INTRODUCTION

THE HISTORY OF
ART AS
A HUMANISTIC DISCIPLINE

1 Nine days before his death Immanuel Kant was visited
by his physician. Old, ill and nearly blind, he rose from his
chair and stood trembling with weakness and muttering unin-
telligible words. Finally his faithful companion realized that
he would not sit down again until the visitor had taken a
seat. This he did, and Kant then permitted himself to be
helped to his chair and, after having regained some of his
strength, said, “Das Gefiihl fiir Humanitéit hat mich noch
nicht verlassen”—“The sense of humanity has not yet left me.”
The two men were moved almost to tears. For, though the
word Humanitit had come, in the eighteenth century, to mean
little more than politeness or civility, it had, for Kant, a much
deeper significance, which the circumstances of the moment
served to emphasize: man’s proud and tragic consciousness of
self-approved and self-imposed principles, contrasting with
his utter subjection to illness, decay and all that is implied in
the word “mortality.”

Historically the word humanitas has had two clearly dis-
. tinguishable meanings, the_ first arising from a contrast be-
tween man and what is less than man; the sécond, between
man and what is more. In the first case humianifas tmeans a
value, in the second a limitation.

The concept of humanitas as a value was formulated in the

*E. A. C. Wasianski, I'mmanuel Kant in seinen letzten Lebensjahren
(Ueber Immanuel Kant, 1804, Vol. III), reprinted in Immanuel
Kant, Sein Leben in Darstellungen von Zeitgenossen, Deutsche
Bibliothek, Berlin, 1912, p. 298.
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circle around the younger Scipio, with Cicero as its belated,
yet most explicit spokesman. It meant the quality which dis-
tinguishes man, not only from animals, but also, and even
more so, from him who belongs to the species homo without
deserving the name of homo humanus; from the barbarian or
vulgarian who lacks pietas and wadela—that is, respect for
moral values and that gracious blend of learning and urbanity
which we can only circumscribe by the discredited word “cul-
ture.”

In the Middle Ages this concept was displaced by the con-
sideration of humanity as being opposed to divinity rather
than to animality or barbarism. The qualities commonly asso-
ciated with it were therefore those of frailty and transience:
humanitas fragilis, humanitas caduca.

i Thus the Renaissance conception of humanitas had a two-

‘fold aspect from the outset. The new interest in the human
being was based bothon a revival of the classical antithesis
between humanitas and barbaritas, or feritas, and on a sur-
vival of the mediaeval antithesis between humanitas and di-
vinitas. When Marsilio Ficino defines man as a “rational soul
participating in the intellect of God, but operating in a body,”
be defines him as the one being that is both autonomous and
finite. And Pico’s famous “speech,” “On the Dignity of Man,”
is anything but a document of paganism. Pico says that God
placed man in the center of the universe so that he might be
conscious of where he stands, and therefore free to decide
“where to turn.” He does not say that man is the center of the
universe, not even in the sense commonly attributed to the
classical phrase, “man the measure of all things.”

It is from this ambivalent conception of humanitas that
humanism was born. It is not so much a movement as an atti-
tude which can be defined as the conviction of the dignity of
man, based on both the insistence on human values (rationality
and freedom) and the acceptance of human limitations (falli-
bility and frailty); from this two postulates result—responsi-
bility and tolerance.

Small wonder that this attitude has been attacked from two
OPPD.ﬂ.'te‘ﬂamps. whose common aversion to the ideas of re-
sponsibility and tolerance has recently aligned them in a
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united front. Entrenched in one of these camps are those who
deny human values: the determinists, whether they believe in
divine, physical or social predestination, the authoritarians,
and those “insectolatrists” who profess the all-importance of
the hive, whether the hive be called group, class, nation or
race. In the other camp are those who deny human limitations
in favor of some sort of intellectual or political libertinism,
such as aestheticists, vitalists, intuitionists and hero-wor-
shipers. From the point of view of determinism, the humanist
is either a lost soul or an ideologist. From the point of view of
authoritarianism, he is either a heretic or a revolutionary (or
a counterrevolutionary). From the point of view of “insec-
tolatry,” he is a useless individualist. And from the point of
view of libertinism he is a timid bourgeois.

Erasmus of Rotterdam, the humanist par excellence, is a
typical case in point. The church suspected and ultimately re-
jected the writings of this man who had said: “Perhaps the
spirit of Christ is more largely diffused than we think, and
there are many in the community of saints who are not in our
calendar.” The adventurer Ulrich von Hutten despised his
ironical skepticism and his unheroic love of tranquillity. And
Luther, who insisted that “no man has power to think any-
thing good or evil, but everything occurs in him by absolute
necessity,” was incensed by a belief which manifested itself in
the famous phrase: “What is the use of man as a totality [that
is, of man endowed with both a body and a soul], if God
would work in him as a sculptor works in clay, and might just
as well work in stone?”2

n  The humanist, then, rejects authority. But he respects
tradition. Not only does he respect it, he looks upon it as upon

*For the quotations from Luther and Erasmus of Rotterdam see
the excellent monograph Humanitas Erasmiona by R. Pfeiffer,
Studien der Bibliothek Warburg, XXII, 1931. It is significant that
Erasmus and Luther rejected judicial or fatalistic astrology for
totally different reasons: Erasmus refused to believe that human
destiny depends on the unalterable movements of the celestial
bodies, because such a belief would amount to a denial of human
free will and responsibility; Luther, because it would amount to a
restriction of the omnipotence of God. Luther therefore believed in
the significance of ferata, such as eight-footed calves, etc., which
God can cause to appear at irregular intervals.
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something real and objective which has to b studied and, if
necessary, reinstated: “nos vetera instaur%wus, nova non
prodimus,” as Erasmus puts it. i

The Middle Ages accepted and develgped rather than
studied and restored the heritage of the past. They copied
classical works of art and used Aristotle and Ovid much as
they copied and used the works of contemporaries. They made
no attempt to interpret them from an a_rchaeological, philo-
logical or “critical,” in short, from an historical, point of view.
For, if human existence could be thought of as a means rather
than an end, how much less could the records of human ac-
tivity be considered as values in themselves.?

In mediaeval scholasticism there is, therefore, no basic dis-
tinction between natural science and what we call the human-
ities, studia humaniora, to quote again an Erasmian phrase.
The practice of both, so far as it was carried on at all, re-
mained within the framework of what was called philosophy.
From the humanistic point of view, however, it became reason-
able, and even inevitable, to distinguish, within the realm of
creation, between the sphere of nature and the sphere of cul-

® Some historians seem to be unable to recognize continuities and
distinctions at the same time. It is undeniable that humanism, and the
entire Renaissance movement, did not spring forth like Athena from
the head of Zeus. But the fact that Lupus of Ferriéres emended
classical texts, that Hildebert of Lavardin had a strong feeling
for the ruins of Rome, that the French and English scholars of the
twelfth century revived classical philosophy and mythology, and that
Marbod of Rennes wrote a fine pastor(aﬁ’ poem on his small country
estate, does not mean that their outlook was identical with that of
Petrarch, let alone of Ficino or Erasmus. No mediaeval man could
see the civilization of antiquity as a phenomenon complete in itself
and historically detached gom the contemporary world; as far as I
know, mediaeval Latin has no eq!’uivalent to the humanistic “an-
tiquitas” or “sacrosancta vetustas.” And just as it was impossible
for the Middle Ages to elaborate a system of perspective based on
the realization of a fixed distance between the eye and the object,
50 it was equally impossible for this period to evolve an idea of his-
torical disciplines based on the realization of a fixed distance be-
tween the present and the classical past. See E. Panofsky and
F. Saxl, “Cstsiml Mythology in Mediaeval Art,” Studies of the
Metr Museum, 1V, 2, 1933, p. 228 ff., particularly p.
263 #., and recently the interesting article by W. S. Heckscher,
“Relics of Pagan Antiquity in Mediaeval Settings,” Journal of the
Warburg Institute, 1, 1937, p. 204 f.
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ture, and to define the former with reference to the latter, ie.,
nature as the whole world accessible to the senses, except for
the records left by man.

Man is indeed the only animal to leave records behind him,
for he is the only animal whose products “recall to mind” an
idea distinct from their material existence. Other animals use
signs and contrive structures, but they use signs without “per-
ceiving the relation of signification,” and they contrive struc-
tures without perceiving the relation of construction.

To perceive the relation of signification is to separate the
idea of the concept to be expressed from the means of expres-
sion. And to perceive the relation of construction is to separate
the idea of the function to be fulfilled from the means of ful-
filling it. A dog announces the approach of a stranger by a
bark quite different from that by which he makes known his
wish to go out. But he will not use this particular bark to con-
vey the idea that a stranger has called during the absence of
his master. Much less will an animal, even if it were physically
able to do so, as apes indubitably are, ever attempt to repre-
sent anything in a picture. Beavers build dams. But they are
unable, so far as we know, to separate the very complicated
actions involved from a premeditated plan which might be
laid down in a drawing instead of being materialized in logs
and stones.

Man’s signs and structures are records because, or rather
in so far as, they express ideas separated from, yet realized by,
the processes of signaling and building, These records have
therefore the quality of emerging from the stream of time, and
it is precisely in this respect that they are studied by the
humanist. He is, fundamentally, an historian.

The scientist, too, deals with human records, namely with
the works of his predecessors. But he deals with them not as
something to be investigated, but as something which helps
him to investigate. In other words, he is interested in records
not in so far as they emerge from the stream of time, but in
so far as they are absorbed in it. If a modern scientist reads
Newton or Leonardo da Vinci in the original, he does so not
as a scientist, but as a man interested in the history of science
“See J. Maritain, “Sign and Symbol,” Journal of the Warburg In-
stitute, 1, 1937, p. 1 .
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and therefore of human civilization in general. In other words,
he does it as a humanist, for whom the works of Newton or
Leonardo da Vinci have an autonomous meaning and a lasting
value. From the humanistic point of view, human records do
not age.

Thus, while science endeavors to transform the chaotic
variety of natural phenomena into what may be called a
cosmos of nature, the humanities endeavor to transform the
chaotic variety of human records into what may be called a
cosmos of culture.

There are, in spite of all the differences in subject and pro-
cedure, some very striking analogies between the methodical
problems to be coped with by the scientist, on the one hand,
and by the humanist, on the other.5

In both cases the process of investigation seems to begin
with observation. But both the observer of a natural phenome-
non and the examiner of a record are not only confined to the
limits of their range of vision and to the available material; in
directing their attention to cerfain objects they obey, know-
ingly or not, a principle of pre-selection dictated by a theory
in the case of the scientist and by a general historical concep-
tion in the case of the humanist. It may be true that “nothing
is in the mind except what was in the senses”; but it is at least
equally true that much is in the senses without ever pene-
trating into the mind. We are chiefly affected by that which
we allow to affect us; and just as natural science involuntarily
selects what it calls the phenomena, the humanities involun-
tarily select what they call the historical facts. Thus the
humanities have gradually widened their cultural cosmos and
in some measure have shifted the accents of their interests.
Even he who instinctively sympathizes with the simple defi-
nition of the humanities as “Latin and Greek” and considers
this definition as essentially valid as long as we use such ideas
*See E. Wind, Das Experiment und die Metaphysik, Tiibingen,
1934, and idem, “Some Points of Contact between History and
Natural Science,” Philosophy and History, Essays Presented to Ernst
Cassirer, Oxford, 1936, p. 255 ff. (with a very instructive discussion
of the relationship between phenomena, instruments and the ob-

server, on the one hand, and historical facts, documents and the
historian, on the other).
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and expressions as, for instance, “idea” and “expression”—even
he has to admit that it has become a trifle narrow.

Furthermore, the world of the humanities is determined by
a cultural theory of relativity, comparable to that of the physi-
cists; and since the cosmos of culture is so much smaller than
the cosmos of nature, cultural relativity prevails within ter-
restrial dimensions, and was observed at a much earlier date.

Every historical concept is obviously based on the cate-
gories of space and time. The records, and what they imply,
have to be dated and located. But it turns out that these two
acts are in reality two aspects of one. If I date a picture about
1400, this statement would be meaningless if I could not in-
dicate where it could have been produced at that date; con-
versely, if I ascribe a picture to the Florentine school, I must
be able to tell when it could have been produced in that
school. The cosmos of culture, like the cosmos of nature, is a
spatio-temporal structure. The year 1400 means something
different in Venice from what it means in Florence, to say
nothing of Augsburg, or Russia, or Constantinople. Two his-
torical phenomena are simultaneous, or have a determinable
temporal relation to each other, only in so far as they can be
related within one “frame of reference,” in the absence of
which the very concept of simultaneity would be as meaning-
less in history as it would in physics. If we knew by some
concatenation of circumstances that a certain Negro sculpture
had been executed in 1510, it would be meaningless to say
that it was “contemporaneous” with Michelangelo’s Sistine
ceiling .8

Finally, the succession of steps by which the material is
organized into a natural or cultural cosmos is analogous, and
the same is true of the methodical problems implied by this
process. The first step is, as has already been mentioned, the
observation of natural phenomena and the examination of
human records. Then the records have to be “decoded” and
interpreted, as must the “messages from nature” received by
the observer. Finally the results have to be classified and co-
ordinated into a coherent system that “makes sense.”

®See, e.g., E. Panofsky, “Ueber die Reihenfolge der vier Meister
von R:fims” (Appendix ), Jahrbuch fiir Kunstwissenschaft, II, 1927,
p- 77 &t
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Now we have seen that even the selection of the material
for observation and examination is predetermined, to some
extent, by a theory, or by a general historical conception. This
is even more evident in the procedure itself, as every step
made towards the system that “makes sense” presupposes not
only the preceding but also the succeeding ones.

When the scientist observes a phenomenon he uses instru-
ments which are themselves subject to the laws of nature
which he wants to explore. When the humanist examines a
record he uses documents which are themselves produced in
the course of the process which he wants to investigate.

Let us suppose that I find in the archives of a small town
in the Rhineland a contract dated 1471, and complemented
by records of payments, by which the local painter “Johannes
qui et Frost” was commissioned to execute for the church of
St. James in that town an altarpiece with the Nativity in the
center and Saints Peter and Paul on the wings; and let us
further suppose that I find in the Church of St. James an altar-
piece corresponding to this contract. That would be a case of
documentation as good and simple as we could possibly hope
to encounter, much better and simpler than if we had to deal
with an “indirect” source such as a letter, or a description in a
chronicle, biography, diary, or poem. Yet several questions
would present themselves.

The document may be an original, a copy or a forgery. If
it is a copy, it may be a faulty one, and even if it is an original,
some of the data may be wrong. The altarpiece in turn may
be the one referred to in the contract; but it is equally possible
that the original monument was destroyed during the icono-
clastic riots of 1535 and was replaced by an altarpiece showing
the same subjects, but executed around 1530 by a painter
from Antwerp.

To arrive at any degree of certainty we would have to
“check” the document against other documents of similar date
and provenance, and the altarpiece against other paintings
executed in the Rhineland around 1470. But here two diffi-
culties arise,

First, “checking” is obviously impossible without our know-
ing what to “check”; we would have to single out certain fea-
tures or criteria such as some forms of script, or some technical
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terms used in the contract, or some formal or iconographic
peculiarities manifested in the altarpiece. But since we cannot
analyze what we do not understand, our examination turns
out to presuppose decoding and interpretation.

Secondly, the material against which we check our problem-
atic case is in itself no better authenticated than the prob-
lematic case in hand. Taken individually, any other signed
and dated monument is just as doubtful as the altarpiece
ordered from “Johannes qui et Frost” in 1471. (It is self-evi-
dent that a signature on a picture can be, and often is, just as
unreliable as a document connected with a picture.) It is only
on the basis of a whole group or class of data that we can
decide whether our altarpiece was stylistically and icono-
graphically “possible” in the Rhineland around 1470. But clas-
sification obviously presupposes the idea of a whole to which
the classes belong—in other words, the general historical con-
ception which we try to build up from our individual cases.

However we may look at it, the beginning of our investiga-
tion always seems to presuppose the end, and the documents
which should explain the monuments are just as enigmatical
as the monuments themselves. It is quite possible that a tech-
nical term in our contract is a dwaf Aeyépevor which can only
be explained by this one altarpiece; and what an artist has
said about his own works must always be interpreted in the
light of the works themselves. We are apparently faced with
a hopeless vicious circle. Actually it is what the philosophers
call an “organic situation.”” Two legs without a body cannot
walk, and a body without legs cannot walk either, yet a man
can walk. It is true that the individual monuments and docu-
ments can only be examined, interpreted and classified in the
light of a general historical concept, while at the same time
this general historical concept can only be built up on in-
dividual monuments and documents; just as the understand-
ing of natural phenomena and the use of scientific instruments
depends on a general physical theory and vice versa. Yet this
situation is by no means a permanent deadlock. Every dis-
covery of an unknown historical fact, and every new interpre-
tation of a known one, will either “fit in” with the prevalent
general conception, and thereby corroborate and enrich it, or
"I am indebted for this term to Professor T. M. Greene.
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else it will entail a subtle, or even a fundamental change in
the prevalent general conception, and thereby throw new
light on all that has been known before. In both cases the
“system that makes sense” operates as a consistent yet elastic
organism, comparable to a living animal as opposed to its
single limbs; and what is true of the relationship between
monuments, documents and a general historical concept in
the humanities is evidently equally true of the relationship be-
tween phenomena, instruments and theory in the natural
sciences.

m I have referred to the altarpiece of 1471 as a “monu-
ment” and to the contract as a “document”; that is to say, I
have considered the altarpiece as the object of investigation,
or “primary material,” and the contract as an instrument of
investigation, or “secondary material.” In doing this I have
spoken as an art historian. For a palaeographer or an historian
of law, the contract would be the “monument,” or “primary
material,” and both may use pictures for documentation.

Unless a scholar is exclusively interested in what is called
“events” (in which case he would consider all the available
records as “secondary material” by means of which he might
reconstruct the “events”), everyone’s “monuments” are every-
one else’s “documents,” and vice versa. In practical work we
are even compelled actually to annex “monuments” rightfully
belonging to our colleagues. Many a work of art has been
interpreted by a philologist or by an historian of medicine;
and many a text has been interpreted, and could only have
been interpreted, by an historian of art.

An art historian, then, is a humanist whose “primary mate-
rial” consists of those records which have come down to us
in the form of works of art. But what is a work of artP

A work of art is not always created exclusively for the pur-
pose of being enjoyed, or, to use a more scholarly expression,
of being experienced aesthetically. Poussin’s statement that
“la fin de Tart est la délectation” was quite a revolutionary
one,? for earlier writers had always insisted that art, however

*A. Blunt, “Poussin’s Notes on Painting,” Journal of the War-
burg Institute, 1, 1937, p. 344 ., claims (p- 349) that Poussin’s
“La fin de Tart est la délectation” was more or less “mediaeval,”
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enjoyable, was also, in some manner, useful. But a work of art
always has aesthetic significance (not to be confused with
aesthetic value): whether or not it serves some practical pur-
pose, and whether it is good or bad, it demands to be experi-
enced aesthetically.

It is possible to experience every object, natural or man-
made, aesthetically. We do this, to express it as simply as pos-
sible, when we just look at it (or listen to it) without relating
it, intellectually or emotionally, to anything outside of itself.
‘When a man looks at a tree from the point of view of a car-
penter, he will associate it with the various uses to which he
might put the wood; and when he looks at it from the point of
view of an ornithologist he will associate it with the birds that
might nest in it. When a man at a horse race watches the
animal on which he has put his money, he will associate its
performance with his desire that it may win. Only he who
simply and wholly abandons himself to the object of his per-
ception will experience it aesthetically.?

Now, when confronted with a natural object, it is an exclu-
sively personal matter whether or not we choose to experience
it aesthetically. A man-made object, however, either demands
or does not demand to be so experienced, for it has what the
scholastics call an “intention.” Should I choose, as I might
well do, to experience the redness of a traffic light aestheti-
cally, instead of associating it with the idea of stepping on
my brakes, I should act against the “intention” of the traffic
light.

because “the theory of delectatio as the sign by which beauty is
recognized is the key of all St. Bonaventura’s aesthetic, and it may
well be from there, probably by means of some populariser, that
Poussin drew the definition.” However, even if the wording of
Poussin’s phrase was influenced by a mediaeval source, there is a
great difference between the statement that delectatio is a distinc-
tive &uality of everything beautiful, whether man-made or natural,
and the statement that delectatio is the end (“fin”) of art.

?See M. Geiger, “Beitriige zur Phinomenologie des aesthetischen
Genusses,” Jahrbuch fiir Philosophie, I, Part 2, 1922, p. 567 ff.
Furthermore, E. Wind, Aesthetischer und kunstwissenschaftlicher
Gegenstand, Diss. phil. Hamburg, 1923, partly reprinted as “Zur
Systematik der kiinstlerischen Probleme,” Zeitschrift fiir Aesthetik
und allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft, XVIII, 1925, p. 438 f.
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Those man-made objects which do not demand to be ex-
perienced aesthetically, are commonly called “practical,” “and
may be divided into two classes: vehicles of communication,
and tools or apparatuses. A vehicle of communication is “in-
tended” to transmit a concept. A tool or apparatus is “in-
tended” to fulfill a function (which function, in turn, may
be the production or transmission of communications, as is the
case with a typewriter or with the previously mentioned traffic
light). :

gMost: of the objects which do demand to be experienced
aesthetically, that is to say, works of art, also belong in one
of these two classes. A poem or an historical painting is, in a
sense, a vehicle of communication; the Pantheon and the
Milan candlesticks are, in a sense, apparatuses; and Michel-
angelo’s tombs of Lorenzo and Giuliano de” Medici are, in a
sense, both. But I have to say “in a sense,” because there is
this difference: in the case of what might be called a “mere
vehicle of communication” and a “mere apparatus,” the inten-
tion is definitely fixed on the idea of the work, namely, on the
meaning to be transmitted, or on the function to be fulfilled.
In the case of a work of art, the interest in the idea is bal-
anced, and may even be eclipsed, by an interest in form.

However, the element of “form” is present in every object
without exception, for every object consists of matter and
form; and there is no way of determining with scientific pre-
cision to what extent, in a given case, this element of form bears
the emphasis. Therefore one cannot, and should not, attempt
to define the precise moment at which a vehicle of communi-
cation or an apparatus begins to be a work of art. If I write to
a friend to ask him to dinner, my letter is primarily a com-
munication. But the more I shift the emphasis to the form of
my script, the more nearly does it become a work of callig-
raphy; and the more I emphasize the form of my language (I
could even go so far as to invite him by a sonnet), the more
nearly does it become a work of literature or poetry.

Where the sphere of practical objects ends, and that of “art”
begins, depends, then, on the “intention” of the creators, This
“intention” cannot be absolutely determined. In the first place,
“intentions” are, per se, incapable of being defined with scien-
tific precision. In the second place, the “intentions™ of those
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who produce objects are conditioned by the standards of their
period and environment. Classical taste demanded that private
letters, legal speeches and the shields of heroes should be
“artistic” (with the possible result of what might be called
fake beauty), while modern taste demands that architecture
and ash trays should be “functional” (with the possible result
of what might be called fake efficiency).X® Finally our esti-
mate of those “intentions” is inevitably influenced by our own
attitude, which in turn depends on our individual experiences
as well as on our historical situation. We have all seen with
our own eyes the transference of spoons and fetishes of Afri-
can tribes from the museums of ethnology into art exhibitions.

One thing, however, is certain: the more the proportion of

1 “Punctionalism” means, strictly speaking, not the introduction of
a new aesthetic principle, but a narrower delimitation of the aes-
thetic sphere. When we prefer the modern steel helmet to the
shield of Achilles, or feel that the “intention” of a legal speech
should be definitely focused on the subject matter and should not
be shifted to the form (“more matter with less art,” as Queen
Gertrude rightly puts it), we merely demand that arms and legal
speeches should not be treated as works of art, that is, aesthetically,
but as practical objects, that is, technically. However, we have
come to think of “functionalism” as a postulate instead of an inter-
dict. The Classical and Renaissance civilizations, in the belief that
a merely useful thing could not be “beautiful” (“non pud essere
bellezza e utilitd,” as Leonardo da Vinci puts it; see J. P. Richter,
The Literary Works of Leonerdo da Vinci, London, 1883, nr.
1445) are characterized by a tendency to extend the aesthetic atti-
tude to such creations as are “paturally” practical; we have ex-
tended the technical attitude to such creations as are “naturally”
artistic, This, oo, is an infringement, and, in the case of “stream-
lining,” art has taken its revenge. “Streamlining” was, originally, a
genuine functional principle based on the results of scientific Te-
search on air resistance. Its legitimate sphere was therefore the
field of fast-moving vebicles and of structures esposed to wind
pressure of an extraordinary intensity. But when this ecial and
truly technical device came to be interpreted as a gener: and aes-
thetic principle expressing the twentieth-century ideal of “effi-
ciency” (“streamline your mind!”), and was applied to arm chairs
and cocktail shakers, it was felt that the original scientific stream-
line had to be “beautified”; and it was finally retransferred to
where it rightfully belongs in a thoroughly non-functional form.
As a result, we now less often have houses and furniture functional-
ized by engineers, than automobiles and railroad trains de-func-
tionalized by designers.
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emphasis on “idea” and “form” approaches a state of equi-
librium, the more eloquently will the work reveal what is
called “content.” Content, as opposed to subject matter, may
be described in t the words of Peirce as that which a work be-
trays but does not parade. Tt is theB:afgicz attitude of a nation, a
period, a class, a religious or philosophical persuasion—all this

unconscionsly qualified by one personality, 2 , and condensgmdmmto
one work. It is obvious that such an involuntary revelation will
be obscured in proportion as either one of the two elements,
idea or form, is voluntarily emphasized or suppressed. A spin-
ning machine is perhaps the most impressive manifestation of
a functional idea, and an “abstract” painting is perhaps the
most expressive manifestation of pure form, but both have a
minimum of content.

e i

v In defining a work of art as a “man-made object de-
manding to be experienced aesthetically” we encounter for the
first time a basic difference between the humanities and natu-
ral science. The scientist, dealing as he does with natural phe-
nomena, can at once proceed to analyze them. The humanist,
dealing as he does with human actions and creations, has to
engage in a mental process of a synthetic and subjective char-
acter: he has mentally to re-enact the actions and to re-create
the creations. It is in fact by this process that the real objects
of the humanities come into being. For it is obvious that his-
torians of philosophy or sculpture are concerned with books
and statues not in so far as these books and sculptures exist
materially, but in so far as they have a meaning. And it is
equally obvious that this meaning can only be apprehended
by re-producing, and thereby, quite literally, “realizing,” the
thoughts that are expressed in the books and the artistic con-
ceptions that manifest themselves in the statues.

Thus the art historian subjects his “material” to a rational
archaeological analysis at times as meticulously exact, com-
prehensive and involved as any physical or astronomical re-
search. But he constitutes his “material” by means of an in-
tuitive aesthetic re-creation,’? including the perception and
* However, when speaking of “re-creation” it is important to

emphasize the prefix “re.” Works of art are both manifestations of
artistic “intentions” and natural objects, sometimes difficult to iso-
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appraisal of “quality,” just as any “ordinary” person does when
he or she looks at a picture or listens to a symphony.

How, then, is it possible to build up art history as a respect-
able scholarly discipline, if its very objects come into being
by an irrational and subjective process?

This question cannot be answered, of course, by referring
to the scientific methods which have been, or may be, intro-
duced into art history. Devices such as chemical analysis of
materials, X rays, ultraviolet rays, infrared rays and macro-
photography are very helpful, but their use has nothing to do
with the basic methodical problem. A statement to the effect
that the pigments used in an allegedly mediaeval miniature
were not invented before the nineteenth century may settle
an art-historical question, but it is not an art-historical state-
ment. Based as it is on chemical analysis plus the history of
chemistry, it refers to the miniature not qua work of art but
qua physical object, and may just as well refer to a forged

late from their physical surroundings and always subject to the
physical processes of aging. Thus, in experiencing a work of art
aesthetically we perform two entirely different acts which, how-
ever, psychologically merge with each other into one Erlebnis: we
build up our aesthetic object both by re-creating the work of art
according to the “intention” of its maker, and by freely creating a
set of aesthetic values comparable to those with which we endow
a tree or a sunset. When abandoning ourselves to the impression
of the weathered sculptures of Chartres, we cannot help enjoying
their lovely mellowness and patina as an aesthetic value; but this
value, which implies both the sensual pleasure in a peculiar play
of light and color and the more sentimental delight in “age” and
“genuineness,” has nothing to do with the objective, or artistic,
value with which the sculptures were inv by their makers.
From the point of view of the Gothic stone carvers the processes
of aging were not merely irrelevant but positively undesirable:
they tried to protect their statues by a coat of color which, had it
been greserved in its original freshness, would probably spoil a

ood deal of our aesthetic enjoyment. As a private person, the art

istorian is entirely justified in not destroying the psychological
unity of Alters-und-Echtheits-Erlebnis and Kunst-Erlebnis. But as
a “professional man” he has to separate, as far as possible, the re-
creative experience of the intentional values imparted to the statue
by the artist from the creative experience of the accidental values
imparted to a %iece of aged ston:]i;n the action of nature. And this
separation is often not as easy as it might seem.
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will. The use of X rays, macrophotographs, etc., on the other
hand, is methodically not different from the use of spectacles
or of a magnifying glass. These devices enable the art histo-
rian to see more than he could see without them, but what he
sees has to be interpreted “stylistically,” like that which he
perceives with the naked eye.

The real answer lies in the fact that intuitive aesthetic re-
creation and archaeological research are interconnected so as
to form, again, what we have called an “organic situation.”
It is not true that the art historian first constitutes his object
by means of re-creative synthesis and then begins his archaeo-
logical investigation—as though first buying a ticket and then
boarding a train. In reality the two processes do not succeed
each other, they interpenetrate; not only does the re-creative
synthesis serve as a basis for the archaeological investigation,
the archaeological investigation in turn serves as a basis for
the re-creative process; both mutually qualify and rectify one
another,

Anyone confronted with a work of art, whether aestheti-
cally re-creating or rationally investigating it, is affected by its
three constituents: materialized form, idea (that is, in the
plastic arts, subject matter) and content. The pseudo-impres-
sionistic theory according to which “form and color tell us of
form and color, that is all,” is simply not true. It is the unity
of those three elements which is realized in the aesthetic ex-
perience, and all of them enter into what is called aesthetic
enjoyment of art.

The re-creative experience of a work of art depends, there-
fore, not only on the natural sensitivity and the visual training
of the spectator, but also on his cultural equipment. There is
no such thing as an entirely “naive” beholder. The “naive”
beholder of the Middle Ages had a good deal to learn, and
something to forget, before he could appreciate classical stat-
uary and architecture, and the “naive” beholder of the post-
Renaissance period had a good deal to forget, and something
to learn, before he could appreciate mediaeval, to say nothing
of primitive, art. Thus the “naive” beholder not only enjoys
but also, unconsciously, appraises and interprets the work of
art; and no one can blame him if he does this without caring
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whether his appraisal and interpretation are right or wrong,
and without realizing that his own cultural equipment, such as
it is, actually contributes to the object of his experience.
» The “naive” beholder differs from the art historian in that
the latter is conscious of the situation. He knows that his cul-
tural equipment, such as it is, would not be in harmony with
that of people in another land and of a different period. He
tries, therefore, to make adjustments by learning as much as
he possibly can of the circumstances under which the objects
of his studies were created. Not only will he collect and verify
all the available factual information as to medium, condition,
age, authorship, destination, etc., but he will also compare the
work with others of its class, and will examine such writings as
reflect the aesthetic standards of its country and age, in order
- to achieve a more “objective” appraisal of its quality. He will
read old books on theology or mythology in order to identify
its subject matter, and he will further try to determine its his-
torical locus, and to separate the individual contribution of its
maker from that of forerunners and contemporaries. He will
study the formal principles which control the rendering of
the visible world, or, in architecture, the handling of what
may be called the structural features, and thus build up a his-
tory of “motifs.” He will observe the interplay between the
influences of literary sources and the effect of self-dependent
representational traditions, in order to establish a history of
iconographic formulae or “types.” And he will do his best to
familiarize himself with the social, religious and philosophical
attitudes of other periods and countries, in order to correct
his own subjective feeling for content.’? But when he does all
this, his aesthetic perception as such will change accordingly,
and will more and more adapt itself to the original “intention”
of the works. Thus what the art historian, as opposed to the
“naive” art lover, does, is not to erect a rational superstructure
on an jrrational foundation, but to develop his re-creative ex-
periences so as to conform with the results of his archaeologi-
cal research, while continually checking the results of his

*“For the technical terms used in this paragraph, see The Intro-
duction to E. Panofsky, Studies in Iconology, here reprinted on
pp- 26-54.
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archaeological research against the evidence of his re-creative
experiences.18

= The same applies, of course, to the history of literature and of
other forms of artistic expression. According to Dionysius Thrax
(Ars Grammatica, ed. P. Uhlig, XXX, 1883, p. 5ff.; quoted in
Gilbert Murray, Religio Grammatici, The Religion of a Man of
Letters, Boston and New York, 1918, p. 15), Mpapporiki (history
of literature, as we would say) is an épmeipicc (knowledge based
on experience) of that which has been said by the poets and grose
writers, He divides it into six parts, all of which can be paralleled
in art history:

1) &véyvaotg évtpibig kard wpooediow (expert reading aloud
according to prosody): this is, in fact, the synthetic aesthetic re-
creation of a work of literature and is comparable to the visual
“realization” of a work of art.

2) &Efynoig ko Tobg évurépyovrag TomTikolg Tpbrrous (ex-
planation of such figures of speech as may occur): this would be
comparable to the history of iconographic formulae or “types.”

3) YAwoodv Te kai loTopidv wpdxeipog &méSooig(offhand ren-
dering of obsolete words and themes): identification of icono-
graphic subject matter.

4% £ruporoyiag edpnoig (discovery of etymologies): derivation
of “motifs.”

5) dvadoylag &kdoyiopds (explanation of grammatical forms):
analysis of compositional structure.

6) kpioig mompérav, 8 8 xéAAioTéY EoTt Té&vTev TAY év Th
véxvy (literary criticism, which is the most beautiful part of that
which is comprised by Mpaupccriki) : critical appraisal of works of art.

The expression “critical appraisal of works of art” raises an inter-
esting question. If the history of art admits a scale of values, just
as the (}nstory of literature or political history admits degrees of
excellence or “greatness,” how can we justity the fact that the
methods here expounded do not seem to allow for a differentiation
between first, second and third rate works of art? Now a scale of
values is partly a matter of personal reactions and partly a matter
of tradition. Both these standards, of which the second is the com-
paratively more objective one, have continually to be revised, and
every investigation, however specialized, contributes to this proc-
ess. But just for this reason the art historian cannot make an a
priori distinction between his approach to a “masterpiece” and his
gpproach to a “mediocre” or “inferior” work of art—just as a stu-

ent of classical literature cannot investigate the tragedies by
Sophocles in any other manner than the tragedies by Seneca. It is
true that the methods of art history, qua methods, will prove as
effective when a%)lied to Diirer's Melencolia as when applied to
an anonymous and rather unimportant woodcut. But when a “mas-
terpiece” is compared and connected with as many “less important”
works of art as turn out, in the course of the investigation, to be



Art as a Humanistic Discipline 19

Leonardo da Vinci has said: “Two weaknesses leaning
against one another add up to one strength.”* The halves of
an arch cannot even stand upright; the whole arch supports a
weight. Similarly, archaeological research is blind and empty
without aesthetic re-creation, and aesthetic re-creation is irra-
tional and often misguided without archaeological research.
But, “leaning against one another,” these two can support the
“system that makes sense,” that is, an historical synopsis.

As I have said before, no one can be blamed for enjoying
works of art “naively”—for appraising and interpreting them
according to his lights and not caring any further. But the
humanist will look with suspicion upon what might be called
“appreciationism.” He who teaches innocent people to under-
stand art without bothering about classical languages, bore-
some historical methods and dusty old documents, deprives
naiveté of its charm without correcting its errors.

“Appreciationism” is not to be confused with “connoisseur-
ship” and “art theory.” The connoisseur is the collector,
museum curator or expert who deliberately limits his contri-
bution to scholarship to identifying works of art with respect
to date, provenance and authorship, and to evaluating them
with respect to quality and condition. The difference between
him and the art historian is not so much a matter of principle
as a matter of emphasis and explicitness, comparable to the
difference between a diagnostician and a researcher in medi-
cine. The connoisseur tends to emphasize the re-creative aspect
of the complex process which I have tried to describe, and
considers the building up of an historical conception as sec-
ondary; the art historian in the narrower, or academic, sense
is inclined to reverse these accents. But the simple diagnosis
“cancer,” if correct, implies everything which the researcher
could tell us about cancer, and therefore claims to be verifiable
by subsequent scientific analysis; similarly the simple diag-

comparable and connectable with it, the originality of its invention,
the st}periority of its composition and technique, and whatever
other features make it “great,” will automatically become evident—
not in spite but because of the fact that the whole group of ma-
terials has been subjected to one and the same method of analysis
and interpretation.

%] codice atlantico di Leonardo da Vinei nella Biblioteca Ambrosi-
ana di Milano, ed. G. Piumati, Milan, 1894-1903, fol. 244 v.



20 mTRODUCTION The History of

nosis “Rembrandt around 1650,” if correct, implies everything
which the historian of art could tell us about the formal values
of the picture, about the interpretation of the subject, about
the way it Téflects the cultural attitude of seventeenth-cenur

"Holland, and about the way It expresses Rembrandt's person-
ality; and this diagnosis, too, claims to live up o the criticism
“of thé art historian in the narrower sense. The connoisseur
might thus be defined as a laconic art historian, and the art
historian as a loquacious connoisseur. In point of fact the best
representatives of both types have enormously contributed to
what they themselves do not consider their proper business.1s

Art theory, on the other hand—as opposed to the philosophy

of art or aesthetics—is to art history as poetics and rhetoric are
to the history of literature.
* Because of the fact that the objects of art history come into
being by a process of re-creative aesthetic synthesis, the art
historian finds himself in a peculiar difficulty when trying to
characterize what might be called the stylistic structure of the
works with which he is concerned. Since he has to describe
these works, not as physical bodies or as substitutes for physi-
cal bodies, but as objects of an inward experience, it would be
useless—even if it were possible—to express shapes, colors, and
features of construction in terms of geometrical formulae,
wave lengths and statical equations, or to describe the pos-
tures of a human figure by way of anatomical analysis. On the
other hand, since the inward experience of the art historian is
not a free and subjective one, but has been outlined for him
by the purposeful activities of an artist, he must not limit him-
self to describing his personal impressions of the work of art
as a poet might describe his impressions of a landscape or of
the song of a nightingale.

The objects of art history, then, can only be characterized
in a terminology which is as re-constructive as the experience
of the art historian is re-creative: it must describe the stylistic
peculiarities, neither as measurablé or otherwise determinable
data, nor as stimuli of subjective reactions, but as that which

15 See M. J. Friedlinder, Der Kenner, Berlin, 1919, and E. Wind,
Aesthetischer und kunstwissenschaftlicher Gegenstand, loc. cit.
Friedlinder justly states that a good art historian is, or at least
develops into, a Kenner wider Willen. Conversely, a good connois-
seur might be called an art historian malgré lui.
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bears witness to artistic “intentions.” Now “intentions” can
only be formulated in terms of alternatives: a situation has to
be supposed in which the maker of the work had more than
one possibility of procedure, that is to say, in which he found
himself confronted with a problem of choice between various
modes of emphasis. Thus it appears that the terms used by
the art historian interpret the stylistic peculiarities of the
works as specific solutions of generic “artistic problems.” This
is not only the case with our modemn terminology, but even
with such expressions as rilievo, sfumato, ete., found in six-
teenth-century writing.

When we call a figure in an Italian Renaissance picture
“plastic,” while describing a figure in a Chinese painting as
“having volume but no mass” (owing to the absence of
“modeling”), we interpret these figures as two different solu-
tions of a problem which might be formulated as “volumetric
units (bodies) vs. illimited expanse (space).” When we dis-
tinguish between a use of line as “contour” and, to quote
Balzac, a use of line as “le moyen par lequel 'homme se
rend compte de Yeffet de la lumiére sur les objets,” we refer
to the same problem, while placing special emphasis upon
another one: “line vs. areas of color.” Upon reflection it will
turn out that there is a limited number of such primary prob-
lems, interrelated with each other, which on the one hand
beget an infinity of secondary and tertiary ones, and on the
other hand can be ultimately derived from one basic antithe-
sis: differentiation vs. continuity.!6

To formulate and to systematize the “artistic problems™
which are of course not limited to the sphere of purely for-
mal values, but include the “stylistic structure” of subject
matter and content as well-and thus to build up a system of
“Runstwissenschaftliche Grundbegriffe” is the objective of art
theory and not of art history. But here we encounter, for the
third time, what we have called an “organic situation.” The
art historian, as we have seen, cannot describe the objects
of his re-creative experience without re-constructing artistic

* See E. Panofsky, “Ueber das Verhiltnis der Kunstgeschichte zur
Kunsttheorie,” Zeitschrift fiir Aesthetik und dllgemeine Kunstwis-
senschaft, XVIII, 1925, p. 129 f., and E. Wind, “Zur Systematik
der kiinstlerischen Probleme,” #bid., p. 438 f.
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intentions in terms which imply generic theoretical concepts.
In doing this, he will, consciously or unconsciously, contribute
to the development of art theory, which, without historical
exemplification, would remain a meager scheme of abstract
universals. The art theorist, on other hand, whether he ap-
proaches the subject from the standpoint of Kant’s Critique,
of neo-scholastic epistemology, or of Gestaltpsychologie,1?
cannot build up a system of generic concepts without refer-
ring to works of art which have come into being under specific
historical conditions; but in doing this he will, consciously or
unconsciously, contribute to the development of art history,
which, without theoretical orientation, would remain a con-
geries of unformulated particulars.

When we call the connoisseur a laconic art historian and
the art historian a loquacious connoisseur, the relation be-
tween the art historian and the art theorist may be compared
to that between two neighbors who have the right of shooting
over the same district, while one of them owns the gun and
the other all the ammunition. Both parties would be well
advised if they realized this condition of their partnership. It
has rightly been said that theory, if not received at the door
of an empirical discipline, comes in through the chimney like
a ghost and upsets the furniture. But it is no less true that
history, if not received at the door of a theoretical discipline
dealing with the same set of phenomena, creeps into the cellar
like a horde of mice and undermines the groundwork.

v It may be taken for granted that art history deserves to
be counted among the humanities. But what is the use of the
humanities as such? Admittedly they are not practical, and
admittedly they concern themselves with the past. Why, it
may be asked, should we engage in impractical investiga-
tions, and why should we be interested in the past?

The answer to the first question is: because we are inter-
ested in reality. Both the humanities and the natural sciences,
as well as mathematics and philosophy, have the impractical
outlook of what the ancients called vifa contemplativa as op-
posed to vita activa. But is the contemplative life less real or,

" Cf. H. Sedlmayr, “Zu einer strengen Kunstwissenschaft,” Kunst-
wissenschaftliche Forschungen, I, 1931, p. 7 f.
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to be more precise, is its contribution to what we call reality
less important, than that of the active life?

The man who takes a paper dollar in exchange for twenty-
five apples commits an act of faith, and subjects himself to a
theoretical doctrine, as did the mediaeval man who paid for
indulgence. The man who is run over by an automobile is run
over by mathematics, physics and chemistry, For he who leads
the contemplative life cannot help influencing the active, just
as he cannot prevent the active life from influencing his
thought. Philosophical and psychological theories, historical
doctrines and all sorts of speculations and discoveries, have
changed, and keep changing, the lives of countless millions.
Even he who merely transmits knowledge or learning par-
ticipates, in his modest way, in the process of shaping reality
—of which fact the enemies of humanism are perhaps more
keenly aware than its friends.18 It is impossible to conceive of
our world in terms of action alone. Only in God is there a
“Coincidence of Act and Thought” as the scholastics put it.
Our reality can only be understood as an interpenetration of
these two.

But even so, why should we be interested in the past? The
answer is the same: because we are interested-in-reality. There
"fs nothing less real than the present. An hour ago, this lecture
belonged to the future. In four minutes, it will belong to the
past. When I said that the man who is run over by an auto-
mobile is run over by mathematics, physics and chemistry, I
could just as well have said that he is run over by Euclid,
Archimedes and Lavoisier.

#In a letter to the New Statesman and Nation, XII1, 1937, June
19, a Mr. Pat Sloan defends the dismissal of professors and teachers
in Soviet Russia by stating that “a professor who advocates an
antiquated pre-scientific philosophy as against a scientific one may
be as powerful a reactionary force as a soldier in an army of inter-
vention.” And it turns out that by “advocating” he means also the
mere transmission of what he calls “pre-scientific” philosophy, for
he continues as follows: “How many minds in Britain today are
being kept from ever establishing contact with Marzism by the
simple process of loading them to cafacity with the works of Plato
and other philosophers? These works play not a neutral, but an
anti-Marxist role in such circumstances, and Marxists recognize this
fact.” Needless to say, the works of “Plato and other philosophers”
also play an anti-Fascist role “in such circumstances,” and Fascists,
too, “recognize this fact.”
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To grasp reality we have to detach ourselves from the pres-
ent, Philosophy and mathematics do this by building systems
in a medium which is by definition not subject to time. Natural
science and the humanities do it by creating those spatio-
temporal structures which I have called the “cosmos of nature”
and the “cosmos of culture.” And here we touch upon what is
perhaps the most fundamental difference between the humani-
ties and the natural sciences. Natural science observes the
time-bound processes of nature and tries to apprehend the
timeless laws according to which they unfold. Physical ob-
servation is only possible where something “happens,” that is,
where a change occurs or is made to occur by way of experi-
ment. And it is these changes which are finally symbolized by
mathematical formulae. The humanities, on the other hand,
are not faced by the task of arresting what otherwise would
slip away, but of enlivening what otherwise would remain
dead. Instead of dealing with temporal phenomena, and caus-
ing time to stop, they penetrate into a region where time has
stopped of its own accord, and try to reactivate it. Gazing as
they do at those frozen, stationary records of which I have
said that they “emerge from the stream of time,” the humani-
ties endeavor to capture the processes in the course of which
those records were produced and became what they are.1®

In thus endowing static records with dynamic life, instead
of reducing transitory events to static laws, the humanities do
not conflict with, but complement, the natural sciences. In
fact these two presuppose and demand each other. Science—
here understood in the true sense of the term, namely, as a
serene and self-dependent pursuit of knowledge, not as some-
thing subservient to “practical” ends—and the humanities are
* For the humanities it is not a romantic ideal but a methodological
necessity to “enliven” the past. They can express the fact that the
records A, B and C are “connected” with each other only in state-
ments to the effect that the man who produced the record A must
have been acquainted with the records B and C, or with records
of the B and C, or with a record X which was in turn the
source of B and C, or that he must have been acquainted with B
while the maker of B must have been acquainted with C, etc. It is
just as inevitable for the humanities to think and to express them-
selves in terms of “influences,” “lines of evolution,” etc., as it is

for the natural sciences to think and to express themselves in terms
of mathematical equations.
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sisters, brought forth as they are by that movement which has
rightly been called the discovery (or, in a larger historical
perspective, rediscovery) of both the world and man. And as
they were born and reborn together, they will also die and be
resurrected together if destiny so wills. If the anthropocratic
civilization of the Renaissance is headed, as it seems to be,
for a “Middle Ages in reverse”™a satanocracy as opposed to
the mediaeval theocracy—not only the humanities but also the
natural sciences, as we know them, will disappear, and noth-
ing will be left but what serves the dictates of the subhuman.
But even this will not mean the end of humanism. Prometheus
could be bound and tortured, but the fire lit by his torch could
not be extinguished.

A subtle difference exists in Latin between scientia and
eruditio, and in English between knowledge and learning.
Scientia and knowledge, denoting a mental possession rather
than a mental process, can be identified with the natural
sciences; eruditio and learning, denoting a process rather than
a possession, with the humanities. The ideal aim of science
would seem to be something like mastery, that of the humani-
ties something like wisdom.

Marsilio Ficino wrote to the son of Poggio Bracciolini: “His-
tory is necessary, not only to make life agreeable, but also to
endow it with a moral significance. What is mortal in itself,
achieves immortality through history; what is absent becomes
present; old things are rejuvenated; and young men soon
equal the maturity of old ones. If a man of seventy is con-
sidered wise because of his experience, how much wiser he
whose life fills a span of a thousand or three thousand years!
For indeed, a man may be said to have lived as many millennia
as are embraced by the span of his knowledge of history.”2°

# Marsilio Ficino, Letter to Giacomo Bracciolini (Marsilii Ficini
Opera omnia, Leyden, 1676, I, p. 658): “res ipsa [scfl., historia]
est ad vitam non modo oblectandam, verumtamen moribus insti-
tuendam summc;pfre necessaria. Si quidem per se mortalia sunt,
immortalitatem historia consequuntur, quae absentia, per eam
praesentia fiunt, vetera iuvenescunt, fuvenes cito maturitatem senis
adaequant. Ac si senex septuaginta annorum ob ipsarum reram
;?il?enﬁam prudens habetur, quanto prudentior, qui annorum
ille, et trium milium implet aetatem! Tot vero annorum milia
vixisse quisque videtur quot annorum acta didicit ab historia.”



