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Nikolaus Pevsner on Eighteenth-century English Art:
His Notions of “Detachment” and the Picturesque

Ariyuki KONDO

O Sir Nikolaus Pevsner (1902-83), a twentieth-century giant in architectural history, considered the
art of architecture to be thoroughly a manifestation of the Zeitgeist.

O David Watkin, a pupil of Pevsner at Cambridge, deals with Pevsner’s historiography in Morality
and Architecture (1977) and has critically noted in Pevsner’s writings the clear assumption of the ex-
istence of the “spirit” or “essence” pervading and dominating all intellectual, artistic, and social activ-
ity of a particular age. Watkin feels Pevsner’s emphasis on the spirit of a particular age is based on his
denial of the active roles of individual artists as creative forces, and on his firm belief that forms of
buildings are mere manifestations of the spirit or essence of an age, as their creators are merely me-
diums through which the spirit of an age is expressed.

O While Pevsner’s historiography, which takes up artistic creation simply as a manifestation of events
outside the artistic sphere, has been questioned and criticized, it is this very aspect of Pevsner’s schol-
arship which eventually led him into the complexity of English artistic culture, and above all to the in-
tegration of the attitude of “detachment,” i.e., the subjective view of an individual artist or architect,
into the history of English art and architecture. Pevsner’s emphasis on the spirit of the age or the Zeit-
geist, often considered as descending from Burckhardt and Wolfflin and the tradition of Hegelian
Geistesgeschichte, finds the “essence” or “real nature” of English art in the ideas of the artists and ar-
chitects who created them.

O Pevsner’s triumph in extended studies of English art, especially of the spirit of “detachment” as an
essential part of the Englishness of English art and the Picturesque, is entirely due to this above-men-
tioned approach. Unhindered by objective features of works of art and architecture and emphasizing
the role of the Zeitgeist in English artistic creativity, Pevsner was able to identify the very Englishness
of English art in the subjectivity, attitude, or mind of the individual artist and architect.
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