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Preliminary Observations 


The fin de siecie movement known as Art Nouveau has for a long time been forgotten 
and ignored, ridiculed by art history and the public alike. Although today this seems 
to be a commonplace statement, the fact cannot be evaded because of its important art 
historical and sociological consequences . The oblivion to which Art Nouveau had been 
assigned ill art history. the historical "memory lapse" and passive recognition of critics 
and historians, has its origins in a strong antipathy towards Art N ouveau, a conscious 
and aggressive rejection of it as a phenomenon of bad taste and decadence. Such hostility 
resulted in a paralysis of historical thinking. In monographs dealing with the art of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Art Nouveau was excluded from any discussion and 
it made impossible for a long period to reconstruct in a scholarly manner the correlations 
of such movements as Impressionism, Post-Impressionism, Symbolism, and the avaot­
garde. No special proof is needed to show that the belittling and exclusion of Art 
Nouveau from the process of art history distorted an already complex and confusing 
picture of turn-of-the-century art. 

Then in 1952, an Art Nouveau exhibition was held in Zurich. It seemed as if a kind 
of rediscovery of the style was taking place, a feeling compounded in the 1960's as the 
style became fashionable again. This new recaptivity to Art Nouveau is understandable: 
new historical perspectives had been gained by the passing of time, and proper distinc­
tions could at last be made. This objective historical fact was motivated by a seemingly 
subjective motif that affected the direction of scholarly interest. In the post-Bauhaus era 
Art Nouveau could be approached more objectively, as a movement that was the polar 
opposite (or at least considered to be that) of functionalism , rationalism, and pure 
constructivism. At first it was seen only as the free self-expression of the individual, 
opposed to every convention, or as an over-indulgence in aestheticism and individual­
ism. Moreover, at the time of the advent of the various avantgarde movements from 
Abstract Expressionism, Pop Art, Op Art and Minimal Art it was no accident that Art 
Nouveau, which in hindsight contained the seeds of Expressionism and Surrealism and 
Abstract Art was reassessed as a major influential component of the modern movements. 

The popularity of Art Nouveau, or rather, the new fashion for Art Nouveau. had by 
now far surpassed mere art historical interest. It seemed to become one of the essential 
elements of human and artistic experience. In Western Europe and the United States 
the atmosphere of crisis as a result of the futility and impossibility of social activity 
echoed, in a certain sense, the existential feeling of the turn of the century. Postwar 
existentialism had grown primarily as a literary and philosophical movement in Western 
Europe. as a response to the uncertainty and impotence felt in the face of an existence 
without God. The Hippie movement of the 1960's, and attendant interest in myth and 
religion had its antecedents in the Wagnerian concept of art that had permeated Art 
Nouveau, the idea of the transformation of art into religion, and in currents that led 
from Art Nouveau to Neo-Catholicism and Buddhism. 
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