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Since the end of the nineteenth century the baroque has undergone a series 
of critical and historical re-evaluations in view of its chronology, actors, and 
characteristics. Each successive moment of appraisal has clarified not only the 
content indicated by the term baroque but also the tools and objectives of the 
historians who address the problems it poses in any given moment. Papers in 
this session will address the study of baroque architecture from the 1940s to 
the 1970s with a view towards understanding its instrumentalization within the 
context of postwar modernism and postmodernism. 

Scholarship on the history of architectural historiography has demonstrated 
that history assumed a new importance to the work and thinking of architects 
in these decades. Art historians able to distil architectural history into lessons, 
overt and subtle, found a willing readership among practicing architects. The 
figure of the architect-historian also emerged as a force at this time: committed 
to the academic study of architectural history but with an audience of practicing 
architects and students very clearly in mind. The “operative histories” famously 
attacked by Manfredo Tafuri had allowed for the reinstatement of history as part 
of the mainstream concerns of modernism. The instrumental historian returned 
to the architectural discourse of these decades a sense of historical debt, but 
shaping history as he or she did so. Among the vehicles for working through the 
complexities of such themes as space, form, context, type, materiality, historicity, 
perception, significance, and (urban) scale, the architectural baroque proved 
useful. 

Consider Norberg-Schulz’s studies of urban scale and type in Baroque Architecture; 
Wittkower’s and Zevi’s influential portrayals of Borromini as the model (modern) 
architect; the importance of the baroque for Giedion’s conception of the history 
of architecture as the history of space (extending Wölfflin’s and Schmarsow’s 
premises); or Dorfles’s or Scharoun’s comparative readings of the baroque against 
modern expressionism. How does Portoghesi’s Roma barocca (1966) contribute 
to modern (indeed, postmodern) architecture as it adds to the library on baroque 
architecture? Papers will explore instances in which the mechanisms, premises 
and consequences of postwar historiography of the baroque have sustained a 
translation from historiography to architecture that has proven productive for the 
thinking and practice of architects. 

postwar instrumentalization of the baroque in europe and 
north america
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