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ABSTRACT 

 

This doctoral thesis examines the theoretical and practical work of the German archi-

tect Gottfried Semper during the Great Exhibition of 1851 and discusses how his 

work came to be influenced by imperialism, colonialism and capitalism. The cele-

brated event in the Crystal Palace in Hyde Park coincided with Semper’s growing 

interest in the four essential crafts (weaving, pottery, carpentry, masonry) that he 

believed formed the basis from which architecture had originated. To this end, the 

Great Exhibition furnished Semper’s theoretical endeavours with a plethora of mate-

rial objects he could study from all around the world. The thesis first analyses and 

partly reconstructs Semper’s own designs for some national sections within the Crys-

tal Palace. It then follows the walks through the exhibition that Semper undertook 

with his friend, Lothar Bucher, as a means to look at the ethnographic material they 

encountered. Behind all of Semper’s reflections upon the displayed objects was a 

concept of cultural development rooted in German Idealist thought as produced by 

thinkers such as Kant and Hegel. However, Semper’s observations also instigated a 

profound critique of contemporary modes of production in industrialised societies. 

The thesis therefore shows how Semper redirects anthropological ideas about object 

fetishism in earlier societies towards an analysis of the world of capitalist commodi-

ties and their representations. In this regard, the thesis sketches out a shift in Sem-

per’s thought from a critique of religion to a critique of capitalism, with similarities 

to another German émigré in London at the time, Karl Marx. Yet, in the end Semper 

refrained from Marxist theory and instead carried out investigations into the produc-

tion of artistic objects. Accordingly, the thesis discusses Semper’s plan for an ideal 

museum which he hoped could overcome the crisis of production and representation 

within capitalism by looking for universal principles of design. 
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IMPACT STATEMENT 

 

This critical historical thesis will find its main audience within the academic field, be 

it either in the education of art and architecture students or in academic research pro-

jects and hopefully instigates further knowledge production. The study is concerned 

with the German architect Gottfried Semper who probably was the most productive 

architect writer in the nineteenth century and who belongs to the most canonical fig-

ures in art, design, and architectural history. As such, the thesis participates to a large 

existing body of literature on Semper whose significance has become increasingly 

appreciated in the last two decades due to a growing interest in objects and material 

culture. The main audience of this thesis is therefore scholarship on Semper in par-

ticular and scholarship on art, design, and architectural history in general. Apart from 

its primary audience however, the thesis should receive further interest in fields such 

as anthropology, museology, and cultural studies. With its focus on the repercussions 

of capitalism and industrialisation upon society at the beginning of the 1850s, the 

thesis addresses the larger field within humanities and cultural studies. The thesis 

proposes an insight into the discourse on commodity fetishism and capitalist modes 

of representation prior to Karl Marx’s concise analysis from 1867, a period in which 

no such discourse had yet been established or canonised. With the discussion of 

Semper’s plan for an ideal museum, that is to say, the shift from curiosity cabinets to 

modern scientific collections, the thesis also participates to the field of museology, 

an arena in which Semper appears to play a minor role even though he not only ex-

pressed theoretical ideas on collections but also designed several museums. Howev-

er, it would be more than desirable if the thesis finds an audience outside of academ-

ia as well. It could do so if the work becomes a starting point for an exhibition that 

concerns some key aspects of this thesis and engages in a critical dialogue with ob-

jects that are discussed here. This doctoral thesis has received a three-year doctoral 

funding from the Swiss National Science Foundation and as of yet has generated two 

publications, a journal article that appeared in 2014 (c.f. bibliography) and a book 

chapter that will appear in 2020. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

On Sunday 22 May 1851, a ‘luminous meteor of beautiful appearance’ was seen on 

the nocturnal sky over London (fig. 0.1). This phenomenon of nature shadowed the 

city whose ‘dark masses of building’ were reported by the Illustrated London News 

as ‘contrasting [...] the bright light of the meteor’, and ‘as it shot downwards, ren-

dered [the summer sky] at once beautiful and interesting.’1 Darkness engulfed the 

urban fabric of London, whose buildings usually dispelled the night with their exu-

berant lightening. The recently invented gas lamps illuminated the city in a different 

way to which history had ever seen before. The German architect and theorist Gott-

fried Semper noted how gas pipes ‘with innumerable small openings’ now formed 

‘stars, firewheels, pyramids, escutcheons, inscriptions’ that ‘seem[ed] to float before 

the walls of our houses, as if supported by invisible hands’. Whereas no one could 

deny gaslight’s ‘enormous importance to everyday life’, it nonetheless had ‘detracted 

the popular custom of illuminating houses as a sign the occupants participate in the 

public joy’ (figs. 0.3/0.4). Gas-lit torches and gas-lit signs, some used for advertising 

purposes, no longer emphasised the various ‘parts of the houses’ and their inhabit-

ants: instead, one’s ‘eyes [were] blinded by the blaze of those apparitions of fire and 

the facades behind [were] rendered invisible’.2 The relationship between the gaslight 

illumination, the ornamented lamps and London’s building had become disintegrat-

ed. The outside realm now represented something other than the life that took place 

inside the houses. Science and capitalism created new conditions that affected every 

part of life. Over the next few years, Semper – exiled in London from 1850 to 1855 

as a consequence of his participation in the failed 1849 political revolution in Dres-

den – intended to reconcile these new capitalist conditions that seemed otherwise so 

detrimental to the arts. In 1860, then resident in Zurich, and after almost a decade of 

theoretical reflections, he published his magnum opus, Der Stil, in which he tried to 

fathom the universal principles of design throughout human history. His book opens 

with a reference to the stars, their emergence, their trajectory, and their eventual van-

ishing. This image of the stars and the forces of gravitation implied a universal law-

																																																								
1 ‘Remarkable Meteor’, The Illustrated London News, 28 June 1851, p. 620. 
2 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architec-
ture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1989), p. 135 [12-13]. 
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fulness of appearances, of principles that also existed outside of the human world on 

earth – principles that could not be manipulated by the material means and ideologi-

cal interests of this world (fig. 0.2). What a comforting image, then, would have been 

the meteor over London that Semper also probably viewed?  

London was indeed full of apparitions that summer. In Hyde Park, a spectacle was 

taking place inside a building, sparkling in the light, the likes of which human beings 

had not seen before (figs. 0.5/0.6). The Crystal Palace housed the world’s first inter-

national fair, known as the Great Exhibition of 1851, to which countries from all 

over the globe were invited to send their best products.3 When the exhibition opened 

its gates on 1 May, contemporary commentators extolled this ‘industrial exhibition of 

all nations in the capital of world economy’ as ‘a decisive event in the cultural histo-

ry of mankind’. They praised the exhibition as the result of the ‘speculative entrepre-

neurial spirit’ that had made this ‘temple of freedom’ possible to exist.4 However 

enthusiastic such comments might have been, they also vividly illustrate how Semper 

and his contemporaries were witnesses to the tremendous shift of capitalism and in-

dustrialisation now changing the world.5 The Great Exhibition materialised these 

changes in society, not simply as abstract numbers or narratives but as something 

palpably represented by the Crystal Palace and its material objects inside. The build-

ing was crammed with all sorts of things: machines, appliances, decorative arts, eth-

nographic curiosities, sculpture, or miscellaneous objects whose purposes were diffi-

cult to specify. The exhibition allowed a comparison between different nations and 

their rate of industrial progress, whereby the British organisers could use the oppor-

tunity as a demonstration of their pre-eminent industrial and economic power. Britain 

and its colonial dependencies occupied the entire western wing of the exhibition 

																																																								
3 On the Great Exhibition see for instance: Jeffrey A. Auerbach, The Great Exhibition of 1851: A 
nation on display (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999); Jeffrey A. Auerbach, Britain, the Em-
pire, and the World at the Great Exhibition of 1851 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008); Yvonne Ffrench, The 
Great Exhibition: 1851 (London: Harvill, 1950); Utz Haltern, Die Londoner Weltausstellung von 
1851. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der bürgerlich-industriellen Gesellschaft im 19. Jahrhundert 
(Münster: Aschendorff, 1971); Hermione Hobhouse, The Crystal Palae and the Great Exhibition: Art 
Science, and Productive Industry: a History of the Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851 
(London: Continuum, 2004); Mersmann, ‘A true test and a living picture’: Repräsentationen der 
Londoner Weltausstellung (Trier: WVT, 2001); Louise Purbrick, ed., The Great Exhibition of 1851: 
New interdisciplinary essays (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001). 
4 ‘Die Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker’, in The Illustrated London News. Deutsches Supplement, 3 
May 1851, pp. 2-3. 
5 Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts Into Air (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1982); Paul 
Young, Globalization and the Great Exhibition: The Victorian New World Order (Basingstoke UK: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009). 
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building (fig. 0.8). All other nations were thus allocated spaces within the eastern 

wing (fig. 0.9). However, after the failed revolutionary upheavals in continental Eu-

rope in 1848 and 1849, and the subsequent reinvigoration of the ancient regimes in 

many countries, the Crystal Palace showed the disillusioned members of progressive 

political forces a vision of a prosperous and peaceful future that would be brought 

about by democratic and liberal market-led values, crystallised by the concept of 

‘free trade’, which appealed also to Semper as a political refugee himself. 

The primary attraction was undoubtedly the Crystal Palace; as the result of standardi-

sation and mass-production, it thus represented industrial progress. The building pro-

vided a large temporal space and a readily accessible vision of an industrially pro-

duced and thus artificial ‘second nature’. In doing so, the Crystal Palace created a 

new kind of space. The glasshouse’s vast dimensions combined with the diffused 

light penetrating through the canvas sheets with which it was covered, gave the space 

a ‘certain airy unsubstantial character’.6 One’s ‘eye swee[pt] along an unending per-

spective, which fade[d] into the horizon’, making one’s vision blurred.7 Yet the tran-

sept in the Crystal Palace, with its elm trees, also created ‘a piece of Midsummer 

Night’s Dream in the midday sun’.8 This ‘Arabian Night’s structure’ thus belonged 

‘more to an enchanted land than to this gross material world of ours’.9 Inside this 

‘palace of fairies’,10 time and space seemed to be dispensed. Capitalism and industri-

al progress now allowed ‘the practical annihilation of space and time’11 by bringing 

together cultural objects from around the world, a process whereby the building with 

its poetic atmosphere could create its own space of symbolic representation, whisper-

																																																								
6 John Tallis, Tallis’s history and description of the Crystal Palace and the Exhibition of the World’s 
Industry in 1851, vol. 1 (London: John Tallis and Co., 1851), p. 20. 
7 Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker (Frankfurt a.M.: 
C. B. Lizius Verlag, 1851), p. 10, quoted after: Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time, And Architecture 
(Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1941), pp. 251-252. 
8 ‘Es [das Querschiff] ist ein Stück Sommernachtstraum in der Mittagssonne.’ Lothar Bucher, Kultur-
historische Skizzen, p. 11. 
9 John Tallis, Tallis’s history and description of the Crystal Palace and the Exhibition of the World’s 
Industry in 1851, vol. 1 (London: John Tallis and Co., 1851), p. 20; Florian Nelle, ‘Die Welt als Ku-
lisse: Der Crystal Palace und die Moderne als Theater ohne Ausgang’, in Bauformen der Imagination: 
Ausschnitte einer Kulturgeschichte der architektonischen Phantasie, Karin Harrasser and Roland 
Innerhofer, eds. (Wien: Erhard Löckner, 2006), p. 132. 
10 Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker, p. 37. 
11 ‘The Great Exhibition’, The Illustrated London News, 3 May 1851, pp. 343-344. 
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ing the promise of a seemingly classless consumer society into the ears of visitors 

(fig. 0.7).12  

It was however widely felt in Britain that the modern production techniques were not 

yet expressed well enough aesthetically in industrial goods.13 The Great Exhibition 

thus provided a favourable opportunity to study contemporary conditions and to find 

new aesthetic solutions to a problem with which many artists and commentators were 

struggling – that is, how could artistic reflection and production respond to the new 

socio-economic conditions and represent capitalist reality within a condition in 

which traditional aesthetic categories were being openly challenged or even seeming 

to become obsolete. Having arrived recently via Paris from the relatively small city 

of Dresden, Semper was confronted in London by an abundance of material objects 

being generated by capitalism, industrialisation and international trade. These im-

pressions challenged many of his previous ideas. He now understood how everything 

under capitalism becomes commercialised, even architecture. At the same time, be-

ing surrounded in the Crystal Palace with cultural objects from all over the world, 

Semper was inspired to think of the deeper universal principles through which he felt 

that art and architecture were driven. 

The significance and influence of the 1851 Great Exhibition on Semper and the de-

velopment of his theory of style has long been at the core of scholarly literature.14 

During this period in London, Semper turned his attention towards the state of the 

industrial arts within contemporary conditions of production. Yet the basis for this 

enterprise is something he had defined before. In his manuscripts of 1848 and 1849 

for the unpublished book on Comparative Building Theory, Semper argued the de-

velopment of architecture as a consecutive cultural process from simple dwellings 

																																																								
12 Thomas Richards, The commodity culture of Victorian England: advertising and spectacle, 1851-
1914 (Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 1990); Kevin Hetherington, Capitalism’s Eye: Cultur-
al Spaces of the Commodity (New York: Routledge, 2007). 
13 See for instance: John Ruskin, The Opening of the Crystal Palace: Considered in Some of its Rela-
tions to the Prospects of Art (London: Smith, Elder and Co., 1854); Nikolaus Pevsner, High Victorian 
Design: A Study of the Exhibits of 1851 (London: Architectural Press, 1951); Adrian Forty, Objects of 
desire: design and society, 1750-1980 (London: Thames and Hudson, 1989). 
14 Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘Introduction [2004]’, in Style (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 
2004), pp. 13-16; Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘Introduction [1989]’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four 
Elements of Architecture and other Writings, Wolfgang Herrmann and Harry Francis Mallgrave, eds. 
(Cambridge MA: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 23-26. 
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through to major public buildings such as temples.15 In his reformulated 1851 book, 

The Four Elements of Architecture, he then outlined his view that architecture and its 

motifs were derived from the crafts rather than from nature – the latter a mainstay of 

Neoclassical thought in this period.16 With this formulation of a provocative reading 

that saw architecture as a result of cultural practices, Semper thus broke with Neo-

classical traditions and could consequently turn his attention to the making and 

meaning of objects. The origin of architecture was thus for Semper to be sought in 

the cultural history of humankind, for which the emerging field of anthropology of-

fered guidance.17 To this end, the vast array of objects that were sent to London from 

across the globe to be displayed in the Crystal Palace therefore provided Semper 

with an excellent opportunity to study various cultural objects in one space. While 

anthropology had previously depended largely upon travel literature, the Great Exhi-

bition instead presented a physical plethora of material objects of ethnographical 

interest.  

In this ephemeral building with its dreamlike character, Semper embarked upon a 

journey through time and space, through history and cultures furthest away from 

Europe. The exhibition attempted, like an older cabinet of curiosities, to present a 

comprehensive and spatialised overview of the totality of human production.18 Dur-

ing the summer of 1851, Semper explored the exhibition on his ‘almost daily walks 

through the Hyde Park Palace’,19 some of which he undertook with his friend, the 

exiled German journalist Lothar Bucher, who called these explorations ‘ethnograph-

ical strolls’. 20  Like Baudelaire’s Parisian flâneurs, Semper and Bucher walked 

through the Crystal Palace and discussed what they saw on route; yet whereas the 

																																																								
15 Susanne Luttmann, Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre” (PhD Manuscript: ETH Zürich, 
2008); Michael Gnehm, ‘“Kritik gegenwärtiger Zustände” als Ursprungskritik – zum 3. Band des 
Stil’, in Gottfried Semper 1803-1879: Architektur und Wissenschaft, Winfried Nerdinger and Werner 
Oechslin, eds. (München: Prestel, 2003), pp. 314-320. 
16 Gottfried Semper, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four 
Elements of Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 74-129. 
17 Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism (Cambridge: Cambridge Universi-
ty Press, 2004), pp. 29-46. Itohan Osayimwese, Colonialism and Modern Architecture in Germany 
(University of Pittsburgh Press, 2017), pp. 64-67. 
18 Kevin Hetherington, Capitalism’s Eye: Cultural Spaces of the Commodity, pp. 6-7. 
19 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, (1851), ETH Zürich, gta ar-
chives, p. 6.  
20 Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker, pp. 43 and 
245. 
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nineteenth-century figure of the flâneur would casually saunter through the masses in 

the expectation of random contingencies, Semper and Bucher’s strolls were far more 

systematic.21 Bucher indeed choreographed his walks according to his reading of the 

work of the German anthropologist Gustav Klemm who also was key to Semper’s 

evolving interests. Semper in turn tried to find another way in which to conceive and 

organise the displays within the Crystal Palace – a process partly provoked by his 

engagement as designer for a few of the national displays inside. And then, following 

the closure of the Great Exhibition, Semper went on to propose a diagram for an ide-

al museum, containing an ideal collection that would show how the original motifs of 

the four essential crafts (weaving, pottery, carpentry, masonry) had developed over 

time. The beginnings of his theory of style can thus be found at the Great Exhibition. 

Although the Crystal Palace’s enigmatic and dreamlike architectural character, and 

an exhibition inside that rather fetishised setting which tried falsely to naturalise cap-

italist production, the event nonetheless appeared to Semper to offer at least a medi-

um through which to think again about human cognition and knowledge. To investi-

gate these changes in Semper’s thought, this doctoral thesis describes in detail the 

sections that he designed inside the Crystal Palace and also discusses the objects that 

he encountered on his strolls, such as the Caribbean hut, the sundry sculptures, and 

of course the exhibition building itself. In doing so, this thesis looks at all of these 

objects as the literal backdrop for his emerging cultural and aesthetic theory in the 

early 1850s, and uses this analysis to evaluate his comments about capitalism, its 

repercussions for art production, and its flawed modes of representation. In conclu-

sion, it offers a new understanding of how Semper aimed to achieve an uncorrupted 

art by looking instead for universal principles drawn from the four essential crafts 

and their original artistic motifs within supposedly ‘primitive’ cultures.  

 

  

																																																								
21 Walter Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life. Essays on Charles Baudelaire, Michael W. Jennings, 
ed. (Cambridge MA: Belknap Press, 2006); Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter 
Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1989), critique of the flâneur, see: 
Martina Lauster, ‘Walter Benjamin’s Myth of the “Flâneur”’, The Modern Language Review, 102 
(2007), pp. 139-156. 
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STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

The first chapter will follow Semper’s practical work inside the Crystal Palace, in 

which he arranged the sections for the Canadian provinces, the Cape of Good Hope, 

Denmark, Sweden and Norway, and installed the exhibition spaces for Turkey. It 

discusses the extent of Semper’s engagement, which varied from case to case, and 

describes each section’s arrangement of objects and mode of display. As a temporal 

event, the Crystal Palace’s designs were set out like a theatre stage, that is, as an in-

tersection between speculation and architecture, creating a scenery that materialised 

the imaginary and that can make matter seem immaterial. In this sense, the exhibition 

was setting out the vision of a promising prosperous future for everyone under capi-

talist industrialisation.22 The underlying question in this chapter is thus to what ex-

tent did Semper help to create these theatrical atmospheres serving to convey a spe-

cific meaning. 

The second chapter follows Semper and Bucher’s ‘ethnographic strolls’ through the 

Crystal Palace, especially the section of the West Indies Court where the two men 

came across three models of Caribbean huts, one of which has achieved an almost 

iconic status in the architectural history. The context in which these huts were dis-

played shows that they also relied on a book, with several illustrations, written by the 

German traveller Robert Schomburgk. Together with the information that the Great 

Exhibition’s official catalogue also provided, it becomes clear that Semper’s analysis 

was somewhat selective and only revealed his interest in developing his theory of 

style based on the essential crafts. This chapter further examines some other ethno-

graphic material, such as exhibits from New Zealand, in order to provide some back-

ground to the anthropologist Gustav Klemm given that his ideas loomed so strongly 

in both Semper and Bucher’s writings on the Crystal Palace.  

Chapters Three and Four form a more theoretical section to explain Semper’s delib-

erations and judgements on the Great Exhibition and the objects on display. Chapter 

Three discusses Semper’s model of cultural or historical development and proposes 

that his theory of objects stemmed from an anthropological fetishism, whereby the 

tattoos of native tribes have the same status as sculptures on the Classical Greek 

																																																								
22 Florian Nelle, ‘Die Welt als Kulisse: Der Crystal Palace und die Moderne als Theater ohne Aus-
gang’, in Bauformen der Imagination: Ausschnitte einer Kulturgeschichte der architektonischen 
Phantasie, Karin Harrasser and Roland Innerhofer, eds. (Wien: Erhard Löckner, 2006), pp. 135-136. 
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temple, albeit operating on different planes of human consciousness. Semper’s re-

flections were built upon his belief in a universal creative force that is inherent to 

human beings. Humans externalise this force when creating an object whilst they 

simultaneously internalise knowledge through practice. The first object of the hu-

mans’ ornamental occupation was their own body, whereas later on human beings 

transferred this motif onto other objects. These objects thus served a function and 

obtained a status that reified their specific cultural conditions. Concomitantly, hu-

mans gained further knowledge through this exchange process between the subject 

and the object. Yet while the world’s inexplicable nature aroused superstition, the 

eventual realisation of the human self and its creative force went on to result in free-

dom and artistic practices as represented in the Greek temple. The discussion in this 

chapter also shows how Semper’s thinking was firmly rooted in German Idealism. It 

is important to emphasise that while Semper neither used the actual term, ‘fetish’, 

nor directly referred to the concepts of internalisation and externalisation, these as-

pects are clearly perceptible in his writings. 

Chapter Four will focus on conditions of production in Semper’s time, at a juncture 

when the course of cultural development was seen as being jeopardised by the forces 

of industrialisation and capitalism, thereby engendering a crisis of representation. 

The technologically mass-produced objects of industrialised societies were regarded 

by many as lacking any representation of their historical derivation when compared 

with objects of non-industrialised societies, which still exhibited a cultural or ritual 

status unlike objects of industrialised societies. At a time when Karl Marx’s critique 

of capitalism had not yet been canonised, Semper belonged to the first writers who 

addressed the influence of capitalism on the production of cultural objects that were 

intended to overcome its internal contradictions. This chapter therefore examines 

Semper’s writings in regard to these aspects, discussing the position of his critical 

cultural analysis vis-a-vis other contemporary cultural discourses. In order to sharpen 

Semper’s position, his notions about capitalism shall be contextualised with Marx’s 

concept of the commodity fetish and thus of the means and conditions of production 

within capitalist societies.  

The last chapter will then discuss Semper’s concept for an ideal museum, an idea 

that he had begun to anticipate in the immediate aftermath of the Great Exhibition. 

Even from the beginning of the event, he had been inspired to rethink the whole ex-
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hibition due to his exchanges with Bucher. In their writings, both Semper and Bucher 

discussed the idea of a cultural historical collection in relation to the development of 

museums and other scientific collections, which predominantly began with the histo-

ry of cabinets of curiosities. Semper was thus trying to develop the possibilities of 

the museum as a medium to further human knowledge. He also turned his attention 

to other contemporary museums, such as the Museum of Practical Geology in Lon-

don, which probably the most innovative scientific collection at that time. Yet, his 

own concept for an ideal museum also exposes some provenance within existing art 

galleries. As a combination of the two modes – museum and gallery – Semper’s ideal 

museum exemplifies how the panoptic mode of representation in the spaces of tradi-

tional museums came to be replaced by a synoptic vision that the visitor could gain 

by moving sequentially through the museum’s galleries. In showing this, the thesis 

will end with what it had started out with – that is, the significance of a subject walk-

ing through the museum space and thinking about what this meant for art, architec-

ture, knowledge and human culture. 

 

EXISTING SUBJECT LITERATURE 

Scholarly discourse around Semper’s theoretical works for a long time revolved 

around notions of Idealism, Materialism, Positivism and Empiricism. The basis of 

much research in the second half of the twentieth century was based in one way or 

other on Ernst Stockmeyer’s 1939 book, which painstakingly situates Semper’s aes-

thetics within the philosophical context of the nineteenth century.23 In the former 

German Democratic Republic (GDR), commonly referred to then as East Germany, 

Semper was seen as a political artist who was a forerunner of Marxism, albeit one 

who had failed on the way to realise the benefits of socialism. Heinz Quitzsch and 

Heidrun Laudel thus emphasised the social and political aspects within Semper’s 

theory, that is to say, the connection he drew between monumental architecture and 

the form of government.24 For Semper, ancient Greek architecture and sculpture not 

only meant artistic perfection but also a political ideal. Quitzsch and Laudel argue 

that Semper’s theory of design not only aimed at achieving a new kind of art but also 
																																																								
23 Ernst Stockmeyer, Gottfried Sempers Kunstheorie (Zürich: Rascher, 1939). 
24 Heinz Quitzsch, Die ästhetischen Anschauungen Gottfried Sempers (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 
1962); Heidrun Laudel, Gottfried Semper: Architektur und Stil (Dresden: Verlag der Kunst, 1991). 



– 28 – 

an overcoming of the conditions of capitalist society in the mid-nineteenth century, 

which Semper clearly criticised. Yet in their view, Semper failed by not establishing 

the right epistemological tools for a historical materialist reading of artistic and ar-

chitectural development. Although Quitzsch and Laudel appreciated Semper’s criti-

cal comments about capitalism, neither juxtaposed him with Karl Marx’s theory of 

commodity fetishism nor investigated how Semper hoped to redress the flawed rep-

resentations of his era. 

In Western Europe, the focus has been much more on Semper as a scientist rather 

than a revolutionary thinker. During the 1970s, however, after the Semper Archive 

was handed over to the newly founded Institute for the History and Theory of Archi-

tecture at ETH Zurich, a more complex view started to emerge. 25  Wolfgang 

Herrmann was among the first researchers to include not only Semper’s published 

writings but also the draft manuscripts. His work resulted in a biography of Semper’s 

period in London, a collection of articles on several subjects concerning Semper, and 

a systematic arrangement of Semper’s manuscripts at the ETH Archives in Zurich.26 

In the course of these studies, Joseph Rykwert and Georg Germann first drew upon 

Semper’s anthropological theories, especially to the idea of humans as homo faber 

who is imbued with a cosmic instinct of creation.27 Rykwert highlighted that Semper 

had rejected the Neoclassical doctrine of imitation in favour of an imitation of human 

actions. In the 1980s, Harry Francis Mallgrave revisited many of the Semperian dis-

courses that had been initiated by Herrmann and Rykwert. Mallgrave focussed in his 

extensive studies more on Semper’s anthropological interests, such as the influence 

of Gustav Klemm for instance. He also explained Semper’s notion of the urge to-

wards dressing and masking, as a means to transform artistic objects into monumen-

tal art and architecture, as being an essential part of human nature. Dressing and 

masking, according to Semper, are human characteristics that appear throughout all 

stages of cultural development. Mallgrave presented the anthropological origins of 
																																																								
25 Adolf Max Vogt, Christina Reble, and Martin Fröhlich, eds. Gottfried Semper und die Mitte des 19. 
Jahrhunderts Symposion Zürich, 2.-6. Dezember, 1974 (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1976).  
26 Wolfgang Herrmann, Gottfried Semper im Exil: Paris London 1849-1855 (Basel: Birkhäuser, 
1978); Wolfgang Herrmann, Gottfried Semper: Theoretischer Nachlass an der ETH Zürich (Basel: 
Birkhäuser, 1981); Wolfgang Herrmann, Gottfried Semper: In Search of Architecture (Cambridge 
MA: MIT Press, 1984).  
27 Joseph Rykwert, ‘Gottfried Semper and the Conception of Style’, in Gottfried Semper und die Mitte 
des 19. Jahrhunderts, Adolf Max Vogt, Christina Reble, and Martin Fröhlich, eds. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 
1976), pp. 67-81; Georg Germann, ‘Gottfried Semper über Konvention und Innovation’, Zeitschrift 
für Schweizerische Archäologie und Kunstgeschichte, 33 (1976), pp. 224- 228.  
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dressing and masking as the key to Semper’s overall thinking, since it offers the art-

ist a potential of poetical fiction to commemorate political, religious, or historical 

events. Thereby, the origin of architecture lies in the temporal structure for public 

festivities or for theatrical performances.28 In this context, Mallgrave argues that 

Semper’s theatrical aesthetics aimed to create another world through the denial of 

matter and reality.  

Since the turn of the century, three other notable works appeared that were of great 

help for this current thesis. Mari Hvattum in her 2004 book draws upon Mallgrave’s 

anthropological studies but argues that Semper’s poetical fiction goes beyond mere 

masking and the denial of reality. Her research shows the indebtedness of Semper’s 

theoretical work to Aristotle’s poetics. Whereas the Classical tradition was based 

upon the imitation of nature, Semper redefined the Aristotelian notion of mimesis in 

the field of human activity. Architecture thereby becomes the result of a process of 

artistic making – that is to say, a particular kind of knowing that becomes a poetic 

fiction. The material for this poetic fiction was provided by the original four crafts as 

well as the four elements of architecture (i.e. the birthplace of human culture), which 

many human societies would imitate. Decorative techniques and their motifs thus 

existed long before any artwork came into being, just like a living organism is based 

upon certain types and particulars, and the way in which they come into being fol-

lows a universal trajectory. In this regard, Hvattum argues, Semper involuntarily 

gave preference to the diachronic aspects whist dismissing the synchronic aspects. 

By positing organic principles as the existential background for the formation of art 

and architecture, Semper removed them both from contemporary purposes – and, as 

another consequence, architecture obtained the status of an autonomous art that was 

related to human beings through its kinds of artistic decoration.29 

Michael Gnehm’s work chooses to address the linguistic aspects and scientific meth-

ods of Semper’s theory: for this present thesis, Gnehm’s section on Greek art has 

been especially helpful in understanding Semper’s aesthetics. Susanne Luttmann’s 

research, brilliantly developed and involving the transcription of Semper’s vast man-

uscripts for his intended book on Comparative Building Theory, provides a compre-
																																																								
28 Harry Francis Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth Century, pp. 125, 260-65, 
299-302, 326-32, and 339-52.  
29 Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism (Cambridge: Cambridge Universi-
ty Press, 2004), pp. 21, 47-57, 87-114, and 149-158.  
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hensive study that formed the background to my investigations into Semper’s intel-

lectual endeavours. To understand the context of Semper’s theoretical reflections at 

the beginning of the 1850s, Luttmann’s work provided a reliable and important 

source for my thesis insofar as Semper’s writings were concerned.30 However, apart 

from this major literature on Semper, a short introduction at the beginning of each of 

my thesis chapters will also briefly mention Semperian discourse on the subject con-

cerned. As such, these introductions will also mention other examples of existing 

literature in each field.  

 

SEMPER’S WRITINGS 

Gottfried Semper was probably one of the most productive architectural writers of 

the nineteenth century, and indeed he wrote and thought about art and architecture 

from the very beginning of his career. He started his academic contribution with a 

text about the use of polychromy in ancient monuments. Shortly after finishing his 

architectural studies in Paris, Semper embarked on a ‘Grand Tour’ through Italy, 

Sicily and Greece, examining the ruins of ancient monuments, on which he found 

surviving traces of colour. He published his conclusions in 1834 – after he had re-

turned to his native Germany – as an essay title Vorläufige Bemerkungen über die 

bemalte Architectur und Plastik bei den Alten (Preliminary Remarks on Polychrome 

Architecture and Sculpture in Antiquity).31 After being appointed as professor for 

architecture at the Academy of Arts in Dresden, in the mid-1830s, Semper was 

commissioned to execute several prestigious public and private buildings, such as for 

instance a new opera house and picture gallery for Dresden. Consequently, during 

this calm period from the later 1830s into the 1840s he had very little time at his dis-

posal to work on theoretical questions.32 Semper intended at the time to expand upon 

																																																								
30 Winfried Nerdinger and Werner Oechslin, eds., Gottfried Semper 1803-1879: Architektur und Wis-
senschaft (München: Prestel, 2003); Henrik Karge, ed., Gottfried Semper: Dresden und Europa die 
moderne Renaissance der Künste (München: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2007); Rainald Franz and An-
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Industrie und Kunst (Wien: Böhlau, 2007).  
31 Gottfried Semper, Vorläufige Bemerkungen über bemalte Architectur und Plastik bei den Alten 
(Altona: Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1834); Gottfried Semper, ‘Preliminary Remarks on Poly-
chrome Architecture and Sculpture in Antiquity (1834)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of 
Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989).  
32 Heidrun Laudel, Gottfried Semper: Architektur und Stil (Dresden: Verlag der Kunst, 1991), p. 17; 
Harry Francis Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth Century (New Haven: Yale 
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the lectures he had presented at the Academy of Arts in order to be able to publish a 

new piece of academic work, which he was calling then the Lehre der Gebäude 

(Theory of Buildings).33 Yet his extensive practice commissions impeded any chance 

of a rigorous investigation of architecture as an intellectual subject. Only by the end 

of the 1840s was Semper able to work again on his theoretical investigations, for 

which he eventually was helped by finding a great deal of time available to him as an 

unemployed architect, having been exiled first in Paris and then London after his role 

in the revolutionary upheavals in Dresden in May 1849. Indeed, from 1848 onwards 

he was able to pursue more vigorously his interest in architectural theory, for a book 

which he was now calling Vergleichende Baulehre (Comparative Building Theory).34 

It was at this same juncture that Semper mentioned for the first time his ideas about 

the progressive cultural growth of art forms. The principle that things might grow, 

decay and vanish henceforth lay at the centre of Semper’s theory, with this concept 

appearing again and again in several forms in his various writings. Although Semper 

already had an agreement with his publisher for the book on Comparative Building 

Theory, his research had developed so far beyond its initial framework that Semper 

needed to postpone the work, and so he stalled its publication. A rudimentary version 

of this work however eventually emerged, while he was resident in London, in the 

form of Die vier Elemente der Baukunst (The Four Elements of Architecture).35 In 

this book Semper took up again the debate about ancient polychromy by responding 

to the criticism he had received for his earlier 1834 paper from the German art histo-

rian Franz Kugler. In the book’s last chapter, Semper outlined the results of his re-

cent reflections upon the historical development of art and architecture. He discussed 

here his concept of the four elements of architecture: the hearth and its protecting 

elements; the roof; the enclosure; and the mound upon which the building sits. At the 

same time, he introduced the novel idea that the wall in architecture originated from 

textiles, and therefore that the crafts were the original basis of architecture. During 

the Great Exhibition of 1851, Semper also wrote for the first time about contempo-

																																																																																																																																																													
University Press, 1996), pp. 91-149; Heidrun Laudel, ‘“Die Architektur kämpft mit dem konstitutio-
nellen Prinzip”: Jahre des Vormärzes in Dresden’, in Gottfried Semper 1803-1879: Architektur und 
Wissenschaft, Winfried Nerdinger and Werner Oechslin, eds. (München: Prestel, 2003), pp. 125-132.  
33 Harry Francis Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth Century, pp. 155-156.  
34 Susanne Luttmann, Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre” (PhD manuscript, ETH Zürich, 
2008), p. 77.  
35 Gottfried Semper, Die vier Elemente der Baukunst (Braunschweig: Friedrich Vieweg und Sohn, 
1851).  
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rary capitalist commodities and the industrialised means of their production. Apart 

from two articles that he published during the event in London’s Hyde Park, his re-

flections resulted in another book, Wissenschaft, Industrie und Kunst (Science, In-

dustry and Art), which was published shortly after the Great Exhibition had closed.36 

The next major theoretical investigations that he managed to write during his spell in 

London were not however published until after his death in 1879. To these writings 

belong the contents of the lectures that he gave at the Department of Practical Art 

after he had been appointed as its Professor for Metalwork. Although these lectures 

had originally been given to the students in English, Semper’s sons translated, sub-

stantially edited, and then published them in a compilation of writings titled Kleine 

Schriften (Minor Writings).37 In these transcribed lectures, Semper expanded upon 

his ideas of the four fundamental crafts (weaving, pottery, carpentry, masonry) and 

their associated symbolic meanings. Harry Francis Mallgrave edited and published 

these lectures in their original English version in the 1980s.38 To put himself forward 

to obtain this position at the Department of Practical Art – or the Department of Sci-

ence and Art as it was called later – Semper drafted out a catalogue for an ideal mu-

seum of metalwork. In this catalogue he not only brought together a large number of 

objects that were of interest for his theory, but he also provided a system of arranging 

them according to the four essential crafts and their original motifs. The original 

manuscript of this catalogue is now preserved at the National Art Library in London, 

while Semper’s own copy is held at MAK Library in Vienna. This text was thus not 

published until the late-twentieth century, and a transcription of the latter version 
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only eventually appeared in 2007.39 After his arrival in Zurich in 1855 to become the 

Foundation Professor of Architecture at the new polytechnic school there, Semper 

published two further intellectual works that also originated during his London peri-

od. The first essay, from 1856, is based on a lecture about the principles of adorn-

ment, Über die formelle Gesetzmässigkeit des Schmuckes und dessen Bedeutung als 

Kunstsymbol (On the Formal Principles of Adornment and its Meaning as a Symbol 

of Art).40 The other text appeared in 1859, and is concerned with the symbolic mean-

ing and physical laws of ancient slingshot missiles, being titled Ueber die bleiernen 

Schleudergeschosse der Alten (On the Leaden Slingshot Missiles of the Ancients).41 

Then, even more significantly, in 1860 and 1863 respectively, the first two volumes 

of Semper’s most comprehensive text, Der Stil, finally appeared in print, in which he 

traced the development of the four essential crafts and their symbolic expressions 

throughout the history of humankind. An intended third volume, drawing upon the 

first two and talking specifically the development of architectural forms, never ap-

peared, even though Semper had promised it to the reader. Instead, his last publica-

tion was an 1869 book based on a lecture that he had given in Zurich, called Ueber 

Baustyle (On Architectural Styles).42 In this text, Semper took up again the threads 

that he had started to unravel in The Four Elements of Architecture, combining his 

previous ideas about architecture as an expression of society with an interest in more 

universal principles about how societies develop. 

However, in addition to the above-mentioned texts, many writings of Gottfried Sem-

per’s have simply never been published. Apart from the catalogue for the museum of 

metalwork, all of his surviving draft manuscripts are preserved today in the ETH 

Archives in Zurich. Several of them have also been important for this thesis, even if 

their state of incompletion often entailed difficulties of interpretation. These manu-

scripts display his ongoing struggle to find the right descriptions or expressions to 

convey what he wanted to say to his readers. Semper’s draft manuscripts often dis-
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play a stream of consciousness in which he constantly rewrites, adds, crosses out, or 

changes them, or else he leaves unfinished sentences or he abruptly ends a paragraph 

or begins a new one that takes up another line of thought. However intense his intel-

lectual preoccupation with the respective subjects may have been, there remained in 

these texts the same kinds of expressions that frequently showed up. Some of his 

terms might have changed in their name and meaning over time, yet most of them 

stayed in place from the beginning of his major theoretical writings in 1849 right up 

until their ending in 1869. Hence the proposition here in this thesis is that Semper’s 

intellectual concepts cannot always be taken for granted, but rather must be traced 

carefully across and throughout his various writings. Given that his texts are not al-

ways straightforward, and indeed are often descriptive and poetical, the proposition 

here is that they sometimes need to be interpreted as analogies, and not literal truths. 

The understanding of Semper’s writings therefore poses a great challenge to any 

scholar who chooses to examine his theory. Thus what is presented in this thesis 

cannot hope to be more than one interpretation of certain important aspects within 

Semper’s intellectual cosmos. And indeed the complexity of the theory is made even 

more difficult when it comes to the shortcomings of the available English transla-

tions of his texts, a subject which it is necessary to discuss now.  

 

ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS 

Most of Semper’s writings have been rendered into the English language over the 

last thirty-five years. As examples, Wolfgang Herrmann and Harry Francis 

Mallgrave translated and edited the following texts: Preliminary Remarks on Poly-

chrome Architecture and Sculpture in Antiquity; The Four Elements of Architecture; 

Science, Industry, and Art; the prospectus for Comparative Building Theory; a few 

sections of Style in the Technical and Tectonic Arts, or Practical Aesthetics; and On 

Architectural Styles.43 In 2004, Mallgrave published a comprehensive translation of 

the entire two volumes of Style, after which point all the major texts by Semper were 

now for the first time also accessible in English.44 In 2000, David Britt published a 

translation of the first part of Semper’s lecture on adornment, ‘From “Concerning the 

Formal Principles of Ornament and Its Significance as Artistic Symbol”’, and Sypros 
																																																								
43 Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds., Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of 
Architecture and other Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).  
44 Gottfried Semper, Style (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2004). 
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Papapetros completed the translation of Semper’s lecture by publishing its second 

part under the title of ‘On the Formal Principles of Adornment and Its Meaning as a 

Symbol of Art (Second Section)’.45 Whenever possible I have used these available 

translations in order to quote the texts I have mainly been working with, since this 

thesis is being written in English. In those cases in which there are no available trans-

lations, however, I have translated the relevant texts myself and thus also placed the 

original German text in the respective footnotes. For those Semperian writings that I 

have used most frequently throughout this thesis, such as his first article on the Great 

Exhibition of 1851, I have translated and added into the appendix.46 Unfortunately, I 

have found that many of the existing English translations are not always that precise. 

Sometimes they are still helpful as introductory texts, given that many of Semper’s 

writings are very cumbersome and often an exhausting read. But the underlying 

problem is that many of the translations lack precision or aptness in their interpreta-

tion of Semper’s German terminology. Throughout his body of writings, Semper 

developed a particular set of terms or analogies to denote specific aspects that were 

important to his conception of monumental architecture. These terms or analogies 

generally remain the same, but sometimes they change over time, and thus are only 

indicative for understanding the gradual development of his theoretical argument. 

Too often in my view, these terms have been translated in a misguided way in order 

to try to reproduce the meaning of the original by using an entirely different English 

terms or phrases, with the result being that the actual German wording is neglected. 

As a result, the slow and careful development of Semper’s own terminology cannot 

be traced by using these English translations. For this PhD thesis, in contrast, the 

precise German terminology has been of immense importance to the development of 

my argument. Thus to avoid any possible ambiguities caused through translation, I 

will always refer both to the English translation and the respective original publica-

tion, with the latter placed into square brackets. Moreover, whenever I think that the 

available English translation is too ambiguous, I have changed it accordingly, again 

marking these changes within the quote in square brackets, and then explaining the 
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changes in the footnote. Some other relevant pieces of German literature, such as 

books by the anthropologist Gustav Klemm for instance, have not been translated by 

anyone into English so far. I therefore translated some of the relevant passages from 

those works myself, and have again put the German original into the footnotes for 

comparison. Hopefully this gives sufficient rigour to the process of understanding 

Semper’s ideas about the 1851 Great Exhibition and how these affected his wider 

understanding of artistic and architectural development, set in his time against the 

emerging capitalist society in Britain. With this in mind, it is now worth looking in 

detail at Semper’s designs for displays within the Crystal Palace – a subject that 

forms the content of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

GOTTFRIED SEMPER’S DESIGNS FOR THE CRYSTAL PALACE 

 

Gottfried Semper’s designs for the Great Exhibition of 1851, with the Canadian and 

the Turkish sections in particular, greatly aroused the attention of contemporary visi-

tors. Images of the Canadian Court with a canoe hanging from the Crystal Palace’s 

rafters were widely disseminated in numerous publications of the time. To this day, 

the image of Gottfried Semper’s design for the Canadian section has obtained an 

almost iconic status in architectural discourses illustrating the anthropological turn or 

the beginning of material culture in mid-nineteenth century architectural theory (figs. 

1.3-1.5). The Great Exhibition itself was of particular importance to Semper and the 

development of his architectural theory. In several publications and manuscripts he 

tried to make sense of the vast cultural material spread out before him. His study of 

and involvement in the Great Exhibition consequently belongs to the most central 

fundamental aspects of Gottfried Semper’s intellectual career and the development of 

his theory of style.1 In this context, scholars often refer to his commissions in the 

Crystal Palace: the decorations for Canada, Denmark, Turkey, Sweden and Norway, 

and – as I will explain – the Cape of Good Hope. Yet despite the importance of the 

Great Exhibition for Semper’s theoretical thinking and his decorations being repre-

sentative of such ideas, the actual scope and architectural quality of Semper’s de-
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signs themselves remain fairly unexplored.2 In this chapter I will explore Semper’s 

arrangement and decoration for the several courts he was commissioned to design for 

the Great Exhibition, and examine to what extent Semper’s practical work can also 

be understood in view of his theoretical deliberation at that time. 

To gain a better understanding of Semper’s designs for the Crystal Palace this chap-

ter relies on contemporary printed material, on texts and illustrations. Fortunately, 

the Great Exhibition was accompanied by an immense effort to document the events, 

the exhibits, and the building itself. Innumerable illustrations were drawn, many of 

which used photographs as a foundation. The available printed material is therefore 

fairly rich and allows for the reconstruction of the sections that Semper designed. 

Such a reconstruction through secondary materials is even more important since only 

a handful of Semper’s original drawings have been preserved. These drawings often 

also represent an early stage at which Semper was anticipating a possible design. The 

actual executed schemes were much more modest and indicate that the decorations 

had to be adjusted according to the material that was received in the exhibition build-

ing. Also the Royal Commissioners’ initial plans for the distribution of exhibition 

space to the participating countries varies compared with the final allocation of 

space. 

The large number of illustrations through which the event in Hyde Park was visually 

documented, greatly facilitated the reconstruction of Semper’s decorations. The vari-

ous newspapers, journals, and catalogues about the 1851 Great Exhibition generally 

focused on the actual exhibits or commented on the events inside the Crystal Palace. 

The actual exhibition design is hardly ever a subject on which observers commented. 

Fortunately one fairly small publication, William Blanchard Jerrold’s How to See the 

Exhibition, describes some carefully planned walks though the different courts and 

sections of the Great Exhibition.3 Jerrold meticulously describes the paths he takes 

inside the building and tells the reader what he sees around him during his strolls. 

These descriptions allowed me to follow him in order to reconstruct the allocation of 
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exhibits in the sections Semper had designed. Through the localisation of specific 

objects, other sources then facilitated a more detailed description of those sections. 

Conversely, while most critics commented on the objects and technology displayed 

at the Great Exhibition, the actual exhibition design and spatial experience inside the 

Crystal Palace or its individual sections were hardly commented on. The commen-

tary mostly addresses the logical arrangement of some parts but even then they often 

omit to explain how this logical impression was visually achieved. The most valua-

ble descriptions came from Hermann Scherer, a correspondent for the Kölnische 

Zeitung. Scherer vividly describes the evocative impressions Semper’s designs 

achieved for him. Other valid sources were the articles of Semper’s friend, the jour-

nalist Lothar Bucher. Neither Scherer nor Bucher mention Semper however, and 

whether Semper knew Scherer remains unknown. However, the two journalists pro-

vide a more subjective insight into the event whose exhibition design was otherwise 

rather soberly described. Before examining the description of Semper’s decorations, 

I will first address the extent of his commissions for the Great Exhibition.  

 

THE EXTENT OF SEMPER’S DESIGNS 

When Semper eventually arrived in London following his revolutionary activities in 

Dresden and his consequent flight from Germany, he was hoping to find commis-

sions in order to continue to his architectural career and to make a living in exile. 

Although the initial prospects to design a large cemetery in Abbey Wood did not 

materialise through his contact, Edwin Chadwick, Semper nonetheless got to know 

Henry Cole. The latter, who was one of the organisers of the Great Exhibition of 

1851, also tried to support Semper and eventually put him in contact with the com-

missioners of smaller countries to assist them with the decoration of their displays in 

the Crystal Palace. Whilst larger nations had brought their own personnel to organise 

and arrange their sections, smaller countries delegated their arrangements to their 

diplomatic representatives who were dependent on local support and who in turn 

commissioned contractors and designers. Semper was therefore commissioned by 

each exhibitor on an individual basis rather than by the Royal Commission.4 

																																																								
4 Wolfgang Herrmann, Gottfried Semper im Exil: Paris London 1849-1855, pp. 50-54; Harry Francis 
Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth Century, pp. 197-198. 
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The actual extent of Semper’s engagement in decorating sections for the various ex-

hibitors cannot be comprehensively assessed. Semper himself mentions that he ar-

ranged the sections for Canada, Turkey, Sweden and Denmark.5 Correspondence 

with the respective commissioners – Henry Houghton for Canada, Charles Tottie for 

Sweden, and Regnar Westenholz for Denmark – documents the exchanges between 

Semper and the representatives of those countries. Semper must have seen the Great 

Exhibition as a favourable opportunity to eventually win other commissions in the 

British capital. On 22 March 1851, he published adverts in newspapers such as the 

Hamburger Nachrichten offering his services for any private businesses or cities that 

intended to participate in the Great Exhibition.6 Semper also must have handed over 

similar adverts to French exhibitors in London in early April 1851.7 In the following 

weeks, several private businesses did indeed contact him. Interestingly, a friend of 

Semper’s, Friedrich Wetzler, writes that Semper also arranged the sections of 

Greece, Hamburg and parts of the United States’ section.8 Whether any of these ac-

tually materialised is unclear however as there no other sources confirming such en-

gagements.  

It would appear that Semper started his undertakings in the Crystal Palace on rela-

tively short notice. Whilst the goods from Canada had ‘already been received and are 

deposited in the building’9 at the beginning of March 1851, he first speaks of ‘small 

works and engagements’10 on 8 March 1851 and the advert in the Hamburger Nach-

																																																								
5 Gottfried Semper, Draft of a letter to Franz Hagenbuch, 22 August 1860, ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 
20-K-1860-08-22b, p. 2 
6 Franz Georg Stammann, ‘Zur allgemeinen Industrie-Ausstellung in London’, Hamburger Nachrich-
ten. Morgen-Zeitung für Politik, Handel und Schifffahrt. Organ für hamburgische Angelegenheiten 
(1851), p. [3]. 
7 Gottfried Semper, Avis (Exposition universelle de Londres), ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20-DOK-
1851:9. 
8 Friedrich Wetzler, letter to Gottfried Semper, ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20-K-1851-04-12. Frie-
drich Wetzler, a friend of Semper’s, wrote this draft for a letter to Otto Wiegand, publisher of the 
Grosse Illustrierte Zeitung in Leipzig. Wetzler suggests Semper an author for a series of articles on 
the Great Exhibition in Wiegand’s newspaper. According the Wolfgang Herrmann’s notes, the draft 
was attached to a letter by Wetzler to Semper (ETH Zurich, gta Archives, 20-K-1851-14-04). Thus 
Wetzler may have sent this draft to Semper for approval and Semper may have corrected the reference 
of Greece, Hamburg, and parts of the United States. 
9 ‘CANADA. – Goods have already been received and are deposited in the building. They consist 
chiefly of planks of very fine timber, samples of grain and provisions, edge tools (carpenter’, &c.), 
hardware, and some furniture.’ ‘Original Papers: Exhibition of 1851: Monthly report of progress’, The 
Journal of Design and Manufacturers, V (1851), p. 4. 
10 Gottfried Semper, draft for a letter to Edwin Chadwick, 8 March 1851, ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 
20-K-1851-03-08(S). See also: Wolfgang Herrmann, Gottfried Semper Im Exil: Paris London 1849-
1855, p. 50. 
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richten on 22 March 1851 then mentions that Semper arranges ‘British colonial 

goods’ and the section for Sweden.11 He therefore must have been commissioned 

with the larger sections in mid-March 1851. In the above-mentioned letter from 5 

May 1851, Semper writes that his designs in the exhibition building were almost 

finished.12 The construction works thus must have taken about six weeks. Only the 

Turkish section was not ready when the exhibition opened on 1 May 1851. This was 

because the Turkish exhibits had only arrived in Southampton on 26 April 1851 and 

were brought into the Crystal Palace shortly after the opening of the exhibition and 

the arrangement must have taken some time,13 since on 14 May 1851, The Times 

noted that ‘the goods forwarded from Turkey [were] not yet arranged’.14 The Turkish 

Court finally opened almost three weeks into the exhibition. Scherer writes on 24 

May 1851 that the court ‘was finished only the day before yesterday’ – that is to say, 

on 22 May 185115 – perhaps ready only in the nick of time for when Queen Victoria 

paid her visit to the Great Exhibition. ‘Yesterday’, The Times writes on 22 May, ’Her 

Majesty [...] arrived at the building after 9 o’clock, and remained for nearly two 

hours, during which they examined the French, Spanish, Turkish and Egyptian com-

partments’.16 However, since Semper writes on 5 May that his works were almost 

finished, the extent of his involvement in the arrangement of articles on display in 

the Turkish Court must remain questionable. As the Turkish delegation arrived with 

several scientists who had already categorised the exhibits according to their respec-

tive taxonomies, Semper’s engagement may rather have been limited to the decora-

tion of the court and the installation of the display cases rather than the arrangement 

of the exhibits themselves.17 

Apart from the sections for these prominent nations that Semper was commissioned 

to arrange, he might have also had some rather spontaneous involvements in designs 

																																																								
11 See footnote 6. 
12 ‘Meine Arbeiten im Exh. building sind so gut als beendigt.’ Gottfried Semper, letter to Johann Carl 
Semper, 5 Mai 1851, ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20-K-1851-05- 05(S). 
13 Gülname Turan, ‘Turkey in the Great Exhibition of 1851’, Design Issues, 25 (2009), p. 69. 
14 ‘The Great Exhibition’, The Times (London, England), Wednesday, 14 May 1851, p. 5. 
15 Hermann Scherer, Londoner Briefe über die Weltausstellung (Leipzig: Hermann Schulze, 1851), p. 
175. Although using the same source, Herrmann assumes though that the Turkish section was opened 
on 8 May. See: Wolfgang Herrmann, Gottfried Semper Im Exil: Paris London 1849-1855, p. 51; 
Wolfgang Herrmann, Gottfried Semper: In Search of Architecture, p. 46. 
16 ‘The Great Exhibition’, The Times (London, England), Thursday, 22 May 1851, p. 7. 
17 Gülname Turan, ‘Turkey in the Great Exhibition of 1851’, pp. 68-69. 
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for the Great Exhibition. Semper refers in a letter to his decorator, William Butler 

Simpson, to a scheme for the Cape of Good Hope’s section. Simpson must likely 

have asked Semper to arrange the exhibits for the Cape of Good Hope. In this letter, 

Semper requests payment for the arrangement of products, which he and his assistant 

had undertaken for that British colony – including payment for some workmen from 

the contractors, Fox & Henderson, who hung up the bulls’ heads.18 What this all 

means is that Semper therefore also arranged the display for the exhibits sent to the 

Great Exhibition from the Cape of Good Hope (fig. 1.42). 

On the whole, Semper’s involvement in the Great Exhibition of 1851 as an exhibi-

tion designer was not regarded as particularly important. Henry Cole or other mem-

bers of the Royal Commission may well have recommended Semper to certain ex-

hibitors, who in turn employed Semper’s services. The latter’s name therefore ap-

pears neither in official documents nor in any of the catalogues that accompanied the 

Great Exhibition.19 Indeed the few contemporary references to Semper in English-

language publications can be found in the Journal of Design, whose chief editor was 

Cole. An article there briefly mentions that ‘the show from Canada is nearly in order, 

having been arranged by Mr Semper, the architect of the Dresden Theatre, who is 

called the “Barry” of Germany’.20 Semper’s designs were however well reviewed in 

German newspapers, which mentioned with admiration the Canadian section. Sem-

per’s son Conrad wrote to his father that many newspapers in Germany appreciated 

his decorations as the most beautiful arrangements.21 Semper’s London friend Lothar 

																																																								
18 ’J’ai parlé dernièrement le Lieutenant Tyler qui me dit d’avoir eu un entretien avec l’agent du Cap 
de bonne espérance relativement à ma note. Il nie d’avoir donné des ordres directes à moi de faire 
l’arrangement des produits de cette colonie et que je devois me tenir à vous pour être payé. En effet je 
n’ai eu l’ordre de personne que de vous seul, qui m’avez proposé de prendre cette affaire sur moi en 
compagnie avec vous. J’ai fait tout ce que je pouvois faire et Mr Tyler en est le témoin que moi seul ai 
travaillé à cela avec mon assistent [!] que j’ai du payer un Guinée par jour. Étant assuré que votre 
profit dans cette affaire dépasse bien le quadruple de la modique somme que j’ai demandé, (y compris 
ce que je dois remettre à Mr Houghton pour les ouvriers de Mr Fox & Henderson qui ont accroché les 
têtes de beouf [!],) je n’hésite pas de vous prier de me la remettre, ou dans le cas de refus, de m’en 
faire avis dans une note. Je dois faire un voyage dans le continent et je voudrais finir cette petite af-
faire cette semaine au plus tard.’ Gottfried Semper, draft for a letter, recipient not mentioned (presum-
ably to W. B. Simpson, 4 September 1851), ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20-K-1851-09-04(S). I owe 
this reference Dieter Weidmann.  
19 Wolfgang Herrmann, Gottfried Semper Im Exil: Paris London 1849-1855, pp. 50-51. 
20 ‘Original Papers: The aspect of the exhibition at the Queen’s visit, on the 15th April’, The Journal of 
Design and Manufactures, V (1851), p. 59. 
21 ‘Ich wünschte wenn wir hinkämen wäre noch die Aus[s]tellung offen dass wir es noch sehen könn-
ten. Bitte schicke uns doch eine Ab[b]ildung oder Beschreibung davon mit, dass wir auch noch etwas 
davon erfahren. Es stand in mehreren Zeitungen, dass die von Dir aufgestellten Sachen am schönsten 
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Bucher, the correspondent for the National-Zeitung, wrote for instance on 1 June 

1851: ‘admittedly, the Canadian section, which is organised by a German political 

refugee, is generally accepted as an example of sensibility and taste, and drawn at 

least a dozen times.’22  

 

DESIGN FOR CANADA 

The Canadian section of the 1851 Great Exhibition, which Semper was appointed to 

design, may not have comprised the most prestigious part of the Great Exhibition, 

yet it was not insignificant either. Canadian territories remained the only British col-

onies in North America and thus represented a certain ideological outpost against the 

unpleasant reminder of defeat in the American Revolution, and of the subsequent 

inconclusive war of 1812 between the United States and the United Kingdom. Cana-

dian newspapers, in particular, extolled the achievements of the Canadian exhibit in 

comparison with that of the United States of America, concluding that Canada’s su-

periority would pose a threat to and thus prevent any US dreams of annexation.23 

Scherer also echoed the impression of Canada’s strength when he wrote that ‘the 

exhibition of Canada is among the best in the Crystal Palace’, and although obvious-

ly much smaller in terms of floor area, nonetheless ‘exceeds the United States’.24 

Therefore, the challenge posed to the United States of America by the British Empire 

also manifested itself in the Crystal Palace. The section for the British Empire’s 

greatest rival was located right at the very end of the building’s eastern wing, in or-

der to be kept clear of British possessions and thus put in its rightful place.25 

																																																																																																																																																													
ar[r]angirt gewesen sind.’ Conrad Semper, additional letter to Gottfried Semper, on: Manfred Semper, 
letter to Gottfried Semper, 22 July 1851, ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20A-K-1851-07-22(M). 
22 ‘[...] freilich ist die von einem deutschen politischen Flüchtling geordnete Abtheilung Kanada all-
gemein als ein Muster von Sinnigkeit und Geschmack anerkannt und wenigstens ein Dutzend Mal 
gezeichnet.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung aller Völker 
(Frankfurt a.M.: C. B. Lizius Verlag, 1851), p. 179. 
23 Stewart Murray, ‘Canadian Participation and National Representation at the 1851 London Great 
Exhibition and the 1855 Paris Exposition Universelle’, Histoire sociale, Social History, 32 (1999), p. 
15; Suzanne Zeller, Inventing Canada: Early Victorian Science and the Idea of a Transcontinental 
Nation (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987), p. 81. 
24 ‘Die Ausstellung Canada’s gehört zu den besten im Krystall-Palast, und übertrifft im Verhältniss 
die Vereinigten Staaten.’ Hermann Scherer, Londoner Briefe über die Weltausstellung, p. 236. 
25 John E. Findling, ‘America at the Great Exhibition’, in Die Weltausstellung und ihre Folgen - The 
Great Exhibition and its Legacy, Frank Bosbach and John R. Davis, eds. (München: Saur, 2002), pp. 
197-204. 
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In 1851, the British colonies in North America were not yet fully unified. At the 

time, the name ‘Canada’ denoted only the Province of Canada – that is to say, the 

union of Upper and Lower Canada, which was established in 1841. Modern-day 

Canada was only eventually established in 1867 through the Canadian Confedera-

tion.26 Yet despite being separate colonies at that time, for the purposes of the Great 

Exhibition however, Canada, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland 

formed a collective display in the Crystal Palace.27 By grouping all of Britain’s North 

American colonies together, ‘Canadian representation expressed itself of a coherent 

and legitimate geographical entity’.28 Henry Houghton, the commissioner for Cana-

da, may indeed have also represented these other North American colonies, as the 

official catalogue mentions no other commissioner for those colonies. Semper’s 

commission therefore included all of the British colonies there. During the exhibition 

took place, two other commissioners from Canada were present, William Logan, 

director of the geological survey unit in Montreal,29 and Alfred Perry who attended 

the event to advertise his brother’s fire engine. He also wrote articles on the event in 

Montreal newspapers and took care of the section.30 It may have been the same Al-

fred Perry who brought coloured prints from the section back to Canada where he 

distributed these prints amongst the Canadian exhibitors who participated in the 

event in Hyde Park (fig. 1.5).31  

The collective display of the British North American colonies served in the for-

mation of a national identity prior to the Canadian Confederation. On a political lev-

el, the issues with which these colonies struggled concerned their relationships 

																																																								
26 Stewart Murray, ‘Canadian Participation and National Representation at the 1851 London Great 
Exhibition and the 1855 Paris Exposition Universelle’, p. 3. 
27 Audrey Short, ‘Canada Exhibited, 1851-1867’, The Canadian Historical Review, 48 (1967), p. 355. 
28 Stewart Murray, ‘Canadian Participation and National Representation at the 1851 London Great 
Exhibition and the 1855 Paris Exposition Universelle’, p. 15. 
29 Official Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of 
all Nations, 1851, vol. 2, p. 958. 
30 Elsbeth Heaman, The Inglorious Arts of Peace: Exhibitions in Canadian Society During the nine-
teenth century (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), pp. 143 and 148. ‘Mr. A. Perry, who 
through the whole period of the Exhibition has been in charge of that Division and to whose varied 
and valued information I am much indebted for the success that has attended its display.’ Henry 
Houghton, Letter to the Royal Commissioners, 8 November 1851, London, Royal Commission of the 
Exhibition of 1851 Archive (RC/A/1851/693), p. 2.  
31 ‘This View of the Interior of the Canadian Division at the Great Exhibition of 1851 is respectfully 
dedicated to the Exhibitors and the Public of Canada by their obliged and obedient Servant. Alfred 
Perry’, Library and Archives Canada, James Bruce, 8th Earl of Elgin, and family fonds (R977). 
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amongst themselves, their colonial relationship to the United Kingdom, as well as 

their relations with the United States of America. On an economic level, these colo-

nies were defining their agricultural and early industrial societies and their position 

in a developing world market. Canada’s mode of representation in the Great Exhibi-

tion thus conveyed ideas of a growing sense of national consciousness. To become a 

strong economy, able to compete with its US neighbour, and to occupy a strong posi-

tion within the British Empire, the British North American colonies were dependent 

on labour and capital; ‘the central purpose of the display was to win immigrants and 

investment for British America.’32 Canadian participation thus focused ‘on land and 

its use, and thereby further articulated one of the most pressing of all Canadian narra-

tives, that of land, settlement, and the creation of a civil society in the new colony’.33 

It promised to be a wealthy land that awaited immigrants to cultivate and exploit its 

resources, so as to establish a middle-class lifestyle according to the English values 

and standards exhibited in the Crystal Palace. Concomitantly, the section displayed 

the abundance of natural wealth, such as agricultural produce, ores and timber, to a 

dominating capitalist world market. Nova Scotia confidently claimed that it was ca-

pable of ‘the supply of the whole British Empire’ with ‘steel and charcoal iron’.34 

Unlike other displays at the Great Exhibition, the Canadian exhibition was ‘not so 

showy, but they are more valuable as evidences of social wealth and social advance-

ment’.35 Rather than displaying actual wealth, the Canadian section indicated poten-

tial value and opportunities, promising a prosperous future for individuals in Canada 

and for Canada in the world. 

European commentators on the Canadian section often emphasised what was, in their 

eyes, a rather delightful contrast between the country’s vast wilderness and its early 

stages of civilisation. Scherer, echoing the aforementioned socio-economic condi-

tions, describes how he entered the Canadian exhibition and was impressed by the 

heavy fur clothes, sleighs, and other timber products with which European settlers 

established their living and defied the harsh forces of nature. 

																																																								
32 Audrey Short, ‘Canada Exhibited, 1851-1867’, p. 355. 
33 Stewart Murray, ‘Canadian Participation and National Representation at the 1851 London Great 
Exhibition and the 1855 Paris Exposition Universelle’, pp. 2-3. 
34 Official Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of 
all Nations, 1851, vol. 2 (London: Spicer Brothers, 1851), p. 970. 
35 ‘The Canada Court’, The Illustrated London News, 31 May 1851, p. 494. 
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‘One step further, and we step out of culture into the wilderness of the jungles. 
Canoes, hollowed out of the tree, snowshoes, wampums, tomahawks and moc-
casins call to mind the whole Indian world of Cooper's novels. [...] We are in 
the territory of the trapper, the Nimrod of the Hudson’s Company, and the 
Sioux, the most numerous and most warlike tribe still left of the large family of 
redskins. In the midst of these emblems of the rawest cultural condition – how 
joyful is the certainty of the irresistibly advancing culture!’36 

From these faint traces of civilisation, the visitor stepped into a staged fantasy which 

reminded visitors of James Fenimore Cooper’s novels. The nomadic British trapper 

and his exploits in trading with the Hudson’s Bay Company were used to represent 

an engagement with expanding capitalism. Moreover, the biblical figure of Nimrod, 

with whom Scherer compares the trapper, is usually considered the first ruler who 

seized power independently of God’s workings. The trapper, representing the self-

reliant concept of European culture, reaches out and spreads the seeds of civilisation 

in an untouched land in which there are indigenous people in original conditions. 

Nature and its resources will now be controlled and appropriated at the free disposal 

of the white human, whilst the incomprehensibly belligerent natives will be put into 

the two covers of a book. 

 

Arrangement of the Canadian section 

Semper and his clients had a relatively free hand in the designs for their various sec-

tions, as far as the executive committee was concerned. Matthew Digby Wyatt, who 

was in charge of the exhibition’s arrangement, nonetheless communicated a few gen-

eral principles that needed to be considered when designing the sections. Wyatt in-

sisted on adherence to the exhibition’s overall classification of articles, the measure-

ments of furniture and passageways to allow an unhampered flow of visitors, and 

that vertical space partitions should not project into the main avenue, or nave, which 

ran through the building. The executive committee had thus instructed the main con-

tractor for the Crystal Palace, Fox & Henderson, to provide the exhibitors with ta-
																																																								
36 ‘Einen Schritt weiter, und wir treten aus der Cultur in die Wildniss der Urwälder. Canoes, aus dem 
Baume gehöhlt, Schneeschuhe, Wampuns, Tomahaks und Mocassins rufen uns die ganze Indianerwelt 
Cooper’scher Romane ins Gedächtnis. [...] Wir sind in dem Gebiete des “Trapper”, des Nimrod der 
Hudsons-Compagnie, und der “Scioux”, des zahlreichen und kriegerischen Stammes, der noch übrig 
ist von der grössten Familie der Rothhäute. Inmitten dieser Embleme des rohesten Culturzustandes – 
wie freudig ist die Gewissheit der unwiderstehlich vordringenden Cultur!’ Hermann Scherer, Londo-
ner Briefe über die Weltausstellung, p. 237. 
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bles, showcases, shelves, and cabinets. In early 1851, before the Crystal Palace was 

made available to exhibitors to arrange their compartments, Fox & Henderson in-

stalled various furniture samples.37 After this, the exhibitors were however at liberty 

to design their own installations according to their preferences. A footnote in one of 

the Commissioners’ documents comments wryly that most exhibitors did not take 

advantage of the samples, preferring to use their own furniture.38 This was certainly 

the case for the sections that Semper arranged, although his designs also show that he 

did adapt some of the furniture provided.  

The section for the British North American colonies was situated in the Western 

wing of the Crystal Palace, which was the area reserved for exhibitions from the 

British Empire (figs. 1.1/1.2).39 Adjacent to the East Indies, the West Indies, the Me-

dieval and Sculpture Courts, the Canadian North American colonies were situated 

between the southern avenue and the main avenue of the Crystal Palace. The south-

ern avenue served as the display of Nova Scotia (P30 to P32) and the few exhibits 

from Newfoundland and New Brunswick were presented in the eastern passage from 

Nova Scotia through to the West Indies Court (P/Q32). The Province of Canada was 

placed in the court between the southern avenue and the nave. It also occupied the 

three units in between the court and the central avenue (M30 to M32).40 Canada 

shared however the western unit with the Cape of Good Hope (M30) and the eastern 

unit with colonies from West Africa (M32).41  

The three units between the central avenue and the Canadian Court were predomi-

nantly used for the display of raw materials and primary products, or tools (fig. 1.22). 

																																																								
37 See: ‘Great Industrial Exhibition of 1851’, The Illustrated London News, 1 February 1851, pp. 71-
72; ‘Counters and Tables at the Palace of Industry’, The Expositor, 1 February, 1851, p. 221. 
38 Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851, ‘Appendix: decisions of Her Majesty’s Commis-
sioners, and regulations of the Executive Committee’, in Circulars, printed forms, proofs and m.s. 
papers, relating to the Exhibition of 1851, Sir Charles Wentworth Dilke, ed. (London: 1850[?]) Lon-
don, National Art Library (Ex.1851.OVERSIZE8), p. 17. 
39 ‘Canadian Contributions to the World’s Fair’, The Illustrated Exhibitor, 20 September 1851, pp. 
277-279; Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung aller Völker, p. 62-
65; Robert Hunt, Hunt’s Hand-Book to the Official Catalogues: an explanatory guide to the natural 
productions and manufactures of the Great Exhibition of the industry of all nations, 1851, vol. 2 
(London: Spicer Brothers, and W. Clowes & Sons, 1851), pp. 718-724. 
40 A unit denotes a square in the Crystal Palace’s grid structure. The position of each unit can be de-
termined by its coordinates as laid down by the Royal Commissioners (letters denote the latitude, 
numbers the length). A yard comprises several units, e.g. the Canadian consists of 6 units. 
41 Official Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of 
all Nations, 1851, vol. 2, pp. 957-971. 
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The first table at the eastern side of unit M30 displayed several kinds of ‘ores, from 

Lake Huron, Lake Superior [...] in various stages of manufacture’ (fig. 1.17).42 There 

were ‘specimens of iron, copper, and silver ore, besides a case of native gold ob-

tained from gravel [...] of the Green Mountains; specimens of magnesite rock, of 

stones of fine quality for the purpose of lithography, of agates, soap-stone, gypsum, 

slates, and serpentines’.43 In unit M31, the western table presented various specimens 

of stone, such as ‘Marbles, Slate, Peat, Sandstone, Iron Ochre, and other Canadian 

hard materials’.44 This mineral collection had been classified and arranged accord-

ingly by William Logan.45 In the middle of the passageway were some ‘black walnut 

and other Tables’ (figs. 1.6/1.18).46 Alongside geological specimens were also sever-

al kinds of timber around the tables. The majority of the timber samples were used 

however for the Canadian Timber Trophy in the middle of the main avenue. The 

eastern table in unit M31 showed tools that settlers and trappers would need in Cana-

da’s backwoods, such as ‘Chisels, formidable Woodmans’ Hatches’ and ‘Worked 

Slippers’, which were ‘placed after the Bright Tools manufactured for the back set-

tlers’.47 On the adjacent table in unit M32, fabrics were arranged along ‘the whole 

length of this counter’, with its display consisting of ‘Canadian Woollens and Lin-

ens’48 as well as ‘blankets and grey cloths, fine cloths and satieties’.49 Suspended 

above the unit were also some ‘specimens of Carpet Manufacture, which are interest-

ing as evidence of the vigour of the Canadian manufactures’.50  

The western wall of the square area (N30-32/O30-32) was especially dedicated to the 

display of numerous samples of Canadian agricultural produce. The barrels in front 

of the tables hence contained ‘corn, Indian meal, barley, oats, peas, beans, flax, pota-

toes preserved for sea voyage, [...] Siberian oil-seed, hemp, hops, and sugar from the 

maple tree all show the varied richness of a land, which, put to good account, might 

																																																								
42 William Blanchard Jerrold, How to See the Exhibition, first visit, p. 23.  
43 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, 11 October 1851, p. 20 and 22. 
44 William Blanchard Jerrold, How to See the Exhibition, first visit, p. 23. 
45 Official Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of 
all Nations, 1851, vol. 2, p. 958. 
46 William Blanchard Jerrold, How to See the Exhibition, first visit, p. 23. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid, p. 22. 
49 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, p. 22. 
50 William Blanchard Jerrold, How to See the Exhibition, first visit, p. 22. 



– 49 – 

effectually relieve the distress of the older communities of the world’.51 Amongst 

these products were also some rather perishable products on display such as ‘butter, 

cheese, [...] honey, sugar, beef, [and] hams’.52 On the table behind the barrels and in 

the showcases, one would have either seen products made from the harvest, such as 

biscuits for instance, or implements to cultivate the field, such as a plough or differ-

ent harnesses. There was also a box with various specimens that illustrate the process 

of tanning. On the southern side of the square, the two display tables and cabinets 

also displayed primary products in barrels, similar to the western wall (fig. 1.3). Here 

the exhibits were related to hunting, including hides and all kinds of utensils for 

trappers such as snowshoes or rifles. They were ‘unmanufactured or [...] partially 

manufactured, [...] specimens of moose hide and leather, moose-deer’s head and 

horns, calf-skin’,53 or of ‘dressed porpoise-skin and whale-skin’,54 ‘the head and 

wide-spreading horns of a gigantic moose, or elk’,55 and ‘deer’s horns with the black 

bear skin’.56 On the northern side of the square, the tables and cabinets also displayed 

seeds (figs. 1.4/1.5). Further primary products were presented in barrels in front of 

the tables. The table and cabinet to the east displayed ‘a complete set of Moose Har-

ness’ that was ‘hung on the wall’, containing ‘the saddles covered with bells, and 

adorned with pendent plumps of blue horse-hair’.57 There were some other hardware 

articles such as ‘cooking and parlour stoves’, several ‘printing types and a copying 

press’ and even ‘artificial teeth’ together with some ‘leather trunks’. 58 On the table 

and cabinet to the west, ‘the objects which invite[d] examination’, in a cabinet, were 

‘a Roll of Tobacco from Montreal, a case of Canadian Straw Hats’, and ‘Lithograph-

ic Stones’, and then ‘below, on the ground, a curious Cast of the track and footprints 

of a reptilian animal’.59 The eastern wall of the square was mainly used for the dis-

																																																								
51 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, p. 22. 
52 A Visit to the Great Exhibition by one of the Exhibitors (London: Cundall and Addey, 1851), p. 11. 
53 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, p. 22. 
54 The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, The Industry of Nations, as Exemplified in the 
Great Exhibition of 1851, vol. 1 (London: Samuel Bentley and Co., 1852), p. 193. 
55 John Tallis, Tallis’s History and Description of the Crystal Palace and the Exhibition of the 
World’s Industry in 1851, vol. 1 (London: John Tallis and Co.), p. 52. 
56 A Visit to the Great Exhibition by one of the Exhibitors, p. 11. 
57 John Tallis, Tallis’s History and Description of the Crystal Palace and the Exhibition of the 
World’s Industry in 1851, vol. 1, p. 52; William Blanchard Jerrold, How to See the Exhibition, first 
visit, p. 23. 
58 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, p 22. 
59 William Blanchard Jerrold, How to See the Exhibition, first visit, p. 23. 
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play of furniture and articles of general domestic use, most of which were sent over 

by several manufacturers in Montreal. These included several chairs, a sofa, and an 

office chair made of black walnut. There were also some musical instruments such as 

a ‘piano, manufactured in Canadian woods, especially fitted to endure the changes 

induced by the vast range of temperatures in this country’60, and two model bridges, 

one of which was a model of a ‘wooden bridge, having an arch of 250 feet span’.61  

Semper’s arrangement of the Canadian section followed a specific principle that was 

not unusual in contemporary scientific displays – namely, that the vertical dimension 

of the space was used to demonstrate the gradual upwards transformation of a mate-

rial or species over time.62 Semper used this principle for his Canadian design to 

show how the products were manufactured. Starting with raw materials displayed in 

barrels, then hanging wrought materials such as hides, fabrics or tools, finally the 

technically more advanced consumer products were contained in cabinets. The dis-

play thus vertically demonstrated how products came into being through the idea of 

labour in the widest sense. Although labour itself was absent in the show it was still 

represented in the various tools on display. Since the actual consumer goods were 

locked away in the showcases, however, this meant that they avoided close examina-

tion by visitors. Only the primary materials in the barrels or the wrought materials on 

the tables were physically palpable for those walking around the Canadian section. 

The display therefore tended to urge the visitor into active rather than idle consump-

tion; nevertheless the promise of capitalist consumption was still portrayed.  

The more voluminous objects were placed inside the square on three pedestals. The 

pedestal to the east was dedicated to furniture, like the adjacent wall, and displayed 

‘some handsome black-walnut furniture’ (figs. 1.31-1.35).63 Along the pedestal’s 

side were ‘half-a-dozen chairs, the seats and back worked in worsted and silk by the 

ladies of Montreal, “for England’s Queen”’.64 The pedestal to the west was devoted 

to sleighs and carriages whose ‘wrappers in which you tuck yourself and your com-

																																																								
60 The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, The Industry of Nations, as Exemplified in the 
Great Exhibition of 1851, vol. 1, p. 193. 
61 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, p. 22. 
62 See Chapter five. 
63 William Blanchard Jerrold, How to See the Exhibition, first visit, p. 24. 
64 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, p. 22. 



– 51 – 

panion’ were made ‘of the largest and thickest bear skins’ (figs. 1.36-1.39).65 The 

most prominent specimens of Canadian production, however, were positioned on a 

pedestal at the centre of the square. A ‘fire-engine of unusually large proportions, 

and remarkably elegant design and workmanship, capable of throwing two streams 

of water 156 feet high, or a single stream of 210 feet high’ was placed on this pedes-

tal (figs. 1.40/1.41).66 Trials at the Serpentine lake in Hyde Park had shown that this 

fire engine could project water higher than any other in the exhibition, and conse-

quently was awarded with a medal.67 

The canoe that was suspended above the fire engine represented the Canadian 

Court’s central and most visually prominent exhibit. It was made of white birch and 

impressed visitors because of its vast dimensions. The canoe ‘presented no especial 

difference from canoes we have seen a hundred times, expect its size; but this canoe 

was actually paddled for 3,000 miles of lake and river navigation, with a crew of 

twenty men, before being placed on board a steamer for England. It was the same 

description of canoe employed by the Hudson’s Bay Company in their annual jour-

neys to the vast preserves of fur-bearing animals under their command.’68 After this 

outline of the contents of the Canadian compartment at the Great Exhibition, the 

qualitative effect of Semper’s design – that is, the impressions it produced for view-

ers – shall be now analysed in more detail.69  

 

Decoration of the Canadian section 

Arriving from the transept and walking along the southern leg of the main avenue, 

the first showpiece from Canada that would have caught a visitor’s eye was a group 

of three stuffed deer. Placed just behind them in the first passageway to the Canadian 

Court was a church bell from Montreal ‘made from the copper of Lake Huron’ (figs. 

																																																								
65 A Visit to the Great Exhibition by one of the Exhibitors, p. 11. 
66 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, p. 22 
67 Audrey Short, ‘Canada Exhibited, 1851-1867’, p. 356. 
68 John Tallis, Tallis’s History and Description of the Crystal Palace and the Exhibition of the 
World’s Industry in 1851, vol. 1, p. 52. 
69 On canoes in Canadian culture see: Dale Standen, ‘Canoes and Canots in New France: Small Boats, 
Material History and Popular Imagination’, Material Culture Review, 68 (2008). 
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1.16/1.17: these illustrations are taken from the opposite side).70 Large tables ex-

panding from the gallery spaces into the main avenue displayed raw materials or 

primary products (fig. 1.18).  

In the Canadian section, the Crystal Palace’s iron-framed structure was decorated 

with green draperies.71 The two columns in the middle of the display were decorated 

with lavish curtains. Likewise the horizontal wrought-iron beams that carried the 

upper floor were covered in the same fabric, which followed the construction’s triple 

partition and was pinch-pleated at each strut. In the middle of the three units, above 

the passageway in the middle, was placed Canada’s nameplate as well as the emblem 

of the Province of Canada as established in 1841. On this plate, two allegorical fig-

ures held the seals of Upper Canada on the right and Lower Canada on the left, and 

with Queen Victoria’s coat of arms displayed above (figs. 1.19/1.20). Like the cur-

tain and valance of a theatre stage, these sweeping draperies framed and opened up 

views into a theatrical space that presented Canada as a narrative play – thereby sug-

gesting also the temporary character of the act being performed by the spectators. 

Wandering through the passageway in the middle of the Canadian section, one 

passed some specimens of carpentry, such as tables made of black walnut. Passing 

the displays on the left, exhibiting toys and tools, and the displays on the right, ex-

hibiting several types of stones, the spaces open up again as one entered the brightly 

lit Canadian Court (fig. 1.6). The first item that caught the visitor’s attention there 

would have been the aforementioned giant canoe suspended above the fire engine in 

the centre of the square. Yet this was just a glimpse of the canoe, given that the ca-

noe was hung in the direction in which the visitors entered or left the court. It was 

positioned thus in the visitor’s direction of flow so that they would only see the ca-

noe’s slender frontage, not its impressive longer side, meaning that the full effect of 

the canoe suspended above had to be gained over a longer period of time by wander-

ing around it. If the visitors had instead been allowed to enter the court from either 

the western or eastern passage, this effect would have been entirely different, since 

the canoe’s longest side would have been visible earlier. Several illustrations drawn 

																																																								
70 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, p. 22. 
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Own Jones’ colour scheme. See: Harry Francis Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nine-
teenth Century, p. 183. 
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from the western passage give us this controlled impression of entering the court 

(figs. 1.3-1.5). Semper himself had clearly thought about this effect, as he had drawn 

a perspective of the view, with the probable intention of making a print from it (figs. 

1.7/1.8). Unlike every other illustration of the Canadian Court, Semper in fact drew 

his perspective from the opposite side – that is, from the south-eastern corner of the 

square. It captures more dramatically the very moment one enters the square, while 

also providing a glimpse of the court’s western wall. 

The canoe was thus undoubtedly intended as the predominant exhibit of the Canadi-

an Court, with its visual effect gained through the visitor’s movement. The canoe 

was also effectively visible from both of the upper galleries, and especially from the 

adjacent staircase and landings in the eastern end of the Canadian Court (figs. 

1.9/1.10). As the eastern wall to the staircase was not fully enclosed, its landings 

provided a favourable view over the Canadian Court. The western wall, on the other 

hand, was entirely closed off, and thus would have provided an impressive back-

ground for the huge canoe that hung from the Crystal Palace’s beams. 

Contemporary illustrations of the Canadian court’s western wall hardly exist. The 

only depiction on which the wall can be recognised is a panorama taken from the 

nave (fig. 1.18). If you look through the passageway in the middle, you can recognise 

the western wall in the background. The panorama shows that the wall had actually 

been executed similar to a coloured drawing that Semper made for the decoration of 

the Canadian Court (fig. 1.21). This drawing, a frontal view of the court, illustrates 

that the wall encroaches on the northern side into the next unit, which in the event 

displayed products from the Cape of Good Hope, and even further into the central 

avenue.72 The wall’s southern end spreads into the southern part of the nave, where 

Nova Scotia was displayed. There Semper’s design incorporated a passageway to 

Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin’s adjacent Medieval Court, as well as to Richard 

Westmacott’s Sculpture Court.73 In Semper’s drawing, the western wall inside the 

court is divided into two areas: a lower area on the ground floor level equipped with 

three glass cabinets, and an upper area with five panels for trophies (either of animals 

																																																								
72 This frontal drawing had been attributed to the eastern wall. According to the spatial circumstances 
described above and according to the visual material available, it could have only been a design for 
the western wall. See: Heidrun Laudel, ‘Ausstattungen auf der Weltausstellung 1851 im Crystal Pa-
lace’, p. 276. 
73 ‘Original Papers: The aspect of the exhibition at the Queen’s visit, on the 15th April’, pp. 59-60. 
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or weapons). The lower area contained three glass cabinets; the outer ones crowned 

with segmental-arched gables and the one in the middle with a triangular gable. The 

frieze underneath the arches and gables continues along the wall underneath the cor-

nices, and stretches into the southern passageway and into the northern unit respec-

tively.  

A section included on the same drawing shows how Semper planned a horizontal 

structure for the cabinets. On a small pedestal, on which barrels with agricultural 

products were going to be placed, he installed a table for further exhibits and the cab-

inet at the back. On the same sheet of paper are two other drawings, a section 

through the western wall (far right of the drawing) as well as a frontal view of one of 

the court’s sidewalls, which also incorporates cabinets covered by segmental-arched 

gables (upper half of the drawing) but which had not been realised at all (unlike the 

western wall). These were structured in the same way in both the upper and lower 

areas and were equipped with the same installations for exhibits as the transverse 

side, the western wall. In addition the drawing shows three entrances to the court in 

each unit, with these entrances intended to be finished with red curtains.  

Although the side-walls were not realised, many elements Semper designed for the 

Canadian Court were duly installed. Gabled cabinets were installed at each post at 

either side and instead of having fields for trophies on an upper area, the heads and 

antlers of deer and elks simply crowned these cabinets. As mentioned before, tables 

on which various goods could be displayed were installed around the cabinets, while 

barrels in front of the tables contained primary products (figs. 1.3-1.5).  

In Semper’s drawing, the cabinets inside the court were held together with a frieze 

that is noticeable under the triangular gable. The cabinets along the eastern and west-

ern wall are different though from the ones which were installed between the pas-

sageways in the north or south. The cabinets on the walls presented a small temple 

front whereby their glass-doors do not show any glazing bars unlike the cabinets by 

the passageways. It is not clear though if there were different types of cabinets by the 

passageways. Some illustrations represent them rather shallow whereas other illustra-

tions show a more bulky type looking like small temples (figs. 1.3-1.6). 

In the event, the draperies in the Canadian Court also differed from Semper’s draw-

ings. These curtains flanked each corner of the square and their corresponding val-
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ances were hanging from the upper floor, producing the same theatrical effect as 

those onto the Crystal Palace’s central avenue, while the columns in the middle of 

the side-walls remained undecorated. Yet the most conspicuous difference was the 

draperies’ colours. Instead of the originally planned red ones, Semper probably used 

a green colour with which he could create a stronger contrast to the red fabric with 

which the handrail of the upper floor was covered (figs. 1.3/1.5). The green colour 

may come as a surprise with regard to Semper’s idea of polychromy; to the dominant 

red he would have rather set its complementary colour blue (fig. 1.43). Yet how free 

Semper was in deciding on the section’s design cannot be conclusively answered. All 

of the fabric covering the tables, as well as the colour of the pedestals, remained red. 

Furthermore, a touch of brightness was provided by the cabinets’ tympanums, which 

were painted blue. 

When leaving the Canadian Court through one of the passages to the southern part of 

the central avenue, where the displays of Nova Scotia was installed, there the visitor 

could ‘examine two counters placed against the northern wall of the [West Indies] 

square he has just quitted upon which he will find various excellent specimens of 

Colonial Hardware, Mats made by Indians of Cape Breton, &c’.74 The displays of 

Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, and New Brunswick were, in comparison to the Prov-

ince of Canada, rather modest. Nova Scotia, whose exhibits were displayed on two 

tables, above each of which was the same gabled cabinet crowned with antlered deer 

heads, presented a similar mixture of raw materials, agricultural products, canoes, 

hides and furs as the main Canadian section (figs. 1.4/1.5). 

 

THE CANADIAN TIMBER TROPHY 

‘Whilst the Foreign Department has dedicated its large aisle exclusively to the 
production of works of art, in the English we find between the marble sculp-
tures and cast bronzes also other curiosities from the realm of industry, of me-
chanics, and, indeed, even of raw products. The latter particularly pleased me, 
for it proves the seriousness of these externally unsightly objects, which most 
of them unthinkingly overlook, to recognize the place of honour which they 
occupy in industrial activity, which would not be without them. The matter that 
is being discussed here, is called the “Canadian Trophy” and forms the compi-
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lation of marvellous kinds of wood, which provides this colony for shipbuild-
ing. The pieces are split to be examined inside as well as outside, some are pol-
ished, and on top lies an American boat.’75 

In the entrance area to the Canadian section was another of Semper’s key decora-

tions, known as the ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ (figs. 1.16/1.23/1.24).76 Placed in the 

middle of the main central avenue, and amongst other trophies, this gigantic heap of 

wood incorporated various kinds of timber showing the richness of the Canadian 

forest. But as it had often occurred in the organisation of the Crystal Palace, the erec-

tion of the ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ was not a carefully planned but rather an im-

provised task. The reason for combining these pieces of timber was likely due to the 

sheer quantity and different sizes of timber and lumber sent to the exhibition from 

various Canadian contributors. According to a letter to the Royal Commission writ-

ten by the contractor who constructed the trophy, William Butler Simpson, it was 

indeed the Royal Commission that had suggested this form of exhibit.77 Given these 

circumstances, it seems likely that the Royal Commission provided space in the main 

avenue for Semper and Simpson to enable the Canadian Commissioners to display 
																																																								
75 ‘Während das auswärtige Departement seinen grossen Mittelgang ausschliesslich der Aufstellung 
von Kunstwerken gewidmet hat, begegnen wir in dem Englischen zwischen den Marmorbildern und 
Bronzegüssen auch anderen Curiositäten aus dem Reiche der Industrie, der Mechanik, ja, sogar der 
Rohproducte. Das Letztere hat mich besonders gefreut, denn es beweist den Ernst, diesen äusserlich 
unansehnlichen Gegenständen, woran die Meisten gedankenlos vorübergehen, den Ehrenplatz zu-
zuerkennen, welchen sie in der Gewerbthätigkeit, die ohne sie gar nicht sein würde, einnehmen. Die 
Sache, wovon hier die Rede ist, heisst die „Canadische Trophäe“, und bildet eine Zusammenstellung 
der herrlichen Holzarten, welche die Colonie zumal für den Schiffsbau liefert. Die Stücke sind gespal-
ten, um sich von innen und aussen erkennen zu lassen, einzelne auch, die sich zur Verarbeitung eignen 
polirt; obenauf liegt ein Amerikanisches Boot.’ Hermann Scherer, Londoner Briefe über die Weltaus-
stellung, pp. 88-89. 
76 Descriptions of the Canadian Timber Trophy: ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’, The Illustrated Exhibitor, 
7 June 1851, p. 13; ‘The Canadian Timber Trophy’, The Illustrated London News, Saturday, 21 June 
1851, pp. 597-598; ‘The Canadian Timber Trophy’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, 18 October 
1851, pp. 45-46; William Blanchard Jerrold, How to See the Exhibition, first visit, pp. 5-6; Hermann 
Scherer, Londoner Briefe über die Weltausstellung, pp. 88-89; John Tallis, Tallis’s history and de-
scription of the Crystal Palace and the Exhibition of the World’s Industry in 1851, vol. 1, pp. 45-46 
and 52-53; Robert Hunt, Hunt's Hand-Book to the Official Catalogues: an explanatory guide to the 
natural productions and manufactures of the Great Exhibition of the industry of all nations, 1851, vol. 
1 (London: Spicer Brothers, and W. Clowes & Sons, 1851), pp. 8-9; William Allen Drew, Glimpses 
and Gatherings During a Voyage and Visit to London and the Great Exhibition in the Summer of 
1851 (Augusta: Homan & Manley, 1852), p. 340; The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 
The Industry of Nations, as Exemplified in the Great Exhibition of 1851, vol. 1, p. 184. 
77 William Butler Simpson, letter from to Matthew Digby Wyatt, 18 September 1851, London, Royal 
Commission of the Exhibition of 1851 Archive (RC/A/1851/462): ‘Having been employed to erect the 
great Trophy of Canadian timber which is placed in the Nave of the Exhibition, I shall be obliged by 
your informing me whether I may send in my bill to the Royal Commissioners. The Trophy is com-
posed of the contributions of several individuals, who would have exhibited their productions within 
his own division, without incurring the additional expense of forming a characteristic Decoration of 
this description, which, as it contributes to the general effect of the Exhibition, and was executed at 
the suggestion of the Committee ought, as I think, to be paid for by the Royal Commission.’ 
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their timber samples. This may also be confirmed by looking at some preliminarily 

drawings for the ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ (figs. 1.25-1.29). These illustrate how 

Semper initially thought of a construction similar to a log cabin or to a cube-like pyr-

amid; some of his drawings also already incorporate the large canoe on top of this 

construction. These first drafts for the design could not however be realised because 

of the diversity of the timber specimens, varying so greatly in terms of size and pro-

cessed character.78 Many of its pieces would simply have been too big for the gallery 

spaces available: perhaps unsurprising, then, is that although called the ‘Canadian 

Timber Trophy’, it also contained specimens of wood from Van Diemen’s Land in 

Australia (which is modern-day Tasmania). 

Nonetheless, all the different timber pieces needed to be arranged together. On a 

small platform, Semper built a simple framework as for a tent with crossed-over 

stiffening boards. The specimens of wood were then either pushed through this 

frame, or leant against it, or placed on the floor around. The construction was 

crowned with a small canoe lying on a festively arranged green fabric, presumably 

the same fabric that Semper used for the decorations in the Canadian Court. Incorpo-

rated into the display were mill-logs, planks, boards, and joists made from black 

walnut, chestnut, cherry, curled maple, hard maple, sugar maple, veneer from bird’s-

eye maple, birch, oak, ash, basswood or lime, rock elm, or butternut.79 And ‘at the 

east end of the pile [...] [were] two cross sections of a gigantic blue gum-tree [...] 

from Van Diemen’s Land’.80 Some of ‘the examples were cut into such slabs as 

might at once show their wrought and unwrought character, one side of each being 

duly finished and varnished, or polished’.81 Other timber pieces displayed even more 

processed items, such as a ship’s futtock that was manufactured from a huge hem-

																																																								
78 Klaus Lankheit, ‘Gottfried Semper und die Weltausstellung, London 1851’, pp. 36-37. Lankheit 
assumes the drawings could document an early stage in which the trophy was supposed to be placed 
in the middle of the Canadian court. 
79 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, p. 22; William Blanchard Jerrold, How 
to See the Exhibition, first visit, p. 6; The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, The Industry of 
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80 Robert Hunt, Hunt’s Hand-Book to the Official Catalogues, vol. 1, p. 9. 
81 John Tallis, Tallis’s history and description of the Crystal Palace and the Exhibition of the World’s 
Industry in 1851, vol. 1, p. 45. 
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lock pine.82 Conversely, the display also incorporated curiosities of no specific use. 

There was ‘a little log on the floor, with light edges and a dark centre, marked iron-

wood, of no earthly use’ because, depending on weather and temperature, it would 

stretch out and shrink or ‘twist itself crooked in no time’.83 Another peculiar piece, 

positioned at the eastern end of the trophy, ‘was a block of wood which had under-

gone a remarkable change of structure, and [...] [was] partly silicified’,84 partly vitri-

fied due to an eruption of a volcano, and belonging to a pine species unknown in Van 

Diemen’s Land.85  

In the main central nave of the Crystal Palace, within the immediate proximity of the 

Canadian Court and the ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’, stood, – much to Semper’s an-

noyance – a large model of George Gilbert Scott’s Church of St. Nicholas in Ham-

burg, the result of the very competition that Semper had lost in his home city in 1844 

(fig. 1.30).86 If the ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ had been intended as a pyre, Semper 

most probably would have generously incorporated Scott’s model into his arrange-

ment as well. 

Although the ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ as executed appeared to be improvised and 

built with a modest budget, it was widely mentioned in newspapers and catalogues, 

which seem to have been rather impressed. As one guidebook noted: ‘the materials, 

though interesting from their utility, were certainly very unpromising ones for the 

formation of a trophy having any pretentions to symmetry or artistic effect; but the 

difficulty was got over much better than might have been expected, and the whole 

was surmounted by a small canoe’87 from Nova Scotia.88 

																																																								
82 ‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, p. 22. 
83 Ibid. 
84 The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, The Industry of Nations, as Exemplified in the 
Great Exhibition of 1851, vol. 1, p. 184. 
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The design of the ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ followed the same ascending principle 

that Semper used for the adjacent Canadian Court. Lying on the floor were predomi-

nantly unwrought pieces of wood, or even curious objects in the process of fossilisa-

tion and thus of no apparent use; these were followed above by roughly wrought 

pieces of timber, painted or varnished specimens; and in turn were more processed 

items, and eventually leading up to the finely crafted canoe at the very top. Conse-

quently, the display made particular reference to shipbuilding, illustrating how hu-

mans with their knowledge and technology could master timber for uses such as fish-

ing or trade. The ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ was certainly visionary in view of the 

significance that shipbuilding was to obtain in the British colonies in North America. 

During the second half of the century, Nova Scotia became a leading manufacturer of 

wooden sailing ships, as well as being the seat of large shipbuilding companies.89 

Besides samples of wood, the display also included a specimen of the animal world. 

At its western side, leaning against the lumber, was the lower jawbone of a sperm 

whale of almost the same size as the display itself.90 Since the ‘Canadian Timber 

Trophy’ illustrated progress through the use of wood to build ships for deep-sea fish-

ing or whaling, for instance, it therefore represented technological advancement in 

how even the largest creatures could be hunted. However, whilst in the Canadian 

Court deer antlers were used to crown the gabled showcases, the sperm whale’s jaw-

bone – which in fact also came from Van Diemen’s Land – was merely leant against 

the construction, such that the display’s pinnacle was the (Canadian) canoe and not 

the (Tasmanian) jawbone.91 What was being celebrated here was not the action of 

hunting in itself, but rather how scientific and technological developments could of-

fer new means to humans to plan and control their activities.  

The ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ therefore represented the domination of humankind 

over nature. However, I am not arguing that Semper deliberately intended to demon-

strate this. On the contrary, since he was handed this rather peculiar accumulation of 

randomly sized objects, Semper could only try to make the best out of what he had 
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been given to work with. Nevertheless, he grouped the objects together according to 

his taste and understanding, and therefore interpreted or rather constructed a meaning 

through the objects’ arrangement. In so doing, Semper’s design echoed common-

place notions of progress that were widely shared in the context of the Great Exhibi-

tion. The coincidence of a sperm whale’s jawbone being part of the ‘Canadian Tim-

ber Trophy’ is however striking, as it also brings to mind the novel, Moby Dick, 

which portrays a gigantic sperm whale that metaphorically figures as the ghost of 

capitalism in Herman Melville’s novel, which was published while the Great Exhibi-

tion was being held in 1851 (fig. 1.23).92 As the guidebooks happily reported: 

‘The teeth are ivory. This whale, so valuable for the sperm oil and spermaceti 
which it yields, grows to 60 and 70 feet in length.’93 

The installation of trophies celebrating a particular branch of trade or manufacturing 

was seen throughout the Great Exhibition. Several such displays were exhibited 

along the nave’s axis, such as the ‘Porphyry Vase’ from Sweden, celebrating the 

mastery of such hard material, or the ‘Silk Trophy’, displaying the production and 

consumption of this delicate material. The ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ was thus not 

unusual. The conspicuous characteristic of the Canadian section however was its 

incorporation of various kinds of trophy. Whereas other nations installed sculptures 

in front of their sections in the main central avenue, the Canadians presented the 

aforementioned three stuffed deer (fig. 1.18). Inside the Canadian section, in the 

square and in the southern avenue, stuffed deer and elk heads crowned either the 

gabled cabinets or else were attached to the respective fields on the western wall. 

The taxidermy of animals was a technique that was developed in the eighteenth cen-

tury and became very popular for decoration in nineteenth-century museums and 

interiors. But Canada’s display of stuffed animals was also not exceptional within the 

Great Exhibition; several countries exhibited stuffed animals, most prominently the 

British section, which displayed various furs and hairs (fig. 1.84), and the Indian 

section, which exhibited a stuffed elephant carrying a howdah (fig. 1.83).94 The ani-

mal’s resurrection as a trophy depends however on its death. The once individual 
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animal becomes through taxidermy a symbolic representation for its entire species.95 

This synecdoche evokes a semantic shift that obliterates the circumstances under 

which the trophy was produced. Yet these stuffed animals where not intended to re-

produce a naturalistic landscaped scene such as in dioramas in a natural history mu-

seum. To demonstrate the capacity of humans to dominate and control nature, the 

narrative being told was not the study of nature itself but rather the study of the ex-

ploitation of nature. The group of stuffed deer at the entrance of Canada’s section 

were not placed upon a plinth or in a showcase to be admired, but rather greeted the 

visitor at eye level. They were placed so as to be standing in front of the visitor as 

one might come across these wild animals in the vast Canadian lands. Yet unlike in 

nature they are not far away but touchable with one’s hand. The narrative that these 

stuffed animals thus revealed was about an affluent environment in which one could 

achieve a comfortable life and place dismembered animal trophies onto one’s wall as 

a symbol of such affluence.  

Trophies had traditionally consisted of a collection of captured arms and other spoils 

of victory taken from a battlefield and then decoratively reassembled. Such an ar-

rangement of shields and swords was also commonplace display at the Great Exhibi-

tion, for instance by several manufacturers of knives. The Canadian display, that is 

either the ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ or the elk and deer heads in the court, differed 

however, while also differing from one another. While the elk and deer heads are the 

remnants of dismembered animals, possibly accompanied by animal hides, the ‘Ca-

nadian Timber Trophy’ metaphorically consists of the elements for a ship that is yet 

to come into being. As such, it promised the future domination of humankind over 

nature. In this way, the Canadian display at the Great Exhibition visually represented 

a crossroads that the various commentators wrote about in their articles, between 

wilderness and Western civilisation. The promise that a prosperous future lay ahead 

was the form of fetishism represented by the Canadian display, and by which immi-

grants could be attracted to the country – thereby emphasizing the political and eco-

nomical interests of this relatively young nation. 
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DESIGN FOR THE CAPE OF GOOD HOPE 

The section that Semper designed for the Cape of Good Hope only consisted of one 

table to the west in the western passageway between the Canadian Court and the 

main central avenue (fig. 1.2/1.22). 96 The exhibits that were displayed in this section 

not only came from the Cape Colony but also from other colonies in modern-day 

South Africa such as Natal. Nonetheless, the section’s ‘chief representatives of the 

class of raw materials’ were ‘minerals sent from the Maitland mines, inclusive of 

lead and iron ores, and also of graphite and coal’. Specimens of agricultural products, 

such as ‘maize, wheat, flour [...], preserved fruits and provisions, and dried fruits’ 

presented an image of the colony’s fertility to the visitor. Furs and ‘skins of wild 

animals were exhibited in their unmanufactured state, and also in the form of the 

karosses’.97 Together with ‘cloaks made of the skins of wild animals skilfully 

dressed, ostrich feathers’, these karosses ‘represented the aboriginal produce’ of 

South Africa.98 Some extravagance may have featured in that ‘a tippet was shown 

made from the feathers of various Cape birds’.99 Several ‘kinds of bark for the use of 

the tanner’100 indicated more practical appliance, and a large collection of timber 

consisting of ‘fifty-three samples of woods peculiar to South Africa, in both their 

rough and polished states’, helped to show the richness of forests in that country.101 

A ‘handsome chair’ was probably the most elaborate artefact on display in the Cape 

section.102  Although this section was rather small, it was nonetheless often briefly 

reviewed in catalogues and newspapers. Particularly ‘one article’ was seen as ‘de-

serving special notice’ in all of these publications: a large elephant tusk.103 ‘The fin-

est specimens of elephant’s tusks sent to the Great Exhibition were a pair weighing 
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325 pounds, from the Elephas Africanus, obtained from an animal killed near the 

newly discovered Lake Ngami, in South Africa; each tusk measured eight feet six 

inches in length, and twenty-two inches in basal circumference.’104 An English trader 

had exchanged these tusks for muskets, and, as one commentator stressed, made ‘a 

very fair profit’ of ‘3000 per cent’.105 The attitude that English-language journals and 

newspapers showed towards the South African colonies was similar to that towards 

Canada, in that they were presented as an unspoiled territory waiting to be explored 

and exploited by white settlers who would bring the merits of civilisation and govern 

the land.  

Semper’s principles of decoration for the Cape of Good Hope section were rather 

similar to the ones he deployed in the Canadian Court (fig. 1.42). A large table on a 

small plinth ran for the whole length of the unit’s western side. The table was cov-

ered with a fabric and in front of it some barrels and other containers likely exhibited 

agricultural products. On the table were some flat showcases, probably displaying 

ores and minerals; the tusks were arranged next to the main avenue, and the lavish 

chair next to the Canadian Court. A display cabinet was placed in the middle of the 

table. It is probably the same type of gabled cabinet whose doors are structured with 

glazing bars as the cabinets used in the Canadian section by the passageways. The 

illustration indicates the gable, underneath several animal skins and some antlers. A 

partition wall behind this table closed off the space from the next section, and was 

also used to display furs and skins. Affixed to this wall, as well as on top of the cabi-

net, there were a ‘pair of ox-horns, measuring from tip to tip upwards of 8 feet, sent 

from Port Natal’,106 the affixing of which Semper requested payment from Simp-

son.107 
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DESIGNS FOR DENMARK, SWEDEN AND NORWAY 

Semper’s schemes for Denmark and Sweden (the latter combined together with 

Norway) were much smaller than those for the Canadian or the Turkish sections. 

Both of these Scandinavian displays occupied only one unit each (Denmark unit M68 

and Sweden unit M69) in the eastern wing of the Crystal Palace, this being the ‘for-

eign’ department (fig. 1.1). The Danish and Swedish sections were located in the 

southern leg of the main avenue, surrounded by the German States (the Zollverein) to 

the west and to the south, and the Russian passage to the east. As such, these two 

displays also served as a passage from the nave to the Zollverein court. There was no 

connection between the two sections, however, and the wall space between them was 

closed off. 

The political relations between the British Empire and the nations of Sweden and 

Denmark had been rather erratic since the Napoleonic Wars at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century. Britain and Sweden allied against the French, with whom the 

Danish cooperated. As a result of the consequent defeat of the French, Denmark lost 

its territories in Norway, which had long been its dependency, to Sweden. In terms of 

economic policies, however, Denmark and the United Kingdom shared very similar 

convictions. Whilst Sweden remained a highly protectionist state during the nine-

teenth century, in common with most other European countries, Denmark had al-

ready liberalised its customs policies by the end of the eighteenth century.108 With 

the loss of Norway, the Danish also lost access to the Norwegian market and so in-

stead began to target British consumers for their agricultural exports. This export 

business flourished around the time of the Great Exhibition in wake of the introduc-

tion in Britain of the Corn Law in 1846. Liberal values also manifested themselves 

politically; whilst other European countries harshly quelled the revolutionary upris-

ings in 1848–49, the Danish peacefully introduced a constitutional monarchy in 

1849.109 Sweden on the other hand, although already having a parliament since the 

end of the eighteenth century, only became a constitutional monarchy in 1866. Swe-

den likewise gradually liberated its trade policies during the second half of the nine-

teenth century, as did Norway – which apart from its dependence on Sweden, still 
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maintained certain political and fiscal privileges over its territory.110 At the time 

when the Great Exhibition was being held, however, the two countries were still no-

tably different: Denmark was a liberal market economy with a constitutional monar-

chy, while Sweden/Norway was governed by a protectionist monarchy.  

 

Arrangement and Decoration of the Scandinavian sections 

The basic layout of Semper’s design for the Danish and the Swedish compartments 

were relatively similar. Both were orientated towards the main central avenue, where 

they displayed sculptures and larger items (figs. 1.45/1.46). Each section was 

equipped with a counter along either side of the passage from the nave to the Zoll-

verein Court. The most eye-catching elements of both sections were their sculptures. 

In front of the Danish Court, placed on a representative pedestal, was the sculpture of 

‘Orestes’ by Herman Wilhelm Bissen (fig. 1.63). On the western side of the entrance 

was a sculpture of Adam and Eve by Jens Adolf Jerichau. Similar principles of ar-

rangement also applied to the Swedish/Norwegian Court. A sculpture by the Swedish 

artist, Johan Peter Molin, representing a shepherd boy, was placed on axis (fig. 

1.51).111 The section was flanked on either side with two rather large vases made of 

dark porphyry, each standing on plinths made of red granite and placed upon pedes-

tals (fig. 1.47).  

The eastern part of the Danish Court displayed furniture and ceramic products. In 

front of the compartment (in the nave) there stood on display a carpet, a footstool, a 

cabinet, several inlaid cases, as well as a piano. The eastern counter inside the com-

partment presented some stylographic materials and prints, cameos and bronze med-

als, several busts and figures (some of which were crafted after Thorvaldsen), an 

ivory jewel casket (fig. 1.60), as well as several ceramic products such as cups, vas-

es, and whole dessert services. The western counter in the section exhibited various 

types of products made of metal, as well as a few agricultural products. There were 
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several instruments including compasses and azimuths, samples of common crock-

ery, barley, specimens of thread lace, twelve flies of cast steel, some medical utensils 

such as artificial legs or spinal apparatus, as well as a rifle (figs. 1.58/1.59). In the 

nave just by the western counter was also a specimen of Danish cabinetwork. In the 

passage’s axis inside the compartment were two further stands. On the plinth to the 

nave was a statue by Jerichau, representing a ‘Hunter and Tigress’ and a ‘Fisher 

Boy’ (figs. 1.61/1.62). On the stand closest to the Zollverein Court, on the other 

hand, was a ‘machine for composing and re-sorting the types after printing’ exhibited 

(fig. 1.57).112 

The exhibits from Sweden and Norway shown in the adjacent unit were neatly sepa-

rated from one another. The section’s eastern side was predominantly used for the 

display of Norwegian products. In front of the section (in the nave) was a piano be-

hind a dark porphyry vase and placed on a table was a spinning wheel from Sweden 

(fig. 1.52). The eastern counter, directly adjacent to the spinning wheel, presented 

several embroidered pocket-handkerchiefs from Sweden. The rest of this counter 

exhibited Norwegian goods representing the mineral wealth of that country. 

Amongst the Norwegian products were specimens of iron ore, wrought iron, copper, 

thirty-two samples of silver, chrome samples as well as several pearls. On the west-

ern side, in front of the section, was a writing table on which a peculiar silver candle-

stick was placed under a glass dome (figs. 1.47/1.50).113 Similarly to the Danish sec-

tion, the western counter inside the Swedish/Norwegian Court displayed mostly met-

alwork. There were compasses, drawing instruments, razors and cutlery, silver mugs 

(figs. 1.54-1.56), bronze and iron ore samples, iron tubes and frames, wool and cot-

ton goods, as well as an instrument for examining the bore of guns. At the back of 

the compartment were various swords and sabres, as well as flax and linen.114 

The Danish Court was more lavishly decorated than the Swedish-Norwegian com-

partment. The side facing the main central avenue was similarly decorated to the 

Canadian Court. The columns were flanked on either side with heavy red curtains 
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and a sumptuous border.115 Unlike the Canadian draperies, however, the border and 

curtains here were not used to cover the overhead beams but rather provided a back-

ground to it. As a result, the blue and yellow hues of the structure pleasantly con-

trasted with the deep red colour of the curtains. The Swedish-Norwegian Court on 

the other hand was not equipped with a curtain at the front where it faced the nave. 

The impression of this section must therefore have been rather open. However, two 

vast Swedish flags, with the Swedish-Norwegian union badge featured in the upper 

hoist corner, each flanked one side of the section’s rear space. The flag appears to 

have been installed in the front of the structure so that the beam would be visible 

from the Zollverein Court, but since the side next to the nave was not draped in cur-

tains, not only the anterior beam but also the rear beam was openly visible. Further-

more the central section of the beam featured the Swedish coat of arms. The unit’s 

sidewalls were also decked with blue-and-yellow hued fabrics, similar to the colours 

of the union flag, whilst the sides of the Danish Court seemed to have been finished 

with solid red walls. The same type of material was also used for space partitioning 

at either side of the Danish front side to the nave. These head-high partitions served 

not only as vertical display surfaces but also served to further close off the Danish 

Court. Conversely the Swedish-Norwegian section was equipped at the rear with 

partitions of varying heights. That by the wall was the highest. It was also executed 

in a solid red material and was put to use for the display of swords and sabres. The 

two other partitions were employed for the display of various textiles, linens and 

flax.  

 

THE SWEDISH PORPHYRY VASE 

‘The beautiful vase of porphyry [...] exhibits a wonderful power in the working 
of the most obdurate materials. There can scarcely be said to exist any works in 
this country from which such a magnificent production could have been turned 
out. The glassy polish of its surface is scarcely represented in the engraving, 
but it formed a very pleasing character of this great vase. The form of the vase 
was also simple and grand.’116 
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In the central axis of the nave where the larger items and trophies were exhibited, 

Sweden displayed a ‘colossal vase’ made of porphyry, which had been sent to the 

Great Exhibition by the King of Sweden.117 It stood on a plinth, which itself was the 

size of a person. Thus, the vase with its vast dimensions towered over the visitors 

strolling past it (figs. 1.48/1.49). Semper, however, harshly criticised such spectacu-

lar objects, commenting on them negatively in Science, Industry, and Art. New tech-

nological possibilities, he argued, allowed the treatment of materials so that ‘the 

hardest porphyry and granite are cut like chalk and polished like wax’.118 The indus-

trial age provided the ‘abundance of means’ that the human intellect nevertheless 

deployed unreasonably.119 Objects such as the ‘Swedish Trophy’ resulted from these 

circumstances. Rather than drawing upon the essential quality and durability of mate-

rials such as granite or porphyry as the basis for stylistic treatment, objects like this 

large vase simply showed off what the ‘abundance of means’ was able to achieve, 

but without in the end rendering a useful item. With the ‘Swedish Trophy’ in mind, 

he bemoaned: ‘how little attention is paid to [the material quality] in our time is 

shown by certain extravagances of the large granite and porphyry manufactures in 

Sweden and Russia.’120  

The two Scandinavian displays were received in a somewhat lukewarm manner by 

contemporary commentators. Most publications dedicated at most a few paragraphs 

to these countries. The comments predominantly showed interest in their natural 

wealth, whereas the products of their manufacturing industries did not seem to con-

vince the audiences. German correspondents in particular reacted negatively to the 

Danish display. This is perhaps not surprising however as the first Schleswig War 

between the German Confederation and Denmark (supported by Swedish-Norwegian 

troops) was still taking place at the time. Scherer, for instance, lamented the sparse-

ness of the Scandinavian displays. Danish sculpture could at best be regarded as me-

diocre, he argued, since the models after Thorvaldsen ought actually to belong to 

Italy rather than to Denmark. Concerning the Swedish-Norwegian display, Scherer 
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was equally disappointed that neither country could present more of their natural 

wealth.121 Bucher, Semper’s friend, also found the displays to be feeble. The few 

exhibits on show were ‘desperately trying to spread and those without reflections of 

Thorwald’s genius in some copies of his works would appear ridiculously 

skimpy’.122 Bucher only appreciated the nautical instruments, as well as the machine 

for the composing and re-sorting of typefaces, whereas the clothes struck him as 

simply being odd. He laconically wrote in view of these products that ‘any industrial 

activity is more strenuous than strait robbery’, thereby expressing his resentment in 

accordance with the current political situation.123 Semper however, despite being 

rather concerned about his family and his hometown of Altona, given that Danish 

troops were threatening that city at the time, earnestly completed his commission for 

both Scandinavian sections.  

 

DESIGN FOR TURKEY  

The Turkish section was Semper’s only commission from a non-European or non-

colonial country. Semper hence used different design strategies for this display, albe-

it with some themes and approaches similar to his other decorations. The Turkish 

section at the Great Exhibition of 1851 was part of the ‘foreign’ department, in the 

eastern wing of the Crystal Palace, close to those of Denmark and Sweden-Norway. 

Turkey prominently occupied several units at the north-eastern corner of the intersec-

tion between the transept and the main nave – placing it, that is to say, in the central 

transept (figs. 1.66/1.67). The Turkish section hence included exhibition spaces in 

the northern avenue (F 40-42), two units facing the transept (G 40 and H 40), one 

unit facing the nave (I 41), and its main attraction, the central court (G 41-42 / H 41-
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42). Turkey’s exhibition spaces were surrounded by the Persian Court occupying the 

far corner of the transept (I 40), the lecture rooms to the north, the staircase to the 

upper galleries to the east, and, also in the east and facing the nave, the Greek Court 

(fig. 1.67).124 The Turkish section shared its space with the Egyptian exhibits, which 

were placed on the western counters in the passageway from the nave to the court (I 

41) as well as in the western counters inside the court itself (G and H 41). 

At the time when the Great Exhibition was held, political and economic relations 

between the British Empire and Turkey were strengthening. Only a few years earlier, 

around the end of the 1830s, Turkey had faced a severe political crisis. During the 

1820s, Britain, France, and Russia had forced Turkey to concede independence to 

Greece, following military conflict between the Ottoman Empire and those European 

countries. During the 1830s, the Ottoman Empire also became embroiled in another 

armed conflict with Egypt. This time, Russia offered the Ottomans their support. 

This concerned the British government, whose foreign interests depended on the es-

tablishment of a balance of powers in Europe, and thus feared the growing Russian 

influence over the Ottoman Empire. Consequently, the British also supported Turkey 

in an attempt to stabilise the Ottoman Empire. In spite of this support, the Egyptians 

defeated the Ottoman Empire in 1839, placing the latter on the brink of collapse. 

Various European countries intervened to mediate between Turkey and Egypt, re-

storing a balance of power between the two in 1841. This balance was important to 

the British to sustain a stable trade and communication pathway to India. The Otto-

man Empire reacted to these crises with a far-reaching program to modernise its ad-

ministration, the educational system, and general infrastructure.125  

During the course of these reforms, the Ottomans also addressed their international 

trade relationships, especially with Western Europe. Whilst Turkey’s links to the 

Middle East and Eastern Europe had been more important at the beginning of the 

century, now the bonds with Western Europe and especially to Britain became much 

																																																								
124 The Turkish section at the Great Exhibition of 1851 has already been thoroughly studied. See: 
Francesca Vanke, ‘Degrees of Otherness: The Ottoman Empire and China at the Great Exhibition of 
1851’, in Britain, the Empire, and the World at the Great Exhibition of 1851, Jeffrey A. Auerbach and 
Peter H. Hoffenberg, eds. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), pp. 191-206; Gülname Turan, ‘Turkey in the 
Great Exhibition of 1851’, pp. 64-79; Tessa Christine Hawkins, Print Culture in Victorian England: 
The Ottoman Empire at the Great Exhibition of 1851 (MA, University of Alberta, 2013). 
125 Francesca Vanke, ‘Degrees of Otherness’, pp.192-193; Tessa Christine Hawkins, Print Culture in 
Victorian England, pp. 15-18. 



– 71 – 

stronger through commercial treaties. By 1850, Turkey was already Britain’s third 

largest foreign trade partner.126 Whilst most European countries severely protected 

their markets, thereby excluding British trade, commercial exchange with Turkey 

became fairly liberalised. Turkish export duties worked in favour of foreign buyers, 

who only had to pay 3 percent tax as opposed to the usual 12 percent; British imports 

into Turkey in turn had very low tariffs. Turkey mainly exported raw materials and 

agricultural products, while importing manufactured goods, including vast quantities 

of British cotton. This led to a decline in its spinning industry but helped Turkish 

weaving industries to flourish.127 Overall, the Turkish profited from their reforms, 

becoming a strong political and economic ally of the British Empire, and self-

confidently presented itself as such at the 1851 Great Exhibition. 

The Ottoman Empire participated in the Crystal Palace through three of its provinc-

es: Tunisia, Egypt and Turkey. Each participating province had its own local com-

mittee that selected, prepared, and organised their contributions separately from one 

another.128 Whilst Turkey and Egypt occupied the same premises in the Crystal Pal-

ace, the section for Tunisia was allocated in the south-eastern corner of the central 

transept. The Turkish government took the invitation to participate in the Great Ex-

hibition very seriously, as it provided yet another opportunity to demonstrate and 

participate in the process of Westernisation.129 All exhibits that were sent from 

across the Ottoman Empire were first collected and displayed in the capital, Istanbul. 

On this occasion, the exhibits were also categorised prior to being sent to London. 

Yet although the Royal Commissioners of the Great Exhibition invited countries to 

send exhibits in four categories, the Turkish only participated in two of them, namely 

natural products and manufactured goods. The first comprised of various raw materi-

als and agricultural products, the latter constituted all sorts of handmade and ma-

chine-made wares. Charles Lafontaine directed the classification of the manufactured 

goods, whilst a mineral specialist, Gustave Pauliny, was responsible for the classifi-

cation of the raw materials.130 When the exhibits were eventually sent to the United 

																																																								
126 Frank E. Bailey, ‘The Economics of British Foreign Policy, 1825-50, The Journal of Modern His-
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127 Gülname Turan, ‘Turkey in the Great Exhibition of 1851’, pp. 64-65; Tessa Christine Hawkins, 
Print Culture in Victorian England, pp. 13-15. 
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Kingdom, several representatives from Turkey, including entrepreneurs, bankers, 

engineers, architects, and artisans, accompanied the shipment.131 In London, the 

Turkish commissioner Edward Zohrab was responsible for the organisation of the 

section, together with the inspecting agent, C. M. Major.  

 

Arrangement and Decoration of the Turkish Court 

The way in which Semper arranged the exhibits in the Turkish section can however 

only be guessed at. None of the sources reliably describe its arrangement, and some-

times also unhelpfully contradict one another. Moreover, since the Turkish govern-

ment sent several professionals to the Great Exhibition, the actual extent of Semper’s 

involvement in arranging the objects and artefacts is questionable. Semper wrote on 

5 May 1851 that he was almost finished with his works in the Crystal Palace, yet the 

Turkish section was only opened around 21 May 1851.132 Semper may have only 

installed the exhibition design, with all its lavish decorations, plus he may have also 

supervised the placement of certain prominent exhibits, whereas the Turkish dele-

gates installed the actual collections. It seems however that the Turkish decorations 

were already in place at the beginning of the Great Exhibition, as shown in illustra-

tions of the opening ceremony (fig. 1.79). 

The main exhibits from Turkey comprised, apart from various raw materials, of 

glassware, earthenware, copperware, fabrics, embroidered garments, furniture, rugs 

and carpets, and woven baskets. Featured also were the works of silver- and gold-

smiths, metalworks such as gardening tools, scissors, pistols, swords, and scabbards. 

Yet while other nations also displayed the production processes for the goods, the 

Turkish only presented finished objects.133 In the nave, just in front of the passage-

way (I 41) to the Turkish Court some showpieces were installed (figs. 1.70/1.71). 

The Egyptian counters on the left presented several silver artefacts while the Turkish 

display cabinets to the right displayed costumes. Inside the court, along the western 

wall, Egypt presented its raw produce, textiles, ivory, and animal skins (figs. 1.73-

1.76). The rest of the court was used to display Turkish products. What exactly was 
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shown cannot definitively be concluded but was likely to be further textiles and 

clothes. At the centre was embroidery and furniture. Inside the northern avenue were 

raw materials and agricultural implements, together with several rugs (fig. 1.77). On 

the table between the northern avenue and the adjacent unit (G 40) by the nave were 

located various copper artefacts. This unit also presented pottery, bottles, and pipes. 

The last unit, adjacent to the Persian Court, displayed some canons and other weap-

ons, as well as a sleigh.134 

The Royal Commissioners must have predetermined the basic layout for the Turkish 

court. All four of its compartments, allocated at the corners of the transept and the 

nave crossing, were arranged the same way and provided an outer and inner aisle in-

between the display facilities (fig. 1.66). Each court had a square-shaped installation 

at its centre, flanked by another installation on either side, whilst passages on the 

northern and southern side provided access to the inner aisle or to the central installa-

tion. Semper designed the Turkish Court to appear like a large tent comprising the 

whole space. The centrepiece was a mosque-like tower with a bulbous domed spire, 

flanked with ceiling-height display furniture on either side. This internal court was 

covered furthermore with a blue-and-white striped fabric, stretching from the display 

cabinets to the top of the spire at the centre of the room (figs. 1.73-1.76). The Indian 

Court nearby deployed similar decorations as it also harboured a tent (fig. 1.82). This 

Indian tent did not comprise the whole area only the inner circle. However, Scherer 

wrote the most vivid description of the Turkish court: 

‘The Turkish collection gains considerably through being arranged and deco-
rated with great care and in good taste. The stand opens out to the transept and 
therefore demands special attention. It displays a tent in the shape of a light and 
elegant mosque made of gauze shot through with gold and red and is sur-
mounted by a half moon; from the posts fly flats and horsetails with Turkish 
inscriptions and along the walls hang carpets in colourful splendour. As this 
was finished only the day before yesterday, a new attraction has been created 
which increases the effect of the transept and earns universal praise. The exhib-
its too are sensibly and clearly arranged.’135 

																																																								
134 William Blanchard Jerrold, How to See the Exhibition, forth visit, pp. 45-46. Jerrold is the only 
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visual sources, the idea of what the Turkish exhibition comprised does not become much clearer.  
135 Hermann Scherer, Londoner Briefe über die Weltausstellung, p. 175, quoted after: Wolfgang 
Herrmann, Gottfried Semper: In Search of Architecture, p. 46. 
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Upon approaching the Turkish section’s main entrance, visitors would have been 

struck again by the sweeping red curtains flanking either side of the unit. Above the 

entrance to the passage, fitted to the unit’s beams and posts, was a red pelmet val-

ance with tassels. In the middle of the valance, where the two curtains came together, 

was the Sultan’s tughra in golden letters on a blue background, framed by a wreath. 

Beneath the tughra on the left there was Egypt’s name-plate, and on the right was 

Turkey’s name-plate. The seal or tughra was the royal calligraphic seal of the sultan 

and was used on official documents during Abdülmecid I’s reign. The seal translates 

as ‘Abdülmecid han the son of Mahmud victorious forever’,136 which certainly was 

intended as an allusion to Turkey’s superiority over Egypt after the crisis a few years 

earlier (fig. 1.71). However, in addition to these lavish draperies, two large vertical 

rods were installed on either side in front of the passageway. These red poles 

stretched over the gallery towards the roof; they were richly decorated with tassels 

and garlands, and were crowned with the Ottoman Empire’s symbolic star and cres-

cent (fig. 1.72). 

Whereas it was customary for European countries to display some specimens of 

sculptural works in the nave directly in front of their compartments, the item that 

would have struck the visitor here was a large display case on the right-hand side 

(Turkey did not send any fine arts to the Great Exhibition). The square and relatively 

simply constructed display case with large glass windows was crowned with a cano-

py in the same blue-and-white striped fabric and pinnacled with a golden crescent 

moon (figs. 1.70-1.72/1.74-1.76). It contained some lavish fabrics in yellow, green 

and red hues at the rear wall, whilst in front of it two hookah pipes stood on display. 

White fabrics were arranged at the top and the sides similar to the sweeping drapes 

that opened up the passageway to the court. This rather intriguing display case ap-

pears to have been like an inverted model of the Turkish court, offering the visitors a 

vision of what they could expect to see. Behind the showcase, fixed to a red wall of 

the same height, were several daggers, swords, and rifles on display. On the other 

side of the entrance to the passage, the visitor would have seen the first objects from 

Egypt. Like Turkey, Egypt did not send any fine arts to the Great Exhibition and so 

its entrance area needed another object to draw in visitors. Rather than another elabo-

rate display case, the object of attraction here was a stuffed crocodile displayed on 
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the table in front of the passageway. On the same table was also another display case, 

which contained a luxurious saddle (figs. 1.69-1.71). 

The passageway functioned as a transitional space that took the visitor from the nave 

into the Turkish Court (figs. 1.73-1.76). The passage comprised the whole unit and 

constituted an element in its own right. The court was executed like a large tent, and 

the passage leading to it was designed as this tent’s porch. A red fabric (similar to 

that of the entrance) was suspended from the central axis of the passageway’s roof, 

floating over to the top of the display cabinets on the right and the display walls on 

the left. Swathes of fabric with tassels hung as pendants from the centrefold of the 

canopy, splitting the space of the passageway into two halves. The Turkish cabinets 

on the right displayed several costumes, whilst a table to the left displayed Egyptian 

fabrics: above it and fixed to the wall were animal skins, mounted with the antlers of 

gazelles and antelopes. In the middle of the passageway were several tables. The first 

one also exhibited hookahs under a glass dome; on another table a model of a caïque 

(a Turkish boat) was displayed also under a glass dome; whilst the last table served 

as the display of a luxurious Egyptian bed under a glass vitrine.137 At the end of the 

passageway another red curtain was installed, marking with its cascades the thresh-

old to the court. If this curtain were lowered, it could visually separate the tent from 

the passageway. 

Upon entering, visitors were thus greeted by another world. Since the court’s canopy 

was made of blue-and-white, gauze-like fabric, far more external daylight shone in. 

The airy colours of the court’s striped canopy replaced the heavy red tones of the 

passageway, creating quite a contrast. At the same time, the canopy’s cloaking char-

acter set the court apart not only from the passageway immediately outside, but also 

from the rest of the Crystal Palace. Indeed, the court’s whole decoration disguised 

any traces of the building’s iron-framed structure. The display architecture of the 

Turkish Court was thus probably the most richly decorated of all in the Crystal Pal-

ace. The display units on either side of the aisle thus created the impression of an 

oriental bazaar. The furniture’s contrasting colours and ornamentation further en-

hanced the court’s magical effect; the outsides were generally painted in blue and the 
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insides in red, whilst the friezes and tops were completed with oriental ornamenta-

tion. 

‘This in the vestibules of the mosque. Inside, we come across a rich wardrobe 
of the harem, whose silver- and gold-embroidered garments remind us of all 
the Fatimas and Zuleikes of the theatre and the Princess Scheherazade in a 
thousand and one nights. Goethe’s west-eastern divan brings to life the imagi-
nation here.’138 

After strolling along the outer aisle of the court, the visitor would then enter the inner 

aisle. Here, at the centre, a tower was installed. Around it were the same shop-like 

units as in the outer aisle, displaying embroidery. The tower’s frieze was decorated 

with a golden crescent moon and its bulbous spire consisted of red and narrower 

golden stripes. Furthermore, golden stars were scattered across the red stripes, en-

hancing the spire’s effect.  

When visitors left the Turkish Court through the northern entrance, they would have 

passed through more red drapery. Here they found more Turkish goods being pre-

sented to them on tables (fig. 1.77). Strolling westwards towards the entrance from 

the transept, one passed by further textile products on tables and several rugs, which 

hung behind them. Several antlers were leaning against these rugs. Following the 

display tables to the left, which were covered with rugs rather than with red fabric, 

various other products such as pottery were exhibited. ‘Prominent in the centre of the 

tables stood a large machine of glittering brass and of elegant form, which looked 

like a huge tea-urn. This was a mangal or brazier, for charcoal, with which apart-

ments are heated in winter.’139 In the middle of the unit behind this table another 

saddle was installed, and in the middle of the next unit adjacent to the Persian Court 

stood an ‘elegant sledge from Jassy, the capital of Moldavia’,140 with two lanterns on 

either side. This sleigh aroused much admiration as it was ‘a very splendid specimen 

of Ottoman workmanship, and far surpasses the specimens of the vehicle we have 
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received from America’.141 The wall space between the Persian Court (I 40) and the 

Turkish section was covered with a large rug in order to separate the two sections 

from one another. The units between the transept and the court, as well as in the 

northern avenue, formed the rear side (or rather the outside) of the tent. However, it 

was not in fact the tent, but rather the backside of the display cabinets, covered in 

order to appear like a tent. At the top of these coverings, several representative tent 

poles with Turkey’s symbolic star and crescent at their tips rose out of the fabric (see 

top left of corner in fig. 1.77 and the Turkish units in fig. 1.68). The impression of a 

tent was therefore also made from the outside of the Turkish Court. These poles were 

obviously not as prominent as the two very large poles marking the tent’s porch at 

the nave entrance. However, when leaving the Turkish section, visitors passed 

through a gate made of lavish red curtains and valance, in the middle of which was 

again the Sultan’s tughra (figs. 1.68/1.78). 

The Turkish section and its decoration at the Great Exhibition were well received in 

contemporary newspapers and journals. The French economist, Adolphe Jérôme 

Blanqui, especially praised the furnishing and arrangement here: ‘The Turks have 

arranged their exhibition with much art. It resembles a beautiful bazaar, lighter and 

more coquettish than their own, in which the goods are displayed after the Eastern 

fashion.’142 Also Scherer, whose description for the Turkish court has already been 

quoted before, appreciated ‘the internal arrangement of objects’, which he found was 

‘very reasonable and clear’.143 But Scherer’s reviews of the Turkish section are inter-

esting because of the evocative images he calls to mind, be it the tales from the 

Thousand and One Nights or Goethe’s poems.144 Such literary comparisons were not 

unusual at the Great Exhibition. Eastern countries such as India and the whole event 

as such were frequently described as a bazaar (Semper himself did so too),145 where-

by economic and political realities between the East and the West were undoubtedly 
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transfigured.146 However, what is interesting in Scherer’s descriptions is that the sec-

tions that were seen as being the most evocative were Semper’s arrangements. As 

discussed earlier, a similar experience was provoked by the Canadian section, which 

reminded one of Cooper’s novels.147 Unlike any other compartments in the Crystal 

Palace, Scherer, when writing about the Canadian and Turkish sections, finds himself 

in a scenic environment that evokes the fantastic anticipation of literature. There was 

no other part of the Great Exhibition where Scherer used similar references, which 

indicates that he must have been particularly struck by Semper’s decorations and 

their particular ability to create certain atmospheres. This may have been a friendly 

gesture towards Semper, yet whether Semper and Scherer knew each other is un-

known. Conversely, Semper’s close friend Lothar Bucher hardly mentions the Turk-

ish section at all.  

An interesting difference occurs with regard to the way in which Turkey was re-

ceived in mainstream journals and newspapers on the one hand, and in the writings 

of design reformers on the other. Whilst journals and newspapers generally appreci-

ated Turkey’s signs of reform and Westernisation, design reformers like Owen Jones 

or Matthew Digby Wyatt on the other hand were seeking the opposite – i.e. pure 

forms of artistic expression unspoiled by the influence of industrialisation.148 Jones, 

who thought that the design of Islamic cultures was superior to European cultures, 

ruled out Turkish styles because they were ‘debased’ due to the influence of Western 

forms.149 Wyatt included some Turkish embroidery in his writings on the decorative 

arts at the Great Exhibition and also noted the Indian products’ purer ornamenta-

tion.150 Consequently, ‘the arts of Turkey did not express the idealised natural purity 

which other forms of Oriental arts were considered to embody, and thus could not 

impact authenticity to British arts in any way’.151 The Turkish producers, on the oth-

er hand, were concerned with different aspects. Since the beginning of the nineteenth 
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century, Turkish products had increasingly become influenced by naturalistic West-

ern ornamentation, to the detriment of traditional Ottoman or Islamic motifs. Yet the 

discourse around the impact of industrialisation on the decorative arts, in which the 

Europeans were intensely concerned, was less of an issue for the Turkish. In Turkey, 

mechanised modes of production were only deployed in state-owned factories, 

whereas items manufactured in the private sector remained craft productions. The 

question of style exemplifies another difference between Turkey and the West. Ra-

ther than discussing style, form, or material properties, the concern of Turkish arti-

sans was regarding the object’s meaning, its position in life, and its value.152 

Semper, for whom the Great Exhibition of 1851 provided a great source of reflection 

on the state of decorative arts all over the world, and for whom especially the prod-

ucts of India were of great interest, did not in fact write about any of the exhibits he 

arranged for Canada, Cape of Good Hope, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, or Turkey. 

Especially with regards to the latter this fact is somewhat surprising in view of Sem-

per’s otherwise predilection for Eastern objects. Perhaps he shared Jones’s view that 

Turkish artefacts now exposed too many traces of European influence, which depre-

ciated their oriental authenticity. Yet while Jones’ view was concerned with orna-

mentation, Semper’s idea of style was always more comprehensive. For Semper, 

style included intrinsic and extrinsic coefficients: the intrinsic being the object’s 

basic idea, its material, and means of fabrication, whilst the extrinsic being local, 

temporal and personal factors. However, Semper noticed that ‘it is interesting to ob-

serve how immediately these people fall into a bad taste when they become influ-

enced by our European art.’153 Similarly to Jones, Semper therefore criticised the 

influence that European products could have on other societies and their sense of 

style. With this comment he may well have had Turkey and its products in mind. 

 

SEMPER’S PRINCIPLES OF DECORATION 

Nine years later, when Semper was involved in the establishment of the plaster-cast 

collection at the polytechnic university in Zurich, he referred in a report to his works 
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for the Crystal Palace. He stated that he deployed his ‘principle of architecturally 

decorative arrangement without detriment of purposefulness’ when installing the 

respective sections for the Great Exhibition.154 And in a letter of 1851 in which Sem-

per outlined his concept for a school of architecture, he claims that the two profes-

sions – the architect and the decorator – had been the same in earlier times.155 Sem-

per hints at the same issue in Science, Industry, and Art when – quoting his country-

man, Albrecht Becher – he discusses the conditions of modern architectural produc-

tion. In the United States of America, he felt that rationalised and economised build-

ing industries were marginalising the role of the architect, who leaves the construc-

tion process after the erecting of roof, at which point decorators would then begin to 

design the interiors.156 An architecturally decorative and purposeful arrangement for 

the Crystal Palace would therefore mean an arrangement that considers the display 

arrangement as well as its exhibits, trying to reconcile relatively different elements 

into a well adjusted and all-encompassing arrangement.157  

In 1860, the first volume of Der Stil was published. In this text, Semper uses the 

same expression of the ‘principle of architecturally decorative arrangement’ in the 

paragraph where he discusses ‘the displacement of wall painting by panel painting’ 

in ancient Greece.158 The separation between wall painting and panel painting hap-

pened in the third phase of Greek art, according to Semper, when the transition from 

restricted oligochromy to rich polychromy occurred, and when painting as an art 

form began to advance rapidly. Similar to metopes and friezes, the paintings on stone 

panels were now being executed in a studio, only afterwards were being transferred 

to the building site where they were then set into the construction. Yet although 
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painting as a technique profited from this separation, the interplay between painting 

and architecture suffered greatly, since they were no longer necessarily thought about 

together. Semper hence understands the divergence between painting and architec-

tural decoration as a step backwards in terms of artistic progress, because ‘the Hel-

lenic spiritualization of the wall-dressing principle yielded [again] to a more natural-

istic and materialistic conception’159 – that is to say, a conception where architectural 

forms are predominantly determined by material conditions rather than equally being 

subservient and dependant on the design idea.160 However, although art and architec-

ture appeared less as a unity because they were designed and executed not in accord-

ance with the same idea, panel paintings were still being displayed and ‘incorporated 

as emblems in an architecturally decorative arrangement of the cella wall’.161 Sem-

per’s notion of an ‘architecturally decorative arrangement’ within the context of the 

Great Exhibition, therefore means a display design that links to the exhibits being 

shown, rather than achieving a space wherein exhibited objects and architectural 

decoration conflate into a whole that also represents its cultural conditions. 

The use of fabrics was characteristic of Semper’s decorations. Every section that 

Semper was commissioned to arrange in the Crystal Palace was lavishly shrouded in 

textiles. Only Sweden-Norway was rather sparsely decorated, with their union flag in 

the background. In the case of Canada and Denmark, Semper used draperies in a 

manner similar to curtains in theatres, and for Turkey he created a tent-like structure. 

Semper however used curtains differently to other sections at the Great Exhibition. 

Whereas other designers used fabrics to create a background for exhibits in order to 

reinforce the impression the objects would have on the viewer (fig. 1.86), Semper 

utilised fabrics to create spaces that had theatrical effects in themselves. These spac-

es would thus not only enhance the object but also draw in and include viewers in the 

spectacle. Both visitor and exhibit would become detached from the rest of the event, 

and this would cause the viewer to be mesmerised, as if in another world. Similar 

effects may have also been created in Pugin’s Medieval Court or the Zollverein 

Court, yet most characteristic of Semper’s decoration was its rising arc of suspense. 

The passageways that Semper installed therefore play an important role in forming 

transitional spaces into their courts. Other countries that also used draperies at their 
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entrances, like Austria or Holland, either covered the building’s structure or only 

rather reservedly installed some fabric (figs. 1.87/1.88). Semper’s draperies at the 

entrances of the sections always followed the Crystal Palace’s grid-like structure and 

did not cover it up. Inside the actual courts, however, and especially in the Turkish 

section but also to some extent in the Canadian compartment, the building’s structure 

was then covered up. Semper’s decorations thus lead from the context of the exhibi-

tion into another context that he was creating within the relevant court. The fact that 

Semper installed in the Turkish section a vast tent also strikes a chord with the fol-

lowing passage in his theoretical writings: 

‘Many thousands of years ago luxury dwelt in crude tents, in pilgrims’ hostels, 
in fortresses, and in camps. Architecture did not yet exist, although a rich art 
manufacture did. The market and trade, as well as robbery, furnished the 
household with articles of luxury, with carpets, fabrics, tools, vases, and deco- 
rations. Thus it is still today in the tents of the Arabs, and almost with us in our 
high state of civilization – we who believe ourselves to be at the limit of human 
perfection.’162 

In this passage, Semper discusses the most prevalent cultural conditions in which 

luxurious products were being exhibited in simple tents. Semper repeatedly uses the 

image of ‘luxury in tents’ in his writings to illustrate the harsh divergence between 

built structures and the refinement that products of craftsmanship had achieved. Ar-

chitecture in those cultures, which would bring together the various well-established 

and already highly developed crafts, did not yet exist, although there was a space 

being created by the tent. The crafts were rather isolated and separated and stood 

randomly next to one another as a collection of luxurious articles under simple archi-

tectural structures. This would only change when the whole space was organised 

according to a directing idea. ‘Architecture is the working together of all the other 

branches of art to one great monumental effect and after one directing Idea’, Semper 

wrote later on.163 This idea, the ‘centre of reference’, is not an individual architectur-

al element, ‘but the thing that is deemed unified’164 by those elements – i.e. the intel-

lectual concept. Any cultural object serves a certain need and so does architecture. 

																																																								
162 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 144 [31].  
163 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 117: On the relation of the decorative arts to architecture, (1853), 
ETH Zürich, gta Archives, p. 1.  
164 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 138 [I: 53]. 
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Thus a ‘spatial idea’ lies at the foundation of every architectural construction, and 

this spatial idea is expressed in the material execution.165 

To identify the spatial idea that may have directed Semper’s decorations for the 

Turkish court, one must look at the illustrations more closely. In the nave, in front of 

the passageway to the Turkish Court, were the two large representative tent poles, 

rising up into the height of the Crystal Palace as if they were holding up the tent’s 

porch with the sultan’s seal (fig. 1.72).166 The Ottoman Empire’s symbolic star and 

crescent therefore crowned the minaret inside the court. Religion thus does not stand 

above the empire; the Emperor rather stands above the mosque and what it repre-

sents. Moreover, the gauze may have brought a mild light into the court, but it also 

would have made the surrounding environment invisible – the environment being the 

insignia of the Ottoman Empire on top of the spire. The empire’s sweeping coat ra-

ther includes religion into the marketplace controlled by the ruling class. Semper’s 

writings of that time sustain such a hypothesis. In The Four Elements of Architec-

ture, Semper explains Greek architecture as the result of a fundamental cultural up-

heaval, or in his words a ‘great metamorphosis of people’.167 The Greeks conciliated 

in their temples the two cultural principles of their predecessors, being the ‘despotic-

monarchic’ principle of the Assyrians, and the ‘aristocratic pilgrimage temple’ of the 

Egyptians.168 The basis of the latter was the expression of a cultural idea that repre-

sented the ‘aristocratic god of priests’ – that is to say, priests who behind the 

smokescreen of religion powerfully orchestrated their interests.169 The gods serve the 

ruling priesthood to keep their people in thrall. Whether consciously or not, Semper’s 

design can thus be understood as a subtle subversive comment on the Ottoman Em-

pire, representative of an aristocratic class that he clearly repudiated. 

Interestingly, Semper also characterised the Crystal Palace as an original structure. In 

this construction, with its ‘primitive velum’ enveloping it, Semper saw a ‘marvellous 

building’ in which ‘the original type of the most primitive form of architecture’ was 
																																																								
165 Ibid. p. 248 [I: 228]. 
166 See footnote 136. 
167 Gottfried Semper, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four 
Elements of Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 101 [53].  
168 Gottfried Semper, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, p. 128 [102]. 
169 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung: Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer Bil-
dung’ p. 35. See Chapter Three. 
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‘unwittingly realised’.170 Bearing in mind all the luxurious commodities, whether 

they came from Britain or elsewhere, what else would the Crystal Palace have been 

other than a tent containing many scores of luxurious items? The Crystal Palace was 

therefore representing cultural conditions in which ‘luxury dwelt in crude tents’ and 

in which ‘architecture did not exist yet, although a rich art manufacture did’.171 The 

building in Hyde Park thus may herald a new era of which one was only witnessing 

its beginnings. Semper’s decorations for Turkey are interesting in this context be-

cause he arranged what was in effect a tent within a tent. But whilst the Turkish sec-

tion was an enclosed space, the Canadian section represented the opposite; it was not 

covered with a canopy, but rather lay open. 

The principles of arrangement in the Canadian compartment, which can be discerned 

from the afore-mentioned description, differentiated articles as to whether they need-

ed to be processed further or could be consumed immediately. To the first group be-

longed, for instance, the raw materials, the seeds and crops, or panels of fabric, 

whereas to the latter belonged, for instance, agricultural, hunting, and domestic 

products. The products were thus arranged to entice the visitor’s attention. The indi-

vidual imagining to emigrate and to make a living in Canada, may have seen an af-

fluent future represented in the agricultural products. The manufacturer, interested in 

purchasing and processing materials, may have been interested in the favourable raw 

material. The merchant may have seen auspicious products to import, and the con-

sumer desirous objects for a comfortable life. The tables and cabinets’ vertical ar-

rangement on the other hand followed a principle, which was not unusual in contem-

porary scientific displays; the vertical dimension of the space was used to demon-

strate the gradual transformation of a material or species over time. Semper used this 

principle in the Canadian section to show how products were manufactured. 

The most prominent item on display in the Canadian section was the large canoe. It 

arguably represented not only an effective visual centre point for the whole arrange-

ment but also a centre point for each commodity surrounding it. This type of canoe 

could carry twenty people and was largely used by the Hudson’s Bay Company, 

which had held the monopoly on the fur trade with trappers and native Canadians 

																																																								
170 Gottfried Semper, ‘A Foreign Architect's View of the Building’, Edinburgh Review, 94 (1851), p. 
577. 
171 See footnote 162. 
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since the seventeenth century (figs. 1.11-1.15).172 The Hudson’s Bay Company main-

tained several posts across Canada’s vast terrain from which goods were first sent to 

Montreal and consequently to the rest of the world. The canoe therefore represents 

the advancement of civilisation, trade, and the exploitation of Canada’s vast lands. 

As a mode of transportation, the canoe is also a symbol for the expansion of western 

trade into the most remote areas of the world and the exchange of goods. Some of the 

animal hides and minerals on display may have come to the Great Exhibition in such 

canoes in fact. The commodities displayed in the Canadian court relate therefore to 

the canoe as their presence depends on a mobile vessel, which temporarily brings all 

these displaced objects together in order to be transported and eventually to be trad-

ed. The commodity in Semper’s definition is generally adaptable, and has no person-

al characteristics of an individual (be it user or producer), and is free from any defin-

ing local traits so it can easily adapt itself to any place. The commodity’s quality is 

thus very generic. It is broadly adaptable in terms of usage, place, and personality.173 

As an object of trade, however, the commodity depends on transportation. The canoe 

is therefore the vessel on which the exhibited articles depend to come into one space 

such as the Canadian Court. As the vessel of expanding western trade, the canoe rep-

resents, much like the Great Exhibition, the global expansion of nineteenth-century 

capitalism. Unlike the Crystal Palace, which lacks a ‘centre point of all relations’ 

according to Semper, the trade represented by the large canoe may be the ‘intrinsic 

bond’ that holds all the different objects together. When Semper thought about an 

alternative taxonomy for the Crystal Palace and its objects, he wondered what ‘the 

true centre point of all relations’ could be ‘that possesses attraction power enough to 

unite the heterogeneous and the unmeasured into one harmonious system’.174 Such a 

system would then make visible the ‘intrinsic bonds and thematic relationships of 

objects’.175  

The canoe as understood as the centre point to which the displayed objects relate is 

somehow contradictory, however. For Semper, the characteristics of artistically satis-

fying objects are opposed to the commodity; a cultural object would have a specific 
																																																								
172 Edwin Ernest Rich, The History of the Hudson’s Bay Company, 1670-1870, vol. 2 (London: Publi-
cations of the Hudson’s Bay Record Society, 1959).  
173 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 141 [24]. See Chapter Four. 
174 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 94: Notes on the Great Exhibition of 1851, (1851), ETH Zürich, gta 
Archives, p. 3. 
175 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 132 [6-7]. 
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use, user, and belong to a specific place. The canoe is a mobile vessel. The centre 

point is therefore moving and does not have to be a specific place. Yet as the canoe 

was suspended over the visitors’ heads and was hung in their directional flow (they 

would enter or leave through the passages at either the court’s northern or southern 

side), it could be argued that the visitors metaphorically carried the canoe. The canoe 

would thus depend on humans, or rather on the human mind. Several years later, 

Semper was to write that architecture, and thus every object that humans make, rep-

resents ‘man in all his relations and connections to the world’ – and in this putting 

the human being at the centre of his reflections.176 However, thoughts such as these 

marked the beginning of Semper’s theoretical endeavours during these years. The 

draft for an ideal museum, which Semper outlined in the year following the Great 

Exhibition, connects the idea of four crafts into a comprehensive system. Subse-

quently, this systematic approach eventually led to his main work, Der Stil. Semper’s 

theoretical approach to objects may therefore have been informed also through his 

practical experience as an exhibition designer in the Crystal Palace.  

Semper’s decorations for the Great Exhibition were undoubtedly very successful and 

the plentiful images of them, especially with regard to the Canadian section, may 

belong to Semper’s most renowned works, at least in the study of art history. Yet this 

exhibition might only have been very short-lived. The first fire to have broken out in 

the Crystal Palace originated in the Canadian Court, or rather from the adjacent of-

fices where a stove lit some loose papers. ‘Lighted paper appeared to have been car-

ried by a strong draught of air [...] into the Canadian division. The lighted paper, it is 

supposed, first ignited a basket made of matting, which then set fire to a wooden box 

in which it was standing.’177 Fortunately, however, the fire was discovered and im-

mediately extinguished. 

																																																								
176 Gottfried Semper, ‘On Architectural Styles (1869)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of 
Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 264-284 [269]. 
177 Royal Commission of the Exhibition of 1851, Minutes of the Proceedings of Her Majesty’s Com-
missioners for the Exhibition of 1851, London, Royal Commission of the Exhibition of 1851 Archive 
(RC/8/A/2/1), p. 362. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

‘ETHNOGRAPHICAL STROLLS’ IN THE EXHIBITION BUILDING 

 

‘A friend, who is knowledgeable in such matters, has blamed me for using the 
term glass palace, firstly because it was untrue, and secondly, because such po-
etic names could only be used once, at the most twice.’1 

Having finished with the arrangement and designs inside the Crystal Palace, Semper 

could spend a great deal of time at the Great Exhibition during the summer of 1851. 

As other commissions had still not came into sight, he was able to continue with his 

theoretical reflections, for which the exhibition provided an excellent opportunity. 

One of Semper’s closest friends at the time was the journalist Lothar Bucher, who 

seems to have accompanied Semper quite a few times on his ‘almost daily walks 

through the Hyde Park Palace’.2 In his articles about the Great Exhibition of 1851, 

Bucher refers to his ‘aesthetical and critical friend’ with whom he used to explore the 

Crystal Palace. This friend – the term ‘aesthetical’ may have been a gentle sideswipe 

under the impression of Kierkegaardian philosophy at the time – must have undoubt-

edly been Gottfried Semper. The object of their debates was thereby not only the 

Crystal Palace but also the whole event, which they must have discussed with great 

interest. Bucher, a political refugee in the British capital like Semper, made a living 

as a correspondent for the National-Zeitung, a liberal newspaper based in Berlin. 

Over the course of the Great Exhibition, Bucher published a series of articles, each of 

which examined a certain aspect of the event or of a certain country on display. The-

se explorations Bucher called ‘ethnographical strolls’.3 As Bucher’s articles, which 

often appeared in parts over several issues, enjoyed immense popularity in Germany, 

he published these them in a book as Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrieaus-

stellung aller Völker (Cultural-Historical Sketches from the Industrial Exhibition of 

all Nations) after the exhibition’s closure. The exchange between these two men 

																																																								
1 ‘Ein Freund, der sich darauf versteht, hat mir schon einmal den Ausdruck Glaspalast getadelt, ers-
tens, weil er unwahr sei, und zweitens, weil man solche poetische Bezeichnungen nur ein, höchstens 
zwei Mal brauchen dürfe.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung 
aller Völker (Frankfurt a.M.: C. B. Lizius Verlag, 1851). p. 203. 
2 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, (1851), ETH Zürich, gta ar-
chives, p. 6.  
3 Ibid. pp. 43 and 245. 
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about the Great Exhibition appears every now and then in Bucher’s articles (although 

he never mentions Semper’s name). A preserved manuscript in Semper’s estate how-

ever clearly documents their interaction.4 The manuscript comprises several drafts of 

letters that Semper wrote to Bucher and in which Semper refers to their walks and 

discussions inside the Crystal Palace. Their intention, according to Semper, was to 

publish this correspondence as a scholarly dialogue. A corresponding manuscript in 

Bucher’s estate cannot be found. However, the interchange must have been given up 

at a relatively early point – the reason for this perhaps being that Bucher was already 

writing articles about the Great Exhibition for his readers in Germany.  

Bucher’s approach to the Great Exhibition is thereby carefully choreographed in a 

socio-anthropological way, which he must have drafted in the early months of the 

exhibition and then gradually executed in the following weeks and months. Such 

meticulous planning must have taken quite some time for preparation right from the 

beginning of the exhibition. For this reason it may be that Bucher did not have had 

the time to pursue his correspondence with Semper. In the respective writings of both 

Semper and Bucher, the influences on each other can be spotted. These influences 

concerned, amongst other issues, a philosophy of culture or an ideal collection of 

culture. These theoretical considerations will be discussed in the following chapters, 

whereas this chapter will examine first their negotiations on certain of the objects on 

display that were important to Semper in particular. Semper’s perspective was often 

quite selective or preconceived rather than empirical. The first object, the Caribbean 

hut, demonstrates this conspicuously. To read Semper’s writings against Bucher’s 

texts reveals much of the object’s context and sometimes provides insight into the 

discussions the two men seem to have had together. Yet before ‘we begin with an 

ethnographical stroll through the building’,5 a closer look into Bucher’s text is need-

ed in order to understand his motivation. 

																																																								
4 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher. This manuscript is undated. 
Semper writes in Science, Industry, and Art that he was thinking about an alternative ordering system 
of the exhibition’s articles ‘around the time of the opening of the Industrial Exhibition.’ See: Gottfried 
Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture 
and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), p. 131 [5]. Lothar Bucher discusses similar aspects that Semper touches upon 
in manuscript 95. Bucher’s respective article is dated 13 May 1851. See: Lothar Bucher, Kulturhisto-
rische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung aller Völker, p. 37-39. Therefore, manuscript 95 must 
have been written in the first half or around the middle of May 1851. 
5 ‘Wir beginnen mit einem ethnographischen Spaziergange durch das Gebäude.’ Lothar Bucher, Kul-
turhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung aller Völker, p. 43. 
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THE ETHNOGRAPHY OF GUSTAV KLEMM 

Years after the time of his exile in London, Bucher considered his cultural-historical 

sketches on the Great Exhibition of 1851 as a ‘youthful indiscretion’ possibly be-

cause of the often ironic or even cynical style they were written in.6 Bucher often 

disguises his remarks about the political situation of each country in coded language, 

especially those with regard to the situation in Germany. This ironical device howev-

er does not conceal his actual message. The content of the message has often to be 

read in reverse so as to disclose its meaning, and his resulting book needs also to be 

read carefully to be understood correctly. However, more importantly and interest-

ingly for this chapter is the structure that Bucher used for his book. Here his whole 

approach is carefully planned out in an anthropological, developmental and political 

way. Bucher starts with the natural environments of mankind and successively – in 

what was of course a Eurocentric view – continues through to what he saw as the 

technologically most advanced nations: France and Britain. In Kantian or Hegelian 

manner, he believed that the eventual stage that human civilisation could reach 

would lead to the liberal freedoms of a democratic society.  

The inspiration for this approach Bucher took from the German anthropologist Gus-

tav Klemm. In Bucher’s opinion, whilst the official catalogue provided the means ‘to 

orient ourselves to the building’, the catalogue could ‘not prevent us from having 

another system in our heads’. Accordingly, he said, ‘we determine the sequence of 

our walks [...]. Klemm gives such a system and certainly the right one for those who 

want to write a cultural-historical work about the exhibition’.7 This would thus ena-

ble the visitor to ‘obtain the anthropological picture’ of the Great Exhibition.8  

Semper knew Klemm from his Dresden period, during which the anthropologist was 

a civil servant and worked for the Royal Library of Saxony. Although the two men 

																																																								
6 Christoph Studt, Lothar Bucher (1817-1892): ein politisches Leben zwischen Revolution und Staats-
dienst (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1992), p. 131. 
7 ‘Dies Werk bringt uns wieder auf den Ausgangspunkt unserer Grübelei, den Katalog zurück. Wollen 
wir uns in dem Gebäude orientiren, die einzelnen Gegenstände heraus- und wiederfinden, so muss 
natürlich der Katalog unser Führer sein. Das hindert aber nicht, dass wir ein anderes System im Kopfe 
haben und darnach die Reihenfolge unserer Wanderungen oder doch der Berichte bestimmen, die die 
Frucht der Wanderungen sein sollen. Klemm giebt ein solches System und gewiss das richtige für 
den, der ein kulturgeschichtliches Werk über die Ausstellung schreiben will.’ Lothar Bucher, Kultur-
historische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung aller Völker, p. 39. 
8 ‘Sich auf diesem Hintergrunde das anthropologische Bild aufzuzeichnen, musste natürlich dem Be-
sucher überlassen bleiben.’ Ibid. pp. 39-40. 
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shared many mutual interests, the relationship between them was anything but close. 

Klemm was a strong supporter of the monarchy and, unlike Semper, rejected the 

political changes that took place since the French Revolution. This mindset is also 

discernible in Klemm’s cultural history, which unfolds gradually according to a pre-

sumed underlying natural order. Klemm thus does not write a social history of hu-

mankind, but rather a cultural history that evolves naturally, and in which social rela-

tions, as will be seen, are not merely socially constructed but evolve naturally – and 

thus are predominantly given. Nevertheless, Klemm’s cultural history exerted con-

siderable influence over Semper’s work. After Semper had left Dresden in 1849, he 

pursued his interest in Klemm’s anthropological theories at the British Library while 

in London, and especially the first three volumes of Klemm’s work, which deal with 

the beginnings of human culture, caught his interest.9 While several books on Indian 

or Chinese architecture had already been circulating at the time, Klemm was one of 

the first to comprehensively arrange knowledge about non-Western native cultures, 

their art and architecture.10 

From 1843 to 1852, Gustav Klemm published an extensive study of human history 

called the Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit (General Cultural History 

of Humankind).	His intention was to write a universal history in the tradition of the 

Enlightenment scholars. With this study, he belongs to the founding figures of eth-

nography. For his vast cultural history, he predominantly utilised the descriptions of 

travellers who had explored the unknown parts of the world.	Together with thou-

sands of artefacts, which he collected in his private rooms, he systemised all of this 

evidence and brought it together in his extensive ten-volume text. Klemm commenc-

es his extensive study by describing the natural environment in which humans live: 

the earth, continents, climates, plants and animals. After describing this natural envi-

ronment, he continues with the cultural development of humans that passes through 

three distinct stages: ‘savagery’, ‘tameness’, and eventually ‘free nations’, whereby 

humankind for the most part remains in a stage of ‘tameness’. The last stage of ‘free 

nations’ has only ever been achieved by a few cultures including the Arabs, Persians, 

																																																								
9 Gottfried Semper, Library Ticket of the British Library, 28 June 1852, Sächsische Landesbibliothek, 
Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek Dresden (SLUB), Handschriftensammlung, Mscr. Dresd. t 3584, 
fol. 39r. 
10 Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘Gustav Klemm and Gottfried Semper: The Meeting of Ethnological and 
Architectural Theory’, RES Anthropology and Aesthetics, 9 (1985), p. 73. 
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Greeks, Romans, and especially (and also unsurprisingly) Germans.11 At the base of 

Klemm’s cultural history therefore lies a rather chauvinist concept for how to classi-

fy information. He is thus not simply empirically assessing data but rather structuring 

the information according to a superimposed and essentially racist idea of human-

kind. The degree of cultural development depends on the distribution of ‘active’ and 

‘passive’ races through which Klemm divides humankind. For him, cultural devel-

opment is a constant struggle between these two groups. The ‘active’ people’s dispo-

sition, on the one hand, is aggressive and inquisitive. Their character is marked by an 

urge for dominance and independence, and their mind is constantly alive. Because of 

this natural disposition, the ‘active’ people also strive for knowledge and are conse-

quently better disposed to the sciences rather than the ‘passive’ people.12 Over the 

course of history, the two groups have however constantly integrated such that nei-

ther a purely ‘active’ nor a purely ‘passive’ people exist in the world. All contempo-

rary cultures were a mixture of active and passive natures, in Klemm’s view, and 

only a balance between the two would eventually allow ‘free nations’ to appear.13 

Klemm thus explains the different stages of cultural development as a consequence 

to the numerical dominance of either group in a people. His hope was that at some 

point in the future neither group would prevail, and that a ‘marriage of people’ would 

eventually render humanity complete. Klemm saw a possible chance for such a hap-

py reconciliation in the then current process of industrialisation, which could poten-

tially bring the whole of humankind together.14 

Klemm grounded his study in the universalist studies of the eighteenth century. He 

refers to Immanuel Kant who, for him, was the last intellectual to undertake an at-

																																																								
11 Gustav Klemm, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 1 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1843), pp. 
22-23.  
12 Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘Gustav Klemm and Gottfried Semper: The Meeting of Ethnological and 
Architectural Theory’; Harry Francis Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth Centu-
ry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), p. 161; Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘Semper, Klemm, and 
Ethnography’, Lotus International, 109 (2001), pp. 118-131; Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the 
Problem of Historicism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 42-46; Sonja Hilde-
brand, ‘“nach einem Systeme zu ordnen, welches die inneren Verbindungsfäden dieser bunten Welt 
am besten zusammenhält.“ Kulturgeschichtliche Modelle bei Gottfried Semper und Gustav Klemm’, 
in Gottfried Semper – Dresden und Europa. Die moderne Renaissance der Künste, Henrik Karge, ed. 
(München: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2007), pp. 237-250; Alina Alexandra Payne, From ornament to 
object: genealogies of architectural modernism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), p. 51. 
13 Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘Gustav Klemm and Gottfried Semper: The Meeting of Ethnological and 
Architectural Theory’, pp. 71-72; Gustav Klemm, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 
1, pp. 196-199.  
14 Ibid. p. 204.  
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tempt to write a universal history of humankind in his Idee zu einer allgemeinen Ge-

schichte in weltbürgerlicher Absicht (Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopoli-

tan Purpose).15 After describing the earth as the natural environment of humans, 

Klemm describes the physical properties of humans. He speculates on the beginning 

of culture by differentiating between body and soul. Next he explains how humans 

began to develop knowledge. Also with regard to epistemology, Klemm draws upon 

Kant’s Kritik der reinen Vernunft (Critique of Pure Reason) in order to explain hu-

man’s emancipation from nature. Kant’s argument was that sensual perceptions be-

came synthesised with ideas in the mind. He distinguished an ‘external sense’, which 

informs the mind with spatial and other information, from an ‘internal sense’ that 

brings this spatial information into a certain order. Klemm, hardly, if at all, speaks of 

the mind; instead he refers to the soul as being man’s intellectual implement. ‘The 

human soul takes in the properties of the external world through the external senses 

and combines them in one picture; one calls this imagination.’16 Klemm calls this 

‘the soul’s passive labour’, which humans also share with animals. Triggered by the 

senses’ perception of the external world, the soul commences its active labour. The 

soul thus gains an idea about the external world through the senses and not through a 

pre-existing idea applied to the external world in the first place. The crucial charac-

teristic of the soul is its capacity to remember things over a long time. It is the ‘basis 

of the progressing culture of the human mind’ and the basis upon which ‘the mind 

makes its judgement’ and ‘installs its actions’.17 It is experience that educates people 

and ‘the human being thus strives in all parts of the world, on all stages of culture, to 

gain experiences’.18 

Klemm attributes these mental capacities not only to humans but also to animals. The 

significant point that separates humans from animals however is language. ‘Human 

language enables us to depict incidences and occurrences of the past or, in short, ex-

																																																								
15 Ibid. pp. 19 and 204. 
16 ‘Die menschliche Seele fasst die ihr durch die äusseren Sinne zugeführten Merkmale der Aussen-
welt auf und setzt sie zu einem Bilde zusammen; man nenn diess Vorstellungsvermögen.’ Ibid. p. 175.  
17 ‘Die Seele hat nächstdem die Eigenschaft, Eindrücke, die sie einmal empfangen, auch längere Zeit 
zu behalten; sie kann sich derselben wieder erinnern. Diese Kraft, das Gedächtniss genannt, ist die 
Grundlage der fortschreitenden Cultur des menschlichen Geistes, sie ist die Ernährung desselben, sie 
schafft ihm die Erfahrung, auf deren Grundlage der Geist seine Urtheile bildet und baut, seine Hand- 
lungsweise einrichtet.’ ibid.  
18 ‘Der Mensch strebt daher unter allen Zonen, auf allen Stufen der Cultur dahin, Erfahrungen zu 
sammeln [...].’ Ibid.  
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periences’, and allows humans to use their capacities, energy and time more effi-

ciently.19 Language brings with it ‘the capacity to deploy experience’ and to ‘con-

clude from the past, to the given, and to the future’.20 Animals may communicate in 

their own ways, but only the human language is fast and efficient, enabling humans 

towards ‘a higher education’.21 Human intellectual faculty combined with the use of 

language, a medium that allows complex reasoning, provides the basis for the natural 

sciences, and before languages were written down, myths had acted as the storage 

system for knowledge.  

In Klemm’s schema, growing intellectual complexity also manifested itself in reli-

gion and in forms of government. Cultural development initially starts in close con-

nection with the everyday life of families; it then shifts to the first forms of societies 

and tribes, and continues from there to the beginnings of public life, which is charac-

terised by the relationships between members of society. While family life is, gener-

ally speaking, the same all over the world, it is instead in public life where the indi-

viduality of cultures is manifested. The closer public life is to family life of, the sim-

pler are its manifestations. As societies grew and became more complex, these rela-

tions needed increasingly to be structured. Klemm believes that nations could only 

emerge according to the idea of property. While in small groups property ownership 

mattered less, it allows humans to ‘retain the results’ of labour in more complex so-

cieties. Property is thus a crucial characteristic of cultural development; without, 

human beings could not unfold their potentials.22 

Apart from their intellectual faculties, humans are also driven by subconscious in-

stincts. One instinct that is particular to humans is the instinct for imitation.23 ‘The 

instinct of imitation, which the ape already has, the instinct to decorate his environ-

																																																								
19 ‘Die menschliche Sprache dagegen setzt uns in den Stand, die Begebenheiten und Vorfälle der 
Vergangenheit, mit einem Worte unsere Erfahrungen darzustellen; sie überhebt uns der Mühe, der 
Anwendung von Kraft und Zeit, sie zu wiederholen und selbst zu machen. Die durch die Sprache 
gebotene Schnelligkeit der Mittheilung macht auch zu schneller Auffassung geschickt und so wird der 
rasche Fortschritt der Menschen, der Familien, der Völker zu höherer Bildung möglich.’ Ibid. pp. 176- 
177.  
20 ‘Nächst dem Vermögen, Erfahrung zu sammeln, hat der Mensch auch die Kraft die Erfahrung an-
zuwenden, d.h. er hat die Kraft, aus dem Erfahrnen, aus dem Vergangenen, auf ein Gegebenes, auf ein 
Zukünftiges zu schliessen.’ Ibid. p. 177.  
21 Ibid. p. 177.  
22 Ibid. p. 207.  
23 Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism, pp. 42-46. 
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ment, which he does not share with any animal, is characteristic to the most savage 

man.’24 But for humans, according to Klemm, imitation originates from an urge to 

record knowledge. One medium for instance was ‘dance as carrier of the myth’, as a 

‘mimetic narrative’ used in rituals for the ‘vivid representation’ of immediate experi-

ences.25 Later on, other means were used to record stories and myths, including fig-

urative representations. Lastly, ‘structured language emerged from the conjunction of 

narration, dance, and music’.26 The purpose of the arts is to record and represent in-

formation upon which humans can reflect, and they are, therefore, a further expres-

sion of humans’ growing intellectual capacities. Klemm seems to think that con-

sciousness appears already at the beginning of history or rather that historical process 

is dependent on recording experience, which, in turn, depends on consciousness: ‘the 

beginnings of history we only find where creatures, which have gained conscious-

ness about themselves’, and he continues with the comparison of a child’s ‘immature 

soul’ with an adult’s ‘developed soul: while the soul of a child is overwhelmed, the 

soul of an adult is able to synthesise sensory impressions with terms in order to come 

to a reasonable judgement.27 The beginnings of art can thus be found in the early 

stages of culture and are expressed in the human instinct to express one’s emotions.28 

Klemm’s anthropology is therefore based on a series of philosophical a-priori as-

sumptions with regard to human nature. According to this theoretical framework, he 

arranges the ethnographical material he found. Bucher chose to apply Klemm’s an-

thropological model of cultural development for his ‘ethnographic strolls’ through 

the 1851 Great Exhibition. He begins, like Klemm, with the original condition of 

																																																								
24 ‘Dem rohesten Menschen ist der Trieb der Nachbildung, den der Affe bereits hat, der Trieb der 
Ausschmückung seiner Umgebung, den er mit keinem Thiere gemein hat, vorzugsweise eigen. Der 
Mensch beginnt seine Kunstlaufbahn mit Verzierung seines Körpers.’ Gustav Klemm, Allgemeine 
Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 1, p. 121. 
25 ‘Endlich ist noch der Tanz als Träger der Sage zu nennen; der Tanz, doch nicht etwa in der Bedeu-
tungslosigkeit der modernen Salonwelt – sondern als plastische Darstellung, als mimetische Erzäh-
lung einer Reihe Thatsachen, sey nun sein Inhalt erotischer, kriegerischer oder hieratischer Art [...].’ 
Ibid. p. 3. 
26 ‘Auf die Hülfsmittel der Sage und Geschichte folgte das der bildlichen Darstellung. Man malte die 
Geschichten förmlich ab – und erklärte sie durch gebundene Rede. Die gebundene Rede ging wohl 
zuvörderst aus der Verbindung der Erzählung mit dem Tanze und mit dem Tone hervor.’ Ibid.  
27 ‘Die Anfänge der Geschichte finden wir nur bei solchen Wesen, die zum Bewusstseyn ihrer selbst 
gekommen sind, seyen diess nun einzelne Menschen, einzelne Völkerstämme oder ganze Völker.’ 
ibid. p. 1.  
28 ‘Die Anfänge der Kunst finden wir auf den niedrigsten Stufen der Cultur, wo wir auch die Anfänge 
des Staates fanden, indem der Mensch den Trieb hat, das was in ihm vorgeht, was ihm erscheint, nach 
Aussen darzustellen und mit diesen Darstellungen seine Umgebung zu schmücken.’ Ibid. p. 214. 
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‘passive’ people, the inhabitants of the rainforests in South America, the fishing 

tribes of New Holland, the American hunting tribes, and pastoral tribes and nomads. 

Bucher however adjusted Klemm’s cultural history insofar to indicate another trajec-

tory of historical development – that is, towards a liberal democratic society rather 

than a monarchy. 

 

THE CARIBBEAN HUT 

Adjacent to the Canadian Court, in the section for the West Indies, Semper and 

Bucher encountered displays that inspired them to much reflection. An object that 

deeply caught Semper’s attention was a Caribbean hut, with which he left an imprint 

in the discourse around ‘primitive hut’ that, up until today, cannot be discussed with-

out Semper’s deliberations.29 Semper, who had just finished writing The Four Ele-

ments of Architecture a few months earlier, felt that this hut encapsulated his archi-

tectural theory and so he soon incorporated it into his theoretical writings (fig. 2.2). 

He first includes it in a manuscript for Comparative Building Theory that he wrote in 

late 1851 and early 1852. The passage though was more descriptive than analytical: 

‘The final vignette here shows the image of an Indian hut from Trinidad in 
frontal view and layout, with all its recognisable 4 elements which stand next 
to one another in quite the original manner. Here, bamboo pillars carry the roof 
and its structural parts are tied together with coconut fibres. It consists of palm 

																																																								
29 Joseph Rykwert, On Adam’s House in Paradise (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1972); Joseph 
Rykwert, ‘Gottfried Semper and the Conception of Style’, in Gottfried Semper und die Mitte des 19. 
Jahrhunderts, Adolf Max Vogt, Christina Reble and Martin Fröhlich, eds. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1976), 
p. 70; Adolf Max Vogt, ‘Gottfried Semper and Joseph Paxton’, in Gottfried Semper und die Mitte des 
19. Jahrhunderts Symposion Zürich, 2.-6. Dezember, 1974, Adolf Max Vogt, Christina Reble and 
Martin Fröhlich, eds. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1976), pp. 180-181; Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘Gottfried 
Semper: Architecture and the Primitive Hut’, Reflections: The Journal of the School of Architecture, 
University of Illinois, 3 (1985), pp. 60-71; Heidrun Laudel, Gottfried Semper: Architektur und Stil 
(Dresden: Verlag der Kunst, 1991), pp. 85-87; Harry Francis Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect 
of the Nineteenth Century, pp. 197-199; Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Histori-
cism, pp. 35-36; Jonathan A. Hale, ‘Gottfried Semper's primitive hut as an act of self-creation’, arq 
Architectural Research Quarterly, 9 (2005), pp. 45-49; Jonathan A. Hale, ‘Gottfried Semper’s Primi-
tive Hut: Duration, Construction and Self-Creation’, in Primitive: Original Matters in Architecture, Jo 
Odgers, Flora Samuel and Adam Sharr, eds. (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 55-62; Mari Hvattum, 
‘Origins Redefined. A tale of pigs and primitive huts’, in Primitive: Original Matters in Architecture, 
Jo Odgers, Flora Samuel and Adam Sharr, eds. (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 33-42; Akos Mo-
ravanski, Stoffwechsel: Materialverwendung in der Architektur (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2018), pp. 93-94. 
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leaves. The terrace is enclosed with a bamboo frame; the walls consist of 
mats.’30 

This Caribbean hut thus represented the four elements that Semper had just described 

in his latest book. He emphasises that the four elements were manifested in the most 

original way. Yet they were tied together in a simple manner and therefore appeared 

separated from one another rather than creating a unity. When Semper was working 

on the Metal Catalogue a few months later, he again refers to ‘the Models of Carib 

Cottages (huts) exhibited in the West India Allotment at the Exhibition of 1851’ as 

showing the ‘Original divisions of Space for domestic Comfort’. He explains that 

‘the Ancient Custom of Covering the walls’ was derived from ‘mats, hides and car-

pets’ and thus alludes to his concept of material metamorphosis (Stoffwechsel).31 

Semper also refers several times to a Caribbean hut in his lectures at the Department 

of Practical Art in London between 1853 and 1854. Here he again stressed the clarity 

of ‘all the elements of construction’ that are visible ‘in their simplest expressions and 

combinations’. He emphasises the constructive independence of each of the elements 

as they had ‘no connection with the others’. Yet another aspect Semper raises here is 

the artistic quality of the hut’s elements:32 

‘This raw and elementary construction notifies no intention whatever from the 
side of the builder to be an architect or a decorator with the exception of these 
mats, which divide the bedroom or inner apartment from that sort of open hall 
where the fireplace stands. The regular squares of these mats, made with barks 
of trees of different colours, show the first origin of wall decoration and of ar-
chitectural ornament.’33 

This rather pure building thus did not expose any intention to be artistic, and its 

builder was a simple craftsman rather than an artist. Only the motifs of weaving on 

																																																								
30 ‘Die Schlussvignitte hierneben giebt das Bild einer Indianerhütte aus Trinidad, (im Aufriss und 
Plane) mit allen daran erkenntlichen 4 Elementen, die noch ganz ursprünglich neben einander stehen. 
Hier ist das Dach von Bambussäulen getragen und seine structiven Theile sind mit Stricken aus Ko-
kusnussfasern zusammengebunden. Es besteht aus Palmblättern. Die Terrasse ist mit einem Bambus-
rahmen eingefasst; Die Wände bestehen aus Matten.’ Gottfried Semper, ‘Manuscript 97: Verglei-
chende Baukunde (1851-1852): Allgemeine Einführung’ in Gottfried Sempers "Vergleichende Bau-
lehre" Susanne Luttmann, ed. (PhD: ETH Zürich, 2008), p. 322 [32]. 
31 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials, its Technology, History and Styles’, 
in Gottfried Semper - The Ideal Museum practical art in metals and hard materials, Peter Noever, ed. 
(Wien: Schlebrügge, 2007), p. 115 [71]. 
32 Harry Francis Mallgrave (ed.), ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of November 18, 1853: “The 
Development of the Wall and Wall Construction in Antiquity”’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 
11 (1986), p. 33. 
33 Ibid. 
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the mats exhibited a potential artistic motif of making that potentially could be de-

veloped from there. Maybe even the deployment of materials in different colours 

could provide a sense for polychromy on these walls. As well as the hut’s construc-

tional and decorative aspects, which were Semper’s main interests, he also briefly 

discussed its spatial organisation. The mats served, according to its primary function, 

as space dividers or space creators. Walls and roof not only formed a space that dif-

fered from its environment, but the walls also created an ‘inner apartment’ and a 

‘sort of open hall’ with the fireplace. The ‘Carib cottage’ was ‘an instance of house 

building’, Semper argued in the following year. The hut ‘answers the purpose for 

which it has been constructed’ and accommodates the uses and functions for which it 

was intended. Thereby it followed the ‘laws of statics and proportion’, which were 

‘pretty well observed in its construction’.34 

Some years later, Semper also included the Caribbean hut in the second volume of 

Der Stil in order to criticise formalistic Neoclassical traditions and to justify his ar-

chitectural theory. He argues that ‘the leaf-covered hut’ used to be a ‘mystical-

poetical and artistic motive for the temple’ for what he terms ‘Greco-Italic people’. 

But the followers of the Vitruvian tradition understood the primitive hut as a ‘materi-

al model or scheme’ rather than as a poetic metaphor to work with. Semper presents 

to his critics an idea of the Caribbean hut ‘as the equivalent of the Vitruvian primi-

tive hut’. This model presented ‘not a figment of the imagination’ that needed to be 

understood metaphorically but rather ‘a highly realistic example or a wooden struc-

ture taken from ethnology’. Here, the four elements of architecture could be seen as 

materially manifested: ‘the hearth as the centre point, raised earth as a terrace sur-

rounded by posts, the column-supported roof and the mat enclosure as a spatial ter-

mination or wall.’ This model could be taken literally, just as the Vitruvian followers 

took ‘the leaf-covered hut’, so as to study crafts or the making of things, before using 

craft’s motifs metaphorically.35  

Whenever Semper discusses the Caribbean hut, he never gives any account of its 

actual inhabitants. The hut’s geographical, climatic, social, economical or political 

aspects, which are crucially important to his theory of style, as he repeatedly empha-

																																																								
34 Harry Francis Mallgrave (ed.), ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of Autumn 1854: “On Architec-
tural Symbols”’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 9 (1985), p. 62. 
35 Gottfried Semper, Style (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2004), pp. 665-666 [II: 275-276]. 
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sises, he never addresses at all. He simply uses (or abuses) the hut to confirm his own 

theoretical deliberations, presenting it as a source for the artist’s metaphorical inge-

nuity to create monumental architecture. Architecture, which would not achieve the 

status of monumentality, could be directly compared with the hut though. According 

to Semper, ‘the Chinese architecture is, with the exception of the Caraib Hut, the 

most elementary of all’.36 ‘Their imperial palaces and temples’ actually ‘show in 

principle no difference from this Caraib Cottage’.37 Interestingly, when Semper 

compares the Chinese temple with the Caribbean hut, he puts them side-by-side and 

argues for their architectural equivalence according to their formal equivalence. By 

doing so, he behaves like a Vitruvian zealot that takes ‘the leaf-covered hut’ as the 

material model for the Greek temple, thereby denying any ability of the Chinese to 

create poetic monumental architecture.38 However, when Semper mentions the hut in 

the Metal Catalogue he refers several times to ‘Models of Carib Cottages (huts)’ and 

not just to one model, cottage, or hut.39 Several catalogues and journals also mention 

other model huts that were on display in the West Indies Court at the Great Exhibi-

tion. Therefore, if there was more than one hut exhibited, the question then arises as 

to why Semper only refers to one in particular, and not to any of the others. In fact, 

Semper not only provides an account of the hut’s background that he had ‘taken from 

ethnology’,40 but he also completely omits to mention the context of Trinidad’s dis-

play at the Great Exhibition.41 Bucher on the other hand, as Semper’s companion on 

their ‘ethnographical strolls’, does pay much more attention to the other two models 

of huts, and thus provides more insight into the exhibition’s context and the sources 

that Semper was drawing upon. 

 

																																																								
36 Harry Francis Mallgrave (ed.), ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of December 1853: “On the 
Origins of Some Architectural Styles”’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 9 (1985), pp. 53-60. 
37 Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of November 18, 1853: “The Devel-
opment of the Wall and Wall Construction in Antiquity”’, p. 34. 
38 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 665 [II: 275]. 
39 See footnote 31. 
40 See footnote 35. 
41 That more than one model hut was on display in the West Indies section of the Great Exhibition has 
been noted before, however, no attempt to evaluate these other huts has yet been undertaken. See: 
Wolfgang Herrmann, In Search of Architecture (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1984), p. 169 and p. 
298, n. 34; Joseph Rykwert, ‘Semper and the Conception of Style’, p. 70, n. 15; Harry Francis 
Mallgrave (ed.), ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of December 1853: “On the Origins of Some 
Architectural Styles”’, p. 58. 
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THE THREE CARIBBEAN HUT MODELS 

‘The first glance teaches us that we have a much higher stage of culture here 
before us. The South American Indian already has a hut, of which we find 
three fully executed and completed models. Their comparison shows in the 
most descriptive way the determinant influence of the soil and the surrounding 
nature.’42 

After having started his ‘ethnographical strolls’ with the Bushmen of South Africa, 

Bucher turns his attention to the West Indies section in the adjacent court on the oth-

er side of the southern avenue. What distinguishes the natives of South America from 

the natives of South Africa is their production of material artefacts. The more hu-

mans develop and emancipate from the state of nature, the more objects they pro-

duce. The first of the objects that Bucher mentions were the South American huts, of 

which there were three on display. Bucher and Semper surely must have stood in 

front of these models and discussed them, and indeed Bucher already echoes Sem-

per’s ideas in his description of the first hut: 

‘The smallest model – framed and under glass – is a hut of the Indians living 
just by the river; a roof of palm leaves resting on rods over the fireplace, the 
Promethean spark, whose glamour forms the focus of the family life of the 
most elegant English drawing room as well as in the miserable hut of the naked 
savage.’43  

This first hut already exposes the timeless principle of protecting the fireplace, which 

for Semper was the ‘embryo’ of architecture and the place that functioned as the 

‘centre point of all relations’ around which culture evolved.44 The quote also exposes 

Bucher’s predilection for Klemm’s progressive anthropological model. Indians who 

lived by the river erected huts such as these. Klemm also discusses, after humans 

																																																								
42 ‘Der erste Blick lehrt uns, dass wir hier eine bedeutend höhere Kulturstufe vor uns haben. Der süd-
amerikanische Indier hat schon eine Hütte, von der wir drei vollständig ausgeführte und ausgefüllte 
Modelle vorfinden. Ihre Vergleichung zeigt auf das Anschaulichste den bestimmenden Einfluss des 
Bodens und der umgebenden Natur.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrieaus-
stellung aller Völker, p. 48. 
43 ‘Das kleinste Modell, unter Glas und Rahmen, ist eine Hütte der unmittelbar am Strome lebenden 
Indianer – ein auf Stangen ruhendens Dach von Palmblättern über dem Feuerplatze, dem Prometheus-
funken, dessen Zauber in dem elegantesten englischen drawing-room wie in der erbärmlichen Hütte 
des nackten Wilden den Brennpunkt des Familienlebens bildet. Das ganze Geräth besteht aus der 
Hangematte des Hausherrn, den Kalebassen – aus einer Fruchtschale geschnitzten Gefässen – und 
seinem Fischergeräth, sehr sinnreich gearbeiteten Angeln, Reusen und Netzen. Das Kanoe, aus einem 
Stück Baumrinde zurecht gebogen, ist in Natura vorhanden.’ Ibid. 
44 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 92: Plan zur Übersicht einer kulturhistorischen Ausstellung (1851), 
ETH Zürich, p. 26. 
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living in the state of nature, those people who lived from fishing. The model hut 

therefore also represented peoples’ ‘fishing equipment’ since it was equipped with 

some of their ‘ingeniously wrought fishing rods, clubs, and nets’.45 Even an original 

canoe was present in the display. The next model hut that Bucher discusses, again 

following the principles of Klemm’s anthropology, was one in which people who 

lived from hunting came to follow the people who fished: 

‘The second, in a bigger scale executed model shows the hut of a forest Indian 
whose interior is already richer. Instead of nets a pretty complete hunting de-
vices [...]. But then two new and important factors appear, bread preparation 
and pottery.’46 

The model hut of these hunting tribes living in the forest was seen as exposing a 

more developed state through its richer interior. Likewise, this model was equipped 

with the ‘complete hunting devices’ of these tribes. Also indicative for a more devel-

oped state of culture was that these people had started to cultivate land and used oth-

er technologies such as pottery to produce their cultural objects. The third model hut 

on display, however, was the model that captivated Semper’s attention especially: 

‘The third model – Trinidad Section – is an exact copy of a hut in the Indian 
village of Arima, 16 miles from Port of Spain. While the hunter lives lonely in 
the forest and moves on when the grounds are not yielding anymore, or if he is 
seized by wanderlust, the inhabitant of this hut is already taken in to the place, 
because he is a tiller. [...] At the end of a roofed space we already encounter a 
den confined by walls, with a door and windows; the hut has become a house 
[...].47 

This model from a village in Trinidad showed again a more developed state of cul-

ture than the two previous huts. Here the inhabitants had become permanent settlers 

who were constantly cultivating their fields. Accordingly, the hut developed into a 

more permanent structure as well that incorporated walls, windows and doors. It was 

																																																								
45 Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung aller Völker, p. 48. 
46 ‘Das zweite, in grösserem Massstabe ausgeführte Modell zeigt die Hütte eines Waldindianers, der 
schon reicher eingerichtet ist. Anstatt der Netze ein ziemlich vollständiges Jagdgeräth [...]. Dann tre-
ten aber schon zwei neue wichtige Momente hinzu, die Brodbereitung und die Töpferei.’ Ibid. pp. 48-
49. 
47 ‘Das dritte Modell – Abtheilung Trinidad – ist die genaue Kopie einer Hütte in dem indischen Dorfe 
Arima, 16 Meilen von Port of Spain. Während der Jäger sich einsam im Walde anbaut und weiter 
rückt, wenn das Revier nicht mehr ergiebig ist, oder die Wanderlust ihn ergreift, erscheint der Bewoh-
ner dieser Hütte bereits an die Stelle gebannt, denn er ist Ackerbauer [...] An dem einen Ende des 
überdachten Raumes begegnen wir schon einem von Wänden eingeschlossenen Verschlage mit Thür 
und Fenster; die Hütte wird zum Hause [...].’ Ibid. p. 50. 
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not simply a roof, as in the two other huts, but rather a structure that differentiated 

several architectural elements. Here ‘the hut has become a house’, Bucher writes – 

that is to say, the hut has become architecture.  

The important role that this Caribbean hut plays in Semper’s theory, and also due to 

its iconic character in architectural scholarship generally, justifies a closer look at the 

specific contest in which the model was exhibited. An illustration from Dickinsons’ 

Comprehensive Pictures provides an insight (fig. 2.1). The illustration, taken from 

the section’s north-western corner, prominently shows artificial flowers and fruits 

modelled in wax in the foreground. Since there were, if at all, hardly any illustrations 

published of the exhibits in the West Indies section, this illustration remains our only 

source. To the great disappointment of Semper scholars, however, the Caribbean hut 

is not visible in it. Two gentlemen behind shell exhibits at the centre of the court 

screen off the south-eastern corner in which the model was on display (you can see 

however mast and sail of a model sloop next to it).48 Semper’s illustration from Der 

Stil therefore remains the only one we have of this Trinidadian hut (fig. 2.2). There 

was, however, another item on display that might help to understand better the con-

text of the exhibition and the sources for Semper and Bucher’s reasoning. Bucher’s 

book, as well as other catalogues, further mentions ‘a large copper-work on South 

America with text by Schomburgk’ that was left ‘open to the public for inspection’.49 

So apart from three model huts, there was thus also a book illustrated with copper-

plate prints. Yet neither the visual material nor the text of this book, which provided 

an ethnographical source to explain the huts, was discussed by either Bucher or 

Semper.  

Robert Schomburgk was a German traveller who had followed the tracks of Alexan-

der von Humboldt in the West Indies and South America. He undertook his journey 

between 1835 and 1839, which was conducted under the direction of The Royal Ge-

ographical Society of London and which was followed by two publications. The first 

																																																								
48 Yet the exact place where it used to be exhibited can also be reconstructed from: William Blanchard 
Jerrold, How to see the Exhibition (London: Bradbury and Evans, 1851), p. 19. 
49 ‘Ein grosses Kupferwerk über Südamerika mit Text von Schomburgk liegt dem Besucher zur Ein-
sicht offen [...].’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung aller Völker, 
p. 48. The official catalogue of the Great Exhibition of 1851 does not list Schomburgk’s work but a 
Mr Ridgman (probably the custodian of the section) was providing visitors with more information 
about British Guinea. Maybe Ridgman brought the book to the section or it came there at a later point. 
Several guidebooks or journals mention Schomburgk when discussing the West Indies section. 
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book, Twelve Views in the Interior of Guiana, appeared in London in 1840.50 In this 

text, Schomburgk describes his explorations, which are illustrated with large draw-

ings by Charles Bentley and some smaller drawings, probably by Schomburgk him-

self. A more detailed account of his journey was published in German one year later, 

together with a foreword by Alexander von Humboldt, as Robert Hermann Schom-

burgk's Reisen in Guiana und am Orinoko während der Jahre 1835-1839 (Voyage in 

Guiana and upon the Shores of the Orinoco during the Years 1835-39).51 This publi-

cation is likewise illustrated with the coloured drawings by Bentley.52 Schomburgk’s 

reports were also much debated in academic circles. In July and December 1851, 

Prince Albert discussed a paper of Schomburgk’s at meetings of the British Associa-

tion for the Advancement of Science and of the Ethnological Society of London.53 

However, these volumes contained again more or less the same illustrations as be-

fore, to which only two more were added (figs. 2.8/2.9). Schomburgk’s drawings are 

relevant because they may provide insight as to what the model huts on display at the 

Great Exhibition looked like.  

Semper and Bucher thus would have encountered not only three models of indige-

nous huts on their ‘ethnographical strolls’ through the Crystal Palace, but also a vol-

ume containing several prints of such native dwellings. Indeed the two men may well 

have already been familiar with Schomburgk, since Klemm refers to Schomburgk’s 

travels several times in his cultural history of humankind.54 However, the illustra-

tions in Schomburgk’s work are relevant because some of them depict a variety of 

huts in great detail, which Klemm’s work does not. Klemm does refer however to the 
																																																								
50 Robert Herrmann Schomburgk, Twelve Views in the Interior of Guiana (London: Ackermann and 
Co., 1840). 
51 Otto Alfred Schomburgk, ed., Robert Hermann Schomburgk's Reisen in Guiana und am Orinoko 
während der Jahre 1835-1839 (Leipzig: Georg Wigand, 1841). 
52 Robert Schomburgk’s brother Richard also undertook a journey to Guinea, which was conducted 
for the Prussian Crown. Richard Schomburgk’s journey was published in two volumes as: Richard 
Schomburgk, Reisen in Britisch-Guiana in den Jahren 1840-1844 (Leipzig: Verlagsbuchhandlung 
von J. J. Weber, 1847-1848). 
53 Robert Hermann Schomburgk, ‘Ethnological Researches in Santo Domingo’, in Report of the Twen-
ty-First Meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science; Held at Ipswich in July 
1851: Notices and Abstracts of Miscellaneous Communications to the Sections (London: John Mur-
ray, 1852), pp. 90-92; Robert Hermann Schomburgk, ‘Ethnological Researches in Santo Domingo’, 
Journal of the Ethnological Society of London, 3 (1854), pp. 115-122. 
54 Klemm refers multiple times to Schomburgk in the 2nd volume of his cultural history, which was 
published together with the 1st volume in 1843. Schomburgk’s descriptions thus may have also influ-
enced Klemm’s general framework that he spreads out in the first volume, although Klemm does not 
specifically refer to Schomburgk there. See: Gustav Klemm, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der 
Menschheit, vol. 2 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1843), pp. 10, 12, 16, 48, 51, 53, 55, 56, 71, 91, 96, and 162. 
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huts that Schomburgk describes in his work, noting that the ‘dwelling and resting 

place’ of people depends on their level of nomadic culture – i.e. the more mobile 

people’s migration patterns are, the more modest people’s dwellings will turn out to 

be. Klemm thus first speaks of mere canopies as providing shelter:  

‘Another type of dwelling, by far the most common, are the small circular 
beehive huts, we find among the inhabitants of Guiana, as well as the western 
nations of North America. Schomburgs found (p. 85) the huts of the 
Wapisianas, circularly built of densely woven palm leaves. The interior was 
like the dome of a cathedral supported by two tree trunks and several crooked 
beams. Hammocks were placed all around and the various kitchen and hunting 
utensils were set up on the walls.’55 

Although Klemm refers to Schomburgk’s more elaborate book from 1841, a similar 

passage can be found in the ‘large copper-work’ that was on display at the Great Ex-

hibition. Both types of dwelling were also represented in Schomburgk’s Twelve 

views in the Interior of Guiana, and thus were at Bucher and Semper’s disposal. 

Schomburgk’s travel accounts are rather descriptive and do not provide a holistic 

approach like Klemm, who categorised a great variety of information into a compre-

hensive system. Rather, Schomburgk describes the living conditions of these tribes. 

Accordingly, the Caribi and Warrau live in costal regions or along rivers, whereas 

the Wapisiana and Macusi dwell in the forests.56 Although unexpressed, Klemm’s 

differentiation between the culture of fishermen and hunters is thus already present in 

Schomburgk’s work. And this differentiation was also seen as being reflected in the 

character of people’s dwellings.  

‘The form of the huts which they inhabit, generally marks the tribe by whom 
they were erected; and while the hut of the Warrau, Arawaak, and Carib, is a 
mere shed, the houses of the Macusis and Wapisianas are frequently built of 
mud, surmounted by a roof of a pointed form, of almost eastern character. The-
se roofs are neatly thatched with palm leaves [...]. The inner structure is simple, 
and answers all the purposes for which it is intended. [...] The hut of the Wap-

																																																								
55 ‘Eine andere Art von Wohnung, bei weitem allgemeiner, sind die kleinen kreisrunden, bienen-
korbartigen Hütten, die wir bei den Bewohnern von Guiana, so wie bei den westlichen Nationen von 
Nordamerica finden. So fand Schomburgk (S. 85) die Hütten der Wapisianas kreisrund aus dichtge-
flochtenen Palmblättern errichtet. Das Innere glich der Kuppel eines Doms, der durch zwei Baum-
stämme und mehrere schiefstehende Balken unterstützt wurde. Rings herum waren Hängematten 
angebracht und die verschiedenen Geräthschaften der Küche und der Jagt an den Wänden aufstellt 
[!].’ Gustav Klemm, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 2, p. 56. Klemm refers here 
to: Otto Alfred Schomburgk, ed., Robert Hermann Schomburgk's Reisen in Guiana und am Orinoko 
während der Jahre 1835-1839), p. 85. 
56 Robert Herrmann Schomburgk, Twelve Views in the Interior of Guiana, p. 30. 



– 104 – 

isiana is dome-shaped, and his architectural skill in supporting the arches 
which form the dome is to be admired. These houses, for the most part, have 
only a ground floor; I noted however, among the Caribs, one storied huts, the 
communication being effected by a ladder, or wooden steps on the outside.’57 

The illustrations in Schomburgk’s account represent several dwellings of the Carib 

or Warrau people (figs. 2.4-2.6).58 Schomburgk characterises their houses as a ‘mere 

shed’, that is to say a pure scaffold covered with a thatched canopy (fig. 2.4). There 

are no walls to enclose the space. These structures, which are about two storeys high, 

thus function as shelters rather than as huts. There are two types of shelters, one with 

a sweeping and another with a gabled roof: the first served as a living space whereas 

the latter provided space for working purposes.  

The dwellings of the Wapisiana and Macusi also consist of two different types of 

huts, some for residence and some for work-related activities (figs. 2.7-2.9). The 

illustration of the Wapisiana village, called ‘Watu Thicaba’, shows in its foreground 

some people who work by ‘a little hut [...] which appears to be exclusively dedicated 

to baking and other culinary purposes’.59 This hut forms a square shelter that is simi-

lar to the construction of the Caribs and Warraus. Also the Macusis seemed to use 

such shelters (fig. 2.9). The residential houses of the Macusis and Wapisianas were 

‘built of mud, surmounted by a roof of a pointed form’ and ‘thatched with palm 

leaves’, whereby the pointed roof originates from the round layout.60 An illustrations 

that was published in 1847, after the journey of Robert Schomburgk’s brother Rich-

ard, depicts the interior of a Wapisiana hut (fig. 2.8). A vertical pole in the middle of 

the hut supports the construction. Horizontal and vertical branches form a grid struc-

ture that carries the hut’s thatched skin, which is being stretched out a bit by a cross-

beam on a one-storey level. The upper part consequently obtains a dome-shape. The 

hut’s shape is only rendered through its outer skin, which provides it with a con-

sistent impression of ‘circular beehive huts’, as Klemm put it.61 The residential hut of 

the Macusi are also round. Yet these huts consist of an outside wall on the ground 

																																																								
57 Robert Herrmann Schomburgk, Twelve Views in the Interior of Guiana, p. 31. 
58 Gustav Klemm, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 2, p. 57 
59 Robert Herrmann Schomburgk, Twelve Views in the Interior of Guiana, p. 33. 
60 Ibid. p. 31. 
61 See footnote 55. 
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floor level: this wall then carries a conical and rather tall roof. The house’s impres-

sion is thus created by its wall and roof: 

‘Several families generally inhabit one of these huts, there is however no divid-
ing partition; the beams from which the hammock is slung, the few stones 
which constitute the hearth, are tacitly acknowledged to form a claim to that 
particular spot [...].’62 

All of these huts however rather serve to protect people from the weather conditions 

outside. None of these huts had any ‘dividing partition’ to create separate spaces or 

offer privacy. The space is rather fortuitously organised; no function – such as the 

hearth, for instance – has its own particular spot. The interior of the Wapisiana hut 

also represents several hunting devices, various hunting trophies, as well as several 

household objects made from clay.  

Schomburgk’s description and depiction of the two kinds of tribes, those that lived 

by the water and the ones living in the forest, greatly coincided with Bucher’s de-

scription of the two huts from Guinea. On their ‘ethnographical strolls’ through the 

exhibition building, Semper and Bucher therefore must have examined a model simi-

lar to the ones made by a Carib culture whose huts consisted of a mere ‘roof of palm 

leaves resting on rods over the fireplace’.63 The second hut they studied may have 

represented a Wapisiana hut, a ‘forest Indian’ tribe whose ‘interior is already richer’, 

and whose culture shows signs of agriculture and pottery.64 This hut’s richer interior 

was also represented by ‘twenty-eight miniature models of furniture, implements, 

&c., as used by the natives’.65 Questions remain however as to why Semper does not 

mention at all these two other huts, even though he must have seen them at the Great 

Exhibition and most likely discussed them with Bucher. Semper instead seems to 

have been totally absorbed by the single hut from Trinidad. 

 

 
																																																								
62 Robert Herrmann Schomburgk, Twelve Views in the Interior of Guiana, p. 31. 
63 See footnote 43. Probably position ‘162 – Model of a Birch Indian’s house and family.’ See: Offi-
cial Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Na-
tions, 1851, vol. 2 (London: Spicer Brothers; W. Clowes & Sons, 1851), p. 987. 
64 See footnote 46. 
65 Probably position ‘135 – Model of an Indian House.’ See: Official Descriptive and Illustrated Cata-
logue of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations, 1851, vol. 2, p. 986. 
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THE CARIBBEAN HUT RECONSIDERED 

If one examines the illustration of the Carib village called ‘Anai’ in Schomburgk’s 

book, one recognises two different types of huts: the village consisting of wooden 

constructions covered with sweeping roofs and no walls to the left, and a single 

square house with a gabled roof, walls, and porches or verandas on either traverse 

side (fig. 2.4). According to Schomburgk, this hut was inhabited by explorers who 

visited the village or by missionaries who stayed there for some time. This was not 

unusual for the Caribbean. Also the Wapisiana and the Macusi used to have huts 

specifically for the use of visitors: 

‘Every village of consequence possesses a house which is exclusively dedicat-
ed to the reception and residence of strangers. It generally occupies the middle 
of the Indian village, and to it the stranger, who passes the place, resorts and 
awaits the welcome of the chieftain [...]. This house is called Tapoi by the Ma-
cusis and Wapisianas.’66 

The origin of the hut that is depicted in Schomburgk’s illustration of ‘Anai’ is not 

quite clear, however. This hut, which is shown behind some people dancing around a 

canoe, does not much resemble any other hut of that tribe. It is also not quite clear 

who built a hut like this.  

‘The Carib who inhabited it, had surrendered it with the same hospitality to Mr. 
Waterton, and to Messrs. Smith and Gullifer when they visited these regions. 
During my last visit, in 1838, I found the village abandoned, and the spot 
which was formerly occupied by the house overgrown with bushes.’67 

The striking aspect of this house is that it does not resemble the other huts of the Car-

ibbean cultures. Schomburgk writes that the Caribs used to host guests when they 

had foreigners visiting; the Caribs did not inhabit this hut themselves. Yet whether 

the Caribs built this hut in the first place or maybe under the guidance of Europeans 

is not clear. With its two porches, the hut resembles more a hut that Europeans might 

build, and which one can also see in other illustrations (fig. 2.3). Conversely, the hut 

does not have any windows, and in this respect is like other indigenous tribes’ dwell-

ings. The suspicion therefore is that the hut might not have been the original hut that 

Semper claims it to be, but rather that it was the result of European influences on the 

																																																								
66 Robert Herrmann Schomburgk, Twelve Views in the Interior of Guiana, p. 31. 
67 Ibid. p. 34. 
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building traditions of those peoples. That the Trinidadian hut at the Great Exhibition 

may not have been a purely indigenous building originating from the Caribbean is 

also suggested in an article in The Crystal Palace and its Contents, as well as in the 

exhibition catalogue itself:  

‘The same conclusions may be drawn in favour of the capacity of the North 
American Indian to adopt our usages, from the model of the house of the once 
wild Carib, the cannibal of Columbus, with every household convenience most 
minutely represented. The easy chair, the wax tapers, the neat table, the tinder-
box, the old man’s modern bed, as well as the aboriginal hammock, various 
musical instruments, various cooking utensils, the sugar-press, cassava-pot, the 
grind-stone, the neat mat, even the grog-can and a hundred other articles are 
there, to show the profusion of comforts which civilisation produces.’68 

The article also discusses the influences of trade on indigenous people, acknowledg-

ing that trade improves their living conditions and transforms them towards a more 

modern state of culture, as if merely using European commodities makes people 

more civilised. The ‘house of the once wild Carib’ was furnished with the amenities 

of commercial exchange and the articles, exhibiting advancements all over the world. 

The European influences on the Caribbean people can especially be comprehended 

by looking at the Trinidadian hut’s entry in the exhibition catalogue. While Semper 

presents us with an image of a hut that is completely empty, only consisting of the 

four basic architectural elements, the original model hut at the exhibition was fur-

nished with dozens of household objects: 

‘Model of an Indian hut, in the village of Arima, 16 miles from the town of 
Port of Spain, made by Manuel Sorzano. Its contents are as follow: – 1 [...] 77. 
The Indians of Trinidad were of the section of Caribs known as Yaoi. Like oth-
er members of the Carib race, the pure breed is scarcely, if at all, existing now. 
The greater number of articles enumerated in the preceding list, as contents of 
an Indian hut, are of Spanish or of modern West Indian origin; so are the terms 
applied to them.’69 

It is interesting that Semper, who under the impression of the Great Exhibition ex-

panded his architectural theory towards the crafts, and for whom household objects 

subsequently would become primary objects to study the making of things, should 

																																																								
68 ‘Foreign and Colonial Departments: Productions of Aboriginal States’, in The Crystal Palace and 
its Contents, 18 October 1851, p. 43. 
69 Official and Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry 
of all Nations, 1851, vol. 2, p. 975. 
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totally omit these furnishings from his depiction of the Caribbean hut. The reason for 

this omission might be that the objects were clearly ‘of Spanish or of modern West 

Indian origin’. Instead of displaying vernacular household goods, the model hut in-

corporated items of traded commodities, objects that thus did not belong to the Car-

ibbean peoples. The catalogue’s comment is also strange since it confounds ethnicity 

with material objects. In the wake of colonialisation and international trade, the pop-

ulation’s composition changed. The initial inhabitants intermingled with immigrants 

and the indigenous people thus were ‘scarcely, if at all, existing’ anymore.70 Conse-

quently, the objects that people used in their homes were also products of trade and 

commerce, and as such were not distinct to the inhabitants of Trinidad anymore. 

They had rather ‘completely adopted our [European] usages’.71 But if people and the 

objects they used had changed so dramatically, why would this not influence their 

building practices as well?  

Building influences not only came from Europe, however, but also from Africa to the 

Caribbean. The catalogue mentions that the original population of Trinidad was 

‘scarcely, if at all, existing now’, yet it signally fails to mention the actual composi-

tion of the population at the time. Most inhabitants were descendants of African 

slaves who had been brought over to Trinidad in order to be exploited on the farms 

of European landowners. After abolishment of slavery in 1834, paid workers gradu-

ally replaced the labour force previously provided by slaves. As a result of European 

land appropriation and the slave trade, the original native peoples of the Caribbean 

were violently repressed. These changes likewise affected the building traditions. 

One could have still come across original dwellings in the Caribbean during the 

eighteenth century (fig. 2.10), but that was not the case anymore by the nineteenth 

century. Two illustrations from James Mursell Phillippo’s book, Jamaica: Its Past 

and Present State, dating from 1843, depict dwellings of a missionary station and a 

plantation village in Jamaica (figs. 2.11/2.12).72 European influence can be detected 

in the square house with its porch, front door, windows and gabled roof. The other 

huts by its side could be the result of all sorts of influences, yet they also obtained 

																																																								
70 Ibid. 
71 Foreign and Colonial Departments: Productions of Aboriginal States’, p. 43. 
72 James Mursell Phillippo, Jamaica: Its Past and Present State (London: John Snow, 1843), pp. 244 
and 372. See: Patricia Mohammed, Imaging the Caribbean: Culture and Visual Translation (Oxford: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), p. 213. 



– 109 – 

distinct architectural elements, such as windows, or constructive elements, such as 

vertical poles on the outside wall (the huts of the Wapisiana did not have elements 

like windows). Two other illustrations from Charles Kingsley’s At Last: A Christmas 

in the West Indies from 1871 also represent huts that greatly resemble Semper’s 

Trinidadian hut (figs. 2.13/2.14).73 The two houses shown belonged to a farm worker 

and to a landowner – yet both houses, although different in scale, comprised the 

same architectural elements and qualities. Both are square constructions with a 

hipped, thatched roof, which covers a veranda to the front and the actual house be-

hind. The house’s front door faces the veranda and the windows around it provide 

the interiors with daylight. The only difference between them is that the landowner’s 

house is slightly elevated above the ground, like Semper’s Caribbean hut. This layout 

and structure, apart from the woven walls, conforms strikingly to Semper’s drawing. 

Semper’s primitive hut therefore exposes far more European and African influences 

rather than a Caribbean origin. As noted in the discussion of Schomburgk’s illustra-

tions, Semper’s hut does not much resemble native dwellings; instead it is more like 

the huts that were used to accommodate European visitors, or the new kind of huts 

built for agricultural labourers and landowners. Building practices had clearly 

changed under the impact of European imperialism as a means to accommodate im-

migrant settlers who produced food for a growing global market.  

In Der Stil, Semper briefly mentions the phenomenon that ‘even today the sons of 

overcivilised Europe build in the log-cabin style when they end up in America’s for-

ests’.74 European settlers were thus again building in a much simpler manner when 

they settled on other continents. Such a phenomenon is something that Semper may 

have studied himself. If his primitive hut exposes a mixture of European and African, 

rather than native Caribbean architecture, then he was conflating the onset of archi-

tecture with the beginning of Europe’s influence over that part of the world. Semper 

was thus studying the origins of European architecture not in the mirror of so-called 

‘primitive’ cultures, but at the intersection where different cultures collided – or ra-

ther, where the influence of his own European culture was becoming predominant. 

Through the catalogue for the Great Exhibition as well as Schomburgk’s books, 
																																																								
73 Charles Kingsley, At Last: A Christmas in the West Indies (London: Macmillan and Co., 1871), vol. 
1, before p. 253 and 365; vol. 2, before p. 81 and 257. See: Patricia Mohammed, Imaging the Carib-
bean: Culture and Visual Translation, p. 277. 
74 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 718 [II: 312]; See also: Joseph Rykwert, On Adam’s House in Paradise, 
p. 23. 
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Semper could have been familiar with this information. Bucher and his ‘aesthetical 

and critical friend’ could thus have been more critical in this regard, especially since 

Semper is contradicting his own claims in that he wrote that traditional societies lose 

their ability of making as soon as modern modes of production reach them.75 That 

this may already had been the case with regard to the hut from Trinidad, Semper 

could easily have discovered. 

The example of this prominent object within Semper’s theoretical universe shows 

how selectively he dealt with his sources. As stressed earlier, he used the Trinidadian 

hut as a theoretical concept from the Great Exhibition up until the second volume of 

Der Stil. Thus he never undertook a critical revision of his ideas on the primitive hut 

over all these years. Such an omission is not unusual for Semper, however. As Mari 

Hvattum has argued, Semper’s meticulous analysis of an Assyrian stool, which was 

represented on a relief in the British Museum, completely omits the social and histor-

ical context of the scene in which the stool was used.76 He was instead obsessed in 

describing how the universal principles of design and making, or rather their motifs, 

were formally manifested on that stool. The same happens with the primitive hut 

from the Caribbean. Semper is so keen to prove the validity of his four basic ele-

ments of architecture, and the way in which they materialise and congregate within a 

single building; rather than developing a theory out of empirical observation and 

evidence, he tries to prove his preconceived theory. By doing so, Semper unfortu-

nately loses his own objective of analysing the political and social context of archi-

tecture. 

 

THE ‘ROCOCCO STYLE’ OF NEW ZEALAND 

‘But, of course, the peaks of the lower stages of culture usually reach beyond 
the beginnings of the next higher ones, and the rococco style of carvings 
almost leads to the suggestion that this industry does not grow out of a more 
primitive stage of culture, but degenerates from a higher one and that the New 

																																																								
75 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, The Illustrated London News. Deutsches Supplement, 17 May 1851, p. 34. 
76 Mari Hvattum, ‘Gottfried Semper: Between Poetics and Practical Aesthetics’, Zeitschrift für Kunst-
geschichte, 64 (2001), pp. 537-546. 
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Zealanders were taken to their island during one of the monstrous revolutions 
that shook East Asia many years before 1789.’77 

When Semper and Bucher continued their ‘ethnographical strolls’, they soon came 

across some other items on display that caught Semper’s attention, only a few steps 

away from the three models of Caribbean huts – namely, the products from New 

Zealand. Whereas the Caribbean peoples allegedly exhibited on their dwellings the 

original principles of craftsmanship and ornamentation in its pure originality, the 

dwellings of the Maori were regarding as exhibiting stagnation or decline in terms of 

cultural progress.78 The Trinidadian hut therefore provided a positive model, whilst 

the Maori version was its negative counterpart. Having said this, the stagnation that 

Semper discerns may not be exactly the same as the decline that Bucher perceives in 

his book. At the time, both Semper and Bucher were speculating about the cultural 

stage of the New Zealanders against the backdrop of a wider historical model that 

will be addressed in more detail in the next chapter. Briefly described in advance, 

Semper and Bucher understood history as progressing in a spiral direction. Yet by 

the end of the decade, Semper only spoke of the rise and fall of cultures in Der Stil. 

Progress and decline are equally present in both of these idealised views. For Sem-

per, the Maoris represented a people whose ‘art had made early rapid progress and 

then stagnated, possibly for millennia’. He observes a ‘hardening of civilisation into 

a certain form’ that would find its expression in art and architecture at the moment in 

which the standstill in their cultural development occurred.79 His views on the Mao-

ris can only be derived from Der Stil. Hence it cannot conclusively be stated if his 

views on the subject changed over the decade. For Bucher, the ‘rococco style of 

carvings’ suggested that Maori culture ‘degenerates’ from a higher stage.80 Also for 

																																																								
77 ‘Aber freilich greifen die Spitzen der tieferen Kulturstufen in der Regel über die Anfänge der 
nächsthöheren hinaus, und der Rococcostyl der Schnitzereien führt fast auf die Vermuthung, dass 
diese Industrie nicht aus einer primitiveren Kulturstufe erwachsen, sondern aus einer höheren entartet 
ist, dass die Neuseeländer bei einer der ungeheuren Revolutionen, die Ostasien manches Jahr vor 1789 
erschütterten, auf ihre Insel verschlagen worden sind.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus 
der Industrieausstellung aller Völker, pp. 59-60. 
78 Mallgrave has already pointed out Semper’s interest in the model of the pah from New Zealand and 
he also put it in context with the Caribbean hut. But rather than analysing the model’s details and 
Semper’s cultural philosophical point of view on them, Mallgrave draws on Semper’s most obvious 
architectural interest on the two models. Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘A Commentary on Semper’s No-
vember Lecture’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 6 (1983), p. 25; Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘Gott-
fried Semper and the Great Exhibition’, in Die Weltausstellung und ihre Folgen – The Great Exhibiti-
on and its Legacy, Franz Bosbach and John R. Davis, eds. (München: Saur, 2002), pp. 311-312. 
79 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 255 [I: 240].  
80 See footnote 77. 
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Semper, the ‘wood carving’ of the ‘inhabitants of the South Sea Islands’ was ‘remi-

niscent of a rococo style’ rather ‘than of the origin of art’. Their ‘taste [...] is unusual 

and rich, often tasteful, but more reminiscent of a rococo style than of the origin of 

art’, Semper concludes. 81 The ‘rococo period’ and its style resulted from a ‘willful 

dalliance’, Semper was later to declare in Der Stil – that is to say, a naive kind of 

self-involved fancy or shenanigans that cannot be taken too seriously.82 Semper’s use 

of the term ‘rococo’ in connection with the artistic products of the Maori thus implies 

a certain cultural estrangement amongst the inhabitants of the South Seas. This cul-

tural estrangement is not the same as decline, however. It rather shows original 

modes of making, which is what Semper was really interested in. Whereas the Car-

ibbean hut bore witness to a certain developed cultural stage that conjoined, for the 

first time, the four elements of architecture, then the Maori represented the prelimi-

nary cultural processes that had led to the Caribbean hut: 

‘Models of a New Zealand pas, some carvings, a lithograph of such a pa or 
New Zealand village, and some original drawings showing these conditions 
were exhibited at the London Exhibition of 1851. They were of no small inter-
est to architects.’83 

In Der Stil, Semper dedicates a whole chapter to the people of the South Seas, the 

Maori and the Hawaiians. Before that he had never discussed cultural objects from 

the people of that region. As the source for his later reflections, however, Semper 

only refers to two sources: Klemm’s cultural history, and the display by New Zea-

land at the Great Exhibition of 1851.84 While Klemm discusses the people of the 

South Seas quite thoroughly, the displays at the Great Exhibition were rather sparse, 

to say the least. Apart from a few textiles and some craft objects from the Maoris, 

there were a few drawings that caught Semper’s interest in particular, as well as a 

model of a pa. The knowledge Semper deducts to support his stylistic theory thus 

only comes either from Klemm’s ethnography or from his own observations of either 

these few Maori objects, or from visual representations. But Semper only pays atten-

tion to the drawings and the model village rather than the original objects. During the 

Great Exhibition, Semper’s interest still was focused on buildings rather than house-

																																																								
81 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 255 [I: 240-241]. 
82 Ibid. p. 706 [II: 343]. 
83 Ibid. p. 255 [I: 241]. 
84 Ibid. p. 255 [I: 240]. 
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hold objects. Yet also in hindsight in Der Stil, Semper neither analysed nor discussed 

the material objects of the Maori. These illustrations as well as the model were of 

course representations that had already been interpreted from a European point of 

view. The model village had been made by Lieutenant Henry Colin Balneavis to in-

struct officers in English military colleges about Maori fortifications and field war-

fare tactics.85 The lithograph that Semper mentions was made after an oil painting by 

John Alexander Gilfilan that showed the life in a Maori village (fig. 2.15).86 The ex-

hibition catalogue also mentions twelve more illustrations, which are not further 

specified unfortunately. However, other illustrations of the Maori culture were un-

doubtedly circulating at the time, for instance the ones by George French Angas that 

were published in 1847 (figs. 2.16-2.23).87 Angas presented to his audience several 

pictures documenting life in the villages of native New Zealanders. Today, these 

illustrations give an impression of the visual material that Semper and Bucher may 

well have seen. A glimpse of what the New Zealand display looked like at the Great 

Exhibition can again be taken from the aforementioned illustration of the West Indies 

Court (fig. 2.1), since the New Zealand exhibits were at the very back of this court. 

One can vaguely pick out several pictures and a model canoe suspended above 

them.88 This canoe with its woodcarvings or ornamentations is also something that 

Bucher briefly mentions in his descriptions, with his account suggesting that he also 

discussed this section together with Semper: 

‘The model of a village fortified with palisades (war-pa) gives the phantasy a 
solid support, around which the details are easily grouped. The model of a 
canoe, expressly made by the natives for the exhibition, already testifies to a 
significantly higher development of shipbuilding. Although it is still a tribal 
work, it is spacious, with rowing benches, and decorated with carved 
lineaments throughout its exterior, vividly reminiscent of the Ninive antiquities 

																																																								
85 Ewan Johnston, ‘“A Valuable and Tolerably Extensive Collection of Native and Other Products“: 
New Zealand at the Crystal Palace’, in Britain, the Empire, and the Great Exhibition of 1851, Jeffrey 
A. Auerbach, ed. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), pp. 83-84. 
86 ‘37 Moore, P. G. 30 Arundel St. Strand, Prop. – Lithographic picture of a native village, or Pah, in 
New Zealand, situated in Cook’s Straits; – after a large original, now in London by Professor Gilfil-
lan. Six water-colour drawings and six steel engravings of New Zealand subjects. Four native mates 
or garments. One greenstone Mari of chief’s club. Three specimens of greenstone. One carved box. 
One war-club. Native fishing net and fishing hooks. Two bottles of insects. Specimens of native 
grasses. Large map of New Zealand.’ Official Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great 
Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations, 1851, vol. 2, p. 1002. 
87 George French Angas, The New Zealanders Illustrated (London: Thomas McLean, 1847). 
88 Ewan Johnston, ‘“A Valuable and Tolerably Extensive Collection of Native and Other Products”: 
New Zealand at the Crystal Palace’, pp. 88-87. 
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recently exhibited in the museum. The luxuries of the carving are also shown 
on the clubs, the crescent-shaped wooden swords, and the lances, and a box for 
a safekeeping of the feathering, e.g. a jewellery casket, is formed to an 
admirable degree.’89 

Whereas Semper only focuses upon the architectural model and the illustrations, 

Bucher thus pays more attention to some of the other objects on display – for 

instance, a model of a canoe made specifically by native New Zealanders for the 

Great Exhibition (figs. 2.22/2.23). The lavish decorations of this canoe, with its kind 

of ‘rococco style’, they compared with Assyrian antiquities recently installed at the 

British Museum. But especially the model of a pa made a deep impression on 

Semper, and must have given his ‘phantasy a solid support’ when he would 

remember it almost a decade later. What caught Semper’s interest was the ‘depend-

ence of the fine arts on textiles’. Humans had expressed their original creative force 

by producing woven or knitted patterns, so he believed. This original form of artistic 

expression he saw still materialised in works of the peoples of the South Seas. The 

textile motif, which the Maoris’ architecture showed, consisted of ‘primitive fence 

weaving in its purest and most primitive form’, and indeed was so original it seemed 

as if it was taken over ‘directly from the hand of nature’. Fencing as the basic archi-

tectural motive appears as an enclosure around the dwelling, then serves within the 

village as partitions, and could even occur around some of the houses. This fence is 

made from ‘piles rammed into the ground, with branches woven between them’, and 

above the entrance gates ‘the piles are decorated with colourfully painted carvings:’90  

‘The actual dwellings inside this enclosure, also decorated with wood carvings, 
are the most [artificial] of all. The main ornaments are the roof joints 
intersecting at the gable line, which [...] protrude beyond the ridge and 
terminate in tattooed bogeys. In addition, carvings and polychromy, which 
again follow the principle of tattooing, articulate the main elements of the 

																																																								
89 ‘Das Modell eines mit Pallisaden befestigten Dorfes (war-pa) giebt der Phantasie einen festen An-
halt, um den sich die Einzelheiten leicht gruppiren. Das Modell eines Kanoes, von den Eingebornen 
ausdrücklich für die Ausstellung angefertigt, zeugt schon von einer bedeutend höheren Entwicklung 
der Schiffsbaukunst. Es ist zwar noch aus einem Stamme gearbeitet, aber geräumig, mit Ruderbänken 
versehen und an der ganzen Aussenseite mit geschnitzten Lineamenten verziert, die lebhaft an die 
kürzlich im Museum aufgestellten Alterthümer von Ninive erinnern. Auch an den Keulen, den sichel-
förmigen hölzernen Schwertern und den Lanzen zeigt sich der Luxus des Schnitzwerks, und an einer 
zur Verwahrung des Federputzes bestimmten Schachtel, also einem Schmuckkästchen, ist dasselbe bis 
zu einem bewunderungswürdigen Grade ausgebildet.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus 
der Industrieausstellung aller Völker, pp. 58-59. 
90 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 254 [I: 239]. Semper mentions fencing as a precursor of the wall already 
during the Great Exhibition. See: Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 92: Plan zur Übersicht einer kultur-
historischen Ausstellung, pp. 4, 12 17, 21, and 28. 
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house, such as door posts, and provide more richly or sparsely distributed inner 
and outer adornment as the situation demands.’91 

Maori sculptures also originated from these original use of weaving fences or spatial 

partitions. Semper assumes the carvings on the top of the piles symbolised human 

heads, which ‘warlike New Zealanders’ had impaled there in the first place. He even 

speculates that the sculpture’s polychromy initially imitated the patterns of tattoos. 

He thus pays much more attention to fencing and sculpture than to the houses them-

selves. On the actual architecture of the Maoris, he thought that this is the ‘most arti-

ficial’ of all their works.92 The spatial subdivision that he recognises on the fencing 

however also appears in the design of the houses. Semper thus omits many aspects 

that he could have discussed about the dwellings of the Maori peoples. The illustra-

tions, which would also have been accessible to him in the British Library, represent 

a much more sophisticated architecture than he was writing about. Unlike the origi-

nal dwellings in the Caribbean, the houses of the New Zealanders were relatively 

diverse. They had developed various types of buildings, varying according to their 

function and social status, whose construction and embellishment were formulated 

differently. There were huts with thatched roofs, both gabled and hipped, some of 

them as simple unornamented constructions, some of them lavishly decorated. The 

top ends of the roof beams went beyond the joints and were ornamented with carved 

polychromatic decorations. The spatial quality of the Maori houses was also some-

thing that Semper did not address. Some houses include a porch under the same 

overall roof. This transitional space connects the outside with the hut’s interior, and 

is formulated as a space in its own right. A door leads from the porch to the inside, 

whereby the door is sometimes framed. Some huts even show a window on the wall 

between porch and interior on what are otherwise windowless dwellings. None of the 

South American or Caribbean tribes exhibited such a variety in their architecture. 

Apart from Semper’s hut, which showed the motif of weaving but was not really an 

original hut from the Caribbean, those huts were neither ornamented nor much spa-

tially differentiated. The elements constituting a house also comprised a porch ‘at the 

end of a roofed space’ that was ‘confined by walls, with a door and windows’, ac-

																																																								
91 Gottfried Semper, Style, pp. 254-255 [I: 240]. 
92 The English translation is not accurate here. Semper writes that houses are ‘am künstlichsten’ (most 
artificial) and not ‘artistic’ (künstlerisch). Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 254.  
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cording to Bucher.93 Indeed, many of those elements are also recognisable in the 

dwellings of New Zealand. They rather exhibit a certain proximity to the Trinidadian 

hut but none of them seemed to have impressed Semper. Also, the fences that subdi-

vided the space inside the village could have struck a chord. He could have discussed 

its urban principles in a similar way to those of the fortified camp of the Assyrians or 

the pilgrimage temple of the Egyptians.94 Semper may have come to the opinion that 

Maori architecture was ‘most artificial’ because of the way in which sculpted boards 

covered the actual construction of the roof. Rather than expressing the physical laws 

governing the construction, their ornamentation was concealing them. However, ra-

ther than discussing the architectural or spatial qualities of these native dwellings in 

New Zealand, Semper’s approach to the works of the Maori tried to understand the 

prevalence of textile arts in close relation to the polychromy used for body painting 

and tattooing. During the Great Exhibition, however, Semper was not yet writing 

about tattooing – although he might well have discussed it with Bucher, as the termi-

nology in one of the latter’s articles suggests. 

 

TATTOOING 

With regard to the three model huts of the Caribbean and their inhabitants, Bucher’s 

final remarks echoed again Semper’s ideas. Bucher writes that the works of these 

native people were still alien to the works of the ‘artist of dressing’ (Bekleidungs-

künstler). The peoples of the Caribbean had not yet known the textile arts and 

clothing was therefore unfamiliar to them. ‘On the other hand, the finery is already 

very cultivated’, Bucher continues. ‘While the European sews the galloon on the 

skirt, the European attaches the ribbon to the dress, the Indian paints the adornment 

on his skin.’95 Bucher compared the motif of European clothing with the body 

painting of these tribes. Since the motif of the ribbon and its painted equivalent can 

be recognised in both cultures, Bucher hints at an underlying principle at work. With 
																																																								
93 See footnote 47. 
94 Gottfried Semper, ’The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four 
Elements of Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 113-119 [74-85]. 
95 ‘Mit dem Bekleidungskünstler haben auch diese Völker noch wenig Noth. [...] Dagegen ist der Putz 
schon sehr kultivirt. Während der Europäer die Tresse auf den Rock näht, die Europäerin das Band 
auf dem Kleide befestigt, malt sich der Indianer den Zierrath auf die Haut.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhis-
torische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung aller Völker, p. 51. 
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the notion of the artist of dressing, Bucher clearly references Semper and his ideas. 

Semper had already expressed the significance of the crafts, and the special role of 

textiles, in The Four Elenents of Architectre, and he was to explain these aspects in 

greater detail later in his later works.96 The galloon or the ribbon are ornamentations 

that emphasised the piece of clothing or rather the human body wearing it. But the 

principle of adorning and thus emphasising the body was thus already present in the 

body painting of native people: 

‘Schomburgk assures that the face painting is “moderately and with a certain 
taste,” and that he has seen young Indian women, to whom the few light lines 
following the muscles would have given “an interesting reputation.”’97 

Bucher again refers to Schomburgk to discuss the characteristics of body painting or 

tattooing. The interesting aspect that Bucher mentions here is that the lines of the 

tattoo followed those of the muscles. Semper also mentions this in Der Stil. Howev-

er, the quotes to which Bucher refers were not taken from the ‘large copper-work’ 

that he examined with Semper in the section of British Guiana.98 Schomburgk does 

mention tattooing but not as representing the course of muscles.99 The actual source 

providing the background for Bucher’s interpretation of tattooing might instead have 

been Klemm, to whom Bucher alludes elsewhere: 

‘On the other parts of the body, in turn, the colourfulness is not saved, since at 
the same time it gives protection against insect bites. [...] but the adornment 
gets valuable only by being seen. [...] you have to have festivities!’100 

In this passage, therefore, Bucher hints at the practical and ritual uses of body paint-

ing that one also finds in Klemm’s cultural history. Klemm paid great attention to the 

way in which people adorned their body, to tattooing, clothing, and their hairdress-

ing. ‘Humans commence their artistic career with the embellishment of their 

																																																								
96 Gottfried Semper, ’The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, pp. 102-104 [55-58]. 
97 ‘Schomburgk versichert, dass die Bemalung des Gesichtes „mässig und mit einem gewissen Ge-
schmack“ betrieben werde, und daß er junge Indianerinnen gesehen habe, denen die wenigen leichten, 
den Muskeln folgenden Striche „ein interessantes Ansehen“ gegeben hätten.’ Ibid. 
98 See footnote 49. 
99 Robert Herrmann Schomburgk, Twelve Views in the Interior of Guiana, p. 31. 
100 ‘Auf den übrigen Theilen des Körpers dagegen wird der Farbenquast nicht gespart, da er zugleich 
Schutz gegen die Insektenstiche giebt. [...] Aber der Putz erhält seinen Werth erst dadurch, dass er 
gesehen wird. [...] man muss Feste haben!’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Indust-
rieausstellung aller Völker, p. 52. 
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body.’101 One’s own body is therefore the first object that humans adorn. This is a 

unique characteristic trait that humans do not share with any other species, according 

to Klemm. As a reaction to their natural environment, humans began to paint their 

body with colours as a deterrent to insects, so as to provide protection against bites. 

These ephemeral body paintings were soon replaced by permanent tattoos that can-

not ‘be washed away by rain and sweat’. Both body painting and tattooing however 

‘represent the early beginnings of fine arts’, before humans started to ornament their 

tools and weapons.102 The first object of human’s artistic occupation was therefore 

human beings’ own body. The patterns themselves were thereby not arbitrary. ‘All 

the patterns of the tattoos evinced much taste and followed the directions of the mus-

cles.’103 The Maori tattoos thus enhanced the natural disposition of the human mus-

culoskeletal system. It represents what is underneath the skin and thus emphasises 

the movements of the body. Semper expresses the same idea in Der Stil: 

‘most of the so-called savage people manage to find colours for painting their 
skins that are most appropriate to their skin colour. Many even display accurate 
knowledge of the location and functioning of the muscles under the skin, so 
that the muscles and their actions are represented on the surface of the skin, 
pictorially or rather graphically using systems of lines – a very remarkable 
phenomenon that demonstrates they have grasped and correctly understood or-
nament in its structural and symbolic sense.’104 

Therein lies the true character of architecture, according to Semper. The ornamenta-

tions of the original crafts represent the natural forces through which the objects 

come into being. The primitive human being’s tattoos follow the muscles underneath 

their skin and thus represent human physical force. Yet it also emphasises the visual 

impression of human movements. When humans grimace, say in a ritual, the tattoo 

amplifies the effect of this grimace. The background of Semper’s interest in tattooing 
																																																								
101 ‘Der Mensch beginnt seine Kunstlaufbahn mit Verzierung seines Körpers.’ Gustav Klemm, Allge-
meine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 1, p. 121.  
102 ‘Diese Bemalung ersetzt in gewisser Beziehung die Kleidung in der That, da sie namentlich eine 
Abwehr gegen den Biss und Stich der Insekten darbietet. Da jedoch diese Malerei sehr vergänglich ist 
und vom Schweisse wie vom Regen mehr oder weniger schnell zerstört wird, so finden wir gleichzei- 
tig in der Tatowirung eine dauerhafte Verzierung. In beiden aber müssen wir die ersten Anfänge der 
bildenden Kunst erkennen; wir finden diese Verzierung bei Volksstämmen, die übrigens ganz roh 
noch nicht dahin gelangt sind, ihre Waffen und Geräthe zu bemalen, auszuschnitzen oder anderweit zu 
verzieren, und solcher Stämme finden wir gar manche [...].’ Ibid. p. 251. See also p. 215.  
103 ‘Die sämmtlichen Muster der Tatowirungen zeigten von vielem Geschmack und folgten wie bei 
den Neuseeländern den Richtungen der Muskeln.’ Gustav Klemm, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der 
Menschheit, vol. 2, p. 280 
104 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 172.  
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needs to be understood with regard to the relation between the ‘art form’ (Kunstform) 

and ‘core form’ (Kernform). The core form is the mechanically necessary structure 

of architecture. The art form, on the other hand, refers to the ornamentation on the 

surface of architecture; it explains the internal forces of gravity absorbed by the core 

form. The decoration thus arises from the nature of the architectural structure. 

Semper’s aesthetic ideal would hence create a dynamic interplay between art form 

and core form.105 Whereas this ideal had been realised in ancient Greece, the tattoos 

of the Maori peoples also would conform to it, since their tattoos arose from the 

muscular nature of the human body. The idea of core form and art form thus not only 

concerns architecture but also all other forms of artistic expression. 

Whereas Semper appreciates the tattoos of the Maori he could not feel the same fas-

cination for their architecture since structure and ornament did not conflate into 

unison. The motifs of the woodcarvings on the beams (whose polychromy ‘follow 

the principle of tattooing’ and which ‘terminate in tattooed bogeys’)106 were simply 

taken over from body painting. Rather than finding an adornment that expresses the 

physical forces of the house, the ornaments of tattooing were simply applied to them. 

For Semper, the art form and core form of the Maori houses expressed therefore 

completely different aspects. The principles of adornment, which the Maoris so 

soundly expressed in the tattooing of their own body, they were not able to apply or 

to develop in other artistic fields such as architecture or sculpture. Because of this, 

Semper’s verdict was that New Zealanders showed how their ‘arts made early rapid 

progress and then stagnated, possibly for millennia’.107  

Semper’s approach to the objects in the Crystal Palace was therefore rather selective. 

Instead of gaining theoretical knowledge through a systematic analysis of objects, he 

rather tried to apply preconceived knowledge to what he saw. As shown in this chap-

ter, Semper’s views on the objects he studied at the Great Exhibition often dismissed 

their actual context, be it the context of people’s living conditions or the context of 

the display and its construction as such. The examples of Caribbean huts as well as 

the art and architecture of the New Zealanders make this apparent. At the same time, 

																																																								
105 Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism, pp. 57-64; Michael Gnehm, 
Stumme Poesie (Zürich: gta Verlag, 2004), pp. 102-116. 
106 See footnote 91. 
107 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 254 [I: 239]. 
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Semper was engaged upon developing an empirical art theory that would unravel the 

universal principles of design, art, and architecture. Yet such a claim seems rather 

questionable with regard to his preconceptions because his empiricism was contained 

within rigid restrictions. The experience of the Crystal Palace had clearly expanded 

Semper’s material, yet his intentions seemed to have been fixed already – or, if you 

want, his conception of art made early rapid progress and then stagnated, possibly for 

decades. However, it is of course easy enough to criticise Semper in hindsight, now 

that far more knowledge is easily accessible. The question remains, however, as to 

why he did not take other available material into account at the time. The reason for 

this may well have been his aesthetical scientific ethnography, which shall be dis-

cussed in the next chapter.  

In pleasant anticipation of the 1851 Great Exhibition, The Expositor reported before-

hand about some remarkable objects that were going to enrich the exhibition. 

Amongst these objects was also a ‘vase in rococo style’ which ‘has been designed by 

Professor Semper’ (fig. 2.24).108 The verdict of pursuing a style of a ‘willful dalli-

ance’ could thus also be seen as involving Semper as well. However, a German re-

port corrected the impression: ‘The porcelainware sent from Meissen [...] were 

predominantly in the rococco style of the last century.’ The use of such an old style 

was criticised, however, and Semper’s vase was seen as an alternative path to be 

explored. ‘A vase based on a design by Semper, original in shape and decoration, 

and other similar objects prove, however, that the Meissen factory does not quite 

complete itself against other flavours.’109 These comments on one of Semper’s de-

signs seem to reflect the discrepancy whereby he found himself between tradition 

and innovation, a situation which may have been expressed in dalliance.  

																																																								
108 ‘Vase in rococo style’, The Expositor: A weekly Illustrated Recorder of Inventions, Designs, and 
Art-Manufactures, 1 February 1851, p. 218. 
109 ‘Die von Meissen ferner eingesendeten Porzellanwaaren [...] waren hauptsächlich im Roccocostyle 
des vorigen Jahrhunderts gehalten [...]. Die fast ausschliessliche Beibehaltung des Roccocostyls wur-
de von vielen Seiten einigem Tadel unterworfen; man sprach vielfach den Wunsch aus, dass die Meis-
sener Fabrik neuer Formen sich bedienen möchte, um ihre vorzüglichen Fabrikate dem Geschmacke 
der Zeit nicht nur stets anzupassen, sondern auch durch Anwendung reinerer Stylrichtungen zugleich 
auf Veredlung des Geschmacks hinzuwirken. [...] Eine Vase nach einem Entwurfe von Semper, origi-
nell in Form und Verzierung und andere ähnliche Gegenstände beweisen jedoch, dass die Meissener 
Fabrik nicht ganz gegen andere Geschmacksrichtungen sich abschliesst.’ Amtlicher Bericht über die 
Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker zu London im Jahre 1851, von der Berichterstattungs-Kommission 
der Deutschen Zollvereins-Regierungen (Berlin: Deckersche Geheime Ober-Hofbuchdruckerei, 1853), 
vol. 3, p. 380 (I owe this reference Dieter Weidmann). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

ANTHROPOLOGICAL FETISHISM 

 

Semper’s observations on his ethnographical strolls through the Crystal Palace in-

duced him to write about the material plethora presented before his eyes. His overall 

assessment of the Great Exhibition of 1851 was as follows: mechanisation had led to 

the disintegration of the art-form’s ornamentation and its formal-technical aspects, as 

well as to the artist’s unfamiliarity with new technical means of production, the art-

ist’s blindness to the mutual dependencies between form and material, and the con-

sequent dependency of art production on capitalism and the popular taste of industri-

al society.1 Most detrimental was however that art had lost its inherent driving force, 

or ‘motive power’ (Triebkraft).2 As a result, industrialised societies such as Britain 

were now producing nondescript objects for the marketplace instead of culturally and 

artistically sound objects. Mass-produced objects manifested instead a crisis of rep-

resentation that was indicative of the ‘internal contradictions’3 from which industrial-

ised societies suffered whilst the repercussions of these contradictions for ‘humani-

ty’s social development’ were unpredictable.4 To cure the arts from their contempo-

rary crisis, Semper anticipated a theory of style that could empirically detect the 

principles of design and ‘the becoming of art’.5 Such a theory would then assist the 

artist in creating culturally and artistically sound objects once more. But before Sem-

per anticipated a ‘doctrine of style’ in his most prominent publication about the 1851 

Great Exhibition – Science, Industry, and Art – he first spoke in a much broader 

sense about a ‘philosophy of culture’ in the letters he intended to exchange with his 

friend Lothar Bucher.6 By this term, Semper was aspiring towards a fundamental 

reconsideration of contemporary socio-economical, scientific, and artistic possibili-
																																																								
1 Ernst Stockmeyer, Gottfried Sempers Kunsttheorie (Zürich: Rascher, 1939), pp. 6-7. 
2 Gottfried Semper, Style (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2004), p. 73 [I: VIII]. 
3 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of 
Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 130 [4]. 
4 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, The Illustrated London News. Deutsches Supplement, 17 May 1851, p. 34. 
5 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 71 [I: VI]. 
6 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, (1851), ETH Zürich, gta ar-
chive. 
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ties for new ways of living for society as a whole. What Semper argues is that the 

achievements of an industrialised society should be measured in aesthetic terms, 

whilst the arts needed to catch up with technology to become contemporary and to 

properly represent the contemporary period.7 The whole cultural production of mate-

rial objects is therefore assessed according to a model of cultural development that is 

simultaneously represented in art-forms. While Semper’s theory of style addresses 

the empirical ontological aspects of art (the art object), his art theory insinuates tran-

scendental aesthetic implications (the relations between the subject and the object). 

These relations are reified in the objects that humans produce and as such are indica-

tive of a certain stage of cultural development. 

This chapter shall provide the necessary background on Semper’s aesthetics to un-

derstand his evaluation of the Great Exhibition of 1851. While the argument is likely 

to repeat many aspects that are well known in Semper scholarship, my hope nonethe-

less is to propose a reading of Semper’s art theory that allows some alterations in 

perspective. My main focus will thus be on the aspect of fetishism that is present in 

Semper’s writings. Throughout all of his theoretical work, Semper tried to demon-

strate how the ancient Greek period embodied an artistic, social, and political ideal. 

Their temples could only archieve such perfection due to people’s treatment and un-

derstanding of their social environment and of themselves; it represents a sound rela-

tionship between the subject and the object. Yet the ruling classes often thwarted the 

instinctive urge by humans for self-perfection over the course of history. Human-

kind’s material production therefore exposes an agency that is also manifested in 

objects and their decoration. This chapter will trace Semper’s notions relevant to 

aspects of agency and propose an interpretation of how he attempted to overcome the 

fetishist delusions. A reading of his writings with regard to the problem of fetishism 

seems even more relevant within the context of the 1851 Great Exhibition. The event 

represented an unparalleled accumulation of commodities that displayed not only 

issues of artistic production but also those of agency and cognition. These aspects 

will be discussed further in the next chapter, for which the present one provides the 

basis. 

The notion of fetishism already appeared in travel accounts by Portuguese merchants 

of the fifteenth and sixteenth century who established trading routes along the coast 
																																																								
7 Ralf Konersmann, Kulturphilosophie zur Einführung (Hamburg: Junius 2010), pp. 20-22. 



– 123 – 

of Guinea. As William Pietz has shown, the fetish served as a medium for intercul-

tural communication, social and trade relationships, or as talisman.8 In such intercul-

tural relations, the fetish served as a common thread upon which every party could 

come to an agreement that each could respect according to the fetish’s supposed di-

vine power. Due to its heterogeneous and hybrid character, the fetish worked as in-

tercultural medium that was open for inscription. In the eighteenth century, the con-

cept of fetishism was used to formulate a critique of religion such as in David 

Hume’s Natural History of Religion or Charles de Brosses’s Du culte des Dieux Fé-

tiches. The idea of fetish then became a concept of historiographical and religious 

discourse whereby fetishism is understood as a sign of the most primitive stages in 

the development of religion. In the infancy of humanity, which was located on either 

the fringes of the known world or way back in ancient history, people attributed 

forces to objects that did not refer to gods.9 In the nineteenth century, Hegel geo-

graphically restricted fetishism to Africa and relates cult of fetishes to a period in 

which people lived outside of history. Conversely, fetishism represented the first 

stage of history for Auguste Comte.10 

Charles de Brosses’s work was important to Antoine Chrysostome Quatremère de 

Quincy whose Le Jupiter olympien was in turn a key text to Semper, especially in 

regard to the polychromy of ancient sculpture.11 Caroline van Eck has thus shown 

how Semper’s aesthetics of ‘dressing’ and ‘masking’ are indebted to eighteenth-

century critique of religion circulating around this discourse of fetishis.12 Quatremère 

																																																								
8 William Pietz, ‘The Problem of Fetish, I’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 9 (1985), pp. 5-17; 
William Pietz, ‘The Problem of Fetish, II: The Origin of the Fetish’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthet-
ics, 13 (1987), pp. 23-45; William Pietz, ‘The Problem of the Fetish, IIIa: Bosman’s Guinea and the 
Enlightenment Theory of Fetishism’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 16 (1988), pp. 105-124. 
William Pietz, ‘Fetishism and Materialism: The Limits of Theory in Marx’, in Fetishism as Cultural 
Discourse, Emily Apter and William Pietz, eds. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), pp. 119-151. 
9 Christina Antenhofer, Fetisch als heuristische Kategorie (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011), pp. 9-11; 
Kevin Hetherington, Capitalism’s Eye: Cultural Spaces of the Commodity (New York: Routledge, 
2007), pp. 53-57. 
10 Antoine Artous, ‘Marx und der Fetischismus. Von der Religionskritik zur Kritik der politischen 
Ökonomie’, in Fetisch als heuristische Kategorie, Christina Antenhofer, ed. (Bielefeld: Transcript, 
2011), p. 98. 
11 Antoine Chrysostome Quatremère de Quincy, Le Jupiter olympien ou l’Art de la sculpture antique 
considéré sous un nouveau point de vue (Paris: de Bure Frères, 1815); Gottfried Semper, ‘Preliminary 
Remarks on Polychrome Architecture and Sculpture in Antiquity (1834)’, in Gottfried Semper: The 
Four Elements of Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, 
eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 45-73. 
12 Caroline van Eck, ‘Figuration, tectonics and animism in Semper’s Der Stil’, The Journal of Archi-
tecture, 14 (2009), pp. 325-337. The article was published again as: Caroline van Eck, ‘Semper’s 
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de Quincy argued that the polychromy of ancient sculpture had been the result of 

early religious practices; the polychrome sculpture had been used in cults and rituals 

in which it had become animated and functioned as a subject in its own right. In this 

chapter I will draw upon this understanding of dressing and masking as an anthropo-

logical need and expand it to explain Semper’s cyclical model of cultural develop-

ment from its beginnings to its perfection. This model was thoroughly rooted in 

German Idealist thought and structure of epistemology; it is a philosophical anthro-

pology that illustrates how humans produced themselves as human beings. It is thus 

concerned with the self-aware human being that strives for self-perfection, all of 

which is reflected in humankind’s material production. Semper’s reflections are 

thereby built upon the belief in a universal creative force (or ‘motive power’) that is 

inherent to human beings. Humans externalise this force when creating an object 

whilst they also internalise the knowledge through practice. The first object of the 

human beings’ ornamental occupation is their own body, whereas later on humans 

transferred this act to other objects. These objects served a function and obtained a 

status reifying their specific cultural conditions. Concomitantly, humans gained 

knowledge through this exchange process between the subject and the object. Yet, 

while the world’s inexplicable nature aroused superstition, the eventual realisation of 

the self and its creative force was in Semper’s view to result in freedom and humani-

ty, as represented in the ancient Greek temple. As I intend to show, Semper’s Idealist 

anthropological approach to fetishism tries to overcome external references inherent 

to the fetish in favour of a self-informing agency that creates what may be called 

cultural self-awareness. To do so I will briefly summarise some major aspects of 

Semper’s aesthetical theory. 

 

ORIGINS AND DEVELOPMENT OF CULTURE 

Semper understands history in an Idealistic manner as that of processes of develop-

ment and disintegration. Indeed he drew upon this idea throughout his theoretical 

writings. The development of a culture depends on another’s previous rise and fall. 

The end of the previous culture thus becomes the beginning of another, and the artis-

																																																																																																																																																													
Metaphor of the Living Building; its Origins in 18th Century Fetishism Theories and its Function in 
his Architectural Theory’, in Metaphors in Architecture and Urbanism, Andri Gerber and Brent Pat-
terson, eds. (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2013), pp. 133-146. 
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tic forms of the former become the ornamental foundation of the latter. In his writ-

ings from around the 1851 Great Exhibition, Semper refers to historical development 

by using the image of a spiral. The ‘past trajectories are not closed curves but spiral 

lines’, he writes.13 The beginning and the end will therefore coincide in the same 

position but yet on another level ‘because otherwise, progress (which is evident) 

would not be possible’.14 Hence even ancient Greek art ‘completed its cycle, having 

run the full circle back to its origins’.15 This cycle of development has implications 

on both a symbolical and a scientific level. Symbolically, the historical material with 

its limitations can be studied and re-processed. The material is not understood in the 

first place but needs to be intellectually re-acquired and extended, or adjusted ac-

cording to contemporary needs: 

‘Necessity was the mother of science. Developing empirically and with youth-
ful spontaneity, science soon drew confident deductions on the unknown from 
the narrow field of acquired knowledge, doubting nothing and creating its 
world from hypotheses. Later it felt confined by its dependence on application 
and became an object of itself. It entered the field of doubt and analysis. A 
craze for classification and nomenclature superseded the ingenious or fanciful 
systems.’16 

Following Alexander von Humboldt’s view of the development of the sciences, 

Semper defines three stages of scientific development.17 First, there must be a prob-

lem that causes thought about how to resolve it. Humans thus gain knowledge 

through their empirical engagement with the natural environment. Based upon this 

knowledge, human beings extrapolate their experience to the unknown and thus cre-

																																																								
13 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, p. 5. See also: Gottfried Sem-
per, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 144 [31]. 
14 ‘Die Extreme berühren sich; In diesem abgenutzten Gemeinspruch liegt eine höhere Wahrheit ver-
borgen. Das Ende knüpft an den Anfang an in der Bahn der Himmelskörper so wie in dem Laufe der 
Entwickelungen menschlicher Verhältnisse. Alles war schon einmal da. Nur dass die durchlaufenen 
Bahnen keine geschlossenen Kurven sondern Spirallinien sind, denn sonst wäre kein Fortschritt, der 
doch sonst evident ist unmöglich [i.e. möglich].’ Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to 
Lothar Bucher, p. 5.  
15 Gottfried Semper, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four 
Elements of Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 110 [68].  
16 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 133 [8]; see also p. 144 [31]. 
17 On Semper and Alexander von Humboldt see: Harry Francis Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Archi-
tect of the Nineteenth Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), p. 157; Michael Gnehm, 
Stumme Poesie: Architektur und Sprache bei Gottfried Semper (Zürich: gta Verlag, 2004) p. 47; Gerd 
de Bruyn, Das Wissen der Architektur: Vom geschlossenen Kreis zum offenen Netz, Jörg Gleiter, ed. 
(Bielefeld: Transcript, 2008), pp. 42-48. 
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ate a world of their own through mental speculation. At this initial stage, however, 

humans do not yet question the results of their explorations and speculations.18 At the 

second stage of scientific development, knowledge becomes more independent from 

the immediate problems of the natural environment. Human beings start to criticise 

and analyse both the methods and the results that are gained through these methods. 

To this end, humans classify and categorise the material that has been collected 

(which by the nineteenth century had become largely the task of museums). This is 

also the stage at which Semper recognized his own time generally, and the Crystal 

Palace as a particularly revealing phenomenon: 

‘In the end genius reconquered the vast amount of material collected by re- 
search and purely objective investigation was forced to submit to hypothetical 
inference and to become the latter’s servant in the procurement of further fac-
tual evidence derived from analogies.’19 

The third and last stage of scientific development was to be achieved when the crea-

tive researcher reflected upon the ‘objective investigation’ of scientific knowledge 

and deployed a method that could compare and construct further knowledge by com-

bining information through analogies. In this stage, human beings would be able to 

create new forms and ideas by integrating all of the now fully understood historical 

information that had been amassed. 

As far as architecture is concerned, Semper also discerns three consecutive stages by 

which the history of building can be understood. The instinct to build he regarded as 

part of human nature. Human beings first instinctively looked for shelter and refuge 

in a manner analogous to animals, Semper argues. ‘On this stage, man’s instinct of 

building shows certain recurring but varying laws in his labour and is in terms of its 

lawfulness analogous to the instinct of animals, e.g. of beavers, bees, or birds.’20 But 

																																																								
18 See also: Gottfried Semper, ‘Prospectus: Comparative Theory of Building (1852)’, in Gottfried 
Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolf-
gang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 170. 
19 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 133 [8]. 
20 ‘Es lassen sich aus allem, was die Geschichte und die Völkerkunde bietet, drei Entwickelungspha-
sen erkennen, durch welche das Bauwesen naturgesetzlich hindurchzugehen hat um sich zur Baukunst 
zu gestalten. Die erste und niedrigste Stufe des Bauwesens ist diejenige, welche der Instinkt des Men-
schen erreicht, der, den Thieren gleich, die mit ihm die Schöpfung beleben, das Bedürfniss des Obda-
ches empfindet. Auf dieser Stufe zeigt es sich, dass der Bauinstinkt des Menschen sich in gewissen 
stets wiederkehrenden aber variirten Gesetzlichkeiten seines Schaffens bewegt, und dass er in Bezug 
auf diese Gesetzlichkeit demjenigen der Thiere, z. B. der Biber, der Bienen, der Vögel, ganz analog 
ist.’ Gottfried Semper, ‘Manuscript 97: Vergleichende Baukunde (1851-1852): Allgemeine Ein-
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since those original conditions are no longer observable, this early stage of architec-

tural development remained rather speculative. The second stage in contrast was by 

far the most prevalent in the history of human culture, and indeed Semper believed 

that ‘many people of otherwise rather advanced spiritual development have long or 

entirely remained on the second stage of education in terms of architecture’.21 Sem-

per referred to this as a period in which ‘luxury dwelt in crude tents’ and ‘although a 

rich art manufacture’ had already existed, ‘architecture did not yet exist’.22 The deco-

rative arts might have already been skilfully accomplished, yet they were not capable 

of forming monumental architecture. Built structures remained rather unrefined and 

thus were harshly separated from the decorative arts. Like the second stage of scien-

tific development, this second stage of architecture was the one that Semper applied 

to his own time. To the end, the Crystal Palace, which after all was a simple structure 

covered in canvas screens and crammed with precious objects, was rather a place in 

which luxury also dwelt in a tent. ‘Only on the third stage of education, the building 

of man appears as architecture’, wrote Semper: this would be when the hitherto sepa-

rated arts and crafts became eventually unified, and when ‘the beelike instinct of 

people’ had kneaded the material ‘for the vivid creation of forms’.23 The develop-

ment of monumental architecture was therefore both dependent on and also repre-

sentative of the amassed knowledge of human beings:  

‘Undoubtedly, true art does not exist without the devotion, which appreciates 
in a creation its creator, and which, with sacred enthusiasm, wants to creatively 
and God-like manifest in the own work. Yet this artistic devotion is a pantheis-
tic belief and it renders everything embraced by it into temples of the prevalent 

																																																																																																																																																													
führung’, in Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre”, Susanne Luttmann, ed. (PhD, ETH Zürich, 
2008), p. 323. 
21 ‘Auf dieser zweiten Stufe der Bildung in Bezug auf Baukunst sind die Völker von sonst ziemlich 
hoher geistiger Entwickelung oft lange oder ganz stehen geblieben; Oft sind Völker durch Umstände 
und Begebenheiten gewaltsam zu dieser Stufe zurückgedrängt worden, nachdem sie die höchste er-
reicht hatten; Noch öfter geschah dieser Rückschritt zu ihr unmerklich durch das natürliche Absterben 
einer altersschwachen Idee, die einst die Seele war, welche die Baukunst eines Volkes oder einer 
ganzen Zeitperiode belebte.’ Gottfried Semper, ‘Manuscript 97: Vergleichende Baukunde (1851-
1852): Allgemeine Einführung’, p. 323. 
22 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 144 [31]; see also: Gottfried Semper, 
Manuscript 117: On the relation of the decorative arts to architecture, (1853), ETH Zürich, gta Ar-
chives, p. 2. 
23 ‘Erst auf der dritten Stufe seiner Ausbildung erscheint das Bauwesen der Menschen als Baukunst, 
welche letztere als solche die jüngste unter den Geschwisterkünsten ist. Diese Kunst behandelt, um 
bildlich zu reden, den vom Bieneninstinkte der Völker durchkneteten Stoff zu plastischer Bildung 
ihrer Formen, nicht vom Unbedeutenden anfangend, sondern sich sofort die höchste Aufgabe stel-
lend.’ Gottfried Semper, ‘Manuscript 97: Vergleichende Baukunde (1851-1852): Allgemeine Einfüh-
rung’, p. 32. 
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deity. Even if art devotion only celebrates its accomplishment in the sacred 
temple, its origin lives inside man and is expressed in the first garland, in the 
first attempts of ornamental art.’24 

In this quote from around 1850, Semper hints at the core of his aesthetic theory, 

which would remain relevant in his later remarks about dressing and masking. What 

qualifies good art for him is the relationship between an artwork and its viewer. The 

delight that humans feel from observing an artwork is caused not by the creation as 

such of the object; instead, humans enjoy the creator in the act of creation, as the 

producer of the object. Genuine appreciation for any artwork thus goes beyond the 

actual perception of its surfaces and formal properties, and relates back to the view-

er’s own sentiments. The viewer’s appreciation of the artwork is geared towards the 

creative force that lies beneath the surface, yet which also manifests itself on the sur-

face of objects. This is not the mere sensation of empathy for the individual artist’s 

talent, but is rather a universal appreciation of the creativity that exists in every hu-

man being. The empathy that humans enjoy by perceiving art reminds themselves of 

their intersubjectivity – that is to say, the anonymous and mutual faculty of creativity 

that all humans share as a naturally given, a-priori disposition. Art, therefore, origi-

nates inside human beings and is materialised through humans’ activity. The enthusi-

asm that humans feel, and which is caused by the genuine appreciation of an artwork, 

wishes to manifest human creativity, god-like, in their own creations. Concurrently, 

Semper objected to the attempt by artists to manifest their own artworks as god-like 

creations; this would only be a pantheist belief, which renders everything that hu-

mans make into temples of the prevalent deity. Mistakenly, human beings see their 

creations not as products of their own creativity but rather as the creations of an ex-

ternal, divine entity. Yet the origin of artworks is alive inside humans themselves 

too: it is a part of them, just as they are part of nature. 

																																																								
24 ‘Sonder Zweifel giebt es keine wahre Kunst ohne jene Frömmigkeit, die sich in den Geschöpfen 
ihres Schöpfers freut, und in heiliger Begeisterung in dem eigenen Werke sich schöpferisch und Gott-
ähnlich zeigen möchte. Aber diese künstlerische Frömmigkeit ist pantheistischen Glaubens, und sie 
macht alles, was sie erfasst, zu Tempeln der allverbreiteten Gottheit. Wenn sie auch erst in dem heili-
gen Tempelbau ihre Vollendung feiert, so ist sie doch von Ursprung in dem Menschen lebendig und 
äussert sich in dem ersten Blumenkranze, in den ersten Versuchen der Verzierungskunst.’ Gottfried 
Semper, ‘Manuscript 58: Vergleichende Baukunde (1849-1850): Allgemeine Einführung’, in Gott-
fried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre”, Susanne Luttmann, ed. (PhD, ETH Zürich, 2008), p. 303. 
Luttmann suggests in a footnote that Semper may intended to demonstrate how building evolved in 
parallel to the sentiment for the sacred without further development. Susanne Luttmann, Gottfried 
Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre“ (PhD, ETH Zürich, 2008),  p. 79. See also: Wolfgang Herrmann, 
Gottfried Semper: Theoretischer Nachlass an der ETH Zürich (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1981), p. 185.  
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In the quote above, Semper also reveals his indebtedness to German Idealist philoso-

phy. Mari Hvattum has shown how the notion of imitation had changed in the writ-

ings of Johann Wolfgang Goethe and Friedrich Schlegel, who both argued against 

the prevailing Neo-Classicist version of the concept. Instead of imitating nature, or 

antiquity, like a second nature, artists should instead imitate the principles of art.25 

Schlegel adopted the language of Friedrich Schelling’s Philosophy of Nature in 

which the latter differentiates between nature as an object (natura naturata) and 

nature as productivity (natura naturans).26 Following pantheist beliefs, Schelling 

sought for an understanding of nature that was dynamic rather than mechanic (as in 

the Cartesian view). The basic idea of Schelling’s philosophy of nature is to under-

stand the entire cosmos as a living organism driven by an active and self-organising 

force that creates objects. Schlegel further radicalised this idea in his aesthetics by 

substituting the creative force of nature with the creative activity of human beings. 

Nature as productivity was thus no longer a divine force but one intrinsic to human 

beings. With his critique of pantheistic beliefs in favour of an artistic sentiment, 

Semper showed his proximity to ideas such as Schlegel’s. For Semper, as Hvattum 

has argued, imitation becomes redefined in an Aristotelian sense as mimesis, an imi-

tation of significant human action. To relocate the creative nature inside human be-

ings, Gustav Klemm’s anthropology was able to offer orientation. Klemm’s concept 

of the creative instinct of human beings was that of a need for representation, 

through which humans were able to create order in their social and material sur-

roundings in ritual acts. For Semper, the roots of architecture were therefore to be 

sought in the very first garland, the four basic crafts that also shaped the origin of 

human culture. 

At the basis of Semper’s aesthetics and cultural theory lays thus the assumption of a 

cosmic creative force inherent to human beings.27 Whilst humans share the instinct 

																																																								
25 Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism (Cambridge: Cambridge Universi-
ty Press, 2004), pp. 52-56. 
26 ‘Die Natur als blosses Product (natura naturata) nennen wir Natur als Object (auf diese allein geht 
alle Empirie). Die Natur als Produktivität (natura naturans) nennen wir Natur als Subject (auf diese 
allein geht alle Theorie).’ Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling, ‘Einleitung zu seinem Entwurf eines 
Systems der Naturphilosophie (Jena: Christian Ernst Gabler, 1799), p. 22. 
27 Joseph Rykwert, ‘Gottfried Semper and the Conception of Style’, in Gottfried Semper und die Mitte 
des 19. Jahrhunderts, Adolf Max Vogt, Christina Reble, and Martin Fröhlich, eds. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 
1976), pp. 67-81; Georg Germann, ‘Gottfried Semper über Konvention und Innovation’, Zeitschrift 
für Schweizerische Archäologie und Kunstgeschichte, 33 (1976), pp. 224-228; Mari Hvattum, Gott-
fried Semper and the Problem of Historicism, pp. 20, 66-67; Harry Francis Mallgrave, Architecture 
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of building with animals, only humans are equipped with an artistic instinct that 

leads them to an ornamental occupation with their environment. Adornment, he 

writes, ‘is a very remarkable cultural-historical phenomenon! It belongs to the privi-

leges of man and is perhaps the oldest of which he made use. No animal adorns it-

self’.28 This creative instinct is particular to humans and therefore significant for cul-

tural development: 

‘Man in his material state is more anxious about ornament than the habiliments 
of his body. [...] the earliest attempts in the art of decorating and ornaments are 
made on things which have no practical utility.’29 

Yet the objects that humans ornate through their artistic instinct do not have a practi-

cal utility in the first place. The ornamentation of objects is rather a playful occupa-

tion (in a Kantian sense) and the expression of human curiosity in order to explore 

and study the qualities of an object. Moreover, the ‘urge to trace the cause of things 

is innate to man and guides him also in his creative activity’, Semper writes.30 Hu-

mans’ artistic instinct is therefore free of any practical interest whilst being at the 

same time both ornamental and scientific.  

Semper believed that human beings externalise their artistic instinct through their 

ornamental acts, whilst also internalising knowledge about the properties of the ob-

jects that they adorn. Ornamentation symbolises the qualities of an object and, as 

such, represents human understanding of the object. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, the tattoos of the Maori peoples represented such an understanding of the 

muscular apparatus of the human body. Klemm argued that the first object of hu-

mans’ artistic occupation was the own body. The tattoos thereby functioned like 

clothing for the protection against insects. Semper describes the development of 

clothes and tattoos in similar terms. The ornamental occupation of humans in their 

																																																																																																																																																													
and Embodiment: The implication of the new sciences and humanities for design (London: Routledge, 
2013), pp. 168-170 and 180.  
28 Gottfried Semper, ‘On Architectural Styles (1869)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of 
Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 270 [13]. 
29 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 130: Lecture of 18 November 1853, (1853), ETH Zürich, gta Archi-
ves, p. 7. Semper already expressed this idea in the Metal catalogue in 1852; see: Gottfried Semper, 
‘The Ideal Museum: Practical art in metals and hard materials (1852)’, in Gottfried Semper - The 
Ideal Museum: Practical art in metals and hard materials, Peter Noever, ed. (Wien: Schlebrügge, 
2007), p. 104 [60]. 
30 Gottfried Semper, ‘On Architectural Styles (1869)’, p. 265 [6]. 
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material stage predates their habit of covering the body with habiliments. But 

whereas for Klemm the tattoo serves a practical purpose, for Semper it seems to be 

free of interest.  

In Der Stil Semper writes that ‘the art of dressing the body’s nakedness [...] is pre-

sumably a more recent invention than the use of coverings for encampments and 

spatial enclosures’.31 Such spatial enclosures of early human peoples he found repre-

sented in the model of a Maori Pah at the 1851 Great Exhibition. For him, the Mao-

ri’s culture had fallen from a higher development. He therefore did not speak about 

them as people who are living in the original condition of humankind but rather sug-

gests that they preserved both the remnants of a more advanced development as well 

as some traces of their original conditions. Following this interpretation, the tattoo 

represents an original ornamental occupation, and fencing represents an original in-

stinctive act of building (like in the animal kingdom), whilst shipbuilding manifested 

scientific achievements of a higher cultural development. The crucial point is how-

ever that the functional and the ornamental become separated from one another by 

the end of a historical cycle, and this is also a condition that Semper attested to the 

products of British industrial society.  

Human culture thus develops analogously to nature as if it were a second nature. The 

principles of ornamentation correspond analogously to the principles of the natural 

environment and its ornaments. For example, ‘the netting adorning the melon’ repre-

sents on its surface the natural forces that made it both grow and be alive.32 Tattoos 

of native tribes are thus like natural ornaments where the adornment not only frames 

and refers to the adorned object, but also coincides with the adorned persons at the 

same time. The patterns of the tattoos are the product of the human beings’ ‘rough 

instinct of creation’, which in the earlier state of nature was still ‘unclear of its own 

pursuit’.33 The tattoos thus also represent the unconscious artistic drive of humans 

																																																								
31 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 247 [227]. 
32 Gottfried Semper and Spyros Papapetros, ‘On the formal principles of adornment and its meaning 
as a symbol in art (1856)’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 57/58 (2010), p. 307.  
33 Gottfried Semper and David Britt, ‘From Concerning the Formal Principles of Ornament and Its 
Significance as Artistic Symbol (1856)’, in The Theory of Decorative Art: An Anthology of European 
and American Writings, 1750-1940, Isabelle Frank, ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), p. 
91 [1]. I find Britt’s translation inadequate as it does not reproduce the instinct’s self-referentiality in 
the original text. The original reads like: ‘[...] was ein noch roher und über sein eigenes Streben in 
Unklarheit begriffener Bildungstrieb erfand [...].’  
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that is part of the cosmic world order and therefore intuitively understands the natu-

ral lawfulness of things:  

‘The beginnings of humanity must have been part of the general life on earth. 
[...] Unconscious, the human being held a place in life on earth. He lacked an 
external viewpoint of comparison to perceive his environment to gain self-
knowledge.’34  

Semper understands the work of human artistic creativity in contrast to the work of 

nature as a gradual transition from unconscious to conscious creation.35 Carl Frie-

drich von Rumohr, whose art theory was influenced by Schelling’s writings, opined 

that art could not create forms independent from nature. Conversely, Semper under-

stood architecture as ‘the manifestation of a high cultural idea’ that cannot be found 

in nature, and which is instead a genuine creation of human beings.36 Yet in the 

course of cultural development, this idea, as I will show in the next section, was not 

always clear to the people concerned. Art, or a correct style, reifies the artwork’s 

basic idea and brings the idea to life; it makes it speak and understood. While this 

may be true for simple objects of daily use, a comprehensible high cultural idea is 

rather the end-result of the cultural cycle: 

‘Style means giving emphasis and artistic significance to the basic idea and to 
all intrinsic and extrinsic coefficients that modify the embodiment of the theme 
in a work of art.’37  

Semper’s theory of style hence understands art-forms as the products of a develop-

mental process. It focuses thus on the process of art formation rather than on the 

products. Instead of engaging in formal discourses, Semper’s style ‘looks for the 

constituent parts of form that are not form itself but rather [...] the basic precondi-

																																																								
34 ‘Die Anfänge desselben mussten, wie überall, ganz dem allgemeinen Erdleben angehören. Aber der 
rohe Naturmensch konnte in dem wuchernden Chaos von Organismen, von dem er selbst eine Mi-
schung bildete, mit dem er in Eins verwachsen war, aus sich selbst keinen Schritt zu der Befreiung aus 
den Naturfesseln machen, die ihn umgaben. Bewusstlos füllte er seinen Platz in dem Gesammtleben. 
Zu der Anschauung dessen, was ihn umgab, zur Selbsterkennung fehlte ihm ein äusserer Standpunkt 
der Vergleichung.’ Gottfried Semper, ‘Manuscript 67: Vergleichende Baukunde (1849-1850): Indien’, 
in Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre”, Susanne Luttmann, ed. (PhD, ETH Zürich, 2008), p. 
491. 
35 Susanne Luttmann, Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre”, p. 6. 
36 ‘Aus allem, was die Geschichte [...] zu uns spricht, geht hervor, dass die Architectur, wo sie sich als 
Kunst gestaltete, stets die Manifestation einer hohen civilisatorischen Idee war [...].’ Gottfried Semp-
er, ‘Manuscript 97: Vergleichende Baukunde (1851-1852): Allgemeine Einführung’, p. 324. 
37 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 136 [15]. 
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tions for form’.38 These preconditions of an artwork are: the idea, being the underly-

ing terms or concepts according to specific purposes; the force, the laws of dynamics 

and statics by which architecture is governed; the deployed material; and the techno-

logical means of production. These aspects, together with the original motifs of the 

crafts, especially that of textiles, are regarded as the intrinsic factors of style of any 

art-form. The extrinsic factors of style, on the other hand, relate to the context of the 

art-form’s production – i.e. the personal, social, cultural, and geographical circum-

stances that have been inscribed into it through the process of production.39 To illus-

trate this point in one of his lectures, Semper presents two water vessels, an Egyptian 

situla and a Greek hydria, and explains their formal differences, their uses and geo-

graphical circumstances (figs. 3.1/3.2). The situla was used in the plains of the Nile 

Valley, with the vessel being pulled through the water to be filled and then carried 

away on a yoke. Due to this functional requirement, the situla obtained a shape like a 

drop of water. Conversely, the hydria was filled under a cascade in the mountainous 

lands of Greece and then carried by humans on their heads. Because of these circum-

stances, the hydria obtained its characteristic form whereby the centre of gravity was 

higher up in the vessel to facilitate balancing it.40 

The hydria represents for Semper a highly accomplished piece of practical art, with 

its motifs having undergone several material metamorphoses (Stoffwechsel). The 

motifs of every object thus lie in the immediate treatment by humans of raw materi-

als according to the laws of nature and according to basic human needs that have to 

be satisfied. From the four original crafts stem the original motifs that have then been 

altered by human beings over the course of history. Semper believed that the artwork 

retained the original motives even if its form or its method of construction was 

changed. He opines that weaving was used to create mats or fences as spatial divi-

sions. The original motifs of weaving thus remained to indicate spatial enclosure 

even when walls were executed in stone or brickwork. Semper calls this phenome-

non within the history of culture as material metamorphosis, something that of 

course is not unique to textiles but concerns every field of art. To achieve its highest 

expression as monumental architecture, any architectural construction therefore 

																																																								
38 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 72 [I: VII]. 
39 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, pp. 137 [16] and 156 [53]. 
40 Gottfried Semper, Harry Francis Mallgrave, and Joseph Rykwert, ‘London Lecture of November 
11, 1853’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 6 (1983), p. 10. 



– 134 – 

needs to be dressed and masked. By the end of a historical cycle, the original motif 

appears in a spiritualised way. Figures in garment dresses represented in the wall 

paintings reflect dressing in a spiritualised way because wall paintings themselves 

are a kind of dressing of the wall. Similarly, the paintings on the hydria express its 

use in a spiritualised way. These aspects of Semper’s aesthetics will now be dis-

cussed in more detail, first with regard to architecture and then more specifically 

with regard to the dressing and masking of the art object.  

 

FETISHISM IN SEMPER’S THEORY OF ARCHITECTURE 

Semper’s theory of the development of architecture, as briefly sketched out, is fur-

thermore discernable in the relation he saw between the four fundamental elements: 

the hearth and its ‘protective negations’ to preserve the fire, namely the roof, the 

mound, and the fence. The hearth was the ‘most important’ and ‘the moral element 

of architecture’ around which early human beings gathered and from which cultural 

practices developed.41 Over time, the fireplace gradually moved from a central posi-

tion in simple dwellings (as in the Caribbean hut) to its location in a temple complex 

where it served the community as a ritualistic centre point. But the fire was soon 

locked away from the public: 

‘In the Assyrian palace of Belus, as in the Egyptian pilgrimage temple, a spir-
itual [centre point of all relations exists], but in the former it becomes dominat-
ed by a powerful substructure, while in the latter it is hidden behind endless 
outworks. In both it loses its meaning and glorifies not the god but the power 
of those who set him up.’42 

In the Egyptian temple, the walls formed a series of spatial enclosures through which 

the religious precession passed. ‘Everything’ in the temple’s organisation ‘pointed to 

an invisible kernel’ that created the spiritual centre point of all relations, which was 

not accessible to the public. The Egyptian temple was hence ‘signifying as much the 

																																																								
41 Gottfried Semper, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, p. 102 [55]. On the development of 
culture around the fireplace see: Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 92: Plan zur Übersicht einer kulturhis-
torischen Ausstellung, (1851), ETH Zürich. 
42 Gottfried Semper, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, pp. 119-120 [86]. The German 
original reads: ‘[...] ist ein geistiger Mittelpunkt aller Beziehungen vorhanden, [...].’ The term centre 
point of all relations appears several times in Semper’s writings and has been differently translated. I 
have therefore changed the translation in order to be consistent in this thesis. 
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glorification of the powerful caste of priests as of the gods they had created and nur-

tured’. People venerated gods that the priests fabricated but of whose fabrication they 

were not aware. ‘Clever priests’ had observed the ‘natural [...] building instinct of 

social man and fixed it in works’ that would keep people in a state of belief, or una-

wareness of the actual power relations.43 In the Assyrian fortified camp, a massive 

substructure (a mound) dominated the settlement. The symbolic fireplace, centre 

point of all relations, was placed on the top of a pyramid. There too it was not acces-

sible to the public, but instead visibly held in the hands of the despot who dominated 

the people.44 In the history of culture, wrote Semper, only the people in ancient 

Greece had achieved the ultimate stage both scientifically and artistically, and only 

in the Greek temple had the four elements of architecture come into a perfect equilib-

rium. Ancient Greek culture had ‘arisen on the humus of many past traditions long 

since dead and decayed and from alien motifs brought over from without and no 

longer intelligible in their original meaning’.45 The beelike instinct of people had 

appropriated and developed the cultural remains of former civilisations, bringing 

them to a new synthesis that was manifested in the temple district: 

‘Only when the Olympian Jupiter of Ionic art grew to such greatness and maj-
esty that his cella became too narrow, only when the towering Pallas Athena 
stepped forth from her embroidered tabernacle into the centre of the forecourt, 
only then was the deity released completely from its chains.’46 

The gods were now no longer hidden away behind walls or on the top of a pyramid 

but rather became part of the populace who gathered outside the temple.47 The fig-

urative representations of the gods also became public art in front of the temple 

where they were fully visible to everyone. Hellenic culture thus overcame ‘the oppo-

sition between the aristocratic god of priests’ in Egypt and ‘the dynastic household 

deity’ in Assyria. In ancient Greece, people no longer venerated an external and in-

																																																								
43 Ibid. p. 119 [85]. 
44 Harry Francis Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth Century, pp.185-188. 
45 Gottfried Semper, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, p. 101 [52].  
46 Ibid. p. 125 [96]. 
47 Ibid. p. 128 [102]. 
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visible entity. Rather, ‘people’ who had become ‘priest as well as dynast, could glori-

fy themselves in their divinity’.48  

‘Hellenism which, like those [other fragmented cultures of Asia Minor], initial-
ly had also been conjoined with nature but emancipated in the Doric cult of 
Apollo by creatively wrenching as a micro-cosmos from the old elementary 
Gods to free self-knowledge [zu freiem Selbsterkennen].’49 

The liberation of the gods in ancient Greece was also manifested in another act of 

self-awareness. By making the gods visible, people could rediscover their own crea-

tivity, their natural artistic instincts, and thereby gain self-knowledge. Priests had 

estranged Egyptian people from their beelike instinct whereas the despots had op-

pressed the Assyrians’ creative instinct. The Greek temple precincts however set the 

scene for free public gatherings of people in which democratic, self-determined citi-

zens could decide on their state business. ‘The free Greek people [...] served no one 

and became his own purpose: a representative of his own perfection and of Greek 

humanity defied in him!’50 People’s new self-relations generated a society of (literal-

ly only) free men, in this realising humanity that is inherent to human beings.  

According to Semper, this spatial principle of the classical Hellenic period was soon 

taken over by Alexander the Great and the Roman Empire whose style expressed the 

‘idea of world domination’. The style of imperial Rome contained the key for a 

‘cosmopolitan future of architecture’, since ‘it represents the synthesis of two seem-

ingly contradictory cultural forces: namely, striving towards individuality and merg-

ing into the collective’. Although Christianity was also cosmopolitan in its nature, its 

churches have become similar to the principle of the Baal Temple in which priests 

locked up their god behind walls: ‘the Church, that is, the clergy has become the 
																																																								
48 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die Grosse Ausstellung: Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, pp. 34-35. 
49 ‘Eben so nothwendig ist das, was in dem Abschnitt über die Assyrische Baukunst gegeben wird. Ich 
stelle sie als Gegensatz der Ägyptischen gegenüber. Dazwischen liegen die anderen Völker mit denen 
ich mich beschäftigte. Sie alle aber geben uns Beispiele jenes gewissermassen instinctmässigen koll-
ectiven Schaffens in der Kunst; dem ich nun sofort, ohne weitere Rücksicht auf die vielzersplitterten 
Nationalitäten Kleinasiens, Arabiens oder gar Amerikas zu nehmen, die ich alle in einem oder zwei 
Capitel abmachen werde, das Griechenthum gegenüberstelle, das Anfangs, wie jene, mit der Natur 
verwachsen war aber sich im Dorischen Apollokultus emanzipirte und zu freiem Selbsterkennen 
schöpferisch sich als Mikrokosmos den alten Elementargöttern entwand.’ Gottfried Semper, letter to 
Eduard Vieweg, 13 May 1851, quoted after: Wolfgang Herrmann, ‘Semper und Eduard Vieweg’, in 
Gottfried Semper und die Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts Symposion Zürich, 2.-6. Dezember, 1974, Adolf 
Max Vogt, Christina Reble and Martin Fröhlich, eds. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1976), p. 226; see Susanne 
Luttmann, Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre”, pp. 101-103. 
50 Gottfried Semper, ‘On Architectural Styles (1869)’, p. 280 [27]. 
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master of God’, whereas the imperial Roman style ‘arranged around a central space’ 

created many ‘individual spaces’ according to the principles of ‘coordination and 

subordination’.51 

The development of human cultures had thus always been rallying ‘around an uni-

versal core of ideas’ (weltgeschichtliche Ideenkerne). The predominant ‘cultural 

idea’ of the people thereby governs the spatial organisation, which is expressed 

through the four elements of architecture. The cultural idea of Egypt, which was ex-

pressed in art and architecture, was that of hierarchy, whereas the cultural idea in 

Assyria was coordination and subordination. Only the Hellenic culture achieved ‘a 

new cultural idea’ (einen neuen Kulturgedanken) that realised the condition of hu-

manity, and thus represented a political, religious, and cultural ideal in the history of 

humankind.52 To achieve this ultimate stage, societies had to undergo a ‘great meta-

morphosis of people’ – that is to say, an all-encompassing spiritual renewal of socie-

ty.53 Through this metamorphosis, people had freed themselves from despotic op-

pression or from priestly deception, which had hitherto kept them at a stage in which 

people were estranged from their own artistic instinct. As described before, Semper 

describes the history of art and architecture as a process from unconscious to con-

scious creative labour, arguing that through a great metamorphosis of people, human 

beings could rediscover their own creativity, their own nature. As a result, people 

would obtain a different sense of self-awareness, as they would no longer venerate an 

external entity but rather their innate creativity. Consequently, people would recog-

nise themselves in their own artworks and gain free self-knowledge. This change in 

religious, political, and cultural practices could only happen ‘where the free Ionic 

spirit was in command of the new [material], penetrated and gave it life’.54 As a re-

sult of people’s new and true self-relation to their artistic instinct, their artworks be-

came animated. As will be discussed in the second part of this chapter, self-

awareness and its relationship to a sense of the public realm was also manifested in 

the architectural layout of temple precincts that created the framework for public 

																																																								
51 Ibid. pp. 281-282 [28-29]. 
52 Ibid. pp. 268-269 [10-11]. 
53 Gottfried Semper, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, pp. 101 [53] and 128 [102]; Gott-
fried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer Bildung’, 
p. 34. Semper also expresses the same in Der Stil. See: Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 368 [I: 426] and p. 
768 [II: 415]. 
54 Gottfried Semper, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, p. 122 [90]. 
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debate, while the precinct’s artistic decoration represented people’s social life and its 

historical development:  

‘The reconciliation of similar oppositions to an even more sophisticated unity 
must also become the objective for our new art which has to be even richer and 
more spiritual than the Hellenic used to be.’55 

At the time of the 1851 Great Exhibition, Semper discerned similar contradictions 

within British society: its aristocracy suppressed democratic movements, capitalist 

interests controlled the production of goods, and mechanisation interfered in the rela-

tionship of human beings to their material environment. These contradictions had to 

be resolved in order to achieve high cultural development and in order to gain an art-

form that could be even more refined and spiritualised than ancient Greek culture 

once had been. Over the following years, Semper refined his theory to a large extent. 

He thereby continued to retain the main strands of his argument and its underlying 

German Idealist concepts, as were already apparent before the Great Exhibition of 

1851. But rather than focusing on the spatial properties he began to focus on the ob-

ject as such. 

 

FETISHISM IN SEMPER’S THEORY OF THE OBJECT 

Semper’s indebtedness to the discourses of fetishism becomes very apparent in his 

lecture on adornment.56 The object of debate in that talk was not the building but the 

human body, or rather, its figurative sculptural representations. Semper felt that the 

understanding of the human body demonstrated in sculptural works was also mani-

fested in architecture. Indeed, architecture follows the same principles of proportion 

as the human body and develops analogously to sculpture. Sculpture, or rather the 

capacity of humans to create naturalistic images of themselves, is therefore a useful 
																																																								
55 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung: Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, p. 35. See the same passage in: Gottfried Semper, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture 
(1851)’, p. 102 [128]; Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 145 [33-34]. 
56 Gottfried Semper, Über die formelle Gesetzmässigkeit des Schmuckes und dessen Bedeutung als 
Kunstsymbol (Zürich: Meyer & Zeller, 1856); Gottfried Semper and David Britt, ‘From Concerning 
the Formal Principles of Ornament and Its Significance as Artistic Symbol (1856)’, pp. 91-104; Gott-
fried Semper and Spyros Papapetros, ‘On the formal principles of adornment and its meaning as a 
symbol in art (1856)’, pp. 299-308. In 1984, Wolfgang Herrmann had already published a later manu-
script of Semper’s Theory of Formal Beauty, see: Gottfried Semper, ‘The Attributes of Formal Beauty 
[1856/1859]’, in Gottfried Semper: In Search of Architecture, Wolfgang Herrmann, ed. (Cambridge 
MA: MIT Press, 1984), pp. 219-244. 
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indicator for the state of architecture. Semper demonstrates in his writings how na-

ture perfects its works, and how the adornment of the human body emphasises the 

laws of nature. Sculptures of human beings therefore represent both the natural and 

the symbolic qualities of an artwork. Semper addresses the first as theory of formal 

beauty and the latter as theory of symbolic form.57 Both coincide in the same artistic 

work. 

In the theory of formal beauty, Semper discusses the form resulting from the conflict-

ing forces of nature in space. These forces are the two opposed vertical forces of 

gravity and vitality (Lebenskraft) on the one hand, and the	 two horizontal forces of 

willpower and its resisting law of inertia on the other. These conflicting forces find 

their equilibrium in both, natural and cultural forms, e.g. in the shape of a tree or of a 

building.58 In three-dimensional space (following the object’s height, width, and 

depth), these forces engender the three ‘axes of beauty’, which are manifested as 

proportion, symmetry, and direction in the object. In adornment, the three conditions 

are expressed in the ring, the pendant, and the directional ornament. The axes of 

beauty form the conditions of formal beauty that manifest differently according to 

the purpose they have to serve. The work’s ‘fitness with the content’ is thus deter-

mined by a ‘forth [...] centre-point [of relations]’, the work’s idea.59 In nature’s most 

simple forms – a melon for instance – the axes coincide in one point. The axes be-

come independent from each other only in nature’s most accomplished living organ-

ism, the human body (and consequently in sculptural representations of the human 

body too).  

Whereas the theory of formal beauty addresses the natural properties of form and its 

development, the theory of symbolic form is concerned with the form’s meaning. 

																																																								
57 I am using Mari Hvattum’s differentiation between Semper’s theory of formal beauty and theory of 
symbolic form for my argument. Semper does not title the two sections in his lecture but the differen-
tiation between the two terms can also be applied to the lecture on adornment.  
58 On Semper’s lecture on adornment, see: Ernst Stockmeyer, Gottfried Sempers Kunsttheorie, pp. 20-
23; Wolfgang Herrmann, Gottfried Semper: In Search of Architecture (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 
1984), pp. 121-123; Heidrun Laudel, Gottfried Semper: Architektur und Stil (Dresden: Verlag der 
Kunst, 1991), pp. 164-173; Harry Francis Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth 
Century, pp. 270-273; Michael Gnehm, Stumme Poesie: Architektur und Sprache bei Gottfried Semp-
er, pp. 135-142; Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism, pp. 88-102; Spyros 
Papapetros, ‘World ornament: The legacy of Gottfried Semper’s 1856 lecture on adornment’, RES: 
Anthropology and Aesthetics, 57/58 (2010), pp. 309-329; Alina Payne, From Ornament to Object 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), pp. 57-59. 
59 Gottfried Semper and Spyros Papapetros, ‘On the formal principles of adornment and its meaning 
as a symbol in art (1856)’, p. 303 [19-20]. 
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Semper differentiates between three types of ornament.60 Firstly, natural symbols 

represent human beings’ original ornamental acts. Secondly, technical symbols, 

which draw upon natural symbols, represent structural aspects. Lastly, mystical or 

religious symbols represent ideas that are external to the artwork. Whereas natural 

and structural symbols are self-referential, the mystical symbols are not generally 

comprehensible but culturally codified. In this sense, Semper differentiates between 

the natural or structural symbols and mystical symbols. Semper also pronounces this 

differentiation in the lecture on adornment in which he distinguishes the two main 

parts of jewellery from one another: the gem and the setting. The setting, which 

serves a practical need and works according to the physical laws, is the structural 

symbol. The gem, which is free of any ‘conflict of mechanically structural forces’, is 

‘self-contained’. It is the ‘essence of ornament’ and has ‘authority’ over the setting. 

Whereas the setting frames the gem, the gem provides the neutral ‘ground for figura-

tive refinements’ of the arts. As such, the frame is central for the artwork’s existence: 

‘The frame is one of the most basic forms used in art: no enclosed image without a 

frame, no scale without it.’61  

With the differentiation between the gem and the setting, Semper seeks to separate 

between the physical and spiritual aspects of adornment. He calls ornaments that 

express both aspects ‘chimerical ornaments’.62 Such ornaments he detects in Assyri-

an furniture where these ornaments express a cultural ‘stage of an unfree expression 

of the will’.63 Only ‘Greek art [...] splits this double meaning and assigns each to its 

rightful place’.64 A neat separation of the physical and the spiritual is therefore indic-

ative for a stage of high culture. If this separation has been achieved, the mystical 

symbols become ‘tendencies of high art’, that is to say, ‘symbols of a tendentious 

nature, [...] meaningful signs for ideas that have nothing to do with the immediate 

purpose and construction [...] but refer to something outside it’.65 In the case of the 

gem, they ‘express their significance and their relation to the adorned carrier’, the 

																																																								
60 Gottfried Semper and Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘London Lecture of Autumn 1854: “On Architec-
tural Symbols”’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 9 (1985), pp. 61-67. 
61 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 86 [XXVII]. 
62 Gottfried Semper and Spyros Papapetros, ‘On the formal principles of adornment and its meaning 
as a symbol in art (1856)’, p. 307 [27]. 
63 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 342 [385]. 
64 Ibid. p. 343 [386]. 
65 Ibid. p. 242 [385-386]. 
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human being. Implied in this differentiation is also the difference between architec-

ture’s constructive parts and the space in between the construction: ‘The tympanum, 

the metopes, the friezes, the column diaphragms are areas in which structure pos-

es.’66 Analogous to the proportions of the human body, the ancient Greek temple also 

reveals the independence of the three axes of beauty. Its structural ornaments repre-

sent the conflicting vertical forces at work, whereas the neutral ground in between ‘is 

devoted to higher [...] [tendentious] symbolism’ – that is to say, the free arts.67 

Semper reveals his proclivity for theories of fetishism also in theory of formal beauty 

and even more so in the theory of symbolic form. In the former, humans expose their 

understanding of nature’s manifestations and workings, as for instance in the human 

body. Humans then imitate these workings and accomplish their artistic instinct 

through their artwork imitations of the human body. In this way, human beings rec-

ognise themselves in the image they have created. The figures are no longer abstract, 

as in the figurative images of New Zealand peoples (fig. 2.22), but are naturalistic 

images of themselves. In the latter, humans symbolically expose their understanding 

of both nature and their own human condition. The gem and the setting are thus one 

so to speak. Referentiality is key to the concept of fetishism and the question as to 

what symbols refer to is likewise crucial. Looking into masking as a mystical symbol 

and as a cultural phenomenon may help to answer this particular question. 

 

TATTOOING, MASKING, AND DRESSING 

‘Very early on, the mask became a symbol of covering, of all that is occult, 
mysterious, and awe-inspiring. Often, in later artistic representations, nothing 
remains of the animal mask but its essential attribute.’68 

Semper discusses tattoos and masks for the first time in his lecture on adornment, 

and later expands his ideas in Der Stil when he famously states that ‘dressing and the 

																																																								
66 Gottfried Semper and Spyros Papapetros, ‘On the formal principles of adornment and its meaning 
as a symbol in art (1856)’, p. 307 [26]. 
67 Ibid. p. 307 [28]. Papapetros translates the original ‘Ruheplätze der Construction und daher der 
höheren Tendenzsymbolik gewidmet’ as ‘religious symbolism.’ Yet, Semper understands ‘höhere 
Tendenzsymbolik’ as free art that is independent from religion. I have therefore changed the transla-
tion to ‘higher tendentious symbolism.’  
68 Gottfried Semper and David Britt, ‘From Concerning the Formal Principles of Ornament and Its 
Significance as Artistic Symbol (1856)’, p. 92 [2]. 
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mask are as old as human civilisation’.69 He presents tattooing and masking as an-

thropological traits of human beings that appear right at the beginning of cultural 

development. Tattooing is indeed portrayed as the first expression of human artistic 

instinct, and the human body therefore the first object of ornamentation.70 Natural 

symbols in culture therefore may be seen in the tattoo. As a representation of the 

muscular structure of human beings, the tattoo was used to visually enhance the 

movements of the face. If it had then been used in rites and cults, people would have 

amplified the expressions, the gestures or grimaces of the face. The tattoo would 

therefore have also come to function like a mask. According to Semper, human be-

ings in their original conditions dressed and masked themselves in rituals with hides 

and ‘horrendous animal masks’ to represent and empower themselves with the char-

acteristics of these animals.71 They were thus playing a role other than themselves. 

Humans would cover their heads with masks and thus hide their faces to an extent 

whereby this ‘tendentious symbolism’ referred away from the human being who was 

acting in the ritual. This tendentious symbolism was also expressed in religious prac-

tices:  

‘It is true that the earliest attempts to enhance the natural form of the human 
body through artificial additions were intended to inspire fear rather than to 
enhance the attraction of the figure in question; but even this denial of [the ap-
pearance’s] normality reveals laws governing it. This early form of adornment 
combines in turn with the first stirrings of a [tendentious] symbolism, one that 
has fundamentally nothing to do with cosmetic concerns.’72 

When human beings cover their bodies with horrendous animal masks and furs, their 

faces and figures disappear. The ornamentation of the tattooed skin is then trans-

ferred into clothes, which become the dividing element between subject and object.	
In the early stages of cultural development, humans thus created a division between 

																																																								
69 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 247 [I: 227], see also pp. 438-439 [I: 231]. 
70 Gottfried Semper, Style, pp. 171-172 [I: 97]. 
71 ‘So the prairie Indians, in their savage war dances, cover their heads with fearsome animal masks 
borrowed from the alligator, the bison, or the bear.’ Gottfried Semper and David Britt, ‘From Con-
cerning the Formal Principles of Ornament and Its Significance as Artistic Symbol (1856)’, p. 92 [2]. 
72 Ibid. p. 91 [2]. The original says, ‘[...] in diesem Verleugnen des Normalen der Erscheinung [...]’ 
whilst Britt’s writes ‘[...] but even this denial of normality [...]’ and thus omits that the appearance of 
the person needs to be denied. Britt also translates ‘Tendenzsymbolik’ as ‘rhetorical symbolism’ 
which I have changed into ‘tendentious symbolism’ in order to be consistent in the use of Semper’s 
terminology. 
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themselves, as the subjects, and the objectified world around themselves.73 With re-

gard to Semper’s Idealist background, I would call this division an estrangement 

from one’s own self. The object of human ornamentation was no longer the own 

body, as the tattoo, but had become an external object. At the same time, tendentious 

symbolism also refers to external entities that exercise power over human beings. 

Only when humans can develop their artistic instinct and achieve the creation of ac-

curate sculptural representations of their body, are they able to overcome this es-

trangement. Before then, however, the historical development of art needed to pass 

through some intermediate stages. 

Whilst the gem and the setting coincide with the example of the tattooed face, those 

two elements also gradually became separated. The task of jewellery is to enhance 

the appearance of the characteristics of the adorned human being. While the setting 

(necklaces, rings, etc.) naturally emphasises the proportions of the body structurally, 

the representations on the gem also need to ‘express their significance and their rela-

tion to the adorned carrier’ in a mythical sense.74 Yet the only gem Semper mentions 

is the ‘Gorgon mask’ that was used ‘to ward off magic’.75 In this case, such a gem or 

amulet would not refer to the adorned but rather shield and protect it. The Gorgon 

mask would therefore work similar to animal masks; and at a higher cultural stage, 

the Gorgon mask is still present but has obtained another status:  

‘The frightful Gorgon on the aegis that Pallas Athena brandishes is a mask. 
This had long been used as a highly important symbol in both life and art be- 
fore drama adopted it. Here again we see the seemingly most refined aspect of 
ancient art oriented directly around primeval nature.’76 

In Homer’s Iliad, the aegis was a golden goatskin or shield that was used by Zeus, 

Athena or Apollo to cause lightning, and on which Athena attached the head of Gor-

gon (or Medusa). This original motif survived within Greek art; the magical goat-

skin or shield was rightly used on statues of the gods as a combative symbol to ward 

off magic or to terrify the enemy in battles. On the statue of Athena, however, the 

																																																								
73 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 247 [I: 227]; see Jörg Gleiter, Rückkehr des Verdrängten: Zur kritischen 
Theorie des Ornaments (Weimar: Verlag der Bauhaus-Universität Weimar, 2002), pp. 58-59.  
74 Gottfried Semper and Spyros Papapetros, ‘On the formal principles of adornment and its meaning 
as a symbol in art (1856)’, pp. 306-307 [26]. 
75 Gottfried Semper and David Britt, ‘From Concerning the Formal Principles of Ornament and Its 
Significance as Artistic Symbol (1856)’, p. 92 [3].  
76 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 175 [I: 3]. 
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Gorgon mask changed its meaning to become eventually an attribute of the goddess 

herself (fig. 3.8). In later versions, Athena’s face was now visible and not covered 

anymore. Her face is thus at the centre of attention rather than the mask, and the orig-

inal motif of the horrendous animal mask has therefore lost its status. Yet the Gor-

gon mask was still present in these later sculptures as an amulet or broche holding 

the aegis. The mask hence remains present as a visual element within the stage of 

overcoming its meaning. 

Semper’s reference point when talking about ancient sculpture was Quatremère de 

Quincy’s Le Jupiter Olympien, in which Athena was used to show how the human 

figure has become free from its previous constraints (fig. 3.9). The snake may repre-

sent nature; the sphinx a chimerical composite being of human and animal; and 

Athena the human body. Her garments work as pendant, her helmet as a ring, and the 

helmet’s panache as a directional ornament, all of which emphasise the shape of the 

adorned human body. The ring and the directional ornament on the helmet especially 

emphasize the intellectual capacities of Athena, the goddess of war and wisdom. In 

her hand she presents a small figure of Nike, the goddess of victory. Nike in turn 

complements Athena’s virtues. Holding a wreath and a palm leave in her hands she 

awards the winner and brings peace. With her virtues opposed to those of Athena, 

Nike thus functions as Athena’s self-reflective counterpart. This kind of self-

referentiality and self-reflectiveness was, in Semper’s understanding, indicative of 

high cultural development. The artistic means of creating an art-form has become 

less important in favour of the spiritual meaning that the artwork conveys. Instructive 

in this respect is Semper’s famous passage on dressing and masking in Der Stil: 

‘The destruction of reality, of the material, is necessary if form is to emerge as 
a meaningful symbol, as an autonomous human creation. Let us forget the 
means that must be used to achieve a desired artistic effect, and not blurt them 
out and thus woefully forget ourselves.’77 

The destruction of reality is a matter of double-masking. In ‘times of high cultural 

development, artists have also masked the material of the mask’.78 The human face 

had been initially covered with a mask. The mask as an artistic product then devel-

oped into a statue representing the human body. When the statue, whose ritual stat-

																																																								
77 Ibid. pp. 438-439 [I: 231]. 
78 Ibid. pp. 439 [I: 231]. 
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ues is that of a mask, receives a coat of paint, its materiality disappears and the hu-

man face reappears. In this, the art-form emerges as a meaningful symbol. It is no 

longer the physical material that determines the artwork but rather its spiritual mate-

rial. For theatre, the arts result in a drama whose plot is intellectually conceived.  

The urge for dressing and masking originates from a certain ‘artistic pleasure’ in 

creating a ‘carnival spirit’ that was the ‘true atmosphere of art’, Semper argued. This 

‘unspoiled feeling led primitive man in this direction in all early artistic endeavours’ 

and the ‘great masters of art [...] returned to it’.79 The ‘drama could have meaning 

only in the beginning and at the height of progressive education of people’, and so 

the beginning thus coincides with the end of a cultural cycle but yet on another level. 

Whereas masked humans initially performed ritualistic acts, masked sculptures look-

ing like humans could perform dramatic theatrical acts. Consequently, the temple’s 

tympanum functions in the same way as the proscenium of a theatre ‘frames an im-

age of a noble piece of human history’.80 Proscenium and stage, architectural con-

struction and its neutral areas, were thus materialised like the setting and the gem. To 

this end, Semper argued that when Phidias masked ‘the double myth and its actors 

(the deities)’ on the ‘two tympana of the Parthenon’, he freed them from ‘all material 

and outward expression of its nonpictorial and religious-symbolic nature’.81 The very 

act of double-masking therefore liberates the artwork from external references; ten-

dentious symbolism thus becomes higher tendentious symbolism: 

‘Yet in the Greek temple, in its most perfect splendour and great freedom, the 
unity of purpose stands out analogous to the way it does in man – in its purest 
harmony! Athena’s crowning pediment embodies, like the visage of the god-
dess, the dominance of proportion, the quintessence of symmetry, and the re-
flection of the approaching sacrificial procession.’82 

																																																								
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. p. 439 [I: 232]. 
81 Ibid. p. 439 [I: 231-232]. 
82 Ibid. p. 96 [I: XLII]. Semper almost identically uses this passage in the lecture on ornament from 
which I have taken the term reflecting screen: ‘But in the Greek temple the unified purpose emerges 
in a form of appearance that is analogous to that of the human being. The pediment is simultaneously 
the dominant set of proportionality, the epitome of symmetry, and the reflecting screen of the ap-
proaching sacrificial procession.’ Gottfried Semper and Spyros Papapetros, ‘On the formal principles 
of adornment and its meaning as a symbol in art (1856)’, p. 304 [23]. See also: Gottfried Semper, 
‘Manuscript 179: Theorie des Formell-Schönen’, in Gottfried Semper: Theoretischer Nachlass an der 
ETH Zürich, Wolfgang Hermann, ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1981), p. 235. 
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The proportions and decorations of the ancient Greek temple, as discussed before, 

are in Semper’s theory analogous to the human body. The analogous form of the 

directional ornament, which emphasises the intention and orientation of the human 

head, is found on the temple in its pediment. In the figurative drama shown on the 

tympanum there is thus a reflecting screen of the approaching procession. In his 

lecture on adornment, Semper writes that the actual subjective willpower ‘emanates 

from the object’, affects human emotions and ‘directs their intentions and free 

movements’.83 External objects therefore influence human beings and their inten-

tions. In the temple’s ‘reflecting screen’, however, the procession’s directional orien-

tation is mirrored back on themselves. In the performance of the ‘stone dramas’ of 

Phidias as a noble piece of human history, human beings could recognise themselves 

in the dramatic act.84 What this dramatisation and fictionalisation essentially meant 

was a sense of animation. 

The question of animism within Semper’s theory is challenging. As became clear in 

the preceding discussion, Semper’s argument implies a critique of religion and op-

pression, as conditions that need to be overcome. Semper wanted to go beyond the 

explanation of polychromy as a historical phenomenon and achieve a kind of re-

formed fetishism – a fetishism that makes clear that it concerns fetishes. Semper 

writes in the prolegomena of Der Stil that ‘door and window frames [...] are eu-

rhythmic enclosures [...] very similar to picture frames, except that the framed con-

tent is the person who enters or looks out’, and he continues that ‘the frame and its 

content first appear as an object to the outside viewer’.85 As implied in this last sen-

tence, the viewer understands after a moment that the framed human being is not an 

object but a subject. I imagine the effect of the sculptures on the temple’s pediment 

in the reverse way. The sculptures may first appear as acting subjects but then the 

viewer must realise that they are just objects. The sculpture’s effect is therefore that 

of an artistically animated object.86 The representation is not only what it represents; 

it is also clearly a representation, and this, I believe, is the intention of Semper’s con-

cept of double-masking. 

																																																								
83 Gottfried Semper and Spyros Papapetros, ‘On the formal principles of adornment and its meaning 
as a symbol in art (1856)’, p. 302 [18]. 
84 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 439 [I: 232]. 
85 Ibid. p. 86 [XXVII]. 
86 Caroline van Eck, ‘Figuration, tectonics and animism in Semper’s Der Stil’, p. 335. 
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Quatremère de Quincy also mentions the custom of double-masking. Indeed, the 

polychromy of sculpture was seen as resulting from such cultural practices. In an-

cient Rome, for instance, a cast portrait in coloured wax was taken from the departed 

family member. An actor then wore a mask made of this portrait in the funeral pro-

cession representing the dead person.87 These masks were then installed in the atrium 

of the house and as busts transformed into stone. Quatremère refers to this custom as 

‘the duplication of images’.88 In the case of this custom, it is clear to the participants 

of the funeral procession that the representation is not the represented. The actor may 

look and act like the deceased person, but the very presence of the dead body in the 

procession makes clear that it is just a play.  

‘In adornment man tends to express that striving for individuality, that inclina-
tion for detachment which is innate in him [...]; whatever I adorn, be it living or 
inanimate, [...] I endow with a right to exist by making it the [centre point] of 
relations that are valid for it alone. I elevate it to the rank of a person.’89 

Dressing and masking is thus for Semper a universal human instinct through which 

human beings express their individuality. The emphasis here is that ‘I’ elevate the 

object I adorn to the status of a person. Hence, I also transform the object I adorn 

into the centre point of relations, say in ritual acts. The object is not presented as an 

idol that has power over humans; rather human beings empower the object. Adorning 

the object and thus elevating it to the rank of a person is an action that we execute 

and have to be aware of. Such an engagement with the sculpture can also be found in 

Quatremère de Quincy’s writings on animism.90 

																																																								
87 ‘Les portraits de famille (imagines) […] étaient de cire coloriée; et tous les témoignages anciens 
s’accordent à prouver qu’on avait dû chercher, dans de tels portraits, cette illusion captieuse qui peut 
tromper les sens, s’il est vrai que dans les funérailles il y avait des espèces d’acteurs chargés de repré-
senter la personne des morts, et qui revêtaient, avec les habits de leurs dignités, la figure, et ce que 
nous appelerions le masque de leurs portraits.’ Quatremère de Quincy, Le Jupiter olympien, p. 36, see 
also ibid. p. 14. 
88 ‘Rien par conséquent n’empêche de croire que les portraits de famille en cire coloriée aient été dans 
les armaria, des bustes avec toute la tête, le col, la poitrine et des commencements de draperies, et que 
cependant, pour l’usage des cérémonies funèbres, on détachait, à l’effet de servir de masque, la partie 
antérieure de la tête qui constitue uniquement le visage. Ceci me paraît offrir une explication qui ac-
corde toutes les difficultés que présentent les divers passages des auteurs sur le double emploi des 
imagines.’ Ibid. p. 37. 
89 Gottfried Semper, ‘On Architectural Styles (1869)’, p. 270 [13]. The original speaks of ‘einem 
Mittelpunkte der Beziehungen’, which Herrmann and Mallgrave translated as ‘focus of relations.’ I 
have changed the term to use Semper’s terminology consistently in my argument.  
90 ‘L’homme a beau faire, il ne peut fonder ce qu’on appelle le culte ou les rapports extérieurs avec 
l’Etre suprême que sur des signes sensibles. Aussi le voit-t-on par-tout et dans tous les temps agir avec 
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As noted, Quatremère de Quincy’s Le Jupiter Olympien greatly influenced Semper 

and his aesthetic theory. Semper approved of Quatremère’s views on polychromy in 

ancient art and architecture, and yet he intended to go beyond him. As Caroline van 

Eck has pointed out, Quatremère’s animation is achieved when the representation 

becomes what it represents, while the process of imitation, the human labour used to 

create the sculpture, disappears. For Quatremère, ancient Greek sculpture is not an 

autonomous creation of human creativity but always subservient to religion. Yet 

Semper in his theory wants to overcome this sense of idolatry, since such an under-

standing of animation would undermine his idea of the artwork as being an autono-

mous human creation.91 How, then, can his idea of an autonomous artwork be under-

stood? 

In our modern understanding, an ‘autonomous’ work of art is the result of an artistic 

practice that is independent from the struggles of society in which the artist lives, and 

which instead solely exhibits its material and means of production. Semper also fo-

cuses almost exclusively on the condition of the creative artistic process, but, howev-

er, in his view monumental art is only achieved when the artwork’s material reality is 

denied. The preconditions of form, which had already existed before the form came 

into being, must be no longer perceptible in favour of the form.92 The artwork does 

therefore not exhibit the means of its material production, but simply appears as a 

meaningful symbol and, as such, as an autonomous human creation.93 

Semper discusses in his theory of formal beauty how the preconditions of art can 

create a form according to an idea. As Mari Hvattum notes, this fitness with the con-

tent renders the art into an autonomous work since its development has a telos. For 

the formal analysis of artworks made of dead matter, Semper deploys the Aristoteli-

an and Kantian terminology for living organisms.94 The artwork therefore becomes 

an autonomous creation obeying its own principles of creation. Semper’s idea of 
																																																																																																																																																													
son Dieu comme avec ses semblables. [...] Il embrasse son idole, il la couronne, il la pare, il l’habille 
des plus riches étoffes.’ Quatremère de Quincy, Le Jupiter olympien, p. 9. 
91 Caroline van Eck, ‘Figuration, tectonics and animism in Semper’s Der Stil’, pp. 334-335. 
92 See footnote 38. 
93 See footnote 77. 
94 Caroline van Eck argues that by applying the Aristotelian terminology, ‘which is about purposes 
and functions of organisms or artefacts’, to ‘talk about the formal properties of artefacts’, Semper 
‘removed the artwork from the real world of properties, functions and uses.’ The artwork is thus free 
from any function and therefore autonomous. Caroline van Eck, ‘Figuration, tectonics and animism in 
Semper’s Der Stil’, p. 331. 
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monumental art is thereby both autonomous and relational.95 Structural symbols be-

come autonomous since they only metaphorically exhibit the physical laws at work 

in the artwork or architectural construction. Mystical symbols, on the other hand, are 

directed towards the viewer and intent to include the perceiving subject in the Ge-

samtkunstwerk. The artwork emerges as a meaningful symbol through the denial of 

material and reality by means of dressing and masking. Accordingly, if the construc-

tion is dressed and masked, the architecture must also appear as a meaningful sym-

bol. As such, it needs to emphasise the ‘spatial idea’ of the place.96 The constructive 

means of creating architectural space disappears, and its remnants, structural orna-

mentation, frames the neutral ground for the higher tendentious art, which represents 

a noble piece of human history. Figurative art may likewise represent human action 

in which viewers would in turn recognise themselves. Take for instance the Greek 

hydria. The figurative images on the body of the hydria represent its use (fig. 3.2). 

Thus the hydria and its decorations are therefore self-referential.97 In the same way, 

paintings and sculptures of buildings in the temple precinct or the agora may repre-

sent expressions of true human beauty and grandeur, demonstrating what the spatial 

idea is as a place for democratic exchange amongst equal citizens. The higher ten-

dentious art is spiritualised because it conveys ethical values whose debate and im-

plementation are expressed in the place’s spatial idea. The task of architecture is 

therefore to serve not a practical but a spiritual purpose, to reflect a society’s social 

circumstances, just as the ancient Greek temple represented the idea of humanity that 

people had won for themselves.98 A passage in Semper’s celebrated footnote about 

dressing and masking – in which he refers to the ancient Greek queen, Hecuba – may 

indicate as to how this could have worked out, and so is worth discussing now. 

 

 

 

																																																								
95 Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism, pp. 63 and 102. 
96 Caroline van Eck argues that the denial of material and reality also denies architecture’s ‘practical 
function of spaces they cover’, yet how could the space disappear? The means of creating the space 
may disappear but not the space as such. See: Caroline van Eck, ‘Figuration, tectonics and animism in 
Semper’s Der Stil’, p. 327. 
97 Michael Gnehm, Poesie: Architektur und Sprache bei Gottfried Semper, p. 150. 
98 See footnote 50. 
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WHAT IS HECUBA TO WHOM? 

‘Therefore his [Phidias] gods confront and inspire us, individually and collec-
tively, first and foremost as expressions of true human beauty and grandeur. 
What was Hecuba to him?’99 

Semper repeatedly refers to Hecuba to address the relationship between the artist and 

the product of their art, citing Phidias’s sculpture on the Parthenon as his prompt.100 

William Shakespeare also famously invoked the same Greek queen in a scene from 

Hamlet, written around 1599–1602. In the case of Shakespeare’s play, the actor’s 

performance in pretending to be Hecuba is so vivid that it makes Hamlet forget the 

time and space lying between him and the historical figure. Hamlet muses: ‘What’s 

Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba, / That he should weep for her?’ It seems as if the 

representation becomes the represented: the reality of the production seems de-

stroyed, and only the play’s idea is being communicated. In the case of Phidias, his 

representation of the gods as sculptures on the temple’s pediment would have 

seemed animated through the acts of dressing and masking:101  

‘[...] In a spiritual[ised] way, like those stone dramas by Phidias, the ancient 
mask is taken up again by Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides and at the same 
time by Aristophanes and the other comic dramatists. Thus the proscenium 
frames an image of a noble piece of human history that did not simply occur 
somewhere once but happens everywhere as long as human hearts beat. What 
was Hecuba to them?’102 

When Semper repeats the question, he thus slightly changes it from the Shakespeare 

quote. The relationship that Semper is now addressing is between ancient Greek 

writers and their text. These writers had metaphorically been taken up the motive of 

masking. Whereas Phidias masked physical matter, the authors must have masked 

the text. The mask therefore has to be manifested in a spiritualised way in the text or 

the play as well. But if a drama is already a play of masks, the drama then will be 

masked again. The play must therefore also exhibit a double-masking. A closer look 

at Shakespeare’s play may offer some insight. 

																																																								
99 Gottfried Semper, Style, pp. 439 [I: 231-232]. 
100 William W. Braham, ‘What's Hecuba to Him? On Kiesler and the Knot’, Assemblage, 36 (1998), 
pp. 6-23; Gevork Hartoonian, Crisis of the Object: The Architecture of the Atricality (London: 
Routledge, 2006), p. 38;  
101 Caroline van Eck, ‘Figuration, tectonics and animism in Semper’s Der Stil’, p. 327. 
102 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 439 [I: 232]. 
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After the King of Denmark (Hamlet’s father) had died, his bereaved wife and his 

brother married and gained royal power. Thereafter, the dead King’s ghost appeared 

to Hamlet. The ghost told Hamlet that his wife and brother had murdered him. 

Stricken by this injustice, the prince seeks revenge by making this crime and state 

secret public. In the first and second act, Hamlet as the melancholic protagonist is 

unable to channel his anger in a productive manner. Neither actions nor words – that 

is, ways of interaction to express himself – mean anything to him (‘words, words, 

words’).103 Instead, Hamlet has several monologues in which he reflects upon his 

seemingly hopeless situation. The members of the court are rather irritated by Ham-

let’s behaviour and have the impression that the prince is showing signs of insanity. 

As a result, the environment is concerned or confused by his behaviour, and they 

don’t relate his actions to theirs. The communication between Hamlet and the others 

is somehow one-directional; it may cause sympathy or confusion rather than ex-

change. This situation however changes when Hamlet starts to alter his behaviour 

after a travelling drama group visits the royal court. Hamlet asks the actors to play a 

part from Dido and Aeneas in which Aeneas tells Dido about the murder of Priam, 

King of Troy. It is then the actor’s performance so strongly moves Hamlet that he 

asks himself afterwards the aforementioned lines about Hecuba. Hamlet attains a 

higher state of self-reflection through the allegorical theatrical performance, wonder-

ing why he feels so touched by the representation of Hecuba in a play about her in 

which she clearly is not present. Hecuba’s suffering obtained a presence on stage as 

if she was there regardless of all historical and geographical distance between Hecu-

ba and Hamlet’s time. After the actors have left the room, Hamlet therefore ponders 

in a soliloquy the effects of a theatre performance. He understands that other people 

could also share his experience, and he seeks to deploy the medium of the theatre for 

his own objectives to bring the state crime to light: ‘the play’s the thing, wherein I’ll 

catch the conscience of the king.’104 

The Hecuba passage is a pivotal moment in Shakespeare’s drama because, as Mary 

Jo Kietzman observes, Hamlet’s ‘reading of the player’s performance in the “Hecu-

ba” speech is a crucial moment in his own development [...]. Although he still strug-

gles intellectually with the familiar dichotomy of speech and action, his complaint 

																																																								
103 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, G. R. Hibbard, ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), p. 214, 
v. 192.  
104 Ibid. p. 236, v. 593-594.  
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registers emotional and imaginative responses that show him beginning to gravitate 

toward a mode of discursive agency.’105 The next day, Hamlet asks the actors to per-

form The Murder of Gonzago for which he had written some additional lines, indi-

cating a similar crime and state secret as had happened in the Danish Court. Through 

this second theatrical performance, Hamlet intends to test the new King’s conscience 

in order to have proof of the mortal crime that was committed. Hamlet channels his 

misunderstood, blind anger into a message that the other members of court would 

understand, thereby revealing the truth about his father’s murder. The King promptly 

reacts and fearfully runs out of the room. He understood the drama’s message and 

the relationship to his own deed, proving what Hamlet had suspected. 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet is frequently cited when discussing the means and possibilities 

of a theatrical performance, with some features being worth pointing out in more 

detail. These aspects are substitution, double-masking, self-reflection, action, and 

communication. Firstly, the actor’s performance substitutes Hecuba to such an extent 

that the representation becomes what it represents, like a fetish. Secondly, Shake-

speare’s play shows a theatre-within-a-theatre. The theatrical performance, under-

stood as a mask, is therefore masked again. This double-masking exhibits the thea-

tre’s own possibilities and effects to the viewer, with the drama thus reflecting upon 

its own theatrical means and becoming self-referential. Thirdly, the theatre makes 

both Hamlet and the King think about themselves, their situation and their deeds re-

spectively. Fourthly, Hamlet understands that he can bring the truth to light through 

means of the theatre. He then starts to act and deploys theatrical means for his own 

purposes. Lastly, Hamlet achieves his objective and so the King learns that his dark 

secret is about to become disclosed. The King understands, through the means of the 

theatrical analogy, that Hamlet is not in fact insane, and he duly starts making plans 

to also kill Hamlet. The play-within-the-play may not restore harmony to the Court 

of Denmark, but at least the communication between the protagonists is restored and 

messages are once more understood. Semper’s reference to Hamlet, and to Shake-

speare generally, may therefore indicate a wider interest than mere fetishist substitu-

tion: 

																																																								
105 Mary Jo Kietzman, ‘“What Is Hecuba to Him or [S]he to Hecuba?” Lucrece’s Complaint and 
Shakespearean Poetic Agency’, Modern Philology, 97 (1999), p. 43.  
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‘The spirit of mask breathes in Shakespeare’s dramas. We meet the humour of 
masks and the haze of candles, the spirit (which, in truth, is not always joyous), 
in Mozart’s Don Giovanni. For even music needs a means to destroy reality. 
Hecuba means nothing to the musician, either, or should mean nothing.’106 

Shakespeare’s plays exhibit double-masking on the stage, and so too does Mozart’s 

Don Giovanni, who both deceives and is deceived through masquerade.107 The act of 

double-masking allows the audience to gain a critical awareness of the artwork’s 

production – that is to say, of a truth that is able to liberate from the deceit the art-

work produces.108 The substitution, which is the coincidence of the representation 

with the represented, and which carries the illusion, is explicitly visualised when the 

artwork is self-referential and exhibits its theatrical means.109 But if the mythical 

figure of Hecuba has no meaning to the performing artist, what is her significance?  

Hamlet asks ‘What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba’110 – whereas Semper asks 

‘What was Hecuba to him?’, referring to Phidias, and then ‘What was Hecuba to 

them?’, meaning the ancient Greek authors.111 Hamlet ponders on the relationship 

between the actor and the illusionary product of his performance. Semper, on the 

other hand, is questioning the author’s relationship to his artwork, where the author 

is not present in the artwork he has created himself, and so is outside of it. But if the 

artwork’s physical matter and treatment needs to be annihilated in Semper’s theory, 

then the artist’s traces also disappear. However, artists had long taken up the motif of 

the mask in a spiritualised way. Through this act of double-masking, which origi-

nates from an artistic pleasure, the theatrical masquerade is made clear and can be 

understood intellectually. Dressing and masking likewise create a carnival spirit that 

is the true atmosphere of art, and through double-masking, this deceit is made clear 

to the audience. The artistic pleasure that the artist experienced becomes something 

																																																								
106 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 439 [I: 232]. 
107 These masquerades happen in the first act, scene 20 and in the second act, scene 5. See: Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart, Don Giovanni (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1986), pp. 78-87 and 102-105. 
108 Harry Francis Mallgrave argues for a single masking, according to which also the dramatic play is 
masked only once and thus conceals the play’s content in favour of an allegorical representation. ‘Ar-
tistic dressing [...] has the noble purpose of concealing the work’s thematic content.’ Harry Francis 
Mallgrave, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth Century, p. 300. See also: Harry Francis 
Mallgrave, ‘Introduction [2004]’, in Style (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2004), p. 30. 
109 Alfonso M. Iacono, ‘Fetischismus und Substitution’, in Fetisch als heuristische Kategorie, Christi-
na Antenhofer, ed. (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011), p. 93. 
110 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, p. 233, v. 547. 
111 See footnote: 99 and 102. 
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that the audience may also enjoy, and indeed might make the audience reminiscent of 

their own artistic instincts. This effect happens everywhere as long as human hearts 

beat in the appreciation of the artwork. Double-masking thus creates a presence that 

engages the audience on one hand,112 and captures everyone’s artistic instinct. 

The figure of Hecuba, after all, means little to the performing artist whose main con-

cern is that of giving a vivid performance. Hecuba is a fictional character and, as 

such, the object of a dramatic artwork. This is already evident within Hamlet. The 

question is not who but what is Hecuba; being addressed is Hecuba not as a subject 

but as an object. Yet as an object within a drama, she carries and conveys symbolic 

meaning. The Aristotelian imitation of human action, which was crucial for Semper 

in his desire to reshape the Neo-Classical notion of imitation, is no longer concerned 

with the imitation of human’s ornamental occupation or material production; it is 

instead concerned with human interaction as such, thereby portraying ethical, histori-

cal, philosophical or political ideas.113 Hecuba represents as such a spiritualised 

idea.114 

The same is true for the reflecting screen on the temple’s pediment. The sculptures 

representing a dramatic piece on the tympanum can convey a symbolical meaning to 

the approaching sacrificial procession. This spiritualised object invokes the direc-

tional sense of human beings, which is then reflected back onto the approaching hu-

mans. The artwork thus becomes both autonomous and relational through double-

masking; it reflects on itself through its self-referentiality and involves the audi-

ence.115 In this manner, the cycle of history and knowledge here coincides with its 

beginnings. Humans initially externalised their artistic instinct in their ornamental 

occupation, which was at the same time artistic and scientific. As a result, humans 

internalised knowledge from the objects they were engaged with. At the height of 

cultural development, artists consciously externalise their artistic instinct in artworks 

they have masked twice – and the audience, who recognises this delightful deception, 

																																																								
112 Caroline van Eck, ‘Figuration, tectonics and animism in Semper’s Der Stil’, pp. 328, 334-335. 
113 Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism, pp. 75-86. 
114 In this, Semper’s aesthetics go beyond the Kantian idea according to which the art object and the 
perceiving subject dissolve in favour of an independent aesthetical experience for which Stockmeyer 
argues. The presence that the artwork creates rather confirms the status of subject. See: Ernst Stock-
meyer, Gottfried Sempers Kunsttheorie, pp. 65-67. 
115 Michael Gnehm, Stumme Poesie: Architektur und Sprache bei Gottfried Semper, pp. 151-152. 
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sympathises with the artworks because they appeal to its own innate artistic instincts. 

The approaching sacrificial procession therefore gains free self-knowledge in which 

the viewers recognise both their own creative potential and an idea of their humanity. 

The artistic achievement of the temple manifests the final stage of a cultural cycle; 

the object of artistic endeavour for human beings is no longer directed towards ex-

ternal objects, but has become its own self again. By overcoming the subject-object 

dichotomy, the ancient Greek temple has consciously recovered the same status as 

the tattoo had unconsciously for the human body.    

Semper’s vision of a modern temple precinct is in many ways reminiscent of the idea 

of the Gesamtkunstwerk, about which his friend Richard Wagner wrote at the same 

time as his later exile in Zurich.116 In this conception, the Gesamtkunstwerk is the 

result of a long cultural process through which a nation like Germany needs to pass 

and which is expressed in monumental architecture. Yet the Gesamtkunstwerk not 

only incorporates all forms of art, it also unites art and life into an organic whole. 

The spatial layout of the Greek temple precinct, along with its richly decorated walls 

and pediments, was seen by Semper as having created an earlier environment that 

immersed the audience. If the structural aspect of architecture was necessary for art 

to come into being, then architecture’s spatial arrangement was necessary for a socie-

ty to come into being. A society conscious of their individual and collective actions 

may not only recognise themselves in the artworks around them; dramatic artworks 

conveying messages of humanity could also instigate discourse between people. In-

dicative of this stage of cultural development is the personification of the Athenian 

society in the sculpture of Pallas Athena, who, according to Semper, stepped forth 

from her embroidered tabernacle into the centre of the forecourt in order to stand 

amongst free Athenian people.117 The temple precinct’s architectural layout would 

thus provide a discursive framework for society whose results could lead to new ac-

tions. The Gesamtkunstwerk in this understanding, as I interpret it, would realise the 

Aristotelian principles of production (praxis and poiêsis) whilst also laying the basis 

for new praxis. Art and life not only coincide therefore, but also people in a society 

																																																								
116 Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism, pp, 168-174. See also: Harry 
Francis Mallgrave, ‘Introduction [2004]’, p. 51; Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, 
‘Introduction [1989]’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture and other Writings, 
Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989), p. 1. 
117 See footnote 46. 
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who have gained cultural self-awareness in this sense can work on the reasonable 

self-perfection of human beings. 

These explanations about Semper’s aesthetic theory hence provide the background 

against which his explorations of the Crystal Palace can best be understood. As men-

tioned at the beginning of this chapter, Semper strove to assess the achievements of 

industrialised societies like Britain in aesthetic terms that could work in favour of the 

production of both better products and better art. Shortly after the 1851 Great Exhibi-

tion had opened its gates to the public, Semper published an article in which his main 

concerns become evident. Its content will thus form the subject of the following 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

COMMODITY FETISHISM 

 

The disintegration of drama into isolated theatrical arts and crafts due to cultural dep-

rivation had resulted in a ‘Babylonian confusion’, according to Richard Wagner.1 

The objects on display at the Great Exhibition of 1851 were also isolated and unre-

lated for Semper, and when he walked through the corridors of the Crystal Palace, he 

too witnessed a ‘Babylonian confusion’ materialised around him.2 Whilst observing 

these objects in the Crystal Palace, Semper found himself within the world of com-

modities that capitalism and international trade had now accumulated. The question-

ing of the impact of capitalism and industrialisation as part of his observations on the 

Great Exhibition was therefore inevitable for Semper, and indeed this unprecedented 

event provided a favourable opportunity to ask such questions. Semper addresses the 

role of capitalism in several writings, especially in Science, Industry, and Art, which 

he wrote shortly after the exhibition closed, whilst he had mainly written about the 

influence of mechanisation and the prospects of a comparative anthropology in his 

earlier publication about the Crystal Palace.3 By the end of the exhibition, he had 

realised that everything becomes commercialised, and thus dominated by the capital-

ist market system, even art and architecture (figs. 4.1/4.2). Semper is quite clear on 

this point when he states that ‘the process that our industries and the whole of art will 

inevitably follow is clear: Everything will be designed for and tailored to the market-

place.’4 Capitalism, or speculation as Semper calls it, causes numerous difficulties 

that interfere on many levels with the natural development of culture and knowledge 

as described in the previous chapter. Capitalism installed entirely new modes of pro-

duction that carried severe consequences for the maker as well as the object, and it 

																																																								
1 Richard Wagner, ‘The Art-Work of the Future (1850)’, in Richard Wagner’s Prose Works, vol. 1, 
William Ashton Ellis, ed. (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., 1892), pp. 104-105. 
2 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of 
Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 130 [3]. 
3 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, The Illustrated London News. Deutsches Supplement, 17 May 1851, pp. 34-35. 
4 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 141 [24]. 
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also entailed a new mode of representation, termed by Karl Marx as the ‘commodity 

fetish’.  

In his first article on the Great Exhibition, Semper discusses the progress of the sci-

ences and the introduction of mechanisation, whose merits greatly facilitated produc-

tion. Yet mechanisation also separated the ornamental from the formal technical as-

pects of objects – and in doing so, mechanisation interfered in the relation between 

the subject and the object with dire consequences. Whereas estrangement can be a 

common occurrence in the history of culture, here he was confronted with the aliena-

tion at the Great Exhibition, which revealed that people in industrialised societies 

had become separated from their artistic instinct. To overcome this alienation, Sem-

per anticipates a philosophy of culture with which one could compare the products of 

industrialised with those of non-industrialised societies.  

Although Semper wished to ‘refrain from proceeding to those larger and more diffi-

cult questions’ that a philosophy of culture would need to address – instead prefer-

ring just ‘to point out the confusion they now cause [...] in the recognition and 

presentation of beauty’ – he nonetheless presents an analysis of the commodity fetish 

that, if closely read, intriguingly forestalls Marx’s ideas in the first volume of Capital 

(1867).5 After the Great Exhibition, Semper wrote much more critically about the 

impact of industrial production upon the arts, recognising that capitalism and its in-

terests were now the driving force. First he roughly sketched the typical qualities of 

the modern commodity and its misleading symbolical qualities, noting that the pre-

dominant mode of commodity production within industrialised societies entailed 

form of deception similar to religious fetishism. Semper was thus probably one of the 

very first authors to analyse the commodity and its modes of representation. In this, 

Semper essentially undertook within one year an intellectual venture similar to Marx, 

who started his critique of capitalism through the question of alienation in the Manu-

scripts of 1844 but had moved on, as mentioned, with a dissection of commodity 

fetishism in Capital. However, there is no sign that Marx ever read Semper, or that 

Semper was aware of Marx’s writings. The issues must hence have been circulated 

and debated within the circles of German émigrés in London, of which Semper and 

Marx were both part. Semper’s judgement on the results of the Great Exhibition was 

also far more mixed. As his comments on capitalism showed, he tried to integrate 
																																																								
5 Ibid. p. 134 [10] 
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certain new economic phenomena, such as free trade for instance, into this thinking, 

but yet his critique of capitalism remained only a short-lived episode with his oeuvre, 

and he soon returned to his preoccupation with the crafts and the principles of mak-

ing, through which he thought one could find artistic and symbolic truth. 

 

A ‘PHILOSOPHY OF CULTURE’ 

In the first issue of Der Kosmos on 17 May 1851, an article that addresses at length 

the merits of the Great Exhibition mentions a ‘brilliant German artist’ who argued 

that not only the indigenous products from ‘India, China, and the Islamic countries’, 

but also ‘even those of savages’, were far superior to European ones, with the latter 

seeming to be ‘barbaric’ in terms of their patterns and colours.6 The author of this 

article may well have been Gottfried Kinkel, probably the most prominent German 

refugee in London at the time, and the ‘brilliant German artist’ to whom the author 

refers was likely none other than Gottfried Semper.7 On 26 May, Lothar Bucher also 

mentions a ‘brilliant artist’ who argued that ‘the embellishment of moccasins, hunt-

ing bags and tobacco pouches in satin stich and dyed tufts of hair makes [...] us Eu-

ropeans with our colourings look like barbarians’.8 On the very same day that Kin-

kel’s article appeared, Semper published his own first text on the Great Exhibition in 

the German supplement of The Illustrated London News, in which he argues exactly 

the same point – namely that Europeans ‘have been defeated in almost every subject 

of the industrial arts [...] even by the native North-Americans’.9 This then was Sem-

																																																								
6 ‘[...] ein geistvoller deutscher Künstler wagte jüngst sogar die Behauptung, dass die Zeuge und Sti-
ckereien aus Indien, China, und islamischen Ländern, ja dass die Arbeiten der Wilden uns Europäer 
mit unserem Farbensinn und unseren Mustern zu Barbaren stempelten.’ Gottfried Kinkel [?], ‘Die 
Consequenzen der Industrieausstellung’, Der Kosmos. Deutsche Zeitung aus London, 17 May 1851, p. 
2. 
7 The author of this anonymous article may be inferred from Karl Marx’s letters in which he ridicules 
Kinkel’s description of a great mirror in Der Kosmos. Since only the above-mentioned article that 
points to a mirror within the first issues of Der Kosmos, it is very likely that Marx was referring to this 
one. Hence Gottfried Kinkel may have been its author. See: Karl Marx, ‘Letter to Friedrich Engels, 28 
May 1851’, in MECW, vol. 38 (New York: International Publishers, 1982), pp. 367-368. 
8 ‘[...] der Schmuck der Mocassins, Jagdtaschen und Tabaksbeutel mit Plattstrich und gefärbten Haar-
büscheln stempelt nach der Ansicht eines geistvollen Künstlers uns Europäer mit unserer Farbenge-
bung zu Barbaren.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung aller Völ-
ker (Frankfurt a.M.: C. B. Lizius Verlag, 1851), p. 63. The article in the National-Zeitung is dated 26 
May unlike the equivalent passage in Kulturhistorische Skizzen in which the passage is dated 1 June. 
See: ‘Gewerbeausstellung aller Völker’, National-Zeitung, 3 June 1851 (morning issue), p. [2]. 
9 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, p. 34.  
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per’s first reaction to the Great Exhibition, which presented him with quite a conun-

drum. Why exactly was the ornamental treatment of so-called ‘primitive’ industrial 

artworks of higher quality, despite the technological and scientific superiority of Eu-

ropean countries? 

In his article, ‘The People of European and Non-European Education’, Semper de-

scribes his first impressions of the Great Exhibition as well as some ideas about the 

event’s possible implications.10 He refers to the exhibition as a ‘world appearance’11 

or as an ‘incomplete entirety’,12 that is to say, a dramatically narrowed and abstracted 

model of the world of human culture. Accordingly, the Great Exhibition allowed 

comparison between different cultures and a deeper understanding of cultural pro-

cesses. The previous chapter discussed how Semper grounded his anthropological 

model of cultural development on the creative instinct that is universally inherent to 

all human beings. Whenever humans externalise this creative instinct, it manifests 

itself as an ornamental occupation, as the original motifs of the crafts in treating ma-

terial when making an object. Through this process, humans simultaneously internal-

ise knowledge of the material being treated. The object’s ornamentation, as the im-

prints of one’s hand, thereby reflects the maker’s knowledge of the object’s physical 

properties. Human artistic instinct is thus at the same time both ornamental and sci-

entific. The objects on display in the Crystal Palace could thus be seen as indicative 

of the stage of cultural development that the different nations had reached. Even the 

title of Semper’s article already makes this point clear, in that it addresses the state of 

education of peoples, although at the time Semper sometimes used the term educa-

tion synonymously with the term culture.13 His intention was thus to fathom the dif-

ferences between European and non-European cultures, or, as the article’s undercur-

rent indicates, the differences between industrialised and non-industrialised societies.  
																																																								
10 On Semper’s article and its relation to Science, Industry, and Art, see: Walter May, ‘“Die grosse 
Ausstellung”: Ein Aufsatz Gottfried Sempers über die Weltausstellung 1851’, in Gottfried Semper 
1803-1879. Sein Wirken als Architekt, Theoretiker und revolutionärer Demokrat (Dresden: TU Dres-
den, 1979), pp. 53-66. 
11 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of 
Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 130 [3]. The English translates ‘Welterscheinung’ as ‘world-
renewed event’, which is not the German’s literal meaning. I therefore changed the translation to 
mirror the original meaning more accurately.  
12 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, p. 34.  
13 See for instance: Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 88: Draft for Science, Industry, and Art, (1851), 
ETH Zürich, gta Archives, p. 8. 
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Semper was mesmerised by the achievements of the sciences in nineteenth-century 

industrialised societies. He appreciated the perfection and efficiency of machines 

surpassing everything that ‘human collaboration’ or ‘human hand’s labour skill’ 

could ever achieve. He much appreciated the design beauty of these machines, whose 

purposeful form only resulted from functional and material properties. These ma-

chines thereby ‘often discredit with their impartiality and at the same time natural 

and unbiased daintiness the products of [...] European art industry or industrial 

arts’.14 However, these machines did not translate their purposeful designed beauty 

into the objects, which they were now mass-producing technologically. The techno-

logically mass-produced object’s ornamentation thus harshly diverged from its func-

tional and material aspects.15 The technological and scientific superiority of indus-

trialised societies was hence not being reflected in the ornamentation of the objects 

that those societies produced; science and art were being separated from one another. 

Mechanisation therefore led to a crisis in representation (figs. 4.3-4.6).16 

‘In short, works which have been impressed a seal of verisimilitude by the act-
ing thought or the thinking hand, which combine style, architectural beauty and 
a sensible higher meaning, are very rare and are not distinguished from the 
mass of false fashion pieces.’17 

For Semper, therefore, there were only few pleasingly designed and executed objects 

present at the Great Exhibition. Good objects, he argued, were the result of the acting 

thought and the thinking hand, they resulted from the process of externalisation and 

internalisation and thus represented knowledge (i.e. an idea can obviously act in the 

material world only through the body, as well as the hand’s phenomenal sensations, 

for the mind to be reflected). Yet, machines were now interfering in this genuine 

relation between the subject and the object, the very process from which any cultural 

development originates.  

																																																								
14 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, p. 34. 
15 Gottfried Semper, Style (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2004), p. 75 [XII]. Alina Alexandra 
Payne, From ornament to object: genealogies of architectural modernism (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2012), pp. 46-48. 
16 Mari Hvattum, ‘Crisis and Correspondence: Style in the Nineteenth Century’, Architectural Histo-
ries, 1 (2013), pp. 1-8. 
17 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, p. 34. 
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Mechanisation not only affected the products of technological mass-production, they 

also impacted the traditional crafts such as carpentry. In his first article on the Great 

Exhibition, Semper refers to a chair that was ornamented with an abundance of brit-

tle adornments; not only were half of them already broken when the chair was un-

packed, their inappropriate usage would also tear people’s clothes. The chair’s im-

practicality hence resulted from a non-useful design and a non-understanding of the 

material. The only exceptions, Semper felt, were the products of the industrial arts 

‘whose severity of use excludes every unnecessary addition’, such as musical in-

struments or weapons, since ‘they exhibit the pursuit of refinement and embellish-

ment of forms defined by purpose and material through art; art manifests in a humble 

way [...] which satisfies the true sense of beauty.’18 The scope for ornamentation on 

objects with a strongly defined purpose was thus very limited, and so this limitation 

resulted in a more adequate artistic treatment that reflected the object’s purpose. 

Apart from these few more pleasing examples, however, Semper’s view was that 

most objects on show exhibited atrocious ornamentation: 

‘The industrial art [...] remains captured in the wrong circle of old manners. 
They claim their right of admiration because they are the speaking expression 
of times, which were done more with themselves and with the predominant 
idea as our time is.’19  

In Semper’s opinion, artists in industrialised societies were unable to design an ob-

ject that is both useful and true to its materiality. To get by, artists eclectically refer-

enced styles of the past. Yet those styles represented a time whose cultural conditions 

of production (knowledge, material, and means) were different from the present. For 

Semper, contemporary eclecticism was thus more than just a fancy as it manifested a 

serious artistic incomprehension to internalise the new capitalist abundance of tech-

nological means.20 The ornamental shortcomings in the products of industrialised 

societies therefore indicated worrying issues. 

Mechanisation interfered with the traditional relation between the subject and the 

object – that is, the process of humans’ externalising their artistic instinct whilst in-

ternalising knowledge. Yet, mechanisation led to a detachment from practice and 
																																																								
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 ‘There is no abundance of means but only an inability to master them.’ Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, 
Industry, and art (1852)’, p. 135 [12]. 
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thus to an alienation from one’s own creative instinct. Whereas estrangement was not 

an unusual occurrence in the history of culture, Semper believed that alienation in the 

industrial age had reached another level. As discussed in the previous chapter, he felt 

that peoples of ancient cultures had either been deliberately estranged from their ar-

tistic instinct (as in the case of Egypt), or their artistic instinct had deliberately been 

oppressed (as in the case of Assyria). Consequently, people in those earlier stages of 

cultural development had been prevented from significant scientific progress since 

everything had to serve dominant power, which was concealed through various fet-

ishes. In industrial societies, on the other hand, mechanisation alienated people from 

their artistic instinct.21 Objects of industrialised societies, despite their scientific 

knowledge, were thus even more barbaric in terms of ornamentation and colouring 

than those of non-industrialised societies. Semper gives a revealing example when he 

mentions the people of Punjab in the north of India, ‘who succeeded to bestow to our 

newest cannons a certain richness as well as a greater elegance of forms’.22 Even 

though these cannons were not the result of the Punjab’s own ingenuity, their artistic 

instinct, with which they were still in touch, could lead them to a better artistic un-

derstanding of the cannon’s properties. They thus achieved a more satisfying kind of 

ornamentation. Conversely, artists in industrialised societies were unable to produce 

well-crafted and meaningful objects, whilst the public in general were losing their 

ability to appreciate both high art and also good works of industrial art. 

Because industrialised societies were alienated from their creative instincts, they 

needed to rely upon the sciences to make up for their artistic shortcomings. Semper 

called for them to ‘learn from people of non-European culture [...] the art of catching 

those simple melodies in form and colour – that instinct granted to human works in 

their most primitive formations’, and he continued this sentiment by saying that: 

‘[W]e must [...] study the most primitive works of the hand of man and the his-
tory of their development with the same attentiveness that we study nature her-
self in her manifestations.’23  

																																																								
21 I use the term estrangement with regard to Semper’s model of cultural development (thus in a more 
idealist sense), whereas with alienation I refer to humans’ detachment in industrialised societies (in a 
more Marxian sense).  
22 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, p. 34.  
23 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 142 [26]. 
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Studying the products of non-industrialised people would thus give insight into the 

original manifestation of humans’ artistic instinct. Analogous to the study of nature’s 

products and laws, Semper wanted to study the products of earlier cultures to draw 

conclusions about ornamental occupations and their manifestations. Semper’s moti-

vation to better understand the anthropological mechanisms of culture, and thus to 

undertake these comparisons of different cultures, resulted from his specific interest 

in improving the production of material objects in industrialised societies. To this 

end, the sciences offered the methods and means through which the unconscious 

working of human artistic instinct could be studied and thus brought into conscious-

ness:  

‘The galleries of the Crystal Palace allow for the first time a comprehensive 
overview on the entire comparative philosophy of culture [...].’24 

Unlike Bucher and Klemm, who both speak of cultural history, Semper talked in-

stead of a comparative philosophy of culture in his exchanges with Bucher. Such a 

philosophy needed to go beyond the explanation of culture’s historical derivation to 

include philosophical speculation on the principles of culture. A philosophy of cul-

ture thus means a speculative anthropology or ethnography that would be able to 

study how humans became emancipated from the bounds of nature. It could thus 

provide the ‘cultural historical overview on the past, the present, and the future’.25 A 

philosophy of culture should compare different peoples and their products, that is to 

say, the original utterings of their artistic instinct and its further development. In this 

way, Semper hoped to fathom the universal principles of design and their develop-

ment, which his theory of style was going to tackle.26  

																																																								
24 ‘[...] so gestatten vielleicht die Gallerieen des Crystallpallastes zum erstenmale einen umfassenden 
Ueberblick über die gesammte vergleichende Culturphilosophie und es wäre sicher nicht der geringste 
Gewinn, den dieses grossartige internationale Unternehmen zur Folge hätte, wenn es einem umfas-
senden Geiste gelänge, den überschwänglichen Reichthum des dargebotenen Stoffes einer Doctrin zu 
vindiziren und unterzuordnen, welche auf wahren Prinzipien begründet wäre [und] Lebensfähigkeit 
genug besässe, das Nothwendigkeit Werdende aus dem Gewesenen und Seyenden zu folgern und 
letzteres zu zwingen sich vor dem denkenden Bewuss[t]seyn zu rechtfertigen.’ Gottfried Semper, 
Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, (1851), ETH Zürich, gta Archives, p. 11. 
25 ‘Zum erstenmale ein kulturphilosophischer Ueberblick über Vergangenheit, Gegenwart und Zu-
kunft gestattet.’ Ibid. p. 9. 
26 Mari Hvattum, ‘Gottfried Semper: towards a comparative science of architecture’, arq Architectural 
Research Quarterly, 1 (1995), pp. 68-75. Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Histor-
icism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 114-136; Michael Gnehm, Stumme Poesie 
(Zürich: gta Verlag, 2004), pp. 27-54. 
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Semper’s idea of a philosophy of culture was much broader, however, as it looked at 

a culture as a whole rather than just as a style; it was rather a cultural technique of 

sorts to understand and define one’s own present cultural conditions. Mechanisation 

was challenging cultural development and resulted in the separation between the 

subject and the object. Industrialised societies may have scientific knowledge, yet 

they had also become alienated to the extent that, as Semper puts it, ‘we know every-

thing except from ourselves’.27 A new cultural technique would therefore help to 

resolve humankind’s ‘internal contradictions’28 and would hence reconnect people 

with the workings of their own creative nature. A proper philosophy of culture could 

allow knowledgeable industrialised societies not only to produce objects whose tech-

nical-material properties were reflected in their ornamental treatment, but also to 

reconnect people with their artistic instincts. To this end, the Great Exhibition pro-

vided an excellent opportunity to show this need, as it offered ‘a rich field of exami-

nation and reflection’ on the current state of cultures from across the globe.29 The 

vast abundance of material on show thus needed to be ‘kneaded by the beelike in-

stinct of people’, through which industrialised cultures could reappropriate again 

what they had externalised in their labour.30 

Semper’s approach to world cultures was clearly based on a rather Eurocentric point 

of view. On the one hand, his model of cultural development allows him to appreci-

ate any object that humans have created, whilst, on the other, he categorises each 

culture according to its scientific development whose benchmark is, of course, the 

performance of the industrially advanced capitalist society in United Kingdom. In 

doing so, Semper assumes that cultures distant in space are also distant in history, an 

idea very pervasive within nineteenth-century European thought.31 Through experi-

																																																								
27 ‘Jede Geschmacksrichtung ist uns geläufig, vom Ägyptischen und Assyrischen bis zum Zeitalter 
Ludwigs XVI und weiter abwärts. Alles können wir nachmachen, alles kennen wir, ausser uns selbst.’ 
Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 88: Draft for Science, Industry, and Art, p. 34. 
28 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 130 [4]. 
29 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, p. 34. 
30 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 135 [12]. 
31 George Stocking, Victorian Anthropology (New York: Free Press, 1987); Mari Hvattum, ‘A com-
plete and universal collection: Gottfried Semper and the Great Exhibition’, in Tracing modernity: 
manifestations of the modern in architecture and the city, Mari Hvattum and Christian Hermansen, 
eds. (London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 124; Adrian Forty, ‘Primitive: the word and the concept’, in 
Primitive: Original matters in architecture, Jo Odgers, Flora Samuel and Adam Sharr, eds. (Lon-
don/New York: Routledge, 2006), pp. 3-14. 
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encing original conditions as a sort of otherness to European cultures, Europeans 

were however in Semper’s view able to reconnect with their own creative force from 

which they had become alienated. His approach was thereby not so much a projec-

tion of European unconscious fantasies; it was instead a conscious and deliberate 

attempt to better understand their own culture. Nevertheless, as the previous discus-

sion of the Caribbean hut has shown, this intentional approach did not make Sem-

per’s venture invulnerable to glaring misconceptions. Moreover, believing in one’s 

own cultural superiority relied upon downgrading other world cultures. With this 

concept of cultural development in mind, Semper did not attribute a significant level 

of knowledge to non-European cultures. This meant that Europeans cultures with 

their scientific possibilities and philosophical inquiries were best equipped to exam-

ine the inner workings of culture, and were thus ultimately required not only to un-

derstand their own culture but also to explain other non-European cultures. If nothing 

else, the people in non-industrialised cultures were prevented from achieving truly 

monumental art due to their basic lack of knowledge. They may represent ‘perfect 

technical-aesthetic beauty and style’, yet their artworks in his opinion did not show 

any ‘individual expression’ or ‘the higher phonetic beauty, the soul’.32 

As to the cultural repercussions of mechanisation, Semper could only make conjec-

tures. Machines, he wrote, ‘will conquer and transform the world’, and ‘it would be 

audacious to speculate upon the general result of their action in terms of humanity’s 

social development’.33 Semper’s approach to the Great Exhibition was thus genuine-

ly critical; he saw the potential perils as well as the great opportunities that the vast 

expansion of knowledge, science, and industrial production offered. At the same 

time, because these new possibilities interfered in the relationship between the sub-

ject and the object, they imperilled not only the making of traditional forms but also 

the path towards artistic knowledge. Even countries with traditional industries were 

affected by the same loss of style and alienation as soon as modern industries became 

dominant there too.34 In this regard, Semper’s analysis resembled that of Karl Marx 

who (along with Friedrich Engels) had argued in the Communist Manifesto in 1848 

that ‘the bourgeoisie [...] draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilisa-

																																																								
32 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 141 [25]. 
33 Ibid. p. 135 [12]. 
34 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, p. 34.  
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tion’, and who famously noted of the emerging European capitalist societies that ‘all 

fixed, fast-frozen relations [...] are swept away’ and ‘all that is solid melts into the 

air’.35 For Semper, however, the Great Exhibition was able to signify both disintegra-

tion and progress. The undercurrent in his writings from around this time is that hu-

manity was at the beginning of a new era unparalleled in history; everything seemed 

possible. However, mechanisation was changing production and the creation of 

knowledge, and thus provoking a crisis of representation. During the summer of 

1851, Semper often visited the Crystal Palace to try to comprehend the cultural 

mechanism behind the event. The results of his reasoning were set out in Science, 

Industry, and Art, in which, as mentioned, another driving factor appears, that of 

capitalism.  

 

THE COMMODITY CHARACTER 

After the Great Exhibition ended, Semper took on a more critical tone towards the 

contemporary capitalist mode of production. Whereas he had praised the sciences at 

the beginning of the Great Exhibition, he began to remark upon their dependency on 

capitalism, thus marring their achievements. He understood through the Great Exhi-

bition that capitalism was bringing about a new form of representation. But he only 

subsequently tried to fathom the characteristics of capitalism’s commodity produc-

tion and its new forms of representation:  

‘The founders of a flourishing art once had their material kneaded beforehand, 
as it were, by the beelike instinct of the people; they invested the indigenous 
motive with a higher meaning and treated it artistically, stamping their crea-
tions with a rigorous necessity and spiritual freedom. These works became 
universally understood expressions of a true idea [...].’36 

For Semper, good cultural objects had throughout history been the expression of a 

society’s specific socio-cultural context. Yet, due to changes in the wake of industri-

alisation, the object’s communicative capacity was being lost in the modern age. It 

was for this reason that the exhibited objects in the Crystal Palace represented a 

‘Babylonian confusion’ and thus no longer spoke intelligibly. Semper regarded the 
																																																								
35 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party, in MECW, Jack Cohen, ed., 
vol. 6 (New York: International Publishers, 1976), pp. 487-488. 
36 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 135 [12]. 



– 168 – 

event in Hyde Park as a ‘manifestation of certain anomalies within existing social 

conditions, whose causes and effects up to now could not be seen by the world so 

generally and so distinctly’.37 The Crystal Palace, therefore, like a magnifying glass, 

made these anomalies visible.  

At the centre of Semper’s theory, as discussed previously, lay the concept of ‘man in 

all his relations and connections to the world’.38 Human beings externalise their artis-

tic instinct, knead the given material, and internalise the knowledge. Humans, in this 

conception, are understood as homo faber who makes itself by engaging with its en-

vironment.39 The culturally sound object is thereby the result of this engagement by 

use of the ‘preconditions of form’ – that is, ‘the idea, the force, the material, and the 

means’.40 If this is the case, the ‘free human work appears as a necessity of nature 

and becomes the generally understood and perceived formal expression of an idea’.41 

The form (its use, function, the laws of its physicality) is thereby self-explanatory so 

that the ‘form’ is ‘the idea made visible’.42 In the so-called primitive conditions of 

humankind, the ornamentation of these forms expressed the universal motifs of the 

four original crafts. In more developed cultures, the formal expressions had become 

more complex and more individual. The treated object now exhibited not only signs 

of the maker’s hand but also reflected the socio-cultural conditions. Understanding 

that such changes are inevitable und irreversible, Semper tried to fathom the new 

cultural logic and the crisis of representation that was introduced by machines and 

technically mass-produced objects – in other words, the modern commodity and its 

distinctive qualities: 

‘A marketable ware should allow the broadest possible use and elicit no associa-
tions other than what the object’s purpose and material permit. The place for 
which it is designed is not determined; as little known are the qualities of the 
person whose property it will be. Thus it should possess no characteristics and 
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local colour [...], but should have the quality of harmoniously agreeing with eve-
ry surrounding.’43 

For Semper, the qualities of the commodity are thus universal rather than individual. 

He defines the commodity according to three characteristics. Firstly, the commodity 

is adaptable to a variety of uses; secondly, it is designed for mass-consumption, and, 

lastly, it is generally adaptable to any location. It thus bears no characteristics of a 

specific use, client or locality. Semper emphasised in this description the commodi-

ty’s generic quality in terms of usage, personality and place. Hence, the technologi-

cally mass-produced object in industrialised societies is independent of any specific 

socio-cultural context. Whereas culturally sound objects would symbolically express 

individual socio-cultural relations and their historical derivation, the commodity’s 

symbolic qualities however do not express relationships other than of its general pur-

pose and of its inherent materiality.  

Semper was interested in the object’s symbolic value. Yet the symbolic value of any 

object is the result of a cultural historical process through which it has become an 

individual expression of a certain socio-historical context. The object’s style thereby 

‘is the accord of an art object with its genesis, and with all the preconditions and cir-

cumstances of its becoming’.44 The object should thus represent its use and its histor-

ical derivation. For instance, the Greek hydria was an object made for a specific use 

(catching water under a cascade and carrying it on the head) and thus represents use 

value (fig. 3.2). The object’s form reflected this use and thus also represented sym-

bolic value. The hydria’s ornamentation, the original motifs and their refined appli-

cation, as well as the figurative representations, further reflected the cultural condi-

tions in Greece, adding more to its symbolic value. Yet in Semper’s view, this crea-

tion of symbolic value was the result of an intact relation between the subject and the 

object that was now imperilled through mechanisation, as explained above. 

‘Where does the depreciation of materials brought about by the machine, by 
their surrogates, and by so many new inventions lead us? What effect will the 
depreciation of labour, a result of the same causes, have on the painted, sculp-
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tured, and other kinds of decorative work? Naturally, I am not referring to the 
depreciation in fees, but in meaning, in the idea.’45 

Mechanisation was hence bringing about the depreciation of materials and labour, 

and was imperilling the decorative arts. If nothing else, Semper acknowledged that 

also the object’s idea was being degraded. The idea is one of the preconditions of 

form; it is the conception of a use.46 The object’s idea is thus closely related to the 

imagination of a certain use value. The depreciation in the idea thus means the de-

preciation in the object’s use value. Consequently, the depreciation in the idea also 

negatively influences the object’s symbolic value: 

‘Although an object destined for the marketplace is prevented from achieving 
great significance, this individual expression is always obtainable to a certain 
extent as long as the object has some usefulness or intended purpose and does 
not exist simply for itself.’47 

The commodity may be broadly usable but it nevertheless needs to have certain use-

fulness – that is to say, a certain relation with the user. The commodity may moder-

ately express this function also symbolically. Semper thus seems to indicate that the 

symbolic value of a mass-produced commodity may be restored to a certain extent. 

However, whereas a client had usually commissioned an object from an artist, indus-

trial capitalism was producing symbolically indeterminate commodities for largely 

unspecified consumers. The commodity’s symbolic value might therefore be quite 

rudimentary. Since there was also no interaction between artist and client, the ob-

ject’s individual expression could not come from the buyer either. Semper hardly 

ever mentions the role of consumption, although in Der Stil he repeated his thoughts 

from Science, Industry, and Art in pronouncing that:  

‘Consumption and invention have been handed over to practitioners and indus-
trial capitalists to mediate as they please, but without a millennium of popular 
custom to cultivate a suitable style.’48 

Consumption (i.e. the end of the production process) and invention (i.e. the begin-

ning of the production process) were no longer independent but in the hands of in-
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– 171 – 

dustrial capitalists who were controlling and manipulating the entire production pro-

cess and consumption according to their interests – that is, revenue and profit. By 

conjoining consumption and invention, Semper thus understood that supply and de-

mand – the exchange of objects between subjects, between the artist and the client – 

were now in the hands of a third party, the capitalist, or speculator, as Semper calls 

it: 

‘Speculation interposes itself there and lays out the benefits attractively before 
us; where there is none, speculation creates a thousand small and large ad-
vantages.’49  

Semper believed that speculation interferes in the process of production. Normally 

the process of production starts with an actual ‘necessity’ (Noth), which ‘was the 

mother of science’ according to him.50 At the beginning of the production process is 

thus a need for a useful object, which has a specific use value. Subsequently, this 

demand needs to be supplied by an object serving it. Humans thus start inventing and 

making an object by treating the material that is available to them. Making entails 

human’s ornamental occupation, which represents both the object’s physical proper-

ties and the subject’s knowledge of the object’s properties. The result of this process 

is a product that serves a specific purpose and can be used accordingly. In contrast, 

capitalist production creates ‘a thousand small and large advantages’ rather than a 

response to necessities, and thus depreciates the idea or use value. In this, capitalist 

production creates a demand through desire:  

‘It is already evident that inventions are no longer, as before, a means for avert-
ing privation [Noth] and for enjoyment. On the contrary, privation and enjoy-
ment create the market for innovations. The order of things has been re-
versed.’51 

Capitalist production had therefore superseded the natural ‘order of things’ wherein 

artists once controlled their own designs in their workshops, and was also endanger-

ing the creation of knowledge by interfering in the order of creating knowledge be-

tween the subject and the object. By doing so, capitalism was disturbing civilisa-

tion’s progress by taking possession of the sciences and inventions. The technologi-
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cally mass-produced object, the commodity, therefore predominantly was now serv-

ing speculation and not the purposes of ordinary human beings. Hence, the com-

modity was a new phenomenon typical of the age of industrialisation. In other words, 

what was new at the time was the union of speculation and mass production, whilst 

speculation’s interest would only lie in the market and revenue: 

 ‘[Artists] serve the fashion of the day, which is the only thing that ensures the 
sales upon which the purpose and very existence of the individual plant – in-
deed everything – ultimately depends.’ 52 

Capitalist production needs ‘the fashion of the day’ – that is, a capriciously changing 

condition of demand – to guarantee the sufficiently high number of sales on which, 

in a capitalist society, everything ultimately depends. Everything thus revolves 

around sales and profits. The idea of the commodity is therefore that of surplus value 

rather than any individual purpose or expression. Semper was quite clear on the fun-

damental impact entailed by this new regime of production when he declared that: 

‘The process that our industries and the whole of art will inevitably follow is 
clear: Everything will be designed for and tailored to the marketplace.’53 

Things are no longer made to serve a purpose (or if so only in a rudimentary way) 

but rather produced for the marketplace – that is, for exchange. Capitalist production 

produces commodities for the sake of exchange, and every field of human production 

is therefore becoming commodified.  

Of course over the long history of human societies, objects have always been traded, 

whatever the stage of civilisation, and even before the formulation of architecture as 

a specific cultural practice. Already ‘many thousands of years ago’, precious objects 

and ‘luxury dwelt in crude tents’ that ‘market and trade’ had provided or which were 

obtained through ‘robbery’ or other forms of coercion.54 ‘In large bazaars and cara-

vanserais, traders offered their wares and – moral corruption.’55 Therefore the mar-

ketable ware as such, as an enticing product of the crafts, has to be seen as a genuine 
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part of human culture, although Semper seems to insinuate that it was not unusual for 

such trade to be accompanied by ‘moral corruption’. For him, especially the objects 

of Asian origin best met with the demands of earlier market trading: 

‘These conditions seem to correspond completely with the products of Oriental 
industry, and even more so when the latter are not intermingled with the splin-
tered remains of annihilated, higher art phases, either their own or foreign ones. 
Oriental products are most at home in the bazaar, and there is nothing more 
characteristic of them [...] than their convenient accommodation to every sur-
rounding.’56 

In Semper’s opinion, these Oriental objects could adjust themselves perfectly to eve-

ry kind of surroundings, and they had become all the more suitable for trading the 

fewer traces of historical origin they contained within their style. It is a characteristic 

feature of the commodity that it does not represent a clear historical derivation, and 

thus only bears limited individual meaning. Hence, if an object carries little individu-

al and historical meaning, then it constitutes a good commodity; or else, if an object 

bears much individual and historical meaning, this renders it a bad commodity. The 

generic quality and lack of individuality of Oriental products thus now made them 

very attractive for the European capitalist system. After all, its commodities needed 

to be generally adaptable without showing traces of individual character in order to 

be marketable around the world. Moreover, the ethnographic curiosity of Oriental 

objects was also exploitable for capitalist interests because ‘the fashion of the day’ 

was demanding more and more desires. In this way, capitalism interrupts ‘the order 

of things’ and the development of human culture. Whereas Semper had spoken at 

first about mechanisation’s interference culture, by the end of the Great Exhibition 

he was attributing this to capitalism generally. Despite all the promising achieve-

ments of nineteenth-century science, which impressed Semper, it is intriguing to ob-

serve that he did not view capitalism in the tradition of Liberal thinkers such as John 

Locke or Adam Smith, who treated it as a driving force in the progress of civilisa-

tion. Instead, Semper’s comments on capitalism underpin his misgivings.  

Importantly, Marx’s critique of capitalism was also largely based on anthropological 

interpretations and preconditions. He too understood humans as a homo faber who 

produces and constructs itself through its labour, and he anticipated humans as homo 
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aestheticus who ‘freely and creatively achieves the totality of his potential facul-

ties’.57 However, human labour lay at the basis of Marx’s anthropological concepts, 

notably that of economics, since it was because of labour that human beings produce 

value. Conversely, Semper was never interested in labour as such, let along the la-

bour put into the production of an object; instead he was interested in the object’s 

ornamentation as the imprint of the artist’s hand and his labour. Labour in this sense 

refers to the working subject who makes the object, and this labour is therefore per-

ceivable on the object’s surface. The client (i.e. the consumer) can in this way sym-

pathise with the artist (i.e. the producer). Yet this traditional mode of production was 

imperilled.  

More significant still was Marx’s analysis of the commodity. For Marx, the com-

modity character is comprised of two aspects: use value, which satisfies a necessity, 

and exchange value, whereby the price makes it quantitatively comparable to other 

commodities. It is the exchange value that makes an object a commodity, as it is pro-

duced for exchange, yet it is still dependent upon its material carrier and thus upon 

its use value. The aim of capitalist production is the creation of this exchange value, 

or more accurately, of surplus value that provides the profit. To this end, capitalist 

production buys wage-labour to produce commodities in order to create surplus val-

ue. Just as a commodity has a twofold character, so does labour, which either con-

sists of what Marx calls concrete-labour, which produces use value, and abstract-

labour, which is what produces exchange value. The production of any commodity 

thus includes both types of labour to various degrees. Furthermore, labour, which 

under capitalism became more quantifiable through the process of the division of 

labour, has therefore become commodified itself. Marx pointed out that the form of 

labour also defines the mode of production within a society, revealing whether it 

qualifies as a traditional or as a capitalist economy. A capitalist society is one charac-

terised by production being largely dependent on waged labour.58  

‘Consumption as a necessity, as a need, is itself an intrinsic moment of produc-
tive activity. The latter, however, is the point where the realisation begins and 
thus also its dominant moment, the act epitomising the entire process. An indi-
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vidual produces an object and by consuming it returns again to himself; he re-
turns however as a productive individual and an individual reproducing him-
self. Consumption thus appears as a moment of production.’59 

In the Grundrisse, Marx discusses the mode of production within capitalist societies. 

He argues for the ‘identity of consumption and production’, observing that produc-

tion not only ‘supplies the material’ for consumption but also produces ‘the consum-

er’ and ‘the need felt for the object’. Production thus produces ‘a definite object 

which must be consumed in a definite way’. The consumer can thus not modify or 

personalise the object. In this sense, production determines ‘the mode of consump-

tion’ and hence ‘produces [...] an object for the subject’ and a ‘subject for the object’ 

at the same time.60 Under capitalist production, in which ‘the order of things has 

been reversed’, it is desire that ‘creates the market for innovations’ in order to safe-

guard revenue and profit. As I have argued above, Semper also subordinates produc-

tion and consumption to the realm of production. For both writers, therefore, capital-

ism was now controlling the whole process of production. Firstly, it creates demand, 

thereby interposes itself in the production, which no longer is a laborious process of 

a subject. Secondly, it controls the distribution of objects and thus interposes itself in 

the exchange of objects between subjects. Consequently, there is no longer a specific 

need that meets the demands of a specific client. And lastly, it creates the desire in 

human subjects for the product, thus stimulating both production and consumption. 

And from these preconditions, the problem of commodity fetishism arises.  

 

THE COMMODITY FETISH 

For Marx, the problem of commodity fetishism is that it represents a false reality. 

The complex social relationships under which the commodity has been produced are 

made invisible in its appearance. The commodity’s social side only appears in its 

price, which is indicative for its status as an object of exchange. It thus constitutes a 

negation based on exploitation of the human labour that created its use value. Be-

cause the commodity’s social relations of production are concealed, the commodity 

presents itself as a natural object and its exchange value also appears as a natural 
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property of it. The commodity therefore is an illusory representation of the world of 

production and as a negation of production it is also a form of alienation.61 Marx uses 

the term ‘fetish’ quite deliberately, having read Charles de Bosses’s use of the word: 

‘There is a definite social relation between men, that assumes, in their eyes, the 
[phantasmagoric] form of a relation between things.’62 

Marx’s notion of the commodity fetish’s phantasmagoric form – that is, as an illu-

sionary representation of the real world of social relations – later became very influ-

ential in the writings of Georg Lukács, Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adorno. Kevin 

Hetherington has also pointed to its significance within Marx’s theory. The phantas-

magoria has its origins in Parisian theatrical displays, in terms of shadow puppetry in 

which ghostly images were projected onto a translucent screen with the aid of the 

camera obscura or magic lantern. These images were thus technically produced, but 

their production was always kept invisible. Previously, in the seventeenth and eight-

eenth centuries, the camera obscura was a metaphor for analytical vision and rational 

knowledge: as such, it represented the world independently from the human body 

and thus implied an objective truth. In the nineteenth century, however, the human 

subject was reintroduced and put at the centre of vision, in the wake of Kantian phi-

losophy, becoming the main source of creative action. In this different understand-

ing, the camera obscura represented a false vision as it literally shows the world up-

side down. Marx uses the metaphor the camera obscura and of the phantasmagoria to 

acknowledge the false or inverted image of reality presented under capitalism by the 

commodity fetish. This renders the phantasmagoria concomitantly into a source of 

knowledge for the critical self-reflective subject. However, the deception can also be 

resolved if the phantasmagoria’s illusion is revealed and understood.63 For Semper, 

the capitalist representations he witnessed inside the Crystal Palace were also, either 

directly or indirectly, technically produced. The traditional mode of production, ‘the 

order of things’, had for him been inverted as if one was inside a camera obscura. 

The critical visitor thus needed to turn things around in order to make sense of what 
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one was seeing. It is therefore also the subject who is called to critically engage with 

the objects when visiting the Great Exhibition:  

‘We have artists but no proper art [...]. Only very few see their ambitious 
dreams of youth fulfilled, and then only at the cost of reality by the negation of 
the present and by the phantasmagorical [invocation] of the past.’64 

Interestingly, Semper also uses the term phantasmagoria to describe the eclectic use 

of historical styles that artists and designers were now deploying in order to create 

new enticing surfaces for commodities: ‘Old outdated comforts are called back into 

use when speculation cannot think of anything new.’65 Such loose emulation of his-

torical styles could neither reflect the object’s properties nor represent the current 

socio-cultural conditions. Semper disliked such unimaginative mimicry and so dis-

qualified it as a ‘phantasmagoria’, a delusion. Semper may here have been using the 

term in the same sense as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who had described phan-

tasmagorias as crazed, distorting performances in the second part of Faust.66 A phan-

tasmagoria deceives the viewer as it does not depict the world accurately. The emula-

tion of styles was for Semper a ‘negation of the present’, and thus a self-negation of 

one’s socio-cultural conditions. The object pretends to be the product of its times, but 

there is in truth a different relation between the subject and the object, so it fails to 

express the contemporary reality of industrial society.  

The majority of ‘modern works of industrial activity and of art only appear to us like 

soulless surfaces without a spiritual element’, argues Semper.67 The practice of emu-

lating historical styles simply creates attractive surfaces: such objects do not obtain a 

deeper spiritual meaning, an idea. They thus remain ‘captured in the wrong circle of 

old manners’ that ‘masquerades as originality’68 but which is, as a ‘phantasmagorical 
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invocation of the past’ and a ‘negation of the present’ conditions.69 In the Crystal 

Palace, therefore, ‘[...] we are caught in the midst of the crowd and [whilst] these 

colourful sundries of the already visible grotesquely and colourfully grin at us like 

embodied insanity’.70 The products on display at the Great Exhibition grotesquely 

grin at the visitor, while they ‘masquerade as originality’ but ‘negate reality’, like 

‘hideous animal masks’. As discussed in the previous chapter, masks have been a 

very common occurrence throughout the history of human culture. Yet their role, like 

the Gorgon mask, is to refer away from the masked object or subject to an entity or 

deity that is external to the subject-object relation. For Semper, this kind of idolatry 

belongs to times in which people were unfree and dominated by a narrow elite class. 

With the advent of the commodity in the industrial age, another type of fetishism was 

appearing that brought along with it another form of deception. The intention of the 

commodity’s surface was thus to seduce the individual consumers; as such, the 

commodity wants to be consumed by them. The individual likewise wants to physi-

cally engage with the commodity. The difference between traditional fetishism and 

commodity fetishism hence manifests in the manner of engagement; whilst in older 

religious idolatry, people engaged with the idea of a supernatural power, now con-

sumers were engaging with the material object through commodity fetishism. Yet 

this latest engagement was also fictitious and thus was no less hideous for Semper: 

for him it was ‘like embodied insanity’, a state of mental disturbance or estrange-

ment. 

The concealed idea of the commodity, as Marx pointed out, is to yield surplus value 

for the few who control the means of production. Capitalist production was deploy-

ing historical forms in the interest of profit, something that Semper argued was ex-

ternal to the object. Capitalist production was thus showing that it is indifferent to the 

object’s symbolic value, which is internal to the object. The commodity’s symbolic 

value serves the needs and demands of the marketplace. Some symbolic qualities 

may partly derive from its immediate purpose and materiality, but its actual symbolic 

value is independent from the object. Instead of producing objects that visibly render 

their idea, capitalist production was therefore depreciating it. For Semper, what used 
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to be the object’s internal idea, which had determined its symbolic value, had been 

replaced with the external idea of surplus value, which created a false symbolic val-

ue, a phantasmagoria. The commodity’s form and idea had thus become disentangled 

from one another. The commodity within capitalist economies therefore displays a 

rather deceitful character; it deploys material conditions inattentively and exhibits its 

purpose unreflectively since its idea does not consciously determine the object itself, 

but rather the market system in which the commodity is being exchanged. As a re-

sult, capitalism produces unspecific objects that are displaced and replaceable, ob-

jects that are agreeably adaptable and elusively enticing:  

‘Capitalism certainly makes every effort to have the fine arts serve its ends, 
just as it borrows all its technical means from science. It has brought about the 
division of labour [...] but in a way that is highly detrimental to the hoped-for 
success.’71 

In Semper’s view, the repercussions of capitalism and industrialisation were ulti-

mately the commodification of all cultural products; it thus also captured and dimin-

ished ‘high art’, which was ‘fatally hit’.72 Artworks in capitalist countries were no 

longer the product of a long process of cultural development, exhibiting their histori-

cal derivation and revealing current socio-cultural conditions. The sculptures dis-

played at the Crystal Palace, as Semper wrote early on during the exhibition, did not 

express any cultural significance: instead they were being offered for sale, and there-

fore served the logic of the capitalist market to yield profit.73 

‘A work of art destined for the marketplace cannot have this relevance, far less 
than an industrial object can, for the latter’s artistic relevance is supported at 
least by the use for which it is expected to have. The former, however, exists for 
itself alone, and is always distasteful when it betrays the purpose of pleasing or 
seducing a buyer.’74 

Semper felt that industrial objects, in contrast to the fine arts, still had a relatively 

straightforward purpose, which the object’s form would express. What industrial art 

was prevented from was individual expression.75 However for an autonomous art-

																																																								
71 Gottfried Semper, Stlye, p. 75 [XII]. 
72 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, pp. 142-143 [28]. 
73 Gottfried Semper, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung’, p. 34. 
74 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 143 [29]. 
75 See footnote 47. 
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work, which does not have an immediate application, the influence of capitalism was 

rather dire. Semper believed that ‘high art’ had gone ‘into the marketplace, not to 

speak there with the people but to be offered for sale’.76 The artwork could thus no 

longer communicate with the viewer, nor was it intended to engage with the viewer 

in a reflective relation. Instead it had become rather silent and elusively enticing in 

order to be purchased. Perhaps the objects might still arbitrarily communicate with 

certain visitors, as in a ‘Babylonian confusion’. But the idea of these artworks was 

therefore mainly that of consumption, rather than ‘a noble piece of human history’. 

The sculptures on display at the Great Exhibition thus did not offer much potential 

for self-cognition or self-experience of the human subject. The sculptures were hence 

empty objects devoid of spiritual value. Unlike objects of industrial art, they did not 

even have an immediate purpose with which one could at least justify a certain use 

value: 

‘Who was not seized with grief and sadness in strolling through the Lombard-
Austrian market, which was crammed with lovely naked and veiled slave fig-
ures in marble? Did we not clearly see that they felt ashamed of the traits of 
their once high lineage? And they glanced around so seductively in their hu-
miliation in search for a buyer! There were indeed no fewer than eight or ten 
chained male and female slaves in the Exhibition.’77 

Several sculptures in the Crystal Palace did indeed depict humans in chains: they 

included, for instance, Hiram Powers’ Greek Slave representing a woman that was 

taken hostage by the Turks during the 1820s Greek Revolution, and John Bell’s 

mythological figure of Andromeda (figs. 4.8/4.9). Raffaelle Monti’s Circassian Slave 

at the Market was however the sculpture that Semper most severely reprimanded. 

Whereas the first two works embodied a tragic act that was represented accordingly, 

the latter rather showed a crazed or distorted performance, a phantasmagoria follow-

ing the logic of capitalism. Semper insinuated that a critical visitor, like himself, 

would feel grief and thus understand the phantasmagoria being presented to specta-

tors. Slaves, unfree humans who are exploited for their labour, were made to ‘glance 

around seductively’ in order to be consumed. As sculptures, they were ‘ashamed of 

the traits of their once high lineage’ of Classical art, which had once perfectly de-

picted the human body. Their idea – that is, a dramatic piece of human history – had 

																																																								
76 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 143 [28]. 
77 Ibid. p. 143 [29]. 
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however now become depreciated under capitalism. What the visitor saw instead was 

not a free person engaged because she had been forced into the state of slavery, but 

rather an obsequious servant that would answer one’s desires. Just as a commodity 

projects its desires onto the consumer, this sculpture was suggesting that one could 

unveil and take possession of the woman. The sculpture’s submissive gesture thus 

concealed exploitation and bondage behind the smokescreen of an erotic fantasy. 

Conversely, two works that Semper appreciated were Eugène-Louis Lequesne’s 

Dancing Faun, which he thought ‘was the freshest, healthiest fellow in the whole 

Exhibition’, and Jean-Jacques Pradier’s Phryne , in which ‘marble [had] become so 

fleshlike, tender, and animated’ (figs. 4.10/4.11).78 Semper was most stricken how-

ever by Peter Stephenson’s Wounded Indian (fig. 4.12). He appreciated the sculptor’s 

execution of the work and especially praised the idea, namely the ‘very long tragedy 

behind this sculpture, the tragedy of a race of people dying with him’.79 

Semper hence believed that the fine arts had become fetishised under capitalism. He 

writes in his theory of formal beauty that subjective will-power ‘emanates from the 

object’, thereby affecting humans’ emotions, and as such it ‘directs their intentions 

and free movements’.80 The human being consequently moves towards the object 

that has caught its attention; the object thus inspires the human being to act and to 

engage with it. In monumental art, the subject not only recognises an interest, a need 

or a desire in an object, but also itself as a human being, as an individual as well as a 

member of society. Yet within a capitalist society, the fine arts were now also being 

produced for the marketplace, with the aim of ‘seducing a buyer’. People were being 

deceived into recognising in the object a need that served their desires. By the appli-

cation of his critical reading, Semper came to understand that there were power rela-

tionships at work behind the 1851 Great Exhibition, and he was far from sure wheth-

er the new era would bring freedom or just a new form of domination. As such, he 

																																																								
78 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 151 [46-47]; Klaus Lankheit, ‘Gottfried 
Semper und die Weltausstellung, London 1851’, in Gottfried Semper und die Mitte des 19. Jahrhun-
derts, Adolf Max Vogt, Christina Reble and Martin Fröhlich, eds. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1976), p. 41. 
79 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 167 [74]; Kate Flint, ‘Exhibiting America: 
The Native American and the Crystal Palace’, in Victorian Prism: Refractions of the Crystal Palace, 
James Buzard, Joseph W. Childers and Eileen Gillooly, eds. (Charlottesville: University of Virginia 
Press, 2007), pp. 171-185. 
80 Gottfried Semper and Spyros Papapetros, ‘On the formal principles of adornment and its meaning 
as a symbol in art (1856)’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 57/58 (2010), p. 302 [17-18]. 
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asked himself whether the glasshouse in Hyde Park really indicated a higher cultural 

stage or whether it was simply another false Babylonian tower: 

‘Will this be the first incarnation of a really viable world-thought newly born 
under thousand-fold hammer blows, or are we carrying together material to a 
modern Nimrod work which commits an outrage not in height but width? – 
According to the Mosaic legend, despotic nonsense in closed pyramidal form 
strove at the time to a height that was unattainable for the elements and defying 
the mountains, and the people – realising the mania – run away yet before the 
monarchist peak was achieved. Now we are building on a work which has no 
clear boundaries in horizontal expansion and, like the previous, only in oppo-
site direction, will remain a shapeless absurdity until the true centre point of all 
relations was found which possesses enough gravity [...] to unify the heteroge-
neous and unmeasured to a closed and vividly structured system.’81 

Despite Semper’s innovative insights into contemporary capitalist society, the quote 

reveals how undecided he was about its merits. It could be another kind of oppres-

sion or it might offer the beginning of a new historical cycle. Unlike most other 

commentators who simply praised the merits and promises of the Great Exhibition in 

materialising the progress of culture and exhibiting the supremacy of western civili-

sation, and especially the British Empire, Semper was clearly far more critical about 

it because for him a higher stage of civilisation could not be reached without a viable 

world-idea. A new era could thus only arise if there was a conscious collective idea 

that would attract and hold the soulless objects together, in the service of human cul-

ture. But to do so, human beings needed to be able to engage freely with their envi-

ronment in order to reappropriate the material they had produced. After the exhibi-

tion’s closure, Semper responded to these questions with his outline for an ideal mu-

seum that would structure and systemise objects according to the four original motifs 

of the crafts (a topic which will be addressed in the next chapter). At the beginning 

of the Great Exhibition, however, he had already speculated about what such a new 

collective idea could be:  
																																																								
81 ‘Wird das unter so tausendfachen Hammerschlägen Geborene die erste Inkarnation eines wirklich 
lebensfähigen Weltgedankens seyn, oder tragen wir zu einem modernen, nicht in die Höhe, aber in die 
Breite frevelnden Nimrodswerke den Stoff zusammen? – Damals erstrebte, der Mosaischen Sage nach 
Despotischer Unsinn mit geschlossener Pyramidenform eine den Elementen unerreichbare, den Ber-
gen trotzende Höhe, und die Völker liefen, den Wahn erkennend, aus einander, noch ehe die monar-
chische Spitze vollendet war. Jetzt bauen wir an einem Werke, das keine festen Schranken horizonta-
ler Ausdehnung kennt, und wie jenes, nur nach entgegengesetzter Seite hin, so lange ein formloses 
Unding bleiben muss, bis sich der wahre Mittelpunkt der Beziehungen fand, der Attractionskraft ge-
nug besitzt, um [...] das Heterogene und Ungemessene zu einem lebendig gegliederten und geschlos-
senen Systeme zu vereinigen.’ Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 94: Notes on the Great Exhibition of 
1851, pp. 2-3. 
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‘If this happens [i.e. if a world-idea is detected], this world market display will 
be raised to a world free trade market, if at least the initiation of this last objec-
tive will not be violently inhibited by short-sighted interest, if at least no obsta-
cle (which is able to break the young enthusiasm of people for the idea) will be 
put to the natural development of free international exchange, then no external 
bond will hold them together and, like back then, everything will end with dis-
appointment and confusion of languages.’82 

As to the cultural repercussions of capitalism, or ‘the final result of this ever-

expanding patronage’ of the ‘large capital’, Semper could only speculate.83 His own 

ambiguous position about the 1851 exhibition was already becoming apparent in the 

first weeks of the event. On the very same pages, he expressed a hunch that this was 

just another symbol of a new and oppressive socio-economic system whilst, at the 

same time, he still hoped for a collective idea that would reunify humankind. In this 

regard, Semper was echoing notions that were very prevalent around the Great Exhi-

bition about the Crystal Palace acting as a symbol of ‘world-fraternisation’84, or as a 

‘temple of freedom’.85 One such idea, he insinuated, could be an adherence to free 

trade. The new era seemed to indicate ‘the start of a new cycle’, and the artists’ only 

response was to observe and to study contemporary modes of production. They 

needed to ‘go into the marketplace’ to both ‘teach [...] and to learn’.86 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
82 ‘Geschieht dies, wird der Weltschaumarkt erhoben zu einem Welt-Freihandelsmarkt, wird wenigs-
tens die Anbahnung dieses letzten Zieles durch kurzsichtiges Interesse nicht gewaltsam gestört, wird 
wenigstens nur dem natürlichen Entwicklungsgang des freien internationalen Verkehrs kein solches 
Hinderniss entgegen gesetzt, das [...] geeignet ist, den noch jungen Enthusiasmus der Völker für die 
Idee zu brechen, dann wird kein äusseres Band sie zusammenhalten und, wie damals, wird alles mit 
allgemeiner Enttäuschung und Sprachverwirrung endigen.’ Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 94: Notes 
on the Great Exhibition of 1851, p. 3. 
83 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 139 [20]. 
84 Gottfried Kinkel [?], ‘Die Consequenzen der Industrieausstellung’, Der Kosmos. Deutsche Zeitung 
aus London, 1 (1851), p. 2. 
85 ‘Die Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker’, The Illustrated London News. Deutsches Supplement, No. 
1, 3 May 1851, pp. 2-3. 
86 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 146 [35]. 
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POLITICAL ECONOMY IN GENERAL 

In some of his manuscripts, as quoted above, Semper also tried to introduce econom-

ic concepts like free trade into his cultural thinking.87 After all, it was a common-

place notion in and around the Great Exhibition of 1851.88 Among Semper’s social 

circles were several political figures and journalists (such as Bucher) who actively 

campaigned on behalf of free trade, often known at the time as ‘Manchester Princi-

ples’. After the revolutionary years in continental Europe, many thinkers saw free 

trade as the economic expression of a free society. Britain had successfully showed 

the economic merits of free trade with the repeal of the Corn Laws – hitherto tariffs 

on imported grain and other foodstuffs – only a few years earlier. The German states, 

on the other hand, were still protecting their markets through the Zollverein (German 

Customs Union). But after the failed revolutions of 1848, and the widely unpopular 

restoration of the aristocracy, customs duties were seen as hindrances to freedom and 

as aristocratic measures to protect the old landowning regime. Although Semper did 

not use the term ‘free trade’, which was in common parlance in Britain at the time, 

he nonetheless speaks of ‘free international exchange’ whose development cannot be 

prevented because it will overcome all boundaries. If human beings were striving for 

freedom, then economic exchange between countries ought to be equally free. 

The Crystal Palace, apart from in itself displaying the progress of science, industrial-

isation and mass-production, thus also acted as a symbol for contemporary Liberal 

economic values – even more so since all foreign articles on display were exempted 

from import taxes.89 This measure was applied to facilitate the setting up of the exhi-

bition. The Crystal Palace, as a manifestation of free-trade political and economic 
																																																								
87 See footnote 82. 
88 Jeffrey Auerbach, The Great Exhibition: A Nation on Display (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1999), pp. 1-2 and 22-23; Wolfram Kaiser, ‘Inszenierung des Freihandels als weltgesellschaftliche 
Entwicklungsstrategie: Die “Great Exhibition” 1851 und der politische Kulturtransfer nach Kontinen-
taleuropa’, in Die Weltausstellung und ihre Folgen – The Great Exhibition and its Legacy, Franz 
Bosbach and John R. Davis, eds. (München: Saur, 2002), pp. 163-180; Wolfram Kaiser, ‘Cultural 
Transfer of Free Trade at the World Exhibitions, 1851-1862’, The Journal of Modern History, 77 
(2005), pp. 563-590; Paul Young, ‘Mission Impossible: Globalization and the Great Exhibition’, in 
Britain, the Empire, and the Great Exhibition of 1851, Jeffrey A. Auerbach, ed. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2008), pp. 3-26; Paul Young, Globalization and the Great Exhibition. The Victorian New World Or-
der (Basingstoke UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).  
89 The Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851, Appendix: Decisions of Her Majesty’s Com- 
missioners, and the Regulations of the Executive Committee, p. 10, in: Sir Charles Wentworth Dilke, 
Printed Documents, National Art Library London (Ex.1851.OVERSIZE8). It was only if these exhib-
ited foreign articles were removed from the Crystal Palace, that they would again be subject to cus-
toms duties. 
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values, was thereby rendered into a huge bonded warehouse. For Semper, ‘this glass-

covered vacuum will suit anything one wishes to bring into it. The still uncovered 

part of Hyde Park is equally indulgent to every use.’90 In these words, Semper was 

describing the Crystal Palace in a similar way to the generality of the commodity, 

namely as an object that could accommodate absolutely anything. Additionally, the 

building’s flexibility and expandability, for which the rest of the environment await-

ed its integration, represented the spreading nature of international trade. Yet ‘the 

simple problem was to portion off such a space from the open air, as should include a 

world of bazaars.’91 The required space for this exhibition was thus supposed to 

house a global market whose principles would be suspended from geographical or 

historical aspects. It was thus rather a space taken from the open air, a vacuum that is 

empty of any content and to which meaning then needs to be given. Here the unify-

ing idea in Semper’s mind may have been the principle of free trade. In Science, In-

dustry, and Art, he mentions the influence of economics on the arts:  

‘It is quite remarkable that France has made such rapid progress in the industri-
al arts only since the start of the Republic. If the February Revolution has been 
detrimental to trade and commerce, as it has been asserted, it has also clarified 
the good taste of the nation.’92  

Semper’s main point here was about the positive effects of the contemporaneous 

French Second Republic (1848–51), following the abdication of Louis-Philippe I. He 

mentions the negative effects that the political changes had on French trade and 

commerce, but even these did not seem to impede a favourable development of 

popular taste. Semper opined that ‘this may be owing in part to the personal and for-

tuitous service of a few individuals of outstanding talent’, but only since ‘these artists 

[...] in their full independence have been able to assert themselves because they are 

no longer being hindered by the influence of powerful personalities’.93 Again Semper 

was assuming that personal freedom would lead to a better quality of artistic objects, 

because artists, as he continues, ‘only in the imaginative spirit of the people will [...] 

find the support for their activity’. Semper believed that a republican nation should 

abandon any ‘external boundaries’ and thus liberate the imagination of people, there-

																																																								
90 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 165 [71]. 
91 Gottfried Semper, ‘A Foreign Architect’s View of the Building’, p. 576. 
92 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 150 [45]. 
93 Ibid. 
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by enabling the creation of good art. Not surprisingly then, that he considered the 

effects of a political revolution as being healthy and necessary for the ‘spiritual de-

velopment of people’.94 But rather than trade and commerce, it is the existence of a 

free and democratic society that has most positive effects on the arts. Therefore, free 

trade is not necessarily an indispensable factor in producing satisfactory objects. 

Trade indeed is seen as rather marginal in Semper’s writings, and he nowhere dis-

cussed explicitly the relation between capitalism and trade. Yet he did so with regard 

do the division of labour, whose effects he felt were much more serious:  

‘[T]here is a difference in working for speculation and in executing one’s own 
work as a free man. In working for speculation man is doubly dependent: a 
slave to his employer and to the latest fashion that provides the employer with 
a market for his wares. Man sacrifices his individuality, his “birthright,” for a 
pottage of lentils. In former times the artist also practiced self-denial, but he 
sacrificed his ego only for the glory of God.’95 

Semper was clear that it was ‘capitalism’ that ‘has brought about the division of la-

bour’, a system which is existential to capitalism but whose repercussions were det-

rimental to the arts.96 He portrayed how architecture was being affected by quoting a 

‘German technician’s lively description of the state of civil architecture in the United 

States’, in which the unnamed author describes the impact of the division of labour 

and prefabrication on architecture.97 Architecture was becoming an assemblage of 

disjointed works by different labourers and artisans who simply installed prefabricat-

ed items, with the architect now being forced to function as a construction manager 

rather than as an artist. 

For Semper, the division of labour thus affects the labourer and his products. It sepa-

rates ‘the so-called ornamental from the formal and technical aspects of art in a pure-

ly mechanical way, immediately betraying its lack of feeling for and misunderstand-

ing of the true relationship between the various means the artist uses to produce his 

																																																								
94 Ibid. pp. 150-151 [24]. 
95 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 139 [20]. 
96 See footnote 71. According to Semper, the division of labour was not new in history; the high arts 
had separated from the crafts in the sixteenth century when the most recent decline had begun. Yet, 
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mentions may have been Albrecht Becher. See: Dieter Weidmann, ‘Through the stable door to Prince 
Albert? On Gottfried Semper’s London connections’, Journal of Art Historiography, 11 (2014), p. 12. 
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work’.98 He was clearly concerned: ‘Important sections of the overall work are de-

tached from the whole and given over to some other artistic authority’, the construc-

tion manager, ‘to deal with freely’.99 As a consequence of the division of labour, the 

craftsman or labourer ‘ceases to create’ and ‘becomes a businessman’ who ‘hires 

outsiders, a practice that works to the detriment of the customer and at the same time 

puts the assisting artist in a stage of oppressive dependence’.100 Production, the im-

mediate relation between the subject and the object, is thereby torn apart. It is no 

longer the craftsman’s or labourer’s experience in working the material that deter-

mines the aesthetics, but a detached construction manager. The labourer loses control 

over the product, and can only treat parts of it, whereas the manager’s judgement 

remains ‘accidental’ and is based on ‘extrinsic factors’, since it lacks an understand-

ing for the ‘inward criteria’ that come out of the material’s treatment.101 Consequent-

ly, ‘artists take absolutely no initiative in industrial production’, and therefore no 

artistic or cultural progress is possible. Assistant workers instead become a ‘category 

of specialists’ on which the manufacturers depend.102  

Labour therefore, for Semper, was becoming categorised and standardised according 

to the requirements of capitalist production, within the dialectic between wage-

labour and capital. The division of labour thus changes the relation between the sub-

ject and the object in several important ways. Firstly, the artist becomes a construc-

tion manager who merchandises the product and thus is much less involved in its 

actual production. Management deploys abstract-labour rather than concrete-labour 

and thus produces exchange value rather than use value. The artist is therefore forced 

to comply with the general market conditions, and produce commodities. Secondly, 

assistant workers are no longer in possession of their own labour, but instead are 

dependent on their employers and the need to ‘serve the fashion of the day’ so as to 

ensure surplus value; as a consequence they lose their creative motivation and be-

come alienated from their artistic instinct. Lastly, this mode of production also af-

fects clients as they can only obtain a meaningless object. The situation is hence ex-

asperating as it is the consumer ‘who orders or buys the work is the judge of its aes-
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thetic value’, not the artist.103 Yet consumption, as we have seen, is actually in the 

hands of the capitalist class, and the consumer’s judgement is therefore also unfree.  

Although Semper’s comments about capitalism and trade are intriguing, these kinds 

of subjects were certainly not his main concern. Yet they testify to the economic and 

political debates with which Semper was surrounded amongst the exiled German 

community in London. An article in Der Kosmos for instance addressed ‘the public 

struggle of giants between capital and labour’.104 The author of this article may have 

been Semper’s fellow stroller, Lothar Bucher, who also wrote about ‘a struggle be-

tween capital and labour’ in his other articles around that time.105 In these texts, 

Bucher promoted liberal values and the freedom of association for all people. Work-

ers’ associations and cooperative societies, he felt, could enable the industrial work-

ing class to counterbalance the repercussions of capitalism. To this end, the workers 

needed to organise themselves collectively, as the state was not supposed to interfere 

in these matters.106 This struggle between capital and labour was also in Bucher’s 

opinion visible inside the Crystal Palace, where ‘the two elements [were] hostile’ 

whilst at the same time being ‘immediately linked’ to one other. Bucher thus saw in 

the Crystal Palace a medium through which the working class could reconnect with 

the products of its labour. The attentive visitor would not ‘linger for more than just 

an instant by the Kob-i-Nur diamond’ but instead would ‘diligently study [...] the 

progress made by the inventive mind and the creative hand’. In other words, the dis-

cerning visitor would not be distracted by the exchange value of enticing or precious 

items, but rather be interested in the practical use value of objects generally: 

‘Humans are asked to investigate more seriously the origin and formation of an 

object, and this investigation leads them to names who proudly call themselves 

workers’.107 Working-class citizens could therefore visit the Great Exhibition both 

																																																								
103 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 157 [56]. 
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quoted after: Christoph Studt, Lothar Bucher (1817-1892): ein politisches Leben zwischen Revolution 
und Staatsdienst (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1992), p. 113. 
106 Christoph Studt, Lothar Bucher (1817-1892), pp. 113-115. 
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‘to appreciate the worker’ and to ‘appreciate the work’ that has gone into the 

production of the objects. Consequently, they would also come to understand that 

‘capital siphons off the workers’ vitality’, and that they could ‘achieve even more 

refined things’ if they were ‘independent from capital’.108  

Bucher’s comments on the capitalist society, while they might thus seem very 

radical, were in fact based upon his liberal convictions, with his ideas being centered 

around the notion of individual freedom. To improve social and civic conditions in 

industrialised countries, Bucher demanded a strong education system to enable a 

reasonably informed society to emerge. He thus promoted gradual social change as 

opposed to revolutionary upheaval. British democratic politics and free-trade market 

values thus seemed to him to be able to provide the grounds for social improvement 

if the working class would only collaborate through cooperatives and other 

associations. He explicitly argued against revolutionary socialism or Marxist 

communism; both he considered to be similar in nature to reactionary movements 

because all resulted in paternalism, centralisation and bureaucracy, which would 

therefore annihilate individual freedom.109 Marx bitterly scolded such views because, 

for him, surplus value was the very driving force of capitalist production in the first 

place, and so that was where the political challenge needed to be made.  

Whereas Bucher was concerned with the conditions of political economy in Britain 

generally, Semper’s critique of capitalism was instead predominantly focused upon 

its material production. He may well have agreed on Bucher’s insistence about 

labour associations and cooperative societies being beneficial for the working class. 

Bucher saw great potential in attempts by working class artisans to produce on their 

own account and thereby circumvent industrial capitalists.110 Semper would likely 

have also appreciated such cooperative workshops, since the artists could become 

fully engaged with their work and overcome the division of labour. A real difference 

was that France was the leading artistic country for Semper, whereas in Bucher’s 

view it was Britain. For Semper, ‘England has become estranged from art for the 
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time being through the force of the progressive spirit of the time’,111 and he was in-

trigued ‘how these artistic conditions in England correspond with the political and 

social conditions’.112 In terms of art, he argued, the French had a ‘reverse relation-

ship with the [...] English’. Hence Semper would have agreed with Bucher that the 

industrial progress in Britain was perhaps happening ‘too quickly for the sound and 

somewhat slow taste of the people’.113 

The impact of trade and commerce on the arts was also then being extensively dis-

cussed in the circle around Henry Cole and the new Department of Science and 

Art.114 George Wallis, for instance, a deputy commissioner of the Great Exhibition 

who later became a keeper of the South Kensington Museum, published an influen-

tial article titled ‘Art, Science, and Manufacture, as a Unity’.115 In this text, Wallis 

dealt in principle with the positive effects of free trade upon artistic production. His 

main argument was that only free trade could secure the improvement of industrial 

art. If markets were not protected, then not only goods but also designs would be-

come equally available. In a protectionist market, entrepreneurs could go to other 

countries and buy any kind of design specimens, bring them back to their country, 

and simply copy or adapt them for their own production. Consumers would not know 

that these were copies, as they did not have access to the original products (unless 

they happened to travel). What this meant for the local designers was that their skills 

were no longer needed, such that they were not a part of the processes of production 

and consumption. Consequently, local designs would not be able to develop any fur-

ther, but simply decay, which would have a detrimental effect on a nation’s artistic 

imagination and taste. Only in a free trade system would commodities from all over 

the world be available, which would allow the consumer to compare products with 

each other, on the one hand, and also instigate competition amongst artists and pro-

ducers on the other. As a result of free trade and international competition, according 
																																																								
111 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 157 [55]. 
112 Ibid. p. 159 [59]. 
113 Ibid. pp. 151-152 [47]. 
114 Ingeborg Cleve, ‘1851 – The Economic Context of Design. Design Made a Difference – The 
Counted. Economic and Aesthetic Aspects of Consumer Taste’, in Die Weltausstellung und ihre Fol- 
gen – The Great Exhibition and its Legacy, Frank Bosbach and John R. Davis, eds. (München: Saur, 
2002), pp. 181-96; Malcolm Quinn, Utilitarianism and the Art School in Nineteenth-Century Britain 
(London: Pickering & Chatto, 2013). 
115 George Wallis, ‘Art, Science, and Manufacture, as an Unity’, Art Journal, 13 (1851), pp. 245-52 
and 265-71. See also: Charles Wentworth Dilke, Catalogue of a Collection of Works on the Great 
Exhibition of 1851 (London: Department of Science and Art, 1855), p. 6. 
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to Wallis, designers would be essential for the process of production and for the local 

design development, and people’s taste would also improve. Wallis was therefore 

aiming for the same goals as Semper, but his argument pointed in exactly the oppo-

site direction in terms of how to achieve them. 

Other even more prominent members of the Department of Science and Art, such as 

Matthew Digby Wyatt, expressed similar views about the merits of capitalism. Wyatt 

praised the Great Exhibition of 1851 for facilitating the comparison of products with 

one another. Whether as a producer, trader, consumer, artist or capitalist, everyone 

could compare the items according to their individual interests. Such a view was 

hence quite unlike Semper’s, since for the latter it is the collective that is significant 

in the end, whereas private interests indicate cultural decay.116 Ralph Wornum also 

voiced views similar to Wallis and Wyatt. In his book Analysis of Ornament, 

Wornum argued that the ornament has primarily a ‘commercial propensity’, whilst 

elements of form are the same everywhere, following natural laws. The objects cre-

ated by human being in their original conditions needed to serve physical wants and 

hence showed a rather ‘mechanical fitness’. But the objects created by humans ‘in 

civilised societies’, on the other hand, serve more ‘extensive wants’ and hence com-

bine elegance with fitness. Wornum makes reference to products of the ancient 

world, declaring that they were an economic success not because of their quality but 

because of creating a ‘cultivated taste’, as part of his emphasis that only the ‘aesthet-

ic character’ of products can establish reputation. In his view, the natural human pro-

pensity for decoration thus went hand-in-hand with the development of civilisation 

and the capitalist system. Ornament is therefore not only a sign of cultural refinement 

but also a sign of the objects’ commodification, a view that of course was radically 

different to Semper’s.117  

To conclude the chapter, it is worth noting that Semper’s feelings were undoubtedly 

mixed about the outcomes of the Great Exhibition, whereas Karl Marx was entirely 

dismissive. For him, ‘this exhibition is striking proof of the concentrated power with 

which modern large-scale industry is everywhere demolishing national barriers and 

increasingly blurring local peculiarities of production, society and national character 

																																																								
116 Matthew Digby Wyatt, ‘The Exhibition under its Commercial Aspect’, The Journal of Design and 
Manufactures, V (1851), pp. 153-158. 
117 Ralph Nicholson Wornum, Analysis of Ornament (London: Chapman and Hall, 1855), pp. 6-7. 
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among all peoples.’ The exhibition proved the ‘cold-bloodedness’ of the British 

bourgeoisie since they frivolously conceived and organised this event at a time over-

shadowed by the revolutionary movements taking place on the continent during the 

years 1848 and 1849. His comments on the Crystal Palace, however, seemed to reso-

nate more with The Communist Manifesto than his later, more developed theories: 

‘The bourgeoisie is celebrating this, its greatest festival, at a moment when the col-

lapse of its social order in all its splendour is imminent, a collapse which will 

demonstrate more forcefully than ever how the forces which it has created have out-

grown its control.’118 But although Marx became the most severe critic of capitalism, 

he remained surprisingly silent while the Great Exhibition was taking place – per-

haps because he did not yet have the adequate terminology at his disposal to criticise 

the event more profoundly. Yet his main critique was clear enough: the Crystal Pal-

ace was ‘the bourgeoisie’s modern Pantheon in which to exhibit with proud self-

satisfaction the gods it has made to itself’.119 The bourgeoisie thus venerated itself in 

the objects displayed in the Great Exhibition, an allusion at least to Marx’s later con-

cept of commodity fetishism. In the early 1850s, however, none of the Marxist terms 

that later became common in discussing the commodity had yet been coined. Alt-

hough Marx started to use the term ‘fetishism’ in his Paris papers of 1844, he still 

idealised the artwork as a different kind of entity, independent of commerce.120 By 

coming to understand economics as the fundamental principle through which human 

relationships are determined, he had transformed his conception by the late 1850s. 

This is shown by the fact that he did not differentiate anymore between an artwork 

and a commodity in his celebrated 1859 text, A Contribution to a Critique of Politi-

cal Economy, in which he turned his guns fully onto those British economists who 

had promoted the capitalist system, with much of the text being subsumed eight 

years later into the first volume of Capital. 

																																																								
118 Karl Marx, ‘Review May to October 1850’, in MECW, vol. 10 (New York: International Publish-
ers, 1978), pp. 499-500. 
119 Ibid. 
120 Charles Harrison, Paul Wood, and Jason Gaiger, Art in Theory, 1815-1900 (Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishers, 1998), pp. 170-178; Antoine Artous, ‘Marx und der Fetischismus. Von der Religionskritik 
zur Kritik der politischen Ökonomie’, in Fetisch als heuristische Kategorie. Geschichte – Rezeption – 
Interpretation, Christina Antenhofer, ed. (Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2011), pp. 97-112. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE ‘COMPARATIVE MUSEUM OF THE FUTURE’ 

 

As mentioned in Chapter Two, soon after Semper had finished work on the displays 

in the Crystal Palace, he went on ‘ethnographical strolls’ through the exhibition 

building together with his friend, the journalist Lothar Bucher. The two men dis-

cussed the ‘cultural historical’ impact or the ‘cultural philosophical’ aspects of the 

Great Exhibition of 1851, addressing also the problem of what new kind of ethno-

graphic museum might be needed to harbour cultural artefacts from around the 

world. Their discussions about such a collection were based, once more, on the writ-

ings of the German anthropologist Gustav Klemm: after all, the latter had already an-

ticipated a ‘Museum for the Cultural History of Humankind’ when he began to work 

on his theory of cultural history, published in 1843 as Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte 

der Menschheit (General Cultural History of Humankind).1 Klemm was not only a 

passionate collector of ethnographical objects himself but had also published a book 

on the history of collections some years before his magnum opus.2 Bucher and Sem-

per’s writings show how their discussions drew upon Klemm’s work to a great ex-

tent. Yet whereas Bucher largely adopted Klemm’s ideas wholesale, even using the 

structure of Klemm’s cultural history as a blueprint for his own ethnographical ex-

plorations in the Crystal Palace, Semper instead accommodated only some aspects of 

Klemm’s theories into his conception for an ideal museum collection. In this sense, 

the museum also became a space to represent and reflect the knowledge of cultural 

history, or rather of a philosophy of culture. Museological discourses were rife at the 

time, illustrating the significance that the museum obtained as a spatial medium 

through which to explore and to represent knowledge. 

Around the mid-nineteenth century, numerous museums were thus being planned or 

built or theorised. Museums and their collections played an important role in the con-

																																																								
1 Gustav Klemm, Fantasie über ein Museum für die Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit (Dresden: 
Teubner, 1843). The text was also published in the appendix of the first volume of Klemm’s cultural 
history. See: Gustav Klemm, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 1 (Dresden: Teub-
ner, 1843), pp. 357-362. 
2 Gustav Klemm, Zur Geschichte der Sammlungen für Wissenschaft und Kunst in Deutschland 
(Zerbst: Kummer, 1837). 
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struction of knowledge and helped to shape the various scientific disciplines.3 This 

role was not new, however; early museums such as the cabinets of curiosity had long 

been central to the development and representation of knowledge and the sciences. 

Museums provided exhibition spaces where objects found in the field could be 

brought back to be analysed, dissected, classified and displayed. Very often the mu-

seum competed with the library. Both institutions epitomised the dream of a com-

plete collection or encyclopaedia, which would not only allow one to read and under-

stand the world but also to control its future. At the same time, collections sought to 

be useful and educational; visitors, professionals and non-professionals, should 

equally profit from museums to improve their intellect, their manners, and their artis-

tic taste. The museum thus represented the Enlightenment dream of reforming and 

improving society. This aspiration also applies to Semper and his ideal collection to a 

great extent.4  

Museums are always highly staged and controlled environments. Objects are taken 

out of their original context, and the exhibition’s arrangement is an organised display 

according to a curatorial idea of how these objects should then be categorised and re-

assembled. The display creates thereby an experiential visual system that is purpose-

fully built to convey both the overarching curatorial idea and the meaning that is cre-

ated through the arrangement of objects.5 Michel Foucault has pointed out that such 

cognition is fundamentally based upon visual perception. The similarity or even the 

nature of things needs to be perceptible on the surface as a visible sign that declares 

the invisible analogy. Visibility thereby becomes an indispensible premise for 

knowledge.6 This distinguished position of vision is found in Semper’s writing as 

‘direct intuitive thinking’ (anschauliches Denken) when one is looking at and exam-

																																																								
3 Christopher Whitehead, Museums and the Construction of Disciplines (London: Duckworth, 2009). 
4 Mari Hvattum, ‘“A Complete and Universal Collection”: Gottfried Semper and the Great London 
Exhibition’, Macjournal (1999), pp. 33-39; Mari Hvattum, ‘A complete and universal collection: 
Gottfried Semper and the Great Exhibition’, in Tracing modernity manifestations of the modern in ar-
chitecture and the city, Mari Hvattum and Christian Hermansen, eds. (London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 
124-136. 
5 Herbert Bayer, Preface, Exhibitions and Displays, Erberto Carboni, ed. (Milano: Silvana, 1957), pp. 
5-11. 
6 Michel Foucault, Die Ordnung der Dinge (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 2003), p. 56; Tony Bennett, 
The Birth of the Museum: history, theory, politics (London and New York: Routledge, 2007). 
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ining an object.7 Consequently, the gallery as a representational space offering con-

trolled perspectives on the collection becomes the medium for cognition. 

In this chapter I will first discuss the development of Semper’s ideal or universal col-

lection in light of his discussions with Bucher, and against the backdrop of Klemm’s 

anthropological theory and the general history of collections. Semper, as well as 

Bucher and Klemm, writes in some detail about this history, drawing upon some ide-

as of early modern museologists to develop his concept for an ideal museum. Other 

influences on his thinking came from contemporary collections such as the Museum 

of Practical Geology in London. This institution was one of the first museums built 

for a specific collection and was widely regarded as the state-of-the-art in scientific 

museology in that period. And above all, the inspiration for conceiving an ideal col-

lection came from the 1851 Great Exhibition and the diffuse apparitions in space that 

Semper perceived inside the Crystal Palace.8 

 

DIFFUSE APPARITIONS IN SPACE 

‘We see a delicate network of lines without any clue by means of which we 
might judge their distance from the eye or the real size. The inside walls are 
too far apart to be embraced in a single glance. Instead of moving from the 
wall at one end to that at the other, the eye sweeps along an unending perspec-
tive, which fades into the horizon. We cannot tell if this structure towers a 
hundred or a thousand feet above us, or whether the roof is a flat platform or 
built from a succession of ridges, for there is no play of shadows to enable our 
optic nerves to gauge the measurements.’9 

																																																								
7 Gottfried Semper, Style (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2004), p. 73 [I: VIII]  
8 Semper’s ideal collection has been frequently discussed in scholarship on Semper. The focus has 
usually been on its significance in terms of the development of Der Stil. Isabella Nicka has studied the 
catalogue in great detail emphasising the educational aspect: Isabella Nicka, ‘“Even the Question of 
Material is a s secondary one...”: Eine Abschrift des Manuskripts Practical Art in Metals and Hard 
Materials im Wiener MAK’, in Gottfried Semper und Wien: Die Wirkung des Architekten auf ‘Wis-
senschaft, Industrie und Kunst’, Rainald Franz and Andreas Nierhaus, eds. (Wien: Böhlau, 2007), pp. 
51-58; Isabella Nicka, ‘“The first Elements of human Industry”: Eine Abschrift von Gottfried Semp-
ers Manuskript Practical Art in Metals and Hard Materials im MAK in Wien’ (MA, Universität Wien, 
2007); Anna Sophie von Heinz, ‘Plan for an Ideal Museum: Gottfried Semper and South Kensington’ 
(MA, The Courtauld Institute of Art, 2002). 
9 Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker (Frankfurt a.M.: 
C. B. Lizius Verlag, 1851), p. 10, quoted after: Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time, And Architecture 
(Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1941), pp. 251-252. 
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Lothar Bucher’s description of the Crystal Palace, which became famous due to Sig-

fried Giedion, mesmerizingly renders his first impressions of visiting the building. 

Inside, the space was anything but sharply defined; it lacked clear boundaries or any 

perceptible human scale and just seemed to fade into the horizon. The whole effect 

must have appeared as a cloudy picture of something yet unseen. Every ‘corporeal 

form dissolve[d]’, the building’s fine lines disappeared, ‘and only colour remain[ed]’ 

in that space.10 Especially intriguing is Bucher’s comment about the visitor’s eye, 

which glanced over the interior surroundings in a never-ending perspective and 

without being guided by any defined architectural elements. The Crystal Palace and 

its displays thus failed to provide a clearly structured vision. Bucher seems to com-

plain that the viewer was not in control of perception – or rather, that the exhibition 

was not organised in such a way to control the visitor’s perception. Fortunately the 

transept with its elm trees did offer a means of orientation. ‘The light strip that inter-

rupts the perspective of the beams is the transept’, with Bucher also commenting up-

on an ‘incomparably fairylike’ appearance. ‘It’s a piece of Midsummer Night’s 

Dream in the midday sun. Between two huge elms covered with the freshest green, 

rises a glass dome twice as high as the nave, overarching them both.’11 Semper pro-

vided an account of his overall experience of this space in two articles on the Great 

Exhibition. Like Bucher, he describes his impressions being shaped by the sharp con-

trast between the busy human activities and the mighty tranquillity of the elm trees 

inside the Crystal Palace (fig. 5.1):  

‘When the busy din around us threatens to overwhelm our senses, how gladly 
do we seek composure by allowing our eyes to rest on those trees, which the 
building still encircles with its net-work, and the axe has spared! How charm-
ing! as stimulated by the busy scene around them, they seem hastening to strip 
off the last cinctures that confine their blossoms, and with their fan-like forms 
fill out the lofty canopy of the transept, blending their verdant foliage with the 
bars of its airy lattice-work. What a contrast between the noisy scene below, 
and the majestic silence with which nature completes her works. The whole 
picture breathes all the youthful yet antique life and freshness of a Pompeian 
fresco. It does honour to the architect who has so successfully brought his work 

																																																								
10 ‘... endlich in einem fernen Hintergrund verfliessend, in dem alles Körperhafte, selbst die Linie ver-
schwindet und nur noch die Farbe übrig bleibt.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen, p. 10. 
11 ‘Der Lichtstreif, der die perspektivische Reihe der Träger unterbricht, ist das Querschiff. Es ist 
nüchterne Oekonomie der Sprache, wenn ich den Anblick desselben unvergleichlich feenhaft nenne. 
Es ist ein Stück Sommernachtstraum in der Mittagssonne. Zwischen zwei riesigen, mit dem frisches-
ten Grün bedeckten Ulmen, sie beide weit umspannend, wölbt sich eine Glaskuppel, doppelt so hoch 
als das Längsschiff.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen, p. 11. 
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into such entire unison with nature; and, considering the character and condi-
tions of the problem to be solved, it is hardly possible to conceive a different, 
not to say a better, solution – the best criterion of a happy conception. Perhaps 
none other than a horticultural artist could have succeeded in devising so fitting 
a cradle for a project whilst yet in embryo. The first suggestions of fancy are 
ever shapeless and gigantic; they shrink into form, and condense as they be- 
come matured, in this inverting the laws of organic development.’12 

And similarly to Bucher, Semper’s first impressions were characterised by the blur-

riness and noise that seemed to overwhelm one’s senses. The Crystal Palace thus 

brought together the spheres of nature and culture into perfect unison: the trees rep-

resenting the first nature, and the cultural artefacts representing the second nature 

that humans had created. In this lay Joseph Paxton’s great achievement, according to 

Semper. No other construction could have better suited the purposes of this tempo-

rary exhibition.  

This said, Semper felt that the designs for the vast material abundance of cultural ob-

jects were far from being perfect. As a universe of human culture gathered within a 

large greenhouse in Hyde Park, the Great Exhibition brought together objects of cul-

ture from all over the world under one roof. Yet the choice of objects and products 

seemed random, with Semper believing that the ornamental and technical-material 

aspects of production had badly disintegrated. These contemporary failures in the 

production of material objects provoked for him a crisis of representation against 

which the purity of the elm trees set a sharp contrast. The comparison between the 

products of nature with the products of human culture made it rather ‘evident that the 

first palm [award] in this newly initiated competition will stay with the works of the 

primordial artist: nature, ”God’s living garment.”’13 In this notion of ‘the God’s liv-

ing garment’, Semper was referring to a passage in Johann Wolfgang Goethe’s Faust 

in which the protagonist has a vision of the earth-spirit – that is, nature’s intrinsic vi-

tal force, natura naturans – that manifests as natura naturata in the material prod-

ucts.14 Whilst nature’s creative force had fashioned perfect products of harmonious 

beauty, humans clearly lacked the same level of creative implementation of their ar-

																																																								
12 Gottfried Semper, ‘A Foreign Architect’s View of the Building’, Edinburgh Review, 94 (1851), p. 
576.  
13 Ibid.  
14 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust: Part One (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), p. 19, 
verse 501-509. Jochen Schmidt, Goethes Faust, Erster und Zweiter Teil: Grundlagen – Werk – Wir- 
kung (München: Beck, 1999), pp. 85-89. I owe this reference Michael Gnehm.  
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tistic instinct. The products of human cultures were thus rather unsatisfactory for 

Semper in terms of their designs, yet the situation appeared differently in terms of 

scientific knowledge and its practical application. However threatening the maze-like 

confusion inside the Crystal Palace may have been, Semper nonetheless sensed a 

kind of collective unconsciousness that manifested itself: 

‘It reigns as a working of the microcosm which is independent from any indi-
vidual pursuit, a spontaneity in the collective humanity through which it mani-
fests as a reflective self-acting individual of a higher order. Certain world-ideas 
make their own way when the time is ripe, free and independent from the spec-
ulation and striving of individual humans, who have found only occasionally 
the expression of the ripened world-thought in order to assist it like an obstetri-
cian. Truths mostly do not go in the same pace as the gradually progressing 
νοῡς [nous] of societies. Then, they are no truths but error and rebellion; their 
successes are just temporary convulsions of the human-idea still hidden in the 
future‘s womb. By contrast, nothing can detain its course if it has gained life. 
Whatever puts obstacles in its way will be torn out of the joints or entwined by 
it and serve as debris for a higher design in future. The idea gains strength, atti-
tude, and colour in this battle with the ancient.’15  

Semper discerned during the event a universal ‘world-idea’ that was ‘independent 

from any personal pursuit’ and which lay hidden behind the surface of things. Yet 

the 1851 Great Exhibition not only exhibited the works of one particular nation: it 

was the first international world exhibition, showcasing the works of numerous na-

tions with their individual characteristics. Hence there were multiple national charac-

teristics present, together anticipating an idea of the future of humankind that seemed 

to be driven by a collective unconsciousness that was self-targeted and self-

determined in its own right. Nothing could withstand this idea of humanity and so it 

would eventually manifest itself.  

																																																								
15 ‘Es herrscht ein von individuellem Streben unabhängiges Walten des Mikrokosmos, eine Spontanei- 
tät in der kollectiven Menschheit durch die sie sich als denkendes selbsthandelndes Individuum höhe-
rer Gattung kund giebt. Gewisse Weltgedanken machen sich von selbst Bahn wenn die Zeit dazu reif 
ist, frei und unabhängig von dem Sinnen und Trachten des Einzelnmenschen, der bloss zuweilen 
rechtzeitig genug den Ausdruck des reif gewordenen Weltgedankens fand, um ihm als Geburtshelfer 
zu dienen.’ Continuation from the second draft of the same passage: ‘Meistens gehen Wahrheiten 
nicht gleichen Schrittes mit dem gemessen fortwandelnden νοῡς der Gesellschaft. Dann sind sie keine, 
sondern Irrthum und Rebellion; Ihr Erfolg nur vorübergehende Zuckungen der noch in dem Schoosse 
der Zukunft verborgenen Menschenidee. Dagegen kann nichts ihren Gang aufhalten, wenn sie Leben 
gewann. Was sich ihr in den Weg stellt, wird aus den Fugen gerissen oder von ihr umwuchert, und 
dient als Ruine zu reicherer Gestaltung der Zukunft. In diesem Kampfe mit dem Alten gewinnt die 
Idee an Stärke, Haltung und Farbe.’ Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar 
Bucher, (1851), ETH Zürich, gta Archives, pp. 10 and 12.  



– 199 – 

The idea of a collectivised humankind that acts like an individual had long been cen-

tral to German anthropology, and was based on Enlightenment universalist histories. 

Herder described in his Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte in weltbürgerlicher 

Absicht (Ideas on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind) how people developed 

differently according to their natural environment and as such constituted their indi-

vidual national character (Volksgeist). For him, the history of culture as a develop-

mental and educational process should thereby eventually lead humankind to the re-

alisation of its own humanity.	Notwithstanding Herder’s universalising ideas, he re-

fused to functionalise individual cultures as a mere intermediate stage for the higher 

development of humankind. Herder’s intention was rather to justify the individual 

characteristics of a people against the Enlightenment’s cosmopolitanism, which is 

why he stressed the significance of cultural difference. Through their difference, fur-

thermore, cultures became comparable.16 Other fields of Enlightenment knowledge 

also came to be studied in terms of cultural and anthropological theory. In art history, 

writers like Winckelmann or Quatremère de Quincy stressed the climatic conditions 

for the social development of nations and their architecture.17 In similar manner, 

Klemm’s intention in his cultural history was to understand ‘mankind as an individu-

al whose body has as mysterious beginnings as that of the individual’ human being.18 

However, Semper chose to speak of ideas (world-ideas or human-ideas) and thus not 

only of people as a self-acting individual. As discussed previously, Semper’s anthro-

pological foundations were based upon the idea of living forces inside every organ-

ism, striving for individual expression that simultaneously reflected the general prin-

ciples of nature. Particular to that Idealist chain of thought is the assumption that any 

kind of cultural expression is the result of these inherent driving forces, just like the 

phenomena of nature. Consequently, cultural processes must have underlying general 

principles, just like nature – and if nature could become controllable, then so could 

cultural or at least artistic production too.  
																																																								
16 Alexander Demandt, Philosophie der Geschichte: Von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart (Köln: Böhlau, 
2011), pp. 145-149; George W. Stocking, Victorian Anthropology (New York: Free Press, 1987), pp. 
20-24. 
17 Mari Hvattum, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism (Cambridge: Cambridge Universi-
ty Press, 2004), p. 35-41; Sonja Hildebrand, ‘“nach einem Systeme zu ordnen, welches die inneren 
Verbindungsfäden dieser bunten Welt am besten zusammenhält”. Kulturgeschichtliche Modelle bei 
Gottfried Semper und Gustav Klemm’, in Gottfried Semper – Dresden und Europa. Die moderne Re-
naissance der Künste, Henrik Karge, ed. (München/Berlin: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2007), pp. 241. 
18 ‘Ich betrachte die Menschheit als ein Individuum, dessen Körper eben so geheimnisvolle Uranfänge 
hat wie der des einzelnen Menschen [...].’ Gustav Klemm, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der 
Menschheit, vol. 1, p. 21. 
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Although Semper witnessed a crisis of representation in the Great Exhibition, the 

event nonetheless still allowed for the recognition and appreciation of humankind’s 

creativity and the anticipation of a cosmopolitan future. This idea was transmitted 

through the Crystal Palace, the exhibition’s chosen mode of display, and eventually 

through the objects themselves; the idea’s vague perceptibility could thus draw the 

visitor’s attention to the difference between culture and its forms of representation, 

since the collective unconsciousness was capable of mediating between the surface 

of things and their intrinsic meaning. This collective unconsciousness was thus mak-

ing its way to the fore in the Great Exhibition, to become conscious, despite all con-

temporary hindrances. Yet these ‘external restraints [...] would fall by themselves if 

the urge that drives the present became more generally aware of its aim’. But first the 

‘internal contradictions’ needed to be resolved, for which the Great Exhibition pro-

vided an excellent opportunity: ‘Here is victory and freedom.’19 

The ‘incomparably fairylike’ character of this Midsummer’s Night Dream in the 

Crystal Palace was intriguingly reflected in Semper’s poetical description of the elm 

trees.20 Instead of presenting a sober essay, Semper deployed the possibilities of po-

etical language to describe his impressions. These ‘first suggestions of fancy ever 

shapeless and gigantic’ led him to serious studies in the following months and years, 

whereby his initial ideas would ‘shrink into form’ and become condensed.21 

 

ANTICIPATING AN ORDERING SYSTEM  

Semper begun to think about an ordering system that could improve the shortcom-

ings of the Great Exhibition from the very beginning of his ethnographical strolls 

through the Crystal Palace with Bucher. It even may have been Bucher from whom 

the idea about a cultural historical collection started. ‘What you have told me recent-

ly about the history of collections, about its three stages up to a complete compara-

tive museum of the future, whose beginnings you rightly see in the Crystal Palace, 

																																																								
19 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of 
Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989) p. 130 [4]. 
20 See footnote 9. 
21 Gottfried Semper, ‘A Foreign Architect's View of the Building’, p. 576. 
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coincides strikingly with my own views’, Semper wrote to Bucher.22 On his ‘daily 

strolls through the Hyde Park Palace’, he also thought how ‘the objects piled up 

there’ could be ‘ordered according to a system’ that ‘best holds together the internal 

connection-strings of this colourful world’.23 The altered reorganisation of the exhib-

its would thus visualise the relationships between the objects. Semper’s reasoning on 

a reorganisation of objects was based upon issues he had already addressed in Ver-

gleichende Baulehre (Comparative Building Theory) – that is to say, how a systemat-

ic survey could be achieved, and what the criteria for comparison would be needed in 

order to gain valid conclusions:24  

‘But a good plan should not only classify and separate, but also compare and 
combine, not only recognise material and surface, but rather keep in mind the 
spiritual connection of things [...]. It should virtually be constructed by the 
formulas, which contain the laws of the organic connection of all these hetero-
genic objects. A plan in this regard, which formed more spiritually and more 
organically, has to be given preference to another, which exceeds it in terms of 
versatility and integrity.’25 

And instead: 

‘It is the tendency of modern science to endeavour to find again those connec-
tions between the things, and of transforming into an organic system of com-
parison what was before only an exterior and more or less arbitrary system of 
coordination and of exterior order.’26 

																																																								
22 ‘Was Sie mir neulich über die Geschichte der Sammlungen sagten, über das Durchgehen derselben 
durch drei Phasen bis zu dem vollständigen vergleichenden Museum der Zukunft, deren Ansatz Sie 
mit Recht in dem “Crystallpallaste” sehen, fällt auffallend mit meinen eigenen Ansichten zusammen.’ 
Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, p. 10. 
23 ‘Ich habe das Ihnen gegebene Versprechen, über den Inhalt unser neulichen Unterhaltung einen 
Aufsatz zu schreiben, seitdem stets im Kopfe herumgetragen und war bei meinen täglichen Wande-
rungen durch den Hydeparkpalast ämsig beschäftigt, die dort angehäuften Gegenstände im Geiste 
nach einem Systeme zu ordnen, [...] welches die inneren Verbindungsfäden dieser Bunten Welt von 
Gegenständen am besten zusammenhält [...].’ Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to 
Lothar Bucher, pp. 7-8. 
24 Susanne Luttmann, Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre“ (PhD, ETH Zürich, 2008), p. 129. 
25 ‘Aber ein guter Plan soll nicht bloss klassificiren, und trennen sondern auch vielmehr vergleichen 
und verbinden, nicht bloss das Stoffliche und die äussere Ordnung berücksichtigen, sondern mehr 
noch den geistigen Zusammenhang der Dinge im Auge behalten; mehr Schlüssel als Riegel seyn[.] Er 
soll gewissermassen aus der Formeln konstruirt seyn, die das Gesetz der organischen Verbindung aller 
dieser heterogenen Gegenstände enthalten. Ein Plan der in dieser Beziehung geistiger und organischer 
gebildet ist, hat den Vorzug vor einem anderen, der ihn an Vielseitigkeit und Vollständigkeit über-
trifft.’ Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, p. 1. 
26 Harry Francis Mallgrave and Joseph Rykwert (eds.), ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of No-
vember 11, 1853’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 6 (1983), p. 8. 



– 202 – 

In Science, Industry, and Art, Semper expressed his initial thoughts on how he might 

spatially approach an exhibition in which one could ‘wander through the whole 

building from end to end and describe the products of the various nations’. He states 

that he rejected these very first ideas because they ‘smacked too much of a guide-

book’.27 Indeed, around the same time as Bucher was looking to organise his articles 

into a book framed as a walk through the exhibition building, Semper was also writ-

ing about walks through which he could systematically approach the exhibition. The 

experience of the Great Exhibition may therefore have been the initial starting point 

for his desire to find a way to order objects in space. Another approach to create a 

‘comparative survey’ might have been to start with the raw materials, followed by 

tools and machinery, and ending with finished products.28 Yet this approach would 

have deployed same categories as to which Lyon Playfair had organised the 1851 

Great Exhibition (i.e. raw materials, machinery, manufacture, and the fine arts). 

Semper criticised this approach after the exhibition closed because it started with the 

materials themelves, rather than with the uses to which these materials would be put. 

Such an order therefore ‘turn[s] over the natural order of things upside down’ and 

chooses to appreciate ‘external appearances’ and ‘material factors’ rather than human 

needs, thus overlooking the ‘intrinsic bonds and thematic relationships of objects’.29 

However, Semper seemed to have abandoned the idea of physical walks through the 

building relatively early on since they only represented ‘examples of the first super-

ficial drawer order’ with which one could approach the exhibition.30 Instead he be-

gan to devise an alternative arrangement for a historical cultural exhibition in more 

general terms.  

In Science, Industry, and Art, therefore, also Semper argues for another approach that 

he had been thinking about. This plan, whose manuscript has been preserved, Sem-

per called Uebersichtsplan einer allgemeinen kulturgeschichtlichen Sammlung 

(Overview of a General Cultural Historical Collection). 31 The intention of this plan 

																																																								
27 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 131-132 [5]. 
28 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, p. 2. 
29 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 132 [6-7]. 
30 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, p. 2. 
31 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 92: Overview of a general cultural historical collection, (1851), ETH 
Zürich, p. 1; ‘Uebersichtsplan einer allgemeinen kulturgeschichtlichen Sammlung, geordnet nach der 
Gemeinschaft des Ursprunges und den Verwandtschaften der Gegenstände in ihren Motiven, basiert 
auf den vier Grundelementen häuslicher Niederlassung: Heerd, Gehege, Terrasse, Dach.’  
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was to group the ‘products of the applied arts’ according to the specific needs from 

which they originated, such as ‘nourishment, shelter, [or] protection’. These basic 

needs were seen as the ‘most essential items of consideration’ because they arose 

from anthropological conditions and so were not merely material premises. The basis 

of this plan would thereby have been ‘the elements of the domestic settlement; 

hearth, wall, terrace, roof’ (fig. 5.2).32 To each of these main categories, subcatego-

ries were assigned, such as materials and technologies related to each of the architec-

tural elements. The fireplace’s position was distinguished from the other elements, as 

it was the centre point of social life. While the other elements serve to protect the 

fireplace, and thus are related to the making of things and the crafts, it was around 

the fireplace the arts and sciences were developed.33 To these material aspects of cul-

ture, the fireplace thus serves as their intellectual counterpart. However this organisa-

tion was still based upon Semper’s four elements of architecture and not as yet on the 

four main crafts; instead, the crafts were assigned to each architectural element. This 

plan would have started with the end rather than with the beginning, and thus may al-

so have put the ordering of things upside down. Semper intended to publish the man-

uscript he had written about this ordering system as an appendix to Science, Industry, 

and Art, but he noted that he had doubts about this approach asnd so this plan did not 

appear.34 Moreover, this juxtaposition of the four elements, albeit listing each of their 

cultural impacts, could not show the ‘intrinsic connections’ between the four ele-

ments and thus would also be a ‘superficial drawer order’. This however was to 

change in the following year.35 

In early May 1852, Semper scribbled some new thoughts about a systematic ar-

rangement on a letter he had received from his friend Charles Séchan (fig. 5.3).36 In 

this sketch, Semper reconfigures his thoughts on collecting and organising museal 

objects. The two obvious differences to his previous ideas are now that the order is 

based upon the four original crafts (i.e. textiles, ceramics, carpentry, masonry) that 

encompass the entire production of material objects, and that all these four crafts are 
																																																								
32 Ibid. 
33 For a more detailed analysis see: Sonja Hildebrand, ‘“nach einem Systeme zu ordnen, welches die 
inneren Verbindungsfäden dieser bunten Welt am besten zusammenhält”. Kulturgeschichtliche Mo-
delle bei Gottfried Semper und Gustav Klemm’, pp. 247-248. 
34 Susanne Luttmann, Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre“, p. 131. 
35 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, p. 1. See footnote 57. 
36 Charles Séchan, letter to Gottfried Semper, ETH Zürich, gta archives, 20-K-1852-05-06. 
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now placed in connection with each other. With this arrangement, Semper could 

overcome the static character of categories seen in the Overview of a General Cul-

tural Historical Collection. This sketch thus illustrates one of Semper’s attempts to 

approach and organise a collection of objects differently. 

During the summer of 1852, Semper wrote a text on Practical Art in Metals and 

Hard Materials, its Technology, History and Styles for Henry Cole, as a specimen of 

work to support his application to be considered as a professor for metalwork at the 

newly launched Department of Practical Art.37 To work out a catalogue on objects 

made out of metal was quite fortunate, since ‘metal’ – although a much younger ma-

terial – ‘is the one material that unites all the properties of the raw materials’, as 

Semper wrote later in Der Stil.38 This task hence gave him an opportunity to further 

develop his ideas on collecting and arranging objects. In this context, Semper devel-

oped his systematic arrangement further and eventually produced a more elaborate 

version of the sketch in May 1852 (figs. 5.4/5.5).39 Overall, the new sketch did not 

show any fundamental change in terms of Semper’s approach in regards to the four 

original crafts. The crafts, however, did slightly change their position in the diagram; 

while the first draft had shown them as solid points in each of the four corners of a 

square, Semper now shifted them so that they formed the lines for the four sides of 

the square in the newer, final version. The four crafts were thus no longer assigned to 

singular points but rather designated as lines. The origins of each craft were relocated 

to the centre point of the lines, meaning that the corners of the square therefore be-

come the points where the crafts intersect. As such, Semper’s system became more 

dynamic as it demonstrated how the different crafts gradually become intertwined. 

Familiarities between the crafts were also further illustrated in the centre of the 

square in the new sketch. While ceramics and textiles as well as carpentry and ma-

sonry were opposed to each other in the first draft, the centre of the second sketch 

draws connections between these opposed fields. All the different crafts could be 
																																																								
37 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials, its Technology, History and Styles’, 
in Gottfried Semper - The Ideal Museum practical art in metals and hard materials, Peter Noever, ed. 
(Wien: Schlebrügge, 2007). 
38 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 110-111 [I: 12]. See also: Dieter Weidmann, ‘Sempers Verhältnis zum 
Eisen’, in Gottfried Semper 1803-1879: Architektur und Wissenschaft, Winfried Nerdinger and Wer-
ner Oechslin, eds. (München: Prestel, 2003), pp. 321-329; Isabella Nicka, “The first Elements of hu-
man Industry”: Eine Abschrift von Gottfried Sempers Manuskript Practical Art in Metals and Hard 
Materials im MAK in Wien, p. 13. 
39 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials, its Technology, History and Styles’, 
pp. 37 and 65 [13]. 
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studied in relation to each other now. However, this plan did not yet have a ‘fifth 

main division’ that ‘should comprise the working together of these four elements and 

embracing high art, an in a symbolic sense, high science’.40 Instead, Semper’s new 

sketch represents a dynamic field in which the objects gravitate around the origins 

and intersections of the four main crafts. 

The associated manuscript consists of two articles. In the first, Semper discusses 

general aspects of museology, mentioning all kinds of European collections, and also 

provides a bibliography. The second article provides an account of the actual objects 

that Semper would consider using for his ideal collection. This part hence forms in 

effect the actual catalogue to Semper’s ideal collection. In it, he divides the objects 

into two divisions. The first division contains raw materials and their processing, 

while the second deals with works of art. The second division is divided into five dif-

ferent sub-sections. These five sections follow the principles of Semper’s four fun-

damental crafts: textiles, tectonics, masonry, and ceramics. Before going into the im-

plications of Semper’s conception for an ideal collection, it is necessary to summa-

rise briefly the history of collections that Semper mentions at the beginning of his 

manuscript. 

 

SEMPER’S HISTORY OF COLLECTIONS 

Semper’s history of collections goes way beyond the scope of Klemm or Bucher. He 

understood the history of collecting as a fundamental part of the history of human-

kind. Indeed, the history of collecting accompanies Semper’s historical model of de-

velopment. Like monumental architecture, public collections grew out of funerary 

and religious cults. As such, collections represented human relationships with mate-

rial objects and were thus, at the same time, indicative of cultural progress. Semper’s 

history of collecting therefore largely echoes the same cultural historical stages he 

addresses in Comparative Building Theory. 

According to Semper, in the early stages of culture, humans used to bestow the 

graves of their ancestors with precious objects, and ‘public venerations and respect 

for the dead’ then protected these goods. These customs led to public collections 

																																																								
40 Gottfried Semper, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, p. 132 [7]. 
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neighbouring the graveyards. Tombs then became part of the treasures stored inside 

‘Dynastic Palaces’ in which the memory of progenitors justified the existence of the 

ruling house. From this point onwards, wrote Semper, ‘Monumental Art and Archi-

tecture began now to display itself, and the sacred Edifices with their Sculptures, Pic-

tures, and other Adornments formed together with the treasures they contained, the 

most-perfect Schools for National Education.’41 The palaces hence became the cen-

tres of national worship. To exemplify his genealogy, he mentions Egyptian and 

Roman, but especially Greek temples. The status of these temples changed when the 

Greeks conquered the Persian Empire and ‘adopted the Oriental fashions’. Temples 

were plundered under Alexander the Great whilst schools were accompanied with 

scientific collections and works of art. Simultaneously, private collections became 

popular too. The Romans who plundered Greece eventually brought the precious ob-

jects to Rome to enrich public buildings or private collections. The Barbarians who 

later plundered Rome ‘united the refined habits and the depravity of the later Ro-

mans with their own national harshness and cruelty’.42 Like the ancestors of the 

Greeks, the Barbarians also had ‘great veneration for the dead’. The ‘Churches and 

Monasteries came to be tombs of the Saints and of the Chiefs, and [at] the same time 

the Conservatories and National Collections for the earlier mediaeval Ages’. These 

collections obtained the same ‘National and public Character’ as the ancient temples 

in Greece, Rome, or Egypt. This ‘religious Character of the Public Collections’ did 

not change until the fifteenth century. Herewith ends the historical cycle of ancient 

culture and a new one commenced.43 

Semper then applied the threefold scientific model of cultural development to the 

subsequent history of collections and collecting. He argues that when the ‘Wonders 

of the East’ came to the West via trade in the fifteenth century, those objects exer-

cised great influence over European cultures and stirred up their curiosity and desire 

for knowledge. Again, as in ancient Greek culture, the stimulation for change came 

from the East. And as a consequence, a large number of private and public collec-

tions were established during this era, being ‘fond of rarities and strange and striking 

																																																								
41 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials, its Technology, History and Styles’, 
p. 47 [3]. 
42 Ibid. p. 49 [5]. 
43 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials, its Technology, History and Styles’, 
pp. 49-50 [5-6]. 
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objects’. The urge to collect was predominant in those days, and was not yet ‘addict-

ed to Criticism or Systematic Arrangement. It was its Mission to collect the Materials 

for the future Edifices of Science’. During this first stage, people were collecting ma-

terials and from that developed a form of empirical knowledge: ‘This period pro-

duced in Italy the first Collections of Antiquities; arranged with great Artistic taste 

[yet] without Archeological Criticism.’44 

This history of collections that Semper put forward must have been discussed with 

Bucher, who had written about the same organisational aspects of collections before 

he commenced his articles on the 1851 Great Exhibition. Klemm in his work had in-

cluded excerpts from some original museological texts by Samuel Quiccheberg 

(1564), Johann Daniel Major (1674), and Caspar Friedrich Neickelius (1727).45 

Bucher and Semper both quote some passages from these excerpts, suggesting that 

they discussed their museological interests and inspired by Klemm’s two publica-

tions about museums. Again, while Bucher closely followed Klemm’s ideas in re-

gard to a ‘Cultural Museum of Humankind’, Semper appropriated such ideas to his 

own needs.  

For the following second stage of scientific development, Semper described this with 

regard to German collections and by reference to the first theorists of curiosity cabi-

nets. ‘The Old German Writers on Museums [...] contain many remarks, not without 

practical interest, for modern Arrangers of Collections.’46 Criticism of such collec-

tions also involved reflecting upon the arrangement of these objects, meaning that 

collecting was not arbitrary anymore but was underpinned by certain principles. Only 

the application of an overriding concept of arrangement would allow the collection to 

become a comprehensive unity through which the collection’s concept of arrange-

ment could be recognised. The museal objects thus not only represented themselves, 

but also represented the idea of the collection, following the principle of the synec-

doche (pars pro toto). In this sense, the collection reached another status as the ob-

																																																								
44 Ibid. p. 50 [6]. 
45 Samuel Quiccheberg, Inscriptiones Vel Tituli Theatri Amplissimi (München: Adanus Berg, 1565); 
Johann Daniel Major, Unvorgreiffliches Bedenken von Kunst- und Naturalien-Kammern (Kiel: Reu-
man, 1674); Caspar Fridericus Neickelius, Museographia oder Anleitung zum rechten Begriff und 
nützlicher Anlegung der Museorum oder Raritäten-Kammern (Leipzig: Hubert, 1727). 
46 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials’, p. 51 [7]. 



– 208 – 

jects lost their immediacy in favour of the unifying concept that became visible in the 

museum space.  

Semper mentions the contributions of Quiccheberg, Major ‘who well develop[s] the 

idea of an universal Collection’, as well as Neickelius (or Jencquel).47 Semper drew 

particularly on the latter’s writings, which contained an ‘ideal description of an Uni-

versal Model Museum of Art and Science’ (fig. 5.6).48 The point that Neickelius 

raised, and in which Semper was interested, was concerned with the role of the col-

lection’s catalogue. The catalogue with its illustrations could complement the collec-

tion in terms of ‘missing’ exhibits. Also, rather than simply including the illustrations 

in the collection, the catalogue was able to provide further information (name, place 

of origin, etc.). ‘In such a way I would’, Neickelius writes, ‘if not the original, 

nevertheless obtain without much hassle the science and idea of an almost universal 

cabinet of rarities’.49 Although Semper lists rather than discusses in detail the history 

and theory of collections, it is worth looking into the writings of the three earlier 

writers a bit more closely, not only because Semper’s draft of an ideal museum needs 

to be read against the backdrop of these texts, but also since Bucher and Klemm 

mention those authors too in their writings. 

Klemm’s summary of Quiccheberg points to one of the key characteristics of cabi-

nets of curiosity in general. As the study of the world is based upon visual percep-

tion, scientific study therefore needs a place of overview. According to Klemm, the 

empirical sciences made significant progress through the cabinet as a medium for 

comparative visual perception.50 This emphasis on the visual above all other senses 

is specifically true for the cabinet of curiosities. Quiccheberg implies this already 

when he associates the cabinet with the theatre in his book title. The word theatrum 

refers to the distinctive role of viewing as a method for analysis. The cabinet is there-

fore the place of visual perception, where it holds a privileged position and becomes 

functionalised through cognitive reflexion. Visual perception thus means both a spe-

																																																								
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 ‘Auf solche Art würde ich wo nicht im Original, dennoch die Wissenschaft und Begriff von einer 
fast Universal-Raritäten-Kammer, ohne grosse Beschwerde erlangen.’ Caspar Fridericus Neickelius, 
Museographia oder Anleitung zum rechten Begriff und nützlicher Anlegung der Museorum oder Rari-
täten-Kammern, quoted after: Gustav Klemm, Zur Geschichte der Sammlungen für Wissenschaft und 
Kunst in Deutschland, p. 161. 
50 Gustav Klemm, Fantasie über ein Museum für die Culturgeschichte der Menschheit, p. 4. 
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cific and metaphoric perception, whereby Quiccheberg focused on the latter. Yet the 

collection’s visibility needs to be spatially structured in order to support the episte-

mological function of vision. Quiccheberg uses the image of the cloister to exemplify 

what he means. The collection’s spatiality thus becomes a central category represent-

ing the order and allowing reflection, which, in turn, is supported through the archi-

tectural staging.51 

The architectural aspects of museums and collections were also taken up by Major 

and Neickelius. Major emphasised the status of vision: ‘one ought to proceed well so 

that everything seems venerable and splendid at first sight.’52 He gave advice on how 

the cabinet of curiosities could be furnished, recommending that one should install 

‘small open drawers [...] and erect one of the best specimens of the species, most of 

them laying to the ground, but externally I add a note with the name’.53  

Neickelius offered rather detailed instructions for a rightly ordered cabinet of curiosi-

ties. He suggested painting the ‘repositories with an agreeable but reputable colour’ 

such that they would ‘delight one’s disposition and senses’.54 The space should be 

twice as long as it is wide, it should be brightly lit, and the entrance should be in the 

middle. When entering the room, the visitor ought to perceive whole space visually. 

The frontispieces in the catalogues for curiosity cabinets commonly illustrated this 

view by placing the reader centrally within a perspectival view. The central perspec-

tive allows at the same time the abstraction from a multitude of objects to the repre-

																																																								
51 Steffen Siegel, ‘Die “gantz accurate” Kunstkammer. Visuelle Konstruktion und Normierung eines 
Repräsentationsraumes in der Frühen Neuzeit’, in Visuelle Argumentationen: Die Mysterien der Re-
präsentation und die Berechenbarkeit der Welt, Horst Bredekamp and Pablo Schneider, eds. (Mün-
chen: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2005), p. 161-165. See also: Harriet Roth, Der Anfang der Museumslehre 
in Deutschland; Das Traktat “Inscriptiones Vel Tituli Theatri Amplissimi” von Samuel Quiccheberg 
(Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2000). 
52 ‘Es ist wohl zu verfahren, sagt er [Major], daß Alles zugleich im ersten Anblick venerabel und 
prächtig scheine [...].’ Johan Daniel Major, quoted in: Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus 
der Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker, p. 29, possibly quoted after: Gustav Klemm, Zur Geschichte 
der Sammlungen für Wissenschaft und Kunst in Deutschland, p. 153. 
53 ‘[...] kleine offene Schieblädigen [...] und richte darinn eines von den besten Exemplaren der Spe-
ciei auf, die anderen meistentheils zu Boden legend, äusserlich aber füge ich ein Zettelgen an, mit 
Aufschreibung des Nahmens.’ Johan Daniel Major, quoted after: Gustav Klemm, Zur Geschichte der 
Sammlungen für Wissenschaft und Kunst in Deutschland, p. 153. 
54 ‘[...] die Repositorien mit einer artigen, jedoch ehrbren Farbe anmalen zu lassen [...] das Gemüth 
oder die Sinne sich darob erluftigen.’ Caspar Fridericus Neickelius, Museographia oder Anleitung 
zum rechten Begriff und nützlicher Anlegung der Museorum oder Raritäten-Kammern, quoted in: 
Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker, p. 29, possibly 
quoted after: Gustav Klemm, Zur Geschichte der Sammlungen für Wissenschaft und Kunst in 
Deutschland, p. 158. 
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sentative idea of order. Detailed examination thus becomes accompanied with synop-

tic perception. Through the arrangement of the museum and the synoptic perspective 

that it provides, Neickelius switched the focus from the cabinet to the visitor by say-

ing that ‘one also has to form the layout of the whole museum in one’s mind’.55 The 

collection thus visually produces the idea of a certain order in the mind of the visitors 

that enables them to allocate every object a certain place.56 Semper addresses this is-

sue in a very similar way in his exchanges with Bucher: 

‘The plan should not to be a chest of drawer [...], [which] arranges the objects 
only in the head of the individual, but rather the key that opens these [drawers] 
and facilitates the way of comparison.’57 

The plan of an ideal collection should hence not only be perceived through the dis-

played objects: knowledge of the overall plan should in turn allow the visitor to un-

derstand better the objects and their mutual relationships. The individual conceives 

the plan in his own head and applies this concept to the study of objects on display. 

In this sense, Semper was seeking a space that not only represents order and structure 

but also anticipates the application of the knowledge that is gained. For Neickelius, 

the visitor was at the same time a spectator and a contemplator who constantly pro-

duced a cognitive image of the museum’s overall layout. For Semper, on the other 

hand, the visitor is not only spectator and contemplator but also an operator who both 

constantly produces and reproduces the idea of the museum. Museums therefore 

should become spaces that not only represented but also produced order. 

Due to the increasing specialisation of the sciences during the Enlightenment, the 

cabinets of curiosities started to change in the eighteenth century, as Semper noted 

when continuing his history of collections. At this time, there also began ‘more Criti-

cal taste’ accompanied by better ‘qualification for judging’ on the ‘Articles and Ob-

jects of Art’.58 Art collections, which had initially served for the preservation of val-

																																																								
55 ‘So muss man auch von der Situation des gantzen Musei so lange im Gehirn ein Concept formiren 
[...].’ Caspar Fridericus Neickelius, Museographia oder Anleitung zum rechten Begriff und nützlicher 
Anlegung der Museorum oder Raritäten-Kammern, quoted after: Steffen Siegel, ‘Die “gantz accurate” 
Kunstkammer. Visuelle Konstruktion und Normierung eines Repräsentationsraumes in der Frühen 
Neuzeit’, p. 171. 
56 Ibid. pp. 170-172. 
57 ‘Der Plan soll kein Schubkasten seyn, nach dem die Gegenstände [...], sich nur im Kopfe des Ein-
zelnen ordnen sondern vielmehr der Schlüssel der sie öffnet und den Weg der Vergleichung erleich-
tert.’ Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, p. 1. 
58 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials’, p. 52 [8]. 
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uable objects, now ‘became Establishments for Artistic, Antiquarian and other Ama-

teur Amusements’. As a consequence, collections became ‘Institutions for Public In-

struction’ and with this newly public character of collections, a ‘new Era in Museol-

ogy’ commenced.59 

‘It was the problem of this time to bring into the confused Masses of Collected 
Materials or objects of Art, some Order and System. The leading principle 
which governed this attempt at Arrangement in the Collections, Corresponded 
to the general Critical direction which Science had taken in the past Century. 
Order and Conspicuity were obtained by Separation, Classification and No-
menclature.’60 

With the development of the sciences, the ordering principles of the cabinets of curi-

osities were no longer sufficient. The predominant order within the cabinets was the 

distinction between naturalia and artificalia – that is to say, natural and cultural 

products. Apart from that, all sorts of objects were simply arranged according to 

formal similarities. New scientific knowledge however brought more order into col-

lections by separating and systematically classifying the objects. The ‘delight [of] 

ones disposition and senses’ was displaced by serious scientific analysis.61 Yet this 

classificatory order could only be achieved through the dissolution of the previous 

cabinets of curiosities in favour of specialised collections. The increasing specialisa-

tion led to the ‘Establishment of Academies of Art’.62 While Semper appreciated the 

new public character of museums he also criticised their institutional specialisation. 

The arts became a specialised field that was separated from the crafts. By the mid-

nineteenth century, Semper argues, there was a multitude of separate collections with 

hardly any relationship to one another. Unlike the collections of the Italian Renais-

sance, contemporary art museums hardly exhibited any articles of domestic life. In 

fact, the cabinets of curiosities ‘which Contain many fine Specimens of the kind 

were disregarded at the time we speak of, and only came to recover their Value, 

within the last 10 or 15 years’.63 Bucher’s statements on his own period were some-

what similar in tone: 

																																																								
59 Ibid. p. 53 [9] 
60 Ibid. p. 54 [10]. 
61 See footnote 54. 
62 Ibid. pp. 53 [9]. 
63 Semper, p. 55 [11]. 



– 212 – 

‘One began to dissolve or replace the rarity cabinets with zoological, botanical, 
mineralogical, ethnographic collections and to arrange the objects no longer for 
venerable sight or for size, but for rational classes.’64 

The ‘spirit of systematisation’ could no longer accept the juxtaposition of naturalia 

and artificalia according to some purely formal and superficial characteristics of the 

objects. The ‘sense for classification’ began to dissolve the cabinets of curiosities 

whilst the ‘spirit of systematisation’ reordered the material. Bucher mentions the nat-

uralists Georges-Louis Leclerc de Buffon, Carl von Linné and Georges Cuvier to ex-

emplify his argument. As a consequence, ‘the naïve forage passion of collection 

gradually got lost in the middle of the last century’.65 Yet at the same time, Bucher 

opined that ‘the defunct art and curiosity cabinets celebrate a transfigured resurrec-

tion in Hyde Park’.66 Since the French Revolution, he argues, national exhibitions 

brought together the people of a nation and their industrial products. National exhibi-

tions were therefore not only economic fairs but also public places for the unification 

of the population. Bucher compared these events with the Olympic Games in ancient 

Greece. The next obvious step in this development could only have been the organi-

sation of a cosmopolitan fair like the 1851 Great Exhibition.67 In this way, Bucher 

was drawing upon commonplace notions about the event, celebrating the cosmopoli-

tan world-fraternisation of humankind as a result of capitalism and international 

trade. Indeed, Bucher took up with enthusiasm Prince Albert’s notion of the Great 

Exhibition as a ‘true living picture of the point of development at which the whole of 

mankind has arrived [...]’.68 Like in the tradition of curiosity cabinets, the exhibition 

in the Crystal Palace formed a space in which the whole of humankind could be rep-

resented. This idea, Bucher thinks, should be followed up by the ‘Cultural Museum 

of Humankind’ that Klemm had anticipated some years earlier. Yet the Crystal Pal-

																																																								
64 ‘Man fing an, die Raritätenkabinette aufzulösen in oder zu ersetzen durch zoologische, botanische, 
mineralogische, ethnographische Sammlungen und die Gegenstände nicht mehr nach dem venerablen 
Anblick oder nach der Grösse zu ordnen, sondern nach rationellen Klassen.’ Lothar Bucher, Kultur-
historische Skizzen aus der Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker, p. 31. 
65 ‘Die kindliche, hamsterartige Lust am Zusammenschleppen verlor sich allmälig um die Mitte des 
vorigen Jahrhunderts [...].’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrie-Ausstellung al-
ler Völker, p. 31. 
66 ‘Die untergegangenen Kunst- und Raritäten-Kabinette feiern in Hydepark eine verklärte Auferste-
hung.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker, p. 33. 
67 Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker, p. 35. 
68 Official Catalogue of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations 1851, vol. 1 
(London: Spicer Brothers; W. Clowes & Sons, 1851), p. 4. 
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ace was instead a ‘transfigured resurrection’ of the previous cabinets of curiosities: it 

was only a ‘fairy palace’, and as such a delusionary or ‘imperfect thing’.69 

 

ANTICIPATING A SUFFICIENT ARRANGEMENT 

Klemm’s ‘Cultural Museum of Humankind’ was to have materially represented the 

cultural history that he recounted to readers in his main work. Klemm started as well 

with the natural conditions of humans and then split the museum chambers between 

‘active’ and ‘passive’ nations. The first four rooms were to serve for the display of 

the ‘active’ peoples, and the remaining five for the display of the ‘passive’ peoples. 

The objects in each room would be ordered according to some specific classifications 

of cultural practices or tools. Such an ethnographical collection should represent the 

diversity of humans and allow the visitor to speculate about nations and their rela-

tionships. As a focal point for cultural history, Klemm argues, the museum ought to 

serve moreover as a ‘link between special collections’.70 Whereas Klemm’s histori-

cal overview on scientific collections is rather extensive, the Fantasy on a Museum 

for the Cultural History of Humankind refers much less to museological paragons. 

Klemm only refers to the writings of Quiccheberg in any detail. The structure of his 

categorical system may be seen as similarly rigid to that of a cabinet of curiosities. 

This system allows the comparison between the different cultures and thus between 

the different rooms in which these cultures are on display. However, although 

Klemm was an important source for their ethnographical debates about the Crystal 

Palace, neither Semper nor Bucher seriously took up Klemm’s museological ideas, 

certainly not Semper for his task of conceiving how to arrange objects in an ideal 

collection. He thus only used Klemm’s conception for the museum very much for its 

basic idea and some aspects of practical advice.71 Semper was fully aware that ‘such 

an ideal Collection’ may never be materialised. Instead, he proposes that ‘special 

Collections [...] should be considered as forming parts of this great ideal Collection’, 

																																																								
69 Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker, p. 37. 
70 Gustav Klemm, Fantasie über ein Museum für die Culturgeschichte der Menschheit, pp. 10-13. See 
also: Dietrich Drost, ‘Gustav Klemms kulturhistorisches Museum’, Jahrbuch des Museums für Völ-
kerkunde zu Leipzig, 26 (1969), pp. 41-83. 
71 For instance, the objects’ quality should accommodate the collection’s general idea or that repro-
ductions could replace the original if the latter cannot be acquired, which also others had already sug-
gested before Klemm, e.g. Neickelus. 
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whereby ‘the System adopted for their Organization should be based upon this prin-

ciple’.72 Like Klemm, Semper felt that his cultural historical museum could function 

as a link to systematically hold together other specialised collections, all of which 

would be rearranged accordingly.  

Bucher also appreciated Klemm’s idea for a cultural historical museum but without 

copying it in much detail. For Bucher this may have been less problematic since he, 

as a journalist, may have never seriously thought about the actual practicability of 

such a concept. He simply took over the general structure of Klemm’s book and ap-

plied it as a structure for his articles about the Great Exhibition. Bucher was indeed 

more inspired by the Royal Museum of Northern Antiquities in Copenhagen. This 

collection comprehensively represented the ‘development of the Scandinavian tribe 

as an individual from the earliest childhood to the present day’.73 Such a collection, 

which represented the character of a people like that of an individual, he felt, should 

be formed for every nation and brought together for the Great Exhibition. Each col-

lection would form a ‘longitudinal section’ diachronically representing the history 

and development of each group of people. These collections could in turn be juxta-

posed next to one another in the Crystal Palace, which then would form a ‘transver-

sal section’ through humankind synchronically representing the universal character-

istics of human beings.74 If this could be achieved, Bucher wrote, the transfigured 

character of the Crystal Palace would gradually diminish. To enhance the amount of 

ethnographical material, Bucher laconically proposed to pour the contents of the 

British Museum into the Crystal Palace, ‘and it would have happened’.75 

‘The combined use of both collections [the Crystal Palace and the British 
Museum] constitutes to a great extent what Bacon of Verulam imagines in his 
Atlantis, [...] it gives everything that Klemm desires in his Fantasy on a 
Museum for the Cultural History of Humankind.’76  

																																																								
72 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials’, pp. 55 [11]. 
73 ‘In Kopenhagen […] wird eine vortreffliche Sammlung von Waffen und Geräthschaften bewahrt, 
an der man die Entwicklung des skandinavischen Stammes als eines Individuums von der frühesten 
Kindheit bis auf den heutigen Tag verfolgen kann.’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der 
Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker, p. 37. 
74 ‘Was wir in Kopenhagen im Längendurchschnitt sehen, hätten wir hier im Querdurchschnitt bei-
sammen.’ Ibid. p. 38. 
75 Ibid. 
76 ‘Die vereinigte Benutzung beider Sammlungen giebt ziemlich das, was Bacon von Verulam ausmalt 
in seiner Atlantis, [...] Sie giebt ganz das, was Klemm in seiner „Fantasie über ein Museum für die 
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Similarly to Bucher, Semper also regarded the Great Exhibition ‘as an unconsciously 

born idea of a true cultural historical collection’ that needed proper arrangement in 

order to make the idea visible – that is to say, to make it conscious. For an arrange-

ment of an ideal collection, Semper took up the ‘ingenious words of Bucher’s’ to 

suggest that the Crystal Palace could represent a ‘transversal section of cultural histo-

ry’.77 Semper expanded upon this idea in anticipating his ideal museum: 

‘A Complete and Univer[s]al Collection must give [...] the longitudinal Sec-
tion, the transverse Section and the plan of the entire Science of Culture; it 
must show how things were done in all times; how they are done at the present 
in all Countries of the earth; and why they are done in one or another Way, ac-
cording to Circumstances; it must give the history, the ethnography and the 
Philosophy of Culture.’78 

Semper hence embraced Bucher’s idea of a longitudinal and a transversal section 

through the cultural history of humankind with great intent. It would allow the simul-

taneous display of diachronic and synchronic representations of historical processes, 

showing the history and development of culture from a universal point of view. The 

basis for this ideal collection were the four original motifs of the crafts, that is to say, 

the first expressions of humankind’s ornamented occupation. The four fundamental 

motifs, which stem from the original treatment of their respective materials, repre-

sented the externalisation of human artistic instinct, and therefore could be consid-

ered as being universal. The ideal collection should thus visualise how the original 

motifs were transferred from one material to another over the course of human histo-

ry. Semper referred to this as material metamorphosis (Stoffwechsel): 

‘When an artistic motive undergoes any kind of material treatment, its original 
type will be modified; it will receive, so to speak, a specific colouring. The 
type is no longer in its primary stage of development but has undergone a more 
or less pronounced metamorphosis. If the motive undergoes a new change of 
material as a result of this secondary or even multiple transformation, the re-
sulting new form will be a composite, one that expresses the primeval type and 
all the stages preceding the latest form.’79 

																																																																																																																																																													
Kulturgeschichte der Menschheit“ wünscht, [...].’ Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der 
Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker, p. 39. 
77 Gottfried Semper, Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, p. 3. 
78 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials’, pp. 55 [11].  
79 Gottfried Semper, Style, p. 250. 
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The idea of four fundamental motifs lies at the very basis of Semper’s museal con-

ception. Every other aspect was subordinate to these motifs and their symbolic val-

ues. The historical and ethnographical aspects of the exhibits were to be only ‘sec-

ondary Elements of Arrangement’, and as such ‘even the Question of Material is a 

Secondary one’.80 Material and technological, as well as historical and ethnograph-

ical aspects, only came into play through the craft’s development, or rather were re-

flected through development of that craft’s original ornamental motifs:  

‘[...] the historical and ethnographical Arrangement must be considered, show-
ing how the Original forms are at all times essentially the same, but subjected, 
according to circumstances to variety in their different Appearances. This plan 
rests on an entirely Material basis, but leads to certain laws of fitness, style and 
propriety, which by abstract theory are difficult to concieve and which can not 
be reduced to shemes and formulas of universally valid Application.’81  

The cultural conditions that shaped the production of objects differentiated the indi-

vidual formulation of the original and universal motifs. The collection’s material ba-

sis however could only be the actual objects and not the universal motifs. Hence the 

motifs could only be deduced by abstracting the ornaments that were materialised on 

the actual objects. Therefore the very origin of the four fundamental motifs remains a 

speculative assumption – albeit mitigated through a comparison of the differences 

between the objects of different cultures. It is through these differences that one 

comes closer to the original motifs. The comparative museum thus functions as a 

philosophical instrument for the ‘science of culture’ and also, therefore, as a medium 

of a cultural technique, it can assist the ‘philosophy of culture’.82 

Semper appreciated the early modern cabinets of curiosities because of their univer-

salist aspiration. A harmoniously arranged world should be accurately represented 

within a harmoniously arranged cabinet of curiosities, which would thereby abstract-

ly represent the divine idea of creation. Yet as Quiccheberg argued in the sixteenth 

century, the curator of an ideal collection would need a divine aptitude in order to be 

able to harmoniously represent the order of nature.83 However, the cabinet of curiosi-

																																																								
80 Gottfried Semper, The Ideal Museum: Practical Art in Metals and Hard Materials, p. 57 [13]. 
81 Ibid. p. 191 [147]. 
82 Gottfried Semper, The Ideal Museum: Practical Art in Metals and Hard Materials, p. 55 [11]. 
83 Steffen Siegel, ‘Die “gantz accurate” Kunstkammer. Visuelle Konstruktion und Normierung eines 
Repräsentationsraumes in der Frühen Neuzeit’, p. 164. 
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ties was simply a representation of the divine order, and thus not quite what Semper 

had in mind. Rather than reproducing an image or a fixed artistic creation, Semper 

aspired to stimulate the production of artistic creation. A historical precursor of such 

a collection or educational institution, one that could reach beyond the limits of mere 

representation, Semper also saw in the writings of Francis Bacon or Baruch Spinoza: 

‘Men like Francis Bacon and Spinoza appear in vain, the times are not ripe. Their 

ideas are musings.’ 84 Semper only mentioned Bacon and Spinoza in his short survey 

of collections that he was writing at the same time as Bucher’s articles appeared. Ba-

con’s utopian novel, New Atlantis, of 1627, to which Bucher also refers and which 

Semper may well have had in mind, came close to describing an ideal educational in-

stitution with the sort of applied or practical character that Semper envisaged.85 In 

New Atlantis the central institution, Salomon’s House, contains a museum, a labora-

tory, a library, and a botanical garden.86 Such an institution was to enable the study 

and the application of the laws of nature, in order to control nature as well as socie-

ty.87 Yet the time for the realisation of such an institute was ‘not ripe’ back in the 

seventeenth century and so ‘the idea of a Universal Collection, embracing the whole 

History of Civilization [...] became entirely abandoned & forgotten’.88  

The most recent figure to anticipate a universalist approach was Immanuel Kant in 

his text, Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose, according to 

Semper.89 However, Semper never really says what his interest in Kant is. Klemm 

had referred similarly to Kant, as part of the grounding of his book within the En-

lightenment studies of the late-eighteenth century. Yet rather than writing a social 

history, Klemm wanted to write a cultural history in which social relations were not 

merely socially constructed but had evolved naturally and were thus predominantly 

																																																								
84 ‘Vergebens treten Männer wie Baco v Verulam und Spinoza auf, die Zeiten sind nicht reif. Ihre 
Ideen sind Träumereien.’ Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, p. 3. 
85 See footnote 76. 
86 Götz-Tilman Mellinghoff, ‘Zur Entstehung und Eigenart des bürgerlichen Museums in England’, in 
Das kunst- und kulturgeschichtliche Museum im 19. Jahrhundert: Vorträge des Symposions im Ger-
manischen Nationalmuseum, Bernward Deneke, ed. (München: Prestel, 1977), p. 83. 
87 Richard Saage, ‘Bacons “Neu-Atlantis“ und die klassische Utopietradition’, UTOPIE kreativ, 93 
(1998), pp. 57-69. 
88 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials’, p. 54 [10]. 
89 Ibid. 
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given: an approach contrary to Semper’s ideals.90 It is therefore unsurprising that 

Semper never refers to Klemm directly and explicitly:91  

‘[...] comparative architecture must become the conductor [and] ordering 
master in comparative cultural history. The history of building is a major 
chapter in the history of culture, and the closer it is to its completion, the more 
the two will merge.’92 

This quote expresses well Semper’s exuberantly exaggerated opinion of himself and 

of what architecture might eventually achieve. However, the claim that architecture 

will eventually accomplish the goals of humankind can only be understood towards 

the backdrop of Semper’s anthropological aesthetics and the conception of a 

Gesamtkunstwerk, or total work of art. If one accepts the Gesamtkunstwerk (whose 

relevance for Semper I have briefly discussed in chapter three), then everything 

already works upon its realisation. Every aspect of life thus becomes aestheticised 

and the object of aesthetical deliberation. Unsurprisingly, therefore, that the Crystal 

Palace, this ‘magical glass’ as William Whewell called it, presented a magnifying 

glass for the study of culture, a magical glass in which both subjects and objects are 

present and represented. It seemed to offer a favourable opportunity to achieve such 

an institution. 

The museum building that Klemm had in mind to house a historical cultural collec-

tion was Leo von Klenze’s Glyptothek in Munich, which surely was not much to 

Semper’s liking.93 This Greek Revival building is a quadrangular plan with an open 

courtyard in the middle, and so the exploration of the collection would need to take 

place in a singular direction. The idea of history behind such a scheme would there-

fore have been somewhat linear as there was no central point that one could access 

from the building’s wings. Klemm’s proposal to use the Glyptothek for his model 

was hence anathema to Semper. 

																																																								
90 Harry Francis Mallgrave, ‘Gustav Klemm and Gottfried Semper: The Meeting of Ethnological and 
Architectural Theory’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 9 (1985), p. 70. 

91 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials’, pp. 54 [10]; Gustav Klemm, Allge-
meine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 1, p. 19 and 204. 
92 ‘[...] die vergleichende Baukunde muss die Schaffnerin [und] Ordnerin der vergleichenden Cultur-
geschichte werden. Die Baugeschichte ist ein Hauptkapitel der Culturgeschichte und je mehr sie ihrer 
Vollendung näher treten desto mehr werden beide in einander aufgehen.’ Gottfried Semper, Manu-
script 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, p. 5. 
93 Heidrun Laudel, Gottfried Semper: Architektur und Stil (Dresden: Verlag der Kunst, 1991), p. 12. 
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Instead, Semper’s second sketch for an ideal museum represented the museum’s 

mode of display – that is to say, the systematic arrangement of objects with an over-

arching curatorial concept (figs. 5.4/5.5). In this case, the concept derived from Sem-

per’s idea of four fundamental crafts, their motifs and gradual transition into other 

materials and practices. However, the sketch can also be understood as a functional 

diagram that organises spatial relations. The sketch thus represents not only the ar-

rangement but also the building harbouring the collection of objects. If Semper were 

going to translate his sketch into a floor plan of a building, the outcome would more 

closely resemble Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand’s plan for an ideal art museum (fig. 

5.7).94 Durand’s model sought to unite the traditional fine arts, painting, sculpture 

and architecture. The layout includes an entrance on each side of the square building. 

The main entrance with its representative portal, the vestibule, and halls for tempo-

rary exhibitions are in the southern wing (B). The western wing harbours painting 

(C); the northern wing contains sculpture (D); and the eastern wing displays architec-

ture (E). As in Semper’s draft sketch, from the middle of either wing, other galleries 

lead to a domed central space, the ‘Salle de Réunion’, where all the different arts 

meet. Moreover, each wing includes three parts: an exhibition space in the middle 

and smaller aisles on either side of it. While the outer aisle is to be used for the en-

trances, the inner serves as ‘Cabinet des Artistes’. Such rooms adjoining the main 

exhibition space may have been interesting also for Semper, who wrote that ‘it would 

be desirable that the Tools and Instruments [...] were placed after the same Order, 

and near to the objects, to which they belong’.95 And in a letter to his publisher he 

explicitly suggested that ‘it is desirable to assemble the products in the main rooms, 

thereby facilitating their comparison and study; in the corresponding adjoining 

rooms, the technology of these objects must be as close as possible, from the raw 

materials to the last realization, with all means, implements and machines in use’.96 

Semper may have transformed the artists’ cabinets into workshops displaying the 

																																																								
94 Heidrun Laudel has already juxtaposed Durand’s layout for an ideal museum with Semper’s draw-
ing on the one hand, and an early plan for the Dresden Gallery on the other. See: Heidrun Laudel, 
Gottfried Semper: Architektur und Stil, pp. 75, 130, 154.  
95 Gottfried Semper, ‘Practical Art in Metals and hard Materials’, p. 92 [48]. 
96 ‘Es ist wünschenswerth die Producte in den Haupträumen zusammenzustellen, wodurch die Ver-
gleichung derselben und das Studium erleichtert wird; In den korrespondirenden Nebenräumen muss 
dann möglichst nahe die Technologie dieser Gegenstände, vom Rohstoffe an bis zu der letzten Durch-
bildung desselben, mit allen dabei in Anwendung kommenden Mitteln, Geräthen und Maschinen zu 
finden seyn.’ Gottfried Semper, letter to Eduard Vieweg, 20 January 1852, quoted after: Susanne 
Luttmann, Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre”, p. 130. 
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manufacturing technologies that were involved to create the objects in the main ex-

hibition hall. However, it is intriguing as to how much his sketch resembles Durand’s 

museum design, since he had otherwise harshly criticised Durand’s approach to ar-

chitecture.97 For him, Durand’s modular way of structuring and designing architec-

ture was simply a ‘dead schematism’ that resulted in lifeless buildings.98 Interesting-

ly, the same spatial layout could obviously result in a schematic or a dynamic build-

ing (given that Semper’s aspiration was strongly for the latter). What would render 

Semper’s draft into a dynamic museum would be a systematic arrangement that re-

vealed the connections between objects – that is to say, the significance beyond the 

objects as such. Whether Semper indeed had Durand’s plan in mind cannot be 

proved according to the available sources, yet another museum, this time built, and 

which was scientifically highly regarded for its innovation, appears occasionally in 

Semper’s writings: The Museum of Practical Geology in London. 

 

THE MUSEUM OF PRACTICAL GEOLOGY 

On 12th of May 1851, just eleven days after the Great Exhibition had opened, Prince 

Albert inaugurated another exhibition space in Piccadilly.99 The Museum of Practical 

Geology was to replace the old premises of the Geological Society in Whitehall with 

its Museum of Economical Geology. The new museum was probably one of the most 

innovative places of its time, and was supposed to initiate a new era in science. It 

was one of the very first examples of architecture purposely built for a scientific col-

lection. As such it represents both the scientific and rhetorical objectives of its 

founders, the Geological Survey and the Royal School of Mining, both of which ex-

amined Britain’s geology and strongly promoted the industrial applications of min-

ing.100 All these institutions were part of the Board of Trade, as indeed was the De-

																																																								
97 Wolfgang Herrmann, In Search of Architecture (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1984), pp. 154-156. 
98 Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 55, p. 6, quoted after: Susanne Luttmann, Gottfried Sempers Verglei-
chende Baulehre, p. 297. 
99 ‘The Museum of Practical Geology’, The Illustrated London News, 17 May 1851, p. 421. 
100 Sophie Forgan, ‘Building the Museum: Knowledge, Conflict, and the Power of Place’, Isis, 96 
(2005), pp. 572-585; Sophie Forgan, ‘Bricks and Bones: Architecture and Science in Victorian Brit-
ain’, in Architecture and Science, Peter Galison and Emily Thompson, eds. (Cambridge MA: MIT 
University Press, 1999), pp. 181-208; Carla Yanni, Nature’s Museums: Victorian science and the ar-
chitecture of display (London: Athlone, 1999), pp. 51-61; Robert Hunt, A Descriptive Guide to the 
Museum of Practical Geology (London: George E. Eyre and William Spottiswoode, 1855). 
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partment of Practical Art. Both, the Museum of Practical Geology as well as the De-

partment of Practical Art, were thus closely connected with each other and pursued 

similar agendas. Since Semper was also part of this circle, he must have known the 

Museum of Practical Geology rather well (figs. 5.8/5.9). 

Semper mentions this museum several times in his catalogue of metalworks, and also 

in Der Stil he refers to some of its objects. He also appreciated the building architec-

turally, mentioning it when he was designing the Polytechnic University in Zurich. 

He noted that the spatial layout of the Museum of Practical Geology was a good ex-

ample for the arrangement of the vestibule of the Polytechnic: ‘the geological school 

in London, in which the museum forms at the same time the vestibule of the institu-

tion and the necessary passage to the auditoriums for the pupils.’101 Unfortunately, 

Semper did not state which specific values he saw in the museum. Rather than stress-

ing its principles of instruction or arrangement, he refers to specific items or technol-

ogies that he studied in the museum’s collection, or else he alludes to the museum’s 

spatial layout and the vestibule’s multiple functionality. However, it must have been 

the integral aspect of the geology museum – which, like Bacon’s research institute,102 

comprised laboratories, a library, a lecture hall, and a museum in one building – that 

Semper really appreciated, and which may rendered the whole institution to a model 

for the ‘comparative museum of the future’.103  

The Museum of Practical Geology’s imperative was to be an educational museum to 

suit both professionals and the general public.104 Its name already implied the Muse-

um’s main function was to instruct visitors in the practical and economically profita-

ble applications of geology. A wide range of public lectures was part of its educa-

																																																								
101 ‘Ich glaube, um kurz zu sein, dieses Vestibulum könne zugleich durch Aufstellung von Gegenstän-
den, welche den Unterricht durch Anschauung fördern, höhere Bedeutung und architektonischen 
Schmuck erlangen. Hierbei blicke ich zurück auf die besten Anstalten ähnlicher Bestimmung, die mir 
bei meiner Praxis und auf meinen Reisen bekannt wurden, und deren Beispiel hier angeführt zu wer-
den verdient; Zunächst die geologische Schule in London, in der das Museum zugleich das Ves-
tibulum der Anstalt und die nothwendige Passage zu den Auditorien für die Schüler bildet.’ Gottfried 
Semper, Report (on the Polytechnic University of Zurich) to Carl Kappeler, 8 June 1858, quoted after: 
Dieter Weidmann, Gottfried Sempers “Polytechnikum” in Zürich: Ein Heiligtum der Wissenschaften 
und Künste (PhD, ETH Zurich, 2010), p. 1398. 
102 See footnote 76. 
103 The same aspect he also appreciated in the British Museum, which, although less organised, also 
included the British Library. See: Gottfried Semper, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar 
Bucher, p. 4 
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tional program. These lectures were often widely reviewed in newspapers such that 

they even reached an audience beyond the museum. The architect, James Pen-

nethorne, designed the museum in the style of a Renaissance palazzo.105 Henry de la 

Beche, the head of the Geological Survey and a son of a Caribbean planter, was the 

mastermind for the museum’s arrangement.106 The museum’s vestibule and ground 

floor, the Hall of Marbles, was originally the central space that linked all other spac-

es with each other. Behind the Hall of Marbles were the lecture room, laboratories 

and offices (figs. 5.10-5.12). Stairs led from the vestibule up to the galleried princi-

pal floor, this being the museum’s main feature, which best represented its purpose. 

The glazed ceiling lit the principal floor and its galleries (figs. 5.13-5.15). 

The museum’s collection was divided into two main sections. The first contained 

natural materials such as geological and mineralogical specimens. The second con-

tained artificial products exhibiting the results of human labour aided by the discov-

eries of science. The collection was further divided in three secondary divisions, such 

as mechanical appliances, historical specimens juxtaposed with modern, as well as 

foreign and colonial minerals. Thus, similar to the cabinet of curiosities, the muse-

um’s collections distinguished primarily between naturalia and artificalia. The dis-

plays on the ground floor were devoted to the practical usages of geology and exhib-

ited vases, sculptures, and busts of famous British geologists. The upper floor was 

devoted to the sciences – that is to say, how the primary materials could be treated. 

Showcases juxtaposed raw materials with industrial processes and also presented the 

finished products. The museum’s collection of ornamental arts, glassware, metal-

work and pottery soon exceeded its collection of natural products (fig. 5.16/5.17).107 

The continuous display cases on the principal floor and its two galleries served for 

the display of the museum’s rock and fossil collection, documenting the specimens’ 

lithographical, stratigraphical and topographical characteristics. Yet the stratigraph-

ical column was not represented vertically but horizontally, though rising upwards in 

time like spiral. The lowest display cases on the main floor exhibited the oldest, and 

the top galleries the youngest geological strata. The displays therefore formed a 
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gradually ascending stratigraphical order.108 The geological record of the British 

Isles – that is to say, the scientific results of the Geological Survey – was therefore 

represented within one single hall. But it was not only the museum’s collection that 

sought to be instructive. The building itself was also supposed to serve as a vivid il-

lustration of geology and its practical applications. Many of its parts were thus exe-

cuted in different materials from all over the country. The columns in the vestibule 

and the hall were made of Portland stone, porphyry, and all sorts of marble (figs. 

5.18/5.19). The building thus offered a practical example of geology’s application. 

However, the museum became soon too small for its extensive collections; parts of it 

were already moved to the Department of Practical Art in 1854, and given that the 

natural sciences developed so rapidly in the second half of the century, the museum 

had lost its significance only fifty years after its opening. By the end of the century, 

the museum was outdated and the institution moved to the Natural History Museum. 

The geology museum was eventually sold off and then pulled down in the 1930s: it 

thus had a similar lifespan to the Crystal Palace, whose second incarnation burned 

down in 1936.109 

The Museum of Practical Geology was thus interesting for Semper in his objectives 

in conceiving and archiving an ideal museum. Yet the museum was still a specialised 

scientific collection rather than a universal ethnographical collection. The geological 

museum’s principles of classification, the juxtaposition of naturalia and artificalia, 

conformed to traditional museological concepts. Unlike the cabinets of curiosities, 

however, natural and cultural objects were not displayed according to their formal or 

visual similarities but arranged according to the processes of human labour and tech-

nology. This was most certainly relevant for Semper. However, the same classifica-

tory issues that he had with the 1851 Great Exhibition also applied to the geology 

museum. The latter also started with raw materials, and then explained machinery or 

manufacturing processes for treating the materials, and then exhibited finished prod-

ucts of common use or from the fine arts.110 The cultural dimension – that is to say, 

the ethnographical or historical background of the objects or artworks – was neither 

addressed nor questioned in the Museum of Practical Geology. Yet this was the as-

pect that most fascinated Semper. In the Museum of Practical Geology, cultural arte-
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facts were exhibited with the intention of exemplifying the various applications of 

mining products, and thus of promoting mining industries. The selection of examples 

hence seemed to be random. Take for instance the Hercules Farnese in the Hall of 

Marbles; there was hardly any reason why it needed to be executed in Portland Stone 

other than to demonstrate that stone cut in a British quarry is equally suitable for 

such a famous artwork (fig. 5.16).111 Rather than demonstrating how the material’s 

characteristics might shape the artwork, the museum’s promotional strategy was 

more like the presentation of a commodity that the consumer could admire and pur-

chase in different qualities. 

 

SPATIAL IMPLICATIONS OF SEMPER’S IDEAL MUSEUM 

In terms of its spatial arrangement, the Museum of Practical Geology was likewise 

rather different from Semper’s plan. The museum’s main feature was its vast hall on 

the first floor, with, as noted, two galleries and a glazed roof. This layout corre-

sponded to the layout of most other scientific collections at the time.112 With its 

staircase leading from the vestibule to the principal floor, the perspective views in 

the geology museum were geared to give an impressive overview across the entire 

interior space from a single point of view. This kind of synoptic perception was also 

characteristic for the cabinets of curiosities. A visitor in the early 1880s appreciated 

this arrangement that ‘could be comprehended in a coup d’oeil’.113 However, this 

perspective view could only be gained from the building’s entrance, since only from 

there were all the exhibits at a similar distance to the visitor. Like in a cloister, the 

views inside the space facilitated the study of individual objects but could not pro-

vide the same synoptic perspective over the whole collection. Conversely, Semper’s 

museum would have consisted of several principal spaces rather than just one (four 

for the original crafts and two for the connections between all four sides). However, 

the point is that Semper was not trying to achieve a synoptic perspective over his 

ideal collection, as was customary in most natural history museums of that period. 
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Instead, the idea behind Semper’s collection was to gain understanding through a se-

quence of spaces, each with differently arranged views. The idea of the collection 

was thus not of being represented within a single perspective; the visitor would ra-

ther have to move through the different spaces to follow the development of the orig-

inal craft motifs and their gradual material metamorphoses.  

Semper’s plan was not uncommon however, as the example of Durand’s ideal art 

museum shows. Art museums had commonly accommodated several different rooms 

for their collections. Yet up until that time, natural history museums usually consist-

ed of one vast main hall in the middle, as could be seen in Georges Cuvier’s Jardin 

des Plantes, the Hunterian Museum in London, or even, just slightly later, the Oxford 

University Museum.114 These halls were used for the display and thus for the repre-

sentation of large evolutionary strands in the history of nature. Interestingly, Semper 

hardly mentions Cuvier (who was so important to him) in his deliberations on the 

ideal museum, and he never refers to the Jardin des Plantes in terms of museological 

principles. The display of evolutionary principles was important to him, even if he 

did not want to do so in the usual linear fashion. Conversely, art museums were usu-

ally arranged into rooms according to schools or nations, and the visitor would pass 

from one room to the next. But there had also been a long tradition in representing 

the genealogy of art in large vedutas depicting the principal works of art within a 

single picture. Theses vedutas often represented fictitious collections.115 Thus, there 

had been attempts to represent the genealogy of art, yet not in space but on canvas. 

Semper’s collection, however, sought to combine both strands in its layout: i.e. to re-

veal different strands of evolution and unite them into systematic interrelations 

whereby the idea of the collection can then be conceived mentally in space or drawn 

in a manuscript.  

Whichever way the visitor would have approached Semper’s museum, the explora-

tion would start by the entrances in the middle on either side, where the most original 

exhibits would be displayed. The path would then have led visitors to the corners or 

the central spaces, where they could see the interfaces between the different crafts 

and their motifs. From this point of intricate conflation of two different motifs, the 
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path then would lead backwards to the other motif’s origin in the middle of the next 

side. The objects along these corridors would come from different origins, being 

chosen according to the clarity of how they expressed the universal original motifs. 

The horizontal display in the corridors would therefore show the material metamor-

phoses of these motifs, privileging the synchronic over the diachronic representations 

of history. The historical and ethnographical specifics of the collection might have 

been displayed vertically.  

The idea behind Semper’s collection, the exposure of the four fundamental motifs 

and its gradual development through material changes, would thus not have been 

represented in a singular sensual perceptible image; the visitors would have to con-

ceive it in their minds. Rather than discussing an image that represented the idea, the 

visitors would need to discuss single aspects or, when discussing the whole, ex-

change ideas about the whole meaning. The museum was therefore intended to stim-

ulate discourse between the visitors: 

 ‘Collections and public monuments are the true teachers of a free people. They 
are not merely the teachers of practical exercises, but more importantly the 
schools of public taste. [...] We have found only learned collections of art that 
the people with their present education in art cannot understand and whose 
content is often unintelligible even to connoisseurs because it is composed in 
part of broken fragments torn from their original context. In order to establish 
collections, we have plundered public monuments that in their original context 
were proper museums of high art.’116 

Semper’s ideal museum was to assemble objects that had been collected from differ-

ent contexts. The objects, being wrested from their socio-cultural context, subse-

quently lost a significant part of their cultural value. It was to be the collection or the 

museum, which, in turn, restored the meaning to these objects by emphasising the 

underlying curatorial idea, the development of the four motifs. Semper seems to be 

well aware of this dichotomy: 

‘Objects of art that were created for no particular place are far better suited to 
such collections. The public’s taste must be restored to health on these because 
they were the earliest objects on which the artistic sense of man was active. 
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Among these objects, there are two very distinct classes that dominate a wide 
field of art, [...] ceramic and textile arts.’117 

In other words, those objects with less cultural meaning would suit the collection bet-

ter than objects of a highly developed cultural place. Through objects that were sup-

posedly closer to the original modes of making, people could recuperate from their 

artistic alienation and sympathise with the hands of the human beings who expressed 

the artistic instinct. The museum and its collection was thus to be the true teachers of 

a free people. The quote above expresses Semper’s actual intention in creating an 

ideal collection: to show the pursuit of humankind’s artistic instinct. The surface of 

the ideal collection would just represent a plethora of the four original motifs’ mani-

festations, held together by the idea of material change, yet these manifestations were 

only signs to signify what is absent or not visible – that is, the artistic instinct. The 

museum and its collection therefore allude to living creative forces, human produc-

tivity, which would be represented as signs on the exhibits and presented as such to 

the visitor. The fifth section of the museum, however, that which would explain the 

‘working together of these four elements and embracing high art’, was missing in 

Semper’s schematic arrangement. This role, in my view, was to be played by the 

monumental architecture of the museum building itself. The museum should have 

been an exemplification of the collection’s intention, providing thereby the basis for 

monumental art and architecture. In doing so, the museum obtains a double meaning: 

it is both the space-providing vessel that exposes productivity and the culminating 

representation of productivity itself. 

The Crystal Palace transmitted a strong sense of the ‘world-idea’ currently underly-

ing the surface of its exhibits. Yet the building remained still an enchanted ‘fairy pal-

ace’ or ‘imperfect thing’, as Bucher claimed,118 or else an ‘incomplete entirety’, as 

Semper called it.119 Yet things that are imperfect or incomplete need to be completed 

and perfected, such that the unconscious idea becomes conscious – that is to say, vis-

ibly perceptible in the Crystal Palace, in its arrangement, and the objects on display. 

The ‘comparative museum of the future’ could hence become the birthplace in which 

the visitors function as ‘obstetricians’ and assist in giving birth to ‘the human-idea 
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still hidden in the future’s womb’.120 Semper’s notion of his times was interestingly 

revealed in this quote as well. Scientific knowledge does not develop simultaneously 

with the gradual development of people’s intellectual understanding of the world, 

Semper writes. Scientific knowledge thus occurs suddenly. But these sudden mo-

ments are only ‘temporary convulsions’ that do not represent a comprehensive ‘hu-

man-idea’.121 Or to use Idealist terminology, both natura naturans as well as natura 

naturata are congruently present. Therefore, this universalist character of an ideal 

collection not only leads to an aestheticisation but also to a scientification of life, 

both of them realised in the ideal museum. In this sense, Semper’s aspirations go fur-

ther than those of Bucher or Klemm. Semper’s research institution does not just rep-

resent the ‘world-idea’ or the ‘human-idea’ but also produces it. Museum becomes 

an epistemological medium for the world and for the self-reflective conception of 

one’s own nature. However, as far as the dream of an ideal collection is concerned, 

such a museum could possibly materialise the tension between the curatorial idea and 

the arrangement of exhibits that the cabinets of curiosities of the early modern period 

tried to overcome. 

With his conception of an ideal collection, Semper in effect inverts the Crystal Pal-

ace. Whereas he described the latter as a ‘glass covered vacuum’, that is to say, a ra-

ther blank and undefined space that could endlessly be expanded, the ideal collection 

is clearly defined by the four fundamental motifs.122 Everything inside his ideal mu-

seum, which the four corners open up, stands in relation to and is connected to one 

another. The central point of all relations, the museum’s cupola under which the four 

motifs intersect, makes the museum building the very heart of the collection. In this 

regard, Semper was trying to sketch another model that could hold everything to-

gether, while also giving every object a specific place within the system such that 

they could be controlled and re-appropriated.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

The Great Exhibition of 1851 clearly offered an abundance of visual impressions and 

objects for Gottfried Semper to study and theorise about. However, this thesis’s cri-

tique of Semper’s designs for some of the national displays within the Crystal Palace 

has also shown how he tried to react architecturally to this new kind of space. The 

Great Exhibition’s design was – like that for a theatrical stage – a place where imag-

ination and reality met, and where new narratives could be constructed. Semper’s 

scheme for the Turkish section thus recreated the atmosphere of an Eastern bazaar, 

an exotic world in which the (Western) visitor could delve into and dream about. 

Likewise the Canadian section, which is the one that can today be reconstructed in 

the most detail, created the sense of a largely untouched wilderness that was waiting 

for European settlers to conquer it. Canadian officials consciously intended this in-

terpretation as it was in their interests to promote Britain’s last colonies in North 

America to Europeans who might potentially be willing to emigrate there. The crea-

tion of these specific narratives was thus not merely in Semper’s hands, given that he 

clearly needed to meet the expectations of each country in their respective showcas-

es. At the same time, Semper’s designs also exposed his generally rational and scien-

tific approach. His display arrangements often juxtaposed the different stages of pro-

duction of a particular object or artefact, stretching from the primary raw material 

itself through to the finished product. As such, his designs revealed these objects as 

being related to, and not isolated from, one another. In this regard, Semper alleviated 

the commodity fetish because he chose not to emphasise the objects’ fetishistic char-

acter in his displays. Many of the objects on show were also rather tangibly present-

ed to the visitor, such as by allowing people to physically touch them. Yet, the fin-

ished products were more often locked away inside display cases, thus suggesting 

accessibility achieved only through the exchange of money – i.e. if the visitor bought 

the object to take away. In the Canadian section, the canoe at the centre of the court’s 

space was what held together all of the myriad objects on display. The other com-

modities on show, being displaced objects without that much cultural meaning, were 

hence united by the presence of this mobile vessel, which itself belonged to an un-

specific or a changing place. Symbolically, the canoe represented patterns of trade to 

and from Canada, and the consequent global distribution of objects. Trade, as shown 

in this thesis’s chapter about the commodity, was an activity about which Semper 
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seems to have been less critical when compared to his views on the commodity more 

generally in capitalist nations. At the beginning of the Great Exhibition, he took up 

the idea of ‘free trade’ as a theme – as a representation of the centre of all relations – 

that could hold disparate objects together, as epitomised by the canoe that hovered as 

the visual centre-piece in the middle of the Canadian section. 

On their ethnographic strolls through the Crystal Palace, Gottfried Semper and Lo-

thar Bucher encountered three models of a hut from the Caribbean, one version of 

which became Semper’s primary example to illustrate his theory about the four basic 

crafts (plus one architectural construction that united them). This proved to Semper 

the correctness of his idea that architecture and its decorative treatment came from 

the handicrafts and their original motifs. What he felt the Caribbean hut could refute 

entirely was the prevailing Neoclassical belief that architecture and its decoration 

stemmed directly from nature. Semper however emphasised that he was not interest-

ed in the typological or spatial aspects of the Caribbean hut; his interest only lay in 

the four basic crafts that were manifested in it. Yet if Semper had taken more seri-

ously the architecture of this particular version of the Caribbean hut, and of the other 

two huts on display – as well as some further documentary material that was also 

then available (such as of Robert Schomburgk’s renowned travels or else even the 

Great Exhibition’s catalogue) – it would have become apparent to him that the hut on 

display was not actually a construction made by indigenous people in the Caribbean, 

but was instead the result of European imperialism and colonialism. This conjecture 

might have thwarted Semper’s theory by questioning to what extent his theoretical 

proposition, as rooted in four elements and four crafts, was truly ‘original’ or not. 

Semper’s theory in this regard may well have held the same status as Neoclassical 

doctrine, with both of them simply turning out to be different analogies, or narra-

tives, as to where architecture had originated. The counter-proposition to the Carib-

bean hut in the Great Exhibition was undoubtedly the model of a Maori Pah. Semper 

believed that Maoris were an example of a culture that had declined from a previous-

ly higher stage of development. Therefore, whereas the Caribbean hut could be seen 

as a beginning of a cultural cycle, with positive connotations, the Maori exhibit rep-

resented the negative end of a cultural cycle. This was important to Semper, as he 

argued that the positive qualities of the crafts, and their coming together to create a 

single construction, was what formed the initial steps towards the development of 

monumental architecture. The even more crucial point, however, is that the Caribbe-
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an hut on display was actually a construction that had only been created due to the 

influence of European imperialism. It was thus a product of capitalism’s international 

spread, and as such signified exploitation rather than ‘original’ creative conditions of 

making. Although Semper realised the impact that industrialised modes of produc-

tion were then having on traditional crafts not only in Europe, but also in the rest of 

the world, he did not take this analysis into account when evaluating the Caribbean 

hut displayed in the Crystal Palace. As a possible explanation, Semper was some-

what blinded by the apparent clarity in which his theory of the four original crafts 

was shown by this hut. Like anthropological theories of around the same time, this 

allowed Semper to make assertive references to the prehistorical and supposedly 

universal nature of human beings. Anthropology, therefore, contained an ideological 

function insofar as it seemed to provide evidence to justify a specific human behav-

ioural pattern of passive subordination from the earliest to the latest cultures. Along-

side Semper’s empirical aspirations, a more rigorous theoretical underpinning based 

on anthropology might have provided his theory about the four crafts with the neces-

sary scientific legitimacy. However, Semper’s discussion of the Caribbean hut and of 

Maori culture leads one to question his actual understanding of cultural or historical 

developments and their expressions in art and architecture – in other words, how 

informed or refined was the lens and benchmark through which he attempted to 

evaluate the objects on display in the Crystal Palace? 

Gottfried Semper’s writings clearly exhibit his debt to German Idealist thinking, with 

the basis for his assumptions relying upon an interpretation of the intrinsic creative 

instinct of human beings. When humans externalise this instinct, it manifests as an 

ornamental occupation that is representative of their understanding of the object that 

is under treatment. The first embellished object – and therefore the first object of 

human ornamental occupation – was the human body, carried out in a manner that 

highlighted its physicality. This process, through which human beings began to ex-

ternalise their creative force by making and embellishing objects, was also accompa-

nied by the creation of practical knowledge about the crafts. In Semper’s vision, the 

relationship between the human subject and the fabricated object altered at the point 

when humans began to wear clothes. After that stage, the object of embellishment 

could no longer be the subject’s own body but needed instead to be an external ob-

ject that had previously remained unornamented. This performative act of externalis-

ing the creative force, whilst simultaneously internalising the practical experiences 
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gained by such practices, was in his view the driver for the creation of human 

knowledge. In this manner, cultural development had always been primarily guided 

by this ornamental occupation. If culture ever hoped to progress further, then human 

beings needed to create increasingly complex objects and patterns. Semper argued 

that these patterns had eventually become emancipated at the level of the free arts, 

which as such depict humankind and their actions in the most refined ways.  

The creative force that early people externalised thus resulted in representations of 

human beings who were acting according to their inherent creative force. In turn, the 

human subject recognised itself within these representations and thus was able to 

inform its actions – and in doing so, humans gained a condition of cultural self-

consciousness. If the telos of nature was to engender the reasonable human being, 

then the telos of culture was the human being’s rational self-perfection, as most high-

ly represented in monumental art and architecture. Monumentalism in this sense rep-

resents human beings and is thus a mirror reflection of the human subject. This ulti-

mate stage in cultural development was artistically achieved through the dressing and 

masking of the artwork’s material reality, in order that the artwork’s underlying idea 

defined the interaction between the subject and the object. Dressing and masking, 

however, were in Semper’s theory a part of the initial characteristic traits of human-

kind’s nature, and as such they appeared at the very beginning of cultural develop-

ment. While the mask’s origins may have lain in tattooing, the act of dressing as a 

practice of weaving was something that human societies were already deploying be-

fore they applied ornamental occupation to their own bodies. The mask was therefore 

for Semper a significant symbol in the history of culture. He argued that the process 

began with the tattooing of the human face which later was covered instead with an-

imal masks. The intention of these masks was to refer to a higher entity, or to deceive 

people, and hence the practice often became used in religious or political rituals as a 

means to entrench the power of the ruling class. The mask, as a result of this orna-

mental occupation, then gradually evolved into the making of clothes and gems, be-

fore further developing into artefacts like statues or paintings – that is to say, into 

refined images of human beings. Therefore the human figure that had been originally 

covered or masked was now revealed again to fellow citizens. In Semper’s theory, 

the highest stage of culture was hence achieved when the face of the human being 

becomes apparent once again.	 Through the practice of double-masking, as a con-

scious treatment of the mask, the artwork could start to make its ideas visible; it 
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hence communicates with the human subject, whereby the artwork’s idea refers back 

to the subject who originally created the concept for this artwork. This technique of 

double-masking, such as Semper also found in theatrical plays by Shakespeare and 

others, thereby undermines the hitherto aspiration of a dramatic work to reveal 

‘truth’. Instead the Semperian argument attempted to overcome the illusory nature of 

the commodity fetish by objectively deceiving – and thus subjectively convincing – 

the audience, which was then placed in a state of critical doubt and self-reflection. At 

the time of the Great Exhibition, Semper had only started to write about self-

knowledge and how it is achieved through double-masking; yet as an inherent feature 

of polychromatic decoration, some aspect of the technique must have been already 

present within his thinking.   

During a time of great social change in the mid-nineteenth century, Semper came to 

understand the problematic relationship of capitalism and industrialisation to cultural 

development. Whereas it was not particularly unusual within Britain’s cultural histo-

ry for people’s artistic instincts to be oppressed, and for people to become estranged 

from their artistic instincts, it was also clear that in capitalist industrialised societies 

such as Britain, people were now experiencing a more extreme form of alienation. 

Mechanisation was interfering in the relationship between the human subject and the 

objects they were making, with grave consequences because it meant that people had 

lost their innate understanding for materials but were also not as yet able to reappro-

priate modern production techniques. So although industrialised societies could 

claim great scientific advances, their artistic skills were becoming stunted in compar-

ison. To overcome such deficiencies, Semper called for a careful study of the alterna-

tive artistic practices of early cultures that Europeans now dismissed as ‘primitive’ 

cultures. By understanding better the principles of design in these earlier conditions, 

Semper was hoping to mitigate the repercussions of capitalist production in his own 

times.  

Throughout the course of the 1851 Great Exhibition, Semper developed a remarkable 

understanding of the modern capitalist commodity. He realised that everything had 

become commercialised and commodified, even art and architecture. He saw that 

every aspect of modern life was now as dependent on capital, production, science 

and consumption as it was in the fine arts; this means that everything was governed 

by revenue and surplus value. Consequently, capitalism was also impacting upon 
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what were seen as the acceptable modes of representation. From now on, objects 

could no longer represent human virtues but instead they would be created in order to 

seduce consumers and thereby generate sales and profits. Hence the phantasmagori-

cal character of commodity fetishism obliterated not only the object’s qualities but 

also pretended that there existed an intact relation between the subject and the object, 

which in truth was not the case. The commodity fetish thus only served the interests 

of international capitalists – that hidden third party that was, however, invisible in 

the apparent relationship between the subject and the object.  

The more uncritical approach that many of his liberal friends adopted was therefore 

anathema for Semper, as it assumed that the deceiving surface of things belonged to 

the things themselves. In this way, Semper’s aesthetic theory contained an underly-

ing critique that was rooted in an analysis of the aesthetics of contemporary capitalist 

visual culture. Through this approach, Semper seemed to hint at the later Marxist 

critiques of capitalist visual culture – such as those by Walter Benjamin or Georg 

Lukács, for instance, who came to argue that everything may be deceitful within the 

material basis of cognition. A crucial difference, of course, was that twentieth-

century Marxist art theory was predicated on the social reality of human beings and 

on the class struggle. In such interpretations, historical phenomena that were seen as 

indicating the highest level of artistic development, such as ancient Greek sculpture, 

did not necessarily reflect the parallel social development of people in what had been 

a slave-owning society. Indeed it could even appear that Karl Marx envisaged a his-

torical process of artistic development that was independent of social development.1 

Semper’s theory was thus fundamentally different from Marxist thought. For Sem-

per, it was the human subject’s self-realisation that eventually led to fulsome social 

interaction and discourse within democratic societies, and as such the creative 

achievements represented social development as well. The contents of this interac-

tion however remained somewhat undefined. In a consciously Idealist manner, Sem-

per’s aesthetics offered an overall structure that then needed to be filled with content. 

This intellectual structure could therefore only be communicated collectively within 

a society of free subjects, under democracy. However, instead of further analysing 

the epistemological issues caused by the effects of the capitalist economic system, 

																																																								
1 Karl Marx, ‘Grundrisse’, in MECW, Ernst Wangermann, ed. (New York: International Publishers, 
1986), p. 47. 
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which might have led him to support Marx’s position, Semper chose instead to study 

the design and making of things.  

Although Semper understood well the problematic modes of representation inside the 

Crystal Palace, he still regarded the institution of the museum, with its curated col-

lection, as a potential medium for human cognition and knowledge. He anticipated 

his concept for an ideal museum by drawing upon the history of the cabinet of curi-

osities, which was used traditionally as an instrument of visualisation. On the one 

hand, the cabinet’s space served as the house for the collection of objects, while on 

the other, it allowed continuous theoretical reflections upon the relationships be-

tween objects. Such a museum thus serves as an instrument for a philosophy of cul-

ture. Through the analysis and synthesis of a given museum’s objects, the cabinet of 

curiosities represented itself as a spatialised image as opposed to a comprehensively 

systemised collection.  

However, in Semper’s draft for an ideal collection, which was based on the four orig-

inal motifs of the crafts, a clearer figure was needed to visualise the connections be-

tween the objects if he hoped to illustrate the gradual development of a craft’s origi-

nal motifs though its material metamorphosis. Art collections had already begun to 

be arranged according to schools in the eighteenth century, intended as a paragone 

between countries, or otherwise to demonstrate a sense of progress of art over time. 

Whereas these comparisons could be perceived intellectually in art galleries, scien-

tific collections of the time still tended to rely upon a specific overview of a specific 

vantage point in space. The design of science museums like the Museum of Practical 

Geology in London was thus still rooted within the tradition of the cabinet of curiosi-

ties. Semper took his ideas from the discourse about these older cabinets of curiosi-

ties, yet combined his concept for a universal scientific collection by adapting the 

newer spatial arrangement of art galleries in which the interior spaces were related to 

one another. Although he was not the only figure to be reconceptualising the scien-

tific museum at the time, in his case the purpose of the whole museum building 

would have been to systematically visualise the development of artistic forms over 

history. Unlike the cabinet of curiosities, the totality of Semper’s collection could 

only have been gained cognitively by strolling through the museum, rather than just 

viewing it from a single point of view. His ideal museum thus did not simply serve 

as a representation of contemporary scientific thought. Instead it wanted to empha-
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sise the position of the human subject whose mind conceives new knowledge 

through a spatialised form of understanding.  

Semper’s ideal collection never materialised, of course. Yet its ideas were influential 

on later artistic and architectural thinking, and could even be argued to eventually 

have led to twentieth-century movements such as De Stijl. After the Great Exhibition 

of 1851, Semper began to change his theory of practical aesthetics in order to focus 

upon objects (commodities) as opposed to thinking about contemporary modes of 

architectural production. Neither capitalism nor mechanisation remained as con-

scious topics within his later deliberations; rather, he turned almost exclusively to the 

study of the traditional history of making things. Semper well understood the indus-

trial age’s fast moving yet preliminary nature, and he believed that modern capital-

ism was merely a temporal episode in the history of humankind. In other words, 

commodity fetishism was only an interim step in the development of culture. Semper 

tried instead to find universal principles that could not be tampered with by the mate-

rial means of this world, and through which the production of cultural objects could 

be improved – principles that soared like the trajectory of the meteor over London’s 

sky as it manifested itself on that Midsummer’s night in 1851.  

 

 

  



– 237 – 

BIBLIOGRAHPY 

 

George French Angas, The New Zealanders Illustrated (London: Thomas McLean, 1847). 

Christina Antenhofer, Fetisch als heuristische Kategorie (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011). 

Antoine Artous, ‘Marx und der Fetischismus. Von der Religionskritik zur Kritik der politischen Ökonomie’, in 
Fetisch als heuristische Kategorie, Christina Antenhofer, ed. (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011). 

Jeffrey A. Auerbach, The Great Exhibition of 1851: A nation on display (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1999). 

———, Britain, the Empire, and the World at the Great Exhibition of 1851 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008). 

Frank E. Bailey, ‘The Economics of British Foreign Policy, 1825-50’, The Journal of Modern History, 12 (1940), 
pp. 462-476. 

Paul Bairoch, and Susan Burke, ‘European Trade Policy, 1815-1914’, in The Cambridge Economic History of 
Europe from the Decline of the Roman Empire, Peter Mathias and Sidney Pollard, eds. Vol. 8 (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 1-160. 

Herbert Bayer, ‘Preface’, in Exhibitions and Displays, Erberto Carboni, ed. (Milano: Silvana, 1957), pp. 5-11. 

Hans Belting, Das unsichtbare Meisterwerk: Die modernen Mythen der Kunst (München: Beck, 2001). 

Walter Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life. Essays on Charles Baudelaire, Michael W. Jennings, ed. 
(Cambridge MA: Belknap Press, 2006). 

Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: history, theory, politics (London and New York: Routledge, 2007). 

Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts Into Air (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1982). 

Adolphe Jérôme Blanqui, ‘Letter on the Great Exhibition. – No. VI’, The Illustrated Exhibitor (1851), pp. 329-
330. 

Joseph Bizup, Manufacturing Culture: Vindications of Early Victorian Industry (Charlottesville: University of 
Virginia Press, 2003). 

William W. Braham, ‘What’s Hecuba to Him? On Kiesler and the Knot’, Assemblage, 36 (1998), pp. 6-23. 

Gerd de Bruyn, Das Wissen der Architektur: Vom geschlossenen Kreis zum offenen Netz, ArchitekturDenken, 
Jörg Gleiter, ed. (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2008). 

Julius Bryant, Creating the V&A: Victoria and Albert’s Museum (1851-1861) (London: Lund Humphries, 2019). 

Lothar Bucher, Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus der Industrieausstellung aller Völker (Frankfurt a.M.: C. B. Lizius 
Verlag, 1851). 

Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge MA: MIT 
Press, 1989). 

Geoffrey Cantor, Religion and the Great Exhibition of 1851 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). 

———, ‘Science, Providence, and Progress at the Great Exhibition’, History of Science Society, 103 (2012), pp. 
439-459. 

William Ryan Chapman, ‘Arranging ethnology: A. H. L. F. Pitt Rivers and the typological tradition’, in Objects 
and Others: essays on museums and material culture, George W. Stocking, ed. (Madison/London: The 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), pp. 15-48. 

Ingeborg Cleve, ‘1851 – The Economic Context of Design. Design Made a Difference – The Counted. Economic 
and Aesthetic Aspects of Consumer Taste’, in Die Weltausstellung und ihre Folgen – The Great Exhibi-
tion and its Legacy, Franz Bosbach and John R. Davis, eds. (München: Saur, 2002), pp. 181-196. 

Marcus Cunliffe, ‘America at the Great Exhibition of 1851’, American Quarterly, 3 (1951), pp. 115-126. 

Alexander Demandt, Philosophie der Geschichte: Von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart (Köln: Böhlau, 2011). 



– 238 – 

Bernward Deneke, Das kunst- und kulturgeschichtliche Museum im 19. Jahrhundert: Vorträge des Symposions 
im Germanischen Nationalmuseum (München: Prestel, 1977). 

Jane Desmond, ‘Displaying Death, Animating Life: Changing Fictions of “liveness” from Taxidermy to Anima-
tronics’, in Representing Animals, Nigel Rothfels, ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002). 

William Allen Drew, Glimpses and Gatherings During a Voyage and Visit to London and the Great Exhibition in 
the Summer of 1851 (Augusta: Homan & Manley, 1852). 

Dietrich Drost, ‘Gustav Klemms kulturhistorisches Museum’, Jahrbuch des Museums für Völkerkunde zu 
Leipzig, 26 (1969), pp. 41-83. 

Caroline van Eck, Organicism in nineteenth-century architecture an inquiry into its theoretical and philosophical 
background (Amsterdam: Architectura & Natura Press, 1994). 

———, ‘Figuration, tectonics and animism in Semper's Der Stil’, The journal of Architecture, 14 (2009), pp. 
325-337. 

———, ‘Living Statues: Alfred Gell's Art and Agency, Living Presence Response and the Sublime’, Art History, 
33 (2010), pp. 642-659. 

———, ‘Semper's Metaphor of the Living Building; its Origins in 18th Century Fetishism Theories and its Func-
tion in his Architectural Theory’, in Metaphors in Architecture and Urbanism, Andri Gerber and Brent 
Patterson, eds.,  (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2013), pp. 133-146. 

———, Art, Agency and Living Presence: from the animated image to the excessive object (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
2015). 

Bryan Edwards, The History, Civil and Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies, vol. 1 (London: 
John Stockdale, 1793). 

Steve Edwards, ‘The accumulation of knowledge or, William Whewell’s eye’, in The Great Exhibition of 1851: 
New interdisciplinary essays, Louise Purbrick, ed. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001). 

Yvonne Ffrench, The Great Exhibition: 1851 (London: Harvill, 1950). 

John E. Findling, ‘America at the Great Exhibition’, in Die Weltausstellung und ihre Folgen – The Great Exhibi-
tion and its Legacy, Frank Bosbach and John R. Davis, eds. (München: Saur, 2002), pp. 197-204. 

Kate Flint, ‘Exhibiting America: The Native American and the Crystal Palace’, in Victorian Prism: Refractions of 
the Crystal Palace, James Buzard, Joseph W. Childers and Eileen Gillooly, eds. (Charlottesville: Uni-
versity of Virginia Press, 2007), pp. 171-185. 

Sophie Forgan, ‘Bricks and Bones: Architecture and Science in Victorian Britain’, in Architecture and Science, 
Peter Galison and Emily Thompson, eds. (Cambridge MA: MIT University Press, 1999), pp. 181-208. 

———, ‘Building the Museum: Knowledge, Conflict, and the Power of Place’, Isis, 96 (2005), pp. 572-585. 

Adrian Forty, Objects of desire: design and society, 1750-1980 (London: Thames and Hudson, 1989). 

———, Words and buildings: a vocabulary of modern architecture (London: Thames & Hudson, 2000). 

———, ‘Primitive: the word  and the concept’, in Primitive: Original matters in architecture, Jo Odgers, Flora 
Samuel and Adam Sharr, eds. (London/New York: Routledge, 2006), pp. 3-14. 

Michel Foucault, Die Ordnung der Dinge (Frankfurt a.M: Suhrkamp, 2003). 

Geological Museum, Arrangement of the British Marbles, Alabasters, Serpentines, Porphyries, Granites, Build-
ing Stones, &c. in the Vestibule and Hall of the Museum of Practical Geology (London: HSMO, 1855). 

Georg Germann, ‘Gottfried Semper über Konvention und Innovation’, Zeitschrift für Schweizerische Archäologie 
und Kunstgeschichte, 33 (1976), pp. 224-228. 

Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time, And Architecture (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1941). 

Jörg Gleiter, Rückkehr des Verdrängten: Zur kritischen Theorie des Ornaments (Weimar: Verlag der Bauhaus-
Universität Weimar, 2002). 

Michael Gnehm, ‘“Kritik gegenwärtiger Zustände als Ursprungskritik” – zum 3. Band des Stil’, in Gottfried 
Semper 1803-1879: Architektur und Wissenschaft, Winfried Nerdinger and Werner Oechslin, eds. 
(München: Prestel, 2003), pp. 314-320. 



– 239 – 

———, Stumme Poesie: Architektur und Sprache bei Gottfried Semper (Zürich: gta Verlag, 2004). 

———, ‘“L’origine secondaire”: Semper et Viollet-le-Duc sur les traces d’une histoire culturelle de 
l’architecture’, eaV, revue de l’école d’architecture de Versailles, 12 (2006/07), pp. 62-71. 

———, ‘Poetik der Geschichtsauffassung: Semper und Viollet-le-Duc’, in Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, 
Stiftung Bibliothek Werner Oechslin, ed. (Zürich/Berlin: gta/Mann, 2010), pp. 188-203. 

———, ‘Bekleidungstheorie’, Arch+, 221 (2015), pp. 33–39. 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust: Part One (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987). 

Jonathan A. Hale, ‘Gottfried Semper’s primitive hut as an act of self-creation’, arq Architectural Research Quar-
terly, 9 (2005), pp. 45-49. 

———, ‘Gottfried Semper’s Primitive Hut: Duration, Construction and Self-Creation’, in Primitive: Original 
Matters in Architecture, Jo Odgers, Flora Samuel and Adam Sharr, eds. (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 
55-62. 

Utz Haltern, Die Londoner Weltausstellung von 1851. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der bürgerlich-industriellen 
Gesellschaft im 19. Jahrhundert, Neue Münstersche Beiträge zur Geschichtsforschung (Münster: 
Aschendorff, 1971). 

Donna Haraway, Primate Visions: Gender, Race, and Nature in the Wold of Modern Science (New York: 
Routledge, 1989). 

Gevork Hartoonian, Crisis of the Object: The Architecture of the Theatricality (London: Routledge, 2006). 

David Harvey, A Companion to Marx’s Capital, 2 vols. (London: Verso, 2010). 

Wolfgang Fritz Haug, Critique of Commodity Aesthetics: Appearance, Sexuality and Advertising in Capitalist 
Society (Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 1986). 

Tessa Christine Hawkins, ‘Print Culture in Victorian England: The Ottoman Empire at the Great Exhibition of 
1851’ (MA, University of Alberta, 2013). 

Elsbeth Heaman, The Inglorious Arts of Peace: Exhibitions in Canadian Society During the nineteenth century 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999). 

E. Heine, Key to the Great Exhibition. 1851 (London: Ackermann and Co., 1851). 

Anna Sophie von Heinz, ‘Plan for an Ideal Museum: Gottfried Semper and South Kensington’ (MA, University 
of London, 2002). 

Ingrid Henriksen, ‘An Economic History of Denmark’, in EH.Net Encyclopedia (2006). 

Wolfgang Herrmann, ‘Semper und Eduard Vieweg’, in Gottfried Semper und die Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts 
Symposion Zürich, 2.-6. Dezember, 1974, Adolf Max Vogt, Christina Reble and Martin Fröhlich, eds. 
(Basel: Birkhäuser, 1976), pp. 199-237. 

———, Gottfried Semper im Exil: Paris London 1849-1855 (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1978). 

———, Gottfried Semper: Theoretischer Nachlass an der ETH Zürich (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1981). 

———, Gottfried Semper: In Search of Architecture (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1984). 

Kevin Hetherington, Capitalism’s Eye: Cultural Spaces of the Commodity (New York: Routledge, 2007). 

Sonja Hildebrand, ‘“... grossartige Umgebungen”: Gottfried Semper in London’, in Gottfried Semper 1803-1879: 
Architektur und Wissenschaft, Winfried Nerdinger and Werner Oechslin, eds. (München: Prestel, 
2003), pp. 260-268. 

———, ‘“nach einem Systeme zu ordnen, welches die inneren Verbindungsfäden dieser bunten Welt am besten 
zusammenhält”: Kulturgeschichtliche Modelle bei Gottfried Semper und Gustav Klemm’, in Gottfried 
Semper – Dresden und Europa: Die moderne Renaissance der Künste, Henrik Karge, ed. (München: 
Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2007), pp. 237-250. 

———, ‘Concepts of creation: historiography and design in Gottfried Semper’, Journal of Art Historiography, 
11 (2014), pp. 1-13. 



– 240 – 

———, ‘“in hohem Grade vergeistigt”: Materielle und symbolische Qualitäten von Farbe in Sempers “Prinzip 
der Bekleidung”’, in Maltechnik und Farbmittel der Semperzeit, Uta Hassler and Robin Rehm, eds. 
(München: Hirmer, 2014), pp. 292-299. 

Hermione Hobhouse, The Crystal Palae and the Great Exhibition: Art Science, and Productive Industry: a Histo-
ry of the Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851 (London: Continuum, 2004). 

Andreas Höfele, ‘Hamlet’, in Shakespeares Dramen, Philip Reclam, ed. (Stuttgart: Reclam, 2000), pp. 238-272. 

Henry Houghton, Letter to the Royal Commissioners, 8 November 1851, London, Royal Commission of the 
Exhibition of 1851 Archive (RC/A/1851/693). 

David Hume, ‘Natural History of Religion, Sect. III. [1757]’, in The Philosophical Works, Thomas H. Green and 
Thomas H. Grose, eds. Vol. 4 (Aalen: Scientia Verlag, 1964). 

Robert Hunt, On the Importance of Cultivating Habis of Observation, Inaugural Lectures, Museum of Practical 
Geology, ed. (London: George E. Eyre and William Spottiswoode, 1851). 

———, Hunt’s Hand-Book to the Official Catalogues: an explanatory guide to the natural productions and 
manufactures of the Great Exhibition of the industry of all nations, 1851, vol. 1 (London: Spicer Broth-
ers, and W. Clowes & Sons, 1851). 

———, Hunt’s Hand-Book to the Official Catalogues: an explanatory guide to the natural productions and 
manufactures of the Great Exhibition of the industry of all nations, 1851, vol. 2 (London: Spicer Broth-
ers, and W. Clowes & Sons, 1851). 

———, A Descriptive Guide to the Museum of Practical Geology (London: George E. Eyre and William Spot-
tiswoode, 1855). 

Mari Hvattum, ‘Gottfried Semper: towards a comparative science of architecture’, arq Architectural Research 
Quarterly, 1 (1995), pp. 68-75. 

———, ‘“A Complete and Universal Collection”: Gottfried Semper and the Great London Exhibition’, Macjour-
nal, 4 (1999), pp. 33-39. 

———, ‘Gottfried Semper: Between Poetics and Practical Aesthetics’, Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte, 64 
(2001), pp. 537-546. 

———, Gottfried Semper and the Problem of Historicism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 

———, ‘A complete and universal collection: Gottfried Semper and the Great Exhibition’, in Tracing modernity 
manifestations of the modern in architecture and the city, Mari Hvattum and Christian Hermansen, eds. 
(London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 124-136. 

———, ‘Origins Redefined. A tale of pigs and primitive huts’, in Primitive: Original Matters in Architecture, Jo 
Odgers, Flora Samuel and Adam Sharr, eds. (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 33-42. 

Mari Hvattum, and Christian Hermansen, eds., Tracing modernity: manifestations of the modern in architecture 
and the city (London/New York: Routledge, 2004). 

Alfonso M. Iacono, ‘Fetischismus und Substitution’, in Fetisch als heuristische Kategorie, Christina Antenhofer, 
ed. (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011). 

William Blanchard Jerrold, How to see the Exhibition: In four visits (London: Bradbury and Evans, 1851). 

William Stanley Jevons, ‘The Use and Abuse of Museums (1883)’, in The Emergence of the Modern Museum: 
An Anthology of Nineteenth-Century Sources, Jonah Siegel, ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008), pp. 283-299. 

Ewan Johnston, ‘“A Valuable and Tolerably Extensive Collection of Native and Other Products”: New Zealand 
at the Crystal Palace’, in Britain, the Empire, and the Great Exhibition of 1851, Jeffrey A. Auerbach, 
ed. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), pp. 77-91. 

Wolfram Kaiser, ‘Inszenierung des Freihandels als weltgesellschaftliche Entwicklungsstrategie: Die “Great Exhi-
bition” 1851 und der politische Kulturtransfer nach Kontinentaleuropa’, in Die Weltausstellung und ih-
re Folgen – The Great Exhibition and its Legacy, Franz Bosbach and John R. Davis, eds. (München: 
Saur, 2002), pp. 163-180. 

———, ‘Cultural Transfer of Free Trade at the World Exhibitions, 1851-1862’, The Journal of Modern History, 
77 (2005), pp. 563-590. 



– 241 – 

Mary Jo Kietzman, ‘“What Is Hecuba to Him or [S]he to Hecuba?” Lucrece’s Complaint and Shakespearean 
Poetic Agency’, Modern Philology, 97 (1999), pp. 21-45. 

Charles Kingsley, At Last: A Christmas in the West Indies (London: Macmillan and Co., 1871). 

Gustav Klemm, Zur Geschichte der Sammlungen für Wissenschaft und Kunst in Deutschland (Zerbst: Kummer, 
1837). 

———, Fantasie über ein Museum für die Culturgeschichte der Menschheit (Dresden: Teubner, 1843). 

———, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 1 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1843). 

———, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 3 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1844). 

———, Allgemeine Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit, vol. 4 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1845). 

The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, The Industry of Nations, as exemplified in the Great Exhibition 
of 1851, vol. 1 (London: Samuel Bentley and Co., 1852). 

Lara Kriegel, ‘Narrating the subcontinent in 1851: India at the Crystal Palace’, in The Great Exhibition of 1851: 
New interdisciplinary essays, Louise Purbrick, ed. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), 
pp. 146-178. 

———, Grand designs: labor, empire, and the museum in Victorian culture (Durham NC and London: Duke 
University Press, 2007). 

Adam Kuper, The invention of primitive society: transformations of an illusion (London: Routledge, 1988). 

Klaus Lankheit, ‘Gottfried Semper und die Weltausstellung, London 1851’, in Gottfried Semper und die Mitte 
des 19. Jahrhunderts, Adolf Max Vogt, Christina Reble and Martin Fröhlich, eds. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 
1976), pp. 23-47. 

Christine Lattek, Revolutionary Refugees: German socialism in Britain, 1840-1860 (London: Routledge, 2006). 

Heidrun Laudel, ‘Gottfried Sempers Position im Streit um den richtigen Stil’, Wissenschaftliche Zeitschrift der 
Technischen Universität Dresden, 34 (1985), pp. 159-166. 

———, Gottfried Semper: Architektur und Stil (Dresden: Verlag der Kunst, 1991). 

———, ‘Gottfried Sempers Ringen um eine repräsentative Demokratie’, Dresdner Hefte, 13 (1995), pp. 46-55. 

———, ‘Ausstattungen auf der Weltausstellung 1851 im Crystal Palace’, in Gottfried Semper 1803-1879: Archi-
tektur und Wissenschaft, Winfried Nerdinger and Werner Oechslin, eds. (München: Prestel, 2003), pp. 
275-277. 

———, ‘“Die Architektur kämpft mit dem konstitutionellen Prinzip”: Jahre des Vormärzes in Dresden’, in Gott-
fried Semper 1803-1879: Architektur und Wissenschaft, Winfried Nerdinger and Werner Oechslin, eds. 
(München: Prestel, 2003), pp. 125-132. 

———, ‘Semper im Widerstreit mit der „materiellen Richtung” seiner Zeit: Eine kleine Nachlese zum Jubilä-
umsjahr 2003’, in Von Schinkel bis van der Velde; architektur- und kunstgeschichtliche Beiträge vom 
Klassizismus bis zum Jugendstil (Dössel: Stekovics, 2005), pp. 197-212. 

———, ‘Das Bekleidungsprinzip – Sempers künstlerisches Credo’, in Gottfried Semper und Wien: Die Wirkung 
des Architekten auf Wissenschaft, Industrie und Kunst, Rainald Franz and Andreas Nierhaus, eds. 
(Wien: Böhlau, 2007), pp. 17-38. 

Martina Lauster, ‘Walter Benjamin’s Myth of the “Flâneur”’, The Modern Language Review, 102 (2007), pp. 
139-156. 

Claudio Leoni, ‘Art, production and market conditions. Gottfried Semper’s historical perspective on commodities 
and the role of museums’, Journal of Art Historiography, 11 (2014), pp. 1-14. 

Katie Lloyd-Thomas, Material Matters: Architecture and material practice (London: Routledge, 2006). 

Georg Lukacs, ‘Art and Objective Truth (1952)’, in “Writer and Critic,” and Other Essays, Arthur D. Kahn, ed. 
(London: Merlin, 1970), pp. 25-60. 

Susanne Luttmann, Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre” (PhD, ETH Zürich, 2008). 

Johann Daniel Major, Unvorgreiffliches Bedenken von Kunst- und Naturalien-Kammern (Kiel: Reuman, 1674). 



– 242 – 

Harry Francis Mallgrave (ed.), ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of Autumn 1854: “On Architectural Sym-
bols”‘, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 9 (1985), pp. 61-67. 

———, ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of December 1853: “On the Origins of Some Architectural Styles”‘, 
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 9 (1985), pp. 53-60. 

———, ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of November 29, 1854: “On the Relation of Architectural Systems 
with the General Cultural Conditions”‘, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 11 (1986), pp. 43-53. 

———, ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of November 18, 1853: “The Development of the Wall and Wall 
Construction in Antiquity”’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 11 (1986), pp. 33-42. 

Harry Francis Mallgrave, The idea of style: Gottfried Semper in London (PhD, University of Pennsylvania, 1983). 

———, ‘A Commentary on Semper’s November Lecture’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 6 (1983), pp. 23-
31. 

———, ‘Gustav Klemm and Gottfried Semper: The Meeting of Ethnological and Architectural Theory’, RES: 
Anthropology and Aesthetics, 9 (1985), pp. 68-79. 

———, ‘Gottfried Semper: Architecture and the Primitive Hut’, Reflections: The Journal of the School of Archi-
tecture, University of Illinois, 3 (1985), pp. 60-71. 

———, ‘Introduction [1989]’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture and other Writings, 
Wolfgang Herrmann and Harry Francis Mallgrave, eds. (Cambridge MA: Cambridge University Press, 
1989), pp. 1-44. 

———, Gottfried Semper: Architect of the Nineteenth Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996). 

———, ‘Semper, Klemm, and Ethnography’, Lotus International, 109 (2001), pp. 118-131. 

———, ‘Gottfried Semper and the Great Exhibition’, in Die Weltausstellung und ihre Folgen - The Great Exhi-
bition and its Legacy, Franz Bosbach and John R. Davis, eds. (München: Saur, 2002), pp. 305-314. 

———, ‘Introduction [2004]’, in Style (1860-1863) (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2004). 

———, Architecture and Embodiment: The implication of the new sciences and humanities for design (London: 
Routledge, 2013). 

Harry Francis Mallgrave, and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds., Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture 
and other Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). 

Harry Francis Mallgrave, and Joseph Rykwert (eds.), ‘Gottfried Semper: London Lecture of November 11, 1853’, 
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 6 (1983), pp. 5-31. 

Karl Marx, ‘Review May to October 1850’, in MECW. Vol. 10 (New York: International Publishers, 1978), pp. 
490-532. 

———, ‘Letter to Friedrich Engels, 28 May 1851’, in MECW. Vol. 38 (New York: International Publishers, 
1982), pp. 366-368. 

———, ‘Letter to Herrmann Ebner, 15-20 August 1851’, in MECW, vol. 38 (New York: International Publishers, 
1982), pp. 426-433. 

———, ‘Letter to Friedrich Engels, 16 May 1851’, in MECW, vol. 38 (New York: International Publishers, 
1982), pp. 354-355. 

———, ‘Letter to Friedrich Engels, 21 May 1851’, in MECW, vol. 38 (New York: International Publishers, 
1982), p. 361. 

———, ‘Grundrisse – Introduction’, in MECW, Ernst Wangermann, ed., vol. 28 (New York: International Pub-
lishers, 1986), pp. 17-48. 

———, ‘A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy’, in MECW. Vol. 29 (New York: International 
Publishers, 1987), pp. 257-418. 

———, ‘Capital Vol. I’, in MECW, Samuel Moore and Edvard Aveling, eds., vol. 35 (New York: International 
Publishers, 1996). 

———, ‘Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844’, in MECW, Jack Cohen, ed. Vol. 3 (New York: Inter-
national Publishers, 2005), pp. 229-346. 



– 243 – 

Karl Marx, and Friedrich Engels, ‘Manifesto of the Communist Party’, in MECW, Jack Cohen, ed. Vol. 6 (New 
York: International Publishers, 1976), pp. 477-519. 

———, ‘The Great Men of the Exile’, in MECW. Vol. 11 (New York: International Publishers, 1979), pp. 227-
326. 

Tomoko Masuzawa, ‘Troubles with Materiality: The Ghost of Fetishism in the Nineteenth Century’, Comparative 
Studies in Society and History, 42 (2000), pp. 242-267. 

Walter May, ‘“Die grosse Ausstellung”: Ein Aufsatz Gottfried Sempers über die Weltausstellung 1851’, in Gott-
fried Semper 1803–1879. Sein Wirken als Architekt, Theoretiker und revolutionärer Demokrat, TU 
Dresden, ed. (Dresden: TU Dresden, 1979), pp. 53-66. 

Matthias Mayer, Objekt-Subjekt: F. W. J. Schellings Naturphilosophie als Beitrag zu einer Kritik der Verdingli-
chung (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2014). 

Götz-Tilman Mellinghoff, ‘Zur Entstehung und Eigenart des bürgerlichen Museums in England’, in Das kunst- 
und kulturgeschichtliche Museum im 19. Jahrhundert: Vorträge des Symposions im Germanischen Na-
tionalmuseum, Bernward Deneke, ed. (München: Prestel, 1977), pp. 82-98. 

Arndt Mersmann, ‘A true test and a living picture’: Repräsentationen der Londoner Weltausstellung (Trier: 
WVT, 2001). 

Robert Miklitsch, ‘The Commodity-Body-Sign:Toward a General Economy of “Commodity Fetishism”‘, Cultur-
al Critique, 33 (1996), pp. 5-40. 

Patricia Mohammed, Imaging the Caribbean: Culture and Visual Translation (Oxford: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2009). 

Akos Moravánszky, Stoffwechsel: Materialverwendung in der Architektur (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2018). 

Stefan Morawski, ‘The Aesthetic Views of Marx and Engels’, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 28 
(1970), pp. 301-314. 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Don Giovanni (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1986). 

Stuart Murray, ‘Canadian Participation and National Representation at the 1851 London Great Exhibition and the 
1855 Paris Exposition Universelle’, Histoire sociale, Social History, 32 (1999), pp. 1-22. 

Caspar Fridericus Neickelius, Museographia oder Anleitung zum rechten Begriff und nützlicher Anlegung der 
Museorum oder Raritäten-Kammern (Leipzig: Hubert, 1727). 

Florian Nelle, Künstliche Paradise: Vom Barocktheater zum Filmpalast (Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 
2005). 

———, ‘Die Welt als Kulisse: Der Crystal Palace und die Moderne als Theater ohne Ausgang’, in Bauformen 
der Imagination: Ausschnitte einer Kulturgeschichte der architektonischen Phantasie, Karin Harrasser 
and Roland Innerhofer, eds. (Wien: Erhard Löckner, 2006), pp. 127-176. 

Winfried Nerdinger, and Werner Oechslin, eds., Gottfried Semper 1803-1879: Architektur und Wissenschaft 
(München: Prestel, 2003). 

Kate Nichols, ‘Art and Commodity: Sculpture under glass at the Crystal Palace’, in Sculpture and the Vitrine, 
John C. Welchman, ed. (Farnham: Ashgate), pp. 23-46. 

Isabella Nicka, ‘“Even the Question of Material is a s secondary one”: Eine Abschrift des Manuskripts Practical 
Art in Metals and Hard Materials im Wiener MAK’, in Gottfried Semper und Wien: Die Wirkung des 
Architekten auf ‘Wissenschaft, Industrie und Kunst’, Rainald Franz and Andreas Nierhaus, eds. (Wien: 
Böhlau, 2007), pp. 51-58. 

———, “The first Elements of human Industry”: Eine Abschrift von Gottfried Sempers Manuskript Practical Art 
in Metals and Hard Materials im MAK in Wien (MA, Universität Wien, 2007). 

Jolanda Nigro Covre, ‘Babele nel “vuoto coperto di vetro”. Gottfried Semper e la grande exposizione di Londra 
nel 1851’, Ricerche di storia dell’arte, 16 (1982), pp. 5-20. 

Werner Oechslin, ‘Nature and its Reduction to Architecture’, Daidalos (1984), pp. 44-53. 

———, ‘“... bei furchtloser Konsequenz (die nicht jedermanns Sache ist) ...”: Prolegomena zu einem verbesser-
ten Verständnis des Semper’schen Kosmos’’, in Gottfried Semper 1803-1879: Architektur und Wissen-
schaft, Winfried Nerdinger and Werner Oechslin, eds. (München: Prestel, 2003), pp. 53-90. 



– 244 – 

———, ‘Gottfried Semper und die Archäologie in ihren neuerlichen Anfängen um 1830’, in Gottfried Semper 
1803-1879: Architektur und Wissenschaft, Winfried Nerdinger and Werner Oechslin, eds. (München: 
Prestel, 2003), pp. 92-100. 

Günter Oesterle, ‘Dekonstruktion und Rekonstruktion des Klassizismus’, in Nachmärz: Der Ursprung der ästhe-
tischen Moderne in einer nachrevolutionären Konstellation, Thomas Koebner and Sigrid Weigel, eds. 
(Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1996), pp. 88-99. 

Itohan Osayimwese, Colonialism and Modern Architecture in Germany (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 2017). 

Robert Owen, ‘The Raw Materials from the Animal Kingdom’, in Lectures on the results of the exhibition, de-
livered before the Society of Arts, Manufactures, and Commerce, Royal Society of Arts, ed. (London: 
David Bogue, 1852), pp. 75-131. 

Spyros Papapetros, ‘World ornament: The legacy of Gottfried Semper’s 1856 lecture on adornment’, RES: Anth-
ropology and Aesthetics, 57/58 (2010), pp. 309-329. 

———, On the Animation of the Inorganic: art, architecture, and the extension of life (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2012). 

Thomas Carl Patterson, Karl Marx Anthropologist (Oxford: Berg, 2009). 

Alina Payne, From ornament to object: genealogies of architectural modernism (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2012). 

Susan M. Pearce, Museums, Objects, And Collections (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992). 

Richard Pearson, The Victorians and the ancient world: archaeology and classicism in nineteenth-century culture 
(Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2006). 

Nikolaus Pevsner, High Victorian Design: A Study of the Exhibits of 1851 (London: Architectural Press, 1951). 

Ulrich Pfisterer, ‘Origins and Principles of World Art History: 1900 (and 2000)’, in World Art Studies. Exploring 
Concepts and Approaches, Wilfried Zijlmans and Kitty van Dammem, eds. (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2008), 
pp. 69-89. 

James Mursell Phillippo, Jamaica: Its Past and Present State (London: John Snow, 1843). 

John Physick, ‘Early Albertopolis: The Contribution of Gottfried Semper’, The Victorian Society Annual (1994), 
pp. 28-36. 

William Pietz, ‘The Problem of Fetish, I’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 9 (1985), pp. 5-17. 

———, ‘The Problem of Fetish, II: The Origin of the Fetish’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 13 (1987), pp. 
23-45. 

———, ‘The Problem of the Fetish, IIIa: Bosman’s Guinea and the Enlightenment Theory of Fetishism’, RES: 
Anthropology and Aesthetics, 16 (1988), pp. 105-124. 

———, ‘Fetishism and Materialism: The Limits of Theory in Marx’, in Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, Emily 
Apter and William Pietz, eds. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), pp. 119-151. 

———, ‘The Spirit of Civilization: Blood Sacrifice and Monetary Debt’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 28 
(1995), pp. 23-38. 

Tanya Pollard, ‘What’s Hecuba to Shakespeare?’, Renaissance Quarterly, 65 (2012), pp. 1060-1093. 

Louise Purbrick, ed., The Great Exhibition of 1851: New interdisciplinary essays (Manchester: Manchester Uni-
versity Press, 2001). 

Antoine Chrysostôme Quatremère de Quincy, Le Jupiter olympien ou l’Art de la sculpture antique considéré sous 
un nouveau point de vue (Paris: de Bure Frères, 1815). 

Samuel Quiccheberg, Inscriptiones Vel Tituli Theatri Amplissimi (München: Adanus Berg, 1565). 

Heinz Quitzsch, Die ästhetischen Anschauungen Gottfried Sempers. (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1962). 

Gert Reising, ‘Kunst, Industrie und Gesellschaft: Gottfried Semper in England’, in Gottfried Semper und die 
Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts, Adolf Max Vogt, Christina Reble and Martin Fröhlich, eds., Geschichte 
und Theorie der Architektur (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1976), pp. 49-66. 



– 245 – 

———, Das Museum als Öffentlichkeitsform und Bildungsträger bürgerlicher Kultur unter besonderer Berück-
sichtigung der Entwicklungsgeschichte des South Kensington Museum in London (Darmstadt: Roether, 
1980). 

Edwin Ernest Rich, The History of the Hudson’s Bay Company, 1670-1870, vol. 2 (London: Publications of the 
Hudson’s Bay Record Society, 1959). 

Thomas Richards, The commodity culture of Victorian England: advertising and spectacle, 1851-1914 (Stanford 
CA: Stanford University Press, 1990). 

———, The imperial archive: knowledge and the fantasy of Empire (London: Verso, 1993). 

Harriet Roth, Der Anfang der Museumslehre in Deutschland; Das Traktat “Inscriptiones vel Tituli Theatri 
Amplissimi” von Samuel Quiccheberg (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2000). 

Royal Commission for the Exhibition of 1851, ‘Appendix: decisions of Her Majesty’s Commissioners, and regu-
lations of the Executive Committee’, in Circulars, printed forms, proofs and m.s. papers, relating to the 
Exhibition of 1851, Sir Charles Wentworth Dilke, ed. (London: 1850[?]) London, National Art Library 
(Ex.1851.OVERSIZE8). 

Royal Commission of the Exhibition of 1851, Minutes of the Proceedings of Her Majesty’s Commissioners for 
the Exhibition of 1851, London, Royal Commission of the Exhibition of 1851 Archive (RC/8/A/2/1). 

John Ruskin, The Opening of the Crystal Palace: Considered in Some of its Relations to the Prospects of Art 
(London: Smith, Elder and Co., 1854). 

Joseph Rykwert, On Adam’s house in Paradise (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1972). 

———, ‘Gottfried Semper and the Conception of Style’, in Gottfried Semper und die Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts, 
Adolf Max Vogt, Christina Reble and Martin Fröhlich, eds. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1976), pp. 67-81. 

———, ‘Gottfried Semper: Architect and Historian’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture 
and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), pp. VII-XVIII. 

———, The Idea of a Town: The Anthropology of Urban Form in Rome, Italy and the Ancient World (Cam-
bridge MA: MIT Press, 1995). 

———, The Dancing Column: On Order in Architecture (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1996). 

Richard Saage, ‘Bacons “Neu-Atlantis” und die klassische Utopietradition’, UTOPIE kreativ, 93 (1998), pp. 57-
69. 

Eric W. Sager, and Gerald Panting, Maritime Capital: The Shipping Industry in Atlantic Canada, 1820-1914 
(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990). 

Edward W. Said, Orientalism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978). 

———, Culture and imperialism (London: Vintage, 1994). 

Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling, Einleitung zu seinem Entwurf eines Systems der Naturphilosophie. 
(Jena: Christian Ernst Gabler, 1799). 

Hermann Scherer, Londoner Briefe über die Weltausstellung (Leipzig: Hermann Schulze, 1851). 

Julius von Schlosser, Die Kunst- und Wunderkammern der Spätrenaissance (Leipzig: Klinkhardt & Biermann, 
1908). 

Jochen Schmidt, Goethes Faust, Erster und Zweiter Teil: Grundlagen – Werk – Wirkung (München: Beck, 1999). 

Otto Alfred Schomburgk, ed., Robert Hermann Schomburgk’s Reisen in Guiana und am Orinoko während der 
Jahre 1835-1839 (Leipzig: Georg Wigand, 1841). 

Richard Schomburgk, Reisen in Britisch-Guiana in den Jahren 1840-1844, vol. 1 (Leipzig: J. J. Weber, 1847). 

———, Reisen in Britisch-Guiana in den Jahren 1840-1844, vol. 2 (Leipzig: J. J. Weber, 1848). 

Robert Hermann Schomburgk, Twelve Views in the Interior of Guiana (London: Ackermann and Co., 1840). 

———, ‘On the Natives of Guiana’, Journal of the Ethnological Society of London (1848-1856), 1 (1848), pp. 
253-276. 



– 246 – 

———, ‘Ethnological Researches in Santo Domingo’, in Report of the Twenty-First Meeting of the British Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Science; Held at Ipswich in July 1851: Notices and Abstracts of Miscel-
laneous Communications to the Sections (London: John Murray, 1852). 

———, ‘Ethnological Researches in Santo Domingo’, Journal of the Ethnological Society of London, 3 (1854), 
pp. 115-122. 

Lennart Schön, ‘Sweden – Economic Growth and Structural Change, 1800-2000’, in EH.Net Encyclopedia 
(2008). 

Charles Séchan, letter to Gottfried Semper, ETH Zürich, gta archives, 20-K-1852-05-06. 

Conrad Semper, additional letter to Gottfried Semper, on: Manfred Semper, letter to Gottfried Semper, 22 July 
1851, ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20A-K-1851-07-22(M). 

Gottfried Semper, Vorläufige Bemerkungen über bemalte Architektur und Plastik bei den Alten (Altona: Johann 
Friedrich Hammerich, 1834). 

———, Die Anwendung der Farben in der Architektur und Plastik: in einer Sammlung von Beispielen aus den 
Zeiten des Alterthums und des Mittelalters (Dresden: 1836). 

———, Avis (Exposition universelle de Londres), ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20-DOK-1851:9. 

———, draft for a letter to Rudolph Schramm, 25 February 1851, ETH Zürch, gta arcives, 20-K-1851-02-
25(S):2. 

———, Draft for a letter to Edwin Chadwick, 8 March 1851, ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20-K-1851-03-08(S). 

———, Letter to Johann Carl Semper, 5 Mai 1851, ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20-K-1851-05- 05(S). 

———, Letter to Eduard Vieweg, 13 May 1851, in: Wolfgang Herrmann, ‘Semper und Eduard Vieweg’, in 
Gottfried Semper und die Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts Symposion Zürich, 2.-6. Dezember, 1974, Adolf 
Max Vogt, Christina Reble and Martin Fröhlich, eds. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1976), p. 226. 

———, Draft for a letter, recipient not mentioned (presumably to W. B. Simpson, 4 September 1851), ETH 
Zürich, gta Archives, 20-K-1851-09-04(S). 

———, ‘A Foreign Architect’s View of the Building’, Edinburgh Review, 94 (1851), pp. 576-578. 

———, ‘Die grosse Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer Bildung’, The Illustrated 
London News. Deutsches Supplement, No. 3, 17 May 1851, pp. 34-35. 

———, Manuscript 88: Draft for Science, Industry, and Art, (1851), ETH Zürich, gta Archives. 

———, Manuscript 92: Overview of a general cultural historical collection, (1851), ETH Zürich, gta Archives. 

———, Manuscript 94: Notes on the Great Exhibition of 1851, (1851), ETH Zurich, gta Archives. 

———, Manuscript 95: Drafts of letters to Lothar Bucher, (1851), ETH Zürich, gta Archives. 

———, Manuscript 96: Notes on objects displayed at the Great Exhibition of 1851, (1851), ETH Zurich, gta 
Archives. 

———, Manuscript 87: Notes for Science, Industry, and Art, (1851), ETH Zürich, gta archives. 

———, Letter to Eduard Vieweg, 20 January 1852, in: Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende Baulehre” Susanne 
Luttmann, ed. (PhD: ETH Zürich, 2008), p. 130. 

———, Manuscript 117: On the relation of the decorative arts to architecture, (1853), ETH Zurich, gta Ar-
chives. 

———, Manuscript 130: Lecture of 18 November 1853, (1853), ETH Zurich, gta Archives. 

———, Manuscript 133: Ceramics I, (1853), ETH Zurich, gta Archives. 

———, Manuscript 134: Ceramics II, (1853), ETH Zurich, gta Archives. 

———, Über die formelle Gesetzmässigkeit des Schmuckes und dessen Bedeutung als Kunstsymbol (Zürich: 
Meyer & Zeller, 1856). 

———, ‘Manuscript 179: Theorie des Formell-Schönen’, in Gottfried Semper: Theoretischer Nachlass an der 
ETH Zürich, Wolfgang Hermann, ed. (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1981), pp. 217-237. 



– 247 – 

———, Report (on the Polytechnic University of Zurich) to Carl Kappeler, 8 June 1858, quoted after: Dieter 
Weidmann, Gottfried Sempers “Polytechnikum” in Zürich: Ein Heiligtum der Wissenschaften und 
Künste (PhD, ETH Zurich, 2010), p. 1398. 

———, Draft of a letter to Franz Hagenbuch, 22 August 1860, ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20-K-1860-08-22b. 

———, Gutachten über Gipsabguss-Saal in Zürich, 1860, see: Dieter Weidmann, Gottfried Sempers “Polytech-
nikum” in Zürich: Ein Heiligtum der Wissenschaften und Künste (PhD ETH Zurich, 2010), pp. 1463-
1464. 

———, Der Stil in den technischen und tektonischen Künsten, oder praktische Ästhetik, vol. 1 (Frankfurt a.M.: 
Verlag für Kunst und Wissenschaft, 1860). 

———, Der Stil in den technischen und tektonischen Künsten, oder praktische Ästhetik, vol. 2 (München: Fried-
rich Bruckmann’s Verlag, 1863). 

———, Ueber Baustyle. (Zürich: Friedrich Schulthess, 1869). 

———, ‘The Attributes of Formal Beauty [1856/1859]’, in Gottfried Semper: In Search of Architecture, Wolf-
gang Herrmann, ed. (Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1984), pp. 219-244. 

———, ‘The Four Elements of Architecture (1851)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture 
and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), pp. 74-129. 

———, ‘Science, Industry, and Art (1852)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture and other 
Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), pp. 130-167. 

———, ‘On Architectural Styles (1869)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture and other 
Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), pp. 264-284. 

———, ‘Prospectus: Comparative Theory of Building (1852)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four Elements of Archi-
tecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1989), pp. 168-173. 

———, ‘Style in the Technical and Tectonic Arts or Practical Aesthetics (1860)’, in Gottfried Semper: The Four 
Elements of Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang Hermann, eds. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 181-263. 

———, ‘Preliminary Remarks on Polychrome Architecture and Sculpture in Antiquity (1834)’, in Gottfried 
Semper: The Four Elements of Architecture and other Writings, Harry Francis Mallgrave and Wolfgang 
Herrmann, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 45-73. 

———, Manuscript 130 (for the lecture of 18 November 1853), (1989), ETH Zurich, gta Archives. 

———, Style (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2004). 

———, ‘The Ideal Museum practical art in metals and hard materials (1852)’, in Gottfried Semper - The Ideal 
Museum practical art in metals and hard materials, Peter Noever, ed. (Wien: Schlebrügge, 2007). 

———, ‘Manuscript 97: Vergleichende Baukunde (1851-1852): Allgemeine Einführung’, in Gottfried Sempers 
“Vergleichende Baulehre” Susanne Luttmann, ed. (PhD: ETH Zürich, 2008), pp. 322-335. 

———, ‘Manuscript 67: Vergleichende Baukunde (1849-1850): Indien’, in Gottfried Sempers “Vergleichende 
Baulehre”, Susanne Luttmann, ed. (PhD Manuscript: ETH Zürich, 2008), pp. 490-519. 

———, ‘Manuscript 58: Vergleichende Baukunde (1849-1850): Allgemeine Einführung’, in Gottfried Sempers 
“Vergleichende Baulehre” Susanne Luttmann, ed. (PhD Manuscript: ETH Zürich, 2008), pp. 303-313. 

Gottfried Semper, and David Britt, ‘From Concerning the Formal Principles of Ornament and Its Significance as 
Artistic Symbol (1856)’, in The Theory of Decorative Art: An Anthology of European and American 
Writings, 1750-1940, Isabelle Frank, ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), pp. 91-104. 

Gottfried Semper, and Spyros Papapetros, ‘On the formal principles of adornment and its meaning as a symbol in 
art (1856)’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 57/58 (2010), pp. 299-308. 

William Shakespeare, Hamlet, G. R. Hibbard, ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987). 

Audrey Short, ‘Canada Exhibited, 1851-1867’, The Canadian Historical Review, 48 (1967), pp. 353-364. 



– 248 – 

Steffen Siegel, ‘Die “gantz accurate” Kunstkammer. Visuelle Konstruktion und Normierung eines Repräsentati-
onsraumes in der Frühen Neuzeit’, in Visuelle Argumentationen: Die Mysterien der Repräsentation und 
die Berechenbarkeit der Welt, Horst Bredekamp and Pablo Schneider, eds. (München: Wilhelm Fink 
Verlag, 2005). 

William Butler Simpson, letter from to Matthew Digby Wyatt, 18 September 1851, London, Royal Commission 
of the Exhibition of 1851 Archive (RC/A/1851/462). 

Franz Georg Stammann, ‘Zur allgemeinen Industrie-Ausstellung in London’, Hamburger Nachrichten. Morgen-
Zeitung für Politik, Handel und Schifffahrt. Organ für hamburgische Angelegenheiten, (1851), p. [3]. 

Dale Standen, ‘Canoes and Canots in New France: Small Boats, Material History and Popular Imagination’, 
Material Culture Review, 68 (2008). 

George W. Stocking, Victorian anthropology (New York: Free Press, 1987). 

———, ‘From the Armchair to the Field: The Darwinian Zoologist as Ethnographer’, in After Tylor: British 
Social Anthropology, 1888-1951 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1995). 

Ernst Stockmeyer, Gottfried Sempers Kunsttheorie (Zürich: Rascher, 1939). 

Christoph Studt, Lothar Bucher (1817-1892): ein politisches Leben zwischen Revolution und Staatsdienst (Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1992). 

John Tallis, Tallis’s history and description of the Crystal Palace and the Exhibition of the World’s Industry in 
1851, vol. 1 (London: John Tallis and Co., 1851). 

———, Tallis’s history and description of the Crystal Palace and the Exhibition of the World’s Industry in 1851, 
vol. 2 (London: John Tallis and Co., 1851). 

———, Tallis’s history and description of the Crystal Palace and the Exhibition of the World’s Industry in 1851, 
vol. 3 (London: John Tallis and Co., 1851). 

Gülname Turan, ‘Turkey in the Great Exhibition of 1851’, Design Issues, 25 (2009), pp. 64-79. 

Geoffrey Tyack, Sir James Pennethorne and the Making of Victorian London (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992). 

Philip Ursprung, Der Wert der Oberfläche: Essays zu Architektur, Kunst und Ökonomie (Zürich: gta Verlag, 
2017). 

Francesca Vanke, ‘Degrees of Otherness: The Ottoman Empire and China at the Great Exhibition of 1851’, in 
Britain, the Empire, and the World at the Great Exhibition of 1851, Jeffrey A. Auerbach and Peter H. 
Hoffenberg, eds. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), pp. 191-206. 

Hans-Georg von Arburg, Alles Fassade: “Oberfläche” in der deutschsprachigen Architektur- und Literaturästhe-
tik 1770-1870 (München: Wilhelm Fink, 2007). 

Richard Wagner, ‘Art and Revolution (1849)’, in Richard Wagner’s Prose Works, William Ashton Ellis, ed. Vol. 
1 (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., 1892), pp. 29-65. 

———, ‘The Art-Work of the Future (1850)’, in Richard Wagner’s Prose Works, William Ashton Ellis, ed. Vol. 
1 (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co, 1892), pp. 68-213. 

———, ‘Opera and Drama (1852)’, in Richard Wagner’s Prose Works, William Ashton Ellis, ed. Vol. 2 (Lon-
don: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co, 1895), pp. 12-376. 

Dieter Weidmann, ‘Sempers Verhältnis zum Eisen’, in Gottfried Semper 1803-1879: Architektur und Wissen-
schaft, Winfried Nerdinger and Werner Oechslin, eds. (München: Prestel, 2003), pp. 321-329. 

———, ‘Gottfried Sempers “Polytechnikum” in Zürich: Ein Heiligtum der Wissenschaften und Künste’ (ETH 
Zurich, 2010). 

———, ‘Through the stable door to Prince Albert? On Gottfried Semper’s London connections’, Journal of Art 
Historiography, 11 (2014), pp. 1-26. 

Pieter van Wesemael, Architecture of instruction and delight: a socio-historical analysis of Word Exhibitions as 
a didactic phenomenon (1798-1851-1970) (Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 2001). 

Friedrich Wetzler, letter to Gottfried Semper, ETH Zürich, gta Archives, 20-K-1851-04-12. 



– 249 – 

William Whewell, ‘The general bearing of the Great Exhibition on the progress of art and science’, in Lectures 
on the results of the exhibition, delivered before the Society of Arts, Manufactures, and Commerce, 
Royal Society of Arts, ed. (London: David Bogue, 1852), pp. 1-25. 

Christopher Whitehead, The Public Art Museum in Nineteenth Century Britain (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005). 

———, Museums and the Construction of Disciplines (London: Duckworth, 2009). 

Matthew Digby Wyatt, The industrial arts of the nineteenth century: a series of illustrations of the choicest spec-
imens produced by every nation at the Great Exhibition of works of industry, 1851 (London: Day and 
Son, 1851). 

Carla Yanni, Nature’s museums: Victorian science and the architecture of display (London: Athlone, 1999). 

Paul Young, ‘Mission Impossible: Globalization and the Great Exhibition’, in Britain, the Empire, and the Great 
Exhibition of 1851, Jeffrey A. Auerbach, ed. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), pp. 3-26. 

———, Globalization and the Great Exhibition: The Victorian New World Order (Basingstoke UK: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009). 

Suzanne Zeller, Inventing Canada: Early Victorian Science and the Idea of a Transcontinental Nation (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1987). 

John Ziesemer, Studien zu Gottfried Sempers dekorativen Arbeiten am Aussenbau und im Interieur: Ein Beitrag 
zur Kunst des Historismus (Weimar: VDG, 1999). 

Stephan Zimmermann, ‘Reflexion und freies Spiel: Kants “Schlüssel zur Kritik des Geschmacks”’, Archiv für 
Begriffsgeschichte, 56 (2014), pp. 31-56. 

 

 

Works of Anonymous Authors 

 

A Visit to the Great Exhibition by one of the Exhibitors (London: Cundall and Addey, 1851). 

The Art Journal Illustrated Catalogue: The Industry of all Nations 1851 (London: Virtue, 1851). 

Official Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations, 
1851, 2 vols. (London: Spicer Brothers, 1851). 

‘Original Papers: Exhibition of 1851: Monthly report of progress’, The Journal of Design and Manufacturers, V 
(1851), pp. 1-8. 

‘Original Papers: The aspect of the exhibition at the Queen’s visit, on the 15th April’, The Journal of Design and 
Manufacturers, V (1851), pp. 57-60. 

‘The Great Exhibition’, The Times, 14 May 1851, p. 5. 

‘The Great Exhibition’, The Times, 22 May 1851, p. 7. 

‘Great Industrial Exhibition of 1851’, The Illustrated London News, 1 February 1851, pp. 71-72. 

‘The Canadian Court’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, 11 October 1851. 

‘The Canada Court’, The Illustrated London News, 31 May 1851, pp. 494-495. 

‘The Contributions of Algeria and the Cape of Good Hope’, The Illustrated Exhibitor, 27 December 1851, p. 556. 

‘Canadian Timber Trophy’, The Illustrated Exhibitor, 7 June 1851, p. 13. 

‘The Canadian Timber Trophy’, The Illustrated London News, 21 June 1851, pp. 597-598. 

‘The Canadian Timber Trophy’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, 3 October 1851, pp. 45-46. 

‘Official Awards of the Juries’, The Illustrated Exhibitor (London: John Cassell, 1851). 

Official Descriptive and Illustrated Catalogue of the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations, 
1851, vol. 3 (London: Spicer Brothers, 1851). 

‘Carriages in the Royal Exhibition’, The Illustrated Exhibitor, 14 June 1851, p. 39. 



– 250 – 

‘Counters and Tables at the Palace of Industry’’, The Expositor (1851), p. 221. 

‘Canadian Contributions to the World’s Fair’, The Illustrated Exhibitor, 20 September 1851, pp. 277-279. 

‘Foreign and Colonial Departments: Productions of Aboriginal States’, The Crystal Palace and its Contents, 18 
October 1851, pp. 42-45. 

‘Vase in rococo style’, The Expositor: A weekly Illustrated Recorder of Inventions, Designs, and Art-
Manufactures, 1 February 1851. 

‘The Museum of Practical Geology’, The Illustrated London News, 17 May 1851, p. 421. 

‘The Great Exhibition’, The Illustrated London News, 3 May 1851, pp. 343-344. 

Dickinson’s comprehensive pictures of the Great Exhibition of 1851 (London: Dickinson Brothers, 1852). 

Amtlicher Bericht über die Industrie-Ausstellung aller Völker zu London im Jahre 1851, von der Berichterstat-
tungs-Kommission der Deutschen Zollvereins-Regierungen (Berlin: Deckersche Geheime Ober-
Hofbuchdruckerei, 1853). 

  



– 251 – 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX A – TRANSLATIONS  

 

  



– 252 – 

 

 



– 253 – 

‘Die große Ausstellung. Die Völker von europäischer und nicht europäischer Bildung’, in 
The Illustrated London News, Deutsches Supplement, No. 3, 17 May 1851, pp. 34-35. 

 

 

Die große Ausstellung. Die Völker von 
europäischer und nicht europäischer 
Bildung.  
 
Selbst denen, welche die allmälige Enthül-
lung der das Ausstellungsgebäude füllende 
Gegenstände zu verfolgen Gelegenheit 
hatten, wird es schwerlich bereits gelungen 
sein, die Fülle des Gebotenen so weit zu 
beherrschen, als erforderlich ist, um ein 
allgemeines Urtheil über das noch ziemlich 
lückenhafte Ganze oder gar eine in das 
Einzelne gehende Critik damit zu rechtfer-
tigen. Aber Eine Evidenz tritt bereits so 
deutlich hervor, daß es schon jetzt erlaubt 
ist, sie hervorzuheben, ehe sie von einer 
gewissen, dem ganzen neueren Auf-
schwunge abholden Partei in ihrer Weise 
ausgebeutet wird.  
 
Wie sich von selbst versteht, wird in die-
sem großen, nun eigeleiteten Wettkampfe 
die erste Palme den Werken der Urkünstle-
rin Natur, “der Gottheit lebendigem Klei-
de” verbleiben.1 Schon sollten die Rohpro-
dukte in beschränkter Auffassung des Pro-
grammes einer Industrieausstellung, nach 
Einigen von letzterer ausgeschlossen blei-
ben; aber durch die Einsicht der kgl. Com-
mission wurden sie in umfassendstem Ma-
ße mit in dasselbe gezogen. Auch hierin hat 
diese hohe Behörde, der wir für die vor-
treffliche Leitung und Vollendung des Ihr 
anvertrauten großen Werkes unsere Be-
wunderung und unseren Dank aufrichtig 
zollen, ihr tieferes Eingehen in die Bedeu-
tung desselben kundgegeben.  
 
Der Preis der Natur ist in den die Bögen des 
Transept füllenden Laubkronen der Ulmen 
wunderbar glücklich symbolisirt, und wie  

																																																								
1 The “God’s living garment” is a quote from 
Goethe’s Faust part one.  

The Great Exhibition. The People of 
European and Non-European Education. 
 
 
Even for those who had had the opportunity 
to witness the gradual revelation of the 
exhibition building‘s population with ob-
jects, they would hardly have succeeded in 
mastering the shown abundance, insofar as 
it would be necessary to justify a general 
judgement on the fairly incomplete entirety 
or even [justify] a critique, which goes into 
the particulars. But evidence already ap-
pears so clearly that it is allowed to empha-
sise it before it gets exploited in a different 
manner by a third party, which is averse to 
the new recovery. 
 
 
 
It is self evident that the first palm [award] 
in this newly initiated competition will stay 
with the works of the primordial artist: 
nature, ”God’s living garment”. Due to the 
limited conception of an industrial exhibi-
tion‘s program, raw products should have 
been excluded from the latter according to 
some people; but through the insight of the 
royal commission they were taken into 
account. By doing so the high authority, to 
which we sincerely pay our admiration and 
our thanks for the splendid accomplishment 
and achievement of the great work entrust-
ed to them, made apparent its deeper under-
standing of the industrial exhibition’s sig-
nificance.  
 
 
The award of nature is gloriously symbol-
ised in the elm trees’ foliage crowns which 
fill the arches of the transept, and however 
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auch künftig dieser Theil des Baues sich 
anders entwickeln mag, so daß er mehr 
geeignet ist, den Heerd aller Beziehungen 
des großen (künftigen) Weltmarktes würdig 
zu behausen, so muß dieser symbolische 
Stamm durch alle folgenden Zeiten und wo 
immer der Gedanke ein neues Lager auf-
schlägt, vertreten bleiben. Die zweite Pal-
me, auch dieses zeigt sich schon jetzt als 
unzweifelhaft, gebührt der Wissenschaft in 
ihrer Anwendung auf das Nützliche. Sie 
feiert, Dank dem Architecten, der den Ge-
danken dazu niederlegte, Dank den erfinde-
rischen Meistern der Technik und der Ver-
waltung, die ihn in so kurzer Frist zu That-
sache gestalteten, die den mächtigen, so 
luftigen und doch so festen Bau mit neuen 
von der Wissenschaft gebotenen Mitteln 
und unglaublich geringem Aufwande an 
Stoff und Arbeitskräften herrlich vollende-
ten, einen schönen Triumph.  
 
Unter seinem Zeltdache füllt eine Welt von 
Werkzeugen, Maschinen, Apparaten und 
Modellen die Räume aller Nationen von 
europäischer Bildung, und zeugt entweder 
ganz neue sinnreiche Anwendungen der 
Theorie und der Erfahrungswissenschaften, 
oder bietet durch Weiterbildung des bereits 
Erworbenen und ausgezeichnete Vollen-
dung der Arbeit ein reiches Feld des Prü-
fens und Nachdenkens.  
 
Lang gereihet stehen sie da, gleich einer 
schlagfertigen Phalanx bei der Musterung, 
bald in bewegungsloser fast unheimlicher 
Ruhe, bald geräuschvoll ihre Kräfte und 
ihre Gewandtheit wie zum Spiele übend. 
Sie bieten mit ihren Hebeln und Rädern, 
von denen wir ahnen, daß sie die Welt er-
obern und umgestalten müssen, ein unent-
hülltes ernstes Geheimniß der Zukunft. 
Verwegen wäre es, über das letzte allge-
meine Resultat ihres Wirkens in Beziehung 
auf sociale Entwicklung der menschlichen 
Gesellschaft Vermuthungen zu wagen. Bis 
jetzt gaben sie kaum mehr als ihr nächstes 
Wirken zu erkennen und ihre Leistungen, 
deren Größe, Vollendung und Wohlfeilheit  

this part of the building will change in or-
der to become more suitable to worthily 
house the hearth of all relations of the great 
(future) world market, so must this symbol-
ic tree trunk remain represented throughout 
the times, and where ever this thought will 
take new roots. The second palm [award], 
which also manifests itself undeniably, is 
due to science in its application to the pur-
pose. It celebrates a pleasant triumph, 
thanks to: the architect who put his mind to 
it, and the ingenious masters of technology 
and administration who let it materialise so 
quickly and who magnificently accom-
plished the mighty construction, light and 
yet so solid, with new means gained by 
science as well as with an unbelievably 
humble effort of material and labour. 
 
 
 
 
Underneath its tent roof is filled with a 
world of tools, machines, appliances and 
models the rooms of all nations of Europe-
an education and testifies either entirely 
new ingenious applications of theories and 
empirical sciences, or, offers a rich field of 
examination and reflection by further de-
veloping the heretofore gained knowledge 
and by observing the work’s excellent 
completion. 
 
They are standing there in long rows simi-
lar to an agile phalanx at examination, 
sometimes in an immobile, even uncanny 
quietness, sometimes boisterously exercis-
ing their forces and their agility playfully. 
They provide with their levers and wheels, 
from which we anticipate that they will 
conquer and transform the world, an un-
veiled, serious secret of the future. It would 
be audacious to speculate upon the general 
result of their action in terms of humanity’s 
social development. Until now, they have 
barely manifested to us more than their next 
actions and accomplishments, which we 
face everywhere we look, whose grandeur, 
perfection and cheapness no human  
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kein menschliches Zusammenwirken, kei-
ner Hände Fleiß und Geschicklichkeit er-
reicht, treten überall entgegen, wohin der 
Blick sich wendet.Kaum Eine von den ver-
schiedenen Categorien des Kunstfleißes der 
Menschen ist frei von ihrem Einflusse ge-
blieben.  
 
Wenn bei ihnen, wie sich gebührt, nur ihre 
Bestimmung und der Stoff aus dem sie 
gebildet sind, und dessen zweckmäßigste 
Gestaltung und Stärke die Wissenschaft 
verbunden mit der Erfahrung feststellte, 
formengebend auftreten, so beschämen sie 
gerade dadurch in ihrer unbefangenen 
gleichsam naturwüchsigen Zierlichkeit oft 
die neben ihnen aufgehäuften Producte der 
europäischen sogenannten Kunstindustrie 
oder industriellen Kunst. Sie gibt meistent-
heils ein unstätes und prinzipienloses Rin-
gen nach stets neuen Mustern und Formen 
kund, aber bleibt in ihrer rastlosen Beweg-
lichkeit doch in dem falschen Zirkel älterer 
Weisen gebannt, die deßhalb ihr stetes An-
recht auf Bewunderung behaupten, weil sie 
der sprechende Ausdruck von Zeiten sind, 
die mit sich und der sie beherrschenden 
Idee mehr fertig waren, als es die unsrige 
[ist.] Aber es sind noch die besseren Er-
scheinungen unserer neuesten europäischen 
Kunstindustrie, wo dieses treue Eingehen in 
alte Weisen sich zeigt, während in den 
meisten Fällen sich ein Durcheinander von 
allseits her entlehnten, mit grundsetzloser 
Willkür zusammengewürfelten Motiven 
sich für Originalität ausgibt, und mitten in 
dieser praktischen Zeit, den durch den 
Zweck und den Stoff der Gegenstände ge-
botenen Formen bei ihrer ornamentalen 
Ausstattung Nichtachtung und Trotz bietet.  
 
Wem dies als Uebertreibung klingt, der 
betrachte z. B. die viel bewunderten Meis-
terwerke unserer neuesten Tischlerkunst 
genauer, an denen das Schnitzwerk überall 
die Formen umwuchert. Schon daß sie halb 
zerbrochen ausgepackt wurden, zeugt ge-
gen sie. Zarte Lilien- und Rosenbouquets in 

interaction, no human hand’s labour and 
skill can achieve. There is hardly one cate-
gory of human artistic activity, which has 
remained free of its impact. 
 
 
 
 
If in those [machines], as indeed it should 
be, whose only purpose and material of 
which they are made of appear to be forma-
tive, and whose appropriate design and 
strength have been proved by science and 
experience, they often discredit with their 
impartiality and at the same time natural 
daintiness, the products of the so-called 
European art industry or industrial arts 
which are piled up next to them. For the 
most part, the industrial arts present an 
unsteady struggle without principle for new 
patterns and forms. But the industrial arts 
with their restless agility remains captured 
in the wrong circle of old manners. They 
[industrial arts] always claim their right of 
admiration because they are the speaking 
expression of times, which were done more 
with themselves in mind and with the pre-
dominant idea at the time than our time is. 
Nevertheless these are still the better phe-
nomena of our newest European industrial 
arts in which this faithful reference to old 
manners appears, while in most cases a 
clutter of conglomerated motives – arbitrar-
ily borrowed from everywhere without 
principle – masquerades as originality; all 
this pays disrespect and defiance to the 
forms which are given by the objects‘ pur-
pose and material as well as their ornamen-
tal accoutrement in practical time. 
 
 
Whoever thinks this is an exaggeration 
should take a look at, e.g. the often, ad-
mired masterpieces of our recent carpen-
ter’s art, on which the carving sprawls 
around the forms. The fact that most of 
them were partly damaged whilst being 
unwrapped already argues against them. 
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hohler Arbeit aus Holz geschnitzt, füllen 
die Ecken zwischen den Füßen der Tische 
und Stühle und treten in leichtem Gestängel 
über die Ränder der Lehnen hervor, an 
denen man sich die Hände zerreißt, an de-
nen die Kleider beim Niedersetzen hängen 
bleiben, oder die bei rascher Bewegung von 
letzteren mitgenommen werden. Die Ge-
schicklichkeit des Künstlers zeigte sich in 
der äußersten Verachtung der Gesetze, 
welche ihn bei seinen Werken durch dessen 
Bestimmung und durch den zu behandeln-
den Stoff leiten sollten.  
 
Dieselbe Styllosigkeit zeigt sich in anderen 
Zweigen unserer Kunstindustrie; Fußteppi-
che z. B. mit eingewirkten bis zur Täu-
schung treu nachgeahmten Goldrahmen, 
Kartuschen und dicken Fruchtschnuren, so 
daß es gefährlich scheint, auf ihnen gehen 
und sich gesellig bewegen zu müssen; Por-
zellanvasen, deren Formen nicht für die 
hohe Hitze des Porzellanofens berechnet 
waren, die daher schief und verschrumpft 
daraus hervorgingen, oder, wenn unsere 
spitzfindige Technik alle Schwierigkeiten 
glücklich dabei überwand, das Verdienst 
haben, nicht zu scheinen, was sie sind; 
Glasgemälde, die die Schranken der Tech-
nik, die ihnen vorgeschrieben sind, weit 
überschreiten und vieles dergleichen.  
 
Nur solche Erzeugnisse unseres Kunstflei-
ßes machen hierin eine ehrenvolle Aus-
nahme, bei denen der Ernst ihres Gebrau-
ches jede unnütze Zuthat ausschließt und 
die schon halb und halb in das Gebiet der 
Maschine hinübergreifen. Dahin gehören z. 
B. unsere Schiffe, unsere Wagen und Pfer-
degeschirre, zum Theil unsere musikali-
schen Instrumente und hauptsächlich unse-
re Waffen. An ihnen zeigt sich das Streben 
nach Veredlung und Ausschmückung der 
durch den Zweck und den Stoff gebotenen 
Formen durch die Kunst auf eine beschei-
dene und eben deßhalb den echten Sinn für 
Schönheit befriedigende Weise. Vorzüglich 

Gentle bouquets of lilies and roses skilfully 
carved out of the wood fill the corners be-
tween table bases and chair legs and stand 
out with their dalliance over edges and rests 
[armrest/backrest] on which hands rest, and 
on which clothes become entangled when 
seated or torn when moving swiftly. The 
artist’s skill manifests in the extreme con-
tempt to the laws given by purpose and by 
the treated material, which ought to have 
guided him in his work. 
 
 
 
The same lack of style manifests in other 
parts of the industrial arts. Carpets for ex-
ample, with the almost deceitful, faithful 
incorporation of gilt frames, cartridges and 
thick strings2 that seem to be hazardous to 
walk on and to move on them genially. 
Porcelain vases whose forms were not de-
signed taking into account the high temper-
atures in the porcelain furnace, and, there-
fore, became inclined and shrunken, or – if 
our pedantic technology could fortunately 
overcome all difficulties – have the merit 
not to look like what they are; stained glass 
which exceed the compulsory boundaries of 
technology and so on.  
 
 
 
The only honest exceptions are such prod-
ucts of our artistic activity whose earnest 
purpose excludes every unnecessary addi-
tion, which already encroaches halfway on 
the realm of machinery. To this realm be-
long, for example, our ships, our carriages 
and horse harnesses, partly our musical 
instruments, and especially our arms. On 
them, the pursuit of refinement and embel-
lishment of the forms given by purpose and 
material though art manifests in a humble, 
and, because of that, in way which satisfies 
the true sense of beauty. This can be said 
excellently about our arms – particularly 

																																																								
2 It is not clear what the original term 
‘Fruchtschnur’ refers to. 
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gilt dies von unseren Waffen, namentlich 
den Schußwaffen, bei denen die eingelegte 
Arbeit, das Niello und das Schnitzwerk sich 
entsprechend den Formen anschließt, deren 
Zweckmäßigkeit bis zu einem Grade sich 
ausspricht, daß sich der Kunstsinn schon 
dadurch befriedigt fühlt.  
 
Noch kann an ihnen die Kunst manchen 
Schritt weiter gehen, ehe sie ihre Grenzen 
überschreitet, wie sie es früher bei uns that 
und wie es noch jetzt den Punjabvölkern 
gelingt, die unseren Kanonen von neuestem 
Zuschnitt schon einigen Reichthum und 
eine größere Eleganz der Formen zu geben 
wußten. Es ist möglich, daß von den ge-
nannten und anderen, ähnlichen Schrecken 
unterworfenen Industriezweigen ein besse-
res Element der neueren industriellen Kunst 
ausgehen kann, das sich nach zwei Rich-
tungen hin geltend macht, indem es das 
leere Stangenwerk der Techniker bereichert 
und der maßlosen Willkür, von der oben 
die Rede war, Zügel anlegt.  
 
Einstweilen wird das Maschinenwesen, 
indem es jede verlangte Schwierigkeit in 
der Verarbeitung der Stoffe spielend über-
windet und seine hundert Briareusarme zu 
wohlfeilster Vervielfältigung jeglicher Cap-
rice des Geschmackes willfährig leiht, je-
nem unklaren Walten scheinbar dienen, 
aber als sein geheimer Todfeind es dadurch 
um so sicherer und schneller in seiner Nich-
tigkeit blosstellen und sein Ende herbeifüh-
ren.  
 
Es wird sich zur Evidenz herausstellen, daß 
wir in vielen, fast in allen Fächern der in-
dustriellen Kunst nicht bloß von denjenigen 
Völkern von nicht europäischer Civilisation 
besiegt worden sind, denen wir schon im-
mer in dieser Beziehung manches einräum-
ten und abborgten, von Persern, Indiern, 
Arabern und Türken, sondern auch von den 
als geschmacklos bei uns verschrienen Chi-
nesen und selbst von den Indianern Nord-
amerika’s. Damit diese Behauptung nicht 
paradox erscheine, muß daran erinnert 

The evidence will become apparent that we 
have been defeated in almost every subject 
of the industrial arts not only by the people 
of non-European civilisation, of which we 
always have had to concede and to borrow 
from, of Persians, Indians, Arabs, and 
Turks – but also by the Chinese who are 
decried as vulgar over here – and even by 
the native North-Americans. Lest this 
statement appears to be paradoxical, it must 
be remembered that the term ‘beautiful’ is 
very difficult in general and particularly in 

about firearms on which inlayed work, the 
niello and the carving follows the form – 
whose purpose declares itself to such a 
degree so that the artistic sense already 
feels satisfied.  
 
 
 
Art can still take many steps further on 
them before she transgresses her boundaries 
as she used to do previously here and as 
Punjab people, who succeeded to bestow to 
our newest cannons certain richness as well 
as a greater elegance of forms, still do to-
day. It is possible however that a better 
element of the latest industrial art can ap-
pear out of the branches of industry which 
are under the previously mentioned or un-
der a similar threat; this can be claimed in 
two directions: whilst the technician’s emp-
ty work of rods will be enriched and whilst 
the exorbitant arbitrariness of which has 
been previously discussed will be reined in.  
 
 
For the time being, the engineering industry 
will apparently serve these obscure work-
ings by easily overcoming every required 
difficulty of the material and by compla-
cently lending its hundred Briareus arms 
for the inexpensive proliferation of every 
caprice of taste. But as its secret deadly 
enemy it [the engineering industry] will, by 
doing so, surely expose its vanity und rap-
idly precipitate its end.  
 
 



– 258 – 

werden, daß der Begriff des Schönen über-
haupt, und insbesondere in Beziehung auf 
Kunsterzeugnisse ein sehr complicirter ist.  
 
Man kann die Künste in technische, ästheti-
sche und phonetische eintheilen und die 
Schönheit eines Werkes kann, je wie das-
selbe mehr in die eine oder in die andere 
Categorie hinüber neigt, eine mehr techni-
sche sein, das heißt eine solche, welche in 
geschickter Wahl eines oder mehrerer Stof-
fe und in deren wohlverstandener Benut-
zung zu einem bestimmten Zwecke be-
gründet ist; oder eine mehr ästhetische, 
wenn sie direct auf sinnliches Behagen 
durch Wohlgeruch, Wohlgeschmack, liebli-
che Zusammenstellung von Formen und 
Farben, oder durch Rhytmik und Euphonik 
hinwirkt; oder drittens eine phonetische, 
wenn das Werk durch tiefere Bedeutung zu 
uns spricht und die Schönheit geistig emp-
funden wird. Zu dem höchsten künstlerisch 
Schönen erhebt sich dasjenige Werk, in 
welchem sich alle drei Vorzüge vereinigen. 
 
In den bildenden Künsten kann dieses 
höchste Ziel nur durch die Malerei und 
Sculptur, und mit beider Hülfe erst durch 
die Architectur erreicht werden. Denjenigen 
Völkern, deren Industrieproducte oben mit 
den unserigen verglichen wurden, ist der 
Weg zu dieser höchsten künstlerischen 
Entwicklung vorerst verschlossen, wogegen 
wir uns einer phonetischen bildenden Kunst 
erfreuen, deren Sprache nicht von dem 
Volke verstanden wird und die, von oben 
herab, meistens verwirrend auf den natürli-
chen Schönheitssinn des letzteren einwirkt, 
anstatt ihn zu veredeln und zu erheben.  
 
Sie ist nicht, wie sie es sein sollte, die na-
türliche Blüthe der volksthümlichen Ge-
werbsthätigkeit, sondern eine fremde, 
künstlich gezogene Pflanze. Es mag zum 
Theil daher rühren, daß unsere industrielle 
Kunst heutzutage ihre Richtung verlor und 
wie ein steuerloses Schiff umherschwankt. 
Ob sie, frei von diesen Einflüssen und sich 
selbst überlassen eine bestimmte, und zwar 

It is not, as it is should be, the blossom of a 
folk industry but rather a foreign and artifi-
cially grown plant. It may derive partly 
from the fact that our industrial arts have 
lost nowadays direction and sway to and fro 
like a rudderless boat. It remains undecided 
if it will gain a good direction when it is 
left on its own and free from these impacts. 
Unfortunately, bad taste roots deeply in our 

 terms of products of art.  
 
 
 
One can classify the arts into technical, 
aesthetic and phonetic arts, and the beauty 
of an artwork can – as it tends more to one 
or the other category – be a more technical 
art, that is to say, in a category which is 
based on a certain purpose by the skilful 
selection of one or several materials as well 
as their well understood use; or it can be a 
more aesthetic art, if it affects directly sen-
sual pleasures by fragrance, flavour, by the 
sweet collocation of forms and colours, or 
by rhythm and euphony; or, thirdly, it can 
be a phonetic art if the work speaks to us in 
a profound meaning and when its beauty is 
understood intellectually. The artwork, 
however, in which all three merits are uni-
fied, rises up to the highest artistic beauty. 
 
 
 
 
This highest objective can be achieved in 
the visual arts only by painting and sculp-
ture, and, finally, with the help of both of 
them, by architecture. The way to this high-
est artistic development is not accessible at 
the moment for those people whose prod-
ucts of industry have been compared with 
ours before, whereas we rejoice over pho-
netic visual art whose language cannot be 
understood by the people and which has 
mostly an irritating influence on the artistic 
sense of the latter, rather than to refine and 
to elevate it. 
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eine gute Richtung gewinnen würde, das 
bleibt dahin gestellt. Leider wurzelt der 
Ungeschmack tief in unserem Volke! Wäh-
rend die naiven Flechtwerke und Stickerei-
en der Canadier durch den Styl der in ihnen 
herrscht, durch reizende Formen und Far-
ben das Auge ergötzen, widern uns ähnli-
che Gegenstände an, die z. B. in Londons 
Straßen, als das Product freien Volksge-
schmacks, aus Papier und Stroh, in weichen 
Formen und abscheulichen Farbenzusam-
menstellungen uns feil geboten werden.  
 
Doch die Industrie der wilden und halbbar-
barischen Völker hält stärkere Proben aus 
als die genannte ist. Man vergleiche nur die 
Teppiche des Orients, die persischen, indi-
schen, algierischen und türkischen Fußde-
cken mit den Prunkstücken dieses wichti-
gen Industriezweiges aus den berühmten 
Werkstätten Europas. Dort, welche dunkle 
Fülle, Ruhe und Harmonie in den Farben, 
welcher Reichthum und doch welche Ein-
fachheit und Zierlichkeit in den Mustern, 
welcher Styl in dem Ganzen, und hier, wie 
ist letzterer gänzlich verkannt, wie fehlt 
dem Ganzen Ruhe und Würde, wie ist der 
Inhalt der historiirten Sujets auf ihnen 
nichtssagend! Man werfe den Blick auf 
gewisse grasgrüne und rosagefärbte Glas- 
und Porzellan-Vasen und gehe dann nach 
China, um einzugestehen, daß die Chinesen 
das Richtige trafen, weil sie ihren Porzel-
lan-Vasen Formen, Farben und Verzierun-
gen gaben, die für ihre Bestimmung, sowie 
für die schwierige Porzellantechnik passend 
sind, dass sie den Porzellanstyl erfanden 
und daß die unbewußte richtige Schätzung 
dieses Umstandes (nicht etwa bloße Capri-
ce), die Beliebtheit dieser chinesischen 
Formen bei uns nicht sinken lässt.  
 
Vor Allen gebührt den Erzeugnissen des 
Kunstfleißes der Indier der Preis. Nichts 
kommt der Schönheit ihrer golddurchwirk-
ten Stoffe gleich. Ihre Elfenbeinkästchen, 
von einfachster aber eleganter Form, mit 
vielfarbigen Mosaikmustern, gleichen alt-
italienischer Arbeit. Kunstvoller noch sind 

people! While the Canadian‘s naive wick-
erwork and embroidery delight the eye with 
its peculiar style or rather with its lovely 
forms and colours, we are disgusted by 
similar objects which are, for example in 
the streets of London, exposed for sale as 
products of a free popular taste made of 
paper and straw in soft forms and hideous 
colour schemes. 
 
 
 
 
But the industry of savage and half-barbaric 
people withstands harder tests than the 
previously mentioned examples. One only 
has to compare carpets of the orient; the 
Persian, Indian, Algerian and Turkish blan-
kets with the showpieces of this important 
branch of industry from the famous work-
shops in Europe. There, what a dark abun-
dance, tranquillity and harmony of colours, 
what a richness and yet simplicity and dain-
tiness of the patterns, what an overall style, 
and here, how totally misunderstood [it all 
is], how it lacks in tranquillity and dignity, 
how nondescript are the historic sujets’ 
content! One only takes a look at certain 
grass-green and pink-coloured glass and 
porcelain-vases and goes with them to Chi-
na in order to admit, that the Chinese struck 
it right, because they have given their 
porcelain-vases forms, colours and adorn-
ment which are appropriate for purpose as 
well as for the difficult porcelain technique, 
that they invented the porcelain-style, and 
that the unconscious but correct evaluation 
of this fact (not just a simple caprice) does 
not have an negative impact on the popular-
ity of Chinese forms over here. 
 
 
Above all, the award is due to the products 
of Indian artistic industry. Nothing is akin 
to their gold-interwoven fabrics. The forms 
of their ivory caskets are modest and most 
elegant, with multi-coloured mosaic pat-
terns, similar to Old Italian works. Even 
more elaborate are the fragrant sandalwood 
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ihre duftenden Sandelholzkästchen; ihre 
zierlichen Marmortische mit eingelegten 
Arabesken, ihre harmonisch bunten Lackir-
arbeiten bilden einen interessanten Gegen-
satz mit Demjenigen, was in diesen Gattun-
gen ehemals berühmte Fabrikländer uns 
jetzt auftischen. Man vergleiche nur selbst. 
In vielen anderen Dingen, und besonders in 
ihren reich geschmückten Waffen sind sie 
unübertroffen.  
 
Auch in den Schmuck- und Silberarbeiten 
müssen wir, was den Styl betrifft, einräu-
men, von unseren orientalischen Concur-
renten besiegt zu sein. 
 
Dabei ist es interessant zu beobachten, wie 
diese Völker sofort in Ungeschmack verfal-
len, wenn sie sich von unserer europäischen 
Kunst influenziren lassen, wie es dann auf 
einmal mit ihrer ganzen Fassung und Hal-
tung aus ist. Soll es uns denn noch überra-
schen, daß es unserem Volke an Ge-
schmack fehlt, das Jahrhunderte lang ähnli-
chen, ihm gänzlich fremden Einflüssen 
ausgesetzt war?  
 
Der Ernst des Stoffes gebietet strengste 
Unparteilichkeit; gerne sei unserer [!] euro-
päischen Superiorität in der Auffassung der 
Natur und den Geheimnissen ihres Wirkens 
durch Wechsel von Licht, Schatten und 
Farbe, in der plastischen Fülle und Freiheit 
der Formen, in dem Sinnreichen, in der 
Beherrschung jeglichen Stoffes bis zum 
Uebermuthe noch einmal anerkannt, aber 
nur selten vereinigt sich bei uns hohe 
Künstlergabe mit gewerblicher Praxis; un-
sere Architecten sind mehr Gelehrte als 
Künstler, sind froh, wenn sie Leute finden 
die Etwas aus ihren dürftigen Angaben 
machen; kurz Werke, denen der handelnde 
Gedanke oder die denkende Hand das Sie-
gel der Echtheit aufdrückte, die Styl, archi-
tektonische Schönheit und sinnvolle höhere 
Bedeutung in sich vereinigen, sind äußerst 
selten und werden von der Menge von den 
unechten Modestücken nicht unterschieden.  
 

caskets. Their delicate marble tables with 
inlayed arabesques, their harmoniously 
coloured varnishing works create an inter-
esting contrast to those products with which 
formerly famous countries regale us today. 
One can compare by oneself. They are su-
perior to us in many other things, especially 
in terms of their richly decorated arms. 
 
 
 
Also in the branches of jewellery and silver 
works we have to admit that our oriental 
competitors in terms of style have defeated 
us.  
 
Thereby, it is interesting to observe how 
immediately these people fall into a bad 
taste when they become influenced by our 
European art, how it is over at once with 
their conduct and attitude. Should it be 
surprising that our people who have been 
similarly exposed to completely strange 
influences, lack taste? 
 
 
 
The material’s earnestness demands strict 
impartiality. Our European superiority in 
terms of the conception of nature and the 
secrets of action – the change of light, 
shade and colour, its plastic abundance and 
the freedom of forms, its opulent sensuali-
ty, its mastery of every material to boister-
ousness – should be appreciated once more, 
but only rarely we find high artistic skill 
unified with industrial practice here. Our 
architects are more scholars than artists. 
They are glad to find people who are able 
to produce something out of their poor in-
formation. In short, works which have been 
impressed a seal of verisimilitude by the 
acting thought or the thinking hand, which 
combine style, architectural beauty and a 
sensible higher meaning, are very rare and 
are not distinguished from the mass of false 
fashion pieces. 
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Je mehr solche Werke sprechen, das heißt 
die Lösung und der hohe Ausdruck einer 
durch Ort, specielle, oft zufällige Raumver-
hältnisse, Eigenheiten des Bestellers etc. 
modificirten Aufgabe sind, desto mehr 
müssen sie bluten, wenn sie aus ihrem Zu-
sammenhange gerissen werden und unter 
wildfremder Umgebung in ungewohntem 
Lichte stehen. 
 
Daß die meisten plastischen Kunstwerke 
der Exhibition, die in dem langen Mittel-
gange sich balgen, den Rücken zeigen und 
sonstige Grimassen gegen einander ma-
chen, nicht mehr Zeter schreien und aus 
tausend Wunden bluten, sondern sich ziem-
lich behaglich zu fühlen scheinen, ist gera-
de der große Vorwurf, der ihnen zu machen 
ist.  
 
Ein echtes Werk von höherer phonetischer 
Bedeutung wird auf diesem Terrain in gro-
ßem Nachtheile stehen, und zwar nach bei-
den Seiten hin, einerseits gegen die naiven, 
rein technisch architectonischen Producte 
des Orientes, andererseits gegen die (kolos-
salen Cabinetstücke und sonstigen) Einfälle 
unserer hohen Kunst.  
 
So stehen die Sachen! Sollen wir nun wün-
schen, daß ein Interregnum eintretender 
Barbarei tabula rasa mache, damit aus 
frischem Keime ein neues Gewächs volks-
thümlicher Kunst sich dem umgewühlten 
Boden entwinde, oder kann Erkenntniß der 
Uebelstände und Fortschritt des Wissens 
und Könnens den angehäuften Stoff, das 
Erbtheil aller Länder und aller früheren 
ganz oder halb erstorbenen Zustände der 
Gesellschaft, zu neuer Einheit und Harmo-
nie bewältigen, kann in einer großen Völ-
kermetamorphose die Kunst aus dem jetzi-
gen sedimentären Zustande zu krystallkla-
rer Selbstständigkeit zusammenschießen? 
Gewiß sie kann es. 
 
Auch die Kunst der Griechen war auf vie-
len Trümmern älterer, einheimischer und 
fremder, ihrer Wurzeln beraubter Motive 

The more such works speak, that is to say, 
the solution and the high expression of a 
task modified by a site, specific and often 
random spatial relations, the commission-
er‘s peculiarities etc., the more they must 
bleed, if they are torn out of their context 
and are unintentionally in the limelight of a 
completely strange environment. 
 
 
That most of the plastic artworks in the 
exhibition – which romp about in the long 
centre aisle and show their backs and gri-
mace against each other – do not cry mur-
der and do not bleed out of a thousand 
wounds but rather seem to feel rather com-
fortable, which is exactly the reason to 
reproach them.   
 
 
A true artwork of highest phonetic meaning 
will on such a terrain be at a great disad-
vantage, namely in two ways: on the one 
hand in terms of the naive, purely tech-
nical-architectural products of the orient, 
and, on the other, in terms of the (colossal 
cabinet pieces and other) fancies of our 
high art.  
 
These are the facts! Should we now wish 
for an interregnum of an arising barbarism 
that will make a clean sweep so that a new 
plant of popular art will burst out of a fresh 
seed from the turned up soil, or will cogni-
tion of the bad states as well as progress of 
knowledge and skill be able to master the 
accumulated matter – the inheritance of all 
countries and all former (entirely of half) 
died down states of society – to a new unity 
and harmony? Will a great metamorphosis 
of people be able to merge the arts from the 
current sedimentary state to a crystal clear 
autonomy? Surely, Art can do it. 
 
 
 
Also the Greek art emerged from the many 
debris of older, local as well as foreign 
uprooted motives, just like their 
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erwachsen, gleich wie ihre Mythologie auf 
dem nicht mehr [v]erstandenen Systemeei-
ner uralten philosophischen Symbolik em-
porblühte, die ihrerseits wieder auf erstor-
bene fremde und einheimische Ueberliefe-
rungen und Sagen geimpft gewesen war. 
Auffallende, zuweilen willkürliche und 
durch die Gesetze der Architectonik unge-
rechtfertigte Verbindungen und Verzwitte-
rungen der verschiedenen vorgefundenen 
Bauelemente mußten vorhergehen, ehe die 
Schöpfung des griechischen Tempels voll-
endet ward, ehe das dorisch-ägyptische 
Element mit dem Jonisch- [35] Asiatischen, 
der Gegensatz des aristokratischen Pries-
tergottes und des dynastischen Hausgottes 
sich bei ihnen in der höheren Idee versöhn-
te, und das Volk, als Priester und Dynast, in 
seiner Gottheit sich selbst verherrlichte.  
 
Die Versöhnung ähnlicher Gegensätze in 
einer noch höheren Einheit muß auch bei 
uns das Ziel einer neuen Kunst werden, 
einer noch geistigeren und reicheren, als die 
Hellenische war.  
 

mythology thrived on the extinct systems of 
a primordial philosophical symbolism 
which, again, had been based itself on pre-
viously extinct, local as well as foreign, 
heritage and sagas. Striking, occasionally 
arbitrary and by the laws of architectonics 
unjustified, conjunctions and decomposi-
tions of the various discovered components 
had to take place before, until the Doric-
Egyptian element could conciliate to a 
higher idea with the Ionic- Asian [element]; 
the opposition between the aristocratic god 
of priests and the dynastic household deity; 
people, priest as well as dynast, could glori-
fy themselves in their divinity.  
 
 
 
 
 
The reconciliation of similar oppositions to 
an even more sophisticated unity must also 
become the objective for our new art which 
has to be even richer and more spiritual 
than the Hellenic used to be. 
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Der Kosmos: Deutsche Zeitung aus London, No. 3, 21. Juni 1851, p. 17.  

[Lothar Bucher?] 

 
Die Industrieausstellung aller Völker.  
 
1. Ihre Bedeutung 
 
Mit der Eröffnung des Kristallpalastes ist 
der Grundstein zur sozialen Reform gelegt. 
In der Vereinigung der Industrieerzeugnisse 
aller Nationen liegt die erste hohe Bedeu-
tung dieses Weltereignisses.– Die Bahn zu 
gesellschaftlichen Verknüpfung aller Völ-
ker ist betreten, die Scheidewände der Na-
zionalitäten [!] sind zum ersten Male be-
stürmt und hierin liegt die zweite hohe Be-
deutung des Ereignisses.– Aber noch eine 
dritte und viele [!] höhere Bedeutung liegt 
in ihm. Der öffentliche Riesenkampf zwi-
schen Kapital und Arbeit ist eröffnet! Die 
beiden Elemente stehen in der Ausstellung 
sich feindlich gegenüber, trotzdem sie bei-
de so innig verknüpft scheinen.  
 
Verschwenderisch entwickelt das Kapital 
seine Reichtümer, bescheiden die Arbeit 
ihre Geschwindigkeit und nur die Sinnlich-
keit blickt gierig nach dem Wert, nach der 
Kostbarkeit der Erzeugnisse, während der 
Verstand sinnig vor den mit Meisterhand 
ausgeführten Formen verweilt. Diese sind 
es, welche unser ganzen Interesse in An-
spruch nehmen und uns mit Bewunderung 
erfüllen sollen, weil sie dem Körper das 
Leben, dem Leben die Bedeutung geben.– 
Welcher verständige Mensch wird länger 
als einen Augenblick bei dem Diamanten 
Kob-i-Nur verweilen? – Gewiss keiner! 
Aber er wird stundenlang in der [!] Gemä-
chern zubringe, wo die Ackerbaugeräte, die 
Spinn- Webe und andere Maschinen aufge-
stellt sind.– Er wird emsig studiren und mit 
frohlockenden Herzen sich des Fortschrittes 
freuen der durch den erfinderischen Geist 
und die schaffende Hand gemacht ist.– 
Eines Fortschrittes, der doch einst der ge-
sammten [!] Menschheit zu Wohl gereichen 
wird. 

The Industrial Exhibition of all Nations. 
 
1. Its Significance 
 
The opening of the Crystal Palace has laid 
the foundation for social reform. In the 
unification of the industrial products of all 
nations lies the first great importance of this 
world event.– The path to the social con-
nection of all peoples is entered, the divid-
ing walls of nationalities are stormed for 
the first time and herein lies the second 
great importance of the event.- But still a 
third and much higher meaning lies in it. 
The public struggle of giants between capi-
tal and labour is opened! The two elements 
are hostile to each other in the exhibition, 
despite the fact that they both seem so inti-
mately linked. 
 
 
Capital lavishly develops its treasures, la-
bour modestly its speed, and only sensuali-
ty greedily looks for value, for the prod-
ucts’ preciousness, while the mind lingers 
sensibly before the forms carried out by the 
hand of the master. These are the ones that 
are to call upon all our interest and to fill us 
with admiration, because they give life to 
the body, and meaning to life.– Which rea-
sonable man will linger for more than an 
just instant by the Kob-i-Nur diamond? – 
Certainly no one! But he will spend hours 
and hours in the apartments where the agri-
cultural implements, the spinning, weaving 
and other machines are displayed.– He will 
diligently study, and rejoice with exultant 
hearts in the progress made by the inventive 
mind and the creative hand. – A progress 
that once will benefit the whole of humani-
ty. 
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Und dieses Studium hat nicht für ihn allein 
die wirksamen Folgen; es greift tiefer. Der 
Mensch wird zum ernsteren Nachforschen 
über die Entstehung und Ausbildung eines 
Gegenstandes aufgefordert und dieses 
Nachforschen führt ihn auf Namen die mit 
Stoltz sich Arbeiter nennen. Ja lernt den 
Arbeiter würdigen, die Arbeit schätzen! 
Folgerecht taucht der Gedanke in ihm auf, 
ob der Arbeiter vom Kapital unabhängig 
nicht noch Vollkommeneres leisten würde. 
Er begreift, dass das Kapital die Lebens-
kräfte des Arbeiters in der besten Blüte 
seiner Jahre aussaugt, dass der Arbeiter von 
materieller Not gedrängt auf sein Geschäft 
nicht die gehörige Aufmerksamkeit ver-
wenden kann. Und diese Gedanken führen 
ihn zu dem Schlusse, dass Kapital und Ar-
beit zwei Kontraste sind, die Arbeit frei 
sein und regieren muss! Das ist der erste 
Sieg der Arbeit und die dritte höchste Be-
deutung der Industrieausstellung. 
  

And this scrutiny does not have the effec-
tive consequences for him alone; it reaches 
deeper. Humans are asked to investigate 
more seriously the origin and formation of 
an object, and this investigation leads them 
to names who proudly call themselves 
workers. Yes, learn to appreciate the work-
er, appreciate the work! As a result, the 
idea arises to him if the laborer would not 
achieve even more refined things when he 
was independent from capital. He realizes 
that the capital siphons off the workers’ 
vitality in the prime flowering of his years, 
that the worker of material distress, urged 
on his business, can not use the proper at-
tention. And these thoughts lead him to the 
conclusion that capital and labor are two 
contrasts, work must be free and govern! 
This is the first victory of the work and the 
third highest importance of the industrial 
exhibition. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  



– 265 – 

Ernst Haug to Lothar Bucher: personal note on a prospectus of Der Kosmos. Source: Aus-
wärtiges Amt Berlin, Politisches Archiv, Bestand Nachlässe, Bucher Lothar (NL 135). 
 
 
25. 4. [18]51 |  
Bürger! |  
Die Redakzion ersucht Sie[,] die Spalten des Kosmos mit | Ihrer glänzenden Feder füllen zu 
helfen[,] und erbittet | sich deutsch[e] u[.] englische Polemik. Ihre scharfe durchdringende | 
Auffassung der hiesigen und transmarinen Staatsformen | würde dem Blatte um so mehr 
nützen, als die Klasse, welcher | Sie bisher angehörten, durch u[.] durch reformirt werden 
muß, | was nur wieder durch revoluzionäre Denker der verrufe- | nen Bürokratie geschehen 
kann. Täuschen Sie daher unsere Hoff- | nung nicht; gewähren Sie vielmehr der revoluzionä-
ren Publizistik | den Anspruch auf die besten Kräfte, unter welchen Sie einen so ent- | schei-
denden Platz einnehmen. |  
Hochachtungsvo[ll] Sie grüßend Ihr |  
Haug |  
 
 
25 April 1851 
Citizens! 
The editors ask you to help fill the columns of the cosmos with your shiny pen, and ask for 
German and English polemics. Your keen, pervasive conception of the local and overseas 
forms of government would be all the more useful to the paper, since the class to which you 
belonged must be thoroughly reformed, which can only happen again by revolutionary 
thinkers of the disreputable bureaucracy. So please do not disappoint our hope; rather, grant 
revolutionary journalism the claim to the best forces under which you occupy such a crucial 
position. 
Yours sincerely 
Haug 
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Fig. 0.3/0.4: Chambilland’s sign and street lamps,1851.

Fig. 0.2: Gottfried Semper, Trajectory of Stars, 1860.

Fig. 0.1: ‘Remarkable Meteor Seen on Saturday Night’, 1851.



Fig. 0.5: ‘The Crystal Palace by Moonlight’, 1851.
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Fig. 0.6: The Crystal Palace in Hyde Park, 1852.

Fig. 0.7: ‘The Transept’, 1851.



Fig. 0.8: J. McNeven, ’The British Department Viewed Towards the Transept’, 1851.
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Fig. 0.9: J. McNeven, ‘The Foreign Department, viewed towards the transept’, 1851.
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Fig. 1.2: Floor Plan of the Canadian Section.
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Fig. 1.3: ‘Canada’, 1852.



Fig. 1.4: ‘The Canadian Court’, 1851.
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Fig. 1.5: Alfred Perry, ‘View of the Interior of the Canadian Division at the Great 
Exhibition of 1851’, 1851.



Fig. 1.6: ‘View of the Canadian court’, 1851.
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Fig. 1.7: ‘View of the Canadian court’, 1851.

Fig. 1.8: Reconstruction of the Canadian Court.



Fig. 1.10: Reconstruction of the Canadian Court.

Fig. 1.9: Reconstruction of the Canadian Court.
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Fig. 1.13: Frances Anne Hopkins, ‘Canoe Manned by Voyageurs Passing a  
Waterfall’, 1869.

Fig. 1.12: ‘Birch-Bark Canoe Presented to His Royal Highness The Prince Of  
Wales […]’, 1862.

Fig. 1.11: Canadian Canoe, 1851.



Fig. 1.14: Francis Anne Hopkins, ‘Canoes in a Fog, Lake Superior’, 1869.

Fig. 1.15: William Armstrong, ‘Hudson’s Bay Store, Fort William’, c. 1860-1870.

!282



!283

Fig. 1.16: ‘Interior of the Crystal Palace Hyde Park 1851’, 1851.



Fig. 1.17: The Canadian Section facing the Nave, detail of fig. 1.16.
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Fig. 1.18: The Canadian Section viewed from the nave, 1851.



Fig. 1.19:  Great Seal of the Province of Canada, detail of fig. 1.18. 

Fig. 1.20:  Great Seal of the Province of Canada, 1840. 
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Fig. 1.21:  Gottfried Semper, Sketch for the Decoration of the Canadian Court, 1851.



Fig. 1.22: Reconstructed Layout of the Canadian Section.
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Fig. 1.24: ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ viewed from its north-eastern corner, 1851.

Fig. 1.23: ‘Canadian Timber Trophy’ viewed from its south-western corner, 1851.



Fig. 1.25: Gottfried Semper, Sketch for the Canadian Timber Trophy, 1851.

Fig. 1.26: Gottfried Semper, Sketch for the Canadian Timber Trophy, 1851.

Fig. 1.27: Gottfried Semper, Sketch for the Canadian Timber Trophy, 1851.
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Fig. 1.28: Gottfried Semper, Sketch for the Canadian Timber Trophy, 1851.

Fig. 1.29: Gottfried Semper, Sketch for the Canadian Timber Trophy, 1851.



Fig. 1.3o:  T. Hollis, ’St. Nicholas Church, Hamburgh’, 1851. 
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From left to right: 
Fig. 1.31: Canadian Chair, 1851. 
Fig. 1.32: Canadian Table, 1851. 
Fig. 1.33: Canadian Chair, 1851.  
Fig. 1.34: Canadian Sofa, 1851. 
Fig. 1.35: Canadian Arm Chair, 1851.



Fig. 1.36: ’Sledge from the Canadian Court’, 1851. 

Fig. 1.37: ’Sledge from the Canadian Court’, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.39:  ‘Sledge from the Canadian Court’, 1851. 

Fig. 1.38:  ‘Double Snow Sleigh’, 1851. 



Fig. 1.40:  T. Hollis, ’St. Nicholas Church, Hamburgh’, 1851. 

Fig. 1.40: ‘Canadian Fire Engine’, 1851. 

Fig. 1.41: ‘Canadian Fire Engine’, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.42: ‘Group of Objects Selected from The Contributions of the  
Cape of Good Hope’, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.43: Gottfried Semper, Reconstruction of the Polychromy on the Parthenon in 
Athens, 1836. 
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Fig. 1.45: Floor Plan of the Danish and Swedish/Norwegian Section. 

Fig. 1.46: Reconstructed Layout of the Danish and Swedish/Norwegian Section. 



Fig. 1.47: ‘Sweden and Denmark’, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.48: Claude-Marie Ferrier, ’The Eastern Nave of the Crystal Palace’, 1851. 



Fig. 1.49: ‘Porphyry Vase’, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.51: ’Shepherd Boy’, a sculpture by Johan Peter Molin 1851. 

Fig. 1.50: ‘Silver Candlestick’, 1851. 



Fig. 1.52: ‘Spinning Wheel’, 1851. 

Fig. 1.53: ‘Silver Vase’, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.56: ‘Centre Ornament in Silver’, 1851. 

Fig. 1.54: ‘Silver Mug’, 1851. Fig. 1.55: ‘Silver Mug’, 1851. 



Fig. 1.57: Machine for Composing and 
Resorting Types, 1851. 

Fig. 1.58: Two Box Chronometers, 
1851. 

Fig. 1.59: Azimuth Compass, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.60: ‘Ivory Casket, from Denmark’, 1851. 

Fig. 1.61: ‘The Hunter And Tigress’, 1851. Fig. 1.62: ‘Fisher Boy Angling’, 1851. 



Fig. 1.63: ‘Orestes by Bissen’, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.64: Articles from Norway, 1851. 



Fig. 1.65: Articles from Norway, 1851. 
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1.77
1.78

1.71
1.73- 
1.76

Fig. 1.66: Floor Plan of the Turkish Section. 

1.79 1.72



Fig. 1.67: Reconstructed Layout of the Turkish Section. 
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Fig. 1.68: Entrance to the Turkish Court 
in the Transept, 1852. 

Fig. 1.69: Entrance to the Turkish Court in 
the Nave, 1851.
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Fig. 1.70: Entrance to the Turkish Section from the Nave, 1852. 
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Fig. 1.71: Entrance to the Turkish Section from the Nave, 1852. 



Fig. 1.72: Entrance to the Turkish Court in the Nave, 1851.

!316



!317

Fig. 1.73: ‘Turkey II’, 1852. 



Fig. 1.74: Walter Goodhall, ‘Part of the Turkish Court’, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.75: ‘Entrance to the Turkish Department’, 1851. 



Fig. 1.76: ‘View of the Tourist Court’, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.77: ‘Turkey, I’, 1852. 



Fig. 1.78: The Transept with the Entrance to the Turkish Court on the right, 1852. 
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Fig. 1.79: ‘The Opening of the Great Exhibition’, 1851. 



Fig. 1.80: Embroidered Saddle-cloth from Turkey, 1851. 
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Fig. 1.81: ‘Agricultural Implements from Egypt’, 1851. 



Fig. 1.82: ‘India I’, 1852. 

Fig. 1.83: ‘India II’, 1852. 
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Fig. 1.79: 152. 

Fig. 1.84: Fur Court, 1852. 



Fig. 1.85: ‘Octogonal Room’ of the Zollverein, 1852. 

Fig. 1.86: ‘North Germany’, 1852. 
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Fig. 1.87: ‘Austria II’, 1852. 

Fig. 1.88: ‘Holland’, 1852. 
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Fig. 2.1:  The ‘West Indies’ section at the Great Exhibition of 1851, 1852.



Fig. 2.2:  Gottfried Semper, Caribbean Hut, 1863.
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Fig. 2.3: Charles Bentley, ‘Pirara and Lake Amucu’, 1840.



Fig. 2.4: Charles Bentley, ‘Caribi Village Anai, near the River Rupununi’, 1840.
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Fig. 2.6: [Robert Schomburgk], ‘Warrau Dance at Oreala’, 1840.

Fig. 2.5: [Robert Schomburgk], ‘Carib Huts at Tomatai on the River Corentyn’, 1840.



Fig. 2.7:  Charles Bentley, ‘Watu Ticaba, a Wapisiana Village’, 1840.
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Fig. 2.8:  [Robert Schomburgk], ‘Interior of a Wapisiana hut’, 1847.



Fig. 2.9: [Robert Schomburgk], ‘Macusi-Hut in the Forest’, 1847.
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Fig. 2.10: Agostino Brunias, ‘A Family of Charaibes, drawn from the Life, in 
the Island of St. Vincent’, 1793.



Fig. 2.12: ‘Visit of a Missionary and Wife to a Plantation Village’, 1843.

Fig. 2.11: ‘Heathen Practices at Funerals’, 1843.
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Fig. 2.13: ‘Coolie Sacrificing’, 1871.

Fig. 2.14: ‘Totuga’, 1871.



Fig. 2.15: E. Walker, ‘Interior of a native village or "pa" in New Zealand’, 1850.
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Fig. 2.16: ‘George French Angas, ‘Tu Kaitote, the Pah of Te Whero Whero, on the 
Waikato’, 1847.

Fig. 2.17: ‘George French Angas, ‘Taupo Pah’, 1847.



Fig. 2.18: ‘George French Angas, ‘Whatas, or Patukas, Storehouses for Food’, 1847.
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Fig. 2.20: ‘George French Angas, ‘Maketu House at Otawhao Pah’, 1847.

Fig. 2.19: ‘George French Angas, ‘Entrance to a House at Paroera Pah’, 1847.



Fig. 2.21: ‘George French Angas, ‘Typical Portraits of the New Zealanders’, 1847.
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Fig. 2.22: ‘George French Angas, ‘Ornamental Carvings in Wood’, 1847.



Fig. 2.23: ‘George French Angas, ‘Taranaki, or Mount Egmont’, 1847.
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Fig. 2.24: Illustration of a vase designed by Gottfried Semper and exhibited at the Great 
Exhibition of 1851, 1851.
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Fig. 3.1: Gottfried Semper, Egyptian Situla.



Fig. 3.2: Gottfried Semper, Greek Hydria.
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Fig. 3.3: Gottfried Semper, Reconstruction of the Acropolis in Athens, around 1832 .



Fig. 3.4: Gottfried Semper, A set Gem, 1863.

Fig. 3.5: Gottfried Semper, Etruscan Jewellery, 1863.
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Fig. 3.6: Gottfried Semper, Assyrian Directional Ornament.

Fig. 3.7: Gottfried Semper, Greek Directional Ornament.



Fig. 3.8: Gottfried Semper, Entangled snakes on the aegis of Athena, 1860.
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Fig. 3.9: Quatremère de Quincy, Minerve du Parthénon, 1815.
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Fig. 4.1: ‘The Building Court’, 1851.

Fig. 4.2: Claude-Marie Ferrier, ‘Fire Grates by Hoole, Hobson and Hoole’, 1851.



Fig. 4.4: Claude-Marie Ferrier, ‘Flax Machinery by Lawson and Sons’, 1851.

Fig. 4.3: Claude-Marie Ferrier, ‘Cotton Machinery by Hibbert, Platt and Sons’, 1851.
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Fig. 4.6: Claude-Marie Ferrier, ‘Machine tools by Whitworth and Co.’, 1851.

Fig. 4.5: Claude-Marie Ferrier, ‘Double Jacquard Loom by Barlow’, 1851.



Fig. 4.7: ‘The Circassian Slave at the Market’, 1851.
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Fig. 4.8: Claude-Marie Ferrier, ‘Greek Slave by Powers’, 1851.



Fig. 4.9: Hugh Owen, ‘Andromeda by Bell’, 1851.
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Fig. 4.10: Claude-Marie Ferrier, ‘Phryne by Pradier’, 1851.



Fig. 4.11: Claude-Marie Ferrier, ‘Dancing Faun by Lequesne’, 1851.
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Fig. 4.13: ‘A Deer Stalker’, 1851.

Fig. 4.12: ‘The Wounded Indian’, 1851.
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Fig. 5.1: J. McNeven, ‘The Transept from the Grand Entrance’, 1851.
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Fig. 5.2: Gottfried Semper, First four pages of manuscript 92, 1851.
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Fig. 5.3: Gottfried Semper, Sketch of an ideal collection, 1852.

Fig. 5.4/5.5: Gottfried Semper, Sketch of an ideal collection, 1852.
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Fig. 5.6: Frontispiece to Caspar Friedrich Neickelius’ Museographia, 1727.
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Fig. 5.7: Gottfried Semper, Sketch of an ideal collection, 1852.



Fig. 5.8: ‘The New Museum of Practical Geology, Jermyn-Street’, 1851.

Fig. 5.9: ‘Piccadilly Front of the Museum of Economic Geology’, 1848.
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Fig. 5.10: ‘The New Museum of Practical Geology, Jermyn-Street’, 1851.

Fig. 5.11: The New Museum of Practical Geology, Lecture Hall, 1852.



Fig. 5.12: ‘The Vestibule and Hall’ of the Museum of Practical Geology, 1852.
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Fig. 5.13: ‘Principle Floor’ of the Museum of Practical Geology, 1852.



Fig. 5.15: The Museum of Practical Geology, Principle Floor.

Fig. 5.14: The Museum of Practical Geology, Gallery View, 1852.
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Fig. 5.16: The Museum of Practical Geology, Ground Floor with Heracles.

Fig. 5.17: John Philipps Emslie, 
‘The Museum of Practical 
Geology’, 1876.



Fig. 5.18/5.19: Plan and legend 
indicating the different marbles 
used in the hall and the vestibule 
of the Museum of Practical 
Geology,1855.
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