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This article provides a comparative analysis of Baroque and Classical 

styles in descriptive art, examining their distinct characteristics, historical 

contexts, and enduring legacies. By exploring the emotional intensity and 

dramatic flair of the Baroque period alongside the restrained harmony and 

proportion of Classicism, the paper highlights how these styles reflect the 

philosophical and cultural shifts between the 17th and 18th centuries. The 

analysis extends to discussing the influence of these art forms on later 

movements and their continued relevance in modern art and architecture. 

This study not only delves into the stylistic elements that define Baroque 

and Classical art but also considers their impact on contemporary cultural 

and educational practices, thus offering insights into the persistent 

dialogue between historical art trends and modern expressions. 

 

Introduction 

The evolution of artistic styles serves as a profound reflection of the shifts in cultural, social, and 

philosophical paradigms within societies. The Baroque and Classical periods, although sequential, present 

stark contrasts in their stylistic approaches to art, encapsulating distinct philosophical and aesthetic 

ideologies of their respective times. The Baroque style, known for its emotional intensity, dynamic 

compositions, and dramatic use of light and color, emerged in early 17th century Europe as a response to 

the intricate socio-political climates of the time (Riegl & Payne, 2010). It aimed to evoke emotion and 

convey the grandeur appropriate to the ambitions of the Catholic Church and absolutist monarchies of the 

period. 

In stark contrast, the Classical style, which gained prominence in the mid-18th century, heralded a 

return to the simplicity, balance, and harmony seen in the arts of ancient Greece and Rome. This period 

emphasized rationality and restraint, a direct reflection of the Enlightenment principles that prioritized 

scientific reasoning and a more measured approach to human experiences (Saisselin, 1992). Classicism 

embodied an artistic language that was less about emotional manipulation and more about intellectual 

engagement and aesthetic purity (Brown, 1980). 

This article will embark on a comparative analysis of these two divergent styles by delving into 

their historical backgrounds, key characteristics, representative artworks, and their broader cultural impacts. 

The purpose is not only to explore the distinct artistic expressions and techniques of the Baroque and 

Classical periods but also to understand how these styles mirror the philosophical currents and societal 

structures from which they originated. By comparing these styles, we gain insight into how art functions as 
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a dynamic interplay between human creativity and the prevailing cultural conditions, thus contributing to a 

deeper appreciation of how art historical periods shape and are shaped by the tides of human history. 

I. Historical and Cultural Context 

Detailed Background of the Baroque Period 

The Baroque period, spanning from the early 17th to the mid-18th century, emerged in Europe amidst 

significant religious and political upheavals, most notably the Counter-Reformation led by the Catholic 

Church and the growing central powers of monarchies. This era was marked by dramatic expressions and 

a grandeur that was both a reflection of and a response to the tensions of the times (Riegl & Payne, 2010). 

Key Historical Events and Their Influence on Art: 

• The Counter-Reformation was pivotal in shaping the Baroque style, as the Church sought to reassert 

its influence and appeal to the emotions of the faithful through art that was vivid, emotionally 

engaging, and dramatic. Art served as a communicative tool to convey religious messages with 

intensity and directness (Malcuzynski, 2009). 

• The Thirty Years' War (1618–1648), spanning much of Europe, also influenced Baroque art, 

reflecting the turmoil and complexity of the period in the intense and often violent imagery that 

characterized much of the art of this time. 

Prominent Artists and Their Contributions: 

• Caravaggio (Michelangelo Merisi), known for his revolutionary use of chiaroscuro and strikingly 

realistic depictions of human figures, imbued his paintings with emotional depth and a sense of 

immediacy that had a lasting impact on Baroque art (Sarkarati & Alipour, 2022). 

• Peter Paul Rubens, with his exuberant and vividly detailed paintings, epitomized the grandeur of 

Baroque art. His works often featured dynamic compositions, rich color palettes, and a sense of 

movement, effectively capturing the essence of Baroque’s dramatic flair. 

• Gian Lorenzo Bernini, an Italian sculptor and architect, brought Baroque sculpture to its apex with 

works that captured the fluidity of motion and emotional intensity, which were hallmarks of the 

period. 

Detailed Background of the Classical Period 

Classicism in art emerged in the mid-18th century, drawing inspiration from the art and culture of Ancient 

Greece and Rome, reflecting the Enlightenment's ideals of reason, order, and harmony. This period marked 

a shift away from the ornate and emotionally charged Baroque style to a more restrained and formal 

aesthetic that emphasized clarity, simplicity, and balanced proportions. 

Key Historical Events and Their Influence on Art: 

• The Enlightenment, a philosophical revolution that emphasized reason, empirical evidence, and 

scientific method, profoundly influenced Classical art. Artists moved away from the religious and 

emotional intensity of Baroque art to embrace a more rational and ordered approach that mirrored 

the intellectual climate of the time (Denecke, 2019). 
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• The American and French Revolutions were also reflected in the art of this period, embodying 

themes of democracy, liberty, and human rights, which aligned with the classical ideals of civic 

virtue and moral dignity. 

Prominent Artists and Their Contributions: 

• Jacques-Louis David, a leading figure in Neoclassical art, is best known for his works like "The 

Oath of the Horatii" and "Death of Socrates," which reflect the moral integrity and stoic principles 

of classical antiquity, serving as moral exemplars in line with Enlightenment ideals. 

• Antonio Canova, renowned for his marble sculptures that mirrored the smooth, balanced forms of 

ancient sculptures, exemplified Classical sculpture with his emphasis on purity and beauty. 

II. Artistic Characteristics 

Description of Baroque Style 

The Baroque style is renowned for its vivid drama, intense emotions, and the grand scale of its artwork, 

reflecting the turbulent times during which it was born. This style flourished in the 17th century and 

extended into the early 18th century, characterized by its dynamic movement and striking contrast, often 

aimed at evoking a deep emotional response from the viewer. 

Key Characteristics: 

• Drama and Tension: Baroque art often depicts moments of high drama and deep emotional 

conflict. The scenes are dynamic, filled with action and tension, capturing the viewer's attention 

and drawing them into the emotional core of the scene. 

• Movement: Unlike the static compositions of earlier periods, Baroque compositions are full of 

energy and movement. Artists employed swirling lines and undulating forms to create a sense of 

dynamism and fluid motion. 

• Emotional Exuberance: Baroque art is emotionally charged, designed to affect the viewer 

profoundly. The artwork often depicts extreme states of mind, dramatic encounters, and powerful 

expressions of the human condition. 

• Grandeur: The scale of Baroque art is often grand, both in size and in the ambition of its themes. 

Artworks were meant to awe and inspire, reflecting the grandiose ambitions of its patrons, including 

the Catholic Church and various European monarchies. 

Techniques Commonly Used in Baroque Art: 

• Chiaroscuro: This technique involves the use of strong contrasts between light and dark to achieve 

a sense of volume in modelling three-dimensional objects and figures. Caravaggio is notably one 

of the masters of this technique. 

• Tenebrism: A dramatic form of chiaroscuro, tenebrism uses sharp contrasts of light and dark to 

enhance the dramatic effect. This technique was used to great effect by artists like Caravaggio and 

Rembrandt. 
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• Illusionism: Baroque artists often employed illusionistic techniques such as foreshortening and 

trompe-l'œil to create the illusion of three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional surface, 

enhancing the viewer's sense of immersion. 

Description of Classicism Style 

Classicism in art is a movement that emerged in the mid-18th century, characterized by a return to the 

simplicity, balance, and harmony of the arts of Ancient Greece and Rome. This style reflects the values of 

the Enlightenment, focusing on rationality, order, and restraint. 

Key Characteristics: 

• Harmony: Classical art is marked by its balanced compositions, harmonious proportions, and 

orderly arrangements. Everything is meticulously placed and proportioned to achieve a calm, 

serene effect. 

• Restraint: Unlike the emotional excesses of the Baroque, Classicism is characterized by emotional 

restraint. Expressions are subdued, and the overall mood is one of poise and calm dignity. 

• Proportion: Proportion is key in Classical art. Artists adhered to strict mathematical ratios to create 

idealized human figures and architectural elements that reflected perfection and ideal beauty. 

• Simplicity: The simplicity of form and content in Classical art contrasts sharply with the complex, 

often overly ornate Baroque style. Classical art focuses on clear, clean lines and uncluttered 

compositions. 

Techniques Commonly Used in Classical Art: 

• Linear Perspective: Classical artists refined the use of linear perspective to create a logical, orderly 

space that adhered to the principles of geometry and rationality. 

• Polished Finish: In sculpture, the surfaces are smooth and polished, with a keen attention to 

anatomical detail, reflecting the classical ideals of beauty and perfection. 

• Use of Classical Motifs: Classical art often incorporates motifs from ancient Greece and Rome, 

such as columns, friezes, and pediments, as well as mythological themes that align with classical 

stories and ideals. 

These artistic characteristics and techniques define the core differences between the Baroque and Classical 

styles, each reflecting their respective historical and cultural contexts. 

III. Comparative Analysis 

Compare and Contrast Visual Techniques 

Use of Light and Shadow: 

• Baroque: The Baroque style is distinguished by its dramatic use of chiaroscuro and tenebrism, 

techniques that involve sharp contrasts between light and shadow to create a three-dimensional 

effect and enhance the dramatic atmosphere of the scene. This use of light serves to direct the 

viewer's focus to the main subjects and heighten the emotional intensity. 
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• Classicism: In contrast, Classical art utilizes a more subdued and even lighting, which emphasizes 

clarity and harmony rather than emotional drama. The light in Classical paintings tends to be more 

diffuse, casting gentle shadows that do not detract from the sense of calm rationality and balance. 

Use of Space and Perspective: 

• Baroque: Baroque compositions are dynamic and complex, often featuring overlapping figures 

and a deep sense of space. Artists like Bernini and Rubens employed an exaggerated perspective to 

create a sense of movement and immediacy, pulling the viewer into the action of the scene. 

• Classicism: Classical art, on the other hand, favors a more restrained use of space and perspective. 

Compositions are balanced and orderly, with a clear emphasis on symmetry and the use of linear 

perspective to organize space logically. This approach reflects the Classical ideals of balance and 

proportion. 

Compare and Contrast Thematic Content 

Religious, Mythological, and Everyday Life Representations: 

• Baroque: Baroque art often features intense and emotive religious scenes meant to inspire devotion 

and awe. Mythological themes are also prevalent but are presented in a way that emphasizes their 

dramatic and moral aspects. Additionally, Baroque artists occasionally depicted everyday life, but 

these representations were imbued with the same sense of drama and emotion found in their 

religious works. 

• Classicism: Classical artists approached these themes differently. Religious and mythological 

subjects are treated with a focus on idealization and moral virtue rather than emotional expression. 

The themes are presented in a way that reflects the intellectual and ethical values of the 

Enlightenment. Everyday life in Classical art, if depicted, is stylized and idealized, reflecting the 

Classical emphasis on harmony and order. 

Analysis of the Emotional and Psychological Impact on the Viewer 

Emotional and Psychological Impact: 

• Baroque: The Baroque style aims to engage the viewer emotionally and physically. The dramatic 

use of light and shadow, combined with dynamic compositions and emotional expressions, is 

designed to evoke a visceral response from the viewer. This approach is very much in line with the 

Counter-Reformation's objectives of engaging the viewer's senses to inspire religious fervor and 

devotion. 

• Classicism: Classical art, influenced by Enlightenment rationalism, appeals more to the viewer's 

intellect and sense of order. The calm, balanced compositions and restrained emotional expression 

are intended to evoke a contemplative response, encouraging viewers to appreciate the beauty of 

symmetry, proportion, and the rational order of elements within the artwork. 

This comparative analysis highlights how Baroque and Classical art styles not only differ visually and 

thematically but also in the way they engage with the viewer, reflecting broader historical and cultural shifts 

between the 17th and 18th centuries. 
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IV. Case Studies 

Selected Works from Baroque Artists 

Caravaggio – "The Calling of St. Matthew" (1599-1600) 

• Analysis: Caravaggio's "The Calling of St. Matthew" is emblematic of Baroque art, characterized 

by its dramatic use of chiaroscuro and the intense emotional realism of the scene. The painting 

depicts the moment Jesus Christ inspires Matthew to follow him, highlighted by a beam of light 

that directs the viewer's gaze to Matthew's astonished expression. This use of light not only 

illuminates the figures but also symbolically represents divine intervention. 

• Impact: The work's emotional intensity and the realistic depiction of the figures reflect the Baroque 

aim to communicate religious themes in a manner that is both direct and emotionally engaging. 

 

Figure 1: Caravaggio, "The Calling of St. Matthew" (1599-1600) 

 

Peter Paul Rubens – "The Consequences of War" (1638-1639) 

• Analysis: This painting by Rubens is a profound commentary on the impacts of war, filled with 

dynamic movement and emotional exuberance. The composition is complex, with figures 

intertwined in a chaotic and dramatic arrangement, showcasing Rubens' mastery of color and form 

to convey a powerful message about the destructiveness of conflict. 



150                                                                                                          Acta Globalis Humanitatis et Linguarum  
Vol. 1 No. 2 (2024): Thematic Issue in Linguistic Studies 

 

 

 
 

 

This is an open access article under the 

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 

International License 

 

Acta Globalis Humanitatis et Linguarum 

ISSN 3030-1718 

 

• Impact: The dramatic and emotional style serves to capture the viewer's attention and evoke a 

visceral response to the horrors of war, a typical Baroque approach to involving the viewer 

emotionally. 

Selected Works from Classical Artists 

Nicolas Poussin – "The Judgment of Solomon" (1649) 

• Analysis: Poussin’s work is a prime example of Classical art with its emphasis on order and 

rationality. The scene is carefully organized, with figures arranged in a calm, orderly manner that 

reflects the gravity of King Solomon’s decision. The use of light is even and harmonious, enhancing 

the clarity and serenity of the composition. 

• Impact: The artwork appeals to the viewer's sense of justice and moral righteousness, encouraging 

a reflective and intellectual engagement with the narrative. 

 

Figure 2: Nicolas Poussin, "The Judgment of Solomon" (1649) 

 

Jacques-Louis David – "Oath of the Horatii" (1784) 

• Analysis: David’s painting is a study in Neoclassical style, focusing on themes of duty, sacrifice, 

and patriotism through a highly structured composition. The figures are idealized, with strong, 

sculptural qualities that convey stoic resolve and moral virtue. 
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• Impact: The painting's clear, rational structure and subdued emotional expression promote an 

intellectual appreciation of civic duty and moral fortitude, aligning with Enlightenment values. 

Comparative Discussion 

Exemplification of Styles: 

• Baroque Works: Both Caravaggio and Rubens’ paintings are characterized by their dramatic, 

emotional intensity and dynamic compositions. The use of light in Caravaggio's work and the 

chaotic, yet structured arrangement of figures in Rubens' painting are quintessentially Baroque, 

designed to engage the viewer's senses and evoke an emotional response. 

• Classical Works: Poussin and David’s works, by contrast, are exemplars of Classical restraint and 

order. Both artists employ a more subdued palette and balanced compositions that reflect the 

rational and moral themes of the Enlightenment. The calmness and intellectual nature of these 

works encourage contemplation rather than emotional reaction. 

This case study analysis highlights how the selected works of Caravaggio, Rubens, Poussin, and David not 

only define the artistic styles of their respective periods but also effectively communicate the philosophical 

and cultural underpinnings of the Baroque and Classical eras. 

V. Influence and Legacy 

Influence on Later Artistic Movements 

Baroque Influence: 

• Rococo and Beyond: The Baroque style's emotional depth and dramatic flair directly influenced 

the Rococo movement, which emerged as a more ornate, light, and decorative version of Baroque. 

Rococo maintained the Baroque's love for complexity in design but shifted towards lighter themes 

and more playful subjects (Beech, 2015). The expressive potential of Baroque also paved the way 

for the Romantic movement, which embraced emotion and individualism, elements deeply rooted 

in Baroque art. 

• Modern Cinema and Photography: Baroque's influence extends into modern visual arts such as 

cinema and photography, where the dramatic interplay of light and shadow, so characteristic of 

Baroque painting, is used to enhance visual storytelling (Kaup, 2005). 

Classicism Influence: 

• Neoclassicism and Modernism: Classical art inspired the Neoclassical movement during the late 

18th and early 19th centuries, as artists sought to return to the order and purity of ancient art seen 

as an antidote to the excesses of Baroque and Rococo styles (Rosenblum, 1957). The emphasis on 

proportion, simplicity, and symmetry in Classicism also influenced Modernism, particularly in 

architecture, where these elements were essential to the design philosophy of figures like Le 

Corbusier. 

• Educational and Cultural Institutions: The principles of Classicism have been fundamental in 

shaping the aesthetics of educational and cultural institutions, promoting ideals of harmony, clarity, 

and moral virtue (Brincker & Leoussi, 2018). 
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Enduring Legacy in Modern Art and Architecture 

Baroque Legacy: 

• Artistic Techniques: The technical aspects of Baroque art, particularly the use of chiaroscuro and 

dynamic compositions, continue to influence contemporary artists who seek to evoke intensity and 

drama in their works. The theatricality of Baroque can be seen in modern stage design and in the 

visual strategies used in digital media and video games. 

• Architectural Elements: Baroque architecture, known for its grandeur and ornate details, has 

influenced modern architectural practices that emphasize dramatic, eye-catching elements. 

Examples include the use of grand staircases, expansive courtyards, and elaborate ceiling frescoes 

in luxury hotels and museums. 

Classicism Legacy: 

• Artistic Principles: Classicism's focus on proportion and harmony remains influential in visual 

arts, where these principles are applied to achieve a timeless aesthetic in design and photography. 

• Architectural Influence: The influence of Classical architecture is evident in the design of many 

governmental and judicial buildings around the world, which often utilize columns, domes, and 

pediments to convey stability and grandeur. This architectural style promotes an image of 

permanence and authority, key traits associated with Classical art (Gazda, 2002). 

Both Baroque and Classicism have left a profound impact on the development of later artistic movements 

and continue to shape contemporary practices in art and architecture. Their legacy is not only preserved in 

the continuation of stylistic elements but also in the enduring cultural values they embody. 

Conclusion 

The comparative analysis of Baroque and Classical styles in descriptive art reveals a fascinating 

juxtaposition between emotional intensity and restrained harmony, reflecting broader cultural and 

philosophical shifts from the 17th to the 18th centuries. The Baroque style, with its dynamic compositions, 

dramatic use of light and shadow, and emotional exuberance, responded to the tumultuous socio-political 

landscape of its time, serving both religious fervor and monarchical power. In contrast, the Classical style 

emerged during the Enlightenment, a period that valued reason, order, and balance, and reflected these 

ideals through its emphasis on harmony, proportion, and a more restrained approach to emotional 

expression in art. 

These styles have profoundly influenced subsequent artistic movements, setting aesthetic standards 

that continue to resonate in modern art and architecture. Baroque's influence is seen in the emotional depth 

and dramatic techniques used in modern cinema and photography, while Classicism's impact is evident in 

the architectural and design principles that emphasize symmetry and proportion. 

Furthermore, the enduring legacy of these styles in shaping cultural institutions and educational 

practices underscores the deep connections between art and societal values. As we continue to study and 

appreciate these artistic periods, we gain insights into how art not only reflects but also shapes human 

experience across different epochs. 
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By exploring Baroque and Classical arts, we not only enhance our understanding of art history but 

also appreciate the perpetual dialogue between art and life, a dialogue that remains as vibrant today as it 

was centuries ago. This comparative study not only enriches our knowledge of these styles but also 

encourages a deeper reflection on the ongoing impact of historical art trends on contemporary cultural 

expressions. 
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