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Introduction
LuiGi Russo

A research project entitled Beyond Arf (Al di i deil'urte) and funded by the Kalian University
{Prin 2009, scientific coordinator Luigi Russo) is currently being developed by the study
proup Morfologia, working on the history of concepts and the preseni-day theoretical
importance of the issue of form, analysing ifs broad-spectrum evolution, between aesthetics,
biclogy, theory of perception, science of art and literary theory.

This vohime collects the first results presented in two international seminars held in
Palermo and Milan in 2012 and it offers & conceptual map of the main debafed axis of the
research,

First of afl, the turning point between the Righteenth Century debale and the modem
science of life is discussed in order to show how, through Kant and the Geeffezeif — see the
contributions by Maddalena Mazzocut-Mis, The Classification of Monsters. Isidore Geoffioy
Saint-Hilaire and His Teratological Taxenomy, Claudio Rozzond, Him, the Monster? The
Ego Deformation in Rameasa’s Nephew, Michele Bertolini, Monsters and  Social
Deformations in Balzac's Work: Sarrasine’s Case Study, Pietro Conte, Skin-deep. Wax
Moulages between Science and Aesthetics, Elena Canadelli, Evolufionary Monsfers:
Regression and Hybridisation between Science and Imagination, Serena Feloj, Eiliics of the
Fonmlessness: Tmagination, Sublime and Morality in Kantian Aesthetics and Davide Di Maio,
Form, Gestalt and "“Dominion”: Echoes from the George-Kieis. Friedrich Wolters’ Case,
(Herrschaft und Dienst, Richtlinien, Gestalfy —, the cnquiries info aesthefics have been
provided with a modem basis for the theoreticzl elaboration of the relationship between form
and deformation, beauty and ethics, metamorphosis, evolution and development.

Morcover, within such an intricate intertwining of topics some important figures of the
Twenticth century morphological debate have been reconsidered, from Warburg, to the science
of art, and to the biological evaluation of the Gestalt, up to Adorno, as it is shown by Clio
Nicastro, The Form of the Denkraum: Technique and Representation in the Kreuzlingen
Lecture, Luca Varpi, Frederik Aduma van Scheltema and the West between Systole and
Diastole, Valeria Costanza D’ Agata and Salvatore Tedesco, Between Uexkiill and Welzsdcker:
the Criticism of Functionalism and the Configuration of the Biological Act, Andrea Pinotti,
The Pontifical Gaze. Morphology and the History of the Images, Miriam: Franchelia, Deductive
Reasoning and Totalitarianism: Harnah Arendf’s Provecation of Logic and Marialuisa
Bonomelti, Form and Fragment: the Unfeasibility of Senye in T.W. Adorno.

The joumney ends looking oul onto some noteworthy contemporary perspectives,
between the artistic debate and the rethinking of the methodological foundations of the
morphological debate, as it is suggested by Emuanuele Crescimannc, Shared Responsibility:
Avithor and Public in JR’s experience, Ilisubetta Di Stefano, Living Forms {of Art). Edoardo
Kac's Transgenic Art between Ethics and Aesthetics, and finally Salvatore Tedesco,
Constraints, Boundaries, Responsibility: some Remarks on Contemporary Morphological
Lexicon, between Aesthetics and Theoretical Biology.







The Classification of Monsters. Isidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire and

His Teratological Taxonomy
MADDALENA MAZZOCUT-MIS

Abstract: In the carly Nincteenth Century, what does il mean lo escape the form of our own species? Is it an
ecceniricity? Certalnly not, given thal monsiers and the anomalies of form are not simply taken any more as
freaks. 1s it a sign of the metamorphic power of the animal realm? Il is indead. And yet, the monster turns into
the concrete cxpression of the natural lnws and their regularity, What reason is at Ihe basis of 4 classification of
anomalics and monsfrosities? How can a classification be provided if it is taken for granted that the monster has
its own poeuliar orgenization? The answoer to these qucstions is not staightforward. This was well known to
Eticane GeofTroy Saint-Hilaire — famons for his study in comparative anatomy, embryology, paleontology, as
well as for granting sm autonomons status to the scicnce of monstrosity — and to his son Isidore, who aticmpted
to provide a bl aomenciature, combining theories from Linncus, Cuvier and his father. We arc thus dealing
with an hypothesis where several solutions arc summed up, in order to combine the notion of an ascendaut scale,
according to the level of scriousuncss and complexity of the monstresitics, with thie idea that the world of
anomaiies is nade of parallcl embranchiements, as to abtain frrly “natural” proups.

1. The unity of the plan of composition and the science of monsters

At the beginning of the Nineteenth Century, what was the meaning of infringing the common
shape of one’s own specics? Was it an odd thing? Not at ull, since monsters and their
abnormal shapes are not deemed as tricks of nature, but as fully compliant fo its laws. Then,
are monsters a signal that the animal kingdom has an inhereat metamorphic potential? Yes, of
course. But then again, how can we explain these abnormai alterations without & feleclogical
framework? The monster would then become an expression of the laws of nature and their
regular apptication, Released from superstition and prejudice, the monster would become the
recipient of the naturalist’s gaze. As the naturalist observes the monster, he would detect the
same laws of nature that come into play in the shaping of any individual. And then, what is
the meaning of providing a classification of monsters and anomalies? Is it an ingenious and
cunning device, a self-aimed, sterile exercise in systematic inventory? Does if have a
gnoseciogical value? And how can we draw a classification if it is attribuled (o the monster a
peculiar composition that is just its own?

We cannof give a direct, immediate answer to these questions. Etienne Geoflroy Saint-
Hilaire', the French scientist who gave the science of monsters an autonomous status and

! The French seicntist Eticnne CGeoflroy Suini-Hilaire {1772-1844) was renowned for his studies on embryology,
palcontology, and comparative anatomy. He gave an autonomous stalus (o the discipline of leratology, ie. (he
science of monstrusities, whose name was minted by his son Isidore. In 1793 he was appointed professor of
vootogy al the Musdum & Histoire Naturelle (sec in partieular I Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Vie, fravanx ef dectrine
scientifique d'Etienne Geoffi Foy Saini-Hilaire, Paris, P. Bertrand, 1847 and Th. Calw, e ef crvres o Etiemie
Geaffroy Saimt-Hilaire, Paris, PUF, 1962). On these subjects and on (be birth of teratology, seM Musnadhi
Mester. Lewenralize i defrme nallananma e nell arie, Milano, Goerii, 1992 (new edition: 201 3); M. Mazzocut-Mis, The Unity




MappaLeNs MazzocUT-AMis

whose ground-bresking studies on embryology, comparative anatomy and paleontology still
enjoy wide popularity, and his son Isidore®, to whom the study of anatomical abnormalities
owns its name {*‘teratology™), knew this very well.

Iiis father’s studies allowed Isidore 1o notice the existence of a shared background for
ali living beings. This background was, as Eticrme might call it, a “transcendant” idea, a
background, source, and form with & pivoial role in the formation of monsters as well as of
any other creature. This ideal plan is not an archefype nor a Plafonic idea, but rather a
framework having a normative and constitutive funclion.

Geoffroy’s objeclive was to study the “organisation™ of animals by referring to the most
complete of its cxpressions: the unity of the plan of composition. His research was grounded
in the analysis of how the position of organs and their parts are reciprocally related; it used the
method of analogical comparison as the key gnoseological tool to discover the constant
elemenis underlying the composition of every zoological species and its abnormal or
monstrous variability. The limitless variety of animal forms was then comprised within an
ideal framework, where any morphological mishap was taken into account.

of Organic Compasition” and the Birth of Teraiology, “Rivista di Storia della Scienza™ 5. IL, 1/2 {1993}, p. 27-
45; M. Mazzocut-Mis, La coniingenza della forma, Milano, Cuem, 1994; M. Mazzocut-Mis {ed.), Anatomia def
mosiro. Antologia di seritti di Etienne ¢ Isidove Geoffroy Sait-Flilaire, Firenze, La Nuova Italia, 1995 (a
collection of the most sipnificant passapes of the works by Liticane and Isidore Geoffray Saint-Hiluirs in (heir
Ttatian transiation); M. Mazzocut-Mis, Evthérigue, épistémologie et la vision de la forme, in Mathématique ef ant,
Parls, Hermann, 1995; M. Mazzocut-Mis, Gl enigmmi della forma, Milano, lidizioni dell’Arco, 1995 {mew
cdition: Milano, Mimesis, 2012); P. Ancct, Teratologia ovvero scienza dei mostri. W lavore di Geoffioy Seint-
Hilaire, in U, Fadind, A, Nepri, Ch.T. Wolfc {cds.), Desiderio del mostro. Dal circe af laboratorio afla pofitica,
Roma, Manifcsiolibd, 2001, p. 83-168; A, Morin, Lo Téraiologic de Geoffray Saint-Hilaire a nos jowrs,
“Bulletin de 'association des anatornistes” 80238 (1996}, p. 17-31. Finally, sce also . Le Guyader, Erienne
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, [772-1844: Un naturaliste visionnaire, Paris, Belin, 199%; tr. by M. Grene, Eitienne
Geoffroy Suint-ilaive 1772-1844: 4 Visionary Natwralist, Clicago, The University of Chicago Press, 2004; afl
guotations arc taken {rom this cdition.

? Isidore Geolfroy Saint-Hilaire (805 -1861) took vp his father’s legacy with an independent originalily and
accomplished the difficull task of giving teralology the status of a scicntific discipline. These are some of his
works: 1. Histoire générale et particiiitre des anomalies de Uovganisation chez humme et les animaux des
monsiriosités des varidtés of vices de conformation, ow frailé de tératologie, 3 vols. and 2 Adas, Paris, 1B,
Bailliére, 1832-37; 2. Essals de Zvofogie yénérale, ou mémoives o wetices sur la zoologic générale,
Panifnopologie ef Uhistaire de la science, Pans, Rorel, 1R841; 3. Fie, fravanx et docirine scientifique *Kiienne
Geaffioy Saimt-Hilaire, Patis, Slrashourg, P. Berlrand, 1847, 4. Résumé des vies sur 'espéce organigue émises
par les principaux natiralistes frangais du XVIile siéele ef du conmiencement du XlXe, et de fa théorie de la
variabilité liniitée de DVespéce, Paris 1859; 5. declimatation el domestication des animauy wtiles, Paris, Libraire
Agricolc de 1z Maison Rustiguc {(I854), 18617 (republished in facsimile, 1986), read and sludied by Darwin; 6.
Histoire naturelie générale des réenes organigues, 3 vols. (1854-62), incomplcte. As far as the issue of
teratological classification is concemued, see P, Ancel, Le viaiw di momstre dans la fératologle d'Erienne ef
Isidore Geoffioy Suint-Hilaire, in A. Calozzo, A.-LL. Demartini {eds.), Monsive ef imaginaive social, Approches
historigues, Paris, Creaphis, 2008 and in particnlar P. Tort, L ordre et Jes monstres, Paris, Le Sycomore, 1980
and P. Tori, Sixiéme étude. La logique du déviant, i La raison classificatuive, Paris, Aubicr, 1989, p. 143-171.
About Isidore see also C. Blanckaert, Les animauy "Utiles” chez Isidore Geoffray Saint-Hilaive, La mission
sociale de la zootechnie, in Revue de Synthése, 3-4, 113, 1992, p. 347-382; J.-L. Fischer, Mpnsires, Histoire dy
covps ef de ses défunts, Paris, Syros-Alfcrnatives, 1991 (in particular, p. 92 and following pages); and J.-L.
Fischer, L acelimatation: pratique, théorie, expérimentation on Vesprit des Geoffroy Saini-fiilaire, in volume
collectif du 150° anniversaire de s fondation de Jardin & dcclimaration, on-lice paper.




The Classification of Monsters

Infringing the form of one’s own species, as in the case of monsters, does not mcan that
the unity of organic composition is also infringed. This is because the unity of composition
enables and at the same time Hmits the existence of potential alterations, providing them with
an inherent legitimation.

His objective was then fo establish a new discipline by developing a new method for the
study of monsters, fighting against the prejudice that the monster is a freak of nature and
against all theories imbued with metaphysics or teleology, The observation of monsters
should then be supported by a strongly framed theorelical background, a speculative
framework that would also influence the perception of monster and the ethical sefting
surrounding them.

The empirical observation of monsters could hope to acquire the status of a theoretical
“discipline”, such as anatomy, only if 2 method of enguiry providing the necessary heuristic
tools was devised. This method, called la rouvelle méthode, was set up by Etienne and
included four tenets: the theory of ana?ogues, the principle of connections, the balancement of
organs and the law of atraction (i.e. the “sof pour soi™). The “analogy” was the cornerstone
of this method, but the theory of analogues took only into accousnt the mutual dependence and
the relative position of organs; in brief, their reciprocal commecfion. The principle of
connection rosted on the assumption that those organs whose parts had a similar structure
could be considered as analogous. The principle of the balancement of organy accounied for
the changes in volume of nearby organs as they suffer from a hypertrophic or hypotrophic
condition, It also claimed that the volume of normal and affected organs could never grow to
an excessive degree without causing another organ, taking part in the same set of relations, to
suffer from a decrease in volume equal o the growth of the other organ. The principle of
elective affinities, also known as law of aifraction or lTaw of the “soi pour soi”, pointed out
the attractive and repuisive force of the organic matler: like attracts like®,

For Etiennc and Isidore Geoffroy, the universal validity of this method was empirically
confirmed by the strict applicalion of the wowvelle méthode teneis. The monsier would then
represent the privileged occasion for research, the essential heuristic tools te validate those
general principles. “Il ¥y a monstruosité, mais non pas pour cela dérogation aux lois

ordinaires™.

2. A partial adoption of the Linnaean system

The theory of analogues aliows Ftienne Geoffroy to follow the subsequent metamorphoses of
an organ as it acquires 2 new function by changing its form. The forelegs provides a driving
propulsion “au vol, 4 la natation, au saut, 4 la course, efc.; &tre ici un outil & fouiller, 14 des

¥ See R, Geoffroy Suint—Hilaire,‘ Notions synthétiques, historigues ef physiologiques de philosophie naturelle,
Paris, Dénain, 1838 and F. G, E. Geoffroy Saini-Hilaire s Docirine of Attraction, in 8. Rossi {cd.), Science and
Imagination in XVHI”’-Cem.-ny British Cufture, Milano, Unicopli, 1987,

{5, Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Philosophie angfomique des monstruosités humiaines, Pans, De Rignoux, 1822, p.
H35-106,
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crochels pour grimper, aifleurs des armes offensives ou défensives”; then they become,
“comme dans notre espéce, le principal organe du toucher, et, par suite, un des moyens les
plus efficaces de nos facultés intellectuelles™, The correlations between organs never vary,
and the ever-changing exterior forms can provide no standard for comparison, Form and
function are not relevant conditions. For Etienne Geoffroy,

Etait-il bien certain que fes naturalistes eussent réussi A attacher une idée générale
& un organc, sans y rien faire entrer des notions de sa forme et de ses usages.
Demandez-Jeur de vous définir le pied, sans recouwrir 4 ces mémes notions.
Etonnds de la demande, ils vous répondront; ce pied, nous le concevons | ¢’est
assez dire. Tls vous répondront en invoquant des autorités, en s’appuyant sur des
exemples. Les anciens avaient déjé dit: pedes solidi, pedes fissi, pedes bisulci,
quand ils imaginérent les dénominations de solipédes, de fissipeédes ct de pieds-
fourchus; ce qui fut depuis imité par Linnéus et appliqué par [ui comme caractéres
a d’autres familles : pedes ambulatorii, pedes gressoril, — scansoril, — cursorii,

efc.6

His polemic against Linnasus seems guite clearly stated.

But how could he devise a classification if Linnaeus is set aside? We will fry to procecd
step by step. Firstly i is worth remembering that Linnaeus and Buffon had 2 controversy
about what a mafwral faxonomic method should be. For some time Buffon had been an
advocate of nominalism, which only admitied the actual existence of individuals in nature and
denied that of genres and species. However, he rapidly embraced a more realistic stance, and
he acknowledged the cxistence and, more importantly, the persistence of the species; the
species then had to be taken into account as the building biocks of taxonomy, In agreement
with Leibniz and against Linnaeus, Buffon claimed that a species could not be determined by
the number or group of #s individuals, or by & dominant feature that allowed for its
identification, but rather by the constant succession of similar individuals: the criterion for
determining a species was the reproductive system. On the conirary, Linnaeus thought that the
key clement for identifving a species was to detect the general features delimiting different
macro-groups. According to Linnaeus, who applied the principle of the subordination of
characteristics, a supposcdly natural classification had to point out a securc and reliable
fealare that could be clearly detected in a species. This means to find out the primary
characteristic underpinning a systematic laxonomy that would guide the naturalist in his
classification effort, It is weli known that for the Swedish scientist, the most constant organs
are those of reproduction. Reproduction is indeed the main function of an organism, its key
vital activity. According to Linnaeus, the species are fixed and unchanging entities,

¥ 15, Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Discourse préfiminaive, in Philosophie onatomique des organes respiratoires sous le
rapport de la détermination et de Videntité de lenrs pidees ossenses, Pans, 1B, Ballier, vol. 1, 1818, p. 301 and
XX

¢ Ibid., p. XXIV-XXV.




The Classification of Monsters

expressing the uniqueness and unchangeability of God’s creation. On the contrary, Buffon
aimed to develop a taxonomic method that would allow him to tell at a glance the main
subdivision of the animal kingdom, where he would subsequently identify the specific
features of ali individuals. An animal can be accurately described only if we take info account
the full set of its [eatures, including its anatomical and physiological characteristics and
elements such as mating, the duration of prognancy and delivery, the number of litters, its
natural habitat, its habits and not in the Teast its usefulness for men. Tn his opinion, it would be
insufficient to defect a single, distinguishing feature, because there was no natural criterion for
its identification.

Buffon thus rejected the atfempt to consider as cssential the anatomical and
physiological features, and pursued an open and multidimensional type of classification
similar to that of Aristotle, However, as far as teratological taxonomy was concerned, with the
principle of the equivalence of characteristics prevailing over that of their subordination, there
couid be one only criterion left, i.e. a detailed description of each anomaly. Any other choice
would be considered as mistaken on principle,

Buffon’s criticisms against Linnagus were substantially the same that in lafer years
Etienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire would direct against Cuvier and those who wanted to change
natural history anew by the introduction of artificial methods, Taxonomists were mistaken in
trying to submit nature to a set of arbifrary laws: nature should be studied in all its vast and
rich complexity.

Therefore, Btienne then already declared that he could not rely upon a “vague
sensation”, but he required reliable general principles to trace a classitication of the species.
These principles could only be oblained by examining the locations, relationships, and
interdependencies among parts, i.e. using the principle of connections.

1t was in this scientific and philosophical milies that Isidore’s classification began to
take shape. Above all, his taxonomy challenged the common belief that it was impossible 1o
draw a classification of monsters, “en raison de In multitude des modifications individuelles
qu'il faudrait regarder comme autant de types génériques™. On the basis of the key
assumptions and observations of teratology, the identification of teratological genres could
not proceed endlessly: according to Isidore, it would be well-defined and stable over time,
The discovery of a new genre is an “événement beaucoup plus rare en tératologie gu’en
zoologie™.

Once the repetitiveness and stability of monstrous anomalies were pointed out, the
Linnaean theories, (hat had been previously overtly excluded from taxonomy, are covertly
reintroduced by Isidore. The taxonomic system had by no means gained advance through
Buffon’s system of the equivalence of characteristics. What was needed was a set of criteria
centered upon the subordination of characteristics. On the one hand, Isidore acknowledged an
unquestionable merit to Buffon, in that he tried to develop a teratological taxonomy on the
basis of its analogies and connections with the laws of zoology and anatomy. {[lowever, it

7 1. Geoffroy Saint-Hilairc, Histoire yéndrale ef particuliére des anomaties de Torganisation cit., vol. 3, p. 432,
* ihid., vol, 3, p. 433,
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must be said that Buffon’s taxonomy looks more like a simple inventory and less like a brand
new classiﬁcationg.) On the other, even though he built his system upon his father’s tenets,
Isidore actuaily came to terms with Linnaens and his father’s worst enemy: Cuvier,

3. The controversy

In the early nincteenth century, two opposite morphological enquities were developing, These
different trends came to a clash in the 1830s controversy between Cuvier and Itienne
Geoffroy Saint-Hilairc'. The French naturalists were trying to find out the normative
principles goveming all living beings, however they paid a lot of attention as well to the laws
governing each single organism. This allowed the development of compared anatomy as an
independent branch of science, free from its previous subordination to zoclogy; moreover, it
fostered an almost exclusive interest towards the structure and anatomical configuration of
fiving beings, reducing the importance of morphological characteristics. Therefore, it was the
anatomical arrangement of each part, rather than its peculiar shape, that would make clear the
subordinate relations and intimate limk or connection between different organs. The
relationship between different parts can be further emphasized by means of a structure
{Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire} or either a coordination of finctions (Cuvier). What matters here is
to detect, besides all superficial differences in forms, some simifarities in the “connections of
parts” or some “functional analogics™. For Cuvier, the arrangement of the organs could be
explained with the principles of physiology, which set the role and function of those organs in
relation to the life of animals. The siructure of an organism could ondy be understood by
tooking into how the organism itself is working. The organ’s function prevails over the organ
itself, Understanding (he relationship Haking a part {the organ) fo the whole (the living
organism in Hs enfirety) inherently depends upon the physiolegical requirements of the
species, as well as upon the inner hierarchy of the organism. Thus some organs have a greater
importance and can affect the “nature” of other organs. (This is precisely the principle of the
subordination of characteristics, according to which some organs can coexist or be
incompatible with a higher frequency, thus affecting the overall organism and its conditions of
existence), By giving primary importance to a few and more stable organs, the principle of the
subordination of characieristics allowed to establish a taxonomy that was hased on the
hierarchy of functions.

% “Buffon, gue sa célébre classification des anomalies a souvent fait ciler comme le législateur de ls tératologie, 2
€cril en foud sur cette scienice cing ow six papes, od méme il sc montre bicn phatét compilateur gu’anteur cripinal
; et les awlres zoologistes ne nous ont gudre transmis comme lwi gue quclques vaes ou quelques faits isolcs, ou
méme ont laisse ies anomalics complétemenl en dehors du cercle de leurs &lides, La raison en esl simple; ofle est
dans co classement vicisux qui a si long-temps faif de la tératologie une partie, indistincte ménie, de Panatomic
pathologique. En décrivant unc ansomalic, & moins que cc ne fit un cas do nanisme, d'albinisme, ou quelque
variété trés-simple, un zoolopiste devait croire alors qw'il s”aventurait dans le domaine de la médecine”, fbid.,
vol. 3, p. 336,

" This contreversy eaused a greal sensation throughout Burope. Tn some tespect, it might be simplified as a
guarre] belween a supporter and an adversary of Buffon, between an opposer and sn advocate of finalism, or
even bebween a supporter of transformism and a scholar of fixism (. Geoffroy and Cuvier respectively). See H.
Le Guyader, Erienne Geoffroy Saini-Hilaire ail., p. 225 and fllowing puges,
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Pour ia rendre {ia méthode] telle, on emploie une comparaison assiduc des &tres,
dirigée par le principe de la subordination des caractéres, qui dérive lui-méme de
celui des conditions d’existence. Les parties d’un &tre devant toutes avoir une
convenance mtituclie, i est tels traits de conformation qui en exchuent d’auires; it
en est qui, au confraire, en nécessitent; quand on connait donc tels ou tels traits
dans un &tre, on peut calculer ceux qui coexistent avec ceux-13, ou ceux qui lewr
sont incompatibles; les parties, les propriétés ou les traits de conformation qui oni
le plus grand nombre de ces rapports d’incompatibilité ou de coexistence avec
d’autres, o, en d’autres ternies, qui exercent sur 'ensemble de I"€tre, Pinfluence
la plus marguée, sont ce que I'on appelle les caractéres imporlanis, les caractéres
dominateurs; les auires sont les caractéres subordonnds, et ii y en a ainsi de
différents dogrds. "

In order to give anatomy a scientific dignity, Cuvier asserted its intelligibility. This
intelligibility resulted from the principie of the mutual dependence of functions, on which the
laws that determine the relations of their orpans could be determined, (This means that Cuvier
stated the inherent necessity of living organisms.) Cuvier's teleology thus presents a

determinant and heuristic nature'%.

4. A comparison of three taxonomic criteria

One of the main difficulties in setting a thorough taxonomic system is to define and identify
the criteria for a “natural classification”, pinpointing at the same time which anatomical
system can be considered as dominant under an “animal economyy”, (This anatomical system
would be not only “all-pervading”, but also divisible by different degrees, as to ensure that the
classification of the animal kingdom is consistent also in relation to its level of complexity).
As mentioned by Dagognet, there were many answers to this problem: Harvey focused on the
primacy of the hearl and bloed, Linnaeus on the penital-reproductive system, Lamarck on the
neural and skeletal system, However, the strive towards the essential ofien resulted In an
aporia; "“On doit résumer "animal mais on ne trouve pas a quoi le rattacher, Non seulement on
délibére sur le critére muais, pour ainst dire, sur Ie critére du critére; quelle qualité doit-il
détenir pour jouer son rdle?”",

When the three faxonomic classifications proposed respectively by Geoffroy, Cuvicr and
Lamarck, are compared, they appesr as diverging systems based on distinct principles:

1 G. Cavier, Iatroduction, in Le régre animal distribué d'aprés son organisafion, powr servir de bave &
thistoive natwrelle des animaux et d'introduction & anatomie comparéde, 10 vols,, Paris, Forlin, 1828, vol. 1, p.
i1-12,

2 Cfr. B. Balaw, L'ordie ef e temps, L'anatomie comparée ef ['listoire des vivants au X1X° siécle, Paris, Vrin,
1979, p. 75.

B Dagognel, Le catalogue de la vie, Patis, PUF, 1970, 95,
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“Passociatif (Lemarck)', le disjonctif (Cuvier), Punitaire (Geoffroy)”. In addition,
Fernando Gii points out that the analysis of this.triad can be further extended by providing a
more complex observation:

formally, these potential solutions — i.e, & taxonomy based on all aspects, on a
single aspects, or mediating between one and many aspects — will tend to produce
three different taxonomic systems, focusing respectively on many characteristics,
a single characteristic, or no characteristics in particular.'®

Geoffroy’s classification preciscly falls into the first group where, according to Gil,
morphological or structural taxonemies are included,

We shall thus take intc account Dagognot’s opinion of Btienne. Dagognet
acknowlcdged him as an “outstanding precursor of modern times”, an innovating thinker who
revived the academic debale over classifications on new groonds. In doing so, he emiploved a
notion that could provide a new basis for the discipline of structural morphology: “le
renversement, la négation des dispositifs™!’. This revolution was set forth by a new take on
classification, which was seen as consistent with a “unitary” topological framework. As a
matter of fact, Etienne wanted to “reconstruct” the animal kingdom by using the same
elements, and comprising any alteration within a minimum and maximum threshold within
the unity of the plan of composition.

This ground-breaking proposition will only be partly pursued by his son Isidore, who
indeed acknowledges the importance of his father’s work. Ilowever, by only applying
Geoffroy’s tencts, the classification failed even before it was accomplished, A possibility of
mediation, a new stance freed from the rigid boundaries of structure and function was
thercfore required. Things could be added up in a different way — and this is precisely
Isidore’s great chailenge.

* By rejecting the four different groups, Larnarck aimed to reaflivm the oxistenec of a continuons and regulardy
arranged scrics, “‘focusing™, as underlined by Gil, “on the floaling nalure of bounduries, on {he intermediate
variations from one specics to another” (F. Gil, Sistematica e classificazione, in Frciclopedia Eivandi, vol. 8, p.
1336), Lamarck’s answer about the “nafural” method of classification was not based on a complete rejection of
all groups, but rather on the claim that natere could not be divided in disercic parts. According lo Lamarck, all
living beings conld be classificd on ihe basis of an objective, 1.e. non urbitrary, standard without intermpting the
continwous order of nature, First of all, it should be detenmined what is the simplest living organism, the first link
of the “cham” lo which a more advanced organism can be aftached. By procceding this way, all living organisms
woudd be claysified.

Y F. Dagoguet, Le catalogue de fa vie cit,, - 96.

Y F. Gil, Sistematica e classificazione cit,, p. H037-1038,

7 R, Dagognet, Le catalogne de la vie cit., p. 97,
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5. A crucial step

The research on embryos carried out by Serres'® was well known to Etienne Geoffroy and
played a key role in the development of Isidore’s classification, Serres’ studies confirmed that
the development of a single individual follows the same laws that are essential for the entire
zoological series. This means that the organism of an animal having a higher development
status goes through all the permanent stages in the lower levels as it changes and grows'®,
Serres believed that the animal kingdom could be considered as a single animal, whose
development might come to a halt now and then. In this standstill, the halimarks of each class,
family, genus, and species are determined and come fo light, Moreover, the assumption that
worms are embryes of vertebrate animals — just like cold-blooded vertebrates are embryos of
warm-blooded animals — seems fo perfectly agree with Efienne’s thesis on the existence of a
single natural paradigm, upon which all species are shaped and traced out. Geoffroy and
Serres’ {indings cventually brought the “old” scale of beings, the most representative product
of finalism and the theory about the relentless progress of nature, to beil down to a simple
idea: that of a single set, or more exactly a single “animal” whose growth is more or less
staggered and whose development follows the same regular step the human foetus goos
through as it grows.

Lticnme did not onfy verify the hypothesis that there is a parallelism between the natural
scale and the development stages of the loetus in higher verfebrates, but he also proved that
this paralielism was applicable to teratelogy and embryology as well. “Les monstruosités ne
s’écartent des formes de leur espéce qu’en revélissant celles d’une autre: wie anomalie dans

; 5 : 20
un cas refombe dans ce qui est de régle ailleurs™.

6. Isidere’s betrayal

Lextension 2 la tératologic du principe de Ia suhordination des caractéres® | si

heureusement établi dans la zoologie par M. Cuvier, est un des progrés gue j'ai eu
lc plus & coenr de réaliser, ef heurcuscment aussi 'un de ceux qui se sont trouvés

® According to Dagognct, Anloine Elienne LReynaud Aupustin Screes (1786-1868) was the naturalist who would
bring to full development the insights of Lticonc Geoffroy {sce ibid, p. 113). Scrres also argued that a
classification should be reviewed snd amended according to a new and ground-breaking way of considering the
animal organism, seen a5 “unc somme pure el simple 4 organiles’ ou de “molécules™ (ibid, p. 114}

' This law is also known as Meckel-Serres Iaw. In the carly seventeenth century, the law of réeapitilation or
law of embryological parafefism — comparing the stages in the development of cmbryos with the siructura
condition of adult animals — enjoyed a great popularity (sce LS. Russcll, Form and Function, London, Murray,
1916, p. 79-101, AW, Meyer, Some llistorical Aspects of the Recapitulation Idea, “Quarlerly Review of
Biology” 10/4 (1935}, p. 379-396). Onc of (he first syslematic formulation was proposed by Sctres. A complete
definition was subscquently claboraled by the naturalist Johann Fricdrich Meckel (1781-1833). {See LF, Meckel,
Sysfem der vergleichenden Anatomie, T vols., Lialle, Renger, 18211833, vol. 1, p. 345). Sce also J-L, Fischer,
Le concept de ‘récapitulation’ chez Etienne Geaffray Sain-Hilaire, in Histaire di concept de récapitulation,
Paris, Ed. Paui Mengal, Masson, 1993, p. 55-68,

Xg Geoffroy Saint-llilaire, Phifusophie anatemnique des monsiruesitds Imaines cit., p. 443 (al ltalics arc the
author’s}.

B Sec ibid., vol. 1, p. 47, 104,
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les plus facifes. Il suffisait de s’&tre familiarisé par des études quelque peu
approfondies avec 'emploi que les zoclogistes, et aussi les botanistes, font chague
jour de ce principe, pour reconnaitre que foutes les conditions de son application
se trouvent réunies aussi bien chez les monstres que chez les 8tres anormaux.”

Semeone could say that these lines de not seem to have been written by Etienne’s son: as a
matter of fact, Isidore conveniently applied the method of the suberdination of characteristics,
acknowledging the imporiance of Cuvier’s studies.

It would then secem that Isidore has forsaken his father. However, his betrayal is
diminished when he confesses that, even though it was obvious and even predictable that he
would apply the subordination of characteristics to teratology, he “did not use it” {albeit hc
actually employed i),

il se trouve en effef finalement, que toutes les divisions primaires que i"ai déduites
de I'observation et de P'analyse des faits 4 ’égard des monsires unifaires, et par
suite, des monstres compoesés, sont parfaitement identiques avec celles que
j’aurais pu dédwire immédiatement, et avant toute étendue approfondie, du
principe de la prééminence des caractéres de la forme générale.”

In contrast o his father, who despised this classification on many grounds {including his
dispute with Cuvier), Isidore elaborated a nomenclature, combining theories by Linnaeus,
Cuvier, and Geoffroy, because he knew it would provide many advantages. The following is
the foremost advantage:

Swit un sujet chez lequel le canal vertébrat est ouvert dans sa partie supérieure, et
qui se trouve privé du crdne, du cerveau et de la portion cervicale de la moelle. Un
tcl monstre, nomme dérencéphale dans la méthode de mon pére, ne pourrait étre
indiqué, en adoplant toute autre nomenclature, quc par la périphrasce suivante :
“monstre affecté de spina-bifida cervical, & acrdnie, & anencéphalie et & amyélie
partielfe” o par un mot équivalant & cette phrase : mot tellement long gu’on ne
saurait le refenir, et tellement compliqué que Phelléniste fe plus exercé pourrait &
peine, sans prendre la plume, en distinguer Ies éléments, cn comprendre la
signification.”

Using a dominant character to find a new name had some advantages.
It must be said that the Linnaean method, where the most constant elements were found
in the reproductive system, was not “applicabie” by ifself; indeed “la possibilité de son emploi

i Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Histoire géndrale et particuliére dex anomalies de Uorganisarion cit., vol, 3, p. 602.
B 1bid., vol. 3, p. 603. Sce also ibrd,, vol, 2, p. 197,
* Scc ihid, vol, 2, p. 104,
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fecesse} précisément, par tne singulidre et heureuse concordance, 13 ofl cesserait aussi son
utilité”™, as, for instance, when the monster’s sexual organs are either missing or doubled.
However, when combined with Cuvier’s anatomy, the principle of the subordination of
characteristics proves successtul and promising.

Thus Isidore Geoffroy provides an extremely complex and original solution for the
classification of monsters, In his hypothesis, where Linnaeus, Cuvier, Serres, and Ftienne
Geoffroy’s theories are combined, summed up, and eventualiy blended, the idea of a bottom-
to-top scale, based on the complexity and severity of monstrous alterations (Serres,) went
alongside the assumption that the world of anomalies is divided in embranchements that run
paraliel to each other {Cuvier’s legacy). The principles cutlined by Isidore Geoffroy represent
a trade-off between “groupes vraiment naturels, et le paraliélisme des sérics™. This “est aussi
un fait général, également vrai en zoologie et en tératologie, mais nouveau encore pour la
premitre comme pour la seconde de ces sciences™®, It was based on the principle of the
predominance of characteristics”’ (a corollary of the principle of the swbordination of
characterisiics), “régle principale d’oti se déduisent immédiatement les divisions primaires du
regne animal”, a significant principle “en importance théorique™ and more importantly “par

immense valeur de ses applications pratiques™®,

7. The classification of monsters

The essay Histoire géndrale et particuliére des anomalies de Uorganisation chez 'homme et
les animaux des monstruosiiés, des variéiés et vices de conformation, or Traité de téraiologie
by Isidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilare consists of three volumes with an iconographic atlas, By
using a precise nomenclature, a wealth of details, and a clear, explanatory style, this essay
helped to lay the foundations of teratology as an autonomous science. On the one hand, this
new science claimed its own theoretical legitimization, identifying itsell with its own peculiar
method and subject of study; on the other, it could not lose contact with the other sciences, on
pain of becoming a sterile specalation.

Isidore Geoffroy proceeded upon the assumption that the majority of individuals in a
species share a set of common features, called the “specific type™. His feraiological
classification does not discard then Etienne Geoffioy’s results, but rather it employs them
differently. Any deviation from the “specific tvpe” {i.e. the organic differences of an

5 Ihid., vol. 3, p. 604. Sec also ibid, vol. 1, p. 104,
* Ibid , vol. 3, p. 602, 604.
¥ As Isidore Geoffroy suggests, (his concept was introdaced in zoolopy by Blainville, who in 1816 filly
formuiates the theory of parallel series as well. Blainvilie’s hypothesis aims (o maintain finel canses reiustating
as well (he idea of a hicrarchical scale. Blainville appreciaied also the novelty and importance of Eticnne
Geoffroy's philesophical anatomy, although he refected the unify of composition. He could not belicve thal
homologies were the frac cssence of comparative anatomy. Finalty he warned Cuvicr nof to limil comparative
anatomy to a description of parts and not to ignore the results of philosophical anatomy (see T.A. Appel, The
Cuvier-Geaoffroy Debate. French Biology in the Decadex befare Darwin, Oxfurd, Oxford University Press, 1987,
E@' 119-120 and p. 213-215).

1. Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Histoire générale et pariicudiére des anomalies de Dorganisation cil., vol. 3, p. 603,
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individual compared te the majority of subjects from the same species with the same age and
sex) represented an anomaly and could be classified into four main typcszgz 1. The kémitéries
or half-monsters, which are divided in variéfés, slight deviations from the specific fype, and
vices de conformation, anatomical deviations that are very simpie and yet hamper or impair
one or more functions. Simple anomalies of little complexity are in furn classified according
to the changes in size, shape, structure, location, number and so on. 2. The héférofaxies,
anatomically complex anomalies and vet do not interfere with any of the functions. 3. The
hermaphrodismes, deviations from the specific type that are evident in the outer appearance
of the subject; they are congenitat and consist in the simultaneous presence of both sexes or
some of their features, reaching full development in the period of puberty®®. 4. Abnormalities
of a complex kind, or actual monsirosities, which hamper or impair the performance of ene or
more vital functions™ and are divided in simple or double monstrosities™.The classification
was therefore substantially based on the level of complexity and severity of anatomic and
functional deviations.

Tn contrast with Ftienne Geoffroy, Isidore claimed that the classification of
abnormalities could be compared with the zoological classification, since the different degrees
of anomaly actually provided a natural criterion for distinction. Therefore, it was also
necessary fo pinpoint which organs had to be assigned greater relevance, in order to
distinpuish between actual monslrositics — severe abnormalities affecting vital organs — and
simple anomalies — alterations affecting non-vital organs. In a living being, the organs are
generally divided in three classes: organs that are necessary for the survival of the individual;
organs that are necessary for the survival of the species; organs that do not specifically fall
under the above-mentioned categorics but that are common fo both. The anomalies affccting
first-class crgans are severe and ollen [atal; those aflecting second-class organs only show
their severity in the posipubcscent vears; and finally, the anomalies affecting third-class
organs cause little or no handicaps for the individual. In addition, there is a further class of
anomalies, of those affecting the orpans whose homologous are in great mumbers and
arranged in series, Compared to those affecting third-class organs, these abnormalities have
an even less relevant influence on the individual’s body,

In his classification, Isidore Geoffroy thoroughly studies the level of complexity — from
the perspective of the anatomic ratio — and severity — depending upon the degree of disability
suffered by the subject — of the abnormal conditions. However, i appeared that these two
scales (lhe one of complexity and the one of seriousness} were not superimposable, since the
hétérotaxies, in particular, the situs inversus of viscera, are not disabling conditions, even
though they are anatomically complex, Against this common belief, Isidore declared that the
general transposition of viscera was by no means a complex abnormality.

¥ Sec ibid, p. 29 and following pages,

® See 3oL, Fischer, Etienme Geoffray Saim-Hilaive face an déterminivme du sexe, “History of Philosophy of Life
Seiences™ 1/2 {(1979), p. 261-283.

3 rbid, p. 127 and following pagces.

* Sec infia.
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As far as actual monsirosities were concerned, the outer surface level of the body was
seen as displaying the complexity of the inner, in-depth malformation. The inside condition
was consistent with the outside look: appearances are not deceptive. This was onc of the few
cases when a taxonomic assumption matched with a common prejudice, Monstrous anomalies
have a global and pervading influence over the body’s organization,

In the case of the transposition of viscera, however, the affected subiect looks perfectly
shaped. As a consequence, it might be assumed that this abnormality is not severe or
disabling: “Les rapports de position des organes ont été souvent confondus avec leurs rapports
de connexion: il imporie cependant beaucoup de distinguer les uns des autres™. While an
anomaly in the reciprocal position of the organs is by no means scvere, the same is not true
for the anomalies in the mutual connections of the organs. Therefore, the general transposition
of viscera is only superficiatly a serious anomaly, for it has no physiclogical influence on the
body and, more importantly, it does not alter its external form, It does not have to do with the
“connections of the parls”, but with their “positions” only. In other words, “la position
absolue est changée, mais la position relative conservée™*,

The most severe type of abnormality is the absence of an organ, especially if it is a vital
one. “Efre et n'étre pas sont les deux conditions diamétralemont opposées™, writes Isidore.
This abnormality can be very scrious — e.g. the missing or duplicated organ had a vital
function, such as the heart — or unimportant — e.g. in the case of missing or duplicated fingers.
Anomalies pertaining lo similar organs' decreasing or increasing number arc themselves
divided in two groups: those where one or more organs are added or deducted, and those
where the increase or absence of one or more organs is only apparent. The anomalies included
i the second group may result from the disjunction of the two halves of an organ or either
from the unnatural nnion of two usually separate organs. Tt is a “combinaison insolite de ces
éléments”,

The law of the arrest of formation or development, weli-described by Etienne Geoffroy,
defined the lortuitous arrest of a development that has had a regular start, and it played a
pivetal rale in ksidore’s classification. Given that the development of an organ always follows
its shaping, the amrest of its shaping mostly involves the abscace of such organ®. The
abnormal parts of a monster’s body show cvidence of an arrest of development, where the
affected organ takes the same shape of its zoological analogous, belonging fo an animal
placed at the bottom of the scale of beings (retrieval of the Meckel-Serres law) .

If, as already Bticnne claimed, the anomaly s always produced by a sudden, accidenta,
and highly fraumatic event, the possibility that malformations might be caused by a discase
should be dismissed. When an iliness strikes an individusl in its early devclopment, the whole

o), Geaoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Histoive générale ef particufiére des anomalies cit., vol. 1, p. 63.

M tbid., vol 1, p. 64,

& Ihid. vol 1, p. 61,

¥ Ihid., vol. 1, p. 07,

* It should be added that “eonséquence naturclie of néeessaire de co fait, que Phomme, supérieur aux animaux
par Ic degré de développement de la plapart do ses organes, leur esl en méme temps inféricur par le degré
d’¢volution de quelques autres” (ibid , vol, 3, p. 442).
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of its body is affected. And yet, the monster leoks perfectly formed in many of its parts,
Moreover, no pathological condition can make an organ return to a lower stage of
development already achieved by that very organ when the illness was taken™". Therefore, if
the monstrous body had not been considered as completely independent from any
pathological alteration, it would nof have been possible to outline & teratological
classification.

As far as the decrease or increase in volume of an organ is concerned, abnormalities are
generally of modest entity. However, “des cas ot toutes les parties ont subi une diminution ou
une augmentation de volume, si toutes, comme chez les nains et les géants, ont diminué ou
augmenté dans les mémes rapports”, the abnormalily is rather visible, even though “c’est la
proportion des parties, et non leur volume, gui détermine leur valeur anatomique et qui régle
leur influence sur les fonctions™’. Anomalies should not be merely described, but studied in
their natural relations,

8. A sui generis type of composition

in the world of living beings, every single monster is a distinct specics: it has a suf generis
composition.

First of all, we should remark that a subject actually having monstrous anomalies dies
immediately after its birth. Moreover, since it cannot breed, its specificity would not be
passed on. The anatomy and physiclogy of a menster is peculiar and clearly recognizable, The
monster is not the defective analogous of a “normai” being: the originality of its constitution
becomes fully clear and classifiable,

Let us take into account a specific cxampie: the human acephaious. In the light of the
above considerations, can we still consider it as a human being? According to Isidore’s
analysis, if cannot be recognized as a member of the hunman species because it lacks all the
features characterizing the human individual (i.e. head, brain, etc.). However, it will be a
subject worthy ol analysis and classification, duc to ils unigue existence that is confined to the
intrauterine environment.

The monster is not mercly an ill subject, suffering from a more or less lethat discase, but
it is an individual having a different organization. Such an organization has its recurrent
characteristics external o the zoological rcalm the monstrous individual belongs to.

Just like his father Btienne®®, here Isidore referred to Leibuiz. In his New Essays
Concerning Human Understanding, Leibniz had argucd that the sbnormal individual loses
his/her identity when the classification criterion lies in the comparison of external forms. This
was beeause the external form of monsters is deeply altered by the disease and is not
consistent with the typical form of othor specimens in the same species. Therefore a different
criterion is required for the identification of this species. This criterion should not enly take

* Ibid., vol. 3, p. 501.

* 1bid., vol. 3, p. 23,

1 the entry “Monstre™, included in the Dictiormaire classigue d'histoire naiurelle, Paris, 1827, vol. 11 (Mo-
nis0}, his father refers to Lebniz precisely in the same way.
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info account the monster’s external shape, that is by nature ever-changing, but it should also
give an answer to the question as te whether the “imer natare [...] that is common to the
individuals of a given species {...] is also present [...] in individuals lacking some of the outer
signs that ordinarily occurs in that species”', By hinting at the inner nature, i.e. an entelechy,
Leibniz had overcome the problem of the resirictive analysis of exfernal features, which is
insufficient for the identification of the monster’s species. Leibniz’ notion of species would
then be invalidated by the existence of monsters, uniess a metaphysical principle, a
subgtantial form, came into play.,

Isidore Geoffroy’s answer 0 the above guestion (whether an acephalic subject is stifl a
human being} is a clear expression of the epistemological shift from Leibniz’ thought. The
underlying issue is thus selved:

un Acéphale n’est donc point un ére hwmain, anatomiguement parlant @ il
n'appartient & Pespéce humaine que par la circonstance de son origine
circonstance dont on doif touwjours faire abstraction, et dont la valeur est
absolument malle, lorsqu’il s’agit de détenniner fes rapports d’un &re sous un
point de vuc général et philosophique,”

An acephalic subject is an individual at its highest fevel of development, whose life is
restricted at the existence in the uteras. The monster s then a fully-formed individual: in the
acephalic subject, the development of the organization did not proceed regularly as required
by its specitfic type, but was arrested, producing a different kind of organization. The “new
being” would then fall into another type of classification, parallel te the zoological ane, The
“circumstance of its origin” could not be applied any more as a heuristic criterien for the
classification of monsters; if was confined — topether with any reference to final causes —to a
discipline like teratology, which aimed to acquire a scientific dignity. All features that are
shared with normal subjects must be left out of the analysis of a monster, which should only
focus on the purpeseful study of the typical features of monsters.

The application of the naturalist method to teratolopy was validated by the finding that
the same kind of abnormality or monstrosity recurs in different subjects, as well as by the
empirical proof that those abnormalities are actually regulated by gencral laws; however, on
Isidore’s opinion, this faxonomic method did not allow for a global and complete
classification. “La meilleure des classifications ne saurait étre parfaite”“; however, this is also
true for tcratology and, generally speaking, for any method or system. In spite of this
specification, it is unguestionablc that a “natural” vet imperfeet classification is more useful
than a supposedly perfect yet “artificial” classification: while the latter results in a sterile

* G.W. Leibuiz, New Essays on Hinnan Understanding, ¢d. by P, Remnant, §, Bennet, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1996, p, 312.

2 ¢, Geoltruy Saint-Hilaire, Histaire générale et particuliére des anomalies €it., vol. 1, p. 114,

B bid., vol. 1, p. 122,
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enumeration, the former allows for comparisens and highlights analogies that would be
otherwise unnoticed ™.

9. The Emits of monstrosity

“Les anciens anatomistes paraissent n’avoir pas méme soupgonné que les anomalies de
{*organisation pussent avoir des limites, et 4 plus forte raison, qu’clles fussent réductibles 3
»4 The fifth chapter of the essay Histoire générale ef parficuliére
des anomalies opens with a brief overview of ancient beliefs about the origins and the
appearance of monsters, In particular, the first paragraph entitled Des fauyx mionstres deals
with imaginary monsters or fictional and mythological creatures, resulting from a
combination of different parts of animals. The notion of monsters has significantly changed
from Ambroise Paré and Malebranche to Diderot®, going from a mythological
conceptualization to a structuralist (or functionalist) framework, where it can be quantified,
analysed and classified. “[...] La science dun rangement, la cartographic des productions
végétaies on animales transformera direclement I’économie, {...] inquiétera les rois et leurs
conseillers™,

Prior to the epistemological revolution, there was no limit to imagination. According to
various beliefs, monsters acguired forms that could not exist within the rigid boundaries of
nature, where no infringement is allowed. The impulse towards lyybridism reached the highest
levels of fancy, even though the researches of eighteenth century anatomists were clearly
already looking for a regular principle.

These flights of fancy were interrupted by Isidore: as it appears, nature “creates”
nothing anew, but ceaselessly keeps modifying its current forms according to the laws of
organization, by which it must always abide, This means that any monstrous feature, as well

des lois certaines ef précises

as any arrest or even excess of formualion or development, must comply with rigid boundaries,
which are eventually set by the general faws governing the world of living beings.

Explaining what caused an excess of formation thus required a set of general laws of
organization, cnsuring the possibility to alter but not to “create” the organic matter, The most
relevant of these Iaws is the principle of eccentric or centripetal development, upon which
blood vessels and nerves are always formed hefore the development of the heart and the
cercbrospinal axis. According to this theory, the process of organogenesis is reverted, beeause
the formation of organs follows the flow of venous blood. This means that # proceeds from
the “circumference” to the centre. By consequence, the organs are formed and shaped from
the “circumference” to the centre; hence each uneven and median organ is originally double
and the right half, separated from the left half during the early stages of development, is then
combined fo the latter only in the following stages. I an acciden( prevents these hulves from
joining {arrest of development), two separate organs are consequently created (excess of

" thid, wol, 1, p. 123,

5 Ihid, vol. 3, p. 421,

* 0 these topics, see M. Mazzoout-Mis, GJi enigmi della forma cit,
** See . Dagoguct, Le catalogne de la vie cit, p. 11
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Jormation), without involving the formation of & new and excess matter, The law of eccentric
or centripetal development expluined the ouigrowth of organic matter by the notion of the
arrest of development,

While looking for proofs that could validate this law, Isidore Geoffroy discovered
another law of embryogenesis: the law of the renewal of organs, according to which “chaque
fonction est shccessivemont exéeutée au moins par deux organismes, Pun primitif et
provisoire, 'autre définitif ef permanent, inverses dans leur développement, et comme
antagonistes”. This law, as declared by Isidore Geoffroy, “m’a &€ en effet, sinon démontrée,
du moins indiquée d’abord par les résultats de mes recherches tératologiques™*, He was able
to remark that the volue of many organs, such as the thymus and the suprarenal glands, is
much greater in the foetus than in children or aduits. At a given moment, these organs begin
to decrease until they reach a rudimentary stage, The excessive volume of a developing organ
can be due to a persisting condition that is typical of a less advanced stage; that is, by a
rudimentary, provisional and transitory organ that abnormally persists and whose volume is
greater by nature than its final size. Fully-formed organs are prevented from taking the place
of their provisional likes by the arrest of development, so that they maintain an unnaturally
bigger volume.

Even in this case, no organic matter is formed anew. But what about double or triple
monsters? Once agam the {aw of the arrest of development comes to [sidore’s aid: the excess
of formation is caused by an arrested development in onc of two subjects; this subject can be
seen as a parasitic form of the twin with a more advanced level of formation,

Again, it is recommended to go through Isidore’s classification step by stop. According
to his taxenomy, the class of simple monsters inchudes three categories: L. the aufosita (whose
body appears as fully-lormied; after their birth, they can survive for a varying period of time,
Aufosita are in turn divided into four f+7bg, according fo the abnermal part: limbs, head, torso,
or cerebrospinal axis); 2. the omplialosita (suffering from a very complex sbnormal condition,
where one or more organs or body parts are missing but the umbilical cord is stilf present); 3.
the porasifes {monsters appearing as an amorphous niass of cells, having no venous
circulation or wmbilical cord). The class of double monsters is divided in two categories: the
auttositaria (double abnormal condition presenfing two aqufosita) and parasitic individuals
(where an omphalesitus or parasile is joined with an awtesitus and so on; one of two
individuals is more developed than the other). In these

réunions gui aménent ta formation d’élres composés, ce qui est vrai du comps toud
entier, l’est de ses diverses parties, soit chez les monstres doubles ou triples, soit
chez fes &tres composés normaux. Sauf de rares exceptions, dont il est presque
togjours possible de se rendre un compte satisfhisant, Tunion des individus

composants se fait toujouts entro partics similaires.”

. Geollroy Szint-Hilaire, Histoive géndrale ef purticufiére des unomalies cit., vol. 3, p. 597,
P
Ihid., vol. 3, p. 464
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This happened accordingly to the law of soi pour sei. A regular paftern in the shaping of
double or triple monsters emerges from the analogies and the “harmonie des matériaux qui les
constituent™’,

10. Conclusion

With such a complex classification, is there still room for an order? According to Isidore, the
answer is yes: an order that is not teleological, and yet it can display the regular patterns of
living beings by emphasizing their imegularities. The monster is a challenge to nature and to
its own laws, by which their compulsory application is reaffirmed.

The scientific {eratology “est 4 Iorigine de I'intelligibilité contemporaine du monstre (la
classification d’[sidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire est dailleurs toujours en usage dans les théses
de médicine)™', Facing monsters, which are always a challenge to reason, and confronting it
with the mystery of life and creation in s limitless complexity, the limits of men are
bypassed. The philosopher of science can now understand and classify an accphalous, placing
it on the rank of a compiex organisation, that not only it is worth studying, but i also
represents an empirical evidence of the power of nature and of the regularity of its laws .

The birth of teratology is lepitimized under the plan of anatomical research set by
Tsidore Geoffroy. The French philosopher took on the scientific tencts of the emerging
biotogy (i.e. variability is due fo key invariables) and he arranged his studies combining
different epistemological theories {namwely those of his father and his rival Cuvier’s),
demonstrating that a profitable combination could be achieved. Reading Isidore’s words and
asking ourselves why the haunting and suggestive enigma of the wonster loses its awa of
terrifying wonder and is placed af the centre of the naturalists speculations f{inally means to
question the role and the limits of medern science.

[Tramstuted by Michela Pistidda and revised by Tessa Marzotto]
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Him, the Monster? The Ego Deformation in Ramean’s Nephew
CLAUDIO ROZZONE '

Abstract: This cssay deals with the topic of seeial deformation through the dizlogue of MOI (Me) and LUE
{(Llim), the two characters of Ramean’s Nephew by Diderot, This work overfumns the Platonic terms of the
dialoguc form “slaging™ a comparison between a “philosopher™ (MO1) and a “monster” (LULL. Through the
proposed path we aimed to show how the deformation of the “moral monster” Ramcau concerms cqually the
levels of acsthetics, ethics and physiclogy. Hence the difficulty for the “philosopher™ of the dislogus to find an
identity in the deformation, to think the ego individuation of such a changing and monstrous HIM, someone who
is ablc both to mock the truth, assuming several forms, as a “celd blooded actor”, and to let truth “ferment™ and
to give back to anyone a fragment of “his natural individuality”. We attempted o accomplish the described task
by clarifying that the “Ncphew’s monstrosity” is just relative monsirosity, just onc possibilily of that ever
changing “one”, that is man, furlhermote pointing to the relationship botween memery and freedem in order to
find the theoretical fulorim for 2 re-thinking of the “necessary” - and creating - role of deformation,

1. The philosopher and the “ecccentric”

The philosopher has a “habit™!, “Rain or shine, [...] about five of an evening”g, walks along
the Palais Royal, and ends his wandering on a bench of the boulevard ¢’ Argenson. That’s
when his thoughts start wandering, or his “trollops [eatins]™, as he notoriously calls them.
But “if the weather’s ro0 cold, or 100 wet™, if then something threatens his daily promenade,
here we find him in the Café de Ia Régence, where he can cajoy himself and shitt from the
licentiousness of his thoughts to the hest chess playing place in Paris. Precisely one of those
days of different weather from the wswal, he cofers the Café, and he is approached by an
equally “different” figure: different from anything that can be said normal.

We ate in the famous incipit of the Second Satire, also known as Rameaus Nephew,
started by Denis Diderot in 1761 and probably medified until its last version in 1774° (it is
worth remarking that Goethe translated it in 1803, even before the French edition, and from
this translation Hegel will draw the passages of the Phenomenology of Spirit dedicated, as it is
well known, to Ramean s Nephew). We mentioned, righl from the start, that in this work the
chess game® forms the setting for the encounter between the philosopher, designated in the
dialogue by the pronoun Mo/, and the strange “character”’, who is given instead the pronoun
Lui, A layered game is announced, and it characterizes indeed the dialogue soon taking place:

' 1. Diderot, Remean & Nephew, in ). Diderot, Kemean s Nephew and First Satire, fransl, by M, Mauldon, New

York, Oxlord University Press, 2006, p. 3 {henceforth RN followed by page number),

IRN, 3.

3 3N, 3, translation modilicd.

RN, 3, my italics.

® 8cc H. Dicckmann, The Relafionship betweer Didevots “Satire 1" and “Sative If”, “Romanic Review” 43

{1952}, p 12, See ibid. also on the crucial link between Satire I and the Safire I, Sur les caractéres et les mois de

caractére, de profession, eic.

: See . Starobinsld, L fucipit du "Neven de Ramean”, in “La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise” 347 (1981), p. 48-50.
RN, 3.
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a kind of dialogue that formally overturns his illustrious predecessor, i.e. the Platonic
dialogue® (we shall shottly see how this is not the only support employed by Diderot, with his
well positioned fevers, in order to stage his personal overturning of the Platomismi).

Going back to the character, Lui, who starts bothering the philosopher, Moi, we
immediately notice the main features of what could be defined — as many illustrious critics
actually did — as a “moral monster™”; “he is a composite of nobility and baseness, good sense
and irrationafity”®, Such contradictions permeate this man at every level. The philosopher,
with his Platonic attitude, tries to analyse him and make distinctions: he fries fo rationally
discern order in the person who sometimes looks fike a tramp, sometimes lke a
“gentieman™ ', And in order to make the task even more complicated, while introducing the
complex core of the dialogue, we shall say straight away that the social deformation defining
12 character is played on three different levels, The “changeabilify” of this
“monster” is “moral”, “physiological”® and “aesthetic™™.

Iewever, the main question | wish te fackle here is the one conceming the critical
discussion of the notion of egeo and its fieedom. Throughout the dialogue the question is: what
is the ego of such a changing and monstrous Him? Qur question seems somehow trivial, The
dialogue does not take place between “Diderot™ and “Rameau’s Nephew”. About such fim,
contmually changing like the god Ferfummmuy mentioned in Horace’s exergue of The Nephew,
like the weather opening the dialogue, the philosopher says at the beginning that “nothing
could be more unfike him than he himself is™". Him is at the mercy of money, thin or fat

this “bizarre
19313

¥ On this matter, see 1LR. Jauss, The Diclogical and the Dirlectical Neveu de Rameau: How Dideraf Adapted
Socrates and Hegel Adopted Dideraf, trangd. by 8. Brewer Berlowitz, Protoco] of the Colloguy of the Center for
Hermencutical Stadies in Hellenistic and Modern Culture, 27 February 1983, p. 1-29, where seversl, although
oflen significanlly divergent, intcrpretations of Diderot’s dialopuc in relation to Plato’s dialoguc arc taken into
crilical account, and where, d'uprés Bakhtin, the Menippean form of the Safire is recognized in Dideroi’s work.
See alse M.A. Bemstein, When the Carnival Turns Bitter: Preliminory Reffections Upon the Abject Hero,
“Critical Inquiry” 10/2 {1983}, p. 283-305 and I. Starobinski, “Diogéne™, in Id., Diderot, un diable de ramage,
Paris, Galtimard, 2012, p. 216-222,

® See for instance HR. Jauss, The Diglogical and the Dialectical Neven de Rameau cit., p. 6, where Jauss goes
back to J. Fabre, lntroduction & D. Diderol, Le neveu de Ramean, Gendve, Droz, 1977, p. XLV, who, in fum,
defines the Nephew a “moenster” reforring to F, Ventun (cfr, F, Venturd, Giavinezza di Dideroi, Palermo, Sellerio,
1088, p. 132).

RN, 3. On the coexistence of such opposite factors in the Nephew, see 1. Strarobinski, L Incipit du “Neveu de
Rameaw” ¢il,, p. 52, On this matter, sce also fissad sur les régnes de Claude ef de Néron, where Diderof says
probably alluding to Rousscau: “Had he boen wise, T would not have toved him; | woudd not have loved im, had
be been erazy: ! needed him wise or crazy that way” (D. Diderot, Essai sur les végnes de Clande ef de Néron, in
. Diderot, (Euvres compléfes, el by H. Dieckmann, 1. Varloot, Paris, Hermann, 1975-, t. XXV, p. 232, my
teanstation). And Foucault defined him as “the last character in whom madness and uireason arc united” (M.
Foucanll, History of Madness, transl. by i Murphy, J. Khalfa, London-New York, Routledge, 2006, p. 344), a
“derisory Bgure” (ibid., p. 345) finaly revealing an “anti-Cartesian™ (ihid., p. 348) “power of derision” (ibid., p.

RN, 3.

3 1. Starobinski, LIncipit di “Neven de Ramean™ cit,, p. 44, my transtation.

¥ 1. Starobinski, Ser Vemplof du eliasme dans “Le Nevey de Rameau ™, “Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale™
89/2 {1984), pr. 184-185, my translation.

YRN, 3-4. And, a5 it is well known, Diderot himsclf, in the Saloas, cvoked the powers of Vertumnus, i order (o
reshape with words Vernet, Chardin, Grewse,
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according to the circumstances, depending on whether he has been properly cating or he has
snatched a frugal meal. Him's biological, animal dimension does not miss the opportunity to
reveal itself'’, right from the start in this work. In such “composite”!’ incarnated by Him,
biological needs emerge and flourish during the dialogue, producing tensions and implications
on the social and aesthetic level. The above mentioned paraded dependence on needs, as
Starobinski remarks, implies that Him's deformation leads him to inhabit “zones of
indistinction”, “infra-human™'®, i.e. the very thresholds by which, not by chance, Diderot’s
studies in physiclogy are very much concerned. However, this “eccentric™® individual, a
member of the “cccentrics” group, sometimes knows how to raise interest in the wise
philosopher. After all, when the weather is dilferent from the usual, when the philosopher,
contrary {0 his habits, does not indulge in the licentiousness of his thoughts, he can relax and
listen to this “eccentric”, although he does not hold him in “esteem™ ", And that is because, —
and this is a crucial point —, it seems that such a “soul of an earth-worm™' has something to
teach him about the ofhers. The pame takes place then between Me, Hint and the offiers,
according to a “permutability™ style that Lyotard already recognized in “Diderot the saryr”
and in his great “sarire”™; more precisely Rameau’s Nephew™, In fact, says Moi, this
“eccentric” is interesting in so far as his changing deformation “conirasts” with “other
men 5% forms, and “break{s] with that tedious uniformity [of] our education, [of our] social
conventions™*®, Exactly the others. If we (ake into account Lyotard’s formula of permutability:
we, the readers, are the others,

The image chosen by the philosophers, Moi, to describe how we are influenced by such
a kind of people is even more revealing: a kind of maieutics, revealed, we could say, right
from the start, when the narrator-philosopher has already experienced what happened that
strange late afterncon, that is the time lapse of the dialogue, when he can then tell his truth,
t.e. that when “one of them appears in a group, he’s like a grain of yeast that ferments, and

restores to each of us his natural individuality™’,

* Sce for instance Y. Sumi, Le Nevew de Raviean: caprices ef logigues du jen, Tokyo, Librside-Fditions France
Tosho, 1975, p. 134-142,

TN, 3

% 1 Starobinski, LIncipit du “Neveu de Ramean” cit,, p. 57, my translation.

¥ RN, 4.

BN, 4.

U RN, BS.

2IF Lyotard, Philosophy and FPainting in the dge of Their Experimentation: Contribution to an fdea of
Postmodernity, transl. by M. Minich Brower, D. Brewer, in A, Benjamin (ed)), The Lyotard Reader, QOxford,
Basil Backwell 1989, p. 183,

B bid., p. 185.

H “Being didn’t choose Cévanne to express itself, now did t? Nor Merleau-Ponty, nor anyone. Pon't iry fo re-
establish these ponderous elections, poctic instimition, Heidepperian preaching. ‘Being” chose Ramcau’s
Nephew" {ibid., p. 189).

¥ RN, 4, my italics.

% RN, 4.

TRN, 4.
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2. Him’s game

What is Him's game? We soon understand that — as we claimed in the copening - the
overturning of the Platonic dialogue actually takes place. Starobinski claims that Him is the
paradigm of the “category of the hors-category, of those who cut and break, who don’t play
the game™™, but T would like to introduce a further distinction. Two passages characterize
Hlim. When llim plays in society: in our play that’s what Him describes to Me. When Him
plays the social game, chalienging it from within, cheosing {0 obey its rules, precisely thus
mocking them deeply: answering artfully, coherenily deforming (as Merleau-Ponty would
say™) in a humorous way (as Deleuze would say’”): you can overthrow a rule by obeying it up
to its finest details. In this scenarie, — let’s say a regime situation, -- the Nephew willingly
undergoes social deformations: he is the cold biooded actor who, once mere within the
fension between biological needs and social ruies, chooses to mildiy conform to the roles that
society asks him to play. He defines himself as an “actor [comédien]”! who is better than the
others.

But when Himr meets Me at the Café de la Régence, for Him it’s a suspension momecat, a
crisis of the Paradigm of the daily pantomime: he was in fact expelled from the Bertin-Hus
salon, the last mundane sheiter where he had found abundant meals. It’s a “middle™ moment,
The philesopher and the jester both “smell” something different, something they do not know
yet, and they are both atfracted to it, they inok for cach other and fhey find each other, In this
breaking peint the Nephew’s pantomime gives form fo the deform maientics of the dialogue.
The question what is it? is replaced by the pantomime of the social pact in the process of
helping somecone to give birth o truth. Through his pantomime the Nephew shows the
philosopher what he calls “idionis™? and thus provokes langhter. He shows, while doforming,
“the various pantomimes of humankind™®, the idioms of each category, “moral idioms”,
“idioms of that calling™*
categories,

Him’s pantomime assumes then the fruth value that both Diderof, and iater on Bergson
give to Moliéres characters. We shall recall that according to Bergson laughter is moved
precisely by the display of the folds of thosc habits moving human beings as “wooden
3 The model for such a social unmasking, for Bergson, is precisely Moliere’s
work, who is also, not by coincidence, an essential aulhor for Dideret, and a fundamental

, pervaded by more general “idioms” capable of relating different

dummies

27 Starobinski, Lineipit du “Neven de Rumeau ™ cit., p. 59, my franslation.

¥ Gee for instance M. Merlcau-Ponty, Man and Adversity | Discussion], transl. by T, Teadvine, in T. Toadvine, L.
Lawlor (cds.), The Merlean-Ponty Reader, Bvansion, Northwestern Universily Press, 2007, p. 216

* See for instance G, Deleuze, Coldiness and Cruelty, wansh. by . MeNeil, Chapter VI, in Muasochism:
“Coldness and Cruelty” by Gifles Deleuze and “Venus in Furs” by Levpold von Sucher-Masoch, York, Zone
Books, 1989,

* Sec H. Bergson, The Langhier. An Essay ou the Meaning of the Comic, transk. by C. Brereton, F. Rothwell,
New York, Cosime, 2005, p. 60.
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inspiration for ffim in Rameau’s Nephew. The latter inherits this lesson in a “monstrons”
fashion, playing it against the very social characters that force him to play the comedy of life.
How is Moliére’s lesson transformed in the modelling hands of the Nephew? “When I read
L'Avare”, Him says,

I tell myself: be miserty, if you wish, but take care not to faik like the miser. When
T read Tarmuffe, 1 tell myself: be a hypocrite, if you wish, but don’t talk like a
hypocrite. Keep these vices which serve you well, but beware of the tonc and the
air that go with them, and would make you appear ridiculous. To be sure of
avoiding that tone and air, one must fnow what they are; now, those authors have
portrayed them superbly, I am myself, and that is what I shall vemain; but [ behave

and taik in a socially acceptable manner.>®

Here is the cold actor speaking. Notwithstanding, “T am myself, and that is what I shall
remain” is an expression generating a problematic echo paired with the opening lines by the
philosopher, Ae, who describes Him saying that “nothing could be more unlike him than he
himself 187, and with what we aiso hear Him himseif stating: “Devil take me if 1 have the
faintest idea of what I really am™ . What seemingly stays the same instead is Him’s tendency
o assume forms, his fendency to deformation, cold indeed, although also supported — as the
Nephew passively discovers as a happy surprise — by natural predisposition: he feels he has a
kind of nature “which in this domain is surprisingly abundant™®. Ile is left then with a double
choice; he can mutate and bend, so as to deceive the others, or he can become the person who
reveals the social game.

And still, besides running afier the satisfaction of physiological needs, Him is also urged
o get {ull recognition as I, and therefore needs Me. Docsn’t he feel the need, towards the end
of this work, to receive confirmation from AMe that he is always the same? Precisely him,
Ventumnus? [Ie needs to be confirmed in front of the phifosopher, to chase him down, as
Socrates with the Sophist, The Platonic play roles are here reversed: “Rameau confers to his
interlocutor a Socratic role. But we are only deafing with a simulacrum of a birth™”. Rameau
is sterife in relation to the philosopher’s words, who instead is unmasked by Rameau, and
“fecundated” by him. Showing socicty’s folds, types, idioms, deforming them just above the
limit, this demonic Socrates “brings out the trath”*’, a humorous maieutics in opposition to
Socratic frony. Here is the confossion that the Nephew gets the philosopher to chgender;
“Upon my word, what vor call the beggars’ panfomime, is what keeps the world poing
round”*’,

Diderot’s satire, an expression of his “freedom style”®

, replaces the Platonic dialogue.

3 RN, 48, my italics,
¥ RN, 46.
RN, 49.
* 1. Starobinski, L'fncipit du "Neven de Ramean ™, cit., p. 04, my iranslabion,
4 e
RN, 4.
RN, 86.
# One of the two styles recognized by Delcuze in the writing of the Philesophe (see G, Deleuze, dntraduction a
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It is its overturning, Can we nevertheless say — as we saw the philosopher stating — that snch
an gvertuming brings about the discovery of .a “natural individuality” lying underneath
“idioms™, that would be the result of the clear vision derived from the unmasking of the
Nephew, Him, who is able to assume and reveal through pantomime the folds of habit forming
the social fabric? Once the half an hour of “crisis” of the dialogue is over, the Nephew will go
back to being a cold actor, and he will re-enter the great pantomime of the world, the
existence of which, as we just saw, he got his “victim”, the philosopher, to admit. But let’s
consider a further step, “backwards” to be precise: if, helped by Diderot’s Elements of
Physiofogy, we go indeed u step backwards in relation to the Nephew’s actions, one “notch
[cran]™ back, we get to the heart of the problem that the Nephew’s deformation let emerge at
the Himit between social grounds and biological grounds. Can the Nephew act differently from
how he acts? The probiem is not only who Aim is, but what his [ is. What is the Me of Hin?
It's not by chance that at some point in the dialogue {fim advocates the dignity of his own Me,
through his ability to say re, indeed, it is true that Rameau mocks the others, because he is
hungry for fine food and wealth, although hunger is not enocugh to force him to return to his
daily pantomime; he wants the “dignity” to satisfy his needs by choice. After all, it would be a
choice invelving, according to him, ethical consequences: his monsirous pantomimes can, so
he claims, express “providen[tial}” justice, as they present themselves as a “homeopathic
remedy” for the corresponding illness: “We are the means appointed for all etemity by
Providence” Him claims “to mete out justice to the Bertins of our day”™**.

3. Is the Nephew a monster?

[ recalled earlier how the most authoritative critic has repcatedly defined Ramean’s Nephew
as a monsier. And yet this word never appears in the whole dialogue, T believe rather refevant
that, on the other hand, the philosopher writes: “there was, in what he was saying, much that
we zall think, and by which we guide our hehaviour, but do not actually say, In fruth, this was
the most striking difference between my man and the majority of other people”™. Diderot
conid have dcfined the Nephew a “monster” with no difficulty, granted however that, in
regards to the last quoted remark, the definition and the monstrosity effect were applied to all
human beings. Taking into account Diderot’s physiological studies can shed much light, if we
hold true, as Diderot claims, that therc is no hiatus between what is biological, social or
aesthetic, and man is just one, under all mentioned “aspects”. Through the fesson of
D’Alembert Réve we learnt that man is a form provided with a “temporary equilibrium™*,
like all other beings. Accerding to Simondon’s Twenticth cenlury terminology, a “metastablc

D, Diderot, Lo refigiense, Paris, Marcel Daubin, 1947}

2D, Dideret, Eléments de physiologie, Paris, Hlonoré Champion, 2604, p. 315, my translation.

RN, 57.

RN, 76.

* Qee 1. Varloot, Genése ef signification du “Réve de d’Alembert”, in . Diderot, Le Réve de o 'diembery, Paris,
Bditions sociales, 1971, p. LXXXIIL, my translation,
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equilibrium™"’, Thus, we could say that Diderots enguiry aims at the process, and not at the
principle, of individuation™, There is no pre-formation, although Rameau insists on the
ominous influence, in itself, of the “paternal molecule™”, Social and biclogical moenstrosity
are according to Diderot onty relative: “Animals, plants etc, are, to my belief, recent events in
respect to the origin of the world; once bom, in time they will pass away™"; human species,
monstrous perhaps in refation to something else, could be a fleeting specics™.

We shall now refer to a strategic writing — from which the latter quotation is taken — in
order to disentangle some of the controversial peints of the stratified text of Rameu s
Nephew, 1.8, to Diderot’'s Comment on the Letter Concerning Man by Hemsterhuis, where
some of the main topics of the Elementy of Physiology are carried out {when Diderot writes
his Comment, he hus already started writing the Efements as well). In this fext, Diderot
himself carries the topic of the monster from the biological Ievel fo the social onc™. First of
all, he claims that monsirosity is relative: “there is nothing that is monstrous in relation to the

whole™; then suggests that “the envious man is not a fasting monster” and “the voluptuous is

another fleeting monster”, “pravided that”, not an irrelevant clarification, “such vices are at
vatiance with the organization™', Moreover, if we remark that Diderot, in a letter to Sophie
Voliand, defines himself as & “monster”, we can then understand how it seems necessary to
apply to the social fabric at least what has been said concerning the biological field and the
fundamental becoming of the forms. It happens, as it does (o Piderot, that you feel “rather a
monster” as to live “with discomfort, although not monster encugh to be exterminated™ by
nature, And yet, in the Réfidation d Helvétius not only the “imbecile”, but also the “genius” is
considered to be a “monstor™®,

Not only monstrosities are relative, but perhaps we are monsters ourselves, man is a

"7 (;. Simonden, L individuation psychigue et collective, Pais, Aubier, 20077, p. 28, my translation.

¥ Sec . Diderot, D Alembert’s Dream, io . Diderot, Ramean s Nephew and 1Y Alembert 5 Drea, transl. by L,
Tangock, London, Penguin, 1966, p. 189: “Anyhow, you can sce that where the carly stages of the develupment
of an anitmal are concerned, it is bepinning al (the wrong end lo observe and stody the mature animal, You must
£o back to is rudimentary state, and i is relevan! to strip yourself of your present bodily organisation and oturn
for & moment lo the time where you were simply a soft, fibrous, shapeless, vermicular substance, more
comnparable Lo a bulb or roof than {o an animal”.

¥ RN, 73, On the importance of the term molecule in Rameaus Nephew, sce R. Lluerd, “Note sur fibre ot
moféeule dans Le Neven de Remeaw”, "Ulnformation grammaticale™ (52} 1992, p. 14-16. However, on the
uotions of melecule and fibre, with reforence W the Eléments de physiologie, see P. Quintili. hutroduction 3 D.
Didcrot, Eléments de physinlogie <il., p. 55-60; 73-80.

* D, Diderol, Observations sur la Letire sur Uhomme ot scs rapports de femsterhuis, in D. Diderot, Euyvrex
compldtes ik, L XXLY, p. 315, my transiation.

*! See ibid., p. 403. See also D. Diderot, Eléments de physiologie cit., p. 108-109.

* Sea M. Brini SavorcHl, fnfredizione a D. Bidenst, Commenia afla Lettera sull ‘vomno df Hemsterluids, Roma-
Bari, Latcrza 1971, p. 62-64.

D, Diderol, Observations sur la Letire sus I'homme cit., p. 315, my translation.

ﬁlbid., p. 323, my transiation.

5 D. Diderot, Letires & Sophie Fofland, vob, TH, Paris, Gallimard, 1930, p. 276, my (ranslation. Jean-Pierre
Vemant paid aftention to this very passage in its interesting "Le ‘Diderot” d"Henni Lefebvre™, “La Pensée” 29
{1950), p. 89-94. On the one hund, Vermnant points out the dichotomy behween nature and socicty in Diderot’s
work, but, on the other hand, in his short compte rendu, he makes clear that “we do nof have fo say that Diderot
hesitales and floats in the contradiction between Nalure and Sociefy, bul (hat he consciously preserves and
sharpens this contradiction™ {ifid., p. 93, my franslation).

* . Diderot, Réfutation suivie de Vowrage d'Helvédrins intitnlé LU'Homme, in . Diderof, (Envwes complétes
cit, t. XXIV, p. 505; 517, my translation,
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monstor:

Why could the whole human species not be a monstrous species[?]. Nature
exterminates the individual within an inlerval of one hundred years. Why would it
not exterminate the species within a greater number of years[7} If all is in fhoou; —
as one can hardly doubt; — all beings are monstrous, that is to say, more or less
incompatible with the subsequent order.”’

Nothing is still, as the Elements of Physiology, a work on which Diderof will work untii his
very last days, ellectively shows: not only do species transform in their history (infra-specific
transformation inspired by Buffon), but a species can also, gradually, fold by fold, transform
into another one (extra-specific transformation)™. Diderot, originally approaching the
medicine of his time and the lessons of Montpellier doctors and Haller, offers a personai
overturning of Platonism. Such a claim doesa’t exclusively foliow Nietzsche or Deleuze’s
comments, as we could expect, it also derives from what Diderot himself clearly states in the
Comment on the work of Hemsterhuis the “Platonist™’. The soul becomes the i, and the |
becomes an effect, the effect of a process, — and not of & principle — of individuation. I
recalled at the beginning how the three iterplay levels of Rameous Nephew develop in
several directions and constantly imply one another. Each level is implied in another, with no
proper separation. To describe form, and most of all the notion of deformation, without
employing final causes, nor causes of generation, is a new fask, and a relative one. In
Diderot’s overfurning of Platonism, form is neither a final nor initial cause, and becomes, on
the contrary, an isfensive notion: that which cannot be separated without changing its nature.
The infinite division of matier is possible from an inteflectual point of view, but reason stops
dividing where it perceives forms. Half a finger does not exist. You can divide a circle, but the
half of roundness does not exist®™, The idioms that Rameau made visible can change, but
cannot be divided: they are qualitative forms,

4. T want what I am

The Comment on the Letter Concerning Man by Hemsterhuis, once taken into account the
fcsson coming from the Elements of Physiclogy, provides the access to a further level of
interpretation of Rameau ¥ Nephew. Me and Him; those are the namos, as we know, of the two
interfocutors in the above mentioned work by Diderot. And yet, what do Me and Himr stand
for within Diderot’s overturning of Platonism? According to Diderot, what is — and this is my
final question ~the principle of the ego in such a perpetoal flux with no pre-constitued ideas,

1D, Diderot, Observations sur la Letire sur "homme cil., p. 403, my translation.

* See P. Quinlili, Itroduction 3 1. Diderot, Eféments de plysiologie cit, p. 51.

* Sec D. Diderot, Observations sur Jo Lettee sur homme cit,, p. 343, And, mureover: “what an excellent
diseiple of Socrates you would have boon!” (ihid, p. 406, my translation).

® Op (his matter, see 1. Diderot, Comversarion between 13'Alembert and Diderot, in D. Diderot, Romean'k
Nephew and DY Afembert s Dream cit., p. 160,
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with no pre-formation? The principle of the ego is memory: “Diderot’s razor” would like to
do without the soul, and this is the main point in the Comment, Me and Him can then be
interpreted not as two soufs, but as two different memories, two “series” of continuity: the ego
is just the awarencss of the continuous series. In the Commiens we read: “The me [moi} is the
result of the memory, which attaches to an individual the sequences of [histher] sensations, If
I am an individual, this is me [mofl. If it is another individual, this is Aim [lui]. The Aim and
the me spring out of the same principle”™®. Me and Him, precisely as Rameau’s characters, are
not two “metaphysical sonls”, but rather two different series of memory, two “stories”, two
different forms of subjectivity: here lies the “difference™ between the two poles of the
dialogue. Diderot avoids using personal names in Rameau’s Nephew, the dialogue being
between Me and Him, i.e. between a chain of experiences that calls itself Me and another
“individual”, Him. Me and Him, according to what we read once maore in the Comment, come
from “the very same principle™: “they extend through the same medium, and likewise they
annihilate themselves. Without memory which attaches fo a long sequence of actions the same
individual, the being at every sensalion, momentary, would pass from waking up to sleeping,
it would barely have the time to admit to itself it exists”, and he/she would feel as if emerging,
so to speak, from “nothing”?, The individuation process of such a transcendental memory, a
“source of vices and virtues™®, is introduced in the Elémenrs through two ‘images of
memory’, closely connected fo one another, The first, an image of memory as all retaining
“sensitive and living wax’ “in order to explain the mechanism of memory”, Diderot writes,
“we have to consider the soft substance of the brain as & mass of sensitive and living wax,
{...1 susceptible to afl sorls of forms, not losing any of those received and receiving,
ceaselessly, new ones it keeps™™, Thus, he adds, you write the “book” — a second image of
memary — that the ege is, a peculiar book, since its reader is the book itself: “This book is
sentient, living” and it “reads itsel”™, Memory then is the transcendental part of the ego,
transcendental in relation to the fonmation of identity.

Without memory, there is no Me, and, as it is clearly demonstrated in the Commment on
the Letter by Hemsterhuis, there is no Him cither.

We create a story of our own life, we need a continuous fink, we acquire habits™, as the
onc opening Rawiean s Nephew, of the philosopler strolling everyday at Palais Royal. The
images of the semsitive wax and of the book reading itself had been anticipated in
D’ Alembert's Dream by the image of the sound of a cord hearing #tself”’. Me is memory,

“memory of (the sensations 1 felt, making the story of my life; a story starting slightly sooner

® 3. Diderot, Observations sur fu Lottre sur 1"homme ci L, . 329, my transtation. Ta D, Diderot, I 'dlembert s
Dreamn cif., p. 194, we can read; "TUis the recollection of all these successive impressions which makes up the
story of cach animal’s life and its consciousness of self”.

B, Diderotl, Observations sur la Lettre sur Phomme cit., p. 329-330, my translation, my Htalics,

85, Dideral, Kléments de physivlogie cit., p. 302, my transtation.

beia’,, p. 297, myy ranslation.

® fhid., my translation,

% Qe ibid, p, 298,

8 See 1. Diderot, D Alemberts Dream cit., p. 157, We cannot farther develop here (he lopic of the image of the
‘memory wax’ and ifs relationships with Diderot’s preceding images of memuory, On this matier we refer here to
a J. Chouillet. Matiére ef mémoire duns Pevvre de Diderat, “Revue de Miaphysigue el de Morale” 8942 (19843,
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or later according to the individual™®,

If we accept the suggestion coming from.the Commrent on the Letter by Hemsterhuis,
then Me and Him, like the characters of Rameaus Nephew are series of memory, figures
coming from connections among time lapses, books reading themseives and aliowing external
reading, not without difficulty or oblivion: memory is a stratification of echoes, & creation of
depth, So we are allowed fo talk about Diderotian temporal genesis of the ego, rising from a
process of passive genesis. On this very ground is played the relationship between freedom
and fatalism in Diderot’s late thought, as in the Eféments, and on this ground we take a peek at
the philosophtcal stance of the topic of the choice of the ego, as emerging from the analysis of
Rameau s Nephew. 1 can say I for the experience never stops to remind me, although in the
form of an endless problem, who I am,

Within Diderof’s overturned Platonism it is increasingly nccessary to define the space
for a new possiblc cthics, not giving in to deformation and the evil “charms”. Nietzsche
laments the lack of a “more refined ethics. Rameau’s Nephew™®. Bven the notion of
responsibility is charged with a friple connotation: in biclogy, ethics and aesthetics. Him
clearly raises this issue, infroducing what we could call Palissot’s dilemma: “Brun”, a poet,
“complains loudly that Palissot, his gucst and friend, has wriften some couplets attacking him.
Palissot had to write the couplets, and it’s Brun who’s in the wrong. [...] i you take a young
man from the provinces to the Versailles menagerie, and he stupidiy decides to put his hand
between the bars of the tiger’s [...] cage: if this young man loses his arm in the beast’s maw,
who is in the wrong? It’s all spelled out in the tacit agreement. Hard luck for anyone unaware
of that agreement, or who has forgotten it. How often would 1 not invoke this universal,
sacred compact 1o justify those we acouse of malice [... 117", But if we say that Palissot “had
t0”, isn’t it also true that we could answer the Nephew, that the poet Le Brun also had f0? Did
the young man from the provinecs not Agve fo put his hand between the bars? Was everything
already not written on the great scroll, Jacques fthe fatalist would say? Once again the
Ilements of Physiology hit the deepest point at stake, hitting the “rock solid” issue:

Volnntary action, involuntary action. The one we call voluntary is not more so
than the other, the cause has only moved back a notch [,..]. If there is freedom, it
is in the ignorant person. If between two things to do we do not have any reason
of preference, that is when we do what we want, that we want without cause [L..];
[but] this man is the abstract man and nof the real one. ™

From here to the denial of man’s freedom the step is short: “The free man is an abstract

8, Diderot, Observations sur la Lettre sur Phomane eit, p. 351, my translation.

)i Nietzsche, Posthunons Fragmments (KSA 7, 30FIR], 739}, in 1\ Nictzsche, The Complete Forks of Friedrich
Mietzsche, t. X1, Unpublished Writings from the Period of Unfashionable Observations, tansl. by R 'I. Gray,
Stanford, Stanford University Press, p, 299,

» RN, 55-56. On this mafler, see also the analyses in ). Starobinski, Sur Uemploi di chiasime dans “Le Neveu de
Rawiean” cit., p. 188-192.

™ D. Didcrot, Eléments de physiolagie cit,, p. 315, my lrarslation,
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being™’?, a necessary conjecture for a finite being, a necessary idea for the forced man. At

best, as the Letter to Landois already claimed in 1759, man has developed the habit of
thinking himself free™. The first consequence of the theoretical negation of individual
freedom is the immediate demand for the foundation of ethics, not exclusively on the grounds
of biology, but taking into account that — also biological — “one”, that man is™, with no
reference Lo external principle, be this latter a “soul””, or a “moral organ”. Let’s consider
how, if “freedom is but a chimera”"
is still possible, but there is no room for regret’’. However, if on the other hand I have no
choice, suddenly the space of morality is, so to speak, vertically “safe”; | must act 50 as to be
worthy of what happens to me. During the last period of his life, Diderot, nol by chance,
devoted great thinking to Sencca, fooking for a “wise man ethics™®, The moral question rising
from Rameau ¥ Nephew must respond to the same issue: Me, at some point in the dialogue,
talking to Ifim, seems to anticipate it: “you can’t belicve that one can rise above good or il
fortune”™”,

We shall not claim, however, that in Diderot’s ethics man is exclusively determinate,
Simply, what he did, he did necessarily. He cannot regret anything saying: “1 could have done
otherwise”. I, for the sake of argument, this were possible, he would cease fo be the very man
uttering the seatence, since in his place we would find a different series, ancther story, another
Me, who would ignore cverything ahout the existence of the one expressing recrimination. It
would certainly be an “identical™ IJim, from the point of view of the other Me watching him,
so o speak, from outside, but he would not be the same Me who expressed regretm. Man, like
the animals, is perfectible, “modifiable”™. And the very “man of the Eléments”, as Paolo
Quintili remarked, “is a being that can perfect itself, physically as much as morally, these two
fields being cansally tied together™?

, the notions of repentance and regret change: repentance

, in the “sinpie cause” represented by man:

P’ almost sixty years old. Whatever the multitude of causes is which contributed
to make me what [ am, [ am a single cause. When [ speak, I always have only one
effect to produce. This effect is the necessary result of what I have been since the
farthest moment from the present moment to the former.

™ D. Diderot, Observations sur Ja Lettee sur Phomme cit, p. 308, my translation,

™ See I1. Liiderot, Letire & Landots, in D, Diderot, {Ewvrey complétes, od, by H, Dieckmann, J, Varloot, § IX]
Paris, Hermann, 1981, p. 257,

™ “in my system | would employ 2 different expression than moral organ; I would have said man; that in my
ospinion is a being one™ (D, Diderot, Observations sur fa Lettre sur I'honune cit., p. 360, my translation).

* Ihid., p. 340, my translation.

7 Ihid., p. 402, my transiation.

7 (a this matter, sce D, Diderol, Lettre & Landpis cit., p. 258.

™ See B, Franuini, Elagio dell flwminismo, Milano, Braso Mondadori, 2009, p. 23, my translation.

" RN, 35, my ilalics.

B RN, 35, my ilalics. On this matfer, scc alse D. Diderot, D 'Alentbert s Dreant cit., p. 202: “Bear in mind also
that although our birth and young manhood were Heked by an uninterrupled series of sensary impressions, the
first three years of your lile have never been part of your conscious life-story. What would the period of your
youlhk have meant ko you if it had borne no relationship at all to this moment of your deerepitude? D'Alembert as
a decrepif old man wouldn’t have thc faintest reeolicction ol the young B’ Alembert™,

B D. Diderot, Observations sir Ja Letire sur Phomme cil,, p, 342, my transtation,

Hp Quiniili, Iniroduction 3 D. Diderot, Eféments cit., p. 92, my {ranstation,
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Leaning [velléité] is nothing else but my necessary agreement to do what [
necessarify do, in the moment,*

Is then consensus fo make an action virfuous or not? Can we say that the Nephew is guilty
since he gives consensus to his monstrous nature? | don’t commit a sin, Abelard claimed,
when an evil thought comes knocking to my head, but when I open, so to speak, the door and
invite it to come in. ..

However, in the Comment once more Diderot goes backwards a “notch™ and, although
acknowledging the existence of assent, he denies, after all, the stance of freedom: “the
agreement to produce the effect we necessarily produce, as one cause, is nothing eise but the
awareness of what we are the moment we act. So [ want is synonymous with 1 am such™™,
This is not then, according to Diderot, the best of all possible worlds™, but, as Ramean’s
Nephew already sensed, this is the only world possibleﬂr’, within which we shonld give further
thinking to the wise man figure, granted that Diogenes appears to be, towards the very end of
Rameau s Nephew, the example of a much too abstract philosopher™, The only world
possible, however, is a world still writing itself according to the only possible way it can be
written. Like, by the way, Jacques® “great scroll”, creating new forms. This is why Rameau s
Nephew can conchide saying: “He that lauphs last, laughs best™®, And perhaps the one who
wilt laugh, Diderot would say, will nof even be a man",

Firapslated by Tessa Marzotto]
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™ D. Diderot, Observations sur la Letire sur "homeng cit., p. 302, miy translation. Tt thus opens up the possibility
for & {ranscendenta] — and not metaphysical — discussion about freedom: it is no more question of “showing how
it is possible that the causal chain which determines us as cmpirical subjeets is interrupted by the breaking in of
voluntary act”, but rather of “defermining the siructural rules slarfing from which onc pets allowed to talk about
will” (V. Costa, Distanii da sé. Yerso una fenomenologia della volontda, Jaca Book, Mitano, 2011, . 16, my
franslation},

% See 0. Diderot, Observations sur la Letite suc Phomme ¢it, p, 389,

# “Nothing clse is possible but what exists; | mean possible in nature, and not in concept, {.,.J. Al that is, it is all
that can be. Nothing elsc can cxist™ (ibid, p. 404, my translation}. ™n whal concerns the Nephew, (he hest
possible world would be “the cnc that includes me; to bell with the most perfect of worlds, iF T'm nod part of it”
(RN, 12),

* On the figure of Diogenes in Rameau 5 Nephew, see J. Starobinski, "Diogéne” cit.

RN, 89.

™ See D. Diderot, D déenbert’s Dream, cil., p, 180-182.
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Monsters and Social Deformations in Balzac’s Work: Sarrasine’s
Case Study

MICHELE BERTOLINI

Abstreact: The project of La Comédie humainez by Balzac appears Hke a moustrous monument, & succession of
social deformations and pathologic life’s forms: this essay focuses on the historical and theorctic rclalions
between Balzac, the science of Hfe snd a new scicnee like teratology in French context, The scientific research
by Btienne and Isidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire on monster, particularly on hermaphrodite, linking with &
morphological fradition, crosses the obsession for neuter and mixed in Sarrasine's short story,

Balzac’s interest for the epistemological and methodological implications of the sciences of
life is largely documented, starting from his explicit admiration for both Cuvier and Geoffroy
Saint-Hilaire. Notwithstanding the expression of personal esteem for Cuvier ali across the
pages of La peau de chagrin or La théorie de la démarche, in the well known dvant-propos to
the Comédie humaine of 1842, the novelist decides Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire’s victory over
Cuvier in the famous dispute of 1830, the querelle des analogues, where the two scientists
battie against each other in front of the French and German scademic world, including an
exceptional spectator, such as Goethe', The choice in favour of Etienne Geoffroy Saint-
Hifaire is motivated mainly by the strong principle of unity and by the strong belief in
connection, as essential principle of reality, presented in the scientist’s writings, as well as in
the efficacy of analogy, as an heuristic tool for the universal understanding of reality”, Balzac
is looking for an ontological truth, o be presented as the invisible truth of the world of visible
phenomena, and he finds in the principle of the unity of composition of Geoffroy Saint-
Hilaire, — already anticipated, according to Balzac by the researches of Leibniz, Buffon, and
Charles Bonnet, — both a grounded hypothesis and a mocthodological model for the
understanding of the workd®,

1. Where is the monument? The monster as monumesnt.

Balzac is certainly atiracted by the monumental dimension acquired by the science of life with
Cuvicr and Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire. This element cannot be separated from the attention for
the dimension of time, pervading natural sciences, and particularly the science of life, in the

! See H, de Balrac, Avani-propos, in (Bwvres compleres, Paris, Gallimard, 1976, vol. 1, p. 8-20. See Balzuc,
Author’s Introduction, ed. by G. Saintsbury, praduced by J. Bickers, Dagny, and D). Widger, 2010 {EBook
#1826). On the relation between Bubae and Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, see 11 D’ Also, Belrae, Cuvier et Geoffroy
Saini-Hifaive, “Revue Qhistoire de ta Philosophie™ 1934, p. 339-354; 8. De Sacy, Balzec, Geoffiay ef Punité de
compasition, “Mercure de France” 176, 1/7 (19483, 1/12 {1950,

? See M, Mazzocut-Mis, Mostro. L anomalia e il deforme nelfa natura e nell ‘arte, Milano, Guerini & Associati,
1962, p. 117-118.

 Sec 1i. Gaillard, La svience: moddle ait vérité? Réflexions sur Iavant-propos & fa Comédic humaine, in Bafzac:
{invention du roman, sous Ta direction de C. Duchet, ). Neefs, Pads, Belfond, 1982, p. 69-73.
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Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century®, that is to say, the capacity to go “from the study of the
synchronical of life to a diachronical study: biclogy properly speaking, defined by its
historical dimension™, that is certainly & not unfamiliar dimension for the constraction of a
literary monument, such as the Comédie humaine.

However, the two ideas of the systematic articulation of the animal world as a
monument, that we can get from Cavier and from Saint-Ililaire are not identical: Cuvier is
admired by Balzac, as the writer says, for his analytical skills to logically deduct the entire
whole from one detail, to reconstruct from “the frontal bone, jawbone, or femoral bone of
some beast, [...] an entire creature from them, even if it be antedifuvian™, without mistakes,
but classifying the discovered individual according to the principle of parts and whole
correlation and mutuat dependency, for which each part separately considered hints to all the
others. Cuvier’s method responds to a both econcmical and aesthetic principle particularly
seductive for the French novelist: it allows an economy of means to grasp the necessary links
between a detail and its set (ex ungue leonem)’. Cuvier tends then to restore the monument as
& systematic unit starting from its fragments. The scientist himself employs the term
“monumen{” when he compare his activity to that of the antiquarian: “Antiguarian of a new
specie, it was necessary that [ learn both how to restore these monuments of past revolutions
and to decipher their meaning; [...] to compare them with the ones Hiving today on the globe’s
surface: an art almost unknown and relying before on a simply sketched science™. The tribute
paid to Cuvier in the first pages of La peau de chagrin by Balzac takes place, not by chance,
in an antiquarian shop, where objects, works of art of different and distant periods are
randomly piled up.

Here, alsc the peculiar retrospective and circnmstantial fock of the scientist-poet finds
its place, with its ability to let a full set rise from a stonc fragment, a footprint, a bone’,
Precisely considering each animal of a species as a complete totality, to which every part
necessarily refers, Cuvier cannot justify and master the principle of variability, that is the base
of variation in living forms, This is why his analytical spirit, his rigorous although restricted
genius, is compared by Balzac {through the mouth of Félix Davin} to the efforts of historicat

* Gee M. Foucauit, The Order of Things. Archaeclogy of the Human Sciences, London, Tavistock Publications,
1974,

* A, Michel, Balzac et la logique du vivany, “Lannée balzacionne” 1972, p. 225.

* H. de Balzac, Treatise an Elegant Living, transl. by N. Jeffries, Cambridge MA, Wakefield Press, 2019, p. 44,

" The principie of the necessary and functional correlation between the detail and the whele is formulated on the
aesthetic and epistenological level already in the Sofows as well as in the first chapter of the Essafs sur lu
peinture by Diderot. Sce D. Diderot, Didderot on Art, The Salws of 1763 und Notes on Painting, cd. and transl. by
J. Goodinan, Intreduction by T. Crow, New Haven-London, Yale University Press, 1995, vel. 1, . 191-193,

¥ G. Cuvier, Discours sur les Révolutions de la surface di globe, ef sur les changements qu'elles ont produiis
dans le réene arimal, Paris, Librairic de Firmin Didot Frires, Fils ¢t Cie, 1867, p. 1: “Antiquaire d’unc cspéce
nowvelie, il me fallut apprendre 4 1a fois 4 restaurer ces monuments des révolutions passées cf 4 en déchilfrer ie
scns; [...] 4 les comparer enfin & coux qui vivent sujourd’hai 3 Ta surlace du plobe: art presque inconny, et gui
supposail une science 4 peine effleurée auparavant”. Co the evidenfial paradigm as a model of knowledge
inherited from divination, and putting together history, archacology, medicine, geology and palacontology, see
C. Ginzburg, Clies. Roots of an Evidentiad Puradigm, in Clues, Myths, and the Historicof Method, teansh. by 1.
Tedeschi, A.C. Tedeschi, Baltimore, Johns Hopkins Universily Press, 1989, p. 96-125.

® See H, de Babuace, The Magic Skin, translation by Hlen Mamiage, produced by Dagny, B. Sala, D. Widger,
2416 (HBuok #1307}
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reconstruction by Walter Scotf, sculptor of several beautiful novels, or of well crafted
chapters of a single work, nevertheless unable to rise from the effects of such a marvellous
analysis to the synthesis, ie. the system'®, Cuvier consciously precludes himself the
possibility to consider intermediate states of animal species, the imaginative cffort to consider
variations and transition from a form fo another in continuity, according to the law of
variability, that is the corollary of the principle of the one plan of composition. His monument
is just sculptural, as the literary work of Walter Scott, and cannot account for a temporal
layering of several levels of biological development, of different species and different layers
of time in one wnique, fresh form; taking the distinction and the heterogeneity of the species
as a starting observational data, Cuvier can grasp the internal formal necessity linking animal
parts to the whele, but he cannot deduct the variety of the species from a principle of
variability of a single form, capturing in a unitary synthesis the one and many, as Etienne
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire could actually do'!,

Next o this enquiry reconstructing life as a monument, precisely thanks to the study of
anomalies and monsirosities started by Etienne and Isidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, another
conception emwerges, privileging the possibility of a double or phural vision of the same forn
This means capturing the time deep frame of the monstrous form as well. This allows indeed
to read diachronicity in the fixed form, to see variations within the unity. The monster can
presents itself as a monwment, jewel box of memory to be inferpreted, and thus offer a
precicus intuition to someone, as Balzac, trying to articulate a project as the Comédie
Mmaine, a systematic history of human and social culture.

The monumental project of the Comddie humaine gets monstrous looks in his encounter
with the spirit of Balzac: a mythical monster incomprehensible at first, appearing to the
novelist “at first as a dream”, “a chimera that gives us a glimpse of its smiling woman's
face™?, made intelligible by the principle of the unity of composition (as well as by its
coroflary, the variability law, justifying nature and the origins of metamorphosis in life, i

natural differentiation). The one plan provides o Balzac’s project unity, cohercnce and

intelligibility, through the introduction of elements of social classification analogous fo the
principles of naturat classification, in the direction of an extension of the analogical method
already applied by Saint-Hilaire in thc inspection of scveral animal species, apening to
possibility the analysis of social species as the zoologist studies zoological species.

The unitary plan justifies and aflows the understanding of the origins of differences and
of social and biclopical deformations, in relation first of all with the environment (prifien).
This last term was made familiar in literature by Balzac himself, but it was aiready dominang
in biological science since the early years of the Nineteenth Century (from Lamarck to Isidore
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire)"’. The environment is the agent of social differentiation for human
species, whose multiple forms come out of the progressive muitiplication and variation of the
same matter: “There is but one Animal. The Creator works on a single model for every

10 See F. Davin, Mntroduction anux Brudes de mceurs, m Balzae, (Frires compléfes ot vol, 1, p. 1151-1152,

" See F. Gaillard, Lu seience: modéle air vérité? Réflexions sur Pavant-propas & la Comédie humaiue cit., p. 73.
2 Y. dc Balzac, Author's troduction cit.

B See G, Canguithem, Le comnaissance de fa vie, Paris, Vrin, 1965,
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organized being. “The Animal” is elementary, and takes its external form, or, to be accurate,
the differences in its form, from the environment in which it is obliged to develop. Zoological
species are the result of these differences™™™,

Society functions in analogy with nature’s work, minus the striet respeet of species
limits, thanks to its greater mobility and dynamism. Accordingly, Balzac presents the French
society engendered by the French Revolution and by Napoleon’s epopee claiming that
“differences have vanished in our sccicty: all that remain are nuances™', to the point that the
son of a grocer can become Peer of France thanks fo his wealth. ITazard, individual talents and
passions, they all play as motives and motors of social fransformations. The variabilily
principle, i.c. the base of social life forms variations, is now the fundamental heuristic
principle for the understanding of the spectrum of differences among classes and professions.
Accordingly, the study of fashions, manners, bearing, furniture, things reflecting our habits, is
the main object of interest in the Parhologie de la vie sociale.

In order fo understand how the (biological and social) monster can provide an image of
the time and rise to the value of monument under the clear inspection of someone considering
it as the manifestation of one of the laws of nature, it is necessary to briefly recall the heuristic
and epistemological value aftributed by Etienne and Isidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire to
teratology and, in direct connection, to embryology. The monster reveals in some of its organs
traces of formation and development arrest (as theorized hy Meckel-Serres’s™®
an insight in the embryo’s history, the memory of its development, that is its correlation to the
scale of beings and the phylogenetic plan of development. In blocked organs anomaly, that fix
them almoest photographically fo the development stage of an inferior animal, lower down in
the scale of beings, memory otherwise lost in the embryo development is revealed, to the
point that deformation is taken as a spectredspecirum of memory of the natural scale of
beings. And for GeelTroy, as for Balzac, memory is inseparable from the morphological frame
of manifestation, from the possible vision of form: “monstrositics — Etienne Geoffroy Saint-
Hilaire claims — do not depart from the forms of their species, if it is not fo endorse another
one: an anomaly, in some cases, fall under a rule elsewhere”'’. Transgression to the form of
the species means the inclusion in the form of some other species: anyway the living thing
cannot escape from a morphelogical frame of appearance.

In the screening of the snapshots of foelus biological development, in the layering of
several stages of the scale of being revealed throuph the monster, Balzac grasps several
fruitful suggestions for the building plan of the Comédie Inmaine. In the piercing eye of the
scientist, the monster brings forward stratified biological memory, including the memory of

1, thus allowing

4. de Balzac, Author’s Intraduction o,

* H. de Balzac, Treatise on Elegant Living cit,, p. 23.

8 aw postulating the parallelism between the law of foetus development of supsriur vertebrales and the rafural
scale of beings, as between feratology and cmbryology, beyond any form of progressive finalism. This law
postalates the idea of the one plan of composition, and thus is acoopied by liticnne and lsidore Geaffroy Saint-
Hilaire.

A Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Philosophie anatomigue. Monstruosités humaines, Bruxelles, Culture of civilisation,
1968, vol. LI, p. 480, Sce M. Mazzocut-Mis {cd.}, Anaromia del mostro. Anfologia di scritii di Etienne ¢ Isidore
Geaffioy Saint-Lilaire, Firenze, La Nuova Ilalia, 1995, p. 35-39.
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the general development of living things. Similarly, Belzac’s social monsters bring forward
all together the several development stages of individual history, social environment
reflections, and coilective history {for instance French political transformations, from
Napoleon’s Empire to Restoration), in addition fo their innate monstrous features (take the
head portrait of Balthasar Claés, main character in Lu recherche de 'absolu).

On the premises of the new teratological science infroduced by Etienne and Isidore
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire in the Comédie hinnaine, we meel both true social monsters, unable to
adapt to the transformations of their social envirenment, as for instance Louis Lambert or
Balthasar Claés, who are poing to die, and widespread anomalies (according to the term
infreduced by Isidore Geoffroy, indicating pet animals’ modifications, produced by the
environment and transmitted to each individual of the same species via filiation'®), that are
bodily and habif pervasive deformations, cxplaining human beings fransformations and
aliowing the adaptation to specific environments. In this case, individuals have adapted to a
milie more and more similar fo a mirror, a reflection, a second skin, according to the
interplay of reciprocal deformation and mutnal accommeodation (of the individual to the
environment, and of the environment to the individual). The grotesque deformation, as it is
the case in the description of the antiquarian shop in La pean de chagrin or rather of
Gobseck’s house, comes out to be a form ol social existence, as the characters’ multiple forms
of degeneration make up (o a pathological life, nevertheless guaranteeing vital activities™, Tt
should be distingnished then from striclly speaking monstrosity {(that is not included in the
realm of illness). The anomaly is then the agent of transformation and metamorphosis, a
vector of social change, as “teratology explains the necessity itself of modification for
survivaf and adaptation to the environment™,

n the Introduction aux Etudes philosophigues, Félix Davin, goes through (he plan of
composition of the Comédie humaine, and in particular he studies the articulation of Balzac’s
work from the Etudes de maurs to the Etudes philosophiques. He finally interprets the French
writer’s efforts as a monument of whosc physiognomy you can catch just a glimpse, an
architectural building whose overall structure is only visible through the details, the small
elements, “the squared slones, the scattcred capitals, the metopes half covered in flowers and
dragons”, only apparently “insignificant and small™*!, A partially monstrons monument, if we
consider the displacements, the inverled positions of some works and stories, similarly to the
internal organs inversions in biological monsters™, This monument is developed around a
juvenile germ, coming from a physiological base articulated as a history of social cuiture, a
historical anatomy of humanity, taken in its different phases of temporal development (from

** Isidore Geoffroy’s focus on the modificalions produced by the envirnment on the adult animal will attract not
only Balzac's aftcntion, bul also Darwin’s: see [ Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Histoire géndrale ef porticudidre des
anomalies de Povganisation chez Phomme ef les animaux des mownstruosites dex variéiés et vicex de
conformation, ou traité de tératologie, Paris, J.B. Baillicee, 1832-37, vol. 1, p. 242,

¥ Gee L. Frappier-Mazur, Sémiotigue dy corps malade dans La Comddie hunwine, in Balzac: Vimvention du
reman cit., p. 1539,

™ M. Mazzocut-Mis, Mosoa, L avomalia e il deforme nella natura e nell arte <it., p. 128

B, Davin, Mtroduction aux Budes philosophigucs, in H. de Balzac, Ewyres complétes cit,vol. 1, p. 1206,

2 See ihid., p. 1202.
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vouth to old age, from the Seénes de la vie privée to the Scénes de la vie parisienne). Here,
individual life is always in relation to a “frame” {cadre), whose borders are sometimes narrow
(country life), sometimes broad and large (the capital), i.e. an environment asking man fo
adapt, setting the premises for the presentation of a character according fo a principle of deep
affinity, profound correspondence and co-belonging™.

Balzac’s works, compared fo Lawrence's portraits, of which the “unprecedented
poriraits are alone as many physiognomy treatises™ "
different sociai classes’ physiognomy, taken in their most fleeting, imperceptible, momentary

, appears as the multiplication of the

nuances, in their most anonymous gestures and glances, rather unknown to the vulgar eve,
since next to the “major types and strongest passions, also secondary types and intermediate
passions exist, not less dramatic and most of all rather new™. Balzac’s eye is both
micrascopic, attentive to detail, and macroscopic, briefly resting on the expression of a
particular physiognomy (simply sketched}, in order to harmonize it with the overall general
plan, applying the “amazing patience of the mosaic builder, putting together a set full of unity,
originality and freshness”™®, in full respeet of the principle of the unity of the whole.

Within this time-mirroring monument it is possible to point vul two problematic issues:
the presence diflicalt 1o classifly of an heterodox momsfer (the hermaphrodite Sarrasing),
raising the question of the refation between type and vamation, between model and
phenomenon, and the biunigue relation between individual and environment, specified as
reciprocal correlation, in which deformation ptays a structural role, constitutive of social life.

2. The obsession for neuter and mixed: Sarrasine between hermaphrodite
and androgyne.

Sarrasine, short story published for the first fime in 1830, presents a double monster, an
hermaphrodite text, developed between two centuries (the Parisian party of 1839, and the
scene in Rome in 1758 where the story of Sarrasine’s great passion [or the casirated
Zambinella), on the verge between night and day, between a gelid exterior and a warm and
fight interior, between two stories, one within the other®, - as an aborted foetus inside the
adult body of the present time — between two forms of art (sculpture and music), between two
possible positiens in the Comédie humaine. It was indeed conceived as Etude philosaphigue,
but Sarrasine was then placed by Balzac in the Scéney de fa vie parisienne, raising several
issues on positioning in Balzac’s corpus. His exceptional position in Balzac’s structure does
not seem Lo depend on ifs later addition, since it is a sort of interior portrait of the author
himself, as it was largely made clear by the biographical and psychoanalytical readings of the

" Sce M. Mazzocut-Mis, Mostra. L anomalia e i deforme nelfa natura e nell arte cit, p. 129-131.

3 F. Davin, Introduction aux Hiudes philusophigues, cil, p. 1209,

5 Ibid., p. 1208.

I See P. Citron, frtroduction & Sarrasing, in H. dc Balzac, Givvres complétes, Paris, Gallimard, 1977, vol. 6, p.
1038,
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story”’, but it is nevertheless interesting how its position remains problematic in relation to the
overail structure of the Comédie. Hybrid monumeni, the present time and first person
narration reveals a secret memory glowing on the figure both of the old centenarian and the
young narrator,

The monster is here characterized by a sexual ambignity not immediately visible from
outside: Zambinella, the beloved castrated, who is the object of the young sculptor Samasine’s
passion, appears as a young singer with a radiant beauty. In the sculptor’s mind, he is the
renewal of the myth of “Pygmalion’s statue descended fron: its pedsstai”zs, being the denial
of the perfect correspondence between internal deformation and external appearance of the
deformity, that should characterize, as Isidore Geoffroy Saint-ITilaire says, the most severe
forms of monstrosity, The monster cannot lie, but the hermaphrodite can hide and dissimulate
his double identity. Zambinella, who efymologicaily hus “two beings inside herself™, having
no sexual determination (a man without virility, a woman in her voice and looks, but not in
gender), reveals, although through negation, the simuitaneous presence of both sexes, storing
in her memoery the mythical imagpe of the hermaphrodite, gradually unsezled by the story.

There is no need to assume a direct influence, possibly supported by the personal
correspondence between Isidore Geoffroy and Balzac, in order to recognize a theoretical
affinity between Zambinella’s evanescent ambiguity and I[sidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire’s
attempt to classify hermaphroditism as mewfer and miived, in his Histoire des anomalies,
published in the same years of the production of Balzac’s great novels, between 1832 and
1837, since both Sarrasine and Isidore Geolfroy’s teratology explicitly tackle the
philosophical problem of the mixed and memter. Here we deal with & form deprived of clear
sexual dominant, that is an organism marked by a contrast between exterior and interior
{modifications fo external sexual organs, in order fo copulate, can be added or not fo the
similar modifications of the internal reproductive organs). The mixed hermaphrodite and the
neuter hermaphredite do not belong, according to Isidore Geoffroy, to two properly separated
categories’. They present the characters of the species they belong to, without the characters
of sexual gender differentiation, while the bi-sexual hermaphrodite proscnts at the same time
two more or less developed complete sexual apparatus, The absence of a precise sexual
dominant, besides raising serious issues for taxonomy, since the “refusal of mixed factors, as
principle of individuation, is an indispensable request for any taxonomy™", it is scientifically

7 gee R, Barthes, 5/Z, fransk. by L. Miller, Oxford, Blackwel, 1974, Barhes is himself inspired by 1. Reboul,
“Serasine” ou la casiration personnifide, ¥Cahicrs pour Panalyse” 7 (1967), p. 91-96, who was fascinated by a
quote from: Sarrasine in onc of Bataille’s texis. Picrre Citron offers a biographical reading, interpreting the
relationship between the narrator and Sarrasine as the condlict between two forms of scxuality lived by Balzac in
his life, onc adolescent sexiabify, unceriain and undecided, with homosexual touches, and one adult sexvality,
refusing and punishing the youth sexual deviance: see P. Citron, fwfeprétation de “Sarrasine”, “L’Année
balzavienne™ 1972, p. 81-97.

%4 de Balzac, Sarrosine, transh. by C. Bell, produced by I. Bickers, Dagoy, D. Widger, 2010 (LiBookdt1826).

® See M. Serres, L ‘hermaphivodite. Sarrasine scuipteur, Paris, Flarnmarion, [987.

3 See M, Mazroout-Mis, Mostro. L anomalia ¢ il deforme nella natura e nefl'arte cil, p, 147,

3 Ibid, p. 149, The sexual apparatus appears in the first case, as infermediate, und in the second case, partly
ntale and partly female.
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justified as an anomaly following the arrest of sexual organs development, an individuation
pathology, revealing itself in puberty. :

Hermaphroditism then generally occurs to men and mammals only in the form of the
double negation of scxual power’?, and the perfect bisexual hermaphroditism, developing two
complete sexual apparatus, is a non-fulfilied teratological case, a purely ideal term for Isidore
Geoffroy. B then marks the boundaries of monstrosity on the epposite side of which we find
hermaphroditism with a dominant male or fomale sexual character’. Precisely such an
indeterminate sexual identity constitifes an emerging and unaveidabie problem for those, ag
Isidore Geoffroy, who intend to articulate a specific classification of monsters, ie, a
teratological taxonomy.

Before Isidore, his father Etienne Geoffroy had left a few precious remarks for the
analysis of hermaphrodites, claiming their similitude with hypognars, i.c. double monsters,
since “a complete hermaphrodite is, after all, a complete subject, fo which organs from the
lower part of an other individual are added™*. in the pages of the Philosophie anatomigue we
can find several remarks on the structural similarity between male and female sexual organs,
set aside any idea of derivation of one sex from the other, as well as any evolutionary or
finalistic project, but rather claiming a process of variation from one ideal neutral type, the
inique animal, the unique whole, Criticizing De Blainville’s hypothesis that considers the
male sex as a simple modification of the generating female organ, Etienne Geoffroy Saint-
Hilaire is faithfui to the unify of the plan of composition and to the necessary straightforward
locking for structural analogies between sexual organs of the same species and of differcnt
species:

We cannot consider, I believe, one sex as the degeneration of the other: they can
be traced back to the unity of composition, this is the only indisputable point. So
that, on this matter, nothing is true in philosophy but the fact that the organs of the
two sexes, and these organs considercd in all animals, must be traced back to an
uniform type, a sort of ideal type, all particular conformation of which comes out
to be a more or less big modification.®

However, Isidore Geoflioy, more than others, thoroughly examined the study of
hermaphroditisms, classifying them as complex anomalies of the sexual apparatus, in an
intermediate position between heferotaxies and proper monsirosities, and replicating within
their classification the same gradation, according to the scale of increasing complexity, on
which base the whole classifications of the anomalies is organized.

* Already in the Ovid’s tale, the onc and the other appear neither as the one nor as the othier: sce Publius Ovidins
Naso, Meramorphoseon, Book 6, vw. 378-379: "Nec duo sunt sed forma duplex, nec feming dici nec puer possit;
aetttrimgite ef uirimgie videtur”,

¥ Qee P, Tort, Le mixte et I'Occident, in P. Tott, La raison classificatoire, Patis, Anbier, 1989, p. 194-195,

¥ M. Mazzocut-Mis {cd.}, Anctomia ded mostre cit., p. 77.

¥ B. Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Philesophie anatomigue. Monstriosités humaines cit., p. 348.
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Sexual indifferentiation is an ambiguity encountered as well in the developmental phase
of many embryos, replicating on the ontogenetical and embryological margin of indecidibility
facing the sexual identification criteria concerning the mixed and rcuter hermaphrodites.
There is “a time when all emibryos seem female, and another when, in the contrary, they al
seem male, so perfect is the similarity between the two sexes in that very moment™", Isidore
Geoffroy takes on the main claim of his father Biennie on the identity of the plan of organic
compeosition, and he applies it to the similarities between male and female sexuai orgens of
the same species, whose differences in the embryo’s formation phases “represent nothing but
a developmental difference; hence the indefinite possibility to conceive a series of
intermediate states between the two extreme states taken as normal™’, through the asymptotic
approaching of the two poles of sexual dominance across a series of progressively shaded
intermediate degrees.

In ¥ticnne and lsidore Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire’s thinking a principle of morphelogical
variation, in which each element can be placed between two extremes, is then abways at work;
the hermaphrodite as well, where the il mixing of opposed character fakes place, can be
conceived af the same time as an infermediate type between two poles and as an infinite
approximation of opposites.

As monster, discarded product of a stopped development, point of regression towards
mere primitive forms of life, the hermaphrodite is included by teratology on the background
of the sense of the organic hierarchy and ordered classification, that can recognize it as a
perfect form of life only for the lowor steps of living things (plants, worms, snails)™, thus
confirming Etienne Geoffroy’s claim according to which “monstrosities depart from the
forms of their species, only to take on those of another™, The ambiguity of mixed or neutral
hermaphroditism is then twofold: it is internal to the hermaphrodite, being a place of
imperfect mixing and sexual indeterminateness: and it is external to il, according fo the
adopted perspective. On the classification ground of Isidore Geoffroy's teratclogy, the mixed
and most of all the newfer deline & Nmir of investigation [or comparative anatomy, i.e. & space
for negative ontology, where the living thing is difficult to classify (to the point that also the
hermaphroditism must be put under the sign of sexual dominance, nearer {0 one sex than the
other, saving the universality of individuation). Vice versa, on a structural and fypological
fevel, close to Btienne Geoffroy’s thinking, the hermaphrodite can be interpreted in the light
of the human attcmpt to get closer to an ideal model, through progressive stapes and
variations, The ideal model is an androgynous type, by definition, neither exclusively male,
nor exclusively [emale, as the painted Adon mentioned at the end of Balzac’s story and all
over present in Sarrasine’s crucial reference text: the Sufor of 1767 by Diderot.

Sarrasine is finthcrmore marked by the repeated presence of references to Diderot and
the Safon of 1767, In it we can find the famous introduction on the theory of the ideal model

€Y Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, Histoire pénérale ef porticuliére dex anomaliex cit., vol. 2, p. 44,

7 p. Tort, Le mixte et | 'Qccident cit., p. 199,

*® gee ihid., p. 198,

E8:4 Geuffroy Saini-Hilaire, Philosophic anatomigue des monstruosités humeaines, Parls, De Ripnoux, 1822, vol.
2, p. 403,
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and its morphological variations™ in more general terms, al the narration of the unfortunate
sculptor’s story is imbued in a Eighteenth Century’s tone and colour, hinting to very well
known artists {Bouchardon, Vien, Allegrain, Loutherbourg) in Diderot’s Salons. Diderot
himself, in a passage of 1765 Salon, provides a description of the principle of morphological
variation, accounting for the moving dynamism of nature®’. Such a descriplion implies
running through a series of increasingly tinged intermediate stages between two typelogical
extremes of a serics, in order fo reach the idea! type, deprived of dominant characters and
gpecific or peculiar determinations. Between the robust exaggeration of the Hercules type’s
muscles and the light elegance of Mercury, it is possibie to fellow the ideal metamoerphosis
until we have fwo perfectly seemingly reduced figures: “You’ll have the propertions of the
Antinous, [...] 8 man without a social function, a siuppard who’s never accomplished
anything, whose circumstances haven't altered his proportions at afl”*, This would be a basic,
common model, unfit for the real environment, that necessarily ends up deforming it,
according fo the conditions of life and the assumed habits. The ideal maodel, Antinous, comes
out of a gradual morphological variation process, through imtermediate stages, till the
neutralization and subtraction of all the dominant characters of the two starting morphological
types {Hercules and Mercury), thanks to a double subtraction process. The ideal type, as
suggested by Diderot in anticipation of Etienne Geolfroy Saint-Hilaire’s thinking, is enly
given through the comparison and the analogy of different organism, as the place for the
morphological variation or the infinite approximation throughout all its variables.

Balzac’s Sarrasine harmonizes and synthesizes both the hermaphrodite’s polarities, his
mythical, romantic and modern dimension of ideal perfection and the monstrous imperfection
and incompletencss, derived by classical mythology and science thinking as well. This makes
Balzac’s romantic image of androgyny as ultimate condition of perfection of the dominant
human kind, as in Séraphita®, even more complex and problematic. The story of the young
sculplor is a tale of loss, disillusion and fall: sculplure, love and passion, life itsell, are lost
paying the price of the journey back to the original fusion of the arts, descending towards the
hidden space of original neutrality, concerning first of all the identity of arl. This Iatier finds
its original space of origin in death and in the graveyard. The phantom of the regression of
scuipfure to its archilectural base opens new issues of classification; from the taxonomy of
natural and social species fo the problem of the classification of arts and their possible
synthesis in a hybrid monster harmonizing all in one the song movement of Zambinelia and
Mariannina, the fixity of the carved statue, the cadaver stiliness of the old centenarian in the

* See 1. Seznec, Diderot ef “Smvasine 7, “Biderot Studics™ 4 (1963), p. 237-245.

¥ Preciscly in Diderot’s theory of nature it is possible to find uscfil remarks on the bybrid form as catepory
representing natural forms” life, further developed by Goethe’s merphology and by the teratelogical enguiries on
the monster amd the deformation: see E. Franzini, Fenomenologia dell invisibile. Al di g dell immagine, Milano,
Curling, 2001, p. 168-112.

D). Diderot, Diderot on Art. The Salon of 1765 and Notes on Painting cit., p. 66.

* See L. Frappicr-Mazur, Balzac ef Uandrogyne, "L’ Année balzacicune™ 1973, p. 253-277; M. Mazzocut-Mis,
Muostro, L'anomalia e i deforme nella natura ¢ nell arte cil., p. 144-150; 1, Borel, Séraphita ef Te mysticism
bafzacien, Pans, José Cord, 1967,
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Lanty’s palace and the literary narration of Balzac*. While on a biological level the monster
is sterile and cannot, for functional reasons, -give birth to other beings, the castrated
Zambinella, sterile monster as Sarrasine, can on the confrary have a revival bofh in
Mariannina’s singing — image of his past youth — and in his petrified life as spectral old man,
mummy and cadaver together, haunting as & vampire the luxurious rooms at the Lanty palace
party.

The theory of the one plan of composition and the correlated variability of forms, allows
Balzac to think, ouf of any form of finalism or evolutionism, the biological and social
temporality “as if it carricd within itself the possible reversibility of phenomena, a sort of
reversibility of the effects”®, as if the axis of time was practicable in any direction,
overfurning the revelution and fractures theory of Cuvier. Indeed, according to Isidore
Geoflroy Saint-Hilaire, the anomalies and monstrosities reveal regressive phenomens, since
they cannot be referred to a pathological condition of iliness. The display of orpans stopped to
& primitive stage of developmental evolution, thus presenting excessive organic material or
the features of a still double rudimentary stage, is in the end the sign of time, the sarcophagus
of memory, where the past is visible next to the present; “the atavism of the effects, i.e. the
return to previous conditions of organization, is almost a constant factor in the anatomical
world™*,

Sarrasine, as the artist portrayed in Diderot’s Préambule in the Salon of 1767V, is
leoking for an idea! model of beauty, searched in vain in the single beautiful details of nature.
He believes he found if in Zambinella’s beauty and he hurries up to stop such a perfection on
his canvas and in marbie, tracing by heart the image he believes he discovered, Once he finds
out the trickery, that ideal beauty is just a mask of a degenerate creature, Zambinella becomes
a “monster” to Suarrasine’s eyes, and he says to her; “Monster! you, who can give life lo
nothing, have swept all women off the face of the earth”. The monster empties the earth of its
normality: at the end of the story, Sarrasine, after discovering Zambinella's true nature, once
doprived of all pleasure and human emotion, is brought back to the neutral condition of the
castrated, {0 an unsiterable cmptiness of language and body: “To love, fo be loved! are
henceforth meaningless words to me, as to you™.

The final result is the assimilation by contact of Sarrasine and Zambincila®’, preluding
to the sculptor’s sacrificial death in place of the person who should have been killed, as in the
sacrifice of Coresus ef Callirhoé by Fragonard, a painfing analyzed by Diderot in the Salon of

* According to the suggestive interpratation given by Michel Satres {See M. Sertes, L rermaphrodite. Sarrasine
sertfprenr cit, p, 117-133), (he hermaphrodite, the phantom of which obsess Sarrasine before he can start his
arlistic career, embodies the unattainable idcal of synthesis and original unity of the arts (sculpture, music,
poetry), preceding their progressive distinetion and differentiation.

¥ F. Gaillard, La science: modéle on vérité? o L, p 76-77.

* M. Mazzocut-Mis, Mospro, I 'anomalia e il deforme nella natura e nell arte cit., p. 122.

T Sec D. Diderot, Diderat on Art. The Salons of 1767, ed. and transl. by 1. Goodman, Introduction by T. Crow,
New Huven-London, Yale Universify Press, 1995, vol. 2, p. 3-17.

* 4 de Balzac, Sorrasine cit.

* Samasine’s death, cxecuted by the bravoes of Cardinal Cieogpura, Zambinela's protector, can be interproted
as a symbolic suicide, preceded by a gesture of self-mutilation (eviration), transferred to the statue, that the
seufplor Iries to destroy: see R, Barthes, S/ cit.
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1765, evoking the image of the hermaphrodite™. At the same time, the ideal model incarnated
by the sfatue is overturned info the hybrid and inform image of the monster, *a divine harpy
whao will stamp allother women with a seal of imperfection, [...] that monument of his
madness™",

The obsession for the ideal model becomes the nightmare that deprives of sense any real
varialion, any real woman. Sarrasine shouts fo Zambinella his desperation: “I shall never
cease to think of that imaginary woman when § see a real woman”, while pointing fo the
statue; also the language and Balzac’s chosen lexicon emphasize the sculpter’s biolegical
regression process. As an image of sterility and inversion, the hermaphredite makes the
sculptor assimilated to itself: “You have brought me down to your level ™™,

The model, Diderot’s ideal lype, that is the place for sexual ambiguity, since it is
deprived of any specific determination that life functions, work, age and sex can provide, is
trangformed by Balzac into a monster, given that it is acquired only negatively, through a
progressive subtraction of the visible empirical qualities. Sarrasine’s “guilt” Hes in his allempt
to hypostatize the ideal type, making a fetish out of it, blocking or fixing the process of
merphological variation, thus replicating Pygmalion’s error, His destiny, although tragic, is
nevertheless an heuristic moment of knowledge and revelation of the double power of neuter
and mixed: on the one hand he is the idesl type that can be grasped via approximation through
a confinucus nuancing of forms, a condition of perfection {the androgyny intermediate
between human and divine world), on the other hand he is a regressive form, mixed,
imperfect, derived by the simultanecus presence of opposite characters or by their absence
(the neuter and mixed hermaphredite). I Balzac (he encounter with deformily and
monstrosity is a necessary moment of knowledge and thorough analysis of the form’s
enigmas, an experience of the general limit and of the specific limits in which fransformation
must be inscribed.

3. Social physicgnomy as necessary deformation,

A morphological principle is at work aise in the study of human behaviour and gestures and
in the reciprocal adaptation or deep correspondence between man and hisfher environment. n
this context deformation has the appearance of' a general pathology of secial Ijfe,

The inquiry about the things, objects and products of the social human environment, on
which the fingerprints of hursan thinking and passions are visible, distinguishes the analysis
of society from the stady of nature: “Man, by a law that has vet to be sought, has a tendency
to express his culture, his thoughts, and his life in everything he appropriates to his use™",

%0 Bee D, Diderol, Diderot on Ari. The Salon of 1765 and Noles on Painting cil.

SUH, de Balvas, Sarrasine cit.

2 Tw nt’as ravalé jusqu'd toi (plus bas gue toi, according to the textual variant of 1835). The use of the verb
ravaler is rernarkable as it refors 10 a gesture of dinvnishing in value and size, then fo 2 humiliating cut hinting to
the eviration act, as well as to an act of regression and hackwards relurn,

B H, de Balwe, dufhor’s Infroduction oif.
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Things worked or shaped by man have a face, a physiognomy, revealing their character,
a passion, an internal implication. The great fresco of the Comédie aims to enrich the
description of the visible display of social phenomena and human environments with & clear
explanation of the invisible causes of the several manifestations of social reality. Balzac
empleys the term cause (raison) taken from scientific language, although interpreted in the
light of the dialectics of forms and forces, Such dialectics should have structured the
unfinished Essai sur les forces humaines, ideal take over on the work of Lavater, Gall and
Mesmer, In the attempt of defining the form of the comparative moral anatomy of society, in
parallel fo the science of Cuvier, Balzac describes it as an archaeclogical science, logically
deducting totality from cach detail. The research for an internal implication of the external
face of thinpgs and bumans is perfectly inscribed within the methodelogical evidential path
traced by Cuvier, bul it is also open to Lavater’s physiognomy contribution, of which
Balzac’s theory of the gesture, the bearing, and the objects intends to be a proper prosecution.
The very fundamental text by Lavater had been republished in France around 1820 with the
title L’art de conngitre les hommes par la physionomie™, awakening great interest in the
French writer who could read in if an entive research project:

it is true that anything surrounding man acts on hiny, but it is also true that he acis
on the external objects and, if he receives their influence, he can modify his own
environment. Hence the possibility to judge a man from his clothes, his house, his
furniture [...] Placed in such a vast universe, man cuts himseif a little world apart,
that he reinforces, entrenches and arranges as he wish, and in which he can find
his image again.™ '

The Théorie de la démarche appears fo be a phonomcnology of deviations, disparities,
mimicking of gestures, deformations of human moves, grotesque and comical panfomimes,
incongruous sillhouettes, compared #o the unattainable perfection of animal movement,
Human society, according to Balzac, as Lo Diderot™, is a productive agent of démarche
delormations, o the point that the physiognomy of movement can be detected in #s purity and
authenticity only “in nafure’s sincerity” and not “in man’s grimaces™’, Vice versa in human
society the loss of grace and natural bearing is divectly comnected to the unilateral
predeminance of one function over the others, to the determination of a “locomotive principle
highly determined, located in the thorax, in the hips or in the shoulders™ .

* Balzac owned a copy of the Physiagnomische Fragmente by Lavater, thal he used as 2 deposit of possible
narrative inspiration, as a register of fpes to translate in & dramatic conlext: see F. Te Crstofaro, Zoo of
romanzi. Balzac, Manzoni, Dickens, Napoli, Liguori, 2002, p. 57-70.

* 1K, Lavater, L'Ari de connaitre fes hommes par la physionomie, Paris, L. Pradhomme, Schocll and Co,,
Levrault, 1806, vol. 1, p. 127,

* Sce D. Diderot, Didderot on Art, The Salon of 17685 and Nates on Painting ¢il.

5 See H, de Balwac, Théorie de la démarche, Paris, Lugéne Didicr, 1853, p. 84.

* Ihid., p. 71: “Les hommes condamnés & répéter e méme mouvement par le fravail auguel ils sont assujetiis ont
tous dans [a démarche le principe locomotil fortoment déterming; ot if s trouve soit dans ko thorax, soil duns ke
hanches, soit dans lcs épaules™.




MiCHELE BERTOLINT

The perception of deformation allows fo measure “and discover in what particulars
societies approach or deviate from the eternal law of truth and beauty”™, and is revealed to
the piercing eye of & genius observer, It opens up to the attempt, following the line of Cuvier
and Lavater, of a codification and classification, although imperfeet, of the physiognomy of
human pestures, clothes, bearings and behaviours®®. A codification presented as a social
taxononiy of gestures, articulated according to the different professions,

The classical physiognomy model however was overcome by Baizac, The novelist does
not only fry to go from the surface to the deep levels, from the effects to the causes, but he
also tries to grasp the centrifugal movement of thought cxpression in material representations,
the emanations of forces in forms, the vital energy turning into and consumed by thinking and
feeling products, according to a photographic and electric conception of thought, This sets the
ground for detecting in Balzac a “theory of speclers”m.

Tn the realm of forms and forces, thinking is a constructive principle as well as a
destructive one: passion favours deformation, it hends and disposes virtue according to a
principle of multiplicity and variation that opens up to the complex and rich world of ugliness,
deformation, vice, in the direction of the monster, t is passion thal makes Sarrasine
interesting, He will be horrified by discovering & body probably impossible fo represent for
the simple sculptor’s tools. Passions, and most of all desire, as the vital principle of passions,
are deformation agents made visible by man’s behaviour and objects, Passion acts on the
capital of human forces, decreasing life in direct proportion with the power of desires or the
dissipation of the produced ideas.

The project of the Pathologie de Ia vie sociale is ambitiousty sketched by Balzac’s pen
as the framework for a peneral aesthetic anthropology, a science of sensible things, that
provides the key to go from the manifestations of the man body to the efements of the person
itself, from the figure to its first images or emanations of personality. In the harmonious unity
or in the displeasing dissonance of the exterior life, detected by taste and observation, the ego
appears as generating images, i.e. a sequence of luminous specira. There is no correspondence
between interior and exterior, between the character and the face features, but rather a
projection scheme matching skin to skin, body clothes to house clothes, layer to layer. The
ides of homogeneous and unite living matter, taken by Balzac from Saint-Hilaire, is transtated
into the recurrent image of the unity of social life dress and cloth, according to a pellicular
and epidermic vision of the material products of thoughts, of the human spirit ohjectifications:
everything is dress and epidermis, with no room for discard or unexpressed left overs, “a
housc is the great article of clothing that covers man and the things he uses”®, the skin
detached from man in order to #i1l the world, the things and life, with his aesthetic mood.

- Thought is made visibie in the movement of body, voice, writing, gesture, and words,
since in the invisible bottom where thought hides, there is movement, kinesis of the soul,

1. dc Balzac, Author’s Introduction cit.

* See H, de Balzac, Fhéorie de la démarche cit., p. 45-46.

® See R. Krawss, Le photagraphique. Pour une théarie des écarts, Fi. transt, by M. Bloch, }. Kempf, Paris,
Macula, 19940,

82 H. de Balzac, Treatise on elegant Living cit., p. 55.
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pressing and scaking the space around: “Thought is like steam. Whatever you do, as
imperceptible as it may be, it needs a certain amount of space, it wants it, if takes it and it is
still impressed on a dead man face”™. The bearing of the souf can survive to the stop of its
movement in the form of a photographic trace, of a still physiognomy in which it is still
possible to see life. As a seismographer, Balzac tries to capture the invisible vital fluid the
effcets and manifestations of which are the only visible element, and that is particularly
sensitive comservatively {after the movement stopped), or exceedingly (in the vital over
abundance of an effort exceeding the required action}.

Deformation then appears as the inevitable outcome, the unavoidable gestheric horizon
of the visible phenomena of the human and social world: the monster is revealed as an
aesthetic figure. The pathology of sociat life is pervasive and widespread, in a twofold sense:
as anomaly, deviation from the ideat model, and as the result of a “suffering”, of a “feeling™,
produced by a passion, externalized form of the universal motor of human action, i.e, the
ideas, feelings, desive, the great agent, hoth constructor and destroyer of human societies,

{Tramsk. by Tessa Marzofto]
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Skin-deep. Wax Moulages between Science and Aesthetics
PIETRO CONTE '

Abstract: slarling from a well-known letter from Goethe to Beuth, this essay focuses on the problem of visual
representalion in plastic anatomy from 18™ century wax Venuses to 19" century mounlages. I will argue that the
very same problem — 1., the replacemcent of the real body by means of adificial substitutes — led to very different
solutions, with regard to both the depiction and the obscrver’s gaze.

On February 4™ 1832, just a few weeks before his death, Goethe sends Peter Christian
Withelm Beuth a curious letter entitled Plastic anatomy, hoping to persuade the Prussian state
counsellor fo support his project for the creafion of a coilection of wax models of the human
body. The elderly poei suggests sending an anatomist, & sculptor and a plaster-modeller to
Fiorence, where they could learn and import to Berlin — “where sciences, arts, taste and
technique are perfectly at home and proceed hand in hand”' — the secrets of building wax
manneguing which wili be then very nseful for scientific and didactic purposes.

The reasons behind such a reguest are easy to understand: at the hottom of the letter,
Goethe quotes a deeply troubling article wriften by Friedrich Alexander Bran, reporter and
chief editor of the “Miszellen aus der neuesten auslindischen Literatur”, The title, “London
asphyxiators”, sounds guite uncanny, and the contents are no less so: we read there the
macabre story of the “resurrectionists (Resurrectionisien, Aufersiehungsmdnnery’, body-
snatchers who, for lack of fresh bodies to exhume and then to give to the hospitals for
anatomical dissections, had the brilliant idea of shortening the process by becoming killers
themselves: “Kids abandoned by their parents, Ieft to live on charity or mischief, never camc
back where you could normally see them. Nobody doubted that they too had been victims of
the avidity of those monsters, who would have paid any price to become suppliers for the
hospitals” dissection rooms™, The homicides were always committed in the same way: the
victims were first followed, then narcotized and suffocated so as not to leave too visible signs
of violence.

Besides deploring the cffects of such actions on the capital and other big British cities,
Goethe was alsc rightly worried that the highest price would have been paid, not by the
criminals, but paradoxically by scientists: the reaction against these body thieves might
gradually lead to an increasing lack of legally acquired corpses, resulting in the impossibility
of meeting the demands of the mcdical market and in & drastic reduction of anatemical
dissections. This was the direction, morecver, taken by common morality as weli, increasingly
inclined to abolish death penalty:

Liw, Gaouthe, Plasfische Anatomic (1832), in Goerhies Werke, 143 vols,, Weimar, Bithlaus, 1887-1919, vol. 49,
second section (1900}, p. 64-75, here p. 65.
2 Ibid., p. 70.
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We care for the re-education of criminals set free, we exhort abandoned children
o pood deeds, and yet we consider it rather inhumane to punish mistakes and
errors in the cruelest way, with death. Traitors to one’s country can be
dismembered, but it is not right anymore to tear to a thousand anatomical pieces
ntisled young girls. By consequence the old, hard faws have already been partially
abolished, and everybody offers support to criticize the milder new ones as well.?

Goethe is not arguing — no need o say — in favour of the death penalty; rather, he is
expressing his worries concerning scientific progress, which have greatly benefited, for
centuries, from observations enabled by anatomical disscctions. Goethe feels the need fo
batten down the hatches in order to guaraniee to doctors, researchers and students the
necessary support to anslysis and lectares. And cerfainly he is not the first one. The story, on
the contrary, is rather old and relates to a much more general problem, human repulsion in
front of dead bodies. In the proem of his Anafomy, concerning the importance of anatomical
studies, Leonardo had already claimed that “though you may have a love for such things, you
will perhaps be impeded by your stomach; and if it does not impede you, you will perhaps be
impeded by the fear of fiving through night hours in the company of those corpses, quartered
and flayed and frightening to see™. These words were endorsed, threc conturies later, by
Felice Fontanas, director of the renowned Museum of La Specola in Florence: aware of the
fact that “the hotror elicited by dead bedies drives away the most curious and resolute people”,
the ltalian scientist stresses how his collection of anatomical waxes, financed by the Grand
Duke Peter Leopoldo and opened to the public in 1775, provides the possibility of studying
anatomy “whenever one wishes, without the risk of morbid infections, without the
incenvenience of noxious odours, in short without distastefulness of any kind™”,

During the seventeenth century, body conscrvation {echniques, as well as those of
individual body parts, reached extraordinary refinement, and intra-vessel injections shed more
light on blood circulation mechanisms and on the topography of vascular beds®, Among the
main authors of this progress, three Dutch names stand out, Jan Swammerdam, Regnier de
Graaf and Frederick Ruysch’; the latter, immortalized in one of Giacomo Leopardi’s Operette

Y ibid, p. 67-68. Anothcr testimony in this dircction is offered by J.G Kriinite: wriling the eniry
“Leichenilfnung” of his Olanamisch-fechnologische Eneyklopddie oder ullgemeines System der Staais-Siads-
Haus- und Land-Wirtschafl, und der Kunsigeschichfe (vol. 74, Berlin, Pauli, 1798, p. 1-37), he claims that
“dissection is considered a sort of offence, and almost everybody is agaist it” {p, 2).

*Leonardo da Vinci, Proemio della Anatomia, in 18., Scritri lefterari, ed, by A, Marinoni, Milano, Rizzoli, 2005,
p- 150-151, here p. 151 {my translation}.

F. Fonlana, Carfeggin con Leapolde Mare Antonio Caldani, 1758-1794, cd. by R.G. Mazzolini and G, Ongara,
Trento, Societd di Studi Trentint di Scienze Storiche, 1980, p. 366 (my (ranslation), On the work orgarisation at
La Specola and on the role of Fontana, sce R.G. Mazzolind, Plastic Anaromies and Artificial Dissections, n 8. De
Chadarcvian, N. Hopwood (cds.}, Models. The Third Dimension of Science, Stanford, Stanford University Press,
2004, p. 43-70.
© For a thorough analysis of this poinl, see L. Musajo Summa, Jn cera. Avatomia € medicina nel XVHI secolo,
presentation by I3 Lippi, Bard, Progedit, 2007, p. 9-13, and L. Belluni, Anaiomiia plastica. Em Kapitef aux der
Medizingeschichie, “Ciba Symposium™ 7/5 {December 19599, p. 229-233; 8/2 (June 1960}, p. 84-87; 8/3 {Auvgust
1960}, p. 129-131,

" On the history of the Duleh anatomical preparalions, sec the interesting remarks of D Marpoksy, 4 Musewm of
Wonders or a Cemetery of Carpses? The Commercial Exchange of Anatomical Collections in Early Modern
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morali, teturning home, is terrified to discover his mummies suddenly singing, and exclaims:
“When I stopped them rotting away, I never thought they’d come to life on me™®. A true
animation of the inanimate, then, suggested to Leopardi by the extraordinary vividness of
anatomical specimens.

Although Ruysch and his colleagues’ considerable efforts brought undoubtedly some
successes, the solution they found was nevertheless just a stopgap: after some time, tissues
began to deteriorate and lose firmness, cellular turgidity, colour; moreover, the sense of
repugnance was not fading at all. Guillaume Desnoues, for instance, knew something about
that. This French surgeon was deeply dissatisfied with the results he could obtain: “T was very
disappointed to see this pregnant woman’s embalmed body, which had cost me much trouble
and cffort, losing something of her proverbial beauty everyday. Then I got the idea to build an
artificial anatomized body like the real onc’’. A body image fe replace the one in blood and
flesh then. The project is carried out and its results are to say the least astonishing: Desnoues
shows his work to another French anatomist, a certain Syivestre, who after meticulous
cxamination enthusiastically bursts out: “Ruysch must give you the crown!”, without noticing
that he is looking not at a real body, but an artificial substitute.

Precisely such a logic of substitution' will inspire Goethe’s previcusly mentioned
request; in 1829, three years before the letter to Beuth, he had underlined the usefulness of
anatomical manneguins in an episode of the Wilhelm Meister ¥ Jowrneyman Years. After
deciding fo study anatomy and throw himself whole into the apprenticeship of its secrets,
Wilhelm is suddenly forced to deal with cruel reality and to clash with the less pleasant and
edifying aspects of his profession. He is required o put info practice the knowledge he has
acquired during lectures and (o section his first dead body. What he finds, covered by a white
sheet, is the hody of 2 young girl who committed suicide because of an unfortunate love aftair
“When he removed the cloth, there lay before his eyes the loveliest female arm that had ever
been wound around the neck of a young man, He held his instrument case in his hand and
dared not open it; he slood, and dared not sit down™'!. Unable to fully commit himseff to the
aseptic world of surgery, the young man cannot consider that body ondy as & Kdrper, thatis a
mere conglonerate of matter now reduced to & simple thing. Ie stays stili, paralyzed and
unable to make any decision whatsoever until a man approaches him: “It was gencrally agreed
that he was a sculptor, but he was also held to be an alchemist™". Indeed a strange person,
lcading Wilkelm inte the roem of an old house, gloomy and scarcely lit, the walls covered by

Netherlands, in 8. Dupré, C. Lithy {eds.), Sifent Messengers. The Circulation af Material Ghjects of Knowledge

in the Early Modern Low Countries, Berlin, LIT, 2011, p. 185-215.

G Leopardi, The Dialogue of Frederich Ruysch and His Mummies (1824}, fransl. by P. Creagh, in G Leopardi,

The Moral Essayy, Neow York, Columbia Universily Press, 1983, p. 131-137, here po 133, It is inferesting o

remark how both Leopardi and Goethe pay aiteniion lo similur lopics in the vory same years: the Dialagie, in

fact, is dated 1824, while the first edition of the Jowrneywran Years goos hack fo 1821,

? G Tresnoues, Letfres, Roma, Rossi, 1706, p. B2 {my translation].

" See for example A, Reinle, Dus steffvertretende Bildnis. Plastiken und Gemdlde von der Antike his ins 19,

Jahrinmdert, Zirich, Artemis & Winkler Verlag, 1984,

" IW. Goethe, Hilheln Meister’s Jonrneyman Years or The venuncicmits (1825}, fransl, by K. Winston, ed. by

;JiK' Brown, n Gaeethe § Collected Works, 12 voll,, New York, Suhrkamp, 1989, vol. 1), p. 93435 here p. 323,
Ihid.
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anatomical waxes having “the fresh, colourful appearance of newly prepared specimens””.

Faced with the evident perpiexity on the young man’s face, the mysterious individual
elucidates the nature of his activities, consisting in making artificial surrogates of every body
part in order not fo have to use real bodies anymore,

When Goethe writes his novel, clearly, the guestion is a burning hot issue not onty for
biological studies, but also for artistic ones. Denis Diderot, for instance, expressed a very
negative opinion on this matter in his Notes on painting in the appendix to Safon in 1765 - a
work read and commented upon, as is well known, by Goethe himself:

Study of the deorché doubtless has its advantages; but is it not to be feared that
this dcorché might remain in the imagination forever; that this might encourage
the artist 10 become enamourcd of his knowledge and show it off; that his vision
might be corrupted, precluding attentive scrutiny of surfaces; that despite the
presence of skin and fat, he might come to perceive nothing but muscles, their
beginnings, astachments, and insertions; that he might overemphasize them; that
he might become hard and dry, and that T might encounter this accursed écorché
even in his figures of women? Since only the exterior is exposed to view, I prefer
o be trained to see it fully, and spared treacherous knowledge I'd only have to
f'org(—:t.l'1

It is a matter of surface, then. A matter of skin. According to Diderot, the arlist can
undoubtedly benefit from the study of human anatomy, but should not change into a doctor,
should not lose sight of his aim: the exferior, the outward appearance, the surface. And by
“surface” we should here not understand the opposite of “deepness”, on the contrary:
“Nothing is deeper in man than his skin”'*, quoting Paul Valéry’s very famous sentence, laken
up afterwards — and slightly modified — by Gilles Deleuze (“The deepest is the skin”)'®, It
exists then — paradoxically only in appearance — a superficial deepness, a kind of deepness in
and of surfaces, preciscly that kind of deepness lacking to the écorché highly criticized by
Diderot. The écorché is the skinned individusl, a new Marsyas deprived of skin; and skin,
with ifs superficiality, is what characterizes us the most as individuals. Skin is the only organ
of sense we cannot live without: we can survive without eves, ears, nose — but not without
skin. There is no need to call upon the “Skin-Ego (Moi-peau)” by Didier Anzieu'’ in order to
acknowledge that skin defines our body, marking its very boundarics and allowing us at the

P Ihid., p. 324,

Y D. Diderot, Diderof on Art I, The Salon of 1765 and Notes on Painting, transl. by I. Goodman, introduction by
T. Crow, Landon-New Haven, Yale Universily Press, 1995, p. 193,

Hece gu’il ¥ a de plus profond en 'homme, cest ta peaw™; P. Valéry, fdéde five {1932), transl. by D. Paul, with a
preface by ). Mathews and an introduction by B Whechwright, in The Collected Works of Paul Valéry, 13 vols,,
Princcton, Princeton University Press, 1971, vol. 5, p. 33,

¥ ¢ plus profond, o'est 1a peaw™; G Deleuzs, The Lagic of Sense, transl. by M. Lester and C. Stivale, New
York, Columbia University Press, 1990, p. 7 (translation modificd).

13, Anzieu, The Skin Ego {1985), transh. by C. Tume, London-New Haven, Yale University Press, 989,
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same tinme to apen to the extemal world, to clearly appear as single individuals: skin exposes
us, as Jean-Luc Nancy said playing with the homophony of exposition and ex-pean-sition™®,

Although it might seem: absurd at first sight, the eighfeenth century dcorché is finally an
absolutely idealized figure. Deprived of skin — as anyone who visited Gunther von Hagens®
exhibition, Body Worlds, knows well — the individual is not such anymore, it becomes
anonymous, untecognizable (and this is why, for instance, skin fransplants and plastic surgery
in general are so problematic: they involve the risk of no longer recognizing ourselves, of
changing literally — as Orlan does — into another person). This de-individualizing feature is
precisely what Goethe is thinking about, when he speaks of dealnachhiilfe, of a “thrust
towards the ideal” characterizing the best results of plastic unatomy: sculpture must “start
from the surface of human badies in order to penetrate always deeper”, applying “the superior
style of his art to objects that arc othcrwise repugnant and unpleasant™".

Once again a matter of surface, then, but now expressed in terms that are very different
from Diderot’s; according f0 Goethe, in fact, the best products of ceroplastics put up an
imterpenerration of art and science that is not an obstacle for neither of them, It is not by
chance, by the way, that many anatomical waxes are inspired by renowned iconographic
models or single works of art.

Some examples. The écorché of the Josephinum in Vienna, showing the functioning of
the lymphatic system, is clearly inspired to the Sistine Chapel’s Adam, while the famous
Venus de” Medici of the Specola Museum — basically the work of the most famous artist of the
second generation of the Florentine school, Clemente Susini — is nothing but a revisiting of
the homonymous Hellenistic copy of the Greek original from the third century B.C,, although
it is impossible not to nofice the prodigious prospective and semantic re-reading of the wax
figure in refation fo its model: the marble Venus is standing, while its “cover”, though
replicating some features of the predecessor’s body posture, departs from # in many respects,
waifting for the spectator (but it would be better to say, more ambiguously, the “visitor”) in
supine position, arms open and eyces slightly closed. Being & dismountable statoe that can be
opened, it is possible’ to penetrate — liferally — inside the woman’s body, skianing if,
dismembering it layer by layer, observing its most hidden comers. Not even for a moment,
though, do we get the impression of facing the replica of a dead body: agony is confused with
ecstasy and the woman, instead of inspiring emotion or repulsion, is found to be charming,
cnigmatic and attractive’®, What is perturbing becomes fascinating. Even more so when she
wears & magnificent pearl necklace, little charm snd great artifice of seduction®’ (hat not only

# 1,-L. Nancy, Corpus (1992), transl. by R.A. Rand, New York, Fordham University Press, 2008, p. 32. Ses also,
more recently, C. Cappelletto, Skin. Towards an Aesthetic Mdentity, in P. Belast, M. Mazzotta {eds.), Pefle i
donna. fdentitd e bellezza tra arte e scienza, Milano, Mazzotta, 2012, p. 50-60: “The skin also delimits our body
like a glove and protect our identily, ai the same lime clothing us and inlroducing us into the company ol olher
%cnplc. Tt is an agent of display and membership; it is the paimpsest of our biography™ (p. 59).

LW, Goethe, Plastische Anatoniie cit., p. 65-66. Only art, then, can make (he sighl of a dead body bearable —
or evenl pleasurable, as already Dderot claimed in his comments to 1%e Kay by Chardin.
™ In his cssay ! putridi, la sventrata, fo scuviato. hnmagini del corpo nella ceroplastica floventing del XV
secofo (“Journal of Science Communication” 4/3, September 2005, p. 1-7), Francosco Paolo de Ceplia has raised
attention on (ke analogy behween the Vencre de’ Medici and the funeral effigy of Blessed Ludovica Albertond by
Bernini.
Y Gee G Didi-Huberman, OQuwvrir Venus, Nudiié, réve, eruanté, Paris, Gallimard, 1999,
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hides the neck-body suture, but also — and probably most of all — adds a touch of elegant
feminine vanity. In wax models like those created by Felice Fontana in Florence or Ercole
Lelli in Bologna, we observe a maximum in both anatomical aestheticism and gaze ambiguity,
where a male eye not only contemplates, but also scrufinizes and looks into the bedy of an
apparently sleeping (and dreaming) woman®2.

Twoe main aspects of eighteenth century anatomical ceroplastics are thus cleatly
identified: on the one hand depicfion, and on the other the specific gaze engendered by i,
Concerning depiction: whether it keeps the skin or not, what we see is never an individual
body, but an idealized one, a normal one — meaning by “normal” both the display of a healthy
body fimctioning, with all parameters “within the norm™, and the “normative”, canonical,
ideal value it can endorse™. Eighteenth century plastic anatomy depicts, to say it in a word,
form, Mo sign of deterioration, decomposition or biood: what is represented is the structure of
& living body (that is why we often find a fully developed foetus which has not affected the
flatness of the stomach), a “combination of ancnymous structural elements {Bausafz
anonymer Banelemeniey™ . Bighteenth cenfury wax Venuses are often “imbued with a real
sensc of beauty”®, and they can also be seen as “magnificent works of art™,

On the other hand, we can fairly say that our gaze always ventures under the skin, even
in the presence of an entire body: “Pale and ico uniform skin, similar to a doll, it deceives the
observer with a clinical eye, and it does so fully intentionally. Also, the face is turned so as not
to engage in dialogue. The observer’s gaze is then inevitably forced into the deep anatonzical
structure™’,

During the nineteenth century, however, another kind of ceroplastics gained ground, that,
although still dealing with human body depiction, stands apart from what we have already
discussed. Once more, it is Goethe who mentions it in his last lines to Beuth:

Twenty or more years ago, there lived in Jena a young industrious scholar,
through whom we hoped to fulfill onr wish, in that he was working on his own
initiative and without clear encouragement towards highly precise representation
in coloured wax of peculiarly pathological curiosities, especially syphilis cases.
When he died prematurely, these artefacts ended up in the Anatomy Museum of
Tena, where they are still kept, hidden, since they cannot be presented to the
public, in honour of his memory and as models for future emulation,™

2 On wax figures in XVII™ Bolopnese School from g point of vicw of gender studics, sce . Pancino, Quesfioni
di genere nell anatomia plastiva del Selfecenio bolognese, “Studi tanalologici™ 2 (2007), p. 317332,

B See T, Schnatke, Vom Modell zur Mowlage. Der neve Blick auf den menschiichen Kdvper am Beispiel des
medizinischen Wachsbildes, in G. Dlrbock er of. {(cds)), Wahmelmung der Natwy, Natwr der Woahrnehmung,
Studien zur Geschichie visueller Kultur wm 1800, Dresden, Verlag der Kuaost, 2001, p. 55-69, here p. 59 {my
Iransiation}.

 fbid., p. 62 {my teanstation),

¥ R, Ballestriero, Anafomical Models and Way Fenuses: Ars Masterpieces or Scientific Craft Works?, *Journal of
Anatomy” 216 (2018), p. 223-234, here p. 227,

% 1bid., p. 229

7 . Schnalke, Momr Modet! zur Moulage cit., p. 58-59 {my (ranslation),

™ 3.W. Gocthe, Plastische Anatomie cil., p. 74 (my franslation),
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“Peculiarly pathological curiositics”, or, in other words, moulages. The word comes from
mouler, meaning “imprint moulding™: the moulages are then first of all moulds, in this respect
different from the cighteenth century mainly hand modeled anatomical waxes.
Mechanicalness of the procedure is brought to the fore. The moulages, however, show two
other fundamental and distingnishing features; they reproduce body parts and never entire
bodies; and these parts are affected by pathologies.

Not only “what is depicted™ is different, but also “how you watch it”; before, the
spectator’s gaze was irresistibly atiracted uader the skin, now it lingers skin-deep, stopping
and resting on the surface of the skin. What is displayed and observed is no longer the normat
functioning of an ideal body, but rather its degeneration, no longer the form, but rather the
decay — the de-formation, the deformity, the dissimilarity. Since they do not deal with ideal
bodies, moulages do not make reference to anonymous bedies: they have been rightly defined
as “plastic memorial images (plastische Ervinnerungshildery”® , three-dimensional jmages
tclling the life of single individuals, specific cases, not only of “the” disease, but of the
parlicular disease and suffering of this person heve, of this man here.

We still have to take into account the last, although not the least, point: the correlation,
widely accepted in the nineteenth century, between some kind of organic disease on the one
side and immorality on the other. Ravages of venereal diseases linked immoral behavior to
pathological symptonis, so that deformity was not only & physical, but also - and perhaps
above all — a moral question. What was observed at skin level was considered the
manifestation of an internai moral iliness: venereal diseases such as syphilis were considered

as selbst verschuldet, resulting from a personal failing, The patient sees his behavior
1134

"o

stigmatized: the Greek word sfygma stands indeed for “stain”, “mark”, “sign™ and “tattoo
The external stain refers to the intemal one, and the ambivalence of the term “stain” comes
out in common language usages: “stainless reputation”, in English, “vomo senza macchia™,
“macchiarsi di un delifto”, “una vita senza macchie” and “immacolato”, in Htalian, these are
all expressions relying on metaphors, i.c. translations from the physical realm to the moral
one. And this holds true not only for English and Italian, but also for the German term Flecke
(“einen Flecken aul der Weste haben™, to have a stain on your honour) or the French tfache: if
it comes from the Gothic fuifns (“sign™), the original meaning was the small area of a
different colowr in an wniformly coloured surface. From here to the meaning of “stain™ is a
short distance. From fache comes (XHI™ century) the Italian word raccia, by extension of the
idea of stain; “accusation”, “charge from public opinion”, “bad reputation” (the expression
“mala taccia” meant “bad reputation”), These meanings are not far from the new one (XVI©
centwry} of fache as moral souillure (“wretchedness”™, “filth™), immediately adopted in the
religious field to refer to the fmpuresé, then also the {original} sin, towards the equivalence of
fache originelle and péché originel. According o the moralists, imocence was the condition

8. Ude-Koeller, Varwort to S. Ude-Koeller, T. Fuchs, E. Bohme, Wachs-Bild-Kérper Moulagen in der Medizin,
Gattingen, Universititsverlag Gottingen, 2067, p. 1-2, here p, £,

* See T. Schualke, Yo Modell 21 Monlage cil, p. 56: the arl of moulages was horn to document “the slygmala
of the pathiological {die Stigmata des Krankhafien)”.
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sans fuche; as in English we say, “there is no stain on his character”. Skin is also “a kind of
social manifesto for ourselves™'.

What is visible and tangible is then strongly linked “to what is more and more deeply
hidden”, as the Swiss biologist Adolf Portmann puts it", Outside and inside interact with one
another, so that skin can represent the integrity of the self, informing us about our humanity
and individuality. It makes visible what would otherwise be invisible. To speak of the skin is
to speak not only of the body, but also of the whole person and personality, of interfority and
life itself: phrases like "o save one’s skin™, “lo feel good in your own skin™ or “to scll the
skin dearly”, provide evidence for the indisscluble link between skin and life.

And here we come back to Goethe and to Wilhelm's (reubles in front of the corpse of
that young girl ready for dissection: skin is inextricably associated with our existence and
firmly characterizes our uniqueness, and this is most likely why many medical studenis, when
given the task of dissecting corpses, admit their almost insurmountable hesitation when it
comes to cutting the skin, while once it has been removed, the scientist’s eye can easily regain
control over (he organism, “liberating #self from a sirict respect for the principium
individuationis ., As Hannah Arendt poinis out in a patagraph of The life of the mind
significantly entitied The reversal of the metaphysical hierarchy: the vaiue of the surface,
there is very lit{le reason to perpetuate philosophy’s sempiternal hierarchy of true inner Being
over deceitful surface. On the contrary, appearance is never mere appearance, and the outer
surface plays an irreplaceable role in the existence of living beings: “Since we live in an
appearing wotld, is it not much more plausible that the relevant and the meaningful in this
world of ours should be Tocated precisely on the surface?™,

[Transl. by Tessa Marzotto]
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Evolutionary Monsters: Regression and Hybridisation between

Science and Imagination
ELENA CANADELLT

Abstract: the ideas of regression, degencration and hybridisation were dominating the scicntific and cultural
tandscape between the second half of the Nineteenth Century and the carly years of the Twenticth Contury, when
much of the artistic and titerary production furned fhe dreams of the Darwindan scicnce and of the posilivist
anthropology into obscure and grolesque nightmares. This cssay intends to iBustrate how dozens of different
novels and short stories, mainly perlaining to scicnee-fiction, fanfasy and Gothic genres, developed the toples of
biolopy, anthropology and psychology of the poriod,

1. The regression generating mensters

“Nobody can furn back!”, complained Qfwfq, the polymorphic character of the
Cosmicomiche (1965} by Italo Calvino, in the story Lo zio acquatico facing his fiancée’s
cheice to revert from the mammals stage to the one of fish. Precisely the ideas of regression
and degeneration were dominating the scientific and cultural landscape between the second
half of the Nineteenth Century and the early years of the Twentieth Century, when nuch of
the artistic and literary production turned the dreams ol the Darwinian science into obscure
nightmarcs and the myths of imagination became realities full of anguish with disturhing or
grotesque implications®.

At the time when biologists, such as the British Edwin Ray Lankester, author of the
study Degencration. A Chapfer in Darwinisim {1880), thoroughly anslysed the phenomenon
of degencration in marine invertebrates’, and criminologists, such as Cesare Lombroso,
developed the theory of atavism, fully determined fo dig deeply into these fopics rom a
sczentific point of view, although according to different styles and motivations, a crowd of
real or imaginary “evolutionary freaks™ appeared. They were often the product of regressive

r Culvino, Cosmicomics, New York, Harcourt Brace, 1968, p. 159,

% Gee, among many, E. Chamberlin, 1..G. Sander {cds.), Degeneration. The Darker Side of Propress, New York,
Columbia University Press, 1985; 1. Pick, Fuces of Degeneration. 4 Furopean Disorder, o [848-c. 1918,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1989; WP, Greenstade, Degeneration, Culture and the Novel 1880-
1944, Cambridge, Cambridge University Tress, 1994; K. Hurley, The Gothic Body. Sexuafity, Materiafism, and
Degenerafion at the Fin de Siécle, Cambridge, Cambridpe University Press, 19946,

3 On the relation between the marine biclopist Lankcster and the writer H.G. Wclls, sce R, Bamctt, Edlication ar
Degeneration: K. Ray Lankesier, .G Wells and The Ontline of History, “Studics in History and Philosophy of
Biological and Riomedical Sciences” 37/2 (2006), p. 203-229. Scc also H.G. Wells, Zoological Retrogresxion,
“Cicntleman’s Magazine” 271 {Seplember 1891), p. 246-253,

4 1, Browne, Constructing Darwvinisnr in Literary Cultuve, 1o A-). Zwierlein (ed.), Unmapped Countries.
Biological Visions in Nineteenth Century Literature and Cuftnre, London, Anthem Press, 2005, p. 57. The
prescnt confribution draws on provious works, in particntar; B, Canadelli, S, Locali, Evelafion. Darwin e #
cistema, Receo, Lo Mani, 2609, p. 31-72; H. Cunadelli, Pop-Darwin, Eveluzionismo e culivra popalare, in C,
Pagetti {od.), Darwin nel tfempo. Modermita letteraria e Tmmaginaria scientifico, Milang, Clsalpine, 2001, p.
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processes, more or less directly inspired to the words of Darwin, and they literally invaded
periodicals cartoons, newspaper satire, illustrated pages of popular scientific books, public
conferences, artistic and decorative production, and also “a small and relatively obscure genre
of post-Darwinian fiction™ and a series of novels, cafled to have a long lasting success, as
The Island of Doctor Morean (1896) by Herbert George Wells, Tarzan of the Apes {1914) by
Edgar Rice Burroughs or The Lost World (1912) by Arthur Conan Doyle. Darwinism
fomented the morbid and ancient interest for what is different, deformed, and hybrid
displayed for instance in the circus or in freak shows travelling from fair to fair, accompanied
by a series of living missing link, as the monkey-woman Julia Pastrana, touring in Europe in
the early “60s of the Nineteenth Century.

Between the Nineteenth and the Twentieth Century, then, the theory of evolution,
positivist  anthropology, experimental psychology, physiclogy, palacontology and
ethnography contributed to change the perspective on nature and on human history. They
provided new elements to art and literature, that appropriated many “Durwinian myths™S,
developing them often in unexpected directions.

In the light of the theory of evolution, man was already an integral part of the natural
world: he fell under the same laws, with the result that also he was the product of the
evolution from a previous species, recognized in a common ancestor with the
anthropomorphic apes. Gorilla and chimpanzee became somehow relatives, Due fo this new
perspeclive on the past (animal origing and instincts), the present (mutations and interaction
with the environment) and the future (post-human) of man, at the core of much of the late
Nineteenth Century production we find then “strong™ fopics, such as the always incumbent
menuacc of regressing to the atavistic stage of the ancestors, that man share with the great
anthropomorphic apes, or the inprediciable and monstrous hybridisations, supported by the
fact that man was not a fixed, unchangeable and pre-established identity any more, but rather
an identity in fieri, open o change and to the blind evelutionary mechanisms.

In those years’ production we can thus find condensed, transligured, strengthened or
simply represented the fears and worries, but also the comical and grotesque aspects of
Darwin’s theory, penerating such a rich imapery, such an infricate shadow world of images, a
vast iconographic and thematic repertory’. Dozens of different novels and short stories,

265-278; B. Canadelli, L'ibride uomosanimale, Suggesiioni nelfa colivra di fine Ottocento, in M. Dellini {ed.),
L’orrare nelle arti. Prospeftive estetiche sull immaginazione del limite, Milano, Lucisane, 2088, p. 267-283.

3 1. Browne, Constructing Darwinism in Literary Culture ©il., p. 56. On Darwin’s relationship with Htcrature,
see, anong many, G Levine, Darwin and the Novelists. Patterns af Science in Viciorian Fiction, Chicago,
University of Chicape Press, 1992; G. Dawson, Dorwin, Literature and Viciorian Respectability, Cambridge.
Cambridge Universily Press, 2007 J. Glendening, The Evolutionary Imagination in Late-Victorian Novels,
Aldershot, Ashgate, 2007; among Halian Literature, V. Roda, “The other in me ™ Aspeciy of Darwinism in Jtalian
Literature, in P. Antonello, 8.A. Gilson (cds.), Science cnd Literature in Ialian Culiure fiom Dante (¢ Calving,
Oxford, Earepcan Humanitics Rescarch Centre, 2004, p. 204-224,

& See the title of the fourth chapter of the velume edited by G Beer, Darwink Plots. Evolutionary Narrative in
Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 20060,

" See 1. Browne, Darwin in Carieainre, in B, Larson, F. Braver (eds.), The Art of Evelwtion. Darwin,
Darwinisms, und Visied Culture, Lobanon, Dartmouth College Press, 2009, p. 18-39; 1. Clrir (ed.), L'dme an
corpy, Parts, Galhmard/Rlecta, 1993; L. Vergine, G Verroltl {cda.}, f Bello ¢ fe bestie. Metamuorfosi, artifici e
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mainly pertaining to science-fiction and Gothie genres hnagined what would have happened if
man regressed to the preceding forms of life, from which he had come. At any moment, in
fact, this link with animality was ready to emerge again, to be present, and regression was not
only treated as a developmental arrest, but truly a jowmney backwards on the path of evolusion.

Writers and artists dealt in those years with the topics of the hybrid, the monster, the
deformed, taken not as exceptions, anomalies, but rather as the product of “normai”
possibilities, implicit in the very evolutionary process, hence pertaining to every man
indistinetly: rich peopte, poor people, so-calicd “civilized” people and so called “savage” or
“primitive” people.

Next to the apes, men-monkeys and the most differcnt missing links, the topics of
regression and hybrid deeply affected the fin de viécle imagination. The idea was to reveal the
obscure side of progress: the possibilily of degeneration and regression to an animal stage, to
a primordial past, inherited but unwanted, determining the present and the future of man. The
possibility to po ahead in the evolutionary scale meant that it was also possible to go
backwards, along an infernal descent to the origins, As Mrs, Bedonebyasyoudid said, a
character of the evolutionary fairy tale The Water-Babies (1863} by Charles Kingsley: “That
there are two sides to cvery question, and a downhill as well as an uphill road; and, if 1 can
tarn beasts into men, [ can, by the same laws of circumstance, and selection, and competition,
tum men into beasts™,

The Victorian nran was then at the mercy of an uncomfortable past, that could emerge
again with its shadows and crimes, inherited from generation to generation, as in the novels
cycle Les Rougon-Macquart. Histoire naturelle ef sociale d’une fomifle sous fe Second
Empire by Emile Zola. In the "90s of the Nineteenth Century, (he revival of the Gothic, the
science-fiction of Wells, novels such as Hearf of Darknesy (1899) by Joseph Conrad or La
béte humaine {1890) by Zola developed according to different styles and aims the troubling
sceneries finked to anthropological fears. Literature, publicity, and the Grand Guignot Theatre
contributed to the reformulation of anxicties and fears of the post-Darwinian timc, generated
by the loss of the specificity of human nature, by the dissclution of the subject, and by the
comparison with an “Other” that is beyond definition and assimilation. Also visual arts

ibridi daf mito il immaginario scientifico, Gincvra-Milano, Skira, 2004; T. Gotf, K.L. Weir {ods.), Kisy of the
Beast. From Paris Salon tv King Kong, Brishune, Queensland Art Gallery, 2005; J. Smith, Darwin and Victorian
Visual Culfipre, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006; L Voss, Darwins Bilder. Ansichien der
Fyvolutionstheorie 1837-1874, Frankfurt am Main, Fischer Verlag, 2007, D. Donald, 1. Munro {eds.), Endless
Forms. Charles Darwin, Naiural Science and the Visual Arts, Now Haven and Loundon, Yale University Press,
200%; P. Kort, M. Hollcin {cds.}, Darwin, Avt and the Search for Origins, Cologne, Wicnand Verlag, 2000, R,
Milncr, Darwink Universe. Evolution from A to 7, Berkeley, University of California Press, 2009,

¥ C. Kingsley, The Water-Babies. A Fairy Tele for a Land-Baby, London, Penguin, 2008, p. 136. The Anglican
pastor Kingsley was professor of kistory at Cambridpe and ficree supporter of Darwin, with whom he cxchanged
several letters. In this hiphty moralistic fable we meet several times the oames of Darwin, Thomas Heory Huxley
and other notorious scicntists and cxplorers of the lime such as Paul Beloni Du Chaillu, who in the carly '60s of
the Ninctcenth Century hud broughl from Africa o England the skins and some exemplars of Gorilla. The
moralistic story of Tom, poor chimney sweeper, transformed by fairies into an aqualic creature, who is tryiug to
gel back to his human form, is a metaphor of cvolotion and transformation. Through an cducational path, the boy
becomes amphibian, reaches the aguatic stage and then roturn fo humanity, poing through all stages of evolution,
according 1o a regressive and developmental interplay wilh the other characters of the siory,
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parlicipated in such a cultural process, Let’s consider for instance the symbeolist Odilon Redon
and his collection of dreambike lithographies Les Origines (1883), dedicated fo embryo, cells,
chimeras, hybrids, interrupted stage of human development and strange creatures suspended
between the realms of nature; or even the expressionist Alfred Kubin®, with his disturbing
monsters. This element of alterity could take many forms: from the animality of man, the
results of & bond of descent, (o psychic and criminal deviancy; from the savage people,
different in looks and customs, to the occult. The individual is called to measure himself
against the irrational forces outside, and most of all with “the beast or savage within™'?.

In this sense, the Gothic literary production dedicated to degeneration deait with “lhe
setentized fear of historical reversion, of polluting inheritance™'. The atavism, hereditariness
and regression formulated by zoologists, anthropologists and psychologists inspired different
novels and short stories: on the biclogical and moral ground the characters of these books
went back te previous evolutionary stages, giving way to animal and primordial instincts that
are bevond rational control. The emergence of a toially “other” behaviour, as madness, crime,
violence, hysteria, was explained by the experts as the reappearance of the deep animal roots
of man. The horror was therefore generated in the reader by the fact that the possibility of
regression came from the very nature of man, from his evolutionary history, from his past: the
heast is not outside, but inside. The monster is not the preduct of an ancmaly, of a defect or a
developmental arvest, but rather of a “normal” morphological possibility, implicit and
foreseen by the evolutionary process.

2. The beast inside: from Stevenson to Wells

Among the many dramatizations of the degenerative process The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll
and Mr. Hyde was the most successfui case. In the 1886 famous novel by Robert Louis
Stevenson, the violeni and beastly Hyde, alter ego of the respectable and well esteemed
Doctor Jekyll, was described in several passages as an ape, of which he acquired moves and
behaviours, Going backwards in the scale of evolution, Jekyll turned into Hyde, infernal
creature, deformed and dis-inhibited, incarnation of the evil and perverse personality of the
doctor. Hyde, Stevenson wrote, “seems hardly human!”, rather looking like “something
troglodytic””. The homicide, perpetrated with joy, is accompanied by a form of love brought
to paroxysm. In his physical appearance Iyde sublimated elements of craziness and

® Concerning Odilon Redon, Allred Kubin and Symbolism see the contributions in J, Hauptman (ed.), Beyond the
Fisible, The Art of Odilon Redon, New York, The Museum of Modem Art, 2006, in J. Clair {(ed.), L'dme au corps
cit. and in A.-1. Zwierlein (ed.}), Unmapped Cenntries cit; B. Larson, Evolution and Degeneration in the Early
Work of Odilon  Redon, "Nineleenth-Century  Arl  Worldwide” 2/2 (2003}, htipifwww, | 9the-
artworldwide.org/index.php/springfiindex,

" . Goctsch, The Savage Within, Fvolutionary Theory, Anthvapology and the Unconscious in Fin-de-siécle
Literatwre, in A-L. Zwierlein (ed.}, Unmapped Conniries cit., p. 95.

Y1 Luckhurst, Introduction, in 1d. {ed.}, Late Victorian Gothic Tufes, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2005, p.
XX,

R L. Stevenson, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and My, Hyde, London, Penguin Rooks, 1994, p. 23.
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uncontrolied violence, hosted at the bottom of every man, emerging from time to time as
monster, beast, ape, savage, primitive, criminal and mad man.

The obscure path undertaken by Jekyll in order to divide the two natures — the nocturne
one, devoted fo evil, source of shame, and the one devoted to the good, for the progress of
scicnee — [ead him to jump as an ape among the instruments of his Iaboratory and to act like a
monkey. Only the scientist’s death was able to get away of the brute sleeping in him, and
trying to come to light, Demonic being, Hyde died throwing “a dismal screech, as of mere
animal terror™'?,

In medical-criminologpical terms, the description of Hyde’s fooks giver by Stevenson
closely reminds of Darwin’s pages in The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals of
1872, a text dedicated fo the description of hate and rage. There is a particularly interesting
passage in which Darwin reported the arguments of the British psychiatrist Henry Maudsley
about the “strange animal-like traits in idiots™. These phenomena, Maudsley suggested,
could be perhaps interprefed as the coming back of primitive instincts, as “‘a faint echo from
a far-distant past, testifying to a kinship which man has almost oulgrown""s. Where, then,
could the savage growl, the obscene language, the furious screaming of a mentally ili,
originate from, if not from the brutal nature inside? Precisely this question according to
Darwin has suggested the right answer. For him, in fact, the study of the expressions
confirmed the fact that man derived from some inferior animal form.

Also the character of Before Adam, the novel by Jack London published in 1906, after
the first appearance of Freud’s major works, suffers from regression and dissociation of the
personelity, this time spontaneously and not provoked by some poison. The narrating ego of
the long and imtense monologue led two separate lives: during the day he was as everybody
else, at night he used to go back fo a primitive epo, living with the romote ancestors of man,
whose history, Londoen says af the beginning of the story, is also our history. Since his early
chiidhood, the main character had dreamt of an epoch lost in the abyss of time, when man as
we know il had not yel appeared. At night he used to [al} into an existence of terror, deeply
murked by the fight for survival. His noctrne ego was not going around in the streets of
London as the evil Hyde, but rather in the primordial woods as his ancestor, who had feft the
frees fo live in caves. From such memories a cross-scction of the evolutionary process
emerged, captured in one of its crucial moments: on the one side there were the Men of fire,
armed with arch and arrows, called to succeed in the great drama of the fight for existence; on
the other side there were the Man of trees, similar to apes, atavistic residues of a period on the
verge of disappearance; in the middle the fribe of caves, intermediate stage in the evelutionary
path towards man, who will cause ifs extinction.

But what was the canse of all these strange memories? The namative artifice employed
by London was, as often happens in this kind of product, & mixture ot reality and fiction. The

" R.L. Stevenson, The Strange Case of D Jekyll and My Hyde cit., p. 56.
¥ ¢, Darwin, The Expression af the Emotions in Man and Animals, London, John Murray, 1872, p, 245,
¥ tn C. Durwin, The Expression of the Emotions cit., p. 245,
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main chatacter considercd himself “a freak of heredity, an atavistic nightmare™'®, He could
feel the memories of his ancestor like real, thanks to a remarkably lively memory: his
germinal plasma — the memory of the species passed over from generation to generation at the
core of the German zoologist August Weismann’s theory — could fransport indeed an
excessive quantity of memories, emerging once more in his dreams.

In The Time Machine (1895) written by Weils, the entire humanity of the future split up
inte fwo species, one against the other. The fear of degencration was shifling from the
incumbent past to the future, from the single person to the entire human species, The father of
modern science-fiction literature developed an idea implicit in evelutionism, of which he was
a strong supporier: if it is true that species transformed in the past, hence man could underge
further totally unpredictable evoletion in the fiture. The only issuc was to formuiate an
hynothesis on what he would became. Based on the present, the scenario imagined by Wells
for his Time Traveller was rather pessimistic. In the year 802.701 the hurnan species had split
into two different types: on the one side the Eloi, ethereal creature living on the surface world,
on the other the Morlock, repelient and discoloured nocturnal beings living in the
underground. The first ones are vegetarian, fragile, and gentle, but unaware and dazed; the
second ones are carnivorous, monsirous, and viclent, similarly to our apes sncestors.
Although thesc latter provoke the greater disgust, both groups represent a regression, an
invelute and depenerate outcome of evolution,

The expectations of the Time Traveller to find in the future a better and more
progressed civilization were about to be disappointed, The gradualism of history was broken
to leave out enough space for Involution and for a feeling of anxiety. Venturing further on in
titne, almost at the end of time, things are even worst: the Earth seems to be inhabited only by
giant crustacean. Not even the shadow of the extinct man. Further on, the Traveler can see
onty darkness, ice and desolation: the only form of life left is a sort of green slime on the
rocks.

Within the horror genre, the fin de siécle literature presented several writers, such as the
Weish Arthur Machen, author in [894 of the visionary novel The Great Geod Pan, who
brought to its highest point the decadent theme of degeneration, that “inverting the Darwinian
process, brings humanity back to a primordial, atavistic condition, accompanied by the fear of
miscegenefion, the delivery of monstrous creatures, since racially impure™!’. Highly
appreciated by Howard Phillips Lovecraft {who thoroughly analysed this topics in the 1921
story Facts Concerning the Late Arthur Jermyn and His Family, re-published in 1924 on
“Weird Tales™ with the title The White Ape), Machen staged the coming back of the god Pan
in England in the last years of the century. A doctor had given birth to such a terrible creature,
and another doctor attended to its trapic ending, telling the horrors he had witnessed:

The skin, and the flesh, and the muscles, and the bones, and the firm structare of
the human body that [ had thought fo be uachangeable, and permanent as

5T London, Before Adam, New York, Berlin, Mondial, 2006, p. 7.
e, Pagetti, I ritorno del die Fan, in A. Machen, If prande die Pan, Roma, Fanucetd, 2005, p. 119,
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adamant, began to melt and dissolve. [...] I saw the form waver from sex to sex,
dividing itself from itself, and then again reunited. Then I saw the body descend to
the beasts whence it ascended, and that which was on the heights go down io the
depths, even to the abyss of all being. The principle of life, which makes
organism, always remained, while the outward form changed. [...] I walched, and
at last I saw nothing but a substance as jelly, Then the fadder was ascended
again,'®

The amorphous and metamorphic entity was transforming, repeating all the creation,
depenerating and cvolving. Then, “as a horrible and unspeskabie shape, neither man nor
beast, was changed into human form, there came finally death™. The human form of Pan was
dissolving in order to express itself as pure process of fransformation and evolution.

In Ialy as well, in Lombroso’s country, literature and arts from the second half of the
Nineteenth Century to the early Twentieth Century were pervaded by the charm of regression,
particularly in refation to man. We shall consider, for instance, the poet Giovanni Pascoli.
Although interpreted as progressive, the evolutionary process in Pascoli coexisted with
atavism and with the topic of the “beast inside man”, In his speach L’avvenio, given in
Messina in 1901, Pascoli referred to Lombroso, although not explicitly quoting him,
introducing the animal component of man: “All of us, all, bring inside us the discquilibrium
of the fateful ascension, (hrough which Hemo sapiens developed from the pithecanthropus
alalas, and the kind of home that | will call funnanus developed from Homo sapiens or
rational ™™,

Few years later, in La messa d'oro, a speech given in Pisa in 1905, he imagined to have
& dialogue with a scientist, revealing his great interest in the anthropology and evolutionary
matlers. The clamour of the ancient desires of man, he wrote,

comes from most distant origing to me, because it is in me, and it is composed by
alf the crics, by the purgiing of the batrachian and the squeals of monkeys, by the
grunts of the pig and the roaring of the lion and the howlinp of the wolf, We are
running away... it is mitlennia since our genus has run away to become human,
we are running away from ourselves in order to find ourselves, spontaneousiy
acknowledging the fault, more and more faults, in our nature. Don’t you believe in

that, biofogists and anthropologists?™'

Many of the expressions employed by the Italian poet, such as “troglodytic monkey” and
“orimordial beast”, attest Pascoli’s knowledge of the conternporsry debate in biology,

* A, Machen, The Great God Pan, Whitefish, Kessinger Publishing, 2004, p. 47,

¥ Ihid.. p. 48.

a3 Pascol, Lmwento, in Prose, vol. 1, ed. by A. Vicinelli, Milano, Mondadori, 1952, p. 219.

B G, Pascoli, Lo messa doro, it Prose, vol. 1 cit,, 1952, p. 272. Sce N. Valerio, Letteraivira e scienza nell eld del
positivismo. Pascofi-Capuana, Bari, Adnalica, 1980; M. Marcolimi, iJ peso della cultura scientifica of fine secala
netl‘apera di Giovanni Pascoli, “Filologia & Critica” 22/3 (1997}, p. 358-422; V. Roda, “The ather in me” cit.
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anthropology, and psychology, Referring to the renown fundaments! biogenetic law of the
(terman evolutionist Ernst ITaeckel, according to which the ontegeny, the development of the
individual, recapitulates the phylogeny, the development of the species, in the manuseript of
the Elementi di letteratura he wrote: “Our childhood survives inside us. What am I saying?
Due to a law, known and demonstrated by Haeckel, the childhood of human genus survives
inside us. Within each of us there are the shudders of fear and the shudders of joy that shook
the heart of the new man on Earth™?%,

3. The producer of hybrids par excellence: Wells’ Poctor Moreau

Welis had a good knowledge of contemporary science. Before committing to the writer
profession, he had indeed studied biology in London, at the Normal School of Science of
South Kensington with one of the most active pupils of Darwin, Thomas Henry Huxley, to
whom he looked as a master, publishing also a handbook of biology and scveral articles on
the theory of evolution®.

In the article on The Limits of Individual Plasticity appeared on January 19" 1895 on the
“Saturday Review”, Welis presented the hybridisation process, formulating the hypothesis
that;

We may imagine as possible in the future, operators, armed with aatiseptic
surgery and a growing perfection in the knowledge of the laws of growth, taking
living creatures and moulding them into the amazing forms; it may be, even
reviving the monsters of mythology, realizing the fantasies of the taxidermist, his
mermaids and what-not, in (lesh and blood.?*

One year later, in the novel The Island of Dector Moreau, he developed the topic from a
narrative perspective, presenting the condensed form of ali major late Nineteenth Century
worries brought along by Darwinism: the animal heritage, the regression, the arising of
impure bodies as the hybrids, the frapility of propress. The main character of the story is u
physiofogist both mgenious and cruel, the creator of some of the most disturbing literary
hybrids of the end of Nineteenth Century: the Beast men. Moreau — by which alse the creator
of Tarzan, Burroughs, seems to have been inspired in the story The Monster Mean, published
on the “All-Story Magazine™ in 1913, then in volume in 1929 — had escaped on a desert island

* Quoted by M, Marcolini, JY pese della cultura sciensifica di fine secolo nell'opera di Giovanni Pascoli vit., I
393,

# See the republished articles in the anthology H.G Wells. Early Wiitings in Science and Science Fictions, R.M.
Philmus, 1Y, Hughes {eds.), Berkeley, Los Angeles, London, University of California Press, 1975

*ug Wells, The Linits af dividual Plasticity, in 1£.G Wells. Eurly Writings in Science and Scvience Fictions
cit.,, p. 38-39. On (his matter see also L. Ports, Lo scienza come favolu. Saggio sui scientific romavces df H.G
Wells, Salemo, Ldisud, 1995 and Well's erlicles: Zoofogical Reftogression, published on “Gentleman’s
Magazine” in Scptember 1891 and Huwmnan Evofution. An Arfificial Frocess, published on the “Fortniphtly
Review” 60 (October 1896), both republished in original as appendix to the book of Porta, as well as on the
abuve mentiuned anthology.
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of the Pacific in order fo carry on some experiments that had shocked London for their
cruelty. Moreau defined the island as “a biological station — of a sort™® in which evolution
was accclerated and the technique of tissne transplant was unserupulously applied in order to
activate a process of humanisation of animals; an evolutionary process bound to failure.
Moreau’s artificial monsters in fact regressed easily: “And they revert. As soon as my hand is
taken from them the beast begins to creep back, begins to assert itself again™®, the doctor
pensively remarked.

The presupposition of such painful experiments was ¢he plasticity of each living form,
of which Morean intended to discover the extreme limit. From grafting to transplants came
out the pig-man, the dog-man, the leopard-man, the wolf-man, the sow-woman, the bear-man
and the monkey-man. The deformed hybrids of the island are just a parody of nman and a
faithful repetition of the Law imposed by Moreau the Creator, and they are just obsessively
repeating {o themselves, aren’t we men then?

The Island of Doctor Moregu grotesquely reflected as a caricature the changes brought
by the theary of evolution to the idea of the human nature. Not only the humanisation process
attempted by Moreau failed, but in the end it was man to discover himself as amimal. The
conquests of civilization ransform into s fragile product. The hidden beastly instincts were
ready to emerge again; men, as the monsters on the istand, could degenerate; animality could
get the upper hand. The escape from one’s owsn past, heritage, and nature was impossible,
{nce back to London, Prendick, the narrator of the story, could see in his feliows something
not very different from the surgical hybrids of Moreau. By the way he was already reverted to
their level, becoming one of the Beast men of the doctor undergoing a process of
animalization,

in Welis® work, as in the one of many fin de siécle writers and artists, the topics of
regression, degeneration and hybridisalion, studied by biologists, anthropologists, doctors,
and psychologists were therefore thoroughly studicd according lo imagination. The result
were evelutionary monsters, the product of a new vision of nature as well as of the history of
marn.

[Transiated by Tessa Marzotio]
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Between Uexkitll and Weizsicker: the Criticism of Functionalism

and the Configuration of the Biological Act
SALVATORE TGDESCO - VALERIA COSTANZA TY AGATA

Abstract; Jzkob von Uexkilll and Vikior von Weivsiicker are the example of two different addresses of the Hife's
sciences thinking in the twentioth century. Uexkiill's theoretical biology aims af the understanding of the
fungtions of the organic body, and considers the morphology as a deseriptive science, whose coninbution to
miodern biclogy would be somcewhaf a {imited and methodologically uncertain one. For ifs part, Weizsiicker’s
"Gestalikreis”-theory develops an innovative exicon of the confemporary morphology, focusing on the unity of
the living being, configured on the basis of his antonomy.

1. Methodical scheme (5. Tedesco)

The debate between morphelogy and fanctienalism develops through the history of modern
biological thought, especially focusing on two patterns that 1 will &ry briefly to define as
semictic (functionalist) model and aesthetic-morphoiogical model. As it is well-known, these
alternative models have existed since the famous confrontation between Cuvier and Geoffroy
and are still representative of the theoretical alternatives taken into account not onjy by the
strictest upholders of the so-called “modern synthesis” — which played a main role within the
20th century Evolutionistic reflections — but aiso by such different versions of a same
theovetical system as the so-called Evo-Devo, However, we would like to outline a
particularty important moment in the history of morphological thought, by comparing Jakob
von Uexkiil’s Funktionskreis theory with Viktor von Weizsiicker’s formulation of the
Gestalthreis.

I personally consider it as one of the most significant moments — I regard this point as
important in order to partially anticipate the results I will propose in the following papes —
firstly because it takes place within a debate belonging to the continental Goethian tradition
and, secondly, becanse this same debate develops in a period that can be considered a critical
point of no return of morphological thought. In this sense — and this is a further anticipation —
I will try lo verify the hypothesis according fo which the choices of method rather than the
“superficial” thematic results can provide open solutions concerning our times.

Uexkiill’s morphological interpretation is a fopos that recurs throughout the Twenticth
Century, in Cassirer as weli as in Merleau-Ponty and in Post-Structuralism. However, Cassirer
shows us that the origin of Uexkiill’s thought may be completely different from the assumed
Goethian inspiration; what interests us here is that such a suggestion leads lo Functionalism
and to Georges Cuvier rather than to morphology. In fact, Cassirer' identifies in Uexkiill’s
thought a refationship between the acknowledgement of the independence of form, conceived

Y E. Cassiter, The Problem of Knowledge: Philosophy, Science, and Hivtory since Hegel, New Haven-London,
Yale University Press, 1950,
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s the scheme impenetrable to the senses and determined by the immaterial relations between
the material existing parts of the animal body (this is exactly the reason why Cassirer defines
Uexkiill as an example of idealistic morphology); the consequent tracing back of the notion of
structural plan (Bauplanm) to the connection of the funclional circles; and also the
identification of a /ife reguiority whose actual conceptual base ig its reference to the function.
Essentiaily even Merleau-Ponty’s interest in Uexkilil’s thought is given by the finctional
connection between Planmdfiigkeit and Melodie.

The constitution of the Umwelr, the environment, is conceived by Uexkiil as resulting
from the Merkwelt (perceptual world) and the Wirkwell (operative world) of organisms.
Elsboratling in a biological sense, of course in a problematic way, Kant’s arpument on the a-
priori conditions of knowledge, Uexkiill states that every reality is always subjective
phenomenal appearance (subjektive Erscheinung *); the subject constructs his environment
by interacting in several ways with reality, which means that precise properties of the object,
and nol others, relate with his perceptive organs, becoming Merkmale (perceptive marks); this
activates a similar operative answer that recopgnizes in the object specific operative
countersigns (Wirkanale, operative marks). Hence the semiotic-functionalistic aspect that we
have mentioned ahove,

Uexkiill constantly underlines the harmonic balance existing between the organism and
the world, and identifies the perfect correspondence of Merkwelt and Wirlwelt as the actual
point of cncounter between the regularity (Planmmdfigheify ruling nature and the inner
accordance with the aims (innere Zweckmdfiigkeir) of the living organisma. The organism’s
interaction with his environment consists and articalates in many cycles and fimctional civcles
{precisely Funktionskreise), which means, according to Uexkiill’s words, that “every animal is
a subject which, thanks to its own structure, selects among all the world effects those peculiar
stimuli to which i reacts in a particular way. This kind of reactions constitute, in their tum,
precise effects onto the exterior world and affect the stimuli. This gives rige to a closed circle
that can be defined as the fimctional circle of the animal” 4. Therefore, Uexkitll can list and
distinguish, for instance, the circle of feeding, the circle of enemy, that of sexuality and so on.

Kant’s idea of the accordance of the structural plan to the aims {Zweckmidfigkeir) results
in accordance to a functional project: “Without knowing the function that sets stable relations,
we lack knowledge of the object regularity [Planmafiigkeit] and therefore we do not recognize
its  significance. Precisely for this reason we might talk of “functionality”
[Funktionsmafiigkeit] rather than regularity of an object” °,

2 Qoo 1. von Ucxkilh, Theoretische Rinfogie (1920, i9282), Frank furt am Main, Subrkamp, 1973, p. 9.

* The narrative style of Strejfzige (1. von Uexkill, Streifziige durch die Umwelten von Tierer und Menschen
[1934], Hamburg, Rowohlt, 1956, new it. cd. by M. Mazzeo, Ambienti animali e ambienti wmani, Mucerata,
Quadiibet, 2610} s in accordance with the clesr conceplual statements of the Theoretische Bivlogie (hcre at p.
153): “The bislogical considerstion of the functiomal cireles requires us to analyze also in repulative ferms the
part of the eircuil thal lakes place out of the body, in (he environmeot. Aad that is guite new and unusual to us. In
fact we nre used to deal only in causal terns with what happens out of the subject, This way doss not allow us o
Juostify the biological structure that extends through the whole circle™.

9 1 von Uexkall, Theoretische Bilagie cil,, p. 158,

* Ihid , p. 131.
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In this radical sense Uexkiill closely connects the notion of fiunctional circle with thatl of
structural plan/Bauplan, actually Jakob von Uexldill even ascribes to the study of Bauplan
the possibility of attributing fo biclogy the status of natural scicnce: “The doctrine of Hving
beings”, as we read in the infroduction to the Lebenslelne of 1930, “is a pure natural science
having only one aim — researching for the structiral plan of living beings, for their origin and
functional performances [leistung]”. This cntails that the structural plan should not he
thought of as ¢ maferial thing, but as “unity of the immaterial relations between the parts of
an animal body” 8

This is the reason of the atlention paid fo explaining the theorefical implications of the
notion of profopiasm, drawn on by Uexkiill and his contemporaries from a tradition of studies
dating back to the Bohemian physiclogist Purkinje. Such a notion plays a main role within
Usexkiiil’s work at least since the frst edition of Unmitelt und Innenwelt der Tiere ?, and
represents the actual immutable principle that rules the unceasing becoming of living being,
or — according to the Esthonian biologist — a perpennn maobile, a form sef in the consfant
mietabolism of materials®.

In this sense, the formal principle detected in the protoplasm unceasingly consumes the
vicissitudes of singie living beings in order to assert itself. Uexlkiill employs an unmistakable
and impressive metaphor in this regard: the protoplasm “consists of a labyrinth of rooms and
paths containing any sort of liquids. These liquids combine, mix, split and rcconstruct
themselves. In this way the rooms’ walls are now melted, now reconstructed. Everything
constantly flows within this structure similar to [oam. We might even say that the protoplasm
consists of thousands of ovens which do not onty consume their fael, but are also melted in
order to be reconstructed immediately after” s,

And furthermore: “Pretoplasm’s incandescent flow pninterruptedly develops [rom the
parents’ germinative cells to sons and grandsons. Generations pass by — they are the Transienf
— the protoplasm is the Tmperishable, being an archetypical ouwtliner [Uzrgestalter] of life, from
which each living being stems, acts and dies, and which continues to create from @n acon to
another what is nevertheless destined to perish” .

According to Uexkiill, preeiscly when the protopiasm sweeps away and reabsorbs every
empirically given form within its continuous course, it undertakes a project path which
coincides with its eternal development; this is what suggests that we cannot consider the
conséraints of form in a positive sense; “Not a present, but a future structure determines the
protoplasm’s function in every single case of the structure’s development. The already
developed structure impedes only the protoplasnr’s formative action; on the contrary the not
yet present structure leads the development. A melody arises from the mutual influence

1. von Upxkilll, Die Lehenslehre, Potsdam, Mitker und Kiepenhsuer, 1939, p. 9. Cussirer draws allention on
these pages.

3. vor Uexkiill, Dnwelt ind nnervelt der Tiere, Berhin, Springer, 1909, especially p. 11-32.

¥ 1. von Usxkiill, Die Lebenslehre vit., p. 15: “Man nennt das Protoplasma den Lebensstoff. Aber diese
Bezeichnung st unzulissig, denn das Protoplasma ist weder ein Stoll noch cin Stoffgemizch, sondern cin in
sletigem Slolfweehsel befindliches Gebilde™

® Ihid., p. 15-16.

W fbid., p. 16-17.

85




SALVATORE TEDESCO — VALERIA COSTANZA [V AGATA

between the first and the last sound, so that we can definitely say that the last sound is
possible only thanks to the first one just as we can say that the first sound is possible only
thanks to the last one. So does the development of the structure work in the case of animals
and plants” ',

In Theoretische Bialogie Uexkiill provides a clearer formulation of a theoretical model
that coutd be traced back to Schopenhauer’s well-known essay on 4 Comparative anatomy 2,
He claims that the sequence of functional inputs exists before the organs that execute those
functions, and that on the contrary “the protoplasm is able to shape the organs according to
this sequence of inputs™ =,

The interpretation of protoplasm as disaggregating and re-aggregating power is
combined by Uexkiill with a similarly clear reading of the concept of Bauplan: we find herc
an explicit opposition between a morphological meaning and a funcrionalist meaning. The
former considers the structural plan as the “spatially given disposition of parts within 2 whole,
like in crystals, that plays a leading role in pure morphology, which focuses on studying the
disposition of homologous organs” '%, The latter, on the other hand, refers fo a machine’s
operative plan (Befriebsplan} as well as to an organism’s functional plan (Funtfionsplan),
“within which not only the form is taken into account, but also the single parts’ performances
and introduction into Lhe global operative apparatus” B,

Thercfore two opposite models arc here laken into account: the former is ruled by
morphology and the concept of homolagy, the latter by the functionalist reading of analogy'®,
If Richard Owen is no doubt the implicit reference of such & dichotomy '7, still it is obvious
that, by carrying cut an actual reversal of the History of Ideas, Uexkiill clearly decides to base
the explicative power of the sciences of life on the concept of analogy, which allows us to
constder the organic structure as functional connection, whereas homology would provide
only information on the order of parts,

According to Uexkiill, the organism’s functional unity {Funktionelle Einheif) is what
provides a hiology eble to combine anatomic consideration and physiology '8 so that the
morphological homology would try in vain to supply the functions of such a combination,
when the intuition of this unity is lost, Therefore Uexkiill comes fo reject morphology as such,
considering it as the science that “has got the most unsatisfying theoretical basis among all the
sciences, even though it has still got a basis” *°.

. von Uexkiill, Unnwelt wnd Divenmwelt der tlere cit, p. 28-29,
T See A, Schopenhauer, Yergleichende Anatonrie, in 8., Uber den Willen in der Natwr, Frankfurt am Main,
Sutwkamp, 1830, p. 40-62.
21 von Uexkitll, Thearerische Biologie oit., p. 148,
:: 1 von Uexidill, Theorefische Biolooie cit., p. 157,
7 vi.
¥ See Ibid,, p, 226: “By homology we mean the mutual relations of genetic elements; by analogy the relalions of
funclional clemonts™
¥ Confer for inslance G.C. Webster, B.C. Goodwin, Form and Transformation: Generative and Relotfional
Principles in Biology, Cambridpe-New York, Cambridge University Press, 1996,
¥ As, for instance, . von Uexkitll, Unnvelt und Innemvelt der Tiere eit., for ex. p. 3-4.
18 3. von Uexkivll, Theorefische Biologie cit., p. 135.
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Uexkitil disregards morphology’s autonomous methodical value and Goethe’s principle
of homology, as to support his heated criticisn: towards Darwindsm®", which on the contrary
adopted homology as the key of access to the genesis of forms and then to construct a totally
hypothetical history of ifc.

In ali likelihood his criticism s addressed fo Ernst Haeckel, whose famous
biogenetisches Grundgeseiz, according to Uexkiili, connects individoal development and
evolutionai Thistory, realizing a wvicious circle through the assumed principle of
recapitulation 2 Tlowever the stake is much higher and more relevant: the opposition
between a functionalist and 2 morphelogical reading, and the exclusion of a potentially
“multi-factorial” systemic reading that Ucxkiill supposes to be the most authentic explanation
of the principle of homology.

In this sense, Uexkiill addresses some significant iromical considerations against
Darwin’s invention {as he defines it) of the concept of “vestipial organ”, i.e. a concept with
which — in comparative terms — we identify a homologous structure in respects to other
struchisres usually adopted in other contemporary or ancestral species belonging to the same
philogenetic evolution line, which has no longer its function within the species taken info
account 22, In systentic terms, Uexkilli considers impossible that there are such structures
provided with a morphological meaning but not with an actual function: “So far none of these
organs has resisted an accurale verification, we have always been able to detect a specific
function for them, so that it is hoped this concept will sink into oblivion™ 2,

We know that history did not follow Ucxkiill's forecasts and propositions, and, even
though a similar concept is widely accepted, stifl it is the object of a general theoretical
interest precisely because existing vestigial homologous structures require an interpretation
systent that can be provided only by a morphological reading and that, according to Uexkaill,
is still extremely questionsble and even enigmatic.

Viktor von Weizsicker, in his tum, sets as starting point of his rescarch the enigma
arisen from the mutual unceasing redefinition of form and function as well as from a
conception of Gesfall that considers the constraint as actually able to shape the life form ~ and
I believe that Uexkiill’s reversal of perspective is best expressed by one of the final passages
of the book on Gestalthreis, dated 1940, where the author retins fo the founding term of his

* Tn his intreduction to the first ediltion of Unnwelt tmd enenwelt der Tiere (cit,, p. 2} Ucxkill clearly tatks about
a “breakdown” [Sturz} of Darwinisia.

3. von Ucxldill, Theoretische Bislogie cit,, p, 219.

2 See Ch. Darwin, On the Cheigin of Species, London 1859, p. 453-454. Darwin deals with “rudimentary organs”,
which coincides with the terms adopted by UexkBll (Theoretische Biofogie cit, p. 136), who cmploys the
expression “radimentire Organe™ we should potice that in the English cdition of Theoretical Biology, transh. by
3L, Mackinmon, New York Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1926, , p. 112, we find the expression “vesligial organs™,
which corrcsponds fo the conecpt developed in the late Nincteenth Century according fo R. Wiedersheim’s
lesson (confer the English translation of Wis Der Baw des Menschen ols Zeugnis fiir seine Vergangenhelt,
Froibury, 1893% The Swwcture of Man: an Index fo his past Hisiory, London, £§95). We now distinguish
belween vestigial and rudimenlary organ, which rather means a nun-farther developed draft. On the history and
current use of the concept see G.3. Miller, Vestiziad Crans and Struchures, in M. TPagel {ed.}, Encyclopedia of
Evelution, New York Oxford University Press 2002, p. 1131-1133

{(hitp:/homepage univie,ac.al/gerhard mueller/pdfs/ 2002 Encyel Vestigials. pdf).

5. von Uexkiill, Theoretische Biologie cit., p. 137,
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new perspective and states: “Gesfalfhreis means: the biological phenomenon cannot be
cxplamed with a causal series of underlying functions, from which the phenomenon is
supposed 1o arise; the phenomenon is rather a constitutive element of an accomplished act
[...]. Every biological act, thought of as Gesfalfireis, is not simply & fink of a chain nor a
number in a series, buf with respect to a before it is a migration towards an affer, a
revolution” 4. '

2. The cenfiguration of the biological act (V.C. D’Agata)

The biclogical phenomenon considered as biclogical act (biclogicher Aki) is confligured on
the basis of its autonomy, its subjectivity that is intrinsically open to a primary inter-
subjectivity, and does nof present itself as arising deterministically and cauvsalistically from a
progressive series of functions, causes, buf as an event, ie. as constituling a primary
autonomy, whose fieedom is based on choice, that is the mutual pessibility of limitatien,
ruling the refationship befween the living being and the Usrwell, between a living being and
cther living beings. Reducing the biological phenomenon to a pre-eminence of function with
respect to the form would imply a complete disregard of the intrinsically mutual aspect that
characterizes — according to the reading of Gestalthreis — whal Weizsicker defines as
intrication (Ferschrdnkung), mutual action (Wechsehwirkung), shaping ability and also
consfitutive opacity (Verborgenheir) between movement and perception, self-movement and
self-perception, form and function, becoming and permanence, freedom and need, pyycheé and
soma. In fact, only considering the co-presence and the mutual delermination of the biological
act’s modes of self-structuring allows us to explain the spinning process by which the living
being assumes the cnvironment as its own and takes a shape by selecting the pregnant stimuli,
by modifying the environment within which it perceives and acts, and by constantly
transforming itself thanks to its faculty of choice and decision; a faculty that — in its
intrinsically biclegical, but also phenomenological and ethical sense — tends to realize a sort
of consistency and unstable temporary balance (susceptible to unexpected breaks and
interruptions) with the surrounding reality. It is precisely the living being’s possibility of
responding in a non-deterministic way to the environment’s disturbing action, and therefore of
explicating its primary unity by newer and unexpected ways, which aliows a form of freedom
that does not coincide with the “unconditional™ but expresses its non-ontic, becoming,
metamorphic and revolutionary nature precisely through the limit, the interruption, the break
with the achieved balance. Exactly when it is menaced by the possible annihilation and
disappearance, the living being’s existence becomes significant and is accomyplished through
ils dynamic becoming without which no identity can be created. Passivity, which
characterizes the biological phenomenen when it is overcome by the destruction of an order,
transforms at the same time info full activity and autonomy by virtue of its capacity of re-
configuring, expressing, responding and creating a new order. The cause and the direction of

¥V von Weizsicker, Der Gestaltbreis {1940), now in Id., Gescommelfe Schriften, 4, Frankfurl am Main,
Subrkamp, 1997, p. 316-317,
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such a constitutive transformation cannot be determined 2 priori, nor do they come about in an
immediate spatial-temporal succession, given that the biological phenomenon receives
external stimuli {which as such cannof be defined as cause of proportional organic
movements, but they arc rather conditions giving rise to discontinuous structural variations),
accumulates them and unexpectedly carries out a qualitative transformation, improvises a new
Gestalt. This configuration, being simultanceusly open and closed, realizes an inner balance
between the centripetal force (promaoting the self-preservation and the maintenance of
something perdurable} and the centrifugal force (addressed towards the world) and aimed at
realizing new ways of interaction and transformation, as to progressively constitute an unitary
Unrwelr, a specific world of relations.

“Since through ifs movement and perception the living being enters an environment
of his own (Umwelt), these movement and perceplion are a unity —a biological act. Every act
can be considered also as either the restoration or the new constitution of an order that had
been disturbed”™,

Of cowrse both the maintenance — following a dishubing action — of the disturbed
arder and the change and reconstitution of a new order are still ruled by a system of faws,
although it is not possible to identify an agent cause provoking this process in a way that can
be determined a priori. The Stutfgart neurobiologist’s project appears as satisfying the need of
introducing subjectivity into biclogy, physiology, medicine and pathology, i.e. of identifving
categories in which the living being can be located without being reduced to a mere ontic -
datum, so that it can be considered according fo its specific becoming aspect, its intrinsic co-
presence of activity and passivity, permanence and alteration. It is precisely a consideration in
pathic terms that allows us not only o fully comprehend the profound unity of the biclogical
act {in which mind and body, activity and passivity are no longer separated, albei
conununicating, spheres, but each of them is the other), but also to free the pathic subjectivily
from tife’s indetermination, rooting it in a dense network of relatiens, where the fiving being
experiences the other-than-seif through its primary contact with its other-within-self. The
biclogical existence is confipured then not as Being-there of something, i.c. as obiect, but as
constitutive decision, since — by experiencing ils essential pathicity™ — the living-man can see
his own structural inter-subjectivity reveaied.

“The biological phenomenon never finds expression through a causal series of

BY von Weizsicker, Der Gestaltkreis. Theorie der Einheit von Wellinehmen und Bewegen, 4. Auflage, Stuttpart,
Georg Thicme Verlag, 1968, p. 201,

* Both in Anenyma {1946) and in Gestalthreis { 1948) Weizsicker distinguishes a omtic way of existing in things,
whose description only reguires the asserlive s, given that the inanimate objccts simply exist, and a pathic way
of existing thal rather expresses Hving beings’ life, which cannot be reduced io their mere existence. Tn fact the
pathic existence has got a sensc also in the sphere of pegation (f-wand Implics that at the moment 1 do not owe
what | want or that 1 currently don’t have the possibility to do something, so that -can refers to the fact that what
I can is not yct), and turthermore it concerns (he existence nof only as piven or lived but also as suffered
{pathema), according lo the porspective in which activity and passivity are closely inlertwined and
dislinguishable depending on the point of view adopted to consider them. The pafhic shows the living being’s
dependence on a basic relation that cannot be obicctified and ihat expresses the creative anxicty of the living
being, which beeotmes only according te the environment and s cocounter with other living beings: a living
heing who s oneseif only by changing,
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functions, from which the phenomenon is supposed to arise; it is rather a constitutive part of
an accomplished act. is unity results from the analysis of the crisis. Its own attribute is the
paihic, opposed to the ontic. its structure emerges from the dialectical anatysis of the critical
decision within the categories of [-want, [-must, I-can, P'm-allowed, I-shouid. The order of
these categories cannot be translated into an ontic category such as space, time, causality, but
only through the gregarious order of I and You, of this and that, etc™’.

Therefore the function, which cannot be given a prime position with respect to form,
appears in the possibility of functional change (Funkfionswandel), i.e. in the possibility of
deciding, in the faculty of making in every single case choices that assure the maintenance of
the relationship between biological phenomenon and its surroundings; the organic structure
afready shows, on cne hand, its aspect of autonomy and subjectivity and, on the other, the
fundamental connective-relational nexus with the other organic functions, with the other
subjectivitics, with the environment (the autonemy of the biclogical subjectivity is based on
its dependence on the environment). However, maintaining the environmental relationship
consistent and constant, in spite of the unceasing becoming and changing conditions, is
nothing other than the form of the relationship, that is the structure of the biological act,
Precisely in constifuting a continuous transformation, the function change is possible only if
something remains, if something constant develops: a form, a Gestalt, a subject. Therefore, if
“forms follow cach other; but the form of all forms is not their consequence; but their
encounter in an eternal refurn fo the origin®, then it is possible to go ahead only if we are
able to go backwards, to advance in anti-logical way” towards concreteness, and by its
spinning movement and addressing the other, the biological act always addresses itself, so {hat
perception and movement always reveal themselves as self-perception and self-movement.
Weizsdcker constantly highlights that “the functional change makes the improvising
identification possible; quality makes possible the representative limitation of quantity, Both
indicate the organism’s large independence from its Unwel?™". While choosing among the
possible answers non-deductible from mere mechanical processes of an aprioristic causality,
the self-limitation, {he qualitative leap™ turns quantity info a horizon of sense that cannot be
reduced to mere significance. Consequenlly it reveals and expresses the [mdamental
dialtectical-relational nature of (he biological act through its constitutive instability, insofar as
the limit appears as coessential fo and dependent on the possibility of overcoming the Hmit
itself ...

 Ibid., p. 186-187.

B fhid.. p. 190,

™ Weizsticker points out the anti-logical nature of the orgenic being, whose life cannot be understood by the
means of logical comprehension, since #s specific characters are discontinity, unpredictability of the decision
Lhal cannot comply with a rational order but becomes in a dialectical way by adapting to the silvationy and the
evaluation of the means uscfil to reuch its aims, See ibid, p 201: “Antilogik: Em Tohalt des Wahmehmens oder
Denkens, welcher sowoh! cinen Widerspruch wie seine Versthmung enthilt, Beispiele: In der Zeuguag wird aus
zwel Individuen cincs; bei der Zellleilung aus einem zwei”.

3 thid, p. 178,

* Tn reference to this, pleasc see the contemporary bictogical debate and especially the formulation provided by
G, Miiller, S.A. Newman, Originmation of Organismal Form: Bevond the Gene in Developmental and
Evolutionary Biology, Cambridge MA, Massachussetts Istitute of Technology, 2003.
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Therefore, the self~experience of mnstability and the crises that constantly affect the
living being change info the possibility of authentic activity, of existing and surviving: the
unceasing need to move, fo transform as well as the unforeseeable and undeterminable
conditions for expressing and realizing an ever dynamical and unstable consistency
organismy/enviromnent, make possible the change and the movement that are coessential to the
preservation of life, which therefore can in no way be definitively determined.

So, the living being is more than the mere ontic given reality and, as originaliy open to
inter-subjectivity, presenis itself as essentially becoming, flowing, moving, ie. as an
intimately relational being, able to give and take shape from whatever i encounters, Here the
form expresses the aspect of dynamical balance with itself and the other-than-self, as well as
the capacity of going beyond its pure eideficity and becoming structure, organizational ability,
figure of existence, as to detect even in deformation, malformation® a source of newer and
newer configurations that may allow it to kecp a homeostatic relation with the outside. Within
this spinning process concerning the living being and the environment, the former’s suffering
the disturbing actions of the surrounding reality becomes full activity, a resolution that in the
critical moment activates its faculty of chotce which, by an excluding force, rejects ail the
possibilities that were not realized, although they could have been. Passivity is also activity;
the subject’s freedom consists in self-limitation and autonomy in muking one of the possible
choices, as supgested by Weizsicker’s words: “Through limitation we make the world our
own, our own Umwelt; in fact we even nile it, What we define as freedom is nothing other
than a consequence of the limiting power. Only in this sense the attribute of freedom belongs
to the biclogical act. Yet this belongs to it in this sensc™. The man’s will and duty are
founded on the pathic, which is the condition for the assumption of one’s own actions and
reactions, for self-awareness and for the recognition of other subjectivities® pathicity. The
relationship, the fusion of subject and object, living being and environment, traces again back
to the form, and to movement as principle of form and structure. In this sense the Gesralthreis
is realized in terms of Krivekreis, insofar as, given the recurring primary indetermination and
the continuous bresk that may cauvse the annihilation of the biological unity of the living
heing, this latter becomes aware of being the subject of its own world, i.e. of that dual unity
that ties if to iis environment. Af the same time it is exposed and open to the encounter with
something new, with an irreducible otherness to which it relates on the basis of its own pain,
that is what is simultaneously part-of-itscif and other-than-self, or in other words an aflection
that separates and unites the world, that signifies the separateness, the non-identity uniting
subject and environment. By virtue of its capacity of adapting to new situations and finding a
new structure, the biolopical act also is contfigured as binding condition, as being intrinsically

* We consider of vital importance the field of roscarch which dates back to the Tweaticth century authors,
Georges Cangniliom and Michel Foucault, who convincingly intcrpreted the thesis according fo which iliness,
the sense of limit, the hindrance to health are the sphere in which the bodily awareness is realized. Birth and
death constitite thereiore Hfe whose possibilily of metamarphosts arises rom the threat of iy annihilation, Death
becomes the iHuminaling principle of life just as illness presents itself as nature’s effort to establish pew forms of
cqmiibﬂum to Leal ifself and to assume uncxpected possibilitics.

" V. vou Weizsiicker, Der Gestalibreis cit., p. 179,
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addressed to something, as modalify that cannot be defined by causalistic determinations but
only finds expression in the inter-connection of mutual self-offering. Being no longer a
merely subjective question, life rathcr emerges from the relationship between individual,
otherness and environment, insofar as what escapes our comprehension, objectivation,
expectation and calculation shows its creative heuristic power: “On the contrary, life is
surprising for ¥s unlimited abundance of possibilities; the amomnt of unlived life is much
more than the little portion of life that we have actually lived. If we concentrated our attention
on ourselves and — beyond realily — on whatever may be possible, life would destroy itself.
This is what lcads us to state that limit is not at all a form of impotence of human
understanding, but is rather a law of self-preservation, If we perfectly knew the future, we
could not live easily, and the same thing would occur with the past™?,

If life is change, expression of the significant contradiction, and if losing a given form
of being is the precondition for a living being to tuke a formy; if 1ife’s anti-logical contradiction
fades insofar as a subjectivity can be detected in it, then a possible encounter of the biological
act requires the ability to comprehend its giobal unity, the mutual explication of elements that
are only apparently opposed and contradictory. For this reason the spiral is the most suitable
shape fo describe the living being's lifc process, whereas the circle (Krels) refers fo the
movement that constantly returns to itself and that in this aim must address itsclf and accept to
lose something; it must become something else in order to be realiy itself, in order to keep
constant through change. In this way the Gesfalthreis expresses the structure of the living act
considered — according to its pathic agitation - as unslable, albeit always identifisble, balance
of its anti-logicat dimensions, as capacity to be addressed to itself, to turn back in order to go
ahead, as progressive aware becoming of its own contradictory nature, which cannot be
comprehended but experienced, allows us to suffer (pathein) it and becomes transcendent
through ifs concreteness, through its being in proximity and form of the encounter with other
living beings.

{Transtaled by Tesss Marzotio]
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The Pontifical Gaze. Morphology and the History of the Images”

ANDREA PINOTTY

Abstraet; The pontifical gare teaches how lo see the same in (he diflerent, while respecting i€ ag dissimilar, Such
a pedagogy of vision is rooled in Goethe’s morphology as in a methudological paradigm — open and pharal,
ncither preseriptive nor doctrinaive — (hat operated deeply in the context of the humanities of (he XX cenlury.
This paper addresses the articulations of this paradigm developed in the domain of the so-called
Kunstwissenschaff, from Semper and Burckhbardt, through Wickhoff, Walfflin, Riepl, and Warburg, down to ifs
radicalization in Benjamin and Bataille, and recently in Didi-Hubennan.

1. *I did not see the link”

I did not see the link among these elements, but [ onty suspected that in Warburg’s soul these
elements could be combined in a unitary form™'. Recailing his apprenticeship in 15913, Fritz
Saxl confessed in 1929, in his commemoration speech dedicated to the man who was not only
his feacher, but even his “second Father”, the difficulties he had encountcred; how could
anyone hold it all together: Christiunity and paganism, demonic astrology and scientific
rationalism, Northern reatism and ancient formulas of pathos, momentary gods and figures of
chivalry?

What the then twenty three year old Frifz Saxi could do was recognize analogies, such
as the similarity found on an Etruscan
mirror, that his teacher had shown him
during an  unforgettable  evening
“Promethens is represented during the
torture, his raised arms are held by two
men. The likeness betweeon the image on
the mirror and the images of the deposition
of Christ is touclli11g”2. Between the figure
: of Christ and his precursor Prometheus,
Fig. | the apprentice’s gaze, not yet fully
expenenced, can fairly easily establish & nelwork of similarities: in both cases, it is a matter of
human bodies, male, half-naked, subjected to torture. Above all, the postures of the two

"{am very grateful to Alcssandra Vieli and Richard Davics for their gencrous help in revising my toxt and for
their valuable suggesfions,

b “Teh sah die Zusammenhinge zwischen den Glicdern nicht, ahnte pur, dass in Warburgs Geist diese Glieder
sich zu ciner cinhcitlichen Gestalt zusammenflgen konnten™ (F. Sax!, Rede gefialien bei dev Geddehinis-Feier
Jir Professor Werburg cm 5. Dezember 1929 [Warburg Institute Archive = WIA L13.8.1, 18 foll,, here fol. 972 1
wist: to thank the Arehivist of the Warburg Tnstitole in London, Claudia Wedepohl, and Katia Mazzacco for their
support und assistance.

? “Promethens ist dargestellt, die Arme werden ihm von zwel Miunern hochgebalten in seiner Qual. Dis
Achnlichicit des Bildes auf dicsem Spicgel mit Biidern der Abnchme Christi vor Kreuz ist crgreifond” (ibid,
fol. 83
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bodies are very similar. # is not known whether the young scholar’s emotion was caused
more by the analogy o parte obiecti, or rather by the satisfaction a parte subjecti of having
managed to catch a glimpse of it

But after all, it was “a despairing multiplicity of questions™; “Only someone penetrated
by these problems could reconstruct these data™. How? By seizing the same in the diverse,
the figural logic underlying the apparently irreducible heterogeneity, the refationship between
ethos and pathos, reason and magic, North and South, Fast and West, modernity and
antiquity. By frying not fo get lost among surviving ancient deities and astrological enigmatic
characters who had migrated into the iconography of the advertiserments of the Twenties, By
fearning to see the connection that binds together, in Hopi culture, the Hghtuing and the
serpent. Warburg alone, therefore, could be expected to orient himself in such a disorder,

The young student, destined to become a speciafist in astrology (precisefy one of the
fimdamental modes of human orientation), graduaily leamed to recognize in Orientierung the
common denominator of Warburg’s multiple investigations. His individual enterprise seemed
to Saxl like & colossal recapifulation of human endeavor as such: to find order in disorder, an
crientation in the chaos of existence: “Any human thought tends to orientation, [...] The
fundamental act of human knowledge is to orient man in chaos through the position of images
or signs™,

It was something that Saxl had indeed seen; but he was less able o see the ways in
which Warburg tried painstakingly to build his own sense of orientation. Let’s take, as a
paradigmatic case, Saxl’s characterization of the Mnemosyne Atlas project in  his
commemorative speech: “Precisely because it is a systematic work, the atlas becomes at the
same time a historical work. The corpus of the great masters of the Halian Renaissance, as
well as Diirer’s work, are analyzed in their chronological succession™. System and
chronology would therefore constitute, for the pupil, the main elements of the final project of
the master and, more generally, the instruments with which to reconstruct the disiecta
membra of his intellectual wanderings.

2. Mentage of heterogeneous elements

It would be difficult to imagine an interpretation of the Atlas, and of the whole of Warburg’s
research, more antipodal than that proposed by Georges Didi-Huberman. To the systematic
work evoked by Saxl, he opposes the open project, the work in progress (“anre
hypothétique, irrémédiablement provisoire™®), of a montage of heterogeneous elements; to the

* ariing Vielheit zom Versweifeln™; “Nur der, der von diesen Problemen crfillt war, konnte diese Tafsachen
zusammeniinden” (764, foll. 16-11).

# “Ales Denken des Menschion strebt nach QOrientierung. Nem Chaos gegeniiber sich zu oricnticren darch Bild-
oder Zeichensetzung ist der Grundakt menschlichen Brkennens™ (ibid., foll. 14-15).

% “So wird der Atlas chen dadurch, dass er ein systematisches Werk ist, zugleich cin historisches. Das Werk der
grossen Renaissancekiinsler Tialiens wie Dirers wird darin in chronologischer Abfolge analysiert™ (ibid, fol.
AN

® G. Didi-Huberman, L fmage survivante. Histoire de art of temps de fantémes selon Aby Warburg, Pars,
Minuit, 2002, p. 452,

96




The Pontifical Gaze

chronological succession, the tireless practice of anachronism. An irreducible presence of
heterogenecus objects, whose only common denominator seems to be black and white
photography. Muemosyre would therefore be a photographic device that teaches to see what
is common, sefting aside ethical and culfural cpposite polarizations, between a Dionysian
maenad and a Christian Magdalene, a nymph by Ghirlandaio and a woman playing golf, a
sentleman having tunch lying on the prass and an ancient river god: a formula of bodily
posture in which a pathos expresses itself A device that teaches to perform what the young
and confused Saxl failed to do {“I did not see the link among these clements™), i.e. to see the
same in the diverse: not in order o leave the diverse behind, or to reduce it to the same; nor to
keep its diversity obtuse and isolated. We must dialectize both terms, and browse the entire
conceplual space between similarily {(ressemblance) and dissimilarity (disvemblance).

'The heterogeneous elements, nevertheless held together I a relationship, do not look
alike, they are not similar, and yet they are not simply and absolutely different. They are
dissimilar in that they are not alike, they do not superimpose on one another, nor do they
diversify, moving away from one another: juxtaposed, they are precisefy dissimilar,

Learning to see the same in the differcnt, while respecting it as dissimilar: the pedagogy
focused on such optics of dissimilarity did not arise abruptly, between 1910 and 1930, with
Aby Warburg. It had its own archeology, which was rooted in Goethe’s morphology as in a
methedological paradigm — open and plural, neither prescripfive nor doctrinaire — that
operated decply in the context of the humanitics of the XX century according to a complex
and muitifaceted story that is far from being appreciated and reconstructed as it should be.

Warburg explicitly recognized his own debt to the morphological paradigm while
meditating on one of its own core concepts — that of polarity — in an entry in his diary taken in
1607 during the reading of the Mefamorphosis of Planis: “Most of all T see that the concept of
polarity { Polaritét] which [ felt to be my own creation also stands in the centre of Gosthe’s
lh(}ilghl”?. Shorily aflerwards, in a letter senf in July to his teacher August Schmarsow,
Warburg wrote shout a “psychology of polarity [Polarifdispsychologie]” as a new
methodological approach (o the problems of the history of art®,

In Warburg’s terminclogy, beyond the use of the concept {and the methodology) of
polarity, we can easily identify other typically Goethean terms: the originary phenomenon
{Urphdnomen, for example in the text on Manct}g, or the notions of Steigerung and steigersn in
reference to the function of intensification (e.g. in the essays on Botticelli™® and on Diwrer'),

T A, Warburg, diary, 25 May 1907, transl. in E.H. Gombrich, Adhy Warburg. 4dn Infelfeciial Biography, London,
The Warburg Instifute, 1970, p. 241, n. 3.

EA Warburg, letter to A. Schmarsow, 24 July 1907 {WIA GC/106671

® A, Warbuty, Manets ‘Déjeuner sur I'herbe’. Die vorprgende Funktion heidnischer Elementargotiheiten fiir
die Entwickiung moderner Natwgefiihis (1929), in Kosmopofis der Wissenschaft, E.R. Curtins wnd das Warburg
Institute. Briefe und andere Dokumente, cd. by D, Wuttke, Baden-Baden; Koerner, 1989, p, 257-272, here p.
270.

¥ sAn intensification of outward movement feine gesteigerte Gussere Bewegmngl” (A, Warburg, Sandro
Rotticelli's Birth of Venus and Spring (1893}, in T, The Renewal of Pagan Antiguity: Contributions to the
Cultyral History of the Eurepean Renaissance, introduction by K.W. Forster; transl. by D. Brill, Los Angeles,
Getty Rescarch lnstitate for the History of Ast and the Humanities, 1999, p. 89-156, here p. 89},
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or, again, the reference to the “postulate of the intermaxiliary bone [die Postulate eines
Zwischenkieferknochens]”, again in the Manet'%. Direct quotations from Goethe corpus ate
not lacking, especially from the Furbenlehre®™ and from Faust', But more generally, we can
seize & metaphorical domain inspired by the ficlds of botany (the Sdflesteigen, the lymph
rising from life to art), zoology (the processes of Enfpuppung and Entschdlung, through
which the butterfly of ¥Florentine art frees itscif from the Burgundian cocoon)'’, geology (the
Leitmuschel or Leiffossil, index sheli or index fossii that guide the researcher in determining
the chronostratigraphy of astral symbols): images that, although they cannot be identificd with
specific passages in Goethe’s works, have nevertheless a persistent Goethean flavour,

These are not mere cultural echoes or literary reminiscences, but rather clear signs of
Warburg’s belonging {0 the morphological tradition. The very noticn of Pathosformel, a
typical postural formula (and therefore repeatable through metamorphosis even to the
inversion of its original meaning: for instance the Dioaysian maenad “becomes” in Bertoldo
di Giovanni the Christian Magdalene'®} that immediately expresses an emotion, is a concern
of typological taxonomy based on a functonalist and variational conception of images wholly
belonging to the epistemological harizon opened by the scientific writings of Goethe.

3, The merphelogical paradigm

Even Goethe was surprised by the bridge the morphological vision was able to throw between
apparently incommensurable natural manifestations, tracing them back to their originary
phenomenon: “What a gulf — he observed in 1784 — between the os infermaxiflare of the turtle
and the elephant, and yet an intermediate series of forms can be found to connect the two!™!.
The osteological transformations must be considered as varianis of a generative originary

¥, 4

1 “Bmative force of gesture [pathetisch pesteigerte Mimik]?; “the supremacy of (he antigue in all gestural
rendering of emotion [mimisch gesteigerten Lebens|” (A, Warbueg, Diiver and fiafian Antiquity (1965), ibid., p.
553-558, here p. 553 and p. 556).

2 A Warburg, Manets “Défeuner sur Fherbe’ cit., p. 271,

 See for example A, Warburg, Pagan-Antigue Prophecy in Words and Images in the Age of Luther {1920}, in
Id., The Renewal of Papan Antiguity cit., p. 597-667, here p. 651,

" See the quolation from Faust £, vv. 7742-743; “Thore’s an old book for browsing in: Irom Harz io Hellas all
are kin {Zs ist ein altes Buch zu bldttern: / Vom Harz bis Hellas immer Vettern}” as a motto in A, Warburg,
Pagan-Antigie Prophecy ¢il., p. 598, and is ironic {ransformation in Id., Images from the Region of the Pueblo
Indians of North America: “It s a lesson from an old book / The kinship of Athens and Oraibi [Xs Jsr ein alies
Buch zu bidttern / dthen-Oraibi, aftes Vettern?” {transh. by M.P. Steinberg, Hhaca-London, Comcll University
Press, 1995, p. 1)

¥ “lrom the tight Burgundian cocoon springs (he Florentine butterfly, the ‘nymph’, decked in the winged
headdress and flullering skirls of the Greek maenad or of the Romun Victoria™ (A. Warbury, Falfan Arf and
Tnternational Astrology in the Paluzzo Schifanvia, Ferrara (1912}, in Id., The Renewal of Pagan Aniiguity cit.,
p. 563-591, here po 585).

% vWie cine Minade das errissene Tier schwingt, so umkrampft dis klagende Magdalens unter dem Kreuz
thren im Trauerergissmus shyerissenen Haarschopf™ (A. Warburg, Der Eintrift des antifisierenden Idealstils
die Malerel der Friilwenaissance (1914}, in Id., Werke in einem Band, ed. by M. Tremi, S. Weigel and P.
Ladwig, Berlin, Sulwkamp, 2010, p. 281-310, here p. 304}, On this subjcct sec B, Wind, The Maenad under the
Cross, “Journal of the Warburg Institwe™ 171 (1937), p. 70-71.

T 3 W. Goothe, An fntermaxillary Bone is Present in the Upper Jaw of Man as well as in Awimels, in 1d,
Scientific Studies (The Collected Works, Vol. 12}, od. by D. Miller, New York, Subrkamp, 1988, p. 115-116.
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form; the originary vertebra (Urwirbel), that is never given as such, but is nevertheless present
as the same theme in the diversity of all skeletal variations. The morphological vision teaches
us to recognize that in the botanical domain “forwards and backwards the plant is ever only
leaf [vorwdrts und riichwairts ist die Pflanze immer nur Blan]™'®; through proteiform
processes of expansion and contraction, lengthening and shoriening, hardening and
fluidifying, the leaf enables the expression of ali parts of the plant, from the roots to the trunk,
to the branches. In this way we learn o recognize the dissimilar, the samc that brings together
the heterogeneocus manifestations of nature, respecting them in their diversity.

Fig. 2

In the first thirty years of the XX century the humanities assumed such a “delicate cmpiricism
[zarfe Empirie]”", and learnt to sco the cireular relationship between the phenomenal
multiplicity of the variations and their theme, History of art was no exception to this trend,
Alrcady from the sccond half of the XIX contury, Goitfiied Semper had adopted a
morphological vision towards architecture, which was interpreted as a series of changes from

¥ I.W. Gocthe, ffalienische Reise (*Zweiter Rocmischer Aufenthalt™), July 1787, Rome, in Goethes Werke
Weimarer Ausgabe, im Auftrage der Grofiherzogin Sophie van Sachsen, 143 vols,, Weimar, Bohlaus, IRR7-1919,
section I, vol. 32 (1906}, p. 44.

¥ ).W. Goothe, Selectivns from Maximys and Reflections, in Scientific Studies cit, p. 307,
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four originary roots {the hearth, the roof, the enclosure and the mound)®, Semper expressed
admiration for Baron Cuvier”, grasping an analogy between his own research around
originary Typen in architecture and the animals types collected and studied by the famious
naturalist in the coliections of the Jardin des Plantes. The paws of the dog, the wings of the
bird, the rings of the earthworm, are not alike in their visible forms, but rather because they
perform the same [anction, nametly locomotion. Foucault emphasized this dissimilarity:

When we consider the organ in relation {o ils function, we sce, therefore, the
emergence of ‘resembilances’ where there is no ‘identical’ element; a resemblance
that is constituled by the transition of the function into evident invisibility. It
matlers little, after afl, that gills and Jungs may have a few variables of form,
magnitude, or number in common: they resemble one another because they are
fwo varieties of that non-existent, abstract, unreal, unassignable organ, absent
from all describable species, yet present in the animal kingdom in ils entirety,
which serves for respiration in general

In the same period Jacob Burckhardt developed an art historical typology aimed at building
synoptic frames around problems or tasks (dufgaben) in art; he gradnally abandoned the
linear recosstruction of the timeline, in order to address rather “the recurrent, constant and
fypical as echoing in us and inteliigible through us”™, In painting, for instance, such an
approach implies a congideration not of the chronological history, but rather of the genres
(Gatfungen) gathering together in the same class pictorial manifestations from different
times™,

4. Optical common denominators

If we now turn to the following generation of art historians, we find that the sensibility to
dissimilaritics improves. Franz Wickhofl can compare objects remote in time and space, and
different in genres and techniques, seizing a unitary principle operating in them: works

® . Semper, The Four Elements of Archijectine and Other Writings, transl. by HF. Muallgrave and W.
Hermmann, Cambridge, Cambridge University DPress, 1989, Stele v the Technical and Tectonic Avis; or,
Practical desthetics (1860-63), transl. by H.I. Mallgrave, Santa Monica, The Gelty Cenicr for the History of Art
and the Humanitics, 2004,

M G, Scimper, Entvarf eines Systens der vergleichenden Stillelre (1853), n 1., Kleine Schviffen, od, by H. and
M. Semper, Miltenwald, Miunder, 1979, p. 259-291, hore p. 263. See A Hauser, Der “Cwvier der
Kunstwissenschaft”, in Grenzbereiche der Archirekwir, ed. by Th. Bolt, Bascl-Boston-Stuttgart, Birkhiuscr,
1985, p. 97-114; 1. Rykwert, Semper s ‘morphology’, “Rasssgna” 41 {1990}, p. 40-47.

2 M. Foucault, The Order af Things {1966), transt. London, Routicdge, 2602, p. 288,

B 1. Burckhardl, fatroductery (1868), in I, Reffections on History, transl, by M.DD.IL, London, GlAllen &
Umnwin, 1950, p. 17. On Burckhardls typology see 1, Grofie, Typus wnd Geschichte. Eine Jacob-Burckhardy-
Interprefation, Kln-Weilmar-Wien, Bohlau, 1997

M “Hige nicht cine Geschichte dor Malerci, sondern cine Darstellung der Malerei nuch Gaftungen™ (I,
Burckhardi, 4esthetik der bildenden Kunst - Maferei (1870), in Id., Werke, Kritische Gesmmtausgabe, ed. by P.
(anz, Miinchen-Bascl, Beck-Schwabe, 2000, vol, 14, p. Fi-128, herep, 70).
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belonging to the period from Vespasian to Trajan, monuments such as the Arch of Titus or
Trajan’s Forum look like modern artifacts;

Notwithstanding the fact that single motives and figures are borrowed from Greek
art, all this puls us in mind more of modem works — the Venetians, the Flemings,
the Spaniards, and the modem French [ie. the Impressionists] — than of the
baroque products of the ITelienistic period which come closer in point of time.*

Wickhoff specifies: “Not only is therc a resemblance in these refiefs and statues and busts to
pictares by Rubens, Hals, and Velasquez, but the style is actually the same™™,

Simitarly, his colleague Alois Riegl characterizes as “impressionistic’™’ the treatment of
space in late Roman art, in which the color values of surfaces merge together. Bevond
chronological distances and cullural specificities, beyond differences between architccture
and crafts, painting and sculpturc, what matters is the way in which the image appears to the
eye as outline and color in space. According to the different way it appears, it will produce a
different performative effect: cither the image invites me o a closer exploration, transforming
my eyes into fingers grasping the contours along the silhouette of the figures (as in the case of
Egyptian visual culture), or it pushes me away, obliging me to get the right distance in order
to appreciate the chromatic effects and the chiaroscuro (which is precisely the case of late
Roman art). This is thc famous polarization of the hapfic and opiic, based on the
physiological optics of Helmheltz and #s transiation into iconic terms offered by Adolf von
Hildebrand™: a categorial couple destined to innorvate fhe entire XX cenfury, rom Panofsky
(o Benjamin, from Maldiney to Deleuze, down to the recent film studies™.

Wolfflin had also turned to Hildebrand, drawing from his theories the perceptologicat
catcgorics which enabled him fo describe the passage from Renaissance to Baroque visual
culture as a transformation of the “optical possibilities™ from the linear {0 the painterly. This
implics a morphological gaze, able to grasp in different artists an affinity in their fype of
vigion: “There are hardly (wo ardists who, although contemporaries, are more widely
divergent by temperament than the barogue master Bernini and the Dutch painter Terborch”,
Nevertheless, if we compare them, we can grasp, sefting aside their differences “a perfect

"o

kinship”, that consists in “that manner of seeing in patches instead of lincs™, “& kind of vision

227

® B, Wickholf, Roman Art, Some af its Principles and their Application to Early Clwisiian Painting (1895),
égansl. by ES.A. Strony, London, Heinemann, 1900, p. 18.

1bid,
3 9The opiical sketchy manner of style, appropriate for the time, which partly recalls modern impressionistic
drawings” (A. Ricgl, Late Roman Art Industry (1931), transh. by R. Winkes, Rome, G. Bretschacider, 1985, p.
150).
% Qee A, von Hildebrand, The Problem of Form in the Fine Aris (1893), ransl. in Empathy, Form and Space.
FProblems in Germean Acsihetics 1873-1393, od. by HLI. Malgrave and I. Ikonomou, Santa Monica, The Getty
Center for the History of Arf and the Humanitics, 1994 (cspecially the first chapter).
¥ See LY. Marks, Touck: Sensuous Theory and Multisensory Media, Minncapolis-London, University of
Minncsota Press, 2002; A, Lant, Faptical Cinemra, in “October™, 74 (1995), p. 45-73. On the revaluation of
uesthetic tactile experiences see G. Cetzinper, Haptik - Rekonstruktion eines Verlustes, Minchen-Wien, Profil,
2005,
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in which the most heterogeneous artists can participate™®, which allows us to identify them as
belonging to the same “Tvpus™, :

Of course, one cannot immediately establish equivalency between Wolllin's
morphological’ comparison of two images (on the left the linear structure of the Renaissance,
on the right the pictorial structure of Barogque) and the photomontages of Warburg's
Mnemosyne, which gives us an overview of a crowd of images on the same panel.

Buat it would be reductive fo confine Wolflin's view exclasively to a binary pattern:
while building a network of affinities, he invites us to consider the fact that

individuals fall into larger groups. Botticelli and Lorenzo di Credi, for all their
differences, have still, as Florentines, a certain resemblance when compared with
any Venettan, and Hobbema and Ruysdael, however divergent they may be, are
immediately homogeneous as soon as to them, as Dutchmen, a Fleming like
Rubens is opposed.®

The difference between two artists refers fo a third one, among three to a fourth, and so on.
That is to say that the purcly linear or the purcly painterly artist does not exist, the linear and
the painterly being gradual properties, according to the terms involved in the comparison; “it
is throughout a question of relative judgments. Compared with one style, the next can be
cafled painterly. Griinewald is certainly more painterly than Diirer, but beside Rembrandt he
all the same bears the stamp of the Cinquecentist, that is, the man of the silhouette™

Of course, it may be objected that here we have always fto do with painters, And yet
Wollltin includes in his discourse apparently incommensurable objects, not only realized by
artists who are different and distanl in space, bul also produced with heterogeneous materials
and techniques, that he collects tegether under the title of the “optical category” that makes
them possible; “A Roman baroque fagade has the same visual denominator as a landscape by

Van Goycn"“.

Fig. 3

1. Walfflin, Principles of Avt History. The Problem of the Development of Shile in Later Are (1915), fransl. by
M.I Ilctiinger, New York, Dover, 1959, p. L.

* On Goethe in Wolfflin sce A. Ay, Nachis: Gothe gelesen. Heinrich Wolfflin und seine Goethe-Rezeption,
Gattinpen, V&R Unipress, 2010,

R H Waiflin, Principles of Art History cit., p. 6.

* Ibid., p. 30-31.

¥ fhid, p. 13,
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5. Institution or recognition?

Tx 1915 Walfflin pointed out the link between Roman Baroque architecture and XV1I century
Dutch [andscapes, We are on the eve of Warburg's Muemasyne Atlas, which was our starting
point. Let us brielly recapitulate the various articulations of the morphological paradigm that
we guickly fraversed in the succession of a few generations: with Semper and Burckhardt, in
the second half of the XIX century, the core of the paradigm was a typology based on
function and tasks; with Riegl, WokTlin and Warburg, between the late XIX and the sarly XX
century, the morphological model switched from the notion of finction fo the practices of the
gaze (haptic vs. optical in Riegl, linear vs. painterly in W&lfflin) and more generally to the
practices of the body and its postures (pathas formulas in Warburg).

After the Thirties, the morphological optic widened further in the direction of a more
generous heterogeneity. Particularly eloguent are the cases of Walter Benjamin and Georges
Bataille. During the Twenties, Benjamin had explored the world of Gorman Bareque drama
trying to collect in a Goethean way the historical events around their originary phenomenon
understood not as their historical genesis, but rather as their non-chronologicsl origin: “Origin
[Lrsprungl, although an entirely hislorical category, has, nevertheless, nothing fo do with
genesis [Entsfehung)™ . Subsequently, in his notes on the Arcades project, he adopted a
similar approach in characterizing the dialectical image as a simultanecus presence of
prehistory and modernity: the passages themselves appear to him as having the same status as
Goethe's leaf, which “unfolds from itself all the riches of the empirical world of plants” (N
2a, 4%,

Fig. 4

* W. Benjamin, The droades Project, transt, by H. Ritmd and K. MacLaughlin, Cambridge-London, Harvard
Universily Press, 1999, p. 462,

1063




ANDREA PINOTTI

In Documents Bataille used a “morphological approach™’ whose flavour is similarty

Goethean, and — true pontifex of the incomparable ~ he built bridges across radically
extraneous phenomena, juxtaposing an obese woman's head and a rock crystai skuil, a fly-
paper decorated with its victims and an ossuary of the Roman Capuchin friars”®, We see here
at work the ability to capture links, o establish conneclions, to perceive the same in the
different, to learn dissimilarity,

In the wake of Beniamin and Bataille, since the Nineties, Didi-ITuberman has further
radicalized the widening of the morphological optic: he interprets the decorative elements of
the Madonna of the Shadows by Fra Angelico moving from its violenfly anachronistic
dissimitarity with a dripping by Pollock™. Again, he rejects the Diktar of contemporary
minimalist sculpture (which prohibits the recognition of any relationship between the image
and an external referent}, and wants fo find a certain anthropomorphism even in a cube by
Giacometti or in a black box by Tony Smith*.

Vig. 5

Batailie’s heads, either in flesh or bone or crystal, were always heads; Warburg’s ecstatic
wornen, separated by centuries and cultures, shared at least a posture; Riegl’s late Roman
surfaces appeared confused as the paintings of the French Impressionists; Semper’s roofs,
different as they might be, were always roofs. Buf here, with Giacometti’s and Smith’s cubes,
what establishes the analogy? How far can one open up the oplical system (precisely in the
scnse of the photographic camera)? How far can you see links, when every intuitive suppori

¥ Soe G, Didi-Huberman, La Ressemblance informe, on le Gai savolr visuel selon Georges Bataille, Patis,
Maculs, 1995, p. 88,

¥ “Documenis™ 6 (1930}, p. 354-355, and 8 (1930}, p. 488-493.

* G. Didi-lluberman, fra Angefico: Dissemblance & Figuration (1990), teansk by JLM. Todd, Chicage, The
University of Chicago Press, 1995, p. 30,

** G. Didi-Huberman, Ce que nols voyons, ce qui nous regarde, Paris, Minwit, 1992, p. 65; Le Cube et fe visage.
Autowr d'une sculpture dAlberta Giacometti, Paris, Macula, 1993,
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seems lo vanish? To what extent can we dare apply Benjamin’s formula of a “nonsensuos
similarity”™'? Benjamin himself had raised the issue of the Amveisung, that is of the nes or
instructions goveming the instifution of linkages among divergent elements®.

In other words, is similarity & matter of institufion or is i rather a matter of recognition?
The links identified by ancient astrology between the shining and incoherent points in the sky,
the consteilations that configure them in forms, and human destinies; the relationship between
the appearance of a sheep’s liver and the fate of @ man established in Babylonian and Efruscan
hepatoscopy: are they bridges thrown or rather found? Is there a fimdamentum in re which we
must recognize after having learnt to identify it? Or rather is the (individual or collective)
pontifical subject free to produce the most bizarre connections, justified only by the fact that
they have found a possibie execution in the very gesture of connecting? And by asking such
questions, are we perhaps prisonces of a rigid opposition betwcen objectivism and
subjectivism that the very experience of the dissimilar makes untenable?

The problem was not unknown to morphelogists. At the beginning of the morphological
patadigm, Goethe himself had warned against the risks the paze runs when it is tempted to
divide everything or, on the contrary, to connect everything;

Everything that exists is an analogue of all existing things; that is why existence
always and at the same time looks to us both separate and interfocked. IT you
pursue this analogy too closely, everything coincides identically; if you avoid i,
all is scaftered into infinity. In both cases contemplation stagnates, either as
hyperactive, or else as done fo death.”

If we furn instead te the most recent morphological developments, we find that Didi-
Huberman seems to be looking for a response in Kant, where he points out that the first motor
of montage is the imaginative faculty which, far from being reduced to a subjectivist arbitrary
digeretion, inaugurates cognifive horizens we can share in an intersubieclive way:
“L’imagination est d’abord — anthropologiquement — ce qui nous rend capable de jeter un
pont entre les ordres de réalité les plus éloignés, les plus hétérogénes”“.

T w. Benjamin, On dhe mimetic facully (1933), transl by E. Jephootl, in 1d,, Selected Writings, vol. 2. 1927
1934, ed. by MW, Jennings, H. Eiland and G. Smith, Cambridge (Mass.)-London, Belknap Press of Harvard
Usiversity Press, p. 720-722, here p. 721. Sec 8. Weipel, Entsteilie Ahnlichkeit. Walter Benjamins theoretische
Sehreibyveise, Frankfurt am Main, Fischer, 1997,

2w, Benjamin, note (1933) aboul (he Lehre vom dAhnlichen: “Ganr gewift schliefit dus nicht aus, dab die
Anweisungen zo solehom Verhallen objekliv vorhunden sind, Das objeklive Vorhundensein von solchen
Anweisungen definierl sogar den wahren Sinn von Abolickkeit” (Id., Gesammelte Schrifien, cd. by R
Tiedertann aud H. Schweppenbiuscr, Frankfort am Main, Suhrkamp, 1980, vol. 13, p. 956).

= 3.W. Gocthe, Mauxims and Reflections, (ransl, by E. Stopp, London, Poaguin, 2005, nr. 554, p, 73-74.

a. Didi-Huborman, Adlas o le gai saveir inguiel. T @il de Uhisioire, 3, Paris, Minuil, 2011, p. 22
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6. The bridges of imagination

In the first Cririgue (KRY B180) the pontifical gesture of the imagination was characterized
as “a hidden art in the depths of the human soul” capable, when schematizing the concept of a
dog, to offer “a rule in accordance with which my imagination can specity the shape of a four-
footed animal in general, without being restricted to any single parficular shape that
experience offers me or any possible image that I can exhibit in concrefo™. Is this not
precisely the dissimilarity which binds together all the dogs, their “formula”? The imaginative
faculty can burst the bubble of relativistic subjectivism not because it is objectively and
scientifically provable, but because it can hope to reach an apreement in the intersubjective
convergence of judpments, as suggested by the instance of subjective universality stated in
paragraph 8 of the third Critigue.

It is therefore particularly significant that Hannah Arendt, the philosopher who muest
intensefy worked on the political implications (in the general sense of the “sensus communis
politicus™} of Kant's aesthetic judgment, had recourse precisely to the image of the bridee to
iltustrate to her students in 1970 the Kantian theory of imagination and its importance for
polifical philosophy. Arendt employed the general image of the bridge as a metaphor of the
“scheme”, and the particular image of the George Washingtor Bridge as an exemplary case
(as an “example” in the sense of the third Crifigue) of the scheme itseif:

We can describe the George Washington Bridge because we all know: “bridge’.
Suppose someone comes along who does not know ‘bridge’, and there is no
bridge to which I could point and utter the word. T would then draw an image of
the schema of a bridge, which of course is already a particular bridge, just to
remind him of some schema kaown {o him, such as ‘transition Fom one side of

the river to the other”.®®

Throwing a bridge between me and the other on the understanding of the concept of the
bridge itself: this is possible if we retumn lo & view of the “sensus communis™ as “cnlarged
mentality”, an expression transiating in Arendt the notion of “erweiterte Denkungsart™ set out
in paragraph 40 of Kant’s third Crifigue: a human being reveals a broad-minded way of
thinking “if he sets himself apart from the subjective private conditions of the judgment,
within which so many others are as if bracketed, and reflects on his own judgment from a

1. Kant, Critigue of Pure Reason (1781, 1?872), transk, by P. Guyer and AW, Wood, Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 2000, p. 273,

€ H, Arendl, Fmagination (seminar on Kant’s Critique of Judgment, 1970), in Bad., Lectares an Kant's Pofitical
Philosaphy (1978, cd. by R. Beincr, The Universily of Chicago Press, Chicago 1989, p. 79-85, here p. §3. Sce
also her Lecture n. X1, ibid, p. 72-77, P. Riceeur, Adesthetic Judgment and Political Judgment Aecording to
Hannah Arendt (1994), in Id., The Just {1995), iravsi. by D. Pellaucr, Chicago-London, The Universily of
Chicago Press, 20600, p. 94-100,
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universal standpeint (which he can only determine by putting himself into the standpoint of
othersy™*’, :

As we know, Arendt’s infention was to develop her analysis of the interrelation between
aesthetic and political judgment in the third and finaf part of her work The Life of the Mind,
which her death prevented from completing. In the fragments she left, there is an emphasis on
the criterion of “communicability”, of “publicness™, and on the proncuncements made by
taste, thanks fo the imagination that allows us fo put ourselves in others’ shoes. As a reader of
Simmel — of the Kantian Simmel —, Arendt knew very well the importance of the aesthetic
and political concept of “sociability [ Geselligheit]”, understood as the “pure form™ of society,
“the play-form of sociation”, that the German philosopher had made the object of hig
sociclogical work, especially in chapter 3 of his Grundfiagen der Soziologie (1917), wherc he
wrote: “The *sociability drive’ extracts the pure process of sociation as a cherished value; and
thereby it constitutes sociability in the stricter sense of the word™, happiness similar to that
produced by art or pames, Among the greatest achievements of this hunsup impulse Sintmel —
the Goothean Simmel® — counted precisely the bridge. In his 1909 essay Bridge and Door, he
characterized this construction as a major connective function, which was inaugurated when
man made the first road as a Jink between two places®’: a connection that at the same time
dialectically emphasizes the status of separation of the two banks of the river. Man separates
what is bound and binds what is separate, and cannot do the one thing without the other,
because they are the two sides of the same gesture,

But this deep Simmelian conviction is precisely the core of Plato’s diafectic, The
Platonic Socrates, man and philosopher, is preciscly a connecting-separating being, He
advises Phaedrus {in the eponymous dialogue, 265d-266c} to bring “things which are
scattered all over the place into a single class by gaining a comprehensive view of them”; but
then he must be “able to cut things up again, class by class, according to their natural joints,
rather than trying to break them up as an incompctent butcher might™”. And he declares
himself “enamoured of these divisions and collections [...] because [ want to be good at
speaking and thinking”, according to the practice of the “dialsclicians”, whose gaze is

“capable of discerning a natural unity and plurality”, We have to do here with a special

1. Kant, Critigue of the Power of Judgment {1790), mausl. by P. Guyer and B. Mallhews, Cambridgs,
Cambridge Universily Press, 2000, p. 175,
B “The criterion is communicability or publicness” (H. Arendl, The Life of the Mind, San Dicpo-New York-
London, liarconrt, 1978, Appendix: “Judging”, p. 255-272, here p. 267}
G, Simunel, Fundamental Problems of Sveivlogy (Individual and Sociery) {1917}, in The Sociology of Georg
Simmtel, transl. by K.H. Wolff, Glencoue {({iL}, The Uree Press, 1954, p. 44.
% Sec G, Simmal, Kant and Goethe On the History of the Modern Wellanschanung {1906, 1916, trausl. by 1.
Bleicher, available on lpe: hiip/fwww. generation-online.org/pAp _simmeil htm; 1d, Geethe, Leipzip,
Klinkhsrdt & Bicemann, 1913,
M “Beeanse the framan being is the connecting ercature who must ahways separate and cannot connect without
separating - that is why wo must first conceive intcHeetually of the merely indifferent existence of rwo river
banks as somcthing separaled in order o comnect thern by means of a bridge” (G. Simumel, Bridge and Door
(1909, transk. in Rethinking Architeciure: 4 Reader in Cultural Theory, cd. by N. Leach, Londen, Routledpe,
1997, p. 63-67, here p. 67
;; Plate, Phaedrus, transk. by R, Watcrficld, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2002, p. 55,

Thid., p. 56.
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ability of the eyes, the ability designated in The Republic (537¢) as synopsis, the vision typical
of the person capable of being dialectical, in short, of doing philosophy.

The ultimate meaning of the morphological approach is therefore a matter not of
demonstration, but rather of hope: the hope to be able to bridge heterogeneous phenomena in
a pontifical imapginative gesture. “Tmaginative” does not mean imaginary, phantastic,
fictitious, but rather able to develop in the imagination possible links rooted in the properties
of things; able to throw such bridges on the basis of a belief that they can be shared and used
by others, that & community can share this kind of gaze and thereby find a consensus,

Such a gaze is “pontifical” in the strictly etymological sense and not in, so to speak, is
institutional sensc. It hopes for the possibility of a consensus, it does not require the papal
infallibility of a dogmatic judgment. Quite the contrary, because the possibility of such a hope
being fulfilled is far from puaranteed. 1t is constitutively exposed fo the risk of refissal,
refutation, denial. Consequently, the morphological researchers must humbly submit their
gaze to the patient excrcisc of effective argumentation and philological accuracy, to make
their own bridges solid and usable by others. Being aware of the fact that they can always
coilapse, and cancel the Denkraum, the space for thought and of thought, the inferval that had
obsessed Warburg, It is not by chance that the son of Aby, Max Adolf, wanted to conclude the
commemoration of his father with the words of an ancient mystic: “Nothing, in fact, is far
away from anything JO0 y&p poxpdy oddé moppem obbevdg ob8tv] . Among the causes of
the terrible and sudden collapse of his father, he may have glimpsed the collapse of the
bridges whose function — as Simmel has shown very clearly, and s is icastically expressed
the ambiguous Greek word Suklsvypa (bridge, but also dwlevypsds, separation) — is at the
same time to put together and to set apart,

Images
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Etruscan mirror, end V century B.C., Paris, Louvre. Righr, Cosmé Tura, Pieid, Roverelia
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ist ein Zwischenknochen der obern Kinnlade zuzuschireiben, in “Nova Acta physico-medica
Academiae Caesareae Leopoldino-Carolinae naturae curiosornm”, vol. 15/, 1831, p. 1-48).
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Frederik Adama van Scheltema and the West between Systole and

Diastole
Luca VARGIU

Abstract: Tn Die geisfige Mitre, Frederik Adama van Scheltema accomplishes his project of a2 “periodic system
of Weslern artistic and cultural developmeni™. Being bascd on a close comparison between the dynamics of
historical processes aud those of physical and natural processes, the system presenis a methodologics] proposal
suggesting an organic — and not linear — history of Weslern civilizaion, Such an approach resulls in &
historiographic view that, as Spengler already did, rejects the usuat subdivision into Antiguily, Middle Ages and
Modem age, supporting instead a gquite Germanocentric periodization thal substilutes Anliquily wilh 2 long
Protohistory {Forzei), dating from Neolithic period uatil the year 1300,

1. The German writer (of Dutch origins) Frederik Adama van Schellema’s work Die geistige
Mitte. Umrisse einer abendiindischen Kulturmorphologie, whose subtitle recalls Spengler
and which was published for the first time in 1947 and for the second time in 1950,
accomplishes the project of a “periodic system of Western artistic and cultural development™,
This project was started before the Second World War? and then resumed with no important
modification in later essays, papers and books that focused on it, providing explanations and
more-in-depth analyses”.

Scheltema was born in 1884 and died in 1968. He was especially intlerested in Axt
History and Prehistory Studies. Although nowudays he is rarely taken info account by
scholars®, his writings — in particular those on Prehistory - were granted some recognition
especiafly in the Twenties (for instance they were mentioned in Franz Boas® works”), as they
continued to be during Nazism and even by the Regime itsclf®. Later, his work was mentioned

' B, Adama van Scheltema, Die geistige Mitte. Umrisse einer abendidndischen Kultwrmorpholagie {1947,
Miinchen, Oldenbourg, 1950, p. 188-189. It is important fo remark that the subtitle of Spengler’s magman opus
was Umrisse einer Morphologie der Weligeschichite.

* See, at leust, F. Adama van Scheltema, Die geistige Wiederholung, Der Weg des Einzelien und sciner Ahnen
{1937), Bem, Francke, 1934,

¥ See the collection “Dic Kunst des Abendiandes”, published in five volumes from 1950 o 1960 {F, Adunma van
Schellerna, Die Kunsi der Forzeif, Staltgart, Kohlhammer, 1950; I Adama van Scheltema, Die Kunst des
Mittelaliers, Stuitgart, Kohlhammer, 1953; F Adama van Scheltema, Die Kunsi der Renaissance, Stuttgart,
Kohlhammer, 1957; F. Adama van Scheltema, Die Kinst des Barock, Stattpart, Kohthammer, 1958; [ Adama
van Scheltema, Die Kunst der Moderne, Stuttgart, Kohlhammer, 1960); and F. Adama van Scheltema, Anfike -
Abendland, Paralleles und Gegensdize, Schweinfurt, Neues Forum, 1964, the lust volume published by Lhe
aulhor,

* He was bom i Amslerdam in 1884, Afer his studies of Chemistry, Prehistory and Art History in Amsterdanm,
Berlin, Wicn and Munich, he got his Promotion in the last mentioned town in 1911, Tn 1912 he moved to Munich
and in 1916 he was naturalized as Genman. He conscorated his whole life (o his studies, working as a freclance
rescarcher. He died in Gauting, ncar Munich, in 1968,

* See F. Boas, Primifive Ar {1927), New York, Dover, 1955, p. 7, 16 and 58.

¢ Scheltema is mentioned s collaborator of “Germanen-Hrbe”, official roview of Reichsbund fiir deutsche
Vorgeschichte, whose director was Alfred Rosenberg. Some of Schelfema’s writings are in the
“Nationalsozialistische Bibliographic”, which was ai organ of the Nazi Regime confrolling culture,
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by many authors — in different fields and with different orientations —, such as Mircea Eliade,
Emst Jtinger and Amold Hauser’. Ilis project, outlined in Dic geistige Mitfe, was not
considered nor recognized; it was shortly mentioned by IHans Sedimayr, Emilio Betti and
Henry Stuart Ilughes, who took it into consideration simply as an exampie of the renewed
interest in Spengler’s work after the World War®,

Scheltema’s project is based on the fundamental idea that the imner structure of human
civilization can be understood through Ari, so that through artistic development — rather than
¢hrough any other cultural field — it is possible to comprehend the repeated variations
affecting the structure along human historical development’. This idea was already present,
elthough presented in different ways and forms, in several important authors interested in Ari
and History in the first half of the Twentieth century: in Agyptische Kunst, Wilhelm Woringer
recognizes that Art IHistory, and cspecislly Alois Riegl’s studies, “has done most important
prepatatory work for the morphology of culture™®, Sedlmayr, in Verlust der Mitte, states that,
if we consider the object of its focus, art has got a peculiar status, for the evidence of his
obiect, since it is a visual art and since it “is for the story of human socictics what the dream
of an individual is for the psychiatrist”, as Sedlmayr adds by quoting René Huyghe''.
According to this perspective, he considers art historiography as aspiring to be & “guide of
modem human sciences”, as it focuses on objects which “are at once independent aad
dependent on time, past and present”’>, In other words, this perspective is a development of
Kunsigeschichte als Geistesgeschichie by Max Dvofak — whose lessons Sedlmayr had been
attending — which considers not only the object but also the aim of the discipline®. Such
conceptual perspective belongs also to Schelicmay, as the first lines of Die geistige Mitre show
us: after expounding the thesis concerning the “primacy” of art, the author defines “the
development of art as development of the spirit” as well as the “history of style as history of

7 bt is worth mentioning his collaboration with the review “Antaios”, launched in 1959 by Eliade and Minger and
published i 1971 Hauser considers Scheltema as “ideologically one of the most reaclionary but in malters of
stholarship one of the rather compeleni archacologisis™ {A. Hauscr, The Swcial Hisiory of Art {1951], transl. by
S. Godman, Lordon-New York, Routledge, 2003, vol. |, Fraem Prefistoric Times to the Middle Ages, p. 129
footuote 2.

# See 11, Sedlmayr, Arf in Crisis. The Lost Center (1948), transl. by B. Baltershaw, New Branswick, Transaction,
2607, p. 259 footnote 1 (Postscript, 1951); B, Bettl, Teoria generale defla interprefazione, Milapo, Giuffrd, 1955,
19947, p. 148 fouinote 6, 332 fooinote 1), 337 fuoinole 34, 495 footnote 30, 1614 (472 footnote £9-a) and 1020
{528 footnote 1); and I.S. Hughes, Gswald Spengler (1952), New Brunswick, Transaction, 1992, p. 147,

? Sec I, Adama van Scheltema, Die geistige Mitte cit., p. 5.

W, Worrinper, Egyptian Are (1927), transl. by B. Rackham, London, GP. Putnam’s Sons, 1928, p. 81-82,

1 Y. Sedimayr, Art in Crisis cit,, p. 2 {where he refers to an unspecified and vnfindable writing by Huyghe dated
1939). ‘

1L Sedimayr, Kunstgeschichte als Wissenschaft (19718), in Kunist wnd Wahvheit, Zur Theorie wnd Methode der
Kunstgeschichte, Mittenwald, Miander, 1978%, P 24,

 On the relalionship between the bwo sulhors and on the infiuence of Dvobdk on Scdlmayr in addition fo — of
course — H. Sedlmayr, Kunstzeschichie afs Geistesgeschichte. Das Vermifchinis Mox Dvoiaks (1949), in Kunst
und Fahrheit cit, p. 81-95; see the organization provided by N. Schncider, Haws Sedlmayr 1896-1984, in
Altmeister moderner Kunstgeschichte, od. by H. Dilly, Berlin, Reimer, 19992, p. 268, This lalter refers to
Dvotak’s Kunstgeschichte als Geistesgeschichte {quostionably} translated into English as The History of Avt as
the History of Jdeas (M. Dvotdk, The History of Art ax the History of ideas [1924), transk. by §. Hardy, London,
Rouvtledge & Kepan Paul, 1984}
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the structure”. A simifar claim can be traced back to the early Sedlmayr™.

2. Scheltema’s Kulturmorphologie is elaborated according to an organic conception of history,
as opposed to a linear conception, The organic conception is what underlies the endogenous
compnections of the development of Western culiure: these connections organize the sequence
of historic periods in accordance with a friadic rhythm, which starts with a phase ruled rather
by peripheral dynamics and then goes through a phase characterized by a more centripetal
tendency, and finally ends with a phase ruled by centrifugal forces. The same rhythmic
process recurs inside each step, producing an articulated structure that divides each phase — as
well as its scveral levels and sublevels — into three parts, The periods during which the spirit
tends 1o find a balance, i reason of the prominence of the centripetal forces, are the periods
that make it possible to reach the geistige Mitte, They are depicted by the author as the image
of a circle in which all the elements converge to the centre. The previous step, which is
characterized by the peripheral cvents, is depicted as a circle where all the elements are
connected to each other along the inward line of the circumference. The last phase, raled by
the cenlrifugal lorces, is represenied by a circle in which all the elements depart from the
centre towards the circumference (fig. 1),

Hence, from one phase to another, the course of the Spirit follows two main
movements: the centripetal movement that allows the passage from the [irst to the second
phase, and the centrifugal movement that aliows the fransfer from the second to the third
phase. lnspired by authors such as Goethe and Schelling - whom he explicitly mentions —
Schellema analyses this process by recalling the systole/diastole rhythm, characterized by a
moment of maxinem concentration, representing the attainment of the spiritual centre, and a
moment of maximum expansion'®. This idca is, although superficially, connected to the
theory, Romantic in a broader sense, that detects a male and a fomale clement in the structure
of the spirit. This theory can be considered al (irst sight as one of the mainstays of the whole-

" See I, Adama van Schelema, Die gelstiye Mitte cit., p. 5. Scdhmayr’s writings that are here referred to are iL
Scdlmayr, Kuestyeschichfe afs Kunstgeschichte, Zu einer strengen Kunstwissenschafi (1931), in H. Scdlmayr,
Kunst und Wohrledt cit,, p. 49-80 (H, Scdimayr, Towardy a Rigurous Study of Art, ia The ¥Veana Schoof Reader:
Politicy and Ari Historical Method in the 19305, ed by C.5. Wood, New York, Zone Books, 20600, p. 133-180).

¥ See F. Adama van Schellema, Die geistige Mifte cit.,, p. 33 (Abb. 2), Also F Adama van Scheltoma, Die
seistipe Wiederholung cit,, p. 230 {Abh. 51); I. Adama van Scheltemna, Die Kunst der Forzeif ¢il., p. 113 (Abb,
30% I Adama van Scheltems, Die Kunst des Mittefalters cit., p. 12 {Abb. 1); ¥ Adama van Schelfemna, Die
Kunst der Renaivsance cif, p. 11 {(Abb. 1); F. Adama van Scheltema, Die Kunst des Barock cit,, p. X1 {Abb. 1};
and F. Adama van Scheltemw, e Kunst der Moderne cit, p. 11 {Abb. 1)

6 Qoo F. Adama van Schellema, Die gaistige Mifte ¢it, p. 8, 15, 28-29, 33, 73, 109 and 180; 1d,, Die geistige
Wiederhiolung cit,, p. 231-233; F. Adama vau Scheltems, Die Kunst des Mitielaliers cil, p. 2192 foulnole 2; Td.,
Die Kunst der Renaissance cit., p. 9 and 203 footnote | and 2; I\ Adama van Scheltema, L¥e Knnst des Barock
cil, . X; F Adama van Scheltema, Die Kunst der Mademe cit, p. 384; and F. Adama van Scheltoma, Antike -
Abendland cit., p. 120-122. Scheltenia refers here to Goethe’s Mavimen wnd Reflexionen and his exchanges with
Eckermanm a5 well as to Schelling’s incomplete wiiting about the world’s ages. See IW. Goethe, Maxims and
Reflections (1832-1842, post.), fransl. by B. Saunders, London and New York, Macmillan, 908, p. 158 {(n. 433 =
n. 278, 1825} 1P, Eckermann, Comversations of Goethe with Johann Peter Eckermann {1836-1848), transk by ).
Oxenford, ed. by LK, Moorhead, Boston-New York, Da Capo, 1998, p. 51-52 (Monday, March 22, 1824); and
F.W.I. Schelling, The Apes of the World (1861, post.), {ransl., with an Tniroduction, by .M. Wirth, Albany, State
University of New York Press, 2004, p. 21, 90, 94 and 97.
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system; according to its significance, altaining the geistige Mirte entails the prominence of the
femaic element, which provides balance and stillness, whereas the first and the last phases,
being characterized by a movement from or towards the periphery, are ruled by the male
element, Besides a brief reference to the Taoist couple of yin and yang'’, Scheltema rather
refers to Romantic conceptions'™: he mentions Schiller’ Glockenlied — which he considers as
the work in which the opposition masculine-feminine is best explained — and Goethe as post
of the eternal feminine as well as Johann Joseph von Gérres, and especially Johann Jakob
Bachefen, and Jaceb Grimm {the former having focused on the Mutferrecht and the latter on
the Muttersprache), since they infroduced such an opposition into the philosophy of history.
The influences are innumerable and we might also add Carl Gustay Fung'® to the mentioned
guthors. As an example closer to his disciplinary interests, Scheltema especially claims the
influence of the natural religion of the Germanic peoples in the Bronze Age, which was
founded on the bipolar couple of Earth (fominine) and Sun (mascufine)™”.

This system results in an organization of the historic material that, like Spengler’s
theory, rcjects the traditional subdivision info Antiquity, Middle Ages and Modern Age.
Spengler considered this subdivision rather banal, flat and non-morphologic and therefore as
an obstacle that prevented Weslem history [rom being understood in its specificity and its
connection with global human history”', This perspective leads Spengler to a wider and less
Burocentric consideration — the “Copernican discovery” of History, as he defines it” — and to
detect eight great civilizations that have appeared in different times and places of Earlh and
among which Western civilization is the last and the only one still existing. Unlike Spengler,
Scheltema only focuses on Western civilization, although he also rejects the traditional
subdivision, because it is excessively linear and unable to distinguish cndogencus and
exogenous connections. He especially focuses his analysis on the Germanic peoples rather
than on the Middle-Eastern and Mediterranean peoples, so that he sefs as starting point of his
historic-morphological systen: a Tong Proto-history {Vorzeit) — instead of Antiquity — which is
divided info three phases, Neolithic Age, Bronze Age and a final “Germanic Iron Age”
{germanische Eisenzeify that can be dated untif 1060 AD, that is unfil the Germanic and
Viking time. The Vorzeit is followed by the Middie Ages (Mitfelulter), divided into Romanic,
Gothic and Later Gothic period. The following phase is the Modem Age (Nenzeif), which
includes the Renaissance — subdivided into Early Renaissance, High Renaissance and
Mannerism — the Barogue Age — subdivided into Early Baroque, Iligh Barogue and Later
Baroque or Rococo - and the Later Modern Age — subdivided into Enlightenment,
Romanticism and Modern Age in the strict sense of the word {Moderne). This last period in its

Y 8ec c.p. F. Adama van Schelterna, Die geistize Mitfe cit., p. 105,

¥ Qee ibid,, p. 116,

*¥ The hungian influence has been remarked by G Cocks, Treating Mind and Body. Essays in the History of
Science, Professions, and Seciety Under Extreme Conditions, New Brunswick, Transaction, 1988, p. 61; and G
Cocks, Psychatherapy in the Third Reich. The Goring Institnte, New Brunswick, Transaction, 1997, p, 144-149,
136 footaote 96, 204 and 303 foctnote 33.

% Ses F. Adama van Scheltema, Die geistige Mitte ¢it,, p. 122-123.

2 See O. Spengler, The Decline of the West, trans]. by C.F. Atkinson, New York, Knopf, 1926, vol. 1, p. 15-18.

2 thid, vel. 1, p. 18,
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turn includes three phases, Realism, Impressionism and Expressionism. The triadic rhythm of
Histery does not take into account the Prehistory (Urzed) that Scheltema reduces to
Paleclithic and Mesolithic ages, given that — as we have just seen — the Neoclithic Age is
considered the first phase of the Proto-history (fig. 2)23.

3. The author considers such a system as a response to the problems that had affected the
historic disciplines from Idealism onwards. Adopting Kant’s well-known statement, according
to which infuition without concept is blind and the concept without intuition is empty, he
considers the philosophy of history proposed by German Idealism as well as Hegel’s “great
image of history™ as basically cmipty, because of their exaggerated abstraction and disregard
of the facts™, On the other hand, the later positive and empirical research, which paid more
atlention fo the concrete facts and rejected any systematic tendency, appears as being blind in
front of general probiems. Tn fact, such an appreach considered any possible periodisation of
the historic course as irrelevant and relentlessly arbitrary. According to Scheltema, only in
recent times the historic debate experienced a turn, thanks fo the fertile and exemplary
coniribution of Art Fistory: he identifies the analysis of the stylistic types, of their alternation
and recurrence (here we might read a reference to Riegl and Heinrich Wolfflin) as “the
fruitful atlempt to provide a new overall — now deeply-reoted in the facts — explanation of the
historical events™?.

Such 2 turn did not prevent Art Ilistoriography from being limited to a merely
descriptive approach, which does not go further thun a superficial and fla¢ consideration and
which therefore does not comprehend the endogenous and exogenous comicctions of the
historical and art-historical course®®. The adopted periodisation already shows the difference
belween organicity and linearity, from which it actually derives. This seems to be confirmed
by the references to Hegel and Spengler, who upheld a separation befween the ancient
Germanic world, the Fastern world and the Greek-Roman world so strong as to affect the
characterization and analysis of the wholc Westemn civilization, here defined in a
“Germanocentric” sense’

We firstly come to know that on this side of the Alps there way a Protohistoric

2 See the illusteative schemas in ¥ Adama van Scheltema, Die geistie Mitte cit, p. 188-189; F. Adama van
Scheltema, Die Kunst der Vorzelf ¢if, p, 18 and 185; F. Adama van Scheltema, e Kunst des Mittelalters cit., p.
217; F, Adama van Scheliema, Die Kunsf der Renaissance cit., p. 201-202; 1. Adama van Scheltema, Die Kunst
des Barock ¢il,, p. 185; and F. Adama ven Scheltema, Die Konst der Muoderne cit., p. 301-362.

* See F. Adama van Scheltema, Die geistige Mitfe cit., p. 36-37 ({he expression is quoted at p. 36), 130-131 and
170 (with a refercnce to Kant's first Critigue; Sce L Kant, Oritigue of Pure Reasen [FT81, 17877, ed, and lransl,
by P Guyer, AW. Wood, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1998, p. 193-194}. As it is well-known,
Kant's statement is the following: “Thoughts without content are empty, infuitions without coneepts are blind
[Gedanken ofme Inhalt sind leer, Anschammgen olme Begriffe xind blind]”, but Schelterna paraphrases it
according to the wigare: “Kant had defined intuition without concepl as blind and the concept without intuitior
as cupty {Kant hatte die Anschenung obne Begriff uls blind, den Begriff olme Anschammg als leer bezeicimet)”.
= Ihid., p. 36.

% Qep ibid., p. 5, 37 and 45,

7 Qee ibid., p. 37,
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ancient-European civilization, almost exclusively agricultural-primitive, that, as
such, clearly and specifically differs from the great and partially contemporary
civilizations of the Eastern world and of Antiquity. Secondly, in this Protohistory
that lasts until the Middle Ages we can see the very first stage of development of
that Western civilization which will later manage to span the entire world. We
consecrated such a disproportionately wide part of our research to the Prehistoric
and Protohisloric manifestations, not only because they definitively highlight the
complex breath of history motion, but also because, by replacing the organic
periodisation  Protohistory - Middle Ages — Modemn Age to the mere
chronelogical subdivision inte Antiquity — Middle Age — Modem Age, we are sure
to deal with this history motion within only one essential sphere of civilization, in
other words we deal with the gears of only one clock.”

The origin of Western civilization is the Germanic world and not Antiquity, to which it has
often been referred in a refrospective way. Similarly, in ITegel’s philosoply of history the
Germanic world is considered the “perfect maturity” of the spirit; yet, only by their Christian
conversion, the Germanic peoples “arc cstablished in the possession of the West”, given that
Hegel thought that the primitive Northern and Germanic religion “had by no means faken
deep root in the spirit™. According to Spengler the history of the Western civilizations begins
between the 10th and {1th cenfuries, so that its prehistory coincides with the Merovingian and
Carolingian period™: the previous Gormanic wordd should be counted among the “pre-
Cultures”, which means that it is devoid of history and only able to produce “zoological
happenings”. In fact Spengler considers as history in the proper sense of the word only what
emerges from the eight superior civilizations that have inhabited the Barth®'. On the contrary,
Scheltema thinks that history already starts with Protohistory and, definitively, with Germanic
Protohistory. This period begins in the Neolithic age and ends in the Vikings’ epoch, which is
the eve thal Hegel situated between the first and the scecond period of the Germanic World — in
other words between the epoch of Barbarian migrations and the Middle Ages — and that
Spengler considered us provious and therefore primitive®. This same period is stiil considered
by Scheltema as the Iron Age. Adopting the subdivision info Antiquity — Middle Ages —
Modern Age prevents us from sceing the difforence between endogenous and exogenous
manifestations and leads us to confuse them. In fact, even though the different factors — inner
and cuter — are to be held as equally important for any given historical event (which is then to
be considered singularly), it would be nevertheless a methodological error to connect them

2 fhid., p, 37-38.

B GWE Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of History (1837 post.), transl. by ®. Alvarado, Aalten, Wordbridge,
2011, respechively p. 99, 313 and 312,

3 See O, Spengler, The Decline of the West cit,, cnd of 2nd volume (Tables illustrating the comparative
morphology of history).

M See ihid., in patticalur vol, 1], p. 33-51, 86-92 and 204-230. The quelations are drawn Som p. 35 aud 48,

3 8ee GWF. Heygel, Leciures on the Philosophy of Listery cit., p. 311 £; and O. Spengier, The Decline of the
West cit., for ex. vol. 2, p. 181,
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instead of distinguishing them according to their origin®®. This is exactly what occurs if, on
the base of the traditional periodisation, we connect the history of the Western civilization
with the Eastern world or the (ireek-Roman Antiquity.

In this perspective, he addresses his criticism to many authors: to Jung, because he
completely disregarded the Germanic Proto-history; to Hegel, beeause he did not properly
adopt the new periodisation and essentially followed the traditional one; and to Spengler,
because he rejected the traditional periodisation but did not deduct the correct consequences™ .
His other remarks were generally addressed to the studies on Prehistory and Protohistory, as
they developed from the 19th century onwards. In fact, these studies had created separated
disciplines and had not been able to undesstand the “genetic significance” of the analysed
epochs for Western civilization. Further remarks concern those who had not grasped the
triadic scansion of Western history and therefore the rhythm of systole/diastole; here ¢he
remarks are especially addressed to Walfflin™,

On the other hand, these remarks confirm the fact that the periodisation Protohistory —
Middle Ages — Modem Age is considered as “a mere endogenous line of development, an
homogeneous sphere of deve?opment”%
theory according to which the spirit, following the alternated rhythm of systele/diastole, takes
his path through history by parting with animality, and advances ~ as Ilegel suggested —
towards “consciousness of absolute spiritual freedom™’. On one hand, Scheltema thinks that,
by stressing the “endogencus forces of development”, he can provide Western history with a
greater “autonomy and character” than that given by the conception which relentlessly resorts
to the influences coming from the East or Southern Europc33. On the other hand, he needs to

strengthen his perspective with conerete data, in order to show that it is based on empirical
139

. This recurrent statement is based on an organic

grounds and is net an “idle conceptual construction
many questions with respect to which Art History had been “blind and unsure
contemporary authors, Scheltema is aware that in his epoch systematic thought is not well
accepted and for this reason he feels the need to justify his own system, He specifies that, by
virtue of its character of immanence with respect to the life of spirif, it is not “strictly
systematic, but extremely easy and lively in each singular part™®. He considers the repetitive

, and also that his theory can answer

»4 Like several

* See I Adamna van Scheltema, Die geistiye Mitte cit., p. 38 and 3940,

* Sce ibid., p, 27-28, 36-38 and 126. The quotation is deawn from p. 37-38. Scheltema is aware that Hepel's
“wrror” — ie. the facl (hal he did not detect in the “Prehistory” (Forgeschichie) “any spiritual movement, any
development and therefore any history™ — partially depends on the pioncering character of the researches, which
developed only afier the philosopher’s death. Scc ibid, p. 42 {fiom where the quotation is drawn}, 36-37 and
131, Yor these reason, the reproach towards Hopel is loss strict than that fowards Spengler. We should remember
that, aftcr his masterpicce, Spengler foeused on the rolation between history and prchistory, as testified by the
Nachlass {that Schellema could nol possibly kpow). See Q. Spengler, Frithzeit der Weligeschichite. Fragmente
aus dewm Nachlass, ed. by A M. Koktanck, M. Scheditcr, Milnchen, Beck, 19660,

¥ See I, Adama van Scheltema, Die geistige Mitte cit., p. 72-76, 81, 82, 91, 96-9% and 109-110.

3 thid., p. 38.

7 Ibid., p. 35. See also ibid., p. 45,

* See jbid., p. 39, from where (he guotations are drawn,

* Ibid., p. 46. See ibid., p. 184-185.

 thid., p. 185,

® Ihid.
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tri-partition — the constant repetition of the historic movement “inside and beyond itself” — as
preventing “any dull systematic character™” and making the analysis of historic phenoniena
morc refative,

4. Such words as systole, diastole, endogenous, exogencus etc, testify the influence of his
earlier chemical studies as well as his interest in natural sciences, especiaily biology. Ilowever
they are not just expressions borrowed from other disciplines, but rather they show a fiuitful
inspiration that even affects the way of conceiving science and knowledge in a wider sense.
The author of Die geivfige Mifte cannot be considered as one of those experts who radically
separate the sciences of nature from the sciences of spirit, by distingunishing their respective
object, method, structure and aim. Nor can he be counted among those authors who, on the
bases of such a separation, fried to create a link between the two spheres, defecting any
correspondence or refation between the principles and aims of the different theoretlical
approaches. He is rather closer to an organicist conception, inspired by Goethe, ITegel, Karl
Ernst von Baer and Hans Driesch, according to which the living nature is not other fo the
spirit, but it is a moment of the latter: hence the intimately spirilval character of any
manifestation within nature and history. Consequently, the unity of knowledge does not need
to be assumed or recovered a posferiorf, but comes dircetly from the primary and original
unity of spirit-nature and is expressed by the close confrontation between the historical
processes and the natural and physical processes, proposed by the German author.

Adopting the aforgsaid polarity masculine-feminine as the basis of historical
developnient is equal in vakie to a heuristic use of this conceptual couple that is generalty
employed in a mere metaphoric sense. This polarify is not an immanent law of history and
spirit, as the alternation of centripetal and centrifugal motion is. Nor does this polarity
represent — as Scheltema writes inspired by Goethe and Spengler — “the authentic original
phenomenon {das eigentliche Urphinomen]”®, It would not make any sense to attribute
either a masculine or feminine aspect to those natural manifestations or spiritual oppositions
based on the coexistence of a peripheral and a central element, such as the celestial bedies or
the atom’s particles on one hand and the Ifworld or subject/chject relationship on the other.
Similarly, we must avoid any personification of the myth that considers the 12urth as feminine
and the Sun as masculine. Particular attention must also be paid to avoiding depth psychology,
according to which — as the author mentions without directly guoting Jung — within a dream
the individual’s most intimate sphere usually appears as a feminine figure, Anima, that
externally relates to a1 masculine entity™, 1n the end they are just “figurative barrowings” from

*2 Ihid.

B ibid.,p. 7.

¥ Scc ibid. Actually Jang tackles (he question in a more complex way, since he bases it on the polarity of Anima
{feminine} and Animus (masculine}. See, among the others, C.G Jung, Archenpes of the Collective Unconscious
{1934-1954), in The Archetipes and the Callective Unconscious, Collected Works of C.G Jung, vol. /1, wansl,
by R.E.C. Hull, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1994, p. 3-41; C.G. Jung, Concerning the Archetypes, with
Special Heference to the Anima Concept (1936-1954), in Coflected Works of C.Q Jung, vol. W1 cit, p. 54-72;
and C.G. hung, Psychological Aspects of the Mother Avchetype (1938-1954), in Collected Works of C.G Jung,
vol, /1 ¢it, p. 73-110.
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the sexual sphere and do not allow us 1o detect the Urphdnomen™. In this perspective, even
suich concepts as systole and diastole are just terms of a comparison, which are useful in
describing the process of the spirit's development, as already suggested by Goethe and
Scheliing: a double centripetal and centrifugal motion consisting in contraction and dilatation,
which implies an existing centre.

Unlike the polarity masculine-feminine, now reduced to a “figurative borrowing”, the
often mentioned parallelism botween the individual's biological development and the
development of human civilization represents one of the general laws of spirit. This
paraflelismi is the background of the historical analyses carried out in Die geistige
Wiederhiolung, in which, drawing on Julian Huxley’s considerations as well as Emst
Haeckel’s basic biogenetic law ruling both physical and spiritual lives, the author relates the
“law of the bodily repetition” with the “law of the spirifual repetition™, so that the biunique
connection between the “culfural-spiritual development™ and the “individual-spiritual
development” is exfended to cvery single phase and sub-phase of the historical pericdisation
as well as to every single step of the individual’s progress%‘

In Die geisfige Mitfe, this conception, albeit presupposcd, is limited to few explicit
notes, such as one concerning the identification of a correspondence between childhood and
Protolistory. As Scheltema clearty states, childhood “does not comrespond to the great Eastern
or Ancient civilizations, but to the Northern Protohistory™’: this specification is in
accordance with the assumed organic structure that replaces Antiguity with Protohistory,
Childhood’s middle phase, corresponding to the peried from six to twelve years of age, can be
compared {0 the Bronze Age, not only because of its structure but also because of its
representations, They are both a phase in which the spiritual centre is reached thanks to the
feminine predominance: within the individual’s history such a moment is represented by the
greatest awareness reached by the love towards one’s awn mother; within the history of
civilization # is represenled by the mauin rofc played by women in Germanic socictics —
whether there was or not a matriarchal social organization, this point is considered
irresolvable®™ — or in the religious sphere characterized by the Great Mother, who is — as Jacob

Grimm had already supgested — “the main figure of the pure Northern natural refigion™”,

** See F. Adama van Scheltema, Die gelstige Mitte cit, p. 7-8.

* See 1d., Die geistige Wiederholung cil. The “law of (he bodily repetition™ is dealt with at p. 7-18; the “law of
spiritiad repetition”™ iy deall with « p, 11-23. A global perspeclive on the paralielism hefween oniogenesis and
philugenesis is proposed in the final pages, p. 303-310. A mention about Scheltema’s reference to Haeckel in L
Heidemunn, Der Begriff des Spicles und das dsthetische Weltbild in der Philosophie der Gegenwart, Berlin, de
Gruyter, 1968, p. 223, We have to cmphasize that Huxley and Haccke! arc mentioned only 8 in fow passapes, as
based on undireet knowledge of their texts. A reference foxt is Oscar Hoerlwig's work (Das Blerden der
Organismen, Zur Widerlegung von Darwins Zufallstheorie durch das Gesetz in der Entwicklimg, Jena, Fischer,
19222 ¢it. for instance in ¥. Adama van Scheltema, Die geistige Wiederholung cit., p. 20 and 23 footnote 10}

£ Adama van Scheltera, e geistige Mitre cit., p. 27,

*® Qee ihid, p. 26. The auther considers & paraliciism with the sitwation of Archaic Greck civilization
irrcsolvable, about which ho briclly mentions the well-known arguments proposed by Bachofen {menlioned
according the anthology Mutterrecht und Urreligion. Eine Auswakl, Leipzig, Kroner, 1927).

* Ihid, p. 28 {with an undefined reference to Jacob Grimm; Sce nevertheless J. Grimm, Dewtsche Mythelogie,
vol. L {1875], reprinted in Die Werke Jacoh Grinmms, vol. 26, Bildesheim, Olms, 2003, p. 207).
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5. The unity of spirit and knowledge as well as the paralielism between the dynamics ruling
the historic-spiritual processes and those ruling the physical-nalural processes allow us to
compare the different disciplines and their different approaches, orientations and results. Such
a comparison in accordance with the art-historical perspective perhaps does not allow
Scheltema to take a general stock of the situation but makes it possibie to draw issues nseful
in defining the context within which his attempt of a “morphology of Western civilization”
can be celiocated. This problem was already tackled in the very first lines of Die geistige
Mifte. After mentioning Dvofdk and early Sedlmayr confributions, the author necessarily
complains about his discipline being behindhand and stranded at the descriptive stage and
therefore unable to deal with s own main concepts. “Only nowadays — so does he state — art
science [Kunstwissenschaff] hesitantly goes beyond the condition that affected biclegy several
centurics ago™’. Although he does not analyse it further, such merciless comparison with
biology shows a wide gap with respect to the more behindhand arl historiography. For this
reason he needs to take into account the *hrilliant partial resuits” that have nevertheless been
reached and to formulate & systom that aflows him to go from the descriptive lo the organic
stage”!.

The comparison with biology is recalled, when he tackles the question of style,
providing a synthetic but rich analysis based on the wider consideration that in the 20™
Century there was a spiritual turn within several, even very distant, scientific spheres such as
physics, biclogy, medicine, psychology, economics and historiographical research. This turn
Teads to a dispute with late 19™ Century materialism — between Haeckel and Driesch, as ho
specifics - and provides the spiritual development with a centripetal orientation, “from the
material sphere towards the Hving shaping strength [Jebendigen, gestaltschipferischen Kraff],
which, tending to an aim [zielsfrebend], uses this outer sphere as field of action and
expression”sz. In this rapid characterization of the end-of-century Vitalism, Scheltema
complies with its vocabulary: this is testifted by his use of Baer’s notion of Zielstrebigkeit,
which had been presented in that cpoch as an argument against Darwinism and then fater
transformed into a key-word in the discussions of theoretical biology and philosophical
anthropology53. This notion does not play a secondary role in Scheltemu’s thought, still the
German author is more interested in another more traditional concept, i.e, Aristotle’s notion of
entelecheia drawn on by Driesch (who is not mentioned here) who transformed i into “the
innermost key to the whole biclogical system of things”, according to Cassirer’s words™,
Scheltema considers this notion as able to assume a new valuc within every phase

* Ihid., p. 5.

H gee ihid., where the ecxpression is drawn from cit.

*2 fbid., p. 163.

# See, amony others, A. Owsucci, Dalla biologia cellufare alle scienze dello spivito. Aspetti del dibartito
suflindividualitd nell'Ottocenio tedesco, Bologna, 11 Mulino, 1992, p. 236; and 5. Tedesco, Forme viventi,
Antrapologia ed estetica dell espressione, Milano, Mimesis, 2008, cspecially p. 50-56 and 162-166.

* . Cassirer, The Problem of Knowledge, Philosophy, Science, and History since Hegel, transi. by W.H,
Woglom, C.W. Hendel, New Haven-Tondon, Yale University Press, 1950, p. 196, See H. Driesch, The Science
and Philosophy of the Orgawnism, London, Adam and Charles Black, 1908, vol. 1, especially p. 143-144, 224-
227, 294-296; and vol. 2, passin.
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characterized by the atfainment of the spiritual centre: within Schelasticism, the Baroque,
with Leibinz and especially with Goethe and during Romanticism. In the 207 Century the
Vitalistic turn takes place at the same time in the different mentioned disciplines, which
thanks to the new-founded concept of entelecheia can grow and develop, by integrating the
“blind cansalism” with a finalistic perspective and a reaffirmation of the notion of totality
(Ganzhefr)ss. We would like to emphasize that thanks to Driesch this notion, too, comes to
play a fundamental role in biology, as correlated to entelecheia™,

This turn is also the context within which the nofion of style is introduced into the
recent art-historical research, which according to Scheltema is “still greatly disunited”. The
style, “an actual concept of totality”, is taken in ifs mere collective sense as style of a
historical period and synthetically defined as “spiritual structure of an epoch [geistige Strulktur
eines Zeitalters] that arises from the global manifestation of artistic forms and gcmes””. nits
turn, the imner regulations of the historical change of style can be considered as “a
repercussion of the organic {ension to an aim [Auswirkung der organischen Ziefsirebigheit]”,
i other words as depending on the finality immanent in the law of organic development of
civilization. This perspective leads the German author fo find a double fault in the ant
historiography, especially in that belonging to the Gennan-speaking culture, first of all Riegl,
whom he neveriheless considers genial. First he reproaches art history for having failed to
formulate the notion of style as well as the notion of style variation through history. Secondly,
as suggesled by his notion of organische Zielstrebigheif, he reproaches this discipline for
having completely disregarded theoretical biology, or better, the “‘philosophy of the
organism’ arisen from biology™™.

As he had clearly oxpressed in his work about Renaissance art, here he mainly refers to
Driesch’s work with (he same title, which he praises as ““a book that could have exhaustively
solved the whole question of the influences affecting the history of art and spirit””, Aiming at
elaborating a history of Western civilization based on the organic connections, by “question of
the influcnces™ Scheitema means the need to distinguish such connections from the external,
extra-Western contributions, attributing to them a suitable role and demonstrating his ability
to read them not simply in mechanistic ferms but in the perspective of an “internaily
repulated, organic assimilation”®, This is a general question that must necessarily concern the
notion of styie:

The art historizn niust take account of this: so far as every cultural community

* See F. Adama van Schellem, Die geistige Mitte cit., p, 163, where the expression is drawn from cit.

** Tn uddition to H. Driesch, The Science and Philosophy af the Organism cit., passim {cspecially vol. 11 scc H.
Diriesch, e Lefwe von der Ganzheit, “Dic Geisteswissenschften” T {(1913-1914), p. 224-229; and H. Driesch,
Gemzheit vund Woliterdnung, “Annalen der Pimlosophic und philosophischen Kritlk™ 6 (1927}, p. 274-283,

: F. Adamia van Schellema, Die peistipe Mitte cit., p. 164,

™ Ihid.

* F. Adama van Scheltema, Dic Kunst dor Renaissance cil., p. 204 foolnole 18 (wilh reference to B, Dricsch,
The Science and Phifosophy of the Crpanism, mentioned according fo the 4th German ed. of 1928 [H. Driesch,
Philosaphie des Organischien, Leipzig, Quelle & Mcoyer, 1928]). Scc also X Adama van Scheltema, e Kunst
des Bavock cit, p. XT.

8 | Adama van Scheltema, Die Kunst der Renaissance cit., p. 2L
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[Kulturgemeinschqft] has got its own arfistic form [Ailnstlerische Gesralt] — a
“style” — it is endowed of & soul, i is an animated organism, which is granted =

specific place within the hierarchical order of organisms.”

In this sense, style coincides with the kifnstlerische Gestait of a civilization, according to an
organicist position in which every civilization is considered as a living being. This
contributien of the philosophy of organism to the art historiography — we have to point out
that Driesch employs the word “soul” before adopting the ferm “entelecheia™®
extreme way by Scheltema in Die geisiige Miite, where he states that this philosophy could
“provide the uncertain, hesitant German artistic research with a conceptual apparatus”™®.

This shows the nucleus that inspired the author’s theoretical proposition of an art-
historical and (more in general) historicai-cullural morphology, grounded on the law that
underlies and rules the organic development of the spirit according (o the repeated thythm
centripetal/centrifugal. However, Scheltema does not tackle the question whether theoretical
biology could provide a more precise and suitable contribution to art history, beyond the
general perspeclive, the basgic concepts and questions such as those conceming the mflucnces
and the theory of style. If, on one hand, the historical variation of styles must be traced back
to the law ruling the crganic development of the spirit, on the other hand, dealing with the

~ 18 used 111 an

specific methods and notions employed in the analysis of particular artistic phenomena, the
German author adopts and discusses concepis drawn from the considerations of such authors
as Woltflin, Ludwig Coellen, Wilhelm Pinder, Moritz Hoernes, Vilhelm Grenbech, Nils
Abcrg, Sophus Miiller ete. These concepts arose and developed in the studies of art history as
well as of prehistoric and proto-historic archeology. Therefore, also in Scheltema’s system,
the conceptual apparatus mainly consists of terms, notions and methods elaberated by specific
disciplines and only partially shows his borrowings from biology, although he employs them
for fundamental concepts and questions.

Therefore, precisely Scheltema’s criticism on the questions of influences and style
shows how ungrateful he is towards the disciplinary tradition o which his own contribution
also belongs. Although partially, this can be justified by the fact that, since modern German-
speaking art history imposed itself as scientific discipline — Gottfried Semper, Riegl and the
Vienna School, Wlfflin, the affgemelne Kunsiwissenschaft — it has often been interpreted
(and has offen interpreted itself) on the basis of the separation of natural and spiritual
sciences; this separation has also been considered in such a strict way that any communication
of knowledge, methods and concepts between the two spheres seemed to be impossible, The
situation is much more complex and this is testified, for example, by Semper’s
acknowledgement of his debt to Georges-Léopold Cavier or in Wolfflin’s adoption of an
organicist perspective of art and style, based on the notion of inner form, which plays a

& Ihid., p. 204 footnole 18,

** 8ee H. Driesch, Die Seele als clementarer Nawfaktor. Studien iiber die Bewegungen der Organismen,
Leipzip, Fnpelmana, 1903; and, for a subscquent definition, Id., Entelechie und Seele, “Synihese™ 4 (1939, p.
266-279,

B Adama van Scheltema, Die geistige Mitte cit., p. 164,
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cenlral role even in the historical and aesthetic theory of Be#ti, who was one of the most
convinced supporters of the separation between Natur- and Geisteswissenschaften®™. If we
consider them in a wider perspective, these examples show that the 1920 Centuries debate
on the construction of a cuitural science ~ within which art history played the main role —
claimed to have an all-embracing character and to integrate also heterogeneous theoretical
models®, However, Scheltema’s reproaches also confirm that, except for some examples, the
debate, both on the side of the Ku/furwissenschaft and on that of art history, actually took
place in the closed circle of the spirit sciences, considered more and more independent. This is
testified by the aforesaid conceptions by Dvofak and Sedlmayr, which were before and in
addition to that by Betti.

Actually Scheltema’s approach stems from an organicist perspective that assumes the
primary unity of spirit and living nature. However the different approach as well as the
placement of art historiography within the sciences of spirit can justify Scheltema’s
reproaches but cannof convince about the criticism of German art history for having failed to
provide a conceptual formulation of the notion of style, We would briefly point out that this
criticism can be considered as the counterpart of that addressed by Erwin Panofsky to
WoliMlin, when the former states that the latter had provided a formulation in his theory but
not the explanation of the surveyed facts™,

Afier all, the main and most lagting heritage of German art historiography is
undoubtedly the reformulation of the discipline in historic-stylistic terms. Riegl as well as
Walfflin, Coelien and Pinder firee the notion of stvle from its regulative aspect and use it in a
descriptive and value-free way, in order fo realize a historicgraphic model that is not based on
the idea of progress thought in an evolutionary sense, endowed of archaic periods and
decadent times. Therefore a perspective based on the stylistic criticism allows both to
legitimate art as independent phenomenon and fo found an art historiography as science, and
preciscly as science of spirit. Hence, the sequence of styles are identified as “backbone of art
history” — according to Bernhard Berenson’s words® — and all the conditions exceeding the
stylistic-formal question are set as secondary, if not apart — “purpose, function, the
significance of its conten(”, according to Ilans Georg Gadamer’s effective expression®. This

™ See G Semper, Enrwarf eines Systems der vergleichenden Stiflefire (1853), in G, Semper, Kleine Sc'}:r'g',fien
{1884), reprintcd Mittenwald, Miander, 1979, p. 259-291; and H, Wollllin, {ber Formentwicklung, in Gedanken
zuy Kunstgeschichte. Gedrncktes wnd Ungedrichtes, Rasel, Schwabe & Co., ¥94T‘, p. &15. On the role of the
notton of inner forin in Betti, sce at first the p. of his magmon opus where be analyses the wiiting fnwere Form
by Reinhold Schwinper: L. Betti, Teoria generale della interprefazione cit., p. 334-336 and 448-463 (with
reference to K. Schwinger, tinere Form. Ein Belivay zur Definition des Begriffy auf Grund seiner Geschichie
vor Shaftestniry bis W, v. Humboldt {1934], reprinted in R, Schwinger, H. Nicolai, fanere Form und dichiterisehe
Phaniasie, Zwei Vovstudien zu einer nenen dewischen Poeiik, Minchen, Begk, 1935, p. 3-90).

& Qee, aboul these considerations S. Tedescn, & metodo e lo storia, “Acsthetica Preprint: Supplementa™ 16,
Palermo, Centro Internazionale Studi di Estelica, 23086, p. 35-36.

* See 8. Panofsky, Das Problem dex Stils in der bildenden Kunst (1215), in Dewtschsprachige Aufvitze, Berlin,
Akademic Verlag, 1998, vol. 2, p. 1009-1818, here 1017,

5 B, Berenson, desthetics and History tn the Visnal Art, St. Clair Shores, Scholarly Press, 1979 (1948Y), p. 229.
® B.G Gadamer, Trurh and Method (1960}, transk. by W. Glen-Docpel revised by J. Weinsheimer, $.G. Marshall,
London-New York, Continuatn, 2608, p, 74, On art histotiography of German-speaking culture as history of
style, sce H. Sedimayr, Konsigeschichite als Wissenschaft cit.; H. Belting, Vasari and Ity Legacy. The Hisiory af
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seems to be confirmed by Sedlmayr’s words in his essay-manifesto of 1931, where he states
that still in his epoch “the aims of the [...] study of arl have been too much those of art
history, and its practice has become foo much the history of Sryfe”{’g.

As Wiadystaw Tatarkiewicz observes, adopting whatever theoretical perspective does
not imply any complete awareness of the employed concepts, nor an explication of the
definition, nor even its methodical separation from the theory . So, the historical-stylistic
approach of art hisforiography docs not catail that the definition and the use of the notion of
style arc clear. In this sense, the above observations about Scheltema’s lacking
acknowledgement of his debts may not affect his criticism. On the contrary this criticism
appears even slronger, if we consider that it is not isolated: in fact the notion was judged
vague by many authors, such as Werner Sombart, according to whom the word “style’ itself is
a merc Ferlegenheifsphrase, a “stock phrase which constitutes a hindrance™. Bowever,
German art historiography should be recognized as having — since Semper — a full awareness
in providing a theoretical claboration of the notion of style as well as, since Riegl and
WoiTlin, in reformulating it in descriptive value-free terms and in employing it in a historical
sense’. Secondly, we should admit its equal capacity in thematizing not only the fluidity of
the notion {even considering its ambiguity and aporias) but also its wealth, This emerges also
from W6iflin's considerations on the “double root of style” — as implicitly demonstrated by
Panofsky’s criticism too — and, in the Vienna School, from Julius von Schlosser’s essay
Stilpeschichte und Sprachgeschichie, written according to an orthodex Crocian perspcctiven.

The situation, therefore, appears to be wider than suggested by Scheltema’s criticism,
1Tis reprouch to the philosophy of the organism for its failure to contribute to art history attests
his lack of consideration for the role of the tradition to which he is in debt for many of his
theoretical reflections.

{Translated by Tessa Marzotle]

Art as a Process? (1978), reprinted in H. Belting, The End of the Hisiory of Aré? (1983), tramsl. by C.8. Wood,
Chicago and London, The University of Chicago Press, 1987, p. 67-94; H. Belting, The End of the History of
Art? ¢il,, p. 5-23; H. Belling, La fin d'une tradition?, transl. by 1. D" Yvoire, “Revue de 'se” 69 {1985}, p. 4-12;
H. Belting, 4 History affer Modernism (1995), transl. by C. Salizwedel, M. Cohen, Chicago-London, The
University of Chicapo Press, 2003, p. 26-36, 126-147, and passim; and the farge review carmied out by H. Locher,
Runstgeschichie als historische Theorie der Kunst, I750-1958, Miinchen, Fink, 2010,

* H. Sedimayr, Towards a Rigorous Study of Art ¢it,, p. 154,

™ Sce W, Tatarkiewice, A Histary of Six Ideas. An Essay in Aestheticy (1976), transl, by C. Kasparek, The
Hague- Nijhoff-Warsaw, Polish Scientific Publishers, 1980, p. 10,

oy Sombart, Vom Menschen., Versuch einer geisteswissenschaflichen Anthropologie, Berlin, Duncker &
Humblof, 2806° (19387, p. 234,

7 See, about Ricgl, H. Bauer, Form, Struktur, Stil, in Kunstgeschichte. Eine Einfifhring, cd by H. Belting ef ol
Berlin, Reimer, 20035, p. 157-174, here p. 169. On value-freedom in WoHTin and the guestions to which i gives
tise, see L. Dittmann, SHF Symbol Strukiur. Studien zn Kategorien der Kunsteeschichite, Minchen, Fink, 1967, p.
74-80; G. Carchia, ff problomu della forma classica (1984), in If mife in pittura. La tradizione eome critiea,
Mitano, Celue, 1987, p. 103-128, here p. 123-124; and G Carclia, Arte e bellezza, Saggio sulf estetica della
l?')ix‘{m'a, Bologna, I Muline, 1995, p. 77.

% See H. Wolfliin, Principles of Art History. The Probiem of the Development of Style tir Later Art (1915), transl,
by M.D. Hottinger, Mincola, Dover, 1950, p. 1-13; L. Panofsky, Das Froblem des Stifs in der bildenden Kunst
cit,; and J. von Schlosscr, “Srifweschichte” wund “Sprachgeschichte” der bildenden Kunst. Ein Rilckblick,
“Stlzungsberichle der Bayerischen Akadenvie der Wissenschaflen, Philosophiseh-Historische Abteilung™ |,
Mimchen, Verlag der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1935,
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A B | C

Abb. 2: Schematische Durstellung des gelstigen Entwicklungsrhythmins
A: Der Zustand peripber-geisiiger Bindung, B: Der Zustand zentral-
geistiger Bindung, C: Der Zustand gentrifugal-geistiger Entbindung

Fig. 1 — Scheme of the spiritual rhythm of development {from: F. Adama van Scheltema, Die
geistige Mitte cit., p. 33}
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Fig. 2 — The periedic system of the development of Western art and culture (from: F. Adama
van Scheltema, Die geistige Mitte cit., p. 188-189),




The Form of the “Denkraum”; Technique and Representation in

the Kreuzlingen Lecfure
CLID NICASTRO

Abstract 3 Tn 1895 Aby Warburg decides o complement his theorctical rescarch with field anthropolopical
obsecvation, directly experiencing habils, rituals and customs of the Hopi natives. Warburg meticulously
documents his joumnsy with his Box Camera Kodak, one of the first devices ever produced by the firm, Within
the theoretical framework of unitary knowledge, thal is a space of infegration between dilferent molhods and
disciplines, his choice of cxpressive media offers the opporlumity fo explore and experiment ils peculiar
potential. His interest in technique is combined wilh a non-formalistic aesthetic slance, according Lo which art
coincides with a specifically human biological need. K is then a frue device for spuceflime orientalion, the
pulsating hub of the symbolic polarity cscitlating between Nachileben and Pathosformel.

Form: und Inhalt

Form und Inhalt sind zur Hriddrong des Dualismus im Kunstwerke
Zu absiraktc Bepriffe: cs miifitec heiflen Einpeshaft und Lebowesen
[momeniane Minnk und potentislie Energelik (LekUtire von Hirth: epigenctische Hnergieformen, 2.11L.98],
Subjekt und Pracdikat. --

Das Figenthdmliche am Kuonstprocess ist, dap das Pracdikat
Gleichzeitig mit dem Subjeks in die Erscheinung teitt,

Je stiirker die Kinstkerkeaft desto starker das Pracdikat ausgebildet,
Je schwiicher, deslo mehr das {umschricbene] {Zusatz ca, 18957]
Subjekt {sc. Ausgebildet]. Ueberwiegt das Tnteresse am Sabject, so
Tritt der “Verfalf™ cin'.

(A. Warbury, Grundiegende Bruchstiicke}

The question of form certainly represents the core and body of Aby Warburg’s thinking, We
just need to choose from which morphological stratum to aceess his multiform system; it wilt
suffice to recall his two biographical main terms, his debut with the disserfation on Bofticelli’s
paintings The Birth of Venus and Primaverg (in 1893) and the famous and monumental efforis
of Der Bilderatias Muemosyne carricd on by our scholar from Hamburg till his very last days,
It is however possible to detect a precise moment in Warburg’s life, when the question of form
is vehemently thrown onto stage and pervades the whole field of enquiry. It becomes indeed
al the one time his object, his method of analysis, and his painful existential condition. The
refercace herc is the famous Kreuzlingen leclure, Eine Reive durch das Gebiet der Pueblo-
Indianer in Neu-Mexico ind Arizona in April 1923 (and posthumously published with the ttie
Schiangenritual. Ein Reisebericht), given by Warburg during his hospitalization at Bellevue,
the clinic directed at the {ime by Ludwig Binswanger. The outbusst of the First Wotld War had
indeed a destructive effect on his psychological stability as well as on his sensitivity as an

VA Warburg, Frammenti sull espressione, Grimdlegende Bruchstiicke zu eimer pragmatischen Ausdruckshmde,
ed. by S. Mitler, fransl. by M. Ghelardi, G Targia, Pisa, Idizioni della Normale, 2011, p. 57.
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historian trained by the comparative sfudy of Nietzsche, Burckhardt, Lamprecht and Usener;
furthermore scrious fear for the ever more frequent anti-Semitic episodes in Burope was
increasing, His painful personal experience adds to the failure of a certain optimistic idea of
technical progress and of its corresponding historiographical model, considered absclutely
successful uniil then. His premonitions as “seismograph of history” are then confirmed and
chaos takes over any attempt of an harmonious organization of the diverse levels of reality.
The guestions of composition and space play in fact a crucial role also in Warburg’s daily life,
where the order and disposition on his desk of many newspaper cats, coliected in order to try
and understand the reasons of the First World War, have the same importance of the symbolic
connections in the Renaissance’s paintings or in the positioning of stars and plancts® “Im
welchem [Zasammenhang] steht das derzeitipe Leben mit den Erscheinungsformen der
Menschen in der Kunst mit der Lebensauffassund des Einzelnen?” ”,

Tiere, the underlying connecting principle of Warburg’s system is first of all the bond
between theory and praxis, between experience and theoretical rescarch, as to reveal their
coplanarity and avoid the setting of a qualitative hicrarchy, thus preserving their specific
functions and differences. In Warburg this means primarily an idea of method in close and
necessary relationship with the object of caquiry, alternating study in the library and Geld
research, and reinvesting in the practice the results of the theoretical research, We could here
refer to his never ending elaboration of a system of book cataloguing, that avoids the
dichotomy between abstraction and sensitive/perceptual knowledge, and where questions
from: several disciplines touch and chalienge each others, according to the “mule of good
neighbourheed”. Once more we are dealing with a theory of knowledge according fo
specifically human space-time coordinates.

If we go back to the time spent at Bellevue {1921-1924) and we follow the preparatory
work to the drafling of the lecture On Serpent ritual®, precisely the inlerfacement of the two
concepts of form and orientation must be taken into account, in close connection with the
dinlogue between theory, praxis, and existential dimension. As briefly mentioned, after several
failed attempts in other psychiatric institutions, Ludwig Binswanger finally became Warburg’s
doctor, after his last violent crisis when he threatened his relatives with a revolver. The
diagnosed schizophrenia and manic-depressive syndrome seemed to irreversibly end the work
of the scholar from [Tamburg, as well as his nommal daily life. Unexpectedly, Warburg during
hig therapy was able fo restore connection with his family and some colleagues, first of all
Iritz Sax!, who provided crucial support in the preparation of the lecturc. This was a path of

2 #Die Orduung auf seinem Schreibtisch war ihm penauso wichtig wie die Konstellation der Sterne, sin Teil der
kosmischen Harmonic®. K. Konigseder, RBarburg in Beflevite, in “Elstatische Nyinphe. travernder Flufigott™
Portrait eines Gelelirten, ed. by T Galilz, B. Reimers, Hamburg, Dilling und Galite, 1995, . 76,

*A. Warburg, Frammenti sull’espressione, Griundlegende Bruchstiicke zu efner pragmatischen Ausdricksimde
cit., p. 38,

* Ugpublished lecture given in Kreuzlingen on Apeil 217 1923; first ed. {reduced} 4 Lecture on Sevpent Rinval,
“Jouenal of the Warburg Institete™ 2 (1939); already I ritvale del serpente, “aut aut™ 199-200 (January-April
1984, Schlangenritual. Ein Reisebericht, ed. by U. Raulff, Berhin, Klaus Wagenbach, 1988; Eng, transh. by M.IU
Steinberg, fmaves fiom the Region of the Pueblo Indians of Nerth America, Ithace, Cornell University Press,
1995; It. trans. by G, Carchia and F, Cuniberto, I rituale del serpente, Milano, Adclphi, 1998,
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re-orientation in the world based on distance, Distance in time and space, as well as
metaphorical distance. When Binswanger encourages Warburg ic go back to work and
publicly speak in front of the doctors and patients of Bellevue, in order to prove his recovery,
the scholar decides to focus on the materials coliceted twenty-seven years before, during his
stay in the villages of the American natives Hopt, Arrived in America in 1896 in occasion of
his brother’s wedding, he soon decides to venturc himself in the savage lands of Arizona and
New Mexico, tired, as he dectared®, of the sterile aesthetizing formalism of the Western
World, hiding the true nature of art. Art is indeed a biclogical need, specifically human, that is
able to give shape and expression to man’s vitality and historical development. Images have
not primarify an aesthetic-formal value, or better, this laiter is cssentially finked to their
capacity to transport, condense and transmit the process of development/shilting in time and
space. Hence Warburg’s definition of an image-Engram: as the energetic pole within which the
human conflict between the primitive and chaotic energies and the rational faculfy to organize
the world is continucusly pulsing. The image-Engram (fulcrum of the Atlas Mnemosyne)
includes both the process and the result, since it does not follow a linear time logic,
progressive and uninterrupted, but rather it meets phases of inversion, draw backs, stops and
accelerations, Among the preparatory material to the Sehlangenritual, Warburg takes from the
1897 text, L'évolution regressive en bivlogie ef en sociolugie by Demoor, Massart and
Vandervelde, the concept of “regressive cvolution”ﬁ, that seems indeed (o be the undertying
paradigm of the osciliation between Nachleben and Pathosformel, as of the internal logic of
the “Denkraum™, where the conquest of prudence (Resomnenheif) is always cxposed to
“change and disappearance”, Prudence, as the German ferm reveals, through the ambiguity
between enlightening and being blinded by the sudden flash of & brightening up, can be taken
#s an cvolutionary passage, contemplating regression, as it is sometimes necessary for
progress itself. The morphological strata are thus included in a relationship of open and never
definitive exchange. We could here recall for instance the movement of the hair and dress of
Botticelli’s Venus, that although # lost its original meaning, it is very far away from being
pure ornament or a stavish and anachronistic reformulation of the ancient |

Since the dialectics of what Warburg defines as space pertaining to thinking, Denkraum, is not
the simple harmonization between two poles made of primitive energies and rational order,
but rather a constant fight to open the right passage, the right distance belween subject and
obiect, the scholar from Hamburg aims to directly experience its mechanism, The natives of
New Mexico have in this sense a peculiar position. They do not live any more in the primitive
dimension of Greif-Menschen, wherc the object is fully absorbed by and in the present, but

5 Bnlwurf fiir den Kreuzlingen Yorirag, 17 March 1923, p. I, from L. Gombrich, 4by Wurbirg. Una biografia
imtelleftuale, Milano, Ucltrinclti, 1983,

SWIA, [1.93.4, 23.

" On this topic we refer the reader to C. Brosius, Kunst als Denkraum. Zum Bildngshegriff von Aby Warbure,
Pfaffenweiler, Cenlaurus, 1997; B. Villhatier, Denfraum und Dynamisiering: philosephische Frobleme der
Grimdiegunz von Kulturtheorie bef Aby Warburg, Jona, Diss., 1998,

¥ S. Papapetros, “ohwe Filfle und Hinde*, Historingraphische Bemerbungen dber die wiovgawische Bewegung
der Schiangen von Phifo von Byhlns bis Aby Warbwrg, in C. Bender, T. Hensel, E. Schittpelz {eds.),
Sehltangenrifual: der Tronsfer des Wissenformen vem Tan¥i'kive der Hopi zu Aby Warburg Vortrag, Berlin,
Akademic Verlag, 2007, p. 218-266.
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yet they are not fufly info technique as the western men who can make projects for the future
and make previsions on possibie results, Therefore, precisely because they live in such and
intermediate dimension between Greif- and Begriffmenschen, their artistic and crafted
products, thelr rituals and dances are the most appropriate material in order to research the
crigin of the relationship between religious, magie, and scientific thinking. We shail not
attempt any hazardous philological reconstruction of Warburg’s illness, but we would like to
bring attention to the fact that the chosen fopic of his Kreuzlingen lecturc takes the
refationship between form and distance a8 ifs object, method and purpose. Particularly in this
period, Warburg tries to elucidate the internal dialectics of the Denkraum, that, as space of
symbols, in line with the Einflikfung of Friedrich Theodor Vischer’, is the arena where
appropriation and detachment fight one against the other The objectification of phobic
clements (as in the famous Hopi dance of the serpent ritual} fights against the knowledge of

the self, “Erinnerung beim Thicr nur an solche Dinge mit denen Collision stattgefunden”'®,

Der Urkategorie kausaler Denkform ist Kindschaft . Diese Kindschaft zeigt das
Ritsel des Materiell feststeflbaren Zusammenhangs verbunden mit  der
unbegreiflichen Katasirophe der Losldsung des cinen Geschdpfes vom anderen,
Der abstrakte Denkraum zwischen Subjekt und Objekt griindet sich auf dem
Erlebnis der durchschnittenen Nabelschnur."!

In the Kreuzlingen lecture, for the first time, primitive thinking is not cxplicitly considered as
a superseded stage, but rather as an essential part of the process of orientation in the world,
that presupposes for its very nature a traumatic distancing; this is why it must be compensated
with the research of a perspective each fime adapted to the object. Here we discover the
unavoidable biological foundation of the image intrinsic to the human condition itself,
grounded on distance and oriented to its conservation, in order fo prevent the two opposite
risks of assimilation or estrangoment between subject and object. Although Warburg is against
the publication of the text of the 1923 lecture, — probably he fears o have departed, especially
in the conchusive sections, from the space of prudence (Besonnenheir), — Warburg’s remarks
on technique are rather distant from pure conservative positions. A tangible proof is provided
by the rich number of slides'?, indispensable support to Warburg's words, that the scholar has
taken during his stay in the Pueblo villages, and that represent the core of the Kreuzlingen
lecture. One year affer he came back from America, in |897, Warburg presented his work
three times, first in Hamburg, then in Berlin, to some societies and clubs of pholography

? See KT, Vischer, Das Symibof (1887, T trans, /T simbolo, in A, Pinoill (ed.), Estetica ed empatia, Milano,
Guerini ¢ Associali, 1997,

T A, Warhurg, Frapmmenti snll espressione citf. p. 41,

Hoa, Warburg, MNotiz 4 fir den Kreuzlingen Vorirag Bilder aus Cebiet derr Pueblo-tdianer in Nord dAmerika,
quoted from K. Konigseder, Barbury in Bellevue, in “Elbstatische Nymphe,, trawernder Flufigeit”. Porirait eines
Gefefrrien cit., p. 87,

' Qee B, Cestelli Guidi, F. Del Prete, N. Mann {cds.), Photographs at the Frontier. 4by Warbury in America
18951898, London, The Warburg lnstitute-Mcrret Holberton, 1998,
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lovers, The instrument he used for his reportage is one of the first poriablie Kodak devices, a
Box Camera Bulls-Eye, with which he meticulously documented his experience, avoiding
stereotyped exposures. .

At first, Warburg must deal with mistrast in photography as a media, and with the risk
to broaden the distance fo the objects, producing passages of unexpressed symbolization,
rather than possible thinking spaces. Photography, however, furns out to be one of the most
appropriate instruments to simultaneously document reality and the image’s reality in is
formation process, On the one hand, indecd, for Warburg, photography has at first no aesthetic
value — and this is not at variance, as we said, with the indisputably high quality of his work —
butl it is rather a document, like an individual and collective mnemonic trace, a process of
abstraction from reality, that through a form of emotional distancing, echoing Lamprecht, can
precisely grasp emotional variations. On the other haund, it seems that, especially the long
series of the American joumey, reveals the pragmatic and anthropological component of the
image, according to which it finds its place within an ever developing symbolization,
uncrystalized polarity between magical realm and scientific realm. Moreover, we know that
precisely the study of Hopi rituals and dances were essential o his further rescarches on the
ancient world’s influence on Renaissance’s art and on the analysis of the universal symbolic
constants. What Warburg crilicizes of the conclusions of the Kreuzlingen lecture is clearly not
progress as such, - that would be in clear conlradiction with the setting of his library-
laboratory, — but rather the passive aliitude that fossilizes words and techniques crystallizing
them intc fetishes. The process of increasing technology does not fill the gap between the
individual and the objects of the world, as it does nof coincide in itseif with the definitive
order of reality. Once such awareness is missing, there is no distinction between the technique
and Lhe beliel in magic-primitive thinking, since once more we would face the annuiment of
all infervals and interstices oxygenating the logical-causal form of thinking,

The photographic document thus allows to track an action evolving in fime,
representing it according to a form of synchronicity and spacial proximity that is indifferent to
the “nature” of the observed object (may it be a face, a landscape, 4 monurment, a vase, a
stamp...)”. This peculiar mimetic mode pushes the research towards the specificity of each
ohject, towards its authentic, vital, force of expression, that means, Grst of all, the free
expression of ifs metamorphic potential. Those Tumps of primitive energy acquire their
physiognomy within an historical determination, and, as we said, require a non-linear
evolution.

The photographic media, chosen as instrument of enquiry based on distance, seals the
unremitling research on the forms of expression shifting and stratifying in space and fime,
preserving inside the primipenial trauma of detachment.

{ Traunsiated by Tessa Marzotto]

* See U. Raulff, Der unsichibare Augenblick. Zeitkonzepte in der Geschichie, Gottingon, Wallstein, 1999,
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Man and Technique: Photography as the Art of Modernity in
Franz Roh and Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy’s Thought

EMANUELE CRESCBMANNG

Abstract: A greaf tuming poinl ok place in "20s and "30s of the Twenticth Cenlury for the definitive
awarcness of (he expressive and hewristic potential of phofography: it becomes, indeed, logelther with Cinena,
the art ol reference for is fechnical — and hence very modem — nature, The greatest interest of photographers and
theorists of pholography focuses then on those experimental images that are really “pholographic™ images that
arc the resull of 2 malure and correct usage of the photopraphic media, showing in addilion the new look
imposed by it on reality. Contemporary to Waltcr Benjamin’s theories on photography and the work of art
technically reproduced, Laszld Moholy-Nagy and Franz Rob’s theories are developed: they make clear how
photography is the most appropriate media for the full understanding and the consequent mis en forme of
madernity, since its technical pafure guarantecs its porformance; moreover thanks fo an experimental and
mnovative nsage it can open up to new visions of the real, hence imposing a new perspective on things,

Each time in history requires fo be investigated at a certain distance in order to fully grasp its
highlights and to offer a fair representation of iiself the Twentieth Cenfury, besides this
difficulty, met a further complicating factor; the revolutionary role of technique in the last
cenfury has introduced an addifional acceleration in the changing process, making then any
possible de-cadification of its peculiarities even more complex. The art and images produced
by it have been greatly aflected by the situation: technique has indeed shaped the way of
thinking, living, seeing, “imposing” alsc to art its perceptive and behavioural habits. However
a serious consideration of the role of technique and its relationship with art activities,
underlining their fruitful connections — besides any easy domonization or simplistic
enthusiasm — can avoid the hmposition of the first on the second and consequently allow art to
be fully aware of its technical matrix, thus shaping its time at best. Any perspective devoid of
such awareness, imitating then the well known critical remarks of Baudelaire in the Parisian
Safen of 1859, has considered photography as a monster compared to the ofher arts, hence not
recognizing its abilities in well shaping the reality i represents. We shali not follow here the
complex and conflictual refationships between phofography and painting since the invention
of the first. It will suffice however to recali that Baudelaire’s critical remarks were not only
too near to the birth of photography and then highly influenced by ils piclorial employment,
but also negatively influenced by the technical {industrial} nature of the new invention: such
an activity, under this perspective, could then only have an exclusively servile position in
relation to sciences and arts’.

Technique certuinly implics deep modifications in how man sees himself, acts,
experiences the world, represents himself, mediates its relation to the world; however, even
more radically, we could say that fechnique, since its ncw development in the Twenticth

! See Ch. Baudelaire, The Modern Public and Photography (1859), in 1d,, Sefecied Writings on Art and
Literature, London, Penguin, 1992,
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Century, has had a fundamental role in man’s modes of experience, for it is able — as Amold
Gehlen effectively pointed out — to compensate all man’s deficiencies, allowing him a much
more performing action. An anthropological theory of technigue, such as the one supported
by Gehlen, takes on the necessity of tracing a continuity line between what is immediately
and clearly specific to man and the tools that he had to produce in his evolution in order to
better develop his very nature. Once granted, indeed, that the satisfaction of some needs was
clashing with the finitude of his tools, first of all his hand and eyes, mian has pursued his
evolution making tools that could make him more powerful and his experience more complete
and articulated: the technical tool is thus a substitete for human organs, it widens his range of
action and his precision, also saving his energies. Such a theory of technique sfresses
maoreover on the absolute infegration between man and his tools, on the human ability to plan
and anticipate the results of an action, to fully develop then specifically human skilis;
technical development is therefore a biological product, since it is part of the same
evolutionary direction, also helping man fo make such evolution faster, more efficient and
performing. The anthropofogical theory of technique, morcover, allows us to avoid the radical
opposition between this latter and any other imaginable state of nature of man: such an
‘opposition would claim the progressive dis-humanization imposed on man by technique and
his consequent alienation and anaesthetization. If it holds true that fechnique and the needs it
conveys are purely anthropological, then the presumed dominion of fechnique on man and the
dozing of his sensibility is due to a pathology of technique, i.e. fo the erroneous thinking that
dis-humanizes it and considers it in opposition to man.

When we deal in further details with Gehlen’s position”, it becomes clear that technique
is truly as ancient as the man: it is indeed the specific human ability to transform through
intelligence any given state of things in nature; i.e. to act for his protection and survival
transforming a potentially hostile environment into his own world, a place responding to his
needs, that can be entirely experienced, [¢ will suffice to consider the first technical tools cver
produced by man in antiquity, weapons, enhancing his possibilities to protect and attack, and
by consequence strengthening his overall chance of life (according to the dynamic that Gehlen
exemplifies with the terms integration intensification, facilitation). The awareness, underlined
by Gehlen, of organs” imperfection as man'’s peculiarify is immediately positively overturned
by the possibility to circumscribe such a limit and overcome il through intelligence,
Biological necessities, potentially nullifying all difference from other animals, are cven
unfayourable to man, because of his less perfect sense organs, but they are finally overcome
by expleiting nature thanks to the knowledge of its properties and laws. Man exploits
properties and faws and contrasts them one another, revealing by consequence how technique,
generally intended, is already inherent fo man’s cssence.

Technigue then, within the frame of Gehlen’s anthropological philesophy, makes (he
camera something not radically different from man and his eyes, but on the contrary his
physiofogical extension: as there is no division between the psychic-spirituai realm and the
physical-material one, thus there is no division between senses and any device extending their

?See A. Gehlen, Man i the dge of Technology (1957}, New York, Columbiaz Universily Press, 1980
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range of action. We shall rather consider the co-belonging of man and lechnigue, making man
today something different from the past: technique is indeed, according to Gehlen a specific
feature of man, the peculiarity distinguishing him from any other animal, allowing man to be
creative and hence positively modifying his relation to the world®. Art deliberately grounded
on technique is consequently identified by the operator’s ability to be dominus of the
technique, making an expressive use of it, neither mechanical nor didactic.

The *20s and *30s of the Twentieth Century are the years of the definitive awareness of
the innovative valie introduced by the images produced by photography and cinema in the
general universe of representation; what Paul Valéry in 1928 considered a far away and
futuristic prevision — “so we shall be supplied with visual or auditory images, which will
appear and disappear at a simple movement of the hand, hardly more than a sign™ — in those
years hecome increasingly more real, since it is finally recognized the role of images in the
comprehension not only of one’s own experiences and perspectives, but also of one whole
time vision. Valéry himself insisted on the innovative and revolutionary element of
photography and cinema:

In: all the arts there is a physical component which can no Ionger be considered or
treated as if used to be, which cannot remain unaffected by our modern knowledge
and power, For the last twenty years neither matter nor space nor time has been
what it was from fime immemorial. We must expect great inncvations to
transform the entire technique ol the arts, thereby affecting artistic invention itself
and perhaps even bringing about an amazing change in our very notion of art.’

We remark then a whole new penuine enthusiasm for the new potential of technique, for the
new epistemological horizons opened up by it, for the productive modes it defermines, People
are rapidly recognizing that the images produced by photography und cincma generate a new
reality, underlining a new and peculiar way to look at reality and to shape it. Through them,
you can ook at and get to know, accordingly to the modem fashion, the new world
engendered by the Twentieth Century, since hoth the new world and the images representing
it fall under the sign of the new technigue. Those images are then a new opening towurds the
real, since they can capture the still elusive meaning of the upcoming modernity and they can
re-configare reality: they creafe by consequence a new visual universe, proper to the
Twentieth Century,

I we had to choose a sort of slogan e condense those years® ferment, it would suffice
to say the photographic research, both in theory and practice, was aiming to a new, trmaly

* On the relation hetween this theory of fochaique and the modes of experience I refer the reader to 8. Tedesco,
Forme viventi. Antrapologia ed estetica dell espressione, Milano, Mimesis, 2008, p. 1B T,

*P, Valdry, The Conguest of Ubiguity (1928), in Id., esthefics, Tondon, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1964, p.
226. Moholy-Nagy envizapes the spreading of “domestic picture-galleries”, new coliections of photos and vidcos
available in aHl houses (L. Moholy-Nagy, Painfing Photography Fitm {19277, London, Lund Humphrics, 1969,
p. 25%

* [bid. Clearly not incidontally Benjamin employed Ihis quote as cxergue to the work The Work af Avt in fhe Age
of Mechanical Reproduction.
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photographic form, to the experimentation of new perspectives and a sort of expressive
freedom that could fully develop photography’s potential; they aimed afler all to legitimize “a
true visual culture™, Photography is therefore the place for experimentation and opening
towards new dimensions of the sensible world, perfectly autonomous from painting, from
which it is definilively emancipated; photography moreover has new modern applications and
fields of action, as, for instance, press, advertising, technique and mdustry, science, making it
perfectly homogeneous to the now developments of time. Technigue and experimentation are
key words in order to understand the turning peint we are dealing with, in order to claim that
photography is able tc impose a new vision of reality. In 1929 Albert Renger-Patzsch can thus
rightly say that after almost 100 years, photography

has acquired an immense significance for modern man. Many thousands of people
five from it and through ¥, it cxcrts an immense influence on wide sections of the
population by means of film, it has given rise to the illustrated press, it provides
true-to-lifc illustrations in most works of scienfific natore, in short, modern life is
no longer thinkable without photography.’

It can he useful, at this point, fo distinguish some turning moments in this process, and some
significant circumstance where the new attitude is the most effectively and abundantly
expressed. The Stutigart exhibition Film und Foro in 1929 is undoubtedly one of these
interesting turning moments: it presents indeed (he best of photographic experimentation of
those years {around 1200 works by more than 150 artists) and it received great appreciation
both by the eritic and by the public, who saw it in its itinerary between Berlin, Munich, Wien,
Zagreb, Basel and Zurich. The exposition displayed the best of the European and American
research in photography and cinema, with special care for all avant-guards and
experimentations, as well as for the links between different media of expression®.

A great survey of the Stuttgart cxposition is offered by foto-guge of Franz Roh, German
higtorian and art critic, and of Jan Tschichold, typegrapher and contribufor to the exhibition,
published in 1929: the volume not only presents the most significant pholos exhibited, but can
also be considered & manifesto through images (with a short infreduction) of the new way to
take photos, of the new functions and usages of photography. The main peint “proved” by the
photos is that photography can now be used constructively, rather than according to its more

1. Roh, 1. Tschichold, photo-eye (1929}, New York, Amo Press, 1973, p. 14.

" A. Renger-Patzsch, Photographie mmd Kunet (19293, in C. Phillips (cd.), Photography in the Modern Era:
Eurapean Documenis and Critical Writings, 1913-1940, New York, Meiropolitan Muscum ol Art, 1989, Similar
remrarks and with a similar stress on tens such a5 “experimentaiion” and “lechnigue™ can be found in Alexander
Rodchenke (see 5.0. Khan-Magomedov, Rodeltenko, The Complete Work, London, Thames and Hudson, 1986).
Not incidentally Moholy-Napy biography edited by his wife is entitled Moholy-Nagy: Experiment in Totality

New York, Harper, 1950),

Rasides the presentation of photos by the American Steichen, Weston, Abbolt and Sheeler, by the German
Baumeister, Burcharz, Renger-Patzsch and Schwitters; the French Kerigsz, Xrull and Lotar; by Moholy-Nagy
and by Rodchenko, of the photomontages by Hearficld, a cinema festival was orgamized with the screening of
The Passion of Joun of 4re by Dreyer, £ 'Eroife de Mer by Man Ray, Batileship Potemkin by EjzenStcin, Variefy
by Dupont, Man with a Movie Camera by Verloy,
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straightforward and simply mimetic use; this latter is indeed considered improper, supporting
a “simple” function of represcatation. In order to be consfruclive, productive, photography
must employ unusual cuttings and angles, new perspectives, producing images not necessarily
of the entire object’, Only so, photography will be a fully modern practice, the technique of
the presenf time, i.e. a technique showing enthusiasm for the progress and that is able to
exploit it to the fullest; consider, for instance, the great manageability and easy employment
of the new photographic devices, the “new™ Lefca, Hight, practical and easy fo use, producing
irnages that reflect their new performativity. We shali first of all remark that the presented
images are all [ully aware offspring of the fechnique producing them: certain angles, certuin
frame cuttings could only be achieved by a small, lighi, not cncumbering reflex, a camera in
perfect harmorny with its own time and its objects’™,

Reality is then shown under a new viewpoint, revealing daity-life according to a4 now
manner; this task is made possible mainly by the fact that “the appliances of the new
photographic (echnique are so simple that in principle evervbody can handle them™;
conseguently the technical simplification allows ali efforts to be put in the “creative” side of
the work, in the mis en forme. Thanks to the technical developments the novelty of the
photographic devices “lies in obtaining increasingly complex results while the handling of the
apparatus becomes more and more simple™ such a condition does not make the user stupid or
passive, but rather let him/her free to focus on the fimdamental needs of the production; the
new performing cameras become then “a keyboard for the expression of many”i !

New photography is thus inspired by daily-life, it makes reference to # and trics to
review ifs experience: its aim is to give a visible form to reality through a representation that
is “full of expression and finished fo the very corners can be an impelling inner necessity™; its
form is then productive in so far as it presents “new, tenser, and more constructive seeing””;
it is as well aware of the expressive potential of the employed technical media. A good photo
is by consequence a miy en forme individually orgasizing a “fruitful fragment of the reality”
and, in order to fuily respond to the spirit of its time, # must take into account “a hundred
possibilities of focus, section and lighting in photography, and above all in the choice of the
object”™: the way is then open to all the new objects of modernity that through photographic
representation rise to artistic dignity,

¥ Peler Gulassi in his work Before Photography: Painting and the Pvention of Photography (New York,
Muscum of Modern Art, 1981) undertines how the overcomipg of the classical prospective constilules a
fundamental origin for the birth of photography as & reference fo a certain style of painting {take, for instance,
Fdgar Degas) employing a dfferent perspective from the central one, in order to suggest the instant and relative
visual experience of every day life; its aim was then o reduce the distance with the speetator thanks to a special
type of involving framing, according to the key words of the daily visaal experience: immediacy, fragmendation,
and refativity. ‘The camera and its consclous fook on reality show then how perspective and s organization of
space imposc as well an absoluicly arfificial mode of vision.

" See, F. Rok, J. Tschichold, phofo-eye cit,, tables 11: Sasha Stone, Fifes; 14 Hans Finsler, fucandescent Lamp,
Paul Schuitema, Grommophon.

Y Ihid., p. 14 {bold in the original text).

2 Ibid., p. 15.

B Ibid., p. 16 {bold in the origina] text),
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One of the mos¢ interesting and experimental photographers reviewed in the Film und
Foto exhibition is no doubt the Hungarian Léiszié Moholy-Nagy, who between 1925 and 1927
had published Painting Photography Film, fundamental text for the understanding of the emly
Twentieth Century developing practices: this text as well, as the one by Roh, includes many
illustrations “because centinuity in the ilustrations wili make the probloms raised in the text
VISUALLY clear”'’, Moholy-Nagy, Bauhaus member since Walter Gropius’ direct call in the
*20s, was the director of the Chicago branch in 1937. He is certainly a key figure in the
historical evolution of photography under consideration, since he raises questions on some
fundamental points, that will determine a further development in the autonomy and awareness
of photography specific nature following the lead of the technical management', We owe
indeed to him and his thinking the new awareness of a new artistic nature of the industrial
wotk, of a new relationship that is thus established betwecn art and technology. Finally, both
in his theories and in his photos, he stresses on the project and idea supporting the
photographic work of art (in opposition to the simple manuat side).

Photography is able to reveal the new vision of the world, a modern vision of the world
aware of its novelty, of its relative and prospective value, a vision that is able to support the
modern experience of reality. Photography is then the practice that is the most able to telf its
time, the ongoing tensions, revealing the new characterizing relationship with technology. All
this happens not cnly thanks fo fhe unusaal perspectives applied on reslity, the different
[ragmentation of objecis and the importance given to details: those are indeed the perspeclives
pertaining to modernity, but they cannot on their own provide a full accommnt of it. The main
novelty lies in the new understanding of the experiential relationship with reality, in the
“modem” experiencing: if the horizen of experience is indeed extended, also the tools for its
understanding must be extended and adapted to the new dimensions. Photography is {he most
appropriate tacl for a correct visual cxploration of modernity: thanks to it we understand the
turning point towards the image of modernity, since it is a mise enr Jorme thal is able both to
re-configure reality and to re-invent it; photography is then able to impose a new vision of

¥ L, Muholy-Nagy, Painting Photography Film cit,, p. 47.

* Onty the Bauhaus — a school theurizing and practising the fruitful interactions between technology and arlistic
practices — could posilively underline the role of technique in the definition of productive and experiential
madcels; specifically concerning photography Moholy-Nagy had the morit to claborate a theory model Yable to
account for the usage of the photographic medium by a single cullure™ and then “to lof s understand how the
identity of an instrament must be care{lully retrieved and verificd within the culture surrounding the very practice
of the instrament” (F. Alinovi, C. Marra, La fotegrafia. Flusione o riveluzione? {1981], new cdition with a
previously wapublished infroduction by L. Barilli and a note by C. Marra, Bolopna, Quinlan, 2006, p. 248). A
different survey concerns the assonances between Moholy-Nagy's remarks and the slightly pesterior oncs by
Walter Benjamin, mainly in the Little History of Photography, this topic exceeds (he Jimits of (he present survey
dealing with the theory and praclice of pholography. Howcever it is uscful fo remind that the topic of the cenfral
role of photography for the understanding of the Tweniieth Century tuming point, the topic of technique, the
topic of the new and deeper miodes of perception are alse present in the Germun philosupher’s thought (hesides
somc undcelared literal quotations from Moholy-Nagy's text). For a thorough analysis of the two lexis T reler the
reader to H. Moldetings, L exprit dy constrictivisme. Remargues sur la “Petite hisiaire de la photagraphie” de
Walter Benjantin, “Fludes photographiques™ 18 (2006, p. 26-51.
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reality characterized by objectivity and dynamism, peculiar feature of the experience of
modernity'®, :

Photography, as any form of art, produces indeed a new configuration (Gesialtung)
according to the nature of ifs specific matter; photography then composes through light and its
several forms of manifestation; the main issue for a photographer is then the mode of capture
and shape light; he/she must indeed develop histher normative aesthefics in light usage
considering the specificities of his/her own medium’'. The work of re-configuration of reafity
in the photographic image requires first of all an “aesthetic education, in the literal sense: an
education o the use of senses, an extension of their range of action, that is a refinement and a
new arficulation, in order fo atlow the modem individual to more consciously and more
efficiently relate to the surrounding environment™?®. We should morcover remark that “the
aesthetic, will be taken, in proper Baumgarten terms, as the sphere [...] including a definite
use of the sensory system”, then requiring “a “definite use” of the sensory system — and
schematically we can only claim that it is a pregnant and conscious use of ¥, Such a new
and more thorough vision of the world, not defined any more by, — or confined to, — the eyes’
limits, but rather supported by optical tools, raises the issue as (o its correct and complete
image rendering: we are not dealing with a simple description of the visual, but rather with
the production of something absolutely new. The eptical supporting technique widens indeed
the possibilities of representation as a conscquence of the visual field widening, not fimited
any more by the physical limits of the eyes, but supported by technical devices. Moreover the
distortions possibly produced by the photographic lenses offer new perspectives on the
surrounding reality, hence a more general new insight.

However Moholy-Nagy is not content to be aware that “we see the world with entirely
different cyes™ he believes that afler a century of photography and more than twenty years of
cinema, il is necessary to “produce systcmatically, since i is important for Lifc that we create
"2, The simple reprochuction through an image of the refationships and
configurations already present in nature is no progress and no creativity, since Moholy-Nagy
main point is that there is a great difference between production and re-production: the aim is
to develop a “productive crca&ivity”?'} through & carcful, experimental and innovative
employment of the basic technigues of photography (and of all the new experiential modes of
modernity, such as the gramophone, the television, efc.). The chosen model is precisely
technique, i.e. the full mastering of the scientific usage of photography, a “clear

new relationships

¥ See in the Mobkoly-Nagy's volume, for instance, the tables and relative commncnts Gramophone record (photo;
Mcholy-Nagy at Von Libbecke’s): “Heightened reality of an cvery-day object, A ready-made poster” (p, 62);
The City {photomontage: CitroBn/Bavhueus): “The experience of the sea of stone in here raised to giganlic
{Jroportions” {p. 197},

7 See luble p. TG Shell. Triton Tritonis (X-ray photo: J.B. Polak. From: "Wendingen”, Amsterdam).

" A, Somaini, Forografi, chiema, montagygio. Lo “niova visione” di Ldszld Moholy-Nagy, in L. Moholy-Nagy,
Pitinra Fotografia Fifm, Totino, Einaudi, 2010, p. XTI,

P E. Alinovi, C, Marra, La fotografia. Hiusione o rivelazione? cit., p. 241,

w Moholy-Nagy, Painting Photography Filn cit,, p. 29 (bold ip the original text}.

M hid., . 30, See fbid, p. 91 table Photegraph from above (Photo: Moholy-Nagy): “The charm of the
photograph lies not in the object but in the view from above and in the balanced relationships™.
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understanding of the means™?, that is equivalent to the knowledge of the effects of lights on

photosensitive surfaces and the experimentation of every possible effect, Moreover it is
necessary fo exploit photography ability to be in perfect syntony with technical progress, thus
grasping the modern world inner “beauly”, “the inexhaustibic wonders of fife™™, of what is
under our eyes, but that we would never aesthetically see: the modem man sensitivity is
indeed in syntony and synchrony with the specific transformations of its time, It is a useful
tocl because of ifs uncountable modes of application, and it can thus let us see and get to
know the world under a different perspective™, Moholy-Nagy’s atlitude fowards technique —
the marking element of the fruitful turning point of photography in the late "20s —, can be
summerized by the offer of a new fully conscious usage of lechnique: it must support and
extend sensibility in the act of experiencing reality in order to obtain a fult and thorough
experience accordingly to the new epoch.

In conclusion, photography as theorized and practised between the *20s and *30s of the
fast century presenis itsell as a conscious employment of new fechnical fools, as the re-
evaluation of its specitic mode of vision and representation coherently with the contemporary
time, as the cotreet choice of expressive media in order to produce a composition with its own
order: the image thus produced has therefore its own completeness and coherence, it is
significant in itself and is able to explain an element of reality otherwise difficult to fully

grasp.

[Translated by Tessa Marzotio]
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Form, Gestalt and “Dominion”: Echoes from the George-Kreis.
Fricdrich Wolters’ Case, (Herrschaft und Dienst, Richtlinien,

Gestalt)
DAavipe DI Maio

Lass wotker brechen unierm schicksaldrucke

Gelcile beben nicht beim jiihsten rueke..

Varm Horm gill gleich der - wod sussen-keicg

Wao solche sind wic du — da ist der sicp. (GA TX, 102)

Abstract: Friedrich Wolters was onc of the most active collaborators to the intclocfual board of the Krely
(Jadwbiicher fiir die geistige Beweprng) and the author of the monumental Stefen George wnd die Biditer file die
Kunst. Following his clear predisposifion to the nstitutionalization of the Krely in forms of absolutism and State
involvement, accompanicd by (ke umdeniable religious and mystical toncs in his writing, Wolters® contribution
focuses mainly on three programmatic exseys, Hereschaft imd Dienst, Ricilinien and Gestalt. His aim is to
oxtrapolate the peeuiiar declination acquired by (he concept of form (Gesredr) within the frame of 2 cosmolegicat
system. In it, Wolters places the twe forces of “dominion” and “service”, according to a dialcctical relationship,
where the poul is called to “dominate™ by shaping (first of all ag Gestalt sccomplished in itsell] thut meuns
expressing a sort of “shaping necessiiy” culmivating in the end in the Gesfalt of the work ol art), and ke person
recognising him as dominator is devoted fo the “service”, o sequence and abnegation,

“Provisionally, we shall take as “form™ [Gesfalr] [...] the measurcs as thoy are presented to
the eye infuiting in a glance that the world is subsumed by a stronger formula than the cause
and cffect formuta, althouph it cannot see the underlying unity of the compendium. {...] In the
form the whole is enclosed, including more than the sum of ifs parts, thus being an
unattainable goal in such an anatomizing period. This is the sign of the time fo come: in it we
. Such a wish for the return fo the

will see, feel, and act apain under the dominion of forms™!

“dominion of the forms” was expressed by Emst linger in 1932 m the volume Der drbeiter,
Herrschaft und Gestalt (The Worker, Dominion and Gestalt); passionate, and problematic,
fecture on the modern (bourgeois) “Krisis™ of culture, of politics and western society. A year
before the German and European catastrophe, Hinger summarised in few sentences the core of
the “malier”™, cerlainly following the line of a long history behind him, (hat cerlainly endorsed
a peculiar declination in Germany in the first years of the Twentieth Century {just consider the
Gesprdch tiber die Formen (1905) by Rudelf Borchardt). Not always free from the danger of
an awra connotation, the concepts of form and “Gestalf” have indeed offered in the first place
— mainly to the most conservative fringes of the German intelligenisia — a straightforward
answer to the undeniable holistic tension in opposition to the modern process of
“fragmentation”, in ali its manifold mcanings.

In £934 QGottfried Benn claimed the imporfance of “formalism” for “Europe and

V1. Yiinger, Der Arbeiter. Herrschiaft und Gestalt, 3. Aufl., Stattgart, Klett-Cotta, 2007, p. 33 [my translation].
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particularly for Germany” in those years, tbus re-defining it as an “awareness, acquired in the
fight, of the new possible rifualism™; as the “almost religious attempt to bring back art from
the realm of aesthetic o the anthropelogical one; a proclamation as anthropological principle.
Sociclogically speaking — he added — we would say; to bring back to the core of cults and
rituals the anthropological principle of the form, of the pure form, of the formal despotism™.
As Jiinger, also Benn grasps here an essential element of the question on the form of time, and
he does it providing an calightening remark: the force, the law, the “despotism™ of form.
“Despotism”™ is a key-word in the aesthetic and philosophical context dominated by the
philosophy of life and by the very strong cchoes of Nictzsche dominant Ubermensch.
“Despotism” scems to take the place of Schiller’s classical “impulse™(“7rieh”) towards the
form, thus leveiling the tension toward the (aesthetic) appropriation of the phenomenon, the
thing in itself, to the {mainly poetic) expression, according fo an uninterrapted attitude of
discomfort in relation to the present time. “The phenomenon”, Benn concludes, “the single
case, the sensible object has no validity: only the expression and the search for a style,
generating laws, has value™.

And this is not ail, In parallel line te the tendency to bring what is fragmented back fo
unity, also the attempted “reading” of fragmeniation as including a systematic movement is
developed in the same context, almost looking for an internal structure in it’, It is true, then,
that the concept of “form” is still connected to ifs hylomorphic classical matrix --
indeterminate inert matter, determinant active form — but it is also trie that in Germany Early
Twentieth Century it also acquires further value in reference (o the above mentioned holistic
tension. 1t also breaks the limits of a strictly aesthetical-philosophical-literary definition,
getting to “political projects (o be considered as totalitarian™, Specifically, the term Gestalt, —
in German only’ — although referring to the same semantic field, can be distinguished from
the term Form under many respects, and allows to follow such an evolulion.

The tenm Gestfalt, laken from a conceptual, methodological and normative point of view® finds
its place among the mythical materials of the theories developed in Germany in the circle of
the poet Stefan George. This circle proliferated mainly through the Jahwbiicher fiiv die
Geistige Bewegung, promoting a fruitful combination of Lebensphilosophie and

% G. Benn, Doppellehen, in 14, Prosa und Autobiographie. In der Fassung der Erstelrucke, ed. by B, Hillebrand,
Frankfurt am Main, Fischer, 2006, p. 392; see here in purticular E, Geulen, Geserze der Form: Benn 1933, in U,
Hehekus, T Sckmann (eds.), Die Souveranitit der Liferatur. Zimn Totalitdven der Klassischen Moderne 1900-
1936, Miinchen, Fink, 2008, p. 19-44.

3 A. Simonis, Literarischer Asthetizivmus. Theorie der arabesken wnd hermwtischen Kommunikation der
Moderne, Tibingen, Max Niemeyer, 2000, p. 383-384,

* U, Hebekus, Asthetische Ermidchtipung. Zwm politischen (vt der Literatur im Zeitraum der Klassischen
Moderne, Minchen, Fink, 2009, p. 64; scc on the “fornm” in general: 1. Burdorf, Poerik der Form. Eine Begrifis-
wund Problemsgeschichte, Stuttpart, 1.B. Metzler, 2001, on the “Gesiaff™: AL Simonis, Gestolttheorie von Goethe
bis Benjamin, Diskursgeschichie einer dentschen Dewlfigur, KoIn-Weimar-Wien, Bihlag, 2001,

® Sec A, Simonis, Gestalitheorie van Goethe bis Benjamin cil., p. 3.

§ See A. Kolk, Literarische Gruppenbildung. Am Beigpiel des George-Kreises 1890-1945, Tihingen, Max
Niemeyer, 1998, p. 375-376.
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Neoplatenism, and a harsh cultural criticism culminating in a strong “aesthetic opposition™”,
corresponding to an extreme form of cult of beauty®, Although some influences {more or less
deliberate) from phenomenclogy, existentialism and gestaltic psychology are undeniable, the
“Gestalitheorie’™s development within George’s circle was a real wnmicum, representing
exchusively Stefan George’s poetics, and with it, its aesthetic-philosophical declination, i.e, a
proper field of interest and action®, Starting from these rough premises, [ will try to elucidate
the peculiar conceptual setting of the “Gestalr’” i relation to a speeific theory, supporting the
absolute function of poetry, the corresponding mythical value of the “Gexfalr”, and the
ethical-pragmatic declination of such principles in the George’s concept of “beautifisl life”
(“schénes Leber™), All this in the light of the theories of Friedrich Wolters, one of the most
fervent and influential supporters of George, developed in the first three of his essays
Herrschaft und Dienst (Dominion and service), Richtlinien (Outfines) and Gesralt, presenting
the main lines of his reasoning.

Why absolute fimction? and why myth? Wolters conccives the {mythos-)pocic function
in terms of an absolule performative action, through which the poet, being the sovereign
(“Herrscher”) and the “Gestal” accomplished in itself, cun bring what has been separated
back to unity, thus creating something otherwise inaccessible. We could say that Wolters
makes an extreme use, that is an absohute use, of the alrcady cited concept of “Spie?ﬁ‘ieb”w,
cmiployed by Schifler, according to which, as it is very well known, the whole of man is
accomplished in its acsthetic dimension, or even better, conforming to the just as much
absolute Nietzsche’s verdict claiming that “only as aesthetic phenomena, the existence and
the world are eternally justified'. Wolters thus defines in philosophical-mythical-
cosmogosical terms an aesthetic dimension within which the koy role is played precisely by
the “Gestal”. In his cosmogonic vision Wolters indicates a “geistiges Reich spiritual
rcign”) precisely ordered, in synthesis, by the dialectical relationship of force and clash, chaos
and order, Within this context, as we shall see, & sort of “performing necessity™ is developed
and the poet perceives it acting among opposite forces. He is far away, we shall remark, from
the classical notions of “serenity” and “disinterestedness” (Kanl}H. In order to [fully
understand the further development, not only theoretically, but also politically speaking, of

2212 (“

? G Mattenklott, Bilderdienst. Asihefische COpposition bei Beardsley und Geerge, Prankfurt am Main, Rogoer &
Berohard, 19855

¥ See 8. Breuer, Asthetischer Fundamentalizmus, Stefan George und der dewtsche Antimodernismus, Darmstadt,
Wisscnscha fliche Buchyesellschaf, 1995 and Wolfgang Braungarl, “die schidnhieit die schinheit die schémheit .
Asthetischer Komservatismus und Kultwrkryitik wm 1900, in 1. Andres, W, Braungart, K. Kaufimann (eds.), “Nichis
als die Schonheit”. Asthetischer Konservatismus um 1900, Yrankfurt am Main, Campus Verlag, 2007, p. 30-55.

? Sce V. Rossi, Gesumterkennen. Zur Wissenschaftskritik und Gestulttheorie im George-Krels, Wikrzhurg,
Kanigshausen & Neumann, 2012,

K, Schillor, Squnliche Werke, vol. 5, 3. Aufl, Minchen, Hanser, 1962, p. GI8,

iy Mistesche, e Geburt der Tragiidie, in 1d., Werke in drei Bdnden, vol. 1, Miinchen, Ilanser, 1954, p. 14,

2 F. Wolters, Hervschaft und Dienst, Berlin, Einhorn-Presse, 1909, hence {Ihul)2} followed by page number.

™ We shall remark, concerning this matter, that in the sccond serics of the Bldtter [filr die Kunst Paul Gérardy
cmphasized the new idea of poetic “beauty™ in terms of “severity” and “force™ ; “a pure language, with a full
sound, severe and beauliful with nothing of this thoughless and absenl-minded fashion, foday so Hvely. No
obscurity, no muddls, wihat the new poets aim fo is the vigorous beauty, the delicacy without fiail frills”; see P.
Gérardy, Geistige Kunst, “Blatter filr dic Kunst” 2/4 (1894}, p. 113,
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our last remark, we shall recall, for instance, that one of Pre-Nazi and Nazi Germany most
considered texts, Der Mythus des 20. Jahrhunderts (Bwentieth Century Myth, 1930}, by Alfred
Rosenberg, would set the difference between Greek aesthetic and “North-European” aesthetic
precisely in the stiliness of the first and in the controversial and aggressive dynamism of the
second, since “it was not the externals to become form — he wrote — but the value of the soul
battling against other values and opposite forces”®. The very concept of “Gesfalf® already
contains such premises, since its efymology refers to a precisely defined act {fo put: “ge-
stellen”), entailing an actor performing it, who alveady has in itself the charismatic features of
a figure acting while shaping™”,

Concerning the role of myth, furthermore, we shall remark that in this context, the
“Gustalt” is the key to the inferpretation of a cosmogonic theory, being the “Sein ™ fixed into a
form, subtracted to the chaotic disporsion of the ever moving “becoming” (“werden™),
Although the references to Plato and Aristotle are here more than clear, it is precisely how
both authors are interpreted by the George-Kreis, together with Plotinus, Bergson and
Nietzsche — st to mention the most clearly recurrent references —, that can provide us with
the keys to the interpretation of the “line of thought™ developed in Germany on the topic of
morphology and in particular of Gestalt.

Friedrich Wolters® figure is undoubtedly controversial'®, Michael Landmann in his memories
of 1988 remarked that “Karl Wolfskehl, Friedrich Gundolf and Max Kommerell |...] were
renown outside the George’s circle”, contrary to what happened, inexplicably, to Wolters, who
in fact was “a stronghold and a main point of reference in the circle, and outside of it a
schermitrice as no other™’, Nine years later, Carola Groppe, in his canonic study on the
circie, also remarked how Wolters’ figure was not until then considered “neither for his
meaning for the George’s circle development after the fin de sigcle, nor for the history of his
actions prior and afler the First World War™®; Groppe reacted to such a situation providing an
accurate description of his activities within the circle. In order to understand the reasons for
the embarrassment Woltcrs generated, truthfully speaking, right from the start in some early

* Quoted in 1. Hebekus, dstherische Ermdehtigung cit., p. 69.

** Sec A. Simonis, Gestalttheorie von Goefhe bis Benjamin cit,, p. 10-11,

¥ On Fricdrich Wollers sse M. Philipp (ed.), Stefan George-Friedrich Wolters. Bricfivechsel 1904-1930,
“Castrum Peregrini™ 233-235 (1998), p. 5-61; C. Groppe, Die Maclf der Bildung. Das dentsche Biivgertum und
der George-Kreis 1890-1933, Kéln, Béhlan, 1997, p. 213-289; W.C. Schneider, Staar wnd Kreis, Dienst und
Glaube Friedrich Wolters und Robert Boehringer in ihren Vorstellungen von Gesellschaft, in R Koster, W,
Piumpc, B. Schefold, K. Schanhisd {cds.}, Das fdeal des schinen Lebeny wund die Wirklichkeit der Weimarer
Republik, Vorstellungen von Staat und Gemeinschafl im George-Kreis, Berlin, Akademie, 2009, p. 97-122.

" M. Landmann, Figuren wum Stefon George. Zehn Porivdis. 2 vol., Amsterdam, Castrum Peregeini Presse, 1988,
p. 23, Alse according to Ldgar Salin, Fricdrich Woliers, topcther with Karl Welfskehl, and Fricdrich Gundolf,
should be counted among the leading figures of the Kreds, claiming “dasy niemand den ganvzeun Umbkreis von
Georges meisterlicher Wirkung umspumnen wird, dem sine dieser drei Geslalten, dieser drei Kriifle fehit™; E.
Salin, Lhw Stefon George. Erinnerung und Zeugnis, 2. Aufl, Monchen-Dsseldorf, Lichmut Kipper {form. Georg
Bondi}, 1954, p. 127.

. Groppe, Die Macht der Bildiony cit., p. 213, Differently scems to think G, Z6fel, Die Wirkung des Dicliters,
Mythologie und Hermenewtik in der Literainrwissenschaft wm Stefan George, Frankfurt am Main-Bern-New
York, Peter Lang, 1987, p. 55.
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foliowers already, we shall refer not only to his clear predisposition for the institutionalization
of the Kreis in terms of sbsolutism and State involvement — thanks to Wolters the “Kreis” is
soon understood as “Staar” (State)'®, — that is not in the last related to Wolters® historical
interest, particularly, in the phenomenon of Seventecnth Century Absolutism®®, in addition to
the undeniabie religious and mystical tones of his thinking, but also fo the increasingly
nationalist verve of his writings especially in the 205", And vel Wolters set so to spesk the
ground for a line of thought that will follow a clear path through some of the most celebrated
and well considered texts of the George’s circle. In 1914, Ilecinrich Friedemann’s Plafon put
emphasis on the stalue value of the circle gathered around the master-poet, while in 1927 Max
Kormerel} in Der Dichier als Fithrer in der dewtschen Klassik claimed that “in the poet and
only in the poet is kept the harmony of man in confusing paths, and only him, and no school
of wisdom, no form of State and no religion can give back o man his nobility”*?. Differently,
in the very same year, Ernst Kantorowicz, in his Kaiser Friedrich der Zweite® established an
intimate connection between Dichter and Herrscher/Fiihrer/Kaiver, in the opposite direction,
starting from the exemplary experience of the Learned Emperor fo get fo the “imperial”
qualities of the poet®, One of the testimonies of the vast Georgean memorialists’ literature,
that, in my opinion, can better elucidate Friedrick Wolters® personality and aclivities, is Ifans-
Georg Gadarver’s, who, going back {hrough the steps of his juveniie encounter with Stefan
George’s poefry, recails his attendance of Wolters’ lectores on the history of economy in
Marburg: a “man — Gadamer writes — whose importance for the orpanization of the circle
according to 4 State model cannot be undercstimated and who for this very reason had ferce
opponents within the circle #self. He — Gadamer adds— was one of Gustav Schmoller’s
dearest pupils, however he was not a scientifically convincing teacher. I attended an economy
lecture, in which, with a rhetorical pathos somehow inadequate, he was dealing with a very
sober subject matter, without convincing suggestions. Yet differently he directed his seminar,
There you could get something of his pedagogical verve and his attention to young people and
their education. On the contrary, his public lesson on the German men ol the Nineleenth

¥ Sec R. Bochringer, Mein Bifd von Stefun George, 2. Anfl., Stuitgart, Kleft-Cotta, 1967, p. 129 and . Salin, U
Stefan George eit., p. 1323 see also C, Groppe, Die Mach dov Bifdung cit., p. 245247,

2 1 1908 Wolters pubblished an essay Uber die theorefische Begriindung des Absafuiismus im 17, Jahrhundert
within the collective volome in honour of Gustav Schmoller. We shall remark that in the letter addressed to the
poet dating 25.7.1908, reforring to his cssay, Wolters says that he conld understand bis study precisely through
the action of the poct: “Moéchte lhnen meine studic gefallen! Das bild jener welt begriff ich crst in Hhrem bilde”
{S. George, F. Woltcrs, Briehvechsef 1940-1930, with an introduction by M. Philipp, “Castrum Peregrini™ 233-
235, 1998, p. 70). In (his essay are included the first references lo Herrschaft und Diensi; sce C. Groppe, Die
Machit der Bildung cit., p. 229,

# As the claim on the poct creator of unity of the “ganzen”, still standing in the 20s, when Woltcrs has decidedly
started a publishing activity politically oriented, in the Vier Reden iiber das Yaterland (1927); sce in particdar, F.
Wolters, Der Rhein unser Schicksal, in 1d., Fler Reden fiber dax Vaterfand, Broslau, Hirl, 1927, p. 162-163.

2 M. Kummerell, Der Dichter als Fiilrer in der dewtschen Klassik, Bertin, Bondi, 1928, p. 247,

B B, Kantorowicz, Kaiser Friedrich der Zweite, Berlin, Bondi, 1927 {Werke der Wissenschaft aus dem Kreise
der Bldtter flir die Kunst, Geschiciliche Reihe; Erginzunpsband Owellen und Nachweise, Beclin 1931},

M Sec U, Raulff, Die Souveranitdt des Kimstlers, in B, Gockel, M. Hapaer (ods.), Die Wissenschafi vom Kilustler.
Kévper, Geist und Lebensgeschichte des Kinstlers als Qhjekte der Wissenschafien, 188(-71930, Preprint 279
Max-Planck-Tastilat filr Wissenschaftspeschichtes, Berlin, 2004, p. 136-137.
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Century was a great provocation. He offered in it, with great rhetorical pathos, a summa of the
cultural criticism, represented in the Georgean circle, most of ali, and radically, by George
himself, [...] The dogmatic demeanour of the man was transmiitfed to his supporlers, causing

. . | 25
between me and those who were my friends every kind of tensions™”.

In 1909 Friedrich Wolters published on the eighth series of the Bldtter fiir die Kunst, a short
article entitled Herrschafi und Diensi’; afterwards enlarged and published as a book in the
same year. [Tere he followed the line of the short text Der Eroberer (the congueror), appeared
on the Blifter in 1899, in which Ludwig Klages had considered the artist in terms of
“Feidhert” (leader) and “Held” {hero), also following the steps of Nietzsche, and almost in
response’ to Friedrich Gundolt’s atticle Gefolgschaft und Jingertim™ published on the same
issue of the Bldfter. Tlere the value of “apprenticeship” was basically grounded on the
refationship of unconditioned love and faith in relation fo the master, embodying the ideal of
“schonen Leben”, so that the closure of the essay is the image of the “Christ’s disciples™ —
“among Christ’s disciples nobody was a genius and besides Judas was a personality in the
sense intended today - however since they — poor fishermen — were faithful and fully obliging
- they were faith and love - they became fuller in themselves and more fruitful in the world™
— in Herrschaft und Dienst, Wolters fixed the terms of the master {(Meister) — pupil
rclationship, as between bard and learner, in the “authority”, in the “dominion™ on the one
side, and in the “service”™ on the other. Thus sharply shifting the axis of thought.

As briefly recalled earlier, Priedrich Wolters sketches in Herrschaft und Dienst the
straclure of a “spiritual reig;u”‘w, where there are only two different but complementary forces
at stake : “dominion” and “service”. The “Spiritual reign™ has ifs shape, that is spherical
(Kreis). Being that it is invisible, Wolters distinguishes two “levels of reign™ (“Ebenen des
Reiches”): nature® and the soul (Seefe)’”:

the Reipn’s levels - on their base and on their form (gesialtung) appear great
figures {bilder) - flowing from the living centre of the circle {runde} that hosts
them, In such an unlimited extension rise, partitioned, the forces (Gewalien): the
one that is simple as to its transmitting source - refracts his white light on the
multiplicity of nature and the soul + it covers everything that lics and happens with
his coloured ray and constantly pervades the immeasurable levels with shaping

® H.-G Gadamer, Stefom George (1868-1933), in H.-). Zimmermaun {ed.), De Fikung Stefan Georger anf dic
Wissenschaft. Ein Symposium, Heidelberg, Winter, 1985, p. 41; scc also L. Thormacken, Erinnerung an Stefun
Genrge, Hamburg, Hauswedell, 1962, p. 200-201.

* F. Wolters, Herrschaft wid Dienst, “Blitter fir dic Kunst” § (1908409, p. 133-138, hence (Hul) 1) followed by
page ouniber.

7 Sec N. Maximilian, Werte und Wertungen jm George-Kreis. Zur Sozielogie literarischer Kritik, Bonn, Bouvier,
1976, p. 56 and C. Groppe, Die Macht der Bildunyg ¢il,, p, 243.

2 B, Gundolf, Cefoleschaft und Jingertim, “Blitter fir die Kunst” 8 (1908/69), p. 146-112,

™ fhid., p. 112.

DT 133,

* HuD1 133.

* HuDI 133-134.
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forces (formenden Gewalten) - that to the rough hands of those who touch are as
incomprehensible as fo the spirit’s anteanas in the evaluation of actual realities,
them representing the only reality.™

The flerrschaft is therefore the “power” (“Muchi™) emanating his light from the centre and,
most of all, “ordering” and governing the “swrrounding forces” (“Gewalterr”), thus
determining the Reign: “Thus the Reign is formed according fo the image of the dominion:
this, however, is generated and supported by the dominator”, At the core of Wolters’ thinking
the “dominton” (“Herrschaft™) is placed, as well as the “dominator” {(“Ileryscher’)
determining the form of the “Reign’s levels” through his action (*Krgft™); “the spiritual
action” (“die geistige Tat”y*, According to the coordinates of such a structure, in which
regarding to its idea of circularity and forces we believe to recognize first of ail the echoes of
Nietzsche’s early thinking (Die frofiliche Wissenschalt), Wolters reads the whole work of one
particalar “Herrscher”, the poet Siefan George. It is very well known that precisely on such
scttings, and in particular on the figure and role of Stefan George in the Kreis, a sort of
“sociology of dominion” (“Herrschafisoziologie™) gained ground, starting from Max Weber,
The latter, in his work Economy and society (posthumously published in 1922)* set the
theory base for the analysis of the concept of “charismatic leader™; a fruitful analysis not only
in the sociological ficld, but also in the George-Forschung, that still refers to this element
today. Wolters has certainly greatly contributed to the coltural and mythicized shaping - both
when George was still alive and afterwards through memorials®® - of the fi gure of the poet as
charismatic “lord”, as Herrscher Starling indeed from the premise that “the greatest
possibitity is onty this - that in Onc man the dominator is bom”, Woiters explicitly means “the
dominator + whose subject mailer iz the language - whese work is poeiry””. This explains
why the poet {George}, as Herrscher, neither is inspired by nature (minresis), nor creates from
nothing, but rather, as briefly said earlier, through what, in the second augmented edition of
Herrschaft imd Dienst, Wolters calls “shaping violencee” (“formende gowalt”), that gives unity
to the male and female soul of the deuble matter of poetry: the language and its “inner face”

B HuD1 134.

* HuD1 136.

3 M. Weber, Wirtschuft und Geselfschaft, Grundviss der vestehenden Soziologie, 5. rev. Aulk, bes, von T
Winckelmann, Tibinpen, I.B. Mohr, 1980, p. 140-148; confor A. Brodersen, Stefan George und sein Krels. Fine
Deutung ans der Sicht Max Webers, “Castrum Peregrint” 91 (1970), p. 5-24.

3 Starling from the poemt Der Prophet (1891) by the young Ifugo von Iiofmannsthal after their first meeting
(“Von seinen Worten, den unscheinbar leisen,/ Geht cine Horrschaft aus und ein Verfithren”, sce H. v,
Hofmannsthal, Aufreichnungen aus dem Nachigh (1889-1929}, in 1., Gesammelte Werke in zehn Einzelhdnden,
Reden und Aufsdtze, 3, 1925-1929, brsg. von B. Schoeller, Frankfirl am Main, Fischer, 1980, p. 341); to
procede, for instance, with 5. Tepsius, Siefon George. Geschiclte efver Frewndschafl, Berlin, Die Runde, 1935,
L. Thormaelen, Frinnerune an Stefan George cit., K. Breysig, Bepegnungen mif Stefon George, “Castrum
Pereprini” XLIL (1960}, p. 9-32; B Glockner, Begegmmy mit Stefun George. Ausziige aus Briefen und
Tagebiichern 1913-1934, cd. by F. Adam, Heidelborg, Stichm, 1972; sce also S, Breuer, dsthefivelier
Fundamentalismus cit., p. 21-26,

7 HuDI1 137,
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(“innerem gesicht™).®

It is now appropriate to go back to the source, that is a “theory” claim of George on his
“poetics of form™”. In the Tage wnd Taten, with the aim of distinguishing his poctry from the
one that “means to ‘say’ something or act”, George writes that “the value of poetry is not
decided by the sense {in that case it would be erudite wisdom} but by form, and this does not
mean 4t all something exterior - but rather the deep solicitation according to measure and
sound, through which at any time the original beings the masters distinguished themselves
from the ones who are followed by second rate artists””, Measure and sound determine an
idea of plastic poetry, originated by a performative activity’' emphasizing the “technical”
clement of poetic creation. Although he did not theoretically defined the term “Gestalf” —
differently from his followers — neither in his artistic production nor in his more theoretical
analyses, and although he did not make a clear distinction between bodies, figure or
apparitions”, Stefan George emphasized and embodied these two elements. We already
mentioned that we are not dealing here with a ereatio ex nihilo, although the conceptual
premises fo claim so could apparently be all in place, since — and this is the peculiarity of the
Georgean gestaltic idea — the work of art does not come out at first of a wili or a subjective
necessity. The essence of the frue work of art is so to speak already existing “Gestal?”, and the
poet is the one who can enter inside it and give a voice t0 it. In Guadolf’s transposition of this
premise we read: “cach accomplished work of art is a closed sphere, and the person entering it
as creator or admirer, as long as he/she is such, cannot come out of it (Benjamin’s idea of
the work of art as monad without windows™, then endorsed by Adorno®, does not seem far
away from this vision). This explains the reciprocity of the formative act between creator and
{artistic} creature, especially in relation to the embodiment of poetic beauty in Maximin, that
George expressed in his famous verses of The Sevemth Ring: “Me creature of my own
child™*, In this sense the qualification “Sprachschipfer” {(“creafor of language™), seems to me
very appropriate, The expression is employed by Z6fcl' in order to explain the mythopoeic

process in the gestaltic perspective, as a “giving voice”, demiurgicaily, to the .

* BuD2 14,

¥ SeeT), Burdorf, Poetik deir Form cit,

®yg George, Tage und Taten, Aufreichnungen und Skizzen, in 1d., Gesamt-Ausgabe der Werke, vol. 17, Berlin,
Bondi, 1933, p. 85.

* Scc W, Braungart, “Tas ich noch sinne und was ich noch [fiige/Was ich nach liebe triat die gleichen ziige™,
Stefan Georges performative Poetik, “Text und Kritik, Zeitschrifl fiir Literatur”, (Stefan George), 168 (2005), p.
3-18.

* 8ee 1. Ross, Gesamierkennen cit., p. 193,

* E Gundoll, Goerhe, 2. Teil, Berlin, Bondi, 1920, p. 486,

“ Sce W, Benjamin, Oskar Walzel, Das Wortkunstwerk, Mitrel seiner FErforschung, in Id., Gesanmelte Schriften,
ed. by . Tiedemann, vol. 3: Kritiken und Rezensionen, Frankfort am Main, Subrkamp, 1972, p, 51,

BTW Adorno, Asthetische Tearie, in Y., Gesammelte Schrifien, vol. 7, cd. by R. Tiedemann, Frankfart am
Main, Suhrkamp, 1970, p. 208.

g, George, Einverleibung, in Id., Gesamt-Ausgabe der Werke, vol. 6/T: Der siebente Ring, Berlin, Bondi, 1931,
7. 119 “Ich geschdpf nun cignen sohnes™; sce B Wollers, Stefan George und die Blditer fiir die Kunst, Dewsche
Ceistesgeschichie seit 1890, Berlin, Bondi, 1936, p. 314-315.

¥ G, Zstel, Die Wirkung des Dichers cit., p. 82,
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“Urerlebnisse™®, according to Gundolf's terminology. At first we could talk about a “revisited
version™ of the concept of “genius”, originated with the Sturm: und Drang, then finding,
through Hamann and Herder, its highest point in Schiller and cspecially in the Prometheic
Goethe. It 1s true then that George - in line with many of his conlemporaries — seems te
embody such a deep-rooted aesthetic-literary fopes, but a further element must be added: the
“coercive” nature of the poet’s action (o) — Hugo von Hofimamnsthal will talk abowut
George's “tyrannical gestures™
the poet has accomplished through a continuous determination of his poetic and “legislative”
wil® — Let’s consider, for instance, the renown, peremptory verse, dear to Heidepger” of
Pas Newe Reich: “nothing may be where word is missing™ — crossing all the path of his
poetic activity™®. Laconically and with great clarity, George has condensed the meaning of
such an aesthetic-pedagogical setling in the renown triad “tone movement gestalt™,

and Max Kommerell about poetry set on “violence”™ — that

Besides the Rldtier fiir die Kunsi (1892-1912), another “official” organ of the circle was the
already quoted Jahrhiicher fiir die Geistige Bewegung, edited forn 1910 to 1912 by Friedrich
Gundolf and Friedrich Wolters™, Tn his essay Richifinien® of 1910, closing the first issue of
the Jahrbuch, Wolters attempts & first systematization of his theory centred on the dichotomy
dominion/service, adding, on the one hand, a remarkable verve of cultural criticism, and on
the other, a careful caesura between art and science, according fo two distinct “typologies”™ of
force: “creative force™ (“schaffende Kraft™) and “ordering force” (“ordnende Kraf”). The
Iatter oceupies the “periphery of the sphere of being™", playing the role of experimentalism
and analysis, that is the scientific method, — it acts through “rescarch” (“Forschen”,
“Methode”), “application” (“Aawenden”, “Technik’™) and “knowledpe”™ (“Wissen”, *System™}

% To be precise Gundolf distinguishes between “original experience” and “cultural experience” as follows ; “By
original cxpericnce 1 mean, for instance, in Gocthe the refigious, titanic or heroic slement; by cultural experience
I mean his experience of ihe past German history, of Shakespeare, of classical antiquity, even his expericnce of
classical society™; see F. Gundolf, Goethe cit,, p. 27.
* M. v. Hofuannsihal, “Gedichre von Stefan George™, in T, Gesaumelte Werke in zehn Einzelbinen, od. by B.
SchocHer, vol. B: Reden wund Aufsditze | (1891-1913), Frankfort am Main, Fischer, 1979, p, 221,
M. Kommnercl, Fssays, Notizen, Poetische Fragmente. Aus dem Nachlass brsg. von T, Jens, Olten-Freiburg,
Walter Verlag, 1969, p. 232: “Magische Urlunklion der Sprache. Versuch, so sine in George verkérperte
Weltwende zu volluichen. {...] George — vieleichi der erste, der dic Dichtung auf Gewalt gestellt hat”,
* See B.R. Curtius, Stefan George im Gesprdch, in Id., Rrifische Essays zur emapdischen Literatur, 2. Anfl,,
Bem, Francke-Verlap, 1954, p. 140-116.
* e refer here to the famous confercnce of the philosopher in 1958 with the title Das Wort; M. Hoidegger,
Gesamtaiisgabe, vol. 12: Unterwegys zur Sprache, Frankfurt am Main, Vittorio Klostermann, 1985, p. 205-225.
By George, Das Wori, in 1d., Gesami-Ausgabe der Werke, vol. 9 Das Newe Refcfy, Berlin, Bondi, 1928, p. 134:
“Kein ding sei wo das work gebricht"”.
% Mavwrizio Pirro has recently insistcd on the substantial homogeneity of George's opus, against a well
cstablished critical tradition; sce M. Pirro, Come cordu iroppo tesa, Stile e ideolopia in Stefim George, Macerata,
(guudiihel, 2001,
¥ %, George, Porvede dar ersten Auflage, in 1d., Gesamt-dusgobe dev Werke, vol. WL Dante. Die gotfliche
Komddie, Berlin, Bondi, 1932, p. 5.
* Sec C. Groppe, Die Macht der Bildung cit., p. 226251,
T . Wolters, Richilinien, in Jorbuch filr die geistige Kunst, ed. by I Gundolf and F. Wollers, Berlin, Verlag der
E}iiller fiir die Kunst-Otto von Holten, 1910, p. 128-145; henee (R} followed by page number.
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~ while the first “relies on the divine foundation, as source emanating life and shaping life””;

it acts through the three modes of “action” (“Handeln”, “Tat"), “shaping/creating”
{“Gestalten”, “Werk™} and “vision™ (“Schauen”, “Verkiindigmlg”}ﬁﬂ.

By emphasizing in several occasions the anthropological motivation for the re-
positioning of the “dethroned” man in the centre®, Wolters defines the meaning of genius as:
“creator, whenever he is uncomfortable in the fixed order, however making his personal
acting into the source of new events: he does not need the best social order, but rather his
stronger action™®. On this very base, we get a clear understanding of the shifting, few lines
after, from the concept of mimesis to the one of Gestaltung (Uwe llebekus speaks of
“representation” [“Reprdsentation”], following the line of Schmitt, as inversion of the
mimesis). In consequence of the perverting of the stoic concept of nature, and then of the
detachment of the sensible world from the actual being of man — the reference to the
Hellenistic period, as the highest manifestation of the “totality™ of the ariistic expression, is
here very clear™— nature would have been considered with circumspection and fear, so that
“living according to its dictates corresponded one time fo the greatest sin, and another time fo
the purest morality, its imitation was soon the only path and equally soon the safest precipice
for art”®*, The difference between before and after, however, is articulated by the entering of
the “Begriff” (concept). Before, the “schaffende Kraft” was shaping “gestures and deeds™® in
absclute independence, within the context of a perfect harmony between external and internal
world, but as soon as “[the creative force] failed, the concept took over the dominion and the
gesture became ‘natural’, art ‘nataralistic™, Regarding the ncgative meaning of “Begriff”,
Wolters is perfectly in line with the sharp context of the famous dichetomies of
poetry/literature (Mann, Ilofinannsthal), parofe brute/parole essentielle {Mallarmé), just to
guote two relevant examples of the time. Such a reference is very useful so that Wolters can
clearly (critically) depart from naturalism and once more state 1) the abselute value of the
work of art uniquely in its performative function — “gestalt-ifying”, if we wish to slightly
force the language — distinguishing the “poet-Herrscher” from the “mimetic” one; 2) the
difference, also fundamental, between “Infiali” and “Gehalf®, typical of the morphological
line of thought on the Gestal/®’; 3) the necessary “unity of senses”, that is the necessary
complementarity between internal sense and external sense, that can be referred back

BR 128,

1R 129-131.

SR 137

2 R 134. Scc on this matier Georgel words referred by Bochringer: “Hs gibt augenblicke — im organischen
leben zeugung, geburt und tod, im peistipen lcben liebe und gestige cmpiingois, in der geschichte ein
entscheidendes geschehn, unler den menschen dag penic — in denen sich die gleichfirmigen keben won
generationen zusammendriingen”, see R, Boehringer, Ewiger Anugenblick, Disseldorf-Minchen, Helmut Kipper
{form. {eorp Bondi}, 1965, p. 33,

SR 136.

#R 135,

R 133

R 135,

T Consider first of all Oskar Walzels work, in patticular Gehalt und Gestadl im Kunstwerk des Dichiers of 1929,
see un this malter A, Simonis, Gestalttheorie vorr Goethe bis Benjamin ¢l
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primarily to the Lebensphilosophie’s gnoseology:

The partial phenomena of each sease have heen considered as the eternal
objectivity and we requested the fulicst imitation of # {rom: the art belonging time
after time to the single sense. This, however, since its application came out to be
correct only for some plastic arts — such as painting and sculpture, here as well
Jjust in appearance —, brought the other arts — poetry, architecture and music — to
the clear folly of a nafuralism purely conceming content; for the content does not
even lightly touch the art being, and if this is shaped (gestaltet}, then it is not the
holder of the work, but rather the systematic function of a work created from the
start. We can foliow the mistake even deeper if we remember that only the
spiritual wnity of senses can create a work of arl, that mcans, not the faithful
rendering of what is perceived — or of what is borrowed from history, that is just a
pitiful subspecies of naturalism — but rather the essential requirement of the work
of art is the sensible birth in the spirit; if we consider that, as Gocthe claims, “art
is calied art precisely because it is nol nature”, since, this means, it should not take
its forms {Gestaltungsformen) from the state outside the sensible unity, but it
should rather creafe within the latter. [...] There is no program of photographic
faithfulness that is helpful to the artistic shaping (gesaltung), but rather a creating
genius, whe, in the hardest work, shapes {formt) his work according te fis internal
ima};;rs.63

The implications of such a sctting are numerous, since Wolters’ implicif aim 18 also to sketch a
program of cultural rencvation for Germany following the desired accompiishment of a
“schémefn] Bildu11g”69 (“beautifl cducation™} for the new and more aware German young
people™, Friedrich Wolters, for this reason’', can indeed he added to the list of “conservative
revolutionaries” {Konservative Revolution} — among which we can count also Borchandt,
Hofmannsthal, Schmitt, Spengler, Ringer etc. — fierce opponents of positivism and of any idea
of progress, demolished by cult-orientated values and models, and in philosophical terms, of
any idea of linear becoming (Bergson) of the Zeffgeist, in favour of a circular, then mythical
(Kieis, myth) one’, To this it was added, as notorious, an increasingly nationalistic tone,
supperting - precisely in the case of some of the George-Kreis’ members— & highly spiritual,
as well as mythical, idea of the concept of nation, culture and people. On this matter, we
should remingd that the first article of the first Jahrbuch fiir die Geistige Bewegung signed by

%R 135-136.

®R141.

®See 8. George, ¥. Woltcrs, Hiiefivechsel 1940-1930 cit., p. 74.

7 Rather than counting Wolters fot cowrt among the members of the konservativen Revolution, Groppe prefers
fo {afk about Wollers as the represendalive of 2 “conservative-revolutionary cultural ideolepy™, sce C. Groppe,
Die Macht der Bildung ¢it., p. 268,

™ See A. Mohler, Die Konservative Revelution in Deutschiand J918-1932. Ein Handbuch, 3., um sinen
lirpdnzungshand crw. Aufl., Darmstadt, Arcs-Verlag, 1989 and 5. DBreuer, Anaiomic der Kenservativen
Revolution, 2. Auil,, Darmstadl, Wisscnschafiliche Buchgesclschaft, 1995,
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Karl Wolfskehl, emphasizing a more anciently rooted tendency (for instance Herder and the
late romenticism}, placed the fulcrum of the ethical-cultural renewal of the “secret Germany”
(“Geheimes Deutschland™), in its language and its people — thus dictating the guide lines of
the Johrbuch itself — In the essay many references to other European countries occur, the
language and literature of which {France, Holland, England) are taken as functional fo the
claiming for Germany — whose histerical delay, especially in reference to the Renaissance is
recognized” — of a wnique tole of artistic ianovation, through language. “The language is the
demon of each population”, writes Wolfskehl, “a magical secret, the custody of which is the
highest necessity, and of which only very few can be custodians™. These few elected people
are claimed by Wolfskehl precisely for the “secret Germany, for which every word of ours is
uitered, from which every versc of ours takes life and rhythm, and the unending service of it
means fortune, necessity and sanctification of our life™™. Wolfskehl tributes to words the
mythical and authentic subsiratum confirmed by Gundolf in his Shakespeare und der deutsche
Geist (Shakespeare and the German Spivi), as well as in the biography Goerhe, equalizing the
language not onty to the Bildungserlebnis, bul also to the Urerlebnis; or as we rcad in the
Goethe: “die letzte Zuflucht des Gottes im Menschen™™, But what word exactly? In
Richilinien, the snswer to this question, now sef on a much more theoretical and
methodological base, is according to Wolters one and only : the word of the “schaffende
Kraft”, to be precise: “A new world rise not when the word becomes number, but when i
becomes flesh, Only the creating force shapes the face of time, only its will lifis again states
and people from the ground™’®. Wolters recognize then the “ethical” and social value of the
word emanated by the “schaffende Kraff”, the poctic one par excellence, and hence of the
resulting “Gestalfung”, the consequence of which is the positioning of the (bard)poet in the
dimension of a leader, an gucioritas.

Wolters” main contribution, where many of the concepts here introduced are condensed into a
more systematic theory and where, most of all, a more accomplished definition of the concept
of “Gestall” takes shape, can be found in the essay’, entitled after the concept itself,
published in the second issue of the Jakrbuch of 1911, Already its partition into three parts —
Contradictions of time, The essence of the Gestalt and The shaping of similars — provides an
immediate grasp of its programmatic value: the analysis of the contradictions of time is
followed by a “final” formulation of the concept of “Gestali”, preluding to a sert of
exhorfation to conform to the accomplished “Gestal!”, in a relationship learner/teacher,
pupil/master. We shalt leave out, for the purpose of our analysis, both the recurrent opposition

™ K. Wolfskehi, Die Bldtter fiir dic Kunst und die neveste Litevatur, in Jolwbuch filr die geistige Bewegung, hesg.
vou Vricdrich Gundolf und Friedrich Wolters, Rerlin, Verlag der Blatter fiir dic Kunst/Otto von Holten, 1910, p.
F7-18.

™ Ihid., p. 18,

B E Gundolf, Ceorge cil, p. 1.

MR 132,

™ 8. Wolters, Gesialt, in Jahrbuch fiir die geistige Bewegnng, hrsg, von Fricdrich Gundolf nnd Friedrich Wolters,
Berlin, Verlag der Bisitter iy dic Kunst/Otto von Holten, 1911, p. 137-158; hence (G} followed by page number.
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to the actual fime, notably here to the theoretical and hcrmeneutic legitimacy of the
{positivist idea of the lincarity (Enrwicklung) of hislory?g, that seems (o lose sight of man’s
cenfrality, or better in Wolters’ words the “centre of the creative man” (schafferdef] mensch-
mitle}”; and the specific implications of the “shaping of similars”, that is cssentially a more
systematic formulation of the concept of “Dienst” presented in Herrschafl und Dienst. We
shali then pay attention to the fact that, first of ali, in the highly criticized “Kririt” and
“Entwickiung”, Wolters recognized the two major “sources of danger” of his time, for the
unfolding of the “active free will® ("1 d 1§ g e n fieien willer”}**~ also in this case the
reference to Nietzsche is clear — that can put man in front of his responsibilily in a unitary,
compact dimension of life (“chensgesamtheit”m), not fragmented and according to the
“union of body and spirif”, that is the principle “shaping gestures” {“das gebérde-
fmmende”)m, already present in the Greek world. For Wolters, “Gestures™ are in this sense
the first immediate result of the “active free will”, distinpuishing the artistic expression
derived from it, for instance, from the “romantic-musical” one, that, as he defines it, is rather
centred on feelings and not on performing action.

The tension fowards the “urseinforny” — visible par excellence in the Greek world —
forces man to look for the Gestalr, and to adapt to if, so to speak, according to a relation of
dominion and service: “we conceive the perfectly accomplished, the Whole-One of the world
only as a contraposition, mobile in itsclf, between creative shaping and chaotic nothing,
between being and beconting™. From such an oppositios we get to conceive and think the
phenomenon. In what sense? The category of Gesfalt in Wolters® theory has certainly a
cosmological value, but also an hermeneutic one. It allows to perceive, see and fouch the
“phenomenic revealing of the possibilities of being”, and therefore “what can be though(” by
man:

The phenomenic revealing of the possibilities of being is then what can be thought
by man. It is nothing but what can be thought by man, but what can be fhought is
revealed only sensitively as Gestalt: the content of the spirit is the same as the
content of sensc and the spirttual unity of senses is the only eye of the world. It
watches what is phenomenically revealed, but what generates the first fook is
what is observed. Everything that is, becomes a particular being, Gestalt: without
it there is nothing that can be thought, nothing that can be observed, but only the
vanishing of whal is thouglt, the dismemberment of what is observed. ™

It is clear that with such premises all elements are in place for the natural development of a

" Gi3s,
® G139,
G142,
M G142,
"5 140,
" Gi4s.
B G 145-146.
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mythopoiesis of the poetic function (of George, in particular), considered as “Gestalter”, but
also as “Gesitalf”. He is indeed the one who makes “sensibly” visible as “Gestall” the “always
renewed creation of the world, the spirit becoming life”, as Wolters adds, but at the same time
he is also (visibie) “Gestali” accomplished in itself;

The Gestalt, not a chaotic and indistinct set, but a distinet life, bormn in a particular
seed, a triple commissure that, while unwinding itself, arranges what it grasps
according to its own image, has become visible to us in a creator man, who, in an
always incomprehensible way, bevond the conditions of becoming, has found the
Archimedes’ point, the self-seiting, the new law, coming from outside time, he
became the dominator of time, visible o us in the man, thinkable in the poet, in
our spiritaal dominator, Stefan George.p‘5

While pursuing his line of thought on the “worker’s form”, Emst Hinger claimed that “the
vision of forms is a revelulionary act, as it recognize a being in the infact and unitary fullness
of its 1ife”, This was however the premise fo an cven more absolute assumption, essentiaily
dangerous, that of an alleged “overpowering superiority” of such a truth determined by its
being “heyond moral and aesthetic criteria, as well as scientific™™®, Comparing rouf court the
theoretical system developed by Wolters during his intense activity within the Georgean circle
— especially in its early vears — to the absolute tones of Jinger (in 19321), would be, under
many respects, somchow forced. The essay Richifinien, however, raises difficulties and
ambivalences as it is clear that Wolters is unable {o frace a clear borderline between poetry
and fife®”. Not only his typical mystical-liturgic tones, or even sectarian™, if onc wish, raise
problems to the peculiar declination of the concepts of form and Gestalf in this context,
dominated, on the onc hand, by the cult of beauty and poetry, and on the other by the cultural
criticism. We should rather Jook at the hidden over-crossing of the aesthefic absolutism into
the contingency of the vita acrfiva, mainly in his late works; in other words: at the hazardous
transposition of the concepis of “dominion™ and “serviec” in the socio-political sphere, The
alicged un-political position of Wolters, shared by many intellectuals of the time, and in many
ways esseniial to the German catastrophe, is also confirmed by such a faint hazard,

[Transiated by Tessa Marzotio]

G 146.

¥ 8. Moger, Der Arbeiter cit., p. 39.

% On this point corretly insists C, Groppe, Die Muchi der Bildung cit,, p. 244,
* See R. Bochrnger, Mein Bild vou Stefan George cit., p. 186-87.
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Constraints, Boundaries, Responsibility: some Remarks on
Contemporary Morphological Lexicon, between Aesthetics and
Theoretical Biology

SALVATORE TEDESCO

Abstruct: the role of Morphology in evolutionary theory is nowadays a topic of discussion in Evo-Devoe and
Exlended Synthesis debate. The present paper aims to cxamine the relevance of acsthetics in contemporary
morphological lexicon, with specific refercace to the relationship among biclogy, acsthetics, and cthics.

“Don t kmow niuich biology”, admitted an oid hit by Sam Cooke, and almost thirty years before
that, one of the most deserved success in our acsthetic discipline, Art as Experience, through
an even more surprising undersfatement, presented very similar opening words. John Dewey,
starting moreover to sketch the main extraordinary lines of a theory of the relationship
between living organisms and eavironment, nevertheless defined the objects of his enquiries
as “biological commonplaces”, Although humbled but not blinded by such authorifative
warning, we shall get a closer look at things and discover that Dewey himself provides
precicus remarks, pushing to organize the commonplaces according to some topic related
indexes, not at all irrclevant to the destiny of our discipline. I shall here simply list and recall
some of the “theoretical most important elements”, since my main focus here is our
contemporancity (dont krnow much about history, to go back to our song), fully oriented
towards the most recent debate, referred to in biclogy as Fve Devo (evolutionary
developmental biology} and towards the reformulation of morphelogy and typology.

Dewcy then: the first point — all essential to our enquiry — is the intimate relation
between experience and form. An analysis of experience is not generally cxplicable without
the reference fo the organic form that is the subject of the experience and to the form,
configuration/Gestaltung, proper lo that very experience. One of the greatest hinkers of
morphology in the Twentieth Century, Viktor von Weizsticker, has piven the name of
biological act to such & conliguration, that is also easy to detect in our Dewey as well,

Given the idea of the correlation between form and experience — an idea purely
bhorrowed from the morphological tradition, from Goethe onwards, detected with outstanding
clarity in the 1987 work by Rupert Riedi, biolopist, phifosopher of biclogy, and exceptional
inferpreter, contemporaneous 1o Goethe — the main tenets of the humanist naturalism (as
defined in Experience and Naiure) of John Dewey's aesthetics are entailed as corollaries.

Experience, according to Dewey, always has a starting point, that is made of an
impuision, through which the living organism is in contact with the environment; this is an
impuision that moves the whole organic body and regulates first of all the rhythmic relation
with the environment and the horder line between the body and what is external. We are
always dealing with a rhythmical patfern and a shifting border, a scheme of expression of
nceds and opportunities (we could define them as consfraints, according to the positive

169




SALVATORE TEDESCO

meaning of the term, on which I shall say more), connecting the living organism fo its
environment: “a dynamic acknowledgement”, Dewey says, “of this dependence of the seif for
wholeness upon its surroundings”. This is what, in reference fo one key point in Darwin’s
theory, Dewey defines several times as the basic adaplations belween organism and
cnvironment.

However, | would like to emphasize how the positive connotation of the concept of
constraint has an active rolc in Dewcy's aesthetics: according to its first meaning the
constraint as a barrier provides the emotional component of the imipulsion, emphasizing the
role of impulsion ia the (biological) self’s manifestation. We should remark that such a first
meaning is mentioned by Dewey negatively: “Impulsion forever boosted on its forward way
would run its course thoughtless, and dead to emotion [...] Nor without resistance from
surroundings would the self become aware of itself”.

According to its sccond measning, the constrainté positively considered actively
contributes to create the peculiar time configuration of the organic impulsion: environmental
resistance and control, according to Dewey, “bring about the conversion of direct forward
action into reflection; what is turned back upon is the relation of hindering conditions to what
the sclf posscsses™. The manifested element of reflecriovn, as Dewey says, does not entail a
mere guantity increase, but rather leads to a “qualitative leap”, originated by the
“transformation of energy into thoughiful action™

Such is, according to Dewey, the constraint’s environmental and organic function: the
constraint originates a form of behaviour — and yet: the unity of a biological act — without
antecedents; a form of behaviour, the outline of which refers, in Dewey’s own weords, lo the
time configuration of acquired experience: “the junction of the new and old is not a mere
composition of forces, but is a re-creation in which the present impulsion gets form and
solidity while the old, the “stored’, material ig literally revived”,

If, as I believe, the structuring function of the concept of constraint, positively intended
by Dewey’s thinking, - and without which it would not be possible to grasp the expressive
value of (he relationship organism/environment, nor the qualitative innovation produced in the
form and in the experience — is now clear, st least two other biolegical-evolutionary
implication of aesthetics must be here recalled, and both deal with the configurative time and
space of the biclogical act: first of all, Dewey claims, the aesthetic experience would not be
generally possible if our living world was identified by pure flux, or, on the opposiie sids, by
mere stasis: “Because the actual world, that in which we live, is a combination of movement
and culmination, of breaks and re-unions, the experience of a living creature is capable of
aesthetic quality™; in close relation to this point, biological time iz not equivalent fo
chronolegy’s, although it is as puncfuated {as S.J. Gonld would say), salient, converging fo
the anamnesiic-proleptic character (Weizsiicker again!) of the present: “What the live creature
retains from the past and what it expects from the future operate as directions in the present
[my italics]”, as Dewey says,

Jolm Dewey’s biological commonplaces can now almost provide a methodic grid, a
topology — in line with rhetorical lexicon — that is worth of consuitation when we aim, along a
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long path, still at least partially a work in progress, to the definition of an evolutionary
aesthetic morphology. This point shall be made clear, in order to develop it further in the
following: Dewey’s loci communes should be taken, in my opinion, in the technical scnse of a
formal-systematic interpretation of the argumentative rhetorics. This means that the object of
the focus is not directly the biological netion — that the philosopher clearly cannot (lacking the
adequale experimental pround) autonomousty elaborate beyond a certain degree of
competence, without [alling into arbitrariness — it is not, then, the biological notion, but rather
its wade of functioning, the theoretical place it ocoupies in the system of knowledge of life;
such & mode — that I will try fo understand in the light of the concept of homelogy of function
—should then interact with the aesthetic-philosophical theory.

However, we should alveady admit that the methodological significance of the principie
of homology of function — that I wilt illustrate later -- can be granted, clearly, only if not
merely “defining”. This is a rather torluous way to recall that Dewey’s biological
commonplaces presuppose precisely that the acsthetic experience is the experience of an
organic form, Furthermore, we know that in biology, as Dobzhansky said, nothing make sense
except in the light of evolution.

The extraordinary interest, and current value of Dewey’s remarks, here, lies in the
recognition of the central role of the biclogical concept of organism, as the true “ground for
mediation” between acsthetic theory and evolution: it is not without relevance, ncither it is
given for granted, that such & ground can be generaily open {o theoretical elaboration.

Indeed, the main reference for Dewey’s evolutionism is Darwin himself (and the
paradigmatic text of the 1909 lectare on Darwin’s influence on philosophy and science), but
the hard core of the evolutionary theory, that is actuaily the leading paradigm of the Twentieth
Century, is a modern synthesis shaped in decades of extraordinary researches. Such a
synthesis led to the triumph of an interpretation of life based on quantitative analysis of the
continious graduated variation and of the selection within the field of the so-called
population genetics; such a methodolopical system entails wide consequences on the
evaluation of the organic [orm, solving, most importantly, the gqualitafive problem of
innovation and of the origin of form precisely in the terms of & guantitative analysis.

The main features of such a paradigm of interpretation have been defined by the
principie of comtinuous graduated variation, by the genetic focus — according to the almost
mythological idea of the direct expression and perfect correspondence between genotype and
phenotype, solving the lfatter into not much more than the “vulgarisation™ of the information
encrypted in the code — and finally by the so-called exfernalism, that is the primacy of the
adaptive selection as the only source of the evolutionary direction, almost as if the formal
articulation and the organism’s matter were neither nepatively nor positively as many
constraints and open possibilities of transformation.

It is thus configared, quoting Gerd B. Miilier, one of the main protagonists of the
current guestioning of the puradigm, an abstract scenario related to the behaviour of genctic
variation in ideal populations; in such a scenaric the organism in ity formed individuality
disappears, together with the problem of its origin, ifs presonce and its time. Space is left only
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to one single actor, the natural selection, that continuously challenges and dissolves in the
adventure of life the comfinuum of provisional adapfive solutions, appropriating everything
and everything referring to jtself,

Fornr is then, according to this perspective, nothing more than a instantaneous stasis in
the action of force, or even better a perspective epiphenomenon, a wrinkling on the piece of
paper where the diagram of natural forces is drawn. Hence, the idea of the gene as a “unity of
information”, as much as its quasi-substantialisation by much popularisation, have
paradoxically preduced the same resuit, supporting the dissolution of the living unity of form
inte the invisible grid of instractions and functions,

Pace Jean-Maric Schacffer, who, starting mainty from a similar socio-biological-
Dawkinsian interpretation of the theory of eveolution, piaces at the core of his proposal
precisely the idea of humanity as Mendelian population, 1 will venture to suggest that —
lacking an adequate biclogical concept of the organism and innovation as qualitative facts —
acsthetics (and by that I mean both the morphological consideration to which our essay is
dedicated, and the gualitative characlerization of experience) has simply no refevance at ali, if
not marginal, compensational, secondary.

Getting out of this kind of interpretation of evolutionism will mean, not in the last, to
get away from those drifts — of analytical origin in philosophy and adaptive in philosophy of
bialegy — that I would call strafegies of irrefevancy, that are the intentional theorization of the
“objective marginality™ of aesthetics, They technically go through (7} the idea that aesthetics
should be taken only as an aftitude {hence deprived of form, severed from the unity of the
biological act), {2} the idea that such an attitude is a mere by-prodict of other activitics more
relevant for the species” survival or (2his} is modular aduptartion appointed to the conirol and
examination in itinere within the mind’s massively modular functioning {Tooby and
Cosmides’ hypothesig). This leads (3) to the rather paradoxical result of the silence of
evelutionary aesthetics precisely on those intrinsic questions as to the definitions of aesthetics
itselfl (attempting a shorl, partial and biased listing: the intersubjective/interpersonal character
of the aesthetic jrdpgement, the responsibility of form, the value of perception in relation to the
environment and the technique), that are peculiarly required in the time of biotechnology,
genetic engincering, and biotechnological enhancenent of perception itscif.

However, precisely the re-discovered theoretical importance of the organism and of the
form has been arliculated, particularly in the biological debate of the last thirly years, into a
program of rescarch, or betfer, & muitiplicity of programs of rescarch, certainly not without
frictions, but also full of remarkable convergence points, that we shall attemipt fo describe,
starting from 8, J, Gould’s work, In relation to such elements of converpency the fransition
ffom a semiotic-functionalist paradigm fo an aesthetic-morphological one deterniines a
perspective overturning with great theoretical consequences.

Whereas the functionalist model worked solving the organism into single characters
explained as structure adaptively optimized by natural sefection in relation to their function,

172




Constraints, Boundaries, Responsibility

the morphologicai model considers the orpanisms as unities strongly integrated and
constrained by their architecture, their history, by their internal system of development.

The Spandrels of San Marco that give the title to a famous article by Gould, namely
those oblong triangular shaped spaces that, in San Marco cathedral in Venice, connect the
dome of the Ascension to the supporting arches, are the paradigmatic exampie of the priority
of the morphological constraint on the actual functional usefulness (the architectonic
constraints comes first, then the fimctionalization in relation (o the figaurative project of the
mosaics), precisely because on a methodological level the aesthetic reference, that is here
even an aesthetic-astistic reference, allows the overcoming of biological prejudices (Gould,
joining in to the warm appcals by Sam Cooke and John Dewey, talks preciscly about
biological biases) guiding the adaptationist model that give shape 1o the modern synthesis,

The elsboration of an cvolutionary concept of organism, following previously
infroduced terms, implies vice versa the description of a hierarchical system of relations, that
calls upon not only the making of the organic form and its environmental interactions, but
also, very specifically, the possible modes of experience building by & living organism,

We shall start, regarding this matter, from an intuition on the overall rather clear from a
plastic perspective, on the base of which, if we assume the existence of interactions between
whatever fraify (whatever kind of enfities, as for instance anatomical structures and elements,
processes, behaviowrs...), we arc confronfed anyway with an anything bui homogeneous
distribution of the “weight” of the existing constraints among the single traits, whose position
within the chain of interdependencies comes out to be hierarchically different. So that, the
“higher” the elementis are positioned, the most difficult is to modity them, and the greatest are
the implications of the success of any possible evolutionary change. The highest, then, is the
responsibility of some traits in hierarchically restraining the whele structure’s interplay.
Hence, the drastic reduction of the randonness of change and a slrongly unequal positioning
within the morphological space.

The concept of the responsibility of the burden, formulated by the already mentioned
Rupert Riedi, and the one, somehow similar, of generative enfrenchment introduced by
Williamm Wimsatt, have in my opinion the great advaniage of ariiculating the ethical
responsibility of form, not as a more or less pathetic appeal, but rather as a soberly descriptive
concept, whose relevance on the several hierarchical levels of the biological act of form/living
experience can be possibly argued and discussed,

Back to the conceptl of constraint, the Evo-Deve and the new exlended synthesis focus,
rather thun on the gene and the linear relation between aduptation and sclection, on the
developmental comsfraints and on the co-evolution of organism and environment, revealing a
multiplicity of evolutionary factors acting on several level on the properties of the organic
systems, so that the genetic level ultimately entails an anchorage, i.e. a “rootinization™ of
inferactions (physical, environmental, epigenetic) concerning in particular the modes of
development of the organism. Precisely on such a hierarchical level of the structure, the great
morphclogical issne (Goethe, Geoffroy de Saint-Hilaire} of the uneqgual distribution of form in
the logic space finds renewed scientific actuality: certain phenotypes and certain {rails
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{morphological, behavicural, efc.} are more accessible than others, determining the positively
considered constraints as proper evolutionary trajectories; and, first of all, as for instance Paul
E. Griffiths remarks, “Evo-Devo also problematizes the idea that the unit of selection is the
individual gene because it deseribos cmergent levels of organization in the devcloping
phenotype. Although characters at these levels of organization are constructed through the
interaction of gene products, they retain their identity when they are constracted using
different developmental resources”, therefore according to the primacy of the morphological
constraint on the force of the Rinctional reference.

From a methodological peint of view, whal I am: eager to emphasize is the existing
nexus between the question of the unity of the organism and the question of the qualilative
innovation, that is the question of the origin of the organic form, not lo be confused with its
merc variation.

The upcoming of a new character in an already existing body plan is referred back, by
Gerd Miifler and his research team at the Konrad Lorenz Instiiute of Wien, to the function
underfaken by the positively considered structural constrains. This means that we deal with an
innovation connected to the phenotype and to the systems of development guiding its
formation, that is only secondarily fixed as resulting from a genetic “program™.

Since the evolutionary change acts on biclogical organisms characterized by the
dynamic interaction of very diversified levels of the developmental systenis, the evolutionary
change of certain structures entails as a secondury consequence the modification of other
structures.

More than other things, the heterochronies in the processes of development attract
Miller’s aflention, who, in a dcliberately provocative mode, takes on Fmst Haeckel’s
Nincteenth Century terminology. The “chronologic phase difference” in the processes of
development leads indeed {o the appearing of sfructures in which sometimes proper vestipes
recapifuiating the ontogenetic history of the species palingenetically retarn, sometimes the
embryonic life structure insicad coenogenetically stays, and somctimes formations that are
just the side-effect of the new modes of developrent simply take place.

Already the elaboration of such a theory of the epigenetic evelution is an authentic
methedological revolution for its qualitative, merphological, distinetively not adaptationist
and not gradualist. However, the peak of thoorctical tension in the system is, probably, the
analysis of the generic properties, we could say physical properties, of the organic material;

such an analysis — for which we can easily refer to D’ Arcy Thempson as a tutclary deity — has

been carried on in recent times by Stuart Newman as an absohute priority.

The turning point of Newman claim is the idca of organisms as “material entities rather
than {,..} mere expressions of their genetic content”. The analysis of the physical behaviour of
such materiais allows, according fo Newman, to skefch how the morphological features of the
structural plans of modern organism came out of the physical properties of primordial

aggregates.
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The main idea shared by Newton’s and Miiller’s researches from a philosophical
perspective is undoubledly the coniraposition between the qualitative innovation and the mere
quantitative variation taken into account by the standard theory of Neo-Darwinism.

The Twentieth Century evolutionary thinking is characterized, according to Newman,
by a fruc “escape from materiality”, as well as by the tendency fo indifference in regard to the
organic support, on which the biclogical concept of life is based. Therefore the rootedness in
the generic material properties {physical, chemical) of ceflular tissues entrails (back to Dewey
analysis) an overturning of quantily into guality. Whercas the Neo-Darwinian paradigm
considers the function, hence the force applied in the selective pressure, as the matrix of form,
here we can instead legitimately argue that in the origin of features the function follows the
form.

Additionally, whereas the Neo-Darwinian metaphysics of the siruggle for life, in
connection with the escape from materialify, describes an essentially extraneous world, that is
an object of conquest and potential (bio-Yechnological appropriation, the “physical-
evolutionary”™ instead — not incidentally focnsing on the developments of the concept of Niche
Construction — considers the living af home in the universe, in the original common matter.

Here as well, if we may, the ethical guestion is formulated in the methodological
alternative pertaining fo two different declinations of the theory of evelution, and, T would
claim, in regard to fwo dilferent postics ultimately expressed also in Darwin’s pages, the ones
entitled after the “fight for existence”, the others after the “hiodiversity”, i.e. the endliess forms
most beautiful mentioned by the last pages of The Origin of the Species, and precisely our
feeling “at home™ in these morphological and material configurations of realify, within the
boundaries of our world and our body.

The main issue, and for us here also the conclusive one, is the possibility fo find the
same multiplicity of dimensions as aesthetic arliculations of value in the morphological
configurations themselves. This means to go back fo the issue of the modes of funciioning of
the “biological commonplaces™ of the aesthelic theory. I will simplify the path referring to the
point of arrival, authoritatively expressed by one of the fathers of contemporary morphology.

“The perception of form”, Rupert Ried]l once remarked in reference to the curvent
theoretical relevance of Gocethe’s researches, “is cven able to order hierarchically fields of
similarity”,

I shall try to articulate this last claim in three passages, made of two premises and one
conclusion, First, when Ried! refers to “fields of similarity” (dhnlichieitsfeldery it is
necessary {o distinguish between the fimerional analogy, that is the identity in function among
different fraits (for instance the “similarity”, i.e. the analogy, hetween the eyes of an insect
and that of a human being) and the struefural homology, that is the identity of traits (Owen),
the identity of their Bedenfung within the system, although according fo any variety of forms
and functions, as it is the case for the homology between the arms of a human being and the
wings of a bird,

175




SALVATORE TEDESCO

The analogy establishes then a similarity of traits based on functional criteria, While
homology sees the identity of fraits as a structural constraint much deeper than the
“quantitative” vartation of adaptive forms and functions,

Goethe’s morphological perspective was already as such, as we read in the final remarks
of the Metanorphosis of Plants: “Whether the plant grows vegetatively, or flowers and bears
fruit, the same organs fulfill nature’s laws throughout, although with different functions and
often under different guises [Es mag nun die Pflanze sprossen, blithen oder Friichte bringen,
so sind es doch nur immer diesefbigen Organe, weliche, in vielféltigen Bestimmungen und
unter off veriinderfen Gestalten, die Vorschrift der Natur erfillen]”.

However, we could not understand, if not in & trivially metaphorical sense, neither
Goethe’s theory of homology in the structures of plants, nor Riedl’s theory of hierarchical
arder, if we were not to emphasize, — and this is the second premise — their systematic natare,
Precisely under such conditions the concepl of homology can allow to overcome the risks ofa
deterministic interpretation of the relationship between dilferent hierarchical levels, ie. for
instance in genes interactions, processes development, morphological structures, behavioural
straciures. It has been indeed remarked that non-homologous {raits on one level can give way
to homologous traits on an other level and vice versa. Contemporary analyses on homology
have named this phcnomenon as fHierarchical Disconnect. the same result can be achieved in
more than one way, and different results can be achieved starting from the same model. Just
onc cxample: the composite eyes of insects and those of the invertebrates are simply
analogous, and vet the relevant developmental processes are starfed by regulator genes
(respoctively eyeless and Pax-£) that are homologous.

Once it has been clearly stated that the morphelogical enquiry does not aim to confer to
some particuiar level the ability to determine the other levels (as it is, by any chance, — in the
structuring of the relationships between biological and symbolical — the claim of
adaptationism, or the recurrent misunderstanding following the endorsement of some
neuroscience models), but that on the contrary, in relation to this matter, morphology provides
a methodological antidote, we should still ask whethcr or not morphology is ultimately
confined o such a negative meaning. In other words, we raise the issue of the fimction of the
morphological perspective. Quoting Riedl: “The perception of form is even able to order
hierarchically fields of similarity™.

From our two premises, the homology as identity of structural constraint according fo
any vartety of form and [function and the non-deterministic interpretation of hierarchical
relationships, follows the conclusion that the morphological perspective — coming, as we have
seen, from the evaluation of the organism in its unity and of the constraint in is ability o
organize space for evolution, — focuses precisely on the recognition of the fomology of
Junction of biological and aesthetical concepts. These are, once again, our starting points,
Dewey’s biological commanplaces, in their argumentative meaning,

[Translated by Tessa Marzotto]
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Ethics of the Fermlessness:

Imagination, Sublime and Morality in Kantian Aesthetics
SERENA FELO

Abstract; this cssay aims to show how the absence of form can supporl a reference to morality and then build zn
“cthics of the formlessness”. In order to do that, T will compare the Teeling of sublime with the Kunlian theory of
symbol and T will clain that the movement of imagination in the Anafytic of the Sublime does not find a symbol
of morality in any empirical phenomenon, thus establishing a direct relation between aesthetics and morsiity. [
will take into account three different elements: 1. the role of imagination in the relationship behween ethic and
shape; 2. the relationship between the activity of the imagination apd the feeling of the sublime; 3. an
interpretation of the sublime in comparison with the theory of symbol.

In Kunt’s philosophy the concept of form has, as it is well known, an essential role, In the
Appendix (o the Transcendental Doctrine of Elements Kant defines form as “determination”
of matter; the essential form of au object is then how the material essenfialia are combined'.
The form of the phenomenon, as Kant defines it in the Transcendental Aesthelic, is then “that
which allows the manifold of appearance to be ordered in cerlain relations™.

in the Critique of Practical Reason, the notion of forn has a totally different meaning,
As i is well known, the universal practical faws can be conceived only as “principles that
contain the determining pground of the will not by their matter but onty by their form”, The
form of moral law is, then, what is left when “one separates from it [i.e. the law] cverything

»? Moral law should not

material, that is, every object of the will (as its determining ground)
conlain then any empirical element.

In the Critique of Judgemeni Kant’s idea of form becomes, if possible, even more
complex, since, on the matter of the dmwendung, that is the application of morality to the
cmpirical world, he stifl maintains some elements of the notion of form of the logical
judgement, as well as of the moral jodgement. For this reason, however, we can properly
speak of “ethics of form” only in the third Critique. There, the term “form™ stands for both the
mode of combinatien of the malerial elements ol a phenomenon, according to the definition
provided in the Transcendental Aesthetic, and what is left when ali sensibie attractiveness is
removed. I we consider the judgement on beauty, we remark that it takes into account only
the form of the object: what is atfractive to the senscs, as, for instance, colours, do not falt
under the judgement of taste’,

The formal nature of the judgement of taste is comprehensive, therefore, both of the
formality of logic knowledge, that is not taking into account the material and specific content

VKV, A266 | B322 [p. 3701

P ReV, B34 ] A20 [p.155).

*KpV, p. 27 fp. 1601,

* For this reason, in figurative arts, “the drawing is what is essential, in which what constitutes the ground of sl
arrangemcents for taste is not what gratifics in scnsation but merely what pleascs through its form™ (KU, p. 225
[p. T109).
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of the phenomenon, and of the formality of morality, that does not allow sensible inclinations
or aftractions in the judgement on the actions of man, In this contribution, however, I would
like to show that the peculiarity of the aesthetic judgement lies mainly in the fact that it can be
formulated also in absence of form, and furthermore, that precisely when form is absent #
suppotls a direct reference to morality, In the introduction fo the Crifigue of Judgement, Kant
writes;

the susceptibility to a pleasure from reflection on the form of things (of nature as
well as art), however, indicates not only a purposiveness of objects in relation to
the reflecting power of judgment, in accordance with the concept of nature, in the
subject, but also, conversely, one of the subject, due to the concept of frecdom,
with regard fo the objects, concerning their form or even their lack of form; and
thercby it happens that the aesthetic judgment is related not only 10 the beautiful,
merely as judgment of tasle, but also, as one that has arisen from a feeling of
spirit, to the sublime.”

The feeling of sublime suggests therefore a judgement formulated in absence of form. By the
term “form™ we infend in this case the two meanings previously presented. On the one hand,
in the feeling of the sublime the absence of the form of the empirical phenomenon can be
detected, since nature is taken in its “most chaotic and bizarre™ aspects, where no connection
among material clements subsists, On the other hand, the feeling of the sublime in this
respect, identical fo the moral sentiment, not only foresees the total absence of sensibie
atiractiveness, but also springs out of a movement contrary to senses: the sublime comes out,
indeed, from the contemplation of natural phenomena, in front of which the subject is, at first,
rejecied. The absence, then, does not pertain only to the object, but also to the pleasure of
RENSER,

What 1 would like to show now is how the absence of form can support a reference fo
merality and then build an “cthics of the formlessness”. in order fo do that, T will compare the
feeling of the sublime with the Kantian theory of symbol and T will claim that the movement
of imagination in the Anabitic of the Sublime does not find a symbol of morality in any
empirical phenomenon, thus establishing a direct relation between aestheties and morality,

1. Imagination between form and morality

As it is well known, the bond betweon empirical nature and rational supersensible is assured
by the judgement of taste in the theory of acsthctic ideas through the concept of symbol. The
aesthetic idea is “a representation of the imagination”™, inclined towards “something lying
beyond the bounds of experience” and offering “a presentation of concepts of reason”™

*KU, p. 192 fp. 77-78].
SKU,p. 316 }p. 194].
TRU, p. 314 {p. 192},
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through the phenomenon that is judged beautiful, On the basis of the theory of aesthetic ideas,
Kant can thus claim that beauty, in its formal naturc, is a symbol of morality®, The bond
hetween sensible and supersensible is then established in the judgement of taste thanks to the
symbolic activity of imagination,

In the Analytic of the Sublime, the role of morality does not preseat, on a first level of
imterpretation, any difficulty. The sublime, in fact, is an aesthetic feeling traditionally
belonging to the moral realm, identified by Kant himself with the respect of the practical law.
The bond between sublime and morality, however, is somehow problematic if imnagination is
taken into account and if we ask whether it is possible to consider the activily of such a
subjective activity as symbolic.

The function of imagination in the two Analylics of the Critigue of Aesthetic Fudgement
is certainly different: in the judgement of taste the imagination faculty apprchends the forms
of the empirical phenomena and it orders them according fo intellectnal regularity; in the
Analytic of the Sublime, mstead, imagination is called o provide comprehension of
multiplicity in relation fo the idea of totality of reason. In the Analytic of the Sublime,
therefore, through the facully of imagination “no parlicular form is represented in the latter,
but only a purposive use that the imagination makes of its represcntation is dcvclopcd”g.

Although its function in the two dnalytics is rather clear, it is still unclear what role
imagination has in the whole of the third Critique and, most of all, in relation to the faculty of
judgement. As Viclor Basch claims, imagination is the most interesting element of Kantian
aesthetics, although it raises the most concerning issucs'®. It is difficult to assign a place to
imagination already in the Imfroduction where Kant, while defining the superior faculties of
the transcendental subject!’, does not give any role to imaginafion, due to the lack of a
principle of its own. The absence of & principle, however, does not allow imagination o be
the ideal faculty assuring the mediation between nature and freedony, since, as Kant alrcady
said in the Critique of Pure Reason, it can present a synthesis that is nof necessarily faithful
neither to the mitellechual concept nor to the rational idea.

Accordingly to the interpretation of many scholars’> and mainly with the interpretation
of Rudolf Makkreel, | belicve that imagination in the third Critique can be considered as the
subjective faculty that activates the mediation indicated by the faculty of judgement, thanks to
its indefinite and conceptuaily detached nature. Such an interpretation explaing both the
absence of the faculty of imagination from the table of subjective faculties, and the first rate
role it assures in relation to beanty and sublime. The scholars following this inlerpretation
mainly focus, however, on beauty, Abont it, Kant indeed offers clearer and more numerous

F KU, p, 353 fp. 227),

P KU, p. 246 fp. 1301,

UV, Basch, Essai critigue siv Vesthétigue de Kant, Paris, Alcan, 1896, p. 171 and p. 233,
T KU, p. 196-197 [p. §1-82).

2 Sec H. Morchen, Die Einbildungskrafi bei Kant, Tiibingen, Niemeyer, 1970
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elements. Only few studics, instcad, arc available on imagination in refation to sublime,
describing the connection established with morality .

The activity of imagination in relation fo sublime is described by Kant already in the
first pages of the second Analytics, where Kant writes:

to take up'a quantum in the imagination intuitively, in order to be able to use it as
a measure or a unit for the estimation of magnitude by means of numbers,
mvolves (wo actions of this faculty: apprchension (apprehensio) and
comprehension  (comprehensio  aestheficay. There is no  difficulty with
apprehension, because it can go on to infinity; but comprehension becomes ever
more difficylt the further apprehension advances. "

Imagination then has the task to apprebend empirical multiplicity, that, since inteliectual
regularity is missing, appears as infinite and infinitely various, and fo comprehend the
apprehended muitiplicity in relation to an idea of reason’, The imaginative faculty naturally
fails its task of providing & comprehension of the infinite empirical multiplicity and the
sublime, “hence as an emotion if seems to be not play but something serious in the activity of
the imagination™®. T its failure, howover, imagination is stretched beyond its limit, that is
beyond scnsible experience, until it let the subject have an intuition of his/her moral
destination'".

The reference to morality in the feeling of the sublime takes place through an intuition,
exclusively by the movement of imagination, and in the shsence of any object representation
in it. This mcans in the absence of any empirical form.

2. Imagination and the feeling of sublime

The claim that, in the Analvtic of the Sublime, the reference to morality takes place through an
infuition, originated by the movement of imagination itself, has two main consequences: on

B See R, Clewis, The Kanfian Sublime and the Revelation aof Freedom, Cambridge, Cambritdge University Press,
2009: K. Hyun Park, Kant bber das Erhabene. Rekonstrnktion und Weiterflihrung der kritischen Theorie des
Erhabenen Keanis, Bonn, Kénigshausen & Noumann, 2009; C. Prics, Ubergdinge ofine Brijcken: Kanty Erhabene
ewischen Kritik und Metaphysik, Berlin, Akademie Verlag, 1995,

YR, p. 251 [p. 1351

' Mukkresl claims that infroducing an acsthctic mode of comprehension, Kant attributes o the activity of the
imagination an element conirasting the previously assipned functions, Makkreel claims that, althouph both in the
first and in the third Critique Kant assigns to imagination the fask to collcet what is apprehended by the internal
senwe, Totally different is the contribution of imagination in respect lo logic ond aesthelic experience. This
difference is “due in large measure to the fact that in the third Critigue the theory of the imagination includes the
wdea of an acsthetic comprehension™ (R.A. Makkreel, Jmmaginotion and Interpretation, The Hermeneutical
Import of the Critigue of Sudygment, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1995, p 71), Tn a laler wark,
Makkreel claimns that also acsthotic comprehension as well as the regress of imagination sre key elements in the
Analytic of the Sublime, n relation to the task of integrating the two facullies that in the first fwo Critiques were
left separated (R.A. Makkreel, dmagivation and Temporality in Kani's Theory of the Sublime, in B.F. Chadwick,
C. Cazcaux (cds.), mnnanuel Kant. Critical dssessments, London, Routledge, 1994, p, 378}

M RU, p, 245 [p. 120},

TKU, p. 255 fp. 138].

182




Ethics of the Formlessness

the one hand, it discloscs the indefinite nature of the bond between sublime and 1morality, that
can be theoretically described only with great difficulty, On the other hand, it reveals that the
reference to moralify in the feeling of the sublime does not require the mediation of the form
of the obiect, symbolically referring buck to the rational supersensible. The intuition of the
morat destination of man, takes place, instead, with no mediation and it resembles, according
to Christine Pries’ interpretation, a “passage with no bridges”, produced by the movement of
apprchension and comprehension of imagination, The study of the imaginative faculty for the
general understanding of the relationship between sublime and morality is thus fully justified.

In the attermpt of providing aesthetic comprehension, imagination is called fo collect in
cne single instant afl the multiplicity apprehended. I thus engages into a movement of
temporal regression, After undertaking apprehension according to the course of time, it tries
fo bring the multiplicify of natural phenomena in the same moment of time. Therefore, if
comprehension oecurs, i would spring out of an instantaneocus represcnfation of the cmpirical
variety. Once the comparison with intellectual categories is missing, the only reference left to
imagination is the idea of reason, which requircs an infuitive and simultancous
comprehension'®, Thus, if the comprehension of multiplicity is performed not by the intellect,
but through the faculty of representation, that means intuitively, it is accomplished in one
single instant and it is

a regression, which in furn cancels the time-condition in the progression of the
imagination and makes simulfaneity intvitable. Tt is thus (since femporal
succession is a condition of inner sense and of an infuition) a subjective
movement of the imagination, by which it does viclence to the inner sense, which
must be all the more marked the greater the quantum is which the imagination
comprehends in one infuition."’

Kant happens to be describing the infinile power of imagination and, with it, its inability to
measure itself with reason’. Aesthetic comprehension, defining imagination i the Analyfic of
the Sublime, should not, however, be considered simply as the location of the imaginative
faculty’s failure. As Clasdio La Rocca claims, the experience of sublime can be fully
accounted only if we consider the extension of imagination, just next to its defeat®’, Reaching
out towards its limit, imagination acts on the internal sense, on temporality, It extends ils
faculties and its very nature: it gets fo have a glimpse of the moral supersensible. Thanks to

¥ As Scaravelli writes, the imaginative apprchension’s function “is based on the process of produciion of the
“recongnition of the concept™, of which a double aspect is made clear: the continaity of the process, and the
indifference of the process Hself concerning the qualitalive vadely of the synthesised mulliplicity™ (L, Scuravelli,
Scrifti kantiani, Fivenze, La Nuova Ialia, 1973, p. 462},

KUY, p. 259 p. 142].

® “The sistematic division of the stracture of the world contributes to this, represenling {o us all thal is great in
nalure a8 in its furn small, bl aclually representingour imagination in all its boundlessncss, and with it nafure, as
paling inlo insignificance beside the ideas of reason if it is supposed to provide s presentation adequate fo them”™
(KU, p. 257 [p. 140D

M Q. La Roces, Shutture kantiane, Pisa, BTS, 1990, p. 169,
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the activity of imagination, then, the subject becomes aware of its superiority on nature and
cant conceive the supersensible, although he/she cannot provide an image of it.

I wonder, however, if the regressive movement of imagination, that does not reach any
representation, can have a gynthetic nature. If the regress of imagination could be taken as
synthesis, the judgement on sublime should be placed, as Makkreel claims, in the pre-
cognitive sphere, in relation {o a kind of knowledge inferior to conceptual knowledge®.

Moreover, the chances of the activity of imagination to have synthetic nature rest on the
absence of form, that allows to think, althouph not to comprehend, the infinite and o have an
intuition of morality. On this matter Kant writes:

the beantiful in nature concerns the form of the object, which consisis in
limitation; the sublime, by contrast, is to be found in a formiless object insofar as
limitlessness is represented in it, or at its instance, and yet it is also thought as a
totality.”

Imagination, therefore, goes from the apprehension of the infinitely big to the comprehension
of its totality; ifs activity, then, is the expression of the relationship between aesthetic
Zusammenfussung (comprehension)” and the regress of imagination. Within such dynamics,
is it s¢ili possible Lo tatk about synthesis?

Certainly the process of synthesis described in Crifique of Pure Reason™ does not
foresee any imbulance among cognitive movements, as i happens, instead, in the judgement
on sublime®®, We should remark, furthemiore, that, as Makkreel reca[lszj, in the description of
aesthetic comprehension, Kant never refers to synthetic elements™; imagination, in fact, tries

2 See R.A. Makkreel, Tmagination and Interprefation in Kont cit., p. 49, For the same rcason, Paul Guyer, in his
study om the harmony of the facultics, claims that the contributions of imagination are described as a
preconceptual synthesis of the apprehension as well as of (he reproduction of the Subjective Deduction of the
fizst Critique (see P. Guyer, Keawi and the Claims of Taste, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1997, p. 86).
lowever, Makkrecl adds, we should remark that Kant refers {0 an apprehension without concepts, and nof to a
synthesis wilhout concepis. The synthesis of the apprehension in the Swbjeciive Deduction was an elementary
process of intuition concerning the multiplicity of senses. It cannot therefore be identified with (he aesthetic
a}}prehension of the form by imagination {cfr. R.A, Makkredl, Tnagination and Interpretation in Kant cit., p. 50).
B KU, p. 244 [p. 1281

* Sec Rolfl. 5661, AA 18: 320,

% 10 the first Critigue Kant wrifes thal by synthesis we mean the possibility that appearances follow a rule ad
that the manifold of their representation takes place in a “combination, composition, and nexus™ (KiV, A77 Ip.
2107). Moreover in the Transcendental Anafytic Kant claims: “by synihesis in the most general sense, however, 1
understand the action of pulting different representations fogether with each other and comprchending their
manifoldness in one cognition. Such & synthesis is pure if the manifold is piven not empirically bul a priori (as is
Lhat in space and thne)” (Krv, B 103A 77 [p. 2107}

% See L. Scaravelli, Scritti kantioni cit, p. 464; 8. Marcucct, futelletio e aintellettnalismon nell‘esterica di Kent,
Ravenea, Longo, 1976, p. 90; C. La Rocea, Sfratfure kantiane cit., p. 163-164.

T R.A. Maldeel, Jmagination and Tnterpretation in Kent cit., p. 48,

%8 The lexicon smployed by Kant in the Analytic of the Sublime roveals his will fo clearly distinguish aesthelic
comprehension from logic comprehiension. In logic or mathemslic comprehension the content of senses is taken
as & multiplicity, that it 2 compound of parls temporally determined; in the acsthetic comprehension, instead, the
content of sensces is laken us » multiplicily of indetermivate pads of a whole: according to this porspective, only a
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te establish a relation of temporal simultaneity o the mulliphicify without a conceptual
synthesis, nor Kant explicitly idcntifies this operation as a process of reproduction or
rocognition, that can be assimilated to the synthesis described in the first Critique.

It seems then rather difficult to define the function of imagination in the Analyfic of the
Sublinme as synihetic. This brings fo the claim that, given the absence of synthesis and the
absence of form, the feeling of the sublime has nothing to do with knowledge, differently
from beauty”. Sublime, therefore, only allows to “think” the object of the judgement it
originates and the activity of imagination, unable to provide a representation of the totatity,
however goes after an intuition of it. On this point, what Kant writes in the § 27 is particularly
meaningful:

the measurement of a space (as apprchension} is at the same time the description
of it, thus an objeclive movement in the imagination and a progression; by
contrast, the comprehension of maltiplicity in the unity not of thought but of
ntuition, hence the comprehension in one moment of that which is successively
apprehended, is a regression which in furn cancels the time-condition in the
progression of the imagination and makes simultaneity intuitable,*®

The movement of imagination described by Kant in this passage cannot be considered a
synthesis, but rather it is a “description”, an intuition, This peculiar non-synthetic activity of
imagination is what allows an intuition of morality and the formlessness to have a moral
meaning. According to the interpretation of Paul de Man, the activity of imagination in the
feeling of the sublime presents a disarticulated structure of nahwre in the pure materiality of
what can be seen, as well as absence of unity, but it does not recognize the indeterminate
unity provided by aesthetic comprehension®’. What appears to the eyes and is comprchended

non-synthetic regress of imagination makes ap inluition possible as well as a compreliension of multiplicily of
this kind.

® b flerently from sublime, the judgment of taste can be formulated starting from a well definite image of the
objecl, (herefure, Lhe form, although still indetorminate, is not all (he same (sec K. Dising, Beanly as the
Transition from Nafure to Freedom in Kant's Critigue of Judement, *Nofis” 24, 1990, p. 82}, For this rcason
many interpreters of the judgment of tasie have firmulated the hypothesis that, although clearty distinet from the
determining judgment, it has the very configuralion of u judgment of knowledge. See R.A. Maklores),
Imagination and interpretation in Kant cit., p. 66; 5. Rajiva, Is Hypothetical Reason o Precinsor to Reflective
Judgment?, “Kant-Studicn™ 97 (2006}, p. 114-126; K. Goudeli, Kani's Refleciive Judgement: The Normulivation
of Palitical Judeement, “Fant-Studien™ 95 (2004}, p. 51-68.

®RU, p. 258-259 [p. 142]. Already in the Disserfatio of 1770 Kant claims: “For it is only through the idea of
time that it is possible for the things which come before the senses to be represcnfed as simultanecus or
sucecssive. Nor does succession penerate the concept of lime; i makes appeal fo it Aud thus the concept of
tinmte, regarded ax il it had been acquired through expericnee, is very badly defined, i il is defined in terms of the
series of actual things which exist one agffer the viher. For | only understand the meaning of (he Tille word gfier
by moans the anfecedent concept of thine. For those things comes affer onc another which exist at different limes,
Just as those things are simufltancous which exist at the same time” (MSL, p. 398 {p. 392]).

3L, De Man, Phenomenality and Materiality in Kant, in G, Shapiro, A, Sica (cds.), Hermenentics: (uestions
and Prospects, Amhcrst, University of Massachusscis Press, 1984, p. 143
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in one second is not a mere empirical infuition, but rather refers directly and with ro
mediation to morality™2. :

3. Symbel and sublime

The reference to morality makes the activity of imagination described in the Analytic of the
Sublime very similar to the one presented in the theory of aesthetic ideas™. In the aesthetic
idea, indeed, imagination is called, as for the sublime, to represent something ideal that cannot
be described™, Sublime and aesthetic idea are configured, ther, as two peculiar intuitions of
ilnagillation35, referring fo moral supersengible and to human reason, thus obtaining both an
extension of imagination beyond its Limits*, and a comparison belween sensible and
intcliigible.

Sublime and aesthetic ideas can be distinguished, however, in relation to form: the
feeling of sublime, in fact, springs out in the absence of form®’, the aesthetic idea, instead,
expresses itself’ precisely through the artistic form. In the theory of aesthetic ideas,
imagination seems to “give much to think about”, that is it seems o produce a representation
that, starting from intuition, gives way to the ideas, but it cannof find the corresponding
conceptsas. In the case of sublime, instead, imagination is not capable to grasp in the form of

 See RA Makkreel, Bnaginafion and Interpretation in Kant cii., p. 75-71.

3 1 share Elio Franzini's claim that the fecling of the sablime and the acsthotic ideas fend to a common
exhibition, that takes place any timo fthat spontaneily of imagination is pushed towards the non-representable and
it is not able to provide a scheme in order to judge an imtuilion. Face lo such an impossibility or failuce,
imaginalion calls upon, then, a non-categorial representation, atlusive or symbolic, indicating suporsensible and
reason (B, Franzini, Schema, simbolo e sentimento def sublime, “Rivista di cstetica” 37/4 {1997}, p. 83 [my
{ranslation]}. The possibilify fo realisc this typc of representation is fhe essential mark of lumanity and fhe
exhibition of its nafurc, since, as Franzind in conclusion says, “the sealiment is (hat analogical scheme, that is
that symbol of thoughl, thal is the a priori condition of each possible thinking: thinking’ to the productive scose
of humamty, looking for that mediag point — onc more analogy of a scheme — 'between the superior culture and
the simple nature™ (LS. Vranzini, Schema, simbole e sentimento def subline c¢it., p. B4 fmy transiation]),

** On this matter, the reader should refer to what Franzini writcs: “the acsthetic idea, in vertu of if symbulic and
pre-categorial qualitics, cannot be 'exhibited', but not 'cxposed” in fact by ‘oxposition’ {expositio, Erdrierung)
Kant means the clear, although not exazuslive, representation of what belong to the concept, while by 'exhibition’
{exhibitio, Darteliungy (he bond between the concept and the corresponding infuition” (H. Franzini, Scheme,
simbolo e sentimento del sublime cit,, p. 81 [my translation]).

# See KU, p. 240 fp. 124} KU, p, 342 fp. 218],

3 Gabriele Tomasi claims that, thanks to the cxtension of imagination, “the concept is then “acsthetically’
extended ‘unlimitedly’™ and there is “lhe possibility of a posilive relationship belween imagination and reason,
to be laken inlt account for the comect evaluation of his [Kant's] concept of beanty™. Henece, the imagination is
creative when “is nof Hmited to match the concept to the corresponding infuition, buf it cxtends it, since the
presented intuition is linked te such a great multiplicity of ‘partial representations” (Teilvorstellingen), o gve
much more to think than the given concepl™ (G. Tomasi, La ferma che fa apparire Uidea. Immaginazione,
intelfefto e ragione mella concezione kanfiana della pittura, “Bivists di cstetica”™ 37/4 (1997}, p. 54 [my
translation]). Tmagination, therefore, moves “towards what is beyond the limits of scnsibility, not protending di
provide a full exhibition” {G. Tomasi, Lu forma ehe fa apparive {'idea cil,, p, 62 Tmy teanslation]),

KU, p. 245 fp. 129].

** 1.2 Rocca, promoting an interprotation that considers acsthetic cxpericnee as “exchange belween linguisticities
and tmages”, claeims that “the interprefation of an acsthetic form induces the multiplication in beauty ol iconical
senses and linguistic meaninps in 3 incstrical intorplay™ {C, La Rocea, Soggetio e mondo, Studi sy Kant, Genova,
Marsilio, 2003, p. 257 Imy translation]). inagination, (kerelore, act on such a great number of tepresentations
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apprehension a kind of totafity, that, it comprehended, satisfies reason. This detcrmines, in my
opimion, a different relation to morality, As we saw earlier, the formlessness allows an
immediate reference to the rational supersensible. Through the aesthefic idea, instead,
imagination indicated beauty as a medium in order to reach morality and it establishes a
symbolic bond. On the one hand, then, # seems that there is a single common imaginative
process of intuition of the ideas of reason™, but on the other it does not seem convineing that
the theory ol symbol can support all the imaginative processes of access to morality.

Some scholars, especially nowadays, have presented interesting interpretations of the
sublimie as symbol of morality; where Kunt writes ¢hat beanty is a symbol of morality, he
wotild then intend a reference not only to the judgement of taste, but actaslly to both the
instances of the aesthetic judgement™. In particular, Kap Hyun Park claims that sublime is
nearer to morality than beauty’ and that an interpretation of sublime as a symbol of morality
is, not only more plausibie, but also more functionzal to the solution of the probiem of the
application of morality to the empirc world”. According to Park, the main difference
between § 59 and the Analytic of the Sublime lies in the principle of finality™, applied to the
object of nature in one case, fully subjectively in the other™: the bond between nature, starred
sky, morality, the law of reason, is guaranteed by the unity of the subject, that is the premise
of the description of sublime, more than it is of beauty™. Park advocated the validity of such
an interpretative hypothesis on the basis of the arguments presented by Ted Cohen, Paul
Guyer, Milten Nahm and Jolm Zammito®®, who identify the feeling of the sublime with the
symbol of morality, Although such interpretation is charming and, possibly, partially
shareable, in Kan(’s text there are not many elements supporting it, and the risk to ead up
understanding the symbol in the Hight of a theory that is dilferent from Kant’s is very high.

that “occasions much thinking thouggh without it being possible for any determinale thought, 1.e,, concepl, to be
adequate to it” (KU, p. 314 [p. 192]). La Rocca insists on how this passage of § 4% can actually refer fo the
possibility of a schematism without concept: imagination, as a matter of fact, produces in the aesthetic ides links
among the images oricntated to the franslation into conccpt, “excluding that this process has to end with a
delerminate concept or wilh {he simple conceplusl cognition of tmagpination” (C. La Rocea, Seggetio e mondp
cit., p. 258 [my translation]).

* See §. Borutti, Mmmaginazione e pensiero del limite. Darstellung e Binstimmung i Kant e Witigenstein,
“Paradigmi™ 3 (2009), p. 166,

" Qe R, Clowis, The Kanfian Sublime and the Revelation of Freedom cit, p. 135,

M K H. Park, Kont iiber das Erhiabene cil., IR AER

2 Ihid., p. 193,

B0n this matter, see what Kant wriles in the Reffexion 992: “§. - A. Deduction of the acsthetic power of
judgmens concerning the beautiful in nature; B — conceming the sublime in mziure, §. The cullure of bolh in
naturc is preparation for moral feeling: the first with repard to imperfect dutics, the second with regard fo perfect
duties, — For in both there is subjective purposiveness of nature. The first, with respect to its quality, the second
with regard fo the magniiude of the purposive determinalion of the subject™ (Refl., Bd. 15, p. 437 [p. 5221).

R I Park, Kant iiber das Evhabene cit., p. 174,

2 ibid., p. 202.

% See T, Cohen, Hhy Beauty is a Symbol of Morality, in T. Colicn, P. Guyer {eds.), Essays in Kant's Aesthetic,
Chicago, Chicayo Universily Press, 1992, p. 234, P. Guyer, Kant ond the Experience of Freedom: Exsaps on
Aesthetics and Morality, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1996, p. 263; M.C, Nahm, Subfimity and the
Moral Law in Kant's Philosophy, “Kant-Studien” 48 (1957}, p. 517, Zammito explicilly claims: “the sublime
was the acsthetic cxpericnce which par cxecllence symbolized the moral dimension of human existence” (3.H.
Zammito, The Genesis of Kot s Critique of Judgement, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1992, p. 279).
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Kant, in fact, provides a very precise, aliost restrictive, definition of what he means by
symbol. Symbol for Kant is a mere analogy, that interests both the phenomenic ohject, and the
schematic process that allows its comprehension®’, In the aesthetic idcas it is then possible to
establish an analogy with morality; the process undertaken by imagination, trying to [ind a
proper object in order to express the idea, is very similar to the one undertaken by moral
judgement. The acsthetic idea, moreover, express itself through the beautiful form, into an
empirical object. The object thus acquires a symbolic valne and becomes a medium between
nature and freedom.

In the Analytic of the Sublime, instead, the movement of imagination is different; the
repress movement avoids the synthesis and the accomplishment in a sensible or ideal
represcentation. The distance belween the sublime and aesthetic ideas is marked, besides the
absence of form, also by the shsence of concept. In the theory of aesthetic ideas, indeed, an
indeterminate concept of the supersensible is given, so that the imagination fries to express it
through representation. In the theory of sublime, instead the multiplicity is given, in his
infinite greatness and power; no concept is adequate fo its comprehension and imagination
establishes a relationship with the rational idea of fotality. Sublime then rests exclusively in
the dimension of the non conceptual,

The non synthetic and non conceptual nature of the imaginative activity motivates the
feeling of the sublime diverging from the theory of aesthetic ideas and the theory of symbol.
The reftection of nature in the theory of sublime and in the theory o[ aesthetic ideas entails, in
both cases, “the transporlation of the reflection on one object of intuition to another, quite
% The feeling
of sublime, however, presenis total absence of the given concept. Such an absence provents

different concept, o which perhaps ne intuition can ever directly correspond’

the assimilation of the feeling with the theory of symbol; the absence of concept is linked,
moreover, with the absence of form. The symbolic representation, indeed, is accomplished
when an chject refers, by analopy, to morality:

a repard fo this analogy is customary even for the ordinary snderstanding, and we
often designate beautiful objects of nature or of art with names that seem fo he
ground in a moral judging ...] Taste a sit were makes pessible the {ransition from
sensible charm lo the habitual moral interest without foc violent a leap by
representing the imagination even in its freedom as purposively determinable for

47 «AH intuitions that are ascibed to concepts a prioti are thus either schemata or symbols, the first of which
contain ditecl, the second inditect presentations of the concepl, The first do this demonstratively, the sceond by
means an sualogy {for which empirical infuitions are also employed), in which the power of judgment performs
& doubletask, first applving the coneept 1o the object of 4 sensible intuilion, and, then, second, applying the mere
rule of reflection on that infuition to an cntircly differcnt object, of which the first is only the symbol™ (KU, p.
352 [ 2267}, The same definition is spplied in the Preischrifien der Forisschriite der Metaphysik, where Kant
claims: “the symbol of an idea {or of a concept of reason) is 2 representation of the obicet according to an
analogy™ (AA 200 2803

® KU, p. 353 {p. 227).
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the understanding and teaching us to find a free satisfaction in the objects of the

senses even without any sensible charm.*

When Kant writes that analogy entails also “objects of scnses with no sensible atractivencss”,
he may seem to refer to (he sublime. It is clear, however, that the judgement on sublime
simply refers to the mood of the subject and does not refer to any object. Therefore, the
definition of the symbeolic representation as an exhibition of the intuition of an object that is
inadequate to the given concept, although analogous to the moral good, camnot iclude,
without clear issues, the feeling of sublime.

The idea that the sublime should not be taken as symbol of morality cerfainly does not
seem to weaken its bond with practical philosophy. The claim that the feeling of sublime
refers, by analogy, to morality could, indeed, be considered as rather limited, since this
sentiment reveals a deeper, essential bond, with morality,

It the first Hnes of § 27 of the Analytic of the Sublime, as a matter of fact, Kant writes
that the feeling of sublime is moral respect, and not only its representation. The absence of
form comes out to be essential to the bond between sublime and morality. The activity of
imagination in the theory of sublime is thus linked with moral disposition,

in that it is grounded in the feeling of & vocation of the mind [...] (the moral
feeling), in regard to which the representation of the ohject is judged as
subjectively purposive, In fact a feeling for the sublime in nature cannot even be
conceived without connecting it Lo a disposition of the mind that is similar fo the

moral,*®

The absence of form justifies, then, the strong bond between the feeling of sublime and
morality, so that it is possible to claim the existence of an ethics of formicssness in Kant’s
aesthetics,

[Translated by Tessa Marzotto}]
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Form and Fragment: the Unfeasibility of Sense in T.W. Adorno

MaRriaLuisa BONOMETTIL

Abstract: according to Adorno, art has a double-edged character: as autonromy and as social fact. Art draws its
materials from the empiric realm, but “only to recoil at the acteal touch of it™ its relalionship with realify cannot
be inunediate, and, at the same time, nust not reject the external world, In fact, the unsolved antagonisms of
reaiily emerges in the artwork as problems immeancat to its form, awd precisely in ifs detachment from the
empirical. However, the impossibility of fixing the artistic creation in defipitive schemes is connccted to the
impossibility of & synihesis, i.c. an organic formn, that would turn itself into a false coaciliation. By their own
structure, arfworks are nol and cantot be organisms: on the contrary, they refusc their organic aspeef as illusory
and affirmative. The form, tuming into a frapment, converges therefore with the eriticism of the cxisting: its
“law of transfiguration™ represents freedom agaiost a world of unfreedom.

According to Adorno, art has to bear on its shoulders the burden of & irrational historical
progross; therefore, its refationship with the world iz essential. Art is supposed fo be
contemporary and not to be settled into ancient fashions of expression, since “the world of
imagery, itself thoroughly historical, is done an injustice by the fiction of a world of images
that effaces the relations in which people live™. The way in which culture must become part
of the present is a problem where a decisive role is played by dialectic mediation, or, in other
words, aesthetic distance, As a matter of fact, it is not possible te consider a mode of
expression which clings itself to an immediacy that is afready lost, Adorno believes that the
refation between man and reality is a negative one; macrocosm and micrecosm, the world and
the I, are both marked by an intrinsic struggle. The scientific disenchantment of nature does
not allow any direct relationship neither with fife, nor with tradition, nor with the world: the
respective mediation of work, conscience and language are necessary. Secondly, the
relationship between the man and his world is upset by the autenomisation of the relations of
preduction.

[1r this framework, the absolute freedom of art denies the perpetusl state of unfreedom
of the whole: the autonomy achieved by art, releasing itself from ifs cuftural dimension, was
fed on the ideal of humanity; and the more upset this ideal was, the more inhuman became the
true face of progress. The autonomy of art is not under discussion, but Adome is wondering
if, on the contrary, its own possibility of existing is: “whether, with is complete
emancipation, it did not sever its own preconditions™, Separating itself from theology, and so

L w, Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, London-New York, Continuuny, 2002,

2 thid. The precarious cxistence of art in the modern world is also linked, to Adomo, to the urgent need for
rethinking acsthelics, whose traditional calegories are no longer suitable to understand the sphere of artistic: “Yet
the flagging inlerest in acsthotics is not anly predicated on acsthetics as a discipline but equally, and indeed more
s0, on its object. Tnsofar as aesthetics concerns Hself primarily with the how rather than with the fact of art, it
secms silently fo imply the possibility of art. This position has becoms uncerfain. Aesthelics can no longer take
the fact of art for pranted in the way that Kant’s theory of knowledge presupposed the mathematical natiral
scicnees™. Ibid., p. 338,
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“from the unqualified claim to the truth of salvation™, art is doomed to offer a “redemptive
surrogate’™ a consolation that strengthens pattern of domination from which it would like fo
set itsclf free, Art’s autonomy becomes therefore a part of conciliation; positing the totality
out of itself, as something that is accomplished in itsclf, art conveys the image of its harmonic
universe to the world, and from which it has drawn its materials, Proposing itself, as a unity,
fundamental figure of reification?, culture escapes from “its own fruth™ 11ega€ion5.

By virtue of its rejection of the empirical world — a rejection that inheres in art’s
concept and thus is no mere escape, but a law immanent to it — art sanctions the
primacy of reslity. [...] In the face of the abnormity inio which reality is
developing, art’s inescapable affinnative essence has become insufferable. Ari
must turn against itself, in opposition to its own concept, and thus become
uncertain of itself right into its innermost fiber. Yet art is not to be dismissed
simply by its abstract negation. By attacking what seemed to be its foundation
throughout the whole of its tradition, art has been qualitatively® transformed; it
itself becomes qualitatively other. It can do this because through the ages by
means of its form, art has turned against the sfafus guo and what merely exists just
as much as it has come to its aid by giving form to its clements.”

Art has a double-edged character: as autonomy and as social fact. It draws its materials from
the empiric realm, but “only to recoil at the actual touch of it”™". As a form of knowledge, art
actually involves the knowledge of what is real by grasping its cssence, not as a superficial
form of mimesis: not through imitation, but initiating it into art; that is to say, by dissolving
its clements, and by reconstructing them according to their own formal faws., Aesthetic
identity seeks to aid the nonidentical, which is repressed by reality’s compulsion to identity’,
Only by virfue of the separation from empirical reality, which models the relation of the
whole and the part according o the work’s own need, the artwork achieves a heightened order
of cxistence: “artworks are afferimapes of empirical {ife insofar as they help the latter to what

3 Ikid., p. 1.

4 “In the open-air prison which the world is becoming, it is no longer so important to know what deponds on
what, such is the cxtent to which cverything is onc™ T.W. Adomo, Prisn. Essaps in Cultural Criticism and
Suciety, Cambridge, MIT Press, 1983, p. 33,

% Qea ihid., p. 15. See also T.W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory cit,, p. 34: “Art is modem when, by s mode of
experience and as the cxpression of the orisis of cxpericnee, it absorbs what industrialization has developed
under the given relations of production. This involves a nepative canon, a sct of prohibitions against what the
meodem has disavowed in experience and technigue; and such delerminale negation is virtually the cunon of what
is to b done™,

® In an endless process of becoming, art finds its definition in ifs being not reducible, from a dialectical point of
view, fo a uniquc determination: “The concept of art is located in 2 historically chanping constcHation of
clemoents; it rofuses definition, [...] Because art is what it has becorme, ifs concept refers 1o whal # does not
contain, The tension between what motivates att and art’s past circumscribes the so-called questions of aesthelic
constitution. Art can be understood only by its laws of movement, not according to any sct of invariants. 1t is
defined by its relation fo what it is not™ fbid, p. 2-3.

Tibid, p. 2.

¥ Ibid., p. 386.

Y See ibid., p.d
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is denied them cutside their own sphere and thereby free if from that to which they are
condemned by reified external experience™”. By withdrawing the materials of reality from the
univocity of the “enlightenment”, art detaches #self from the domination of the empirical
sphere. Not once and for all, but always and again, in an unconscious dispute against the
undifferentiated attitude of such # domination'!. If art is inconceivable without its relationship
with the objeclive spirit of s age, it cannot even forgo to franscend if, “When culture simply
denics the separation and feigns, harmonious union, it falls back behind its own notion™Z. As
a matter of [act, the predominance of ifs emypiric side on the antonomous moment brings about
the fact that art is mediated by the whole society, that is to say by the dominating structure. Tt
is not by accident that the cultural industry, nemesis of any intellectual authenticity, is foudly
demanding the removal of any “shameful” difference between art and life. In a wotld on a
{had) entertainment scale, the illusions of progress become more believable.

The reduction of the acsthetic distance matches the compromise with barbarism: a risk
that is run by knowledge itself, as well as hy art. Nothing but the distance, which is {0 be seen
as a tension ficld and not as & security area, can guarantee knowledge; the obstinate research
of an equation, of an identity that can explain the multiplicity of the empiric — as in the
altempis of neopositivism criticised by Ademo — ig & “kid game”, The concept cannot fully
exhaust the subject, given the presence, within itself, of something that is not conceptuai”; it
must aim to go bevond, targeting the transcendence of its subject:

Only at a remove from life can the mental life exist, and truly cagage the
empiricaf, While thought relates to facts and moves by criticizing them, its
movement depends no fess on the maintenance of distance. It expresses exactly
what is, precisely because what is never quite as thought expresses it. Essentiai to
it is an element of exaggeration, of over-shooting the object, of sclf-detachment
from the weight of the factual, so that instead of merely reproducing being it can,
at once rigorous and free, determine it. Thus every thought rcscmblos play, with
which Hegel no less than Nictzsche compared the work of the mind, The
unbarbaric side of philosophy is its tacit awarcness of the clement of
ix1'<:31:u)1mibility.14

* 1bid.

1A paradigmatic cxample is the composition techuique of the new music in Schinborg’s work; “The
indescribable tension of the musical forees in Schonberg’s ocurvre and bis inunediate school springs from the fact
that (heir works pussess not only 2 ial constructed vnity, but also alf the nuances and contrasts of the soul
divided against itself, as it is against the world; and (hat this legacy of subjectivism, which is all too cheaply
derided today, is not abstractly negated, but is preserved and raised fo a higher level, as the double meaning of
the Hepelian dufhebuny would have it. While all the clements interpenetrate, they also remuin distinct, and the
vnity comes info being only through the function cach of them has and by virtue of which it influences the
olhers”, T.W, Adomo, Sound figures, Slanford, Stanford University Press, 1999, p. 129,

2 T.W. Adomo, Prism. Essays in Cultural Criticism and Seciety eil,, p, 25.

2 Soe T.W. Adorne, Negative Dialeciics, Gxon, Routledge, 2000, p. 135,

YT W, Adomo, Minima Moralia, Reflections from Damaged Life, London-New York, Verso, p. 126-127.
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It is only at a certain distance that the aufonomous movement of the subiect can be
satisfactorily followed. Philosophcrs, as well as arlists, are asked to be, at the same time, in
the matter [Sachen] and outside of the matter {Saches]. It is not surprising that the gesture of
Miinchausen, pulling himself out of a swamp by his pigtail, becomes the pattermn of any
knowledge that wants to be something more than a statement of facts. The “broadening”
knowledge lingers over every single phenomenon until it breaks its isolation: not subsuming it
to a universal, but solving in itself what is tangible. A more precise expression of it is:

the double-edged method which has camed Hegel’s Phenomenology the
reputation among reasonable peopie of unfathomable difficulty, that is, its
simuflaneous demands that phenomens be allowed to speak as such — in a “pure
looking-on™ — and yet that their relation fo consciousness as the subject, reflection,
expresses this morality most directly and in afl its depth of contradiction."

It is not through the immediate revelation of the essence that art tries to give justice to what is
oppressed. By opposing to the rationality that dominates nature with its fixed determinations,
art revokes its “violent act”. Not giving in to the temptation of a univocal synthesis', but
assunting the conformation of a constellation of clements, art succeeds in referring back to its
other:

Art is related to its other as is 2 magnet to a field of iron filings. Not only art’s
elements, but their consteliation as well, that which is specifically aesthetic and to
which its spirit is usually chatked up, refer back to its other. The identity of the
artwork with existing reality is also that of the work’s gravifational force, which
gathers around itself its wmembra disjecta, traces of the existing, The artwork is
related to the world by the principle that contrasts it with the wozld, and that is the
same principie by which spirit organized the world. The synthesis achieved by
means of the artwork is not simply forced on its clements; rather, it recapituiates
that in which these elements communicate with one another; thus the synthesis is
itself a product of otherness. Indeed, synthesis has #s foundation in the spirit-
distant material dimension of works, in that in which synthesis is active'’. This
unites the aesthetic element of form with noncocreion. By s difference from

¥ Ibid,, p. 73

% See T.W. Adormno, desthetic Theory cit., p. 186.

T “The distanee acquircd, which is its result, not only reveals the objective character of the artwork. it also
aftecls the subjeclive comporiment, in thal it severs primilive identifications and puts the reeipicnt qua empirical
psychological person out of aclion, which benefils his relation (o the work™ (ibid,, p, 243), This is 2 clear
reference to [lusscrl, and in particular to his leticr fo von [lofimennstial: “The adist, who “observes”™ the world in
arder to gain “knowledge” of naturc and man for kis own purposes, relates fo it in a similar way as the
phenomenologist, Thus: not as an obscrving nataral scicntist and psychologist, not as a practical obscrver of
mun, ay i i were an issue of knowledge of man and palure, When hie observes the world, it becomes a
phenomenon for him, its cxisfence is indifferent, just as it is to the philosopher (in the critique of reason)”. E.
Flusseri, Letter to Hoffmannstahi, *SITLE Mapazine™ 26-27 (2049).
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empirical reality the artwork necessarily constitutes itself in relation to what it is
not, and to what makes it an artwork in the first placi:.Ig

The unsalved antagonisms of reality emerge in the arfwork as problems immanent to its form,
and precisely in the detachment of the Iatfer from the ermapirical. I contradictions are
immedtate and can only lead to division, nevertheless, within the form “their mediation,
implicitly contained in the empirical, becomes the for-itself of consciousness, only by the act
of stepping back from it, which is what art does, This stepping back is, as such, an act of
knowledge”’g. The form?® is conceived as the organisation of what is manifesting within the
arlwork, in an agreement that, to a certain extent, disagree. The form, as the authentic thought,
is actually a synthcsisﬂ, but not & violent onc, since it preserve the element of dissonance in
its contradictions. The truth of the artworks, as it is stressed by Adomo, “depends on whether
they succeed at absorbing into their immanent necessity what is not identical with the
concepl, what is according to that concept accidental™. Such a relation with extraneousncss
allows the form to converge with the criticism of the existing: its “law of transfiguration”
represenis freedom against a world of unfreedom, and makes the form itself intrinsically
critical,

In its being a sedimentation of content {sedimentierfe Inhalf], the form succeeds in
communicating with the empirical, while still opposing it, within the artwork®>. This notion is
a reference to Warburg’s meditation: the image cannol be defined once and for all, but it is the
result of movements and meanings settling within itself over time: sedimented. Warburg’s
images are linked to the survival [Nachleber] of a sensitive dimension that cannot be
acknowledged in a conclusive way, Composed of different layers of relations and
deternyinations, linked fo religion, poctry, faith and drama, it is neither limited lo the
meanings that are attributed fo if, nor to any representation that can be rendered. As a sort of
trace of a lost world, the image is also a present memory, through which ancient
reminiscences of the past can come back fo life. According to Adorno, the form, as a
sedimented content, cannot uiterly deny the materials it comes from. As a matter of fact, the

®TW, Adorno, desthetic Theary ¢il, 1, 7-8.

® thid., p, 145,

® The philosopher remarks: *l is asionishing, however, how Hille aesthetics reflected on the category of form,
how much it, the distinpuishing aspect of art, has been assumed to be unproblemsticaliv given. [...] Because
formn is the contral concept of acsthetics and is always presupposed by if in the giveancss of art, acsthetics must
gather all its forces to think the concept through. TF aestheties is not to be trapped in tautolopics it must paia
uceess (0 whai is nof simply immanent in the concept of form {L..]. An acsthetics of lorm is possible only if it
breaks (hrough aesthelics as the assthetics of the totality of what stands under the spell of form, Whether art is in
any way still possible depends preciscly on this. The concept of form marks owt art’s sharp antithesis fo an
cmpirical world in which art’s right to cxist is uncertain. Arf has preciscly the same chaoce of survival as docs
form, no hetter™, Thid,, p. 140-141,

Hoag ig ouly through the relation to these elements of identity that the sought-afler nonidentily is achieved;
without sameness of any sort, chaos ifsclf would prevail as something ever-ssme”, Ibid., p. 141,

= Ibid., p. 101

M wpcathetic catepotics of form such as particularity, development and resclution of conflict, even the
antigipation of reconciliation through homeoslasis, are transparcnt with regard fo their content cven, and most of
all, where they have separated themselves from the empitical objects. Precisely by distance from i ari adopls s
stance toward the crapirical world™. 2hid, p. 145,
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success of the arfwork relies on its ability to awake what is latent, so to speak, in itselfl
Nonetheless, it would not be correct to state that works draw their content from reality. The
content is a counter-movement impressed in those creations that take distance from it: “the
artistic progress, provided that it is appropriate to talk about i, is the tofality of this
movement, This contributes to the content with its determined denial”®*, Constituted by
“mimetic impulses that are drawn into the world of images that is form™?*
materials, the content is to be simultanecusly thought in opposition and through the form;
keeping in mind that il does not exhaust itself in what is visible. Artworks become authentic
by generating 2 “more”, “stolen” to nature®®, even if they cannot represent it; their form is no
longer sufficient to its description. As a memory of the ancestral thrill and wreck of the
religious dimension of art?’, the manifestation of the more is “the paradoxical unity or the
balance between the vanishing and the preserved™®. The image becomes the apparition of
what is not visible and material®*;

, and not by exfermnal

The phenomenon of fireworks is prototypical for artworks [...] Fireworks are
apparition kat 'ecsochen: they appear empirically yet are liberated from the burden
of the empirical, which is the obligation of duration; they are a sign from heaven
yet arlifactual, an ominous warning, a script that flashes up, vanishes, and indeed
cannot be read for its meaning. [...] It is not through a higher perfection that
artworks scparate from the fallibly existent but rather by becoming actual, like
fireworks, incandescently in an expressive appearance. They are not only the
other of the empirical world: everything in ther becomes other.®®

Neither entity nor universal concept, what manilests #self through art has, in itself, a critical
essence, which represents the unsubsumable and, as such, chalienges the ruling principle of
reality: that of exchangeability. What appears is not exchangeable: given its evanescent
character, it does not represent a particular that can be replaced with another, and it also
cannot be subsumed within an empty universal’ . Opposing to the stafus guo, the nonexistent

* fbid, p. 188.

% thid., p. 142,

3 “Natury is beaytiful in that it appears to say more than it is. To wrest this morc from that more’s contingency,
to gain cortrol of its semblance, to detenmine it as semblance as well as to negate it as unreal; this is the idea of
art™. Ibid., p. 78.

¥ Sec ibid., p. 108-109,

B fhid, p. 80,

* Alfieri comments (his passage by arguing thut: “Truth, in art, can onty be felt, indircetty prasped through the
form. The non-facmality of the fruth, its un-objectivity, can be perceived, fell and parlicipated by men only inits
passing through the activity of form [...}. As Adorno had already theorised in its Negative Diglectic, it is always
and only from sensibility that truth can dovelop itscif {...]. Therc is no fruth without sensibility. The reference to
Mietzsche and o the core of his philosophy, which revaluated sensibility by attributing it a primary role
compared lo lranscendence, is absolutely clear. The sume paradoxical relalion between form and centent that is
to be found in Adornc was at the heart of Nietzsche’s fhought in The Birth of Tragedy”. A. Alfeni, [ paradossi
delf ‘arte nella Teoria extetica df Theodor W, Adorno, “Dialegesthai, Rivista telematica di filosefia™ 10 {2008).

T W, Adomo, desthetic Theory cit, p. 81,

¥ Qoo jbid,, 1. 83,

198




Form and Fragmesit

hides in itself a promise of happiness, while finding a fleeting glimmer in art, In ifs rising as if
it was existent, even if it is not, “art promises what is not; it registers objectively, however
refractedly, the claim that because the nonexistent appears it must indeed be possible™ In
other words, the artistic image as apparition is able to express the tension towards otherness,
conlrasting the homoelogating mechanism of the reified realify. Still, it cannot be referred to
nothing presen€33: art becomes nfopia, but in a negative way; in order to not betray its utopian
character and become a fonm of consolation, it cannot filfiil its aspiration, or else it would
ead, “Art is no more able than theory to concretize utepia, not even negatively. A cryptogram
of the new is the image of cotlapse; only by virtue of the absolute negativity of collapse does
art cuunciate the unspeakable: utopia™?, This shows the fruth character of the artwork:
because truth is what is not matching with the reified world, The seal of the authentic artwork
is linked to the manifestation of its sembiance (apparition of what is not visibie) with no
chance for lies, even if ils (ruth cannot be grasped by discursive knowledge. The heart of
artistic fruth is not a concept, which would reply the ruling universality, but is “something
plural” escaping from the strength of identification:

Although this truth content, conceptless, appears nowhere clsc than in what is
made, it negates the made. Fach artwork, as a structure, perishes in its truth
content; through it the artwork sinks into irrclevance, something that is granted
exclusively to the greatest artworks. The historical perspective that envisions the
end of art is every work’s idea,””

Trespassing into the fleeting manifestation of the non-existent, four de force that tries to carry
out the impossible, the artwork spiritualizes iself; and what is manifesting, not separable
from the manifestation itself but not even identical to i, is its spirit. The spirit {ranscends
Sachlichleit, and, nonetheless, the phenomenic is necessary to it, since it finds its origin from
the configuration of the sensible moments of artwork -- even if it does not perfecily match
with their organisation®®. The place of spitit is “the contiguration of what appears™': being
within a process of endless becoming, if is not simply to be defined {and delimited} as the
artist’s intention, neither as the idea that the artwork is supposed fo symbaolize, nor as a layer
of its manifestation. “Spirit forms appcarance just as appearance forms spirit; it is the

2 1hid, p. 82,
* See ihid., p. 142,
¥ Ihid., p. 32.
* Ihid., p. 131-132,
* This is the starting point of Adormo’s critics of Hegel's coneept of Absolute Spirit, as a static idea that does not
involve an opening fowards (he differentiztion, bul hypostatizes the subject as absolute identity (sce ibid, p.
12{): whereas the spiritwalization in art must be able to recover the differendiation, otherwise “art deteriotates
into & violent act of spirit” {see ibid., p. 93). Moreover, Hegel's sestheties s # theury of beauly as the sensible
manifestation of the ldca, becoming therefore, according to Adomo, an apolugy for immediacy: in other words,
the exact opposite of a radical spiritualization: “Paradoxically, llepel’s mefaphysics of spirif results in a cerlain
reificalion uf spiril in the artwork through the fixation of'its idea. [...| Not everything that exists is spirit, yet art
% an entity that throngh s configurations becomes something spiritual”, fhid, p. 91.

#bid, p. 87
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luminous source through which the phenomenon radiates and becomes a phenomenon in the
most pregnant sense of the word™®, Scnsibility is recognised as a crucial efement of the
artistic process, but only in its reflected form, mediated by spiritualization — a detachment
from nature — which should revoke the separation itself. In its spiritual configuration, as an
anticipation of a being-in-itself that does not exist, art gets closer to natural beauty:
considered by Adorno, in contrast with Hegel, as “the frace of the nonidentical in things under
the spefl of universal identity”™”, that is, the “more™ of nature, image of its original state of
freedom which is at the same time the cipher of possible®, Art must restore nature, repressed
and enticed in the dynamics of history®. Natural beauty can express its (unachievable) tension
towards fruth, as well as the hope of succeeding in opening up men’s eyes. The issues of the
first nature are undertaken by the spintualization of art, which stands in for nature itseif
through “its abolition in effigy”. The resistance to empirical reality that the subject murshais
in the autonomous work is at the same time “resistance to the immediate appearance of
natore. For what becomes perceptible in nature no more coincides with empirical reality than
does — according to Kant’s grandly paradoxical conception — the thing itself with the world of
‘phenomena’¥2.

However, the mimetic taboo directed against mere existence (the second reified nature)
is not falling apart; the spirit releases itself from the sensible configuration of moments that is
at ifs origin, in a breaking point which is at the same time the instant of the artistic apparition,
The mimesis of artworks is their resemblance with themselves®: artistic images are actually
representations, but they invelve no reference to anything external, Art is not self-referential,
despite being the representation of itself, by virtue of its form, which represents its scttled
content, always new and always different in ifs relationship with history and temporality. As
argued by Di Giacomo, confinuing the comparison between Adomo and Warburg, “the time
of images is the time within the images, through which the presence is to be seen in its
connection with the absence, The fact that there are no pure forms, but only {...] impure ones
means therefore that forms withoutl a sedimented content cannot exist. Warburg understood
that was necessary to give up fixing [the meaning of] images™; images cannot be reduced to
an unambigous determination, since they offer an implementation of temporality, of a
memory that is immanent in their sensible structure. Adormo himesclf, also influenced by
Beniamin’s On fhe concept of history, believes that it is absolutely crucial to give voice to the
defeai"ed“, to the substratum removed by the fotalitarianism of thought, Nonetheless, the

* [hid.

* Ihid, p. 73.

® “Art is not the mitation of nature but the imitation of natural beawty™, Jbid,, p. 71.

H See ibid, p. 176.

2 fhid., p. 66,

3 1bid,, p, 104,

G Di Glacomo, S rapporic arte-vita a partive defla 'Teoria estetica di Adorne, “Idee” 58 (2005), p. 103.
%y articulate what is past does not mean to recopnize “how it really was.” It mceans to take control of a
memory, as it flashes in a moment of danger [...}] The danger threatens the stock of fradition as much as ifs
recipients. For both it s one and the same: handing ilself over as the lool of (he ruling classes. In every epoch,
the attempl must be made to deliver tradition anew from the conformism which is on the point of overwhelming
it. [...] The only writer of history with the gift of setting alipht the sparks of hope in the past, is the one who is
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impossibility of fixing the artistic creation in definitive schemes is connected here to the
impossibility of & synthesis that would tum itself into a false concilistion. By their own
structure, artworks are not and cannot be organisms: on the contrary, they refuse their organic
aspect as illusory and affirmative®®. The demand for unity is nothing buf an iflusion that
disenchanted art cannot bear anymore:

Asg little as art is to be defined by any other element, it is simply identical with
form. Every other element can be negated in the concept of form, even aesthetic
unity, the idea of form that first made the wholeness an autonemy of the arlwork
possible.’”

This issue is reflected on form itsclft wndoubtedly, the latier, as aesthetic unity, has made
possible the existence of the artwork, in its sutonomy, as a whole; however, it is tfrue that “in
highly developed modern works, form fends to dissociate unity, either in the inferest of
expression or to criticize art’s affirmative character™, Relocated within the artistic horizon,
the affirmative element consisls in {rying to give life a positive meaning. This operation,
considering the current hisforical and social conditions, is linked to the creation of ideclogy,
as it is clearly proved by the fake harmony of cultural industry, Art must reflect the division
between the I and the world, deflagrated by the progress which constantly moves towards the
erosion of the individual within the collectivity,

Artworks, ag it has already been noted, are manifestation in their bringing to light the
nonexistent, whose “appearance is that of essence”™, Nonetheless, the identity of essence and
manifestation is an unreachable utopia, not only for art, but for knowledge itsell: “The
essence that makes the transition fo appearance and defines it also explodes i in being the
appearance of what appears, what appcars is always also a husk. This was denied by the
aesthetic concept of harmony and all its related categories™’, Within this framework it is
possible to better understand Adorno’s statement, according o which the truth core of
harmony is dissenance, Since it has proved as unattainable, if it does not want to side with the
conservation of sfatus guo, hermony must display its unleasibility as part of #ts own existence.
Adorno makes use of Goethe's Iphigenia to prove his poini, in an attcmpt to demolish the

convinced of this: that not even the dead will be safe from the enemy, if he is victorious. And this enemy has not
ceased ta be victorious. [...] Where thinking suddenty halts in a constelation overflowing with tensions, there it
yiclds a shock to the same, through which it erystallizes as a monad. {...} In this structure he [the historical
materialist] rceognizes the sign of a moessianic zero-hour [Stilfstelfung] of cvents, or put differently, a
revulutionary chunce in the struggle for the suppressed pas”. W, Benjamin, On the Cancept of History, New
York, Classic Books, 2009, p. 8-12.

* See T.W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory cit., p. 121. Sce also ifdd, p. 219 “That today any walk in the woods,
untess claborate plans have been made 1o seek oul the most remote forests, is accompanied by {he sound of jet
cngines overhead not only destroys the acluality of mature as, for instance, an ubject of postic celebration, T
alfecls the mimetic impulse, Nature poetry is anachronistic nol only as a subject; its trath content has vanished”,

¥ Ibid., p. 140.

® Ibid, n. 140-141.

® thid,, p. 109,

* Ihid.

201




MARIALUISA BONOMETT]

prejudice according to which this play is an example of pure classicism. On the opposite, far
from the smoothnesy of Thorvaldsen and Canova’s artworks, the tragedy does not flatten the
antinomy between the subject and civilization, but it is grounded on it. In the monologue of
Orestes” madness, whose attitude is that of poetry, it is possible to sense the image of an
integral conciliation: an wfopia that is immediately accused of madness. Harmony is
impossible, and i faces the risk of fwming inte & principle of domination: “Iphigenia
prophesies enlightment’s {ransformation into myth. By condemning myth as something he is
distant from, il nol somcthing he has fled from, Orestes identifies himself with the principle
of domination through which, in and through enlightment, the mythic doom is prolonged™'.

The renunciation te classicism, which portrays life as a complete sensible form, results
from the “coefticients of friction™ of harraony: emancipating itself from i becomes therefore
an essenfial requirement for modern art, arising from the consciousness of a loss of
sistematicity, unity and sense; in other words, from the impossibility of a synthesis between
form and life:

Art that makes the highest claim compels itself beyond form as totality and into
the fragmentary. The plight of form is most emphatically manifest in the difficuity
of bringing temporal art forms fo a conclusion; in music composers often speak of
the problem of a finzale, and in literature the problem of a denouement, which
came to a head in Brecht, {...] The continued use of fraditional endings only
simulates the temporal convergence of the particular elements with the concluding
instant as a totality of form. in many modem works that have attracted a large
audience, the form was artfully held open because they wanted to demonstrate

that the unity of form was no longer bestowed on them.*

The mention of the fragment poes far beyond the immediate roference to Benjamin®™, and
place Adorno in the context of the German philosephical tradition — precisely, romanticism.
Aside from llcgel’s influence, and the reference to the kantian Critique of Judgement, the
presence of Schlegel can be also added to the pattern of suggestions founding Adomo’s
works. By definition, “transcendental poetry™ aims te investigate the relation between the
ideal and the real; an intention which is very close to the utopian destination of art, according
o Adomo. Transcondental poetry acknowledges the indissoluble confrast between the
conditionated and the unconditionaled, through the reflection of irony’®. Being part of an

HT W, Adorro, Notes to Literature, vol. 2, New York, Columbia University Press, 1992, p. 168,

27w, Adomo, Aestheric Theory cit., p. 147,

** “Iust as mosaies [...] the vakue of Fagmenls of (hought is alt the groater the less direct their relationship to the
underlying idea, and the brilliance of (he representatiun depends as much on this value as the brillance of the
moswe does on the glass plate [...]. The relationship bebween the minute precision of the work aud the
proporiions of the sculptural or intellectual whole demonstrates that truth content is only to be grasped through
immersion in the most minute details of subjoet matter™. W. Benjanin, The Ovigin of German Tragic Drama,
New York-London, Verso, 1998, p. 28-29,

M “I{ contains snd inciles @ feeling of indissoluble antsgonism between the unconditioned and the conditioned,
between the impossibility and the necessity of a complete communication, It is the freest of all liconses, for by its
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cvolving dimension™, romantic poetry cannot be complete nor conciliate itself: its nature is
that of the fragment, sort of project that anticipates a future utopian dimension, transcendental
component of the spirit of history. Schlegel’s fragment is not 2 sketch meant to be extended:
created as a fragment, it iz completely separated by the surrounding world and perfect in
itself; “as a hedgehog™™. As a project, it is a future hope in its relationship with the
conneclion and separation between the ideal and the real, a connection at the core of is
franscendental character.

A project is the subjective germ of a developing object. A perfect project should
simultancously be entirely subjective and entirely objective — an indivisible and
tiving individual. Projects {...] could be called aphorism of the future. [...] Since
the word franscendental refers precisely to the unification and separation of the
ideat and the real, one could easily say that the sense for aphorisms and projects is
the transcendental part of the historical spirit.”

The romantic experience thrives in the {paradoxical) aftempt to find the relationship with the
ideai in the artwork; and Adorno himself reflects this pattem in its definition of aesthetics as
the tast shelter of an art which is what metaphysics always wanted to be. As it has been seen,
art is spiritualized existence “in precisely the fashion thai idealism: simply asserted extra-
aesthetic reality to be™*. Commenting upon romantic poetry and referring in particular to
Schiegel’s work, Ophiilders uses words that could perfectly fit Adomo’s vision: “romantic
poetry critically mirrors the poverty of experience of an age, the loss of active forces, the loss
of the unify of naturc, so that, in regards fo the mean and finile reality, replies with an
increasing thoughtfulmess {...]. To the issues raised by reflection one mwust not answer
resorting to immediacy, or to the forms and contents of the tradition, supposedly sheitercd
from the crisis, but increasing the activity of reflection itself, with its "huge power of the
ncga(ivc’“sg. The romantisieren, that is, making poctry become lively and life become poetry,
suggests that art could have a civil function that Adorno himself continues to acknowledge,
refusing uny cultural form that does not contributc to open the eyes of its audience. Implicitly,
the philosopher refers back to this tradition, recognizing that “ultimately, the doctrine of

means one trascends oncselfl and yet it is also the most lawfol, for it {s absolutely necessary™ F. Schicgel,
FPhrifosophical Fragments, Minncapolis-London, University OF Minncsofa Press, 1991, p. 13,

5 According fo the definilion of a “progressive universal poctry™. Jhid,, p. 43,

Ep fragment, ltke a Hille work of art, must be guite separated from s surroumdings and complete in itself —
like a hedgehog”. Mhid., p. 51.

7 ibid., p. 0.

® T W, Adomo, Aesthetic Theory ¢it, p. 344,

% M. Ophilders, Poesia defla poesia. Riffessioni su Friedrich Schiegel, i Labivinti. Saggi di estetica e critica
delfa culiura, Milano, Mimesis, 2008, p. 107, See the substantial sgreement expressed by Adomo im his
Aesthetic Theory: “The more, however, art itsclf — in order not to barter away sembiance for lies — is driven to
refleet on its own presuppositions and when possiblc to absorb into ifs own form such reflcction as if it were a
counterpoisun, the more skepticul i hecomes towand the presyrmption of having self-consciousness imposed on il
externally”. T.W. Adomo, desthetic Theory cit, p. 339,
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imitation should be reversed; in a sublimated sense, reality should imitate the artworks™®.

Moreover, romantic poetry itself is totally aware of the need of mediation within the critic to
what merely exist; irony prevents any direct attack to the empirical, which would otherwise
transiate itself in a subjection to the logic of domination. Every display of power is averse to
it. The distance from romanticism appears to be a matter of nuances: as if the difference was
mainly due to a contingent, despite tragie, historic circumstance; to the mowming that art must
not forpet to wear,

Considering the impossibility of conciliation, the artwork is fost; and by losing itself] it
can simultancously find itself again. Its authentic form is the episode, and ils value reveals
itself precisely in the fact of being “forcibly squeezed” by the impossibifity of the form itself
— for instance, in the works of authors such as Beckett or Karl Kraus, which would be
inconceivable without the collapse of the language. Apart from formal difficulties, the artist is
supposed to deal with the disintegration of the malerials, which have lost their substantiality
because the cultural industry has “sucked their marrow™'; therc are no words for the noble,
the true and the beantiful that have not been viclated and turned info their opposite by the
ruling universality®®. Contemporary art must therefore break up the classical canons of heauty
— harmony, pertection and unity — if it aims {o denounce and affirm the disharmony and
fragmentariness of the world: “Spiritualization in new art prohibits it from farnishing itself
any further with the topical preferences of philistine culture: the true, the beautiful, and the
good”ﬁs.

The disintegration of materials clearly involves the need for a radical metamomphosis of
the artistic practice, Adorno points out that the new art, in contrast to traditional forms, must
seif-display its own process of creation. Iis being an endless becoming, a work fir progress, as
in the example of Joyee’s Finnegoans Wake, must be, to a cerfain extent, sublimed:
craftmanship represents, to Adorno, an apojogy of making, meant as a nature-ruling capacity.
In fact, French art is accused of a conciliation with the siafiis quo since it *never [...] has

entirely eradicated the pride in making little pictures™.

The contradiction between what is and what is made, is the vitul element of art
and circumscribes its law of development, but it is also art’s shame: by following,
however indirectly, the existing pattern of material production [...] “Perfection -
as Nictzsche put it — must not have become”, that is, it should not appear made.
Yet [...] the endless pains to eradicate the traces of making, injurc works of art
and condemn them to be frapmentary. |...] Taste is the ability to keep in balance
the contradiction in art between the made and the apparent not-having-become;

“ fbid., p. 132

1 See ibid., p. 44,

% gee T'W. Adommo, Casi una fontasia. Essays on Modern Music, Lopdon-New York, Verso, 1992, p, 265,

® T W. Adomo, destheric Theory cit., p. 93. “The ugly, the disharmonious and the repulsive become fur modern
art “fest of the power of spiritualization and {...] a cipher of the opposition in which this spirifualization proves
itself” {ibid ), The aesthetic Platonism is totally upset: the ugly, and no longer ihe beautiful, holds the possibility
of 4 fulure reconciliation, enabling arf to transfipure the cropirical.

T W. Adomoe, Minima Moralia, Reflections from Damaged Life cit., p. 226,
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true works of art, however, never at one with taste, are those which push the
contradiction fo the extreme, and realize themselves in their resultant downfall.®

What embeds art in the present age is not technigue, whose updated use, according to the
dictates of the critical conscience, is nonetheless required, but the anthenticity of its mode of
experience, that has to deal with the growing difficulty of establishing itself, within the
artwork, as a connection of sense, Long before the Holocaust, it was not possible to assert the
existence of a positive sense in modermnity: and this is reflected as well in the arbwork. “When
artworks have nothing external to themselves to which they can cling without ideclogy, what
they have lost cannot be restored by any subjective act”™®®, The lack of a sense of reality is
seized by the artwork and becomes its seif-conscience: integrated within its structure, it turns
in its absurdity into a denunciation of the stafus quo™. Such crisis, provoked by the
“unstoppable dynamism of nominalism™, is linked with extra-aesthetic cxperience, “for the
inner-aesthetic nexus that constifutes meaning reflects the meaningfulness of the world and its
course as the tacit and therefore all the more powerful apriori of artworks™®, According to
Adorno, Beckett is the model of this process, and it is not by accident that Aesthetic Theory
was meant to be dedicated to him. In his plays, the lack of sense is not hypostatized as a
conciliatory universality, or claimed as a positive sense, dully reflecting the merely existing.
For authentic artworks, the denial of sense is not configured as an assertion, even if they draw
their own content from 1t, expressing the lack of sensibieness as their sense: an aesthetic sense
which is not immediatcly identical to the theological one. Against its own will, “the artwork
that rigorousty negates meaning is by this very rigor bound to the same density and anity that

was once a requisile {o the presence of mcaning”sg.

[Translated by Mirko Zanprandi)
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Deductive Reasoning and Totalitarianism: Hannah Arendt’s

Provocation of Logic
Mir1AM FRANCHELLA

Abstract: in her text The origius of Totalitarianism, Hammah Arendl poinly lo logic as ihe mainsglay of
totalilarianism: once terror destroys bonds among men, logic keeps people reasoning in check within the
deductive chain, thus preventing any chance of renewal. In this essay we will ity fo respond step by step to the
data Arendt brings forward in support of her claim, referring as well lo the most recent developments of fogic, in
particular recalling the cxistence of pon-monotonic logics, i.e. Jogics taking into account the possibility to
change the conscquences of the premises if furdther information is acquired.

Hannalt Arendt describes the totalitarian regime as a novelty of the Twenticth Century, and as
a very peculiar variation on tyranny. They both share the absence of legality and a terror
basis, however she adds the call for an “iron logicality”, as the peculiarity of totalitarianism,
Terror destroys bonds among men; logic destroys bonds with reality, preventing any chance
of renewal. For a professional “logician”, this sounds as a sirong provocation deserving
careful listening and attention. We shall at first foliow the re-construction of totalitarianism by
the author in The Origins of Totalitarianism,

Tyranny and totalifarianism share the use of terror in order to destroy bonds among
men, through the two steps of isolation and alienalion. Isolatien is pre-totalitarian: power
emerges from the cooperation of men; if they are separated, they are forced to powerlessness,
to be unable to act and stop tyranmy. Isolation is a political concept, i.e, # refers to man in its
political dimension, and it corresponds to being unable to act, since nobody can act together.

After isclation, the possibility of a bond with the human consortium through the work in
the realm of human artifice is stili available; man stifl has his own creativity, the “capacity to
add something of our own to the common world”. In the tyranny it is so. If, on the contrary,
man is decayed from homo faber to Tomo laborans, even that possibility of bond is lost: we
say that man becomes “alienated” (loneliness), that is different from “solitude” (solitude), the
fatter requiring (o be physically alone; to be alienated it is not necessary to be alone, but rather
it is perceived in the company of other men. When man loses the hond with the others, he
foses his ego as welk:

What makes loneliness so unbearable is the loss of one’s own seif which can be
realized in solitude, but confirmed in its identity only by the trusting and
trustworthy company of my equals, In this situation, man loses trust in himself as
the partrer of his thoughts and that elementary confidence in the werld which is
necessary to make experiences at all.'

Y H. Arendt, The Originy of Tolalitarianiss, San Dicgo, Harvest Book, 1951,
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In this situation, according to Arendt, only logic is left: *“The only capacity of the human mind
which needs neither the self nor the other nor the world in order to function safely and which
is as independent of experience™.

The psychological explanation of the self-delivery to logic performed by the estranged
man runs as follow: “The “ice-cold reasoning’ and the ‘mighty tentacle’ of dialectics which
‘seizes you as in a vise” appears like a last support in a world where nobody is reliable and
nothing can be relied upon™,

“It is the inner coercion whose only content is the strict avoidance of contradictions that
seems to confirm & man’s identity outside all relationships with others™.

She also adds:

The elementary rules of cogent evidence, the fruism that two and two equals four
cannot be perverted even under the conditions of absolute Toneliness. It is the only
refiable *truth’ hmman beings can fall back upon once they have lost the mutusl
guaraniee, the common sense, men need in order (o experience and live and know
their way in a common world,*

She claims that, delivering ourselves to logic, the destruction of the bond with reality is
started, since we enler the tunnel of deductions from the premises, where we are forced to
stay, with no confrontation with reality, keeping the non-contradiction rule as the only rule to
lollow. As soon as logic is applied to an idea, the Ialier becomes a premise, and then

The purely negative coercien of logic, the prohibition of contradictions, became
‘productive” [...] This argumentative process could be interrupted ueither by a
new idea {which would have been anciher premise with a different set of
consequences) nor by a new experience [...] its thought movement does not
spring from cxpericnce but is sclf-gencrated, and, secondly, it transforms the one
and only point that is taken and accepted from experienced reality into an
axiomatic premise, leaving from then on the subsequent argamentation process
compietely untouched from any further experience. Once it has established its
premise, its peint of doparture, cxpetiences no longer interfere with ideological
thinking, nor can it be taught by reality.®

Muoreover, ordering facts according to an absclutely logical mechanism, starting from an
axiomatically given premise, and deducting everything else from i, we proceed with a
consixtency nof af all existing in the realm of reality.

2 ibid, p. 477
3 fhid., p. 478,
* Ibid,

® Ihid., p. 477.
b tbid., p. 471,
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This is why Arendt siresses on the fact that logic has nothing to do with truth, and claims:
“But this ‘truth’ is emply or rather no trath at ail, because it does not reveal anything. (To
define consistency as truth as some modern logicians do mweans to deny the existence of
truth.)™’.

Logic, then, is connected fo ideology. The latter is indeed “guife literally what its name
indicates: it is the logic of an idea. Its subjecl matter is history, to which the ‘idea’ is
applied”,

Ideologies have three infrinsic elements specifically totalitarian:

1} an explanation of history, i.e. what is becoming and not what it is,

2) the “emancipation™ from sensory experience; history is explained overcoming i,
locking for what lies “behind” it.

3) the completion of the distance from experience “through certain methods of
demonstration™: “Thirdly, since the ideologies have no power to transform reality, they
achieve this emancipation of thought from experience through certain methods of
demonstration™,

The loss of bond with other men and with reality is essential to a totalifarian regime:

The preparation has succeeded when people have lost contact with their fellow
men as weil as the reality around them; for together with these contacts, men lose
the capacity of both experience and thought, The ideal subject of totalitarian rule
is not the convineed Nazi or the convinced communist, but people for whom the
distinction between fact and fiction (i.e,, the reality of experience) and the
distinction between true and false (i.¢., the standards of thought) no fonger exist,'”

While claiming that logic (by definition) is opposed to freedom, Arendt adds that;

§) “The tyranny of logicality begins with the mind’s submission to logic as a never-
ending process, on which man relies in order to engender his thoughts, By this submission, he
surrenders his inner freedom as he surrenders his freedom of movement when he bows down
to an outward tyranny. Freedom as an inner capacity of man is identical with the capacity to
begin™!.

2} “the self-coercive force of logicality is mobilized Iest anybody ever start thinking—
which as the freest and purest of all human activities is the very opposite of the compulsory
process of deduction”'?,

This meuns that logic, as rclentless prosecution of deductions from the premise, is
opposed to freedom, as new-starting and prosecution with no rules,

7 Ihid., p. 471,
¥ Ibid, p. 468,
* Ibid., p. 461,
W ibid, p. 474
" thid., p. 473.
2 Ibid,
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In support of her re-construction of the features of a totalitarian system, Arendt reminds
that; “According o Stalin, neither the idea nor the oratory but “the irresistible force of legic’
thoroughly overpowered {Lenin’s] andience”. On this base, Russian working class were to
lose also those righis pained with the force from the tsarist oppression, and likewise the
German people was to suffer a state of permanent war carelessly of their survival. Hence, she
draws as a consequence that:

It is in the nature of ideclogical politics—and is not simply a betrayal committed
for the sake of self-interest or lust for power—ithat the real confent of the ideology
{the working class or the Germanic people), which originally had brought about
the ‘idea’ (the struggle of classes as the law of history or the struggle of races as
the law of nature), is devoured by the logic with which the ‘idea’ is carried out.™

Moreover she offers an example of how, for the sake of iron logicality, some people unjustly
accused by Stalin should have accepted to declare themselves guilty and their conviction:

We are alf agreed on the premise that history is a struggle of classes and on the
role of the Party in its conduct. You know therefore that, historicaily speaking, the
Party is always right (in the words of Trotsky: “We can cnly be right with and by
the Party, for history has provided no other way of being in the right.”™}. At this
historical moment, that s in accordance with the law of history, certain crimes are
due to be committed which the Party, knowing the law of history, must punish,
For these crimes, the Party needs crimingls; it may be that the Party, though
knowing the crimes, does not quite know the criminals; more important than to be
sure about the criminals is to punish the crimes, because without such punishment.
ITistory will not be advanced but may even be hindered in its course. You,
therefore, either have committed the crimes or have been called by the Party lo
play the role of the criminal—in either case, you have objectively become an
enemy of the Party. Il you don’t confess, you cease to help History through the
Parly, and have become a real encmy.—The coercive force of the argument is: if
vou refuse, you contradict yourself and, through this contradiction, render yvour
whole [ife meaningless; the A which you said dominates your whole life through
the consequences of B and C which it logically engenders.

Arendt remarks that

by teaching and glorilying the logical reasoning of leneliness where man knows
that he will be utterly lost if ever he lets go of the first premise from which the

2 ibid., p. 472.
™ fbid., p. 447.
¥ Ihid, p. 473,
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whole process is being started, even the slim chances that loneliness may be
transformed into solitude and logic info thought are obliterated. 1f this practice is
compared with that of tyranny, it seems as if & way had been found to set the
deser! itseif in motion, to let loose a sand storm that could cover all parts of the
inhabited earth.'®

Arendt believes, however, that tyranny carries in itself germs of seif-destruction: she is simply
sorry for the birth in history of such a form of government, which “as a potentiality and an
ever-present danger is only foo likely to stay with us from now on, just as other forms of
government which came about af different historical moments and rested on different
fimdamental experiences have stayed with mankind regardless of temporary defeats™’.
However, each man is a starting point, hence a potential carrier of freedom and ncvelty,

Provided that he does not enter the tunnel of logic!

1. First (PrcHminary)} remarks

I would like to stari my confrontation with the severe judgement of logic by Arendt resting
precisely on some of her ciaims,

1) Tendency towards consistency exists: i€ is a psychological given, widcly exploited
also by door te door vendors. It has positive aspects, of social atility, since guarantecing the
respect of “pacts” is essential 1o the survival of society'™, However, if peneralized fo every
sifuation, it means to have one’s hands tied. R. Cialdini in Influence: Science and Practice
claims that the need for comsistency is a central need in behavioural motivation'®.
Experiments show that the most effort is put o take on a commitment, the most freedom we
perceive in accomplishing it, and the most public is involved in the act, the bipgest the
impulsc ftowards consistency will be®™. The first reason [or such an efficacy of the
commitment {0 consistency is in its affecting public image: pood consistency is highly praised
in the society, since the very capacity to respect pacts holds together society itself. A second
reason is the automatism allowed by consistency “an outstanding luxe: we have no more to
think about an issue for a long time, we should not necessarily check afl information that we
receive every day in order to identify relevant facts; we have not to consume mental cnergy in
order to evaluate pros and cons™!. A third reason is the fact that “there are some annoying
things we really prefer not to know. Given that antomatic coasistency is a method of

¥ 1bid., p. 478.
7 thid.
'8 See K.M. Sheldon, R.M. Ryan, I..J. Rawsthome, B, Tardi, Trail Seff and Tree Self, “Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology™ 73 {1997), p. 1380-1393,
W Sec L Festinger, 4 Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, Stanford, Stanford Universify Press, 1957; F. IHeider,
Attitnde and Cognitive Organization, “Journal of Psychiology” 21 {1946}, p. 1G7-112; T. Newcomb, An
;ijppmach to the Stucly of Communicative Acts, “Psychological Roview” 60 (1953), p. 393-404,

See IT. Tedeschi, B.R. Schlenker, T.V. Bonoma, Cognitive Disvonance: Private Rativcination or Public
Spectacle?, “American Psychiologist” 26 {1971), p. 685-0695,
¥ R. Cialding, Influence: Science and Practice, Boston, Allyn and Bacon, 2001 {tr. it. Teoria ¢ prafica delia
persuasione, Urgnano, Roberti, 2009), p. 126 [y ranslation].
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instinctive and pre-programmed answer, it can provide a safe place from fastidious
intuitions”, Hence, the impulse to be and look consistent can represent a power(ul weapon
of social influence leading to acts often contrary to self interest. 1f we are successful in
making another person fake on a commitment, we have sel the ground for his/her automatic
and thoughtless behaviour, according to the initial commitment. When the commitment has an
active, public and difficuif dimension, its efficacy in modifying the person’s image and
his/her behaviour is maximized. To make someone wrife, is then, a powerful weapon: in order
to know what people really belicve and feel, the boest testimony comes not from words but
from facts. Until proved otherwise, the readers will think that whe wrote something really
believe it, and what other people think about us has great impact on what we think oursclves
(for instance: to let the client fill in their order papers seems to be a very good tactic 1o avoid
contract withdrawal). Moreover, written certificates are efficient since t(hey can casily be
made public and they require more effort, Cialdini, referring to these results in the field of
psychology, also provides some suggestions in order not to be imprisoned in such a
psychalogical mechanisnr: listen to body signals. “The first signal is easy fo recognize: we
feel it at the entrance to the stomach when we feel rapped by a request we wouldn’t like to
accept™. Iowever this happens only it we already hink that what we are going to do for
coherence sake is wrong. If we make an unconscious evaluation of what we are going to do,
ouly deep mside we can find certitude, asking ourselves: “Knowing what [ know now, if I
could go back, would [ take on the same commitment?” and trusting the first flash of feelings
we gCt a5 an answeru.

2} Logic is deduction from an idea. In fact, logic helps drawing conscquences from
premises and kecp the same premises all along the deduction (ewly in order to make the
deduction, not fo be faithful fo the idea). Arendt opposes logic to the ability fo start over,
since, whenever we are abouf to make a deduction from & premise, we follow that premise:
“Over the beginning, no logic, no cogent deduction can have any power, because its chain
presupposes, in the form of a premise, the beginning”™, It is true: its task is to receive
premises in order to carry on a deduction. And it does carry i on. H does not discuss the
premises. [t is not its task. However it is not afraid of different premises: certainly i cannot
add them while at work, but it could very well start over the deduction from other premises,
Logic is not one single deduction, but the deducting itself, Hence, in primis it does not fight
for self-affirmation (and fo impede its cnemy, i.c. thinking). Logic is not a person: it's a set of
tools managed by an exterior “subject”, who is in charge of feeding it with premises, who
makes deductions til} the end because hefshe is interested in them, and afterwards can commit
to something eise (or even decide to stop that activity because he/she has something betler or
mote compalsory to do). Morcover, nobody can fear the ond of logic, that logic ends up being
out of work or meaningless, if its premises are questioned. Logic will simply work on new
premises.

2 hid, p. 127 [my transiation].

B thid., p. 194-195 [iny transiation).

2‘_" 1bid, p. 199 fmy transiation],

B H. Arendl, The Origing of Totalitarianism cit., p. 473.
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3} Logic forces to accept the consequences of a premise. No, logic says: “if these are the
premises, then, these are the consequences”, that means “if vou accept this, then you must
accept this”. Logic, finally, opens our eyes on the consequences entailed by the ideas we
intend to accept. Hence it can alse be used to discuss premises, precisely because it provides
an overview of their consequences. The application of logic to an idea, if leading to
destructive consequences, can ring the alarm bell for the revision of the initial idea. This is
undoubtedly not the task of logic: logic simply makes deductions; however thanks 1o it some
paradoxical conclusions can be pointed out, hence acquiring foresightedness on the outcomes
of an idea {or a set of ideas), Concerning this point, we shall spontaneously refer to Roberta
Pe Monticelli, who claims in her text Esercizi di pensiero per aspivanti filosofi that logic is
the “cthics of thought”. Also De Monticelli, indeed, sugpests that logic is an instrument for
the critic of society, although grounding her claim on a different motivation: as it encourages
responsibility in the usage of language, that is fo say “the capacity and will fo respond of
every single claim of ours, first of all putting them together so that they can be true, and
secondly showing to whoever may ask the reason or the evidence on the base of which il
anybody wish can see their truth until proven otherwise; or, if we do not dispose of enough
evidence, we shall clearly admit it"2,

4) Arendt believes that logic is the instrument supporting totalifarianism, since it
consistently verifies it developing its basic ideas. It is inleresting to remark that & different
interpretation of the role of logic in lotalifarian societies has been given by G. Orwell in the
novel 1984, He underlines how the lack of a clear distinetion between what really happened
and what did not happen, between a property and ifs contrary. i.e. the lack of respect for the
principle of non-confradiction is one of the instruments in the hands of power in order to
avold any sketching of protest, The oligarchy dominating Oceania’s society, where the novel
is set, keeps the population subdued through a constant state of war (and poverty), preventing
any contact with reality, that is with the “enemies” and with History: it is necessary to believe
what the oligarchy wanis, 1o perpetrafe its power. To this aim, history is constantly re-written
(and previous documents disappear), and the vocabulary is progressively reduced, as to
prevent the exercise ol thinking reguired by the choice among words, as well as to make
people less and less sensitive fo inconsistencies. In order to shrink the lexicon, only one word
for each semantic area is left {for instance: “excellent”, “splendid”, “marvelious™, etc. will be
replaced simply by “good™), the contrary is formed simply by adding *un” as & pre-fix, and
superlatives with “plus™ or “doublepius™. I is clear that thus the concerned semanfic areas
will drastically change, from unification to unification, until words previously perceived as
very distant in meaning will be incorporated together. “In the end the whole notion of
goodness #nd badness will be covered only by six words — in reality, only one word™”, For
instance: “There is a word in Newspeak. I don’t know whether you know it: duckspeak to

% R, De Monticelli, Lsercizi di pensiero per aspivantt filosofi, Torine, Bollati Boringhicri, 2010, p, 39 fry
translation}.
T G. Orwedl, Nineteen-FEighty-Four, New York, Peaguin, 1960, p. 51,
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quack like a duck. It is one of those intcresting words that have two contradictory meanings,
Apptied to an opponent, it is abuse; applied to someone you agree with, it is praise™.

Whe is in charge of meodifying History must exert “doublethink™, that means he/she
must in a given moment {i.e. whilc he/she is correcting history data) make a very refined 1se
of logic {in order to correct data so that they make a consistent whole, as long as a little bit of
the sense of inconsistency is fcft in the population), and the moment after he/she must switch
to blindness in front of the biggest logical mistakes. Insensitivity fowards inconsistency” is
important since the official ideology is full of inconsistencies, also where there is no practical
need for i, and since:

All past oligarchies have fallen from power cither because they ossified or
because they prew soft. Fither they became stupid and arrogant, failed to adjust
themselves to changing circumsiance, and were overthrown, or they became
liberal and cowardly, made concessions when they should have used force, and
once again were overthrown. [...1 It is the achievement of the Party to have
produced a system of thought i which both conditions can exist simul taneousty,”

In the end, when people mind shaping is completed, the Party can ask semeone to say, traly
believing it, that 2472 is 5; “In the end the Party would announce that two and two made five,
and you would have believe i, It was incvitable that they should make that clain: sooner or
fater: the logic of their position demanded it™". This is then a violation of classical logie, not
ils consequence, holding totalitarianism fogether, preserving it and blocking any possible
mechanism that, historically, from inconsistencies provokes revolutions. Arendt believes
2+2=4 beyond any possible doubt and takes such a certitude as the initial trap for the person
accepting an idea and then relying on logic; Orwell, instead, believes that the Parly can let
you think that 2+2=5, precisely because the Party completely dominates the dazed minds
insensitive to togic.

We may ask: can the respect of the principle of non-contradiction really be ambivalent,
that is being both in favour and against the democracy of society?

In general terms, yes, since the instrument, as such, i.c. as unable of self-determination,
is given to the person who uses it in order to be played this way or the other, positively or
negalively; however, an adequate cducation always leads to the use of logic — and in
particular of the principle of non-confradiction — as a critical instrument.

™ 1bid., p. 54.

Ppccording to Arendt if is very relevant that the distinction between true and fulse is not possible any more (she
heleves this is the basc of a totalitarian regime), but she does not link it to the principle of nor-contradiction
{expressed on u mela-theuretical Tevel, that is in reference to slalements), whoreas to the eradication from reality,
Truc and false can be distinguished only on the base of & confrontation wilh reality, If such a confrontation is
missing, cverything is flatiened as equally acceptable. According to Orwell, inslead, departing from reality is
indecd a premisc of a fotalitarian regime, bul (hen also within the bouble reality crcated by the regime,
everyihing is accepted as truc or false, changing from moment fo moment, also becauss sensibility for
inconsistencies is basically nullified.

G, Orwell, Nineteen-Eighty-Four cit., p. 215,

M hid,, p. 80,
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2. In defence of logic: the hypethesis of omniscience

I here come {0 discuss more general guestions concerning the role of logic in totalitarian
sociality. Hannah Arendt seems to suggest that any ideology (patticularly the totalitarian one)
shares the hypothesis of logic omniscience, that is: if T believe A and A implies B, then I
belicve B. Such an hypothesis was always considered umrealistic, and, in the study of
alternative logic systems not implying such an hypothesis, serious issues have come out
confirming its unrealistic nature. Indeed, Frixione™ says: “the lack of logical omniscience is
less and less a semantic problem, but rather it is connected to the more general probiem of the
limits of the inferential capacity of cognitive subjects” and he guotes Fagin and Halpem
{1988), according to whom the lack of logical omniscience can be fraced back to four main
SOUICEs.

| — Lack of awareness. It can happen that a subject has no opinion about the truth or
falsity of a sentence in relation to the whoele of hisfher beliefs for the simple reason that the
sentence contains concepts he/she does not know, so that he/she is not fully aware of the fruth
or falsity of the sentence itself. For mstance, it is nonsensical to wonder if 2 Banta helieves or
not in the trth of the sentence “calculators’ prices are going down” if he has no clue as fo
what is a calculator.

2 — Limited resources. A rational subject can ignore a certain number of logical truths,
or ignore cerlain logical consequences of hisfher beliefs because of the lack of time or
memory resources for their deduction, Or, because they are too complex to be grasped.

3 — Ignorance of differentiation rules. Real reasoners often ipnore or do not know how
to apply some rules of reasoning. For instance, researches in cognitive psychology has made
clear that many subjects find the application of the rule of confraposition difficult: “if A
implies B, then non B implies non A”. The following mistake is very conunon: “If A implies
B, then non A implies non B”.

4 - Multipficity of mental confexis. People do not simultaneousty use in their reasoning
all information they may have. In particular, it seems that human beings find it difficult to
simultancousty usc information coming from heterogeneous contexts. It is reasenable to think
human memory as structured in several contexts, in several “frames of mind”, rarely
communicating to each other. Il may happen that, although each frame is consistent, the
information in one frame is inconsistent with the information in another frame,

What consequences to infer?

Caution accepting ideological beliefs: it is always necessary to be ready to revise them,
on the base of their actual consequences. Also because if is very diflicult that all the starting
axioms can be made explicit. An example is provided by Arendt herself, We shall follow it
step by step™. “We are ali agreed on the premise that history is a struggle of classes and on

* htpe/ e, difanige. itepi/hp/ frixionc/contestipdf, p 18,
B H. Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism cil., p. 473,
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the role of the Party in its conduct.” No precise indication of the role of the Party s (here)
given. :

“You know therefore that, historically speaking, the Party is atways right (in the words
of Trotsky: “We can onfy be right with and by the Party, for history has provided no other
way of being in the right’)”.

Probably this passage suffers from the vague definition of Party. Why should the Party
always be right? Maybe because it is the most recent product of dialectics incamated in
history? Probabiy a single historic pericd has been here crystallized, made absolute.

“At this historical moment, that is in accordance with the law of history, certain crimes
are due to be committed which the Party, knowing the law of history, must punish.” Why is
this inevitable? Why is everything that happens necessary? Isn’t this a justification for any
given historical situation? And who is deciding the objectivity of the process and the
conformity to it?

“For these crimes, the Party needs criminals,” Why? A rcason is here missing.

“It may be that the Party, though knowing the crimes, does not gquile know the
criminals; more important than to be sure about the criminals is fo punish the crimes, because
without such punishment, 1Tistory will not be advanced but may even be hindered in its
course.”

How the lack of punishment of a crime would interfere with history?

“If you don’t confess, yon cease 10 help History through the Party, and have become a
real enemy™?. lere it scoms that a distinction is introduced between the Party “objective
enemy” {the “guilty” or the “guilty defendant”, who subdues to the sentence, hence, at least
helping history) and the “true enemy” (who refuses to be unjustly charged with a crime and,
then, hinders the course of hislery).

In what, according to Hannah Arendt, would be the logic deduction of the necessity to
plead guilty of a crime, although being innocent, new masked axioms emerge at each step,
They are assumed as implicit, but they must be added to the starling idea, finally revealing
how much caution is necessary, not only when accepting an idea, but alse when stating, that
something logically derives from it.

3. In defence of logic: on the monotonicity of logic

it is important fo remark that, in the current terms, the status of a kind of logic where the
adding of new premises does not invalidate old conclusions (that is the “ideological” status
described by H. Arendt) is calied “monoctonic™™. Formally, this is expressed as follows: a
kind of logic is monotonic if the Tunction [(X), associating fo each set of formulas the set of its
theorems, has the following property:

for cach set of premises S and for cach set of premises §°

* G, Orwell, Nineteen-Eightyp-Four cit., p. 648,
* The teem comes from mathematics, where a monotonic function is a function always increasing or always
decreasing.
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S inchuded in §” implies f{8) included in £8°) .

The issue is that in every day human reasoning, pariicularly in the political-sociat one,
confrary to what happens in the idealized reasoning of classical logic or mathematics, it is
very rare fo deal with a set of complete and sufficient information. It is however necessary to
be able to infer plausible conclusions from given knowledge, in order to make decisions and
plans, etc. Since (he inferred conclusions are just an attempt, they can be retracted when new
information is added to basic knowledge: this is “nen-monoctonic reasoning”. A definition of
the scheme of non-monotonic reasoning, i.e. the non-monotonic iaw, can be found in the
following:

given the information a, and in absence of contrary evidence, infer conclusion .

For instance, given the piece of information — coming from numerous observations — “All
birds fly”, T can infer that a new hird — let's say a penguin — flies, provided that T must be
ready to revise such a deduction after a series of accurate observations of the animal i its
daily life. Hence, in non-monotonic logic it is possible to deduct formulas that are not the
logic consequence of the premises and, once acquired new pieces of nformation, formulas
alrcady deducted can be discarded. Building the logic of non-monoctonic reasoning means to
give a formal representation of such a scheme and at the same time to indicate the criteria to
say that a given knowledge cun be considered acquired. Possible solutions:

1. Assume the hypothesis of the closed world, i.e. that our data base contains afl possible
information (if’ a formwla eannol be deducted, then it must be negated). This is & non-
menoctonic fogic (if it is not possible to deduct A, —A is deducted; however, if we add A, itis
not possible to get —A any more), and if requires some adjustments in order to avoid
inconsistencies. For instance, if we have only Pa v Pb, we cannot deduct neither Pa, nor Pb,
hence we deduct both —Pa and —Pb, at variance with Pa v Ph. In order to avoid that, a
restriction must be added: A can be deducied only if there are no disjunctions including it.

2. Augment the deductive system with the defauls law:

A

11 is consistent to believe that B

B

That means: given the premise 4, if assuming that B is true does not imply inconsistency with
everything we know, then we can assume that B is true™.

S (R mteresting to remark how this scheme s implcit in the juridieal principle according to which
everybody is innocent until proven guilty.
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Such a rule is clearly non-monotonic: if at some point we should learn that B is false, the
inference would block. In order to handle with situations where B is consisteat but also —B
would be such, defauit systems must be refined through the notion of extension, that is a
minimal set of formulas that can all be justified on the base of the given deductive system. In
one exiension we would keep B and in another extension we would keep —B. It is furthermore
necessary to establish if the formulas common te off extensions are accepled as theorems or if
alf the formulas of one given extension are”’.

3. Modal or auto-epistemic non-monotonic logic. Modal non-momotonic logic introduces a
new intensional operator G with one instance such as its meaning is “it can be consistently
assumed”. It has the advantage of a greater expressive flexibility, since it is possible to iterate
G and it is also possibie to formalize default conditionals so that A & GB —C is the
consequent of a conditional, and encapsulated conditionals as well {conseguent default of
anothor default). In the aufo-epistemic logic an intensional operator C is infroduced {CA
means “A is believed™), and a law of default is cxpressed with “A& —C—B—D" (if A and ifit
is not believed nonB, then D). Ilere the derivable formulas are characterized through “stable
cxpansions™ Y of a set of premises X, that means, in intuitive terms, derivable formulas from
the set of premises that are also characterized by the fact that what is in Y is believed and
what is not in Y is not believed®®. The advantage is given by the fact that they have a clear
(kripkean} semantics,

4. Circumscription logic, An enlargement of axioms is made assuming new formulas in order
to minimize the extension of some predicates (those indicating exceplions). For instance, if
we take as first premise *not anomalous bivds can fly”, and as a second premise “Penguins are
anomalous birds”, we start circumscribing the predicate “to be snomslous” to the empty set. 1f
we add a further premise “Pingu is a bird”, we get “Pingu can fly”. But, if we receive the
information fhat Pingu is a penguin, then we will re-circumscribe the predieate “to be
anomalous” to the one element set, writing *‘the only anomalous bird is Pingu” {and then we

will not infer “Pingu can fly™). The idea is very simple, but in order to formalize it, we require

a second order Togic™, and it is very tricky to find the ripht “balance” between what is limited
and what is let free 1o variate (for instance, belween exceplional birds and fying birds).
Further issues arise if more than one exception predicate are present,

‘We have pointed out that scveral different approaches to logic have been stadied in
order to deseribe dynamical situations in which new information allows to retract previously
deducted conclusions. It is not logic’s responsibility, then, if someone chooses 1o stay within a
monotonic fogic,

{Transiated by Tessa Marzotto]

3 Furthermore, work is being donc on the appropriafc semantics.

* Formally it is thus expressed: Y = deductive closure of X w €Y W —C(/Y), where “U” stands for “union of
sels™,

** That is a kind of logic quantifying nol only over individual variable, but also ovor predicative variables, An
example of formula circumseribing “L” can be: YO{X(DEYx(Dx2Ex)»Vx(lx—®x)), where @ s a
predicative variable, X(®) is the conjunclion of the formulas of X where E was replaced by @,
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Living Forms (of Art). Edoardo Kae¢’s Transgenic Art between
Ethics and Aesthetics

ELISABETTA DI STEFANO

Abstrael: The Twentieth Cenlary produced s remarkable progress in physics and biology, thanks to the supporl
of new lechnical instruments, generally endarging the horizon of scientific rescarch, The genctie alteralions are
olerated in those fields, such as medicine, where they are beneficial o man, whereas they provoke perplexity
and amxiety in the adistic field, where the infervention on living forms, since it is nof justified by a principle of
wtilily, seems to fall into futile hedonism. After a brief review of the main theories on the relationship bebveen
ethics and biotechnologies, started in the 70s, we will analyse some transgenic works by lhe Brazilian artist
Edoarde Kace, in order to, on the one hand, emiphasize the etbical, philosophical and social value of these living
forms of art, and on the other, clarify how the arrival of new technolegies has influenced the fransformation of
fraditicnal acsthetic categorics.

The Twentieth Century produced a remarkable progress in physics and biclogy, thanks to the
support of new fechnical instruments, generally enlarging the horizoa of scientific research.
Charles Darwin’s theory on natural selection and Gregor Mendel’s theory on the inheritance
of certain traits have found today new consensns and wide acknowledgement also in the
gencral public. The experiments on genetically modified organisms enhance hope for their
benefits. For instance, the Golden rice, a variety of rice that can accumulate provitamin A, has
been very heneficial in South-East Asia, where many people suffer from sight impairment due
lo vitamin A deficiencies. The S. Marzano GM (omato, fo quote another exampie, was made
resistant to a virosis that was endangering the whole production. Ilowever, bestdes some
immediate advantages, there are also concerns about possible negative consequences in the
future. In the communis opinio a great deal of perplexity, in relation to technologies oporating
on Hving forms, prevails and it is due to a static understanding of the biological world, rather
oriented towards an harmonic balance and the preservation of the stafus gque. On the base of
such an Edenic vision of nature, inherited by classical and humanistic culture, any human
intervention replacing the creating divinity is condemned as an act of arrogance (iiybris).
There are also some myths, as for instance Frankenstein’s, that feed the common imagination
with prejudices, according to which the biclogist who manipulates the laws of nature is often
compared to Faust, who makes a deal with the devil, The main issue concerns the criterion of
what is just, that means whether i is possible (o take the operations on living organisms, that
man can today accomplish thanks to technological development, as ethically correct. The
genctic altcrations arc tolerated in thosc Gelds, such as medicine, where they are beneficial to
maun, whereas they provoke perplexity and anxiety in the artistic field, where the infervention
on living forms, since it is not justified by a principle of utility, seems to fall inte futile
hedonism. After a briel review of the main theories on the relationship between ethics and
biotechnologies, started in the 70s, we will analyse some lransgenic works by the Brazilian
artist Edoardo Kac, in order to, on the one hand, emphasize the ethical, philosophical and
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social value of these living forms of art, and on the cther, clarify how the amival of new
technologics has influenced the transformation of traditional aesthetic categories.

1. Ethics and biotechnology: the issue of what is just,

The debate starting in the 70s and developed in the ficld of biocthics has tried to provide an
snswer to & fmdamental guestion: whether or not everything that is operatively possible is
also ethically justifiable. The principle of responsibility’, revisited by the German phifosopher
[ians Jonas, is finaily very relevant. Jonas believes that the augmented operative potential of
man forces him/her to ethical actions that are compatible with the permanency of life on
earth?, thus limiting his/her Lreedom of action. Opposite to Jonas® “precauntionary”
responsibility, we find Tristram Engelhardt’s concept of “cmancipating” responsibility’,
supporting the Icgitimacy of ethical pluralism and establishing the principle of the agent
autonomy, that is the compulsory acknowledgement of cach individual’s right to decide about
histher own good. Actually, according to Roberto Marchesini, both Jonas” position and
Enpelhardt’s derive from a misunderstanding of man’s position in relation te culture, techno-
scientific activities and nature itself. Jonas®™ analysis expresses indeed a conservative
hardening and employs old concepts, such as Avbris, to provent any intervention in relation to
the intangible alterity; Engelhardt’s theory instead supports human prerogatives and rights,
leaving nature out of consideration, according to a seif-referential and anthropocentred
scheme. Therefore, according to the Ntalian scholar, both the supporters of precautionary
responsibility and the supporters of emancipating responsibility adopt the samc
presupposition adopted by the theorists of incompleteness, according to which, from Herder
to Gehlen®, man is biologically deficient and only thanks to culture it is possible to
compensate his/her deficioncics and adapt to the environment, To the contrary, Marchesini
claims that cultural conquests shift continuously the threshoid that supports the hybridisation
processcs botween bios and fechme’, thus producing previously unexpected needs.
Accordingly, he then presents & theory in bioethics that rcecognizes alterity and etero-reference
as essential moments of techaological activitics. Marchesini’s remarks on the concepis of
threshoid and chimera can guide us to a better understanding of the biotechnological arts, and
of the reason why, whenever they overcome the boundaries of experts’ culture, they provoke
controversies in the media as well as people’s indignation, and they ate condemned as mere
spectacularity.

! See L. Battaglia, Dimensioni defla biceticu, Genova, Name, 1999,

¥ H. Jonas, Das Privzip Verantworfung, Frank furt am Main, Inscl Verlag, 1979,

*HT. Engelhardt, The Foundations of Bioethics, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1986, Sec R, Marchesini,
Bioetica e biotecnologie. Ouestioni morall nell’era bietech, Bologua, Apéiron, 2002, p. 110,

*A. Gehlen, Der Mensch. Seine Nair snd seine Stellung in der Welt, Berlin, Tunker und Diinchaupt, 1940 and
Die Seele im technischen Zeitafter. Svziolpyychioloyische Probleme in den industriellen Gesellschafl, Reinbek,
Rowohll, 1957, On {he concepl of “deficient being” sce M.T. Panscra, L'wemo progefto delfa nanrd.
L amtropolagia fisiologica di Avnold Gehlen, Roma, Studium, 1990, p. 76 ff.

R Marchesing, ff concetio df soplio, Roma-Mapoli, Theoria, 19972
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2. Art and biotechnologies: the issue of what is useful.

Since ancient fimes the binomial art-life refers to the theory of art revolving around the
principie of imitation of nature, Classical and humanistic sources, from Pliny (Natwralis
historia, XXXV, 65-66) to Vasari (Le Vife de’ pitr eccellenti architelli, pitiovi, ef sculiori
italiani, Fiorence, 1550, 1568), are full of anecdotes referring to paintings that are so realistic
to seem true, or to sculptures that seem to breath®, however the enlargement of the arlistic
horizon @ the second half of the Twentieth Century, while replacing pictorial and sculptural
representation with real exhibition of human and animal (fiving) bodies, has given a propér
content to what was before just a metaphor, Nevertheless, whereas classic aesthetics (Horace,
Vitruvius’) strictly respected the laws of nature and condemned chimeras ss unlikely
monslers, today the fopic of hybrid has a revived actuality, thanks to those technolopies
aliowing disturbing grafts among different species’. If it is true, as Marchesini claims®, that
the relationship between biological world and technological produciion can be traced back to
the time when, through agricultare and animal breeding, man has deeply medified the
ecosystems’ conformation, we shall remark that today biotechnological interventions on
vegetable and animal orpanisms should not be placed on the monstrum axis, i.e. the line of
violation of nature, but simply on the axis of the development and refinement of procedures
applicd since farever. Consequently, the employment of biotechnoiogies by artists should not
provoke greal sensalion, since the aim of art has always been an early grasp of cultural
transformations and their — aiso provocative — popularization.

In the 70s genetics appeared as a discipline for experts with scanty consequences on
daily life. The hermencutic tools in the hands of the non-expert public, in order (o understand
what was happening, were tofally inadequate to grasp the impertance of the ongoing
biotechnologicat revolution. Common imagination was vel shaped by myths and metaphors
{Frankenstein} branding {he manipulations on fiving forms as a transgression of ethical and
rchigious laws, by which man was aftemnpting to replace God®®. In such a context, the works of
several artists, particularly sensitive to the ongoing cultural fransformations, made use of
bictechnologics in their artistic praductions, in order to orentate the debate on some of the
most important questions of our time, Among them, Edoardo Kac'! has gained intemational

® Reference to spivantia siena can be found in Viegi and Stafivs, but also’in Petrarca and Polizizro. Sec E. I
Stefano, Dof Medioevo al Seicento, in L. Russo (vd.), Exteticu defla scuftura, Palcrmo, Acsthetica, 2003, p. 50-
51.

? Horace (drs poetica, vv. 9-10%, although he was giving lo pusts and painiyrs equal power lo allempt anything,
exhoried them to avoid the adynaton, the creation of cenlaurs, syrens or olher ndicoulus monsiers, Simdarly
Vitruvius {e evchitectura V11, 5, 3) protests apainst the profiferation of that kind of wall painting that was
mixing realistic and Fantastic clement, thus creating unlikely figures half man balf animal.

® K. Fiorani, §. Ceresol, Jbridazioni. Nuovi ferritori della scienza e della tecnica, dell’avie ¢ della wente,
Boelogna, Apéiron, 2000,

¥ R. Marchesini, Sioetica e bistecnologie cit., p. 5-6.

0 thid., p. 105.

I Edoardo Kac (Rio de Janciro, 1962) Yives in Chicago where he works as professor of Art and Technology at
the Schout Atl Tastitute of Chicago. He is also s member of the staff of the presligious review Leonarde
published by the Massachusctis lnstitate of Technology. His interests focus on dialogical exchanges and
conununication among different forms of life. His artistic path, aiming e sualyse social tiansformations caused

225




ELISABETTA DI STEFANG

renown to the general public as well through the mass media. The Brazilian artist has troubled
the souls with his creation of fluorescent animals, very often taken as the exhibition of a mere
spectacularity, that is, a useless inflicted suffering in order fo emulale, not only on a
melaphorical level any more, the creative power of God.

The analogy between the artist and Ged has given substance to the Renaissance’s
aesthetics, as (o emphasize the creativity of the work of arf and the inteliectnal vale of its
author, However, when we shift from simple representation to proper generation of
manipulaled living organisms, the metaphor acquires a troubling concreteness. As a matter of
fact, although the reference to divine creation appears in more than one of Kac’s works, as in
Genesis (Ars Electronica, Linz, 1999) and The Eighth Day (2001), the primary focus of his
research does not revolve neither around this aesthefic cafegory, nor around the new
passibilities opened up by technelogy. Ilis works focus on other questions, as for instance the
diafogical relationship between artist, artwork and public, In his productions, as in most of
bictechnoiogical art, the artist is not a god penerating vegetable beings and nonexistent
animals, but rather the person who starts a project that is able to cstablish relationships, The
work is in fact accomplished thanks to the public who decides unpredictably its evolution. We
can then apply to his productions the categories of “collective” author and “plural” artist'?,
thal in the relational art’ as in the interactive art {employing digital technologies) defines the
figure who is able to creatively relate with the public as well as with a team of collaborators
{IT technicians, experts from scveral disciplines). In Kac’s transgenic art the element of
dialogical relationship acquires further ethical, social and emotional connotations, since it
concerns the relationship between author, public and living forms of art. Consequently, the
concept of responsibifity of each member of the public in relation to the organisms becomes
very important whenever one decide to participate in the work. Moreover, responsibility
etymologically means “the ability to give a response™. Thus the concept can properly enter the
aesthetics of diafogue™ promoted by Kac in all his artistic projects.

Genesis by Eduardo Kac is a polemic artwork on the human dominion, decided by God,
on the other living forms (Genesi 1, 26: “Let man have dominion over the fish of the sea, and
over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moves upon the earth”), The biblical
verse is ranslated in Morse code; this Iatter is then converted in couplets of DNA nucleitide
hases. An artificial gene is thus created, the “artist pene®, then grafted into (non pathogenic)
bacteria of Escherichia Coli. Afterwards they are exhibited in an art galiery. The public,
through their presence or from whatever part of the world, through the Web, can switch on a

by technolopical development, focuses in the 80s on Tolecomunications Ar, & series of works employing
telecommunication media in onder to lel displaced users inferact. In the 90s with the Tolepresenee Art, he
promotes distance faleraction combining lelecommumication with robotics and interact. Af the cnd of the 908 he
gets to the Biotelematic Art, where he connects living species (human, animal, vegetable) to felecommumication
and roboetics. Sce http/fwww.ckac.org.

2 Plural arlist is the definition of Paclo Rosa and Andrea Balzola (L arte fuori di 56, Milano, Feltvinetli, 2011, p,
£53),

2 On ihe relational art developed in the middle of the 90s circa see N, Bourriaud, L'esthdtigue relationnefie,
Dijon, Les presses du réel, 1998,

"R, Kae, The Aesthetics of Diafogue, intervicw realized by 8. Osthoff, “Revista do Mcstrado de Arte ¢
Teenotogia da Tmagem™ 0, (1994 (htipr/fwww unh.br/visfrevistark him),
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UV wave lamp provoking alterations in the DNA of the bacteria. Accordingly, the word of
God, genetically incorperated in the bacteria, is modified, thus guestioning the divine
command and human supremacy on the other species. The pelemic and symbolic infent is
made clear when, afterwards, through the opposite process, the artist gene is translated back
into Morse code and then in English, producing new meanings'®,

Genesis has further symbolic value, since it emphasize the responsibility of the commeoen
man as well in the biotechnological era. To cfick or not fo click becomes then an ethical
dilemma between the acceptance of the sfgius guo and the risk of unpredictable changes. Not
clicking, the public accepts the divine law, clicling, instead, hefshe cannot anticipate (he new
gencrated meanings, With Geresis Kac denounces the confidence of genetic engineering that
in due time will be able to permeale daily life. A simple click, a familiar gesture already, can
have unaccountable consequences, according to what Kac has defined as the “paradoxical
condition of the non-expert in the biotechnological era™'%, The use of new technologies is
indeed today increasingly casier, thanks to straightforward interfaces: it suffices to digit on a
keyboard or to touch an icon. The person who does these pestures however is not always
perfectly awarc of the applied algorithms, the activated processes, and their more or less big
consequences: for instance, in Kac’s work, a genetic mutation. Therefore the aim of Xac's
project is precisely to rovive the topic of the responsibility of the subject and a new ethical
protocoi in art. Only endorsing an ethical responsibifity and an educational role, the arlist who
employs new bictechnofogical media can give full sense to histher artistic operations. In a
period of wide-spread aesthetism, where everything is played on the level of mmage {of
objects, people, lifo-styles), art can stiil bo the vehicle of a new “ethics of form™ 7, however it
mmst orientate technology so that its use is not empty, seif-referential, or destructive.

The Eighth Day as well provides new hard content to ancient aesthetic categories. Now
art not only completes the work of nature, as a classic fopos suggests, but also generates
unnatural hybrids. Thaoks to technology man is able to continue the work of God in the “eight
day” when transgenic organisms and hie-mechanical hybrids arc created. For the first thme, in
this work several fluorescent creature (plants, amoebas, fish, mice) are independently
developed in several laboratories and are then gathered together in u biologieal robot™®

Y ¥, Liarte iransgenica: geni sinteiicl, ivansgenici e biobois, in F. Fischnaller {ed), F-ari. Arie, societd ¢
democrazia nell’era della rete, Roma, Bditori Riuniti, 2006, p. 109-112.

¥ T, Bioestetica, arfe frangenica ¢ i coniglio verde, inlerview realized by M. Bolopsini, in S. Lux, drfe
ipercontemporanea ¥n cerfo lovo sguardo...ulteriori protocolii defl ‘arfe contemporanea, Roma, Gaopemi, 2006,
p. 433439, in particalar p. 434. Sce also E. Kac, Sioesfefica ¢ arte transgenica, in M. Bologmini {ed),
Postdipitede. Conversazione sull urte ¢ Ie nuove tecnologie, Roma, Caroced, 2008, p. 75-80,

¥ The appeal to an cfhics of form in relation to the new technologics is brought forward both on the side of
aesthetics (P, Monlapi, Bioestetica. Senso comune, tecnica e arte nell et della globalizzazione, Roma, Caroce,
2007, p. 1069-112) and on the side of arf criticism {A. Balzola, Principi etici nelle arti multimediali, m A,
Balzola-A. M. Monteverdi, Le artl multimediali digitadi, Milano, Garzanti, 2004, p. 424-47), however with no
reference fo biotechnological arts. On the relationship bebhween cthics and bioart see I, Zylinska, Hioethics in the
Age of New Media, Massachusctts Institute of Technology, 2009.

* By bichot Kac means a robol with an active biological elemont commanding some aspeets ol its behaviour. In
The Eighthr Day the bichot has a colony of amoebas GFP working as brains cells: sinee they form a network
inside the biorcactor that is the brain structure of the biobot. When the amosbas divide, the bicbot slowly moves
forward and backwards in its cnvironment, The biobot also works as an avafar for the public, who can confrol the
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{biobot}, in order to shape a new artificial and biclumineseent ccosystem, cnclosed in a
transparent perspex dome {a sphere of one metre and twenty centimetres in diameter with an
internal clear blue light} evoking the image of the earth seen from out of space'. The work
represents the expansion of bicdiversity beyond natural forms of life. It is clear that genetic
engineering will have increasingly deeper repercussions on the social, medical, political and
financial sphere and by conseguence art cannot be indifferent fo these tlopics. The ethical
engagement is very clear in Edoardo Kac’s own words, who in several interviews declares to
be interested in analysing the several social implications of genctics. According to him the
task of art is fo make the implicit meanings of the biolechnological revolution expiicit, and to
contribute to the shaping of alternative points of view, making the language of genetics more
accessible™,

From these remarks it becomes clear that the production of chimeric animals in Kac’s
artistic projecis is very far from the hedonistic and decorative purpose of other transgenic
forms, such as the GloFish?!, GM fluorescent fish on sale to decorate your [ish tank. The
Brazilian artist’s goal is 1o open the dialogue among artists, scientists, and philosophers, as to
awaken public opinion on important issues i relation to genetics: for instance, the rclation
between genes and environment, the identity of living beings as not only genetic organisms,
the sense of cquality and alterity among living beings, the communication among different
species, He is then trying to reformulate the role of the artist as an individual, who is able to
stimulate thinking, not only on abstract aesthetic catepories, but also on urpent, actual
problems, highly refevant in our political and social context,

Aware that new technologies always push further the threshold between bios and
techne, and that today society is now oriented towards post-humanism, where
biotechnoiogical hybrids will co-exist, Edoardo Kac wants to awaken throuph his projects the
awareness and the sense of responsibilily of individuals in relation to genetically modified
organisms. Such is the meaning of his Transgenic Art;

There is no transgenic art without a firm commitment fo and responsibility for the
new lile form thus created. Ethical concerns are paramount in any artwork, and
they become more crucial than ever in the context of bio art. From the perspective
of interspecies conununication, (ransgenic art calls for a dialogical relationship
between artist, creature/artwork, and those who come in contact with it

audiovisnal system of the biobof, through 2 specific device connected to the web, The biohot's movements allow
the public te have a changing perspective on the environment, The visitors of (he gullery can see the terartem
with the fransgenic creatures both fom outside the dome and from inside, thanks o 8 computer that provide the
public with the sams experience of the people in internet. Since it provides the possibility to live the environment
inside the dome from the point of view of the biobot, the work allow a first porsen thinking of the meaning of
transgenic ceology, B, Kac, L arte transgenica: geni sinfefici, transgenici ¢ hiohafs ¢, p. 112,

% 1. Hauser {ed.), Art Biotech, it. ed. by P.L. Capucci, I, Torriani, Bologns, Claeb, 2007, p. 58-59.

MR Kac, L'arte ransgenica: geni sinteficl, transgenioi e biobots cit., p. 112

M See the official website Lty feranw . alofish.com.

P In 1998 Kac invents the expression “transgenie art™ in a writlen lext that is also its manifest: E, Kae,
Transgenic  Art,  “Leonarde Eleclonic  Almanac™ 6/ {1998) (mow  available here
hitp/fwwyw.ekac orgfitansgenic.himi)y: “Transgenic art, [ propose, is 2 new art form based on the usc of genctic
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1t is not by chance that Kac’s fransgenic projects have often taken into account “pet” animals,
with whom man has always established an inter-relation, such as the dog {GFP K-9) and the
rabbit (GFFP Bunny). GFP is the acronym of Green Fluorescent Profein, a protein extracted
from the jeilyfish Aequorea Victoria (a species of the Norlh-West Pacific Oceun), that
becomes fluorescent when exposed to UV lighl, The implantation of a pene carrying this
protein in the DNA of the mammat embryo leads to the birth of organisms flucrescent under
specific light conditions. As Kuc has emphasized several times, the GFP has long been used
as marker in the laboratories of molecuiar biology and it is inoffensive for the animal health,
not altering its vital functions®,

At the end of the 90s the artist fried fo implant the protein in the DNA of a dog. The dog
is the pet animal par excellence and its temperament predisposes it to social interaction.
According to Kac “the dog is a quintessentially dialogical animal™**. But the project GFP K-9
was lef! to an early stage because of several difficulties, among which the lack of & complete
mapping of the dog genome, without which the project could not be carried on safely for the
health of the animal. Tn 2000 the artist attempted the experiment again with a rabbit®, a
species that man has long been using for hybridisation and selective breeding, GFP Bunny
was thus bom, the green rabbil, tenderly calied Alba. Both projects envisaged three phases
equally important for the success of the ariwork: the first one, properly creative, is the genetic
manipulation in laboralory with the help of scientists and it is concluded by the birth of the
transgenic organism®®; the second one (that we could call communicative or expository) is the
museum exhibition and media communication of the transgenic animal, in order fo solicit
public debate and shake common people conscicusness; the third one, that we could call
dialogical or relational, is the integration of the fransgenic animal m & domestic
environment”’. Therefore also in GFP Bunny the concept of responsibility of the public is
present, as care of the other living heing perceived as diffcrent. The hybrid, in [act, is not the
monster generating fear (henee the choice of animals such as the dog or the rabbit), but rather
biodiversity with which we should learn how to co-exist:

engineering technigues {o fransfer synthetic genes tr an organism or to fransfor nataral genctic material from one
species iuto another, to create unigue living beings™.

B \d., Bioestetica, arte trangenica e if coniglio verde cit., p. 435,

¥ 1d., Transgenic Art cit.

¥ The lransgenic rabbit is made in Jouy-cn-Josas (¥rance) in collaboration with the Instilute National de Ja
Recherche Agronomigue {(INRA) (hal since 1995 was using the GFP in cxporiments on embryos of frogs and
cats, Since 1998 it was working on the injectiun in whitish rabbits' ovarics of the flucrescent green protein,
following a safc procedure, finalized to the chemical iracing of some evenls in the body of the rabbit, as the
growth of fumours or the development of genctic Hinesses. F. Fischmaller, E-art. Arte, sociefd e democrazia
nell ‘era della rete, Roma, Rditort Riuniti, 2006, p. 51-52.

* ATbw was born in 2000 from the colluboration of the Brazilian artist, the zoosystemist Louis Bec and the
scientists Louis-Marie Houdebine and Patrick Prunnet. See E. Kac, GFP Bunny, in P.T, Dobrila, A. Kostic
{eds.}, Kdoardo Kac: Telepresence, Biotelematics, Transgemic Ary, Marihor (Slovenia), Kibla, 2000,

3 Kac's artistic project cavisaped to live with the rabbit in a roon: especially arranged for the exhibition and to
bring il aflerwards o Chicago in order fo inserl it in the domestic lifc of his family, as te devclop the analysis on
the insertion of the different in the social and family conlext, S. Lux, Arfe ipercontemporauea un cerfo loiv
sguardo cit., po 425,
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Motecular genetics allows the artist to engineer the plant and animal genome and
create new life forms. The nature of this new art is defined not only by the birth
and growth of a new plant or animal but above all by the nature of the relationship
between artist, public, and {ransgenic organism. Organisms created in the context
of transgenic art can be taken home by the public to be grown in the backyard or
raised as human companions.”®

The acsthetic (ension of the work, as the artist remarks, comes from the conflict between the
familiar bunny and the hypothetical monstrosity of the transgenic being. According to Kac it
is important that socicty learns how to accept and welcome clones and chimeras. He is not
interested in emotional and spectacular aesthetics, but rather in the involvement of another
subject®. Also this project is therefore included in the diafogical aesthetics characterizing ail
his artistic productions; “GFP Bunny gives continuation to my focus on the creation, in art, of
what Martin Buber called dialogical relationship, what Mikhaii Batkhin called dialogic sphere
of cxistence, what Emile Benveniste called intersubjectivty and what Humberto Maturana
calis consensual domains: shared spheres of perception, cognition and agency in which two or
more seatient beings (human or otherwise} can negotiate their experience dialogically” 30

The artist however could not accomplish the project that was blocked by censorship at
the first stage. He tried anyway to get to the second phase through a massive media
communication that made the image of the green rabbit known all around the world. The
reasens behind the censorship, marking the boundaries between scientific research and artistic
project, are nevertheless very interesting. Kac’s transgenic art proceeds indeed paraliel to
scientific research (in the use of laboratories and instruments, in the collaboration with
technicians, biologists, gencticists, in the common sharing ol some goals), but it diverges
from it in the analysis of the results: for the field of research the transgenic rabbit is the
vehicle of an ongoing scientific study and it must therefore be kept in the laboratory, for the
field of art, instead, # is full of expository and aesthetic values, Although thanks to Kac for
the first time an operation of genctic engineering is associated with the supposcd uselessness
of art’’, as a matter of fact, artists, as scientists, have as their own purpose fo contribute to
knowledge. However, differently from the scientists, often working in the secrecy of their
laboratories, the artists aim to shake people sleepy consciousness and animate a debate, in
which ethics and acsthetics can coliaborate to inform the general public on the ongoing
cultural transformations,

| Translated by Tessa Marzotio]

®g, Kae, Transgenic Art cit.
¥1d., Rioestefica, arte angenica e H coniglio verde cit.,, p. 436.
* Intervicw conducled onfine, with guestions posted to the Genolog website, Fuly-Seplember 2000
(‘h{lp Hgenutog comislash). CR. hitpr/www.ekac.org/genointer. himl.
V. Kac, Bivestetica, arfe trangenica e if coniglio verde cit, p. 435,
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Shared Responsibility: Author and Public in JR’s Experience

EMANUELE CRESCIMANNG

Abstract: New forms of art have Implications thal go beyond the acstheties and the theory of the arls: they
cmphasize cthical, political and social aspeets, The understanding of the now relationship between author and
users is erveial fo JR's works and theorics, In this paper we will provide 4 theorctical explanation of his work
through Ihe teols developed by Nicolas Bourriaud in Relational Aesthetics. What is the form of artwork today?
What are the duties and the role of the atiisi? Whal are those of the users? And what are the effects on the secial,
political and ethical sphere?

We shall argue that JR’s live actions are able lo overcomie some of Bourriaud’s theoretical limits: his activity
lakes place not in thuseums (like the models presented by Bowrriaud) but befween people. Llence, through his
work a new ethical and political comrmunity is born and prows up. Finally, JR turns everyday situations in
artistic situations because he works dircetly on the real world. He s capable to create 3 new dimension of
relationships and he reveals & now way to makc art

The new forms of artistic practice in recent times have implications that go beyond the realm
of aesthetics and the theory of the aris. They closely entail indeed an ethical, political and
social dimenston, It is necessary then to detect what form is taken up by the work of art today,
what are the tasks, roles and duties of the artist and what are those of the users. Already 1960s
avant-guards questioned the linearity of the artistic process, going progressively from the
artist to the public through the artwork; new social and political conditions have led to new
artistic proposals, finally dismantling the traditional institutional frame and increasingly
emphasizing the creative [unction of the public. However, already Dewey in 1934 in 41t as
Experience had stressed on the fact that, rather than referring fo the work of art, we shonld
refer to the actual experience of the work of arl, thus opening the way to the inclusion of ail
new practices, that, from being daily life simple experiences, they now tend to acquire
aesthetic features. Along the way of such a perspective, it would be possible then fo detect in
the wholc history of art of the Twentieth Century the constant tendency to bring in daily
practices previously not considered as arlistic, and to transform daily obiects into works of art,
thus cmphasizing the spin-off provided by such fransformations to the social dimension
connected to the work ol arl.

1. JR’s artistic action in the streets of the world

A particularly successful exampie of the new set of interconnections and [rei{ful possibilities
of interventions on reality claimed by today artistic practices is provided by IR, a still
anonymous phofograffewr, who since the very first years of our Century has carried oul
scveral projects half way between photegraphy and street art; he is a street artist who from
Paris’ banlien arrived to (he world wide visibility of TED conférences. JR's work is mainly to
put up posters in places hosting conflicts and social tensions in corder to clearly show to
everybody that reality is not as it appears at a quick and superficial gaze, and that therefore it
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deserves more attention. It is ultimately an invitation to exert vision the best possible way in
order to get rid of clichds and formats of vision established by social dynamics, The bhig
posters he put up depict the very iithabitants of the places he has chosen for his action in the
attempt to represent them differently from their representation in the media, that are
exclusively interested in these situation during emergencies or moments of social tension with
the power in charge. The aim is therefore to grant a possibility to express thcmselves to those
who are generally unable to do it, who are generally superficially misrepresented, to
minorities otherwise silent or lefl in a condition of un-expression,

Since the early years of the Century, JR has carried out his work in Paris banlien, while
shocked by the protests of the young cassewrs. He has put up giant posters of I[sraeli and
Palestinian peoplc on the wall dividing the fwo populations in Palestine, with the aim of
emphasizing the common traifs among the two rather than the differences and contrasts
exaccrbated by medis and politics. He has piven a voice to women from the south of the
world, from Rio de laneiro favelus to Africa sfums. And he did that with local population
involvement, clearly explaining the aim of his projects and emphasizing that without their
active participation they would have been meaningless, One example, above all, can clarify
the best JR’s modus operandi; in the favela of Morro du Providencia in Rio de Janeiro, JR has
involved in the project Women are Heroes resident women in order to show that what claimed
by mass media does not correspond to the truth and that an atteative policy that is able to
invelve residents can be more efficient that whatever authoritative intervention from above.
JR hasy then listened to these women's stories. He took their photo as they are, with no artifice
or will to let them appesr different from what they are, with the signs of time and life fatigues
on their faces, in order to tell through their portraits their authentic story. JR shows {0 be an
artist who is aware of his media of expression, of its logic and potential. He has therefore
taken the photo of these women using a fens of focal length 28 mum, as it reduces the physical
distance between the photographer and the subject fo only 10 centimetres. He focused on the
face filling the whole framing, arranging things so that the face can alone reveal the identity
of the person porlrayed in his/her entirety. The grimace or caricatural expression taken by the
photographed subiects provides a possibility of persenal expression, it enhances the visage’s
modes of expression as the giant dimensions of the image augment the signifying power and
the amount of useful details for a more complete and compiex representafionn. JR has
afterwards gone back to {he favela with the giant posters of the portraits and has put them up
on houses facades, on the stairs running through the favela, finally changing their appearance
and showing that “Art can [ind a place anywhere, just like these flowers that sometimes
emerpe between slabs of concrete™

JR can rightly ¢laim then that he “owns the biggest art gailery in the world”™ and that the
simpie principle of his art les in the fact that “he exhibits freely in the sireets of the world,
catching the atfention of people who are not typical muscum visitors. [lis work mixcs Art and
Act, talks about commitment, freedom, identity and fimit™,

1y R, Women are Heroes, Pans, Allermalives, 2009, p. 145,
? Ses hitp:/fwww. jr-art.aetir
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The highest acknowledgement of JR’'s work is the TED prize awarded to him i 2011,
as a recognition of the fact that his work was able to incamate the fundamental principles of
TED. The main element of all of JR’s projects is indecd the participation and involvement of
the photographed subjects, their active role, and, finally, the overcoming of the rigid
distinction between author and public, hence transforming local inhabitants into co-authors of
the work of art. JR’s aim in short is to show in real termis that a different understanding and a
different practise of art can create new forms of relationship and engagemcnt, thus shaping a
fruitful place of encounter and mutual exchange. The sphere of influence and efficacy of art is
therefore extended to the sccial, ethical, and potitical realm. He has moreover reformulated
the role and responsibility of the artist in the light of all those artistic practices that have
definitively overcome the traditional, rigid taxonomy, according to which the work of artis a
product of the arfist, offered to the public when finished, In fact, when he accepted the prize
in March 2011, JR wondered: 1 mean, technology, politics, business do change the world,
not always in a good way, but they do. What about art? Could art change the world?™,

Qur specific aim, here, however, is not exclusively related to the issue of the status of
the artistic action and of the artist and public duties, but rather it would lLike to focus on the
implications and spins-off of this new understanding of the artistic work, While granting to
his actions the possibility to coniribute to a positive change of the world, JR wondered how he
could possibly find a form that is able to actively involve the public and give them the whole
creative power, not belonging exclusively to the artist any more. The new relafion between
the artist and the public and its multipic consequences entails in fact not only a new mode of
articulation of the form-content relation, but also the cndorsement of a new ethical
responsibility: the giant super close-up poriraits of youngsters in Paris banfieus, of Palestinian
and Isracli people on the wall dividing Israel from Palestine in the Middle East, of women
from the favela of Providencia in Rio de Janeiro or from the bidonville of Nairobi, from
Liberia and Sierra Leone, visible in those very places, under the modifications perpetrated by
time and passers-by, deeply quecstion the greal classical models of the work of art. While
Facebook is beconing the larger vehicle of images, taken dircetly from the daily life of every
single user, images conceived to be shared and commented, IR has shown that there is also a
totalty different way to offer images in the stroots, and that those images have a deeper and
larger potential of sharing:

in some ways, art can change the world. Art is not supposed fo chanpe the world,
to change practical things, but to change perceptions. Asf can change the way we
sce the world. Art can create an analogy. Actually the fact that arf cannot change
things makes it a neutral place for exchanges and discussions, and then enables
you to change the world.”

*See hitp:/Awww.ted.comftalles/it s fod prize wish wse ant_to turm_the world_inside_outhtmi
4 rr -
Ibid.
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The communicability and socialization of a kind of knowledge, that is a mode of leoking and
acting on reality, opens up to the efthical dimension a public, participated dimension,
generating a form of thinking in continuous dialogue and restructuring, that is organized while
displayed as the images produced by JR. The moment when he puts up the images is far from
being the completion of the creative process. It is rather a moment of genesis, when the life of
the image starts and a whole series of relations are generated, when the power of art to act as
an-analogy is fully displayed: that means, fo question what seems to be granted, to present
new connections and to reveal new possible eperational palhss.

The main question JR asks is related to the shared meaning of such practices, to the
relations established among co-participants. He telHs in fact that

to a man who did not understand, I heard someone say, “You know, you’ve been
here for a few hours trying to understand, discussing with your fellows, During
that time, you haven’s thought about what you’re going to eat fomormrow. This is
art”, I think it’s people’s curiosity that motivates them to come into the projects.
And then it becomes more. It becomes a desire, a need. [Indeed] what we see
changes who we are. When we act together, the whole thing is much more than
the sum of the parts.®

As a malter of fact we face the issue of the ethical relevancy of arl, and of its ability to create
new and positive relations among the subjects involved. However, what we should really ask
is how the necessary involvement in JR's projects is dilferent from the already tradilional
models of public participation to the creation of the work of art, disseminated in the whole
second half of the Twenticth Century?

2. Relational aesthetics: some social functions of art

In 1998 the French curalor and art critic Nicolas Bourriaud published the essay Esthéfigue
refationelle, theoretical manifest for his intense activity in the *90s. Bourriaud’s theoretical
proposal springs oul of the recognition of one recurrent peculiarity of the works of art of the
period, that is the constant and continuous labelfing as work in progress requiring a relevant
active involvement of the public, and in general terms a reformulation of the exisling relations
in the world of art, an opening towards new dimensions and spaces and the attempt to involve

* We should acknowledge JR’s ability in touching norve contres, not only concerning the communication aspect
of his work, as well as its social and political aspects, but also concerning the artist's approach to ifts work. In the
TED conference in fact he shows Tull theorelical awareness when he raises the issue of the refation between hig
images and the adverlising on city walls, between the images he put up and the spray varaish surrounding them,
the Iatter often surviving to the images themsclves (thaf are net uitimately conceived to last very long), when he
refers to the medifications introduced by time, woather, simple passcrs-by {(we shall remark that the people
walking next to the images in the sireels acts as a sort of “curators” on the images) and fo the practical wility of
gianl piclures {some of (heny, printed on waterproof plastic material, have been used as roofs in a shantylown in
Kenya},

* See htpu/fwww. ted.comtalls/it s tod prize wish wse art to furn the world inside outhtmi
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new public. Nothing of all this is actuaily an absclute novelty. However the relational
perspective, once awarc of the confusion imposed by the dimension of spectacularity on the
normal dialectics of experience, investigates the possibility to generale new relations to the
world through artistic practices. Instcad of supporting a firther theory of art, relational
aesthetics, acknowledging that human specificity rests on the capacily to understand life as an
aesthetic form, looks for a4 new definition of interpersonal relations generated by the universe
of art. It is then presented as a theory of form: form is the result of an artistic practice
somehow coherently connecting heterogeneous dimensions, aiming precisely to a relationship
with the world. The modes of expression ofien undertaken by today works of art are decided
by the dislogue established between the arfist and the public, by the answers the latter gives,
The form taken today by the work of art is then an opening towards the other, an exchange
modifying relationships through continuous dialogue, thus creating an interaction that leads fo
the improvement of all invoived subjects,

The relation between the artist and the public is then under the sign of profotype,
experimentation and constant, unavoidable feedback action. Once acknowledged the situation
and pushed by the contingencies of his work as curator and art critic, Bourriand analyses the
artistic landscape of the last years of the Twentieth Century and singles out some common
features revealing an interesting tendency. The first element that has to be emphasized is the
change in the financiai-social-political situation at the end of the Century and of the
Millennium, that had to be taken info account by the art-world. Ideologics had definitively
fallen, modernity and post-modernity had been overcome, and the horizon of action seemed
devoid of fruc holding peints. Forthermore the new prevailing role of technology forced lo a
radical reformulation of the operationai modes of art. The logic of mass communication is
characterized by imposed confrol, while the artistic practices activatc new connections
escaping by nature from any form of control; technology aliows quick and efficient actions
and transforms users into consumers; “the social bond has tumed into a standardized arfefact”
following some simple, controliable and repeatable principles; the reference model is the one
described by Guy Debord: “human relations are no lenper ‘expericnieed’, but start to become
blurred in their *spectacular’ representation”. Consequently, we shall formulate the following
question: “is it still possibie to generate relationships with the world, in a practical field art-
history traditionally earmarked for their ‘representation’?””. Is it possible to subvert Debord’s
prevision and allow art to cover the role of experimenting new social relations? Today’s
detinition of art must {or shouid) indeed insist on the fact that it is an activify that can produce
new relations to the world, through signs, forms, gesturcs and objects.

Not unlike the avant-guards of the *60s, contemporary artists are keen fo reformulate the
relation between arl and life; however unlike them, they understood the ulopian and
impossible content of some positions, and they try o closely follow daily life and its needs
asking to be grasped and satisfied. At the beginning of the Twentieth Century, Bourtiaud
remarks that “art was intended to prepare and apnounce a future world; today it is modefling

"N, Bourriaud, Refafional Aesthetics, Dijon, Les Presses du Reéel, 1998, p. 9.
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possible universes™; we face in short new more limited horizons, where the acting potential
of artists can be definced as

learning to inhabit the world in a better way, instead of trying to construct it
based on a preconceived idea of historical evolution. Otherwise put, the rale of
artworks is no longer to form imaginary and nfopian realfies, but to actually be
ways of living and models of aclion within the existing real, whatever the scale
chosen by the artist.”

An urging question comes up: are we sure that such apparently more limited horizons have
not a bigger potential, than the avant-guard wider ones, since they can modify the daily life
and hence expanding like a wild fire from the horizon of the single person to the horizon of
the entire commumity? After ali, once we acknowledge the fess strong inflluence of art on large
scale contemporary social and political contexts (as it is clear to IR, as we have seen}, could
this not he the right and appropriate way to focus the action on smaller contexts where the
force of art can be displayed with full efficacy? That is an environment where the artist,
starting from actual circumstances, imagines new fonus, less prefentious and less
compromising, in order to start apain to fransform and improve the world — yet that littlc
portion of it - in the here and now of his life and action.

Such awareness enfails a new and immediate overview of the possible relations
supported by this new mode of doing art: “a relational art (un arl taking as #s theoretical
horizon the realm of human interactions and its social context, rather than the assertion of an
independent and private symbolic space}” engendered by the social transformations of the
sccond post-war period. Life in the metropolis has imposed in short a “system of intensive
encounters” and, conscquently, as a corresponding artistic practice, “an atl form where the
substrate is formed by inter-subjectivity, and which takes being-together as a central theme,
the *encounter’ between heholder and picture, and the collective elaboration of meaning”'®. In
Bourriaud’s proposal then intersubjectivity is not a simple background for the artistic practice
{as it has always been, art being a stimulus (o social participation and dialoguc), but rather is
imposed on it, as the incrementation of the nced to be together and to collectively find
meaningfulness, with an explicit opening fo the social, ethical, and political conseguences
entailed by the new relations. Such practices are then uble “fo tighten the spuce of relarions”,
since, compared fo other media such as television or literature, for private consumption, or
cinema and theatre, gathering together small communities in front of univocal images, they
instead foresee to strengthen and encourage in real terms the space for refation (according to a
model that may be thus sum up : “I see and perceive, | comment, and [ evolve in a unique

2ail s

space and time™ in relation with the others).

8 Ibid., p. 13,

® Ihid.

" 1bid,, p. 14-15.
Y ibid, p. 15-16.
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On the same Hne as Marx, according to Bowrriaud, it is possible to claim that an artwork
is a “social jnterstice”, that acts as a catalyst for new forms of relation, since it “is a space in
human relations which fits more or less harmoniously and openly into the overall system, but
suggests other irading possibilities than those in effect within this system”, Today, an art
exhibition “creates froe areas, and time spans whose rhythm contrasts with those structuring
everyday life, and it encourages an inter-human commerce that differs from the -
“communication zones” that are imposed upon us”' ", These places are in counterpasition to
the technical and artificial ones created by the automated machines, Here the exhibition
creates an “arena of exchange™ that has o be aesthetically judped; art is then “a state of
encounter”"”, In this sense art acquires the faculty to indicate new modes of relation among
subjects. Once more it is worth to remark that such a function can be performed even more
efficiently in liménal areas and periods, where the official culture, the forms of sociat control,
and powcer dynamics can be more ecasily and more effectively questioned. Once miore,
therefore, the acceptance of a certain marginality of the role of art within the globalist system,
rather than be perceived as a sign of impotence, it can work as an cxempiary action from the
bottom up, that is able to involve and also to shock. Microscopic interventions on the territory
benefit from an efficacy (hat the great revolutionary and ulopian interventions could not
reach, Bourriaud’s invitation, starting from the numerous exampies iilustrating his theory", is
to focus on the increasing weight of intersubjeclive relations in contemporary artistic
practices. Through the artwork the author and the public meet in “a specific ‘arena of
Exchange’. And this *arena of exchange’, must be judged on the basis of aesthetic criteria, in
other words, by analysing the coherence of its form, and then the symbolic value of the
‘world® it suggests o us, and of the image of human relations reflected by it”. According fo
the perspective of the materialism of the encounter, as theorized by Louis Althusser, “the
point of depariure” is “the world contingency, which has no pre-existing origin or sense, nor
Reason, which might allot it a purpose”. Relational aesthetic then “does not represent a theory
of art” since “this would imply the statement of an origin and a destination, but [it is] a theory
of form™"?,

The lollowing question then concerns the form: “What do we mean by form? A
coherent unit, & structure (independent entity of inner dependencies) which shows the typical
features of a world, The artwork does not have an exclusive hold on i, it is merely a subsct in
the overall series of existing forms”'®. [ then we maintain, according to critical materialism,
that the world is made of material and random encounters {it will suffice to refer to the
phitosophy of Lucretius, ITobbes, Marx, Althusser), also the forms of art depend on random
encounters. A common understanding of the form is well enough. It is ¢then a “structural unity

2 ihidd , p. 16,

® Ibid., p. 18.

¥ Onc among the many queted examples by Bourriaud can clarify which are the confexts and situations hosling
refafional art’s cvents: consider Rirkrit Tiravanija’s performances, during which the artist cooks Thai dishes and
offers them fo (he public; hence a typical convivial oceasion generates encounters and opinions cxchanpes as a
work of ari (see ibid., p. 25 [£).

N Ihid., p. 18-19.

¥ 1hid,
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imitaling a world. Artistic practice involves creating a form capable of “lasting”, bringing
heterogeneous units together on a coherent level, in order to create a relationship to the
world™.

The different modes of holding together are the different modes of manifestation of art
during the centurics; today the bond is less rigid and clear than the “classic” one of figarative
arts, such as painting and sculpture. It will suffice to think about cinema editing or the unity
of an installation. Or rather, differently also from art hased on it, “an artist’s artwork thus
acquires the status of an ensemble of units to be rcactivated by the beholder-manipulator™™,
Moreover, the reference to the concept of form allows us to emphasize how the artwork is
prescated as a social fact and reaches out beyond ils natural borders: “The contemporary
artwork’s form is spreading out from its material form: it is a linking element, 4 principie of
dynamic agglufination. An artwork isadotona tine™?.

Hence, through art, elements otherwise distant and different find a place of encounter
and exchange, a place of action and participation, “new ‘possibilities of lite’®, a place that
exists onty thanks to the active and participative intervention of the public, procecding side by
side with the original and inventive intervention of the arfist. Consequently, “form only exists
in the encounter and in the dynamic relationship enjoyed by an artistic propesition with other
formations, artistic or otherwise™'; form is not produced by the artist presenting a finished
product fo the public, but rather it is given by the dialogue engendered by the interplay of
human interaction, following & continuous opening that connects all the subjects involved,
through what we could call, only for conunodity sake, the artwork, but that is actually
revealed only in the relations it cultivates. The pretension that the artistic form is stable in the
artwork is an iflusion: “form only assumes its texture (and only acquires a real existence)
when it introduccs human nteractions”™”; the artist then starts a dialogue (hat is such when it
meets an answer: “someone shows something to someone who returns it as he sces fit">
from here are generated those human relations necessarily innervating the artistic form.

Tt is worthy, however, to be more precise on the meaning of the public participation and
on what are the inferpersonal relations Bourriaud emphasizes as his specific proposal: il is in
[act true that since the *60s, with the happenings and the performances, the role of the public
has radically changed. If it is then true that one of main strecams of conlemporary art requires
an increasing participation of the public, that is increasingly more active and supported by
new technologics, it is also frue that there are channels of conviviality where just the illusion
of more democracy participation and interactivity is created, since this is a necessary
condition “imposed” by the technological media, and not & proper active parlicipation. And
yet, late Twentieth Century art has proposed somothing new, intercepting a specific need, that
is to say the production of relationships external to the field of art: “rclations between

and

7 pbid, p. 111.
® ¥bid., p. 20
® Ihid., p. 21.
® hid., p. 20.
 Ihid., p. 21.
2 thid., p. 22.
B fbid, p. 23.
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individuals and groups, between the artist and the world, and, by way of transitivity, between
the beholder and the wortd™*. An artist has cthical responsibility towards the world whenever
he/she generates that vervy network of relations that hisfher work is, ie. an artwork and a
specific practice producing relations with the world. Not incidentally art is increasingly
placed out of museums and conventional or institutional places, moving in the streets and in
daily life, thus creating new formal domains where humun relafionships become proper
“griistic ‘forms’. Meeting, encounters, events, varicus types of collaboration between people,
games, festivals, and places of conviviality, in a word all manner of encounter and relational
invention thus ropresent, today, aesthetic objects likely to be locked at as such™. Convivial
and social practices become then artistic practices. The pullic transforms the practices of its
duily experience into artistic practices, thus entering the fleeting borderline supporting today’s
dialogue between the world of art and the world of life.

Whereas traditional art was placed under the sign of availability, — you could see it any
time —, “contcmporary art is often marked by non-availahility, by being viewable only at a
specific time”. The clearest example here is the performance: “[the art work] elapses within a
factual $ime, for an audience summoned by the arlist. In a nutsheli, the work prompts meetings
and invites appointments, managing its own temporal structure™®. Art has therefore a
gathering function. It crcates convivial relations. Whereas the avanf-guards of the "60s and
*70s tackled the issue of enlarging the borders of the world ol ari, in the *90s the main aim is
to test art’s resistance within the global social field”, creating external relations in the daily
tife.

3. Beyond relational aesthetics: JR’s tield action

After sketching this outline, we shall focus on the othical aspect and on lhe consequent
responsibility entailed by the relational proposal. Al relational artworks in fact determine a
common practical and theoretical horizon based on new social relationships. Modes of social
exchange, inferactivity with the public within the presented aesthetic expericnce, arc put into
place with the explicit aim to connect individuals and groups. The great novelty of relalional
art does nol lie however in inferactivity, but rather in considering interactivity and
infersubjectivity as essential elements of the work of arl, starting points as wel} as conclusive
moments, as organizing principies. Relational artworks produce then new relational fime-
spaces, enpendering new interpersonal experiences aftempting to get rid of the oppressive
logic of mass conununication: the final aim is therefore the production of alternative models
of social participation,

What are the clements of Bourriad’s theory that can be useful to the fufl understanding
of the challenge implicit in fhe idea of art practiced by JR? First of all we shall rematk (hat,
along the line of & cortain T'wenticth Century tradition, we face a shifting from the singular

™ Ihid., p. 26.
= fhid, p. 28,
% thid, p. 29,
¥ Ibid., p. 32.
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dimension to the public and collective dimension of sesthetic consumption; such a dimension
rests on the idea thal relational art sets the sim of generating intersubjective encounters where
any meaning is formuiated on a collective ievel rather than by individual consumption. It is
clear that the aim of JR’s action is to build up a community that is able to overcome the limits
of the simple enjoyment of an artwork, to the benefit of any perspective aiming fo constantly
relaunch the moment of production und make it Wfinite (let’s consider for instance the
modification in time of the posters). Even more relevant is the emerging ethical and political
dimension in the practice, that comes from the possibility to build a community out of new
active forms of participation. Such a kind of artwork invites therefore to evaluate, besides the
cbvicus acsthetic conscquenees, as the ethical and political ones.

More importantly, we shall remark that, in relation to Bourriaud’s model (as well as in
relation to some critics addressed to such a mudcizs), JR activity entails a further new
opening. All Bourriaud’s examples, as well as his corresponding activities as a curator,
perfain to definite artistic opcrations (professional artists, institutional places of artistic
practice, a public that is aware of the nature of the activity they are patticipating in), hence
they take place according to clearly recognizable maodes and rhetorics. JR instead, as we said,
acts directly in the field, transforming situations of a different nature into art. Basically JR
transforms real daily-life situations into arf, while in Bourriaud’s model we deal with artistic
situations becoming secial sifuations, hence similar to daily situations,

The difference is in the nature of the produced experience. What kind of aesthetic (and
ethical, social, political, etc.) experience JR's artwork produces? Clearly, it is not a simple
activation of relationships, but rather the constitution of a comnmunity that acts in order to
state its identity, besides any possible misunderstanding, due to the lack of access to mass
media or to bging unable of self-expression. Nor it is simply the fransformation of simple
social practices info “art”, thanks to the invelvement and the organization brought by the
artist, However, if we go back to the fruitful lesson offered by Dewey in Arf as Experience,
and we put emphasis on the experiential moment as the irue [undamental element of each
aesthetic dimension, then if is possible to detect all the enormous potential of JR’s proposal,
interpreted according to the tools provided by Boumriaud’s relational aesthetics, without
sticking to the limits of his proposal. Drawing moreover on Paole D’Angelo’s theory of
aesthetlics as philosophy of experience, “that philosoply considering that particular experience
that is the aesthetic experience (not restricted to the experience of art only), recognizes
something significative in our experience gencrally"m, it 1 ultimately possiblie to understand
what kind of experience is generated by JR’s action, The aesthetic experience thus conceived
is indeed

%8 Sce C, Bishop, Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics, “Octuber™ 11 {Fall 2004}, p, 51-79; Bishap romarks
that all Bourmriaud’s examples are related to precise institutionalized arlistic situalions, radicaily differentinted
from daily and ordinary cxpericnec; accordingly, the relations are formed vnder the sign of the artificial and with
an clitist flavour.

¥ p. D'Anpelo, Tre modi {pit uno} d'iiendere Pestetica, in L. Russo {ed.), Dope ['Estetica, Palcrmo,
Acsthictica Preprint; Supplements, 2010, p. 39 [my ranslation].
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a sort of reduplicafion, of doubling of the experience usually undertaken, and in
such reduplication the characters of the' experience are both mitigated and
infensified. Mitigated, as the aesthetic experience is detached from immediate
goals, it seems {0 be “for free™, without definite aims fo pursue; infensified, as
precisely such an oricntation on Hself let emerge very stroagly the nature of the
experience we make. Aestheticity is not of a different fabric from commeon
experience, but rather it is a different organization and finalization of
experieucc.m

Bourriaud’s model entails a kind of public that is able to distinguish what s art from what is
not, despite the resemblance between the event presented as art and daily life; in such a model
daily social forms are indeed used to produce real relations and communities, however the
accomplished experience must present such an organization as to depar! from daily
experience to the aim of revealing its aestheticify. The public of a relational artwork has an
experience that is indeed similar to the one he/she has every day, but it is arranged according
to modes and refational forms that are, precisely, only models. Everything happens within a
framec that should be able to differentiate the space of the aesthetic experience from the one of
ordinary experience; such an aesthetic experience, although lived through the form of a
relation, has to be accordingly something different from the expericnee you live in the every
day relational field. Although Bourriaud clearly refers to real refationships and real micro-
utopian communities, afler all, he does maintain a hint of artefact, hence, thoorctically, an
element of difference from daily-life real encounters and relationships.

In conclusion, following Bourraud, it is correct to claim that & relational artwork’s
stmcture can produce relationships, except then charging the responsibility of reporting
aestheticity and organizing the [rame that allows the whole functioning of the structure to
specific inner-frame subjects, Those subjects, although main actors in the artwork building
together with the public, according fo explicit anti-guthoritarian principles, they cnd ap
having, in virtue of their task, a superior positioning than general public. The nstitutional
frame in which a relational work can be presented, thus, aiming to avoid full identification of
the work of art with any relation with similar features, eventually out of palleries and
museums, finally geis a silent but strong support to its function. As it tries to appear as an
authentic relation perfectly matching daily-lifc ones, relational artworks have been supported
by an intense process of sense effect building, just fo delete all ifs traces afterwards. The
Jiction work is thus accomplished, by which art is orfented as fo reduplicate experience in the
public. According to this perspective, we can put relational art info a three phases circle: the
first one draws on social models codified in daily-life experience, then it proceeds to their
reorgunization according to aesthetic experience, thus being able to get back to the daily-lifc
dimension. Moreover, if we evaluate the aesthetic expericnee by the relations it establishes,
by the attention paid fo if, we realize that it determines an opening fowards something that
goes beyond binlogical needs towards the specifically “human”. It is indeed grounded in

*® ibid., p. 43.
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human cognitive functions, that are not devoted to mere survival and species reproduction.
‘The acsthetic experience takes place when experience is not Hmited to the perceptive levei, to
pure real data, but when if opens to a dimension of imagination prefiguring possible
situations, the formulation of alternative scenarios, thus developing cognitive abilities,
ultimately allowing freedom from the worries of immediate poals as well as the right
distancing from purely instinctual reactions.

The aporetic and fictional factor in Bowriaud’s theory, that is ultimately guaranteed
only by the frame’s efficacy in creating new social relations is happily solved by JR’s projects
making. There, the potentially compromising frame does not exist any more. Since he works
directly on reality, and he sets as his first target the production of new relationships and the
actual improvement of existing situafions, JR’s practices release true relations and new
communities, thus resolving into pure awareness in the young African, finally understanding
the meaning of his participation in the project, as during the time spent within the project,
discussing with the others and in the attemipt to understand the process, he was no longer
thinking about food supplying. These subjects therefore are not content of watching any more,
or suséaining representational model that are actually deforming reatity, and they come out of
anonymity giving life to a form of arl that is the awareness of themselves and of their own
life, beyond the limits of what is strictly necessary. Once discovered how arl can change their
life, they cannot let it go any more.

[Translated by Tessa Marzotto]
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