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Since the late 1980s, in particular over the last ten to fifteen years, we have seen not only in the
visual arts, but also in architecture and design, a new confrontation with the many-layered
pictorial reservoir of ornamental forms from a variety of cultures and different eras.
Ornaments seduce us with their beauty. Continuously repeated, they either follow a dancingly
flowing rhythm or a clear geometric regularity. But it is precisely the connexion between
ornament and beauty, the intoxicating power of ornament, and not least its decorative function
(the Latin verb ‘ornare’ means not only ‘to decorate’ but also ‘to connect’) that brought
the artistic phenomenon into disrepute in the modernist theories of art and architecture. In a
Western modernism dedicated to the ideals of clarity, purity, functionality and austerity, ornament
bears the stigma of useless superfluity. The aversion to ornament was based largely on
the reception of the polemic ‘Ornament and Crime’ published by the Viennese architect Adolf
Loos in 1908. His critique of ornament – as a sign of degeneracy and backwardness –determined
the artistic discourse until very recently.
It was only the collapse of utopian designs for the world and the fading of optimistic ideas
of progress for the future in Western industrial society with the onset of globalization that led
to critical questioning of the principles of Modernism. The cultural interactions in the global
village have led to ‘new questions being put to Modernism, which also concern its present relevance
in its original Western context,’ as
Markus Brüderlin put it.1
In the course of this development, since the 1990s new life has found its way into the ornament
discourse in a growing number of exhibitions and publications. It demonstrates in impressive
fashion that while ornament was periodically pushed into the background, it was,
with varying degrees of intensity and latency, never absent – even from the historical avantgarde
movements.2 Above all, it contradicts the assumption that ornament is playing with
forms without content. The re-interpretations show how ornament has its very own forms of
reference: to ideological, cosmological, societal or art-internal questions

Bettina Ruhrberg, Catalogue of the Exhibition "Die Aktualität des Ornaments",
Mönchehausmuseum Goslar 2014 (Sabine Boehl, Heike Weber, Ekrem Yalcindag)


