
Introduction

Considering the word ‘Baroque’

This book is a set of variations on a word, a series of divisions on a
ground: Baroque. It is not an attempt to use the word exclusively as 
a term of period definition or a stylistic descriptor, but to use it to set
free a whole sequence of thoughts about how arts, ideas and energies
circulated in the early modern world. While concurring with the great
Spanish critic Eugenio D’Ors that one possible use of the term Baroque
is to describe a kind of art, not a period of art, and, therefore, that
one can perceive a poet such as the late-antique Claudian as high-
baroque,1 I would argue that there is a further, potentially even more
liberating, usage. That is to use Baroque to identify the wholeness of
the arts of early modern Europe, the whole cultural system prevailing
in those parts of the world in dialogue, whether willingly or unwillingly,
with early modern Europe, and those geographically distant parts of
the world which were at least corresponding (in the sense of the far-
flung ‘corresponding’ members of an accademia) with Europe, however
much on their own terms and in their own idioms. So Baroque is poten-
tially also a word to describe a system of international discourses, a ‘way
of proceeding’, a symbolic language, an agreed set of conventions over-
riding all the allegiances of religious confession or nationality which
have come to seem, since the turn of the nineteenth century, unavoid-
able descriptors of all cultural endeavour.

It is potentially useful to resist using Baroque only as a term for a period,
or as a term defining, or denigrating, a single style.2 Much of the argu-
ment of this book will be that to see Baroque in its real historical 
context is to see an intricate complex of interconnected ‘Baroques’.
Perhaps the chief point which it seeks to advance is that Baroque is not
confined to one geographical area or religious confession: most of all,
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it resists the idea that Baroque is the style of the Catholic south of Europe,
and of the New World territories and protectorates of the Catholic south.
For Baroque to function, as it did, as an international system of com-
munication in all the arts, it was essential that it should be supra-
confessional and genuinely international. That means the inclusion of
as much of the Orthodox east as wished to engage in a dialogue with
western Europe, as well as of the Protestant north.

The ways in which Baroque is supra-national account for many of
the problems attending the use of the term. All critical traditions born
of the nation state, of focus on the study of national schools of art and
architecture or on vernacular literatures, especially if those literatures
are studied in cultural isolation, are structurally and inevitably hostile
to notions of baroque universalism. This phenomenon is as visible 
in the Orthodox countries of central Europe as it is in the Protestant
countries of northern Europe and their former colonies. Since the early
nineteenth century, so much energy has been invested in the creation of
histories of independently indigenous cultural traditions for each nation
(national traditions which are often religious traditions as well) that the
notion of participation in an international movement, style or mode is
resisted, sometimes violently, sometimes, in retrospect, even comically.3

To make the term Baroque work hardest to unlock the early modern
arts, it is most useful to see it as a term which identifies a flexible and
permeable system, which comprehends all the major and minor arts of
that epoch, rather than as a marker for a limited temporal period or
a single style. Much energy has been invested in definitions of Baroque,
particularly in writing about the visual arts. The discussion of what to
call the art which developed after the Italian art of the Renaissance has
been long and sometimes acrimonious. ‘Mannerism’ and ‘Maniera’, both
of which are anachronistic uses of a word which sixteenth-century 
writers on art simply used to mean ‘style’ in a more general sense, have
been advanced as descriptors somehow distinct from Baroque. The
influence of the Counter-Reformation on European art has variously
been applauded or deplored with attendant, but not consequent,
uncertainty as to where the border between ‘Mannerism’ and ‘Baroque’
might lie.4

It would be more useful still, and equally liberating, to postulate 
that the manifestation of Baroque as the world-wide system of the late
sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries was the most concentrated 
manifestation of an artistic mode (or artistic phenomenon) which has
– to a greater or lesser degree – manifested itself at different epochs
and in widely scattered places.
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In seeking to use the term Baroque as a radically useful shorthand
for the whole cultural system which operated in different degrees
within the arts world-wide from the mid-sixteenth century to the later
eighteenth century, and intermittently thereafter, often in unexpected
places, there is an element of difficulty with the history of the word
itself, which is predictably ambiguous.

The oldest use of the term would seem to be a part of a logician’s
mnemonic, an invented name for a particular sort of syllogism, a vari-
ant on: if all As are Bs, and C is an A, therefore C is a B. The ‘baroque’
syllogism runs: if all As are Bs, but some Cs are not Bs, therefore some
Cs are not As. As a logical structure, the baroque syllogism leaves a 
considerable amount of play to the far-fetched or intricately paradox-
ical. It also leaves considerable scope for both mischievous and poetic
use of the structure to prove that things are true which are only true
within the restricted terms of that particular syllogistic argument. This
is the use of Baroque with which Montaigne was familiar. He used the
term to denigrate mere manipulations of logic which usurp the august
name of philosophy:

La plus expresse marque de la sagesse, c’est un ejouïssance con-
stante; son estat est comme des choses au dessus de la Lune: toujours
serein. C’est ‘Barocco’ et ‘Baralipton’ qui renderent leurs supposts 
ainsi crotez et enfumés, ce n’est pas elle; ils ne la conoissent que par 
ouïr dire.5

The most evident token and apparent sign of true wisdom is a 
constant and unconstrained rejoycing, whose estate is like to all things
above the Moone, that is ever cleare, alwaies bright. It is Baroco and
Baralipton, that makes their followers prove so base and idle, and not
Philosophie: they know her not but by heare-say.6

So here ‘Barocco’ is a perverse piece of cleverness, a logical proof which
is not quite a proof. One might add irreverently that there is, however,
a kind of poetic truth at work here. The energy of much baroque art,
especially baroque poetry, comes from saying that some thing is, in a
restricted sense, another thing altogether.

To a considerable extent this is the sense of Baroque expressed by the
quotations given in the Oxford English Dictionary from 1765 onwards.
There is also a repeated assertion that Baroque begins as a jeweller’s term
for an irregularly shaped pearl, a usage which remains current. In the
run of examples in the Dictionary, there is a barrage of negativity for a
century: ‘whimsical, grotesque, odd’; ‘baroque or absurd’; ‘the degen-
erated Renaissance known as Baroque’. It is not until the 1920s, and
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Bannister Fletcher’s History of Architecture, that the term is used as any
sort of neutral descriptor. It is not until 1953, in the work of Sir John
Summerson, that the idea of ‘English Baroque’ (up to that point, quite
clearly considered an oxymoron), is applied to architecture – tellingly,
in opposition to the Palladianism sponsored by Lord Burlington. 
The last quotation, interestingly enough, is from T.S. Eliot’s On Poetry
and Poets (1957), attributing the eighteenth-century unpopularity of
Milton’s Lycidas to its ‘baroque’ combination of classical and Christian
imagery.

The shift towards allowing Baroque to be a term more calmly describ-
ing a period and a style most probably comes in the work of the German
critic Heinrich Wölfflin. His Renaissance und Barock (Munich, 1888),
although it quotes many bitterly negative assessments of the arts, and
particularly the architecture, of seventeenth-century Italy, is certainly
very early in suggesting that Baroque might be applied to the descrip-
tion of music and to literature as well as to the visual arts.

One of the most original contributions to the debate, and one
which is of great importance to the arguments of this work, is Mario
Praz’s pioneering study of the degree to which the literature of 
seventeenth-century England, Latin as well as English, might be thought
of as part of a continuum embracing the writing, Latin and vernacu-
lar, of contemporary continental Europe. In 1925, Praz (1896–1982)
published Secentismo e Marinismo in Inghilterra (Baroque and the Style of
Marino in England ) at Florence. Two wide-ranging and erudite essays
on Donne and Crashaw relate their works to those of their con-
temporaries Europe-wide. Praz makes the quiet, wholly historically
informed, assumption that Latin is an essential medium for any edu-
cated early modern reader, or almost any early modern poet. He
assumes the internationality of the baroque mode and mounts an
informed challenge, albeit one that he later withdrew to some extent
in his 1958 English-language study of England and Italy, The Flaming
Heart, to the whole notion of considering early modern British culture
in isolation.

As we will see in the chapter on British Baroque (pp. 25–93), the 
resistance to this internationalist position (even before Praz published
it in full) has been consistent, varying in quality from T.S. Eliot’s
awareness of, but distance from, this material in his careful writing on
early modern English literature, to the hysterical, and, retrospectively,
hilarious, insularity of Sir Herbert Grierson (1866–1960).

Praz’s fellow Italian Benedetto Croce (1866–1952) took a consistently
negative view of the baroque arts, although he eventually allowed
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(reluctantly) that the term was established as a descriptor of period and
that even those manifestations of the cultural life of early modern Italy
to which he was personally attracted had to be subsumed under the
heading of Baroque. The title of his Storia di l’età barocca in Italia (1st ed.,
1929) accepts as much, although Croce remains personally deeply 
suspicious of baroque as a mode:

quella perversione artistica, dominato dal bisogno dello stupore.

[this perversion of the arts, dominated by the need to astonish.]

Per tale sua natura, non solo esso (diversamente da altre forme di brutto,
che tavolta scuotono, eccitano e turbano) riesce, in ultimo, freddo,
nonostante la sua agitazione e il suo calore superficiale, e lascia in senso
di vuoto, nonostante la follia delle immagini e delle combinazioni di imma-
gini che mette in opera.7

[By this its nature, not only to be (in contrast to other forms of ugliness
which variously stir, excite or trouble) in result, in the end, cold, despite
its agitation and its superficial warmth, and it leaves a feeling of empti-
ness, in spite of the plethora of images and the combinations of images
with which it works.]

Ultimately Croce sees the Baroque as a confessional style, the cultural
manifestation of the Counter-Reformation, which, almost unconsciously,
he stigmatises as an enemy of the modern nation state:

Peggiore aspetto prendeva la Controriforma, coi suoi gesuiti, la sua
inquisizione e i suoi roghi, con l’oppressione della parola e del pensiero,
con rinvigorimento del Papato, antico ostaculo all’unione dell’Italia.8

[The Counter-Reformation gives it a worse appearance, with its Jesuits,
its Inquisition and its stakes, with the oppression of speech and thought,
with the revival of the Papacy, that ancient obstacle to the unification of
Italy.]

Thus we have the lucid statement of one of the problems which this
work must consider: the retrospective values and assumptions of the
post-nineteenth-century nation state intrinsically at best suspicious of
baroque internationalism, especially if that internationalism is identi-
fied, wholly wrongly, with revived Catholicism.

The Spanish critic Eugenio d’Ors gave the whole phenomenon of
Baroque a considered, virtuosic and remarkable treatment in his short
treatise, Lo barocco, first published in full in the French translation of
Agathe Rouart-Valéry, Du baroque (Paris, 1935). D’Ors offers the liber-
ating idea that Baroque can be seen above all as a category, a mode 
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of feeling and expression which recurs throughout human history, 
alternating with the rigours and (usually fallacious) simplicities of
Classicism.

Et Rome, principe de l’unité, et Babel, symbole éternel de la dispersion.
Et le Classicisime, langage de l’unité, langage de l’éternelle Rome idéale.
Et le Baroquisme, esprit et style de la dispersion.9

[Both Rome, principle of unity, and Babel, eternal symbol of diaspora.
Both Classicism, language of unity, language of the eternal and ideal Rome.
And Baroque, style and spirit of diaspora . . . ]

D’Ors sees Baroque as a ‘constant’, a term for a recurrent phe-
nomenon which embraces, for him, a variety of emotive and expres-
sive artistic expressions, including the works of Rousseau, Robinson Crusoe
and Paul et Virginie, which would be more readily categorised as
romantic today. But the quotation above goes to the heart of his per-
ceptions: Baroque is the style of the fallen world which we actually inhabit,
of reality, of ‘things exactly as they are’.10 It is Classicism, with its ideal-
ism, its imposition upon the citizen of the rules of the ideal state, the
ancient Rome of the imagination in all its imaginary order, which is
delusive and at an oblique angle to reality.

D’Ors also emphasises that, while the most lasting and visible mani-
festation of the constant which he identifies as ‘Baroque’ occurred in
the course of the late sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, Baroque is a
recurrent phenomenon, returning and recurring throughout history:
‘Le Baroque est une constante historique qui se retrouve à les époques
aussi réciproquement éloignées que l’Alexandrisme de la Contre-
Réforme’.11 (The Baroque is a historical constant which is found in eras
as far from each other as [late-antique] Alexandria and the Counter-
Reformation).

D’Ors also sees the plurality of the Baroque, in his distinction between
‘. . . une “langue” centrale et unifiée de la spontanéité périphérique 
des “dialectes” ’, that is, between the cenralised and standardised ‘lan-
guage’ of Classicism and the peripheral spontaneity of the multifari-
ous ‘dialects’ of Baroque. He also applies this essential perception to
the worldwide devolution of the Baroque and the capacity which the
Baroque has to generate local manifestations blending the vernacular
and the international.

Tout pays qui, en de semblables conjonctures, étend au loin son propre
esprit, reçoit lui-même le contrecoup de cette expansion et que, toujours,
le colonisateur est en quelque sorte colonisé, le vainceur vaincu?
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Alexandre tient l’Orient sous son joug; il y pénètre: et voici qu’il revient
empereur et le front coiffé de la tiare des empereurs asiatiques.12

[But, who does not see, in similar conjunctions, that all nations which
expend their own spirit in distant places, themselves receive in their turn
the counterblow which always attends such expansion – the coloniser
colonised, the conqueror conquered. Alexander the Great subdued the
Orient; he penetrated it: mark how he returned an emperor, bearing 
on his forehead the tiara of the emperors of Asia.]

This book seeks to explore and expand the use of the term Baroque.
Therefore, to a considerable extent, it accepts D’Ors as a guide to
Baroque as a phenomenon reaching its height of expression in the 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, but with a cyclic life in 
different ages. However, the focus of this present book is on the
Baroque of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: the point when
the system was working most internationally and at its fullest power.

Robert Harbison’s recent Reflections on Baroque is an architecturally
focused series of essays, written without reference to any of the twentieth-
century critics cited above. It is therefore a curious production, eager
to see particular manifestations of baroque architecture, especially
Borromini, as forerunners of the freedoms of the twentieth century,
but remarkably insular and traditionalist in its general approach:

The baroque can be viewed as an episode in the history of art, or of reli-
gion, or of absolutist politics or of consciousness more generally . . . In
religion it is tied to Counter-Reformation reassertions of Catholic ortho-
doxy against Protestant incursions . . . Northern Protestant variants are more
problematic – debates still continue over whether there is an English
Baroque at all . . .13

The great value of the book is the way in which, focusing mostly on
architecture, it indicates that versions of Baroque are part of the visual
histories of Russia and Turkey,14 even if they are categorised with ‘Neo
and pseudo baroque’, that is, with a dubious classis of baroque revivals
stretching to the present. The approach to the Baroque of Ibero-America
is indicated by the opening sentence on what he calls ‘Colonial
Baroque’: ‘In the eighteenth century European Baroque enjoyed a sur-
prising afterlife or apotheosis outside Europe’15. And he goes on to define
what can only be called honest confusion as to the status of the arts of
Ibero-America:

So if we had hoped to find here a Baroque interpreted by or filtered
through a lively native culture, we are doomed to at least partial disap-
pointment . . . of course there is disagreement about the nature and the
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extent of Mexican baroque’s independence of Spanish models . . .
Perhaps it is often some variant of Mexican patriotism (and for this one
needn’t be Mexican) which tempts one to deny this. One wants to insist
on the Mexicanness of Mexican baroque even before one has begun to think
about it.16

If the built arts and the visual arts are considered in isolation from the
writings of early modern Mexicans, indio, criollo and mestizo alike, this
is not as naive a position as it might appear. For all that Harbison tries
to bring music and poetry into his discussion, what Reflections on
Baroque really demonstrates is the immense difficulty of considering the
phenomenon of Baroque from within early twenty-first-century discip-
linary boundaries, and the great obstacles, most of them conceptual,
which the established body of Anglophone critical terminology places
in the way of such a discussion.

By contrast, Giovanni Careri’s Baroques is a cosmopolitan and mag-
nificently inclusive work. The plural of the title is in itself is both
significant and consoling. Its scope is illustrated by its opening words:

From Rome to Würzburg, Andalusia to Latin America, and Portugal to
Brazil, baroque art was the first artistic expression to go global . . .
baroque art was long considered decadent in comparison to renaissance
expressions, but today we know that it is the ultimate manifestation of a
civilisation that explosively expanded the boundaries of reality. In that
sense, the culture of the baroque age is the source of our own, and the
better we know it, the better we will be able to understand our own time.17

Careri uses the term Baroque in much the same way as I am trying to
use it: an explosion of possibilities ensues in his inclusive book. While
I can never hope to match the sheer scope of his discussion of the visual
arts, I hope that this book can offer itself as a pendant to Careri in
that it tries to consider some of the phenomena which he identifies as
applied also to literature, music and eloquence. He is incisive about
the processes at work in the Iberian Americas, and how helpless the
European critic’s terminology can seem when trying to discuss them:

In the hands of the artists of the Americas, the Baroque became mestizo,
open to myriad cultural admixtures. It became a site where images are
both stratified and joined, at the level of both form and content, in such
a way that in the end a third term appears, neither European nor indige-
nous, and outside the categories of either.18

One important question of emphasis and method remains: a word
of context is needed for the Society of Jesus, in the early modern world
and in this book. We have already seen Croce assuming axiomatically
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that no good and no good art can come out of any institution involved
with the Jesuits. Inevitably, this book has to deal with the phenomenon
of ‘Jesuit baroque’, as D’Ors categorised it, not without humour: bar-
rochus tridentinus sive jesuiticus. As the argument of the book develops,
it will become clear that the enemy of the Baroque as I define it is 
the nation state. The Jesuits, enemies of the nation state themselves,
were among the chief proponents of the baroque arts. They were there-
fore inevitably considered with aesthetic suspicion from the nineteenth
century onwards, just as they had been considered with political sus-
picion before the suppression of 1773.

International Protestantism is a phenomenon to an extent over-
shadowed and obscured by the activities and priorities of the
Enlightenment, but Enlightenment was very clear that Catholic inter-
nationalism was its principal enemy. And within the Catholic church,
the most consciously international, supra-national and internationalist
movement was the Society of Jesus, the intellectual powerhouse of the
Counter-Reformation.

The Jesuits functioned to a considerable degree independently of 
local bishops and national churches, and even published their supra-
nationalism in a tree-diagram of worldwide command and connection,
the Horoscopium catolicum Societatis Jesu. Axiomatically the Jesuits are there-
fore the bogey of the Enlightenment, with its romantic nationalism and
primitivist reappropriation of the pure lines and simplicities of antiq-
uity. If the Baroque is the style of the Jesuits, it is axiomatically to be
condemned.

‘Jesuit style’ was blamed for making extravagant appeals to the
senses as a vehicle for control and domination. Wanton luxury, illu-
sionism, vulgarity and a specifically Italianate or Roman style were key
features of this pejorative concept – as late as 1921, Werner Weisbach
was still directly linking the spirit of the Baroque with Ignatius of Loyola.19

The English critic and political activist Anthony Blunt similarly argued
that Jesuit art was low-brow and anti-humanist.

This worldly, emotional, anti-intellectual kind of religion produced its 
equivalent in the arts. In the seventeenth century, the whole Baroque move-
ment must be closely associated with the Jesuits, but even before that time
there was a branch of Mannerist painting in which many of the same qual-
ities could be found.20

This is a particularly fascinating English use of the term Mannerist, as
though the mere association was dragging even degenerating renais-
sance art headlong towards the full degradation of Jesuit Baroque.
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1 A map of the worldwide system of Jesuit communications: Horoscopium
catolicum Societatis Jesu, engraved illustration from Athanasius Kircher, 

Ars magnis lucis et umbrae (Rome, 1646), p. 553.
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Despite this sustained history of critical hostility to the Jesuit arts, they
will play a central and quietly heroic part in this book, precisely
because of the very internationalism which elicited such hostility; 
and also because the Jesuits’ practice, their ‘way of proceeding’ in the 
mission field, was to learn languages wherever possible, to establish 
equivalences, and to work within the cultures with which they were 
in contact; because their educational commitments worldwide made 
them peerless disseminators of symbolic and figurative languages;
because they kept records of their disseminations; but above all,
because the final focus of this book is on what we might call the 
margins and fringes of the Baroque. On those frontiers, the Jesuits 
were active and at their most brilliant as agents of the hybridisation 
of cultures, producers of the new.

Hostile critics of the Baroque reiterate their suspicion of striving after
effect, but can we then stretch this definition further and say, in a more
positive sense, that there are ambitions common to all the works of art,
whether visual verbal or musical, in any medium, which can usefully
be described as ‘Baroque’. Effect plays a part, because the baroque art-
work strives towards magnificence, la meraviglia, competence, curiosity,
a sense that medium or detail is very much less important than impres-
sion. The end justifies the means so axiomatically that it can be taken
for granted. In the achievement of the stupendous, categories are bound
to become fluid, things are (literally and in the arts of illusion)
inevitably going to flow into each other, so that with magnificence and
decorum comes an element of the deliberately astonishing, a pleasure
in the astonishing, something that might elicit the English words
‘flouting’ and ‘flaunting’.

This is something perceptible in certain lights – for example, the
golden lights from concealed windows of tinted glass which bathe 
certain silver statues, certain flying stuccoes, certain revolving altarpieces
in the sunlight of the otherworld – as queer. The pleasure of the cabi-
net of curiosities is also a pleasure in queerness, in juxtaposition, in an
investigation of the surreal poetry of an expanding perception of the
world, in the continuous arrangement of discontinuous objects as
though they were connected.

We must face squarely the problem of trying to use the term Baroque
to free and open up discussion of the arts of early modern Britain and
Ireland: British cultural history has gone to Alexandrian lengths to invent
terminology to avoid it. Some of this terminology in its own way almost
attains the status of a xenophobic poetry, such as ‘artisan Mannerist’,21

and the catastrophic ‘metaphysical’. This unease with terminology has
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crucially obscured the degree to which the arts of the British Isles 
were themselves full participators in the baroque worlds of learning 
and delight.

Definitions of Baroque

I should like now to continue this re-examination by listing some of
the features which identify a work of art as ‘baroque’. One of the first
and most crucial features it will exhibit is a grounding in reference 
to antiquities – the plural is as deliberate as the plural in Giovannio 
Careri’s title. The baroque world, reflective as it was of the Latin past
of Europe, and dependent as it was on Latin as a central means of inter-
national communication, also invoked, where relevant, the ancient 
history of the Far East, of the Germanic and Celtic past of Europe, of
Southern America and of Egypt as well as that of the Mediterranean.
Above all, baroque evocations of Egyptian antiquity (hieroglyphics,
obelisks, myths of origin) keep the gates of the past open, suggesting
that there is yet another civilisation and its writings which we have 
not yet explored. This baroque fascination with Egypt stems from 
the direct statements of Herodotus and Plato that Egyptian culture 
was older than that of the Greeks, more mysterious and more sacred,
a perception which militated against perceiving the Periclean Athens
as straightforwardly ‘the cradle of civilisation’. In a sense, baroque 
evocations of ancient Egypt serve to keep the mysterious plurality of
antiquity in mind, so that there is a place for the antiquities of the
Americas and the East when they are brought into the baroque view
of the world.

Another marker is that work is identifiable as a set of variations 
on established themes. The Baroque is a permeable system, a set of
infinitely flexible stock responses in literature, visual art and music, which
make all arts potentially variations on a sequence of known, tested
grounds. Personifications and mythologies, types and figures, strategies
of rhetoric and imagery, are ever at the baroque artist’s disposal, offer-
ing a ground-bass over which astonishment can be improvised. A 
cultural system so much in love with the remote and exotic that it 
draws strangeness unto itself, it is eager to explore and coexist with
extremes, at the same time as it is a daily, serviceable set of conven-
tions for discussing and celebrating quotidian experience. Among the
many features which distinguish baroque from classical art is the
capacity to work in more than one artistic tradition at the same time
– Baroque inevitably embraces hybridity.
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Baroque is a cultural system which is supra-national, supra-confessional.
Indeed, one of the functions, or characteristics, of baroque art, deriv-
ing from its deployment of a common verbal and visual language, is
that it was the system through which enemies could communicate with
each other at moments of truce (this is seen most effectively in masque
and festival texts). It is not a system spreading out from European capi-
tals in washes of dilution and enfeeblement. Each centre of cultural
production worldwide produces its own Baroque.

I should now like to continue this re-examination of the concept of
baroque art by setting forth some theses to try to begin a definition of
Baroque for our times. As a framework for the detailed discussion in
the chapters which follow, I now put forward twelve theses, or propo-
sitions, or ideas,22 with some commentaries.

1 Baroque art is never at a loss: it has evolved a way of dealing with reality
It is the art of the Enlightenment (the art which displaced and vilified
the Baroque) which is escapist and unreal, with its fogs of morning and
evening and its dubious sentimentalities over landscapes and children.
It is the art of the Enlightenment which looks for escapes in drugs and
trance states, opium or hysterics or delicious fear at the edge of a
precipice. These are very different states from the ecstasies of the
Baroque.

What the baroque arts deal with is ‘things exactly as they are’. The
baroque system can find an artistic response for any occasion. A
baroque artist (in any medium) can and should be able to produce
something apposite for any occasion. It need not be original, but it must
be accomplished. This is the aspect of the Baroque which (along with
its capacity to elicit embarrassment) has caused most trouble to sub-
sequent criticism, for the simple reason that subsequent criticism has
been trained to look for individualism as a criterion of achievement.

2 The Baroque has no metropolis
In this it is utterly unlike the art of the Renaissance as imagined by
Northern Europe, with its ‘cradles’ in Florence, Rome, Urbino and
Ferrara. It is also the case that both America and Europe have chosen
to see twentieth-century art as very much a matter of cultural capital
cities. For all that it is the style which served the ancien régime and the
era of absolutism in religion (reformed as well as Counter-Reformation),
Baroque is not intrinsically authoritarian: rather Baroque is a manner
susceptible of almost infinite local adaptation and naturalisation. It is
permeable. The Baroque of Cuzco is not a primitive imitation of the
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Baroque of Madrid, it is a localisation of a universal manner. The most
exciting works of baroque art are often bilingual in the international
and local artistic idioms. The crucial works of baroque art speak in both
idioms at the same time, creating thereby a third, new, language.

One important aspect of this is the ability of the Baroque world-wide
to reinvent the discourse of the festival: the state entry, the annual 
celebration. The 1670 festival for the canonisation of the first saint of
the Americas, St Rose of Lima, was achieved American Baroque, not
Spanish Baroque diluted. There were great stands ornamented with 
the blue and white oriental porcelain brought from the East by the
‘Manila galleon’;23 a pattern-poem was displayed in praise of the rose
blooming as ‘queen of flowers nourished by the dews of heaven . . .
resplendent in both worlds . . . enduring coral of mortifications . . .
symbol of silence of death to the world . . . incomparable felicity of 
the rose now growing in the gardens of paradise’.24

The baroque world has the capacity to invent festivals where the degree
of localisation is yet greater, as in this arch of triumph from the
Guarani mission towns in the jungles of Paraguay:

Woven from tree branches into the form of a tripartite Roman triumphal
arch, the central arch was draped all over with dried and fresh fish, dried
and fresh wild game, live pullets in cages, hens tied by the neck, ostrich
eggs . . . colourful birds which are in the greatest abundance in the
region, and foxes and dogs . . . The arches, columns and plinths are
adorned, they have hung from them tigers, serpents and the greatest vari-
ety of wild skins, which are stuffed to regain their former appearance so
they look alive. Interspersed between these are bags stuffed full of food
. . . clothing, bows, arrows and quivers . . .25

Or this extraordinary blending of European local traditions with the
observances of Catholicism in Eugenio d’Ors’s account of a living altar
for the feast of St Peter:

Extrémité du baroque à Valence, extrémité encore dans ce petit village
de pêcheurs, à la côte catalane, ou naguère on garnissait, pour la fête de
S. Pierre, l’autel churrigueresque, – aux grasses spires, aux colunnes entor-
tillées, aux ors si éclatants sur le mur blanchi à la chaux – avec une guir-
lande de langoustes vivantes, dont la carapace obèse se crispait de temps
en temps, au milieu du remuement des pattes, antennes et pédoncules.
A la lueur des cierges, cette agitation tressait une sarabande opulente de
formes et des reflets. Il y avait encore des oillets rouges à la senteur poivrée.
De fauves odeurs fermentaient dans un mélange de marée, d’encens et
de cire. Et la mort s’insérait dans la liturgie des offices. Cela pouvait tenir
lieu de musique, n’est-ce pas?26
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[The most extreme Baroque is at Valencia, and also in this little fishing
village on the Catalan coast, where formerly the Churrigueresque altar
was decorated for the feast of St Peter – the altar with its rich spirals, its
salomonic columns, their gilding dazzling against the whitewashed wall
– with a garland of live lobsters whose rounded shells contracted from
time to time, amongst the stirring of claws, legs and feelers. In the light
of the candles, this this movement wove into an opulent sarabande of
shapes and reflections. There were also red carnations with a peppery
scent. The savage smells fermented in a mixture of fish, wax and incense.
And death took its place in the observances of the liturgy. This could serve
for music, could it not?]

3 Those who find the Baroque embarrassing are testifying to its success
This is the more so, the more that they are discountenanced by its blithe
indifference to degree, material or genre. Baroque still embarrasses 
people by refusing to ignore the senses or the physical world.
Embarrassment is perhaps the one response left that hasn’t been 
postmodernised out of existence; and the quintessential baroque
saint, St Ignatius, tells us to pray with the senses.27

More generally, embarrassment attends things made of the ‘wrong’
material: the marble curtains and carpets of the Venetian Jesuits; the
stucco and metal clouds of Weltenburg Abbey on the Danube: the stucco
curtain (one of the greatest curtains in all European art) in the Abbey
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Church at Rohr. Or the real silks and brocades of the clothes of
Hispanic dressed and draped religious statues.

Extremes of wrong material coincide with extremes of conventional
embarrassment in the wax-clad skeletons under the altars of Roman
churches in their costumes of silk and sequins. In their beauty and
strangeness, their garments cross the line into theatrical costume of 
the day. Embarrassment and repulsion stem from the fact that these
exquisite waxworks are built up on an armature of real body parts, and
that their clothes are opera clothes. But the beauty of the objects them-
selves is obstinate.

This is even more apparent in the ossuary at Kutna-Hora, Sedlec, 
in the Czech Republic, created in 1718 by Johann-Blasius Santini-
Aichel (1677–1723),28 with its arrangements of human remains in
chaste and elegant friezes, urns and fictive architecture. The gadroon-
ing round the base of the urn is achieved by ball-joints alternating 
with pelvic bones. This ossuary is the sacred expression of the secu-
lar grotto enthusiasm which led the elite of half of Europe to press 
shells and glittering minerals into the plaster of their pleasure-
houses and artificial caverns, to make themselves glimmering, subter-
ranean spaces in which to meditate upon virtue, retirement and 
transience. The difficulty is retrospective and to a considerable degree
anachronistic.

But the works which we read as decadent ossuaries, exhibitions 
of preserved corpses are, in the language of their time, edifying. The
armoured or spangled skeletons of Roman and Bavarian churches 
read anachronistically as a decadent clash of materials (the dead body
clothed with what should clothe the living body at its most alive, its
most heroic or most beautiful), but actually all these works are ‘about’
the dignity of holy death and are offered as a consolation.

The other embarrassment of Baroque is affect: the affront of what
is seen as ‘Catholic kitsch’, the religious emotion which comes forward
to meet the spectator, already formed. Where is the affront – is it really
that things are being made easy for the poor, the tired and those who
have no education? That they are, in the noblest sense, vulgar? That
is the mode in which oratorio started in Rome, however much it may
have ended up as the Lenten diversion of the elite at Covent Garden.
This accessibility, this free and copious offering of images, is half of
what is read as ‘wrong’ with Crashaw. The problem of many Anglophone
critics with Crashaw is the product, in fact, of social embarrassment:
Crashaw is offering spirituality to the common people. Accessible, 
broken down into bite-sized units, open to all.
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The effects of baroque works of art can be confrontational or
affirmative, depending rather on the positioning of the spectator, but
although ultimately consoling, it is often their immediate function to
provoke that perfectly reasonable baroque emotion, disquietude.

4 The Baroque is pragmatic
Therefore, the Baroque is aware of the fact that no one is freed from
minor day-to-day moral decisions, and that it makes sense to system-
atise. Hence the systematisations of spirituality of St Ignatius and the
systematisation of emotions offered by Crashaw, by Bernini, by all the
sculptors and architects who offer movement and emotion to the spec-
tator rather than the static icon.

Also, the pragmatism of the Baroque can be seen in the willingness
to systematise oratory, occasion and the literature of ceremony: ori-
ginality is not the question, the questions are more complex ones of 
decorum and the encodement of political or social assurances.

5 The Baroque has reached the last possible point in eclecticism
In baroque art, notions of the exotic have become meaningless, which
is consistent, nevertheless, with shying away from homogeneity. For the
first time, by the late sixteenth century, a cultural system had evolved
which could be enacted (and was) by any race, in any dress, in any 
context. There are constants, such as magnificence and compunction, but
these are capable of infinite translations. A feather cloak is, in its own
context, as magnificent as a cope of Genoese cut velvet.

The Baroque (as a political descriptor) has gaps and porosity, it is
permeable because it is an accommodating set of systems capable of
infinitely varied local application. Enlightenment, constitutional and 
constitutionalist, has fewer gaps. Baroque cannot ever be intrinsically racist:
its systems of signs are happily too flexible, and far too accommodat-
ing. Enlightenment sentimentality about the virtuous inhabitants of
Otahiti, on the other hand, is fatally the child of the perception that
the peoples of the ‘new worlds’ are childlike.

6 Since asymmetry and imperfection are one meaning of ‘Baroque’, 
it may be held to valorise the grotesque

This is where its ingenuity is most compassionate. Baroque religious
art so often depicts the moment of crisis, ecstasy, passion (in every sense)
that Baroque habituates the spectator to depiction even of the con-
ventionally comely body in states of extremity, whether of gesture or
situation. Caricature heads of extremes of emotion are one way to the
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truth.29 The Spanish statues of the tortured dead body of Christ, the
Holy Week mysteries which are paraded still through the streets with
drums and torches, have names which are themselves calmly con-
trastive mottoes for imprese: ‘The Serene Lord of Light’, ‘The Christ of
Humility and Patience’.

7 Baroque was always post-Reformation
This is one aspect of the way in which the baroque mode inhabits ‘things
exactly as they are’: it can come to terms with the datum of irreconcil-
able views – as Classicists, followers of the Enlightenment and many
revolutionary Protestants never can, because of their conviction 
that they are right and that, outside their just republic, the world is
wrong and mired and despicable in its wrongness. Hence, commen-
dation and eloquence are of the utmost importance to the argumen-
tative arts of the Baroque: ‘there will always be heretics, but this is 
what we think’.

The shrine of St Ignatius in the church of the Gesú has on one side
of the lapis-lazuli sarcophagus, Europe falling into schism and error,
with a ferocious cupidon attempting to tear the Reformation out of
the marble book of history. But on the other side are African kings
and Asian savants embracing the light which, refracting in gold,
streams from the windows at the east end of the church.

8 That being so, Baroque believes that emblematics – taken in its widest
sense – is the most honest and acceptable form of imaginative endeavour

The question is not whether moral messages derivable from the nat-
ural world are divinely installed or not – rather, once they’ve been read
as such, what follows? Much of the text which follows will be devoted
to attempting to understand the emblematising genius of the baroque
epochs, the complex, developed and essential capacity to read things,
plants, gardens, buildings, gestures, utterances, arches, stars and events,
as well as to interpret retrospectively the literatures and images of all
the plural antiquities.

9 The Baroque is not ignorant, and it is unshockable
It is simultaneously sophisticated and optimistic. It evolved (or it
comes, or it returns) at moments when contemporary culture has
been saturated with imaginative depictions of evil. It doesn’t take its
fathers’ descriptions of evil on trust: it condemns evil, but it is only fright-
ened by the poverty of what evil elicits imaginatively. Virtue is copious.
The Baroque is copious in the commendation of virtue.

18 Introduction

9780719075728_4_000.qxd  10/10/2007  15:12  Page 18



10 Hence, it coincides with decadence although it is not 
necessarily decadent of itself

It believes that temptation is played out. It’s explicitly anti-Romantic,
hence its Miltonic proof-text is not Paradise Lost but Paradise Regained.

Versions of European baroque architecture recur in successive eras
as architectures of splendour. Baroque has been used, in revival, as the
decor of decadence but is not of necessity decadent in itself, indeed it
is too multifarious and energetic to be decadent.

Thus there has arisen a tendency, particularly in northern Europe,
to read magnificence and astonishment as intrinsically rather than 
coincidentally decadent. Baroque itself has remarkably little nostalgia
and remarkably little regret, although the Baroque is fearless in the
exploration of melancholia, recognising (as Classicism in all its ideal-
istic forms has never really done) that melancholia is an inextricable
part of human experience: Pope and Swift were often melancholy, but
they were never serious. Melancholia is a very different thing from 
decadence.

With colleagues at the Herzog August Bibliothek at Wolfenbüttel, 
we convened a conference on ‘Triumphs of the Defeated’ in 2005 to
study the public lives and ceremonial of groups of people in baroque
Europe and America who had, by any normal standard, lost their par-
ticular battles and ended in exile or captivity. We had reckoned to 
some degree without the baroque capacity never to be at a loss, so what
we actually ended up with was a colloquium on the arts of those who
thought they should have won (indeed, morally had won) and refused,
ceremonially, emblematically or culturally, to accept defeat. Baroque
as consolation.

*

Those few baroque works which appear genuinely decadent are excep-
tions. What they appear to have in common is a playing (luxuriously,
frivolously, masochistically) with the notion of destruction divorced from
any mitigating philosophical element of edification or transformation.
Thus the ‘parco degli mostri’ at Bomarzo in Lazio with its hell grotto, 
its falling tower, its snarling metamorphic creatures cut out of the 
living rock, is genuinely childish and nasty and appears to have been
intended to be so from the start. The inscriptions about meraviglie at
the entrance seem disingenuous. This is a discourse designed to make
sense on a large scale deliberately reduced to nonsense: the garden
guest (an important subdivision of baroque reader) is being bombarded
with contemptuous nonsense. This argument could extend to seeing
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the later, content-free Whig landscapes of England, sometimes read as
the noble quintessence of English landscape art, as sterile aestheticism
devoid of content,30 as truly decadent in a way which even the bitter
and sensationalist garden at Bomarzo is not.

Late in the German barochetto come two works which seem genuinely
decadent, genuinely disturbing. These are theatres built in the form
of ruins, extraordinarily elaborate structural facsimiles of court 
summer-garden theatres as they might look after war, revolution or 
cataclysm had reduced them to a fragmentary condition. And yet the
courts of the Margraves acted pastorals with music in them on sum-
mer evenings, thrilling deliciously to the imagination of their own 
destruction.31 These theatres do seem disquieting in that they toy with
the idea of what will be left when the revolutions have swept their 
owners, their courts, their castrato singers and their kappelmeisters away.
That is very different from the contemplation of the memento mori and
the contemplation of the passing of the glory of the world.

11 In the end ‘Baroque’ is used in much of Northern Europe and North
America as a distancing term for a recurring mode of European culture

This is a crucial point for Eugenio d’Ors: his Baroque is recurrent, 
or perhaps remontant like the roses the Jesuits brought from China.
Baroque in this sense is that which keeps coming round in alternation
with the austerities of what are called Classicism or Enlightenment. 
Greek Alexandrianism and the Jewelled Style of late antiquity are 
both baroque phenomena. If Classicism is a cyclic phenomenon then
Baroque is its cyclic alternative. In remotest antiquity, the Mausoleum
of Halicarnassus is already baroque, by contrast with the paradigmatic
Classicism of the Parthenon. Ancient synonyms, or near-synonyms, for
Baroque are ‘Asian’, ‘Persian’ or ‘African’. Plus ça change . . . Classicism
often presents itself in the guise of the revival of ancient virtue, and a
return to the values of a defined period of the past, always danger sig-
nals in European culture. They seem very visible at the moment.

Revolutionary enlightenment, of the political right or left indiffer-
ently, cannot tolerate Baroque, a mode which continually makes
accommodations with the status quo, indeed continually offers strat-
egies for living with the status quo. If one is looking for the origins of
totalitarianism, in politics or in the arts, it is not to be found in 
the Baroque, however much the Baroque may have been the servant
of absolutism. It is to be found in the civic pieties, national origin-
myths and mystical nature-worship of the Enlightenment and the late 
eighteenth-century revolutions.
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12 Baroque, despite all this, is still wholly valid as a descriptor of period
I have argued above that Baroque is the liberating word with which to
recognise the international cultural system of the early modern world.
It was certainly the case that the later sixteenth, seventeenth and most
of the eighteenth centuries saw a particularly long ascendancy of the
kinds of arts which we have identified as Baroque. Was the early sixteenth
century a great hinge in human history or was it not? There were many
who asserted that nothing had changed (often these were Protestants,
insisting that the Reformation was no more than a setting of the
Lord’s house in order). The Jesuits, by contrast, asserted that everything
had changed, and not irrecoverably for the worse. ‘Baroque realism’
sounds oxymoronic, but the more the phenomenon of the Baroque 
is considered, the more it is possible to see it as the cultural mode of
those dealing with the world as it is, in its magnificence as well as its
melancholy and horror.

Baroque is an artistic mode for realists, beside which most ‘realisms’
look mannered and contrived. If this assertion appears to contradict
the wide perception that the baroque arts occupy a dimension of out-
rageous fantasy and camp removed from reality, so much the better.
Baroque art always moves in parallel to reality, taking its cues from the
actual. Camp is not an escapist mode, it is a mode evolved for dealing
with reality using the high-baroque devices of ritualised and figurative
speech, paradoxical splendour and quotidian magnificence. The correct
response to many an allegorical painted ceiling in many a palace in
Rome or in many a Villa on the terra firma of the Veneto is to say ‘in
your dreams’, but not to say it with a twenty-first-century intonation.32

Having attempted, in however summary a way, to offer some ideas
about Baroque in the largest sense, it is time to conclude this intro-
duction by indicating those aspects of Baroque which are especially the
subjects of this book: Baroque at the frontiers and on the margins. I
will not try to argue about the entire baroque world (no life would be
long enough) but will concentrate specifically on the phenomena of
baroque accommodation and baroque hybridity, phenomena found most
often at frontiers between cultures; so this book will concern itself mostly
with the frontiers of the Baroque. A series of such works from the 
frontiers might serve to begin my newly proposed cartography of the
baroque world, by pinpointing widely scattered areas which look
peripheral on the cultural map of the world after the nineteenth 
century, but which were then autonomous cultural centres, indeed 
centres where an autocthonous culture interacted and hybridised with
what was international in the baroque mode.
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So, in conclusion, which is also anticipation, let us list some of these
triumphs from the frontiers of the Baroque:

*

The northern Scotsman Arthur Johnston’s Latin verses on a clan feud
which can be read at once as an Ovidian verse letter and as a traditional
Highland caointe or lament for the dead.

*

The hybrid poetics of the ‘Mestizo elegies’ in honour of the Aztec ances-
tors by Don Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxóchitl which speak of Mexican kings
in the style of Spanish medieval romance.

*

The paintings of the Cuzco school which show plumed and brocaded
angels armed with firearms, figures which are both Inca wind-gods and
apocryphal Christian archangels.

*

The poems of the Chinese savant and Jesuit convert Wu Li in Macao
which combine Latin rhetoric and Chinese poetic diction, two balancing
traditions of ‘antiquity’, two weighty sets of classical ancestors.
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throughly and displayed on the Crosse, by that precious blood of thine 
I beseech thee, and the shedding of his most precious blood, thou
wouldest change my thornes into roses, and present as a rose of sweet odours
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p. 107).

25 Gauvin Alexander Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin
America, 1542–1773 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), p. 155,
quoting manuscript Archivium Romanum Societatis Jesu, Paraq. 8, 
f. 360v.

26 d’Ors, Du baroque, pp. 212–13.
27 St Ignatius of Loyola, Personal Writings, ed. and trans. Joseph A. Munitiz

and Philip Endean (London: Penguin, 1996), pp. 307 et seq.
28 Careri, Baroques, pp. 124–8.
29 For the caricature heads representing extremes of emotion, made by 

the outsider artist Franz Xaver Messerschmidt, cf. Harbison, Reflections on
Baroque, pp. 160–3.

30 A beautifully nuanced discussion of these gardens (which is not as laud-
atory as their greatest admirers might wish, nor as critical as my snide lit-
tle hyperbole) is found in David R. Coffin, The English Garden: Meditation
and Memorial (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994); see pp. 68–9
for a description of the extraordinary 1740s death garden of the propri-
etor of the London Vauxhall pleasure-gardens, Jonathan Tyers, a baroque
survival if ever there was one.

31 Margurete Baur-Heinhold, Baroque Theatre (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1967), pp. 155–6 for the ruin-theatres at Bayreuth and Berg
Zwernitz.

32 Christopher Isherwood’s interpretation is highly relevant: ‘You can’t
camp about something you don’t take seriously. You’re not making fun
of it, you’re making fun out of it. You’re expressing what is basically ser-
ious to you in terms of fun and artifice and elegance. Baroque art is largely
camp about religion. The ballet is camp about love.’ Quoted in Ian
Gregson, ‘Camp’s Out’, Poetry Review, 86:3 (Autumn 1996), p. 15.

24 Introduction

9780719075728_4_000.qxd  10/10/2007  15:12  Page 24




