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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the relationship between Minoan art and Art Nouveau.
The Minoan civilization was rediscovered at the turn of the twentieth century when the
Art Nouveau movement reached its peak. Due to this coincidental timing, their artistic
resemblance has raised questions about whether Minoan art had inspired Art Nouveau
and whether Art Nouveau played a role in the restoration of Minoan art. The possibility
of a Minoan influence on Art Nouveau is considered through a number of aspects, which
include news reports on the excavations, Minoan collections acquired by museumes,
reference to the Minoans in various fields, application of Minoan motifs, and the
attractiveness of the Minoans to Art Nouveau artists. As for the reversed influence, the
research analyzes how archaeologists came to see the Minoans as a “modern”
civilization, investigates the background of the restorers of Minoan objects, and provides
examples of fresco restorations that illustrate an Art Nouveau preference of the early
archaeologists and restorers. With the evidence and the discussion, I argue that the

existing connection between Minoan art and Art Nouveau is beyond doubt.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This dissertation examines art styles in two different periods—Minoan art in the
Bronze Age and Art Nouveau at the turn of the twentieth century. The Minoan
civilization, regarded as the oldest civilization in Europe, flourished on the island of
Crete approximately from 3000 to 1450 B.C. The Art Nouveau movement, an important
step toward the development of modern art, reached its height from 1890 to 1910 A.D. in
Europe and North America under various names such as Jugendstil, the Secession style,
the Modernista movement, and La Stile Liberty. These two periods were distant from
each other in history, but they had a meeting point when an ample amount of Minoan
sites were unearthed and came to human knowledge around the year 1900.

Not only was the Art Nouveau movement concurrent with the rediscovery of the
Minoan civilization, but the art forms of both periods appeared to have much in common.
Subject-wise, both were in favor of motifs from the natural world, such as plants and
animals. Both employed spirals, abstract patterns, and undulating lines as decorative
elements. Stylistically speaking, both rendered their subjects in organic forms and with
full dynamics. In terms of representation and spatial features, the subjects in the
foreground were often depicted in detail while the background being abstract and
flattened.

The coincidental timeframe and the artistic similarities have generated discussions
on the connection between Art Nouveau and Bronze Age Aegean art. The early remarks

of the connection started with Mycenaean art, which owed much of its style to Minoan
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art, unearthed in the later half of the nineteenth century. In his 1925 article on the
evolutionary significance of Jugendstil, Ernst Michalski stated that it was not incorrect to
assume an influence from Mycenaean art, especially the vases painted with marine
animals in sinuous forms." Henri Focillon also mentioned the influence of Mycenaean
pottery on French painters of the fin-de-siécle.” Yet these were brief comments without
elaborate discussion. It was not until 1969 that a detailed analysis on the discourse was
published, where Jaroslav Leshko analyzed the works of Gustav Klimt and Oskar
Kokoschka in relation to the Mycenaean finds from the sites of Tiryns and Mycenae, in
which he concluded that both artists absorbed Mycenaean style in their art.’

Much attention thereafter was turned to the comparison between Minoan art and
Art Nouveau. Anton Bammer discussed the link between Jugendstil in Vienna and
Minoan objects discovered on Crete.* Several other scholars also made the connection.’
While some scholars suggested that Minoan art had inspired Art Nouveau artists, others
were opposed to this idea. Wolfgang Schiering stated that the relationship between
Minoan art and Art Nouveau was not as close as it first appeared.® Fritz Blakolmer

suggested that the similarities “may often be explained only as ‘coincidences.””’ In their
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discussion, Vicenzo La Rosa and Pietro Militello concluded that there was limited
Minoan influence on modern art in Italy.®

The discourse has also extended to the restoration of Minoan art. It has been
argued that the Art Nouveau, instead of being influenced by Minoan art, actually played a
significant role in the interpretation and restoration of Minoan art. Alexandre Farnoux has
addressed this “influence in reverse” in a number of publications, explaining how Art
Nouveau theories affected the understanding and interpretation of Minoan art.” Wolf-
Dietrich Niemeier also argued that Jugendstil played a role in shaping the modern
impression of the Minoan civilization, which was largely a myth created by the excavator
at Knossos, Arthur Evans.'® Louise Hitchcock, Paul Koudounaris, and John
Papadopoulos shared this view by looking at the reconstruction of the site at Knossos."'
Their argument has also met oppositions. Blakolmer maintained that the supposed
interconnections were drawn prematurely and that the two styles “occurred independently

in the two cultures.”'?

Barthélémy De Craene demonstrated a similar idea by analyzing
the restoration of frescoes and the lives of the restorers, doubting their familiarity with
the Art Nouveau Movement. "

The discourse on whether connections exist between Minoan art and Art

Nouveau, therefore, is a two-way discussion. The questions are, on the one hand, whether
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Minoan art had an influence on Art Nouveau, and on the other hand, whether Art
Nouveau played a role in the restoration of Minoan art. Are the similarities between the
two merely coincidental? Or is there a connection to be found?

This dissertation investigates both directions by asking two pairs of questions:
First, were Art Nouveau artists aware of the archaeological discovery of the Minoans? If
s0, how appealing was Minoan art to Art Nouveau artists? Second, were the early Minoan
archaeologists aware of Art Nouveau? If so, how appealing was Art Nouveau to Minoan
archaeologists? The dissertation also reconsiders the time frame of the discussion.
Previous scholarship has largely focused on chronological concerns, concentrating on the
two decades when Art Nouveau was most popular. The discussion has mostly enveloped
around the possibilities of whether either group had the opportunities to learn about the
other group in the first decade of the twentieth century. While it is crucial to examine the
interconnection, or none thereof, between the two within this time frame, it is also
somewhat limited, overlooking the development in the preceding or following years. The
level of influence is another issue. While the artistic similarities have been pointed out
between the two, the ideas and mindset behind the stylistic preference have not been
discussed in detail. Building on the previous scholarship, this dissertation broadens the
scope by placing the discourse in a wider artistic context of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century.

Following this introductory chapter, Chapter Two provides examples of the
similarities between Minoan art and Art Nouveau. Selected motifs and the presentation of
space in both periods demonstrate their resemblance that raised the question of a possible

connection. Chapter Three gives an account of the rediscovery of the Minoan civilization
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at the turn of the twentieth century. It discusses Europe’s early impression of Crete, the
growing archaeological interests for the island, and the timely political situation, all of
which contributed to the increase of archaeological activities on Crete and led to the
rediscovery of multiple Minoan sites. The excavation at Knossos, one of the defining
projects of Minoan archaeology, as well as other notable Minoan sites being excavated
before the 1920s, are briefly reviewed. Chapter Four is an overview of the Art Nouveau
movement. While it is a movement that happened all around Europe and North America,
special focus is given to Great Britain, France, Germany, Austria, and the United States
due to their relevance to the archaeologists of Minoan sites and the artists and scholars
discussed in the following chapter.

Chapter Five examines the reception of the Minoan civilization in relation to the
Art Nouveau movement. Newspaper articles and museum purchases of the time provide
an idea of the dissemination of the archaeological discovery. Examples of scholars,
writers, and artists, who either mentioned the findings or applied it to their works, also
testify to the circulation of the news. The chapter then explores the likelihood and the
reasons why Art Nouveau artists would find Minoan art interesting. Chapter Six dives
into a number of aspects concerning the interpretation and the restoration of the Minoan
civilization. It discusses the involvement of Art Nouveau in establishing the view of the
early archaeologists that the Minoans were more “modern” than other ancient
civilizations. It investigates the background of major restorers and their familiarity with
Art Nouveau. Two examples of fresco restoration illustrate the likely Art Nouveau

preference behind the projects.



Eager to depart from institutional practices of art, Art Nouveau artists looked for
new inspiration from various sources. Was Minoan art one of them? Archaeologists, on
the other hand, tried to understand and reconstruct the Minoan civilization with a large
amount but fragmental evidence. Did Art Nouveau play a role in their interpretation? It is
the hope that this dissertation will present a fresh look at the perceptions and restorations
of the Minoan civilization, contribute to the conversation on Art Nouveau, and provide an

outlook on the vital interchange of ideas in the early twentieth century.



CHAPTER 2

THE RESEMBLANCE

The resemblance between Minoan Art and Art Nouveau has been noted ever since
the early stage of Minoan archaeology. Arthur Evans, who is most renowned for his
excavation at Knossos, pointed out “how similar all Cretan decoration is to Art
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Nouveau.”'* Léon Bakst, known for his design works for Ballets Russes in the early
twentieth century, was amazed at how Minoan art was “so close and familiar... closely
related to our new art” on a trip to Crete."” The resemblance has also been mentioned in
later scholarly works. Robert Schmutzler stated “the style which can best be compared to
Art Nouveau is that of the island of Crete in the Minoan period” in his survey book of Art
Nouveau.'® Their impression was not unfounded. This chapter illustrates how this
impression came into existence with examples from both periods. Minoan examples are
mostly taken from the Middle and Late Bronze Age, which extended approximately from

2100 to 1100 B.C. The similarities between Minoan art and Art Nouveau could be

observed in both the choice of motifs and the rendering styles.

Motifs from the Botanical World
Motifs from the botanical world appear frequently in both Minoan art and Art

Nouveau. Minoan examples of botanical patterns show up in countless pottery sherds and

" Clark 1974, 107.
"> Momigliano 2017, 89.
16 Schmutzler 1962, 15.



wall paintings. Lilies, crocus flowers, papyrus flowers, ivy leaves, reeds, and palm trees
are some of the plants most favored by the Minoans (Fig. 2.1). In some depictions they
form part of a landscape, and in others they serve as decorative patterns. Similarly, Art
Nouveau artists are known for their extensive use of botanical patterns. As one of the
hallmarks of Art Nouveau, floral motifs could be seen in all types of design—from
posters to ceramics, and from furniture to architecture. The repertoire of botanical types
in Art Nouveau is larger than that in Minoan art, possibly due to the simple fact that the
plants known to the Minoans were mostly limited to the Mediterranean region, but those
plants that are popular in Minoan art also appear to have found favor in the eyes of Art
Nouveau artists.

While plant motifs are not exclusive to Minoan art and Art Nouveau, the
rendering of the motifs demonstrated their resemblance to each other more than any other
periods or styles. Take the motif of the ivy leaves for example. Ivy leaves as decorative
bands are commonly seen in Minoan pottery and wall paintings, especially those from the
Late Minoan period. They are represented in shapes of hearts. One of the earliest finds
containing such a motif would be a jar that was unearthed from the Shaft Graves at
Mycenae in 1877 (Fig. 2.2). Among the various motifs decorating the jar is a band of ivy
leaves that surrounds the lower body. These heart-shaped leaves are connected by two
curved stems, which come out from the middle of each leaf. Another Minoan example is
a bowl excavated from Zakros (Fig. 2.3). Decorating the interior wall, the heart-shaped
ivy leaves are attached to wavy stems and bands, creating a flowing feel. A comparison

from the Art Nouveau is found in a set of porcelain ware manufactured by the Bavarian



firm Rosenthal Porcelain Company around 1900 to 1902 (Fig. 2.4)."” Ivy leaves in the
shape of up-side-down hearts are printed on the vessels. Curved stems coming down from
the middle of the leaves merge into thin decorating bands, delivering a similar sense of
flow. Heart-shape ivy leaves are also one of the common motifs in the vase design of
Louis Comfort Tiffany. A glass vase made around 1911, among others, especially bares a
band of ivy leaves that is strikingly similar to the Minoan jar excavated from Mycenae
(Fig. 2.5).

Plant motifs are also seen in the design of Alfred William Finch, a Belgian
ceramicist, around the same time. In a 1901 catalog published by the Aktiebolaget Iris, a
workshop promoting Finnish Art Nouveau home objects, Finch’s works demonstrate
what the Iris workshop viewed as “the combination of tradition and modernity in Finnish
Art Nouveau” (Fig. 2.6)."® These ceramics are decorated mostly with earth tones and
simple patterns, which evoke a so-called “primitive” impression. The cup numbered as
“U2” in the catalog (top right) is painted with a flattened image of a palm tree with
curved leaves on either side of the trunk and four dots representing the leaflet. Combined
with the simple colors of black, brown, and white, the image calls to mind the palm trees

commonly depicted in Minoan art. Even though a few variations exist, they all display a

"7 An image of a tureen from the same design set could be found in Haslam 1989, 126.

'8 The Aktiebolaget Iris was co-founded by the Finnish painter Akseli Gallen-Kallela and
the part-Swedish, part-Italian furniture designer Louis Sparre in Finland in 1897. Both of
them studied and traveled extensively around Europe. It was during his trip to Brussels
that Sparre met Finch, who had an English parentage and played a crucial role in the
Belgium Art Nouveau scene, and invited him to run the ceramics production of the Iris
workshop (Escritt 2000, 199). While the workshop was centered on Finnish Art Nouveau,
the international make-up of the group demonstrated that Art Nouveau was truly a
movement of a universal scale.



pattern of a flattened image of a tree with curved leaves on either side of the trunk and a

tip as the leaflet on the top (Fig. 2.7).

Motifs from the Animal World

Animals from both the sea and the land are common motifs in Minoan art and
Art Nouveau. Marine animals are highly prevalent. The images of octopuses appear
widely on Minoan objects, particularly on pottery and wall paintings from the Late
Minoan period (Fig. 2.8). The motif also occurs on Mycenaeans objects, which were
heavily influenced by those of the Minoans, such as the fifty-three gold ornaments in the
shape of an octopus found from Mycenae in 1876 (Fig. 2.9). Despite the evolving styles
of the octopus motif, they have in common the elongated head, large round eyes, and
curved tentacles, occasionally with rows of suckers. The sinuous forms of the octopus,
usually asymmetrical, always deliver a sense of movement. The octopus motif, not
among the most commonly depicted subjects in Western art history, is also seen in Art
Nouveau objects. The fob watch made by Gorham for Tiffany around 1890 has an
octopus design (Fig. 2.10). The octopus, with large round eyes, covers the entire surface
of the watch. Its tentacles curve freely without stiff symmetry. Gustav Klimt’s painting
Jurisprudence provides another octopus image from Art Nouveau (Fig. 2.11)." At the

bottom half of the painting, a condemned man is wrapped by an octopus of great scale.

' Originally painted for the ceiling of the University of Vienna’s Great Hall,
Jurisprudence, along with Philosophy and Medicine from the same commission, was
seized by the Germans in 1938 and destroyed in 1945 when the retreating German SS
armies set fire on the artworks to prevent them from falling into the hands of the enemy.
All that is preserved now are some sketches and photographs.
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The eye of the octopus is seen among similar dots. Its tentacles add a sense of movement
to the scene.

Such sinuous form is likewise to be seen in snakes. The most well known Minoan
objects involving snakes are the faience figures of the “Snake Goddess” and her
attendants excavated from Knossos (Fig. 2.12). This “Under-World form of the great
Minoan Goddess,” as interpreted and restored by Evans and his assistants, was named
because of the three snakes coiling on her body—one follows along her arms, which
stretch outward to the front; the other two are interlaced, reaching from the top of the
tiara to down below her waist.** The curvy and twisting form of the snakes adds
dynamics to the otherwise rather rigid figure. One of the attendants, which also went
through restoration, raises her arms and holds a snake in each hand. The theatrical pose
and the wavy form of the snakes easily draw the attention of the viewer. A number of Art
Nouveau works are reminiscent of the “Snake Goddess” and her attendants. At the lower
part of Klimt’s painting Medicine stands Hygeia, the goddess of health (Fig. 2.13).
Although it follows the traditional depiction of Hygeia with her attributes of a snake and
a bowl of Lethe, the way the snake coils around her arm and curls into a spiral shape at
the tail demonstrates the preference of the artist for organic forms. She corresponds to the
“Snake Goddess” and attendants with her full frontality and direct stare. In
Jurisprudence, snakes appear curling around the three Furies that surround the man
wrapped by the octopus (Fig. 2.11). The fondness for snakes during the Art Nouveau

period is also presented beyond the realm of visual art. A popular form of dance, which

20 A. Evans 1921-1935, L, 200.
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had been performed by renowned dancers such as Loie Fuller and Annabelle Moore,
involving the effect of the swirling movement of dress under electric stage lighting is
known as “the Serpentine Dance.”

Another animal motif that occupies a prominent place in both Minoan art and Art
Nouveau is birds. Birds in Minoan art, which include a variety of species, occur in
different contexts and actions.”’ On a pyxis from a tomb at Alatsomouri, the birds are
flying in a Nilotic landscape with lilies and papyrus flowers (Fig. 2.14). On an alabastron
from Phaistos, two waterfowls flank a plant in a heraldic position (Fig. 2.15). On a wall
painting from Knossos, partridges and a hoopoe stand among bushes and rocky landscape
represented by undulating lines (Fig. 2.16). Birds also appear in cult contexts such as
being on top of the headpiece of a goddess. Most of these have counterparts in Art
Nouveau. Examples include Arthur Heygate Mackmurdo’s fabric Cromer Bird (Fig.
2.17), Walter Crane’s wallpaper Swan, Rush and Iris (Fig. 2.18), William Morris’
Bullerswood Carpet (Fig. 2.19), and Charles van der Stappen’s sculpture Le Sphinx

Mpystéieux (Fig. 2.20).

Abstract Motifs
The most common abstract motifs in Minoan art are the spirals. Minoan spirals,
decorating objects ranging from wall paintings and pottery to seals and jewelry, appear in
a variety of forms. Some of them are running spirals like the ones on the “Shield Frieze”

fresco (Fig. 2.21), some are incorporated into other motifs such as being the eyes and the

*! Many of the birds in Minoan wall paintings are represented so accurately that their
species are identifiable. See Masseti 1997.
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tentacles of an octopus (Fig. 2.22), and some grow out from one another giving a plant-
like impression such as a pottery sherd found from Knossos (Fig. 2.23). Among Art
Nouveau works, Klimt’s paintings are best known for his use of spiral shapes. As pointed
out above, a spiral forms the tail of the snake in the painting Medicine (Fig. 2.13). In his
1909 mural Tree of Life, which covered the wall of a dining room designed by Josef
Hoffmann, the branches and leaves of the tree are transformed into connected spirals of
various sizes (Fig. 2.24). Similar spirals also appear in the 1907 painting Adele Bloch-
Bauer I on both sides around the woman’s waist, likely representing a couch (Fig. 2.25).
Motifs of oval outline encircling connected spirals serve as decorative elements with
other geometric shapes around her head. The encircled spirals, as well as the spiral-filled
circle in the Beethoven Frieze created for the Vienna Secession Exhibition in 1902 (Fig.
2.26), are reminiscent of Minoan and Mycenaean gold objects such as a gold earring and
the decoration on a gold cup from Mycenae (Fig. 2.27 and 2.28).

Looking through the above examples, it is also clear that both the Minoans and
the Art Nouveau artists favored sinuous bands or lines. Be it pure decoration or
representation of objects, the lines add to the dynamics of the scene. In addition, the lines
often serve as merging zones for the representational and the abstract. A simple line
sometimes transforms into a plant or an animal, thus creating a variety of hybrid forms.
In Minoan art, the Kamares Ware provides some of the best examples of the merging of
abstract and representational forms (Fig. 2.29). In Art Nouveau, the embroidery design
Whiplash (Peitschenheib) by the German designer Hermann Obrist, considered the

beginning of the Munich Jugendstil, is composed of sinuous lines and plant motifs, which
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“typified a use of line common among Art Nouveau designers” (Fig. 2.30).** In some
cases the form of a motif evolves over time and transforms its appearance. The argonaut,
a common motif in Minoan and Mycenaean pottery, appears in a variety of forms, which
evolved from recognizable animal forms to simple lines and spirals during the Late
Bronze Age (Fig. 2.31). As for Art Nouveau ceramics, one of the vessels by Finch for the
Aktiebolaget Iris bears a curvilinear pattern that, although abstract, is reminiscent of the
form of a marine creature (Fig. 2.5, V53) and is comparable to the tentacles of Minoan

and Mycenaean argonauts.

Pictorial Space

Not only the motifs and their forms, but the representation of space is also similar
between Minoan art and Art Nouveau. In paintings of both styles, the backgrounds tend
to be flattened and simplified. The “Throne Room” fresco from Knossos depicts griffins
and plants against a background of plain red and white fields, separated by undulating
lines (Fig. 2.32). As opposed to the detailed depiction of the griffins, the vacant
background, typical for wall paintings from Knossos, is devoid of context and eliminated
of the depth of space. In the “Partridge” fresco from the same site, the landscape is
reduced to colorful lines and irregular shapes (Fig. 2.16). The abstraction of the
background stands in contrast to the precise depiction of the birds. Such approaches are
prevalent in Art Nouveau paintings. In Adele Bloch-Bauer I, the plain gold and green

background flattens the space and gives no context except for an abstract couch that

* Greenhalgh 2000b, 15.
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suggests an interior space (Fig. 2.25). In Judith I, also by Klimt, the treatment of the
heroine figure is distinctly different from that of the background (Fig. 2.33). While the
face of Judith is rendered in a realistic manner, the plants surrounding her head are
represented symbolically with black lines and a single color of yellow. The space is
flattened through placing the figure and the plants on the same plane.

Minoan art and the Art Nouveau have a similar approach of space in three-
dimensional objects as well. The match between the decoration and the shape of the
objects has been mentioned in both. In Minoan pottery, how certain shapes are frequently
combined with certain types of decoration in Kamares Ware has been discussed.”
Examples can also be found in Marine Style pottery, such as the stirrup jar with an
octopus design from Gournia, in which the sinuous body of the octopus works well with
the contour of the vase (Fig. 2.34). In Art Nouveau porcelain, the design often follows the
shape of the vessel, such as the cup and saucer designed by Henry van de Velde for the
Meissen porcelain factory in Germany (Fig. 2.35). Instead of having rigid compositions
confined to layers of friezes or disconnection between vessel shapes and paints, the
unifying effects of decoration with shape in both art styles enhance the flowing dynamics.
The design of the Tiffany fob watch is also an example of incorporating the form of the
octopus with the shape of the watch (Fig. 2.20).

To sum up the similarities, both Minoan art and Art Nouveau demonstrate a love
for motifs from nature, contain abstract patterns and hybrid forms, display flattened

pictorial space in two-dimensional art, and have decorations that complement object

» Walberg 1987, 87-88.
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shapes in three-dimensional works. While each individual feature might not be unique to
Minoan art or Art Nouveau among art styles throughout history, the resemblance in all
these features between the two styles can hardly be overlooked. With these similarities
and their curvilinear and organic appearance, it is not unreasonable for archaeologists,
artists, or scholars to get the impression and comment on how the two styles look alike.
The resemblance calls for a deeper examination on the possible connection between

Minoan art and Art Nouveau.
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CHAPTER 3

MINOAN CIVILIZATION REDISCOVERED

With its commanding location, the island of Crete had been ruled by various
political entities throughout its history. The Greeks, the Roman Empire, the Byzantine
Empire, the Arabs, the Republic of Venice, and the Ottoman Empire all had their
presence on Crete. It thus developed a unique culture of its own. After the Ottomans took
over the island from the Venetians in 1669, the cultural divide between Crete and most of
Europe deepened. The image of Crete, to the majority of Europe, was mostly associated
with ancient myths and legends, furthered by a number of travelers’ records and
accounts. These accounts were made as early as the fourteenth century when medieval
pilgrims journeyed through the island to the Holy Land. Antiquarian and scientific
travelers, many of whom went for scientific or military missions, followed soon after.

Their number flourished beginning from the mid-sixteenth century.**

Cultural Ruins and Legends on Crete before the Twentieth Century
Journals of travelers to Crete left sporadic mentions of ancient ruins and
buildings. Classical sites and those of later periods, such as Gortyna, the Church of St.

Titus, and the Venetian forts, were brought up in a number of writings.* Locations

associated with the myths 