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Laura Dequal
Universita degli Studi di Padova

What is contemporary in Contemporary Art? Thoughts on art and
philosophy starting from Hegel

When considering art of present days, it is most often referred to as contemporary art. A notion, that of contemporary
art, however, which is so broad that, whenever used, one finds oneself obliged on the one hand to specify which historical
moment one is referring to and, consequently, whether to the art of the 1960s or that of today, for example. On the other
hand, the use of the term seems to imply that, despite differences, it is possible to identify something common at least in
the various expressions with which visual art has manifested itself in recent years. This paper questions the constellation of
problems that emerge when the term “contemporary” is used to grasp the proper of our time through its artistic figuration.
Hegel’s philosophy seems to provide productive tools in this regard. Starting from a comparison with it, I intend to examine
in what sense the problem of the contemporary in Hegelian thought can offer a crucial perspective in the dialogue with
today’s artistic production, showing how contemporaneity in fact represents a decisive element in the development of art
itself. Through an analysis of the Lectures on Aesthetics and the Lectures on the Philosophy of History, it will be shown
how the contemporary for Hegel is that which is able to reveal in the present the end of the present itself. Not immediately
corresponding with the present, the contemporary seems rather to be something that resists the present, as something both
foreign and familiar to the present: familiar because it happens here and now; foreign because it is unsuited to the here and
now in which it reveals itself. In this sense, the working hypothesis I intend to examine is that art - at all times - needs its
present in order to be able to manifest itself, but in order to be defined as contemporary it must critically confront the time
of its production and reception. Put another way: to be art, art cannot but pose the problem of its contemporaneity. If this
seems to be a so to speak systematic constant for philosophical reflection on the problem of the contemporary within the ar-
tistic dimension, the question remains: what is the feeling of familiarity and exteriority that characterises our contemporary?
What makes contemporary art contemporary in our time?

Keywords: Contemporary, Contemporary Art, Aesthetics, History

Santi Di Bella

Universita degli Studi di Palermo

The “new Herodotus”. The meanings of “original” in Hegel’s lecture on the
dif ferent ways of treating history

The paper aims to clarify what means “original history” in Hegel’s lecture on the ways of treating history. A brief survey
of some occurrences of “original” (“urspriinglich”) in Enlightenment and Romantic historiography (Gatterer, Friedrich
der Zweite, Schlozer, Herder, Wegelin, J. v. Miiller, Boeckh) shows that “original” was to be considered the historian who
witnessed the facts he narrates. For a large part of German historical scholarship the model of the “original” historian was
Herodotus. In his lecture Hegel too pointed out Herodotus as prototype of the original historian in the very same accep-
tation. This and other items show in what extent Hegel’s lecture took in account the terms and the topics debated in the
theory of historiography of his time. Nevertheless, in Hegel’s argument, this is not enough: to be “original”, the historian
also must have a deep and immediate involvement in the object of his account. His witnessing should be integrated by a true
spiritual contemporaneity. This gnoseological condition for a real “original” historical achievement consists, above all, of a
spontaneous belonging to the “ethos” of one’s own people and culture. This brings out another facet: since an “original”
historical work is in some extent also the historian’s self-representation, it ends up into the same category of facts that it has
reported, falls back into the historical evidences it gathered: it is both knowledge and document, original and originary, a
kind of subject/substance snap-shot. As such, “original” historiography plays a decisive role for a cultural community. After
having investigated the notion of “original” in some places of Hegel’s main texts, (Phenomenology of Spirit, Encyclopedia,
Elements of the Philosophy of Right and Science of Logic), two conclusions will be drawn: that this lecture on the ways of
treating history unfolds dialectically, in three steps; if we trace the internal bond among them, Hegel’s intent becomes clear:
he want to be the a new Herodotus, i.e. the original historian of world history, in order to provide a global “originality”. To
this aim, the meaning of “original” shifted: it’s a task no longer suited to an historian but only to a thinker. In Herodotus
and every “original” historian (for example, Caesar), just the immediate belonging to the substance of one’s own culture got
in the way of achieving such a perspective. The new kind of “originality” Hegel is looking for, requires a broader awareness
that replaces immediacy with mediation as the structure of the universal historical narrative; it requires having an absolute
“point of view” and being immersed in the integral time of history.

Keywords: Original historian, culture, memory, Herodotus, document, world and universal history, objectivity
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