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It. Neobarocco; Fr. Neobaroque; Germ. Neobarock; Span. Neobaroco. The term refers to 1) the evocation of
significant aspects of Baroque style in 19" and 20" century architecture, arts and literature, and 2) a
transversal concept that designates many of the aesthetic phenomena of the contemporary era, from the
late 20™ century to the present days, characterized by specific analogies with Baroque aesthetics. The
term has a particular significance in the Latin American and Italian debates, through the work of authors

such as Gillo Dorfles, Severo Sarduy and Omar Calabrese.

ARCHITECTURE AND ARTS

If the presence of neobaroque tendencies in the arts has been discussed since the 1890s (Hocke 1987: 5o,
208), then the term has been generically used by contemporary historians of architecture to designate a
revival of Baroque style in specific examples of late 19 century eclectic architecture, such as Jean Louis

Charles Garnier’s Opéra in Paris (De Fusco 1993: 536).

A decisive date for the birth of a formal idea of neobaroque is 1946, when the Italian art critic Gillo Dorfles
published Attualita del barocco and Spazialita e plastica nella nuova architettura, presenting in nuce the
original ideas that would be later thoroughly explored in 1951 in his Barocco nell’architettura moderna.
Taking part in the European debate on Baroque, which had had among its protagonists authors such as
Henrich Wolfflin, Henri Focillon and Eugeni d'Ors, and indicating Albert Erich Brinckmann as his direct
precursor for his idea of Neobaroque (Dorfles 1951: 9-14; Brinckmann 1924), Dorfles conceived a relevant
part of the architectural phenomena of his time as a historical extension of 17" century Baroque style. In
contrast with the idea of an organic architecture exemplified by the work of Frank Lloyd Wright and
defended in Italy by Bruno Zevi, Dorfles’ attention went specifically to the notions of monumentality,
movement, musical rhythm, and light, which he claimed to be the conceptual protagonists of this new

architecture (Dorfles 1951: 22-38). Finally, if according to Dorfles neobaroque mainly involves
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contemporary architecture and therefore personalities such as Walter Gropius, Erich Mendelsohn and

Alvar Aalto, its principles can be found also elsewhere, i.e., in design, sculpture or painting.

THE LATIN AMERICAN CULTURE

One of the very first appearances of the term “neobaroque” dates back to 1914, when the Andalusian poet
Antonio Machado spoke of neobarroquismo to identify the revival of specific tendencies of Baroque
literature among its contemporaries, in particular in the poetics of the Nicaraguan poet Rubén Dario
(Machado 1997: 858). In the 1950s, the Brazilian poet Haroldo de Campos coined the term Neobarroco not
only to define the fragmentary poetics of authors such as Stephane Mallarmé, James Joyce and Ezra
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Pound, but also to refer to the issue of “the hybrid origins of Brazil”, recognized by him “in the baroque”

(Kaup, Zamora 2010: 317).

However, the main theorist of Neobaroque in the Latin American debate was the Cuban writer and critic
Severo Sarduy. Inheriting the works of Alejo Carpentier and José Lezama Lima on Baroque and its
contemporary evolution in the New World, i.e. the so-called New World Baroque (Kaup, Zamora 2010: 7-
10), and the structuralist approach of Roland Barthes and Jacques Lacan, assimilated during his long
permanence in Paris, from the 1970s Sarduy started to report the existence of peculiar elements of 17

century Baroque aesthetics in contemporary culture, not only in the New World.

In his analysis, Sarduy focused mainly on the role of concepts such as artifice, disharmony, irreqularity,
simulacrum, irony, and parody. According to Sarduy, for instance, Baroque and Neobaroque can both be
designated as aesthetics of artifice. This concept, following Sarduy’s idea, aimed at foregrounding “the
contingent nature of meaning as such” and at uncovering «the arbitrariness of the relations between
signifier and signified», even suggesting «that all linguistic structures are meaningful only as artifice»
(Kaup, Zamora 2010: 266). Furthermore, as it appeared from his 1972 essay Barroco, concepts such as
disharmony and irreqularity allowed Sarduy to extend the Neobaroque paradigm beyond the boundaries
of aesthetics, assigning to it significant philosophical connotations. Following Sarduy’s words,
“contemporary baroque, i.e., neobaroque, structurally reflects on the disharmony, on the rupture of
homogeneity of logos as absolute logos, on the deficiency that constitutes our epistemic fundament.
Neobaroque of disequilibrium, structural reflection of a desire that cannot reach its object, desire for which
logos has arranged nothing more than a screen that hides a deficiency. [...] Neobaroque: a necessarily
pulverised reflection of a knowledge aware that it is no longer peacefully closed in on itself. Art of
dethronement and discussion” (Sarduy 1987: 211-212). Having provided this definition of neobaroque, the
Cuban writer could then widen this perspective and evoke scientific issues specific of Baroque period (an
emblematic example is Sarduy’s analysis of the consequences of Kepler's cosmology for 17" century
literature, art and architecture), comparing them, for instance, to the influence that contemporary
physical theories, such as the Big Bang Theory and Chaos Theory, have on our Weltanschavung and,
therefore, also on the way we approach to aesthetic issues. According to Sarduy, in fact, we can identify

common characters of a same paradigm only if we accept the idea that there is a retombée, i.e., an impact,
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a reflection, or a resonance effect, among elements belonging to different backgrounds (in this case

aesthetics and science).

FROM THE 1980S TO THE CONTEMPORARY DEBATE

If the term Neobaroque was sporadically used by Gilles Deleuze in his 1988 work on Leibniz, Le pli, to
designate the contemporary manifestations (in authors such as Henri Michaux, Pierre Boulez or Simon
Hantai) of his idea of a fold that goes out to infinity, derived from an original interpretation of Leibnizian
philosophy (Deleuze 1988: 112), then the concept of neobaroque had its most extensive development in

the work of the Italian semiologist Omar Calabrese.

From his 1987 L’eta neobarocca, with the term neobarocco Calabrese referred to a “tag” or a “slogan”
(Calabrese 2013: 64) identifying a formal “principle of organization” (2013: 50) of many aesthetic
phenomena and predominant tastes of contemporary culture. If compared to its predecessors’ ideas,
Calabrese’s neobaroque had three significant elements of distinction. Firstly, Calabrese conceived
neobaroque not quite as a form of revival of Baroque aesthetics in the contemporary age, but ratheras a
paradigm that, despite maintaining “a sort of continuity with historical Baroque” (2013: 23), referred only
analogically to it. Furthermore, Calabrese’s neobaroque aesthetics was defined by the author as a “social
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aesthetics” (2013: 24), where the term “social” indicates the specific centrality of the role of the reception
of aesthetic messages by the public or a user. Finally, the methodology that Calabrese employed to
illustrate his paradigm, investigating several aesthetic phenomena (above all mass culture phenomena,
from visual arts to cinema to literature and television commercials), had a specific semiotic and

philosophical orientation.

Calabrese’s neobaroque has nine couples of principles: rhythm and repetition, limit and excess, detail and
fragment, instability and metamorphosis, disorder and chaos, knot and labyrinth, complexity and
dissipation, approximation and je-ne-sais-quoi, distortion and perversion. If the first couple of concepts
defines neobaroque as a peculiar case of an aesthetics of repetition and variation, exemplified for instance
by the repetitiveness of certain products, such as TV shows or musical videoclips, Calabrese utilized the
spatial categories of limit and excess to define neobaroque as a decentralized cultural system in which its
internal forces tend, on the one hand, to test the stability of its perimetral norms and, on the other, to
exceed these edges. At the same time, as an aesthetics of detail and fragment neobaroque conveys the
idea of a loss of totality, “a sunset of entirety” (2013: 125), made possible by the fact that the detail (the cut
of an element of a whole operated by a subject) and the fragment (the casual and non-subjective emerging
of an element) become independent from the whole. An example of this is represented by contemporary
music industry, where reproduction techniques such as compact discs (an analogue element nowadays
would be digital streaming platforms) sharply shift the attention of the listener to the infinitely replicable
and separable details of a music track. With the ideas of disorder and chaos, knot and labyrinth, and
dissipation and complexity, Calabrese introduced then, similarly to Sarduy and Deleuze, a dense lexicon
that has a specific reference to contemporary mathematics and physics, applying here to the idea of a

neobaroque aesthetics and cultural system. In this sense, disorder and chaos are not conceived by
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Calabrese as synonyms of irrationality and randomness, but as characteristics of complex phenomena in
which the seemingly opposite ideas of disorder and order do not appear as conflicting and irreconcilable.
An example of this is offered by Mandelbrot’s fractals or Rosentiehl’s labyrinths, i.e., extremely irreqular
geometrical objects where irregularity is balanced not only by the regularity certified by the mathematical
description, but also by their aesthetic value, i.e., their beauty. The evocation of these models allowed
Calabrese not only to account for neobaroque taste for these geometrical structures, employed for
example in cinema and literature, but more generally to describe neobaroque as a cultural system in which
the irregularities and the entropic forces do not lead to the dissolution of the system, but to the constant
creation of a new, “different order” (2013: 31) and continuous forms of renewal. Finally, the well-known
aesthetic concept of je-ne-sais-quoi becomes part of Calabrese’s paradigm, together with the idea of
approximation, to designate neobaroque also as an aesthetics that “runs after an effect of vagueness, of
inaccuracy, of indefinite atmosphere” (2013: 31), exemplified by the increasingly frequent employment of

cinematographic techniques such as blending or fade-out.

Following these considerations, the present debate on neobaroque focuses on different points: 1) the
historical and philosophical limits of the category, 2) its relations with other categories, for example with
postmodernism, 3) the possibility of a coherent and overall intercultural approach, more particularly
between the Latin American and the European debate, 4) the ethical consequences of neobaroque
aesthetics, 5) its further hybridization with other fields such as sociology, psychology, anthropology or
sciences. For instance, the later point has been analysed, among others, by authors such as the literary
critic Brigid Brophy, the art historian and curator Stephen Calloway, the anthropologist Gilbert Durand,
the sociologists Michel Xiberras, who employed the category of baroque excess to explain contemporary
sociological phenomena such as the proliferation of drugs in the Western world, and Michel Maffesoli, who
has theorized a “baroquization” of contemporary world. An intercultural and interdisciplinary approach
has been at the core of international conferences on baroque and neobaroque (El barroco y su double,
which took place in 1990 in Madrid, is a representative example), where the debate on the aesthetic issues
of neobaroque intertwined with ethical and political matters, such as the analysis of the relations between
baroque politics of absolutism and contemporary phenomena of courtierism, and many of the most recent
studies on neobaroque aesthetics, like those carried out by Lois Parkinson Zamora, Monika Kaup and

Angela Ndalianis.
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