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INTRODUCTION

The middle read s the only one that does not lead to Rome.
Arnold Schinbery!

Winckelmann’s writing particularly repays a close reading now because of his
unusually eloquent aceount of the imaginative charge of the Greek ideal in art.
1n his impassioned attempt to reconstitute it, he invoked not just the wtopian
aspirations but also the darker anxieties that made it so compelling. He showed
an unusually acute awarencess of the psvehic and ideological tensions inherent in
its image of an impossibly whole and fully embodied human subjectivity. In
other words, he took the Greek ideal so seriously that he could not conceive of
it a5 an abstraction existing beyond the disturbance of bodily desire and ideo-
logical conflict. Any moderate middle way to reconstituting the earlier, purer
ideal hovering behind the exeant ruins of ancient Rome would have been a blind
altey for him. No less insistently than Nictzsche's, Winckelmann's image of the
Apollonian composure of the antique was one wrested from extremity.,

What does the name Johann Joachim Winckelmann usually conjure up? We
probably think first of his famous dictum that the essence of the Greek ideal
was ‘a noble simplicity and a calm grandeur’ (eine edle Einfalt und cine stille
Grosse). The idea of a *neble simplicity” seems to place him on very traditional
ground. A conflation of ethical nobility with formal simpiicity had been a long-
standing paradigm of classical aesthetics and, partly under the impress of
Winckelmann’s invocation of it, was cndowed with a new lease of life in the
late cighteenth century. Yet if ‘noble simplicity’ represents the inheritance of
aristocratic norms of decorum, connoting a world of patrician self-possession
and calm, it could also suggest a kind of tabula rase of subjectivity that was at
odds with the affectations and excesses of high society, something approaching
a proto-revolutionary ideal.

And what of the other words, ‘calm grandeur’? If we look again ar the
German phrase stiffe Grisse, we notice that the conventional translation is
samewhat misleadingly wilted towards ideals of poise. The word stiffe also has
the idea of stillness, which could simply suggest an absence of signs of life.
*Calm grandeur’ projects an image of resonant heroism, the great sout effort-
lessly in possession of his strength. *Sell grandeur’ could be something else—
the stillness of an imperturbable calm that might be inanimate or inhuman,
perhaps the stillness of death.?

The association between Neoclassical aesthetic ideals and death is familiar
cnough nowadays. It is one of the clichés of our culture that the cold marble
forms of the pure classical nude, supposedly embodying an ideal bevond the
measure of time and mortal alteration, is redolent of a deathly coldness. In this
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crude form, the association is too reductive to explain how and why Neo-
classical ideals have cast such a compulsive spell at different moments.
Winckelmann’s prefiguration of a modern consciousness of the deathly stillness
of the Neoclassical nude works because, in his account, the blankness identified
with the ideat figure, the stilling of emotion and desire in its perfected marble
forms, 15 coupled with an intense awareness of the kinds of crotic and at times
sado-masochistic fantasy that could be woven around such representations of
the body beauriful.

His is a very complex reading of the formal purity of the ideal figure, in
which a deathly stillness mingles with eruptions of desire and vielent conflict.
A powerful dialectic is set up between beautiful bodily form and suggestions of
extreme psychic and physical disquiet. The image he uses most often to evoke
the apparent imperturbability of the ideal figure in repose is the calm expanse
of a distant sca. The smoothly modulated surfaces of the finest Greek ideal
become like a genty rolling swell, simultaneously calm and redolent of a power
that might easily be stirred into raging fury.'

T'ake a specific cxample. The analysis of the aesthetic, ideological, and
stylistic basis of Greek art in Winckelmann’s History of the Art of Ansiguiry* is
headed by the illustration of an antique gem representing a dead or fatally
wounded female nude lying prone in the arms of a naked warrior (Plate 2).
Right at the outset, ideal Greek beauty is associated with vielence and death. [n
explaining the iconography of the scene, Winckelmann imparts to it a level of
disturbance that is noticeably in excess of its immediate connotations. The
group most hkely represents Achilles holding the body of Penthesilea, the
Queen of the Amazons, whom he has just slain, and with whom he has also
fallen in love. But Winckelmann makes it refer to a much more vicious and very
obscure story in Plutarch:

The wild sow of Crommyon, which went by the name of Phaea, was no
ordinary beast, but a ferocious creature very hard to overcome . . . Thescus
went out of his way to find and kill this animal . . . Another account, how-
ever, has it that Phaea was a robber, a murderous and depraved women, who
lived in Crommyon and was nicknamed the Sow because of her life and
habits, and whom Theseus afterwards killed.’

The beautiful flowing contours of the female nude and her heroic killer,
Theseus, are here charged with suggestions of violence, and even depravity,
that are the very antithesis of ethical ideals of nobility and calm. The effect of
beauty is produced through an entirely involuntary transfiguration, the bodily
stillness that comes with the approach of death. Take another instance, the
statue of Niobe (Plate 15), which Winckelmann singled out as the most im-
portant surviving example of the austere or sublime style in classic Greek
art. Niobe, like Phaca, achieves a transcendant stillness through an excess of
violence, in her case a terrifying suffering and fear that, according o0
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2. Engraving of an antigue engraved gem from the 1764 edition of Winckelmann's Flistory

uf the vt of Antiguity.

Winckelmann, had reached such unbearable extremity that all signs of cxpres-
sion on her face were obliterated, leaving her transfixed in the cool forms of a
pure, austere, almost absolute beauty, Niobe was witnessing Apollo and Diana
shaughtering her children and, according to the legend, her grief was so intense
that she was literally frozen into stone.®

It is not entirely accidental that these deadly configurations of ideal beauty
are female rather than male. They echo 2 gendering of extreme bodily affect
widely current in Western European art. The discomfiting subtexts attribured
tu these images not only disturb the morally uplifting connotations clustering
reund eighteenth-century conceptions of antique beauty, but also bring into
view anxieties surrounding sexual difference that hover insistently yet largely
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hidden on the margins of Winckelmann®s very male constitution of the Greek
ideal.

"U'he stors is not very different when we move to the centre of Winckel-
mann’s recreation of the Greek ideal, those still famous descriptions of the
statucs in Rome thought at the time to be the most important masterpicces of
ancient art.” The work already singled out in his carly essay On the Imitation
of the Greeks as the epitome of a ‘noble simplicity and still grandeur’ is the
Laocoon (Plate 16), possibly the least calmly poised of the famous antiques of
the period. In his later description of the statue in the Histary of the drf of
dntiquity, what comes to the fore is not the poised struggle of a noble soul
against adversity so much as a violent juxtaposition of beauty and pain* The
state of calm associated with the Greck ideal in his mature writing is also a state
of suspended terror. This applics not only to the Laocoin, where the apparent
poise is a physical convulsion resulting from his being strangled and bitten to
death by snakes, and to the Niobe, whose impassive beauty results from her
being overwhelmed by the terror of witnessing the slaughter of her children.
The Apollo Belvedere (Plate 19) is seen as expressing his divine avchority ina
gesture of violence as he advances on and kills the Pythian serpent, while the
tigure of Hercules that Winckelmann associates with the Belvedere Torso
{Plate 36) is imagined in a state of ‘transfiguration’ after being ravaged by a
poisoned cloak and burned alive. The immaculate image of an undisturbed
plenitude, the ideal self cmboedied by the Greek ideal, s framed in
Winckelmann's writing by vivid eruptions of physical conflict which at times
horder on total self-annihilation.

Winckelmann is particularly revealing as to both the political and the
homoerotic sexual content of the fantasies that gave the antique male nude its
larger resonance within the culture of his time. We confront in Winckelmann,
more vividly than in any other writer of the eighteenth century, the question of
how the Greek nude could be seen to embody the ideal of subjective and
political freedom with which it came to be so closely identified. tHe does not
simply assumg, like most writers of the period, that a truly beautiful art, such
as that of the ancient Greeks, must have been produced by a free society.
Notions of freecdom play an integral role in the ideal subjectivity he sces
represented by the beautiful figures of antique statuary.

With Winckelmann, then, freedom is not just the condition that makes
possible the imagimative creation of an ideal beauty. It is also the subjective state
of being figured by that beauty, through its apparent embodiment of a state of
unconstrained narcissistic plenitude, which he identifies most mmediately
with the self-absorbed, free-standing, nmaked male figure. Here there is an
absolute freedom, but also suggestions of 4 kind of subjective emptiness or, to
return to an image already touched upon, a stillness, a sense that such unblem-
ished formal and subjective oneness, so entirely divested of tension and con-
straint, is not quite alive,

His more dramatic readings of the ideal male nude, such as the Laocoon
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{Plate 16) and the Apollo Belvedere (Plate 19), on the other hand, suggest the
darker aspect of this tantasy of an absolutely free subjectivity. We see the
violence mmplicit in the idea of an ideally free self once it has to engage with the
world arcund it. Conflict becomes the condinon of 1ts existence. Its total
autonomy is asserted through a violent struggle that can come to an end only
with death or withdrawal into narcissistic isolation. The violent dramas of some
ot his best-known readings of the Greek ideal thus echo contradictions inherent
in the impassible fantasy of an absolutely free sovercign self. Winckelmann
seems not umaware of the antinomies lodged 1 the Enhightenment desire
tor absolute freedom, which de Sade later wrote about with such disturbing
directness.

It would be sericusly to misrepresent Winckelmann's projection of’ the
Gireek ideal, however, were we to focus only on suggestions of an empty, almost
deathly stillness, or his intimations of an uncontrollable violence hovering at its
tringes. Then we should be missing what 1s undeniably the most visibly striking
aspeet of his writing on Greek art, the unapologetically sensuous homo-
eroticism of his reading of the Greek male nude. His projection of the Greek
nude as an erotically desirable masculinity s both more immediate and, 1if
anything, more richly invested than his imagining it as the symbolic embodi-
ment of freedom. The ideal erotic figure for him is not a feminine object offered
up for the delectation and domination of a male gaze. It is rather a finelv formed
male body. As such it becomes for the male viewer both an object of desire and
an ideal subject with which to identfy.

The boundary between the homoerotic and what we call the homosexual is
one that has long been a subject of repressive anxiety in Western culture, and
Winckelmann’s intervention in this area has a decidedly double aspect. On the
one hand, he voices an unusually explicit erotic enjoyment of the male nude
together with a quite passionate apologia for the value of male friendship and
love. H, strictly speaking, we should understand this as homosocial rather than
overtly homosexual in the modern sense, it comes as close to homosexuahty as
was allowable in a public context in the eighteenth century. Equally, however,
Winckelmann’s writing could not but be inflected by his culture’s prohibition
on associating ideal manhood with sexual desire between men, Homosexual or
what were then called sodomitical practices were subject to a taboo that made
them almost unmenrionable in public except by way of denial and negation.

With his foregrounding of the homocerotic guality of the ideal male nude,
Winckelmann exposed a significant fault line in dominant configurations of
ideal masculinity within his own cubture. The Greek ideal's embodiment of
desirable manhood threatened to blur the distinction between an allowable
homoerotic feeling and a prohibited sexual desire between men, particularly as
ancient Greek culture was widely known to have been favourably disposed to
homosexuality. This boundary could not be allowed to remain fluid and open,
and had to be policed by an implicit homophobia that Winckelmann himself
could not but to some extent internahize. In Winckelmann’s writings on the
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ideal male nude, the more disturbing sado-masochistic dramas can be seen as
charged by the violence of largely unspoken because rarely contested prohibi-
tions framing male same-sex desire in the culture he inhabited. 'They play out
largely disavowed tensions within his culture’s eroticized 1deal male self-im-
ages, tensions that he brought into sharp focus because they impinged so
directly upon the public representation of his own sexual desires.

The richness and complexity of Winckelmann’s reading of the Greek ideal
may be apparent to us nowadays because of an increasing awareness on our
part of the contradictions inherent in Enlightenment ideals of rationality.
Winckelmann often seems to speak with disturbing directness to our modern
sensibility for the darker aspects of the Enlightenment’s supposedly ideal sym-
bolic forms—its mostly unspoken homophobia, for example, or the violent
ramifications of its fantasies of subjective freedom. At the same time, our
understanding of the precccupations and values that feature in Winckelmann's
writing, if they are to mean very much, must have some historical grounding,
some basis in what we know would be concevable for Winckelmann and his
milicu. In the case of the fantasy of an ideally desiring free self that is central to
Winckelmann’s conception of the Greek ideal, we are fortunate to have a body
of letters from him that abeund in vivid accounts of his social and erotic self, of
his ‘freedom’ and of his desires.

The point 15 not o trace a causal connection between the images of his life
he projected and the ideals of freedom and the dialectics of desire found in his
account of Greek art. Rather it 1s to gain a more precise sensc of what the Greek
ideal would have meant for someone writing in his particular circumstances.
Winckelmann’s vision of an ideal political freedom forming the basis of the
beaury of Greek art was clearly mformed by his own expertence of the aspira-
tion for freedom, and of the blockages placed on this, while he was struggling
to establish himself as an independent scholar and writer. At the same time, the
connections he made berween Greek art and freedom were also determined by
his culture’s larger conception of the antique as an imaginative and ideological
construct. Similarly, his notion of the eroticism of the Greek ideal in art must
relate to the ideas of male friendship and love that feature so prominently in his
letters. In both his more public antiquarian and his more private autobicgraphi-
cal writing, he was one of the period’s most impassioned and cloguent propo-
nents of a homosocial ideal. But the image of idecal Greek manhood he conjured
up in his History of the Art of Antigrury did not reflect in any simple way his
particular erotic fantasies and desires. It was a cultural construct with 1ts own
logic, imbricated in dominant paradigms of masculinity which at some level
marginalized and repressed his own desires.

In exploring the complex dynamic of fantasy in Winckelmann's writing, we
are inevitably drawn towards a perspective that mingles the historical with the
psychoanalytic. When we try to make sense of the representations of identity in
Winckelmann's writings, formed within a social and cultural world very differ-
ent from our own, we are involved in fundamental confusions berween the
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psyehic and the historical, between ideas of the self and its ‘inner” fantasics that
snfucﬂ,[-c our own perspective on the world, and ones that scem strange and
unfamiliar, Fantasies of the kind we sce Winckelmann projecting onto the
Greek ideal are defined within particular historical circumstances and inflected
b a particular ideology; but our understanding of them is also necessarily
ghistorical, part of the very basis we have for concetving any subjectiviry or
desire.

[rawing out the contradictory resonances and dialectical reversuls of
W inchelmann’s notion of a ‘noble simplicity and calm/still grandeur’, as we
have been doing here, touches on the most immediately engaging aspect of his
writing on Greek art, At the same time, we need to recognize the importance of
his activitics as a historian and antiquarian scholar. Te understand his notion of
the Greek ideal, we shall need tw involve ourselves in the sclf-consciously
scholarly aspect of his reconstruction of Greek art. After all, technical scholarly
detail forms the bulk of his major work, The History of the Art of Antiguity. He
became an important figure in Enlightenment culture because he was seen
quire fiterally to have invented a new kind of history of art, providing a fuller
historical reconstruction of the antique ideal and its rise and decline than
anvone betore him. e lived on as a major Agure in Western European culture
as borh a historical scholar and an impassioned aesthete, and our perspective on
his writing must continue o encompass both terms of this duality.

\t the centre of his new history of art were two key constructs, a notion of
histarical process that construed the larger history of Greek art as a systematie
evolution through rise and decline, and a theory of artistic stvle or modes of
visual representation that gave this abstract model a distinctively visual charac-
ter. The particular pattern of stylistic development he tdentified in ancient
Greek art had very important implications for his picture of the acsthetics of
the Greek ideal and its ideological and psychic resonance.

Theoretically speaking, Greek art of the classic period, when the Greek
ideal realized itself in all its fullness, should have been styleless, or at least
the embodiment of the one true style of the highest reaches of art. But
Winckelmann’s hustory did not quite pan out that way. When he constructed a
detailed picture of Greek art of the classic period, he saw it as taking two quite
distinet, mutually incompatible forms. He opened up a disjunction between the
theoretical construction of the Greek ideal as one and whole, and its materiali-
zation in history as developing through two generically different modes of
visual representation, a high mode and a beautiful mode. This division, this
difference introduced into the heart of the classic art of antiguity, articulated a
structural tension within the artistic aesthetics of the period that the Greek
ideal had to negotiate but could never quite abolish. Indeed, at times it seemed
to be made all the more acutely apparent.

In the beautiful mode the Greek ideal revealed itself as sensuous and grace-
{ul, in the high mode as austere and pure. The distinction was not just a formal
and stylistic one. It articulated a series of ideologically loaded dualities—
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hetween the bodily or erotic and the immaterial or idea-like, between the
sensuously pleasurable and the grand or manly, between a cultural ideal of
refincd hedonism on one hand and one of austere heroics and virtue on the
other. In elaborating this styvlistic duatity between the high and the beautitful,
which functioned simultaneously as a formal construct and a richly resonant
tdeological one, Winckelmann incorporated the sexual and the political into the
very foundations of the new history of art he was creating.

The other main feature of Winckelmann’s story of art, the systematic pat-
tern of rise and decline, also had important theoretical and ideological implica-
tioms for the whole conception of the Greek ideal. In defining the formation and
disintegration of the art of Greek antiquity so compellingly, Winckelmann
cffectively made this ‘timeless’ model of classic excellence into a historical
phenomenon. He thereby set in motion a historicizing of the Greek ideal that
eventually threw into question its viability as 2 modcl for imitation and emula-
tion in the present. At the same time, he was quite explicit that the significance
of this ideal could not be recovercd simply by way of empirical enquiry. A
historical analysis, however painstaking, that sought to piece together the frag-
ments that remained, could not of itself provide a vision of the true essence of
the Greek ideal, of what made it so compelling in the present. His history of the
Greek ideal both prefigured the more strictly historical understanding that
became the norm in the nincteenth century and also undermined its positivist
aspirations.

Winckelmann's history of ancient Greek art remains alive to us now pre-
ciselv because of this unreselvable ambiguity of perspective. He unsettles any
easy notion of historical reconstruction that dees not recognize the import of
the immediate resonance that the ‘ideal’ being reconstructed has for us in the
present, without which we would never even have been motivated to stady it in
the first place. The sheer extent of Winckelmann’s ambition in attempting to
create a system that would elucidate the entire history of ancient Greek art and
allow us to apprchend its surviving fragments in all their truc signibcance
brings into focus problems that are still with us today, in some form or other.

This book originated some years ago in what would now be seen as a some-
what old-fashioned intellectual historical analysis of the structural novelty of
Winckelmann's conception of ancient Greek art. Initially it was Winckelmann
the antiquartan scholar and historian who was my main focus of interest, the
figure who effected a new synthesis of the literary and visual evidence relating
to ancient Greek and Roman arr, and endowed this art with a new systematic
history. In puzzling over the significance of the formal paradigm that enabled
him to reconceptualize the larger history of Greek art, [ found that his writing
on the Greek ideal was rather richer than [ had anticipated, in quite unexpected
wavs. | was increasingly convinced that the contradictions and complexitics of
Winckelmann's text could not be glossed as weaknesses or lapses in his system,
but required close and careful reading. They gave evidence of a charge embed-
ded in his writing that often undermined the very theoretical and historical
models it seemed to embody.
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Winckelmann's {istory of the Art r:_[',-‘l.-zmﬂu.'_y wils c.icsigncd specifically as an
arch‘d‘-’”l”gm"ll or antiguarian h‘[l..ltl_\ of Greek art, vet l.r was so much more than
that as w ¢il. [ tound 1t i[1113()s§1ijlc rf» mul’sc bl.:l'lhf? of ¢ven thc. most scholarly
aspects of his reconstiturian of the (ll"CL‘l'& 11.1-::11 without c-:xplo:\‘mg the complex
ideatogicaliy and psyehically charged fantasies evoked by [h(."(JI'L'C!\ bady beau-
tiful which keep crupting in his text. In making the move from formal struc-
pural paradigms of historical scholarship to the antinomies of subjectivity and
desire, T was motivated by the internal logic of Winckelmann's writing, and also
by changes operating within the modern world of Anglo-American scholar-
ship [ myself inhabit. It wis important for me, hu\\ ever, not 1o lL.'l'.m_\' initial
prioritics slip, and (o continue to keep clearly in view the exphienly stared
intellectitl ambitions of Winckelmann's scholarly work. These frame the more
highly im ested and potentiadly subversive passages in his writing, and (o insist
m{ 1]1;;111 iv to restst and complicate too easy a deconstructive reading of his text,

[ decided to begin this book with an analysis of Winckelmann's achieve-
ments as an antiquarian scholar and historian, the writer who produced the
Enlichtenment's classic text on the art of Greek and Roman antiquity. Then |
pre )c‘ccd to a4 mere symplomatic reading ol his lyrical evocations of the essence
of the Cireek ideal. The notion of stvle provides a bridge between these two
|1<_'T'~.|1L‘L“li\ es. His distinction between the high and beautiful styles in Greek arr
15 simutineously a painstaking analysts of the available verbal and visual evi-
dence and an impassioned evocation of the very different kinds of charge that
an ideal nude might have,

While exploring the partially disavowed problems and contradictions inher-
ent i Winckelmann's conception of the Greek ideal, | hold o the dominance
ol two issuces that feature centrally and explicitly in his account of Greek art: the
ideal of political and subjective freedom and the sensual eroticism of ancient
Greeh images ot ideal masculinity. That these issues are made problematic in
W inchelmann’s writings is not just the ¢ffect of our retrospective evaluation of
the fissures and tensions in his rext. 'The problems are explicit in the structure
of his argument. The complexitics of his writing arc always in excess of the
comsciously articulated problems his text describes, as we would expect of any
worthwhile writer. At the same time, his use of negation and contradiction 13
alses programmatic, and shows a recognition on his part of an unmanageable
‘unconscious” that could not be encompassed in a simpler, more visibly consist-
ent presentation. In the coda at the end of my book, where T trace some later
echoes of the Winckelmannian Greek ideal, I show how the compulsive interest
this ideal continued to have for later writers and artists was informed by
ideological tensions already traced out, consciously or unconsciously,
Winckelmann's own writing.

"The best tribute I can offer Winckelmann the writer is to acknowledge how
worthwhile it has been engaging again and again with his texts over the years,
at ames fitfully and even reluctantly, vet in the end with something of the
obsessiveness I see mirrored in his project. Out of his svstem [ have enjoyed
making another svstem. [ had moments when I felt a little uncasy about taking
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over Winckelmann in this way, suspecting for one thing that the svstem 1 was
erecting on the ruins of his was one of which he might radically have disap-
proved. In allowing mysclf this liberty of imagining his revisiting one further
reconstitution and mutilation of his life’s work, [ should recall a comment he
once made on the first major reprocessing of his fHistory of the Art of Autiguiry,
the 1'rench translation that appeared in 1766:

I have to deplore the fate met by the fistory of Hrt an the French
translation . . . Because of this dismemberment, the continuity 1s broken up.
Lach bit is detached from the nexr, so they are made to appear as limbs
existing in their own right.”

CHAPTER 1

Inventing a History of Art

“I'he history of the art of antiguity that T have endeavoured to write is ne
mere narrative of the chrenology and alterations of art. Rather [ under-
stand the word histery in the larger sense that it had in the Greek
language, and my aim s to attempt a system.!

iy SIGNIFICANCE OF WINCKELMANN'S HISTORY

Winchelmann's History of the Art of Antiguity soon acquired an international
reputation after it was published in German in 1764 Initially it reached 2 non-
Ciernuan public by way of extracts and summaries in literary journals such as
the Jonrnal Encyclopédiyne,’ and then by a succession of Halian and French
translations, the first of which appeared in French in 1766, The book originated
from and speke cloquently to a cosmopolitan European community tor which
ancient Rome was a eructal point of reference—Rome being where Winckel-
mann settled after he left Dresden in 1755, The audience with a special interest
in Winckelmann’s subject, namely the sculpture and painting of antiguity,
which at the time had almost all been excavated mn Tealy, was a broad one. It
included people involved in classical antiquarian studies or the art world, as
weil as Enlightenment intellectuals who considered classical antiquity a testing
ground for their analysis of human culture.

Winckelmann's History had a remarkable impact for a scholarly antiqua-
rian publication. Tr presented a comprehensive synthesis of available knowledge
about the visual artefacts of the ancient world, and as such was hardly an casy
read. Four main sculptural traditions were discussed i detaill—the ancient
Fgvptian, Etruscan, Greek, and Roman. What particularly caught the imagina-
tion of Winckelmann’s contemporaries, however, and still assures the book a
place among the classics of art history, is what Wincketmann himself envisaged
as its core, the cloquent and hugely ambitious atternpt to redefine the history
and acsthetics of the ancient Greek eradition. In developing a new historical and
theoreticat framework for reconstructing the antique classical ideal, he was
tackling something fundamental. The antique ideal then stood unquestionably
as the highest model of art. In several extended, finely wrought lvrical evoca-
tions of the beauties of the Greek ideal, which put his book into a caregory quite
apart from the dry antiquarian compilations of his scholarly contemporaries,
Winckelmann himself brought this peint to the attention of his reader in no
uncertain terms.
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stillness the great poets formed for us the tather of the gods . .. the majorigy,
of [their] images of the gods are undisturbed by feelings ... Since, howey op
the highest indifference cannot be sustained when acting and doing, .lmi
divine figures can only be represented in human form, so the most sublime
concept of beauty cannot always be striven for and maintained in thege
[images of the goeds. [

Similarly in the following passage:

As .. . in human nature there is no middle pomnt between pain and pleasure,
even according to Epicurus, and the passions are the winds that drive gy
ship in the sea of life, and by means of which the pocet sets sail and the artig
clevates himself, so pure beauty alone cannot be the sole object of oyr
consideration, but we must also place this beauty in a state of acung and
feeling, that in art we understand by the word expression.*

The most ideally beautiful figure, according to Winckelmann, had quire
literally o be divested of its humanity. The very highest beauty would be the
image of a god in which ‘those parts of the body thar are required w nourish i
were entirely absent.* The absolute *conientedness’ of a divine state would be
represented by a body divested of all physical channels of sustenance and
fecling, and would have no veins or nerves.™ The *hands of the (Greek) artists
brought forth figures that were purged of human need’. When Winckelmann
explained how the human body might be remade in the image of an abstrace
perfect beauty, he conceived this as a process of burning out, of annibilating
any recalcitrant flesh and blood signs of its humanity: *This concept of beaus

conforming to the model of the original rational creature traced in the mind of

the god {(Gortheir).™ It is ‘matter’ purged so it takes on the *unity” and *indivis
ibility” of an abstract idea. It should be so emptied of sensual particularity that
it is ‘like the purest water taken from the source of a spring, that the less taste
it has, the more healthy it is seen to be, because it is cleansed of all foreign
clements’* Taken to its extreme, the ideally beautiful human figure is o
radical negation of any bodily substance, a crystal-clear nothing, formless and
transparent.

It was only then in a totally inhuman figure, from which all signs of flesh and
blood existence had been purged, that the oneness of an ideal state of beiny
could be imagined. Yet the Greek ideal was supposed to be the most perfeet
realization of human subjectivity. The divine figures of the ancient Greeks
were seen as exemplary precisely because in them the very highest ideals had
taken on a fully sensuous bodily form. We have here a radical contradiction at
the heart of the humanist ideology that made the Greek ideal the model of a
pertectly integrated humanity, at one with itself and the world. The Enlighten
ment fantasy of a sclf-sufficient oneness of being that would be embodied in
single model of the human subject, transcending all material ditference, could
only, it seems, be fully realized in an image quite divested of its humanity.
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Tiir Bony or NARCISSUS

[n his theoretical analyvsts of the characteristic forms of ideal beauty,
Winckelmann for the most part kept any detailed exemplification deliberately
vague. No well-known statues were singled out as perfect realizations of the
verv highest beauty. This beauty emerged as the imagined end-point of
process of abstraction from any actual human figure, in which al traces of
parricularizcd identity, of the disturbances of desire, would be removed. The
ahstract image of perfect oneness that he conjured up, which defied attachment
to any particular image of an ideal nude, was complemented by a catalogue of
the different types of ideal figure embodied in images of gods of different ages
and genders in Greek sculprure. What mediated between these racheally diver-
gent presentations of the Greek ideal, one purely abstract and one more empiri-
cal. was the bovish male figure. This had to exist at both levels. It was the
particular exemplification of an ideal masculine physique at a certain stage of
life, but at the same time it also functioned as the purest imagimable realization
of an absolute idcal beauty.

The boyish vouth could 6l this dual role because it scemed to present an
image of manheod prior to its shaping by social or political circumstances, and
hefore too insistent a formation of ws sexual identity. It could intimate a
subjectivity that was sclf-sufficient, free and unalicnated, because it was as vet
to a large extent unformed. It was vouthful enough to be imagined in a state
prior to the tensions that would result when it had to measure iself against
patriarchal power and authority. It is not quire Freud’s image of the pre-
Ocdipal child, but framed psyehically and ideologically in a similar way. The
image of the boy had a further logic in that it picked up Plato’s crotic disquisi-
tions that present the boy as the most worthy and intensely engaging object of
(male) love.* Though ideclogically quite different from Winckelmann's neces-
sartly more problematized image, the distinetive charge of the Greek one also
depended on intimating an ideal male subjectivity existing in a state of potential
prior to its full formation, before the point where it would have to take on an
active role as a man in the social order.

The focus on the image of the boyish youth also clearly connects with
Winckelmann’s own individual sexual preferences. These no doubt gave a
particular impulse to the erotic charge he invested in this image in his writ-
ing, by making it both desirable and ideal in an unusually intense way. More-
over, within the cultural and artistic conventions of his time, it was as boy or
vouth that the male figure could most readily be seen as desirably beautiful,
though obviously not in any too explicitly sexualized a way.® The force of
Winckelmann's own investment in this image for the analysis he was offering
lav in its shifting projection of the ideally beautiful figure as both object of
dusire and desirable being with which to identify. This dialectic, so central to
the complexity and force of Winckelmann’s investment 1n the ideal male nude,
was one that a homoerotic reflexivity operating between image and spectator
would have enceuraged much more than a conventional heterosexual eroticism,
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In Winckelmann's theoretical schema, the generically difterent formatiogg
of the ideal figure corresponding to sexual difference were seeondary 1o thise
defined by different ideal rypes of manhood, His discussion of the female fig e
presented itself as an appendage to the more heavily invested catalogue of
different conceptions of the ideal male nude, from the delicately sensuoys
youth (beloved?), to the austere and streng mature man (lover?), to the ambig -
ously feminized androgyne. Even within such an exclusively masculine order
of things, however, the image of the ideal could not be fixed in a stable
configuration, with let us say a fully formed virile hero or god at the centre, 3y
Zeus or a Hereules (Plate 23) could not function as the universal subject and
object of desire that Winckelmann sought in his notion of the very highest
idcal. The onby image that came near to tulfilling this role was relatively
marginal to conventional definitions of masculinity, Wich the bovish _\'oul}{,
ideal masculinity could be projected while effacing suggestions of any toq
categorically insistent 2 masculine identity.

This effacement of masculinity is given quite a literal edge by Winckelmann
when he suggests thar the imperatives of ideal beauty lead ineluctably to the
image of the hermaphrodite or castrated figure™—in other words, cither to 3
literal blurring of the particular forms of the male body or to its mutilation.
Here we have, not just an attenuation of virility as imagined in the image of the
bay, but the most radical destruction conceivable of bodily signs of manliness,
The logic of such physical violence is made explicit by Winckelmann when he
juxtaposes the differentiation of human types by age and gender with the
notion of an all-encompassing single ideal figuration of the human body. Afier
explaiming that, on onc hand, ‘the youthful form of the gods of both sexes has
its various stages and ages, in the representation of which art seeks o display ]
its beautics,” he then points o ‘an ideal, partly taken from male beautiful
bodies, partly (rom the natural forms of beantiful castrated youths, and elevated
by a sublime superhuman build: for this reason Plato says that divine images
are not given real proportions, but those that appear most beautitul to the
imagination.””

The pertect *Platonic” ideal, in other words, has its imaginative and physical
equivalent in a scxually ambivalent blurring of the male budy with the castrated
male body. This castration is not in any way a central, systematically defined
feature of Winckelmann's theory of the Greek ideal, but marginal, the symp-
tom of a rift in his system of ideal beauty that cannot be avoided but is not quite
fully avowed either. Even without bringing to bear the theorctical panoply of
Freud's fear of castration, we would have to admit that anxieties surrounding
sexual difference played a not inconsiderable, if Targely unconsciously articu-
lated, role in Winckelmann's “impossible’ attempt to define the onencss of
beauty through a single image of the ideal figure.

How, according ro Winckelmann, is the viewer’s subjectivity constituted on
experiencing the figure of an ideal vouth that is as close as imaginable to an
absolute beauty? The figure may be scized upon by the viewer as a centred
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jmage, but its palpable identity then dissolves as it becomes Tike an apparition
in a dream or a disembodied fantasy of sexual ecstasy. The viewer's normal
sense of self too is suspended in this encounter, for the divisions operating
petween subject and object in the *real” world are effaced in the dream-like or
mystic transport of oneness.

“Winckelmann writes as follows of a relativ ¢cly unknown figure that, accord-
ing to him, gives an idea of ‘the highest conception of ideal masculine vouth™

Here T should like to be able to describe a beauty, the likes of which would
he difficult to imagine as being of human descent: it is a winged genius in the
Vitla Borghese (Plates 34, 33), whose size is that of a well-formed vouth. If
the imagination, Rlled with the individual beauties of nature, and absorbed
in the contemplation of the beauty flowing from and leading to god, con-
ceived 1n its sleep the vision of an angel, its countenance iltuminated by
divine light and its stature appearing to emanate from the source of the
highest unity—in such a form should the reader envisage this beautitul
effigy. ™

At another point, Winckelmann projects the experience in which such an
apparition would involve the spectator as comparable to the transport of mystic
cestasy. THis account is infused with a powerful sensuality that recalls the crotic
tropes of prayers and hymns by early eighteenth-century Germany Pictists,
which he would have known:

What human conception of divinity in sensuous form could be worthicr and
maore enchanting to the imagination than the state of eternal vouth and
springtime of life, whose recollection even in our later vears can gladden us?
This corresponds to the idea of the immutability of divine being, and a
beautiful vouthful godly physique awakens tenderness and love that can
transport the soul into a sweet dream of ccstasy, the state of bliss that is
sought i all religions, whether correctly understood or not. ™

This partly dematerialized experience of the absolute ideal is in an important
sense structurally different from the experience Winckelmann conjures up in
front of the more virile Belvedere Antinous (Plate 31). There the figure is
concerved as a distinet entity, separate from the viewer, while here it is fused
into the fabric of the viewer's fantasy world.

There is in Winckelmann’s account of the Greek ideal another process of
dissolution at work, also bound up with the imperative of ideal beauty to project
a puriticd image of the body as a cipher of idcal oneness. Iris a process that is
more radically regressive than the one at work in the image of the ideal youth.
When Winckelmann focuses on surface contours as the visual embodiment of
a purified beauty no apprehension of any actual whole figure can quite sustain,
he invites a mode of viewing in which the boundedness and centredness of the
figure, the sense of it as a definable object, and of the viewing self as a coherent
subject, are in effect dissolved. The image of the body as a centred totality



4. Borghese Genius or Cupid (after removal of restored arms and legs), marble, Paris,
Louvre {previously Viila Borghese, Rome}.
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disappears in the polymorphous experience of flowing contours and undul.mng
surfaces.

The absolute unity, the onencss, of the ideal beauty demands, Winckelmany,
explains, lack of definition (Unbezeichning) of form:

From unity derives another characteristic of high beauty, its lack of definj.
tion, that 1s, it cannot describe cither forms or points, except those alone thyy
constitute beavty; consequently, it is an image that is peculiar neither to thig
nor that particular person, nor expressive of any state of mind or movemeny
of feeling, tor this would mix alien traits with beauty and disturb its uniry

The image of the ideal thus becomes identified with an abstract flow of contoyr
and surface:

"T'he more unity there s in the connection between forms, and in the flow e
of the one into the other, the greater is the beauty of the whole ..y

beautiful youthtful figure is fashioned from forms like the uniform expanse of

the sea, which from a distance appears flat and still, like 2 mirror, though i
is also constantly in motion and rolls in waves.®

‘There is now nothing lett but the disembodied perfection of pure line:

The torms of a youthful body are described by lines that forever change their
centre, and never trace a circular path, and as a result are both simpler and
more varied than those of a circle, which, however large or small it 1s, has the
same middle point, and encloses others within iself or 1s wwself enclosed ™
[n this mode of viewing, the differentiated and varicgated forms of the bods
have melted away in a continuously flowing curve. The demand for absolutc
clarity and definition associated with the highest beauty is realized in a radicall

contradictory image, an abstract contour that is at one level the figure of

geometric precision, but at another a floating, undulating line, dissolving ans
sense of shape in a free play of form.

If we pursue the psychoanalyic allegories of regressive narcissistic fantasy 1o
thetr logical conclusion, we would say that we have moved here beyond the
kind of narcissism that fixes on the selt as an ideal object of love—the fantas

of the ideal ego which, we are told, marks the birth of the cgo’s sense of itselt

as a disunct entity. This is a more archaic, polymorphous, and objectless
expericnce that seems to exist prior to any separation between the self and the
world around it, in which there is no sense of things as bounded separate
entities. It would be a state described by Freud as one where ‘the separate
mstinctual components of sexuality work independently of one another to
obtain pleasure and satisfaction in the subject’s own body. This stage is known
as auto-croticism and it is succeeded by onc in which an object is chosen.™
The deal contour is fetishistic in a muldple sense—a highly charged yet
apparently empty point of condensation for a number of fantasies secking 1o
expunge anything that might disturb an ideal self”s self-sufficiency and unity
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In suspending any definition of shape that might raise questions about the
particularitics of the body represented, the image of the smoothly undulating
contour can function as a site for the simuttancous avowal and disavowal of host
of potentially unmanageable anxicties that might be elicited by any ‘real” body.

The image of the contour also functions 1o negotiate a potentially disruptive
disjunction between whole and part that exists not just for Winckelmann, but
for the whole tradioion of speculation on ideal beauty that he inherited. The
ideal contour 1s somehow supposed to fuse together the apprehension of the
overall form of the body and that of ns individual parts. But the tension
between the two can never quite be abolished. In academic theory, you have on
one hand a conception of the ideally beautiful figure as a single flawlessly
integrated whole. But equally it is seen as 2 compaosite figure, an assemblage of
individually obscrved beautiful parts.™

With Winckelmann this disjunction is unusually exposed. At one level he
projects the image of the ideally beautiful figure as realized in a perfect oneness
ol vutline that in effect obliterates the particular forms of individual parts of the
body. On the other hand his obsession with defining the perfeet shape of each
part of the body produces a contrary dismembering fogic. He sets out an
claborate caralogue, almost seven pages long, spelling out the perfect furmation
of cach bir and picee of the perfectly beautiful figure, from the curve of the
evebrow, to the shaping of the navel, to the simple arching of a perfectly formed
knce.™ A sort of convergence s allowed here, only in so far as all these vari-
cated bodiby fragments end up looking rather the same as they bend to his
insistent delectarion of exquisitely modulared contours.

Contour as Winckelmann defines it exists as the cipher for an image of the
body as a simple clear bounded totality, but it alse represents a floating detail of
one of its parts. In effect it seeks to unire rwo structurally incompatible appre-
hensions of bodily form, making it scem as if one can blur into the other in a
single image. The particularities of the body are effaced in a distanced emblem-
atic image of 1ts overall outline, while the close focus on any one single part also
ends up dissipating particularity in a melting play of surface contour. In isolat-
ing contour as a formal motif that can stand for the ideal shape of the whole
tigure or any one of its parts, Winckelmann echoes the logic of Togarth's
famous line of beauty,* though his is a more hallucinatory phasing in and out
between ditferent modes of apprehension.

‘The ease with which he can substitute the play of contour tor the conception
of the iigure as a whole emerges in an interesting passage where he characterizes
the different formations of the body in the Laocoon, the Belvedere Torso,
and the Apollo Belvedere entirely in terms of the surface modulation of
their muscles. The Laocoén (Plne 29) is condensed into an image of
‘muscles | ., that lie like hills, flowing into one another’, the Torso (Plate 36) of
oaes ‘that are like the surge of waves on a calm sea, rising in a flowing relief, and
moving in a gently changing swell’, and the Apolle (Plate 21) of ones that are
“supple, and blown like molten glass in hardly visible undulations that arc more



. fdeal Bh.."u’_r

apparent to the feeling than to the sight’.”’ Seen in this quasi-connoisseqriy]
modc, these complex figures are made into fetishized objects. They arein offe
each reduced to an immaculately formed inanimate surface, which shows 1y
the least hinr of disjunction or tension, but at the same time might intima, 4
potentially disturbing suppressed charge, as in the image of the gently swelling
sea conjured up by the Belvedere Torsa.

Contour as conceived by Winckelmann is not simply inanimate and abstract,
but also supple and clastic, suggestive both of the literally hard surfaces of th
marble forms of a statue and of the living smoothness of a body. It is through
contour that Winckelmann negotiates an interplay between the literally deag
materiality of the actual sculpture and the ostensibly live flesh of the bods it
represents. On one hand contour represents pure stilled ‘inhuman® form,
drained of flesh and bloud. On the other the How of the contour is a way of
imagining a hard marble surface approximating to the feel of softly undularing
flesh, abolishing its recaleitrant hardness. Beautiful contour 1s radically spliy
simultancously coldly abstract and vividly sensual, inanimate and living,

This split character of contour 1s echoed 1n the viewer's apprehension of i1
The imperatives of abstract form—the unity and oneness of the ideal—would
seem (o vbjectity the ideal contour and make it impervious o the free plasy of
subjective fantasy. But cqually, a tocus on contour has the effect of breaking
down any hard particularity of shape, the imperceptible flow of one form inw
the other dissolving any edges or interruptions between different parts of the
figure.” As such, contour becomes a means of overcoming rthe material resist -
ance of sculpture to the dematcerializing projections of the mind." The suu-
gested dissolution of fixed form in flowing contour fusters a ‘narcissistic’
tantasy in which the recalcitrant externality of the sculptural object melts aw
and scems to be modulated to the subtlest stirrings of the viewer’s desire.
[mmersed in the experience of undulating line, the movements of subjective
fantasy scem to fuse with the objective materialized forms of the sculptural
figure, as in the myth of Pygmalion.

Winckelmann’s contour, the central configuration in his visualizing of ideal
beauty, is the point of convergence of a number of different fetishizations of the
human figure as a beautiful form. Fetishization is meant here in a post-Freud-
1an sense, referring to a process whereby an object is fixed in psychic fantasy as
both the disavowal and recognition of a deeply disturbing threat to the integrity
of the self. At issuc is more the structure of fantasy involved than Freud's
particular insistence that such a threart is essentially a fear of castration, and the
fetish a more or less literal symbolization of the penis and its threatenc:d
absence *

In imagining the ideal body as a free flow of exquisite, but potentially empts,
contours, the fantasy image of an immaculate sensuality is forged, which cffaces
the potential perturbations of physical desire. But the image is at the same time
charged by disturbance as Winckelmann cxposes the constant expunging or
annihilating of flesh and blood vitality that its ‘inhuman’ purity and simplicity
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require. There the ideal igure is poised unceasily, not by Winckelmann himself,
burt by the ideologteal imperatives of Unlightenment culture, whose fantasies of
jdeal oneness played out around bodily beauty he both *deconstructed” and
reanimated with a new charge.

NIGHTMARE an1y UToria

If the perfectly formed, unblemished, bovish youth was for Winckelmann the
figure that came closest to embodying ideal beauty, it did so by cftacing certain
qualitics associated with heroic manhood which were centrai to the ideological
loading of the Greek adeal. This tension was not explicitly addressed by
Winckelmann, but it is registered by default in a disparity between the theoreti-
cal precedence he gives to the vouthful figure as the purest and most desirable
image of beauty, and the manly identity of the masterpieces of ancient sculp-
turc he singles out as the most important existing exemplars of the Greek ideal.
The pressures produced by this disparity are evident in his reading of the
Belvedere Antinous discussed carlier on, where the youthful identity he ini-
tally projects into the figure is quite visibly at odds with the actual statue.
Winckelmann himself registers this tension when he gives the figure an appro-
priately weighty resonance in the concluding passages of the description by
suggesting that the sensuous forms of the sclf-absorbed vouth somehow already
inumate the powertul physique of a manly hero.

There is, then, an unacknowledged sphitting® 1o the ideal subjectivity em-
budied by the Greek tdeal as Winckelmann projects it. On one hand he gives us
the image of a youthful narcissistic self, existing in a statc of undisturbed self-
absorption and sensual plenitude, in eftect isolated from any confrontation with
the external world. On the other he portrays an active manly self, heroic or
divinely powertul, existing in violent confrontation with or domination over
what surrounds it, engaging in actions that theorctically speaking can only
disturb its beauty, The negativity implied in the ideal subject’s relation to its
material context—to be fully free, the sovereign subject must imagine itself
cither as totally self-sufficient or as having to assert itself against external
threats and resistances—-is one that echoes Winckelmann's understanding of
the role of external circumstances in the history of Greek art.

Context in the History was often conccived more as a constraint than as a
positive stimulus to the full realization of an ideally beautiful art. According to
Winckelmann, the Greek ideal was able to emerge because the privileged
material circumstances enjoved by the ancient Greeks did not present the
obstacles that stopped short the evolution of art among other ancient peoples.
Greek climate, for instance was neither too hot nor too cold.™ And while the
political context of freedom was conceived by Winckelmann as a positive
ammating force, its role in this respect was very ambiguous. There was a
tenston within the treedom fostering Greek art that echoed the one in the ideal
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subjectivity he saw as embodied by the Greek ideal. On one hand 1t was 4p
‘actve’ manly freedom realized in the violent struggles of the carly phascs of
Greek cultare, prior to the emergence of beauty m all s plenitude. On iy,
other it was a free sensual enjoyment of things, which reached its apogee ar
later time, when the first benign moments of Macedoman rule allowed 1he
Greeks a ‘passive’ child-like freedom from the disturbances of politiey)
struggle.™

Winckelmann’s most complexty articulated splitting between sensual youth-
fulness and heroic manliness ocours in his description of the Belvedere Torw,
a statue that plaved a uniquely privileged role in his writing on antique art. |t
was the only description he published as an independent essay several veary
before incorporating it in the History, He also republished it later ina revised
form in his treatise on alfegory, where it featured as an exemplification of the
allegorical reading of antique art.” Before considering in detail this desceription
of the Torso, however, we shall return for a2 moement to the more obvions
dramatization of a shift from the sensual to the heroic in his analvsis of the
Apollo Belvedere, Here, unusually, heroic domination is projected directly in
the figure’s action.

Framimg Winckelmann's detailed deseription of the statue’s forms are twi,
very vivid images invoking the contrasting ideals of subjecrivity that this *high
est ideal of art’ must encompass. Winckelmann begins by invoking the all-
powerful manly god effortdessly dominating and laying waste all around him
{Plates 19, 20): ‘From the height of his contentedness his sublime glance goos
out, as inte cternity, far out bevond his victory.” Towards the end of the
description, however, we have a very different image of a vouthful beaur.
existing in a state of tranquil withdrawal, away from any conflict: ‘His soft hair
plays around this divine head like the tender and flowing tendrils of a vine
enlivened by a gentle breeze; it seems to be anointed with the oil of the gods,
and bound with lovely splendour over his crown by the graces.” In between, the
narrative constantly shifts between these two ideals, between a sublime self and
a beautiful self, to invoke the styhstic duality discussed 1n a previous chapter:

disdain sits on his lips, and the displeasure, which he draws into himself,
swells forth in his nostrils, and spreads up over the proud brow. But the
tranquillity, which in a heavenly stillness hovers over him, remains undis-
turbed, and his eye is full of sweetness, as if he were among the muses, who

were seeking to embrace him."

The god Apollo striding forth victorious after slaving the Pythian serpent
stands as a kind of inverted mirror image of Winckelmann's ideal, tranguil, as
yet unformed youth, even while its more beautiful forms constantly suggest a
shifting back to the latter’s sensuous narcissism. Here, as Winckelmann imag-
ines the ideal figure moving out of a state of solipsistic self-absorption and
engaging with the external world, it projects its ideal subjectivity in total,
violent domination of the objects around it. We have seen how, in his other

6. Belvedere Torse, marble, Varican Museum, Rome.
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exterded readings of figures engaged in dramatic action, the Laocoén and
Niobe, a neganve mirror image of this logic operates. In these cases, where a
less than all-powertful figure engages with the external world, its integrity as a
subject is similarly projected as being in vielent conflict with outside forces, but
the resulting struggle is one that ends in 1ts total annihilation,

Winckelmann's description of the Belvedere Torso (Plates 36-39) is par-
ricularly illuminating in the present context because the shifting projections of
the figure’s subjectivity are not, as with the Apolle Belvedere, in any way
suggested by a distinetive dramatic action. Rather they have to be scen as
emerging in Winckelmann’s reading from a pressure to conceive the finest
antique nude as the embodiment of male subjectivity in all its fullness, actively
herote and passively contented. Winckelmann takes this symbolically empty
tragment and gives it meaning by presenting it as a hero sunk in contemplation
of 1ts past deeds. Like the Belvedere Antinous, it is taken literally to be ina state
of narcissistic withdrawal. But its physique 1s more evidently manlyv, and more
insistently suggests breaking out from these confines to the actively empowered
hero.

According to Winckelmann, the statue represents Hercules in the garden of
the Hesperides who is enjoving a ‘divine’ tranquillity after his violent death and
transfiguration:

I this Hercules the artist has figured the high ideal of a body raised above
nature, a nature of mature manly years, as it would appear when elevated 10
a state of divine contentment. He appears here as he became when he had
purificd himsclf by fire of the dross of humaniry and attained immortality
and a place among the gods. For he is represented as without aced of human
nourishment and further exercise of his strength - .- No blood vessels are
visible, and the abdomen is made only to enjoy, not to take anything in, and
is full, without being filled out.™

Winckelmann traces a violent history on the becalmed beautiful body. Not
only arc its ideal forms imagined as coming into being through the annihilation
and burning of the mortal hero’s flesh and blood. These same surfaces had
cartier been inflamed by an excruciating pain when Hercules put on the pot-
soned robe, a pain that could only be stitled by his literally being burned alive.
The figure’s body is also seen as moulded by earlier violent deeds in which the
hero annihilated a quarry or opponent. The beautifully flowing contours of the
muscles, which at one level embody a state of ‘divine contentment’, arc also
modulated by acts of savage aggression. Thus the ‘powerfully raised chest’
cvokes Hercules' crushing of the giant Geryon, and the strong thighs his
pursuit and slaughtering of the iron-footed hind of Cyrenia. The apparent calm
and stiltness, which recall the blissful self-absorption of the ideal vouth, are
charged by intimations of the naked physical power of a hero laying waste all
that came in his way.

The forms of a scamlessly perfect beauty suggest a fusion between two sphit
conceptions of the idcal male figure. The more immediate suggestions of
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undisturbed self-absorption alternate with projeciions of a state radical, at
odds with this, in which the figure contronts and destrovs wharever resists 3 in
the outside workl. The juxtaposition of opposites has a certain fetishigg,
structure m which the obscssive charge of the fetishized objeet lies jp ity
capacity both to deny and also to recollect or embody the fear or anyiey,
‘unconsciously’ animating it. Such a structure of fantasy is most vividiy visyy).
ized in Winckelmann’s conception of the Apollo Belvedere. There the immagy.
latcly smoothed surfaces of the torso hover in the viewer's imagination beside
the piercing arrow the god launches to slay the serpent.

In the eonciusion to his description of the Torso, the fantasy of absolyte
oneness is finally realized by dissolving the formal integrity of the figure—-any,
by implication, of the viewing subject—in an experience of pure flowing con.
tours. This mode of viewing s invited by the fragmentary state of the work-
“The artist will admire in the contours of this body the ever changing floy ing
of one form into the other, the floating forms that Hke waves rise and sink ang
are cngulfed by one another.” Attention then finally comes to rest on the
beantiful flesh-like surfaces of the thighs, now disassociared trom the herojce
deeds that Winckelmann conjured up, and from any too disconcerting sugucs-
tions of the figure’s once irresistible physical power: “The legs scem clothed by
skin dissolved in oil, the muscles are plump but without supertiuity, and such
a balanced fleshiness s to be found in no other figure; yes, one could sav tha
this Hercules comes closer to a higher period of art, than even the Apolio
[Belvedere],™

In its sheer physical beauty, a beauty that we might wish to admire and also
identify with, the figure paradoxically appears to be closer to the very highest
beauty of the tost models of Greek art from the classical period than even the
Apollo. In the Apollo elevation and power are directly dramatized. In envisag-
ing the Torso to be the fullest surviving embodiment of the Greek ideal, so it
encompasses and yet at the same time suspends the violent disturbances of the
sovereign subject in action, Winckelmann has to complicate its apparent calon.
He has to endow its sensual plenitude with a certain ambivalence by imagining
it as the transfigured after-image of a dead hero. The embodiment of an ideal
masculinity is effected through the dissolution or destruction of living, acting
manhood. "Fhe ideal forms of the tigure are redolent of a utoptan plenitude and
calm, their free-flowing contours the physical correlative of a freely harmonious
sense of self. Yer the calm of these same forms takes on another aspect as they
conjure up a certain deathly stillness, and recall the outlines of a manly strength
that has been drained away or suddenly annihilated in violent death.

The antinomics that emerge when Winckelmann imagines the Greek ideal
to be the embodiment of an ideal subjectivity have such force because they
register larger structural contradictions inherent in the more extreme fantasics
of sovereign subjectivity that have haunted the ‘bourgeois’ imagination cver
since his time.™ We have here a model of ideal self-definition, a mythology o
oneness and freedom we associate with European modernity, and ‘born’, if we
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can use such a termy, in the Enligheenment. The very real impediments to such
a mythic self-projection are registered in the largely disavowed fascination with
violent confrontation and self-dissolution that emerges within these fantasies of
cubjective integrity.”* The simultancous obsession with and deconstruction of
the ‘ideal’ ego in modern psychoanalvsis could be seen as a twentieth-century
equivalent of such forms of psvehic fantasy.

The utopian story of the sovereign subject promises a regeneration in
which individual subjectivity would be realized as a beautiful and freely
unconstrained self. This self is endowed with the harmomous unity and pleni-
tude of a beautiful form from which all sense of internal contlict, or of conflict
with other subjecrs and the material world, is abolished. This is the utopian
image Winckelmann conjured up 1n his discussion of ancient Greek art; an
image that had strong echoes in later, more insistently politicized projections of
a revolutionary regeneration of self, The nightmare or horror story of a sover-
eign subject doomed o violent confrontation or solipsistic emptiness is, as it
were, the unconscious of such a regenerative utopia. It is in registering the
power of this unconscious that Winckelmann’s writing difters from the more
one-dimensional humanist celebrations of the Greek ideal by his contempor-
aries and followers.” Winckelmann’s Greek ideal projects an ideally frec
sovergign subjecrivity, but one surrounded by the violent reverberations of
subjectivity’s matertal unfreedom.

This is true, as we have seen, even of Winckelmann's conception of the
unformed bovish youth, which was for him the purest embodiment of an
auronormnous uaconstrained sclf. For the solipsism of this image, which pro-
duces an empry echo of the calm, plenitude, and freedom thar should be the lot
of the ideal subject, is a kind of death. The state of total narcissistic sclf-
absorption may offcr a promise of complete liberation from external con-
straints, but at the cost of liquidating any substantive identity. The latter
nihilistic dimension of the fantasy can be seen to echo the death of Narcissus in
the legend.

The structures of funtasy discussed here cast quite a spell on Enlightenment
thought. Think, for example, of Rousscau’s very explicitly politicized cssay, the
Discourse on the Origing and Foundations of Inequality among Men. Here the
human subject’s emergence from the ‘nmarcissistic” contentment of a state of
nature, where it enjoys a total but empty freedom, and its entry into civil society
inevitably produce violent tension. Once the human subject ceases to be self-
sufficient and starts actively projecting itself in relation to others around it, it is
inevitably caught up in struggle and confrontation, and itself becomes divided
and alicnated. There seems to be no middle way between narcissistic solipsisin,
with its negative empty freedom, and a state of endemic conflict between the
monadic self and the world around it. Diderot may have had a peint when he
compared Winckelmann’s and Rousseau’s fanaticism,” obsessively preoceu-
pied as they both were with the more extreme fantasics and nightmares animat-
ing the Fanlightenment ideal of an absolutely free sovereign subjectivity.



