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A short note in the weekly magazine “Wgdrowiec,” in the 

issue dated 22 April 1879, informed that “Gottfried Semper, 

an excellent architect, died in Rome.”2 It was in all proba­

bility the only mention of the architect’s death in the Pol­

ish press. Such a state of affairs may seem surprising, but it 

very well illustrates the limited role that Semper played in 

the Polish theory of architecture and the building practice 

of the second half of the 19th century and at the turn of the 

century.

No research has so far been carried out on the recep­

tion in Poland of what the author of Der Stil designed and 

wrote. This is not a result of some particular dislike towards 

Semper, but of the fact that Polish history of 19th century 

architecture focuses mainly on materials analyses. We have, 

therefore, monographs on several eminent architects (such 

as Stefan Szyller or Jan Zawiejski), synthetic discussions of 

the history of construction in major cities (the whole of 

Poznan is covered, as are parts of Cracow, Warsaw and 

L5dz), as well as dissertations on chosen areas of architec­

ture (such as sacred architecture of the end of the 19th and 

the beginning of the 20th century, school buildings, 

neogothic manor houses). The research on the theory of 

architecture is also mostly material in character: for exam­

ple, numerous monographs by Andrzej Majdowski on the 

subsequent revivals and on national style are in fact cata­

logues of quotations from 19th century sources. Only the 

role of Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand has been thoroughly 

discussed in a book by Andrzej Rottermund.3 There is a lack 

of studies on the relationship between Polish theory of 

architecture and other European trends, and there is no 

synthetic, holistic discussion of Polish architectural think­

ing of the historicist period. Little is known also about the 

foreign studies of Polish architects. The extensive disserta­

tion of Malgorzata Omilanowska on this topic is yet in 

preparation. Jacek Purchia4 has devoted an article to the 

Polish architects who studied at the Viennese Polytechnic, 

but nothing has been written on the Polish students at 

Dresden or Paris. Neither has an adequate study been 

devoted to Semper. The old stereotypes about him as a pre­

cursor of modernism and functionalism are still around, as 

are the stereotypes of his dramatic inner struggle between 

the “progressive” theory and the “conservative” architec­

tural practice. This state of affairs can be well illustrated 

with a quotation from the book by Zbigniew Beiersdorf and 

Jacek Purchia about the former headquarters of the Cracow 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry. This building, 

designed by Tadeusz Stryjehski and Franciszek Myczynski, 

was erected in the years 1904—1906. Analyzing its unstuc­

coed elevations, the authors say that “The prominence 

given to brickwork may also be interpreted as the influence 

of the Gottfried Semper school’s tradition and as an exam­

ple of the justice to material (Materialgerechtigkeit) princi­

ple, fashionable at the time . . . This was not the only case 

of Gottfried Semper’s influence on the Chamber’s architec­

ture. Semper, under whom Stryjenski studied in Zurich, was 

not only one of the leading architects of the historicist 

period, but at the same time a great theorist of architecture; 

he is sometimes considered the forerunner of functional­

ism. His regrettably unfinished, monumental multi-volume 

work entitled Der Stil in den technischen und tektonischen Kiln- 

ste oderpraktische Aesthetik, as well as the other publications 

became a bible for his generation of architects. Semper’s 

theoretical postulates - which he himself was often unable 

to put into practice, because his work was still too deeply 

embedded in historicism - affected various centers where 

modernist architecture was forming at the turn of the 

century.”5

In this context the statements offered in my paper can­

not be an attempt at summarizing the current state of 

knowledge on the reception of Semper in Poland. Rather, I 

would like to draw attention to the manifestations of Sem­

per’s influence on Polish architecture and architectural the­

ory, and to try to identify the reasons for the lack of 

popularity of the creator of the Dresden Hoftheater in the 

Polish lands.

The first reason for the poor familiarity with Semper’s 

achievements and with his theory among Poles was the 

almost complete lack of Polish students at the Building 
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School (Bauschule) of the Dresden Academy of Fine Arts 

and at the Zurich Higher Technical School (Eidgenbssis- 

che Technische Hochschule, or ETH) throughout the 

course of the 19th century, which means also at the time 

when our architect taught there.

The limited popularity of the Dresden Academy 

among Poles in the first half of the 19th century may seem 

surprising, considering that the capital of Saxony belonged 

to the cities well frequented by Poles in those days, espe­

cially after the failure, in 1831, of the November Uprising 

in the Congress Kingdom of Poland (that is, in the part of 

Polish lands under Russian rule, which at the Congress of 

Vienna was turned into a state connected to Russia through 

a personal union; it is against Russian hegemony that the 

Poles fought in the years 1830-1831). After the November 

Uprising, the region saw what was known as “Wielka Emi- 

gracja” (the Great Emigration) and many people perma­

nently settled in Saxony.6 However, the routes of young 

people going abroad to study led in those days either to 

Karlsruhe, Munich, Berlin or Petersburg. In the period 

before the November Uprising great popularity was 

enjoyed by the Parisian Ecole Polytechnique; consequently, 

its main representative, Jean-Nicolas-Louis Durand, was in 

1818 chosen as an honorary member of the Vilnius Uni­

versity, since, as it was said in the justification, “he allows 

our travellers a most generous access to himself.”7

Dresden was, at the most, merely one of the stops on 

the educational journeys of Polish students. Unfortunately, 

there are no available published accounts of students from 

the period during which Semper lectured in Saxony. What 

will have to suffice is an account by Jan Kanty Strozecki, 

graduate of the Cracow Technical Institute, who had 

received a scholarship from the Ledochowska Foundation 

to continue architectural studies abroad. His journey took 

place in the years 1853-1855, which was already after Sem- 

per’s emigration; it can nevertheless serve as a representa­

tive example of a Polish architectural student’s tournee, since 

it follows in its main points the itineraries of other architects 

travelling in the 20s, 30s, and the 50s. The report informs us 

that Strozecki went first to Wroclaw and then to Berlin, 

where he participated in lectures at the Bauakademie. After 

a short sojourn in Potsdam he went to Dresden, where he 

stayed for several weeks. His attention was drawn to build­

ings designed by Semper: “Here I encountered Semper’s 

buildings. His style—rather Florentine in character—has 

originated reform on the way, which, in removal of the mas­

ter, and in his followers taking the wrong direction, has 

regressed the concept of taste by 30 years, which can be 

observed in all the newly erected edifices.”8 What he wrote 

about his studies at the Academy is also noteworthy: “At the 

Academy of Fine Arts (on the Briihl terrace) I met Professor 

Arnold, who, having just returned from Paris, aided me with 

much news, and the aesthetics professor, Nicolai, recom­

mended me to Mr. la Brouste [sic], he being the best men­

tor [sic] of architecture in Paris.”9 After his departure from 

Dresden, and after sojourns in Bamberg, Nuremberg (where 

he stayed longer, having letters of recommendation to Carl 

Alexander Heideloff), Munich and Karlsruhe, he travelled 

to the capital of France. There he was an apprentice for 

almost a year in the atelier of Jean-Baptiste Lassus.10 

Strozecki’s final destination, therefore, was Paris. Similarly, 

it was to Paris that Feliks Radwanski, Jr., travelled in the 

years 1826-1827 (later he went on to Italy and Vienna), 

while Feliks Ksigzarski studied in Munich (1837-1838), 

Karlsruhe (1828-1839) and Metz (1842), before eventually 

taking up vocational practice in Paris (1844—1848).11

At the time when Semper taught in Zurich, Polish stu­

dents who undertook study abroad went mainly to Berlin, 

Vienna and Petersburg. Berlin was first of all a frequent des­

tination for the subjects of the Prussian king, which meant 

also for Poles from the Grand Duchy of Poznan, but the city 

was also popular among the Cracovians. The inhabitants of 

the Congress Kingdom of Poland went to Petersburg, while 

the Vienna Polytechnic (and, to a lesser extent, the Academy 

of Fine Arts) was the usual choice of the inhabitants of Gali­

cia, which belonged to Austria. From 1877 onwards, it was 

also possible to study architecture in the Polish lands, since a 

school of architecture was opened at the Lvov Polytechnic 

(Lemberger Technische Hochschule) and run by Julian 

Zachariewicz. Until then, only secondary schools had been in 

existence, as, for example, the Technical Institute in Cracow, 

and ephemeral schools of architecture at the universities in 

Vilnius, Warsaw and Cracow.12

The register of Semper’s students prepared by Martin 

Frohlich reveals seven names of people who had arrived from 

the Polish lands. These were: Stanislaw Beilina 

(1865/66-1875), Szymon Dobya (1867/68-1868), Karol Hei- 

denbruch (1867/68-1868/69), Edgar Kovats (1870-1872), 

Samuel Lilien (1862/63-1864), Jerzy Struve (1862/63-1865) 

and Tadeusz Stryjenski (1868/69-1872). Among them, only 

Kovats and Stryjenski obtained degrees in architecture in 

Zurich (receiving their diplomas on the same day, 8 August 

1872, which was already after Semper had moved to 

Vienna13). However—contrary to a belief widely held in the 

literature—Tomasz Prylinski was not a student of Semper’s. 

In the years 1866-1869 Prylinski did study at ETH; how­

ever, not at the Bauschule, but at the Mechanisch-technische 

Schule. Moreover, he never graduated with a diploma.14

There is no doubt as to Tadeusz Stryjenski having been 

a student at ETH. Son of a Polish officer and post-Novem-
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1 Jesuits’ school. Chyrow. Built 1882-1889 by 

Antoni Luszczkiewicz. Extended 1904-1906 by 

Edgar Kovats. Historical postcard.

ber Uprising emigre, he was born in Carouge near Geneva. 

It seemed the most obvious thing for him to do, after grad­

uating from the Batignolles Gymnasium and the Higher 

Polish School in Paris, to return to study in Switzerland.15 

As far as Edgar Kovats is concerned, this Bukowina-born 

son of a Hungarian economist and politician undertook 

technical studies at his father’s request and without much 

conviction. He first studied for a year in Lvov, and subse­

quently at the Viennese Polytechnic, which he abandoned 

in favour of the Academy of Fine Arts, where he intended 

to study painting. The dissatisfied father made him enroll at 

ETH. There Kovats finally found his architectural calling, 

and he referred to the Bauschule as “a first-rate school of 

art.”16 Nevertheless it must be noted that Edgar’s choice of 

the Swiss Polytechnic was not an independent, mature 

choice, which confirms the limited role the school played in 

the Polish architectural circles.

It must be said, however, that it was Edgar Kovats who 

established the closest relationship with Semper. Stryjenski 

worked in Vienna and Budapest after his graduation, then 

moved to Peru and—via Paris (where in 1877 he completed 

his studies at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts)—to Cracow, where 

he settled down in 1878. Kovats, on the other hand, was in 

1872 still among the associates of Semper and Hasenauer in 

Vienna. They cooperated in the construction of the Art 

History Museum and the Natural History Museum, the 

Hofburg Theatre and the Hermesvilla, and later, in the 

years 1889-1894, Kovats was employed at the Michaeler- 

trakt in Hofburg, which was being finished by Ferdinand 

Kirschner. Semper wrote him a very good letter of recom­

mendation at the end of their cooperation.17

After a prolonged stay in Vienna, in 1895, Kovats 

returned to Galicia and took up the position of the director 

of the Vocational School of Timber Industry in Zakopane. 

From 1901 onwards he was connected with Lvov, where he 

held the position of professor of architecture and architec­

tural forms at the local Polytechnic School.18

One of Kovats’s buildings in particular displays a clearly 

discernible influence of Semper. In the years 1904-1906, 

Kovats was working on an extension of the Jesuits’ school in 

Chyrow (Fig. I).19 In the outer elevations of the new school 

building he employed rustication at the ground floor level 

and introduced semi-circular enclosed rectangular windows. 

The higher storeys were subdivided by pilasters of the 

colossal order supported on socles. What we find here is the 

scheme known from the side wings of the Viennese Hof­

burg (Fig. 2) and from Semper’s designs for the Viennese 

Stock Exchange (1869). The semi-circular enclosed win­

dows, on the other hand, resemble the windows of the 

ground floor in the edifices of the Viennese museums, at 

the building of which—as we have noted above—Kovats 

had been employed.

Tadeusz Stryjenski was an architect who did not relish 

designing facades and therefore he willingly passed this task 

over to other architects, with whom he entered into numer­

ous, usually short-lived partnerships.20 Instead, he devoted 

himself to the planning of the plans of the buildings. 

Stryjenski’s practical attitude towards architecture originated 

already in Zurich, where he attended, in the summer semes­

ter of 1871, a non-obligatory lecture on “Die Aufforderungen 

der Gesundheitspflege bei Errichtung menschlicher Wohn- 

staetter.”21 However, according to Wladyslaw Ekielski, one of 

Stryjenski’s associates in Cracow, his ability to design plans 

well was the result of the education at the Paris Ecole des 

Beaux-Arts: “In Paris, they excelled in teaching the making of 

horizontal projections, that is plans; for the better buildings,

LIMITS OF INFLUENCE 117



2 Hofburg Palace. Vienna. Since 1869. Gottfried Semper and Carl von 

Hasenauer. Photo: Wojciech Bahis.

always on an axis layout, quite practically, each time taking 

into consideration the particular needs, which were investi­

gated thoroughly, including all the smallest practical details. 

That is the background of Tadeusz Stryjenski’s composi­

tion ... He used to claim that an excellent plan, even with a 

facade which is merely good, always gives a prerogative for 

the main award in a competition.”22 On the other hand, 

Ekielski completely marginalizes the importance of 

Stryjenski’s studies in Zurich. Indeed, Stryjenski’s work - 

when he happened to be working on his own - abounds in 

French elements, showing a strong preference for classicistic 

forms and the French Renaissance. Also, the open attitude 

towards new building materials and new technologies (espe­

cially the use of ferro-concrete, applied for the first time in 

the edifice of Stary Teatr in Cracow, which Stryjenski rebuilt 

in 1903-1906 together with Franciszek Mgczynski23) 

reflected the approving attitude of Viollet-le-Duc toward 

iron structures.24 It is worth noting that Stryjenski was an 

owner and reader of Entretiens sur I’architecture.25

Semper’s influence, however, can be noticed in only few 

of the student’s works. The orphanage for boys of the 

Prince Aleksander Lubomirski Foundation in Cracow, 

erected in the years 1891-1893 together with Wladyslaw 

Ekielski, was based on a rectangular, elongated plan with a 

central domed projection (Fig. 3). It echoes the scheme 

employed by Semper first in the Art Gallery in Dresden 

(Fig. 4), and then in the Viennese museums.26 What attracts

3 Tadeusz Stryjenski and Wladyslaw Ekielski. Design for the Boys’ Orphanage of the Prince Aleksander Lubomirski Foundation. Crakow, 1888. From 

Wiener Bauindustrie Zeitung 1888.
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4 Art Gallery. Dresden. 1839-1855. Gottfried Semper. Photo: Wojciech Bahis.

5 Pavilion of the Emeryk Hutten Czapski 

Museum. Cracow. 1895-1897. Tadeusz 

Stryjeriski and Jozef Pokutyriski. Photo: Adam 

Rzepecki.

attention is the pavilion of the museum which houses the 

collection of Emeryk Hutten-Czapski. This pavilion, 

attached to the small Neo-Renaissance palace in Pilsud- 

skiego Street in Cracow, was designed by Stryjeriski 

together with Jozef Pokutyriski in 189 5.27 The elevation of 

the building (Fig. 5) has a rusticated ground floor while the 

first floor is partitioned with flat tuscan pilasters. Both the 

rustication and the flat pilaster divisions are reminiscent of 

Semper’s buildings, namely of the side parts of the main 

facade of the Town Hall in Winterthur (1864-1870 - Fig. 

6) and of the first design for the Segesser palace in Luzern 

(1865).28 The massive portal of the entrance loggia, on the 

other hand, recalls the graphic forms often employed by 

Semper in ground storeys of large edifices, such as the se­

cond Hoftheater in Dresden (Fig. 7).

One more building ought to also be mentioned, how­

ever his author was not a Semper pupil. In 1894 was orga­

nized a National Exhibition for Galicia in Lvov. Franciszek 

Skowron designed a pavilion for the exhibition of the Pol­

ish art (Fig. 8).29 This Palace of Art followed the general 

scheme of Semper’s Art Gallery in Dresden (Fig. 4), with 

the central projection composed as a triumphal arch. The 

elevations of the building were similar to the ground floor 

levels of the Viennese museums.
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6 Town Hall. Winterthur.1864-1870. Gottfried Semper. From H. F. Mallgrove. Gottfried Semper

7 The Second Hoftheater. Dresden. 

1870-1878. Gottfried Semper. Photo: 

Wojciech Bahus.

It is difficult to imagine that Sernper’s name would not 

be mentioned in the context of theatre buildings. Indeed, 

in 1882 an architect from Warsaw, Jan Hinz, noted the 

Sernper’s contribution to the shaping and reforming of 

modern theatre buildings. Hinz made a detailed description 

of three enterprises: the old and the new Hoftheater in 

Dresden and the Wagnerian theatre in Bayreuth (which he 

treated as a work of Sernper’s).30 “The old Dresden the­

atre”—wrote Hinz—“embodied in its day a certain epoch in 

the history of theatre building, forming—in aesthetic and 

practical terms alike - a whole, satisfying both the require­

ments of the progress in theatre arts, and the needs of the 

public, in respect to both the general layout of the plans and 

the details. A complete novelty, which earned the master­

piece much fame, was the clarity of the layout of the indi­

vidual parts of the building... organically connected to one
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8 The Palace of Art for the National Exhibition. Lvov. 1894. Franciszek Skowron. Photo: Pozuszechna Wystawa krajowa 1894 r i sily produkcyjne kraju. I, 

Lvov 1897.

another.” Another advantage of the building was the form 

which communicated its purpose, as well as “the beauty and 

truth in the details. The new theatre”—continued Hinz— 

“somewhat resembles its predecessor, in terms of the gen­

eral layout of the plan, with small corrections, which have 

been to the building’s advantage”. The corrections were dic­

tated by the wish to improve the functional aspects of the 

building, as well as by the need to take into consideration 

the more stringent fire safety regulations. The final effect, 

in Hinz’s opinion, “shows a master familiar with his art’s 

most intricate secrets.”31 On the other hand, “a completely 

new type is represented by the theatre in Bayreuth, erected 

according to the instructions of Wagner.” Its amphitheatri- 

cal character, as well as the “removal of balconies and cor­

ridors” resembles “the layout of the theatres of antiquity.” 

Hinz deems it worthy of emphasis that the design of the 

theatre dispensed with “monumentality, striving only for 

practicality of the layout.”32

In practice, however, the influence of the Semper model 

of a theatre building was limited in the Polish lands. Semper 

was requested by the building committee to be a consultant 

for Stanislaw Hebanowski’s project for the Teatr Polski (Pol­

ish Theatre) in Poznan (1872), and two years later, when a 

competition was announced for the Teatr Miejski (Municipal 

Theatre, also called Teatr Niemiecki—German Theatre) in 

Poznan, he was one of the jury members.33 The edifice of the 

Teatr Polski does not follow the Semperian scheme, as it is 

based on a rectangular plan. However, the influence of the 

German architect is visible in the method of dealing with the 

facade. As Zofia Ostrowska-Kgbtowska puts it, “a complete 

lack of decoration and the use of divisions that are strictly 

architectural, and which in the side parts are reduced to 

severe, graphic rustications and deep niches, as well as the 

disciplined forms, between which appear strong—as if man­

nerist—tensions, and the numerous details, all confirm the 

strong . . . influence of Semper on the oeuvre of 

Hebanowski.”34 The international competition for the design 

for the Municipal Theatre in Cracow (announced in 1888, 

and closed in 1889)—the greatest architectural competition 

for a theatre building in the Polish lands in the 19th century— 

did not bring forth projects of the Semperian type. An excep­

tion which proves the rule was the work submitted by Emil 

Forster (Fig. 9), with the auditorium cut out of the solid and 

surrounded with semicircular corridors, a vestibule with three 

entrances (one on the main axis and two on the diagonal axis), 

and a considerably raised stage.35 Forster, however, was from 

Vienna, and as such he was an outsider, not belonging to any 

of the Polish architectural milieux. His project was awarded 

only an honorary prize. The building, constructed by Jan 

Zawiejski (1891-1893), echoes the scheme set down in the 

Paris Opera by Charles Garnier (1861-1875).36 The Munic­

ipal Theatre in Lvov, the competition for which was won by 

Zygmunt Gorgolewski (1895-1900),37 is not Semperian in 

character either: its monolithic shape is capped above the 

stage with a monumental dome roof, the effect of a clearly 

visible influence of the model for theatre buildings created 

by the partnership Fellner and Helmer.38 In central and east­

ern Europe, the Semperian type of a theatre building never
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9 Emil Forster. Competition design for the 

Municipal Theatre in Cracow. 1888. Photo: 

Stadttheater for Krakau, Sammelmappe 

hervorragender Concurrenz-Entwuerfe xxv 

(1893).

became the dominant form. It was used alongside the influ­

ential model of the Viennese Opera building by Eduard van 

der Null and Augustvon Siccardsburg (1861—1869), and later 

of Garnier’s Opera as well as the works of Fellner and 

Helmer.39

Semper’s influence on the Polish theory of architecture 

in the 19th century was similarly limited. Surprisingly early 

(considering the circumstances in Poland) the architect’s 

opinion was noted in the controversy over polychromy in 

ancient architecture. Three years after the publication of Vor- 

laufige Bemerkungen uber bemalte Arcbitektur und Plastik bei den 

Alten the brochure of Feliks Radwanski, Jr., professor of the 

Technical Institute in Cracow, entitled O polichromii architek- 

tury starozytnej to jest zdobieniu jej kolorami (On the Antique 

Architectural Polychromy, that is, on Embellishing It with 

Colour) appeared. The author presents different views on the 

issue, which in those days was extensively disputed by archi­

tects and aestheticians, stating that it was Semper who con­

clusively proved the multicoloured character of ancient 

temples, as his considerations “leave one in no doubt as to 

the fact that the Greeks displayed a great liking for orna­

menting their architecture with vivid hues.”40

Yet the next reference to the architect’s views did not 

occur until the end of the 19th century. First to be noted were 

Semper’s achievements in reviving sgraffito. In 1880 Jan 

Kasper Wdowiszewski published an article on this topic, in 

which he pointed to the architect’s ground-breaking role in 

the revival of the sgraffito technique “after a period of neglect 

in the baroque and rococo times.” According to the author, 

it was the result of Semper’s great appreciation of the forms 

of Italian Renaissance as well as the architect’s interest in the 

polychroming of facades. In the next part of his article, 

Wdowiszewski enumerates those projects in which the sgraf­

fito technique was used by the architect, among them the 

Hoftheater in Dresden, the ETH building and the astro­

nomical observatory in Zurich. The Polish author also gives 

Semper’s recommendations concerning the composition of 

sgraffito ornamentation, the methods of applying it, and, 

most interestingly, he gives the ingredients of the ground 

Semper used for applying sgraffito. Apart from Semper’s con­

tribution, Wdowiszewski notes also the role of the Berlin and 

Viennese circles (Ferstel) in the sgraffito revival in 19th cen­

tury architecture.41 It is these two latter sources that were 

responsible for importing this manner of decorating facades 

into the realm of Polish architecture.42

Most often, however, Semper was quoted at the end of 

the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century as the scholar 

who contributed greatly to the emergence of the scientific 

theory of architecture. His achievements were nonetheless 

not clearly specified. As an example, we may give a state­

ment by Adam Wolman (which indeed deserves the name of 

“Solomonic wisdom”), saying that Semper “dealt vigorously 

with the theoretical laws and rules of tectonics and archi­

tecture, disclosing a great many universal rules, full of pro­

found truths.”43

Semper is referred to several times as the author of the 

best definition of style. Such was the opinion of Edgar 

Kovats expressed in his 1901 inaugural lecture at the Lvov 

Polytechnic School. This lecture was in fact a critical com­

mentary on Otto Wagner’s Moderne Arcbitektur. Writing 

about the new architectural style which was then coming 

into existence, Kovats notes that the Viennese architect fails 

to define it. On the other hand, he claims that “to us, the 

definition of style given [by] Gottfried Semper has not yet 

lost its significance: ‘Style is the correspondence of a work 

of art with the history of its becoming’.”44

This relevance of Semper’s definition of style, mentioned 

by Kovats, was confirmed a year later by Wladyslaw Ekielski 
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during the discussion on the nature of the Zakopane style. 

The Zakopane style was one of the attempts at creating a Pol­

ish national style, based on the motifs of folk art and archi­

tecture from the Tatra mountains region.45 The theoretical 

views on the issue were divided. The first approach, champi­

oned by Stanislaw Witkiewicz, author of the whole concept 

of the Zakopane style, absolutized the art of the Podhale 

region, seeing it as the repository of the primary features of 

Slavic art, which had been preserved intact, being isolated for 

centuries from the main centers of Polish culture. The com­

pleteness and originality of this art and architecture was pre­

cisely what made it possible to treat it as a style. According to 

the second approach, the art of the Zakopane region lacked 

monumental projects. The extant monuments belonged 

either to timber architecture, or to applied arts. Therefore, 

there was no justification for talking about a “Zakopane 

style”, rather, the name should be the “Zakopane mode.” The 

author of this latter approach was Edgar Kovats, already 

mentioned several times in this article; the approach was also 

defended by Ekielski. The latter wrote: “It was only Semper, 

as far as we know, who established for the first time the pre­

cise concept of style as the sum of construction moments and 

the closely connected with them formal moments; therefore, 

in order to fomulate a style, both the structural aspect and 

the aesthetic one are needed. According to this definition, 

the whole history of western culture falls into two styles: the 

style of the ancient world, that is the column style, and the 

medieval style, the style of the elevated vaulted ceiling; in 

other words, the Greek style and the Gothic style; both being 

the ultimate expression of their basic structure and its inher­

ent formal moments ... Such an elevated concept of style in 

architecture is inseparably connected with the eternally last­

ing material - stone, with its nature, with the technique stem­

ming from it and with its external manifestation, sculpture. 

All periods in the development of architecture belong to 

these two styles.” 46

Semper’s definition excluded, according to Ekielski, the 

possibility of creating a “Zakopane style,” since the lack of 

buildings in the “eternally lasting” material, that is in stone, 

meant that there was no type of structure unique to the 

Zakopane buildings. The notion of the leading role of stone 

as building material could indeed have originated in Sem­

per’s beliefs, since Semper did teach his students in Zurich 

that “the proper monumental material is ashlar.”47 What is 

more important, however, is how the Cracovian architect 

distorted another of Semper’s definitions of style. The well- 

known formula:

U = C(x,y,z,t,v,w ...)

where “U”, the work of art embodying style, is defined as a 

mathematical function, the destination “C” refers to this 

functional operation, and “x, y, z, t, v, w” refer to the vari­

ables affecting style,48 was reduced by him to two elements: 

structure and form. Such an approach to the issue of style in 

architecture, which originates in Karl Botticher’s “Kunst- 

form” being treated as tantamount to the aesthetic element of 

architecture, and “Kernform” as equivalent to structure (con­

trary to the intentions of the author),49 and stems directly 

from the statement by Viollet-le-Duc that “la construction 

commande la forme,”50 was nothing extraordinary at the turn 

of the century. It is sufficient to quote Populdre Aesthetik by 

Carl Lemcke, a textbook which, instead of discovering new 

pathways in aesthetics, summed up the most common ideas. 

There we read that “Style will emerge when idea and form, 

structure and shape, correspond to one another.”51 Similar 

arguments were put forward in Modeme Architektur by Otto 

Wagner: “The architect always has to develop the art-form 

out of the construction.”52 The Viennese architect inter­

preted Semper’s beliefs in this vein, noting that he “lacked 

the courage to complete his theories from above and below 

and had to make do with a symbolism of construction, instead 

of naming construction itself as the primitive cell of archi­

tecture.”53 Wagner was closely followed by Kovats in the lec­

ture quoted above: “Each building shape came from 

construction and only with time became an art form; new, 

different constructions must give rise to new art forms. 

Because modern building arts introduce many new, hitherto 

unused structures, they must in consequence produce new, 

hitherto unknown forms, and the change in forms is accom­

panied by a change in style. The difference of views between 

modern and older architecture can be summed up in that, 

formerly, a symbolic marking of structure was required, while 

today the structure itself must be displayed.”54

Ekielski did not therefore directly use texts of Semper, 

who had commented on Viollet-le-Duc’s formula, quoted 

above, in the following way: “The construction dominates 

the form ever more tyrannically”.55 It makes more sense to 

assume that Ekielski automatically linked the name of the 

Dresden architect to a view on the role of building mater­

ial in the creation of style that was based on the—prevalent 

at the turn of the century—“materialistic” interpretation of 

the beliefs of the author of Der Stil.56 It must be added, to 

Ekielski’s disadvantage, that the second of Semper’s defini­

tions of style was known in the Polish lands, as testified to 

by the 1908 lecture of Eligiusz Niewiadomski, in which the 

author says that style is “a complex function of building 

material, climate, and social relationships of a given coun­

try and period.”57

The common definition of style was linked by Ekielski 

with the belief - rather unusual for the time of around 

1900—that in European architecture there existed only two 
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true styles: the Greek and the Gothic. Such a view was a 

reflection of the understanding of style typical for the first 

half of the 19th century, when the classical tradition was jux­

taposed to the North-European one, which culminated in 

Gothic art. As two contrasting tectonic systems (that is, 

structural systems, originating from two radically different 

ways of covering a building with a roof), the Greek and the 

old German styles were seen by Carl Bbtticher in his speech 

in the honor of Schinkel, given in the year 1846.58 Such a 

way of thinking was not, however, unique in Cracow and 

Lvov at the end of the 19th century, since simultaneously 

with Ekielski this concept was used by Teodor Talowski in 

the inaugural lecture at the Lvov Polytechnic School. This 

lecture also contains a reference to Semper, namely, a state­

ment-taken from Der Stil—that a Gothic structure is dis­

played on the outside of a building like an armor-clad crab’s 

skeleton.59

Already in the Middle Ages it was said that “authorities 

have a nose of wax,”60 meaning that it can be twisted in all 

directions. Thus Ekielski used Semper to justify the thesis on 

the structural—formal nature of style, at the same time pro­

moting the Gothic, which in fact had been deprecated by the 

Dresden architect (in theoretical considerations, not in build­

ing practice).61 At the same time, Wagner saw in Semper a 

forerunner of the modem; Hendrik Petros Berlage (who was 

closest to the intentions of Semper himself) saw in a work of 

architecture the likeness to a piece of furniture, and a Prague 

architect Antonin Balsanek—similarly to Edgar Kovats62— 

wanted to connect these progressive tendencies with the 

inherited respect “for climate, earth, place, and, finally, mate­

rial” (a statement which clearly echoes the Semperian defin­

ition of style).63 Such was the fate, however, of the writings of 

the author of Der Stil that, beginning with Manfred Semper 

through Alois Riegel, and ending with the architects of the 

classical modernity, they were used in a way contrary to their 

spirit and content.64

It does not seem surprising, therefore, that Semper’s 

views were also been used by a theoretician who derived the 

majority of his beliefs from Hegelian aesthetics. Jan Sas 

Zubrzycki belonged to the most radical idealists in Polish 

art theory.65 The Hegelian-idealistic trend in the Polish the­

ory of architecture emerged in the 1860s as a reaction to the 

utilitarian reductionism of Durand and stayed around for a 

long time.66 Zubrzycki, who began to write in the 90s, 

accepted the view that works of art are born from inspiration 

and from an elevated idea which steers the artist’s imagina­

tion. At the same time, in relation to architecture, he empha­

sised the role of the constructive-rational element. His 

definition of beauty closely resembles the notion of style 

used by Ekielski. This is hardly surprising, given the old, 

normative aspect of the term “style,” which pervaded 19th 

century beliefs. Such an approach treated style as the high­

est achievement of architecture, its perfection, the “absolute 

style” (le style absolut) of Viollet-le-Duc, different from both 

the “relative style” (le style relatif that is, the modus suitable 

for a given building) and from “historical styles” (that is, 

technical terms from art history, defining the repertoire of 

architectural forms typical for a certain period, which did 

not necessarily have to reach the “absolute” level).67 As 

Zubrzycki wrote: “Beauty in architecture is based on the 

equilibrium between the technique and the shape, so that 

the technique is contained in the shape, and the shape in the 

technique.”68 The references to Semper do not, however, 

pertain to the technical aspect of architecture. Zubrzycki says 

that the formal perfection of a work of architecture is 

ensured by symmetry, proportion and eurhythmy. These 

categories have been present in architectural theory since 

ancient times. What is important, however, is the way in 

which Zubrzycki describes and defines them. In his opinion, 

symmetry refers to “linear” systems and to the arrangement 

of the elements of a building around one axis or one central 

point. Proportion orders everything along two axes, deter­

mining the size relationships between the various parts of 

the work, while eurhythmy, as “architectural syntax,” is 

responsible for the spatial expression of the whole edifice.69 

In Semper’s concept of formal beauty (Formell-Schone), expli­

cated most fully in the introduction to Der Stil, there appear 

three “authorities,” namely the eurhythmic-symmetrical, 

proportional, and directional authorities, subordinate to the 

idea of the “higher order” (social order), that is, to the “unity 

of purpose” (Zweckeinheit).70 Although in Zubrzycki’s writing 

the accents fall in more traditional places, the concept of 

three axes, on which the particular components of beauty 

are “suspended,” as well as the inclusion, among the charac­

teristic features of eurhythmy, of “turn,” treated—similarly 

to Semper’s directional authority—as a spatial element, 

clearly points to the German author’s work as a source of 

inspiration.

In 1904 the Cracow monthly Architekt began printing 

the Polish translation of Semper’s dissertation The Four Ele­

ments of Architecture.71 So far it is the only full translation of 

the architect’s text (not counting a short excerpt from the 

introduction to Der Stil, included 70 years later by Jan Biafo- 

stocki in an anthology of source texts on the history of art 

theory72). This publication did not meet with any response 

whatsoever; neither was it accompanied by a commentary 

by the editors. A question arises, therefore, why this partic­

ular work of Semper’s was chosen for translation? It is not 

easy to provide an answer to this query. Taking into consid­

eration the fact that, at the same time, the Architekt was pub­
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fishing Seven Lamps of Architecture by John Ruskin and the 

lecture of Heinrich von Ferstel Style and Fashion?3 it can be 

conjectured that the aim had been to provide the Polish 

reader with access to works which dealt with the broadly 

understood issue of “truth” in architecture (the correct use 

of building materials, resistance to temporary fashions, suit­

able application of ornamentation and polychromy), and— 

first of all—with the relationship between architecture and 

applied art, which was an issue very relevant in the Polish 

architecture of the day and in the theoretical considerations 

on this branch of art. In this way it is possible to interpret the 

five postulates made by Semper in the sixth part of the dis­

sertation, where there is discussion of the relationship 

between wall decoration and carpet weaving, between cli­

mate and local customs and the choice of color schemes, and 

of the adjustment of painted decoration to the building’s des­

ignated use, as well as of the suitability of decoration to the 

structure used.74 An indirect proof for this theory is provided 

also by the fact that already in 1890 the Cracovian periodi­

cal Czasopismo Techniczne admiringly referred to Semper’s 

belief, expressed in his London lecture Uber das Verhiiltnis 

der dekorativen Kiinste zur Architektur, that “the primary 

ground for architecture are artisan crafts, which is why 

building arts will be revived only when modern architects 

devote more time to the present state of the art industry..., 

from which architecture can derive the inspiration for such 

a fortunate transformation.”75

The importance of Gottfried Semper for Polish archi­

tecture and architectural theory in the 19th century was lim­

ited. There are undoubtedly many reasons for such a state 

of affairs. The above survey shows that one of the reasons 

was the lack of developed contacts with Dresden and 

Zurich. As far as Vienna is concerned, whose monumental 

buildings designed by Semper were most likely to have 

made an impact, it needs to be said that the creators most 

important to Poles were: Friedrich von Schmidt as a goth- 

icist and Heinrich von Ferstel as, on the one hand, the tutor 

of the largest number of Polish architects, and on the other 

hand, the embodiment of an ideal propagator of the Neo­

Renaissance.76

A Polish theory of architecture was not very developed 

in the 19th century. After the “longue duree” of Durand 

came the fashion for Hegelianism and the theory of archi­

tectural styles. When architectural education and stronger 

architectural milieux began to form, Semper began to be 

perceived either through the prism of the new art, as it was 

the case with Kovats’s views, or in a very un-specific way 

(Ekielski), which confirms the thesis of the weakness of the­

oretical thinking, still visible even around the year 1900. 

Summing up, it should be stated that the persona, thinking 

and achievements of Semper did not exert any major influ­

ence on the architecture or on the theoretical tenets of 

architects in the Polish lands.
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