be
naive and ungenerous for anyone today to disregard the positive contribu-
tions of Stilfragen, which far outweigh its deficiencies. Nor can one ignore
the considerable debt that subsequent scholarship in the field of ancient,
late antique, and Islamic decorative arts owes to this fundamental and
seminal work. For the art historian or archaeologist who becomes con-
cerned with the analysis of ornamental design as a historical phenomenon,
Riegl’s early study remains a valuable introduction or point of departure.

When Riegl originally conceived this project, however, he was already
sensitive to the paucity of accessible material and the problems that this
posed, yet even so he did not see this as the primary obstacle to the kind
of approach that he advocated constantly in his work. For Riegl, the whole
notion of historical continuity was the real issue at stake in a study that
purported to trace the outlines of the evolution of the decorative arts from
ancient Egypt to Islamic times as a single, unified, or interrelated phe-
nomenon. By the late nineteenth century, the study of ornament had
come to be dominated in European circles by certain positivist notions,
especially the materialist theory of art, which ascribed the formal proper-
ties of ornamental style and composition overwhemingly to the dictates of
raw material and technique. In the case of stylized representations of
plants or animals, one could substitute the natural model or analog for the
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material and technique as a governing principle, but the result was the
same. Formal or stylistic analogies in geometric and stylized vegetal and
animal ornament appeared simply as the passive result of common tech-
nologies and mimetic skills; they were thereby rendered meaningless in
historical terms, incapable of being understood as vestiges or evidence of
artistic transmission or diffusion.

Riegl stubbornly resisted and challenged such notions against enor-
mous and entrenched opposition. Instead he viewed the production of art
as a creative, intellectual achievement. Artistic forms, especially to the
extent that they departed from those of nature, were the material expres-
sion of ideas that originated actively in the creative human mind rather
than as passive responses to some technological expedient or natural pro-
totype. Artistic design could undoubtedly yield to the differing possibili-
ties and requirements of medium and technique, but Riegl always ad-
hered to the principle of creative autonomy and choice as fundamental to
the artistic process. In such an outlook, artistic forms were highly dis-
tinctive products whose recurrence could and should be explained in
terms of human interaction. Distinctive artistic concepts were not only
ideas but traditions, that were transmitted from one generation to the next
and from one culture to another. In the hands of a creative artist, tradi-
tional forms could also be mutated to produce innovations as they were
handed down or diffused transculturally. In the spirit of Darwin, Riegl
sought to trace, map, and classify this evolutionary process and the phe-
nomenal range of forms or styles that it could engender.

The methodological or ideological polarity between Riegl and his oppo-
nents helps us to understand why at times he tended to overstate his case,
perhaps as a deliberate rhetorical or polemic technique, although this led
him to some conclusions that must now be modified. For the critical
reader, there is also ample room for disagreement with Stilfragen on the
basis of the historical or factual gaps in the data. The art of Syria and the
Levant, and the Aegean as well, all played a more vital role in the interna-
tional current of decorative arts across the eastern Mediterranean in the
later second millennium B.c. than Riegl could possibly have anticipated or
surmised from what was known in the 1890s. Egypt was highly receptive
to artistic motifs and themes from these regions, just as the Levant served
as a major conduit or intermediary for Egyptian forms and design princi-
ples that eventually became basic in the Mesopotamian decorative arts of
the early first millennium B.c.

Riegl's Egyptocentric bias in the early development corresponds to his
Hellenocentric tendencies in assessing the ornament of later periods. The
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various tendril patterns that he considered to be the peculiar contribution
of the “Greek spirit” now appear as inventions of Minoan or Cretan and
Syrian artists, although such patterns did ultimately attain their classic
form and maximum currency in Greek art. In more general methodologi-
cal terms, one may fault Riegl for his excessive formalism, his desire to
attribute so much of ornamental pattern or design to artistic imagination,
even where the evidence of natural analogs or technical considerations
does speak against this. At times his emphasis upon causality in the grad-
ual process of artistic change and transformation smacks uncomfortably of
historicism or historical determinism. Riegl’s frequent assertions regard-
ing the unparalleled aesthetic achievement of the Greeks, as opposed to
those of earlier cultures, are no less a product of his time as were his
assumptions about the “purely decorative” function of ornament, or his
notion of Kunstwollen, a pervasive spirit or impulse motivating and shap-
ing the art of certain ethnic groups or periods. Nowadays, one is prone to
be a good deal more circumspect in attempting to understand or explain
the root causes of major stylistic trends and developments.

Yet on balance, the general historical construct and conclusions of Stil-
fragen have stood the test of time and subsequent study remarkably well.
Today Egyptian decorative art still appears as the first successful effort to
establish a systematic and consistent approach to floral or vegetal orna-
ment, an approach that was enormously influential in the decoration that
subsequently became current in the ancient Near East and the Aegean in
the Middle and Late Bronze Ages. Today there is no doubt that the radical
changes in the Greek ornament of post-Geometric times resulted from the
assimilation of motifs and design principles from the Near East and Egypt,
which the Greeks gradually modified in the course of time to produce
something essentially new. Nor do scholars nowadays have any difficulty
in understanding the further development of ornament in Classical and
Hellenistic Greek, Roman, and late antique art as a series of progressive
transformations reaching back unbroken to the Archaic phase. Among
Islamicists as well, there are few who would dispute the notion or in-
deed the fact that Arabesque and geometric ornament in the medieval
Near East was an extension of motifs, design principles, and tendencies
inherited from the Hellenistic, Roman, and late antique art in the same
regions.

Riegl never intended Stilfragen to be a definitive history of ornament as
a whole, or even of any of the various individual developments that he
treated. It was, as his subtitle made clear, a foundation upon which subse-
quent scholarship could build. And this is what it soon became. Within
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two decades Ernst Herzfeld applied Riegl’s mode of analysis and terminol-
ogy in the publication of the rich architectural decorations of the Abbasid
palace at Samarra, opening up a whole new phase in the study of early
Islamic ornament. Riegl’s work also provided the point of departure for
the only other extended study of the Arabesque by the Egyptian scholar
Shafi’i, just as it paved the way for the comprehensive treatment of an-
cient Egyptian and Near Eastern ornament in Helene Kantor’s doctoral
dissertation (University of Chicago), which has unfortunately remained
unpublished since 1945. In the domain of classical and European archae-
ology, Stilfragen spawned a long list of more specific studies, above all the
influential work of Paul Jacobsthal in Greek ornament and his investiga-
tions of the Greek impact upon the decorative arts of the Celts in Iron Age
Europe. Via Jacobsthal, Riegl’s legacy continues in the ongoing scholar-
ship on La Tene Celtic art by British and Continental archaeologists.
Even classical archaeologists who have approached Riegl more critically,
like Imma Kleemann, have nevertheless done so in the mode of discourse,
analysis, and terminology initially established in Stilfragen.

From this perspective, the present volume has a number of objectives.
Most immediately, it is intended to increase the awareness or apprecia-
tion of Riegl’s contribution to the study of ornament and to make this
contribution more accessible to those less able or inclined to tangle with
the difficulties of fin de siécle Viennese German. But it is intended in more
practical as well as historiographic terms. There is still no available com-
prehensive survey of ancient or early medieval ornament in any language
that treats the major phases or the larger developments. Stilfragen re-
mains the only solid and detailed introduction to the classification, anal-
ysis, and terminology basic to the study of stylized vegetal ornament in
the Near East and the West during these periods. For this reason alone it
is still a valuable piece of scholarship whose benefits and lessons can now
become available to a wider audience of scholars and students.

To maximize such positive value, this English translation of Stilfragen
is equipped with extensive scholarly apparatus or annotations; these are
keyed to the text by letters rather than numbers, to avoid confusion with
Riegl's footnotes. They refer the reader to the relevant scholarship on a
given point or subject that has accumulated since Riegl’s time, as well as
to new additions to the corpus of artifacts or monuments that may test,
dispute, or corroborate Riegl’s findings. Often these annotations are
somewhat discursive so as to provide a more substantive and critical indi-
cation of how the bibliography bears upon the discussion of Stilfragen,
and how Riegl’s arguments apply to new material. As a result, the text is
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no longer outdated, and the reader has the option of pursuing an issue on
the basis of more recent work and new data.

To some extent, the annotations and other additions are editorial. They
alert the reader to newer, more accessible publications of material that
Riegl cited as additional comparanda in his footnotes. The footnotes too
have been reorganized or expanded according to more modern conven-
tions and standards. The once familiar abbreviations of 1893 may often be
obscure or confusing to today’s reader; these have now been cited fully.
The many abbreviated references that once encumbered the body of the
text itself have also been expanded and moved down into supplemental
footnotes. Simple factual errors in date, medium, or provenance, etc.,
within the footnotes or the text itself have also been emended, but all such
changes have been indicated through the use of brackets or discussion
in the annotations. The list of illustrations has been expanded to include
full citations of the sources, both as a convenience to the reader and
to compensate for those instances where Reigl neglected to indicate
such sources in his footnotes. Thus the present volume is not only a new
translation but a new edition, whose additional material will hopefully
render it useful even to those readers who are fluent in the language of the
original text.

There has been a similar attempt to improve the illustrations as well.
The halftone illustrations of the original edition were inferior copies made
from earlier publications. Those halftones which reproduced actual photo-
graphs of the objects have sometimes been replaced by new black-and-
white prints. However, all illustrations consisting of artistic renderings of
the objects have been retained. These include the halftones that repro-
duce ink or watercolor versions, as well as the various line drawings that
comprise the majority of the illustrations in Stilfragen. In order to maxi-
mize their graphic quality, these have been rephotographed directly from
the original sources used by Riegl. Many of Riegl’s illustrations were ex-
cerpted from more extensive renderings of patterns or objects, although
the radical and adroit cropping of the images in the original edition of
Stilfragen often tends to obscure this fact. Consequently, the illustrations
of the present edition have been cropped somewhat less severely so as to
provide an indication of context.

It is certainly true that nineteenth-century renderings of this kind intro-
duce in varying degree qualities and inaccuracies that are alien to the
original works of art. Yet one should never lose sight of the extent to which
such artistic renderings shaped the conception or impression of ancient
ornament shared by Riegl and his contempories. These were the illus-
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trations that Riegl had before him as he developed his arguments; there-
fore they constitute an inextricable component of his text, and as such
they remain essentially beyond any notion of improvement or emenda-
tion. Nor is it justified to dismiss the archaeological value of such drawings
and watercolors too lightly; often enough they provide an invaluable re-
cord of the design and detail of works that have unfortunately deteriorated
or disappeared since the time of their discovery.

The technical vocabulary or terminology of this edition is the result of
careful consideration and collaboration between the translator and the an-
notator. Wherever possible, it follows the English adaptation of Riegl’s
terms established by Jacobsthal in Early Celtic Art and current among the
British scholars influenced by Jacobsthal. Nevertheless, Jacobsthal’s dis-
cussion of Greek and Near Eastern ornament here was limited, emphasiz-
ing only those forms and issues that were relevant to his primary subject,
Celtic art. In many instances it has been necessary to start fresh and to
settle upon terms that approximate the sense of Riegl’s German, while
also avoiding the excessively lengthy and descriptive or cumbersome
quality of some of his vocabulary. To make the sense and usage of the
English terminology as clear and precise as possible, the annotator has
also contributed a glossary, which defines the terms and provides some
indication of their application, while also referring to relevant text and
illustrations. The original German terms have been included in each entry
of the glossary (unless phonetically equivalent to the English).

From all of this it should be clear that the present volume is no longer
the text of 1893. It is first of all a translation of that text and reflects every-
thing that is inherent to the process of translation. Through the addition
of annotations, it now becomes a dialogue between Riegl and the scholar-
ship that has followed. This scholarship, like the discovery of new artifacts
and monuments, invites or demands a new reading of Riegl in the light of
new contexts, perspectives, and potentialities that have arisen since the
1890s and that will no doubt continue to arise. As such, the text is now a
Stilfragen for the 1990s and beyond, through which new generations of
scholars may contemplate the challenges and intricacies of ornamental
design that so preoccupied the artistic imagination in the past.

As a text, Stilfragen may also have achieved a new currency or rele-
vance owing to the concerns peculiar to our own time, a period when
practitioners and theoreticians of postmodern architecture and interior
design have come to look anew at the role of ornament and the burden of
tradition in the creative process that shapes the built environment. Ours
is also a period in which historians, critics, and epistemologists have come
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to question the basic assumptions behind the whole notion of historical or
cultural continuity and evolution. In place of continuity, relation, and
order, it has now become preferable to seek discontinuity, difference, and
fragmentation. Stilfragen remains very much a focus or target for such a
reevaluation, and it is an enticing prospect to speculate upon what sort of
rereading this new perspective may engender.

Continuity is ultimately a polar conception; it can only be gauged
against the process of change with which it perpetually coexists or inter-
acts. If the corpus of artifacts treated in this volume does indeed constitute
the links in a chain connecting the decorative arts of antiquity with those
of relatively recent times, as Riegl argued so passionately, then one need
only compare examples from various intervals of the chain to see the vola-
tile and dynamic process of transformation that constantly attended such
continuity, and to appreciate how effectively Riegl’s analysis brought this
protean dimension of artistic production into focus. Stilfragen bears elo-
quent witness to the cultural and creative forces that engender disruption
and innovation even as they stimulate the borrowing and preservation of
existing artistic concepts and norms. As the end of another century ap-
proaches amidst new intellectual anxieties and polemics, historians of art
would do well to reexamine and debate the implications of the long and
complex artistic process that Riegl’s study sought to disclose.

I wouLp like to express my deep gratitude to all those whose help and
skill contributed so substantially to the production of annotations in this
volume. First of all, I want to thank my research assistant, Heather Horn-
buckle, for the time and care that she put into running down all potentially
relevant bibliographic references. Her diligence and thoroughness were
instrumental in making the annotations as complete and up-to-date as pos-
sible. I also want to thank the team of librarians here at Duke University
whose expertise and professionalism also facilitated access to the wide
range of material that the project required. On the reference staff these
included Ken Berger, Ilene Nelson, Joe Rees, and Johannah Sherrer.
Among the librarians of the Interlibrary Loan Office at Duke, I especially
want to thank Rebecca Gomez, Jade Kelly, Linda Purnell, and Clifford
Sanderson. I know that the masses of material that they acquired for me
must at times have pressed their resources to the limit, and I appreciate
not only their abilities, but their forbearance as well. I am extremely
grateful to Henri Zerner for his wisdom and support in overseeing the
entire project, and to the translator, Evelyn Kain, for her care, patience,
and flexibility. I would also like to thank Elizabeth Powers, Fine Arts
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Editor at Princeton University Press. Although she came to the project
when it was well underway, she has been enormously helpful all through
the final stages. This undertaking has ultimately been the result of team-
work. Without the participation of everyone involved, it would never
have been possible.

David Castriota
Duke University
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INTRODUCTION
O

The subtitle of this book announces its theme: “Foundations for a History
of Ornament.” How many of you are now shrugging your shoulders in
disbelief merely in response to the title? What, you ask, does ornament
also have a history? Even in an era such as ours, marked by a passion for
historical research, this question still awaits a positive, unqualified an-
swer. Nor is this purely the reaction of radicals who consider all decora-
tion original and the direct result of the specific material and purpose
involved. Alongside these radical extremists, there are also those of a
more moderate bent, who would accord to the decorative arts some de-
gree of historical development from teacher to pupil, from generation to
generation, and from culture to culture, at least insofar as they have to do
with so-called high art, devoted to the representation of man, his achieve-
ments, and struggles.

Certainly, from the very inception of art historical research, there have
always been some scholars in the field who also conceived of pure decora-
tion in terms of a progressive development, i.e., according to the princi-
ples of historical methodology. But these were, of course, mainly learned
academicians who adapted the rigorous training in philology and history
acquired at gymnasia and universities to the study of ornamental phenom-
ena as well. However, the drastic impact of this more extremist position
upon the general attitude toward the decorative arts is revealed by the
way in which historical methodology has been applied to the study of orna-
ment up to now. For example, scholars have been extremely reticent to
propose any sort of historical interrelationships, and even then, only in
the case of limited time periods and closely neighboring regions. Their
courage seems to fail them completely the moment an ornament ceases to
have any direct relationship with objective realities—to organic, living
creatures or to works fashioned by the human hand. As soon as they deal
with the so-called Geometric Style, which is characterized by the mathe-
matical expression of symmetry and rhythm in abstract lines, all consider-
ation of artistic, mimetic impulses or of variation in the creative abilities
of various cultures immediately ceases. The degree to which the terrorism
of extremists has successfully intimidated even the “historians” involved
in the study of ornament emerges clearly in the haste of scholars to assure
us that they would never be so foolish and naive as to believe, for example,
that one culture could have ever copied a “simple” meander band from
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another, or by their repeated apologies whenever they do venture to
assert even a loose connection between, shall we say, the stylized two-
dimensional vegetal motifs current in two geographic areas.

What led to this situation, which has had such a decisive and, in many
respects, paralyzing effect upon all art historical research in the last
twenty-five years? The blame can be placed squarely on the materialist
interpretation of the origin of art that developed in the 1860s, and which
succeeded in winning over, virtually overnight, everyone concerned with
art, including artists, art lovers, and scholars. The theory of the technical,
materialist origin of the earliest ornaments and art forms is usually attrib-
uted to Gottfried Semper. This association is, however, no more justified
than the one made between contemporary Darwinism and Darwin. I find
the analogy between Darwinism and artistic materialism especially appro-
priate, since there is unquestionably a close and causal relationship be-
tween the two: the materialist interpretation of the origin of art is nothing
other than Darwinism imposed upon an intellectual discipline. However,
one must distinguish just as much and just as sharply between Semper and
his followers as between Darwin and his adherents. Whereas Semper did
suggest that material and technique play a role in the genesis of art forms,
the Semperians jumped to the conclusion that all art forms were always
the direct product of materials and techniques. “Technique” quickly
emerged as a popular buzzword; in common usage, it soon became inter-
changeable with “art” itself and eventually began to replace it. Only the
naive talked about “art”; experts spoke in terms of “technique.”

It may seem paradoxical that so many practicing artists also joined the
extreme faction of art materialism. They were, of course, not acting in the
spirit of Gottfried Semper, who would never have agreed to exchanging
free and creative artistic impulse [Kunstwollen] for an essentially mechan-
ical and materialist drive to imitate. Nevertheless, their misinterpretation
was taken to reflect the genuine thinking of the great artist and scholar.
Furthermore, the natural authority that practicing artists exert in matters
of technique resulted in an environment where scholars, archaeologists,
and art historians swallowed their pride and beat a hasty retreat whenever
the question of technique arose. For they—mere scholars that they
were—could have little or no competence in this regard. Only recently
have scholars become bolder. The word “technique” proved to be ex-
tremely flexible: first came the discovery that most ornamental motifs
could be (and had actually been) rendered in a variety of techniques; then
came the pleasant realization that techniques were an excellent source of
controversy. In time, archaeological publications, as well as journals de-
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voted to arts and crafts, joined in the wild chase for techniques, a pastime
that will probably continue until all the technical possibilities for each and
every humble motif have been exhausted, only to return—one may be
sure—precisely to the point where it all began.

In the midst of such a spirited intellectual atmosphere, this book ven-
tures to come forward with foundations for a history of ornament. The
wisdom of beginning with foundations that pretend to be nothing more
than that is obvious. In a situation where not only the field of action is
hotly contested at every step along the way but even the groundwork itself
is constantly in dispute, our first concern is to secure a few positions, a
connected series of strongholds from which a comprehensive, systematic,
and complete offensive can later be launched. The nature of the situation
militates further that “negative arguments” take up a far greater portion of
this book than is customary in a positive, pragmatic description of history.
Here our most immediate and urgent objective is to address the most
fundamental and harmful of the misconceptions and preconceptions that
still hinder research today. This is another reason why, for the present,
the concepts of this study are presented in the form of “foundations.”

Having said this, I still feel compelled to justify the existence of this
book. However, anything one might say in this regard will sound uncon-
vincing as long as the technical-materialist theory of the origin of the earli-
est primeval art forms and ornamental motifs remains unchallenged, even
though it has failed to define the precise moment when the spontaneous
generation of art ends, and the historical development effected by laws of
transmission and acquisition begins. The first chapter, therefore, is de-
voted to challenging the validity of the technical-materialist theory of the
origin of art. As its title indicates, it deals with the nature and origin of
the Geometric Style. Here, I hope to demonstrate that not only is there
no cogent reason for assuming a priori that the oldest geometric decora-
tions were executed in any particular technique, least of all weaving,
but that the earliest, genuinely historical artistic monuments we possess
in fact contradict this assumption. Similar conclusions will also emerge
from deliberations of a more general nature. It will become evident,
namely, that the human desire to adorn the body is far more elementary
than the desire to cover it with woven garments, and that the decorative
motifs that satisfy the simple desire for adornment, such as linear, geo-
metric configurations, surely existed long before textiles were used for
physical protection. As a result, this eliminates one principle that has
ruled the entire field of art theory for the past quarter century: the abso-
lute equation of textile patterns with surface decoration or ornament. The
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moment it becomes untenable to assume that the earliest surface decora-
tion first appeared in textile material and technique, then the two can no
longer be considered identical. Surface decoration becomes the larger
unit within which woven ornament is but a subset, equivalent to any other
category of surface decoration.

In general then, one of the main objectives of this book is to reduce the
importance of textile decoration to the level it deserves. At the same time,
I must admit that this medium has been the point of departure for all the
research that I have gathered from eight years of service in the textile
collection of the k. k. Osterreichisches Museum fiir art und Industrie
[Osterreichisches Museum fiir Angewandte Kunst]. At the risk of ridicu-
lous sentimentality, I cannot help feeling some regret at robbing textile
art of its nimbus, in view of the personal relationship which I acquired
with textiles in the course of curating the museum’s collection for so many
years.

Once the momentous proposition about the original identity of surface
decoration and textile ornament had become accepted, there were almost
no limits placed on its application. Beginning with rectilinear geometric
shapes, it quickly expanded to include artistic representations of even the
most complex natural forms, namely, human beings and animals. For ex-
ample, the origin of motifs consisting of two figures symmetrically ar-
ranged to either side of a central axis was attributed to tapestry weaving.
The Heraldic Style, as this type of decorative arrangement has come to be
known, is so common that it warrants its own separate discussion. In the
second chapter, therefore, I explain why there is neither proof nor even
a possibility that heraldic motifs resulted from tapestry weaving, since the
advanced technical knowledge necessary to produce such complicated
forms simply did not exist during the period when the earliest heraldic
motifs originated. And, at any rate, we shall see that there are other,
albeit less tangibly materialist explanations for the Heraldic Style.

As a result, the basic tone of the two first chapters is somewhat nega-
tive, even though I have made every effort to replace the things that were
discredited with something new and positive. In the case of the Geo-
metric Style, it is especially necessary to dispel once and for all the
misconceptions surrounding its purely technical, material origin and the
allegedly ahistorical nature of its development. Yet one fact enormously
complicates any historical approach to the Geometric Style: whereas or-
ganic nature and the handicrafts inspired by it allow the artist manifold
alternatives, the mathematical laws of symmetry and rhythm that govern
the simple motifs of the Geometric Style are more or less the same the
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world over. Spontaneous generation of the same geometric decorative
motifs in different parts of the world is, therefore, not out of the question;
but even so, one can take specific historical factors into account with com-
plete objectivity. Certainly, some cultures were always leading the way
for others, just as more talented individuals have always distinguished
themselves from their peers. And surely it was just as true in the remote
past as it is today that the vast majority of people find it easier to imitate
than to invent.

Once plants are used as decorative motifs, the study of ornament finds
itself on more solid ground. There are infinitely more species of plants
that can be used as the basis for patterns than there are abstract, symmet-
rical shapes, limited as these are to the triangle, the rectangle, the rhom-
bus, and only a few others. This is the point where classical archaeology
begins to take an interest in vegetal ornament; in particular, the connec-
tion between Greek plant motifs and their ancient Near Eastern proto-
types, which mark the beginning of art history proper, has already pro-
vided the subject of intense study and extensive debate. Nevertheless,
German archaeology has not yet attempted a systematic description of the
history of the vegetal ornament that was so crucial to antique art from
ancient Egyptian to Roman times; this is a consequence of the enormous
resistance to making “mere ornament” the basic theme of a more ambi-
tious historical study. However, an American, has recently taken the step
that German-trained scholars timidly avoided. W. G. Goodyear, in his
book, The Grammar of the Lotus, was the first to argue that all antique
vegetal ornament, and a good deal more, was a continuation of ancient
Egyptian lotus ornament. The driving force behind the ubiquitous diffu-
sion of this ornament was, in his opinion, the sun cult. This American
scholar is apparently no more concerned with the technical-materialist
theory of the origin of art than he is with Europe’s crumbling castles and
basalt deposits—unless 1 am mistaken, Gottfried Semper’s name is not
mentioned once in the entire book.

Strictly speaking, Goodyear’s main thesis is not completely new; what
is indisputably unique, however, is his radical determination to accord his
ideas a universal significance, as well as the motivation that he cites for the
entire development.

As far as the latter is concerned, however, the idea that the sun cult had
such an overwhelming influence on decoration is surely erroneous. It is
not even certain whether sun-cult symbolism played such a preponderant
role in ancient Egyptian ornament, much less outside of Egypt, where
there is absolutely no proof and, moreover, no likelihood that it did. Sym-
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bolism was unquestionably one of the factors that contributed to the grad-
ual creation of a wealth of traditional ornament. However, by proclaiming
symbolism the sole and decisive factor, Goodyear makes the same mistake
as the materialists who single out technique in this way. Moreover, both
interpretations share an obvious desire to avoid at all costs the purely
psychological, artistic motivation behind decoration. In cases where the
artist is obviously responding to an immanent, artistic, creative drive,
Goodyear sees symbolism at work, just as the artistic-materialists in the
same instance utilize technique as their incidential, lifeless objective.

Moreover, Goodyear places almost no limitations on the influence that
the lotus motif exerted as a model for all sorts of ancient ornament, includ-
ing even the prehistoric zigzag, and this amounts to the same kind of over-
statement indulged in by artistic-materialists and Darwinists. As a result,
Goodyear often makes historical connections that a more dispassionate
observer would flatly reject. Since he seizes only upon those things which
serve his purpose, he has become willfully blind to finer distinctions.
Therefore, it is not surprising that he overlooked, among other things, the
genuinely Greek core of Mycenaean ornament, thereby missing what may
well have been the most important point of the entire development of
classical ornament.

As many a scholar before him, Goodyear clearly recognized the vital
importance of vegetal decoration in ancient ornament, not only for its
own sake but also for the proper assessment and appreciation of ancient
ornament within the overall history of the decorative arts. My lectures
on the history of ornament, delivered during the winter term of 1890-91
at the University of Vienna, gave special emphasis to the development of
the vegetal ornament that began in the earliest period of antiquity. A part
of the content of these lectures appears in the third chapter along with
a few minor additions; it consists mainly of responses to Goodyear’s work,
which had since appeared. I would agree with him that the Greeks bor-
rowed motifs extensively from the ancient Near East; moreover, the way
that they infused such forms with formal beauty has long been acknowl-
edged as a Greek accomplishment. However, Goodyear, along with other
scholars interested in determining the essentially Western elements and
impulses in early Greek art, ignored the Greeks most characteristic,
autonomous, and influential invention, namely the tendril. One seeks in
vain for dynamic, rhythmic vegetal tendrils among the various ancient
Near Eastern styles, though they already appear fully developed in Myce-
naean art on what would later become Greek soil. While Greek blossom
motifs have a Near Eastern origin, the lovely undulating lines connecting
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them are specifically Greek. From this point on, the development of the
tendril is a major aspect of the subsequent history of ornament. The
tendril begins as an undulating band emitting spirals within a narrow bor-
der; by the late Hellenistic period, it has turned into an elaborately
branching, leafy vine capable of spreading out over large areas. In this
form it continues in Roman art and beyond to the Middle Ages, in the
West as well as in the East, in Islamic no less than in Renaissance art. The
curling foliage of the Little Masters of the sixteenth century is as much a
direct descendant of antique classical tendril ornament as late Gothic
crocket-work. By tracing vegetal decoration throughout the centuries
from its first appearance up to the present day, it becomes evident that
ornament experiences the same continuous, coherent development that
prevails in the art of all periods, as in the historical relationship between
antique mythological imagery and Christian iconographic types. But this
is too vast a theme to take up in depth within the framework of this book.
Therefore, I will concentrate solely on describing in detail the develop-
ment of tendril ornament from its origins down through the Hellenistic
and Roman periods. Chapter 3, because it deals with a topic of such obvi-
ous importance, represents a truly significant “foundation” for the history
of ornament.

It is very easy to trace the historical development of traditional stylized
vegetal motifs. The same is not true, however, the moment that man at-
tempts to produce ornament related to the natural appearance of an actual
vegetal prototype. For example, the projection of the palmette found in
Egypt and Greece cannot have been invented independently in both
places, since the motif bears no resemblance to the actual plant. One can
only conclude, therefore, that it originated in one place and was subse-
quently transmitted to the other. It is quite another matter, however, in
the case of two ornamental works of differing origin that depict a rose, for
instance, as it appears in nature; since the natural appearance of the rose
is generally the same even in the most diverse countries, it is conceivable
that similar depictions could arise independently. It becomes readily ap-
parent from the study of vegetal ornament as a whole, however, that real-
istic renderings of flowers for decorative purposes, as is nowadays the
vogue, is a recent phenomenon. The naive approach to art characteristic
of earlier cultures insisted adamantly on symmetry, even in the case of
reproductions of nature. Representations of humans and animals soon de-
parted from symmetry by way of the Heraldic Style and other similar
arrangements. Yet plants—subordinate and seemingly lifeless as they
are—remained symmetrical and stylized throughout the centuries even in
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the most sophisticated styles, particularly as long as they functioned as
pure decoration and had no representational value. The transition from
ancient stylization to modern realism, of course, did not come about in a
day. Naturalism, the tendency to make ornamental forms resemble actual
plants seen in perspective, crops up repeatedly in the history of vegetal
ornament. Indeed, there was even a period in antiquity when naturalism
was quite advanced; however, it represents only a brief interlude in the
otherwise constant use of traditional, stylized forms. Generally speaking,
the naturalistic vegetal motifs of antiquity and of almost the entire medie-
val period were never copied directly from nature.

The acanthus motif provides us with the best, and probably most cru-
cial, insight into how naturalized vegetal motifs were understood and exe-
cuted in antiquity. Nevertheless, Vitruvius’s story that decorative acan-
thus motifs were originally based directly upon the actual plant is still
accepted without question today. No one seems disturbed by the improb-
able suggestion that a common ordinary weed could suddenly and miracu-
lously be transformed into an artistic motif. Seen within the context of the
history of ornament as a whole, the situation is unprecedented, without
parallel, and downright absurd. Furthermore, it is the earliest acanthus
motifs that least resemble the actual plant. Only in the course of time did
the stylized motifs begin to acquire the characteristics of the acanthus
plant itself; obviously, no one referred to them as acanthus motifs until
much later in their development, when they actually began to resemble
the plant. Chapter 3 will prove that the earliest acanthus ornaments are
nothing more than palmettes that were either executed in sculpture or
else conceived sculpturally. As a result, the acanthus motif, by far the
most important vegetal ornament of all time, makes its debut in art history
not as a deus ex machina but with a role that is fully integrated into the
coherent course of development of antique ornament.

From the time it first fell under the influence of the more refined cul-
ture and art of Greece, the Orient resisted the naturalizing tendencies of
Western art epitomized in the development of acanthus motifs and the
like. Nevertheless, it fully accepted Hellenistic forms; surely no one
doubts this anymore except those stubbornly committed to upholding a
cherished theory. That there should be any question at all today in this
regard, in view of the convincing evidence offered by the monuments
themselves, is due primarily to the deeply-rooted antihistorical attitudes
in evaluating decorative forms. In actual fact, however, the stylized blos-
som forms of Late Hellenistic and Alexandrian art occur frequently on
Oriental works from the Roman Imperial period side by side with the
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naturalistic forms of the Roman West. Byzantine decoration is in part di-
rectly related to the Hellenistic forms that were clearly still in use in
Greece and Asia Minor even during the Roman Empire. The same is true
of Islamic art, though less obviously, since there were so many interven-
ing stages.

A strong Byzantine element has long been recognized as a factor in the
origin of Islamic ornament, in fact, even more so in the 1840s and 50s than
today, a circumstance once again attributable to the ill-advised technical-
materialist theory that doggedly insists upon the spontaneous, autoch-
thonous origin of the art of different cultures. In contrast, the Arabesque
remains uncontested as a special creation of the Orient, and particularly of
the Arabs. And yet the history of antique ornament demonstrates clearly
that the tendrils basic to Arabesque decoration were unknown in the an-
cient Near East and therefore could only have been adopted from the
Hellenistic West. In addition, a closer look at the dense entanglements of
Arabesque decoration discloses a number of more conspicuous motifs
whose volute-shaped calyces and leaf-fans clearly betray their connection
to ancient palmette ornament. What does appear as an entirely new fea-
ture of the Arabesque, and completely unattested in the decorative ap-
proach to plants in classical antiquity, however, is the peculiar placement
of Islamic blossoms. These occur not only at the ends of tendrils, as they
are in nature and in Western decoration in general, but they often appear
integrated within the tendril. This arrangement suppresses the character
of the blossom and obscures the concept of the tendril as a stem, so much
that it is sometimes difficult to recognize the Arabesque as a form of vege-
tal tendril ornament at all.

However, even these fundamental and characteristic idiosyncracies of
the Arabesque, in which the antinaturalistic and abstract quality of all
early Islamic art emerges so perfectly, have their antecedents in ancient
tendril ornament, as the conclusion of the third and the fourth chapters
will demonstrate. Here I am able to address a number of additional issues
that could not be accommodated in my Altorientalische Teppiche, mostly
because of the limitations on space. I am happy for the opportunity to
expand upon the subject since I realize that many are still unconvinced
that antique art was also the evident point of departure for the early medi-
eval art of the Near East. This shows how profoundly modern thinking has
been biased by the ahistorical attitude that maintains that art must have
originated here and there spontaneously and autochthonously, yet even
s0 the Occident must be a passive recipient, with the Orient always on the
giving end. The Orient, of course, represents a land of fable and enchant-
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ment, not only for poets but also for art historians, who blithely attribute
to it the invention of every imaginable “technique,” particularly those that
have anything to do with surface decoration. And once a particular “tech-
nique” is declared indigenous to the East, one can be certain, according to
this viewpoint, that its corresponding artistic progeny is following close
behind it.

Conditions are more favorable for an historical approach to vegetal ten-
dril ornament in Western medieval art. This is not to say that the effects
of artistic materialism have not taken their toll; on the contrary, they are
apparent everywhere. Their pernicious influence is undoubtedly respon-
sible for our vague, contradictory, and fragmented understanding of what
transpired during the early stages of medieval art, the so-called Migration
Period, and even later in the Carolingian and Ottonian periods, despite
the relatively abundant material that has survived. Nevertheless, I am
convinced that there are still fewer deep-seated preconceptions and less
blind resistance to impede an attempt at treating the historical develop-
ment of Western medieval vegetal decoration from the twilight of classical
antiquity up through the beginning of the Renaissance. Since the present
context does not permit me to touch upon everything related to the histor-
ical development of vegetal tendril ornament, I have concentrated on the
aspects that seemed to require clarification most urgently, and that could,
once clarified, provide a firm foundation upon which a history of ornament
could continue to build. This involves, as stated above, antique tendril
ornament, along with its most faithful follower in the conservative Orient,
the Arabesque. Even in the scholarly literature dealing with the history of
medieval art, one often encounters certain decorative motifs referred to
vaguely as an “ornament,” which then have to be described at greater
length. This procedure would be totally superfluous if the motif involved
had already been assigned its proper place within the overall historical
development. Since the creation of this historical order is not without its
difficulties, at least in the case of antique and Islamic tendril ornament,
the main purpose of the third and fourth chapters will be to establish the
historical foundations that will make this possible.

Even though the principle task of historical and art historical research
is usually to make critical distinctions, this book tends decidedly in the
opposite direction. Things once considered to have nothing in common
will be connected and related from a unified perspective. In fact, the most
pressing problem that confronts historians of the decorative arts today is
to reintegrate the historical thread that has been severed into a thousand
pieces.

12



INTRODUCTION

Since this book threatens to undermine so many deeply-ingrained and
fondly-cherished opinions, it is bound to create a storm of protest. I am
acutely aware of this. However, I also know that there are many who
already share my views, and still others who may be in tacit agreement
but who are not yet ready to speak out. And as for those who remain
unpersuaded by my arguments, I shall have accomplished something
even if I succeed only in compelling them to realize that they must go back
and reexamine their premises and seek better and stronger evidence to
support their cherished theories. For even limited success is worth the
effort, if it sheds some light on the fundamental issues that concern us in
this book. Only through trial and error can one approach the truth.
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CHAPTER 1
O

The Geometric Style

All art, and that includes decorative art as well, is inextricably tied to
nature. All art forms are based on models in nature. This is true not only
when they actually resemble their natural prototypes but even when they
have been drastically altered by the human beings who created them,
either for practical purposes or simple pleasure.

This intimate connection between art and nature, however, is more
evident in some media than in others. It is most evident in sculpture,
where the natural model is directly reproduced in all three physical di-
mensions. However, whenever artists abandon the third dimension and
the realm of complete physical appearances—which is what happens
when an image is rendered on a flat surface—then they begin to deviate
more radically from natural prototypes, so that the connection between
art and nature becomes obscured.

Let us take this point a little further. What we have just done is to
describe the two major divisions of the decorative arts: sculpture in the
round and surface decoration. Furthermore, we can already draw conclu-
sions about their genetic relationship. If we ignore concrete examples for
a moment and try in a purely deductive way to reason out abstractly which
of them came first in the development, then we will find ourselves forced
a priori—in the face of considerable opinion to the contrary—to conclude
that three-dimensional sculpture is the earlier, more primitive medium,
while surface decoration is the later and more refined.® That is to say, once
human beings acquired a mimetic instinct, there was nothing very compli-
cated about modeling an animal reasonably well in wet clay, since the
model—the living animal—already existed in nature. When, however,
they first attempted to draw, engrave, or paint the same animal on a flat
surface, they were involving themselves in a truly creative act. In this
case, they could no longer copy the three-dimensional physical model;
instead, they had to invent the silhouette or contour line freely, since it
does not exist in reality.! Only after this creative act did art begin to ac-

! Travelers often describe how Hottentotts and Australian aborigines fail to recognize their
own image in a drawing or photograph: they can comprehend things physically, but not
two-dimensionally—proof that the latter kind of perception presupposes an advanced stage
of culture.
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quire its endless representational possibilities. This turning away from
three-dimensional corporeality toward two-dimensional illusion was a
crucial step; it unleashed the imagination from the constraints of the strict
observation of nature and allowed a greater freedom in the manipulation
and combination of forms.

No matter how divorced from nature a freely invented decorative form
may seem, the natural model is always discernible in its individual details.
This is true of both sculpture and surface decoration. The snakelike feet of
a Titan, for example, are based just as much on prototypes from nature as
is the human upper torso, even though Titans as such do not actually exist
in the real world. Similarly, the purely linear, three-pronged flowers
found, for example, on Cypriote vases were obviously derived from lotus
blossoms, regardless of whether the Cypriote potters who made the de-
signs were conscious of their connection to a particular species of Egyp-
tian flora or not.

Therefore, nature continued to provide models for art even after the
third dimension was abandoned and the imaginary encircling line had
become an element of representation. Even though they are not three-
dimensional, animal figures rendered in terms of contour lines are still
very much representations of animals. Ultimately, however, line became
an art form in and of itself and was used without direct reference to any
particular model in nature. Since, of course, not just any irregular scribble
can claim to be an art form, linear shapes were made to obey the funda-
mental artistic laws of symmetry and rhythm. As a result, straight lines
became triangles, squares, rhombuses, zigzag patterns, etc., while
curved lines produced circles, undulating lines, and spirals. These are the
shapes familiar to us from plane geometry; in art history, they are gener-
ally referred to as geometric. Consequently, the style based on the exclu-
sive or predominant use of these patterns is called the Geometric Style.

Even if the forms of the Geometric Style do not seem to be based on
real things, they are nevertheless not completely divorced from nature.
The same laws of symmetry and rhythm that govern geometric shapes are
apparent in the natural forms of humans, animals, plants, and crystals as
well. In fact, it does not require any particular insight to perceive how the
basic shapes and configurations of plane geometry are latent in natural
things. Therefore, the proposition made at the beginning of the chapter
about the intimate relationship between all art forms and the physical
appearance of nature is also true of the Geometric Style. Geometric forms
in art behave in respect to other art forms precisely in the same way that
laws of mathematics do with regard to the laws of natural living things.
Nature, it seems, can claim as few examples of absolute perfection as
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humans can of their ethical behavior; after all, the kinds of things that
make history, that immediately capture our attention and save us from the
monotonous pace of everyday life tend to be the exceptions to abstract
laws. The Geometric Style, strictly constructed in accordance with the
highest laws of symmetry and rhythm, is from the standpoint of regularity
the most perfect of styles; on our scale of values, however, it occupies the
lowest rank. Our present understanding of how the arts developed associ-
ates the Geometric Style as a rule with cultures still at a relatively low
stage of development.

Despite this limited aesthetic appreciation, interest in the Geometric
Style has mounted considerably in the last two decades, first of all within
archaeological circles. Excavations at the earliest burial sites on Cyprus,
the pre-Homeric strata of Troy-Hissarlik, the Terramare burials of the Po
River Valley, and the graves of prehistoric northern and central Europe,
to name a few, have unearthed objects in the Geometric Style whose ori-
gins, according to very convincing evidence, date back to relatively early
periods. This information has been supplemented by the research of eth-
nologists, who often discover the typical linear motifs of the Geometric
Style adorning the utensils of modern primitive peoples. If, following the
spirit of today’s natural science, we are justified in assuming that contem-
porary primitive cultures are the rudimentary survivors of the human race
from earlier cultural periods, then their geometric ornament must repre-
sent an earlier phase of development in the decorative arts and is there-
fore of great historical significance.

The few basic motifs of the Geometric Style occur in the same manner
among practically all prehistoric and contemporary primitive cultures in
Europe and Asia, in Africa as well as in America and Polynesia, although
they may occur in different combinations and with varying preferences for
a particular motif. Consequently, some scholars have concluded that the
Geometric Style could not have been invented at one geographic location,
from whence it spread throughout the world, but that it spontaneously
came into existence within most, if not all of the cultures where it oc-
curred. As aresult, anyone who tried to argue that two pots with the same
zigzag pattern but of disparate geographic provenance were somehow
connected to each other—and it need not have been a very direct connec-
tion but only a distant relationship separated by a long chain of intermedi-
aries—was considered rather naive and ignorant. The Geometric Style
originated spontaneously throughout the entire world: this is the first doc-
trinaire proposition that is nowadays considered valid for the Geometric
Style.
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Once this was firmly established, it led immediately to the further con-
clusion that the impetus for the invention and development of the style
must have been the same everywhere. The spirit of our scientific age, in
its hectic pursuit of causal relationships, attempted straightaway to get to
the bottom of whatever it was that had allowed the Geometric Style to
spring spontaneously to life at so many different locations. Moreover,
whatever it was, it had to be tangible and material; the simple suggestion
that intangible psychological processes might have been involved would
not have sufficed. Furthermore, this motivating something could not be
sought in the open countryside: the abstract, linear patterns of the Geo-
metric Style are, of course, not obvious in nature; releasing them from
their latent existence in nature into an independent existence in art re-
quires a conscious mental act whose intervention, however, was to be
ignored at all costs. Therefore, the only tangible things left were the ob-
jects made by the human hand. Since this involved technical processes
from the most primitive, nascent periods of the human race, then only the
most primitive objects and the most fundamental products of the ele-
mentary drive for basic necessities made by human hands could come
under consideration. The need to protect the body was believed to be one
such drive. Very early on, so it seemed, humans must have sought refuge
from the hostile outer world within the wickerwork fence, or protection
against the weather from woven textiles.*

Because of the technical procedures they involve, wickerwork and tex-
tile weaving seem to be those very crafts which are especially limited to
producing linear ornaments. Now, let us try to reconstruct how the linear
patterns of the Geometric Style might have come into being had they first
appeared to human eyes in the crisscrossing structure of a wickerwork
fence or a coarsely woven garment. For example, a fortuitous interweav-
ing of colored fibers might have prompted the creation of a zigzag line; the

" [Riegl often refers to “die textilen Techniken” (textile techniques), which for him always
include the weaving of the wickerwork fence (geflochtener Zaun, Pferch, Ruthenzaun), bas-
kets (Korb), and cloth (Gewand, etc.). “Flechterei” (wickerwork) sometimes refers exclu-
sively to basketry or basket weaving, but is often meant to include the weaving of both fences
and baskets, as distinct from “Weberei” (weaving), which is strictly the weaving of cloth.
More so than in German, the English word “weaving” is specifically associated with cloth
production, as is the word “textile” with cloth or fabric. When Riegl uses these terms, how-
ever, he is most often referring to the larger concept: by “weaving,” he usually means the
process of crisscrossing and interweaving that is common to the wickerworking of both fences
and baskets, and the weaving of cloth. With the word “textile,” used both as a noun and an
adjective, he is usually referring to the products or qualities of that process, whether they
involve the use of branches, wicker, bast, fibers, or spun threads. I have attempted to keep
the terminology as clear as possible without unnecessary wordiness and repetition, but the

reader should be alerted to the fact that “weaving” is most often understood as the larger,
more inclusive process. ]
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symmetry of its slanting bands and rhythmic repetition would surely have
delighted the human beings who accidently produced it. Of course,
should the question arise at this point as to the source of this delight and
what might have caused it in primitive people, it would have to be fas-
tidiously ignored; the conclusions made thus far apparently suffice. The
reasoning goes like this: the human hand produced the first geometric
ornaments in an unconscious, nonspeculative way, guided only by the
necessities of a purely practical purpose. Once they were available, peo-
ple were then capable of using them however they liked. For example, a
zigzag line could be pressed into a cup of wet clay. Even though it was not
necessitated by technique on a ceramic cup, like crisscrossed fibers in
weaving, it was nevertheless just as appealing in ceramics, so that it began
to be used even in techniques where it had not spontaneously originated.
The geometric zigzag motif, originally the fortuitous product of a purely
technical process, had thereby been promoted to an ornament and an
artistic motif. The simplest and most important artistic motifs of the Geo-
metric Style were originally generated by the techniques of wicker and
textile weaving: this is the second absolute proposition about the Geomet-
ric Style considered valid today.

This second proposition overlaps with the first one regarding the spon-
taneous, independent generation of the style at different locations in the
world, to the extent that the elementary need to protect the body must
have come into force independently at a number of different places
throughout the world and therefore could at the same time have
prompted the spontaneous invention of weaving wickerwork fences and
cloth at a number of different locations. In this manner, one proposition
supports the other; together they present an even more convincing and
harmonious picture of the formation of the Geometric Style and of the
earliest, most primitive artistic activity.

It was Gottfried Semper who first traced the linear ornaments of the
Geometric Style back to the techniques of weaving, wickerwork, and tex-
tiles. This conclusion, however, did not occur to him in isolation as we
described above; it was related to the fundamental theory he sought to
establish and demonstrate systematically in his book Der Stil: the theory
of dressing as the origin of all monumental architecture. As a result, he
was able to associate all flat decoration with the idea of a protective blan-
ket and its trimmed, bound border, terms that are already linguistically
connected with textiles. It is obvious in numerous passages in Der Stil that
Semper originally conceived of the prototypes of blanket and border pri-
marily as abstractions and not really in a concrete materialist way, for
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Semper would surely have been the last person to discard thoughtlessly
truly creative, artistic ideas in favor of the physical-materialist imitative
impulse; it was his numerous followers who subsequently modified the
theory into its crassly materialist form. Nevertheless, the desire to fit
things into a materialist context was evident, and in at least one place in
Der Stil,% it is clear beyond a doubt that Semper is espousing the theory
of the technical-materialist origin of geometric ornament, specifically in
regard to the emergence of pattern from wickerwork and weaving.

Semper’s theory was readily accepted in art historical circles. The his-
torical, scientific spirit of our age, ever ready to probe in reverse the
causal relationships of all phenomena, was more than charmed and satis-
fied by a hypothesis that could claim an origin so natural and so astonish-
ingly simple for so eminent an intellectual sphere as that of art. Classical
archaeology was especially enthusiastic, since it was groping for some way
to deal with the protoclassical art that had been unearthed in Greece.
Conze’s work of twenty years ago is crucial in this respect.® This scholar,
who is still the most distinguished exponent of the two propositions, ap-
plied Semper’s theory to the vases of the Greek Geometric Style. His
accomplishment loomed so large that there was no immediate demand to
go beyond the general wording of the propositions. It was considered su-
perfluous to examine the process any more closely or to discuss any other
questions, such as which of the various weaving techniques might have
been involved or which geometric motifs should be properly associated
with them, etc. Only recently, as we shall see later, have there been any
attempts to delve somewhat more deeply into these problems. However,
the propositions concerning the spontaneous generation of the Geometric
Stvle at various locations from weaving techniques not only went unchal-
lenged by these efforts but actually began to receive greater support.

Let us now test the validity of the currently accepted view about the
origin of the Geometric Style. The first of the two propositions asserts that
the Geometric Style originated spontaneously wherever it still exists or
has been discovered among the remains of earlier millennia. This is an
issue, however, that cannot be settled conclusively. Consequently, at the
very least, the authoritative wording of the proposition that presently
makes a claim for universal validity must be declared premature. It is
obviously no longer possible to observe directly anywhere in the world
today how an ethnic group spontaneously acquires its linear motifs. Con-
sequently, the proposition that geometric motifs originated spontaneously

*G. Semper, Der Stil in den technischen Kiinsten; oder praktischer Asthetik (Munich,
1878-1879), 1:213, to which we shall return.
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throughout the world at a number of different locations can be neither
conclusively proven nor disproven. The evidence upon which a reliable
judgment might have been based simply no longer exists. On the other
hand, there is almost nothing at present to support the idea that the Geo-
metric Style was diffused from one single location.® Even today, we still
find groups of people producing highly remarkable decorative art whose
extreme isolation, extending back through incalculably long periods of
time, to judge from their complete lack of metals and metal implements,
virtually rules out the possibility of contact with another culture. The most
interesting of these people are the Maori of New Zealand, whom we will
have several opportunities to discuss later on.

Only one thing can be stated with any certainty at present; based on the
research done in the last few years, there are very few places that qualify
as sites for the independent origin of the Geometric Style. The dates of
the various findings are shifting closer and closer to our own era as rapidly
as they are distancing themselves from any presumed primordial state.
The same goes for what is left of the so-called northern and central Euro-
pean Bronze Age. Furthermore, it has become quite clear that peaceful
relationships among widely scattered cultures through trade on land and
sea, sometimes involving numerous intermediaries, went on from the
very earliest periods.? Consequently, since time immemorial, there was
always something available to spark the sensitive and receptive mimetic
instinct. Even with regard to the Geometric Style, a great deal of interac-
tion, at least among the cultures settled around the Mediterranean basin,
is undeniable.® Moreover, one must now be especially cautious when
dealing with the seemingly rudimentary geometric ornament of contem-
porary primitive cultures since, in light of F. Hirth’s research about the
intense relations between China and the Roman Empire, even the Great
Wall has begun to develop alarming cracks.®

At least one conclusion emerges from all of this: the outright condemna-
tion of those scholars who have occasionally been daring enough to assert
historical relationships among the various geometric styles is, at the very
least, unjustified.” Furthermore, it is essential to reject entirely the idea
that the Geometric Style represents an absolute stage of primitiveness
wherever it may happen to occur. The Dipylon Style, for example, is def-
initely a geometric style, but it is highly refined and by no means primi-

3 F. Hirth, China and the Roman Orient. Researches into their Ancient and Medieval
Relation as Represented in Old Chinese Records (Leipzig and Munich, 1885). It is interesting
to note in this regard that in spite of the multitude of analogies now coming to light, no one
thus far has dared to draw comparable conclusions in the field of art history.
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tive.® Cultures are never so equally endowed with the same degree of
creative artistic ability that some will not be more advanced than others.
At the same time, the mimetic impulse is so powerful that there is no
stopping less talented cultures from borrowing from those with more abil-
itv. Enlightened archaeological research has long taken this for granted.

The geographic problems surrounding the origin of the Geometric
Style can be roughly summarized as follows: there is no compelling reason
to assume that geometric motifs spread out from a single center of activity;
the likelihood that there were diverse points of origin remains relatively
undisputed for the time being. As far as the art of Mediterranean peoples
is concerned, we should assume extensive contact and cultural interac-
tion; we need not go into this here, since archaeologists have already
proven it in great detail. Evidence derived from the geometric ornament
of modern primitive cultures, on the other hand, is still too inconclusive
to provide definite answers.

We can now go on to the second proposition, which claims that the
characteristic motifs of the Geometric Style originated from wickerwork
and textile weaving. Since Semper and Conze, this proposition has been
considered infallible. As a result, no one has raised so much as the slight-
est objection against it. Up to most recent times, it has even been consid-
ered superfluous to examine more closely the overall process, which
might have led from weaving techniques to the geometric embellishments
on early Greek vases. Considering the strictly scientific methods normally
followed by classical archaeology today, this unquestioned belief in the
authority of the second proposition only makes sense within the context of
the general characteristics of the times and the predominant intellectual
tendencies of the last thirty years. By this I mean the materialist, scientific
worldview, first promulgated by Lamarck and Goethe and subsequently
brought to maturity by Darwin, which has left such grave consequences in
its wake even in the field of art history. As a parallel to the effort to explain
the evolution of the species by means of the purely physical drive for
survival, there was also an effort to discover primary and intrinsically
physical mechanisms for the intellectual evolution of the human race. Art
obviously represented—or so one thought—a higher stage of intellectual
evolution and therefore could not have been present from the very begin-
ning. First came technology, which concentrated on purely practical mat-
ters; then, out of this experience, and only after the culture had somewhat
advanced, did art appear on the scene. Wickerworking and textile weav-
ing are considered to be the oldest mechanical skills, while the rectilinear,
geometric shapes count as the oldest decorative or artistic forms. Since
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their versatility and ease of execution make straight-sided geometric
shapes especially well suited as patterns in simple woven objects, it
seemed most natural to relate both phenomena in causal terms and to
declare that the rectilinear geometric figures were not originally the result
of artistic invention but were generated spontaneously by technology.

The rectilinear geometric ornaments, however, are not the only ones
found on the earliest proto- and early Greek vases: there are also curvilin-
ear forms such as undulating lines, circles, and spirals, etc., whose origin
cannot be as convincingly attributed to the weaving techniques as it can
for the rectilinear ornaments.” Consequently, a number of other crafts
had to be called into action. This resulted in what has increasingly become
over the past twenty years a fundamental method of classical archaeology:
it consists of taking motifs whose origins could not be traced back system-
atically beyond a certain point and matching them up with the techniques
from which, unaided by conscious, artistic invention, they had been spon-
taneously generated. This is the theory of the technical-materialist origin
of primal art forms, which archaeology has elevated to a position of unlim-
ited authority. Within this theory, the origin of rectilinear geometric or-
naments from weaving is a mere subcategory, just as the rectilinear geo-
metric ornaments themselves comprise but a fraction of all of the basic
ornamental motifs that have come to our attention. Almost as if they had
been looking directly over the shoulders of prehistoric people in their first
moments of artistic inspiration, as though they had witnessed the actual
materials and tools, archaeologists proceeded to point out the specific
technique, be it weaving, metalworking, or stonecutting, that was respon-
sible for each of the individual decorative motifs on the earliest vases. An
enormous amount of energy was squandered on these investigations, a
wide variety of combinations investigated, and as was to be expected,
a wide variety of techniques suggested for one and the same motif. And
just as it had been a German, Hickel, who developed Darwin’s theory
most systematically and authoritatively, so it was the German archaeolo-
gists who once again strode staunchly in the forefront. How far they
strayed from the ideas of the actual father of the theory, Gottfried Sem-
per, is revealed by the following excerpt from Der Stil 2: 87:

The rule that the decorative aspects of a vessel are directly related
to the material and mode of manufacture leads to problematic uncer-
tainties regarding the original technique and medium of many com-
mon decorative forms. This is due to interactions among the various
media, which were already influencing and modifying one another at
an early stage. Therefore, it is difficult to determine whether the
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consistent rendering of bands of zigzag ornaments, waves, and scrolls
in painted and incised technique on the earliest ceramic vessels was
derived from the same shallowly engraved embellishments on the
oldest bronze utensils and metal weapons, or vice versa, or whether
such patterns originally had no relation to either material. . . . The
conscious recognition and artistic exploitation of the limitations and
possibilities inherent in the various materials available for artistic ac-
tivity does not begin until an advanced stage of art.

This is the cautious wording of an author who, as both artist and scholar
knew and understood better than most others of his century the technical
procedures involved in the creation of art as a larger, mutually interactive
process. According to Semper, as quoted above, technology played its
formative role at a more advanced stage of artistic development and not at
the very inception of artistic activity. This is precisely my conviction.
Nothing is further from my mind than to deny the important role that
technical processes play in the evolution and further development of cer-
tain ornamental motifs, and it will always remain Gottfried Semper’s most
valuable achievement to have opened our eyes in this respect. Should this
point become obscured or insufficiently emphasized in what follows, it is
only because I have set myself the special task of refuting the exaggerated
claims made for technology in regard to a particular stage of development,
namely the one in which the very earliest art forms were created. I do not
intend to dispute the value and significance of the materialist movement
inart of the last twenty years, or even less to criticize the theory of Darwin
and his followers. It is clear that the theory of the technical-materialist
origin of all primitive art forms represented a necessary phase of ar-
chaeological scholarship, which, as things stood, had to be worked
through. This is confirmed not only by the prominence of its first pio-
neers, Semper and Conze, but also no less by the fact that the theory
enjoyed immediate and widespread dissemination throughout all of Ger-
many and far beyond. Nevertheless, it is now time to admit that we have
gone too far in this direction as regards art, and that serious concerns,
which I will elaborate shortly, compel us to discredit this tendency to use
technical-materialist premises to account for the earliest art works made
by human beings.

There will be many opportunities in the following chapters to test the
validity of the technical-materialist explanations for the origin of particu-
lar ornaments that have been attempted thus far. Since this chapter is
devoted to the Geometric Style, however, we will concentrate on the
derivation of rectilinear geometric motifs from weaving techniques.
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Now, how were the motifs of the Geometric Style supposed to have
emerged from the technique of weaving?

We can return to Gottfried Semper for this, since what others have said
is only a hollow echo of what he imagined most vividly and stated most
clearly. The crucial passage is in Der Stil 1:213. After he had finished
discussing the wickerwork fence as the first upright spatial enclosure and
the earliest wall, he continued: “. . . the shift from the plaiting of branches
to the planting of basts (organic fibers) was easy and natural. Then came
the invention of weaving, first with blades of grass or natural plant fibers,
later with threads spun from vegetable or animal materials. The variation
in the natural colors of the fibers soon prompted their arrangement in an
alternating system, and in this way, pattern came into being.”

This last sentence is crucial for our purposes. Admittedly, it is not clear
if Semper was attributing the origin of pattern to wickerworking or to
weaving, which he believed represented a higher stage of development.
Moreover, he also neglected to illustrate his idea of the process with a
concrete example. It is nevertheless apparent from his wording that he
was not discounting the intervention of a nonmaterialist factor. “The varia-
tion in the natural colors of the fibers soon prompted their arrangement in
an alternating system.” Therefore, it was not pure chance that brought the
first pattern into the world; someone had made a conscious, “prompted”
choice of the variously colored fibers whose interweaving in rhythmic al-
ternation, “in an alternating arrangement,” subsequently produced a pat-
tern. Consequently, human beings are explicitly granted a creative, artis-
tic contribution to the whole process. The passages in Der Stil in which
Semper stands in direct contradiction to the technical-materialist inter-
pretation are, incidentally, not at all rare. Later we shall address another
instance of this kind, which concerns something very fundamental and
which, moreover, occurs frequently.

As already stated, Semper did not attempt to demonstrate in detail how
the most common motifs of the Geometric Style actually came into being
as a result of the fortuitous intertwining of fibers, and neither did his nu-
merous followers, with the exception of Kekulé, whose recent efforts will
soon receive our special attention. The reasoning for how it took place,
however, goes something like this: in the beginning there were handi-
crafts (not in an economic but a technical sense), but there was no art.
Weaving was the earliest handicraft. The two-dimensional, rectilinear
decorative motifs came into being via the wickerwork fence and woven
cloth and were then applied to other materials and techniques by human
beings who were captivated by their formal beauty.
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The materials generally used to illustrate this theory are predominantly
ceramic and, to a lesser extent, metal. The ornaments of the clay vases and
potsherds found in the prehistoric strata in almost all Mediterranean
countries are mainly in the Geometric Style. If these ornaments really can
be traced back directly to the interweaving of wickerwork and to the criss-
crossing of threads in textile weaving, then they must date back to a very,
very early period. After all, the emergence of pattern from wickerwork
and weaving is supposed to have taken place at the very inception of all
artistic activity. Now the question arises: do the ceramic remains from the
Mediterranean area actually date back even remotely to such early times?

The Dipylon Style, which was formerly thought of as the Geometric
Style in its narrowest sense, is no longer considered by anyone to be par-
ticularly ancient. At present, it still remains to be seen whether the tribes
responsible for its spread to Greece—let us assume they were the migrat-
ing Dorians—actually did invent the style from weaving in some bygone
age. Be that as it may, the Dipylon Style of the first millenium B.c. is by
no means a rudimentary style of art; on the contrary, it is well calculated,
consistent, and refined. A culture that knew how to work metal would not
have invented the most primitive ornaments from the most primitive
technique.’

However, the excavations of Schliemann and others have shown us that
the Dipylon Style was by no means the earliest Geometric Style produced
around the Mediterranean. The oldest geometric motifs are now consid-
ered to be the engraved linear decorations found on vessels from the low-
est strata of Troy-Hissarlik and from certain burial sites on Cyprus. And
how old are these vessels? According to excavation reports, the period
involved was immediately followed by the Mycenaean Age, and according
to the most recent and reliable opinion of scholars in the field, the Myce-
naean Style dates from approximately the second half of the second
millenium B.C.’ Therefore, the engraved geometric decorations from Cy-
prus and Hissarlik cannot be any earlier than the third millenium B.c. Is
this the period then to which we should assign the first invention of pat-
tern in the Mediterranean area? What of the art of the Nile Valley, which
had flowered at least a thousand years earlier and already advanced far
beyond the geometric stage? Obviously, the assumption that the geomet-
ric decorations found on Mediterranean potsherds were borrowed from
textile art is completely arbitrary and unsupported. There is no evidence
available today that dates back even remotely to the age in which the first
pattern came into the world—with the single exception of the discoveries
in the caves of Dordogne, to be discussed shortly. If we are to believe the
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theory that textile technique generated the earliest patterns, then it must
be demonstrated and proven by something other than the potsherds
found around the Mediterranean. And should it turn out that the vase
ornaments in question are indeed based on the technique of weaving,
then the period in which the conversion took place would have to date
back thousands of years earlier than the available vases.*

To be sure, cultures vary enormously in artistic ability—a discrepancy
that can only partially be explained by external conditions such as climate
and geography. However, it is futile to search for a group of people on the
island of Cyprus around 2000 or even 3000 B.Cc. who were ignorant of or
disinterested in design, but who then spontaneously rallied to create two-
dimensional patterns, just as it is futile to interpret the geometric orna-
ments on vases found in the ruins of Assyria or Jerusalem from the period
of the greatest artistic flowering in the Near East as direct translations of
textiles. Moreover, it will be even more difficult than it was in the case of
Mediterranean potsherds to claim the clay and metal objects from the
north and central European Bronze Age, decorated with similar geomet-
ric motifs, as evidence of the direct carryover of linear ornament from
textiles to other materials, since according to epoch-making discoveries
still being made they are even later than, and often dependent upon, the
Mediterranean examples.!

Consequently, there are no monuments to substantiate the period and
the process in which pattern supposedly originated from textile tech-
nique. Nothing proves that the prehistoric finds from the Mediterranean
region and northern Europe represent the earliest artistic activity in those
areas and that there could not have been a totally different kind of art
produced at the same sites even earlier. There is, as a matter of fact,
evidence that directly contradicts the assumption that the Geometric
Style was the earliest style of art in Europe.

We now know beyond a doubt that there were groups of human beings
who developed a highly remarkable form of art even though they never
possessed a textile technology, except for sewn animal skins. They were
apparently able to protect their bodies, to meet the elemental need gener-
ally considered to be the impetus for textile art, supposedly the first and
earliest technique, without resorting to wickerwork enclosures and woven
clothing. These groups of people lived in caves and clothed themselves
with the skins of the animals they hunted. Their low cultural standard can
be gauged from the fact that they sucked the marrow from the bones of the
animals they killed and left the uneaten meat to rot in the caves. We are
confronted by a form of cannibalism. The many needles of animal and fish
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bone that have been discovered show that these cave dwellers were able
to sew skins together using the sinews of animals, as the grooves often
found on leg bones serve to demonstrate. One might be tempted to inter-
pret the zigzag pattern as the spontaneous product of the sewn seam, were
it not for evidence that proves that the cave dwellers were capable of far
greater and much more accomplished things, for these quasi cannibals
with their roughly hewn, unpolished axes, practiced a genuine and un-
questionable form of sculpture.

The carvings (fig. 1) and the engraved reliefs (fig. 2) on animal bones
that have been discovered at several locations in western Europe, espe-
cially in the caves of Aquitaine, and whose authenticity has been largely
established beyond any doubt by the very precise and conscientious
excavations and records of Lartet and Christy, have already been known
and published for a number of decades.* Up until now, however, only
anthropology has taken proper notice of these objects, while art history
has chosen to ignore them. I will admit that Georges Perrot was com-
pletely justified when he explained in his introduction to Histoire de Uart
dans lantiquité® that they were outside the realm of his historical context
and that he was therefore forced to omit them. And it is quite true that, as
far as we can tell at the moment, the discoveries made in Aquitanian caves
have nothing conspicuously in common with the development of antique
art. One can take any one of the oldest ceramic potsherds with geometric
motifs and discover more historical points of contact with later Hellenistic
art there than on the best carved handles and engraved animal figures
from Dordogne. These objects, therefore, apparently represent an iso-
lated development—isolated at least in regard to later Mediterranean art.
On the contrary, the history of antique art usually focuses on the kinds of
art that were either interacting with each other from the very beginning
of the development or began to influence each other over time. It investi-
gates the constant exchanges that went on between East and West, and
how these influences joined forces to produce the ultimate goal of all the
arts of antiquity: the creation of an international Greco-Roman art. And as
far as we know, the art of the cave dwellers of Aquitaine never had any-
thing either directly or indirectly to do with this development.

* Consult in particular E. A. Lartet and H. Christy, Reliquiae Aquitanicae; Being Contri-
butions to the Archaeology and Palaeontology of Périgord and the Adjoining Provinces of
Southern France (London, 1875); furthermore, the Dictionnaire archéologique de la Gaule,
époque celtique, Commission de la Topographie des Gaules (Paris, 1875), from which figures
2, 3, and 6 have been taken; and the concise summary of the enlightened A. Bertrand, La
Gaule avant les gaulois d apres les monuments et les textes (Paris, 1884), the source of figure
1.

% [G. Perrot and C. Chipiez, Histoire de art dans Uantiquité, vol. 1, (Paris, 1882).]
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Even though there seem to be sufficient and compelling reasons to ex-
plain the indifference of historians of ancient art toward the discoveries
from the caves of Dordogne, this is certainly not the case for historians of
the technical arts who, one assumes, are fundamentally and intensely
committed to clarifying the (allegedly technical) origin of art. And here we
have examples of art that date back to a stage of human culture that cannot
even be estimated.® Furthermore, there is no reason to assume that any
of the European and west Asiatic cultures that produced the Geometric
Style were still on the barbaric cultural level represented by the cave
dwellers of Aquitaine. Now, it would be very unfair to the scholars who
are selflessly and conscientiously devoted to the scholarly investigation of
these problems to suggest that the evident difficulty of fitting these figura-
tive carvings and engravings into the theory of the technical-materialist
origin of art is responsible for the undeniable and dogged silence on the
subject. Surely they see these works as expressions of an isolated, bizarre
phenomenon that no one can as yet explain, but that will in time and after
further excavations find a satisfactory interpretation. Those of us who rep-
resent a different point of view, however, and who harbor doubts about
the universal validity of the theory of the technical-materialist origin of art
have a stake in becoming more familiar with what may well be the earliest
artworks ever discovered. And even if a scholar as circumspect and knowl-
edgeable about ornament as Sophus Miiller is capable of saying that “an
interpretation of Paleolithic art will never be able to rise above the level
of uncertain hypotheses because of the meager amount of material,”® our
response is that at least some evidence is finally available—and the
amount could be even more meager than it actually is. The popular theory
of the technical derivations of primal motifs, on the other hand, is left
hanging in midair since its supporting evidence does not date back to this
remote period of origin. Now, what kind of art did the semicannibal cave
dwellers of Aquitaine actually produce?

The best place at present to get an overall impression of the art of the
cave dwellers is in the collection of the Musée des antiquités nationales in
the old castle at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, where almost all of the objects
found to date are exhibited either in the original or in plaster casts. The

®> The problem of whether or not cave art was produced while there were still mammoths
in France, or later, during the period associated with the reindeer, is irrelevant in our case.
No one disputes the fact, which is geologically verified, that the Paleolithic period or Old
Stone Age dates back much earlier than the proto-Greek, Geometric finds treated by classi-
cal archaeology, or the finds from the Bronze Age.

¢S. O. Miiller, Thier-Ornamentik im Norden. Ursprung, Entwicklung, and Verhiiltnis
derselben zu gleichzeitigen Stilarten (Hamburg and Leipzig, 1881), 177.
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material involved is almost exclusively animal bone, mostly reindeer, and
the main technique is carving or engraving. It is very enlightening to ob-
serve the relationship that exists between the techniques of carving and
engraving on these earliest of artworks. There are many fully round
objects, such as handles of weapons or knives carved in the shape of a
reindeer (fig. 1).” There are even
frequent repetitions of the same
motif. Then comes a whole series
of developmental phases during
which the sculptural characteristics
gradually disappear: at first, three-
dimensional sculpture becomes
flattened, then various degrees of
high relief are followed by low re-
lief, finally resulting in pure en-
graving (fig. 2), which is frequently
combined with low relief as one
merges into the other.™

This corresponds exactly to the
natural development established at
the beginning of the chapter in a
purely speculative way. The earli-
est works of art are sculptural; con-
sequently, all artistic activity be-
gins with the direct reproduction of
the actual physical appearance of
natural things in response to an
imitative impulse that has been
spurréd into action by a psychic
process to be described below. Fig. 1. Carved reindeer bone spear
Since things in nature, however, thrower from Laugerie-Basse,
are only seen from one side, relief detail of handle.
sculpture began to satisfy the same
purpose; it renders just enough of the three-dimensional appearance of a
thing to convince the human eye. Subsequently, two-dimensional repre-
sentation was established and led to the idea of the outline. Finally, sculp-
tural qualities were abandoned all together and replaced by drawing.

7 The well-conceived way in which the forelegs conform to the shape of the animal’s torso
without ruining the naturalistic effect deserves considerable attention, according to Lartet,
moreover, this piece remained unfinished.
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Fig. 2. Engraved reindeer bone from La Madeleine.

The most important part of the whole process is undoubtedly the ap-
pearance of the outline, which captures the image of any entity in nature
on any given surface. This is the moment when line, the basic component
of all drawing, all painting, and in fact, all art that is restricted to two
dimensions, was invented. And this was the step that the cave dwellers of
Aquitaine had already taken, even though they had never seen the inter-
woven threads of textile art or felt the need for them. Technical factors
surely played a role as well, even within the process described above, but
it was by no means the leading role that the supporters of the technical-
materialist theory of origin assumed. The impetus did not arise from the
technique but, on the contrary, from the particular artistic impulse. First
came the desire to create the likeness of a creature from nature in lifeless
material, and then came the invention of whatever technique was appro-
priate. A carved reindeer on the hilt of a dagger certainly does not make
it any easier to handle. Therefore, it must have been an immanent artistic
drive, alert and restless for action, that human beings possessed long be-
fore they invented woven protective coverings for their bodies, and that
impelled them to carve bone handles in the shape of reindeer.”

Before proceeding to describe the nature of this drive in more detail,
however, we should take another look at the evolution of two-dimensional
decoration from sculpture in order to show that there is nothing at all
outlandish about our assertion.

For example, a glimpse at ancient Egyptian art, an art that dates back
further into the human past than any other in antiquity, corroborates what
we have just described. The images in the tombs of the Old Kingdom are
painted reliefs en creux. It is only in the art of the Middle Kingdom, such
as in the rock-cut tombs at Beni Hassan, that we encounter pure, two-
dimensional figurative painting, even though the transition from relief to
painting had already begun in the Old Kingdom. Our assertion is further
confirmed when we step back and examine the history of art as a whole.
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Sculpture, for example, has never flourished again as it did in the days of
Pheidias; since the Hellenistic period a more or less strong painterly ele-
ment came to exert itself upon sculpture, indeed emerging as a dominant
trait of the period and its art. The development of modern art convinc-
ingly illustrates that there is no turning back from this order of events, but
that everything gravitates toward the refinement of painting and its
greater potential for representation.®

The techniques employed by the cave dwellers of Aquitaine are not,
strictly speaking, peculiar to the so-called applied arts and crafts but are
much more characteristic of so-called fine art, namely figurative sculp-
ture. This fact reveals how senseless and unjustifiable it is from the schol-
arly point of view to make such a distinction. The same is true for content,
since as we have seen, cave art consists mostly of reproductions of crea-
tures from nature, not insignificant, “purely ornamental” two-dimensional
designs. The animals depicted on the various implements were either a
source of food or a source of danger: reindeer, horses, bison, goats, cattle,
bear, and fish. We also find the human figure, both engraved and in the
round, but rendered much more awkwardly than the animals: an ubiqui-
tous phenomenon in primitive art.?

The objects discovered in the caves of Dordogne, therefore, over-
whelmingly contradict the general assumption that the purely practical
technique of weaving represents the first creative activity, since they are
executed specifically in the kind of techniques where the subject and artis-
tic content are already determined before the material is worked. The
reason for shaping the material into an animal, whether in three or two
dimensions, was purely artistic and decorative. The intention was specifi-
cally to decorate the tools. It is the urge to decorate that is one of the most
elementary of human drives, more elementary in fact than the need to
protect the body. This is not the first time such a proposition has been
made; Semper himself expressed it several times.® It is thus even more
difficult to understand why, in the face of all this evidence, the origin of
creative activity is still believed to postdate the invention of the tech-
niques used to create protection for the body. Do we not still encounter
Polynesian tribes today who do without any form of clothing, while they
tattoo their bodies from head to toe, thereby making full use of linear

* He states in the same passage cited above from Der Stil (1:213): “The art of covering the
nakedness of the body (excluding the painting of the body itself [Riegl’s emphasis]) is pre-
sumably a later invention than the use of protective surfaces for shelters and spatial enclo-
sures.” Der Stil contains the statement: “. . . the adornment of the body itself for cultural,
philosophical reasons initially activates the sense of beauty” (2:466).

31



CHAPTER 1

decorative motifs? Unfortunately, we have no way of knowing whether
the cave dwellers of Aquitaine tattooed their skin as well; there is, at any
rate, no evidence for it on their representations of human figures. We
know for certain, however, that they wore jewelry. Otherwise, what
would have been the purpose of the large number of perforated cattle and
bear teeth found in caves partially engraved with animals except to be
strung on a sinew or strip of raffia and worn around the neck? Here people
are already following the elementary artistic principle of arranging things
in rows and, moreover, without any inspiration from crisscrossed fibers,
since the cave dwellers apparently had not felt the need to invent and
practice the technique of weaving. The same goes for symmetry. Already
Lartet and Bertrand noted symmetrically arranged ornaments in relief on
a tool that Lartet believed was used for scooping out marrow.' However,
there are also ornaments on the objects produced by the Aquitanian cave
dwellers, which are based on pure rhythm and abstract symmetry. In
other words, there are also examples of the linear motifs of the Geometric
Style.

Zigzag lines occur on engraved reindeer bones (fig. 3)."! They are ar-
ranged in rhythmic variations of the so-called fish-bone pattern, which
include sets of three dashes alternating with each other, networks of
crossed lines (the pattern supposedly most closely connected to weaving),
and crosses arranged on their sides in rows, as well as many others. They
have obviously not been copied from nature but are purely decorative
patterns intended to adorn a given surface. Their creation was guided by
the same desire to decorate, or horror vacui, that informed the animal
images. It is important to note, however, that these geometric “patterns”
are far fewer in number than the animal images. Whoever agrees that this
preference for animal images is not accidental must concede that they
predate geometric patterns and acknowledge that the creative drive in

¢ Semper’s statement in Der Stil (1:92), contradicts what was quoted above: “The motifs on
the skin of these people consist of painted or tattoed threads. . .” He mitigates this contradic-
tion by explaining that tattooing might not be characteristic of a primitive, but of a more
advanced state of culture. This assumption, once again, only makes sense within the context
of Semper’s frequently expressed idea about the perfect original state of the human race.
How does this idea, however, fit in with the theory of evolution and its accompanying techni-
cal-materialist theory of the origin of art?

0 Bertrand, La Gaule avant les gaulois (66): “. . . porte des ornements en relief disposés
symétriquement et d’'un trés bon goiit.” See also Lartet and Christy, Reliquiae Aquitanicae.

U Publications to date have naturally devoted considerably less attention to geometric
decoration than to the astonishing carvings. Figure 3 is a relatively good example of the ones
published in the Dictionnaire archéologique de la Gaule; however, the patterns on the ob-
jects not yet published are far better and much stronger than the perfunctory zigzag in figure
3.

«
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Fig. 3. Marrow spoon of
graved decoration from
Laugerie- Basse.

primitive people initially expressed itself
primarily in sculpture. How then did these
patterns come into being? The cave dwell-
ers were obviously not familiar with the
crisscrossed fibers and threads of the weav-
ing technique that are supposed to have
provided the model. But there is really no
need to assume this familiarity in the first
place, since we have already described how
the cave dwellers” experience with- sculp-
ture might have led them to invent the line,
which is the basic component of all two-
dimensional drawing and surface decora-
tion. The invention of line apparently took
place during the natural course of an essen-
tially artistic process. Consequently, the
cave dwellers were already well acquainted
with lines. All they needed to do was to
arrange them according to the principles of
rhythm and symmetry with which, as we
have likewise seen, they were just as famil-
iar. Anyone who can string bear’s teeth into
a necklace can do the same with engraved
lines. The Geometric Style of the cave
dwellers of Aquitaine, therefore, was not
the material product of a handicraft but the
pure fruit of an elementary artistic desire for
decoration.

All of art history presents itself as a con-
tinuous struggle with material; it is not the
tool—which is determined by the tech-

nique—but the artistically creative idea that strives to expand its creative
realm and increase its formal potential. Why should this situation, which
obtains throughout the history of art, have been any different during its

initial stages?

The surviving cultural data concerning the artistic activity of the earli-
est, apparently semicannibal people does not require us in any way to
assume a technical-materialist origin for art, and especially for decorative
motifs of the Geometric Style: in fact, the evidence directly contradicts

such an origin.
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In light of this conclusion, it is no longer necessary to speculate about
how, for example, one geometric motif or another arose spontaneously
from one of the weaving techniques and then was applied to another mate-
rial in a different technique. We have already seen that weaving by itself
could not satisfactorily account for the origin of all geometric ornaments in
every case, and that other techniques had to be pressed into service, espe-
cially metalworking, which presupposes a relatively advanced level of cul-
ture. We will be examining specific examples of this kind of scholarship in
the following chapters. However, because at this point we have only dealt
with the weaving techniques, which dominate the whole controversy,
we will now turn to the one and only concrete attempt ever made to ex-
plain in more than simple generalities precisely how geometric ornamen-
tal motifs may have been transferred from weaving techniques to other
materials, in this instance, specifically to ceramics.

During the July session of 1890 of the Berliner Archiologischen Ge-
sellschaft, Kekulé made a preliminary report, which he intended to follow
up with a more detailed account. To date, nothing further has appeared
beyond the minutes of the meeting, which were later published in the
society’s Anzeiger."* Since the limited context unfortunately allowed for
little more than generalizations, the following response remains general
as well.

Kekulé began with the ethnological premise that basket weaving was
practiced considerably earlier than pottery making. He found that “within
the so-called Mycenaean style on so-called Dipylon and Cypriote vases
and related examples, as well as on ancient Rhodian and Melian ceramic
vessels and the like, shapes resembling baskets often coincide with deco-
ration analogous to that of basketry.” As a result, he went on to conclude
that “the first definite models for the vases and their decoration were ac-
tual baskets and basket-weaving motifs.” Kekulé almost seems to place
more weight on the derivation of the shapes of the vases, which he insists
directly imitate baskets, than on the origin of the geometric ornaments
from basket-weaving motifs. The woven objects he cites as evidence are,
of course, almost without exception of more recent date, although rather
comprehensive.

First of all, even though the ethnological premise assumed by Kekulé
may have some merit, the issue is far from settled. I for one would not feel
the least bit inhibited if I were suddenly asked to model, as best I could,

12 R, Kekulé, “Ursprung der Form und Ornament der iltesten griechischen und vor-
griechischen Vasen,” Sitzungsberichte der Archiologischen Gesellschaft, in Archdolog-
ischer Anzeiger (July 1890): 106-7.
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wet clay into a vessel that looked something like a cupped hand or a hollow
gourd. On the other hand, I would surely be at a complete loss if I were
expected to weave a basket. Furthermore, the baskets used as evidence
by Kekulé are not indisputably the earliest examples of their kind or of a
primitive stage of basket weaving. Just as there is an art of pottery making,
there is also an art of basket weaving, and it is in this category that the
exotic examples of basketry cited by Kekulé belong. He is unquestionably
justified in praising their beauty and their sensitive style; however, their
complicated, diagonally woven patterns are obviously not the result of
pure technique. Nevertheless, let us assume for a moment that human
beings actually did weave baskets before they modeled clay bowls. Even
in this case, would baskets have been the only available prototypes for
ceramic vessels, or could something else have served this purpose? The
main function of clay pots, which distinguishes them from baskets, was to
store liquids. Forerunners in nature with the same function include the
cupped hand and fruit rinds; therefore, there were already models with
rounded shapes available for clay pots even without the help of baskets.
Furthermore, rounding off clay vessels made them easier to handle even
before the invention of the potter’s wheel finally established the circular
form as a “technical” postulate. Indeed, a four-sided shape is more appro-
priate to basketry technique than to ceramics. Now we reach a point
where, regrettably, the minutes of the meeting provide only a spotty ac-
count of Kekulé’s ideas. He states that, “one can easily conceive of other
shapes for clay vessels that would be just as appropriate as the ones that
have in fact been selected and developed; moreover, the aesthetic expla-
nations for these shapes that have been advanced are inadequate.” My
only response is that the section in Der Stil to which Kekulé is obviously
referring remains, in my opinion, one of the most persuasive chapters in
Semper’s work, particularly because Semper did not just pursue “aes-
thetic interpretations” but also took into account the factor of experience
in quite a direct and convincing manner. Undoubtedly, Kekulé had some-
thing very definite in mind when he made this statement, and this is why
it is so important that his observations be published in full and made avail-
able to the public. The only two points he does make are not difficult to
refute. He goes on to claim that “in basket weaving, for example, it is
perfectly natural to take the main round part of the vessel, which is open
at the top and narrower at the bottom, turn it upside down, and repeat it
on a smaller scale for the base; the same shape is then repeated a second
time to serve as a lid, surmounted by a knotted button of raffia—there is
no real reason for the potter to choose these very forms.” First of all, vases
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with foot rings are simply more stable than those without them; they are
required on baskets as well as on vases for obvious practical reasons. Sec-
ond, as difficult as it may be for us today to reconstruct the thinking of
primitive potters, it would be far more difficult for us to come up with a lid
that would be more natural to the potter than the one described above.
The following statement is just as farfetched: “No potter could ever have
independently come up with the flatly rounded handle forms which, for
example, are conspicuous on ancient Boeotian bowls.™

Enough said about the relationship of the earliest vase shapes to bas-
kets. Let us now turn to the problem of how the most common ornamental
vase motifs were derived from those of basket-weaving. Unfortunately,
Kekulé’s remarks on the subject are even more meager than they were in
regard to shape. “The mere outward appearance of the ornament on many
handles plainly points to its origin.” This, as it turns out, is the most spe-
cific comment in the entire report; the handles referred to here are the
ones sculpted or painted to resemble twisted rope and frequently seen,
for example, on beaked pitchers and anthropoid vessels, though by no
means on the very earliest, truly prehistoric vases. No reasonable person
will deny that the transfer of motifs from one medium to another did occur
from time to time. However, such transfers were surely the products of
more mature and refined stages of artistic development already involved
in exploiting the rich variety of available formal and technical possibilities;
they were not the necessary result of an imitative stage of art struggling to
rise above its humble beginnings. Let me repeat what I have said before:
almost all of the surviving vases that Kekulé used as the basis for his inves-
tigations are relatively late and do not come remotely close to prehistoric
times. How likely is it that the Mycenaeans, who were capable of elabo-
rate metalwork, would have taken the time to copy forms and ornaments
produced by the most primitive handicrafts? And to think that the Dipy-
lon Style is later than Mycenaean art! Even if there were sufficient evi-
dence to prove that the forms and ornaments in question could only have
originated on woven baskets, it would still be nothing short of miraculous
that ceramics should cling tenaciously and atavistically to them from a
presumed primitive period right up to the illustrious centuries of Myce-
naean culture. We have, however, discovered basket-weaving motifs on
the bone carvings of a people who had no knowledge of and no need for
the art of weaving, just as we found by purely speculative deduction that
two-dimensional combinations of lines based on the principles of rhythm
and symmetry do not have to be inspired by the physical stimulus of a
woven mat in order to come into being."
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Although I must admit that I am not persuaded by Kekulé’s argument,
at least not by the abridged version currently available, I do not in the
least intend to deny his significant and enlightening investigations the
respect that they deserve.

The existence of a repertory of ornamental forms, which are, of
course, predominantly of technical origin and derived mainly from
the weaving techniques as well as from braiding and embroidery, has
often been assumed. Next comes the bronze technique, and from
these various techniques arose a bewildering number of individual
ornaments and systems of ornament, which have either been col-
lected and transmitted by a particular ethnic group or gathered grad-
ually into an abstract repertory of forms in some other manner, and
were then available for a variety of uses. This abstract repertory of
forms was then quite superficially applied at will to the surface of clay
vessels.

The condemnation of the twenty-year hunt for techniques contained in
these words of Kekulé represents the most substantial advance in the field
of classical archaeology that has been made since Conze first made clear
the importance of the geometric category of early Greek vases.

The question still remains as to why purely geometric “patterns” or
linear decorations have survived so persistently on textile products like
weaving and wickerwork right into our own time. It is no doubt because
these patterns are best suited to textile technique, or better said, because
it is more difficult in these techniques to go beyond angular, linear pat-
terns. As is well known, weaving in particular finally did succeed in creat-
ing roughly rounded shapes: the human artistic impulse has always aimed
unswervingly at transcending technical limitations. At the same time,
however, the geometric patterns that could be executed with less effort
remained continuously in use, particularly in minor arts. The late antique
weaving workshops in Egypt are a good example. There was no curvilin-
ear form that the Egyptians could not execute, and yet it is always the
Gamma, the Tau, and other geometric patterns that decorate hems and
simple borders, especially on the less prominent parts that served mainly
as binding or neutral trimming. This was not because they were throw-
backs to the erstwhile primary, weaving motifs but simply because they
were the easiest and simplest motifs to represent.

Rectilinear geometric motifs arranged according to the principles of
thythm and symmetry do indeed seem to be most appropriate for the
simpler types of textile art. This does not at all imply, however, that these
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patterns were originally peculiar to textile technology alone, which then,
so to speak, gave birth to them. No one today is in a position to say
whether the earliest linear ornaments, as they appear, for instance, on the
tools of Aquitanian cave dwellers, were first incised on bones, carved into
wood or fruit rinds, or tattooed on the skin.

Contrary to current opinion, I do not find it at all unnatural that the
geometric decoration of the so-called Bronze Age should have succeeded
the figurative carvings and engravings of the Stone Age.'? Once the possi-
bilities of line and of its various rhythmic and symmetrical combinations
on a plane were recognized, it is easy to understand why they were partic-
ularly singled out for surface decoration: they were simply easier to create
than the silhouettes of animals or human beings. Moreover, figurative
shapes could still be executed in sculpture. However, the simpler, more
easily-rendered ornaments readily sufficed as decoration for the countless
tools and vessels required by advancing civilization, especially for ceramic
examples. These included the geometric motifs, which were first incised
and then sketched in paint on ceramic vases. It was not until the next great
stage of artistic development that the Geometric Style was abandoned or
at least relegated to cheap, mass-produced objects. One of the distin-
guishing characteristics of this next stage is the introduction of ornamental
vegetal motifs. What is extremely enlightening to note in the context of
our present discussion is that once plants were established in the reper-
tory of decorative motifs, they—the lotus especially—were immediately
geometricized, and clearly because of the technical and artistic advan-
tages inherent in two-dimensional shapes. Animal and human images
were occasionally reduced to the Geometric Style even earlier than vege-
tal motifs. The works produced by the cave dwellers, which we examined
earlier, however, prove beyond a doubt that these geometric stylizations
were not simply a result of technical necessity or inability; these works
aimed unmistakably to capture as much as possible the actual appearance
of animals and human beings in the silhouette. Originally, human beings

12 Hjalmar Stolpe seems to have discovered an analogous process in the ornament of cer-
tain Polynesian island people: first, human figures carved out of wood are increasingly styl-
ized. Finally, the various parts of the figures, which have been reduced to geometric lines,
are used as independent motifs that can be repeated and rhythmically arranged in rows.
Stolpe’s article first appeared in the Swedish journal Ymer and then, translated into German,
in Mittheilungen der Wiener Anthropologischen Gesellschaft pamphlets 1 and 2, (1892).
Stolpe’s tendency to concentrate on narrow, isolated aspects of ornament for his studies and
to temporarily ignore large, universal issues seems to me to be the only sensible thing to do
in a field like ethnology where only a small amount of rather unsystematic work has been
done in regard to art. For this reason, the results of his research, as recorded in the article
I have cited, are quite admirable.
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and animals were consciously stylized into linear patterns, just as geomet-
ric ornaments were conscious combinations of lines arranged according to
the principles of symmetry and rhythm.® That is why it is incorrect, as one
is often inclined to interpret geometricized figures like those of the Dipy-
lon vases or the art of primitive peoples as the vestigial remains of a sup-
posedly primal geometric style arising from textile technique. On the con-
trary, geometricized figures, no less than pure geometric shapes, were
the result of an artistic process that had already progressed beyond any
primary state, a process that was by no means primitive.*

The use of geometric configurations for symbolic purposes represents a
doubly advanced stage of development. Because of the sensual character
of all primitive nature religions, it is certain that symbols such as the swas-
tika were originally associated with actual prototypes in nature. There-
fore, the geometric stylization of natural forms in art must have preceded
the formation of symbols. Seen in this light, symbolism may have origi-
nally been nothing more than fetishism. Whereas fetishes are either ob-
jects appropriated from nature itself or, if manufactured, still retain the
appearance of something in nature, symbols very often lose their resem-
blance to nature through geometric stylization. This is why it is so difficult
to distinguish ornament from symbol, a problem that has received little
attention to date, and then almost exclusively from dilettantes. The prob-
lem opens up a vast field of potential research for astute scholars, although
at the moment it appears doubtful whether anyone will ever succeed in
finding any satisfying solution.' "

Now that we have completed this digression into the obscure intermedi-
ate period between the creation of geometric decorative forms (artistic
level of the cave dwellers) and their refined use in proto-Greek styles, let
us return to our main theme. We can now discard the second of the two
propositions generally considered valid for the Geometric Style, the claim
that most geometric motifs originated from the textile techniques of wick-
erwork and weaving in a purely practical, materialist way. Do we really
lose much by doing so? The theory, now hopelessly outdated, has never
been able to explain the actual source of the pleasure that human beings,
according to the proposition, derived from the rhythmic interweaving of
threads; nor does it explain what induced them to repeat the patterns in
other materials even when it was no longer technically necessary. As a

 Noteworthy attempts in this direction, among others, have been made by H. R. Hein,
Miander, Kreuze, Hakenkreuze und urmotivische Wirbelornamente in Amerika (Vienna,
1891).
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result, the whole theory appears simply as a function of the materialist
worldview and its physical-material explanation of human intellectual ex-
pression. It is an attempt to advance this view a step further. But why take
such a step at all only to have to admit finally that it will not reveal the true
nature of the issue? Our counter argument has rested from the very outset
on the assumption that whatever capacity allows human beings to take
pleasure in formal beauty—a phenomenon we can no more define than
the proponents of the technical-materialist theory of evolution—also ena-
bled them to create combinations of geometric lines freely and independ-
ently without the intervention of material factors, the emphasis on such
factors ultimately does nothing to clarify the situation; at most it serves
only to confirm in some small way the seeming validity of the materialist
worldview.

In order to avoid any misunderstanding, I would like to stress once
again that I consider Gottfried Semper in no way responsible for the sub-
sequent interpretation and extension of his ideas as described above. He
was not at all intent on finding the supreme materialist explanation for the
earliest forms of human artistic expression. His cherished theory, advanc-
ing a principle of dressing as the origin of all architecture, caused him to
exaggerate the status of textile arts over other media, something that we
can no longer prudently accept. Following his own line of thinking, he
began to describe primitive stages of art in terms of textile concepts and
aesthetic distinctions such as cover and border, which can only be applied
to more advanced and refined periods of artistic activity. Therefore, we
must subsequently return to Semper’s overestimation of textile art in
more detail; notwithstanding, the passage in Der Stil that discusses the
topic is still well worth reading, even if it is no longer authoritative.
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¢

The Heraldic Style

The common identification of textile ornament with surface decoration as
a whole has resulted in a further set of misconceptions. One of the most
deeply rooted of these, which still commands boundless respect today,
involves the system of ornament based on the symmetrical grouping of
opposed pairs.

Ernst Curtius’ was the first to distinguish between a Carpet Style and
Heraldic Style. He defined the Carpet Style as the kind of surface decora-
tion where, for example, animals are arranged in regular rows that in turn
are superimposed one above the other. The Heraldic Style, on the other
hand, consists of paired animals arranged symmetrically to either side of
an intervening central element.

What Curtius calls the Carpet Style actually has nothing to do either
with textile art generally or with tapestries and carpets in particular.'* The
most obvious means of decorating any given surface (and it need not be a
woven one) is to divide the area into a number of horizontal registers and
then to arrange the various ornaments within them. Historically, this dec-
orative arrangement in registers already occurs in ancient Egypt in the
rows of figurative scenes arranged one above the other on the walls of
tombs as well as in Assyrian art,® and it recurs repeatedly in the most
highly developed styles of later periods.® In order to justify the term Car-

'E. Curtius, “Uber Wappengebrauch und Wappenstil im griechischen Alterthum,”

Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin, Philologisch-historische Klasse. Abhandlungen
(1874): 53-120.

* [Both Riegl and Curtius had in mind a programmed setup of harnesses and treadling that
can be used to repeat similar designs along the width of the warp usually on a horizontal
loom. They saw such an apparatus as essential to the production of tapestries and Sassanian
Persian silks. Riegl then contrasted this relatively mechanical technique, which is more accu-
rately described as overshot pattern weaving, to that of Gobelin, where each color of the weft
is set in by hand to produce free designs oriented to the length of the warp and usually
produced on a vertical loom. This distinction must be kept in mind, because the present use
of the word “tapestry” in English is almost exclusively associated with the freer Gobelin
technique. ]

? For example, see Sir A. H. Layard, The Monuments of Nineveh: From Drawings Made
on the Spot by Austen Henry Layard, vol. 1 (London, 1849), pl. 23, on the lower part of the
garment of the figure furthest to the right, with individual, purely geometric motifs.

* According to T. Schreiber, Die Wiener Brunnenreliefs aus Palazzo Grimani, Eine Studie
iiber die bildende Kunst in Alexandrien (Leipzig, 1888), 84, this kind of decorative arrange-
ment in registers was also standard for Hellenistic decorative art.
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pet Style, one must first demonstrate that this type of decoration was first
applied to textiles of this kind. But if, in keeping with the discussion in
chapter one, we abandon the unproven and dogmatic proposition that
weaving techniques gave rise to the earliest surface decoration, then a
history of ornament can be written that accords no more importance to the
various kinds of weaving than, for example, to mural painting, engraving,
enameling, and the like. It would therefore be just as permissible—and
perhaps more justified—to speak of the decorative arrangement in regis-
ters as the Carved Style or the Engraved Style, since human beings had
been decorating surfaces in these techniques for at least as long as they
had been using the medium of carpet weaving.?

As regards the symmetrical grouping of pairs of animals and the like
about a central element, Curtius expressly states that his study of Sas-
sanian textiles prompted him to trace the origin of the Heraldic Style, no
less than the Carpet Style, back to the art of weaving.* The proof, as he
sees it, comes from the technical requirements of the color worker (by
which he obviously meant the weaver), who also seeks, for technical rea-
sons, to fill up a surface as much as possible with a constantly repeating
pattern that avoids long, loose threads on the back and exposes the pre-
cious weft threads on the right side. There are, however, examples of
Orientalizing Greek vase painting and metalwork that exhibit the same
heraldic arrangement of the main motif, as well as backgrounds that are
amply filled with designs.

Such heraldic ornament occurs quite frequently on Assyrian works of
art (fig. 4),% and since early Greek art was demonstrably receptive to Ori-
ental influences, the conclusions that classical archaeology naturally drew
from Curtius’s hypothesis readily emerged. One of the more renowned
classicists, who is also most familiar with the related material in the an-
cient Near East, recently summarized the prevailing scholarly opinion on
the subject as follows: “The typology of ancient Near Eastern imagery

* E. Curtius, “Das archaische Bronzerelief aus Olympia, " Akademie der Wissenschaften
zu Berlin. Abhandlungen 3 (1879): 23. The esteemed “Nestor” [senior member] of the Berlin
School of Archeology, which has made so many brilliant contributions, must forgive me if [
refer to papers that he wrote quite a while ago and that may perhaps no longer represent his
present opinions. These essays, however, as subsequent literature has shown, have been
widely influential in archaeology, so that I have no other recourse but to refer to the author
who first brought the theme to public attention. Moreover, the context of my remarks in this
and the previous chapter clearly demonstrate my conviction that the theory set up by Curtius
about the Tapestry Style and the Heraldic Style, among others, is rooted in the general trend
of the time. In this respect, this highly respected scholar has done us a service in carrying
such notions to their logical conclusions, for only in this way, can one clarify the ideas fur-
ther.

> From Layard, The Monuments of Nineveh, vol. 1, pl. 45, no. 3 [from the garment of a
eunuch represented in the reliefs of Room G in the Northwest palace at Nimrud].
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Fig. 4. Assyrian relief from Nimrud, engraved detail of
Heraldic Style composition with winged bulls.

depends, for the most part, on the woven patterns of the great wall hang-
ings, as do many of the stylistic features of its sculpture: the exaggerated
contouring of the muscles, for example, is most naturally explained in this
way.”® We shall also have to investigate whether this proposition can be
justified historically or whether there may be another way of explaining
the basis of these phenomena.

How do we know that the Assyrians were already so skilled at the art of
weaving that they could execute textiles designed with pairs of animals in
the Heraldic Style? And, moreover, are we truly dealing here with the
“art” of weaving in the full sense of the word? Was this the kind of weaving
that produced figures of any desired shape by means of the shuttle in
combination with a complicated setup of harnesses? It is only this kind of
relatively mechanical weaving that has a need for the symmetrical repeti-
tion of individual figures, as Curtius’ quite rightly observed in the case of
Sassanian silks. :

Curtius’s supposition is based on observations of Assyrian reliefs. There
the borders of the robes of several kings, particularly those of Assurnasir-
pal at Nimrud, are decorated with a series of heraldic groups consisting of
pairs of animals, human beings, and fabulous creatures arranged accord-
ing to a scheme also found on Sassanian silks. As a result, Curtius con-
cluded that the direct, autochthonous prototypes of the heraldic groups
were woven silks. Semper had also characterized the wall reliefs of the
Assyrian royal palaces as “tapestries in stone”;” yet he was considerably
more cautious in his technical explanation of the animals arranged in the
Heraldic Style. As a craftsman, he no doubt sensed the pitfalls of Curtius’s

8 Schreiber, Wiener Brunnenreliefs, 37.
" Apparently under A. Pabst’s (Cologne) expert guidance.
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assertion, for he interpreted the depictions on Assyrian garments not as
woven works but as embroideries,® a much more plausible idea, since in
that case the technical execution would present far fewer difficulties.

The hypothesis of the origin of the Heraldic Style from an ancient
Assyrian weaving industry becomes even more untenable in light of re-
cent inquiry into the textile art of antiquity. The leading technique by far
was Gobelin.® Numerous woven pieces with figures arranged in precisely
the same kind of heraldic symmetry, though in a more classical style, have
been discovered in Coptic burials of late antique and early Islamic Egypt
(fig. 5). The silk weaving from the same excavations, however, still ap-
peared to be at a rather low stage of development during late antiquity.
Essenwein reports the following in regard to one of the late antique silks
now in the possession of the Germanisches Museum: “It is easy to see how
the weaver wrapped each thread around the warp threads individually,
and it could almost be said that the work was done more with the needle
than with the shuttle. Once we recognize the greater proportion of hand-
work to mechanical work in the execution of the woven piece, then its
many irregularities are no longer puzzling.” At that time silk had only
recently begun to be processed outside the Far East, and in no case does
our information go back to the time of the ancient Near Eastern monar-
chies. There is no proof of an uninterrupted technical continuity between
the alleged ancient Assyrian silk industry and that of the Sassanian period,
of course, the expansion of the Hellenistic and Roman culture lies be-
tween them stylistically, and although this culture originated and devel-
oped under direct contact with ancient Oriental art, it was nevertheless
very skillful at fully adapting the luxurious arts of the Orient to its own
standards.

The principle of the Heraldic Style, which consists of absolute, bilateral
symmetry, actually played a very decisive role in late antique art, proba-
bly because of the diminishing creative energies of the period. Hellenistic
art had observed only relative symmetry in decoration and avoided the
monotony of absolute symmetry whenever possible. It is therefore hard to
understand why the heraldic system of ornament on Sassanian silks seems
so exotically Asiatic, so completely and totally non-Western to us. Though
initially difficult, the mastery of the technique of tapestry weaving seems
to have progressed rapidly by the end of antiquity. This no doubt

8 G. Semper, Der Stil in den technischen Kiinsten: oder praktischer Asthetik (Munich,
1878-1879), 1:325.

® The heraldic animals on the Assyrian kings’ robes were, in all probability, executed in
this technique. [See annotation d to chapter 2 for alternative possibilities.]
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stemmed from the urgent need to develop an appropriate technique for
the new raw material—silk—something of paramount importance, since
the antique Gobelin technique was totally unsuitable for weaving silk, as
I have discussed elsewhere.'” The ornamental system of the Heraldic
Style, which had again become widespread, possessed those important
advantages for silk weaving that Curtius has also pointed out; it is surely
for this reason, and not because of a supposed Assyrian weaving tradition,
that we find this type of decorative device used so widely for silk fabrics,
from the late antique period (fig. 5) into the later Middle Ages. The tech-
nique had not given rise to the scheme, for the scheme already existed and
was simply adopted because of its eminent suitability to this type of weav-
ing, which then went on to exploit the pattern for its own purposes.
Because Egyptian late antique textiles are evidently so important for
clarifying the questions surrounding the Heraldic Style, fig. 5 reproduces

Fig. 5. Late antique Egyptian textile appliqué
from the cemetery at Saqqara.

! See B. Bucher, Geschichte der technischen Kiinste. Im Verein mit Justus Brinckman
(Stuttgart, 1875), 3:361F.
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a leaf-shaped appliqué for a garment from these excavations, now in the
collection of the Osterreiches Museum fiir Angewandte Kunst.!! Almost
all of the essential parts of the pattern are arranged symmetrically: in the
upper half there are figures flanking a central three-leafed flower; below
are two skiffs, each containing two fishermen, as well as various fish and
leafy plants in the water. And yet the technique does not at all demand the
symmetrical arrangement in which the appliqué has been worked. As the
ribbed texture clearly discernible in the reproduction reveals, this is not
an example of the kind of silk weaving that is based on repeating the same
treadling and sheds at short intervals. It is instead a very simple piece of
handicraft that has no interest in technical shortcuts, because there are
none in this particular technique. Therefore, the idea for the symmetrical
design preceded its execution in thread, not the other way around. Sym-
metrically decorated woven patches are, moreover, not rare among the
handwork in question.!?

Is there really anything that compels us to reverse the situation and
derive the Heraldic Style from the technique of fine weaving, as Curtius
and others have done? Human beings had already been aware of the prin-
ciple of symmetry, which lies at the basis of the scheme; they had ex-
ploited it in art long before the Assyrians founded their great monarchies.
As we have seen in the previous chapter, the cave dwellers were already
aware of it: the entire Geometric Style is nothing other than abstract
rhythm and abstract symmetry. As soon as plants entered the domain of
ornament, all efforts concentrated on making them appear symmetrical.
The following chapter will present some of the results of these efforts,
such as the symmetrical profile view of the lotus, the symmetrical frontal
view of the rosette, and a third kind of projection, which will be referred
to as the combined view of the equally symmetrical palmette. Now what
happens to symmetry in the depiction of animals? The frontal view of
humans and animals is, of course, bilaterally symmetrical, but at least as
far as animals are concerned, this view is less characteristic. This view is
also much too difficult for the primitive artist to depict on a flat surface
because of the necessary foreshortening involved. For these reasons, art-
ists chose the more characteristic profile view which, although it dis-
penses with symmetry, does exist roughly in one plane. There were still

U A, Riegl, Die dgyptischen Textilfunde im Kaiserlich-Koniglich Osterreichisches Museum
fiir Kunst und Industrie. Allgemeine Charakteristik und Katalog, no. 416, (Vienna, 1889)
[now the Osterreichisches Museum fiir Angewandte Kunst]. The piece is significant for its
content as well, since it is one of the extremely rare examples of the survival of ancient
Egyptian art forms into later antiquity.

12 Bucher, Geschichte der technischen Kiinste, vol. 2, figs. 356, 357.
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two possible decorative arrangements for the profile views of animals.?
First, the animals could be repeated simply and rhythmically in rows one
behind the other with no attention paid to symmetry at all; such is the case
with Curtius’s so-called Carpet Style. Secondly, the animals could be
placed in pairs opposite each other in absolute bilateral symmetry, and
moreover, whenever possible, to either side of an equally symmetrical
median for which a plant motif was best suited. This is roughly the way we
should explain the Assyrian beasts grouped in pairs to either side of the
so-called “sacred tree” (fig. 4) rather than by relying on a technique whose
role is in no way certain.

Symmetry thus proves to be an immanent postulate of all decorative
art, ingrained in human beings since the very beginning of artistic activ-
ity. The Chinese were aware of it, as were the ancient Egyptians, and
not only in regard to geometric ornament, despite attempts to deny them
this knowledge. And so, for example, two rams symmetrically grouped
around a tree already appear in the Sixth Dynasty of the Old Kingdom,**
more than a thousand years before the construction of the Assyrian royal
palaces. The early maturation and isolation of both ancient Egyptian
and Chinese art, followed by the relative stagnation of these age-old
cultures during their later phases, may explain why neither of them went
beyond a modest observation of symmetry in their figurative composi-
tions. However, a people in a position to build upon the achievements of
other cultures and respond to new impulses could appreciate the artistic
significance of symmetry instantly and more keenly. This was the case
with the Assyrians; from the outset they clearly understood the difference
between a covering and its edging, between field and border, contents
and frame, and they were also capable of taking complete, practical advan-
tage of these distinctions. Unfortunately, we do not have the means at
present to evaluate the earlier contribution of their relatives, the Babylo-
nians. But is it really necessary to conjure up a textile industry in order to

explain how this culture came to practice the symmetrical Heraldic
Style?

% But with no descriptive or objective significance intended, as for example, with the
herds of animals on ancient Egyptian tomb reliefs.

“R. Lepsius, Denkmiler aus Agypten und Athiopien nach den Zeichnungen der von
Seiner Majestit dem Kénige von Preussen Friedrich-Wilhelm IV nach diesen Lindern gesen-
deten in den Jahren 1842-1845 angefiihrten wissenschaftlichen Expedition, (Berlin, 1849
1856), Abtheilung 4, Blitter 108, 111.

47



CHAPTER 3
%

The Introduction of
Vegetal Ornament and the

Development of the
Ornamental Tendril

Today it is difficult to say which natural domain, animals or plants, posed
the greater difficulties to those who first attempted to reproduce their
outline upon a flat surface. Since the components of plants are absolutely
static, it might seem easier, at least to the casual observer, to arrive at a
characteristic image of a plant than of an animal that is always changing its
position. The various parts of plants, however, are no more planimetric
than those of the quadrupeds which first attracted human attention.
Therefore, in order for plants to be drawn or engraved on stone, bone, or
clay, they first had to be stylized. This is apparent in the earliest known
representations of plants. Leaves, which in nature radiate around the
stem, are depicted on a flat surface either symmetrically branching off to
the right and left of an upright stalk as if seen from above, even though
they are normally seen in profile. This two-dimensional stylization re-
mained in force until the discovery of perspective, modeling, and propor-
tion gradually made it possible to create the illusion of space and volume
on a flat plane.

As the prehistoric finds discovered thus far indicate, however, and con-
trary to what we might expect, human beings attempted to draw animals
before they drew plants. The carved reindeer bones found in the caves of
Dordogne have yielded only one single instance of motifs (fig. 6) that can
be construed as flowers because of their rosettelike shapes, in contrast to
the striking number of animal images.' Ethnologists have made similar
observations about the art of modern primitive cultures. Geometric

! Were it not for the high quality craftsmanship of cave art, astonishing as it is in view of
the early date and the primitive cultural circumstances, one could point to the inherent
difficulty involved in carving the complicated parts of plants as opposed to the relatively
simple shapes of animals. The discussion in chapter 1 has shown that sculpture was the oldest
technique. Its almost exclusive use of animal imagery may have created a tradition which
then led to the initial exclusion of vegetal motifs in subsequent two-dimensional media.
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ornament and animal imagery always pre-
cede the depiction of plants. Some rela-
tively highly-developed systems of orna-
ment like that of the Incas seem to have had
no plant imagery at all. This phenomenon
may well be explained by the fact that ani-
mals, active and moving about at will, en-
gaged the attention of human beings to a far
greater degree than plants did. Further-
more, animals play a greater role in fetish-
ism than plants. The remnants of an animal
cult are still clearly evident in the myths
surrounding ancient Egyptian gods. Simi-
larly, the priority that animals have over
plants is apparent even in later phases of art:
human figures and animals were rendered
in accurate perspective earlier than plants.
Fig. 6. Reindeer bone Moreover, flowers remain in the category of
with engraved flowers surface decoration much longer than other
from La Madeleine. motifs, while landscape comes into being far
later than other types of painting, not only
religious and history painting but even portrait and genre painting. The
later introduction of plants into the visual arts, therefore, should be ex-
plained mainly by the lesser interest of people in the apparently static
plant kingdom.

Another pressing question immediately arises at the beginning of this
chapter: were the earliest depictions of plants thought of as ornaments, or
were they understood to have inherent representational (hieratic, sym-
bolic) meaning? The latter assumption presupposes a more advanced
stage of culture for the people who first developed vegetal imagery—a
stage of culture where art had already developed considerably beyond the
simple, elementary need for adornment mentioned earlier. And, as a mat-
ter of fact, wherever we have come to know an ancient but nevertheless
fully developed and self-contained culture, we find that religion and fine
art enjoy a most intimate, reciprocal relationship. Consequently, after a
certain point, which would now be impossible to determine, we can no
longer ascribe the impetus for developing a truly “visual” art (meaning one
that consciously aims to capture the physical appearances of nature)
merely to an immanent drive to adorn or imitate three-dimensional forms
in sculpture (as is the case with the cave dwellers of Aquitaine) but to
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religious, that is to say, representational incentives. The earliest depic-
tions of vegetal motifs known today date from the Old Kingdom in Egypt.
Because of the conspicuously representational character of all ancient
Egyptian art, especially that found in Old Kingdom tombs, its vegetal
motifs must be seen as religious symbols, and not as simple ornaments.
Strictly speaking then, they do not belong in a chapter on vegetal orna-
ment. Nevertheless, since the vegetal motifs of ancient Egypt are clearly
linked to the subsequent purely ornamental development, they will pro-
vide the point of departure for this entire examination of ornament.

Any religious symbol can become a predominantly or purely decorative
motif in the course of time if it has artistic potential. When a motif is
frequently and continuously executed in a variety of materials because of
its religious associations, a stereotype is created, which can then become
so familiar as to seem to a certain extent ingrained. The simple customs of
the ancients encouraged this process considerably: symbols are found on
clothing, implements, and generally on the kinds of things that were seen
daily. There was hardly a household item in the homes of the ancient
Egyptians that was not decorated with a lotus. The cultures that adopted
Egyptian symbols no longer understood their hieratic meaning, to judge
from the arbitrary way in which they usually applied them. The symbolic
significance of the lotus diminished among the Assyrians, Phoenicians,
and Greeks. The whole development culminates in Greco-Roman art,
which ultimately owes most of its decorative vocabulary to Near Eastern
symbolism. The Greeks, however, with their consummate sense of the
beautiful, chose only those motifs with a potential for artistic elaboration.?

The ancient Egyptians had already taken care to insure that most of
their vegetal motifs had inherent artistic potential. The art that first cre-
ated vegetal motifs also brought about the stylization required by their
translation onto a two-dimensional surface in relief and painting. Symme-
try was again a guiding principle. Although the motif might have been
rendered initially for its objective meaning, there was still the same strict
observation of basic design principles involved in its formation as for the
purely decorative ones satisfying the urge for adornment. The ancient
Egyptians themselves must have appreciated the decorative qualities of
their fully-developed symbols and this is even more likely for the less
sophisticated cultures that gradually came to use them. If these cultures
lacked their own decorative vegetal motifs before their contact with
Egypt, as appears likely, they were henceforth able to acquire them com-

% Motifs such as palmettes, sphinxes, and centaurs, as opposed to animal-headed gods or
scarabs and the like.
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mercially or copy them themselves. Once a fully developed vegetal motif
was available from somewhere else, no one thought of taking the trouble
to create new stylizations from their own local flora.? For the same reason,
our decorative vocabulary still predominantly consists of traditional an-
tique motifs, although there are more inventors and designers of orna-
ment today than there had been in antiquity.*

As far as we know at present, the ancient Egyptians were the first to
create an historically important art. And, as far as the remaining cultures
of antiquity contemporary with Pharaonic Egypt are concerned, the his-
tory of their art begins the moment they come into closer contact with
Egypt. Although this moment cannot be fixed precisely in any particular
case, it is also no longer a matter of dispute, considering how extensively
the characteristic decorative forms of Egyptian art spread throughout the
oldest cultures of antiquity. Surely, the fundamental importance of an-
cient Egyptian vegetal motifs for all subsequent vegetal ornament has now
been sufficiently demonstrated.

This does not mean, however, that we are now compelled to examine all
the traditional vegetal motifs found on ancient Egyptian monuments. In
representational Egyptian art, there are many cases of vegetal motifs,
particularly trees (Tell-el-Armarna), that apparently had no symbolic sig-
nificance attached to them and were therefore never exploited as orna-
ments. Actually, it is not so much the plant as a whole, as tree, bush, or
even decorative shrub, that has been used as a symbol but the individual
parts of plants, the blossoms or leaves. As we shall see, even on the earli-
est examples of Egyptian art, these parts were often already stylized be-
yond recognition. And even though they were being used in an objective
sense, they already possessed an obvious potential for further decorative
elaboration.

The blossom, with its colorful corolla usually growing radially from the
calyx, is artistically the most important and perfect portion of a plant. Next
is the bud, usually pointed and therefore well suited as a crowning ele-
ment. The third important part is the leaf. The fruit, on the other hand,
is not prominent in early symbolism and is therefore also less noteworthy
for early ornament. The simplest explanation for this remarkable fact is

* Consequently, there is no need to point to the religious symbolism of the sun cult, as
Goodyear does, or to any other cult for that matter, to explain the spread of ancient Egyptian
art motifs throughout the early ancient world, when the overwhelming human drive to imi-
tate, duplicate, and copy suffices by itself.

* The conscious copying of plants from nature for decorative purposes is a distinctly mod-
ern tendency that is especially characteristic of contemporary art. Notwithstanding, the
acanthus and the classical blossom profile still dominate all vegetal ornament today.
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probably that the uncomplicated and often asymmetrical forms of fruits
did not particularly lend themselves to artistic elaboration.

Finally, a very important element in vegetal imagery, especially in re-
gard to the later development of ornament, is the stem, for it is this part
that actually connects the various blossoms, buds, and leaves. The stem
makes it possible for vegetal motifs to fill a surface coherently, whether
they are arra ged as friezes within a register or spread out over a field. In
ancient Egyptian art, the stem is seldom shown naturalistically but mostly
as a linear, geometric element. As a result, it could, from the very outset,
assume the variety of undulating and curling forms that provide the basis
of all curved, purely geometric shapes. Consequently, the stem played a
particularly important role in the progressive ornamentalization of origi-
nally representational, symbolic vegetal motifs. Early in ancient Egyptian
art, we will be able to observe arrangements of blossoms, leaves, and
stems that are not at all characteristic of the same plants in nature and can
only be understood as an enlivening of geometric art forms with represen-
tational vegetal motifs.

Our objective, therefore, will be to examine how the blossoms, buds,
and leaves of each style in question are connected as they fill up the deco-
rative field. A continuous historical thread can be followed throughout,
from the earliest Egyptian period up to Hellenistic times, when the
Greeks brought the development to a climax, both by perfecting the for-
mal beauty of the individual parts of each motif and by creating the most
aesthetically pleasing way of unifying the motifs by means of the “line of
beauty,” or rhythmic dynamic tendril, the decorative conception that is
their special achievement. Our investigation is chronologically divided
into two parts: (1) a demonstration of how the vegetal motifs spread by
Greco-Roman (Mediterranean) art originated from and gradually devel-
oped within Near Eastern art; (2) a discussion of how the Greeks further
developed these motifs into the Hellenistic Period, paying special atten-
tion to the evolution of the specifically Greek motif, the ornamental ten-
dril. The first section is only a brief introduction to the second part, which
constitutes the major undertaking.

We shall become familiar with a continuous development that follows
its own definite path. The first vegetal forms were probably created for
their symbolic, representational significance. Further developments were
built upon these basic types, and in essence only upon these few types. At
the time, and for a thousand years thereafter, no one thought again of
exploiting the natural appearance of specific plants artistically. And even
when a naturalizing tendency clearly did arise, it did not begin by copying

52



VEGETAL ORNAMENT

actual plants from nature but by gradually and subtly naturalizing and
enlivening the traditional, geometricized vegetal ornaments. The conclu-
sions about the history of ornament in general that can be drawn from this
observation are obvious; they are the reason we feel justified in ascribing
such importance to the problems dealt with in this chapter.

A. NEAR EASTERN
1. Egyptian. The Development of Vegetal Ornament

There are two plants that are inseparable from Egyptian culture and that
appear to be the most common symbols found on ancient Egyptian monu-
ments—the lotus and the papyrus. Herodotus has left us a valuable ac-
count of the cultural importance of these two plants in the daily lives of the
ancient Egyptians. Furthermore, there are two stylized floral shapes in
Egyptian art that date back to the earliest periods: the one identified with
the lotus has clearly articulated, triangular petals (fig. 7), while the other
is identified with the papyrus because of its bell shape and lack of leaves
(fig. 8). The opened flower of the species of plant associated with the lotus
of ancient Egypt does, in fact, have a ring of triangular petals. The head of
the papyrus plant, on the other hand, consists of individual, hairlike fila-
ments that fall separately in all directions from the stem. Since the realis-
tic rendering of such an elusive shape would have been virtually impossi-
ble in Egyptian art, given the nonperspectival approach that restricted
forms to contour lines on a flat plane, one assumed that Egyptian artists
had abstracted the filaments of the papyrus into a compact bell shape that
could easily be expressed in terms of a definite outline. Another factor that

Fig. 7. Lotus blossom in Fig. 8. Lotus blossom in
profile view. profile view
(so-called papyrus).
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has contributed to the continued distinction between lotus and papyrus
shapes is the alleged symbolism involved, for the papyrus is associated
with the reedy swamps of the Nile Delta and the lotus with arid Upper
Egypt.*

In the art of the Old Kingdom, the two shapes can be distinguished
fairly easily. By the time of the New Kingdom, however, which is never-
theless still quite early compared to other ancient cultures, they can no
longer be easily differentiated. Although this difficulty has not escaped
the scholars who have taken the trouble to approach the Egyptian material
from an art historical standpoint, no one has yet dared to question the
validity of the distinction. A good example of this is Perrot, who is respon-
sible for the only truly scientific study of ancient Egyptian art to date. He
himself was at a loss when he came upon bell-shaped papyrus forms with
three-pronged lotus calyces and avoided the issue by using the noncom-
mittal term, aquatic plants,” which could mean either the lotus or the
papyrus. I, too, originally thought that the obvious propensity in the art of
the New Kingdom to treat traditional symbols ornamentally, which is ap-
parent in the development of other motifs as well, might eventually have
led to the confusion of the lotus and papyrus types. This would have pre-
sumed, however, that the Egyptians of the New Kingdom had also be-
come confused about the religious associations of the two symbols, but
since there is no evidence of any kind to support this assumption, I had to
consider my explanation as inadequate.®

W. G. Goodyear® has recently clarified the issue by demonstrating that
the association of the bell shape with the papyrus plant is erroneous. He
claims that the motif with the three-pronged calyx and the bell shape are
in fact both lotuses.” His main argument is based on the observation that
the hieroglyph surmounted by a bell does not necessarily refer to the
papyrus plant alone, for the crowning motif associated with the land of
papyrus, Lower Egypt, occurs not only on what seems to be the papyrus
shape but also on the shape with the three-pronged calyx, which is decid-
edly a lotus, hence on a form supposedly representing Upper Egypt.
Goodyear’s argument has at last removed the insurmountable obstacles
that Egyptology had placed in the path of art historical research. We can
now go on to clarify the relationship between these two motifs, which in
actuality symbolize one and the same flower.

5 G. Perrot and C. Chipiez, Histoire de Uart dans U'antiquité, vol. 1 (Paris, 1882), 885, fig.
58§W. G. Goodyear, The Grammar of the Lotus. A New History of Classic Ornament As a

Development of Sun Worship (London, 1891).
7 Ibid., 43ff.
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Goodyear has contributed a further, fundamental clarification. As he so
convincingly pointed out,” the ancient Egyptian lotus motif has been con-
sistently identified with a species of plant that is not at all suggested by the
motif itself, namely with nymphaea nelumbo (nelumbium speciosum),
which strictly speaking does not even belong to the same botanical group
as the lotus. The error ultimately goes back to Herodotus, who referred to
a widespread genus of lotus in Egypt that had edible seeds. This is true,
however, only of nymphaea nelumbo, which was never native to Egypt
and is found nowhere in the country today. The plant flourishes mainly in
India, whence it was transplanted for a short time into ancient Egypt, only
to disappear from the soil of the Nile Valley from lack of cultivation. The
true sacred lotus, however, which still grows in Egypt today, is the nym-
phaea lotus (the white lotus) with its blue subspecies (nymphaea caer-
ulea). I won’t go into Goodyear’s entire line of reasoning, but I would like
to mention one of the most persuasive points of his argument, namely,
that the cleft lotus leaf found most often on Egyptian art is identical to the
leaf shape of nymphaea lotus, whereas the funnel-shaped leaves of nelum-
bium speciosum in no way resemble those leaf shapes, no matter how hard
one may try to rationalize them as the eccentric products of the ancient
Egyptian conception of form.% ¢

Of all the various parts of the lotus plant the Egyptians utilized in their
art, the most interesting for us by far is the blossom. I would, therefore,
first like to deal with the less important parts, the bud and the leaf, so as
not to have to come back to them later. As just mentioned, the
characteristic feature of the lotus leaf (fig. 9)
is the cleft, which often extends nearly to
the center of the leaf. The basic shape is
best compared to a spade. Opposite the
cleft, the leaf is usually semicircular, though
it is not rare to find a point, which can even
sometimes be slightly curved. It is this lat-
ter shape, most closely resembling ivy, that
may have been passed down to Greek art,
assuming Goodyear was right in interpret-
ing Mycenaean ivy leaves as imitations of Fig. 9. Lotus leaf.
the pointed Egyptian lotus leaf. I hesitate to

™ 1bid., 25fF.

® Naturalizing Greco-Roman art did, however, depict the edible nelumbium speciosum
mentioned by Herodotus as seen in the Pompeiian Nile mosaics in Naples: scalloped buds,
seedpods shaped like watering can spouts, and funnel-shaped leaves rendered nearly in
perspective.
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agree wholeheartedly with Goodyear’s idea because the Mycenaean ivy
leaf occurs in contexts unknown in Egyptian art but characteristic of later
Hellenic art. The chapter about Mycenaean vegetal ornament will go into
detail about this.

The typical Egyptian lotus bud is drop shaped (fig. 10) and often has no
articulation. In nature, the inner core of the bud of nymphaea lotus is
completely sheathed by four leaves of equal length. The lotus bud is most
frequently found alternating with the lotus blossom (fig. 11). The two mo-
tifs—the blossom and the bud—are juxtaposed in series. The blossom is
the larger motif: its calycal leaves often meet over the intervening bud. It
has been frequently noted, and recently substantiated in detail by
Goodyear,® that these rows of alternating lotus blossoms and buds are the
source of the Greek cyma and egg-and-dart molding. The lotus bud, how-
ever, also occurs without the blossom, either by itself or in a row; it can
serve to crown a shaft (column) or a horizontal entablature. A further clar-
ification of this function will develop out of our examination of the lotus
capital.

Q @ Uy

Fig. 10. Lotus buds. Fig. 11. A series of lotus blossoms
alternating with buds.

The lotus blossom occurs in ancient Egyptian art in all of the three
views in which flowers were generally represented as long as art remained
at the stage of two-dimensional stylization. These include: (1) the frontal
view; (2) the profile view; and (3) the combined view.

The frontal view of the lotus blossom is the rosette (fig. 12). Indeed,
Goodyear'® considers the rosette to be inspired by the ovary stigma of

® Goodyear, Grammar, 155 ff. Goodyear was thinking mainly of the Doric cyma, but it is
also true of the Lesbian cyma; see A. Prisse d’Avennes, Histoire de 'art égyptien d'apres les
monuments, depuis les temps les plus reculés jusqu’a la domination romaine (Paris, 1878
1879), atlas 1, “Frises fleuronnées,” nos. 5-6.

1 Goodyear, Grammar, 103.

56



VEGETAL ORNAMENT -

nymphaea lotus, which it in fact resembles. But later on, there is no doubt
that the rosette represents the fully opened flower.® It is hard to believe
that the ancient Egyptians would have been more captivated by the ovary
stigma of the withered flower than the artistically more attractive configu-
ration of centralized, radiating petals. Goodyear’s opinion is based mainly
on the fact that, aside from the examples with pointy leaves which defi-
nitely resemble the lotus blossom corolla, there are also drop-shaped
types with rounded ends (fig. 12),"* which look very much like an ovary
stigma. It is, moreover, quite clear that they are also meant to represent
parts of the lotus plant because there are examples where they are used
interchangeably with obvious lotus motifs. The type with rounded leaves,
however, is probably only a variation of the pointed blossom, which natu-
rally resulted as the centralized rosette motif was developing and the main
interest shifted from the delineation of individual leaves to the contour of
the radiating petals. Even Goodyear conceded the possibility that the ro-
sette might be the frontal view of a lotus blossom. The fact that he ulti-
mately opted for the ovary stigma as the model, however, is symptomatic
of his tendency to base his deductions upon appearances rather than artis-
tic premises.

Fig. 12. Lotus blossom in frontal view (rosette)
with rounded petals.

As far as we can gather from the art that has survived, the rosette
first began to appear with regularity only in the art of the New Kingdom.
We do have one example from the Old Kingdom, and that is the statue
of Nofret,'®> whose diadem is decorated with rosettes that have rounded
petals. Later on, the rosette is especially characteristic of Assyrian
ornament.

"' Compiled by Goodyear, (Grammar, pl. 20).
2 G. Maspero, Agyptische Kunstgeschichte, German trans., G. Steindorff (Leipzig, 1889),
213, fig. 191.
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I do not agree with Ludwig von Sybel,'® who maintains that the rosette
was therefore brought to Egypt by Semites from Asia. During the impe-
rial phase of the New Kingdom, there are no securely dated monuments
with vegetal ornament from Babylonia, or from elsewhere in Asia for that
matter. This does not discount the possibility that the Babylonians might
have been using the rosette for decoration in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, but the rarity of the rosette in the art of the Old King-
dom in comparison to its prominence in later Mesopotamian art cannot
alone justify claims for an Asiatic origin for the motif. Furthermore, the
basic attitude of the Egyptians, who disdained everything outside their
culture as barbaric, speaks against such an assumption. After the expul-
sion of the Hyksos, the victorious re-establishment of national independ-
ence was accompanied by an intense cultural upswing that may also have
stimulated greater creativity in the field of decorative arts. All aspects of
artistic life during the Thutmosid and Ramesid dynasties were obviously
undergoing a period of great revitalization. Von Sybel’s explanation for it,
however, as the result of an infusion of Asiatic luxury into an Egyptian
tradition that had run dry, will remain unconvincing as long as there are
no Asiatic monuments of the period to document the existence of such
Oriental luxury in the first place.

The profile view of the lotus blossom is by far the most important in
ancient Egyptian art. Several types can be distinguished.®

The type that was originally most common, though perhaps not the
earliest, is the one in figure 7 used above in the comparison with the
alleged papyrus motif. It is characterized by three pointed calycal leaves,
one in the middle and two on either side, which can be either rectilinear
or—more typically—curved slightly outward. In the pointed spaces or
triangular axils between the calycal leaves, a second row of two similar
leaves appears, followed by a third row of four proportionally smaller
ones. The three largest leaves represent the calyx, while the ones in the
interstices correspond to the petals of the blossom. Goodyear has pointed
out that the blossom of nymphaea lotus, when viewed from the side, does
in fact exhibit three of its four calycal leaves.'® The petals, moreover,
grow out of the calyx and fill up each other’s axils in a manner quite similar

B L. von Sybel, Kritik des aegyptischen Ornaments (Marburg, 1883), 17. This brief essay,
which was published in 1883, should not be underestimated, for it was one of the first iso-
lated attempts to come to terms with the importance of the study of ornament for the history
of ancient art. I cannot agree, however, with its attempt to attribute new aspects of the art in
the New Kingdom to Asiatic influence. Goodyear (Grammar, 99) has also recently chal-
lenged von Sybel’s thesis while persuasively discussing his view, which I fully share, about
the relationship between ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian art.

% Goodyear, Grammar, 25.
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to the way they do in figure 7. Goodyear also went on to demonstrate on
the other hand how the nelumbium speciosum, the species usually mis-
taken for the model of the Egyptian lotus motif, has a calyx with more than
four leaves and petals that are not distinct enough to qualify it as the basis
of the stylization represented by the type in figure 7.

This first version of the profile view of the lotus was abbreviated and
varied slightly in the course of time. It is not necessary to go into detail
here about all of the variations that Goodyear has compiled.'* One simpli-
fication, however, is worth mentioning in this context, since it seems to
have had a bearing on the development of the type eventually mistaken
for papyrus. In this version, no petals are indicated, but the tips of the
three calycal leaves are joined together by a single line (fig. 13).}

The second version of the profile
view of the lotus blossom is bell
shaped (fig. 8), one which, without
exception, has been identified with
the papyrus. It is distinguished
from the first type by a bell-shaped
profile lacking any indication of
leaves. When the two are placed
next to each other, however, even
without the aid of any additional
intervening examples, they still Fig. 13. Lotus blossom in
have enough traits in common to  profile view with schematically
establish an interrelationship. The rendered corolla.
cyma-shaped curve of the two outer
calycal leaves characteristic of the first version (fig. 7) seems to be the
forerunner of the more pronounced bell-shaped curve of the second. The
absence of leaves on the so-called papyrus type, moreover, can be par-
tially explained by the ancient Egyptian tendency to suppress details
within a firm contour, as witnessed by the simplification of the first ver-
sion (fig. 13) discussed a moment ago. However, because the papyrus
shape occurs so very frequently,’® we will have to go beyond this simple
general explanation and find a more specific, external cause for the adop-
tion of the bell-shaped profile view of the lotus blossom.!

Goodyear, to whom we owe the clarification of the lotus as the model
for the bell-shaped blossom, has also offered a convincing explanation for

" Consult especially Grammar, pl. 3.
55 According to Goodyear (Grammar) it accounts for half of all of the profile views of the
lotus motif dating since the Old Kingdom.
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the origin of the bell shape. According to him, the leafless bell shape
resulted naturally when the lotus blossom motif was sculpted in the round
in a hard material like stone. As evidence, Goodyear points to the bell-
shaped capital (fig. 14), which is really nothing more than a lotus blossom
translated into three dimensions with painted rather than carved leaves.
Furthermore, the little colonettes with bell-shaped capitals found in
tombs, obviously amulets, prove that the sculpting of lotus blossoms was
both common and extensive. As a result, Goodyear assumes that the bell-
shaped blossom was not inspired by the lotus itself but represents the
lotus amulet translated into two-dimensional painting or relief. It is no
longer easy to determine what for the Egyptians distinguished the bell-
shaped lotus from first type. Yet it will be difficult to improve upon
Goodyear’s hypothesis that the motif resulted from its translation in and
out of the sculptural medium.*

C A

Fig. 14. Bell-shaped lotus-blossom capital.

At this point I would like to interject some remarks about the signifi-
cance of the lotus motif within ancient Egyptian architecture. We have
just become acquainted with one kind of lotus capital, the bell-shaped
type. Another kind, which is just as common, is based on the lotus bud
(fig. 15). These delicate floral or bud motifs do not really seem to be appro-
priate intermediaries between the weight-bearing columns and heavy
architraves, especially in view of the massive forms of Egyptian architec-
ture. However, the notion that the architectural use of these motifs goes
back to an ancient custom of winding festive garlands of lotus around the
column shatft is too farfetched and inconsistent with the basic character of
Egyptian art to be persuasive. It was probably a much more basic artistic
idea, akin to the principle of symmetry, though somewhat less exacting,

' Ibid., 514
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that determined the use of the lotus
motif as a capital, a principle that
was extraordinarily compelling to the
Egyptians, as the monuments all
demonstrate: namely, that any unat-
tached termination demands some
sort of artistic articulation. Whenever
an object of any importance ended in
a point, especially a long, thin one
such as a staff, the ancient Egyptian
artistic sensibility demanded some
sort of ornamental articulation of the
termination or ending. This was espe-
cially true when the termination was
an apex of some kind, so that even
walls much wider than they are tall
are clearly surmounted by a crowning
decorative element, the well-known
cavetto profile."”

There were various artistic ways to
treat terminations and crowning elements in Egyptian and Mesopotamian
art. Animal heads, for example, often decorate the tops of furniture posts
in analogy to the way the human head surmounts the body.'® However,
throughout ancient Egyptian art the most common motif by far used to
complete an unattached termination has always been the lotus blossom.
Already in the art of the Old Kingdom, lotus blossoms decorate the ends
of knotted headbands,'® while so- called papyrus motifs adorn the backs of
chair seats. The ropes binding the prisoners of New Kingdom pharaohs all

Bl I

Fig. 15. Column with
lotus-bud capital.

" Ornaments surely do not, as a rule, come into being in the artless and rationalistic
manner suggested by von Sybel (Kritik, 5), who maintains that the Egyptian cavetto profile
developed from the heads of the upright reeds used in prehistoric Egyptian architecture,
which were distended by the weight of the wooden beams they supported. The Egyptian
cavetto profile is better understood as a crowning element completely analogous to the head-
dress of a goddess (Prisse d’Avennes, Lart égyptien, atlas 2, “La déesse Anouke et Ramses
11."). For the prototype of the latter, I would again like to suggest the crown-shaped feather
headdress worn by the Ethiopians in, for example, Prisse d’Avennes, atlas 2, “Arrivée a
Thebes d’une princesse d’Ethiopie”.

" The chair legs found in the earliest tombs of Memphis provide a parallel example. In-
stead of ending abruptly on the floor, they rest on hooves or lions” paws which clearly under-
score the special function of the leg.

“R. Lepsius, Denkmiler aus Agypten und Athiopien nach den Zeichnungen der von
Seiner Majestdt dem Kénige von Preussen Friedrich-Wilhelm IV nach diesen Lindern gesen-
deten und in den Jahren 1842-1845 ausgefithrten wissenschaftlichen Expedition (Berlin,
1849-1856), Abtheilung 2, Blatt 73, right.
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terminate in the profile view of the lotus just as the prows of the boats of
the Nile have since the earliest period. We can explain the Egyptian lotus
capital in the same way. There is no real need for farfetched explanations
of the lotus calyx and lotus bud capitals, since originally the column was
not a weight-bearing roof support at all but a freely ending post like a tent
pole or a Greek stele crowned by a palmette. The capital, therefore, was
originally a crowning element and nothing but a crowning element. Only
later did architects recognize the need for a transition between the sup-
porting column and the weight- bearing architrave, which then became an
aesthetically significant factor. The Egyptian lotus blossom or bud capital
expresses the unattached termination of the column; hence the insertion
of the abacus between the capital and the architrave whenever the column
takes up its supporting function.'

The third view of the lotus blossom found on ancient Egyptian monu-
ments is the combined view (fig. 16), which has three distinct parts. The
lower part consists of a calyx (a) borrowed from the profile view of the
lotus blossom (fig. 7) and two diverging volutes (b); in each of the outer
axils of the volutes is a small drop-shaped appendage, or droplet (c). The
middle part is an arclike cone (d) that fills out the axil or angle created
by the two diverging volutes, while the upper part (¢) is a crowning fan
of leaves. The Greek version of this motif is usually referred to as the
palmette.

The volutes are the most distinguishing and important feature of the
palmette. They represent the profile view of the calyx, as revealed by an
intermediary stage of the motif illustrated in figure 17 (a so-called porce-
lain amulet in the Louvre), where the space between the volutes is filled
up by the triangular petals characteristic of the first version of the profile
view of the lotus blossom (fig. 7) and not by the arc and leaf fan of the
palmette.™

The first appearance of the volute-calyx is of extraordinary importance
to the entire history of ornament. It has long been assumed that the vari-
* ous volute-calycal forms are somehow related to each other, at least in
their antique forms. The volutes of the Ionic capital in particular and their
apparent relationship to those on Near Eastern volute capitals have pro-
vided scholars with much food for thought. The subject has gradually ac-
quired its own literature, which Puchstein® and also, to a certain extent,
Goodyear® have compiled. The majority of scholars support an Asiatic

» See the appendix of O. Puchstein, Das jonische Kapital, 47. Program zum Winckel-
mannsfeste zu Berlin (Berlin, 1887).
% Goodyear, Grammar, THI., scattered among the notes.
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Fig. 16. Lotus blossom in Fig. 17. Lotus blossom in
the combined view profile view with
(Egyptian palmette). volute-calyx.

origin. This obstinate misinterpretation of the historical relationship be-
tween Mesopotamian and ancient Egyptian art—obviously influenced by
the popular theory that most early art forms enjoyed an essentially autoch-
thonous development—has obscured the crucial fact that the ancient
Egyptian volute form was the true point of departure for the whole devel-
opment. This is so, moreover, despite the conclusions made several years
ago by the French engineer M. Dieulafoy,? who demonstrated that cer-
tain ancient Egyptian leaf forms were clearly predecessors of the Ionic
capital. Goodyear (71ff.) has resolutely supported the idea that the Egyp-
tian volute-calyx was the point of departure for all other antique palmette
forms, at the same time that he attempted to explain how the volute motif
came about."

Goodyear’s explanation for the rise of the volute-calyx is again tied to
the natural appearance of nymphaea lotus. He observed how the four caly-
cal leaves of the blossom frequently curl under, so that the flower, when
seen in profile, really does show the petals emerging from a calyx formed
by a volute on each side (fig. 18). The simplicity of his argument and the
apparent correctness of this observation initially appear very engaging.
However, it is hard to believe that the origin of a motif as important as the
volute-calyx should be attributed to the haphazard drooping of the sepals
of nymphaea lotus. The motif has lived on in the stylized flower ornament
of all later cultures and styles, not only of antiquity but also of the Middle
Ages, especially in Islamic art, and it still survives in modern times up to
the present day. At the bottom of it all there must have been something

2 M. A. Dieulafoy, L'art antique de la Perse. Achéménides, Parthes, Sassanides (Paris,
1884-1889), 3: 34ff.
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enduring, universally valid, and clas-
sic for the motif to have found such
consistent acceptance and ubiquitous
diffusion.

What distinguishes the lotus blos-
som with a volute-calyx artistically
from one with straight sepals is the
sharper distinction between the calyx
and the crown (fig. 7). And there is, in
fact, an artistic principle conscien-
tiously observed in the art of the
ancient Egyptians, at least in the pe-
riod of the New Kingdom, that virtu-

Fig. 18. Lotus blossom in ally require.d the accentuatio.n of th.e
nature with overflowing calycal portion. Before I go into this
calycal leaves. principle in detail, however, I would

like to discuss the other two parts of

the Egyptian palmette, including the droplets inserted under the volutes.

Although the volute-calyx is seen from the side, the crowning fan of
petals in fig. 16 (e) is obviously a section of the frontal rosette (fig. 12).
Goodyear’s interpretation® of the fan of the palmette is the same as for the
rosette. According to him, the palmette is a combination of the lotus calyx
and the ovary stigma. I have already explained the factors indicating that
the prototype of the rosette was not the ovary stigma, as Goodyear says,
but the full view of the blooming lotus. What the palmette does is to unite
this frontal view of the open lotus with the calyx, seen in its proper and
natural profile view,* so that the rays of the crown can be displayed with-
out sacrificing the profile view completely. That is why I call this version
the “combined view.”

There is still one more element to consider that is characteristic of the
Egyptian palmette (fig. 16), and that is the little cone (e) that fills the axil
between the volutes. The filler itself is not part of the rosette. On the
contrary, it is the expression of a primitive artistic principle prevailing in
ancient Egyptian art and one of its fundamental stylistic concepts, namely
the principle of axil filling. The Egyptian stylistic sensibility demanded
that wherever two diverging lines create an angle, it be filled with a motif.

% Goodyear, Grammar, 109ff.

% Islamic art expresses the same artistic intention, particularly on tiles and carpets, when
it combines a tulip or bud-shaped profile view of a flower with a frontal rosette in the very
same floral motif.
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The principle no doubt goes back to the phenomenon of horror vacui,
which in turn has its roots in the decorative urge that was a driving force
in all primitive arts. There is little evidence for this in the art of the Old
Kingdom, because what has survived from this early period in tombs is
predominantly representational. The richest source of axil-filling motifs is
the ceiling decoration of the New Kingdom. Here, the individual motifs
still retain their original symbolic value but they were obviously arranged
according to decorative and artistic considerations with the express pur-
pose of filling out a surface. And the same tendency is still plainly evident
in the basic arrangement of the age-old, straight-leafed profile view of the
lotus blossom (fig. 7): the axils of the calycal leaves are filled by petals,
whose axils are in turn filled by smaller petals.®

The two droplets (c) inserted into the outer axils of the volutes of the
palmette in figure 16 and the amulet of figure 17 serve the same space-
filling purpose.® Goodyear, in keeping with his tendency to see things
only in terms of symbolism (indeed; he interprets all of ancient Egyptian
ornament as a manifestation of the sun cult), and to ignore almost on prin-
ciple the artistic, decorative sense that guided the ancient Egyptians and
all other ancient cultures, has declared these droplets, on the contrary, to
be lotus buds. Just as he construed the palmette to be a combination of the
floral calyx and the ovary stigma, so he pronounced this arrangement to be
the simple combination of two symbols, the blossom and the bud.?

Goodyear tries to explain the conical filler (d) in figure 16 in a similar
way. In examples where there are no crowning petals and this filler serves
only to fill the axil between the volutes, as we shall see shortly in figure 20,
Goodyear sees it as an inverted lotus bud, like the droplike shapes on the
outer volutes. On occasion, he has also interpreted the central filler as the
foreshortened midsection of the central calycal leaf, shown receding into
space, in contrast to the two outermost calycal leaves, which curl under in
profile. This second suggestion is not at all convincing. The first one is
illuminating only insofar as the lotus bud motif might have had some influ-
ence on the drop-shaped stylization of the axil filler. In any case, the bud-
like shape was surely not inserted into the axil for symbolic reasons but for
decorative and aesthetic ones.?

The essential function of the volute-calyx as a component of the Egyp-
tian palmette is most evident from the numerous examples in which the
crowning petals are de-emphasized. In figure 19, the crown is not yet

% We will frequently have occasion to test the importance of this postulate for antique
ormament. The proof that it represents a widely shared, primitive aesthetic perceptlon will
be brought to bear at a more appropriate time.
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Fig. 19. Egyptian palmette Fig. 20. Volute-calyx with
with schematically rendered simple cone as axil filler,
leaf-fan. from Karnak.

eliminated completely: even though the individual petals are not indi-
cated, their contour is clearly outlined. Indeed, this stylization of the
crown is very similar to the one in figure 13, where petals are suggested
by the general outline but not expressly indicated.? The pillar from the
period of Thutmoses III in figure 20, on the other hand, is a more radical
reduction of the palmette motif, for, aside from the lower row of leaves, it
has only the volute-calyx and the conical axil filler. We now have to prove,
however, that this motif is the reduction of an already developed palmette
motif, and not just an earlier, more elementary forerunner that subse-
quently acquired the palmette-fan. As far as we can tell today, the palm-
ette is attested earlier” in Egyptian art than the simple volute-calyx.
What is more important, however, is that we can scarcely explain the
subsequent appearance of the crowning fan of petals above the arc,
whereas the occasional omission of the fan seems to be well motivated.

I have already mentioned that the sharp distinction between calyx and
crown exhibited by the volute-calyx must have reflected a particular artis-
tic principle that was extremely compelling, above all in the New King-
dom. Now I would like to resume this train of my discussion. The artistic
principle to which I am referring demanded that the point of inception at
the bottom of an elongated pattern be emphasized in some way. The most
common means of achieving this was to make it seem as if the larger pat-
tern were growing out of a calyx or a row of triangular leaves (which were
probably also derived from the earliest lotus blossom type). The bottoms

% This parallel, moreover, seems to strengthen thoroughly our conviction that the crown-
ing fan of the palmette represents the open flower and not, as Goodyear suggests, the ovary
stigma.

7 According to Goodyear (Grammar, 112), who is relying on Flinders Petrie, it occurs on
amulets from the Twelfth Dynasty, while palmettes that have their fans indicated by a gen-
eral contour line date back to the Fourth Dynasty.
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of column shafts are generally sheathed in this way (figure 15), and it is the
same basic motif of triangular leaves from which the palmettes of figures
16 and 19 emerge, as well as on the lower part of figure 20. This kind of
arrangement was adequate for two-dimensional work, particularly paint-
ing, but when one chose to sculpt hard material in the round, the lotus
blossom had once and for all to assume a form in keeping with the basic
artistic principle described above. As revealed in our preceding discus-
sion the bell-shaped profile view of the lotus, the so-called papyrus, was
particularly well suited for this purpose and, along with it, the volute-
calyx favored by the art of the New Kingdom.® I believe that the crowning
fan of petals, bothersome to execute in sculpture, was abandoned when
these motifs were carved in the round. At first, the fan was eliminated
wherever the volute-calyx functioned artistically and symbolically as a
sheath. Later, after the abbreviated motif had become more familiar, it
was also used to complete unattached terminations, as, for example, on
the pillar from Karnak (figure 20). By this time, however, the use of the
conical axil filler between the volutes had apparently become so ingrained
aprinciple of ancient Egyptian art that even though the fan was falling into
disuse, I have not come across a single example of a freely terminating
volute-calyx that does not have conical axil filler.? *

The elimination of the crowning fan on the reduced palmette motif nat-
urally resulted in the complete suppression of the combined view. What
remained was simply the profile view of the calyx. And, in fact, the freely
terminating volute-calyx appears fully equivalent in the art of the New
Kingdom with the profile view of the pure lotus blossom types (figs. 7, 8)
discussed earlier. The sheathing of triangular leaves on the volutes of the
calyx in figures 16 and 19 are therefore no cause for surprise if one regards
them as pleonasms, for the overlapping calyces exhibited by numerous
examples, and particularly on painted capitals, are also the result of a de-
finable tendency in ancient Egyptian art.

This explanation for the origin of the volute motif in ancient Egyptian
art is further supported by the fact that even the bell-shaped or so-called
papyrus profile view is sometimes curved at the sides like a volute but,
most revealingly, only on objects where it functions as a point of inception
for the handles of standards, mirrors, or the like.*

We have now become familiar with the most important of the vegetal

3 For examples of the use of both forms on utensils, fans, flails, and similar things, see
Lepsius, Denkmdler aus Agypten, Abtheilung 3, Blitter 1-2.

5 The way the arc has naturally grown in size and length in examples such as these has
encouraged Goodyear even further to maintain that it is nothing but an inverted lotus bud.

¥ For examples, see Goodyear, Grammar, pl. 7, nos. 2-3.
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forms used and apparently invented by the ancient Egyptians. We have
traced them all, including the papyrus (thanks to Goodyear), back to the
true Egyptian lotus. A few of the less important varieties remain to be
discussed. The presentation of the ones that influenced the development

~of vegetal ornament outside of Egypt, however, will follow at a more ap-
propriate time.

Now it is necessary to examine how the individual vegetal motifs were
interconnected in order to decorate longitudinal spaces or larger surfaces.
Often they were only minimally connected, i.e., simply juxtaposed in a
row so that the artistic motif consisted of an alternation of open blossoms
and small; pointy buds (figure 11). These rows of lotus blossoms and buds
(or palmettes) were appropriate for filling continuous bands, such as cor-
nices, friezes, or borders, though less suitable for producing an overall
pattern, since all of the motifs were oriented in the same direction. It was
soon discovered, however, that two rows could be placed opposite each
other, with the motifs of one row inserted into the spaces between the
motifs of the opposite row (figure 21). This arrangement neutralized the
monodirectional quality and could be repeated in bands any number of
times to fill a field of any size without favoring one orientation. However,
it did not amount to much more than a simple strip or border pattern.

BEBOBBBBBE
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Fig. 21. Border with alternating series of
opposed palmettes and profile lotus blossoms,
wall painting from Medinet Habu.

The art of the New Kingdom, of course, did not remain content with
this simple, disconnected arrangement in. rows; vegetal motifs were also
connected to one another by arcuated bands.® Let us examine the border
strip in figure 22.°® There we find lotus blossoms alternating with both
lotus buds and with a variety of lotus profile views reminiscent of the

¥ From Prisse d’Avennes, L'art égyptien, atlas 1, pl. 13, “Couronnements et frises fleu-
ronnées,” no. 6.
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palmette-fan, which in the relatively uninhibited medium of wall painting
probably evolved quite naturally from the more familiar version of the
lotus.* All three motifs, however, are connected by repeating arcuated
stems. This was the most attractive means of connection for blossom mo-
tifs current in pre-Greek styles—those of the ancient Near Eastern peo-
ples like the Egyptians, Assyrians, Phoenicians, and Persians—and even
among the Orientalizing Greek styles found on Rhodian and Cypriote
vases." It is important to note that three motifs are involved, which, as
each is repeated, create rhythmic groupings among themselves. The ro-
sette fillers and the small, drop-shaped buds in the tomb painting illus-
trated in figure 22 have been omitted from the drawing, so that such pain-
terly excesses might not hinder us from establishing the basic schema of

the pattern.
y ENgAEA% W

Fig. 22. Arcuated band frieze with
lotus blossoms and buds, wall painting
from Necropolis at Thebes.

Like simple serial juxtaposition, the vegetal motifs connected by an
arcuated frieze are oriented in one direction and are therefore more suita-
ble for filling up border strips than large fields. In order to adapt them to
this purpose, they were arranged, like the disconnected motifs above, in
two interlocking rows facing each other (figure 23).3

* This alternative solution is related to the strong tendency in purely decorative art, par-
ticularly in the Geometric Style, to place corresponding decorative motifs, whenever appro-
priate, opposite each other. Of these so-called reciprocal ornaments, the running-dog and
the simple meander are the best known. However, the integration of gamma (y) and tau (7)
shapes opposite each other on borders reflects the same desire to neutralize the direction of
an ornament by repeating it in the opposite direction. In geometric ornament, the whole
surface of a border could, in fact, be divided up into equivalent motifs that were continuously
interlocked with each other above and below. In vegetal ornament, however, this was
difficult, so the Egyptians simply repeated the motifs in the opposite direction and left a field
free on either side. Moorish art, however, managed to bring vegetal motifs into a reciprocal
scheme, which was then imitated for a time in certain areas of Europe influenced by Moorish
art during the Renaissance. See A. Riegl, “Spanische Aufndharbeiten,” Zeitschrift des
bayrischen Kunst und Handwerk, Miinchen (Dec., 1892): 65-73.
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arcuated band friezes of palmettes and
profile lotus blossoms from the
Harem of Rameses III at Medinet Habu.

There is still one more, albeit isolated, means of connecting ornamental
lotus motifs to consider. Though it is only of general interest and has no
real bearing on further developments, it shows once again that the ancient
Egyptians did not simply cling tenaciously to their initial solutions but
constantly rearranged traditional elements in rich and varied ways. In fig-
ure 24, for example, a narrow band, which could be construed as a tendril,
forms circles connected to each other by short segments, which branch off
into lotus blossoms and buds.* The individual circles are filled with ro-
settes. The short, connecting tangents are similar to those used in early
Greek art, especially in the Dipylon Style, which is, however, purely geo-
metric and devoid of any vegetal elements.” Nevertheless, this stiff, one-
sided arrangement is still a world apart from the vivacious and rhythmic
Greek tendril.

A combination of curving stems with lotus blossoms in the various pro-
file views encountered thus far also occurs on the interlacing forms
thought to symbolize the two kingdoms of Upper and Lower Egypt.** The

% [Lepsius, Denkmiler aus Agypten, Abtheilung 2, Blatt 120f; Abtheilung 3, Blatt 19,
nos. lc and 2c.]
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Fig. 24. Frieze of tendril-like elements connecting
lotus blossoms and buds, wall painting from
tomb 75, Necropolis at Thebes.

elegant curve of the lines and the grouping of the blossoms offer us a
foretaste of how the Greeks would later allow these motifs to move about
freely. However, the importance of this interlacing form rests primarily
on its representational value and not on its decorative characteristics; it
does not contribute, as far as we know, to any further development.*

Rows of lotus motifs connected by arcuated bands have no prototypes in
nature; they are therefore a purely decorative device. At one point we
might have been been tempted to attribute the discrepancy between the
stylization of the lotus blossom and its actual appearance in nature (which
can be considerable, especially in the case of the bell-shaped type and the
volute-calyx) to the limitations of an artistic style that was still relatively
primitive and insulated from external influence. But these connecting
arcuated lines now render this impossible: they prove that there was abso-
lutely no intention to copy nature overtly. The object was simply to con-
nect the rows of blossom motifs in an attractive manner, for reasons that
could only have been purely artistic in nature. The ancient Egyptian arcu-
ated frieze is therefore nothing other than pure decoration.®

Ancient Egyptian art, especially from the New Kingdom, however, had
another scheme of surface decoration in which the connecting elements
were the primary determinants of the pattern, while the vegetal motifs
were subordinate. This was a surface decoration based on the spiral.

The spiral in decorative art is initially a purely linear, and therefore
geometric, element. Later on, when we take up the question of the origin

 The same could be said about another way the lotus motifs are joined: blossoms are often
found crowning long stems, which are themselves studded by small, drop-shaped forms
similar to the ones beneath the volutes of the palmette. Goodyear (Grammar, 50) immedi-
ately identified them as lotus buds, though he was quick to point out that the arrangement
is contrary to nature, since in reality each bud is supported by its own stem rising out of the
water. This arrangement of bud and blossom is obviously also a purely decorative solution.
- In this case, as well as in the arrangement with connecting arcuated lines, the blossom (or
bud) motifs are always of major importance, while the connecting lines are of secondary
interest.
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of the spiral, which has been the object of so much discussion, we will be
examining examples of primitive art that developed in isolation and have
no vegetal motifs at all but exploited the spiral to an astonishing degree.
Now, however, let us examine how the spiral was used in ancient Egyp-
tian art. The original scheme is also that of a strip, border, or frieze (figure
25). The spiral curls under and then again out. The center in this instance
is clearly marked by a rosette. Whenever the motif is used on a smaller
scale, however, particularly on metal vessels, then the center, or so-called
eye, is left blank. The axils formed where the connecting lines merge with
the circular outline of the involutions are filled with readily identifiable
lotus blossom profiles. Beyond a doubt, the spiral is the major decorative
element, while the floral motifs are mere accessories prompted only by
the decorative need to fill the axil.

Fig. 25. Frieze of spirals with lotus blossoms as axil fillers,
wall painting from Necropolis at Thebes.

Spirals, however, also lend themselves to decorating entire surfaces in
an overall, connected pattern. Figure 26 shows a simple example based on
the spiral scheme of figure 25. The motifs are repeated in series with their
involutions aligned but their spirals running in opposing directions, so
that, for example, if one spiral is curling to the right, its neighbor will curl
to the left. Vegetal motifs occupy the rest of the field. They are not, how-
ever, inserted into the axils created by the individual running spirals, as
in figure 25, but into the axils left between two neighboring spirals. In this
case, therefore, the lotus blossoms do not only fill up axils but are actually
instrumental in creating the continuous overall pattern by joining to-
gether the individual spirals. Another look at the simpler example in fig-
ure 25, however, will remind us that, despite the increased status of the
vegetal motifs in this spiral arrangement, the main element of this kind of
surface decoration was originally the geometric spiral.”

Figure 27 is an even more elaborate example. Here the circular involu-
tions are connected in a number of ways, so that there are five instead of
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Fig. 26. Painted ceiling decoration with
spirals and lotus axil fillers from tomb 33,
Necropolis at Thebes.

Fig. 27. Painted ceiling decoration with spirals,
lotus axil fillers, and bucrania from tomb 65,
Necropolis at Thebes.
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two lines running into each eye. The axils are filled with lotus blossoms as
well as with buds, which in retrospect is important for the interpretation
of the drop-shaped fillers of the volute-calyx of figures 16, 17, and 19.%

While we have been describing the spiral as the dominant element in
all of these examples (figs. 25-27), and the vegetal motifs, on the other
hand, as mere accessories filling up the axils, Goodyear is of the opposite
opinion. In accordance with the main thesis of his book, which argues that
virtually all ancient ornament originates from the lotus motif, he refuses
to recognize the spiral as an independent element that need not be de-
rived from the lotus. For Goodyear, the spiral is essentially a volute that
developed from the kind of lotus blossoms that have voluted calyces.
From this point of view, however, we would have to interpret the lotus
blossoms in figures 25-27 in all instances as the main motifs and not simply
as accessories filling up the axils. For the most part, Goodyear* used the
concentric rings decorating scarabs for evidence, concluding that they
were the end products of the rearrangement and reduction of volutes. He
himself admitted, however, that it was impossible to trace the process
chronologically using dated material. Although the spiral ornament that
has survived dates mainly from the New Kingdom, it must have already
been used extensively in the Old Kingdom, even if the number of exam-
ples is very small. In any case, Flinders Petrie has dated® one scarab with
the elaborate arrangement of figure 25 to the early period of the Eleventh
Dynasty, and another without axil fillers to the Fifth Dynasty. The only
examples that seem to justify Goodyear’s hypothesis are the ones where
the lotus blossoms fill the space between two independently spiraling cir-
cles (figure 26) and could be taken for the volute-calyx of the blossom. The
simplest examples, however, as in figure 25, have not two but only one
spiraling circle associated with the flower filling the axil. Goodyear casu-
ally accounts for the omission of the second volute by explaining that it
was the only way a continuous pattern of connected lotus blossoms could
be created in the first place. He fails to demonstrate, however, why the
ancient Egyptians would have made such a drastic change in their charac-
teristic hieratic patterns for such minor decorative purposes, and this is
where his argument breaks down.

We confront the same problem in finding dated material from the early
stages of the development to substantiate our line of reasoning as

% The cow heads represent Isis-Hathor and are considered by Goodyear, among others, to
be the earliest predecessors of the bucrania found in Greco-Roman decorative art.*

¥ Goodyear, Grammar, 81ff.,, pl. 8.

% Ibid., pl. 8, no. 17.
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Goodyear does with his. Our argument, however, can be supported by
the examination of analogous phenomena in documented primitive art,
which yields two observations fundamental to our hypothesis: first, that
the spiral is purely geometric, and second, that the postulate of axil filling
was very important and a determinative factor in these primitive artistic
styles.

One such kind of primitive art was created by the Maori, the natives of
New Zealand. The Maori art of today has been more or less contaminated
by European influence, but enough of the earlier work was saved in Euro-
pean museums just in time. A very significant and instructive collection
gathered by the Austrian world traveler Andreas Reischek has been in-
stalled-in the Naturhistorisches Museum in Vienna. We gain a self-con-
tained and well-rounded picture of the ornament of the Maori from study-
ing this collection, but one that differs in a particular way from everything
else we know about the arts of primitive peoples. We can only assume that
the Maori experienced a long-lasting development that proceeded along
its own independent path. New Zealand, moreover, had no metals, so that
its natives had to rely on stone implements, which they were very skilled
at producing. If it is true, as some (naturally Goodyear among them) have
maintained, that the Maori were in contact with Malayan culture, then it
is hard to understand why metal utensils were never introduced onto the
island. It is still perhaps possible that the Maori worked metals very early,
at a time before they became isolated on New Zealand. However, an
enormous amount of time would have to have elapsed for a Stone Age
culture as self-contained as that of the Maori to have developed.

In view of the difficulty we usually have in distinguishing the truly in-
digenous and most ancient traditions in the art of primitive peoples from
what has been admixed through steady or sporadic trading, it is a rare
opportunity to come across a culture with a completely independent de-
velopment, uninfluenced by outside sources presumably for thousands of
years.

It is extremely interesting to find that the spiral plays a dominant role
in the ornament of the Maori. The motif is found in wood carving either in
chip carved or openwork technique like that of ironwork (fig. 28). Smooth
spirals are also engraved in bands on hard fruit rinds (fig. 29), where they
contrast with a hatched background blackened by grime. Lastly, spirals
are found incised in stone where they are frequently accompanied by dots
(fig. 30). The Maori spiral is very closely related to the ancient Egyptian

% See my note, “Neuseelidndische Ornamentik,” Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen Ge-
sellschaft in Wien, 20 (1890): 84-87, figs. 22-24, the source for figs. 28-30 here.
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Fig. 29. Engraving on Maori fruit rind. Fig. 30. Engraving on
the sinker of a Maori
fishing net.

motif because, like the latter, it first coils inward to a central point and
then runs back out again. The large prow and stern spirals on sides of
canoes (fig. 28) wind around and around a number of times, until the band
curling in and the band curling out meet in the middle. On the outermost
turn of the large spiral to the right of figure 28, however, there are some
smaller, carved spirals connected by tangents, which have essentially the
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same scheme as the ancient Egyptian example in figure 25. Along the
narrow border, triangular shapes or little broken lines fill the axils formed
where the margins of the band meet the involutions. This is where the two
examples are most similar; the only difference is that the Egyptian exam-
ple has lotus blossoms filling the axils, while the New Zealand carving, in
keeping with the exclusively geometric character of its ornament, has sim-
ple, linear configurations.®

We now have to determine whether the New Zealand spiral ornament,
which is similar to that of the ancient Egyptian, was prompted by external
causes of any kind. If we find that the New Zealand spiral came into being
and reached its high degree of refinement because of the purely technical
demands of the materials involved, or because of any other technical con-
straints, then we would also have to investigate whether this applied to
the Egyptian motif as well. Remarkably enough, however, the usual ex-
planations given for the technical derivation of the spiral do not work at all
in the case of the New Zealand spiral. The motif is considered, on the one
hand, to be typical of the kind of decoration derived from metalwork,
especially the wire spirals of filigree; however, since there is no metal on
New Zealand, there is, of course, no metal wire. Gottfried Semper,*® on
the other hand, found the inspiration for the spiral in the twisting of
threads: the Maori, however, never produced any thread. There are not
even any strips of leather on New Zealand, which when rolled up into a
spiral might have struck the Maori with their formal beauty. Certainly
there were, and still are, baskets produced on the island that are woven in
a spiral which, though not very obvious in the finished product, can be
discerned with a certain amount of effort. But can this seriously be the
source of the entire spiral ornament of the Maori? The great pains that the
Maori took to carve out their spiral decorations with obsidian tools in in-
herently hard materials such as wood and stone become incomprehensi-
ble. They did use one medium, however, that offers less resistance: the
skin of their own bodies, though even here there is no connection with
metalwork or textiles. Their tattooing consists of very delicate and intri-
cate spiraling forms. The examples in figures 31 and 32 have been taken
from Lubbock.*® This kind of development of spiral ornament would
seem astonishing to us even if we knew for certain that the Maori knew
how to work metals and draw wire at some time in their past. What this

* [G. Semper, Der Stil in der technischen Kiinsten; oder praktischer Asthetik (Munich,
1878-1879), 1:167.]

% 7. Lubbock, marquisof Avebury, The Origin of Civilization and the Primitive Condi-

tion of Man, Mental and Social Condition of Savages, 2d. ed. (London, 1870), 47, figs.
13-14.]
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Fig. 31. Maori facial tattoos. Fig. 32. Maori facial tattoos.

example does point out so powerfully is that, quite to the contrary, techni-
cal processes did not have to play a major role in the formation of these
motifs at all.¥

For contrast now, let us see what happens when we approach the spiral
in art as a geometric shape produced by the purely creative activity de-
scribed in the first chapter. We are no longer going to be looking for mod-
els in nature or examples of technical dexterity to explain the invention of
the spiral motif but will be asking ourselves what the next simplest geo-
metric form might be from which the spiral could have developed through
an artistic process. The basic two-dimensional shape closest to the spiral
is the circle. The circle is the most perfect of all two-dimensional shapes;
it fulfills the postulate of symmetry in all directions. This quality alone is
enough to account for the widespread use of the circle within geometric
styles. The optimum articulation of the circle consists of smaller concen-
tric circles or of a dot placed in the center. When these concentric circles
are connected to each other by tangent lines, the whole arrangement al-
ready superficially resembles the simple spiral band in figure 25. To draw
this arrangement in one continuous stroke, one need only begin with the
line tangent to the outer circle, then wind around each inner circle in
succession to the central point, and finally circle out again to the next
tangent line. This is, of course, an a priori hypothesis that must eventually

3 A. Andél presented a very instructive and clear survey of the many ways the spiral
appears in art in a program at the k. k. Staats-Unterrealschule in Graz in 1892: “Die Spirale
in der dekorativen Kunst.”
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be substantiated by surviving monuments. However, a glance at the pro-
gressive development of concentric rings as arranged by Goodyear on his
plate 8 will convince many viewers—even in the absence of a secure chro-
nology—that our description of the process is far more natural than the
reverse order espoused by Goodyear; he assumes that the spiral was orig-
inally a vegetal motif, specifically the volute-calyx of the lotus blossom,
that was progressively denatured and geometricized until it gradually
dwindled to the simple arrangement of concentric circles with a central
point.

I would like to make it clear from the outset, however, that I do not
consider what I have just proposed about the possible derivation of the
spiral from concentric designs to be the only cogent explanation. I have
absolutely no intention of adding just another speculative explanation for
the spiral or any other basic, time-honored ornament, to the numerous
ones now in vogue. What I really wanted to show was the possibility of
arguing from the point of view of the decorative development itself with-
out referring to primitive techniques or to particular models in nature that
are ultimately of little consequence. Such an argument—should a satisfac-
tory one ever be found—can remain well within the realm of art itself
without referring to a lifeless technique or to the blind copying of objects
in nature that are obviously of such trifling significance that they could
never have attracted the attention of primitive human beings in the first
place.® b ;

For the sake of completeness, I will mention the hypothesis of Stiibe
which overlaps with my tentative theory of the development of the spiral
motif inasmuch as it also begins with a discussion of concentric circles. It
is unlikely, however, that ornaments, least of all those which are found
throughout the entire world, arose accidentally when painted potsherds
were placed next to each other or pieces of patterned cloth were sewn
together. Nevertheless, anyone who is interested in the history of geo-
metric ornament will certainly profit from reading Stiibel’s article.

Professor A. R. Hein in Vienna approached the matter from a different
perspective in a recently published essay.*® He pointed out that a whole
series of widely used, simple decorative forms like the swastika inherently

1’383

% The cave dwellers were adept at reproducing the kinds of animals either dangerous or
useful to them, but they did not copy spiraling vine tendrils and certainly not weaving pat-
terns, since they did no weaving themselves.

%a [Stiibel, “Uber altperuanische Gewebemuster,” Festschrift des Vereins fiir Erdkunde
in Dresden (1888).]

b [A, R. Hein, Mdander, Kreuze, Hakenkreuze und urmotivische Wirbelornamente in
Amerika (Vienna, 1891).]
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express the idea of rotation or revolution. The spiral obviously conveys
the same idea and may very well have had symbolic value in certain cul-
tures at certain times. Nevertheless, Hein would certainly not suggest
that symbolism gave rise to the first spiral motif, for although he does not
discuss the spiral as such in his article, he expressly states that symbolism
adapted existing geometric forms for its own purposes.®

We do not, therefore, need the volute-célyx of the lotus blossom to
account for the invention of the spiral in ancient Egyptian art, because we
now view the motif just as we view zigzag patterns, concentric rings (both
of which Goodyear, of course, derives from the lotus blossom), or the
checkerboard pattern, etc. It was a geometric motif handed down from
much earlier decorative art that can still be found in the decorative geo-
metric styles of contemporary primitive cultures like that of the Maori of
New Zealand. And the same is true of the postulate of axil filling, which
we found to be similar in both ancient Egyptian and New Zealand art, as
illustrated by the outer turn of the spiral in figure 28. The tattoos in figures
31 and 32 can also be entered as evidence. The spirals that decorate the
bridge of the nose have been filled in with hatching on both sides in a way
also characteristic of Mycenaean art, to which we shall later return.

Now that we have finished examining how the ancient Egyptians
adapted the plant for purely decorative purposes, I would like to add some
general remarks about the place and significance of ancient Egyptian art
within the overall history of the decorative arts. As far as we know, the art
of the ancient Egyptians was the first to adopt motifs that are clearly de-
rived from plants into its repertory of purely decorative forms. If the
Egyptians had any predecessors, their traces have been completely
erased; at any rate, nothing of the sort has ever been discovered.% In the
chapter on the Geometric Style, however, we became acquainted with
the relatively early art of the Aquitanian cave dwellers, which can now be
used as a certain standard against which to measure the development of
the decorative arts of the Egyptians, who had the earliest civilization dis-
covered thus far. What importance did Egyptian art have for the develop-
ment of the decorative arts in general?

The answer is very contradictory. Even though the Egyptians did cre-
-ate decorative patterns that can be considered of lasting value, it is evi-
dent at the same time that others would subsequently handle this task

* Ibid., 28. The author is also to be applauded when he states that the “invention of forms
is based primarily on the creative aptitude of human beings and on the desire to satisfy the
artistic urge . . .” However, he contradicts himself a few lines later when he concurs with the
absolute statement that “geometric ornament is the offspring of technique.”

80



VEGETAL ORNAMENT

much more effectively, and not only the divinely-favored Greeks but even
the Assyrians and the Phoenicians. The Egyptians’ apparent lack of natu-
ral ability for creating decorative art is especially obvious in their treat-
ment of borders, which seldom relate harmoniously to the fields that they
frame. The solutions used for corners are even less successful and often
strike the eye as downright unpleasant. Even the geometric patterns,
which make up most of the motifs in the narrow borders, betray a neglect
of decorative concerns, just as they do in ancient Egyptian ceramics,
where they also play the main role. Of course, the human figure is also
frequently used for purely decorative purposes. This is not a bit surprising
to us, since we know that human beings have been imitating creatures
from nature in sculpture for these purposes since the time of the cave
dwellers. The skill of the cave artists might have lagged far behind that of
the Egyptians, but, as far as artistic impulse is concerned, there is no
unbridgeable gap between them. A human figure sculpted on the handle
of a spoon is by no means essentially nobler than a reindeer carved for the
same purpose, particularly when the animal is executed as artistically as
that in figure 1.

From what I have just said, it may seem as though the ancient Egyp-
tians did not really advance as far beyond the stage of the cave dwellers as
one might have expected, considering they were the first to develop the
important types of vegetal ornament. That would, however, be a very
narrow assessment, for in order to judge the Egyptians fairly they must be
examined within the context of art history in general, where the balance
tips instantly in their favor. Egyptian art was the first, as far as we know,
to establish objectives well beyond the satisfaction of a mere decorative
urge. The art of the Egyptians was basically representational. It no longer
served merely as decoration, for its overriding purpose was to express
perceptions, feelings, and ideas that had nothing in common with pure
delight in beauty alone; this is apparent from the extensive use of art in
Egyptian funerary customs. If this kind of purpose in art is to be under-
stood as the definite sign of a higher, more advanced stage of culture, then
the Egyptians, as far as we now know, were the first to achieve it.

So grand were the artistic concerns arising from the Egyptians’ new and
more elevated cultiiral level, and so great were the difficulties involved in
their solution, as they had no recourse to any sort of prototype, that every-
thing else pales in comparison to their efforts and goals. The naive horror
vacui that spatters surfaces with colorful decoration is essentially a world
apart from the mature artistic sensibility that strives to capture in physical
form the supreme and the divine. The Egyptians were inspired in their art
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by religious and political ideals; they were much less concerned with the
sheer joy of decoration itself.

Much less concerned, to be sure, but it would be going too far to main-
tain that the Egyptians completely ignored pure decoration. Originally,
the various types of lotus blossoms were surely not carved and painted by
Egyptian artists on the walls of tomb chambers or sculpted in the round in
stone purely as decoration but because of what the lotus represented in
Egyptian culture. But just as surely the same types found their way as
early as the Old Kingdom onto jewelry and practical utensils precisely for
the sake of their formal beauty. To deny the Egyptians any sensitivity to
the delights of decoration for its own sake would mean overlooking the
whole wealth of exquisitely decorated minor art that has been preserved
in the tombs of the pharaohs. This culture was no doubt already trying to
strike a balance between the two poles of artistic concern—at one end a
decorative urge demanding a feast for the eyes and at the other a desire to
give concrete expression to the most significant ideas and feelings of hu-
manity. The Egyptians were the first to be keenly aware of this polarity.
They can hardly be blamed for not having found an ultimately satisfying
solution. Just as there are limits to what an individual can accomplish, so
it seems that cultures also have their limitations. The achievements of the
Egyptians in the history of art were already so great and fundamental that
it is easy to understand how they could not ultimately attain the goal first
achieved by the Greeks—the harmonious fusion of formal beauty and pro-
found content—i.e., to be both pleasing and meaningful.*

This point is important enough for us to linger on it for one more mo-
ment. To broaden our understanding of the Egyptians’ artistic limitations,
I would like to point to a parallel phenomenon involving another aspect of
art. The ancient Egyptians were the first to create truly monumental ar-
chitecture, the prerequisite for which is the use of permanent materials
such as stone or its substitute, brick. The Egyptians built temples in stone
so permanent that many of them remain standing, as is well known, to this
very day. The development of stone construction is, of course, quite a
respectable technical accomplishment. The Egyptian hypostyle hall with
its stone roof is, furthermore, also a highly significant artistic achieve-
ment, a first attempt that marks the very beginning of all monumental
architecture. The aesthetic qualities of the Egyptian temple, however, are
essentially confined to the interior: the simple, massive outer walls slant
upward with virtually no articulation except for the decoration superfi-
cially applied to the pylon facade. The Mesopotamians also tried in their
own way to balance structure and decoration, but their results were not
really satisfactory. It was the Hellenes who first managed to infuse the
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exterior of their columned buildings with such harmonious formal perfec-
tion that the Greek temple still stands today as an artistically integrated
whole, incomparable and unique in the entire history of art. This is true
even of Greek decorative arts, where the forms are supposed to be “pleas-
ing” and where no pointed “meaning” is intended. The Hellenes brought
ornament to its most mature, perfect, and formally beautiful stage, while
at the same time they used forms with significant content, which, how-
ever, always bowed graciously to the overriding decorative demands. It
would be unreasonable to expect the Egyptians to have also reached this
stage of perfection. They accomplished more than enough as it was; it
would now be the task f younger, more vigorous, and energetic cultures
to take over what the Egyptians had begun. It will now be extremely
enlightening to observe how Near Eastern cultures, which seem to have
received their first decisive artistic impulses from the Egyptians, went
beyond their mentors and slowly but surely followed a path in their orna-
ment that would eventually be completed by the Greeks. The strong chal-
lenges created by Egyptian art because of its integration of religion and
politics also obtained among the Oriental cultures who succeeded them,
but to a far lesser degree. In a moment, we will examine the extent to
which the founders of the next international empire in the Near East after
the Egyptians, the Mesopotamians, were able to transcend the decorative
achievements of their predecessors.

2. Mesopotamian

The second oldest art and culture in the history of the ancient Orient to
attain widespread importance was that of Mesopotamia. Unfortunately,
the surviving artistic monuments date almost exclusively from the rela-
tively late period of Assyrian rule. Our knowledge about Mesopotamian
art before 1000 B.C. is very spotty, based as it is upon a few sporadic
monuments, the earliest of which are not even as early as the the New
Kingdom under the Thutmosid line [Eighteenth Dynasty], which came
relatively late in Egyptian history. As a result, we cannot determine with
any certainty the extent to which the Babylonians of the lower Euphrates
and Tigris Valleys were actually the founders of the higher culture and art
of the whole vast Mesopotamian river basin, as is generally assumed.
Therefore, even though I will be speaking in terms of Assyrian ornament
in the following discussion, I am not discounting the possibility, in fact the
probability, that the Babylonians, and perhaps even the Elamites, should
be given some credit for the creation of Mesopotamian art.?
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1 cannot go into the full impact that Assyrian art exerted upon the devel-
opment of ornament. That would involve clarifying the relationship be-
tween Assyrian decoration and its figural and animal representations,
which we touched upon briefly in the chapter on the Heraldic Style. What
must be generally and expressly stated here, however, is that Assyrian art
was the first to establish more or less consciously that distinction between
border and field, frame and fill—in other words between the active and
passive parts of a design—that was fundamental to the later development
of Mediterranean art.* The Egyptians had also placed two-dimensional
figurative motifs in fields enclosed by borders. With few exceptions, how-
ever, these borders were limited to very simple patterns, which did not
amount to much more than rows of dashes or zigzag lines.*' The weak side
of the Egyptian decorative sensibility is especially apparent in the treat-
ment of corners wherever two borders converge at right angles. The bor-
ders often consist of different patterns, which simply collide and come to
a halt.” The Assyrians, on the other hand, were the first to develop uni-
form framing systems with artistically satisfying solutions for the cor-
ners.® They decisively appropriated the individual vegetal motifs and the
effective solutions for extending them that the Egyptians had achieved
and then applied such ornament in a far more comprehensive and pur-
poseful way.

The elements of Assyrian vegetal ornament are rooted in Egyptian dec-
oration. I, for one, see no reason to assume, along with von Sybel, that
New Kingdom vegetal ornament originated in Asia.* The circumstance
that the palmette and the rosette were the most beloved motifs in Assyr-
ian art during the first millennium B.C. does not mean that they were
invented in Mesopotamia. The palmette was used even more extensively
later on in Greek art, and yet no one would argue for its independent

 Culturally and historically, Mesopotamia and Iran should be associated with Mediterra-
nean culture, since the politics and religions of these regions have always gravitated toward
the Mediterranean and not toward eastern Asia.

# The most successful examples are from the so-called minor arts, such as the wooden
spoons edged with zigzag lines illustrated by Prisse d’Avennes (L'art égyptien, atlas 2, pl. 92,
“Boites et utensiles de toilette,” nos. 4 and 6).

“ Attempts to deal with corner solutions in ceiling decoration are illustrated in Prisse
d’Avennes, Lart égyptien, atlas 1, pl. 29, no. 1, “Guilloches et méandres,” in the upper left
corner with zigzag; ibid., pl. 32, no. 7, “Postes et fleurs,” in the lower left corner with the
forerunner of the egg-and-dart motif (fig. 23). These examples show that the ancient Egyp-
tians were well aware of the problems involved but did not pursue them further.

* For example, the stone doorsill of figure 34 taken from A. H. Layard, The Monuments
of Nineveh: From Drawings Made on the Spot by Austen Henry Layard, vol. 2 (London,
1853), pl. 56, no. 1.

# According to von Sybel, only the earlier form of the lotus blossom (fig. 7) and the so-
called papyrus came from Egypt.
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Greek origin. Furthermore, it would be hard to explain why the Egyp-
tians, assuming that they had borrowed the rosette and the palmette,
never adopted the most popular Mesopotamian border motif of all,
namely the guilloche, which we are about to discuss.

Let us examine the border pattern of a glazed wall tile (figure 33)*
found in the rubble of the northwest palace at Nimrud from the time of
Assurnasirpal II (ninth cent. B.C.). It consists of a central band containing
a guilloche pattern bordered on both sides by a row of vegetal motifs con-
nected by means of flattened, arcuated bands.

Fig. 33. Border decoration on Assyrian glazed brick from Nimrud.

The guilloche is especially characteristic of Mesopotamian art; similar
patterns have never been found on Egyptian monuments.* Until now,
there has been little doubt about its origin.” Ever since Semper’s discus-
sion of the primeval braid, there has been unanimity about the descent of

% A. H. Layard, The Monuments of Nineveh: From Drawings Made on the Spot by Austen
Henry Layard, vol. 1 (London, 1849), pl. 86, bottom. [A color reproduction of this tile also
appears in G. Perrot and C. Chipiez, Histoire de Uart dans lantiquité, vol. 2 (Paris, 1884),
pl. 13. Riegl’s original attribution of this tile and the reign of Ashurnasirpal II to the tenth
century was incorrect and has been emended accordingly. ]

% Goodyear also integrated the guilloche into his lotus theory: “the guilloche is an abbrevi-
ated spiral scroll.” According to him, the guilloche originated from the spiral’s wave. I can
think of only one single example from the relatively late Mycenaean period (H. Schliemann,
Mykenae; Bericht iiber meine Forschungen und Entdeckungen in Mykenae und Tiryns
[Leipzig, 1878], 288, fig. 359) that could serve as an intervening example, but in my opinion,
the guilloche has nothing to do with the lotus motif.
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the guilloche from twisted plaitwork. However, those of us who are not
unquestioning followers of the artistic materialism currently in vogue
would like to know just what prompted human beings to copy something
as insignificant as a braid to decorate monuments that were built to last
forever. Those of us who no longer detect the influence of woven fences or
baskets behind linear geometric ornaments also have no need to look to
the braid for similar purposes. Human beings copied their own image
directly from nature for decorative purposes. They also copied the kinds
of animals that were particularly strong or useful. Later on, they fashioned
beautifully articulated vases and slender candelabras, etc. The notion that
the braid should have somehow impressed human beings with its formal
beauty during this whole process can only be taken seriously by a materi-
alist art historian. And the fact that in our own time we do not find any-
thing peculiar about this line of thinking will surely cause later ages to look
back upon our strangely distorted attitudes toward art with a scorn not
altogether unjustified.

In the history of vegetal ornament, the guilloche has only once played
a minor role—in Greek art, and that, moreover, at a relatively late date
(figure 84). Therefore, I will not even bother making another pointless
attempt to concoct some sort of derivation for it. It is surely clear by this
time that I see the guilloche as a linear shape formed exclusively according
to the principles of symmetry and rhythm.© What is more important at
present, however, is the examination of the vegetal motifs flanking the
guilloche in figure 33. There are three different kinds of motifs: a bud, a
palmette, and a three-pronged blossom; they are repeated in the follow-
ing rhythmic sequence: palmette, bud, palmette, blossom, palmette,
bud, and so forth. This manner of arranging a group of three elements is
familiar to us from Egyptian ornament (figure 22), the only difference
being that in the Egyptian example the lotus blossom is the main motif,
which is repeated twice, while in the Assyrian example it is the palmette.
Moreover, the blossom motif of the Egyptian border, which resembles
the palmette-fan, is exchanged in the Assyrian example for a motif that is
unquestionably the palmette itself.

Let us first discuss the individual forms, leaving aside for the moment
the way in which they are interconnected. There is very little to say about
the bud. It is distinguished from its Egyptian equivalent only by the scal-
loped articulation.*” The palmette, on the other hand, deviates more radi-

47 Perhaps the Mesopotamians really did, as is sometimes assumed, confuse the bud motif
with the pinecone.
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cally from the combined view of the Egyptian lotus or the lotus-palmette
of figure 16. Whereas the Egyptian calyx and fan are about equal in size,
with the calyx perhaps slightly larger, it is the fan on the Assyrian example
that is the most prominent part by far. The strong volutes of the Egyptian
calyx are gone and replaced by two hornlike little forms curling down to
either side. In addition, there is a second, more pronounced calyx com-
prised by strongly emphasized upwardly-curling volutes, which has been
inserted between the smaller calyx and the fan. Despite these differences,
I still find the similarity to the Egyptian palmette undeniable. The same
peculiar structure is common to both motifs and could hardly have been
invented independently in both cases. Intermediary forms from Phoeni-
cian art, which are thought to show the progression from the Egyptian
lotus to the Assyrian palmette, have been suggested; I will discuss them
later in the chapter on Phoenician ornament. Here I would only like to
mention that, although they may seem to be something new, there are in
fact prototypes in Egyptian vegetal ornament for the upper, upwardly-
curling volute-calyces of the Assyrian palmette. At any rate, it would be
completely inappropriate to seize upon the palm tree as the natural model
of the Assyrian palmette. The fans on the palm trees depicted in Assyrian
reliefs do, of course, resemble the ones on palmettes, but the volute-
calyx, that characteristic component of every palmette, is always missing
on the trees. It is much more likely that the fan in renderings of palm
trees was modeled on the developed decorative form of the palmette,
which would have been a readily available solution, but certainly not the
reverse.®

Finally, the third motif of the Assyrian border pattern, the three-
petaled blossom, is also related to the Egyptian lotus, though not to the
typical form of the lotus blossom but to the crowning motif (figure 37),
which became very common during the Middle Kingdom (Eleventh and
Twelfth Dynasties) and occurred already in the Old Kingdom.* Von
Sybel® saw the motif as a vase, because it often narrows to a point and

“# Sometimes pinecones appear on stems between the leaves of the palmette-fan (Layard,
Monuments of Nineveh, vol. 1, pl. 47; Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de lart, vol. 2, fig. 137),
probably for symbolic purposes. The fruits of the palm trees on Assyrian historical reliefs,
however, hang down from the trunk on the lower edge of the fan.

“® R. Lepsius, Denkmdler aus Agypten und Athiopien nach den Zeichnungen der von
Seiner Majestdt dem Kénige von Preussen Friedrich-Wilhelm IV nach diesen Lindern gesen-
deten in den Jahren 1842-1845 angefiihrten wissenschaft- lichen Expedition (Berlin, 1849—
1856), Abtheilung 2, Blatt 101, bottom left, and center. [On this motif see annotation g for
chapter 3A.2.]

% 1., Von Sybel, Kritik des aegyptischen Ornaments (Marburg, 1883), 6.
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in this form resembles the depiction of vases. Frequently, however, it
does not come to a point but assumes the pattern of the lotus blossom.?
For this reason, I associate this Egyptian motif with the lotus blossom and
the bud, whose main function as a crowning element has been discussed
above. What strengthens my belief in the derivation of the Assyrian bor-
der blossom from the Egyptian crowning element even more is, first of all,
the curved contour line of the blossom and, second, the flattened shape of
the connecting arcuated bands; for the Egyptian motif is also frequently
mounted on two diverging stems, although they do not continue as arcs to
the right and left but rest on the ground line like two independent, sup-
porting legs.

In the purely decorative sense, Assyrian vegetal motifs generally repre-
sent an unmistakable improvement over those of Egypt. It is much more
difficult to sense the underlying natural forms of the Assyrian motifs than
it was for the Egyptian stylizations. The colorful zigzag patterning falls
into the same category, as does the new combination of elements, which
the Egyptians had kept strictly segregated: the upwardly curling volute-
calyx and common palmette-fan. Finally, the peculiar way in which the
various motifs are interconnected should be seen in the same context.
That brings us to our next topic.

The continuous arcuated bands, which serve to unify the rows of vegetal
motifs, are familiar to us from Egyptian art from the later New Kingdom
under the Ramesids. The flattened examples of the Assyrian border in
figure 33 make a less favorable impression than the nicely curved, round
Egyptian arcs. Nevertheless we have just been examining, the extent to
which this could still be related to Egyptian models. In contrast, we no-
ticed certain additional elements in the connective structure of figure 33,
which are missing in the Egyptian models and represent a decorative im-
provement as well as an important point of departure for subsequent de-
velopments. The connecting bands of the Assyrian border, which run
along in very shallow arcs, look as though they are being held in place by
a kind of binding or juncture, unlike the rounded Egyptian versions (fig-
ure 22), which begin immediately at the lower end of the vegetal motif. In
the case of the bud, moreover, the two connecting bands running toward
it from right and left appear above the binding and curve down to either
side like volutes. They form a calyx for the bud that is like the one on the
Assyrian palmette inspired by Egyptian models. The blossom, however,
is connected to the arcuated bands solely by the binding. Together the

%2 Ibid.
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calyx at the inception point of the bud and the bindings are conscious,
decorative innovations of the Mesopotamians.*

The dependence of the Mesopotamians on the art of Egypt, rather than
vice versa, is attested by the circumstance that the monuments of the later
Sargonid [Neo-Assyrian] period (eighth and seventh centuries B.C.), when
the Assyrians had direct contact with the Egyptians, imitate Egyptian
models more obviously than the earlier ones dating from the ninth cen-
tury.> As a result, the earlier forms from Assurnasirpal’s time, which are
different in character and contrast with the later, more obviously Egyp-
tian-inspired examples, seem to be original Mesopotamian inventions.
Egypt, herefore, may still seem to have been on the receiving end of the
relationship between the two cultural regions after its intimate contact
with Asiatic Semites during the Hyksos invasion. However, there is an-
other explanation for the stylistic change in Assyrian vegetal ornament
that is at least as persuasive, and it is actually more compatible with the
greater age of Egyptian art as compared to the art of Mesopotamia. It
could have been, namely, that the earlier Assyrian imitations of Egyptian
vegetal motifs arrived in Mesopotamia indirectly, perhaps even before
the period of the New Kingdom. Then, when the Assyrians experienced
renewed and this time more direct contact with the Egyptians, they
adopted the more characteristically Egyptian form of lotus blossoms and
buds, perhaps without realizing that they were not adding anything basi-
cally new to their ornament. The art of the Babylonians and the Assyrians,
as a whole, creates the distinct impression that these cultures were the
conscious continuation of the older cultures out of which they arose, just
as the Greeks, later on, built upon the achievements of Near Eastern
ornament. 4

Now let us take a look at one of the Egyptian-inspired border motifs
from the [Neo-Assyrian] period (figure 34), one that decorates the corner
of a doorsill. Since Semper, it has invariably been compared to a carpet
pattern, although the Assyrians at that time did not have the technical skill

5 Although even here, timid beginnings can already be found in Egyptian art: for the
junctures, for example, by A. Prisse d’Avennes, Histoire de Uart égyptien d’ aprés les monu-
ments, depuis les temps les plus reculés jusqu’a la domination romaine (Paris, 1878-1879),
atlas 1, “Couronnements et frises fleuronnées,” no. 8; “Frises fleuronnées,” no. 4; for lotus
buds with volute-calyces, see Lepsius, Denkmdler-aus Agypten, Abtheilung 3, Blatt 62.

* The Assyrians were not at all as unreceptive to foreign art forms as the Egyptians were.
This is probably one of the crucial reasons why their culture surpassed that of the Egyptians
in the decorative arts, because only an admixture of foreign elements can lead to something
new. [The Egyptians can no longer be considered unreceptive to foreign artistic concepts or
elements. See the annotations concerning floralized geometric patterns and the sacred tree:
y for chapter 3A.1; k for chapter 3A.3; and n for chapter 3B.1.]
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Fig. 34. Relief ornament of alabaster doorsill from the
Assyrian palace at Nineveh (Kuyunjik).

necessary for producing a pattern of rounded forms either by knotting or
weaving.® Generally speaking, I would like to draw attention to the consis-
tent distinction made between the central field, the intervening margin,
and the border, each of which is treated in a completely decorative man-
ner, and to the ingenious corner solution in the border; this illustrates
what I said about Assyrian ornament at the beginning of the chapter.
These are things that we do not, as a rule, encounter in Egyptian surface
decoration.

We will only be focusing on the border in figure 34 with its alternation
of lotus blossoms and buds. The motifs themselves correspond completely
with their Egyptian models; even the three-notched calyx that contains
the individual buds and blossoms occurs in both instances in the same
way.! The connecting round arcs are also familiar to us from Egyptian

90



VEGETAL ORNAMENT

models. The only element that is new and specifically Assyrian about
these vegetal motifs is the calyx at each point of inception. As in the exam-
ple from Nimrud discussed earlier (figure 33), the calyx is a continuation
of the connecting arcuated bands, which extend above the horizontal
binding and curl down to either side.®® The small, pointy leaf rising in
the center between the two calycal leaves of the lotus blossom in figure
34 is obviously the same as the one found at Nimrud, though only on
the palmette, which we found likewise to be related to the Egyptian
palmette. In fact, the abbreviated Egyptian palmette system, the one we
have been calling the lotus blossom with volute-calyx, was one of the most
common Assyrian ornamental motifs of all (figure 35). What is different
about the motif in comparison to its Egyptian model are the slimmer
forms of the volutes, which often do not curl up at all, and the pointy shape
of the central leaf. What, however, underscores once again the connection
of the Assyrian motif to its Egyptian model is the completely analogous
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Fig. 35. Assyrian relief showing canopy with supports
crowned by palmettes, from the
bronze doors at Fort Shalmaneser (Balawat).

% As far as the volute calyx is concerned, there was ample precedent in the lotus palmette
of Egyptian art. The specifically Assyrian element here resides in the further adaptation of
this fruitful ornamental motif into buds and profile blossoms.
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use of both forms. The Assyrian blossom is also routinely used either to
crown or terminate something in a free ending,* or to mark the inception
point of a long, thin object. We will return to this second use in our discus-
sion of the so-called sacred tree below.

There is still one more vegetal motif in Assyrian ornament, widely used
in later art, that seems to have a Mesopotamian origin because of its fre-
quency in Assyrian art: the so-called pomegranate. It usually consists of a
circle crowned by three little leaves (figure 36). In Assyrian art, the motif
is frequently®” arranged in rows in a border and connected by arcuated
lines; here the individual pomegranates look as though they are attached
to the arcuated bands with bindings (fig. 38). It is possible, however, that
the pomegranate was also related to that Egyptian crowning motif derived
from the lotus (figure 37), for its crowning leaves also rise above a disk,
albeit separated by a balusterlike shape.® ¢

Fig. 36. Assyrian Fig. 37. Egyptian
depiction of crowning
pomegranate. pattern or “khaker.”

The pure Mesopotamian form of the pomegranate, the simple disk with
three-pronged crown, has so far been documented only once in Egyptian
art. Goodyear® found it on a statue of a Nile god in the British Museum
alternating with obvious lotus blossoms and buds in a row. Without hesita-
tion, he identified the motif as the seed capsule of the true lotus and saw
it as sufficient proof of the Egyptian origin of the pomegranate. Consider-

% Compare, for example, the tips of the tabernacle columns in figure 35 (from Perrot and
Chipiez, Histoire de Lart, vol. 2, fig. 68) with the column supporting an architrave by Perrot
and Chipiez (fig. 71), for a direct analogy with the meaning of Egyptian lotus capital columns.
[For a more recent illustration of the latter work, the ninth-century B.c. Neo-Babylonian
relief of King Nabuapaliddina, see H. Frankfort, The Art and Architecture of the Ancient
Orient (Harmondsworth, 1985), fig. 231.]

% Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de lart, 2:311, figs. 127-28, Assyrian glazed ceramics.

% of. Lepsius, Denkmiler aus Agypten, Abtheilung 2, Blatt 126, 130; Abtheilung 3, Blatt
21.

*® W. G. Goodyear, The Grammar of the Lotus. A New History of Classic Ornament As a
Development of Sun Worship (London, 1891), 181, fig. 125.
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ing the rarity of the motif in Egyptian art and its frequency in Assyrian art,
I prefer to wait before accepting Goodyear’s view, at least until the date
of the statue has been satisfactorily clarified. As I said in regard to figure
37, I do not find a causal connection between the Mesopotamian pome-
granate and Egyptian art at all out of the question but, on the contrary,
highly probable.

The pomegranates set on arcs are found later, particularly on Cyrenean
[Lakonian] vases. I refer to them here rather prematurely only to call
attention to the arrangement of their arcs in two overlapping rows, for the
motif of overlapping arcuated bands also occurs in Assyrian art, as proven
by a fragment in Layard.”® This example is one more instance of the
Assyrian effort to infuse their ornament with greater life and movement."

Aside from the guilloche, the most common ornamental motif of the
Assyrians was the rosette. Its origin and significance for ancient Egyptian
art were already discussed. The embellishment of the petals of the Assyr-
ian rosette with transverse zigzags (see the lower register of figure 38) is
characteristic of Assyrian color patterning in general; we have already
seen this in other examples (fig. 33), and it is what often distinguishes the
Assyrian rosette from the ancient Egyptian version. The conjectures of

Fig. 38. Assyrian border decoration, wall painting from
the palace at Nimrud.

% [Layard, Monuments of Nineveh, vol. 2, pl. 84, no. 13, glazed brick from the northwest
palace at Nimrud. ]
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those attempting to argue for a technical origin of the rosette from em-
bossed metalwork are totally unfounded.® The fact that the Assyrian ro-
sette does not reveal its vegetal origins as blatantly as the Egyptian ver-
sion, which often has a long stem, can be explained by the ever-increasing
stylization that affected the profile view of the Assyrian lotus blossom and
the palmette in the same way.

At the conclusion of this overview of ancient Mesopotamian vegetal or-
nament, there is one more motif to be considered, which I find has been
unjustifiably credited with far too much importance and influence: the
so-called sacred tree. This kind of tree was the most appropriate means of
separating two opposed animals in the Heraldic Style. The lofty, symbolic
associations that have often been read into the motif may have played a
role, which we can no longer document, in its initial emergence as a motif.
Its subsequent importance, however, is basically decorative, as evidenced
by the way it was adopted in a wide variety of styles, in particular by the
Greeks, even as a flower vase! Here we are only concerned with the rela-
tionship of the sacred tree to the development of vegetal ornament.’

Trees in nature do not generally display the relatively thorough symme-
try of this little shrubbery and, as a result, they have never been used
extensively in ornament. In ancient Egyptian art, they are rendered in natu-
ralistic, if stylized asymmetry, wherever they are needed for their repre-
sentational value, for example to indicate a garden (Tell-el-Armarna).’ In
similar instances, the Assyrians used the symmetrical palmette-fan, at
least for the fronds of palm trees. The alleged sacred tree of the Assyrians
(figure 39),! however, does not deserve to be called a tree at all. It looks
more like a piece of furniture fitted together from various components
which include two rectangular shafts connected by sheaths® like those on
Assyrian furniture. The lower shaft rises from an abbreviated (fanless)
palmette; the upper one is crowned by a palmette with a fan.® The
sheaths are each composed of two fanless palmettes,* one pointing up-

% Moreover, rosettelike motifs have already been found engraved in bone among the cave
dwellers of Dordogne (fig. 6).

® From Layard, Monuments of Nineveh, vol. 1, pl. 7.

© A metal sheath like these, which no doubt functioned as a connecting binding, was
discovered at Nimrud and illustrated by Layard (pl. 96); the stool in the relief in Layard (pl.
5) shows how it was used.

% The Assyrian palmette, like the Egyptian lotus and “papyrus,” is used to mark an unat-
tached termination. This function is clearly expressed by the palmettes on the tips of the
ropes held by two half figures in the central upper part of the relief illustrated by Perrot and
Chipiez, Histoire de Uart, vol. 2, fig. 71, which are like the lotuses used to terminate the
ropes binding prisoners on Egyptian reliefs.! See also figure 35, above.

% The lower calyx of the sheaths sometimes has notched leaves, possibly of Babylonian
origin (see the Neo-Babylonian relief in Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de lart, vol. 2, fig. 71.
[Cf. Frankfort, Ancient Orient, fig. 231.]
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ward, the other downward, both
marking the points of inception in
precisely the same way as the abbre-
viated Egyptian palmette.*

The interlacing wreath of palm-
ettes surrounding the shaft no more
resembles tree foliage than the shaft
itself does a tree trunk, for the palm-
ettes are linked in series by flattened
arcuated bands running all around
the tree. The palmettes, except for
the uppermost ones, are also con-
nected by bands to the trunk. Some-
times pine cones occur in place of
palmettes.®® They are, however,
linked only to the trunk and not to
one another. This would seem to be
a more treelike arrangement were it
not for the fact that the trunk still has

the sheaths reminiscent of furniture
Fig. 39. The so-called sacred joints.® ™

t f Assyria, detail of ..
thfit(())nesrsglri;%s f:;;l t(})le We are about to study a similar

palace at Nimrud. motif from Phoenician art, consid-

ered to be the intermediary between

the Egyptian and Assyrian versions. This will be hard to prove, however,

since the Phoenician motif, at least in the form in which it has survived on

monuments, is later than the Mesopotamian sacred trees, which can be

traced as far back as the twelfth century B.c. on the relief of King Marduk-
nadin-akhe.® "

The ornamental flower and bud forms of Mesopotamian art, as already
mentioned, are usually interconnected by continuous arcuated bands; the
Assyrians had virtually no spiral ornament. The spiral is used, to be sure,
to indicate beards and curly hair, but as an ornamental motif, and espe-
cially as a connecting element between vegetal ornaments, it is nowhere
to be found in Mesopotamian art. This fact must be stressed, especially in

% [Layard, Monuments of Nineveh, vol. 1, pl. 6.]

% The similarity between the blossoms on the sacred tree and the various lotus motifs did
not escape Goodyear (Grammar, 175ff.). Moreover, his rejection of the popular hypothesis
that finds a connection between the sacred tree and the Arian Soma or Hom concurs com-
pletely with my conviction. )

% Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de Uart, vol. 2, fig. 233.
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light of the important role of the spiral as a connecting element in the
history of vegetal ornament for the Egyptians, as we have already seen,
and for the Greeks, as we are about to see. There is possibly one exception
to this which can be cited: the decoration on the upper rim of the vessel
held by the fish god in an Assyrian relief.%® Thus is, however, not so much
a row of continuous spirals; it is a distinct running-dog motif, apparently
very closely related to the spiral but belonging to the category of so-called
reciprocal ornaments, which developed in its best known form in Greek
art.%

Where there is no spiral ornament, there can be no recurrent need for
decorative axil filling. It is therefore no surprise that the postulate of axil
filling, which was so fundamental to ancient Egyptian art in the New King-
dom, was unknown in Assyrian art. This situation clearly contradicts von
Sybel’s theory that the Egyptians of the New Kingdom adopted their char-
acteristic decorative forms from Mesopotamia. Consequently, it should
therefore also be strongly emphasized in this context that the spiral orna-
ment and axil filling neglected by the Mesopotamians acquired enormous
importance for the Phoenicians and the Greeks.

3. Phoenician

The Phoenicians figure prominently in the development of Near Eastern
art not because they formulated an independent art of their own but for
two other reasons that significantly influenced further historical develop-
ment, especially of ornament. First of all, as seafaring merchants, the
Phoenicians carried Egyptian and, to a lesser extent, Mesopotamian art
forms far and wide, both by selling the original products of these regions
or—and this should be stressed—Dby trading Phoenician imitations. The
latter possibility touches directly upon the crucial role of the Phoenicians
in the diffusion and currency of ornament throughout the Mediterranean
littoral. Because these Phoenician imitations were mainly mass-produced
decorative objects and household items, any representational meaning
that might still have been attached to the original Egyptian and Babylo-
nian conception of composite animals (sphinx, griffin, etc.) or vegetal

8 [Layard, Monuments of Nineveh, vol. 2, pl. 6.]

5" The example of the “running-dog” motif from ancient Egyptian art that I can cite is just
as isolated as this Assyrian example from a relatively late period, namely the border on a
tablet held by worshippers in Lepsius, Denkmdler aus Agypten (Abtheilung 3, Blatt 187d)
from the time of Rameses the Great. The illustrations in Layard and Lepsius, which often do
not measure up to today’s scholarly standards, are not always reliable, particularly in the case

of an isolated example. See O. Jones, The Grammar of Ornament (London, 1856), pl. 7, no.
16 [Riegl’s original citation of Lepsius here as Abtheilung 7, Blatt 187 is incorrect].
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motifs (lotus) was bound to evaporate completely. In the hands of the
Phoenicians, motifs that at one time had representational value now be-
came purely and simply decoration.?

The Phoenicians also observed and exploited the distinction between
frame and fill, as well as the application of the ornament according to
certain rules that result from the technical means and structure of the
objects to be decorated, type of decoration usually referred to as “tec-
tonic.” Typical examples of this occur in the minor arts, which still provide
the most opportune insights into the particular characteristics of Phoeni-
cian art. These are the metal bowls organized in concentric zones with
vertical internal subdivisions, which are generally able to strike a balance
between uncontrolled variety and constrained geometric uniformity.

After my introductory remarks, we would expect the Phoenicians to
have contributed at least slightly to the further development of individual
ornamental motifs, even if they did not contribute decisively to ancient
decorative art in a larger sense. And in fact they did not limit themselves
simply to enriching Mediterranean ornament by combining motifs of dis-
parate origin, such as the Assyrian guilloche and the Egyptian zigzag.
They were also responsible for the development of at least one motif as far
as we know, and indeed a vegetal motif that was used in a purely decora-
tive manner. We will call this treelike, blooming, composite motif the
Phoenician palmette-tree.®

The Phoenician palmette-tree consists of blossom calyces, arranged
vertically one above the other and crowned by a spray of radiating vegetal
forms. Von Sybel® called the motif a bouquet. It occurs not infrequently
in the art of New Kingdom Egypt, most often in an arrangement re- sem-
bling superimposed flower pots with blossoms growing out to either side.”
Besides this, there are also other kinds of arrangements. The only one we
will be discussing, however, is the one reproduced in figure 40, which has
been taken from Prisse d’Avennes.” There we see a row of two alternating
blossom forms arranged vertically one above the other: the ones with their
volutes curling downward are obviously lotus blossoms with volute-ca-
lyces; the others, which curl upward, can also be defined as volute-calyces
with conical fillers at their centers.”* The crown at the top consists of a

% Admittedly, this term is a bit awkward, but I could not find another expression that
emphasized with the same clarity the idea of the palmette as a main component of the motif
together with its apparent relationship to the sacred tree.

% L. Von Sybel, Kritik des aegyptischen Ornaments (Marburg, 1883), 24ff.

™ A. Prisse d’Avennes, Histoire de Uart égyptien d aprés les monuments, depuis les temps
les plus reculés jusqu’a la domination romaine (Paris, 1878-1879), atlas 1, “Ornementation
des plafonds; légendes et symboles,” Eighteenth Dynasty.

™ See above, chap. 3A.2.
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radiating bunch of leaf shafts and long stems
ending in bell- shaped lotus blossoms. Also
worthy of note are the drop-shaped append-
ages of the axils created by the involutions.®

Other Egyptian examples of this super-
imposed volute-calyx motif include a brace-
let in Prisse d’Avennes and a handle in
Goodyear.™® In these two instances, the
vertically oriented volute-calyces are also
crowned by a spray of long-stemmed lotus
blossoms. In fact, I know of no example in
Egyptian art where these volute-calyces
are crowned by the usual palmette-fan.
Therefore, at least in Egyptian art, the
typical lotus-palmette must be strictly dis-
tinguished from the multistaged variety il-
lustrated in figure 40.” Now let us examine
the Phoenician version of the same motif,
the Cypriote capital in figure 41.” ¢ There
we find below a strongly pronounced calyx
with its volutes curling downward, above it
the inverted volute-calyx repeated several
times, and finally, the crowning, radiating
vegetal spray. The palmette-trees on metal
bowls have the same basic scheme; for

Fig. 40. EgYEtiaél example, the one on the silver bowl from
palmett'e tree, border Larnaka.™ In this case, the palmette-tree is
of painted ceiling
decoration from the used to separate figure groups that are re-
Necropolis at Thebes. peated in systematic alternation. In other

™ [Ibid., atlas 2, “Choix de bijoux,” no. 14, and W. G. Goodyear, The Grammar of the
Lotus. A New History of Classic Ornament As a Development of Sun Worship (London,
1891), pl. 9 (after Champollion). ]

™ Figure 40 is part of a wall painting, a technique whose characteristically free and easy
execution, as we know from experience, encourages deviations from traditional patterns
more readily than other techniques. The two other examples I have cited, however, were
executed in hard materials (metal and wood), which proves that what we are dealing with is
a firmly established motif whose origin was not perfunctory or casual. Therefore, this motif
of superimposed volute-calyces cannot be dismissed merely as “a purely decorative variant,”
or as the simple inversion of the downward curling volute-calyx, as Goodyear (Grammar 89)
casually assumes. Then there would be no explanation for why the variation is never com-
bined with the simple fan (combined view).

™ From Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de Uart dans Uantiquité (Paris, 1885), fig. 52.

™ [H. A. Longpérier, Musée Napoleon I11. Choix des monuments antiques pour servir a
Uhistoire de U'art en orient et occident (Paris, 1880), pl. 10.]
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Fig. 41. Cypriote stone pilaster capital with
palmette tree, from Atheniu.

cases, such as the bowl from Amathus,™ it fulfills precisely the same func-

tion as the sacred tree on the Assyrian reliefs, i.e., to separate two figures
placed symmetrically opposite each other.® It is easy to see how the Phoe-
nicians were able to exploit this ornamental heraldic scheme for predomi-
nantly decorative purposes. The upwardly curling volute-calyx, however,
is always combined with a fan of lotus flowers and stems and never with
the common form of the palmette-fan. Nonetheless, the Phoenicians were
familiar with the common Egyptian lotus-palmette, as attested by the
number of examples compiled by Goodyear.” The Phoenicians, there-
fore, made the same sharp distinction between palmette and palmette-
tree that we observed in Egyptian art.

The crowning bulrush fan often occurs in abbreviated form without the
bell-shaped blossoms, encircled by the upper hemispherical, upwardly
curling volute-calyx. This is the design usually described as the Phoeni-
cian palmette in its narrower sense (fig. 42), though it is really a purely
decorative reduction of the palmette-tree on Phoenician soil.f

Now we must resume our discussion of
the historical place of the Assyrian palm-
ette, for the Assyrian motif is a combination
of the Egyptian lotus-palmette and the so-
called Phoenician bouquet or palmette-
tree; this is evident in the way the simple Fig. 42. Phoenician
palmette-fan is set into an upwardly curling, palmette.

“ [From Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de Uart, vol. 3, fig. 547.]
# [Goodyear, Grammar, pl. 12, nos. 4, 5, 8, 11, 15.]

99



CHAPTER 3

upper volute-calyx. There is no such combination in either Egyptian or in
Phoenician art. In spite of its upwardly involuted calyx, the Assyrian
palmette is a single vegetal motif like the Egyptian lotus-palmette, with
which it is otherwise identical. The Egyptian and the Phoenician versions
of the upwardly curling volute-calyx, on the other hand, are treelike, blos-
soming, composite motifs, which consist of a number of blossom calyces
superimposed one above the other and branching off into axilar flowers. I
find that there is an undoubtedly close relationship between the Assyrian
palmette and both Egyptian palmette motifs; but it is uncertain whether
the Phoenician palmette played an intermediary role, however, as
Furtwingler’™® assumes. The simple fan of the Assyrian palmette would
then have to be interpreted as a schematization of the spray of lotuses
crowning the palmette-tree, whereas in all probability the process was
reversed, and the simple fan was decoratively elaborated into groups of
lotus stems and blossoms. The same is true of the rosette, moreover,
whose simpler forms are definitely earlier than the ones where the indi-
vidual petals are indicated, for example, by lotus blossoms. It is still un-
certain what prompted the Mesopotamians to combine the common form
of Egyptian palmette with the upwardly curling calyx that they had also
encountered on Egyptian objects.®

In its basic organization, the Egypto-Phoenician palmette-tree resem-
bles the Assyrian “sacred tree,” hence the analogous terminology, for the
latter type also exhibits a system of volute-calyces connecting the individ-
ual shafts of the trunk.” The whole motif, however, is crowned by the
Assyrian palmette, so that even in this comparison with the sacred tree we
encounter difficulties in understanding the palmette. Yet this time we
can with good conscience postpone the answer, since it is not absolutely
essential to the further development. Von Sybel, of course, did not over-
look the organic relationship between the Phoenician palmette-tree and
certain bouquet motifs from Egyptian tombs. In conformity with his the-
ory, however, he denies the Egyptian origin of the motifs and explains
them™ as the “earlier Phoenician bouquet” which then gave rise through
simple stylistic evolution over the centuries to the “later Phoenician bou-
quets” found on metal bowls. The Egyptian origin of von Sybel’s “early
Phoenician bouquet,” however, becomes ever clearer as more examples
are discovered on ancient Egyptian monuments. Only a few years ago,

™ A. Furtwingler, La collection Sabouroff, monuments de U'art grec (Berlin, 1883-1887),
introduction, 10.
™ See figure 39, above. " Von Sybel, Kritik, 25.
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Diimmler found the motif on an Egyptian wooden trunk in the Museum
at Bologna.™

We have now accomplished what we set out to do in this discussion,
namely, to establish the close genetic relationship between the Egyptian
stylized floral motifs, on the one hand, and the Phoenician and Assyrian
ones, on the other. The nature of the connection between the last two still
remains an open question. I find it more probable, however, that the
Mesopotamian forms were directly derived from Egyptian art, without
any intervention from Phoenician monuments. The influence of the age-
old Egyptian culture on Mesopotamia surely occurred much earlier than
that of the Phoenicians and need not date back to the very early millennia,
but only to the period of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties. The
Mesopotamians by this time were already enjoying a relatively high level
of culture, while no securely dated Phoenician monuments of this period
have been preserved. Hence, the sacred tree and rosette typical of later
Assyrian ornament already adorn the clothing of the twelfth-century Bab-
ylonian king Marduk-nadin-akhe.” Moreover, if Renan is correct in dat-
ing the inscription on the well-known silver dish from Palestrina™ to the
sixth century B.C., then the high point of Phoenician artistic production,
by virtue of the close stylistic relationship among all preserved Phoenician
and Cypro-Phoenician monuments, was relatively late and cannot date
back much beyond the year 1000 B.c. There is absolutely no proof that
Phoenician art flourished any earlier.! The significance of depictions of the
Kafa (Phoenicians) offering vases as tribute to the Thutmosid [Eighteenth-
Dynasty| pharaohs on Egyptian wall paintings of the fifteenth century B.C.
has been exaggerated by von Sybel and others. Even in the unlikely case
that the vases depicted in the wall paintings really are accurate reflections
of original Phoenician products, that does not rule out the possibility that
the decoration was derived from Egyptian art. At any rate, it is precisely
those spirals and animal heads which adorn the Xafa’s gifts and frequently
occur on Egyptian works of art, albeit from the New Kingdom, that are
missing in later Phoenician art.! It might, in fact, have been the Hittites
who carried Egyptian art forms, if not to the Greeks, then to the Meso-
potamians; though certainly they did not do so by means of the crude

" F. Diimmler, “Bemerkungen zum éltesten Kunsthandwerk auf griechischem Boden,”
Athenische Mitteilungen 13 (1888): 302, fig. 9. It goes without saying that the symmetrical
jumping rams on the trunk need not be of Assyrian origin, as Diimmler assumed, since the
motif can be found in Egypt already in the Sixth Dynasty (see chap. 2, n. 14).

™ [Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de Lart dans Uantiquité, vol. 2 (Paris, 1884), fig. 233.]

™ [Monumenti inediti, Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, 10 (1874-1878), pl."32.]
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carvings presently ascribed to the Hittites, which are coarse versions of a
higher, developed art.)

The Phoenician version of the palmette-tree should be seen as a pleas-
ing decorative elaboration of the basic Egyptian form, which was still in
use even after Greek art became dominant. It was apparently unrelated to
any further developments in the West, at least not for a considerable
length of time.™ The Phoenician palmette-tree did, however, fiure very
significantly in the developments of the seventh and sixth centuries, when
its numerous nooks and crannies encouraged a zealous observation of the
postulate of axil filling, which had already been practiced in ancient Egyp-
tian ornament during the New Kingdom ¥

In summary, Phoenician vegetal ornament, was rooted predominantly
in Egyptian artistic soil. This is clear from the palmette motifs with their
axil filling. Phoenician artisans and merchants, however, did what they
pleased with motifs that had been sacred to the Egyptians for their repre-
sentational value. In the hands of the Phoenicians, the motifs became or-
naments that existed purely or primarily for decorative reasons. The
Phoenicians also borrowed whatever they found to be good and useful in
Mesopotamian art, including individual motifs such as the guilloche,
which is so useful for framing purposes. They borrowed general principles
as well, above all the sharper distinction between fill and frame, although
it is surely difficult to determine whether the Phoenicians really made an
independent contribution in this regard.

4. Persian

We will now briefly examine the art of the Achaemenid Persians, not so
much because it was of particular significance but more for the sake of
thoroughness. Persian art, in many instances, is still overestimated today.
Yet, the very fact that the ancient Persians abandoned the technical
achievement of vaulted stone roofing attained by their Mesopotamian
predecessors and reverted to flat, wooden roofs in their palace architec-
ture already indicates the lack of any progressive ascent in the art of this
empire.”™ In fact, there is little originality in any of the favored motifs of

® Von Sybel (Kritik, 26) derives the Greek enclosed palmette with its upper part con-
tained within a circle from the Phoenician palmette in the narrower sense. This is completely
false, however, for the Greek motif originated from rows of lotus blossoms and buds.

™ The Persians were not at all artistically' developed when they first became an oriental
world power. And perhaps they never became so later because the triumphal advance of
Hellenism in the Near East during the sixth century already caused them to feel so powerless
that they no longer seriously considered taking up the artistic challenge.
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ancient Persian ornament; nor do they display any of the virtues of eclectic
art.* Although the Assyrian roots of Persian vegetal ornament are unmis-
takable, its Egyptian character is even more distinct, to judge by lotus
blossoms® and palmettes (figure 43).%' The calyx of the palmettes consists

Fig. 43. Achaemenid Persian border of glazed brick from the palace at Susa,
detail of corner decoration.

only of downward curling volutes (admittedly though, in the meager
Assyrian form) with no upwardly curling volutes inserted above them.® In
this regard, and also in the slight dimensions of the fan, the Persian palm-
ette comes closer to the Egyptian version than to the Assyrian. The hori-
zontal border in figure 43, which was concocted from a number of motifs
(a row of palmettes between zigzag bands beneath a row of rosettes), runs
dead against the crosswise strip of zigzags, and this too is characteristically
Egyptian, not Assyrian. The “bouquet” or “palmette-tree” also had its
place in ancient Persian ornament; not, however, in the form of the Assyr-
ian sacred tree but in the Egyptian version, where forms like flowerpots
(in this case they look more like calyces) are superimposed one above the
other and crowned by a simple palmette-fan (figure 44).5%

% Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de Uart dans Uantiquité, vol. 5 (Paris, 1890) fig. 532, from
Susa; the curve of the contours, however, already betrays Greek influence.

8 Tbid., pl. 11.

% Ibid., fig. 346.
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Fig. 44. Achaemenid Persian palmette tree,
glazed brick decoration from the
palace at Susa.

Ancient Persian ornament therefore presents us with an already well-
known vocabulary of forms, lacking any new departures either in individ-
ual motifs (lotus, palmette) or in the connective structure (arcuated bands
with bindings and volute-calyces). Persian art, moreover, was already in-
fluenced by the Greeks in many ways. This was quite natural, considering
that the Persians did not rise to power until 538 B.C.¢ The Greeks saw the
Persians as the incarnation of everything Oriental only because the Per-
sians were the sole heirs of this ancestral culture remaining on Asiatic
soil—even though they were, of course, not increasing their artistic heri-
tage but narrowing it. Among all of the cultures of antiquity, the Persians
contributed the least to the progress and lasting achievements of ancient
Near Eastern art. Fortunately for them, however, they coexisted with the
flowering of Greek art, which immortalized the Persians and transmitted
their memory to later generations as the traditional embodiment of all that
was Oriental. The effects of this phenomenon were still discernible in the
Roman Imperial period, which may also explain why Sassanian Persian
culture and art are still generally overestimated today.

B. VEGETAL ORNAMENT IN
GREEK ART

We have been following the origin and development of vegetal ornament
among ancient Near Eastern cultures up to the later period when the
dynamic Hellenic spirit first began to dominate the Orient, initially by
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peaceful means. By the Hellenistic period, Greek art had supplanted
Near Eastern ornament, just as it had invaded all other areas of artistic
activity. But long before the Persian Wars, both the basic principles and
the individual motifs of Western decoration were unquestionably more
mature and more vigorous than their Eastern counterparts. There were,
of course, objectives that had been guiding ancient Near Eastern orna-
ment in general and toward which the various cultures in turn had been
moving in a gradual, if faltering way. But the Greeks first realized these
goals. This involved the harmonious application of decorative forms so
as to accord with the inherent nature of every work of art, with its mode
of manufacture and its purpose. It also involved the tectonic differen-
tiation between physical structure and ornamental embellishment, be-
tween what is visually active and visually passive. It is this conscious and
gradual distinction between frame and fill that fundamentally distin-
guishes the whole artistic development of the Mediterranean world from
that of the great Oriental cultures. Mediterranean influence extended as
far as the Asiatic regions to the north beyond Iran, which has also always
gravitated toward the Mediterranean rather than the great eastern A51atlc
cultural domain.

The rhythmically undulating vegetal tendril, a goal to which Near East-
ern art had also aspired, is the most beautiful and significant achievement
of Hellenic ornament. It represents the Greeks” most invaluable contribu-
tion to the development of vegetal ornament. The individual vegetal mo-
tifs that had developed in Greek art roughly up to the end of the Persian
Wars were nevertheless clearly and consistently adopted from the earlier,
ancient Near Eastern styles. Under the Greeks, however, they acquired
a perfect formal beauty. Both components of this arrangement—the au-
thentic Hellenic tendril as well as the various stylized vegetal motifs that
were assimilated from Near Eastern art and then reorganized and per-
fected by the Greeks—have remained, for all subsequent styles up to the
present day, the ultimate ideal of all vegetal ornament. I will attempt to
describe how this came about in the following chapters.

As things now stand, it is just as difficult to determine when a specifi-
cally Greek art came into being as it is to establish the origins of the Greek
people as an ethnographic unit. The very earliest artistic monuments that
could come under consideration are currently designated as Greek only
because they were found on territory inhabited by Greeks in the less ob-
scure historical period. These include the discoveries dating from the
earliest levels of Troy-Hissarlik and Cyprus, which consist mostly of ce-
ramic objects with purely geometric decoration. Since there is no vegetal
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ornament on these earliest finds,! it is unnecessary for us to consider
them. Mycenaean art, on the other hand, possesses an indisputably vege-
tal ornament and will therefore provide us with the point of departure for
our investigation.

1. Mycenaean. The Origin of the Tendril

The earliest works of art excavated in the region later known as Hellas that
have indisputably vegetal ornament belong to the Mycenaean culture.
Opinions still differ widely as to the ethnic origin of the creators of Myce-
naean art. There are those who believe they were a truly Hellenic race;
others relate them to the Carians, while still others, in view of the wide
distribution of their artifacts, consider them a mixed stock of people who
may have inhabited the islands and the surrounding mainland coast, cor-
responding to the composition of the later Hellenic population. In view of
such conflicting opinions, we are at this point, compelled to disregard the
ethnographic question in our investigation of the vegetal ornament in My-
cenaean art. We will restrict ourselves solely to describing the particular
qualities of Mycenaean decoration. This will, however, eventually pro-
vide an opportunity to draw some conclusions about the ethnographic ori-
gins of the Mycenaeans.*

No one has yet succeeded in describing all of the various aspects of
Mycenaean art, nor has anyone even attempted such a task. This undoubt-
edly results from the artifacts involved; despite certain familiar traits, they
display various peculiarities that make it difficult to fit them into the con-
ventional Near Eastern mold, while furthermore, they display no evident
relation to later Hellenic art. For various reasons, it is assumed that My-
cenaean art flourished very early, probably several centuries before the
year 1000 B.C.; yet it is, admittedly difficult to reconcile this date with the
advanced technical and artistic quality of such artifacts as, for example,
the Vapheio Cups.

Goodyear, of course, was quick to assign an entirely Egyptian origin to
Mycenaean art.’ In his opinion, only the octopus among all of its orna-
mental motifs was not dependent on Egyptian influence. Since the discov-
ery in Egypt of two Mycenaean vases with octopus decoration, however,
he has begun to waver even on this point. At present, classical archae-

Y'W. G. Goodyear, (The grammar of the Lotus. A New History of Classic Ornament As a
Development of Sun Worship [London, 1891], 381) has also traced the model for the earliest
Cypriote ornament of engraved triangles and zigzags back to rows of Egyptian lotus blos-
soms. This is an exaggerated claim that makes sense only within the context of Goodyear’s
radical theory of a single source for all later art forms.

! Thid., 311ff.
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ology tends to be strongly oriented toward the Near East; at any rate,
there has been no enthusiastic acceptance of the kind of research pursued
by Michlhéfer, for example, which argues for an indigenous European,
non-Oriental component in Mycenaean art. However, considering that
Goodyear stands alone—at least for the moment—with his radical theory
of the exclusively Egyptian® origin of Mycenaean art, the situation cannot
be as clear and convincing as he would have us believe. Moreover, Myce-
naean ornament has, in addition to the octopus, a whole series of motifs
that may be original inventions of Mycenaean culture. Some of them are
obviously based on vegetal forms, which brings us to our main topic of
interest.

Mycenaean art made extensive use of vegetal decoration. We will treat
the elements of the most important and most common Mycenaean motifs
in the same order used in the discussion of Near Eastern ornament: first
the blossom, the bud, and the leaf motifs individually, and then the means
by which they were connected and their decorative application as surface
patterning.

The most refined of the blossom motifs seem to confirm Goodyear’s
interpretation. They are seldom direct copies of Egyptian models down to
the last detail, but in many cases they have enough in common with them
to establish a clear connection. The use of the volute-calyx makes the rela-
tionship especially obvious (fig. 45).% Furtwingler correctly recognized
the situation even before Goodyear.® Furtwingler, however, considered
the model to be the type of volute-lotus with only a conical filler in the axil
between the two volutes of the calyx (fig. 20); therefore, the fan in figure
45 that surrounds the upper part of the blossom in a semicircle would have

Fig. 45. Upper portion of a Mycenaean pitcher.

2 Egyptian art, of course, in the broadest sense, belongs to the ancient Near East.

% A. Furtwingler and G. Loeschke, Mykenische Vasen; vorhellenische Thongefiisse aus
dem Gebiet des Mittelmeeres (Berlin, 1886), 81.

3 A. Furtwingler, La collection Sabouroff monuments de Lart grec (Berlin, 1883-1887), 9;
Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Vasen, 60.
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to be interpreted, according to Furtwiingler, as a gratuitous addition, pos-
sibly representing the filaments of the stamen.” However, if we use the
Egyptian lotus-palmettes of figures 16 and 19 as models—since they in
fact display all of the various features of the blossom of figure 45, the
palmette-fan as well as the volute-calyx and the conical axil filler—then
Furtwingler’s interpretation is no longer necessary.* Further points of
similarity with the Egyptian solution include the way the calyces fit into
each other as well as the alternation of downward and upward curling
volutes, which are surmounted by a crowning flower.> ¢ Even simple
three-leafed lotus profiles are not rare; they are used, for example, on a
golden diadem alongside volute-calyces as axil fillers.® Voluted calycal
forms outfitted with a simple axil filler or also with a crowning palmette-
fan can be found on jewelry, executed in a less perfunctory manner than
in vase painting.” The three-leafed palmette with its calyx curling more or
less like a volute also occurs on precious metalwork, albeit with a treat-
ment of detail that begins to look naturalistic.® We will return to this point
later in another context. Finally, there is another type of vegetal motif
with volutes (fig. 49) that should be mentioned. Although it resembles a
leaf more than a blossom, its strongly emphasized volutes place it squarely
into the category of stylized floral forms: the crowning petals of the basic
three-leafed form have been drawn together and fused with the calyx to
create a unified, unarticulated whole.?

So far, we have been dealing with profile or combined views of blos-
soms, although it is difficult to distinguish them in the Mycenaean ver-
sions of the Egyptian models. However, the frontal view of the flower or
the rosette also occurs frequently, such as on the alabaster frieze at Tiryns
and wall paintings at the same site. In both cases, the motifs are arranged
simply in rows in an almost geometric fashion. More naturalistic, on the
other hand, is the arrangement on a painted vase from Shaft Grave IV in
Mycenae,’ where the motifs are accompanied by a branch.

Mycenaean art apparently did not make much use of pronounced bud

* For an example of a volute-calyx and palmette-fan without the conical element between
them, see H. Schliemann, Mykenae; Bericht iiber meine Forschungen und Entdeckungen in
Mykenae und Tiryns (Leipzig, 1878), fig. 87. }

®> Schliemann, Mykenae, fig. 86, is an example that conforms completely to the scheme of
the Phoenician palmette tree. Goodyear (Grammar) illustrates a selection of them on pl. 54.

b Ibid., fig. 281.

" Ibid., figs. 162, 163, 278, 303.

5 Ibid.. figs. 264-66.

®A. Furtwingler and G. Loeschke, Mykenische Thongefisse. Festschrift zu
fiinfzigjihrigen Bestehens des Deutschen Archieologischen Instituts in Rom (Berlin, 1879),
pl. 9, no. 54.
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motifs applied typically in alternation with blossoms, as we see them in
Egyptian art. The only leaf form that requires attention is the so-called ivy
leaf (fig. 46)," which later became very widespread in the decorative arts.
Goodyear (161ff.) has already found models or, at any rate, parallels in
Egyptian art for this motif, as mentioned above.®

Fig. 46. Mycenaean pot with “ivy leaf” ornament
on its shoulder.

This review of the most important blossom motifs occurring in Myce-
naean art has therefore confirmed what Furtwiingler and Goodyear sug-
gested: the voluted calycal forms of the ancient Egyptian lotus types were
the models for the Mycenaean motifs. For now, we will not attempt to
describe how it happened that the Mycenaeans adopted Egyptian motifs;
suffice it to say that they were by no means slavish copyists. Our next task
is to examine how the various blossom types were combined on one and
the same field.

A simple serial arrangement in rows was used not only for the rosettes,
which, on the diadems, for example, almost seem to illustrate a develop-
ment toward rigid geometric motifs based on the circle; it was also applied
to volute-calyx forms, which are often simply repeated next to one another
around the belly or the shoulder of a vessel. Just as in the Egyptian lotus
blossom and bud friezes, they are oriented at right angles to the band on
which they rest. Whenever the individual blossoms occur with longer
stems, however, the motifs begin to diverge quite drastically from the
Egyptian model: whereas long stems in Egyptian art are always rigid and
straight, the flexible Mycenaean stems are, as a rule, oriented diagonally

0 Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Vasen, pl. 18, no. 121; 21, no. 152; 27, no. 208.
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at various angles (fig. 47).!"f They create a movement that catches the
viewer’s attention precisely because it runs counter to the axis of the ves-
sel. The same is true of the branch of ivy leaves in figure 46. And it is
evidently this same tendency that is responsible for the diagonal orienta-
tion of the petals in rosettes like those in figure 48, instead of a rigid radial
arrangement.'> We are able to detect this underlying tendency only be-
cause of its effect. Should this effect in fact be intentional, then the goal of
the “Mycenaean” artist was to enliven and animate the stiffly stylized mo-
tifs of the Egyptian models.

Another example of this (fig. 49)" is found on a potsherd from Shaft
Grave I at Mycenae. In this instance, the plant stems run next to each
other parallel to the axis of the vessel. What distinguishes this arrange-
ment fundamentally from that of the Egyptians is, once again, the treat-
ment of the stems. They are not stiff and straight but wind their way

Fig. 47. Mycenaean vase decoration.

Fig. 48. Diagonal rosette on embossed
gold sheathing over bone, from
Mycenae, Shaft Grave 1.

1! Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Vasen, pls. 13, no. 82; 18, no. 121; 20, no. 142.

12 Schliemann, Mykenae, fig. 459; other examples are found particularly on diadems, Sch-
liemann, Mykenae, figs. 282, 358.

3 Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Thongefisse, pl. 2.

110



VEGETAL ORNAMENT

Fig. 49. Mycenaean vase,
detail of painted ornament,
from Mycenae,

Shaft Grave 1.

upward in gentle, undulating movements, giving rise to slightly curved
rushes and volute blossoms rhythmically branching off to the side. A pref-
erence for curving lines is just as apparent here as it was in figures 46 and
47; the uninhibited draftsmanship and the artistic effect are also the same.
The curving line, which the Egyptians used almost exclusively in conjunc-
tion with geometric patterns such as the spiral,'* was adapted by the
“Mycenaean” artists to floral ornament.'® The curves occurring in ancient

4 Exceptions such as the grapevine, which is uncommon in Egyptian ornament and de-
picted solely when needed for its representational value, only serve to prove the rule. See A.
Prisse d’Avennes, Histoire de l'art égyptian d’aprés les monuments, depuis les temps les plus
reculés jusqu'a la domination romaine (Paris, 1878-1879), atlas 2, pl. 82, “Jarres et am-
phores,” lower left. Even when the blossoms slant slightly above their vertical stems, the
rigid underlying scheme is still apparent. [On the grapevine and other tendril decoration in
Egyptian art also see annotation i for chapter 3B.1.]

15 Further examples of this, among other things, came from Shaft Grave IV (Furtwingler
and Loeschke, Mykenische Thongefisse, pl. 6, nos. 30-32, 34).
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Egyptian art, as in the case of arcuated lines, are rigid and lifeless com-
pared to the freedom of their treatment in Mycenaean art.

Any lingering doubt that the curved line is an essential and crucial in-
gredient of Mycenaean vegetal ornament must give way before the fact
that Mycenaean art discovered the only truly artistic means of connecting
vegetal motifs within a horizontal band—by means of the undulating line.
Since figures 46 and 49 compel us to acknowledge that Mycenaean artists
were the first to discover the lively and dynamic vegetal tendril, we can
now proceed to demonstrate how they also consciously utilized the two
schemes of undulating tendrils, those best suited to an arrangement
within a border and which therefore acquired a permanent validity.

The first true is the continuous tendril (fig. 50).'® It consists of a contin-
uous undulating line that branches off into tendrils loosely spiraling back-
ward at a point about halfway between each undulation. Although there
are no blossoms, buds, or leaves on any of the tendrils, the underlying
idea of a plant comes through clearly when the motif is compared to figure
46, where a similar tendril branches off into what is unmistakably an ivy
leaf. A fragment from Shaft Grave IV at Mycenae'® can probably also be
reconstructed as the same kind of continuous tendril pattern seen in figure
50. It is also obvious that the purely geometric spiral may have adopted
this scheme. There is at least one example of this, which is illustrated by

Fig. 50. Mycenaean potsherd painted with a continuous tendril, from Thera.

16 Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Vasen, pl. 12, no. 79, found on Thera and asso-
ciated by authors with their second Mycenaean vase style.
16 [Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Thongefisse, pl. 6, no. 34.]
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Schliemann, Mykenae, figure 460, on the outermost disk at lower left
(from Shaft Grave I), provided this was not just an arbitrary whim of the
artist. Indeed, I would not even balk at the suggestion that the Egyptian
spiral prompted the creation of the continuous tendril: the crucial factor
would still be whether it was the Egyptians or the Mycenaeans who took
the first decisive step. However, another look at figure 49 shows that even
larger individual vegetal motifs were arranged in rows on the continuous
tendril: the curving stem is really nothing more than an undulating tendril
that branches off into pairs of stems and larger leaves with volutes. In this
instance, there is more freedom of movement because the motifs are not
restricted to the narrow band of a border.'” #

In Hellenic art, the continuous tendril was one of the most common of
all motifs, and it has remained so for all subsequent styles up to the pre-
sent day. Nevertheless, it is not attested in ancient Near Eastern art. The
simplicity of the scheme brings to mind Columbus’s egg. If we think back,
however, to the way the ancient Near Eastern styles approached the same
situation, then it becomes obvious that “Mycenaean” artists, after consid-
erable trial and error, were the first to make the great breakthrough. The
Egyptians had already attempted to place vegetal motifs in rows opposite

each other. Their most mature solu-

tion in this respect was the arcuated

frieze (fig. 22) inserted into a second

opposing row (fig. 23) to create a pat-

tern of alternating direction within a

border. The peoples of Western Asia

themselves did not progress beyond

this solution.'® By inventing the con-

Fig. 51. Ceramic cup from tinuous tendril and arranging motifs
Megara, Mycenaean. on it so that they pointed alternately

17 See also Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Thongefisse, pl. 4, no. 19: the main
motif in this case is an undulating line, where each of the indentations has a circle with an
inscribed, fan-shaped branch. Furthermore, I see a continuous tendril in the decoration of
a cup from Megara (fig. 51), which G. Loeschke published in the Archdologischer Anzeiger
(1891): 15." Loeschke thinks the ornament should be derived from the nautilus depictions.
What I find, however, is an undulating line whose concavities are filled with almond-shaped
buds or leaves slanted to the side, and not connected to the main stem. The little snaky lines
with the dots obviously serve to fill out the axil.

18 Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de Uart dans Uantiquité (Paris, 1885), vol. 3, fig. 576 D,
illustrate a piece of jewelry from Curium decorated with an undulating tendril to which
Perrot assigns a Phoenician origin. J. Bohlau (“Bootische Vasen,” Jahrbuch des Deutschen
Archieolgischen Instituts 3 [1888]: 333) probably also had this example in mind when he was
compared Cyriote-Greek goldsmith work to the Boeotian example of an undulating tendril
in fig. 80. Considering how isolated and late in date this piece of jewelry appears to be, it is
no doubt, as Béhlau says, of Greek origin.
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up and down, Mycenaean artists were the first to succeed in correcting
not only the monodirectionality of the simple arcuated frieze (fig. 22) but
also the unattractive stiffness of the double rows of opposing arcuated
friezes (fig. 23). On the other hand, and quite significantly I might add, in
all of Mycenaean art there is not a single example of an arcuated floral
frieze, although the Mycenaeans were well acquainted with continuous
friezes of both round and pointed arcs, which they used especially on
chased metal cups.'® The purely geometric arcuated frieze is also not rare
on vases.”*’

As simple as the solution of the continuous tendril may seem from our
standpoint today, looking back over the vast artistic activity of the past, it
was nevertheless nothing short of an epoch-making achievement for the
history of ornament at the time of its creation. And that is not all, for
Mycenaean art also utilized the second possible variation of the undulat-
ing tendril motif—the intermittent tendril. Evidence for this is found on
a vase from Shaft Grave VI at Mycenae (fig. 52).2"/ The typical form that
the motif commonly takes in later Greek art and, indeed, in all later arts,
is represented by the very next illustration of a Melian vase, figure 53,2'*
which readily enables us to make a comparison between the two exam-
ples. The course of the undulating line in figure 53 is not continuous; it is
interrupted on its hills and valleys by blossom motifs placed exactly the
same as the lotus blossoms and buds on the one-sided arcuated rows of
Egyptian (fig. 22) and Assyrian (fig. 34) examples. The blossom forms in

Fig. 52. Painted vase, Mycenae, Shaft Grave VI,
detail of ivy tendril.

' Schliemann, Mykenae, figs. 475, 453.

» For example, Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Thongefisse, pl. 4, no. 17.
2 Tbid., pl. 11, no. 56.

22 [A. Conze, Melische Thongefisse (Leipzig, 1862), pl. 1, no. 5.]
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Fig. 53. Intermittent tendril, the painted border of a
Melian amphora, from Melos.

figure 53 are, moreover, unmistakable descendants of Egyptian models,
as is evident in the pointed leafed lotus profile and the volute-calyx. With
the exception of the outermost blossom to the left of figure 53, which still
has a clearly spiraling volute, the other volute-calyces have been misinter-
preted and transformed into circles. The only way in which the Myce-
naean example in figure 52 differs from the one in figure 53 is that the
intermittent vegetal motifs are not placed on the hills and valleys. The
undulating line in figure 52 is still unquestionably the basic component,
but unlike figure 53, its course is interrupted roughly in the middle of
every rise and fall. This distinction, however small it may seem, must
nevertheless be stressed, for it is extremely characteristic of Mycenaean
art and serves conveniently to confirm what we have already said about
the nature of Mycenaean vegetal ornament in general.

The art that we see on the Melian vases already reflects a renewed
phase of decisive Oriental influence whose impact was far more direct and
authoritative than it had been for the Mycenaean artists and their blossom
motifs. This influence is related to events that transpired in the post-
Mycenaean period and will be discussed later in a more appropriate con-
text. Although Greek artists never relinquished the undulating tendril in
the post-Mycenaean period, they did begin to stylize it more severely
under the influence of the more rigid Near Eastern styles. Like their
Egyptian counterparts, the lotus blossoms in figure 53 are pointing up-
ward and downward, parallel to the axis of the vessel.”> The Mycenaean
undulating tendril in figure 52, on the other hand, has the same tendency
to wander freely and unfettered as those in figures 46-49. Its ivy leaves

2 Structural symbolists, of course, interpret this pointing upward and downward as a sub-
tle allusion to the vessel’s function of pouring. This might, at best, be appropriate for the
neck of a vase; figure 53, however, is located on the shoulder of a vessel like that in figure 66.
Once again, it seems that Semper’s proponents have been splitting too many hairs.
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are not pointing straight up and down but are tilted diagonally so as to
break up the mono-directional orientation; nevertheless, the leaves are
still pointing alternately up and down in conformity with the general
scheme. This delightful motif is truly captivating in a way that must baffle
scholars who feel that the developmental acme of Mycenaean art should
be dated as early as possible. In figure 53, the intermittent tendril is quite
apparent, although we have to examine it very closely in order to recog-
nize it as the same scheme used in figure 52.

If the atypically restrained form of figure 53 is attributable to the influ-
ence of Near Eastern stylization, then it becomes quite obvious that be-
fore the Hellenistic period, the ancient Near East was just as unfamiliar
with the intermittent tendril as it was with the continuous tendril—and
logically so, since the intermittent scheme is actually a further develop-
ment and elaboration of the continuous one. Unlike other Mycenaean ex-
amples of the continuous tendril, which lack flowers or leaves, the ivy
leaves punctuating the undulating tendril in figure 52 assure us that we
really are dealing with a plant-inspired undulating line and a true vegetal
tendril.

As indicated earlier, Goodyear® has adduced examples of Egyptian
lotus leaves stylized in a similar way and consequently assigned the ivy
leaf an Egyptian origin. What speaks against this possibility is that the “ivy
leaf” in Mycenaean art always appears in a context that has nothing Egyp-
tian about it. We have already discussed the specifically Mycenaean char-
acter of the stems in figure 46; the same is true to an even greater degree
of figure 52. In later Greek art, the ivy leaves are usually part of the curv-
ing tendril; wherever they occur loosely arranged in a row, their forms
become, quite characteristically, extremely free, as revealed on the shoul-
der of a vase illustrated by Salzmann.** Even the frequent examples of
Etruscan “ivy leaves” (which did not escape Goodyear’s sharp eye) are
usually connected to curving tendril stems. Nevertheless, at this point in
the history of ornament, or even much later for that matter, it would be
unusual and entirely unprecedented for an element as insignificant as a
leaf to be assimilated into the decorative repertory for its own sake, and
because of this Egypt is still the most likely source of the ivy leaf. It is
therefore most probable that “Mycenaean” artists adopted the “ivy leaf” as
a blossom form from a foreign artistic repertory.*

Let us summarize what we have concluded thus far. The free and

® Goodyear, Grammar, 161ff.
%2 [A. Salzmann, Nécropole de Camiros. Journal des fouilles executées dans cette nécro-
pole pendant les années 1855 a 1865 (Paris, 1875), pl. 47.]
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dynamic vegetal tendril is first used for decorative purposes in Mycenaean
art. In addition, Mycenaean art also created, as far as we can see, the
continuous as well as the intermittent tendril. These are the two types of
vegetal tendril motif that became especially characteristic of Greek art at
the very beginning of the history of ancient art. Anyone who takes into
account what was to follow and is conscious of the crucial role that tendril
decoration subsequently played, first in Hellenistic Greek and Roman art,
then during the Middle Ages, particularly for Islamic art,*" and finally in
the art of the Renaissance up to the present day, will fully appreciate the
epoch-making importance of the period and the culture that evidently
employed it for the very first time. Seen in this light, the motif of the
freely undulating vegetal tendril is a remarkably eloquent expression of
the Greek artistic spirit in general. Just as the Greeks restyled age-old
Egyptian blossom motifs in the most delightful way imaginable to accord
with their own standards of formal beauty, they also discovered the most
perfect way of linking them together, namely with the tendril, moving to
and fro in a mellifluous rhythm. Obviously nothing in nature could have
had a direct influence on the appearance of the undulating tendril, since
both of its characteristic forms, especially the intermittent type, imitate
no known plants: it is a product of the imagination, freely created by the
Greek artistic spirit.

From this perspective, moreover, we gain a fundamentally new view of
the historical position of Mycenaean art itself: Mycenaean art now looms
as the direct predecessor of the Hellenic art that we know more clearly
from the historical period. The Dipylon Style, and whatever else sepa-
rated the two periods, was only an obscure interlude, a haze cast over
a development already well underway. And if there is any relationship
between the ethnographic character of a culture and what we observe in
its art, then it looks as though whatever ethnic group was responsible for
Mycenaean art—whether we refer to them as the Carians or by any other
name—also contributed an essential component to the later ethnic make-
up of the Greeks. Mycenaean artists had already ascended the second
great step in the history of early Greek art. We are justified in claiming
the decoration on Mycenaean vases to be genuine Proto-Hellenic
ornament, just as Puchstein was in proclaiming the columns on the Treas-
ury of the Atreus to be genuine Proto-Doric columns. Similarly, the

%b The intermittent tendril is, among other things, still the most common border motif on
Persian carpets today. In the absence of any examples of Assyrian or Achaemenid art that go
beyond the mono-directional series of arcs, there can no longer be any doubt that the motif
first arrived with the Hellenistic invasion of the Asiatic continent.
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depictions of purely human activities found on the Warrior Vase, the
Vapheio Cups, and other works, are the direct forerunners of the kind
pictured on mature Hellenic art even on the humblest everyday objects.
Little attention has been paid to the importance of tendril ornament in
Mycenaean art, especially the undulating tendril. To my knowledge, only
Bohlau®* has made any note of this pattern in Proto- and Early Greek
styles. He made the connection, quite correctly, between the continuous
tendrils on the Boeotian vases and the ones on the Mycenaean example in
figure 50, which he recognized as specifically Greek, although without
exploring the matter further. Goodyear apparently overlooked the contin-
uous tendril in Mycenaean art, but he was aware of the intermittent type
illustrated in figure 52. He even conceded that the motif was common to
both Mycenaean and later Greek art, even though he believed it was the
only motif they shared.” He could not, however, go so far as to admit a
causal relationship between them because of his preconceptions about the
character of Mycenaean art in general and the artists who produced it. For
Goodyear, the “Mycenaeans” were nothing more than Carian mercenar-
ies and warlike plunderers who made sloppy local imitations of the art
they had seen in Egypt. As usual, he ignored the more essential artistic
considerations. Nevertheless, we will still consider his explanation for the
occurrence of the intermittent tendril in Mycenaean and later Greek art.
Goodyear’s argument runs something like this: the motif in figure 52,
does not occur in Greek art until the fifth century—though this is already
contradicted by the Melian example in figure 53—and no intervening ex-
amples are available; therefore, it must be assumed that the motif was
borrowed in both cases from an outside source, which Goodyear desig-
nates as Cyprus, citing as evidence a stone vase and a terracotta sarcopha-
gus from Cesnola’s publications.? Neither of these two examples, how-
ever, has an intermittent tendril, and besides, both are unquestionably of
Greek origin. The stone vase has ivy leaves on straight stems arranged in
a row; the attached handle, shaped like a palmette, clearly betrays the
Greek origin of the piece. The sarcophagus does in fact have ivy leaves
arranged on a continuous (though not intermittent) ivy tendril, but the
whole arrangement looks decidedly Greek. Moreover, since Cesnola him-
self made no attempt to date the piece and since even the circumstances
surrounding its excavation have not led to any conclusion, the sarcopha-

# Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archdologischen Instituts 3 (1888): 333.

% Goodyear, Grammar, 314.

% [L. P. di Cesnola, Cyprus. Its Ancient Cities, Tombs, and Temples (New York, 1878),
illustrations on pp. 145, 190.]
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gus cannot serve to document the occurrence of the undulating tendril in
Cypro-Phoenician art. Characteristically, Goodyear’s treatment of this
problem lacks careful analysis. Consequently, Flinders Petrie’s discovery
in Egypt in 1890 of two examples of the tendril motif of the kind illustrated
in figure 52 and dating to the Nineteenth or Twentieth Dynasty seems to
strengthen Goodyear’s argument. However, even if one could establish a
connection between these two Egyptian examples and the intermittent
tendril of figure 52, it is still not conclusive proof of Egyptian origin, con-
sidering the tremendous quantities of Mycenaean utensils that have been
found in Egypt, particularly by Petrie. The restrictive character of Egyp-
tian art was obviously a world apart from the spirit that informed the
Greek vegetal tendril.

The free, naturalistic character of Mycenaean tendril ornament, which
Goodyear flatly denies, is also clearly discernible in certain individual My-
cenaean blossom motifs. As we have already seen, the Mycenaeans did
not slavishly copy the most common Egyptian volute blossom motifs but
loosely patterned their motifs on Egyptian prototypes. Perhaps they even
had the filaments of the stamen in mind when they drew their palmette-
fans, as Furtwiingler has suggested. This would also speak in favor of a
~ naturalizing tendency that sought to bring the motif, adopted for its formal
beauty (or symbolic significance?), closer to the more familiar appearance
of plants as they actually occur in nature. The proof that the Mycenaeans
tended to naturalize Egyptian volute motifs is furnished by at least one
decorative form, which we saved for this occasion.

I am referring to the pure trefoil
made up of two leaves shaped
roughly like volutes and which func-
tion like a calyx, and a third crown-
ing leaf, which fills in the axil. The
embossed gold ornament in figure
54% with-its pair of opposed panthers
perched above the trefoil motif will
serve as our example. The individual
blades with their central veins and
smaller side veins show a discernibly

Fig. 54. Embossed gold plaque,
vegetal stylization that is foreign lgMycena?, Soha?t (ggravepl??. He

to analogous Egyptian three-leafed

% Schliemann, Mykenae, fig. 266. For other examples, also see his figures 87, 264, 265,
470.
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lotuses.?” The Mycenaean trefoil illustrated in figure 54 could almost be
taken for an independent Mycenaean invention. Its relationship to Egyp-
tian prototypes, however, is easy to demonstrate.

Our demonstration will begin with the famous stone ceiling relief from
Orchomenos.! Anyone who has been keeping track of the course that the
history of ornament has taken thus far will immediately be struck by the
clear distinction made between field and border.?® However, we shall
postpone discussion of this point for the moment and concentrate on the
aspects of the ceiling pattern that relate it directly to Egyptian models.

Fig. 55. Relief ornament on the stone ceiling from the tholos
at Orchomenos, detail.

These include particularly the spiral pattern made up of four bands run-
ning into a central eye. Exactly the same scheme occurs on an Egyptian
ceiling fresco (fig. 56). In the Egyptian example, the four curving axils
created by each pair of neighboring spirals are filled by a lotus, with room
left over for a central rosette. In the Mycenaean example in figure 55, on
the other hand, only one of the four axils gives rise to a filler motif. It,
however, was no doubt inspired by a similar kind of Egyptian model, for
its basic shape is the same profile view of a flower formed by three long
and pointed leaves. The smaller, secondary leaves in figure 56 are

" Such as figure 20, which is carved, but also in the freer medium of painting.

2 [H. Schliemann, Orchomenos. Bericht iiber meine Ausgrabungen in béotischen
Orchomenos (Leipzig, 1881), pls. 1-2.]

% Prisse d’Avennes, L'art égyptien, atlas 1, pl. 32, “Ornementation des plafonds; postes et
fleurs,” no. 3.
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Fig. 56. Painted ceiling from the
Necropolis at Thebes.

pointed, while those in figure 55 are rounded off. This is, however, no
cause for alarm, for there are also Egyptian models for the rounded styli-
zation of the lotus axil filler, specifically the lotus-palmette, which occurs
as an axil filler in Egyptian art within bands of spiral patterns on a par with
the profile view of the pointed leafed lotus. The way the fan in figure 55 is
subdivided into four zones of rounded leaves is no less Egyptian and might
have something to do with the technique involved.®® A very important
detail that deserves emphasis is the hatching of the two calycal leaves that
fit into the curve of the spiraling bands. The third pointed leaf, filling in
between them, is not diagonally hatched but grooved along its length. If
we discount the hatching of the calycal leaves, the whole motif begins to
look rather severe, revealing just how closely it followed the presumed
Egyptian model.

The fact that the ceiling from Orchomenos is a stone relief may account
for its striking similarity to Egyptian prototypes. A freer technique, such
as wall painting, would naturally allow for a freer treatment. A detail from
amural at Tiryns (fig. 57)* provides us with another excellent opportunity
to observe how Mycenaean artists exploited the motif in painting.™ Its
basic scheme is the same as at Orchomenos, namely, spirals with lotus axil
" Perhaps the cells created by the bars were meant to be filled with enamel paste.

® H. Schliemann, Tiryns; der prihistorische Palast der Kénige von Tiryns (Leipzig, 1886),
pl. 5.
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Fig. 57. Painted wall ornament from the Mycenaean
palace at Tiryns.

fillers.®! In addition, there are rosettes in the margin and, outermost, little
rods resembling dentils, just as on the ceiling from Orchomenos. The
lotus axil fillers, however, are our main focus. Three pointed leaves form
the basic structure, all of which are articulated with featherlike hatch-
marks, not only the ones at the side but the central one as well: this is clear
evidence of a naturalizing tendency found nowhere in comparable Egyp-
tian examples. The Mycenaean artist in this instance made short work of
the palmette-fan by leaving out the individual, radiating leaflets of figure
55 and indicating only the concentric zones by means of simple lines.
Compared to the lotus axil fillers in figure 55, however, those in figure 57
have been enriched by three-leafed calyces at their points of origin within
the axils created by the spiraling bands. Once again, this proves to be
closely related to the characteristically Egyptian way of thinking discussed
earlier.”

The lotus leaves with feathered hatching of figure 57 are clearly con-
nected to those in figure 55, but they are probably most closely related to
the feathered trefoils in figure 54. The naturalizing tendency, which is
immediately apparent in the little gold leaves of figure 54, is also present
in the example of wall painting illustrated in figure 57, whose model in
Egyptian art is beyond any doubt, even without the intermediary example
of the ceiling from Orchomenos. The motifs in figure 55 are copied from
the Egyptian model quite faithfully. Even in this case, however, the
hatching on the two pointed lateral leaves of the lotus axil fillers reveals
an incipient tendency toward naturalism. This is also a specifically Greek
tendency, which the Dipylon and Orientalizing Styles only camouflaged
temporarily, although to the degree that it did not regain its strong and
formative authority again until the Periclean period, the direct predeces-

3 There are only two bands spiraling into each eye because the pattern is confined to a
narrow border. This does not, however, alter the basic similarity between the two patterns.
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sor, in many respects, of the Hellenistic period. Proof of this—to antici-
pate a point from later in the development—are the split-palmette and the
acanthus.

It is, therefore, not the vegetal motifs themselves but their treatment in
the surviving examples of Mycenaean art that testifies to the formation of
an independent development. As comparisons have shown, the most com-
mon Mycenaean blossoms were derived from the ancient Egyptian lotus
motifs with volute-calyces. 1 think it is erroneous to interpret them as
aquatic plants, as many have assumed, apparently thinking of the kind of
narrow reeds that branch off from the main, undulating stem, in figure 49,
for example. Similar reedlike leaves also occur, however, on Egyptian
prototypes, as seen in figure 40 in the crowning motif alternating with the
lotus. The only real difference between the Egyptian and the Mycenaean
examples is that the Egyptian reeds rise up straight and independently
from one another, while the Mycenaean ones branch off from a common
stem. Once again, there is a variation in the treatment of the same basic
motif, which—as we have seen—characterizes the relationship of Myce-
naean to Egyptian vegetal ornament in general. -

Mycenaean ornament, however, also includes a series of motifs whose
origin cannot in any way be derived from Egyptian art and which, there-
fore, should be considered original Mycenaean creations, at least for the
time being. The motifs consist primarily of animals, which is not surpris-
ing when we recall that the earliest examples® of sculpture or drawing
represented living creatures from the environment. Since the Mycenae-
ans inhabited the coasts and islands, they would have been more familiar
with the edible octopus or cuttlefish,* which might have been the main-
stay of their diet, than, for example, with the ibis or the cobra. The octo-
pus is, of course, the one and only motif that Goodyear thinks (311) was
originally Mycenaean; he points quite convincingly to the importance this
sea creature still enjoys among the people living in the Levant today.
Furthermore, the butterfly** should also be accorded an independent,
Mycenaean origin; its stylization (head and antennae) is a result of both
the Egyptian and the Mycenaean manner. There is, however, a vegetal

® Like the cave dwellers of Dordogne, see above.

® Cuttlefish were used on Assyrian reliefs (A. H. Layard, Monuments of Nineveh: From
Drawings Made on the Spot by Austen Henry Layard, vol. 1 [London, 1849] pl. 71) for their
representational value and have, art historically speaking, nothing whatsoever to do with
either the Mycenaean examples or with any Egyptian prototypes.

¥ Schliemann, Mykenae, fig. 243; the grasshopper was the insect that the Egyptians rep-
resented in art (Prisse d’Avennes, Lart égyptien, atlas 1, “Ornementation des plafonds,
bucréanes,” below).
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motif in Mycenaean art (fig. 58), which has no known Egyptian model
and which seems, moreover, to be inherently naturalistic. The motif is
presented in the combined view, though it apparently has nothing to do
with the Egyptian palmette. The acanthus palmette is a similar motif, but
there are no intervening examples that connect the two. As a result, it
seems that the vegetal motif, along with the octopus and the butterfly,
disappeared from the further course of the artistic development on Greek
soil, thus leaving room for the more severe Orientalizing motifs.°

Fig. 58. Stamped gold plaque from Mycenae,
Shaft Grave III.

Because the spiral was so important to the development of vegetal orna-
ment in Egyptian art, we will have to examine its role in Mycenaean art,
even though it is basically a geometric motif that, on its own, would be out
of place in a study restricted to vegetal ornament.

One of the simplest spiral patterns arranged as a border is found on the
side of a small ivory plaque (fig. 59).°*P The continuous spirals wind
around a central eye, just as they do on the Egyptian example in figure 25,
where the eyes are filled with rosettes. In both cases, the basic component
is a geometric shape arranged in a narrow register: figure 25 is painted,
and figure 59 is a carved relief. So far, the similarity is complete in all
essentials; however, a closer look at the axil fillers does reveal a notable
discrepancy. The spherical triangular fillers on the Mycenaean relief are
merely the space left over between the grooves enclosing the spiraling

% Schliemann, Mykenae, fig. 249, and then figs. 247, 248, 250.
% Ibid., fig. 222.
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Fig. 59. Carved ivory casket plaque, from a
Shaft Grave at Mycenae.

bands and the outer border strips on the edge of the box, and may perhaps
have been completely unintentional or incidental. In this case, there is
some justice in the claim that the triangular axil was a product of the “tech-
nique”: it is certainly one of the most rudimentary of all axil fillers.*” Sig-
nificantly, the same thing also occurs in the art of the New Zealand Maori:
in figure 28, the triangles on the outermost convolution at upper right are
nothing more than axil fillers of the spirals. In the Egyptian wall painting
of figure 25, on the other hand, it is the distinctive profile view of the lotus
calyx that fills the axil. This indicates how the Egyptians had already be-
come conscious of the artistic necessity of filling the neutral axil with an
ornamental motif.

Mycenaean spiral ornament also includes much more than mere deco-
rative border strips. A vase illustrated by Furtwingler and Loeschke®™ has
two parallel running spirals, whose undulations create a continuous row of
heart shapes, albeit without any axil fillers. The same motif, but with axil
fillers in the Egyptian manner, occurs with geometrically stylized axil-
palmettes on the vase illustrated by Furtwingler and Loeschke.*™ When
a number of these spirals were juxtaposed a whole field could be covered,
as in the case of the gold pectoral in figure 60.% The scheme is familiar to
us from the Egyptian example in figure 26. Here too the axil filler is what
distinguishes one from the other. The Mycenaean breastplate has oval
fillers, which are related to the drop-shaped axil fillers of Egyptian art

% It occurs repeatedly in Mycenaean art: in stone (Schliemann, Tiryns, pl. 4) but also in
wall painting (ibid., pl. 10a); on vases (Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Thongefdsse,
pl. 4, no. 14); and on a gold button illustrated by Schliemann (Mykenae, fig. 422).

%% [Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Thongefisse, pl. 1, no. 1.]

% [Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Vasen, pl. 12, no. 58.]

* From Schliemann, Mykenae, fig. 458.
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Fig. 60. Gold pectoral with embossed ornament from Mycenae,
Shaft Grave V.

(fig. 20). The example of Egyptian wall painting, on the other hand, once
again makes use of the typical axiliar lotus blossom.

Even if our inquiry thus far has shown that spirals with lotus axil fillers
are a specifically Egyptian solution, another glance at figures 55 and 57
serves to remind us that they also occur in Mycenaean art. More ver, the
similarity between these two patterns and the Egyptian one in figure 56 is
so great that there can no longer be any doubt of their relation, despite
minor deviations in detail. Spirals used in a quite similar manner are also
found on a stone grave stele illustrated by Schliemann;*® in this case there
are, significantly, no axil fillers. One can conclude, therefore, that, for the
Mycenaeans, the postulate of axil filling was by no means absolute. This is
confirmed by figure 59 and the related examples already cited.

Is it necessary to assume from all of this that the Mycenaeans adopted
the ornamental motif of the spiral from the Egyptians? The ceiling of
Orchomenos proves beyond a doubt that the Mycenaeans imitated Egyp-
tian spiral patterns, but does it necessarily follow that the motif appeared
in Mycenaean art only as a result of exposure to Egyptian prototypes? It
is extremely difficult to settle this question conclusively. For now, I would
just like to express my reservations that the evidence of the available mon-
uments can support an Egyptian derivation for Mycenaean spiral orna-
ment, an assertion that Goodyear considered beyond any doubt.

% [Ibid., fig. 140.]
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This does not mean, however, that I am reverting to the popular notion
that the spiral resulted from material-technical preconditions, least of all
from those involved in wire coiling, the technique most frequently cited
in this respect. If one had to choose a technique, however, a far better
source of origin would be the technique of fabric cording, which is ar-
ranged on a backing and whipstitched into place. The continuous strands
wind themselves naturally into spiraling coils and then back out again.
This spiraling, overcast cording is a form of embroidery still used today as
the main decoration on traditional costumes in the Balkans and beyond to
Asia Minor and Syria, namely in all of those countries which succumbed
to Hellenism at the latest by the second half of the first millenium B.cC.
Later, we will discuss examples of corded embroidery (fig. 87) from the
Balkan Peninsula that still preserve specifically ancient Greek ornamental
motifs even up to the present day. Nonetheless, we are still not in the
least justified in attributing the origin of the spiral to this particular tech-
nique. Corded embroidery may very well have seized upon the spiral as
a motif most suitable to its purpose, but the initial creation of the spiral
can still be ascribed to autonomous, human artistic impulse. On the con-
trary, what really makes me hesitate to agree that the Mycenaean spiral
was totally dependent on Egyptian prototypes is the Mycenaean use of a
motif closely related to the spiral but never found, as far as we know, in
Egyptian ornament.

The main component of spiral ornament in Mycenaean as well as in
Egyptian art is the band.* In Mycenaean art, however, bands are not only
wound into spirals but also into other configurations such as the band or-
nament that appears on small embossed disks of gold (fig. 61).° It is im-
portant to emphasize that in this type of decoration, the bands are always
clearly juxtaposed, in contrast to the overlapping or “interlaced bands” of
early medieval Scandinavian art. Should we not also attribute this regular-
ity, along with the rhythmically undulating course of Mycenaean band
ornament, to the classical artistic spirit latent in Myceénaean art?*!

It should also be noted in figure 61 that the individual, curving bands

* In view of the dominant and widespread tendency to assume the influence of textiles on
primitive decorative forms, I would like to make it clear that the term “band,” as used above,
has absolutely no connection with cloth bands or ribbons. In the present case, a “band” is
nothing more than an emphatically rendered line. Band ornament of this kind can be found
in cultures such as that of the Maori, who never wove textile bands.

% Schliemann, Mykenae, fig. 245.

“ The later Greek labyrinth is no exception to the rule, because its abstruse qualities were
intentional; the Greek labyrinth is; however, all the more typical in that it avoids entangle-
ments, as opposed to the complicated character of the “Nordic” labyrinth [interlace in early
medieval Scandinavia] which relies mainly on the frequent interlacing of the bands.
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are looped around eyes. Of course, we have already seen a similar treat-
ment of spiral ornament in Egyptian art (fig. 26). Since the Mycenaeans
made their spirals encircle eyes as in figure 59, it might seem as if this
arrangement, along with the spiral itself, should be attributed to Egyptian
influence. Be that as it may, there are no known examples in Egyptian art
of such bands rolled around eyes. Is it not then possible that the eyes in
examples like figure 61 came into use independently and attained artistic
importance in the same manner as, for example, the spherical axilar trian-
gles in figure 597*

Another example of Mycenaean band ornament appears on a stone
grave stele (fig. 62).** The reciprocal pattern of convoluted bands is a very
simple one, and yet how far removed it is artistically from the common,

Fig. 61. Gold plaque with embossed ornament
from Mycenae, Shaft Grave III.

Fig. 62. Limestone relief stele from the
Grave Circle at Mycenae, detail of curvilinear
meander ornament in border.

4 In this light, the Mesopotamian guilloche (fig. 33), which also encircles an eye, could
also be considered independent of both Egyptian and Mycenaean forms. Mycenaean exam-
ples related but by no means identical to the guilloche are illustrated by Schliemann, Myke-
nae, fig. 359; Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Vasen pl. 34, no. 338.

# Schliemann, Mykenae, fig. 142.
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stiff zigzag fillers in Egyptian borders! Indeed, even the undulating band,
the simplest of all band configurations, is found on Mycenaean vases,**
although not its angular counterpart, the zigzag. That is why no single
example of a rectilinear meander has been found to date in the entire
stock of Mycenaean monuments, although there are examples of the run-
ning-dog motif, which is a curvilinear form of the meander (fig. 63).* Seen
in this context, the running-dog motif in the middle of the cup in figure 63
is a reciprocal band ornament like the one in figure 62, whose derivation
need not be explained by the intervention of the Egyptian spiral.*> ¢

Fig. 63. Electrum goblet with gold inlay from Mycenae, Shaft Grave IV.

I believe, therefore, that the spiral is only a special class of band orna-
ment. Band ornament is, however, geometric ornament constructed from
curved lines, which represents a higher, perhaps even the highest stage of
the Geometric Style. It seems to require a special artistic aptitude.

“ [Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Thongefisse, pl. 10, no. 46.]

“ Gilded cup in Schliemann (Mykenae, fig. 348).

% The S-shaped curves that fill out the circle in the middle of figure 61, as well as the
triquetra, for example, in Schliemann, Mykenae (figs. 138-39) and the like are also derived
from band ornament. In Egyptian art, there is no comparable example where the spiral is
used to fill up a field as it is on a sheet of gold illustrated by Schliemann (Mykenae, fig. 246),
which is completely analogous to the band ornament seen in figs. 24445 from the same
volume. There is a definite connection between this kind of spiral ornament and the charac-
teristics of the vase decoration referred to by Furtwingler and Loeschke as the fourth style
in their Mykenische Vasen, pl. 36, nos. 370-71.
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Among the primitive cultures that have continued to create spiral and
band ornament up to more modern times, the New Zealand Maori are a
special case. We have already discussed the importance of the art of this
culture for the developmental history of the arts in their primitive stages,
assuming that it really did remain isolated and independent from time
immemorial, as seems to be the case. Goodyear,* to be sure, believes that
Malayan influence on New Zealand is well documented, although without
expanding further or citing any evidnece, as he usually does in similar
cases. The spiral plays such a predominant role in the ornament of the
Maori that Malayan influence, if it really is the source of the Maori spiral,
must have been extremely strong. Yet how can this be reconciled with the
fact that no metal objects have ever been found in New Zealand? In order
for this to be the case, all contact with the southeast Asian archipelago
must have been severed for some centuries at least, if not for millennia.
And how did the Malayans become exposed to Egyptian spiral ornament?
Goodyear assumes that Malaya was a trading link between Egypt and
India, although there is not a shred of evidence for this. Yet if the creative
aptitude of the Maori, did in fact enable them to invent spiral ornament
autonomously (as seems to be the case on the evidence of their “Stone
technology”), and thereby ascend the ladder of artistic development to the
highest stage of the Geometric Style and attain the decorative use of circu-
lar lines,* then it must have also been possible for the “Mycenaeans” to
have utilized and developed the same ornament even before their contact
with ancient Egyptian culture. The subsequent exposure to similar Egyp-
tian formulations became a source of stimulation and enrichment that they
developed further along the lines of their own artistic sensibility. We must
only reject outright the hypothesis that the Egyptians adopted the spiral
motif from Mycenaean art. During the “Mycenaean” period, Egyptian
culture was unquestionably the more highly developed, and there is no
example in history where such a people has borrowed anything so decisive
from a culture inferior to their own.”

Here it is most appropriate to consider a particular usage of the spiral
motif in Mycenaean art that also occurs in the art of New Zealand and also
has remarkable analogies with later Greek ornament.* The decoration on

% Goodyear, Grammar, 373.

7 In this regard they progressed as little as the Incas of Peru, among whom only geometric
and animal ornament is attested as well, perhaps because they too were never exposed to
vegetal ornament by an outside source at the decisive moment.

“ Patterns within a band consisting of individual spirals like the ones seen on the New
Zealand fruit rind in figure 29 also occur in a similar manner on a wall painting at Tiryns
(Schliemann, Tiryns, pl. 6 €).
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the gold foil in figure 64*° is a good example. The middle of the larger,
lower half assumes a shape formed by two tangent double spirals; beneath
each of the spirals are rows of concentric hatchmarks that become progres-
sively smaller. When both sets of hatchmarks are viewed as a whole, they
create the fan of a palmette of sorts with the two tangent volutes above
acting as the calyx. The palmettelike motif formed in this way, however,
represents a stage that is by no means primary; similar hatchmarks occur
frequently on Mycenaean goldsmith work, where they always serve, how-
ever, as a kind of axil filler for simple spirals and form, half palmettes, so
to speak, as in figure 65.*° Here smaller spirals branch off from the large
double spiral; wherever axils are created by the contour lines of the
smaller spirals, either bounded by the edge of the whole piece or by the
larger spiral, they are filled with parallel, tapering hatchmarks that follow
concentrically the curve of the spiral.®

Fig. 64. Embossed gold Fig. 65. Embossed gold
plaque from Mycenae, plaque from Mycenae,
Shaft Grave III. Shaft Grave IV.

The axils of New Zealand spirals exhibit the same system. There are
several below on the outermost curve of the spiral in figure 28 and, fur-
thermore, some especially distinctive examples on the noses of the figures
in figures 31 and 32, where in both cases two spirals and fanlike hatch-
marks converge to create the same kind of palmette that we have seen in
figure 64. I cannot suggest any other explanation for the use of this motif

* Schliemann, Mykenae, fig. 305, p. 230.

% From Schliemann, Mykenae, fig. 369; see also figs. 418, 484, 487-88, 491. I suspect that
a similar arrangement forms the basis of the ornament of several vases of the so-called fourth
style (Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Vasen, pl. 37, nos. 378-79, 382).
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among the Maori except for the postulate of axil filling; this seems to be
apparent at least in figure 28, where the bent (as opposed to roundly
curved) hatchmarks alternate with triangles (cf. fig. 59).

Furthermore, a rather striking analogy can be drawn between this phe-
nomenon and later Greek tendril ornament (see figs. 125 and 127). The
freely-flowing lines of later palmette tendrils, particularly the ones
painted beneath vase handles, spread out symmetrically over the surface
to form spirals crowned by palmette-fans. Yet wherever there was no
room for a whole palmette,—for example where an axil comes to a point—
there was only enough space for a half palmette with a single volute and
half a fan. The main difference between the Mycenaean and the mature
Hellenic motifs is that the fans of the later Greek palmettes consist of stiff
rays projecting from the Calyx, like their direct prototypes in Egyptian-
Asiatic art appear as feathered arclike striations.” The freely undulating
tendril was punctuated by individually attached blossoms and used to fill
a surface in place of the bands of rigid Egyptian spirals, where blossoms
serve only to fill the axils. This pattern was—as we shall see—a fundamen-
tal, classical achievement of mature Greek art. And I would go so far as to
consider figures 64 and 65 to be the forerunners of this development,
forerunners for which there were no prototypes in the ancient Near East,
any more than there were prototypes for the undulating tendril or for any
tendril ornament at all.

The introduction of the living vegetal tendril into ornament repre-
sented an essential step forward that Mycenaean art added to the earlier
achievements of its Egyptian predecessor: The move in this direction was
at the same time an enduring one, as we shall see. As a result, it deserves
particular emphasis, since most of the other peculiarities of Mycenaean
ornament, such as the band and spiral patterns or the octopuses and but-
terflies, do not appear in later Greek art. The development of later blos-
som forms was also not connected to the Mycenaean versions of Egyptian
motifs but to renewed influence of the original Near Eastern types. In
contrast, Mycenaean tendril ornament had, as already stated, a lasting
impact. This new perspective also explains some of the other surprisingly
advanced and highly developed aspects of Mycenaean art that do not fit
into the otherwise seemingly primitive context. I would like to pursue
some of these aspects further, even if they are not directly related to

%! Compare, however, the incised double spiral in the border of one of the grave stelai
illustrated in Schliemann (Mykenae, fig. 24), which has unfortunately not been drawn very
clearly. The axils of the spirals are filled with half palmettes of an almost abstract, Islamic
character.
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vegetal ornament in particular, because one explanation serves to clarify
the other.

Indications of an advanced development in Mycenaean art are apparent
not only within the realm of pure decoration but in figurative depictions
as well.

For Mycenaean decoration in general, let us return to the sculptured
ceiling from Orchomenos (fig. 55). Our earlier discussion of the ceiling
already emphasized the unexpected way in which this highly revealing
monument of Mycenaean decorative art distinguished between the inte-
rior field and the border. We have already characterized the basic ten-
dency that gave rise to this distinction, one to which all Mediterranean
cultures participating in the development of art history aspired. Naturally
the goal could only be attained step by step; we have also already dis-
cussed in detail how the Egyptians were still far from reaching it. Assyrian
art manifests the first indications of a consistent and conscious system of
fill and frame, interior field and outside border. Seen in this light, the
basic decorative scheme of the ceiling from Orchomenos is an advance
over the otherwise exemplary manner characteristic of Egyptian art; it is
comparable, for example, to the doorsill from Nineveh (fig. 34) with which
it even shares direct points of contact (the rosettes adjacent to the inner
fields and borders). The ceiling from Orchomenos is, however, considera-
bly earlier than any Assyrian monuments. Aside from the doorsill, which
dates from the Sargonid [Neo-Assyrian] period, the earliest known monu-
ments from Assyrian royal palaces were not executed before the first
millenium B.C.' The highpoint of Mycenaean culture, however, is usually
placed between the sixteenth and the twelfth centuries B.c. Moreover,
Phoenician art, which makes a rigorous distinction between structural
framing and neutral fill as well, could also not have served as model for
Mycenaean art, since, according to the argument made above in chapter
3 A 3. Phoenician metal bowls and similar objects could not have origi-
nated much earlier than the Sargonid [Neo-Assyrian] period. Mycenaean
culture, however, was probably contemporary with the Ramesid period
[Nineteenth Dynasty]. This is the period of the Egyptian wall painting
reproduced by Prisse d’Avennes, where the treatment of the framing bor-
der is, in many respects, still imperfect and unresolved. If all this is true,
then one must conclude that the Mycenaeans made considerable im-
provements beyond what the Egyptians had achieved in the way that
space could be apportioned decoratively and had come one step closer to
the later, pivotal accomplishments of the Greeks, just as they had in the
case of the individual motif of the freely undulating tendril.
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Another characteristic of Mycenaean art, encountered on numerous
monuments, is directly related to this: it consists of the free arrangement
of the ornament on the ground in a manner that is no longer at all inhibited
but sometimes quite grand and audacious. For example, one can see how
confidently and boldly the birds on a vase from Shaft Grave VI at
Mycenae®® have been quickly improvised between the two enclosing
border strips on the belly of the vessel, though the painting itself is
not at all distinguished by careful attention to detail. The same applies to
the lions that romp around the golden cup illustrated by Schliemann,>®
filling the available space perfectly with their figures in full gallop. There
is one vase among the Egyptian vessels reproduced by Prisse d’Avennes
whose decoration is no longer meticulously arranged in registers as it
is on Dipylon vases. Its composition, however, hardly approaches the
freedom and grandness of the numerous Mycenaean examples. The
same is true for the shapes of the vessels; Egyptian vase forms remain
restricted, while those in Mycenae are connected to the later Greek
types.

According to the prevailing methods of art historical study, one only
crosses the line between ethnology and art history when depictions of
human struggle and accomplishment are involved. Geometric, vegetal,
and animal motifs are always seen as pure decoration. Whenever human
figures appear in decorative works of art, however, they assume an objec-
tive interest. Regardless of its intricate spiral ornament, the art of the
New Zealanders will never awaken much more than an exotic interest in
us, because its human figures are never more than crude and monstrous
idols. Mycenaean art, however, often portrayed human figures, and not
only on the kinds of objects expressly designed for them, the category in
which the intaglios probably belong, but also for a purely decorative pur-
pose, is the decoration of works in the applied arts.

This factor is extremely important, because it is symptomatic of the
fundamental difference between Mycenaean and Egyptian art. The sub-
ject matter of the Warrior Vase, for example, is already on completely
equal footing with that of later Greek vase painting, as is the niello cup
with human heads found by Tsountas." It can no longer be determined to
what extent the Mycenaeans relied in the beginning for their depictions of
human figures on Egyptian ideas. At any rate, Egyptian characteristics are
not completely absent from figurative scenes: for example, the “Mycenae-
ans” stylized human figures the same way the Egyptians did, in the man-

512 [Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Thongefisse, pl. 9, no. 44.]
51 [Schliemann, Mycenae, fig. 477.]
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ner well known from Egyptian reliefs, where the upper torso is shown in
frontal view while the head and the feet are in profile. The Mycenaean
figures also retain the characteristic “wasp waists” of the Egyptian styliza-
tion that are still evident in the Dipylon Style. The dependence on Egyp-
tian models may even apply to particular scenes. Goodyear found a paral-
lel for the “juggler” from Tiryns in a mastaba tomb published by Lepsius.
Moreover, the Egyptian vase published by Prisse d’Avennes®® may actu-
ally depict a bull-catching scene; it shows a bull kicking out its hind legs in
a position closely related to that of one of the bulls on the cup from
Vapheio. Still, no one would be tempted to claim that the cup from
Vapheio is an Egyptian work. Each of the figures has been carefully indi-
vidualized in spite of the Egyptian stylization of the upper torso. More-
over, the appearance of genrelike scenes and subjects as well as the care-
ful attention to the landscape® setting found on the Vapheio cup already
exhibit the free and easy approach of Mycenaean art to the essentials of
nature and everyday life, an approach that later Greek art did not achieve
again until just before the Hellenistic period. Again, the genrelike scenes
in Egyptian tombs may have served as models; however, while the Egyp-
tian scenes were strictly representational and had specific significance in
connection to the Egyptian conception of the afterlife, the bull-catching
episodes on the cup from Vapheio were surely meant to be simply decora-
tive: in this instance, they are truly genre scenes. The same goes for the
lion hunt on one of the niello dagger blades; and even the so-called Nile
border on the second dagger was the result of no more than general Egyp-
tian influence.”

Goodyear’s assertion that Mycenaean art could have acquired some
features, such as the intermittent tendril (fig. 52), from the repertory of
so- called Cypriote-Greek art, which we of course refuted above, compels
me to describe briefly the place of vegetal ornament within this style.
Cypriote-Greek vegetal ornament relied heavily—much more heavily
than Mycenaean art—on Egyptian models, and as a result it did not con-
tribute anything creative to the development. Phoenician influence
did not alter the situation. What is different and distinctly Cypriote is
mainly the isolated use of lotus blossoms, etc., in response to specific
decorative demands. The figurative elements remain completely in the
grip of their Egyptian models. The man on the much discussed vase from

St [Prisse d’Avennes, L'art égyptien, atlas 2, “Amphores, jarres et autres vases,” no. 1.]

2 0. Puchstein, in his discussion of the small, highly intriguing wooden panel in the
Berlin Antiquarium, “Sitzungsberichte der Archiologischen Gesellschaft zu Berlin,”

Archdologischer Anzeiger (1891): 4042, ill., col. 40, also noted this as not characteristically
Near Eastern.
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Athienu® is not merely Egyptianized; he portrays an actual Egyptian (al-
though this has not yet been emphasized sufficiently as far as I know). In
addition to the Egyptian characteristics already observed by Ohnefalsch-
Richter,* the man on this vase, naked except for a necklace, wears a short
skirt wrapped around the hips precisely in the Egyptian fashion. The oc-
currence of a specifically Greek motif, the continuous tendril, on an object
found on Cyprus has been discussed earlier. A second example of the
same undulating tendril with pointed, oblong leaves (which Goodyear
failed to note) appears on a vase from Curium illustrated by Perrot and
Chipiez.® This is also not an example of an indigenous Cypriote trait, nor
a case of Phoenician-Egyptian influence, but a clear echo of the Greek-
Mycenaean manner, as proved beyond a doubt by the twisting ivy
branch on the shoulder of the vessel. Perrot, who considers the piece
to be Cypriote, dates it relatively late. The chronological situation,
therefore, ought to be re-examined by the scholars who feel they have
arrived at a definite date for Mycenaean art, and moreover a very
early one."

In any event, this example provides no more proof that the momentous
invention of the undulating tendril took place on Cypriote soil than the
other example discussed earlier. The blossom motifs on Cypriote vases
are usually scattered randomly on the field without any interconnection.
Where they are interconnected, they conform to the schemes established
by the Egyptians or, at most, the Mesopotamians. The only motif that can
be interpreted as an improvement over Egyptian models is the double
row of overlapping arcs running in the same direction, which is often
found on Cypriote vases.® It is much livelier and has more variety than
the single row of arcs. Whether or not this improvement should be inter-
preted as a sign of Cypriote creativity remains to be seen, however, for
the motif seems to have appeared earliest in Mesopotamia,® and the sites
where it has been discovered, dating from the first half of the first
millenium B.C., are scattered far beyond the cultural sphere of the Medi-
terranean (Cyrenean [Lakonian] vases, Kameiros on Rhodes; moreover,
Vulci in Italy).

% M. Ohnefalsch-Richter, “Cyprische Vasen aus Atheniu,” ]ahrhuéh des Deutschen
Archdologischen Instituts 1 (1886): 78-82, pl. 8.

% Ibid.

% Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de lart, vol. 3, fig. 506. Perrot’s drawing is unfortunately
not very clear. The tendril seems to be exactly the same one found on the cup from Bonn (fig.
51).

% For example, on the vase from Ormidia (Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de U'art, 3:699, fig.
507).

57 Layard, Monuments of Nineveh, vol. 1, pl. 84, no. 13.
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Cypriote-Greek art, therefore, played no independent role in the his-
tory of the development of vegetal ornament. It shared the inheritance of
the ancient Near Eastern cultures, of the Egyptians and the Mesopotami-
ans; it exploited Phoenician variations such as the palmette-tree, and be-
ginning with the Mycenaean period, partook of the few available seeds of
what would later be the fruitful developments of the Greeks. In this re-
spect, the art can justifiably be termed Cypriote-Greek.

2. The Dipylon Style

The natural development of Mycenaean ornament was halted by the ap-
pearance of the geometric Dipylon Style. Strictly speaking, however, the
Dipylon Style is not equivalent to the Geometric Style per se and should
not be considered the paradigm of purely geometric ornament. It lacks
the naiveté of primitive styles, particularly in its organization of the deco-
ration as a whole: the placement of the ornament has something refined
about it. Admittedly, the Dipylon Style relies heavily on the use of regis-
ters, an elementary means of dividing a surface that the Mycenaeans had
long since left behind; however, the variation in the width of the registers,
the kind of sensitivity to “tectonic” considerations evident in this varia-
tion, along with the inclusion of figurative scenes, all betray a more ad-
vanced and more calculated decorative art than we are used to encounter-
ing in the purely geometric styles such as that of the Northern European
[Bronze Age], the earliest [Bronze Age] Cypriote, the Native American,
or the Polynesian. The Dipylon Style cannot be summarized in a few short
words. It is not just an exchange of new angular forms for the curvilinear
ones that had dominated Mycenaean art; in the Dipylon Style, curved
lines occur beside angular forms, circles alongside squares, rosettelike
quatrefoils'and multileafed motifs along with radiating rosettes.?

Aside from the use of registers, however, it is the horror vacui of the
Dipylon Style that indicates how it still has some connection with a naive
stage of art, preoccupied only with decorative concerns. Particularly in
representational depictions, all of the space around the figures or their
accessories is strewn with filler motifs. “Mycenaean” art had long since
progressed beyond this point.” To be sure, the sheer presence of figura-
tive scenes within the decoration seems to indicate a higher stage of devel-
opment; however, the figures themselves, particularly the human figures,
are not nearly as advanced as those of Mycenaean art, like the lively,
animated forms on the Vapheio Cup or on the dagger blade with the lion
hunt. Regardless of whether we view the treatment of the figures in the
Dipylon Style as an original contribution of its makers or as an imitation of
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the Egyptian canon (a notion that has some merit),® © we are always deal-

ing with a stage of artistic development that is lower than the one attained
by Mycenaean art.

A characteristic of the Dipylon Style, noted already by Conze,” is the
absence of vegetal ornament. In fact, despite the abundant material that
has come to light in the past twenty years, there are only isolated exam-
ples of geometric vases from the Dipylon period decorated with unques-
tionably vegetal motifs.* Goodyear, for whom the continuous zigzag is
just a row of vestigial lotus blossoms, traces all the essentials of Dipylon
Style, as well as the Northern European [Bronze Age] style, back to Egyp-
tian roots. Be that as it may, the Dipylon Style still adds nothing of sig-
nificance to our present inquiry, since no fruitful development of vegetal
ornament and the vegetal tendril could arise from this apparent reversion
to geometric motifs. Yet we must deal with the Dipylon Style in spite of
this because it provides an explanation for the interruption of the Myce-
naean development and for what was to follow in general. The Dipylon
Style had a profound effect even on the centers of what would later be
known as Hellas, where Mycenaean traditions were preserved in rela-
tively pure form. Vases manufactured on the island of Melos, for example,
also display, aside from qualities unmistakably derived from the Myce-
naean heritage, the scattered filler motifs characteristic of geometric hor-
ror vacui and of a primitive decorative drive.?

Excavations to date have shown that the invasion of this geometric style
extended to all the regions that later became centers of Greek culture and
art, densely on the European mainland and then becoming progressively
less intense further east toward Cyprus.® There have also been attempts
to answer ethnographic questions, whereby the creators of the Dipylon
Style were a people who migrated not from the East but from Europe,
probably through the Balkan region, into Greece. They are often associ-
ated with the incoming Dorians. If this is so, then it would logically have
to follow that the creators of Mycenaean culture in Greece were Achae-
ans, and therefore Greeks as well. This interpretation does not sit well
with the scholars who believe that Mycenaean culture was created by the
Carians. Their assumptions rely mainly on evidence that has nothing to do

% In particular, the upper torsos of the human figures are kept much more rigidly frontal
than in Mycenaean art; for the Egyptian elements of the Dipylon style, see E. Kroker, “Die
Dipylonvasen,” Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archiologischen Instituts 1 (1886): 95ff.

¥ A. Conze, “Zur Geschichte der Anfinge der griechischen Kunst,” parts 1-2,
Sitzungsberichte der k k. Akademie der Wissenschaften, Wien, Philosophische und Historis-
che Classe, vol. 64 (1870): 505--34; vol. 73 (1873): 221-50.

% As on the vase from Kameiros (Kroker, Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archdologischen Insti-
tuts 1 [1886]: 135).
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with art; nevertheless, from Ulrich Kéhler to Goodyear, they have felt
obliged to address the un-Greek aspects of Mycenaean art and the Greek
qualities of the Dipylon Style. The un-Greek qualities of Mycenaean art
were, of course, not difficult to find; they were also revealed by our exam-
ination of the numerous, obviously Egyptian elements apparent in Myce-
naean forms. Of those who have dealt with the Greek character of the
Dipylon Style, however, Studniczka's® contribution is the most concise.
For him, the geometric style of the migratory Hellenic tribes was distin-
guished by the principle of strict discipline that succeeded in transforming
all borrowings from the overflowing formal repertory of the Orient, from
the Mycenaean period onward, into what came to bear the genuine Hel-
lenic stamp.f

We cannot expect to find an answer to the “Mycenaean question” any
more than we can expect to clarify the relationship that might have existed
between the creators of the Mycenaean and the Dipylon cultures. How-
ever, let us not forget the specifically Greek characteristics that surfaced
in the examination of Mycenaean vegetal ornament, characteristics no-
where to be found in Near Eastern art or in the Dipylon Style. No one is
disputing the fact that the creators. of the Dipylon Style were later ab-
sorbed by the Greeks; nevertheless, the formative “seeds of Hellenism”
reach much further back into the Mycenaean period. This is why we con-
cluded above that whatever ethnic group gave rise to Mycenaean culture,
whether the Carians or the Achaeans, it must have remained an essential
component of the later Hellenic population.2

If any more evidence is required to prove that the displacement of My-
cenaean culture by the Geometric Style represented a retrogression, and
only a retrogression, it can be found in the behavior of the Greeks them-
selves, who, in recognizing the futility of developing the Dipylon Style
any further, reverted once again to the Orient, the original source of the
most significant decorative forms.®® Our intention now is to show how
vegetal ornament during and after the Dipylon Style regained its honored
place in Greek art and how it sometimes mechanically imitated Eastern
conventions. Most of all, however, we will examine how the freely undu-
lating vegetal tendpril, that great invention of the Mycenaean tradition, as

' F, Studniczka, “Zur Herkunft der mykenischen Kultur,” Athenische Mitteilungen 12
(1887): 24.

8 We have already observed an analogous situation in Assyrian art, where the stylized
blossom motifs from the Sargonid [Neo-Assyrian] period are stylized in more purely Egyp-
tian fashion than they are on the older monuments from the period of Assurnasirpal, etc.
Certainly, the reasons for this in each case were not the same. [See annotation d for chapter
3A.2.]
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well as the attached blossoms, were refined into a motif of great formal
beauty, which gradually expanded to fill large areas and ultimately subor-
dinated itself to decorative human and animal figures. Since this mainly
involves the description of a continuous development, the motifs and
monuments will generally be presented in chronological order. Because
of the great number of geographic and personal variations characteristic of
the material, however, this will not always be possible. Therefore, I would
again like to make it clear that this is not an attempt to fix the chronology
or establish more accurate dates for the various categories of vases and so
forth; problems of this sort could never be solved solely on the basis of
vegetal ornament. Our aim is only to define the place of the individual
monuments within the developing history of vegetal tendril ornament, so
far as circumstances permit; classical archaeology may then be free to
draw the conclusions that seem warranted on a much broader basis, by
comparing this to the evidence of the remaining characteristics of the
monuments.

3. Melian

The Melian vases have top priority, since the Mycenaean element still
appears most clearly in this category of early Greek vase, and since they
also display elements that carried over into later Greek art. The example
in figure 66 is from Conze’s study, where the details of the same vase
illustrated in figures 67 and 53 were also first published. %%

If we disregard the rosettelike shapes and concentrate on the various
individual motifs in figure 66, we will find both of the basic types of
Egyptian lotus: the pointed-leafed profile view (fig. 53) as well as the
lotus- palmette of figure 66, under the rear legs of the horses. However
unmistakable the Egyptian origin of these motifs may be, starting with the
volute-calyx, the distinctions between them and their Egyptian proto-
types immediately comes to the fore. The palmettes between the rear legs
of the horses are neither Egyptian because of their strongly coiling
volutes, nor Assyrian, since they lack the characteristic, upwardly curling
volutes. The palmettes in figure 66 are simply Greek. They are distin-
guished by the characteristic, strongly coiling volutes of the calyx and by
the corresponding size of the crowning fan; the cattail-like leaves of the
fan are placed loosely, not tightly, next to each other.” All of the essential
components of the complete Greek palmette motif are present; the only
thing still missing is the delicate attuning and adjustment of the details

& [A. Conze, Melische Thongefisse (Leipzig, 1862), pl. 1, nos. 1, 4-5.]
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Fig. 66. Melian amphora, from Melos.

according to a pure sense of formal beauty, a process that did not culmi-
nate until the fifth century. The volute blossom is repeated in abbreviated
form, this time as a double volute with its peaked axil fillers, both on the
foot of the vase and in the middle of the upper edge of the field containing
the horsemen. ‘

The profile views of the lotuses and palmettes in Melian vase painting
display much stronger similarities to Near Eastern models than to Myce-
naean ornament. This is especially true of the profile view of the lotus, but
there is also no known Mycenaean example of the palmette with such a
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regularly arranged fan of leaves connected to a volute-calyx. Conse-
quently, there must have been renewed influence from the Near East
either directly from Egypt or some indirect derivation. The freedom of
the Melian vase painters in treating those adopted blossoms is apparent
not only in the way that the lotus profile connects to its volute-calyx, as
clearly revealed in the left side of figure 53, but particularly in the ar-
rangement of the two large volute flowers decorating the middle part of
the neck in figure 66. The pointed leaves that crown each of these flowers
between the spirals are clearly related to those of the profile lotuses in
figure 53. There is also a similar motif in figure 66 lower down between
the two horses; the pointed crowning leaves of the upper motif, however,
have been replaced below by the leafy fans of palmette motifs. In both
cases, the volutes are so dominant and basic to the motif that the calyces,
which are bounded by the spiraling volutes at both sides, function merely
as axil fillers; they make no greater impression than any of the numerous
other axil fillers that crop up wherever the spirals meet or tendrils branch
off. The motif as a whole resembles the Egyptian spiral patterns with blos-
soms as axil fillers in figures 26 and 27. But as the short tendril branches
that appear above and below alongside the volutes demonstrate, the Me-
lian vase painters did not base their motifs on rigid, geometric spirals but
on the natural twining of plants. We will return to these tendril branches
a little later.®

We will now examine how the individual vegetal motifs on Melian vases
are connected. The preceding discussion has already given us a start in
this direction. The spirals dominate the motif, while the blossoms function
only as fillers. In figure 66, the postulate of axil filling is obeyed in every
respect. Let us refer to the detail in figure 67. Here we see two rows of
tangent spirals. The axils created where the spirals meet in the middle are
filled with palmette-fans; those opening toward the outside are provided
with simple peaked fillers. The Egyptian model is familiar to us from fig-
ure 26, the Mycenaean intermediary from figure 60. The motif developed
further into the double guilloche (fig. 68), ® which is often found on Ar-
chaic painted terra-cotta, and even on late Roman mosaics. ¢

The decoration in the register directly above the foot in figure 66 has
also not progressed essentially beyond the Egyptian approach to art in
any essential way. Here we see double volutes placed side by side. (Only
half of each motif is visible in the reproduction.) The axils formed by
the converging spirals are filled with palmette-fans, whereas the axils

% For example, on a sarcophagus from Klazomenai now in Berlin (Antike Denkmiiler,
Deutsches Archdologisches Institut, 1, [Berlin, 1886], pl. 1, 44).f
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Fig. 67. Melian amphora, detail of
ornament on neck.

Fig. 68. Klazomenian
terra-cotta sarcophagus,
detail of painted border.
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occurring between the double spirals are occupied by simple peaked
fillers.®

The two remaining decorative strips on the vase in figure 66 frame
the top and bottom of the figurative frieze with the horsemen. We have
intentionally saved them for last, because the patterns they contain are
so purely Greek in character and, at the same time, so very similar to
Mycenaean models that they must be considered direct links between
Mycenaean and Hellenic art forms. The lower of the two registers consists
of S-spirals placed end to end, which are as un-Egyptian in character as
the peaked axil fillers between them. The Mycenaean-Greek quality of
the motif is evident in the tendrils, which branch off from the spirals alter-
nately above and below, and from the palmette-fans, which serve as fillers
between these tendrils and the spirals, and not in the inner angles of the
S-curve, as the Egyptian scheme would have demanded (fig. 25). Figure
69 illustrates the way an Egyptian might have filled the axil of an S-spiral;
it is also taken from a Melian vase where it serves as a filler motif between
the legs of horses.®* The branching tendril in figure 66 forms a “half palm-
ette” together with the fan filling up the axil. The half palmette, which

%2 [Conze, Melische Thongefiisse, pl. 4.]
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TN

creates a whole palmette when doubled, later became an extremely im-
portant and fundamental motif in Greek ornament. On the Melian vase in
figure 66, it already exists in all its essentials, although, as we learned
above, it was anticipated by Mycenaean art.®* It makes no difference
whether the Melian vase painter consciously conceived of the motif as an
independent half palmette® or merely as an accidental axil filler of the
S-spiral. What remains beyond question is the link between the Myce-
naean and the pure Greek form of this motif. Any lingering doubt as to
which of the two components, the geometric S-spiral or the plant-like half
palmette, constitutes the main motif will vanish after examining the deco-
rative strip on the shoulder of figure 66, which is enlarged in figure 53.
It shows profile views of lotus blossoms oriented alternately up and
down and linked sequentially in the scheme we termed the intermittent
tendril—the one that first appeared in Mycenaean Shaft Grave VI, and
whose art historical significance we have already discussed in the com-
parison between the Melian and Mycenaean examples in the preceding
chapter.®

Let us summarize our conclusions thus far about Melian vegetal orna-
ment. We have discovered that it is still at essentially the same level as
Mycenaean art. As a rule, it weaves back and forth along the borderline
between spiral and tendril ornament. It did not relinquish the decisive
creation of the Mycenaeans—the floral tendril; but there are also no signs
of any further development. The stiff, vertical placement of the floral ca-
lyces and the individual stems, along with the stylization of the lotus blos-
soms and palmettes, all indicate a reversion to the Egyptian manner. The
need to fill axils has become a much more absolute postulate than it had

Fig. 69. Painted filler
ornament from a Melian vase.

% The pattern under discussion in figure 66 is closest to the border on the grave stele
illustrated by Schliemann (Mykenae; Bericht iiber meine Forschungen und Entdeckungen in
Mykenae und Tiryns [Leipzig, 1878], p. 58, fig. 24).

% In my opinion, however, it can be easily demonstrated that Melian vase painters knew
they were using half palmettes. The sphinx on the Melian vase illustrated by J. Béhlau, “Eine
melische Amphora,” Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archdologischen Instituts 2 (1887): 211-15,
and pl. 12, is wearing one on its head as a crown; it performs a function, therefore, later
frequently taken up by the palmette (O. Puchstein, “Kyrenaische Vasen,” Archdologische
Zeitung 39 [1881]: 215-50, pl. 13, nos. 2, 3, 6) but not by the isolated spiral.
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been in Mycenaean or even Egyptian art. Only Phoenician art is similar in
this respect. Assyrian influence seems to be the weakest, unless we decide
to accept the bindings that hold the spiral tendrils together at their points
of contact in figures 66 and 67 as evidence of this, since they resemble
those found on Assyrian arcuated friezes (fig. 33). The reversion to a geo-
metric mode of thinking is particularly evident in the way the entire sur-
face of the vase in figure 66 is painstakingly divided into parallel registers,
and in the way numerous filler motifs are scattered about the figurative
frieze. And it is also not impossible that the horror vacui behind the use
of these filler motifs was, in the last analysis, also responsible for the me-
ticulous and consistent use of axil fillers."

4. Rhodian .

The next group of monuments includes the so-called Rhodian® vases and
the closely related terra-cotta sarcophagi from Klazomenai. The basic dec-
orative scheme is essentially the same as that of the Melian vases: the
surface is divided up into registers, while filler motifs are abundantly scat-
tered among the neutral spaces around the human and animal figures. But
whereas Mycenaean influence dominated the vegetal and spiral ornament
on Melian vases, it yielded in Rhodian art to elements of a more Near
Eastern character. The degree of Orientalizing varies, however; and this
in itself leads to a differentiation among the Rhodian vases, which we, of
course, cannot and shall not pursue to any great extent.?

For example, the individual blossom motifs, which are neither repeated
nor connected to motifs of their own kind, are based unmistakably on the
prototypical voluted-calycal blossoms of the Near East or, to be more spe-
cific, those created in Egypt. They are usually handled very freely and
adjusted to their particular function. Let us examine figure 70,% where
the decoration has to to fill a hemisphere. In response to this shape, the
two volutes that comprise the calyx have been stretched out lengthwise.
They curl upward just as Assyrian ones do, though they have their roots in
Egyptian prototypes as well. The central axil contains a large fan; signifi-
cantly, all of the remaining axils have been filled richly and indeed metic-

5 In spite of the fact that most of these vases were discovered at Kameiros on Rhodes, they
are thought to have originated in Argos (See J. Diimmler, “Zu Vasen aus Kameiros,”
Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archiologischen Instituts 6 [1891]: 263-71), which would give them
a European origin. I mention this in order to justify why we have not attributed the consider-
ably stronger Near Eastern influences in this group of vases to the geographic proximity of
Rhodes to the countries bordering on the eastern Mediterranean.

7 Detail of a bow! from Kameiros (A. Salzmann, Nécropole de Camiros [Paris, 1875] pl.
51).
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Fig. 70. Painted decoration of Rhodian bowl from Kameiros.

ulously. Figure 71 provides another example. This motif occupies the
middle of a register from an oenochoe,® symmetrically flanked by birds
and sphinxes. Here we find a volute-calyx coiled into spirals of Myce-
naean-Greek inspiration. The two pointed calycal leaves above it slant
outward; between them is a Greek palmette-fan. All four axils, as one
might expect, are appropriately filled. The structure of this motif can no
more be attributed to the direct copying of a Near Eastern model than the
one in figure 70, even though in the last analysis the Near Eastern volute
blossom is unmistakable. The treatment of the motif is Mycenaean, or, if
you will, Greek, and it is fundamentally different from its Near Eastern
models.®

On the other hand, the blossom motifs on Rhodian vases, which are
either simply juxtaposed or connected in series, display, as a rule, a much
greater dependence on Near Eastern models. Figure 72 reproduces a
plate from Kameiros.® The row of lotus blossoms and buds on the outer
border of the plate, in particular, looks very much like its Egyptian proto-
types. Of course, a closer look discloses a number of details that would be
inconceivable on a genuine example of Egyptian art. The silhouettes of
the Rhodian lotus blossoms have become much more fluid and elegant;
the axil between the two calycal leaves, which slant off to either side of
each lotus blossom, is filled with a palmette-fan, as in figure 71, not with

® Ibid., pl. 37.

 Ibid., pl. 52 [Riegl’s original citation of this illustration as coming from Salzmann, pl. 34,
is incorrect].
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Fig. 71. Painted decoration from a Rhodian oinochoe from Kameiros.

pointed leaves. The un-Egyptian aspects of the plate become even more
obvious when we examine the decoration on the middle of the plate. Here
the individual palmette-fans alternate with bud motifs, but they totally
lack the volute-calyces that would have been unconditionally requisite in
Egyptian art. Nevertheless, it should be emphasized that Mycenaean art
has so far not produced a single example of this rigid serial arrangement of
lotus blossoms and buds conforming to the basic Egyptian scheme.?

The simple serial arrangement of lotus motifs as seen in figure 72, was
actually rare in Rhodian art. What is typical, in contrast, is the arcuated
frieze with lotus blossoms and buds. Figure 73 shows an example that,
revealingly enough, decorates the same oenochoe as the Mycenaean-in-
spired palmette in figure 71. Here, even the calyx of the lotus blossoms is
comprised of pointed leaves in the typical Egyptian manner, as opposed
to the un-Egyptian combination with the palmette-fan on the border of
the plate in figure 72. Of course, not too much weight should be placed on
such an unusually close dependence on Near Eastern models: an oeno-
choe illustrated by Salzmann®* for example, has an arcuated frieze with
motifs like the ones in figure 73 on its lower part but, above it on the
shoulder, another frieze with the motifs of figure 72. At any rate, the motif
of alternating lotus blossoms and buds connected as an arcuated frieze
also does not occur in Mycenaean art. Therefore, like the unattached

# [Ibid., pl. 44.]
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Fig. 72. Rhodian plate from Kameiros.

Fig. 73. Arcuated band frieze on a Rhodian oinochoe
from Kameiros.
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rows of lotus blossoms and buds, it constitutes further proof of the post-
Mycenaean Rhodian borrowings from the Egyptian-Near Eastern stock
of decorative forms.©

Although it does not matter greatly for our present study whether the
arcuated lotus frieze just described was influenced directly by an Egyptian
source or via an intermediary, I would still like to respond to the frequent
assertion that it is a specifically Assyrian motif. The argument for an Assyr-
ian origin of the arcuated frieze in figure 73 is based, first of all, on the
bindings that seem to attach the blossoms™ to the arcuated bands as they
do in figure 33 and second, on the absence of all of the tiny filler motifs,
such as rosettes, buds, and so forth, that clutter up the leftover space on
the Egyptian arcuated friezes.” I still do not think that these features are
enough, however, to prove that the Rhodian vases relied on an Assyrian
source. As we have seen, Assyrian art itself is basically derivative; its char-
acteristic blossom developed relatively late and never attained the stage
of development of Mycenaecan ornament. The only Assyrian ornaments
that come into question as possible sources for Rhodian vase decoration
are the more severely Egyptianizing arcuated friezes from the Sargonid
[late Neo-Assyrian] period, and they are scarcely enough earlier than the
Rhodian examples themselves to warrant mention.™

It is possible that the guilloche could be considered proof of Assyrian
influence on Rhodian vase painting, since the motif was widespread in
Mesopotamian art but neglected in Egyptian. The guilloche occurs in My-
cenaean art, however, long before any surviving examples from Assyrian
monuments. Moreover, the Rhodian guilloches are clearly distinguished
from the Assyrian ones by the axil fillers, which are almost always inserted

™ And the buds as well on the oenochoe (ibid., pl. 44).

" In figure 22, the filler motifs were omitted from the drawing to facilitate appreciation of
the basic scheme. They are included, however, in the illustration by A. Prisse d’Avennes,
Histoire de Uart égyptian d aprés les monuments, depuis les temps les plus reculés jusqu’a la
domination romaine (Paris, 1878-1879), atlas 1, pl. 13, “Couronnements et frises fleu-
ronnées,” no. 6.

2 Assyrian influence on the development of Greek art has not yet been carefully defined;
at present, it is vastly overestimated by scholars such as A.E.J. Holwerda, “Korinthisch-
attische Vasen,” Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archiologischen Instituts 5 (1890): 237-68, who
cites the cista from Praeneste in Monumenti inediti, Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, 8
(1864-1868), pl. 26, among other things, as proof. [For more recent and accessible illustra-
tions of this work see F. Poulsen, Der Orient und der frithgriechische Kunst (Leipzig and
Berlin, 1912), 121, fig. 128; P. Ducati, Storia dell arte etrusca (Florence, 1927), pl. 45, nos.
144-45; and M. Torelli, L'arte degli etruschi (Rome and Bari, 1985), 32, fig. 15]. I would
disagree: the lotus blossoms in this example are stylized in the stiff Egyptian manner, while
the palmettes are Hellenized, and neither of the motifs has anything Assyrian about it. At any
rate, the artistic activity in the region that would later be known as Greece had already
become so strengthened and so far advanced during the Sargonid [Neo-Assyrian] period that
the artists involved would hardly have been impressed by contemporary Assyrian art.
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into the outer angles. On the “Euphorbos” plate, they are simply
peaked;” on the two vases in Berlin,” their forms are circular or drop
shaped; while on the sarcophagi from Klazomenai,” they are filled with
palmette-fans. This fanatic urge to fill each and every axil is also character-
istic of Melian vases, but completely alien to Assyrian art. The drop-
shaped axil fillers, on the other hand, can be found in the outer axils of an
arcuated frieze of Mycenaean origin. ™ ¢

After this digression on possible Assyrian influence let us return to our
discussion of how the blossom motifs on Rhodian vases are connected. The
spiral was used extensively in Melian art in combination with blossoms,
either as a connecting element or as a motif whose particular capacity to
create axils encouraged the formation of blossoms. In Rhodian art, how-
ever, its use declines. This decline is symptomatic of what later transpires
in the course of Greek vegetal ornament when the spiral, as an independ-
ent element, becomes limited to the running-dog motif. Spirals serving as
floral calyces enjoy a longer lifespan, but they also shrink in importance as
the blossom comes increasingly to dominate the motif. In other words, the
spiral conspicuously loses its geometric significance and becomes a vege-
tal tendril. This process, initiated by the Mycenaeans, was taken a step
further by Rhodian art, and therein lies the major significance of Rhodian
art for the historical evolution of vegetal ornament.

In light of this, one would expect to find a more extensive use of the
specifically Greek undulating tendril in Rhodian decorative art. This, in
fact, is the case, as a number of examples will demonstrate.

There are three examples of the continuous tendril from the Rhodian
and Klazomenian regions that have come to my attention. The first, on a
sherd from Kameiros, figure 74, is distinguished by its surprising angular-
ity.™ At first glance, it looks like a meander. Unlike the typical (Egyptian)
meander, however, which is always oriented in one direction, the rhom-
boid convolutions in figure 74 fold in toward their centers alternately from
above and below using the same basic pattern as the continuous tendril

™ Salzmann, Nécropole de Camiros, pl. 53. The use of peaked fillers to close an axil is
obviously the simplest way of satisfying the postulate of axil filling, so that there is no need
of explaining them in connection with the pointed leaves of the lotus. However, in the case
of the axils created by the double volutes on the shield of Menelaos on this same plate, which
each have three peaked fillers, the analogy with the pointed leafed lotus profile, like the ones
in figures 55 and 56, is intentional.

™ A. Furtwingler, “Erwerbungen der Kéniglichen Museen zu Berlin 1885,” Jahrbuch des
Deutschen Archiologischen Instituts 1 (1886): 139-40.

™ Antike Denkmidler, vol. 1 (1886), pl. 45.

2 [Furtwiingler and Loeschke, Mykenische Vasen; vohellenische Thongefisse aus dem

Gebiet des Mittelmeeres (Berlin, 1886), pl. 19, no. 136.]
% Salzmann, Nécropole de Camiros, pl. 29.
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Fig. 74. Fragment of a
Rhodian plate from Kameiros.

Fig. 75. Rhodian amphora
from Kameiros.

(fig. 50). Finally, the smaller convolutions branching off below the larger
ones make it abundantly clear that the motif is basically a tendril. The
unexpected angularity of the pattern may be attributable to influence from
the Geometric Style, which could have prompted the substitution of recti-
linear for initially circular forms."

While the motif in figure 74 is a simple tendril with no other plant-
like accessories, the one on the amphora in figure 75 is a fully developed
undulating tendril made up of curving spirals whose axils are filled with
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palmette-fans.”™ The vase obviously belongs to a more advanced stage of
the development, but because it is remarkable in a number of respects,
we will deal with it out of chronological order.! What requires immediate
explanation is the very identification of the motif on this amphora as a
undulating tendril. Two separate spiraling lines meet in the middle of the
belly; they do not merge but are held together by a binding. Further back
on both sides, however, the tendrils split off into spirals curling in the
opposite direction, in complete conformity to the basic idea of the contin-
uous tendril. The idea of the geometric spiral has therefore given way to
the concept of the tendril. The tendrils do, of course, still dominate the
decorative conception as a whole when compared to the palmette-fans
filling the axils. The fans, however, which in this case are inserted only
into the upper axils,” are much larger than is customary for their function
as mere incidental fillers.

Let us ignore the details for a moment, however, and concentrate on
the decoration as a whole. Immediately we become conscious that there
is no longer any arrangements in registers of the type usually found on
Rhodian vases as a legacy from the Geometric Style. In their place is a
single brilliantly rendered pattern, which is sufficient by itself to adorn
the belly of the vase in an attractive way. Since Mycenaean art first exhib-
ited the tendency for this kind of brilliant decoration, is it not justified to
claim that the pattern in figure 75 is a recurrence of latent Mycenaean
influence? There is simply no other explanation for the pattern on the
shoulder of the amphora. Here we find what looks like a row of small ivy
leaves arranged slightly at an angle on gracefully curved stems, a manifes-
tation of the same preference for livelier vegetal motifs that had distin-
guished Mycenaean art so effectively. from the arts of the ancient Near
East. We might even be tempted to claim the decoration on the vessel—
though not its shape—as Mycenaean, were it not for the swastika meander
on its neck, which is unknown in Mycenaean art and therefore most likely
derived from Egypt. When, finally, we recognize the “Rhodian” styliza-
tion of the palmette-fan filler, it no longer comes as a surprise that the
vessel, which is by no means a unique example,” was discovered at
Kameiros together with the other “Rhodian” ceramics. The vase is, in the
main, Mycenaean, combined with the Near Eastern influences that are
not uncommon on “Rhodian” art works, but lacking any influence from the
Dipylon Style. Except for the absence of figural representation, figure 75
represents the most evident link between Mycenaean and Hellenic art.

" [Ibid., pl. 46.]
" The fillers in the lower axils are only vaguely suggested.
" The next closest example is the amphora by Salzmann, Nécropole de Camiros, pl. 47.
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The most advanced example of a continuous tendril in the Rhodian style
occurs on a sarcophagus from Klazomenai,” which is now in Berlin (fig.
76).) Here the floral motifs are not just axil fillers but fully developed half
palmettes.- This would have seemed like a sudden jump into the purest
Greek ornament had it not been for the intervening Melian example dis-
cussed earlier, which led us straight back to its Mycenaean origins. Each
of the spaces created by the undulating line and its spiraling branches is
completely filled by one half of a palmette-fan. The fan, however, does not
grow out of the inner axil but spreads out concentrically from the spiraling
calyx like the Mycenaean model in figure 64. The decoration in figure 77
from the same sarcophagus proves that this is not just wishful thinking,
and that the Klazomenian sarcophagus decorators really did think of the
half palmette as a distinct motif. It is admittedly a section of the lotus-
palmette band in figure 79: in the middle is a lotus flanked on either side
by half palmettes that are exactly like those in figure 76.5

Fig. 76. Painted border from a Klazomenian Fig. 77. Painted
terra-cotta sarcophagus. border from a
Klazomenian
terra-cotta
sarcophagus.

The typical form of the intermittent tendril as it occurs at Mycenae or
Melos has never been found in Rhodian art.! There is, however, at least
one Rhodian example where the rhythmic course usually associated with
intermittent tendril is latent in the pattern. Figure 78®" ™ shows a portion
of the inside pattern of a plate. The four enclosed palmettes are placed
crosswise; four palmette-fans have been inserted as fillers, one in each of
the outer axils. The enclosed palmettes point toward the center of the

™ Antike Denkmiler, vol. 1, pl. 46, no. 2, top border.

% Compare the motif (pear-shaped lotus blossoms crowned by spirals between two leaflike
half palmettes) flanked by sphinxes below the lid of the Klazomenian sarcophagus (Monu-
menti inediti Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, 11 [1879-1883], pl. 53). There the basic
formula is related to figure 77, but which is almost baffling in its sophistication. A half palm-
ette crowning its own separate branch is found on a Rhodian pitcher in Berlin. Its unusual
quality also struck Furtwingler (Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archdologischen Instituts 1 [1886]
139, no. 2939). [A detail of this vessel is also illustrated in P. Jacobsthal, Ornamente griechis-
cher Vasen. Aufnahmen/Beschreibungen und Untersuchung (Berlin, 1927), pl.9a.]

8 From Salzmann, Nécropole de Camiros, pl. 33. [Riegl’s original citation of this illustra-
tion as coming from Salzmann’s plate 52 is incorrect. ]
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Fig. 78. Portion of a painted Rhodian plate from Kameiros.

plate, while the fans filling the axils are oriented toward the outer rim in
an arrangement resembling that of the lotus blossoms on the Melian vase
in figure 53. Of course, the undulating, flowing stems have been sup-
pressed in the Rhodian example, and that is why it is difficult at first to
recognize the intermittent scheme.

Figure 78 gives me the opportunity to discuss another aspect of Rho-
dian vegetal ornament that has so far received no attention. I have just
mentioned the enclosed palmettes in regard to figure 78. This is the first
time that the term “enclosed palmette” has occurred in our discussion; it
is not, however, the first time we have come into contact with the phe-
nomenon.® The description of fig. 78 could have easily been put another
way: we could have described the pattern as an arcuated band frieze ar-
ranged in a circle whose palmettes are oriented toward the outside; in the
volute axils where the spirals come together, palmette-fans were inserted
that fill the calyx and are oriented toward the center. The curving contour
of one motif creates the contour of its neighbor, in a way that is also char-
acteristic of reciprocal ornaments. The direct forerunner of the motif of
the enclosed palmette is the decorative band on the Melian example in
figure 66, which runs around the belly of the vase directly above the foot
(and on the shield depicted on the Rhodian “Euphorbos” plate). In this
example, the double spirals are still the most important components,
while the blossoms serve merely as fillers; in figure 78, however, the
opposite is already the case. Obviously, the overlapping alternation of

# The “Phoenician” palmette, where enclosing lines form the calyx, is not related to this
phenomenon.
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palmettes with profile views of lotus blossoms, as in figure 79* from a
Klazomenian sarcophagus,® goes back to the same roots. It is undoubt-
edly the very same artistic tendency that all of these experiments share.”

)IOeNe e e e!le ee® Id® I
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Fig. 79. Painted border of a Klazomenian
terra-cotta sarcophagus.

The enclosed palmette was used frequently in later ornament up
through the Romanesque period. It is therefore important to find out
when and how it first came into being. This seems to have taken place
even before the date of the Klazomenian sarcophagi. The egg-and-dart
cyma on one example already appears in its typical form;** the vegetal
character, recalling the original row of lotus buds, is already completely
obscured. Was the enclosed palmette invented in the Mycenaean era, as
Goodyear seems to assume on plate 55, number 7, when he refers to ex-
amples illustrated by Furtwingler and Loeschke® At any rate, we find
Rhodian art going through the same process once again with bands of
lotus- palmettes newly introduced from the Near East. It was a process
that also contained the seeds of the development that would subsequently
take place in Corinthianizing Attic art, as already noted by Holwerda.®
This circumstance also increases the importance of Rhodian art for the
further development of Greek vegetal ornament. Centralized composi-
tions of vegetal motifs similar to the one in figure 78 can already be found
in the arts of the ancient Near East, for example in Assyria (fig. 34); the
well- known star found in Kameiros, made up of four lotus buds and four
palmette-fans, is still closely connected to the ancient Near Eastern ver-
sions.*® However, it was not until spirals came to be used routinely and
with complete freedom for forming calyces, and not until blossom motifs
were emancipated from mere fillers into independent ornaments, that the

8 Figure 77, as already mentioned, is only a section of figure 79.

8 Monumenti inediti 11 (1879-1883), pl. 54.

84 [Antike Denkmdler Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, 1 (Berlin, 1886), pl. 44.]

8 [Goodyear, The Grammar of the Lotus. A New History of Classic Ornamént As a Devel-
opment of Sun Worship (London, 1891), pl. 55, no. 7; Furtwingler and Loeschke, Mykenis-
che Vasen, 49, pl. 28.]

% Holwerda, Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archdologischen Instituts 5 (1890): 263.

% Salzmann, Nécropole de Camiros, pl. 2.
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shifting and overlapping of alternating lotus blossoms and palmettes could
take place. So far as we can determine at present, Rhodian art first at-
tained this stage of development.®”°

5. Early Boeotian and Early Attic

The examination of Melian and Rhodian vases enabled us to follow the
historical development of vegetal ornament a step beyond the stage at-
tained by Mycenaean art. We learned in particular that the blossom motifs
and their connective structure in Rhodian style provided the point of de-
parture for the indisputably Greek development that came next. Now 1
would like to depart briefly from the task of disentangling this continuing
historical process to discuss a few other groups of monuments. These,
although they did not play an essential or leading role in the development
of Greek vegetal ornament, do possess certain characteristics that facili-
tate an even better understanding of the process underway, and an even
better opportunity to test the validity of the evolutionary sequence pre-
sented thus far.

This is especially true of the Boeotian vases described by Béhlau.5”
Indeed their study will show that at least one example from this group of
vases documents yet another advance of considerable importance. Bshlau
considered these vases to be the product of a local, isolated phenomenon,
and he is probably correct.? This does not mean, however, that aside from
the geometric decoration highlighted by Bohlau, there is no vegetal deco-
ration worth examining; even Bohlau® recognized the “lively plantlike”
character of the ornament, at least in regard to the palmette. I would only
like to mention in passing the band of lotus blossom and bud motifs illus-
trated by Boéhlau in his figure 14 (338), a pattern he inexplicably mistook
for an undulating band in the Mycenaean manner; I would also note
the individual flowers on curving stems of Mycenaean type that include
both lotus profiles with three pointed leaves and palmettes, which are
already completely Greek.*® But what is most important here for our

8 The bowl from Kameiros illustrated by Salzmann (pl. 33) is an instructive experiment
and surely only one among many less successful attempts. The volute-calyces have been
appropriately adapted in a spiral form to accommodate an equal number of palmettes. The
painter, however, had trouble filling the intervening spaces: the first two lotus blossoms are
fine, but the third intervening space is so narrow that he had to make do with a bud. The
solution in figure 78 is classic in comparison. \

8 [], Bohlau, “Bootische Vasen,” Jahrbuch™ des Deutschen Archdologischen Instituts 3
(1888): 325-61.]

% Ibid., 359.

% Ibid., fig. 10.
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investigation is the occurrence of no fewer than three instances of the
continuous tendril.

The border of the kylix in figure 80 is the first example.” The undulat-
ing tendril rambles along effortlessly and confidently around the edge of
the vessel. Floral fillers, which are just barely able to compete with the
meandering spirals, are inserted into the axils in the Egyptian manner and
do not yet resemble the Klazomenian half palmettes. Bohlau agreed that
the floral axil fillers with hemispherical contours at least still reflect the
type of palmettes in the Mycenaean vase style defined by Furtwingler
and Loeschke, and he noted that the Boeotian motif is also similar to the
one on the potsherd from Thera in figure 50. I think that here the axilar
flowers with small circles along their edge should be included as well.?

=
Fig. 80. Boeotian kylix.

The second example of a continuous tendril is also illustrated by
Béhlau. ™ In this case the axil fillers are drop shaped, resembling those on
the Mycenaean pectoral in figure 60; they fade even more into the back-
ground of their accompanying spirals than those in figure 80. The only
other noteworthy detail is the binding that fastens each of the branching
spirals at their point of inception on the continuous tendril.

Immediately following this Bohlau illustrated the third example of a
continuous tendril (our fig. 81), although he himself did not recognize it as

» Ihid., 333, fig. 5.
% [Tbid., 335, fig. 7.]
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such.®® We will begin our analysis on the left-hand side of the middle
register. There we see a stem rising from the groundline to the upper
edge where it bends over and splits into two spirals held together by a
binding and forming the calyx of a palmette-fan. The spiral curling off to
the right then splits off into another spiral offshoot that curls downward;
together they form a calyx, filled only by a thorn because of spatial limita-
tions. Finally, this last spiral offshoot emits yet another that coils upward
to the right; together they form the calyx for a palmette exactly like the
first one. If we ignore the flowers for a moment, we have no difficulty
recognizing the same basic pattern seen in figures 80 and 50.

—
Fig. 81. Boeotian kylix.

Why did Béhlau not immediately recognize the continuous tendril in
figure 817 He may perhaps have been misled by the abbreviated form of
the tendril, but it was more likely the larger size of the palmette-fans
compared to the spiral calyces. In figure 80 and even more so in the sec-
ond of Bohlau’s examples, the spiral calyces run clearly and dominantly
around the dish, those of figure 81 have in contrast receded behind the
axilar palmettes. In other words: the palmettes are becoming the main
component of the motif; the spiraling tendrils are reduced to minor inci-
dental connecting elements. And while the motif of the continuous tendril
in itself is still tied to the Mycenaean past, it is the tendency manifested
in figure 81 that points to the future.

Figure 81 is also significant for the development of Greek vegetal and
tendril ornament from another point of view; it represents the first in-
stance where the undulating tendril has left the confines of the narrow

 [Thid., 335, fig. 8.]
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border strip to wander freely as an independent branch.” This was the
ultimate goal of Greek tendril ornament: the free unwinding of undulating
lines over any kind of surface, not just within a long, narrow strip. So
while the undulating tendril branch in figure 81, may not be beautifully
executed, it is in this respect far more important historically than the one
in figure 75, which we had praised earlier. The Rhodian example of figure
75 represents the formal perfection of a motif invented by the Mycenae-
ans and the final, most formally beautiful stage in the development of a
motif that was still constrained by the idea of the border or frieze. The
tendril branch in figure 81, on the other hand, has broken through the
traditional boundaries and set out in a new and fruitful direction, but who
would expect it to attain the solution on the very first attempt?

I would now like to jump ahead in the chronology and discuss a later
example of Boeotian vase ornament, because I think it will help to explain
the frequent occurrence of the continuous tendril in Archaic Boeotian art.
A number of potsherds were found during the excavation of the sanctuary
of the Kabeiroi at Thebes, and it is striking how most of them are deco-
rated with the continuous tendril (fig. 82).” Winnefeld has proven that the

'l .., ‘
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vases were of local Boeotian production and do not go back further than
the fourth century.® Several centuries, therefore, separate the Archaic
Boeotian vases, which Bohlau dated to the seventh century, from the
Kabeiric potsherds, during which time the continuous tendril came to be
used routinely in Greek decorative borders. All the same, what appears
odd about the Kabeiric vases is their exclusive preference for the continu-
ous scheme, the overwhelming predominance of so-called ivy leaves of
the kind that had been widespread in Mycenaean art and the absence, as
Winnefeld put it, of the “ornamental motifs that occur most frequently in

'"4 A
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Fig. 82. Ivy-tendril border
from a later Boeotian vase.

" Mycenaean art, as well as most of the Archaic Greek styles (including the Boeotian style
discussed here), was, as we have seen, already familiar with tendril branches. It is the undu-
lating tendril branch that we are seeing here for the first time; admittedly, there may be a
Mycenaean precedent for this in figure 49.

% From H. Winnefeld, “Die Kabirenheiligtum bei Theben. 3, Die Vasenfunde,” Athenis-
che Mitteilungen 13 (1888): 418, fig. 6.
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the other vase categories, e.g., meanders, palmettes, bands, egg-and-dart
motifs, and stars.” If we add to this the decided Mycenaean tendency
expressed, for example, in the curved stems of the ivy leaves winding
alongside the undulating line, it begins to look as though this local Boeo-
tian vase decoration represents very ancient traditions relatively unaf-
fected by the influence of Attic pottery or the predominently Attic artistic
mode that became commonly accepted among the Greeks up until the
time of Alexander the Great.

In regard to what has already been said about the ivy leaf, I would like
to clarify once again the sense of this term to avoid any misunderstanding.
It has no more to do with an actual ivy leaf than the term “palmette” has
to do with a palm tree.? These are simply ways of designating certain
decorative art forms where we have no idea of what the artists themselves
originally had in mind. This does not mean, of course, that artists never
had the actual ivy plant in mind, as they surely did in the naturalizing
post-Alexandrian period. The ivy leaf is found in Egypt and in Mycenae;
we encounter it on the so-called Chalcidian vases and here in Boeotia in
the fourth century. In the last two cases, the motif might have had the
same meaning, since the geographic proximity of the two areas is so close,
but what did it mean in Mycenae or even in Egypt? This is why I shall
never be convinced that the leaves in Winnefeld’s figure 7 specifically
refer to the botanical species tamus cretica. I see them as products of the
purely stylistic development of “ivy leaves.” Winnefeld’s figure 9, of
course, illustrates what are clearly vine leaves and grapes, for by this point
we have already entered upon a naturalizing phase of decorative art. This
is mainly characteristic of the Hellenistic period, but the tendency had
been growing perceptibly and steadily ever since the Peloponnesian Wars
and the appearance of the acanthus motif. Of course, it had always been
accompanied at the same time by a stylizing tendency that, for example,
could create five-pointed vine leaves.® It was this tendency that once
again attained a decisive superiority in the Near East during the Late
Roman period, where it had in fact never forfeited its power fully during
the intervening centuries.

The Early Attic vases also studied by Bshlau®™* lag behind Melian exam-
ples in the development of vegetal ornament. The palmette is by no

2 [Ibid., 420.]

% On an Etruscan mirror (A. Briickner, “Zum Grabstein des Metrodoros aus Chios,”
Athenische Mitteilungen 13 [1888]: 365, n. 4). [Without illustrations; for an illustration see E.
Gerhard, A. Kliigman, and G. Korte, Etruskische Spiegel (Berlin, 1840-1897), pl. 327.]

%2 [1. Bohlau, “Friihattische Vasen,” Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archdologischen Instituts 2
(1887): 33-66.]
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means as developed as it was in Melian art. The palmettes on the vase in
Bohlau’s plate 3 have loosely arranged fans with corncoblike leaves but
without spiraling volutes; plate 4, on the other hand, does have volutes,
but they are combined with a tightly closed fan of globular leaves. Even
the enclosed palmettes on plate 5 are less advanced than those in our
figure 66. The hydria illustrated by Béhlau on his page 33, figure 15, has
a row of budlike motifs on an angular arcuated frieze, apparently the re-
mains of a band of lotus flowers and buds; in any case, it has no bearing on
the development. Béhlau’s figure 23 (57), on the other hand, has two dou-
ble spirals, each curved in the shape of a figure eight, which terminate in
palmettes of apparently typical Greek form; the axils between them are
filled with palmette-fans. That might seem like something that could tran-
scend even the kind of free treatment of tendrils we associate with Rho-
dian art were it not for the fact, also noted by Béhlau, that this is the only
example of its kind within this category of vases. The motif should not be
placed any earlier in development than the Early Attic vase in figure 83
which, as we shall soon see, second marks the beginning of an entirely
original new development in vegetal tendril ornament.®

6. The Interlacing Tendril

Vessels are currently the main source of information for reconstructing
the historical development of vegetal ornament in the earlier Greek pe-
riod. Ceramic vases comprise the vast majority; metal bowls come second.
As I will never tire of saying, there is no essential significance in the
choice of material. The motifs themselves, the lotus or the guilloche, were
already established before they were painted on clay or engraved in
metal. A far more serious obstacle to our understanding of the develop-
ment of ornament at this time arises from our reliance almost exclusively
upon such vessels as a source of information. For, already in the Archaic
period, the purely ornamental, nonobjective decoration on these vases
begins to give way to figurative representations inspired by the heroic
myths of gods and heroes.*

The restriction of decoration to bands of registers could not long endure

% The source of this driving tendency in Greek art is very difficult to determine at present.
1t was already undoubtedly present in Mycenaean art (see chapter 3B.1 above), where, as the
preceding discussion has sufficiently shown, so many of the productive and fundamental
seeds of later Hellenism originated. Dipylon vases are also frequently decorated with figura-
tive scenes: were they a result of Mycenaean influence? And even Near Eastern artists did
not exclude figurative compositions from their applied arts as a matter of principle; one need
only recall their metal bowls.
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under these circumstances. Almost inherently, the figurative scenes con-
tinued to appropriate more space, while the animal friezes and finally the
geometric and vegetal decoration became progressively restricted. The
discernible striving of the tendril ornament on Rhodian vases to spread
out across the surface clashed with the similar propensity of the figurative
scenes. The tendrils could not unfold freely over larger areas of the vases,
because these fields were already occupied by the figurative images. How
then did vegetal ornament fare in other media?

Among the other objects available, such as small articles of jewelry in
precious metals, the development of the ornament runs completely paral-
lel to that on the vases. It is possible that wall painting gave vegetal orna-
ment freer rein in the period just before the Persian Wars, as it did later
in the Hellenistic period, but nothing of the sort has survived. Such a
conjecture is not at all outlandish, however, considering how eagerly the
tendril ornaments overrun those areas, even on vases, where they are still
allowed a certain measure of freedom—on or under the handles. The veg-
etal tendril ornament on the vases available for study is mainly confined to
long and narrow bands or borders. It is, however, from this more re-
stricted format and not from the unbounded fields that the subsequent
development took its point of departure.

The next significant aspect in the history of vegetal ornament was the
inability of the continuous and the intermittent tendril schemes in their
simpler Mycenaean form to satisfy the decorative sensibility struggling to
evolve. Figure 83 is a detail from a bowl of Early Attic origin found at
Aegina.® An amphora found at Athens[**] has precisely the same pattern.®
The ornament as a whole is comprised of blossom motifs and strands of
tendrils. We will first focus on the blossoms alone.

There are two kinds of motifs: the lotus blossoms, which are distin-
guished by their widely divergent lateral leaves, and the palmettes or, to
be more precise, the palmette-fans. The lotus blossoms are evidently the
larger and more important motifs; the palmettes are not only smaller in
size, but they apparently lack the volute-calyces that are indispensible in
the complete version of the motif. The crowns of both the lotus blossoms
and the palmettes are oriented alternately up and down in an arrangement
that in itself suggests the familiar rhythm of the intermittent tendril. In
order to be certain of this, however, we must examine how the motifs are
connected.

% A. Fiirtwingler, “Schussel von Aegina,” Archiologische Zeitung 40 (1882), pl. 10, top.
[Rieg!’s original citation of this reference as Archdologische Zeitschrift is incorrect.]
% [Antike Denkmdler, Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, 1 (Berlin, 1886), pl. 46.]
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Fig. 83. Interlacing tendril on an Attic bowl from Aegina.

This appears to be accomplished by interlacing, loop-shaped running,
linear tendrils. Wherever two loops interlace, there is always a lotus blos-
som on one side and a palmette on the other. The loops replace the spirals
of a volute-calyx, i.e., they function as calyces for the floral motifs above
them. When we eliminate the linear tendrils, which lace through the lotus
blossoms, dividing them in half, and also the spirals which emerge from
either side of the palmettes purely as space fillers, what remains is the
bare scheme of the intermittent tendril connecting lotus blossoms on its
high and low points. The palmettes are really only accessories; they
merely fill the axils of the calyces formed by the tendrils.

The accuracy of this description of the motif is even more striking
in figure 84, which was taken from a small bronze plate in the Berlin
Antiquarium.®® Here is a clear instance of the basic intermittent
scheme: the lotus blossoms, their orientation alternating up and down,
are arranged very simply on stems converging from either side without

Fig. 84. Decorated bronze plaque in the Berlin Antiquarium.

% A. Furtwingler, “Erwerbungen der Kéniglichen Museen zu Berlin 1890,” Archd-
ologischer Anzeiger (1891) 125, fig. 12 e.
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any intervening spiral volutes or looped calyces; the loops formed by the
stems just before they connect to the lotus blossoms are decorative elabo-
rations that clearly reveal the purpose behind the whole motif. The bands
that pass through the middle of the lotus blossoms are no longer a source
of confusion, since they do not interlace with the intermittent undulating
line as they did in figure 83 but run their own separate course above and
below. Finally, there is no longer any question that the palmettes are
meant to serve merely as axil fillers.

We have now noted two important characteristics of this kind of motif:
first, the alternating orientation of the pairs of lotus blossoms and palm-
ette-fan fillers; second, the elaboration of the connecting undulating linear
tendrils into loops, which can be grouped with other bands serving only as
additional and entirely superfluous elaborations. There is nothing essen-
tially new in this pairing of lotus blossoms and palmettes in alternating
directions, known in the prevailing terminology as opposed lotus blossoms
and palmettes. It occurred first on the Melian example in figure 53, which
is essentially the same basic motif, except that the axils are occupied sim-
ply by conical elements instead of palmette-fans.

d

the Berlin Antiquarium.

The detail in figure 85, from a bronze plaque®” found at Thebes but now
in Berlin, will make it easier to understand the situation. It represents a
stage midway between the Melian example (fig. 53) and the Early Attic
and Theban examples (figs. 83 and 84).” The conclusion of this develop-

7 Ihid., 124, fig. 12 a.

% Where the undulating tendril lines converge beneath the lotus bases to form the calyx,
they wind around eyes, which helps to explain the circles replacing most of the volute-
calyces in figure 53 [One may also compare H. von Brunn and T. Lau, Die griechischen
Vasen, ihr Formen- und Dekorationssystem [Leipzig, 1879], pl. 8, nos. 1, 5, and then pl. 11,
nos. 6-7, which are more evolved.]
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ment and that of Attic ornament came in the fifth century, in the rejection
of exuberant Archaic ornateness in favor of a limited repertory of simpli-
fied, purely ornamental motifs whose representation and consummate
form stemmed undoubtedly from the unrestricted dictates of formal
beauty. Figure 86 is an example of an intermittent tendril with opposed
lotus blossoms and palmettes devoid of any spiraling, interlacing, or vo-
lute-calyces, although it is not yet representative of the freest of styles.%®

Fig. 86. Painted border decoration from a Greek vase.

Let us return to figure 83. The only innovative aspect, as we have seen,
is the looped arrangement of the intermittent undulating lines as a contin-
uous running band. This was made possible by the structure of the loops,
whose constant interlacement formed the calyces for the applied blossom
motifs. We traced the appearance of this motif back to a decorative urge
for a greater elaboration of tendril ornament within the confines of the
narrow border, since it appeared to develop straight from the intermittent
tendril, as figure 84 more than adequately demonstrates. This is not the
first time, however, that someone has sought an explanation for the motif.
Its obvious connection to the opposed lotus-palmette band had already
caught the attention of several scholars. Holwerda’s study is the most de-
cisive and convincing statement on the subject.®®

It goes without saying that Holwerda’s interpretation necessarily in-
volves some kind of technique. This time the choice was metalwork. “The
interlacing loops were an exact imitation of woven wire metalwork whose

# [Ibid., pl. 11, no. 8.

%b [Holwerda, “Korinthisch-attische Vasen,” Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archdiologischen
Instituts 5 (1890): 239—40.]
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arrangement is still readily discernible. It was this very artfully” (indeed!)
“devised network created by a single metal wire, whose two terminations
converged whenever the ornament was placed around an object, which
could as a whole accommodate in its windings all of the various elements
of the ornament.”*¢ He goes on to assume that the blossom motifs were
cut from sheet metal and soldered onto the wire. I will not deny that at
some time during all of those centuries a Near Eastern goldsmith may
have fabricated embossed metal lotus blossoms and palmettes and then
soldered coiling tendrils on top of them in the filigree technique. But the
unusual technical process described by Holwerda must first be docu-
mented, and in any case, the idea that a specific ornamental motif could
have emerged from such a source can hardly be taken seriously, even by
those who are completely convinced of the technical-materialist origin of
primeval motifs in general.

I chose this interpretation from among the countless others that rely on
the techniques of metalwork, weaving, carving, and so forth to explain the
earlier Greek ornamental forms, because it illustrates so well how scholars
who have made indisputable contributions to the field of classical archae-
ology can become lost in the most abstruse deductions the moment they
start out in search of techniques. It would vastly exceed the limits of this
book if I tried to consider all of the “technical” explanations for the motifs
that have been concocted thus far. However, now that I have gone into
more detail in this particular instance, I would like to linger a bit and
present another “technical” parallel that might prove more acceptable to
the disciples of the technical-materialist theory (even though I do not
count myself among them) than the one attempted by Holwerda.

Figure 87 shows a corner of a vest worn by one of the petty bourgeois
from a southern Dalmatian city. The material is blue fabric; the embroi-
dery is executed in gold and silver cording placed on the material and
tacked down. What immediately catches the archaeologist’s attention is
the decoration in the upper half that moves off toward the narrow end, for
it is nothing less than the lively “opposed” lotus-palmette band, in which
even the band itself that winds its way around the motifs recalls that in
figure 83. The embroidery was technically executed in the same way as
Holwerda’s interlacing wires; a specific ornament was drawn on the sur-
. face with a continuous thread. The experienced embroiderer is adept at
placing the threads so that there are no awkward transitions between one
motif and another. The piece in figure 87 is not particularly well done, but

%e [Ibid.]
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Fig. 87. Dalmatian corded embroidery from Ragusa, Yugoslavia.

this is an exception, because most of the corded embroideries from the
Balkan Peninsula are exquisitely designed and expertly executed. The
area where they are made extends beyond the Balkan Peninsula and in-
cludes the Greek islands and parts of Asia Minor up to Syria. The orna-
ments are limited in number and idiosyncratic: in those from the Balkan
Peninsula the specific Islamic veneer recedes while the autochthonous
Byzantine or, one might say antique quality becomes stronger. Conse-
quently, I have no qualms about considering the embroidery patterns in
figure 87 as descendants of the Archaic lotus-palmette band. Aside from
this, the most widespread border ornaments on the Balkans are the con-
tinuous running spirals that roll up into circles and then wind out again
from their centers, in complete conformity with the Mycenaean example
in figure 59. Balkan ornament is not at all surprising from a historical
perspective. There was strong inducement for this corded embroidery to
adhere tenaciously to those patterns, which, apart from the simple undu-
lating line, were obviously best suited to border decorations in the corded
technique. Nevertheless, it is not inconceivable that the simple spiral
motif was reintroduced from an outside source where it had remained in
use. The motif in figure 87 is extremely unusual since it never occurred
again with such stylization or individuality in the wider sphere of Greek
art after the Archaic period; nor was it used in Roman times. The motif
does not occur in the Italian Renaissance, which is known to have strongly
influenced the Balkan coast by way of Venice; it cannot even be found in
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the French Empire, which delighted in the rediscovery of Archaic Greek
forms. It could only have survived unchanged for so many millennia in
folk art, and this is least improbable in Epirus [Dalmatia]. Moreover, the
standard Greek palmette and the rigorous handling of the tendrils also
play the main role in the silver inlaid wood, which, for example, is still
produced in Bosnia to the present day.

What bearing does this all have on the Early Attic pattern in figure 83?
We have just finished examining a closely related pattern that is not exe-
cuted in a “metal technique” but rather in a “textile technique.” And
whereas Holwerda’s idea about wires soldered onto a piece of sheet metal
is totally unfounded, we now have concrete evidence that, at least in more
recent times, interlaced patterns with opposed blossoms were embroi- -
dered. Would it be so outlandish to assume that the Greeks also did
corded embroidery? How else can the running-dog patterns that adorn
the hems of himations and chitons in vase painting be explained? Accord-
ing to the antique Egyptian and South Russian finds, of course, the scat-
tered patterns, animal figures, and so forth that decorate garments were
mostly woven; is there any reason, however, that the running-dog pat-
terns on hems could not have been executed in corded embroidery like
the spiraling borders of the Albanian vests of today? Then there would at
least be a halfway palpable intermediary between the fully developed or-
nament and its alleged technique.

Notwithstanding, I find this sort of conclusion still much too specula-
tive, and I consider it thoroughly false and erroneous. The pattern exe-
cuted in corded embroidery is also dependent on the artistic conception
of the human being who executes it. The threads did not fall into loops
simply of their own accord. Archaic artists worked like those of today,
beginning with a preparatory drawing of the finished object in its linear
contour and plastic articulation, regardless of the material.

The basis of their creative activity was graphic, and from this perspec-
tive, it was obviously much more natural for them to paint on clay or
engrave the interlacing tendrils known to them from their own traditions
or from imported objects than it would have been to solder wires or to
arrange cords on clothing fabric. If we were absolutely compelled to
choose a technique, then it would have to be painting, drawing with a
brush, incising with a stylus, and the like. However, neither the brush nor
the stylus can create something by themselves; they must be controlled by
the human hand, and the hand in turn by artistic inspiration, which has
the irresistible urge to create something new out of inherited traditions
and the mind’s perception.®
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However, the motif of interlacing tendril bands with axil filling blos-
soms was not limited only to long and narrow, continuous registers; it was
also used to form self-contained compositions. This kind of motif is espe-
cially characteristic of the so-called Chalcidian vases, of which figure 88 is
an example.* ¢ The tendril bands initiate from a fixed central point, twist
around, sometimes aided by bindings, and then diverge above and below.
In the upper register, they terminate in so-called ivy leaves; in the lower
part, they are interrupted by similar leaves and then run into spiral ca-
lyces. These in turn are filled with palmette-fans; a bird perches on each
fan.

In actuality, therefore, we have before us an interlace of regularly un-
dulating tendrils with palmette-fans in their axils. The similarity with fig-
ure 83 is striking: the only difference being that figure 83 was conceived
essentially as a structurally continuous border pattern, while figure 88 was

Fig. 88. Chalcidian amphora.

% K. Masner, Die Sammlung antiker Vasen und Terracotten in k.k. Osterreichischen
Museen . Katalog und historische Einleitung (Vienna, 1892), pl. 3, no. 219.
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created as a self-contained composition filling up a closed field. The transi-
tion from figure 83 to figure 88 is most clearly expressed where the ivy leaf
interrupts the tendril.

The reason that this motif has received so much undeserved attention
has to do with the animal figures symmetrically arranged to either side. In
the upper half of figure 88, there are two affronted lions; below, a lion and
a panther back-to-back; finally, the birds already mentioned are turned
toward each other, but with their heads averted, resulting in a rich play of
reversing rhythms. This is the scheme of the “Heraldic Style.” What we
have already said about its alleged origin in textiles is contained in chapter
2. Aside from this, the whole motif is also thought to have been imported
from the Near East in the wake of the notorious Persian-Oriental textile
art. No one would deny the Near Eastern quality of the animals; this is
evident in the species as well as in the placement of the animal’s paw on
a palmette. The scheme, however, had already occurred in the art of the
Greek region before the origin of the Chalcidian and related vases. The
Melian example in figure 66 has it on the neck and belly and, moreover,
without any Oriental beasts but with spiraling tendril patterns that even
Holwerda'® admits are not Assyrian. Is the interlacing tendril in figure 88
not perhaps related to Near Eastern models?

A number of suggestions have been made in this respect. Let us begin
with the Assyrian “sacred tree” as a possible point of departure, since it
seems closely related because of the animals. The sacred tree is also
trimmed with palmettes, and its branches are often held together by bind-
ings. But there the analogy stops. The sacred tree grows from a lower base
just as a tree grows from its roots; the Chalcidian interlacing tendrils, on
the other hand, are clustered round a central point. The sacred tree is a
cross between a tree and a piece of furniture, while the Chalcidian inter-
lacing tendrils have nothing in common with either. They are simply an
interlace of delightfully curved lines responding to purely decorative prin-
ciples. The Assyrian palmettes are, moreover, not only different in detail;
they are also each separately attached to the tree, like fruit. In figure 88,
on the other hand, most of the palmettes serve plainly as axil fillers. There
are even fewer parallels with the Phoenician palmette-tree, which con-
sists of calyces stacked one above the other, vertically oriented the way a
tree grows, whereas the Chalcidian tendrils in figure 88 do not emphasize
any direction at all.f

Analogies for the interlacing pattern are found more readily on Egyp-
tian soil, for example, on the ceilings reproduced by Prisse d’Avennes

1% Holwerda, Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archdologischen Instituts, 5 (1890): 238.
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(fig. 27). The basic pattern is formed by narrow bands and cords that usu-
ally coil into spirals, but they are also frequently interlaced. In addition,
the axil filling lotus flower plays a decisive role. Here there are indeed no
direct parallels for the Chalcidian pattern; however, 1 do not want to dis-
count completely the possibility that these painted Egyptian ceiling pat-
terns influenced the Chalcidian interlacing tendrils more generally,'®
The spirit of the execution, however, is Greek; the tendrils are Greek; the
blossom motifs have been translated into Greek.®

The pattern we have been discussing has always been termed Chalcid-
ian; its use, however, actually extends beyond this category of vases. Fig-
ure 88 represents the basic type; the pattern occurs in numerous varia-
tions. In fact, it is even found arranged in rows as a border pattern, for
example on a Proto-Corinthian ointment jar, though not terribly well.*"
This was an active, enterprising period, ready to try its skill at the most
varied combinations.?

The Chalcidian interlacing tendril is historically significant because it
represents the first instance where tendrils served as a basic pattern used
to fill a neutral field.' In the Mycénaean style this was the case only with
spirals; the tendrils were confined within border strips. The Melian vases
represent the preliminary stages of what we find in figure 88.' Similar
attempts had already been made with tendril branches in Rhodian (fig. 70)
and Boeotian (fig. 81) art as well. The Chalcidian solution, however, is the
most advanced thus far and leads directly to the subsequent development,
as we shall see.

Of course, the interlacing tendrils had no chance of sustaining the
prominence that they had enjoyed on Chalcidian vases. Their role, as we
have seen, was actually to provide a central fill between flanking animal
friezes. As figurative compositions came increasingly to dominate vase
decoration in keeping with the artistic tendency of the period, the animal
friezes were restricted, and as a result, the interlacing tendrils became
superfluous. However, there was still one place left on vases beyond
the reach of the figurative scenes, where pure ornament could therefore
find refuge—the area around and beneath the handles. It was here that
tendril ornament continued its development, at least on vases, which are
unfortunately the only material available for study. As we shall see, it
begins with centralized interlacing tendrils; the tendrils then become

1L This could also be true of the interlacing bands that penetrate the lotus blossoms in
figures 83-84, since they do not belong to the basic intermittent scheme.

Wa A, Furtwingler, “Kentaurenkampf und Lowenjagd auf zwei archaischen Lekythen,”
Archéologische Zeitung 41 (1883), pl. 10, no. 1.]

12 Fig. 66; see the earlier discussion.
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increasingly refined, while the blossoms are increasingly emancipated
until they are transformed from incidental axil fillers into fully independ-
ent motifs.

I will not waste any time on the small, symmetrical tendril ornaments
that often replace the complicated Chalcidian scheme as a central divider
between opposing pairs of animals,'® since they are hardly more ad-
vanced in the historical development than the Rhodian tendril fillers in
figure 70. All of them are based on the symmetrical arrangement of two
short tangent, curved tendrils whose axils are filled either with lotuses or
palmettes, or both in opposition.

However, before we consider how tendrils managed to escape their
resemblance to continuous geometric spirals and to spread out unim-
peded over surfaces of all sizes, following only their own momentum, we
shall first examine how they evolved within the narrow confines of the
continuous border.

7. The Development of the Tendril Frieze

The earliest means of connecting ornamental vegetal motifs—the arcu-
ated band frieze, attested since the Thutmosid period [Eighteenth Dy-
nasty], also remained current in Greek art. It is one of those enduring
forms to which the decorative arts constantly have recourse. Figure 89
illustrates a so-called Cyrenean [Lakonian] kylix that has an arcuated
frieze extending between the handles in the middle register.® The individ-
ual motifs, which alternate in the Egyptian manner, are piriform blossoms

Fig. 89. Lakonian kylix.
19 For example, Brunn and Lau, Griechischen Vasen, pl. 8, no. 6.
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with three-pronged crowns and simple buds. As a whole, the scheme re-
calls Egyptian (and generally Near Eastern) examples; the details, how-
ever, deviate in a number of ways. The thick stems of the Near Eastern
prototypes (figs. 22, 23), which still occur on Rhodian vases (fig. 73), have
been replaced by fine, elastically curving tendril lines that we can without
reservation ascribe to the Greek decorative spirit. The little bindings
were, of course, already a feature of the earlier models, while the dots
punctuating the arcuated fields are analogous to the rosettes used in
Egyptian art in the same place and for the same purpose (fig. 22, where,
however, the rosettes and other fillers were omitted in order to stress the
underlying basic scheme). Fundamental departures are also evident on
the individual vegetal components, in particular on the blossoms.

I would now like to interject a few words about the way in which Greek
art generally transformed the blossom motifs from the Near East, or
Egypt, to be more specific. There was, of course, not much change in
the bud. The palmette, on the other hand, because it is such a unique
combination of views, requires a separate treatment of its own, which we
shall save for later. For the moment, we are interested only in the lotus
blossom itself. If we do not assume that all of the Mediterranean peoples
artistically active in antiquity spontaneously chose or invented the three-
leafed profile used to represent flowers in side view, then we are com-
pelled to trace the origin of all these forms either directly or indirectly to
Egypt. On the evidence of the earliest monuments, the Egyptians were
the very first to create and use three-petalled calyces filled with multipet-
alled crowns for the profile view of the lotus.

We can no longer determine the degree to which the Mediterranean
peoples who first adopted the motif of the three-leafed profile lotus were
aware of its significance; or the extent to which they may have ascribed
such meaning to their own imitations of the motif. We can be certain,
however, that by the sixth century, there were no such associations left in
Greek art. The lotus blossom was obviously no longer a hieratic symbol
but a purely decorative motif; had it some kind of symbolic significance,
we would surely have found some reference to it in the literature. There-
fore, by this time the stylization of lotus blossoms was evolving according
to artistic considerations alone, of which there were quite a number of
possibilities. Once the tradition was broken, there was no longer any re-
luctance about modifying the customary forms, and there were no longer
any limits imposed upon the new variations. What is astounding, how-
ever, is that the Greeks, at least initially, were very restrained in trans-
forming the traditional motifs.®
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The blossoms of the arcuated frieze in figure 89 represent one such
variation. There is no mistaking the striking similarity of the three-
pronged blossoms to Egyptian lotus profiles. The Cyrenean [Lakonian]
lotus narrows to a point at the top; there is, of course, a certain amount of
precedence for this in Egyptian art (fig. 37), but whereas the Egyptian
motif opens up again into a typical calycal form, the piriform Cyrenean
[Lakonian] blossom first tapers down to a narrow neck and then shoots out
the three crowning leaves like rays. Let us compare these lotus blossoms
with the ones in figures 83 and 85. At first, they don’t seem to have any-
thing in common, but nevertheless the basic underlying motif is the same.
It is just that the middle leaf of the three calycal leaves in figures 83 and
85 is not clearly accentuated but grouped within the leaves forming the
crown; otherwise, the calycal leaves slanting out on either side conform
very closely to Egyptian prototypes.©

There is also a great difference in the way the lower parts are treated in
both cases: the bottom of the motif in figure 89 is rounded into a droplet
shape, while the lower parts of the blossoms in figures 83 and 85 are artic-
ulated as double arches. This is because the details in figures 83 and 85 are
associated with looped or volute-calyces, while the blossom in figure 89
has no calyx. The volute-calyx is, as things now stand, not an absolutely
essential component of the lotus blossom: we saw its first humble appear-
ance in Assyrian art (fig. 34), but then especially on Greek examples,
where it flourished under the influence of spiral tendril ornament. Wher-
ever the Greek lotus profile occurs in conjunction with a calyx, the lower
part is appropriately shaped to accommodate it;'* when the calyx is omit-
ted, however, the lower part of the blossom is rounded off and sometimes
even swells out into bulbous convex forms (figs. 104-6).

Within the historical development of ornament, all of the many varie-
ties of lotus profiles are very narrowly related to one another. That does
not necessarily mean that the Greeks never had a particular species of
flower in mind. Even if they did, however, it would now be difficult, if not
impossible, to determine this precisely, just as it is with the flora used in
more recent Persian decoration. Diimmler, for example, may be justified
when he terms one of the variations of the three-pronged blossoms a
rose,'® but art historians are undoubtedly correct when they call the same
blossom the lotus in profile view. The term may have nothing to do with

1% For example, on Attic cyma moldings (Antike Denkmiler, Deutsches Archiologisches
Institut, 1 (Berlin, 1886), pl. 50). Compare our figure 98.

1% F. Diimmler, “Vasenscherben aus Kyme in Aeolis,” Romische Mitteilungen 3 (1888):
161, and pl. 6.
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whatever meaning the Greeks ascribed to the motif, but it no doubt most
accurately reflects its art historical position.*

After these general comments about the free adaptation of the lotus
blossom in Greek art, we can resume our examination of how vegetal
forms evolved within the narrow border or frieze and return to the one
mode of connection mentioned thus far: the arcuated band frieze. One of
its more lively variations, familiar from Assyrian, and then later from Cyp-
riote art, consists of two overlapping arcuated friezes. The Greek spirit is
further evident in the arcuated lines—particularly on simple bud friezes
(fig. 90)'%—that also spring over the buds from point to point, so that both
rows of arcs balance one another and eliminate the one-sided orientation
of the motif.©

The guilloche provided a second scheme for connecting vegetal motifs
within a narrow band (fig. 91).2"-f This scheme is already fully developed
on the sarcophagi from Klazomenai (fig. 92)," though it is still in a stage
where the guilloche itself dominates the composition and the palmette-
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Fig. 90. Painted ornaments from Fig. 91. Painted ornaments from
Attic black-figure vases. Attic black-figure vases.

Fig. 92. Painted border of a Klazomenian terra-cotta sarcophagus.

1% Tt is, however, also possible that the individual elements [buds] were really thought of
as blossoms whose crowning lateral leaves run directly into the connecting arches.

197 This is also a good example of a variation on the profile view of the lotus.

1% Antike Denkmailer 1 (1886), pl. 45.
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fans are incidental axil fillers. In figure 91, on the other hand, the guil-
loche has dwindled away to a minor component, while the blossom motifs
have grown to major proportions and no longer serve as mere axil fillers.
This emerges very clearly in the fact that not all of the outer axils of the
guilloche are filled with a blossom, but only every other one. The idea of
placing a lotus or a palmette-fan on two loops instead of on a volute-calyx
was, of course, not unusual, as figures 83 and 84 remind us.?

A third means of arranging rows of separate vegetal motifs in a frieze is
the simple straight line referred to as the leafy branch. In the earlier
period, the branches were usually trimmed with “ivy leaves”; later in the
naturalizing period, with laurel leaves. The frequently curving stems of
the motif reveal its specifically Greek character (fig. 93).

The fourth means is the undulating tendril, which, during the black-
figure period, was primarily the intermittent tendril. The calyces are fre-
quently omitted at the points of interruption, so that the motifs are placed
directly on the tendril stems as they were in Mycenae (fig. 52). On the
well-known ivory situla from Chiusi (fig. 94),'”° the blossom forms have
become quite rudimentary, but the intermittent tendril is still the basic
underlying scheme, as the detail in figure 95 from the same situla where
the blossoms at the points of interruption have retained their distinct
three-pronged profiles. The piece is, incidentally, so remarkable from the
decorative, historical point of view that it deserves special notice."

I would now like to characterize briefly how the floral tendril frieze
evolved during the red-figure period before it became distinctly naturalis-
tic. One of the strongest indications of this development toward natural-
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Fig. 93. Painted Greek vase ornament.

Fig. 94. Details of ornament on an Fig. 95. Ornament on an Etruscan
Etruscan ivory situla from the ivory situla from the Pania tomb
Pania tomb at Chiusi. at Chiusi.

19 Monumenti inediti, Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, 10 (1874-1878), pl. 39a.
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ism was the appearance of the acanthus, which dates around 450 to 430
B.C. Nevertheless, the more severely stylized motifs still survived for
some time, especially in borders used for trimming where the narrow,
cramped space did not encourage a freer treatment of forms.

The red-figure vases, our assessment of which is based almost exclu-
sively on Attic material, are characterized by an increasingly playful treat-
ment not only of the traditional motifs themselves but also the way they
are connected. At the same time, the types of motifs are limited in num-
ber. The continuous tendril again comes into more extensive use; it twists
and turns very elegantly around the attached palmettes, which tilt upward
in response, with each leaf delicately adjusted to fill the space (fig. 96).!
The intermittent tendril (fig. 97) also acquires a more lively rhythm: the
palmettes are no longer arranged rigidly and stiffly, up and down, perpen-
dicular to the direction of the frieze, as had always been the case since the
Melian example in figure 53, now they are oriented obliquely the way
they were in Mycenaean art (fig. 52).)

Fig. 97. Painted ornament from Attic red-figure vase.

There are even more complicated forms aside from these, but they can
all be explained as playful combinations of the traditional forms.'!* Figure
98, for example, is a variation on the one-sided lotus-palmette band,
which has unconventionally conflated the idea of the arcuated frieze with
coiled calyces and enclosed palmettes.*

19 This was less often the case in Attic as in ancient Italic art; compare, for example, the

Praenestine cistae (Monumenti inediti 8 [1864-1868], pl. 7).!
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Fig. 98. Painted ornament from Attic red-figure vase.

8. The Further Development of the All-over Tendril Pattern

So long as vegetal tendril patterns could only expand lengthwise within
the format of the register or frieze, they did not enjoy complete freedom
of movement. This only became possible when they were able to expand
in width as well as in length. As indicated earlier, the only area where
this could take place was around and beneath the handles of the ceramic
vessels that, alas, provide virtually our only source of evidence. Never-
theless, it is still easy to reconstruct the path that vegetal tendrils took as
they spread out unrestrictedly over surfaces, while at the same time re-
specting the basic decorative laws of rhythm and symmetry. At this point,
we are really approaching the conclusion and ultimate goal of the entire
development.

Before we actually come to that final process, however, there is still
another kind of decoration to be considered, which apparently has little to
do with the more advanced stage of development. It involves the back-
ground patterns encountered on Corinthian vases. For the most part, the
vases are decorated with figurative depictions. There is, however, still
quite a bit of space left over between the figures, and since this category
of vases is obviously still Archaic in date and technique, it comes as no
surprise to find incidental motifs filling up the background just as they did
in earlier Greek art, first in the Dipylon Style, and then subsequently also
in the Melian, Rhodian, Early Attic styles, and others. Why then, one
might justifiably ask, wasn’t this decorative style treated in an earlier
chapter? I have intentionally put aside the discussion of filler decoration
on Corinthian vases until now because they reveal in an instructive and
interesting way how one could achieve the goal of covering surfaces with
a coherent pattern.

The filler decoration on Corinthian vases consists basically of rosettes,
just as in Assyrian art.'™ This may indicate a certain amount of Near East-

1 For example, Layard, The Monuments of Nineveh: From Drawings Made on the Spot
by Austen Henry Layard, vol. 1 (London, 1849), pl. 48.
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ern influence. The peculiar treatment of the rosettes is, on the other
hand, absolutely un-Oriental in character. In the Corinthian style, the
rosettes are not simply adjusted in size according to the available space, as
they are to a certain degree in Assyrian art as well, but also in shape, for
their contours are generally made to conform to the shape of the immedi-
ately adjacent figural elements. As the style progressed, it was inevitable
that the filler decoration would cease to look anything like rosettes.
Instead, they assumed any number of irregularly shaped patterns, none of
which would fit into the existing repertory of ornamental forms. There is
no reason why they should, however, since their form was directly de-
pendent on the figurative depictions surrounding them.!'*®

Let us turn to the bowl with the dancing figures in figure 99 for an
example. The filler decoration is used in the manner just described to
fill up all kinds of areas as tightly as possible, while avoiding the mo-
notonous geometric linear configurations characteristic of the Dipylon
Style. This is the very same process taking place within tendril ornament,
which we are about to follow to its resolution. It is also worth mention-
ing that Corinthian vases were among the very earliest to exhibit a clear
preference for predominantly figurative, representational decoration.
This makes it easier to comprehend why Corinthian vase painters did not
restrict themselves to using rosettes for filler motifs, as the Assyrians

did 113, b

Fig. 99. Corinthian skyphos.

12 Cf. K. Masner, Die Sammlung antiker Vasen und Terracotten in k k. Osterreichischen
Museen. Katalog und historische Einleitung (Vienna, 1892), 9, fig. 6, the source of our figure
99.

3 Attic vase painters at the end of the fifth century tended similarly to fill the intervening
background space between ornamental tendrils; instead of the rosette, however, they pre-
ferred drop-shaped axil fillers that could broaden like ink blots whenever necessary.
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Let us now return to our examination of vegetal tendril ornament and
see how it develops in the area around the vase handles.®

The attached handles, which were stylized into palmettes, may have
sometimes influenced the use of the tendrils beneath them, but I certainly
do not think it was a hard and fast rule, as is usually assumed. The palm-
ettes applied to handles are obviously based on the same decorative think-
ing and postulate as the various lotus stylizations used as points of attach-
ment on Egyptian and Assyrian utensils and the like. Painted palmettes
are also occur at an early date on Greek vases (though not on the Myce-
naean Warrior Vase) in the area of the handle. Oddly enough, however,
they are not centered around the handles to mark the points of attachment
but occur midway between them, as on Early Attic vases."'® There are, of
course, in addition, any number of examples from the black-figure (and
red-figure) period where palmettes actually serve decoratively to disguise
the place where the handles are attached.'* On the“Cyrenean”
[Lakonian] kylix in figure 89, the palmettes lie on their sides horizontally
pointing away from each of the handles. Be that as it may, the decisive
issue for us is that palmettes were not always used by themselves but also
“in combination with tendrils.

And for this purpose, a suitable motif was already available that was not
restricted in width but capable of forming centralized, self-contained com-
positions. It is, of course, the interlacing tendril discussed above in regard
to the Chalcidian example in figure 88. And, in fact,L the basic composition
of this motif did provide the point of departure for at least one kind of
widespread and influential tendril decoration, the type that developed
above and below vase handles in the black-figure period and attained its
freest formulation in the red-figure style.

Figure 100 is taken from a drinking cup in the Kunsthistorisches Mu-
seum in Vienna.''® The interlacing tendril under the handle has been
reduced to a very simple form with opposed lotus and palmette motifs; the
secondary tendril band passes behind the lotus and then intertwines with
the main tendril; the ends of all of the tendrils curl up into spirals.¢

Figure 101 is an ornament from an Attic black-figure vase also in the
Kunsthistorisches Museum.'* ¢ Its centralized arrangement divided up
strictly according to symmetry is still very emphatic and completely in the

13 [Bphlau, “Fruhattische Vasen,” Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archiologischen Instituts 2
(1887), pl. 4.]

14 Masner, Vasen und Terracotten, pl. 2, no. 217; here the flat handles have rosettes
instead of palmettes.

4 [Thid., no. 107, pl. 5.]

1 1hid., no 227.]
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Fig. 100. Handle ornament of a
Corinthian[izing Attic] drinking cup.

spirit of the Chalcidian interlacing tendril in figure 88, though the details,
the subtly rendered flowers and the long thin tendrils, are treated more
elegantly and with far greater delicacy.

Figure 102 is from a vase'® that has the black-figure style on the neck
and the red-figure style on the belly. The type of interlace is still clearly
the same as in figure 100.f

Figure 103, on the other hand, from a vase still in the late black-figure
style and belonging to the Nikosthenes group,''® represents something
essentially new. The motif is no longer centralized, nor is the symmetry

\

Fig. 101. Handle ornament of an Attic Fig. 102. Handle ornament of an Attic
black-figure amphora. amphora in mixed red- and black-
figure style.

U5 Thid., no. 319 (Dike and Adikia).
16 Thid., no. 234.

181



CHAPTER 3

J

,/,.,

Fig. 103. Handle ornament of Attic black-figure amphora.

painstakingly observed. Its single tendril winds one way and then the
other, each time giving rise to three spirals; in addition, two spiral tendrils
and three lotus blossoms with richly curving stems branch off from the
main tendril. The somewhat larger space left over between the two outer
spirals at left is filled with a flying bird.®

The innovations here are many and sudden, and they deserve closer
scrutiny; the most unexpected change is the shift away from symmetry.
Against the artistic limitations of Nikosthenes™ time, and even later, this
must have appeared as a breakthrough, for successors to this important
development are rare even in the advanced red-figure period. However,
the attempt is still indicative of the dominant tendency of the period,
namely, to free tendril ornament from its inherited bonds and to allow it
to evolve with the utmost freedom. The motif in figure 103 is an atypically
extreme case for its period.

Nor is the result as it appears in figure 103 particularly satisfactory. The
red-figure vase painters found a better solution when they arranged their
tendril branches around the handles like wreaths (fig. 104)."'"® Even the
so-called Nolan vases with their individual branches under each handle
display more respect for symmetry. In one instance,™® the two branches,

7 Tbid., 339.

"8 H. von Brunn and T. Lau, Die Griechische Vasen ihr Formen- und Dekorationssystem
(Leipzig, 1879), pl. 25, nos. 2, 2a.
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Fig. 104. Handle ornament of an Attic red-figure
stamnos.

one under each handle, form a frame for the image in the middle of the
vase, so that symmetry is established at least with regard to the two
branches themselves. In another instance (fig. 105),' the branch splits
above into two tendrils that symmetrically flank the handle lying between
them. Otherwise, the asymmetrical arrangements of these Nolan vases
are really very close to the scheme in figure 103.' Together with this exam-
ple, and others that are less rare, like figure 104, they remain exceptions,
because they were too loosely arranged for the Greek decorative sensibil-
ity. It is, moreover, not surprising that figure 103 adorns a vase from the
circle of Nikosthenes, where we customarily encounter all kinds of strange
combinations of motifs. In the red-figure period (for example, figure
106),'® on the other hand, smaller, less striking departures from strict
symmetry occur quite frequently in the tendril ornament near the han-
dles.’ Therefore, the motif in figure 93 represented, so to speak, the first
tendency in this direction: the exaggerated formulation it acquired in
Nikosthenes™ circle was not imitated; but apparently it could be applied
more moderately, as something piquant yet agreeable.

The occasional abandonment of strictly symmetrical organization was
a product of its time, and this trend emerges even more clearly in the

9 Tbid., no. 3.

120 This example is from the imperial Miinz- und Antiken-Cabinett in Vienna, inv. no. 608.
The blossom, which breaks symmetry below, is also of note because of the combination of
lotus profile and closed palmette fan: hence an Egyptian pleonasm, but treated in the Greek
style.
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Fig. 106. Handle ornament from an
Attic red-figure vase.

Fig. 105. Handle ornament of a red-figure
“Nolan” vase.

weakening of the centralized arrangement. The ornament still originated
at a definite point, but it was no longer necessarily a central point with
everything else disposed concentrically around it. Instead, the tendrils
unfolded symmetrically and very freely right and left from their point of
origin, traveling up or down as the space available for decoration might
demand. The strict symmetry in the example offered by figure 106 is bro-
ken capriciously by a blossom branching off at the bottom.'*

The third, unexpected innovation in figure 103 is the insertion of the
flying bird into the decoration. Animals, of course, both quadrupeds and

2I'F. Winter (“Die Henkelpalmette auf attischen Schalen,” Jahrbuch des Deutschen
Archiologischen Instituts 7 [1892]: 105-17) has recently traced the development of a series
of palmette-tendrils found under the handles of Attic kylixes. They do not start out from a
centralized interlace but from the two loose palmette branches of the so-called Little Master
bowls, one under each handle. The two separate palmettes are then connected to each other
by tendrils. As the development proceeds, the connecting tendrils become richer, freer, and
more dynamic, exactly as they did in the series we have been following in figures 100-108.
Unfortunately, Winter’s work appeared too late to be considered in more detail in this chap-
ter. It deals with an area of palmette-tendril ornamentation that is very limited in time and
place of origin, and clearly shows how advantageous a careful and accurate reading of the
purely ornamental subsidiary decoration can be for the attribution and dating of vases.
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birds, were by no means foreign to Archaic decoration. However, the
playful inclusion of a bird within a tendril branch was a new, and rather
fruitful concept, which, as we know, achieved its maximum currency
in the decorative art of the subsequent period. All the same, the associa-
tion of animal figures with vegetal ornament was not completely new in
Nikosthenes’ time. There are examples from the Archaic period on Me-
lian,'?* Early Attic,’® and Chalcidian'* vases. In the second and third
cases, however, the animals oppose each other in the absolute symmetry
of the stiff, Oriental scheme (Heraldic Style); on the Melian vase, the bird
stands on the axil filler of a single tendril branch. When animals began to
be included within larger compositions of tendril ornament, the combina-
tion then became truly attractive and exceedingly imaginative. Perhaps
one of the earliest examples of this kind is figure 107.* The composition
of the tendril ornament alone is remarkable and, for the black-figure
period, surprising: the motif occurs on the neck of an amphora and was
therefore not confined to the limited space under the handle. The vegetal
ornament includes two rabbits, which are, so to speak, axil fillers and
which, furthermore, do not correspond in full symmetry to one another.!

The inclusion of animal creatures within tendril ornament engendered
decisive and significant progeny in the red-figure period. Figure 108 illus-
trates the shoulder ornament of a fifth-century Attic lekythos: a branch

Fig. 107. Neck ornament of a black-figure vase.

12 A. Conze, Melische Thongefisse (Leipzig, 1862), pl. 4.

12 Bohlau, Jahrbuch des Deutschen Archiologischen Instituts 2 (1887), pl. 3.

2 Figure 88.

'% Brunn and Lau, Griechische Vasen, Ornamente griechischer Vasen. Aufnahmen/Bes-
chreibungen und Untersuchung (Berlin, 1927), pl. 11, no. 4. The various eccentricities of
this example, which Brunn also discusses in his text on page 24, make one hesitate in good
conscience to place the work chronologically according to technique. I think that Brunn’s
explanation for the asymmetrical placement of the rabbits should give way to the line of
reasoning established by our present investigation.
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Fig. 108. Shoulder ornament of Attic
white-ground lekythos.

circles around, while a flying Eros who is playfully included among the
tendrils grasps them in his hands.'®* The motif does not come into matur-
ity or widespread use until the Hellenistic period, as, for example, on the
silver krater from Hildesheim. However, we have been able to trace its
first impulses back to the Archaic period and also to disclose the motivat-
ing tendencies behind its development, tendencies whose basis lies in the
nature of Greek decorative art going back to Mycenaean times.™

As far as we can judge from the limited material available for studying
the progress of earlier Greek decoration, the goal of mastering vegetal
tendril ornament was achieved approximately around the first half of the
fifth century; at this point, tendril ornament was capable of covering any
given surface in an attractive way, limited only by a general respect for
symmetry. Aside from this, however, minor deviations from strict sym-
metry were not only allowed but even encouraged, because they height-
ened the appeal, broke the monotony, and yet did not interfere with the
harmonious overall decorative effect required by symmetry in general.
All the same, the space in which tendril ornament could develop in com-
plete freedom was still very limited. Tendrils could wind their way across
areas near the handles of vases, as we had seen, but the large surfaces still
were always reserved for figurative depictions. As long as the develop-

1% [From A. Furtwingler, “Weisse attische Lekythos,” Archdiologische Zeitung 38 (1880):
134-37, pl. 11, top.]
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ment, especially in sculpture, had not yet reached its zenith, as long as
one had vyet to perfect the types that could ideally express the heroes
and gods of myth for the people of the time, pure ornament would be
restricted to subordinate positions on borders, handles, feet, etc. It has
often been pointed out that Pheidias had relatively little interest in orna-
ment. Once the general development had climaxed, however, a zest for
decoration again emerged to press its claims. This became evident, first
of all, when established figural types began to be used for purely decora-
tive purposes, as is especially characteristic for Pompeii. Furthermore,
the decorative impulsé is apparent wherever the sort of pure decoration,
which would have been considered much too trivial in the period lead-
ing up to and including Pheidias’s, is allowed to spread out over large
surfaces, perhaps with some subsidiary figural elements lightheartedly
interspersed. This was the moment when the vegetal tendril was able
to develop its inherent qualities fully, although, as I have sufficiently
demonstrated above its potential was apparent long before the fourth
century B.C.

From now on, the vegetal tendril in its fully liberated form appears
together with motifs that were apparently unknown in Greek decorative
art as we have encountered it thus far. As I have stated repeatedly, it is
impossible to investigate every individual vegetal motif in ancient orna-
ment, since we have decided to concentrate on the development of vege-
tal tendril ornament in general. Nonetheless, the next chapter will inves-
tigate the emergence of the acanthus, a motif that, in the history of floral
ornament, was epoch making in every respect. And since its development
is so similar to the one which we have been following, resulting in the
untrammeled spread of vegetal tendrils, we shall devote a separate chap-
ter to the origin of this motif.

9. The Emergence of Acanthus Ornament

The palmette and the three-pronged profile lotus blossom remained the
predominant vegetal motifs in the basic Greek decorative vocabulary
throughout the Archaic period right down to the time of the Persian Wars.
At the same time several other motifs that were also current in ancient
Near Eastern art played a subordinate role, the forms that we call the
lotus bud, the ivy leaf, and the pomegranate. But even though the num-
ber of motifs was limited, it did not, of course, mean that the treatment of
the individual forms was somehow inflexible or unchangeable. Each of the
motifs possessed a history of its own in the period between the seventh
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and fifth centuries B.C., and even if the material available today is in-
sufficient to clarify and validate their individual evolution in minute de-
tail, what remains is still sufficient, in my opinion, to warrant investiga-
tion. Since this study is dedicated primarily to the investigation of the
vegetal tendril, my attempt to characterize the kind of forces at work in
the further development of the lotus and palmette motifs during the ear-
lier Greek period will be short and general. Here the desire for visual
elegance is readily apparent as the driving force and the formative im-
pulse. The two basic forms—the three-pronged, pointed leafed calyx and
the fan surmounting a volute-calyx—were solidly established; artists sim-
ply manipulated them in whatever way they pleased. Inherent in the de-
velopment was a slight tendency toward naturalism, which could not coex-
ist with the geometric rigidity of the models; it strove instead to endow
the forms with movement and life.

In time, the palmette became the most important decorative blossom
motif. On red-figured vases, it came to overshadow nearly all of the other
motifs inherited from earlier periods. The history of the Greek palmette
alone would easily fill a book. Thus far, Furtwingler'?® and Briickner'®’
have devoted detailed discussions to particular phases of its development.
The various parts of the Greek palmette, as we know them from ancient
Egyptian art, remained the same up through the fifth century: the volute-
calyx, the conical axil filler, and the crowning fan. Of course, Greek art
radically altered the treatment of the individual parts, and the relation-
ship of the parts to one another. In the second half of the fifth century, the
same naturalizing tendency that had provided the impulse for the tendrils
to unwind freely now began to influence individual vegetal motifs. This is
first discernible in certain transformations of the palmette, which no one
could mistake for anything else; as far as I know, they are commonly inter-
preted as such. The second manifestation of these naturalizing tendencies
was the emergence of an ornamental motif of unquestionably vegetal char-
acter, which has been considered a direct imitation of a particular botani-
cal species, the acanthus (bear claw).

The transformations of the palmette during the second half of the fifth
century affected the crowning fan as well as the lower portions, the volute-
calyx and the conical element. These lower parts either directly assumed
the characteristics of the acanthus (fig. 110), or they appeared in combina-
tion with it, so they will be discussed later with the acanthus itself. The fan

1% A. Furtwingler, Collection Sabouroff monuments de Uart grec (Berlin, 1883-1887),
introduction, 6ff.
127 A. Briickner, Ornament und Form der attischen Grabstelen (Weimar, 1886), 4ff.
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of the palmette, on the other hand, generally retained the integrity of its
separate, long, and narrow leaves. However, the leaves no longer radi-
ated out stiffly from a central point like a section of a rosette as they had
in Egyptian art but were arranged in a more rhythmic manner. The tips of
the leaves no longer jut straight out from the center but extend upward
along a gently curving line, bending their tips slightly to one side, either
to the right or left of the vertical central leaf (fig. 109).'2® We will refer to
this variant as the overflowing palmette. Another form that was even more
characteristic of this basic tendency, because it does not fall neatly into the
naturalistic line of development, is the split palmette (fig. 110).'* There
the undulating leaves of the fan turn their tips back toward the middle of
the fan.

Fig. 109. “Overflowing Fig. 110. “Split palmette” on the acroterion
palmette” from the cornice of an Attic grave stele.
of the Parthenon.

This second variation on the palmette with its curved tips, one which
provided the point of departure for other significant variations later in the
eastern Mediterranean, did not become common until the fourth century.
Basically, it resembles the Near Eastern type of palmette, but divided
into two half palmettes. There was something about this type that con-
formed to the conventional Near Eastern pattern, and it prevented them

1% From the sima molding of the Parthenon pediment. The origin of the arrangement of
the leaf fan, however, goes back to the period before the Persian Wars. Compare, among
other things, Antike Denkmiiler, Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, 1, (Berlin, 1886), pl.
38, A 2. .

1 Acroterion of a grave stele from A. F. Quast, Das Erechtheion zu Athen nebst mehren
noch unbekannt gemachten Bruchstiicken der Baukunst dieser Stadt iibrigen Griechenlands
(Berlin, 1839), vol. 2, pl. 17, no. 3. The large lower acanthus calyx has been omitted. (The
example is not among the earliest and serves only to illustrate the mature stage.)
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from ever losing their schematic, geometric character completely. The
tightly coiled volute-calyces remained, as always, double spirals; within
their axils, the conical element functioned as a purely external insertion,
while the split palmette, on the other hand, retained the volute-calyx and
the closed fan, bringing them both into organic relation with one another.
It no longer breaks down into upper and lower parts, into fans and calyces,
but into right and left halves, as two half palmettes. On each side there is
a bifurcation: two stems, usually rendered in a plantlike manner, rise from
below and split immediately into two tendrils. The outer one coils into a
spiral at the side, while the inner one winds its way upward in undulating
curves in imitation of the long and narrow leaves comprising the fan. Sim-
ilarly curved leaves, which grow progressively smaller toward the bottom,
fill out, so to speak, the axil between the two offshoots of the bifurcated
tendril. The split palmettes then result from the symmetrical placement
of two bifurcating tendrils.?

Of course, I am not suggesting that the motif was consciously created
step by step in the way just described; however, in view of the important
and specific role that the bifurcation of successive tendrils played within
Greek vegetal ornament, there can be little dispute that the bifurcating
tendril was a critical influence. Already in the case of the continuous ten-
dril (fig. 50) in Mycenaean art, it is precisely this splitting off which al-
lowed the motif to be perceived as a tendril and not as a geometric spiral
in the Egyptian manner.'*

An even more significant factor than the variations of the palmette just
described, however, was the emergence of the acanthus. Its first appear-
ance is as momentous as that of ancient Egyptian lotus motifs, especially
for those who still follow prevailing opinion and ascribe the origin of the
acanthus ornament to the conscious imitation of a natural vegetal proto-
type. However, even those of us who do not consider the acanthus a newly
invented decorative motif imitated directly from nature but who see it, on
the contrary, as a product of the continuous evolution of ornament in his-
tory (jumping ahead to some of the conclusions to come), even we do not
underestimate the birth of what is by far the most significant vegetal motif
in history.

In ancient literary sources, the birth of the acanthus motif was closely
associated with the origin of the Corinthian capital, at least according

1% Even in fourth-century vase decoration, which essentially adhered to the original, Ori-
entalizing type of palmettes, though with the leaves of their fans bending to varying degrees,
there is a clear tendency to split up the palmettes interspersed among the tendrils into half
palmettes.
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to Vitruvius (4.1.9-10), who has passed on a description of how his con-
temporaries imagined the capital was invented. As the story goes, the
sculptor Kallimachos, who was in Corinth at the time, found an acanthus
plant that was accidentally sprouting up from under a basket; he was
struck by the decorative effect of the combination and, as a result, in-
spired to create the Corinthian capital. The circumstances surrounding
the narrative are so well known that I need not retell them here. The story
is obviously fictitious, though admittedly charming, and I doubt that any
serious modern scholar would consider defending it. Furtwingler,3*
moreover, has already shown that the earliest acanthus motifs were used
on palmette acroteria that predate the earliest appearance of the Co-
rinthian capital.® Briickner'®® seems to agree, since he even claims to
know why the acanthus motif was chosen for the acroteria of grave stelai
in the first place. No one'™' as far as I know, however, has ever dared to
doubt that the peculiarly serrated vegetal motifs characteristic of the
Corinthian capital resulted from the direct imitation of the acanthus spi-
nosa, as related in Vitruvius’s account. Consequently, and unfortunately,
there are no fundamental studies devoted to the earliest development of
the acanthus—which is by no means crystal clear. I cannot, of course, go
into the topic now in any exhaustive way, since even the philological re-
search that must accompany any investigation of the monuments is be-
yond my sphere of competence. I will concentrate only on those aspects
which have a bedring on ancient vegetal or tendril ornament. However,
the pressing need to extend this chapter on the origin of the acanthus into
a thorough and basic study will soon become obvious. At the same time,
I hope to convince at least some of my colleagues that the acanthus orna-
ment did not result from the direct imitation of a model found in nature
but rather from an essentially artistic developmental process within the
history of ornament.

Acanthus ornaments in relief sculpture, as they appear, for example, on
the Monument of Lysikrates (fig. 111) and on the acroteria of grave stelai
during the early decades of the fourth century, display an undeniable re-
semblance to the leaf of the acanthus spinosa (fig. 112).¢ All of them are
articulated into separate projecting units, which are in turn subdivided
into a number of sharp jagged points; between each of these larger units
(the so-called pipes of the sculptural depictions of acanthus), there is a

1 TFurtwingler, Collection Sabouroff, 9.]

1 [Briickner, Ornament und Form, 82.]

L Not even K. Bétticher (Die Tektonik der Hellenen, 2d rev. ed. [Berlin, 1871-1881],
344), in spite of his usual skepticism toward Vitruvius’s anecdotes. The one exception involv-
ing Stackelberg will be discussed later.
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Fig. 111. Corinthian capital from the Choregic
Monument of Lysikrates

in Athens.

Fig. 112. Leaf of acanthus spinosa, from life.
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Fig. 113. Ornament from the necking of the columns in the
north porch of the Erechtheion in Athens.

deep concavity. This specific type of articulation, however, is absent from
the earliest examples of acanthus ornament. ¢

Let us take a look at the details of a capital from the Erechtheion in
figure 113.%¢ The individual ribs of the acanthus leaves, rendered

Fig. 114. Painting from an Attic
white-ground lekythos.

entirely in profile, are juxtaposed
analogously like the radiating leaves
of a palmette. The two-dimensional
versions, crowning the stelai on
painted lekythoi (fig. 114), have cut-
out, serrated edges resembling those
of cactus or aloe leaves, a result of
the draftsmanly technique of projec-
tion.! In neither case, however, does
the articulation of the contours cor-
respond to that of the acanthus spi-
nosa. Moreover, while the project-
ing segments of natural acanthus
leaves alternately branch off from
each side of a central vein (fig. 112),
their counterparts in figure 113 all
arise from a common lower base;
they do not branch off from the cen-
tral leaf but run parallel to its axis.
Consequently, there are two es-

% From Quast, Erechtheion, vol. 1, pl. 7, no. 2. I found the old reproduction by Quast,
having compared it with plaster casts, to be completely accurate and correct.
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sential differences between the characteristics of the acanthus spinosa and
the typical stylization of the acanthus ornament as we find it on the earliest
surviving monuments. Later, we will have ample opportunity to discuss
these differences in detail. For the time being, it suffices simply to ac-
knowledge their existence. There are two possible conclusions. Either we
may continue to believe that the decorative acanthus motif is a copy of the
acanthus spinosa and explain the departures from nature in the earliest
examples as the result of awkwardness, drastic stylization, or the like, or
we may abandon the idea that the acanthus spinosa served as the model
here and seek a different origin or point of departure for the formation of
the acanthus ornament.

Let us briefly consider the first possibility. This sort of explanation de-
scribed above for the twofold discrepancy between the stylized acanthus
ornament and its natural counterpart may very well be credible to those
who still accept the literary tradition as valid. According to this view then,
the artist created a kind of abbreviated version of the acanthus leaf, which
omitted not only the larger projecting segments but also the sharp, jagged
edges, for the jagged edges, as represented by figure 114, are missing on
the earliest versions of acanthus in sculpture, as we will see in particular.
They occur only on the graphic, two-dimensional projections. Therefore,
it is the painted version of the acanthus on the Attic lekythos (fig. 114) that
has the most jagged edges, whereas the contours of the sculpted version
(fig. 113) have scarcely any pointed serrations. Instead, the tips of the
individual segments or “ribs” are rounded off, and the only sharp points
that occur in the leaf contours are those resulting from the notched
grooves between each rib as they appear in perspective rendered from the
side. This is clearly evident on the calycal leaves of the lotus flower to the
left of figure 113:'3 While the bottom part is rounded off, the contours of
the leaves, as they overlap in perspective, form sharp points like the lat-
eral leaves in figure 114.%

According to this first interpretation, the stylization of the acanthus
plant was initially somehow out of touch with the naturalistic tendencies
of the time. Only gradually did the characteristic features of the acanthus
spinosa come to be appreciated and then applied to the acanthus orna-
ment itself. First the “ribs” lost their three-dimensional form to become
concave channels separated by ridges that had formerly been furrows but
now projected as pointed serrations. Then each of these individually
pointed units was further articulated as multiserrated projections, so that

133 An even better example is the leaf calyx drawn in perspective in figure 116.
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the motif finally began to resemble the natural acanthus spinosa. The
driving force behind the whole development was the growing urge for
naturalism. There may not be anything particularly improbable about the
process just described, but doubts about the initial point of departure still
remain. And before we opt to support an assumption for the sake of a
legendary tradition, it might be wise to consider carefully all the contrib-
uting factors that remain and to attempt an explanation predicated on
other grounds.

First of all, the only other circumstances relating to the traditional view
of the acanthus in fifth-century Greek art as an imitation of nature all be-
long more in the realm of philological and historical research. Since I am
in no position to treat this aspect of the topic thoroughly, I will summarize
my own opinion in a few short words at the end of the chapter.”

Now, however, I would like to proceed immediately to my view of the
origins of the acanthus ornament, how it evolved during an admittedly
naturalizing phase, but in response to strictly decorative demands that
had nothing to do with a direct imitation of nature.

In my opinion, the acanthus ornament was originally nothing more than
a palmette or, in some cases, a half palmette adapted to sculpture in the
round. In figures 113 and 114, they are mostly half palmettes. The indi-
vidual leaves forming the fan in figure 113 do not emerge from a central
rib, as on the acanthus spinosa, but share a common base below as on a
palmette; they attenuate down toward their roots and then expand by the
rounded tips just like the palmette-fan. What distinguishes the sculptural
acanthus leaf from the two-dimensional palmette-fan is the manner in
which the tips of the leaves curl back elastically. Of course, this is not
really possible for a palmette projected on a two-dimensional surface,
though it is nevertheless suggested to a certain extent, as we shall see later
on in the tendril ornament of the Hellenistic period. However, the con-
ventional straight-leafed palmettes found on grave stelai (something like
the ones on the Parthenon), also have projecting tips that curve forward
into space, because in this case, the sculptural medium made it possible
and because they conformed to the general artistic demands of the period
as well. The same tendency toward the rhythmic curvature of the tips was
also basic to the split palmette [figure 110], so that there are, in my view,
sufficient indications that point to the derivation from the palmette as the
keystone of acanthus ornament.’

Just as there are full and half palmettes, so there are-also full and half
acanthus leaves. In figure 113; there are only half leaves. If these acanthus
leaves really are nothing more than vegetalized sculptural transformations
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of half palmettes, then they ought to occur in the same locations on the
vegetal tendrils and function in the very same way, and this, in fact, is
what they do. Let us look more closely at the tendril in figure 113, which
winds its way up to the left of the large palmette. Wherever a tendril
bifurcates from the main stalk—and only there—the junction is marked by
an acanthus half leaf. But unlike the fan of the half palmette, which is
located within the axil between two branching tendrils, the acanthus half
leaf wraps around the stem immediately before it bifurcates. Here we are
witnessing the conversion of the palmette-fan into a sculptural and vegetal
form. The way in which plants sprout in nature owes nothing to the postu-
late of axil filling. Therefore, the purpose of enveloping the tendril with an
acanthus half leaf must have been to allow the fan—a two-dimensional axil
filler now translated into a sculptural, vegetal form—to behave in a more
natural, plantlike manner, rather than as a decorative insertion between
two tendrils. And in fact, one could hardly imagine a better or more
successful solution than this sheathing. Not only did this facilitate the
preservation of an ornamental motif that had become virtually canonical in
artistic tradition, but it also created an attractive way of articulating the
tendril. As early as the Erechtheion, acanthus half leaves appear on the
tendrils even where there is no evident bifurcation, in the lower part of
the S-spirals or on the calycal leaves of the lotus blossom in figure 113.)

Aside from the fan, the essential components of the palmette are the
conical element and especially the volute-calyx. If the acanthus really is
derived from the palmette, then we will have to determine what hap-
pened to both these parts. In what form would they have survived the
translation into sculpture? The remains of the volute-calyces are, in my
opinion, the sheathlike swellings on the tendrils in figure 113, which
occur at the bottom of all of the acanthus half leaves. The conical element
of the two-dimensional palmette, on the other hand, was nothing more
than an axil filler; it disappears in the sculptural version because the flat,
frontal volute-calyx is now wrapped around the tendril stem, and there is
simply no axil to be filled. In the following period, the sheaths of the
acanthus leaves also come to lose their original importance and are even-
tually omitted.

Whoever is dissatisfied with this explanation for the disappearance of
the volute-calyx from the sculptural palmette (i.e., from the acanthus),
should refer to the decoration on the famous doorframe of the Erech-
theion (fig. 115). Here it seems as if the three-dimensional palmettes have
been flattened out again. There is no doubt at all, however, that we are
looking at a lotus-palmette frieze. On the bottom are S-spirals which form
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Fig. 115. Lotus and palmette molding from the door of the
north porch of the Erechtheion in Athens.

calyces as they come together; filling the space above them are three-
pronged lotus blossoms in profile alternating with palmettes. However,
only at the insertion point of the lotus blossoms do the spiral tendrils form
true calyces. On the palmettes, which normally require volute-calyces,
the ends of the tendril do not coil around like calyces but run directly into
the central rib of the palmette. The reason for this is revealed by examin-
ing more closely how the palmette is stylized in this example. The concave
indentations of the contours show that what we have before us is a full
acanthus leaf; only in this case, like the acanthus on the painted lekythos
(fig. 114), it has already been translated back into two dimensions. As
suggested before, the subsequent development is based primarily on this
painterly form of stylization, corresponding completely with the increas-
ingly painterly tendencies of Greek sculpture during the post-Periclean
period. All we need do is detach the palmettes in figure 115 from their
background and allow them to curl over, and we end up with nothing less
than acanthus motifs. In the present example, however, we still refer to
them as palmettes because they alternate with lotuses. There is another
analogy worth pointing out here. Greek art at that time already possessed
an instance of a two-dimensional floral motif closely related to the lotus-
palmette strip, which had been translated into sculptural terms: the egg-
and-dart motif as the plastic version of a row of alternating lotus blossoms
and buds. The lotus-palmette band undergoes a similar process, albeit in
a more circuitous way.

I have described the palmettes in figure 115 as.acanthus motifs that
were converted back into two dimensions. The palmettes, however, do
not actually lie in a flat plane but on the curved, ogival molding of the
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doorframe, so that their profile has a truly acanthuslike curve to it. They
are full palmettes (whole acanthus leaves), as opposed to the ones in figure
113, where we saw only half acanthus-palmettes (acanthus half leaves).
These last forms, moreover, are also found on the crowning cornice of the
same door on the Erechtheion and stylized in the same way.

If this stylization really represents a translation of the sculptural palm-
ette back into two-dimensional, painterly, perspectival terms (as seems to
be the case and as the painted lekythoi, among other things, have proven),
it was, in any event, a later development than the acanthus motif itself,
which is to say, the sculptural palmette. As a result, the doorway of the
Erechtheion need not be any later than the columns of north porch, which
are the source of figure 113, since both kinds of motifs could have coex-
isted for a while. It is, moreover, generally indicative of the enterprising
spirit and joyful creativity of Greek artists during this completely unparal-
leled period that in a relatively short span of time, they were able to initi-
ate so many great, varied, and yet significant changes using the same mo-
tifs that had remained unaltered in their original homeland for thousands
of years. This delight in movement, this carefree attitude toward the tradi-
tional and the conventional has become an ingrained characteristic of
western Mediterranean culture, while Near Eastern cultures have re-
mained basically conservative in their ornament, despite intense contact
with the Hellenic world.

In figure 115, the acanthus seems to be synonymous with the palmette;
it even functions like the palmette. This is an exception, however, since
on almost all of the other monuments with early examples of the acanthus,
the motifs appear as half leaves.' In figure 113, the main motifs are alter-
nating lotus blossoms and flat palmettes.'*** ™ The acanthus is restricted to
less prominent positions: on the one hand, marking the junctions of the
bifurcating tendrils as indicated above and on the other, forming the calyx
of the lotus blossoms. Anyone who remains unconvinced by the argu-
ments presented thus far and still wishes to maintain that the decorative
acanthus is based on the actual plant will find it very difficult to explain the
motivation for Greek artists to use acanthus motifs specifically for tendril
and blossom calyces. We at least have made the case that the tendril ca-
lyces are analogous to the axil-filling half palmettes of the two-dimensional
tendril ornament on vases. It is more difficult to single out a specific rea-
son why the calyces of lotus blossoms have been acanthusized, since the

13% The conical element of the palmette is decorated with the palmette pattern in relief,
while the individual leaves of the fan curve out slightly above; hence, another example of the

direct transition from the palmette to the acanthus as conditioned by sculptural demands,
which can be clearly seen in the two-dimensional reproduction in fig. 113.
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two leaves could just as easily have remained smooth in the sculpted ver-
sion as well. The curved lines of the calycal leaves, however, lend them-
selves particularly well to taking on the contours of the acanthus—far bet-
ter than rigid full palmettes do. This is also probably the reason why there
are seldom any full palmettes stylized like acanthus in the first stages of
the development. When they appear on the acroteria of grave stelai, they
do, of course, project slightly forward on the upper edge; however, this
curve was apparently much too shallow, for, even in the later period
(fourth century), the two-dimensional version of the palmette is used as a
rule on acroteria, so that the naturalizing tendency of the period found
expression exclusively in the split variation. It seems to me very likely,
therefore, that the first palmettes converted to sculptural acanthus motifs
were the calyx-shaped half palmettes and not the motif as a whole. This
would concur with Furtwingler’s observations that the earliest acanthus
motifs are found on funerary reliefs like the Karystos and Giustianini ste-
lai;!*® in both cases the acanthus is rendered as calyces exactly like those
in figure 113, specifically as ribbed counterparts to the smooth calyces and
leaves above them.”

The ornament of the Erechtheion was apparently very important for the
early development of the acanthus. Wherever the motif occurs, whether
on the necks of columns, architraves, or doorframes, there are slight vari-
ations, which could each serve as a topic of discussion itself, and which
can all be interpreted in the manner
discussed above. There is only one
variation (fig. 116)'* that I would like
to single out, since it represents a
very important phenomenon. In this
case, the lotus blossom not only has
a two-leafed calyx with an outline re-
sembling an acanthus like the one in
figure 113; it also has another calyx
further down with' three acanthus
leaves that are foreshortened in per-
spective. It is the evident use of
perspective that makes the motif so
remarkable in the period in which
it first occurs; the innovation, more-

Fig. 116. Detail from the anta

capital on the east porch of the : )
Erechtheion. over, was received with such enthu-

135 [Furtwingler, Collection Sabouroff, Sculptures, pl. 6, and p. 7.]
13 Quast, Erechtheion, vol. 1, pl. 6, no. 1.
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siasm that it survives in all subsequent periods and plays a role in all sub-
sequent antique revivals. The middle leaf is simply a palmette fan that has
been turned down and has nothing at all in common with the leaf of the
acanthus spinosa (fig. 112). The lateral leaves, on the contrary, are not half
acanthus-palmettes, as one might expect, but full acanthus-palmettes
foreshortened in perspective. We also see the rounded “pipes,” which
clearly mark the transition from leaf to leaf just as they occur between the
various individual sections of the leaves on the later, more developed
acanthus (fig. 111). It would be very difficult to argue at this point that the
characteristics of the acanthus spinosa had any influence on the motif:
there is nothing about the foreshortened calyx in figure 116 that would
suggest any closer connection with the acanthus spinosa than there was in
figures 113-115. The motif, therefore, must be seen as a product of pure
artistic invention, but one that, of course, reflects the general preference
of the period for more naturalistic vegetal forms.°

Until now we have been relying exclusively on the earliest acanthus
examples from the Erechtheion, plus the two grave stelai mentioned
above. It is now necessary to introduce other fifth-century monuments
that will allow us to test the validity of this attempt to derive the acanthus
ornament from a sculptural translation of the palmette. A particularly
good example is the capital from Bassae (Phigalia). It is almost unani-
mously considered the earliest Corinthian capital, and it is often held to
be the point of departure for the development of the acanthus. Since the
work is so important, why, one might ask, did we not treat it at the very
beginning of this discussion instead of the examples from the Erech-
theion? I think that there are good grounds to justify the order I chose.
First of all, the Corinthian capital from Bassae is by no means so well
known that one can evaluate it with certainty, as is often assumed. The
original is now lost, and even when its whereabouts was known, it was
already in very bad condition. Not even a plaster cast of it has survived. In
order to interpret it, therefore, we are forced to rely on graphic reproduc-
tions, and it is immediately apparent that the reproductions in the various
handbooks vary considerably. All of them, however, can be ultimately
traced back to two original drawings, one by Donaldson, the other by
Stackelberg. 34

Donaldson’s drawing is apparently the more trustworthy, since it repro-
duces the original capital in its mutilated condition. Stackelberg, on the

3% For Donaldson’s drawing see J. Stuart and N. Revett, The Antiquities of Athens and
Other Monuments of Greece (London, 1837), pl. 9, fig. 3; for the other, O. M. Stackelberg,

Der Apollotempel zu Bassae in Arcadien und die selbst ausgegrabenen Bildwerke (Rome,
1826), 44, fig. 117.
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other hand, attempts to restore it to its original state. The two drawings
deviate from each other in many essential points: above all, the structure
of the acanthus is fundamentally different in both cases. Closer observa-
tion reveals, however, that the soft, limp way that Donaldson rendered
the acanthus is really a result of his hasty, sketchy execution.’® On the
other hand, the individual leaves in Stackelberg’s drawing (fig. 117) look

RN

Fig. 117. Corinthian capital from the temple of
Apollo at Bassae-Phigalia.

just like the ones on the Erechtheion. Here we see full acanthus leaves
arranged in a row around the bottom of the capital and overlapping the
lower stems of the various volutes growing above them. Each individual
acanthus leaf displays a fan composed of three-dimensionally projecting
leaflets. As a result, I would like to give priority to Stackelberg’s repro-
duction, particularly since the author also talks specifically about the
shape of the leaves in his text on page 42, thus demonstrating how well he
had observed them: “The leaves of the capital are neither those of the
olive tree, nor those of the acanthus, but on the contrary, they are copied
from a conventional form, from an aquatic plant into the medium of
stone.” It is astounding just how closely the very first observer and inter-
preter of this capital perceived the actual situation. He was even right,
although probably unconsciously, about the aquatic plant, since the palm-
ette, of course, is derived from the lotus. Moreover, the inclusion of the
phrase “into the medium of stone” clearly reveals how already Stackelberg

13 This is also why I cannot accord any weight to the axil-filling acanthus that appears to be
completely equivalent to the axil-filling palmette in the reproduction, even though it offers
a convenient confirmation once again that the palmette-fan and the acanthus were originally
identical.
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had intuitively recognized the sculptural impulse as the factor that led to
the stylization of the “conventional form.”% ?

All of the acanthus-palmettes on the capital from Bassae are depicted
frontally. The acanthus also occurs, however, on the same building in the
form of a calyx, just as it does on the Erechtheion, where, we have discov-
ered, it is based on the half palmette. Stackelberg reproduces a fragment
of cyma and a terra-cotta antefix."® These correspond to Donaldson’s
drawings,'® so that we now have fresh evidence that the acanthus on the
capital was also stylized in the same way. The antefix on his plate 5, figure
4, is drawn with particular care so that one can see very clearly how the
sharp projecting points of the contours really do represent the grooved,
indented furrows on the original relief, and that the projecting ridges in
the latter case are the leaves of the fan.

Aside from subsidiary, architectural decoration and the acroteria of
grave stelai, there are also painted Attic lekythoi that figure significantly
in the earliest history of the acanthus. Because the vases of this category
were used in funeral rites, there is usually a grave stele shown in the
middle of the vase, which is also associated with burial and the cult of the
dead, to the left and right of it the ceremony takes place. These grave
stelai are crowned with acroteria. Oddly enough, they rarely resemble the
simple palmette acroteria that occur on the stelai that have actually sur-
vived.9 Such an exception is illustrated by Benndorf.'** Besides the palm-
ettes, there are usually acanthus leaves, which, however, are completely
different in number and arrangement from those decorating the acroteria
of actual stone grave stelai. For that reason, the acanthus motifs on grave
stelai in vase painting were seen as “completely without precedent and
not organically related in any respect to the volutes depicted in the early
type of stele.” !>

However, I find it at least questionable to assume that the majority of
stelai painted on vases were actually modeled on the palmette-acroteria
of the actual rectangular, slablike stone stelai that have been preserved.
On the evidence of the convex line swelling toward the top, which is cre-
ated by the cyma and taenia moldings that encircle the shaft of the stele

1% The reproductions based on Donaldson distort the original appearance of the capital to
an even greater extent. The example in J. Durm, Die Baukunst der Griechen (Darmstadt,
1881), has a double row of acanthus leaves around the base, which are stylized in the fully
developed manner of the Monument of Lysikrates.

157 Stackelberg, Apollotempel zu Bassae, the cyma is illustrated on page 45 and the antefix
on page 101.

13 Stuart and Revett, Antiquities of Athens, pls. 4-5.

13 [O. Benndorf, Griechische und sicelische Vasenbilder (Berlin, 1869-1883), pl. 14.]

138 [Furtwingler, Collection Sabouroff, 8.]
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(fig. 114), what we have before us is not a rectangular, slablike pier but a
round column.™ On the contrary, the grave stelai, which are meant to
have the shape of a rectangular pier and are distinguished as such by the
triangular shape of the acroteria, have cyma moldings that are completely
horizontal:** this a clear proof that the person who drew the curved line
in figure 114 did so intentionally in order to represent a rounded shaft.
This is so obvious and undeniable that it cannot be dismissed even on the
grounds that no cylindrical grave stelai have survived in the original.'*' If
what we see on the lekythos represents a column shaft, however, then the
crowning motifs no longer decorate a one-sided acroterion but a circular
capital. For this point, let us turn to the five motifs crowning the stele in
figure 118.'*"* The way they are depicted in perspective makes it clear
beyond a doubt that they are arranged on a hemispherical ground plan.
That would also explain the increase in number and the apparently inor-
ganic way the acanthus leaves are juxtaposed. As a result, the acanthus
capitals of the grave stelai painted on Attic lekythoi can now be related
more closely to the capital from Bassae, and they are therefore indispensa-
ble aids in establishing the early history of the Corinthian capital.®

Only specialists will be able to find the full explanation for this aspect of
the paintings on lekythoi and for the many other features that they con-
tain. Our sole concern at the moment is to clarify the relationship between
the palmette and acanthus motifs. In figure 114, the acanthus leaves were
represented from the side (acanthus half leaves); the central one, how-
ever, from the front (full acanthus leaf). In figure 119, on the other
hand, the palmette placed in the middle between two acanthus half leaves
is stylized in the traditional, two-dimensional way. However, even the

1% Cf. also Benndorf, Griechische und sicelische Vasenbilder, pl. 25; F. Duhn, “Charon-
darstellungen,” Archdiologische Zeitung 43 (1885), pl. 3 (here, fig. 118); and C. Robert, Than-
atos (Berlin, 1879), pl. 1.

0 For example, Benndorf, Griechische und sicelische Vasenbilder, pl. 18-20.

4! Hemispherical stelai shafts, however, have been found, see A. Conze, Die attischen
Grabreliefs (Berlin, 1893), no. 59, p. 20. In this context, I would also like to point out the
painting on a lekythos, which has recently been acquired by the k.k. Osterreichischen Mu-
seum in Vienna from the estate of Count Prokesch-Osten, a former diplomat who traveled
widely in the Near East. The grave stele still has a rectangular shape with a straight cyma
molding; however, on top there is a chair with a basket beneath it. The artist, therefore,
cannot possibly have been thinking in terms of a flat slab but of a square ground plan.
Whether or not stelai shaped like square piers really existed at the time is beside the point:
the fact remains that four-sided piers existed in the imagination of the artist, and we will have
to assume the same about the stelai shaped like cylindrical columns. The lekythos could not
be included in the catalog by K. Masner (Die Sammlung antiker Vasen und Terracotten in
k.k. Osterreichischen Museen . Katalog und historische Einleitung [Vienna, 1892]) however,
the author expects to publish it shortly, which is why T have not included it here.”

4 [From F. Duhn, Archdologische Zeitung 43 (1885): 2-23, pl. 3.]

4 [From Benndorf, Griechische und sicelische Vasenbilder, pl. 22, no. 2.]
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Fig. 118. Painting from
an Attic white-ground
lekythos.

Fig. 119. Painting from
an Attic white-ground
lekythos.

lateral half leaves are sometimes rendered as unmistakably flat half palm-
ettes, like those in figure 120.'* One can only conclude that both two-
dimensional palmettes and the ones resembling acanthus were inter-
changeable and, therefore, originally identical and equal in importance.
Finally, let us refer again to figure 118: the full-faced, flat palmette in the
middle is shown in the frontal view; the two palmettes flanking it are also

12 From O. M. Stackelberg, Die Griber der Hellenen (Berlin, 1837), pl. 44, no. 1. Num-
ber 2 on the same plate shows a two-dimensional palmette inserted into a three-leafed acan-
thus calyx, which is awkwardly drawn in perspective.
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two-dimensional but seen in per-
spective. That is to say, they are no
longer completely frontal but also
not purely in profile. Finally, to the
extreme left and right, the palmettes
are shown in the simple profile view
and, as a result, have assumed the
shape of the acanthus.

Therefore, the examination of the
painted acanthus on lekythoi has also
shown initially that the tendency was
to depict these motifs in the profile
view, in the form of a half palmette,
parallel with the sculptural calycal
form found on decorative architec-
tural members. Figure 114 also
proves that the thorny points on the
contours of the lateral leaves are
purely a product of the attempt to re-
produce the indentations in perspec-
tive, since the jagged, admittedly
hastily sketched contours of the cen-
tral palmette come to no such em-
phatic points. Thus the results of this inquiry into the painted acanthus
agree completely with what we observed about the sculpted versions of
the acanthus on the earliest monuments.

The preceding arguments furnish, I believe, convincing evidence that
the acanthus ornament was a product of the natural course of artistic de-
velopment and that it did not originate from the sudden imitation of a
particular species of plant without artistic precedent. As far as an assess-
ment of Vitruvius’s story is concerned, there is nothing much that can be
said, as I mentioned before, until the subject is studied from a philological
perspective. Generally speaking, I find Vitruvius’s report highly question-
able, even on the surface. It would be so typical of the Romans of Vitru-
vius’s time, and so typical of their attitude generally to have concocted a
rationalistic explanation, so to speak, for the origin of the acanthus. At any
rate, the Greeks had apparently already noticed the superficial similarity
between the mature acanthus ornament and the acanthus spinosa. And

Fig. 120. Painting from an Attic
white-ground lekythos.

143

See also Benndorf, Griechische und sicelische Vasenbilder, pl. 25.
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even if Theokritos, the third-century Greek poet, was, in fact, thinking of
the acanthus as an ornament in his oft-quoted passage from Idyl 1.55,
(although it is highly unlikely, since he referred to it as “moist”), this still
contributes very little to our knowledge of how the Greeks originally saw
the motif.' Above all, we must ask what pressing motivation gave rise to
the imitation of the acanthus as an ornament in stone. The burgeoning
naturalism in the Greek artistic sensibility after the Persian Wars should
not, of course, be understood as a simple compulsion to make direct cop-
ies of living organisms. On the contrary, it was a process that infused
age-old art forms with new life, rather than a desire to transpose the living
forms

of nature into lifeless material. There must, therefore, have been some
sort of external impulse that prompted the assimilation of the acanthus
- motif into the repertory of existing decorative vegetal forms—an impulse
somewhat akin to the one that prompted the Egyptians to create their
lotus motifs.

Briickner is the only one who has recognized the need to answer this
question, and he has even attempted to do so: “The acanthus plant, just as
it does today, always grew rampant around temples and tombs; the paint-
ings on the white-ground lekythoi document it on graves.*** Therefore,
when the vivacious acanthus motif appeared next to the ancient conven-
tional palmette in fifth-century sculpture, the grave stelai it decorated
slowly began to merge with the surrounding vegetation until they were
both virtually inseparable.”** "

The situation as Briickner describes it may have sufficed to prompt the
introduction of a completely new and artistically significant motif into the
history of decoration, but there is at least still room for a difference of
opinion. Briickner’s assumption, further, is based on a misconception: the
acanthus on the painted lekythoi that he saw as a growing plant is, in
reality, the acanthus ornament used “tectonically” to emphasize the part
where the column begins at the base.'*** This function corresponds to the
postulate discussed in detail above and is completely identical with that of
the leafy calyces occurring on the bottom parts of vases.'*® The ornament

14 [Thid., pl. 14.]

4 Briickner, Ornament und Form der attischen Grabstelen, 82.

142 For two-dimensional conventional palmettes functioning in the same way, see Monu-
menti inediti, Deutsches Archiologisches Institut, 8 (1864-1868), pl. 10; for an example
carved in stone, Perrot and Chipiez, Histoire de Uart dans U'antiquité, vol. 3 (Paris, 1885), 79,
ﬁgl"“3’8}'<‘or acanthus motifs functioning in the same way on a vase where, significantly enough,
they rendered in relief, see L. Stephani, “Erklirung einiger in den Jahren 1878 und 1879 im

Siidrussland gefunderer Kunstwerke,” Compte rendu de la Commission Impériale
Archéologique, St. Petersburg (1880), atlas, pl. 4, no. 8.
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is found only here (fig. 118), above the base, and most clearly of all on
another example cited by Briickner.'**> " There, the acanthus on the lower
column shaft is just like the one crowning the “acroterion”; it is a pure
ornament and not intended to represent a plant. Of course, this does not
preclude the possibility that acanthus plants were growing profusely
around temples and tombs by the fifth century. What the lekythos paint-
ings do not support at all, however, is the notion that the sheer existence
of this particular weed impressed the Athenians sufficiently for them to
have singled it out as being expressly worthy of decorating their grave
stelai. This is another instance where modern standards have been im-
posed upon antique circumstances: the search for “new” ornaments
among natural flora is really a product of the most modern artistic sensibil-
ity, reflecting to a certain extent the contemporary artistic dilemma.” The
creation of ornament in antiquity went a very different and essentially
more artistic route, which departed from the relatively unimaginative
transcription of nature.* '

The developed acanthus motif with its advanced leaf articulation does
not occur at all specifically on any of the earliest monuments that come
into question here. The decorative motif does only begin to resemble the
acanthus spinosa in the course of further development. Certainly, as the
acroteria on grave stelai have shown, the development progressed rela-
tively quickly and, moreover, though by no means accidentally, in sculp-
ture and not in painting. Briickner, as well, had already emphasized this
circumstance: “It is characteristic of Attic decorative painting, and espe-
cially Attic vases, that, among the patterns which have survived, the rep-
resentations of the acanthus are exceedingly modest.™

10. Hellenistic and Roman Tendril Ornament

We have come to recognize the acanthus as the most important vegetal
motif that emerged from a thriving new naturalizing tendency in Greek
art that began no earlier than the middle of the fifth century, as far as we
can see. Even the schematized profile view of the lotus blossom did not
remain unchanged in the long run. There began to appear variations of the
three-leafed calyx shaped like bells, umbrellas, or pears, which departed
much further from the original Egyptian prototypes than any of the other
Near Eastern styles or Archaic Greek art. There were also seemingly new
blossom types, which were obvious attempts at projecting forms in
perspective. At present, one can only speculate that these motifs also

e [Cf. Benndorf, Griechische und sicelische Vasenbilder, pl. 14.]
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developed from the elements already available within the history of orna-
ment, although a special investigation will be necessary to decide the
issue. The available material consists mainly of Italiote Greek vases from
South Italy,*® which, unfortunately, have not as yet been compiled and
sorted out, much less researched.? The interest in Hellenistic art, of
course, did not really begin until the excavations at Pergamon. Theodor
Schreiber, in particular, has been a sensitive and enthusiastic advocate of
such decoration. It would be extremely helpful if one could thoroughly
and systematically fill the gap that now exists between Attic vase decora-
tion of the fourth century and Pompeiian ornament. The last task in our
present investigation is to demonstrate how Hellenistic art with its strong
decorative tendencies finally brought Greek vegetal ornament to the goal
it had been steadfastly pursuing for centuries.”

The structure of the individual vegetal motifs attached to the tendril
lines had, in fact, reached this goal by the Periclean period at the latest.
The acanthus motif represented the extreme which naturalistic vegetal
ornament could attain without falling into direct imitation.!*® The altera-
tions, elaborations, and variations encountered on the blossom motifs of
Hellenistic and Roman tendril ornament should not be seen as the crown-
ing achievements of the preceding development but as the first signs of
the fundamental innovations to follow. The refinements in tendril orna-
ment, which Hellenistic art still had to address, did not focus on the treat-
ment of the individual motifs but rather on the way in which tendrils could
be extended across the available space.

The physical prerequisite, as it were, for a more expansive use of deco-
ration, namely, the free, artistic manipulation of tendril ornament, had
already been fulfilled by black-figure vase painting. Basically, the only
problem left was to provide the necessary space for tendril ornament to
reach its full potential. This came about during the Hellenistic period. It
was not as though the artistic preoccupations of the period centered only
on satisfying a simple decorative urge rather than the solution of greater
artistic problems. Such problems, however, belonged predominantly to
the realm of architecture: the patrons of the Hellenistic monarchies with
their Orientalized conceptions were no longer satisfied with the noble

5 One could devote an entire monograph to the neck decoration of South Italian vases as
regards their translation of blossom types into “surface ornament,” i.e., their creation of
“two-dimensional” vegetal pattern, an achievement usually associated with middle eastern
art.

!4 There are, of course, a few rare cases of blossoms in Pompeiian wall painting that were
copied closely from natural models and, moreover, not apparently for their representative
value but for purely decorative purposes. However, this was obviously just a passing fancy:
naturalistic reproductions of flowers are again missing in later Imperial decoration, while
palmettes and acanthus, on the other hand, continue to be represented.
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simplicity of columnar buildings. The fantasies of this epoch concentrated
~ on massive construction and vaulting. They were able to build whole cities
in record time and construct magnificent buildings like the Serapeion in
Alexandria, where sculpture and painting played a subordinate role as
decoration. The goal of sculpture and painting, therefore, was now pre-
dominantly decorative, and consequently the time was ripe for the lovely
lithe tendrils to come into their own.

Unfortunately, almost nothing remains of the splendid buildings and
decorations of the Hellenistic monarchs. We are compelled to assemble
the fragments carefully in order to reconstruct the final development of
Greek tendril ornament. The vase from Nikopol (Chertomlyk) in the
Hermitage, illustrated in figure 121, is an excellent example of tendril

Fig. 121. Gilt silver amphora from Nikopol-Chertomlyk.
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ornament decorating the entire belly of a vase.'” We see only one side of
the vessel, but the decoration on the other side is very similar. The sort of
figurative frieze of fifth-century Attic vases is now restricted to a narrow
band on the shoulder; the largest part of the surface by far is taken up by
tendril-work. At the bottom, there is a three-leafed calyx with one full leaf
shown frontally between two halves in profile. Two tendril stems sprout
up from the calyx, spreading out symmetrically in an undulating motion
toward the upper edge. Among the tendrils are a number of acanthus
motifs. As sculptural half palmettes, they serve as sheaths for the bifurca-
tions and provide calyces for the lotus blossoms and palmettes; hence,
they are stylized in the same way and have the same function as those on
the Erechtheion. Alongside these sculptural half palmettes in perspec-
tive, there are also the traditional, abstract, two-dimensional types, they
are curved and based in part on the split palmette. The blossoms are also
often in the form of the early two-dimensional palmettes, although some
of them are rendered in perspective with naturalistic details. This coexis-
tence of flat, abstract, and sculptural, perspectival forms is especially
characteristic of Hellenistic ornament, and it is observed frequently on
the neck decoration of Italiote Greek vases. In addition, the birds inter-
spersed on the Nikopol vase are especially noteworthy. As creatures of the
air hovering about, they are ideally suited for the purpose, and thus they
appear with half-open wings. The elegant rhythm of the tendrils is clearly
very free; symmetry is still observed, but it does not dominate the general
impression.®

However, Greek art had not struggled through the centuries in vain to
perfect the greatest undertaking of all sculpture and painting—the depic-
tion of the human figure. And so finally, the human figure also entered the
realm of decoration. It was the task of Hellenistic artists to find an appro-
priate means of combining human figures and tendril ornament. We have
already seen a forerunner for this in Attic art of the fifth century in figure
108. The solution was relatively simple when the format was a border strip
or frieze. The diadem from Elaia in figure 122 is an excellent example of
the way the problem was handled in Hellenistic art.'* The seated young
male figures to either side of the central palmette are winged Erotes; the
floral decoration is stylistically very close to that of the Nikopol vase. A
comparison between the continuous tendril filled with half palmette-fans,

Y From L. Stephani, “Erklirung einiger im Jahren 1863 im Stidrussland gefundener
Gegenstinde,” Compte rendu de la Commission Impériale Archéologique, St. Petersburg
(1864), atlas, pl. 1.

8 From A. Conze, “Goldschmuck, kleinasiatischer Fundorte,” Archdologische Zeitung 42
(1884), cols. 9094, pl. 7, no. 1.
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which runs around the diadem, and that on the border of the Klazomenian
sarcophagus in figure 76 is also very revealing: on the one hand, the basic
scheme is identical; on the other, the stylization of the fans of the half
palmette fillers was changed, obviously a result of the intervening ten-
dency toward livelier movement.!

Fig. 123. Gold diadem from Abydos.

A richer use of human figures occurs on the diadem from Abydos in
figure 123:'* ¢ Dionysos and Ariadne are seated in the middle on a double
acanthus-calyx with figures playing music arranged to either side along
the tendril volutes. The motif that terminates the tendrils at both ends
played a large role in Hellenistic and later in Oriental art. It is probably
the same one that Jacobsthal' identified with a plant indigenous to
Greece, the dracunculus vulgaris. Of course, I doubt this assertion on
principle, while I also think that it cannot serve to explain the spread of
the motif, particularly in the Near East. Similar motifs, obviously con-
ceived as palms, were already depicted in Egyptian art at the time of the
pharaohs, an example of which is figure 124."* In figure 123, the motif

9 From Blitter fiir Kunstgewerbe, 5, no. 4; also see Conze, Archiologische Zeitung 42
(1884), cols. 93-94.

%0 “Sitzungsberichte,” Archiologische Zeitung 42 (1884), cols. 70-71.

5% R, Lepsius, Denkmiler aus Agypten und Athiopien nach den Zeichnungen der von
Seiner Majestdt dem Konige von Preussen Friedrich-Wilhelm IV nach diesen Lindern gesen-
deten in den Jahren 1842-1845 angefiihrten wissenschaft-lichen Expedition (Berlin, 1849
1856), Abtheilung 3, Blatt 63, top center; cf. Abtheilung 3, Blatt 95. [Riegl’s original citation
of Lepsius,; Abtheilung 3, Blatt 69, was incorrect and has been emended here. |

211



CHAPTER 3

functions more or less as the axil-
filling termination of the tendril.’
We now see that combining figures
with spiraling tendrils in the format
@ of a frieze was relatively easy. The

same was true of pilaster decoratio
Fig. 124. Crowning terminals of p! ' 1o,

Egyptian stylized date palms. one of the most brilliant examples

of which was found in the Villa Had-
riana.’® The solution was more difficult, however, when the figures dis-
persed across a larger area of tendril-work. A consummate example of this
kind is the silver krater in Hildesheim.'* The putti were obviously chosen
for their buoyant agility and humorous charm, which makes them more
suitable than adult figures for the gay, playful purposes of decoration. In
addition, there are tiny sea creatures—crabs, sea horses, and fish—which
some of the putti hunt with Poseidon’s trident, while others frolic among
the spiraling tendrils. The Hildesheim silver krater is sometimes dated
to the Roman period. Even if this is true, there is still no doubt that the
basic decorative concept of freely unraveling tendrils interspersed with
childish figures is Hellenistic in inspiration. The arrangement we find in
the early Roman imperial period (Pompeii, Villa Farnesina) is already
highly developed and distinctive, at a point that has obviously tran-
scended the preliminary.®

IN woRks like the Hildesheim krater, the potential of the decorative veg-
etal tendril reached its apogee; the cycle had run its course. As a result,
the problems that we pursued concerning the development of tendril or-
nament from its earliest beginnings in Mycenaean art up through its most
mature formulations have all been solved, and this chapter could justifia-
bly end here. However, as already suggested, there were further changes
and developments during the Hellenistic and Roman Imperial periods
pertaining to the detailed treatment of the tendrils and the stylization of
the attached blossom and leaf motifs. These should be understood not as
conclusions to the process begun in pre-Periclean times but as early indi-
cations or beginnings of a new style that would eventually strive for fun-
damentally different goals. It would, therefore, be useful to examine some
of this Hellenistic decoration briefly to facilitate the transition to our dis-
cussion of Byzantine and Islamic tendril ornament.

5% [1,, Canina, Gli edifizi di Roma antica e sua campagnad, sezione 2, “gli edifizi antichi dei
contorni” (Rome, 1856) 5:191; vol. 6, pl. 172, bottom center. ]

151 4, Holzer, Der Hildesheimer antike Silberfund und seine archdologische und artistis-
che Bedeutung (Hildesheim, 1870), pl. 3, no. 1.
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In the course of the development of Greek tendril ornament, the palm-
ette had gradually become the most important of all the individual motifs
we have considered. More specifically, it was the palmette-fan that was
best suited to filling the various kinds of axils created by the bifurcations
in the tendrils. Whenever the ends of two spiraling tendrils came together
to form a calyx, the fan of the full-palmette was there to fill it. If it were
only a case of a tendril branching off from the main stem, then it resulted
in only one spiraling coil or half of a calyx, which then required only a
half-palmette-fan. Finally, if the bifurcation of the tendrils produced a
very narrow axil, then an even smaller section of a fan, a fourth or perhaps
a third of a full palmette, would suffice.

When in the course of the fifth century, the treatment of vegetal orna-
ment came to display an evident striving for greater life not movement,
the most important and significant experiments in this direction centered
on the palmette. Of course, this also effected certain naturalistic modifica-
tions in the formulae of profile blossom types. Yet the only ones that actu-
ally turned out to be enduring or classic were those based on the palmette.

We have become familiar with the split palmette as one of the first of
these modifications. The lasting importance of this motif in the later de-
velopment resulted from the division of the palmette-fan into two parts.
The postulate of axil filling, as we have seen, had already prompted the
birth of the half palmette, which because of its many functions, became
readily more important, more serviceable, and therefore more assured of
a greater future than the full palmette. The split palmette responded to
that development by abandoning the unified fan and presenting itself un-
equivocally as the product of the symmetrical juxtaposition of two half
palmettes.

The next decisive step was the creation of a perspectival type of palm-
ette, which we call the acanthus. Here, we can also distinguish between
the acanthus leaf corresponding to the full palmette and the so-called
acanthus tendril, which is really nothing other than half an acanthus leaf
running alongside a tendril in profile view and which, therefore, can be
understood as a sculptural half palmette. We termed the first motif the
full acanthus leaf and the second, the acanthus half leaf.

From the end of the fifth century onward, both versions coexisted—the
two-dimensional and the sculptural-perspectival. They occur together on
the Nikopol vase and, as indicated earlier, also on the Italiote Greek vases
of the fourth and third centuries. Another example is the diadem from
Elaia (fig. 122). Nevertheless, decorations continue to occur centuries
after the emergence of the acanthus that are still based on the two-dimen-

sional, stylized palmette-tendril. They appear typically under the vase
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handles, which had always provided a refuge for pure ornament. The
figurative depictions, in contrast, cover the necks of vases, where at least
a human head but often a whole figure provides the focal point of the
decoration, thus explaining the use there of sculptural-perspectival
acanthus as well. We shall first examine the two-dimensional palmette
tendril.?

a. Two-dimensional Palmette-Tendrils

What confronts us in figure 125" is the same basic system of clustered
palmettes familiar from fifth-century Attic vase painting: the large palm-
ette below is enclosed by two linear tendrils, which open up above the
crown of the palmette symmetrically to left and right in undulating curves;
the numerous axils that result are filled by full palmettes, half palmettes,
and segments of palmette-fans. Nevertheless, closer examination does
reveal certain peculiarities, some of which are only minimally charac-
teristic of fifth-century Attic palmette-tendrils, while others are entirely
different.

Fig. 125. Apulian red-figure vase ornament.
2 From O. Jones, The Grammar of Ornament, (London, 1856) pl. 19, no. 7.
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First of all, let us consider the careful manner in which the space is
filled. The individual motifs are densely compressed in a way that obvi-
ously reveals the artist’s intention to leave as little of the black background
free as possible. This sort of horror vacui is foreign to Attic vase painting,
at least during the period before the Peloponnesian Wars. How can we
explain its reappearance? Apparently in the same way that we explained
its corresponding presence in the Dipylon Style, etc., namely, as a re-
newed and intensified decorative urge, a tendency that indicates a slow
but increasingly powerful desire to cover surfaces with decorative pat-
terns as lavishly as possible. This also concurs with the general character
of Hellenistic art. Until the Periclean period, Greek art had been charac-
terized by the drive to depict the objective world and also by the over-
whelming ambition to master human anatomy and give concrete form to
the religious, ethical, and political concepts motivating Hellenic culture.
By the last third of the fifth century, this process had reached a point that
could hardly be surpassed. Then the delight in decoration once again
stirred, pressing toward the other of the two poles between which all art
fluctuates. There were already enough grand and sublime artistic formu-
lae to gratify the eye and spirit. Pompeiian interior decoration, for exam-
ple, is characterized most immediately by its playful manipulation of the
formulae that the preceding age of artistic greatness had created to depict
the characters of heroic myth. Naturally, a period such as this required a
repertory of purely decorative forms completely different from that of
sixth- and fifth-century Greek art, which had been preoccupied primarily
with monumental and figurative problems. The appropriate repertory,
however, could not be created in a single stroke; the first step, therefore,
was simply to effect a more profuse and elaborate use of the traditional
decorative forms. This is the stage embodied, among other things, in fig-
ure 125. Attic painters of the first half of the fifth century had been content
to apply a single branching tendril sporadically under the handles of vases.
But now all of the remaining space, both around the handles and around
the figural scenes on the bellies of vases, was filled out as much as possible
with palmette-tendrils.

The distinction between what we have just described in figure 125
and the earlier Attic manner lies in the overall approach to the tendril
ornament. However, this is more a symptom of a new and developing
trend than an example of an established rule. The enormous effort that
Greek art had clearly devoted to tendril ornament since the Mycenaean
period still manifested itself strongly (as we can see, thanks to the increase
in available evidence) on certain products of the Hellenistic period, like
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the Nikopol vase or the silver krater from Hildesheim. That is why we
also consider these two works to represent the consummation of the
preceding development, whereas the compressed tendril ornament
seen in figure 125 announces a new artistic spirit directed toward other
goals.’

In figure 125, we still encounter a few peculiarities in the details of the
individual vegetal motifs. The thickening of the offshoots from the tendril
is worth noting. The intention was apparently to make these offshoots
appear more substantial than the fine, coiling spirals. One can observe
this in the lower half of the ornament on the offshoots from the tendrils
that run up on either side curving toward the middle. Below the tendril
forms a spiral; above it broadens out into a shape that resembles a slug,
while three leaves of a fan segment fill the axil between. The broadened
offshoot was obviously not meant to function as a simple calyx like the
spiral tendril, and this allows us to identify the whole motif as a freely
terminating half palmette.)

I would stress the words “freely terminating” in régard to this half palm-
ette, because in figure 125 there are also a number of half palmettes that
do not terminate freely, whose tendrils instead run on beyond their
crowns. This is the third basic characteristic to note about this kind of
tendril ornament. Let us follow the tendril line that runs up to the right of
the lower central palmette. First it forms a calyx at the pointed crown of
the lower palmette, together with its mate on the left for the upper middle
palmette above it. Then it spirals off to the right, curving downward,
while at the same time, it gives rise to a spiraling offshoot. In the axil
between the new shoot and the main tendril is the fan of a half palmette
whose (half) calyx gave rise to the spiraling offshoot just mentioned. Cer-
tainly the half-palmette-fan was originally conceived as no more than a
minor axil filler. However, in the present case, the relationship between
the spiraling calyx and the fan is already so perfectly refined, and the
shape of the half palmette already so apparent to the eye, that it is impos-
sible to believe that the vase painter did not consciously intend it. How-
ever, let us see what happens next. The tendril continues from the tip (the
crown) of what we have just confirmed as a half palmette; it then coils
around again upward to form another half palmette and goes on to enclose
a full palmette, ultimately to end in a freely terminating half palmette with
its thickened tip curving out energetically to the side.

There are two things worth stressing in all of this. The first is that there
are blossom or leaf motifs like the half palmette that clearly resemble
plants, although they are not free terminations, since the tendrils con-
tinue to run beyond their tips or crown. This is a drastic departure from
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the basic law of nature, for leaves and blossoms usually crown the top of a
stem. Of course, there was nothing to prevent ornament from taking such
liberties, but it is nevertheless extremely important to observe when and
how this first took place. It was obviously the result of a purely artistic
process. We have witnessed the extent to which the postulate of axil filling
was respected throughout the art of antiquity, beginning in Egypt, and
there is no doubt that it was this postulate that gradually led to the devel-
opment of the embedded half palmette, as we will call it. I also do not
believe that the vase painter of figure 125 conceived of the tips of the
crowning parts of the half palmettes as the starting points for the tendrils
that continue. The sculptural-perspectival half palmette, which we also
refer to as the acanthus half leaf, provides final proof of this. In its original
stylization, it appears virtually embedded in the tendril and not shooting
off from it. What makes the present example so extremely important for
the future development, however, is the fact that the forms are two-
dimensional. Later art, which turned away from naturalism and intention-
ally ignored the original plantlike qualities of the ornament, subsequently
took these forms and successfully transformed them into more or less ab-
stract shapes, although the Greek painter of figure 125 probably had no
idea that his stylization of the vegetal ornament was clearly at odds with
nature.

It is also worth examining the crowning tips of the free half palmettes,
whose broadened, substantial forms were discussed earlier. What we
want to focus on now is the way they bend in strong, outward curves.
Naturally, the free half palmettes
could curve around more energeti-
cally; however, it is important to
note that the embedded half palm-
ettes also tend to bend their crowns.
It is the spirit of the split palmette
that informs this work, whose ex-
pression is of course already facili-
tated in the embedded half palm-
ettes by the undulating movement of
the tendril itself. very good illustra-
tion of how the half palmette tends to
bend its crowning tip in an outward 1
curve appears in figure 126,
where, moreover, the fans of the half

Fig. 126. Greek vase decoration.

153 1bid., pl. 20, no. 1.
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palmettes in the middle are reduced to spherical triangles with no sugges-
tion of leaves, and almost resemble geometricized Arabesques.*

The form of palmette-tendril ornament in figure 125 is so important that
it easily warrants the inclusion of a second example, which is found in
figure 127."* The scheme is basically the same as in figure 125, though
less richly developed in proportion to the smaller area allotted to the orna-
ment. The ground is filled up in the same sumptuous manner, and there
is also the same arrangement of embedded and freely terminating half
palmettes. On the inner coils, however, there was not enough room for a
complete half palmette-fan, so that the treatment of the axil filling ap-
proaches more closely what we observed on the Mycenaean example in
figure 64. The free half palmettes with their broadened and curved off-
shoots have spherical triangles like the ones in figure 126 instead of leafy
fans. Figure 128" proves that the leafy fan is in fact latent in this geomet-
ric form, for even though the half palmettes are closed off by unified con-
tour lines, the interior leaves of the fan are still indicated.

Fig. 127. Painted tendril ornament from an Fig. 128. Ornament from a
Attic lekythos of the fourth century B.C. Greek red-figure vase.

1 Taken from an Attic lekythos in the k. k. Osterreichischen Museum fiir Kunst und
Industrie (K. Masner, Die Sammlung antiker Vasen und Terracotten in k k. Osterreichis-
chen Museen. Katalog und historische Einleitung [Vienna, 1892], no. 370). The editing staff
of this catalog headed by Dr. K. Masner was often very supportive and helpful to me while
I was writing this chapter about antique vegetal ornament, and I would like to take the
opgsortunity to thank my coworker at this time.

From Stephani, “Erklarung einiger im Jahren 1863 im Siidrussland gefundener
Gegenstinde,” Compte rendu de la Commission Impériale Archéologique, St. Petersburg
(1880), atlas, pl. 5, no. 1.
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Since Italiote Greek vases are our main source for following the further
development of two-dimensional palmette-tendril ornament in the Helle-
nistic period, it is important to note that the lekythos illustrated in figure
127 comes from Athens, as Masner brought to my attention. This is impor-
tant because it demonstrates that the special characteristics we have dis-
cussed do not simply represent the provincialism of the South Italian
Greek cities, but a development that was widespread because it was obvi-
ously a natural extension of what had preceded it.'

Two-dimensional palmette ornament remained in use during the
Roman Imperial period as well, if only to a modest degree. But in the
western Empire, it was especially the sculptural-perspectival palmette
ornament, the so-called acanthus, that gradually came to dominate. How-
ever, even here, there are still isolated cases in the latest period (Spalato)
of two-dimensionally stylized split palmettes alternating on one and the
same tendril with acanthus-inspired palmettes. Even spiraling undulating
tendrils without any plantlike attachments and axil fillers, exactly like the
basic scheme of the Mycenaean example in figure 50, remained in use far
into late Roman times.'®® Indeed, in the eastern Mediterranean, as Attic
art was losing its position of dominance and Greek art had now become
supreme in the Near East, two-dimensional types of ornament enjoyed
great popularity in a conservative milieu, as opposed to the predomi-
nantly naturalizing tendencies current in the West.™

The center of the artistic activity and, therefore of ornamental develop-
ment as well, was first of all not in the Orient but in the West. There is no
doubt that contact with monumental works of Near Eastern art often had
a beneficial and stimulating effect on the formation of Hellenistic art.
However, the decisive factors that engendered the style came from the
West, from Greece. If the most important arena for the early formation of
Hellenistic ‘decorative art really was Alexandria, as Theodor Schreiber
would have us believe, then the city itself offers striking parallels for the
art that originated there. It was a Greek colony on Eastern soil, inhabited
by Greek citizens and ruled by Greeks, although according to Eastern
monarchical principles. In short, it presents us with a mirror image of
Hellenistic-Alexandrian art where the grandiose architectural concepts
of absolutism (Serapeion), executed in luxurious, costly materials and dar-
ing building techniques (vaulting), were still Greek in detail and in their
feeling for harmony and balance.” ‘

1% What we see on the beautiful Hellenistic diadem from Abydos (fig. 123) seems to be an
undulating tendril; however, the short offshoots that accompany the first spiral to right and

left of center are stylized to resemble acanthus. Therefore, it is actually an acanthus tendril,
whose bushy leaves were omitted for the sake of the lyre-playing figures set into the spirals.
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From this general review of the development of vegetal tendril orna-
ment, we may conclude that the naturalizing tendency, whose powerful
growth was already discernible in the last decades of Attic cultural hege-
mony, also had its effects on the art of the Orientalized courts of the Helle-
nistic monarchs. It is therefore not surprising that the sculptural-perspec-
tival palmette of Hellenistic vegetal ornament, i.e., the acanthus, gained
wide acceptance. And, moreover, it was not so much the full acanthus
leaf, as it might appear arranged around the calathus of a Corinthian capi-
tal, that came into play; it was instead the acanthus half leaf merged insep-
arably with the continuous or the so-called acanthus tendril.

b. The Acanthus Tendril

Even though it has long been known that tendrils of acanthus do not exist
in reality, no one has ventured to doubt that the plant itself served as the
model of the ornament. Nothing could indicate better how the influence
of Vitruvius’s account has suppressed the true nature of acanthus orna-
ment, which is ultimately an invention of the creative decorative spirit.

If, however, the conclusion offered above is valid, namely that the acan-
thus motif really is nothing but a palmette projected three dimensionally
in perspective, then we can also expect it to appear in the same locations
in tendril ornament that it had occupied in two-dimensional palmette dec-
oration. The continuous undulating tendril will be our main concern be-
cause of its inherent properties; continuous offshoots branch off laterally
from the main tendril and create narrow axils, which the Greek artistic
sensibility required to be filled with half palmette-fans. Second, we will
have to investigate what happens to the acanthus motif when it appears on
the intermittent tendril.

The acanthus was adapted to the continuous tendril relatively soon on
works of art decorated in relief. Figure 129 reproduces the fragment of a
border from an embossed gold relief dating from the fourth century, as
published by Stephani.'®® The border is divided into two strips; at the
moment, we will concentrate on the upper one.' It consists of a continu-
ous tendril, each of whose spiraling, involuted lateral offshoots terminates
in a naturalistic blossom. Each bifurcation in the tendril where the lateral
shoots branch off is sheathed by two acanthus half leaves. As one might
expect from our earlier explanation, they are nothing other than half palm-
ettes conceived three dimensionally in perspective. Just as in figure 125,

1% [Stephani, Compte rendu de la Commission Impériale Archéologique, St. Petersburg

(1864), atlas, pl. 4.]
157 We will return to the lower strip when we get to the intermittent acanthus tendril.
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Fig. 129. Embossed gold bow case from
Nikopol-Chertomlyk, detail of border.

the crowning tips of the palmettes are broadened and bent backward; the
branching tendril, whose axil has just been filled, extends out from be-
neath the curved crowning tip. At the same time, this energetic outward
curvature proves that Greek artists of the Hellenistic period did not think
to constrain unnaturally the plantlike qualities of half palmettes. Conse-
quently, we can probably also come to the same conclusion about the
two-dimensional, embedded half palmettes discussed above, where the
particular intention of the vase painter seemed so unclear.®

Figure 130, taken from the Sanctuary of Isis at Pompeii,'® is an exam-
ple of the Roman treatment of the continuous acanthus tendril. Of course,
the Roman acanthus is usually thicker and more luxuriant, so that as a
rule, not much of the tendril stem is left uncovered. However, the exam-
ple I have chosen from an early stage in the development is better suited

Fig. 130. Stucco relief frieze on the Temple of Isis, Pompeii.

1% From F. Niccolini, Le case ed monumenti di Pompeii (Naples, 1854-1896), vol. 1, part
2, “Tempio d’Iside,” pl. 10.
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for our purposes precisely because its relatively restrained treatment
makes it easier to illustrate the structure of the Roman acanthus tendril.
Our example is a stone relief, although contemporary wall painting was
already making extensive use of the tendrils; some rather classical exam-
ples of this kind come from the Sanctuary of Isis as well, 1* P

First, a few words about the treatment of the acanthus leaf as such. In
comparison to the way the individual points project on the typical Greek
treatment of acanthus motifs in the Monument of Lysikrates (fig. 111),
those on figure 130 are conspicuously softer and more rounded. Some
have attempted to explain this distinction in a manner eminently simple
but utterly devoid of insight concerning the creative process. According to
this explanation, acanthus motifs were rendered differently in the East as
opposed to the West—namely with sharp points in Athens and rounded
edges in Italy—because the plants that inspired the artists as models in
either region were themselves different: the most common species of
acanthus plant in Greece was considered to be the acanthus spinosa,
while in Italy it was the acanthus mollis. There was nothing more natural,
so the argument goes, than for the Greeks to have copied their own local,
thorny acanthus for decorative purposes, while the Italians copied their
own softer variety. However, if it already appeared questionable that the
Athenians carved acanthus motifs on their grave stelai because they saw
them growing around the cemetery, then we must shake our heads alto-
gether at the exaggerated notion that Italian stone carvers, following the
example of their Greek colleagues, began eagerly and carefully to make
perfect copies of their own local weeds. On the contrary, the softer depic-
tion of acanthus typical of the Roman period resulted from a change in
style that was not limited simply to Italy, but also extended to the other
formative regions of the Roman Empire, as the monuments in Asia Minor
in particular demonstrate.’® As we shall see, similar changes in the acan-
thus occurred at the end of late antiquity; the acanthus of the high Renais-
sance distinguishes itself clearly from that of Louis XIV and the French
Empire in the very same way.¢

Let us now shift our focus in figure 130 to the undulating tendril itself.
Wherever a lateral offshoot branches off from the main tendril, the junc-
ture is marked by an acanthus half leaf and, moreover, by a single leaf
rather than the doubled, calyx-forming leaves of figure 129. On the other
hand, there are more or less acanthus-inspired calyces that interrupt the

!% Published by Niccolini and Jones, among others.
1% For example, in Sillyon and Aspendos, see K. Lanckoronski-Brzezie, G. Niemann, and
E. Petersen, Stidte Pamphyliens und Pisidiens (Vienna, 1890-1892).
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tendril stem at other points. Especially important, however, is the fact
that acanthus half leaves occur even where the tendrils do not bifurcate.”
This detail is particularly characteristic of Roman acanthus tendrils: as the
number of leaves increases, the tendril stems become increasingly diffi-
cult to see until, by the Late Roman period, they virtually disappear. Up
into the latest period, however, the pointed tip of the acanthus half leaf is
always bent back emphatically. It does not merge with the tendril, there-
fore, but stands out from it as an independent, three-dimensional entity.

Now that we have finished with the continuous acanthus tendril, we
must investigate how acanthus motifs were integrated within the scheme
of the intermittent tendril. In this case, it was the palmette itself rather
than the half palmette that had to be transposed into an acanthus format.
Almost all of the material we have to rely on in order to trace this process
dates back no earlier than the Roman Imperial period. Nevertheless, we
will scarcely err if we conclude, on the basis of Pompeiian examples, that
the transformation of lotus blossoms and palmettes with two-dimensional,
unarticulated fans into acanthusized leaf forms had already begun in the
Hellenistic period, even if it did not end there. All the same, the half
palmette or acanthus half leaf manifests the first signs of this change. This
is demonstrated by the lower strip of the gold plaque in figure 129. Admit-
tedly, the alternating lotus blossoms and palmettes are not oriented in
opposite directions as the scheme usually requires; they are instead juxta-
posed in a row as on an arcuated frieze. The calyces under the blossoms,
however, consist of curved, S-shaped bands, a feature that qualifies the
pattern as an intermittent tendril.®

The acanthus motifs in the lower register of figure 129 occur only on
the palmettes and, moreover, as half leaves filling the axils between the
volute-calyx and the fan. It is basically the same modest use of the acan-
thus that we encountered at the Erechtheion (fig. 113) at the beginning of
the entire development.

Before we investigate how the intermittent acanthus tendril matured
during the Roman period, it would be useful to characterize briefly the
particular importance that we have ascribed to this motif during the sub-
sequent development of tendril ornament. The intermittent tendril clung
to its original, basic Archaic scheme and to the original, two-dimensional
stylization of blossom types much more tenaciously than the-continuous
tendril. That is to say, the intermittent tendril depended less directly on
natural prototypes than its continuous counterpart. During the naturaliz-
ing artistic development, ivy and grapevines were translated into the
continuous scheme, as we see especially in countless Pompeiian wall
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decorations; even purely fantastic types of branches, although slightly re-
sembling actual plants, began to be involuted as continuous tendril
patterns.' The intermittent scheme, on the other hand, as a product of
pure artistic fantasy, was inherently ill-suited for such a purpose. Occa-
sionally, figurative motifs such as dolphins, cornucopiae, and the like,
were playfully interspersed within the tendril; the blossom motifs them-
selves, however, retained the early stylized forms of the two-dimensional
and perspectival lotus almost without exception up to the latest phase of
antiquity. It goes without saying that in the following early medieval pe-
riod, when a geometricizing tendency once agai<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>