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Baroque pearls mounted in gold and enamel.
Probably of Italian manufacture, c.1560




Introduction

The first objects ever to be called ‘baroque’ were the

bizarre irregular natural pearls so highly prized by collectors
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries both for their
weilrd beauty and great rarity. The finest became the
jealously hoarded treasures of the ‘cabinets of curiosities’ of
princely and noble collectors, wrought by cunning goldsmiths
into exquisite jewels in which the magical nacreous form

of the pearl became the writhing body of a sea-monster or

a demigod. But by a strange etymological quirk, ‘baroque’,
coined from barocca, the word used to describe such pearls,
came to have a curious variety of meanings: not merely
strong and convoluted, but also extravagant and whimsical,
grotesque, and even coarse and vulgar.

[t was 1n this last, pejorative sense that the word was

first used of the new and distinctive style of building and
ornament that emerged originally in Italy, and rapidly
spread throughout Europe and even to the Americas as the
seventeenth century progressed. Historically, as a style in
architecture, decoration and the decorative arts, the Baroque
orew out of the intellectual conceits and bizarre visual
excesses of the Mannerist phase of the late Renaissance,
bringing a new and unparalleled vigour equally to religious

and secular art and architecture. The Catholic church
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expressed its spiritual 1deals and vast temporal resources
1n the splendour of Baroque imagery, whilst throughout
the century princes and grandees displayed their

wealth, power and taste by the building and furnishing

of enormous Baroque ‘palaces of art’, in the creation of
gardens filled with statuary, grottoes and pavilions, and in
the formation of magnificent collections. At Versailles, the
greatest of all royal palaces, Louis XIV made opulence
the most overt and unmistakable symbol of his kingship,
whilst by enforcing the sumptuary edicts of the court upon
his rich but unruly nobles, he made it also no less potent
an instrument of his power. Most of our notions of grand
luxe derive from this extraordinary milieu in which even
minor aristocrats and the rising merchant classes sought to
emulate the splendours of court in their dress and 1n

the architecture and decoration of their houses.

These seventeenth-century 1deals have proved remarkably
enduring over the last three hundred years, and spread
across the globe. Every Northern culture has its own
version of the Baroque, more or less understood, whilst
the Dutch merchants taught the style to Chinese porcelain
painters and the Portuguese left its traces as far away as

Goa. South American bishops espoused the Baroque, and



The Chambre du Ro, 1701 Bagheria, Sicily, mid-eighteenth century. An Interior in Venice, 1897-99, by John
Ballroom details Singer Sargent




Ludung Sleighing at : The Derelict, c.1909 Plate from Anfichita’ Romane de’Tempi
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Byron in the Palazzo Mocenigo, Venice
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The Grotto, Montegufoni. Pencil, ink and
Design for a bed alcove for the bed chamber
of Charles II at Greenwich Palace, 1665

wash, late 1940s

Second frontispiece to Volume II of

Antichita’ Romane, 1748

Fantastic nans with St Augustine and the

Child, early seventeenth century
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clung to the style long after the fashion was dead in
Europe; not much later; North American industrialists
and rail-road millionaires began to revive 1t again n

their enthusiasm for excess.

It was at the beginning of the nineteenth century, however,
that the first stirrings of that revival had become evident.
Lord Byron, exiled in Italy, had himself portrayed seated
in the great gilded salon of the Palazzo Mocenigo in
Venice; almost dwarfed by the grandeur, he seems to
epitomize the Romantics’ new interest in the Baroque for
its overwhelming scale, its love of imbalance, its quality

of striving and for its palpable sense of danger.

Only a decade later, but in a rather more hard-headed
veln, the aging but astute old Duke of Wellington observed
that the Baroque and Rococo were excellent styles for
those seeking to express their grandeur through
decoration, for the simple reason that upstarts could
never hope to copy such effects cheaply. The true costs of
recreating the Baroque could be staggering. Poor mad
King Ludwig II of Bavaria, the Dream King, lost in

his fantasies of grandeur, spent every penny of his fortune
in vast schemes of building. He built castles, grottoes and

a Irianon at Linderhof with a baroque formal garden
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high m the Alps. Finally, his obsession with the grandeur of

his 1dol, the ‘Sun King’ Louis XIV, led him to build a copy

of the Versailles Hall of Mirrors, even bigger than the real

thing, in his palace at Herrenchiemsee on an 1sland 1n a lake
fifty miles from his capital at Munich.

Though the association of the Baroque with excess was

well understood by the august Victorian and Edwardian
creators of ‘bankers’ baroque’ or the great American robber
barons, the rediscovery of the essential eccentricity and

bizarre nature of the Baroque, and the recapturing of its
all-but-forgotten whimsicality, has been a phenomenon of

the modern era. In 1924, Sacheverell Sitwell, in his
extraordinary book Southern Barogue Art, was the first to E
reveal the wilder artistic sensibility that lay behind the mask
of architectural grandeur; whilst in the previous year his elder
brother Osbert had perceptively written 1 his introduction
to the catalogue of the Burlington Fine Arts Club’s
pioneering exhibition of Baroque art held in L.ondon:

“T'he Baroque epoch was, in truth, an age of experiment,
and for that reason alone, the present generation should find
in those new stirrings much of interest and sympathy.’

In the present century the baroque impulse has taken many

forms, but 1t 1s the compelling story of the rediscovery of the



