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o HEGELIAMISH Wi THOUT METAFHYSICS

...Not that Hegelian metaphysics were accepted in all their abstruse ramifications
by any fof the cultural historians of the nineteenth century], The point is rather
that all of them felt, consciously or unconsciously, that if they let go of the
magnet that created the pattern, the atoms of past cultures would again fall back
into randon dust-heaps.

In this respect the cultural historian was much worse off than any other histo-
rian. His colleagues working on political or economic history had at least a crite-
rion of relevance in their restricted subject matter. They could trace the history
of the reform of Parliament, of Anglo-Irish relations, without explicit reference
to an all-embracing philosophy ef history.

But the history of culture as such, the history of all the aspects of life as it was
lived in the past, could never be undertaken without some ordering principle,
some centre from which the panorama can be surveyed, some hub on which the
wheel of Hegel's diagram can be pivoted. Thus the subsequent history of histori-
ography of culture can perhaps best be interpreted as a succession of attempts to
salvage the Hegelian assumption without accepting Hegehian metaphysics. This
was precisely what Marxism cliimed it was doing. The Hegelian diagram was
more or less maintained, but the centre was occupied not by the spirit but by the
changing conditions of production. What we see in the periphery of the diagram
Tepresents the superstructure in which the material conditions manifest them-
selves. Thus the task of the cultural historian remains very much the same. He
must be able to show in every detail of the period how it reflects its essential eco-
nonic character.'

Lamprecht, whom I mentioned before as one of Warburg’s masters, took the
Opposite fine. He looked for the essence not in the material conditions but in the
mentality of an age.* He tried, in other words, to translate Hegel’s Geist into Psy-
chological terms ...

[n my own field, the History of Art, it was Alois Riegl who, at the turn of the
century, warked out his own translation of the Fegelian system into psychologi-
cal terms.’ Like Hegel he saw the evolution of the arts both as an autonomous
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dialectical process and as wheels revolving within the larger wheel of successive
‘world-views’, T art the process went spiralling twice: from a tactile mode of
apprehension of solid matter 10 an ‘optic” mode, first in the case of isolated
objects and then in that of their spatial setting. As in Hegel, also, this process with
its intevicable stages puts the idea of ‘decline” out of court, By classical standards of
tactile clarity the scutpture of the Arch of Constantine {fig. §] nay represent a
decline, But without this pracess of dissolution neither Raphael nor Rembrandt
could have come into being.

Maoreover, this relentless development runs paraltel with changes in the
‘world-views' of mankind. Like Hegel, Ricgl thought that Egyptian art and
Egyptian Weltanschammg were both on the oppesite pole from ‘spiritualisim’. He
postulates for Egypt a ‘materiatistic monism’ which sces in the soul nothing but
refined matter. Greek art and thought are both dualistic while late antiquity
retums to monism, but at the opposite end of the scale, where {predictably) the
body is conceived of as a cruder soul. ‘Anyone who would see in the tum of Tate
antiquity towards irrationalism and magic superstitions a decline, arrogates for
himself the right to prescribe to the spifit of mankind the way it should have
taken to effect the transition from ancient to modern conceptions.” For Riegl
was convinced that this late antique belief in spirits and m magic was a necessary
stage without which the mind of man could never have understood clectricity.
And he proved to his own satisfaction (and to that of many others) that this
momentous process was as clearly manifested in the omamentation of lte
Roman fibulae as it was in the philosophy of Plotinus.

Tt was this claim to read the ‘signs of the time” and ro penctrare into the secrets
of the historical process which certainly gave new impetus to art historical
studics, Max Dvorik, in his later years, represented this trend so perfectly that the
editors of his collected papers rightly chose as title  Kunstgeschichte als
Geistesgeschichee' (*Art History as a History of the Spint’), a formulation which
provoked Max ], Friedlinder to the quip, ‘We apparently are merely studying
the History of the Flesh’ {'Wir betreiben offenbar nur Korpergeschichte), The
great Erwin Panofky, like Dilthey, presents a more critical and sophisticated
development of this progranume, but those who have studied his works know
that he too never renounced the desire to demonstrate the organic unity of all
aspeets of a period.* His Gothic Architecture and Scholasticisns” shows him grappling
with the attempt to ‘rescue’ the traditional commection between these two aspects
of medicval culture by postulating a ‘mental habit’ acquired in the schools of the
scholastics and carried over into architectural practice. In his Renaissance and
Renascences in Western A’ he explicitly defended the notion of cultures having an
essence against the criticism of George Boas.

But perhaps the most original rescue attempt of this kind was made by the
greatest cultural historian after Burckhardt, his admirer, critic and successor,
Johan Huizinga”

1t will be remembered that Burckhardt had advised his friend to ask himself:
‘How docs the spirit of the fiftcenth century express itself in painting?’

The average art historian who practised Geistespeschichte would have started
from the impression Van Eyck’s paintings made on him and proceeded to select
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other testimonies of the time that appeared 1o tally with this impression, What is
so fiscittating in Fluizinga is that he took the opposite line. He simply knew too
many {acts about the age of Van Eyck to find it easy to square his impression of
his pictures with the voice of the documents. He felt he had eather to reinterpret
the style of the painter to make it fit with what he knew of the culture. He did
this in his captivating book, The Waning of the Middle Ages,” fiterally the autumn
of the Middle Ages, which is Hegelian even in the assunption of its tite, that
here medieval culture had come to its autummnal close, complex, sophisticated
and ripe for the sickle, Thus Van Eyck’s realism could no longer be seen as a har-
binger of a new age; his jewel-like richness and his accumulation of detail were
rather an expression of the same late-Gothic spirit that was also manifested, much
less appealingly, in the prolix writings of the period which nobody but specialists
read any more.

The wheel had come full circle. The interpretation of artistic realism as an
expression of a new spirit, which is to be found in Hegel and which had become
the starting point for Burckhardt's reading of the Renaissance, was effectively
questioned by Huizinga, who subsequently devoted one of his most searching
essays to this traditional equation of Renaissance and Realisn.” But as far as [ can
see, he challenged this particular interpretation rather than the methodological
assumption according to which the art of an age must be shown to express the
same spirit as its literature and life,

Ciritical as he was of all attempts to establish laws of history, he still ended his
wonderful paper on “The Task of Cultural History™ with a demand for a ‘mor-
phology of culture’ that implied, if | understand it correctly, a holistic approach
in termss of changing cultural styles.

Now I would not denv for a moment that 2 great historian such as Huizinga
can ceach the student of artistic developments a fot about the conditions under
which a particular style tike that of Van Eyek took shape. For obviously there is
something in the Hegelian intuition that nothing in life is ever isolated, that any
event and any creation of a period is connected by a thousand threads with the
culture in which it is embedded. Who would not therefore be curious to learn
about the lifi of the patrons who commissioned Van Eyck’s paintings, about the
Purpose these paintings served, about ehe symbolism of his religious paintings, or
about the original context of his secular paintings which we only know through
copies and reports?

Clearly neither the Adoration of the Lah nor even the lost Hunt of the Otfer can
be understood in isolation without references to religious traditions in the first
case and to courtly pastimes in the second.

But is the acknowledgement of this link tantamount to a concession that the
Hegetian approach is right afier all? 1 do not think so. It is one thing to sec the
interconnectedness of things, another to postulate that all aspects of a culture can
be traced back to one key cause of which they are the manifestations.

I Van Eyck’s patrons had all been Buddhists he would neither have painted
the Adoration of the Lamb nor, for that matter, the Hunting of the Otier, but though
the fact that he did is therefore trivially connected with the civilization in which
he worked, there is no need to place these works on the periphery of the
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Hegelian wheel and look for the governing cause that explins both otter
hunting and picty in the particular form they took in the carly decades of the
fiftcenth century, and which is also expressed in Van Eyck’s new technique.

If there is one fact in the history of art | do not find very surprising it is the
success and acclaimy of this novel style, Surely this has less to do with the
Weltanschauung of the period than with the brauty and sparkle of Van Eyck's
paintings.

1 helieve it is one of the undesirable consequences of the Hegelian habit of
exegetics that such a remark sounds maive and cven paradoxical. For the habit
demands that everything must be treated not only as connected with everything
else, but as a symptom of something else. Just as Hegel treated the invention of
gunpowder as a necessary expression of the advancing spirit, so the sophisticated
historian should treat the invention of oil painting {or what was described as
such) as a portent of the times. Why should we not find a simpler explanation in
the fact that those who had gunpowder could defeat those who fought with
bows and arrows or that those who adopted the Van Eyck technique coutd
render light and sparkle better than these who painted in tempera?” Of course no
such answer is cver final. You are entitled to ask why people wanted to defeat
their enemies, and though the question may once have sounded naive we now
know that strong influences can oppose the adoption of a better weapon. We
also know that the achicvement of Efe-like illusion cannot abways be taken for
granted as an aim of painting. It was an aim rejected by fudaise, by ishm by the
Byzantine Church and by our own civilization, in each case for different reasons.
f belicve indeed that methodotegically it is always fruitful to ask for the reasons
which made a calture or a society reject a tool or invention which scemed to
offer tangible advantages in one particular direction. 1t is in trying to answer this
guestion that we will discover the reality of that closely kit fabric which we call
a culture,”

ut I see no reason why the study of these connections should lead us back to
the Hegelian postulates of the Zeitgeist and Folksgeist. On the contrary, I have
ahways believed that it is the exegetic habit of mind Teading to these mental short-
cirenits which prevents the posing of the very problem Hegelianisin set out to

solve,”

Vo SYMPTORS AND SYNDROMES

One may be interested in the manifold interactions between the various spheres
of a culture and yet reject what I have called the ‘exegetic method’, the method,
that is, that bases its interpretations on the detection of that kind of ‘likeness’ that
leads the interpreter of the scriptures to link the passage of the Jews through the
led Sea with the Baptism of Christ. Hegel, it will be remembered, saw in the
Epyptian sphinx an cssential likeness wich the position of Egyptian culture in
which the Spirit began to emerge from animal nature, and carried the same
metaphor through in his discussion of Egyptian religion and Egyptian hiero-
glyphics. The assumption is always that some essential structural sinilarity
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must be detected which permits the interpreter to subsume the various aspects
of a culture under one formuba.” The art of Van Eyck m Huizingd’s persua-
sive morphology is not only to be connected with the theology and the literature
of the time but it must be shown to share some of their fundamental characteris-
tics. To criticize this assumption is not to deny the preat ingenuity and learning
expended by some cultural historians on the search for suggestive and memo-
rable mweeaphorical descriptions. Nor is it to deny that such strucwaral like-
nesses between various aspects of a period nmay be tound to be interesting, as
A.O. Lovejoy tried to demonstrate  for cightecenth-century  Deismn and
Classicism.’® But here as always a priort assumptions of such similarity can only
spoil the interest of the search. Not only is there no iron law of such isomor-
phism, 1 even doubt whether we improve matters by replacing this kind of deter-
minisim with a prababilistic approach as has been proposed by W.T. Jones in his
book an The Ronwmtic Movenent.™ The subtitle of this interesting book demands
attention by promising a ‘New Method in Cultural Anthropology and History
of 1deas’; it consists in drawing up such polarities as that between static and
dynamic, or order and disorder, and examinmg certain periods for their
bias towards one or the ather end of these scales, a bias which would be
expected to show up statistically at the periphery of the Hegelian wheel in art,
science and political thought, though some of these spheres might be more recal-
citrant to their expression than others. In the contrast between 'soft focus” and
*hard focus’ the Romantic, he finds, will be likely to lean towards the first in
metaphysics, in poctical inagery and in paintings, a bias that must be sympto-
matic of Romantic mentality.

Such expectations, no doubt, accord well with commonsense psychology,
but in fact no statisties are needed to show in this case that what looks plausible
in this new method of salvaging Hegel still comes into conflict with histori-
cal fact. bt so happens that it was Romanticism which discovered the tasee for
the so-cailed ‘primitives’ in painting, which meant, at that time, the hard-
edged, sharp-focused style of Van Eyck or of the carly Iaalians. If the first
Romantic painters of Germany had one pet aversion it was the soft-focused
bravura of their Baroque predecessors. Whatever their bias in nietaphysics
may have been, they saw in the smudged outline a symptom of artistic dishonesty
and moral corruption. Their bias in the syndrome — to retain this useful werm —
was based on very different aleernatives, alternatives peculiar to the problems
of painting, Paradoxically, perhaps, they idenafied the hard and matve with the
othenworldly and the chaste. ft was soft-focused naturalisin that was symptomatic

of the fall from grace ...

VI MOVEMERTS AMD PERIODS

The distinction at which 1 am aiming here is that between movements and
periods, Hegel saw alf periods as movenients since they were embodinments of the
Moving spirit. This spirit, as Hegel aught, manifested itself in a collective, the

supra-individual entitics of nations or pertods, Since the individual, in his view,
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could only be thought of as part of such a collective it was quite consistent for
Hegehans to assume that ‘man’ underwent profound changes in the course of
history. Nobody went further in this belief than Oswald Spengler, who assigned
different psyches to his different culture eycles. It was an illusion due to senu-
mentalizing humanitarians o believe that these different species of man could
ever understand cach other.

The same extremisnt was of course reflected in the claims of the totalitarian
philosophics which scemmed from Hegel to create a new ‘man’, be it of a Soviet
or of a National Secialist variety. Even art historians of a less uncompromising
bent took to speaking of ‘Gathic man’ or 'Baroque psychology’, assuming a
radical change in the mental make-up to have happened when building firms
discarded one pattern book i favour of another. In fact the study of seyles so
much fostered a belief in collective psychology thae T remember a discusion
shortly after the war with German students who appeared to believe that in the
Gothic age Gothic cathedrals sprang up spontancously all over Europe without
any contact between the building sites.

It is this belief in the existence of an independent supra-individual collective
spirit which scems to me to have blocked the emergence of a true cultural
history. | am reminded of eertain recent developments in natural history which
may serve as illustrations. The behaviour of inscet colonies appeared to be so
much governed by the needs of the collective that the remptation was great 1o
postulate a super-mind. How else, argued Marais in his book The Soul of the
White Ant,” could the individuals of the hive immediately vespond to the death
of the queen? The message of this event must reach them through some kind of
telepathic process. We now know that this is not so. The message 15 chemical;
the queen’s substance picked up from her bedy circulates in the hive through
mutual licking rather than through a mysterious mental Auid.” Other discoverics
about the communication of insects have increased our awareness of the relation
between the individual and the hive, We have made progress.

I hope and believe culeural history will make progress if it also fixes its atten-
tion firmly on the individual human being. Movements, as distinct from periods,
arc started by people. Some of them are abortive, others cateh on. Each move-
mient in its turn has a core of dedicated souls, a crowd of hangers-on, not 1o
forget a hunatic fringe. There is a whole spectrum of attitudes and degrees of con-
version. Even within the individual there may be various levels of conviction,
various conscious and unconscious Huctuations in loyalty. What seemed accept-
able during the mass rally or revivalist meeting may look pretty erazy on the way
home. But movements would not be moventents if they did not have their
badges, their outward signs, their style of behaviour, style of speech and of dress.
Who can probe the motives which prompt individuals to adopt some of these,
and who would venture in every case to pronounce on the completeness of the
conversion this adoption may express? Knowing these limitations, the cultural
histarian will be a lite wary of the claims of cultural psychology. He will not
deny that the success of certain styles may be symptomatic of changing atticudes,
but he will resist the temptation to use changing styles and changing fashions as

indicators of profound psychological changes. The fact that we cannot assume
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such automatic connections makes it more interesting to find out if and when
they may have existed.

The Renaissance, for instance, certainly had all the characteristics of a move-
ment.* It gradually captured the most articulate sections of society and
influenced their attitude in various but uncven ways. Late Gothic or Mannerism
were not, as far as I can see, the badge of any movement, though of course there
were movements in these periods which may or may not have been correlated
with styles or fashions in other cultural arcas, The great issues of the day, notably
the religious movements, are not neeessarily reflected in distinetive styles. Thus
both Mannerism and the Baroque have been claimed to express the spirit of the
Counter-Reformation but neither claim is casy to substantiate. Even the exis-
tence of a peculiar Jesuit style with propagandist intentions has been disproved by
the more detailed analysis of Francis Haskell.

We need more analyses of this kind, based on patient documentary research,
but | venture to suggest that the cultural historian will want to supplement the
analysis of stylistic origing by an analysis of stylistic associations and responses,
Whatever certain Barogue devices may have muant to their creators, they
evoked Popish assaciations in the minds of Protestant travellers. When and
where did these associations become conscious? How far could fashion and the
desire for French elegance override these considerations in a Protestant comnmi-
nity? T know that it is not always casy to answer these questions, bue I feel
strongly that it is this type of detailed questioning that should replace the general-

izations of Geistesgeschichie.

Vit TOPICS AMD TECHMIQUES

... Having criticized a Hegel, a Burckhardt, or a Lamprecht for thelr excess
of self-confidence in trying to solve the riddles of past cultares, T am bound
to admit in the end that without confidence our efforts must die of inanition,
A scholar such as Warburg would not have founded his Eibrary without
a burning faith in the potentialities of Kultunwissenschaft. The evolutionist psy-
chology that inspired his faith is no longer ours, but the questions it prompted
him to ask still proved fruitful to cultural history. In proposing as the principal
theme of his Institute “das Nachieben der Antike” — literally the after-lite of
ancient civilization — he at least made sure that the historian of art, of Hterature or
of scicnce discovered the need for additional techniques to hack a fresh path
iitor the forest in pursuit of that protean problem, Warburg’s library was formed
precisely o facilitate the acquisition of such tools, it was to cncourage trospass-
ing, not amateurishness.

Warburg’s probiem arose in a situation when the relevance of the classical
tradition for the cultural it of the day was increasingly questioned by national-
ists and by modernists. He was not out o defend it so much as to explain
and assess the reasons for its tong ‘after-life’. The continued value of that ques-
tion tor the present generation livs in the need to learm more about a once
vital radition which is in danger of being forgotten. But 1 would not clim
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that it provides the onc privileged entry into the tangled web of Western
civilization.

Both the dilenunas and the advantages of cultural history stem from the fact
that there can be ne privileged enty, It seems to me quite natural thae the
present gencration of students is particularly interested in the social foundations
of culture; having myself been born in the reign of his Apostolic Majesty the
Emperor Francis Joseph, who had come to the throne in 1848, 1 certainly can
appreciate the rapidity of saciat change that prompts fresh questionings about the
past. That all-pervasive idea of rank and hierarchy that coloured man’s reaction
to art, religion and even to nauare, has become perplexing to the young. Tt will
be the task of the cultural historian to trace and to explain it wherever it is
needed for our understanding of the literature, the philosophy or the linguistic
conventions of bygone cultures.

Perhaps this example also illustrates the difference berween the social and the
cultural historian. The first is interested in social change as such. He will use the
tools of demography and statistics to map out the transformations it the organi-
zation of society. The latter will be grateful for all the informagion he can glean
from such research, but the direction of his interest wilk still be in the way these
changes interacted with other aspects of culture. He will be less interested, for
example, in the economic and social causes of urban development than in the
changing connotations of words such as ‘urbane’ or ‘suburbia” or, conversely,
the significance of the ‘rustic” order in architecture.

The study of sach derivations, metaphors and symbols in language, hterature
and art provides no doubt convenient points of entry into the study of culearal
interactions. But I do not think more should be claimed for this approach than
it is likely to yield. By itself it cannot offer an escape from the basie dilemma
caused by the breakdown of the Hegelian tradition, which stems from the chas-
tening insight that no culture can be mapped out in its entirety, while no
clement of this culture can be understood in isolation. 1t appears as if the coltural
historian were thus still left without a viable programme, prubbing anoeng the
random curiosities of antiquarian lore.

I realize that this perplexity looks pretty formidable in the abstrace, but |
believe it is much less discouraging in practice. What Popper has stressed for the
scientist also applics to the seholar.® No cubtural historian ever searts from seratch.
The wraditions of his own culture, the bias of his teacher, the guestions of the
moment can all seimulate his curiosity and direct his questionings. He may want
to continue some existing lines of research or to challenge their result; he may be
captivited by Burckhardds picture of the Renaissance, for instance, and fill in
sonte of the gaps feft in that immensely suggestive account, or he may have come
to distrust its theoretical scaffolding and therefore feel prompied to ask how far
and by whom certain Neo-Platonic tenets were accepted as an alternative to the
Christian dogma.

Whether we know it or not, we always approach the past with some precon-
ceived ideas, with a rudimentary theory we wish to test. In this as in many other
respects the cultural historian does not differ alt that much from his predecessor,
the traveller to foreign lands, Not the professional traveller who is only interested
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in one pacticudar errand, be it the exploration of a country’s kinship systeny or its
hydroelectric schemes, but the broad-minded traveller who wants to understand
the culture of the country in which he finds himself.

It trying to widen his understanding the traveller will always be well advised
to treat inherited clichés about national characters or social types with a heaithy
suspicion, just as the cultural histortan will distrust the second-hand stereotypes
of che “spirit of the age”. But awither need we ever forget that our reactions and
observations will always be dependent on the initial assumptions with which we
approach a foreign civilization. The questions we may wish to ask are therefore
in no way random,; they are related to a whole body of belicfs we wish to rein-
force or to challenge. But for the cultural historian no fess than for the traveler
the formulation of the question will vsually be precipitated by an individual
encounter, a striking instance, be it a work of art or a puzzhing costom, a strange
ceaft, or a conversation i a minicab L.,
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