Austrian Neoclassicism

Between classical excess and contemporary simplicity lies

the unique transitional style of Vienne:s

etween 815 and 1848,

Vienna, Austria, was a cos-

mapolitan metropolis recov-
ering from the deprivations of decades
of war. With the Congress of Vienna
in 1814-15, which effected the politi-
C dl l‘l'é{l;g nment ()II I':l] |'()[}l' il"lt‘l‘
Napoleon’s defeat, Vienna became a
palitical and cultural center in the new
world order. The city also experienced
sweeping social changes wrought by

industrialization, a rising middle class

and the increasing privatization of

(I('l'l'“{'.'ﬁ'lil' ill‘ll *.ﬁ”'l;l.\' I;I.l'. (:lll'['lll'ﬁlt\'»
the powerful combination ol an
illl'l'l.’ﬂ!\illglh\" \'\'l."iilihl\' |H}l]rb’l"lli‘.\.ﬂ.‘ ;ll‘(l
an expanding population of skilled

and inventive craltsmen gave rise 10 a

unique period in furniture design now
known as the Biedermeier era.

While many olten n\isinln:rpr'vl “Bie-
dermeier” as the name of a specilic

l'{tlF;I\l.‘”'l'ldl\'L'l'. |hl.' term dlll]d”_\' I"I'i.("l'!i

ol

By Deborah Prosser

to a style that existed in Vienna in its
purest form berween 1815 and 1830,

Prolitic Biedermeier crattsmen

celebrated the startling beauty of

native German hardwoods, oftered a
unigue interpretation of Neoclassical
a”'[l'l'l.’(lt‘l'l[)i i!l'“J 51|r]|l|il.'li a gl'll\\'il}g
middle- and upper-class marker with
distinctive pieces now sought after by
contemporary collectors for their

timeless elegance and singular beauty.

e Biedermeier.

Sf'llntﬂrs l.\'f‘i('ﬂll‘\' Ililfe ‘}‘E’ l;i(‘li{‘r'-
meier era from 1815, the vear of
Napoleon's defear at Waterloo, 1o
1848, the beginning of populist revo-

.
lutions throughout Europe. While
decorative styles rarely conform to
rigid political demarcations, Ger-
]'l'lil“_\'l." E‘{‘I‘ll!‘l'h il”li }'Fl)!\l'\\'ﬂll “("]l'l['llrlb\
during the Vormarz era (pre-March
1848 revolutions) shaped the design
and production of household fturnish-
ings. The Congress of Vienna estab-
lished Klemens von Metternich,
Austria’s minister ol loreign aftairs,
as a leading statesman. Fearing the
tyranny of Napoleon and the perceived
h()l‘l'l}l'.‘-& ()' tI-IP l"l'e‘l'll'}l l{t'\'llllltiﬂn.
Metternich under Austrian Emperor
Franz I inaugurated 30 years of intense
political oppression and censorship
throughout Germany's 38 principali-
ties. German citizens, restricted

in their public lives, turned inward
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An 1815 Vienneae
aecrétaire i detatled in
walnat veneer and
flanked by Egyplian-
indpired gill caryatids,
An early 19th-century
Viennese Biedermeier
chair {I}Jﬂ}{g) with
poplar vencer. Both are
featured at Rita Buchedt
Ltd., Chicago. See
Resources on page 88.
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and focused their attention on their
domestic environments.

The oppressive political climate fos-
tered a popular culture centered on the
physical and psychological comforts of
home. Prevalent romantic beliefs
u:«acr'rui that a u.'c”-r‘l.ln hml:&('hn]'i pro-
duced a p:.l»lll.i\'\' maoral l'|'|'t'k'l on its
inhabitants, turther bolstering the
domestic ideal. Biedermeier is the phys-
ical expression of a middle- and upper-
class mindset that, in a desire for
something new, rejected Empire Fur-
nishings for their associations with
.\;qkﬂuun .'|ml .\nl.ighl \'UlT‘liorl;tislv hlrl
luxurious domestic surroundings as a
reluge from constant war. [t was not a

sty le cn;muhml :-u]cl\\ h_\- the nollih‘t‘\,‘

and I.I!llil.'ll l'.\' the masses. Rather,

members of the middle ¢l

:l]:«'t! acted
as arbiters ol taste as t|‘lc_\' delined their
new existence with delicate pnn'v].lin.

ill[l'ii'x’l'[t.‘ j__:'i-l?\')i\\'.lr'l.' iln(l {'It‘ int *l”'ni'

ture. Hakan Groth, Biedermeier
histerian and partner in London’s
I{upvrl Cavendish ,\:Illlll.ll.lt‘:-\ i__l_a”ul‘l\'.
characterizes Biedermeier Furniture as

shorn of its

ssentially Empire ...

i'll'['l‘lﬂhl mounts, excess i\'t‘ f:'-;l‘li“i:'- ill\l.i

nportance.” One may

aggress e sell-

flll'lh\‘l' \'ii.'\\' ‘Il as | .L'l‘l.'l'l '.ll'isn'l on a

Ili}l'l'lt";ﬁlil' hL'.il N HI\{L hl \'-lt.'”“-'h [;it‘l]l‘r‘

er [l.l:‘ni.»-h-lngs adorned both the

homes of the bourgeoisie and the pri-
vate spaces ol the Viennese imperial
family.

The term “Biedermeier” was not in
use in the early 19¢h century. The

ive concocted

label began as a pejora

in the 1850s by German intellectuals

\\'I]L’_! \'iL‘\\'l_'l_I ll'“_' \"UI'T“{IFZ das an era l_!l.

stolid complacency. In 1853, a doctor,
Adolph Kussmaul, and a district judge,
Ludwig Eichrodt, began writing satiri-
cal verses under the p.\vu:lm'l_\'m. Gott-
lieb Biedermaier. “Gottlieb” means
God-loving and “Maier” is one of the
most common German surnames.
Their poetry satirized upright citizens
leading simple, unquestioning lives.
Decades later, the early 19th century
came to be known nostalgically as the
era of the Biedermanner —the :-;impll-
I!t‘lll'g{'l)iﬁi(‘. Scholars Frst app“ud the
term “Biedermeier” in the 1890s to the
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artists and crafismen of the })ci‘md.
Biedermeier was a pan-European
movement with many regional varia-

tions throughout the Austro-Hungarian

I:,"'Iil;l"t_‘ ill'l(l }Il"\'llnli. ’rhl_' l.'KL'hil”gl‘ ('I!.

immigrant cabinetmakers, pattern
books and pieces of furniture between
nations ensured a wellspring of new
ideas that inspired Biedermeier cratis-
men whose work in turn set standards
for others. Vienna, rivaled only by Paris

as a l'LlIll.lI'ill center., was |h'.' most

influential city for the production of

Biedermeier furniture. The year-long
Congress in 1814-15 stimulated pro-
duction of decorative furnishings for
nobles who wished to impress visiting
dignitaries. Austrian Emperor Franz |
also supported artisans by tounding a
polvtechnic school and attendant public
study collection for training craftsmen.
In 1825, the city of nearly 300,000

residents supported more than 950

FACING: Six e. 1825 German
Biedermeier chairs (above), from
Hiad Antik, mingle with a ¢. 1820
Awstrian dining table and a pair
of e. 1815 cabinets, from Karl
Kemp e5 Awoctates L0, Antigues.
A e 1850 Awotrian tilt-top
pedeatal table (below, left) iv the
backdrop for a scythe-shaped chair
of the vame origin. A ¢. 1810 Vien
nese Empire mabogany center
table ( fk'!'.-u-'. .f'r_];ﬁ.r ] mmp{r'm('nf,- ]
o 1820 Ruvotan Biedermeier vil-
rine, made of Karelian birch wooo.

This e. 1825 Viennese globe~shaped
sewing table (below, left), at
Ritter-Antik Inc., to attrdded to
Carl Sebmidt. Ito interior (below)
boasts nine secret compartienis
inlaid with ivory and cbony.
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Gilt Corinthian
coltimne accent this
. 1820 Vien-

b secrétaire

f'l'frlfu

e
H':_;,.!b;‘ ), veneered
with book-matched
walmut, The c. 1815
Awatrian side cbair
bas an ebonized
pearwood veneer with
maple inlaye (at
Hiad Antek ).

Vienna s Danbaser
Factory designed
st with curved
baoea, sich as this
!'ifa':’n'nm'vr !'I- -
baved wofa (below)
by Jovef Danbatser,
with the ebonized
AW ' veneer
oMt "fffr_u .H.'l"n‘i /’_U
Viennese craflomen
(at Ritter-Antik
Ine.).

cabinetmakers, and royal decree man-

dated that master ¢ tsmen had 10 pass
an examination at the Royval Academy ol
Fine Arts. The competitive market and
high training standards meant the Vien-
nese [ll'l‘)(llll'{\li lhl' most ul'l‘gin‘l] ill'lll
.Irl\'('lllll\'\' .lnl'.'rlirl.'lillil‘nﬁ l)l |}'|l' ihl‘({l’l"
meier :al‘\'ic.

The hallmarks of Viennese Bieder-
meier furniture are gracetul, serpentine
curves, Hat expanses of wood predomi-
nating over inlay. carving or gilding, and
balanced proportions employing cre-
ative combinations of geometric shapes.
Biedermeier artisans were indebted to
the prevailing Regency, Directoire and
Empire stvles, but they emploved Neo-
il

lI(ll'lL‘ I'Il‘\\'h('l"t' I.'I.Nl‘. l._\ re !-l'l'F'L'l.l.H'L'!‘.

('IllS!ii( EI} Il‘l

as and monfs in Ways

where the popular Neoclassical shape is
not I'I'I\'rl:l_\' ;I[)!?“ﬂ‘li l)ll[ r‘.‘ilht’l' Sll}'lﬁ‘jl'nﬁ.’?\'
the piece, and loop-based solas appear-
ing 10 have been made out of ribbons of
wood are Viennese specialties and prime

examples of their incomparable skill,

Some design de NS Were eco-
nomic. The importation ol exotic
woods and elaborate French ormolu
mounts was difticult in the post-war

economy Viennese artisans turned
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such deprivations into advantages.

They employed ebonizing techniques
with great skill, developed new Formu
las for composition ornaments and
exploited the Higures and shapes inher-
ent in native fruitwoods. There is
.tnlrmi\;hing variety within the Vien-
nese oeuvre, which ranges from ele-

‘!_'.'lll[. II[‘(ID"ITF‘“\de"I ll

signs to
lanciful, elaborate creations. |’|e-_\'un-]
Josel Danhauser, who ran the largest
factory and whose surviving drawings
.-=llj'_'|;|.'_; copntemporary scholars with
much of their ](ITU\\'!C(IgL‘ ol Bieder-
meier, few Viennese t_"lbil‘lt.‘ilThlkm's are
known, and only a small number of

Their body of

work, however, stands on its own as

pleces were signe

an influential contribution to a distine-

tive era in furniture design.
Biedermeier turniture lirst enjoyed a

positive reappraisal when early 20th-

century madernists appre “ated its bal-

anced P['[ipl\l'[‘]llll.‘\. clean lines and lat,
unbroken surtaces as an alternative to
Victo
stil, the Wiener We

Bauhaus found inspiration in the sim-

n exXcCess, '\I'Ii.‘l.‘\ ol |]'Il' !ILI&[(‘!'III'

rkstitte and the

plicity and functionality of many Bie-

dermeier forms, and the style gained

s a crucial influence on modern

status
design. Some pieces appear to have
been reduced to the simple essentials of
basic functionality and beautiful wood.
I'hese quulilivn lend the bl‘\'h‘ what
gallery owner and author Karl Kemp
1§

h.l:\'- 1l.‘|‘ll“.'£| is h‘ Illlt‘ll'h!\v Iﬂ(‘(!L‘I'

Sﬂ.'}l(\l{.u':‘; «'U'lll ll(’.’lll'l'.‘i (\" llil?lit‘l'tl\t‘iL‘['

ll][']l;llll'l‘. 'Lill'li\'l'l'.'é{{” ilé’:T'L‘t' Ihil[ L'O“L'\"

tors .‘K‘t'k out F,ii't'\ = ])l"l.'-'l”)il' Ih(:'._\' !}ll’”li
\l'\'" W I|I|-l ot |-“_'|' rllﬂﬁ.\&hﬂ'lgﬁ. .]Ihf.’ hil'ﬂ[)it'-
uncomplicated nature of many Bieder-
meier designs means they fit well in
either period or modern interiors. They
also concur thar the most elaborate pre-
sentarion pieces, globe tables and [yre
secrétaires are the rarest available and
the most desirable and expensive.
While a Biedermeier side chair migll[
sell for $2,.000, and a writing desk or
table tor §20,000, a museum-quality
|_\'['l' S0 I"t;l\'{il"l_’ ar ':"ll‘l'l(‘ 1;llll(f \’l’it] ﬂx[.\(‘(.'{l
$100,000 on the market. Armchairs also
are scarce and expensive because

fewer were made in comparison to sof:

||Ll|'i|\g rlh' ]]R'l'il‘ll. (_.u”t‘L'Ior'.-\ \'(l]ln-

AFRIL 2002

When open. this early 1 9th-
century Viennese Beedermeler
occastonal table reveals an
interior scene done in pen; at
Rita Buchert Lte. Inlaid with
buirled birch veneer, the table i
f':l,r.'.rfjr{.ff:’r-j with vecret compart -
menty aceemithle .IU:”‘!‘.’{_{,’;)
latches di W b el tn the oval
tably top, which s decorated

with an J’IIH'IHIi.j_f;’l.rﬂh"rl')f RIC I




A tour r’.-'_lf:m'( of
weoodworking, a o
1830 Awstrian
pedeatal table
altributed to Josef
Danbauser s
between a ;m'n-.f'
e 1830 Austrian
Bicdermeier side
chaire (left), with
walnut vencer and
chonized details
fat Hiad Antek).

Freach Napoleonic
cagles decorate thu
e {835 Biedermeeer
wola (below) from
.\"n;w'fnm Bona-
parte s family.
Veneered with wal-
nil on pine, the sofa
to attrdited to
Mainz, fr}';'rmm_u “
Wilhelm Kimbel
(at Ritter-Antik
fne.).




Viennese Biedermeier above that from
other regions for its inventiveness and
mastertul workmanship, but pieces made
in Vienna also are the rarest,

I'he market for Viennese Bieder-
meier furniture has grown steadily
since the 1970s. The number of collec-
tors desiring top-quality pieces is
increasing, as is the amount of scholarly
literature on the period. As Heinrich
Leichter, president and founder of
Ritter-Antik Inc. in New York City,
asserts, many people simply fall in love
\\l[h |'-i1-ni-'rnn'|{-r' with l}n- l‘l‘T'llu{
isell rather than specific furniture
forms. Most devotees also favor
preces made between 1815 and 1830,
before ather historical revivals and
machine production became influential.
Beyond 1Jl‘HI|_;[TI and \l\\|v. the woaods,

li.ll'”l ll'»l]l_\ [hL‘ }ligi‘ll_\ !;glll\‘ll veneers,

lJl.‘l'
Antik in

.‘\II'\\ \ lr|'|\ l_l1|_\' I'L‘['IIII\I]\ L Ill']ll'll'llil‘f'.tl'l\'

l]lli\ l‘l'\-lll_\ IJI'.’\\\' \l'l“l'l”il"' to 1

meier. Adam Brown of [ha

customers ol the natural I”-“["".‘ inher-
ent in Biedermeier }\im es. The exquis-
ite walnut and cherry veneers
employed so fln.'il!l\ l._\ Viennese crafts-
men came lrom nlli gl‘u\\'tll ]il.u!-\ |“UF'-
est trees that no !{lll&.’t'l' exist. The
decorative arts of the past invite inter-
est in the present not nrlll\' lor their
beauty, but also because they are tangi-
ble links to distant pcnp[l: and events.
Viennese Biedermeier possesses a

un c l'l':llll_\'

I rich history that

contemporary collectors find diffic ult

o i gnore.

For more inf.m'lnul'mn:

B Capra Capra Antiques, 319 Aber-
corn St., Savannah, GA 31401. (912)
236-9004

B lliad Antik, 237 E. 58th St., New
York, NY 10022. (212) 935-4382.

B Karl Kemp & Assoc. Ltd. Antiques,
34 E. 10th St., New York, NY
10003, (212) 254-1877

B Ritter-Antik Inc., 35 E. 10th St.,
New York, NY 10003. (212) 673-

2213.

B Rupert Cavendish Antiques, 610 _ . o _
King’s Rd., London, England SWé. An early 19tb-century Viennese lyre~sbhaped fall-front weerdtaire, at
011 44 207 731 7041. Ritter-Antik Inc., with mabogany on oak veneer. lto simple, geo-

B Rita Bucheit Ltd., 449 N. Wells St melric design, devoid of ornate decoration, w characteritic of the
Chicago, 11 60610. (312) 527-4080. Bicdermeter style.
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