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Charles W. Haxthausen
Paul Klee, Wilhelm Hausenstein, and «the Problem of Style»

Guten Tag, Monsieur Ich, was haben Sie heute für eine Krawatte

umgebunden? möchte man manchmal einem «Kunstwerk» zu-

rufen.

Paul Klee, Tagebücher, 1906

Hausenstein’s Klee
In the year 1921, in his book Kairuan, oder eine Geschichte vom Maler Klee und von
der Kunst dieses Zeitalters, the eminent German art critic Wilhelm Hausenstein de-
clared his subject the quintessential artist of his era. Yet his reasons made the
honor an ambiguous one:

Wir […] sind in die Epoche des Anarchischen und der Disgregation eingetreten. […] Der

Malerzeichner Klee nahm von der Zeit, was sie war. Er sah, was sie nicht war; sah ihr Va-

kuum, ihre Sprünge; sah ihre Ruinen und saß über ihnen. Sein Name bedeutet kein Sys-

tem. Seine Kunst ist irrational, selbst in der raffiniertesten Überlegung naiv, ist der uner-

hörten Verwirrung des Zeitalters hingegeben.1

Such gloomy words seem strangely discordant with our image of Klee. They must
have seemed especially incongruous when read alongside the artworks illustrat-
ing Hausenstein’s book. For most of us familiar with Klee’s art, his name evokes
humor and charm, fantasy and poetry, witty and evocative titles, aesthetic en-
chantment, delights for the mind as well as the eye—not «Sprünge» and
«Ruinen», not anarchy and disintegration. What «Verwirrung» was Hausenstein
talking about? To be sure, the confusion of modernity was by then a well-estab-
lished trope, yet if we read Hausenstein’s previous writing we will see that he
had something more specific in mind. The symptom of the confusion of the age
was the confusion of styles, and that confusion was manifest in Klee’s art more
than in any other. And in the years following the publication of Hausenstein’s
book, it would get worse—much worse, as a random selection of Klee pictures
from any year up to his death in 1940 shows.2 We find styles figurative as well as
abstract, geometric as well as biomorphic, linear as well as painterly, severe
styles alongside more fluid ones.

We take the confusion of styles for granted now, even if no single artist since
Klee has ever matched him in this regard. Yet at this time in Germany such confu-
sion was to many a worrisome phenomenon of modernity. There was among
many artists, architects, and intellectuals a fervent longing for a unified period
style, a «Suche nach dem verlorenen Stil», to borrow a phrase from Hans Sedl-
mayr.3 This longing had a history reaching back to the eighteenth century. Since
Winckelmann, who in his Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums (1764) had divided
Ancient Greek art into «vier Zeiten und vier Stile»,4 the notion of unified period
style became normative—any culture worthy of the name had a unified style. And
as the rapidly expanding discipline of art history began to construct a narrative of
the art of the past, it became conspicuously apparent that, as the art historian Ri-
chard Muther conceded, «Das 19. Jahrhundert hat keinen Stil—ein Satz, der so oft
ausgesprochen wurde, dass es zum Gemeinplatz geworden ist.»5 When this fact
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about the present was contrasted with the cultures of the past it became for many
a deeply troubling symptom. In his Unzeitgemäße Betrachtungen the young Frie-
drich Nietzsche declared a unified style to be the sine qua non of culture: «Kultur
ist vor allem Einheit des künstlerischen Stiles in allen Lebensäußerungen des
Volkes.» Yet contemporary Germans lived in a «chaotischen Durcheinander aller
Stile», in a condition of «Stillosigkeit» and, consequently, of «Barbarei».6

This trenchant critique of eclecticism was widespread in the late nineteenth
century. Max Klinger’s lament is a typical example:

Wir haben täglich Gelegenheit, in allen Kunstschriften über die Stillosigkeit unserer Zeit

Klagen zu lesen, wir sind, in Architektur, in Plastik, in Malerei abhängig von anderen, frü-

heren, toten Richtungen . […] Wir haben nun Baukunst und Bildhauerkunst, Malerei und

reproduzierende Kunst, dazu noch dekorative und Fachkünste. Der große, gesammelte

Ausdruck unserer Lebensanschauung fehlt uns. Wir haben Künste, keine Kunst. […] Der

Lanzknecht ist kaum im japanischen Topf verschwunden, vom Renaissancestil wird der

Rokokopuder abgestäubt. Und in dieser Verwirrung schreien wir nach Stil!7

The notion that a distinctive style was a defining condition of culture persisted
into the early twentieth century, reinforced by the writings of Alois Riegl and
Heinrich Wölfflin, and it was embraced by many of the young critics who pro-
moted the new art they called «Expressionism». Wilhelm Hausenstein was
among them. As he wrote in 1913:

Die Idee des Stils bedeutet, wenn sie ganz streng gefasst wird, die festgeschlossene Syn-

these aller Formen der Existenz. Der Stil ist […] das feindlichste aller Widerspiele des In-

dividuationsprinzips. […] Eine Kunst, die also wirklich den Namen des Stils verdient,

[wurde] überall da erreicht, wo die Kunst der Funktion einer wohlorganisierten Gemein-

schaft war. […] Das formal entscheidende ist immer die Frage, ob der Künstler einer Ge-

meinschaft dient oder ob er nur der Vermittler individueller Genüsse, der Maître de plai-

sir sublimer Privatbegeisterung des einzelnen ist—ob er kollektiven Schönheitsbegriffen

untergeordnet bleibt oder sich den ästhetischen Subjektivismen eines allem Gemein-

schaftsleben abholden Kunstanachoreten opfert.8

Like many critics of his generation who had forged the concept of Expressionism,
Hausenstein had believed that with the new art modern Europe was at last on
the threshold of a unified period style, a collective style.9 Expressionism, he con-
fidently asserted, meant «die Katastrophe des Naturalismus und der Sieg des
Stils».10 But by the end of the War, for him and others who shared this hope, the
dream of such a unified, collective style had collapsed, leaving in its wake a deep
cultural pessimism. One now had to recognize that the sheer teeming diversity of
modern art, its virulent individualism, made the prospect of a collective style an
absurd fantasy. Hausenstein now asked: «Was ist Expressionismus? Wer ist Ex-
pressionist? Das keiner Expressionist sei, ließe sich etwa so gut behaupten wie
dies, dass alle es seien oder einige: weil es nicht feststeht, was Expressionismus
ist.» Acknowledging «die maßlose Spannweite zwischen Picasso und Nolde, Kan-
dinsky und Rousseau, Klee und Meidner, Seewald und Kokoschka», he painfully
conceded: «Der Nenner entschwindet.»11 It was in this frame of mind that
Hausenstein wrote his book on Klee.12

Picasso’s stylistic pluralism was much debated in its time and in our own, and
has been the subject of a thick book by the British scholar Elizabeth Cowling.13

Yet Klee’s far more extreme stylistic pluralism has up to now been largely ig-
nored in the vast literature on his art. When scholars deal with the formal as-
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pects of his work, they usually do so either with reference to his theoretical and
pedagogical writings or by discussing his relationship to contemporary develop-
ments such as Cubism and the Bauhaus. And because the topic has been largely
ignored, there has been no assessment of Klee’s practice in the context of the
period’s debates about style, nor has anyone considered its implications either
for our understanding of early twentieth-century modernism or our broader
thinking about the phenomenon of style. What I want to do here is to examine
Klee’s practice with regard to style and how Wilhelm Hausenstein, in my view
the critic who grasped most fully the radical implications of that practice, inter-
preted it. His interpretation anticipates in striking ways that of one of the twen-
tieth century’s most influential thinkers, which I will take up later. In conclusion
I will turn from historiography to methodology, offering an expanded model of
stylistic analysis that enables us to grasp more fully the complexity of Klee’s
practice.

Klee’s Styles
We would do well to pause a moment and clarify what is generally meant by
style in the visual arts. The definition offered by Meyer Schapiro, in his classic
essay on style from 1953, probably captures best how the term has generally
functioned in art history and art criticism since the late 18th century: «By style is
usually meant the constant form—and sometimes the constant elements,
qualities and expression—in the art of an individual or group.»14 For the art his-
torian

[…] style is above all a system of forms with a quality and a meaningful expression

through which the personality of the artist and the broad outlook of a group are visible.

[…] Although there is no established system of analysis […] in general the description of

style refers to three aspects of art: form elements or motifs, form relationships, and

qualities (including an allover quality which one may call the «expression»).15

It will become apparent that Klee’s exuberantly polymorphous art exposes the
inadequacies of such a working definition.

Lothar Schreyer, who was briefly Klee’s colleague at the Weimar Bauhaus, re-
called his working method: «[Er] malte gern an mehreren Bildern nebeneinander,
ging von einem Bild zum anderen, einmal auf diesem, dann einem anderen Far-
ben auftupfend […].»16 Schreyer’s words are corroborated by photographs of
Klee’s Weimar studio.17 Given the extraordinary variety of Klee’s production we
can reasonably conclude that in a given painting session he most likely worked
on pictures with—to use Schapiro’s terms—different «form elements or motifs,
form relationships, and qualities» that were anything but constant. In short: he
worked—simultaneously—in different styles.

Randomly examining a cross-section of works from the year 1925 we can see
that within the span of a single year Klee produced a stylistically more heteroge-
neous body of work than did many of his contemporaries in an entire lifetime.
Compare the taut, pristine geometric style of Gebirge im Winter (Mountains in
Winter; fig. 1), created by spraying watercolor onto stencils that had been laid
over paper prepared with a dark brown ground, with Obstgarten (Orchard; fig. 2),
a colorful, dappled sheet of loosely applied dabs of oil color. The first work, de-
void of brushwork, was created with no direct trace of the human hand; the sec-
ond is dominated by staccato touches of the brush.
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We encounter a third style in Alter Friedhof (Old Cemetery; fig. 3), with its
muted yet warmly glowing colors and severe, linear, architectonic style. Instead
of the free brushwork of Obstgarten there are extremely delicate hatchings that
border the crisp lines of the angular forms. In another work from the same year,
Orientalischer Lustgarten (Oriental Pleasure Garden; fig. 4), we see yet another com-
bination: the deployment of linear architectural structures such as we find in
Alter Friedhof, but with conspicuous dabs of color closer to the painterly tech-
nique of Obstgarten. Fine hatchings such as those in Alter Friedhof figure even
more prominently in Kreuz- und Spiralblüten (Crucifers and Spiral Blossoms; fig. 5).
While in Alter Friedhof the extremely thin parallel lines appear curiously like a
delicate fringe, an ornament adorning the architectural elements, in this work
they seem to constitute the very tissue of these fanciful botanical forms.

And still we are not done with Klee’s styles of 1925. In that year he made
around twenty fictive portraits and physiognomic compositions in several dis-
tinct styles. In Kl[eines]. Mädchen Bildnis in Gelb (Little Girl-Portrait in Yellow; fig. 6),
executed in oil with watercolor glazes on muslin, a figure rendered in closed con-
tours appears transparent over a textured ground of changing colors. In Die
Maske mit dem Fähnchen (The Mask with the Little Flag; fig. 7), Klee used the same
technique of sprayed color and stencils as in Gebirge im Winter, but now with a
different formal vocabulary. And alongside the figurative styles of 1925 Klee also
produced a series of abstract paintings and watercolors composed of color
squares, of which the oil painting Maibild (May Picture; fig. 8) is an example. And
even with this I have not exhausted all of the styles of that year, but the extraor-
dinary stylistic diversity of Klee’s practice should by now be apparent.

Klee on Style
Klee had relatively little to say in his writings—diaries, letters, pedagogical and
theoretical texts—about style. To be sure, in his diaries there are a few passages
in which he writes of a personal style—«Ich bin mein Stil» appears in an early
entry, when Klee is twenty-one years old and had not yet produced his first im-
portant works.18 In 1906 he declares that in his art he has at last reached the
point where he can convert «die ‹Natur› direkt in meinen Stil. […] Alles wird Klee
sein».19 And two years later: «Seinen Stil findet der wo nicht anders kann, das
heißt etwas anderes nicht kann. Der Weg zum Stil: gnothi seauton.»20 All of these
remarks represent a conventional notion of personal style, of a unique style as in-
dividual expression. By the following year, however, Klee adopted a practice in
which «sein Stil» was no longer singular, less a matter of a univocal expression of
personality than of choice, with a practice distinguished by a plurality of contem-
poraneous styles.

It began with a series of drawings. As a young artist Klee had repeatedly
struggled against his «literary» inclinations, namely his desire to use his art as an
expression of ideas, and resolved to renounce temporarily the expression of his
feelings and fantasies and commit himself to the study of nature, with Impress-
ionism as his guide. But if Klee invoked the late nineteenth-century model of Im-
pressionism as his model, what he actually did on the formal plane was decidedly
more radical. In their dissection of the pictorial means these works are in prin-
ciple much closer to the spirit—if not the appearance—of Cubism, indeed to the
phase in the work of Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque that began only one year



51

later, in 1910, when they punctured the pictorial fiction of closed form and
treated line and color as independent elements.21

Klee called the principle on which he based these works of 1909–10 the «Rein-
zucht der Mittel,» or, elsewhere, the «Isolierung der bildnerischen Elemente».22

Working from nature, he isolated the three basic elements of painting—line,
tone, and color—from one another by deploying each of them as autonomous
and, sometimes, as the exclusive means of representation.23 In the pen drawing,
Laubwald (Deciduous Forest; fig. 9), and in a series of other drawings, Klee set him-
self the goal of representing a landscape motif purely by means of line, yet with-
out deploying that line to create closed contours. Out of bundles of uniformly
delicate strokes of his pen he conjures up a densely wooded landscape. The lines
enclose nothing, nor are they grouped into hatchings to form masses of light and
shade; in themselves the individual pen strokes are thoroughly non-mimetic—
trunks, foliage, and the forest floor are rendered with the same short, choppy,
fragile line. Only through their placement, their syntax, do they evoke the optical
impression of an arboreal landscape while steadfastly retaining their identity as
individual marks of the pen.

In a second group Klee allowed himself to use line as closed contour, but in a
thoroughly unconventional way. In a pen drawing of Bern with its soaring cathe-
dral (fig. 10) the lines serve not to denote solid forms but function, as Klee formu-
lated it, as «Ersatz für vermiedene Tonwertung: Linie (als Tonwertgrenze) oder
Farbwertkontraste».24 That is to say, it is not solid forms that are circumscribed
by lines, but the areas of brightest value—«Lichtinseln», Klee called them. The
dark areas are indicated with dense zigzag strokes, the middle tones remain
«stillschweigend dazwischen».25 This results in an extremely curious and de-
cidedly anti-naturalistic effect: the buildings assume forms that are fully unarchi-
tectonic; horizontals and verticals are to be found nowhere; the cathedral tower
seems shattered into pieces.

In another variant of the Bern Cathedral, a pen drawing with wash, Klee
again enclosed the brightest areas with line, while rendering the shadows with
areas of tone (fig. 11). The principle here was to avoid what Klee called the «Kom-
binationsteufel», that is, any technique in which the individual elements of line
and ink wash were fused. As he later formulated it, «Die Elemente sollen Formen
ergeben, nur ohne sich dabei zu opfern. Sich selber bewahrend.»26 Each pictorial
element had to preserve its identity, its purity. Tonal values, for example, must
not be deployed as modeling, in a subordinate role to line, as the creator of form;
they must themselves create forms independent of those created by line. It is en-
tirely consistent with this method of working that Klee also invented a style in
which tonal values constitute the only formal element (fig. 12).

During the summer of 1910, Klee also experimented with color in this vein
(fig. 13). He called this technique «die Lichtform»; by squinting his eyes to blur
the focus of the motif with the help of a lens,«alles Detail fällt einfach weg.» By
means of what he called a «koloristischen Extrakt der Naturerscheinung», he now
succeeded in treating color as an isolated, independent means of representation,
just as he had done earlier with line and tonal values.27 In the years 1910 to 1916
it was a chief concern of Klee to find a way to combine line with color in such a
way that each element in the construction performed a self-sufficient function in
creating form, without one being subordinate to the other.
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1 Paul Klee, Gebirge im Winter (Mountains in
Winter), 1925, brush and watercolor, sprayed, on
chalk ground on paper, border in gouache and pen,
on bottom edge a framing strip with gouache and
pen, on cardboard, 25 × 35 cm., Bern, Kunstmu-
seum, Hermann und Margrit Rupf-Stiftung.
2 Paul Klee, Obstgarten (Orchard), 1925, oil color
on white oil ground on paper on cardboard, 19,7 ×
25 cm., Whereabouts unknown.
3 Paul Klee, Alter Friedhof (Old Cemetery), 1925,
watercolor on paper on fiberboard panel, bordered
with paper strips, 36,5 × 48 cm., Berlin, Staatliche
Museen, Nationalgalerie.
4 Paul Klee, Orientalischer Lustgarten (Oriental
Pleasure Garden), 1925, oil color on cardboard, 40 ×

52 cm., New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
The Berggruen Klee Collection.
5 Paul Klee, Kreuz- und Spiralblüten (Crucifers
and Spiral Blossoms), 1925, watercolor on paste
ground on paper, border in gouache and pen, on
bottom edge a framing strip with watercolor and
pen, on cardboard, 23,2 × 30,7 cm., Private Collecti-
on, Germany
6 Paul Klee, Kl. Mädchen Bildnis in Gelb (Little
Girl-Portrait in Yellow), 1925, oil color on white oil
ground on muslin, verso oil color, nailed onto woo-
den frame; original frame, 24,1 × 21 cm., New York,
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Berggruen Klee
Collection.
7 Paul Klee, Die Maske mit dem Fähnchen (The
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16

17

18 19

Mask with the Little Flag), 1925, graphite and water-
color, partially sprayed, on chalk ground on paper on
cardboard, 65 × 49, cm., München, Bayerische
Staatsgemmäldesammlungen, Pinakothek der Mo-
derne.
8 Paul Klee, Maibild (May Picture), 1925, oil color
on cardboard nailed on wood, original frame, 41,6 ×
49,5 cm., New York, The Metropolitan Museum of
Art, The Berggruen Klee Collection.
9 Paul Klee, Laubwald (Deciduous Forest), 1909,
pen on paper on cardboard, 26,2 × 14,8 cm., Bern,
Sammlung Bürgi.
10 Paul Klee, Bern (Berne), 1910, pen on paper on
cardboard, 17,3 × 15,1 cm., Bern, Zentrum Paul Klee.
11 Paul Klee, Bern (Berne), 1909, pen and brush on

paper on cardboard, 13,3 × 26,3, private collection,
Switzerland.
12 Paul Klee, Fensteraussicht der elterlichen Woh-
nung in Bern (View from a Window of My Parents
Home in Berne), 1909, watercolor on paper on card-
board, 23,6 × 20,6 cm., Bern, Zentrum Paul Klee.
13 Paul Klee, Blumensteg, Gießkanne u. Eimer
(Flower Stand, Watering Can and Bucket), 1910, wa-
tercolor on paper on cartoon, 13,9 × 13,3 cm., Mün-
chen, Städtische Galerie im Lenbachhaus.
14 Paul Klee, Einordnung (Classification), 1918, wa-
tercolor, gouache, and India ink on wove paper,
mounted on cardboard, 29.8 × 22,5 cm., Pasadena,
Norton Simon Museum of Art, The Blue Four Galka
Scheyer Collection.
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15 George Kubler, Diagram of Visual Style.
16 Paul Klee, Prophet (Prophet), 1930, colored paste
on paper on cardboard, 61 × 47 cm., private collecti-
on, France.
17 Paul Klee, Bildnis eines Gelehrten (Portrait of a
Scholar), 1930, pen and watercolor on paper on
cardboard, 51 × 31,6 cm., Milan, Fondazione Antonio
Mazzotta, inv. No. 113.
18 Paul Klee, Kristallisation (Crystallization), pen,
watercolor, and charcoal on paper on cardboard, 31,1
× 32,1 cm., Bern, Zentrum Paul Klee
19 Paul Klee, Die Pauken-Orgel (The Kettle-Drum
Organ), 1930, oil and watercolor on cartoon on wood
stretcher, original frame, 31,8 × 41,9 cm., Oberlin, Al-
len Memorial Art Museum.
20 Paul Klee, Physiognomien von Querschnitten
(Physiognomies of Cross-Sections), 1930, watercolor
on paper on cardboard, 47,6 × 61,9 cm., Chicago,
Morton G. Neumann Collection.
21 Paul Klee, Ad marginem (Ad marginem), 1930,
watercolor on lacquer ground on cardboard nailed
on wood stretcher, verso with white ground with co-
lor traces, gauze over stretcher, Basel, Öffentliche
Kunstsammlung.

20

21
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Not until 1916 did Klee reach that goal. A 1918 watercolor, Einordnung (Classi-
fication; fig. 14), is an example of a mode of working in which line and color func-
tion as autonomous elements, each, remarkably, in its own style. The color is ap-
plied in amorphous tints abstract, thick bands to form zigzag motifs; line, on the
other hand, fine and delicate, forms a transparent representational structure.
Neither does the line serve as a contour for the color planes, nor does color serve
merely to fill in the linear configurations. Each forms a construction in itself;
together they form a complex contrapuntal structure, more reminiscent of music
than of anything in traditional painting.28

In the lecture Klee gave in the Jenaer Kunstverein in January 1924, a decade
and a half after these first experiments, he referred to line, tone, and color as the
«bildnerischen Elementarmittel»; they constituted the foundation of all plastic
art, the building materials of pictorial form. Reflecting on his own artistic activ-
ity Klee pointed out the variability of his formal modes:

Ich versuchte die reine Zeichnung, ich versuchte die reine Helldunkel-Malerei, und farbig

versuchte ich alle Teiloperationen, zu denen mich die Orientierung auf dem Farbkreis

veranlassen mochte. So dass ich die Typen der farbig belasteten Helldunkel-Malerei, der

farbig-complementären Malerei, der bunten Malerei und der totalfarbigen Malerei ausar-

beitete. / Jedesmal verbunden mit den mehr unterbewussten Bild-Dimensionen. / Dann

versuchte ich alle möglichen Synthesen zweier Typen. Combinierend und wieder combi-

nierend, und zwar immer unter möglicher Wahrung der Kultur des reinen Elementes.»29

With reference to the approach to his medium that Klee describes in this pas-
sage, the concept of style as it was understood by the art history and art criticism
of the period is fully inadequate and irrelevant. And not only in that period. Hans
Sedlmayr, who clung to that concept of style and to the norm of unified period
style, understood as much when, in 1948, in Verlust der Mitte, his notorious reac-
tionary attack on the art of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, he cited this
very passage of Klee’s lecture with the following gloomy commentary: «Es wird—
um 1925—ein Punkt erreicht, über den hinaus eine weitere Zerlegung der Kün-
ste in ‹Elemente› nicht mehr vorstellbar erscheint. Damit ist die Einheit der Kün-
ste endgültig dahin.»30

Klee’s most developed remarks on style are found in his pedagogical manu-
scripts from his years at the Bauhaus.31 In the twenty-four sections of the Bild-
nerische Gestaltungslehre, which constitute the major part of his pedagogical
writings, Klee takes up the question of style, or as he calls it, «Stillehre». He does
so in detail in the twenty-first section, under the rubric «Statik». The title of the
first lecture in the series, dating from 1924, is «Bildnerische Mechanik I (oder Stil-
lehre I)».32 «Bildnerische Mechanik» deals with principles of construction with
reference to the static and dynamic. Klee begins by offering a dictionary defini-
tion: «Mechanik ist die Wissenschaft von den Gesetzen der Bewegung und des
Gleichgewichtes, demzufolge in die Dynamik und die Statik zerfallend.» Then he
immediately proceeds to question this definition: «Denn das Gleichgewicht ist
nicht nur Sache des unbewegten Gebietes, sondern es gibt auch ein Gleichge-
wicht der Bewegungen, insbesondere auf bildnerischem Gebiet.»33

Late in the manuscript Klee declares that «Der Stil ist im Grunde die mensch-
liche Einstellung zu diesen Fragen des Diesseitigen und des Jenseitigen.» This ref-
erence to ‹Diesseitiges› and ‹Jenseitiges› is not so mystical as it may sound: Klee
identifies the first with the gravity of the earth, the second with the freedom of
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cosmic space, and he goes on to link this binary opposition with two opposed
styles. «Demnach gibt es auf dem Stilgebiet zwei Hauptteile. Auf dem ersten ähneln
sich der statische Begriff und der klassische / auf dem zweiten sind Dynamik und
Romantik miteinander verwandt.»34 But these are not absolutes; they are two poles
and between them there is a Zwischengebiet with a range of possibilities combining
elements of both. The Baroque, for example, he describes as a domain of style «wo
statisches und wohl abgewogenes, oft rein symmetrisches leicht von dynamischen
[sic] umspielt wird».35 He then proposes that all historical styles can be thought of
in terms of particular combinations of these two polarities:

Auf diese Weise könnte man nun unzählige Beispiele aus allen Stilgebieten untersuchen.

Die Fragen romanisch? gotisch spätgotisch klassisch als Renaissance oder als Empire, Ba-

rock, Rokoko? bekommen ein praecises Gesicht durch eine Kritik nach dem mechanischen

Wesen hin.

Das mechanische Wesen mit seinen zugehörten Grundbegriffen diesseitig und jenseitig

sagt dann auch viel mehr und wesentliches geistiges aus, als die Beschäftigung mit den

äusserlich-formalen Erkennungsmerkmalen all der verschiedenen Stile.36

In effect, Klee here seems to be extrapolating underlying formal principles from
historical styles, and in so doing to be dehistoricizing those principles, as is sug-
gested in the continuation of this passage.

[…] schon heute sind die speciellen Stilbegriffe für uns nicht mehr vergänglich-lebendig,

was kümmert uns schöpferisch Gothik oder Rococo.

Aber die Begriffe wie: bedingte oder freie Bewegungsmöglichkeiten sind ewig lebendig.

Wenn auch das Gewicht bald den einen bald den andern Teil betonen wird, im ewig peri-

odischen Wechsel, manchmal klar unterscheidend, manchmal auch die Grenzen verwi-

schend. Auf welcher Seite der Ton liegt, auf der einen oder der andern, oder auf keiner al-

lein sondern auf gemeinsamen Zwischengebiet [original emphasis].37

All of these become possibilities for the contemporary artist, and in practice they
were as well for Klee. Such an attitude, which is nascent already in his drawings
and watercolors of 1909-11, perhaps helps explain the staggering, unequaled
diversity of his artistic production.

Hausenstein, Wölfflin, Spengler
Klee’s art «bedeutet kein System»—this remark appears in the doleful passage
from Hausenstein’s Kairuan that I cited at the beginning of this paper. We recall
that «system» is a term that Schapiro would later use in his definition of style—I
repeat the quotation: «Style is above all a system of forms». But «system» had
been used before, in the most influential text on style at the time that Hausen-
stein was writing: Heinrich Wölfflin’s Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Das Pro-
blem der Stilentwicklung in der neueren Kunst. Published in 1915, it was already in
its fifth edition by 1921. Whatever the individual or collective temperament,
Wölfflin wrote, «Jeder Künstler findet bestimmte ‹optische› Möglichkeiten vor»,
by which he meant what he called the prevailing «Formensystem»38, either
classical or baroque, «an dem der Künstler gebunden ist. Nicht alles ist zu allen
Zeiten möglich.»39 These basic form systems, as everyone knows, were «das Li-
neare» (linear), which Wölfflin identified with the art and architecture of the six-
teenth century, and «das Malerische» (painterly), manifested by the art and archi-
tecture of the seventeenth. They were the basic, universal «Formensysteme», re-
curring cyclically in a «Spriralbewegung» throughout history.40
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Hausenstein had reviewed Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe in 1916. He was,
it is clear, particularly struck by the way in which Wölfflin had reduced the
diverse art and architecture of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to con-
trasting systems:

Wölfflin führt den Gegensatz zwischen Barock und Klassik […] systematisch durch. […]

Fünffach gliedert sich das System. Klassisch und Barock erscheinen in dem Gegensatz des

Linearen und des Malerischen, der Flächigkeit und der Tiefe, der geschlossenen und der

offenen Form, der Vielheit und der Einheit, der Klarheit und der—gewollten, prinzipiel-

len, insofern methodischen und klaren—Unklarheit. […] Nirgends geht das System im

philologisch gepflegten einzelnen unter, und wiederum währt das System, wo es die Ein-

dringlichkeit der Durchführung fühlen lässt, eine feine Liberalität, die das Ganze schließ-

lich um des einzelnen willen liebt.41

Hausenstein ends his review by speculating whether Wölfflin favors the Baroque:
«dies Buch ist trotz seiner zurückhaltenden Neutralität bewegend modern. […]
Die Pole der Kunstgeschichte sind nachgewiesen; die Welt springt vom klassi-
schen zum Barock—vom Gestern zum Heute.»42

In light of this review, Hausenstein’s remark that Klee’s art «bedeutet kein
System» assumes an added resonance, for «system» presupposed an internal con-
sistency of style. Klee, with his virulent pluralism of styles, his simultaneous
practice of linear and painterly, including even the combination of both in a
single work, decisively shattered Hausenstein’s expectations of the future course
of art. For Klee, one might say with only slight exaggeration, «alles ist zu allen
Zeiten möglich». His art was a devastating refutation of Hausenstein’s anticipa-
tion of «der Sieg des Stils», of which he had been so confident only a few years be-
fore.

Yet, another author was, I believe, even more important for Hausenstein’s
Klee interpretation than Wölfflin: Oswald Spengler. The first volume of Der Unter-
gang des Abendlandes appeared in the summer of 1918, as the catastrophic war
was in its final stages. The book came as a particularly brutal shock to the Ger-
man art world, dealing a lethal blow to what was left of its Utopian expectations
for Expressionism.43 The topic «Das Problem des Stils» appears in the book’s table
of contents.44 The problem of style to which Spengler referred was not a problem
of art-historical method, it was a problem of civilization; style was a defining fea-
ture of great, vital cultures and it was now, he asserted, a thing of the past: «Ein
Stil ist ein Schicksal. Man hat ihn, aber man erwirbt ihn nicht. Bewusster, gewoll-
ter, gemachter Stil ist erlogener Stil, wie es alle Spätzeiten, allen voran die
Gegenwart, beweisen.»45 Style in this sense, style as destiny, Spengler declared,
had ended in the late eighteenth century. As for the present: «Gewaltsam in
Szene gesetzte ‹Stile› und exotische Entlehnungen sollen den Mangel an Schick-
sal, an innerer Notwendigkeit ersetzen. Halber Ernst und fragwürdige Echtheit
beherrschen das Künstlertum. In diesem Falle befinden wir uns heute. Es ist ein
langes Spielen mit toten Formen, an denen man sich die Illusion einer lebendigen
Kunst erhalten möchte.»46

The opening sentence of the first draft of Kairuan confirms Spengler’s impact
on Hausenstein’s thinking: «Ausgehn vom ‹Untergang des Abendlandes›».47 His
writings from this period leave no doubt that he had accepted Spengler’s bleak
verdict on the status of style in modernity. Yet rather than seeing Klee’s art as
one of «Gewaltsam in Szene gesetzte ‹Stile› und exotische Entlehnungen», as
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Spengler surely would have, Hausenstein repeatedly uses the term Schicksal in
his text as he narrates Klee’s artistic development. If for Spengler true style is
destiny, he seems to be saying, Klee’s systemless art of multiple styles is equally
a matter of destiny, of historical fate—not a matter of individual caprice or will-
fulness. To be sure, Hausenstein does twice refer to Klee’s «style» in the singular,
but it is clear that this style no longer has anything in common with Hausen-
stein’s earlier understanding of the concept.48 And so he rewrites the terms:
Klee’s ‹style› is individual, «überaus persönlich» Hausenstein calls it,49 something
that he had earlier denied as a possibility, as a contradiction of the very principle
of style (recall his words: «Der Stil ist […] das feindlichste aller Widerspiele des
Individuationsprinzips»). Spengler himself was adamant on this point: «Mit der
Persönlichkeit einzelner Künstler, ihrem Willen und Bewusstsein haben [Stile]
nichts zu schaffen. Im Gegenteil, das Medium des Stils liegt seinerseits dem Phä-
nomen der künstlerischen Individualität a priori zugrunde.»50 But now for
Hausenstein Klee’s extremely individualistic art, so antithetical to his deeply
held convictions about the social basis of style, is not a matter of will but of
Schicksal. In a particularly searing passage, he writes of Klee’s works of the years
1917–19, during the war and its immediate aftermath:

[…] es war ein Schicksal dabei. Was konnte gemalt werden? In allem, was Geschichte,

Ereignis, Mensch und Sache oder Gesinnung war, gab es unter diesen Umständen nichts,

das gelten konnte. Die Welt war: nichts – abermals und schlimmer nichts. Nichts mit ab-

surdem Gestänge von Organisation und Maschinen. Vielfältiges Nichts. Was war, musste

sich verbergen. Das Menschliche zog sich zurück. Das Göttliche wurde verhöhnt – am

meisten, wo es angebetet wurde. Die Dinge wurden verbraucht. Hohlräume entstanden,

mit Staub besiedelt. Fenster zersprangen und wurden mit Papierstreifen wie mit verrück-

ten Zeichnungen beklebt.51

And now, for Hausenstein, since the world of nature that had sustained art for
millennia had been shattered by war and technology, subjectivity became the
only possibility: «Das Subjektive ist wahrlich nicht das Höchste. Aber es ist in die-
sem scheelen Augenblick das Einzige; und ein Wunder des Himmels der Künstler,
der dazu die Schönheit des Reims vermag. Wo das Objektive entfällt […] da ent-
fällt die natürliche Gemeinschaftlichkeit. Wo sie verschwindet, da wird das Sub-
jekt Gesetz und Inhalt.»52

As recently as 1918, Hausenstein had found the subjectivity of Klee’s art dee-
ply unsettling, even ominous for the future of art, a «Subjektivität […] so schwer
erreichbar, dass sie zugleich das Ende des unveräußerlichen Begriffs der kün-
stlerischen Öffentlichkeit zu werden droht. Es ist möglich, dass die Reise der
Kunst dahin geht. Das ist nicht abzusehen. Dazu: es ist nicht zu wünschen.»53

This statement, so startling in its directness, should surprise only for its candor;
it is a position thoroughly consistent with the conclusions of Hausenstein’s sober
reevaluation of Expressionism. The issue was not Klee’s purely artistic merits;
Hausenstein now believed him to be without peer, placing him even above Pi-
casso.54 But his art, at the extreme limits of abstraction and subjectivity, stood as
the antithesis of the values that Hausenstein felt must now, of historical
necessity, be recuperated: a more humble, more objective devotion to nature, an
awareness of the metaphysical dimension in the world of perceived reality, a res-
toration of a collective basis for culture. And yet it was, significantly, precisely at
this time that Hausenstein resolved to write his book on Klee. It was—let us re-
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call the full title— not only «eine Geschichte vom Maler Klee», but «von der Kunst
dieses Zeitalters».

And so what was to be the content of such a subjective art, an art represent-
ing a world from which, as Hausenstein saw it, objects had vanished? Certainly
there were still «figures» and «objects» in Klee’s paintings and drawings, albeit
highly abstract ones—«zerstreute Fetzen von Gegenständlichkeit. […] Keine Mö-
glichkeit einer Verdichtung.»55 Yet the real object of Klee’s art, Hausenstein
writes, lies in the medium itself:

[…] dies ist gemacht wie Malerei, gezeichnet wie Zeichnung. Nicht von bestimmten Bil-

dern und Malern ist jetzt die Rede, sondern von der Malerei als einer Art der Darstellung,

und ebenso allgemein von der Zeichnung. Hier ist Farbe nach Malerweise auf Leinwand,

Papier, Holz gesetzt, hier Strich nach Zeichnerart auf Blätter. Nimm ein beliebiges Bild .

[…] Mit spitzem Finger der Klugheit zieh von rückwärts aus dem Bild alles, aber auch

alles, was Gegenstand geheißen wird […].Dann sieh zu, was übrigbleibt. […] Dies,

Freund, ist nur, was alle Ästhetiker von jeher für das Eigentliche der Kunst erklärt haben;

[…] dies ist, was sie Form nennen. Der Einwand ist nahe – man hört ihn voraus: Form

müsse etwas realisieren. Sicher muss sie. Hier realisiert sie sich selbst. Über die Maßen

ist sie in einer Welt, die der Dinge verlustig ging, ihr eignes Objekt geworden. […]Form

malt sich selbst. Form zeichnet sich selbst. Das Mittel emanzipiert sich, wie ehedem der

Leibeigene. Das Mittel züchtet sich durch und balanciert geschürzt hoch oben in der frei-

lich gefährlichen Souveränität seiner Freiheit, seines Adels. […] Die Form von Gestern ist

Gegenstand der Form von heute.56

Although framed by Hausenstein’s cultural pessimism, I think this passage re-
veals a genuine insight into Klee’s art, and anticipates remarks, cited earlier, that
he himself would make a few years later at the Bauhaus on the subject of style.

In his claim that Klee was painting painting itself, drawing drawing itself,
Hausenstein anticipated a little known remark by Michel Foucault on Klee’s art,
made in a 1966 interview.57 In the introduction to Les mots et les choses, Foucault
described Velazquez’s Las Meninas as a painting in which «representation under-
takes to represent itself here in all its elements, with its images, the eyes to
which it is offered, the faces it makes visible, the gestures that call it into
being.»58 What does Foucault mean? Velázquez shows himself in the act of paint-
ing; we see the tools of pictorial representation—his brush, his palette with its
pigments, the back of his canvas, which emphasizes its material instrumentality.
The studio is flooded with light, that which makes visible, that which enables se-
eing. We see perspective, which gives the scene the illusion of being an exten-
sion of the space that we, the spectators, inhabit. And we see a mirror, showing
King Philip IV and Queen Marianna, which extends the space of the representa-
tion into our space.59 Finally, above in the shadows, we see a series of paintings
on the wall, end products of the practice of representation exemplified below.

In the aforementioned interview, which appeared two months after the pub-
lication of Les mots and les choses, the interviewer, Claude Bonnefoy, raised the
issue of contemporary philosophy and how it differed from that of the past.
Today the object of our thought, Foucault responded, is no longer nature or man
and society or human existence as such, but knowledge itself, the relations be-
tween the different domains of knowledge. At the end of the interview Bonnefoy
asked Foucault what work of art gives visual form to this, the episteme of our
epoch, as Velázquez’s Las Meninas gave visual form to the episteme of his time.
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This was his response:
Il me semble que c’est la peinture de Klee qui représente le mieux, par rapport à notre

siècle, ce qu’a pu être Velásquez par rapport au sien. Dans la mesure où Klee fait appara-

ître dans la forme visible tous les gestes, actes, graphismes, traces, linéaments, surfaces

qui peuvent constituer la peinture, il fait de l’acte même de peindre le savoir déployé et

scintillant de la peinture elle-même.

Sa peinture n’est pas de l’art brut, mais une peinture ressaisie par le savoir de ses élé-

ments les plus fondamenteaux. […] Les Ménines représentait les éléments de la représenta-

tion , le peintre, les modèles, le pinceau, la toile, l’image dans le miroir, elles décompo-

saient la peinture elle-même dans les éléments qui en faisaient une représentation.

La peinture de Klee, elle, compose et décompose la peinture dans ses éléments qui, pour

être simples, n’en sont pas moins supportés, hantés, habités par le savoir de la peinture.60

It is an interpretation that, in some of its particulars, was anticipated forty-five
years earlier by Hausenstein. Both Hausenstein and Foucault are in agreement:
Klee is a unique figure within modernism, one who in his art reveals its distin-
guishing theoretical foundations. Yet Foucault takes it further than Hausenstein,
to argue that Klee’s art is itself a form of knowledge – «il fait de l’acte même de
peindre le savoir déployé et scintillant de la peinture elle-même.» It is a claim cor-
roborated by the extraordinary ambition of Klee’s pedagogical manuscripts,
which were only partially available at the time.61

Rethinking Style
So where does this leave us with respect to the «problem of style»? What I have
done thus far is to investigate an episode in Klee’s reception, to situate his prac-
tice in relationship to the contemporary German discourse on style. But I think
that Klee’s example should be seen as more than a fascinating footnote in the his-
toriography of style or of Klee reception. His art offers a powerful challenge to
our received notions about style and an invitation to rethink the concept.

There is, I believe, a concept of style that accommodates the complexity of
Klee’s practice, precisely by severing the concept of style from unilinear histori-
cal narratives and the assumption of common denominators that so long marked
the role of style in art-historical discourse.62 I am referring to a short, brilliant,
and unjustly overlooked paper by George Kubler, published in 1979: «Toward A
Reductive Theory of Visual Style». Kubler begins by lamenting the confusion sur-
rounding the concept of style: «Style», he writes, had become «a word of which
the everyday use has deteriorated in our time to the level of banality. It is now a
word to avoid, along with declassé words, words without nuance, words gray
with fatigue.» His intention, as he formulated it, was «to rediscover the purposes
to which the word in question was appropriate; and to demonstrate its present
unacceptable uses.»63 In so doing Kubler offered not only a fundamental recon-
ceptualization of style but a radically new analytical model.

Kubler was pointedly critical of the definition of style offered by Meyer
Schapiro, who, he claimed, «insists upon style as ‹constant form› in the art of in-
dividuals and societies».64 These notions had led to the belief that a style was
something that existed in duration; such thinking, Kubler complained, «endows
styles with attributes like those of allegorical figures in stone or bronze in a pa-
lace park».65 Moreover, art historians often thought of style as akin to language,
as a system of rules, signs, and practices that had an existence outside of individ-
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ual works of art. Yet style, Kubler objected, was not a phenomenon like a lan-
guage, which is a genuine system capable of development over time; style,
rather, is a concept, one external to the objects to which it is applied. There may
be a class of objects produced over time and linked by a common style, but the
style itself is not something that evolves over time, manifesting itself in individ-
ual works, in the way that individual speech acts are manifestations of a lan-
guage. For Kubler, then, style is less a concept to be applied to temporal, develop-
mental, or «diachronic» phenomena than it is a spatial or «synchronic,» taxo-
nomic one, applied to objects coexisting in time. In other words it is a term of
classification rather than of development.66

Although Kubler called his theory «reductive», it is reductive only in its em-
phasis on the synchronic rather than the diachronic dimensions of style. For in
actuality Kubler’s concept of style is more expansive than our traditional notion,
which has usually been limited to questions of form, composition, and manner of
execution. His concept of style and his method of stylistic analysis, which he calls
«componential», applies to «all essential characteristics of works of art». By
«componential» Kubler means that visual style is a manifold—a complex of dis-
tinct particulars—of six independently variable dimensions. These he groups
under three aspects—shape, meaning, and time, each of which has two compo-
nents (fig. 15).67

First there is shape, which encompasses craft and format. Craft refers to ma-
terials and techniques, elements omitted from Schapiro’s definition of style.68

Format, on the other hand, which «identifies stable configurations enduring
through time as recognizable entities», encompasses those features that are
traditionally identified with style, what Schapiro called «form elements» and
«form relationships».69 Indeed, this alone of Kubler’s six components of style be-
longs to the traditional concept – he remarks on a «common confusion between
‹style› and ‹format›».70

With the second pair of components, related to meaning, Kubler incorporates
two dimensions of works of art normally excluded from what is understood as
style. These he identifies as signage and modus. Signage is, simply put, the sub-
ject matter of the work of art, «any complex of structured symbols which can be
subjected to iconographic or iconological analysis». If signage refers to content
embodied in subject matter and symbolism, modus relates to the manner in
which the artist chooses to express that content.71

The third pair of components relates to time, and consists of period and se-
quence. Kubler says frustratingly little about period; sequence, an important con-
cept in his earlier book, The Shape of Time, refers to the «dated succession of grad-
ually altered repetitions of the same trait».72 By introducing sequence into his
model, Kubler presumably wants us to recognize that each of the traits chosen in
the four preceding components—craft, format, signage, and modus—is subject
to choices as to its replication in a new work, and that each trait also has its own
age, its own history within the medium and in the art of an individual or group.
As he had written earlier in The Shape of Time: «Thus every thing is a complex hav-
ing not only traits, each with a different systematic age, but having also clusters
of traits, or aspects, each with its own age.» For this reason, «historic time seems
to be composed of many envelopes, in addition to being mere flow from future to
past through the present».73
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Crucial for the constitution of a style is the factor of «instantaneous acts of
choice» in each of these six dimensions.74 The particular configuration of those
choices with regard to craft, format, signage, modus, sequence, and period con-
stitutes the style. Works that share a similar manifold of traits will be classified
together as sharing a style. It is in part because the style of a work of art is con-
structed of components of which each has a different systematic age, a different
duration, that one cannot speak of style as a unitary thing that evolves.75

Kubler’s componential model of style, with its six-fold domain of choices,
seems to me to offer a method that is particularly well suited to Klee’s art, given
the remarkable degree of variability that exists in his deployment and combina-
tion of various traits in the domains of craft, format, signage, and modus, each
trait occupying a position in its respective sequence. No other artist of his gener-
ation constructed his works from such a broad range of choices in these areas.

The year 1930, during which Klee made nearly three hundred works in
various media, is particular rich in stylistic diversity, and a brief look at six of
them will, I hope, demonstrate the usefulness of Kubler’s theory as an analytical
model. Prophet and Bildnis eines Gelehrten (Portrait of a Scholar) (figs. 16 and 17)
are about as stylistically unlike one another as it is possible to imagine. In both of
these works the dimension of craft feeds into modus, the term Kubler uses for the
manner in which a particular content is expressed—the how as opposed to the
what. Prophet is crudely painted with colored paste; it has a raw, spontaneous
look, almost as if it were an artifact from some primitive culture. The very crudity
of the execution suggests an image created in a state of mystical ardor, remote
from the precincts of reason. By contrast, the geometric format and methodical
technique or craft of Bildnis eines Gelehrten are consonant with the idea of ra-
tional investigation, of a highly developed culture of inquiry and argument. Here
Klee applied watercolor over stencils to create a crystalline planar structure,
then used pen and ink to form a second, linear structure, one that interacts with
but remains independent of that created by color planes.

Prophet and Bildnis eines Gelehrten each share their respective traits with
other works of the same year, but in varying combinations. In Kristallisation (Cry-
stallization) (fig. 18), for example, Klee employed the same craft and format—
stencils, watercolor and pen and ink, now with the addition of charcoal— as in
Bildnis eines Gelehrten, but chose to leave the work non-representational, making
a different choice with respect to signage. Or, rather, the very crystalline forms
themselves could be said to be the signage of the work, embodying a process
within nature. In Die Pauken-Orgel (The Kettle-Drum Organ) (fig. 19), Klee replicated
the format of transparent, crystalline planes, but now eliminated the use of line
except for the two drum sticks in the upper center (fig. 18). And here, with re-
spect to craft, the technique is a combination of watercolor and oil. Klee’s choice
to repeat or alter traits is, as we have seen, itself a constitutive element of style.

Physiognomien von Querschnitten (Physiognomy of Cross-Sections, fig. 20) shares
with the Bildnis eines Gelehrten and Kristallisation the media of watercolor and
ink, but here they are deployed in a different technique, while the work’s format,
signage and modus are of another order altogether. In Ad marginem (fig. 21), Klee
introduces another variation in the domain of craft, applying watercolor over a
lacquer ground on cardboard, nailed to a wooden stretcher covered on its visible
edges with gauze. In format, signage, and modus each of these two works is as
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different from the other as from the four works discussed above, and with re-
spect to each of these traits they form part of different sequences.

Perhaps one can say, pace Wilhelm Hausenstein, that Klee’s art does have a
system after all. What defines that system is a commitment to the continual ex-
ploration of the materials, formal elements, and signifying possibilities of draw-
ing and painting. This produces an art defined by maximum variability within
those domains that Kubler defined with his concepts of craft, format, signage,
and modus. This is, as Foucault so well understood, an art that has been «grasped
anew by the knowledge of its most fundamental elements».76 The merit of Ku-
bler’s expanded notion of style, with its componential model of analysis, is that it
can «contribute to sharper perception of the pictorial order and character».77

Rather than producing specious unities and unilinear narratives it disposes us to
look for diversity and complexity in artistic practices, and this, I believe, is pre-
cisely what it does so effectively with Klee. It may be, as Frederic Schwartz has
argued, that «the history of art is no longer the history of styles», that the notion
of style «is not adequate to our thinking about visual form and representation
today».78 Yet I would argue that, conversely, any such thinking that ignores style
is equally inadequate.

Notes

1 Wilhelm Hausenstein, Kairuan, oder eine Ge-
schichte vom Maler Klee und von der Kunst dieses
Zeitalters, München 1921, pp. 102, 104.
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