The main subject of this dissertation is the work of Gottfried Semper (1803-1879) related to a debate which erupted around the question of polychromy in ancient architecture. The debate took place in the first half of the 19th century, period between 1833 and 1847 being its peak. Paris was the epicentre of the debate and Semper, who lived there intermittently from the winter of 1826 to the summer of 1830, happened to be near the very people who played major roll in the whole affair.



In choosing the subject for dissertation my departure point was colour as such. I am interested in colour because I think colour is an important  constituent of architecture but, I feel, not understood enough. Very often the issue of colour is brushed aside as something that can not be utterly discussed from an architectural point of view. Common reason given for such an attitude is that appreciation of colour is very subjective and dependent on too many conditions. Not to mention that there are many radically different colour theories and intellectuals can not agree whether the phenomena of colour is physical or psychological, or, as some new investigations suggest, it should be examined through ‘ecological’ approach in the context of cognitive science (Thompson 1995).



While narrowing down the subject of colour my attention has been brought to the white colour or, more precisely, white non-colour as white and black are often considered not to be colours at all. Actually, what I got interested in was a form free of colour and its qualities. Immediately an old question arose: what is more important - form (disegno) or colour (colore) [1].



A view largely adopted in the Renaissance gave advantage to form. Their perception of antique art was that a pure white marble had been its noblest quality. (I will be looking into this question later in the text.) Renaissance view was almost unchallenged until the 19th century when new archaeological evidence suggested that Greek architecture and sculpture had been painted, sometimes in most vigorous way. That is how the polychrome controversy originated.



The idea that immaculate Greek temples had, actually, been very colourful was, no doubt, shocking to the 19th century purists. Even today many people see antique architecture and sculpture as nothing but white. Gottfried Semper was one of the people who accepted antique polychromy and he tried to explain it within a context broader than Greek classicism. He is considered to be arguably the 19th century’s most important theoretician, and the most admired German architect after Schinkel’s generation (Herrmann 1984, Mallgrave et al. 1989).Semper’s understanding of polychromy and his contribution to the polychrome debate are in many respects the key to his later theory so I think they deserve closer look.      



First part of the dissertation will be brief introduction of the polychrome debate. The main part will be analysis of Semper’s first published work, an (originally) forty-nine page essay, Preliminary Remarks on Polychrome Architecture and Sculpture in Antiquity (1834). Also I will tackle some of the issues deriving from Semper’s text and my research of the polychrome controversy.
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Among the ruins of this building, as in all of those of the city, there are numerous fragments of sculpture and architecture painted in different colours or covered with  coloured stucco. The traces of this system leave no doubts as to practiceadopted by the ancients of colouring their sculpture and architecture, enlivening with colour and painted ornament not only the insides of their temples, but also the external walls of the cella, the columns, architraves, metopes, cornices, pediments and even the tiles.



This was written by Jacques Ignace Hittorff  (1792-1867), architect and archeologist in the prospectus, printed in 1826, to the first edition of the “Architecture antique de la Sicile”, a publication that Hittorff produced with his travelling companion Karl Ludwig Wilhelm von Zauth (1796-1857).[2] Hittorff was referring to the small Greek-colonial temple at Selinus, Sicily, now known as “Temple B”, that he discovered in 1823. The publication had three coloured renderings of the entablature and  ceiling of the Selinus Temple. Further renderings of the temple detailed and fully coloured, were presented to the Academic des Beaux-Arts on April 3, 1830. Hittorff’s work and his polychrome theory provoked much discussions and controversy among academic circles of France, Germany and England.



France was  the centre of the polychrome controversy and Hittorff (based in Paris) was one of the key people in flaring-up the debate but the whole affair had more complex origin and evolution  and it would be wrong to give all the credits to Paris and Hittorff.



II



The end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th century was the age of change. The architectural world could have not escaped it. New materials and techniques were introduced, changes in the culture led to new styles and fashions and new social conditions and needs demanded new types of building. In the light of the obvious  “revolution” young architects (students and practitioners) were trying to get away from the strict Greek and Roman orders and the orthodox historicism.



These young people still worshipped antiquity but started to question the inherited view. The interest in archeology shown itself among architects late in the 18th century and it incised in the l9th century. The ancient architecture has been presented in it’s original form not through the Classicist copies. Thanks to their colonial power Western capitals have seen  real pieces of the antique art in their museums. Anything that could not had been brought over was carefully measured and drawn. Interest in classical philology was also intensive.



The serious study of antiquity brought to light evidence of colour applied to ancient works. Although the first people to present new archeological evidence were British, the polychrome debate started in Paris. Britain become interested in it only later after the “polychrome war” was over and Semper was one of the people who tried to get the British interested in the issue.



Strangely enough the revolutionary theoretical work that provided the basis for the polychrome theories came from Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremere de Quincy who was sécretaire perpetuel of the Academie des Beaux-Arts and one of the greatest disciples of Johann Joachim Winckelmann, father of modern art history who saw Greece as a model of the classical ideal and “outlined the aesthetic premises of this ideal with a definition of beauty based on pure form exclusive of colour”.[3]



Quatremere de Quincy’s book “Le Jupiter olympien, ou l’art de la sculpture antique considere sous un nouveau point de vue” of 1815. was his attempt to reconstruct  Phidas’s famous statues of Zeus and Athena, from the temples at Olympia and Athens, with regard to colour, and to explain how the use of colour by Greeks evolved from the early times towards the time of Pericles by when colour had become an important part of the Greek artistic expression. 



Although de Quincy’s general theory of Greek polychromy was confined to Greek statuary it was such that it could be applied to all the arts. If applied to architecture then the idea of colour that has been accepted by the end of the 18th century, could be challenged. That idea was that the Greeks in the age of Pericle , when the highest levels of art was reached, were “free” of colour and expressed themselves with pure form. Extensive use of colour belonged to the barbaric (non-Greek) age, and its application was limited to early Greek architecture. This view has the use of colour returning with the decline of art under the Romans.



This view was definitely supported by Winckelmann and it is interesting to see how Winckelmann’s ideal has been challenged thanks to the work of his great follower. It would be hard to believe that Quantermiere de Quincy wanted to contradict Winckelmann. He simply saw his research as a supplement to Winckelmann’s “History of Ancient Art”. Moreover, Quatermere was notorious for his purist view of Greek architecture and its orders, all of which he believed provided the basis and limitation for architectural language. The orders “are the fixed types of beauty and truth which, like nature, allow of variety but not change”.[4] His students were outraged. They were looking in a different direction.



III



A group of Parisian architects, whose leader was Henri Labrouste, had formulated a radical, “romantic” conception of architecture in the late 1820s. The painter and critic Gabriel Laviron was at the radical wing of the group. In 1834. he wrote next of Quantremere’s generation.









Those who went to study the remains of the Greek and Roman monuments finding ruins and stones washed by rain of two thousand years, without any trace of their early splendour, returned home to put up buildings washed in advance, the better to imitate their models. They should have built ruins it they wanted to be truly authentic. Indeed, if the Bourse, the Madeleine and a host of other recent buildings were to fall into ruin and become covered in vegetation, they would look more like Greek buildings than they do in their present condition.[5]



Henri Labrouste studied at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. In 1824. he won the Grand Prix de Rome which was awarded to just one student per year, and which funded the completion of the course in Italy. At the French Academy in Rome, the task of the first three years was to produce analytic studies of ancient buildings, of  the fourth year, a complete reconstruction of one of them. Labrouste was in his fourth year reconstructing the three temples at Paestum, a Greek colonial site south of Naples. His drawing caused a great stir but not because of the way he had drawn but because of the buildings chronological order he suggested.



This is a scrambling of the order accepted before and since, which, based on the assumption that the orders increased progressively in elegance, puts the squat “Basilica” first, the “Temple of Neptune” second and the “Temple of Ceres” third. Labrouste, however, places the “Temple of Neptune” first because it is the most precise rendition of the paradigm of the Attic Doric temple, the memory of which, he argued, would have been freshest among the colonists immediately upon their arrival in Italy. The “Temple of Ceres” he placed next because it departs from that paradigm in its proportions and details and in its use of two kinds of stone, indicating a greater knowledge on the part of the colonists of the local environment. Finally, he places the “Basilica” third because in it the Attic paradigm is completely deformed and used not for a temple at all but for a civil assembly hall... Labrouste’s conception of architectural evolution - one in which the Greek Doric style, removed from its natural and social habitat, disintegrates.[6]



This theory subverted the idea of the forms of the orders as self-sufficient and eternal. It was an obvious blow to Quatremere and the Institution. Labrouste also produced some reconstruction drawings that included vivid polychromy. These were probably not publicity exhibited until the 1970’s, since until recently the perception was that the architectural polychromy of 1830s was mainly Hittorff’s obsession. But they must had been influenced by Hittorff.[7] However, Labrouste was severally punished for his heresy. The Academy saw to it that he built nothing for a decade and that none of his students won the Grand Prix.



The exhibtion of these drawings in the 1970’s that L. as well as H. was interested in such polychromy...











[1] First polemic of this kind developed in 16th century Venice as the debate of designo (design, drawing) versus colore. See GAGE: 1993, chapter 7.





[2] The “Architecture antique de la Sicile” was partially published between 1827. and 1830. and it had only forty-nine plates. The second edition was published in 1870 by Hittorff’s son Charles with eighty-nine engravings and a 655-page text. This second edition was described by R.D. Middleton as still an incomplete edition (“Hittroff’s Polychrome Campaign,” in “The Beaux-Arts and nineteenth-century French architecture, ”London: Thames and Hudson, 1982, note 7,p.268), while A.F. Mallgrave referees to it as “the full publication of the work” (“G. Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture and other writings,” Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989, Introduction, note 43, p.289).





[3] “G. Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture and other writings,” Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989.





[4] David Van Zanten, ”Architectural polychromy: life in architecture,” in “The Beaux-Arts and nineteenth-century French architecture,” London: Thames and Hudson, 1982, p.197.





[5] Ibid.,p.197.





[6] Ibid.,p.198.





[7] Labrouste was aware of his archeological predecessor’s findings. Hittorff read one paper on them in Paris in the summer of 1824. before Labrouste left for Italy.













Hittorff was born in Cologne and was German  speaking. The town was one of Napoleon’s  conquests and when  the Congress of Vienna returned it to the Prussian state (in 1815) Hittorff chose French nationality. Frantz Gau who ran a small architectural practice and  school in Paris, made the same choice. These two man became very good friends. Gau was also interested in archeology and polychromy and between 1815 and 1821 he made an archeological tour of Italy, Palestine and upper Egypt. After this he started working on the folio “Antiquites de la Nubie”(1822-7), a major contribution to the polychrome question. This preceded Hittorff’s trip and probably influenced it in a way.

 



In December 1826, three years after he started his education, young Gottfried Semper (born in 1803) landed in Gau’s office. He could not had chosen better spot if he wanted to be as close as possible to the polychrome debate. He was soon to travel to the south himself (from the summer of 1830 to July of 1833). After that trip, at the beginning of 1834, Semper published a small pamphlet titled “Preliminary Remarks on Polychrome Architecture and Sculpture in Antiquity.” That was his contribution to, than already explosive, polychrome debate and it was in the support of Hittorff.
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