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Between Baroque  
and the High Renaissance
Two Theoretical Concepts  
in the Thought of Max Dvořák

This study aims to shed light on the ways Max Dvořák 
intended the terms ‘High Renaissance’ (Hochrenaissance) 
and ‘Baroque’, discussing how, albeit introducing the 
distinction between the first and the second half of the 
16th century, the two terms were almost synonyms in the 
scholarly interpretation of Modern art. This analysis will 
be conducted through a particular type of source: the 
notes from the lectures Dvořák held at the University of 
Vienna from 1902 to 1921, thus filling a historiographical 
gap caused by the dearth of publications on the subject — 
the only relevant one being the posthumous volumes 
edited by Dvořák’s pupils, incidentally based as well on 
notes for university courses. Considering the manuscript 
material — now held at the Institut für Kunstgeschichte of 
the University of Vienna — derived from the courses held 
throughout Dvořák’s teaching career, it will be shown how 
his historiographical theory revolves around continuity 
and cultural history, rather than abrupt turns and stylistic 
differentiations.

The term ‘High Renaissance’, or ‘Hochrenaissance’, 
can be found for the first time in the Cicerone by Jacob 
Burckhardt,1 referring to the architecture of the first 
quarter of the 16th century. However, there is much more 
than a chronological periodization behind the use of 
this term in art history. The Swiss scholar claimed that 
art, after the end of the 15th century, was able to reach 
the ‘highest form of life’.2 This was possible due to the 
attainment of a perfection in the imitation of the antique, 
which in turn was surpassed by the intrinsic strength of 
late 15th century art matured in the experiences of the 
century just ended, crowning the full potential of artistic 
beauty. The ‘High’ in ‘High Renaissance’ implies therefore 
the precise point reached by Renaissance culture on 
a scale culminating in absolute beauty. A privileged 

position assigned to it by aesthetic principles rooted in 
the writings by Johann Joachim Winckelmann,3 ‘who 
provided a model for the organization of Greek art into four 
distinct period styles — the archaic, the high, the beautiful, 
and the imitative — that was to provide a critical vocabulary 
and a way of looking that was to be hugely influential’.4 The 
schema originated by this historiographical organization 
of progression to the apex and followed by decline — 
in combination with the view expressed by Giovanni 
Pietro Bellori,5 who saw Raphael as the last great artist 
before the decay — subsequently influenced further 
interpretation. Jean-Baptiste Seroux d’Agincourt,6 Luigi 
Lanzi,7 and Carl von Rumohr,8 while differing in personal 
preferences, generally concurred in placing Raphael’s art 
at the pinnacle of stylistic evolution. As pointed out by 
Jill Burke, ‘by the early nineteenth century, the periodization 
of the High Renaissance as a culmination of the development 
of art that was to be followed by a sharp decline was well 
established in art historical narratives’. This had ‘far-reaching 
consequences, not least because of its effect on acquisition and 
display practices in public museums’.9 Therefore, this idea 
was shaping the view not only of scholars but also of the 
public eye, contributing to the general taste. 

The ‘high style’ (‘der hohe Stil’) attributed by 
Winckelmann to artists like Phidias, Polyklet, and 
Scopas, later became in Franz Kugler’s Handbuch der 
Kunstgeschichte the aggregating term that included all 
the styles, developments, and practices which converged 
at the beginning of the 16th century in a ‘high degree of 
perfection’.10 In the text by the German author, two pieces 
are added to the aesthetics of Renaissance perfection, 
namely the transience of the culminating experience, 
‘scarcely more than one-quarter of a century!’,11 and the 
eternal, imperishable, nature of this exalted state of 
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human culture. Kugler described the beginning of the 
16th century as the ‘most flourishing period of modern 
Art’,12 making it the pinnacle of art before the Baroque-
decay. This perspective permeates the interpretation 
of Kugler’s student, Burckhardt, and eventually of the 
latter’s student, Heinrich Wölfflin.13 He saw a ‘completion’ 
in the ‘High Renaissance, notably in the work of Raphael’,14 
and from the climax, the path leads directly into the 
Baroque period. This line of classicism, originating with 
Winckelmann, continued through Burckhardt, Kugler, 
and Wölfflin, shaping the German-speaking cultural 
milieu. 

Max Dvořák rejected these traditional positions 
in the introductory lines on the High Renaissance 
in his lecture notes published in 1928 in the second 
volume of Geschichte der italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter 
der Renaissance,15 devoted to the 16th century. Touching 
briefly on the state of the art, he described the concept 
of the culmination of the Renaissance in the first half of 

the 16th century as a result of a dogmatic aesthetic more 
than of insightful historical analysis. If we investigate 
the reasons that led the scholar to turn down the 
historiographical dogmatism that animated the idea of 
a High Renaissance as the pinnacle of perfection in art, 
we soon realize that he gave importance to this term 
only in the aforementioned publication. It is well known 
that the two volumes on Renaissance art, together with 
Kunstgeschichte als Geistesgeschichte from 1924, have heavily 
contributed to shaping the perception of Dvořák’s legacy; 
all three volumes were edited by his students Johannes 
Wilde and Karl M. Swoboda after his death. Swoboda and 
Wilde likely took into account the significance of the term 
while choosing the titles of the volumes as they organized 
the material, which originated from Dvořák’s notes for 
lectures at the University of Vienna. The course on the 
High Renaissance published in 1928 was introduced in 
the winter semester of 1919–1920, prompting inquiry into 
Dvořák’s earlier teaching on 16th-century Italian art [1]. 

1 / Dvořák’s notes to his 
university lectures Die Kunst der 
Hochrenaissance, winter semester  
1919/1920
Archiv des Instituts für Kunstgeschichte, 
Universität Wien, estate Dvořák
Photo: Francesca Bottura
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‘Excess, wildness, abandonment of the rules’: The 
High Renaissance, Baroque, or Just a Result of 
Dogmatic Aesthetic?

Dvořák arrived in Vienna in 1895, and became 
Privatdozent in 1902. His early death in 1921 resulted in 
a teaching career of only about twenty years. During 
this period, the scholar held 79 courses in art history, 
six of them on Italian art of the 16th century, though — 
as aforementioned — only one explicitly dedicated to 
Hochrenaissance. 

By looking at Dvořák’s entire teaching activity 
at the University of Vienna,16 we can observe how, 
during the first years as a Privatdozent, he was mainly 
concerned with the general history of painting in 
the Modern age and repertoires or ‘Kunsthistorische 
Übungen’. As he became Professor, Dvořák began to hold 
the main courses on art history, cyclically alternating 
Vorlesungen on Medieval, Renaissance, and Baroque 
art. This pattern had presumably educational purposes, 
reflecting a division that art history as a discipline had 
made at least since the 19th century. We can identify 
three complete cycles in the teaching activity of Dvořák, 
which follow the aforementioned chronological pattern 
‘Medieval-Renaissance-Baroque’ art. The first one was 
delivered between the years 1910 and 1913.17 During the 
war years, a shift can be observed in the titles. However, 
the chronological partition is still respected: “The History 
of Western Painting in the Middle Ages” (1913–1914), “The 
History of Italian Painting and Sculpture in the 14th 
and 15th Centuries” (1914–1915), “Idealism and Realism 
in Modern Art” (1915–1916) — revolving around the 15th 
century, and “On the Relationship of Art in the 17th 

and 18th Centuries to the Intellectual Currents of the 
Time (1916–1917). The last cycle retraces the first one: 
“The History of Western Painting in the Middle Ages” 
(1917–1918), “The History of Italian Art in the Age of 
the Renaissance” (1918–1919), the new “Art of the High 
Renaissance” (1919–1920), and lastly “The Evolution of 
Baroque Art” (1920–1921), interrupted by Dvořák’s illness 
and premature death. From this overview, it appears 
clear that the partition is more of a chronological 
organization than a conceptualization. Dvořák alternately 
uses the wording ‘Baroque’ or ‘High Renaissance’ and 
when he wanted to conduct a deeper investigation on 
ideological concepts and cultural reflections, he chose 
more theoretical titles such as ‘Idealismus und Realismus’. 
Furthermore, when looking broadly at the topics 
discussed in the lectures, we see that the same artists 
and movements are addressed in reference to ‘Baroque 
art’, ‘Modern art’, or ‘Hochrenaissance’. Therefore, we find 
that e.g., the lectures on the Italian painter Correggio 
are included in Baroque art as well as in the High 
Renaissance, and the same happens with Michelangelo, 
Titian, and Raphael. I will focus more on Correggio later, 
but from this arbitrary distinction, we can start to see 
how ‘Hochrenaissance’ defined more a chronologically 
determined period than a theoretical concept, and how it 
was intertwined with Baroque art [2].

Turning to the content of Dvořák’s lectures,18 we find 
insightful notes on the concepts of interest, especially 
in the introductions the scholar offered to his students 
at the beginning of every course. The material from the 
lectures is diverse. The first type to be generated consists 
of a handwritten draft, usually between about six hundred 
and one thousand sheets, written by Dvořák in the 

2 / Correggio, Assumption of the 
Virgin, 1526–1530
Cathedral of Parma, Parma
Reproduction: Max Dvořák, Geschichte der 
italienischen Kunst im Zeitalter der Renaissance, 
edd. Karl Maria Swoboda — Johannes Wilde, 1928
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months before the lectures. These preparatory notes are 
the most significant, regarding the historical and critical 
reflection contained in the pages: the author devoted the 
greatest preparation to them, tracing an oral discourse 
rich in theoretical considerations. In some sporadic cases, 
a trace of a preliminary phase can be found, presenting 
brief and schematic notes or even keywords on the topic. 
However, Dvořák did not slavishly follow his notes when 
lecturing. Gustav Glück, director of the Gemäldegalerie in 
Vienna outlined Dvořák’s ‘habit of literally writing down 
every single presentation, every lecture at the university word 
for word, and then, regardless of this, speaking completely 
from memory and without a glance at his notes’.19 Therefore, 
besides the preparatory manuscripts, we should consider 
what Dvořák said during his courses. This is possible by 
reading notes from students who attended the lectures 
which luckly have been preserved. The archive of the IKG 
retains nine courses held by Dvořák and transcribed by his 
student Karola Bielohlawek, ranging from 1911 to 1921.20 
Other notes taken by future art historian Antonio Morassi, 
covering the period between 1912 and 1916, are now kept 
in the archive of the Biblioteca di Area Umanistica of the Ca’ 
Foscari University in Venice.21

From this material we can make some observations. 
Firstly, we must note that Dvořák rejected sharp 
chronological divisions as well as strict definitions.22 He 
did not give his students a precise and comprehensive 
description; he rather underlined characterizing aspects, 
possible lines of continuity, or noticeable innovations. 
Overall, Dvořák wanted to show the evolution of art 
through the centuries, always in close correlation with 
the evolution of culture and ideas. In an uninterrupted 
line of artistic development, as Dvořák intended art 
history to be by the inheritance of Riegl, a new direction 
can be significant to understanding the changes in the 
‘Kulturleben’. This new direction is found by the scholar 
in Hochrenaissance as well as in Baroque, and not in the 
15th century-Renaissance: ‘If we look at things not on the 
basis of cultural-historical considerations but directly at the 
artistic development as it has taken place since antiquity, 
we find that the Renaissance, compared to the last phase 
of the Gothic period, certainly represents an indicative 
progress, but in no way the setting of new goals, so that the 
development progresses continuously without upheavals, 
without the emergence of completely new conditions, 
without a fundamental change in the tasks of art, so that 
we are justified in assuming a new stage in the millennial 
development, but not in constructing the emergence of 
a completely new world, a completely new art, from which 
the preceding periods were to be called Proto-Renaissance 
and the following ones Post-Renaissance and Baroque. And if 
we continue to follow this millennial development of artistic 
problems, we find that in the first quarter of the XVI century 
a completely new phase in this development begins, where the 
old task of art is given a new content, a new meaning, the same 
meaning that was the driving force behind the development of 
art in the following Baroque centuries, so that one is justified 

in counting this change, whose most influential pioneer was 
Michelangelo, as the new style.’23

The development undertaken by style during the 
High Renaissance and Baroque was not still; art was 
rather engaged in the search for new solutions to ancient 
artistic problems.24 What enhanced this mobility was 
the simultaneous existence of different developments, 
compared to the uniformity of 15th-century art, making 
the High Renaissance and Baroque the ‘result of various 
currents and transformations’. In addition, this multiplicity 
makes the characteristics of ‘excess, wildness, abandonment 
of the rules’,25 applicable only for specific directions within 
the framework of art from the 16th to the 18th century 
and not for the High Renaissance or Baroque as a whole.26 
Some other movements within the 16th century are 
characterized by proportion and regulation that could be 
seen as typical Renaissance elements. For Dvořák those 
attributes were more the consequence of a dogmatic 
aesthetic, especially in Burckhardt’s concept of the 
Renaissance as well as his sharp demarcations between 
cultural periods; for the High Renaissance and Baroque, 
as well as any other period, unambiguous criteria of 
evaluation are improper, given that more than styles those 
are ‘Geistströmungen’ (development of thought), like the 
Gothic-period: ‘Definitions only made sense as long as art 
history had been classified according to fixed stylistic concepts. 
However, Gothic art did not mean a stylistic scheme but a rich 
and varied development, which applies to Baroque art to a far 
greater extent. Depending on the different definitions, the 
beginning of Baroque art has also been exposed in different 
ways — at the beginning of the Cinquecento, with the last 
works of Michelangelo, with the epigones of Michelangelo, 
etc. All this is irrelevant if we observe the continuous context 
in which there are no actual peripeties, no beginning of style, 
only a gradual transformation, which led to a completely new 
conception of art in all its fields during the 16th century.’27 

The art of the 16th century is therefore not defined 
by style-matters; rather, it represents a ‘development 
moving in a state of stream.’28 ‘There is no precise chronological 
delimitation of Baroque art nor a more exhaustive definition. It 
essentially comprises the art of the 17th and 18th centuries, but 
its development reaches further back without it being possible to 
make a sharp cut anywhere between its origin and the preceding 
art. Likewise, it is not sharply delineated at the top but passes 
in a broad stream into new artistic endeavours in different 
areas, not simultaneously and in different ways. Moreover, in 
this process, there are, in turn, different currents and turning 
points both in its general course and in individual countries and 
regions. But it is precisely these turning points and differences 
that we must keep in mind if we want to gain an overall picture 
of what Baroque art was, not a stylistic formula, but the result 
of a certain spiritual orientation, just as all Medieval art was the 
result of a certain spiritual orientation.’29

Furthermore, for Dvořák currents and 
transformations meant greater geographical extension 
outside Italian territories, taking on significance for the 
entire Western cultural life, in opposition to Renaissance 



360   ČLÁNKY   ARTICLES� UMĚNÍ   ART   4   LXXII   2024

art, defined by a national-based character. Another 
characteristic of the High Renaissance and the Baroque 
found by the scholar was the extraordinary ability to 
combine artistic practice with theoretical reflection. The 
artistic theoretical texts developed throughout the 16th 
century demonstrated a new perspective on the past, 
especially on classical antiquity, gradually interpreted as 
a source of inspiration for the present creations, as a source 
of new solutions for eternal artistic problems. Antique art, 
therefore, was seen as a mirror for the art of the present. 
Theories began to articulate this relation and to investigate 
antiquity as a whole phenomenon, and not like in the 15th 
century, as individual elements to combine in new, creative 
ways. The perspective of classical art as paradigmatic for 
the artistic progression marked the origin of a Classicist 
theory. This initially meant a preference for determinate 
periods from single movements, until Winckelmann 
turned it into a general historical theory of apex and 
decadence. The exacerbation of this perspective by 19th-
century culture eventually led to the adverse consideration 
from which Baroque art suffered. The historiographical 
perception underwent a simplification and a popularization 
that led to the persuasion that historical periods could be 
divided into ‘good’ and ‘bad’, as if art proceeded to reach 
a golden age and then declined, and the decline was to 
be of the most recent period, namely Baroque. This poor 
judgment was — according to Dvořák — then nobilitated by 
the literature of Burckhardt and others, leaving Baroque art 
out of scientific interest. This condition started to change at 
the end of the 19th century.30

Thus, what appears to distance the High Renaissance 
and the Baroque is their fortunes in the public and academic 
taste. As Dvořák lamented still in 1909–1910, ‘until recently, 
Baroque art was despised’31 — being considered a ‘second-order 
art’ in contrast to the High Renaissance, which, as noted 
above, also presumes in its title a judgment of value. This 
interpretation of Baroque art would be re-evaluated during 
the 20th century due in part to the contributions of scholars 
of the Vienna School, particularly Riegl and Dvořák.32 Dvořák 
appears very aware of the process in the making when, in 
1912–1913, he stated that the historical prejudice that was 
making it ‘necessary to take up the cudgels for it, because it was 
banned as an art of decay’ is no longer a threat for Baroque, 
which on the contrary is now invested by ‘a one-sided 
adoration.’33 Perception and historical interpretation are 
two main aspects in every analysis given by the scholar; he 
devoted much time to explaining these elements, and maybe 
his interest in Baroque art was stimulated by this alternate 
fortune, making the art of the 16th century primarily 
valuable for the work of its artists’ foreshadowing of future 
developments. 

Correggio’s Ways to Paint ‘a portion of the universe’ 
and the Beginning of Idealismus

Antonio Allegri da Correggio is an artist of the kind 
mentioned above;34 in Dvořák’s lectures, the Italian 

painter embodies the innovation that took place between 
Renaissance and Baroque art. Correggio represents 
an insightful way to determine a ‘Weltanschauung’ 
as he, according to Dvořák, condensed the artistic 
achievements of both Rome and Venice; or in other words, 
Correggio connected the way of composing the figures 
of Michelangelo and using the colour of Titian. This 
made him less determined by local schools like Raphael, 
Michelangelo, and Titian — and more a sign of the general 
‘individualization of artistic creation’ (Individualisierung des 
Kunstschaffens) prominent in the second half of the 16th 
century [3]. 

The painter became for Dvořák a model for Baroque 
art, intertwining with this period so tightly that, in 
some cases, Correggio is in Dvořák’s notes denoted as 
a ‘Barockmaler’. This aspect is especially evident in the 
cupola paintings in Parma (Vision of St. John the Evangelist 
at Patmos in S. Giovanni Evangelista, 1520–1524 and The 
Assumption of the Virgin in the Cathedral, 1522–1530). These 
paintings — in which the figures of the saints and other 
biblical protagonists occupy a swirling space of clouds 
in concentric circles — are treated by Correggio in such 
a way as to give the viewer the impression that the illusive 
space is really inhabited by the depicted figures. The 
sensation of depth, and of characters that seem to actually 
inhabit the space, was something already experimented 
with by Michelozzo da Forlì and Andrea Mantegna, but 
these were just ‘attempts’; what Correggio accomplished 
was the representation of a ‘transcendental appearance 
[…] and it is this transcendental, visionary character that art 
everywhere begins to take on in contrast to the Quattrocento.’35 
As early as 1909–1910, Dvořák started to define a line of 
transcendence in the evolution of ‘geistiges Leben’ (life of 
ideas), a line that connects the Baroque with ‘visionary 
early Christianity’ and continues hidden during the 
Renaissance age. In this way, the scholar preluded to 
a distinction between Idealismus and Naturalismus (or 
Realismus) to analyse Gothic art,36 and Modern art in 
general. ‘Every historical problem can be considered from 
two points of view, that of the immediate cause and that of 
the world-historical genetic context. The immediate cause 
[of the 16th century transcendental tendency] was certainly 
a reaction against the religious rationalism of the 15th century. 
But if we look for the more general causes, we are led to the 
broad progress in the understanding of life and nature, which 
led beyond the perception of material causes and phenomena 
to a deeper understanding of spiritual powers and which 
no longer saw in the appearance of the divine persons an 
anthropomorphic embodiment alone, but also an embodiment 
of higher powers, an embodiment of the idea of superhuman 
processes, in which, as in all other areas, this spiritual life 
now began to wonder where it had left off with the Middle 
Ages, only to soon move far beyond antiquity. This change was 
naturally bound to exert an unfaithful influence on art.’37

What we see in the Camera degli Sposi by Mantegna 
(or Camera Picta, 1465–1474, in the Palazzo Ducale, 
Mantua) is an elusive piece of architecture that 
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appears real thanks to the use of perspective rules 
and the ‘Naturwiedergabe’ (reproduction of nature) 
of Quattrocento-art. Around a well whose bottom is 
occupied by the observer, a definitive number of human 
figures, putti and a peacock are arranged; beneath 
a blue sky with few clouds. Despite the breakthrough 
in perspective, the imagined space remains enclosed 
in what is visible and its protagonists, although 
painted, appear real, earthly. On the other hand, what 
Correggio painted on his ceilings was not a real space, 
but rather an ideal one, ‘a space without borders, a portion 
of the universe’.38 The illusion of space is given by the 
representation of movement, the ability to use light for 
atmosphere, and an indefinite pictorial rendering as 
the forms move away from the viewer, which results in 
a deep connection between painting and architecture that 
would become crucial for Baroque art. A connection that 
furthermore broke the rules of composition valued from 

antiquity to Renaissance, resulting in a ‘new architecture 
that reckons with sections of the universe.’39 The aspiration 
towards non-earthly figures can also be traced in the 
altarpieces, such as The Holy Night (or Adoration of the 
Shepherds, 1528–1530), where the reality of the scene, 
derived from Venetian tradition, has been broken by an 
otherworldly light emanating from the Child. And even 
more noticeable in both the late The Day (or Madonna 
and Child with St. Jerome and Mary Magdalen, 1526–1528) 
and the Madonna della Scodella (1528–1530). In the first, 
the everyday space of the stable in Bethlehem has given 
way to a landscape backdrop interrupted by a red cloth 
drape that, in the manner of the Venetians, separates 
the scene from reality, giving it a theatrical appearance. 
In the other, the sacred family, intent in what almost 
appears like a choreography of gestures, is no longer 
accompanied by shepherds, but only by angels enveloped 
in clouds. In those paintings, we can also find the 

3 / Dvořák’s notes to his university 
lectures Geschichte der italienischen 
Barockkunst, winter semester 
1909/1910
Archiv des Instituts für 
Kunstgeschichte, Universität Wien, 
estate Dvořák
Photo: Francesca Bottura
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religious trance, a product of the Counter-Reformation 
movement significant for religious art up to the 19th 
century. Therefore, for Dvořák, Correggio and the artists 
of the Hochrenaissance embodied a renovation in art for 
a new way of studying nature, aimed less at deepening 
the individual forms than at grasping the entire form. 
‘This might seem strange, for the whole great change in style 
on which the new art was based consisted in overcoming 
Quattrocento-Realism, but the study of nature that we are 

now dealing with was of a different kind. The conditions 
changed. A new way of studying, seeing, and depicting nature 
was created. One could say that art was given new eyes and 
new hands, and people began to make extensive use of this 
everywhere in the second half of the 16th century.’40

Correggio thus ended up embodying the idealist 
turn of the 16th century, finding a great impetus in 
the religiosity of the Counter-Reformation, but going 
beyond its spirituality and extending the otherworldly 
atmosphere to profane scenes, such as Jupiter and Io [4]. 
The achievements of Correggio’s painting in the rendering 
of chiaroscuro space were the reasons that prompted 
Dvořák’s pupil Antonio Morassi to say that ‘Correggio’s 
creatures still live in this ideal atmosphere’.41 

The transformation from Naturalismus to Idealismus 
can be observed in the comparison proposed by Dvořák 
during his Vorlesungen on Baroque art between the 
different uses of chiaroscuro by Correggio and Leonardo.42 
In these lectures, the scholar opens a brief excursus on 
the history of chiaroscuro painting, from its origins in 
the Netherlands to the Venetians. A significant moment 
within this evolution is represented precisely by 
Leonardo’s art. The 15th-century painter utilizes light 
and shadow to isolate and emphasize plastic forms in 
compositions. The result achieved is a ‘relief effect’ that 
increases the appearances of figures ‘working them out of 
the deep shadows’.43 This is done by darkening the shadows 
so that, as a result, the parts in light are highlighted 
more prominently. Leonardo’s purpose therefore focuses 
on a naturalistic rendering of forms, showing the 15th 
century Naturalism. On the contrary, Correggio applies 
chiaroscuro to his painting not with the intention to 
emphasize the sculptural forms by gradually blending 
light and shadow, but to depict atmospheric motion. In 
Correggio’s paintings ‘white is modelled in white’44 and 
shadows are used to immerse the figures in an almost 
transcendental spirit. While Titian and other Venetian 
painters applied chiaroscuro adhering to certain real 
limits, Correggio went beyond atmospheric realism by 
sacrificing reality to the general principle and creating 
an idealistic, transcendental space. For Correggio the use 
of a delicate, silvery grey tone in shadows has a proper 
task: the dissolution of forms and reality. The colour gives 
the figures an ethereal veil, dissolves them from their 
reality, immersing them in a clear, delicate, artistic light. 
Although they are not painted blurrily, they appear to 
us as such,45 because they are immersed in gloom. The 
pursuit of otherworldly feel was already clear in the 
lighting of The Holy Night. In the Viennese painting, on the 
other hand, the beautiful Io is completely enraptured by 
the silver cloud reminiscent of the swirling clouds painted 
in the cupolas.

4 / Antonio Allegri da Correggio, Giove and Io, ca. 1532
oil, canvas, 163.5 × 70.5 cm
Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien
Photo: Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien
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Dvořák underlines the enhancement of emotions 
as a crucial element in understanding Correggio’s art. In 
doing so, he is going beyond Wölfflin’s formal definition 
without giving it up but complementing the analysis 
with a broader view. As Hans Aurenhammer suggested,46 
when Wölfflin’s Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe came 
out in 1915, Dvořák was interested in the development of 
Naturalism and Idealism, and no longer occupied with 
stylistic issues. However, even more than that, what had 
ceased to interest him was a history made by distinctions, 
of clear paradigm shifts, and of style. Therefore, the High 
Renaissance became more than a Stilbregriff (style-based 
concept); it developed into the indicator of a renovated 
impulse in modern art, in which artists like Titian, 
Tintoretto, Rembrandt, Velázquez, Tiepolo, and Fragonard 
fought for the same artistic goals. The Baroque no longer 
connoted a synonym for decay and wildness; instead, it 

embodied a stage of development in the history of human 
creativity, ultimately of modern art and culture.47

Conclusion 

‘The academic tradition was declared dead, and thousands 
of hands wrote new theories on the walls of the rooms where 
art history was taught according to the principles of absolute 
aesthetics.’48 [5] Some of those ‘hands’ belonged, among 
others, to Franz Wickhoff, Alois Riegl, and Max Dvořák. 
These scholars have shown the uninterrupted line in art 
history, refusing the ideas of progress from height to decay 
and of the golden age, rejecting the ‘absolute aesthetic’ 
for antique art, as well as for modern art. In his later 
writings, Dvořák departed even more from the analysis of 
style, distancing himself from the formalism still applied 
by Riegl, turning instead to the repeating phases of the 

5 / The first page of Dvořák’s notes 
to his university lectures Geschichte 
der italienischen Barockkunst, 
winter semester 1909/1910
Archiv des Instituts für 
Kunstgeschichte, Universität Wien, 
estate Dvořák
Photo: Francesca Bottura
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‘geistiges Leben’ and the struggle of an artist, or of humanity 
as a whole. This is particularly evident in the lectures 
on the High Renaissance, given the specific nature of its 
‘Weltanschauung’.

The scholar stated that there is no systematics 
nor regularity in art history, rather ‘an uninterrupted 
living becoming in inexhaustible possibilities’.49 Ultimately, 
in Dvořák’s historical vision, Michelangelo, Raphael, 
Titian, and Correggio could only be Baroque, just as the 
Hochrenaissance could only express Baroque values, as 
they represented a far deeper and more diverse current 
of thought than the Renaissance, which was merely 
a matter of style. The works of those artists were too 
much an expression of Idealism not to be Baroque.

With a new perspective on the Hochrenaissance 
and its closeness to Baroque instead of the Renaissance, 
Dvořák thus accomplished much more than an original 
partition of art history. He abandoned the ‘doctrinal 
aesthetic’ linked to ‘classical historiography,’50 which 
was formed in the 16th century and was for a long 
time connected to the idea of ‘antiquity as a paradigm,’51 
making the Baroque a ‘second-order art’.52 What seemed 
to characterize the Baroque in the tradition of ‘old 
books’53 were exaggeration and license; however, ‘these 
characteristics apply at most to the immediate successors of 
the masters of the so-called High Renaissance and also to these 
masters of the High Renaissance themselves.’54
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welcher die Kunstgeschichte nach den Prinzipien der absoluten Ästhetik gelehrt 
wurde.’ 
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