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Translators’ Note

This volume is a translation of Georg Simmel’s Rembrandt, Ein kunstphilosophischer Versuch published by Kurt Wolff Verlag, Leipzig, in 1916. We have endeavored to give a close-to-text rendering of the work. To try and make the piece seem less linguistically complex or more “modern” to contemporary English speakers than the original would now appear to a contemporary German speaker was not our aim, and indeed would have entailed précising rather than translating the work. Furthermore, so much of the argumentative, and/or rhetorical, power of Rembrandt lies in Simmel’s sometimes idiosyncratic use of language that it is vital to convey as much of the feel of the original as possible, rather than simplifying and risking even greater distortion. The text presents many of the familiar problems that arise when one is translating German terms. One particular case is “Seele” (soul), the religious connotations of which are stronger in English than in German. We have therefore chosen to translate Seele as “inner life” (rather than the alternative “psyche”) on those occasions where a secular sense appears to have been intended. But this is, of course, a fine judgment and we lose the occasional intentional ambiguity of Simmel’s usage. In Simmel, Dasein does not have the sense that it has come to acquire via Heidegger. He uses the term partly interchangeably with Existenz, or even Leben. We have thus translated it as “being,” “existence,” or “life” (or, in one case, “presence”) depending upon the context. However, the reader should note that the subtitle “Concrete Existence and Religious Life” in chapter 3 is “Das konkrete Dasein und das religiöse Leben.” German poses questions of gender bias in quite different ways and places than in English. Simmel, unsurprisingly, uses masculine terms in cases where gender-neutrality would now require a different formulation. In a text of this age it would be both an anachronism and dissemblance not to follow the author’s lead. Finally, Rembrandt is a desperately difficult text to translate — perhaps one reason why it has not been attempted before — and errors, including errors of judgment, have no doubt been made. But we hope to have given English-language readers a reasonably unencumbered access to an important work.




Editors’ Introduction


Georg Simmel on Rembrandt: Understanding the Human beyond Naturalism and Conventionalism



Rembrandt: An Essay in the Philosophy of Art was Georg Simmel’s last monograph. The first edition appeared in 1916, two years before Simmel’s death. Although it was published in the midst of the First World War, the work was a great success and had the highest circulation of any of Simmel’s works during his lifetime. After this study on Rembrandt, Simmel published, in 1917, a slim volume called Grundfragen der Soziologie (Basic questions of sociology), which later became known as his “little sociology,” and he prepared one more book for publication, a collection of essays he called Lebensanschauung: Vier metaphysische Kapitel (Life-view: four metaphysical chapters). The latter appeared in 1918, but only after his death in September of that year.

All of these publications reflect a fundamental shift in Simmel’s thinking, which began with Goethe, a lengthy study on the German classical writer and poet, published in 1913. The changes within Simmel’s thinking are associated with the Lebensphilosophie movement, which had a strong impact on him, and which he in turn influenced significantly. It was wrestling with issues in the theory of art that paved Simmel’s way to this new theoretical movement. “By the detour of reflections on the essence of art,” Simmel wrote in a letter to his friend the philosopher Heinrich Rickert, he gained several of his general theoretical insights, which he then incorporated into his so-called formal sociology, into his general theory of culture, and into a number of other fields (see Gassen and Landmann 1958, 101). This shift was also reflected in his lectures on education at the University of Strasbourg, and in essays on the theory of history, especially “Vom Wesen des historischen Verstehens” (On the nature of historical understanding). On another occasion, borrowing a formulation by the poet Friedrich Schiller, Simmel indicated that he used his intellectual engagement with art as a sort of treasure trove for his theoretical concerns: “Through the morning door of beauty you entered the land of knowledge” (Simmel 1989 [1892], 369).1 The art of Rembrandt was one such “morning door of beauty” leading Simmel to a new approach to the “land of knowledge” in the field of the sociocultural sciences.

A work on a famous artist by a sociologist immediately raises a set of expectations in the reader. We expect to see an emphasis on the contextualization of the artist’s work, on the material conditions (social and organizational as well as technological) of the production of that art, on the facilitating and constraining role of patronage, on the significance of reception, and so on. We may also expect to find a critique, and historical relativization, of the notion of “genius” as an explanatory category, and an insistence that aesthetic categories have little or no autonomy from social ones. Rembrandt dashes each and every one of these expectations. Simmel’s purpose is a long way from that which we have come to understand as the sociology of art. What is more, this is not a book about Rembrandt in the sense that, for example, the historian Simon Schama’s celebrated Rembrandt’s Eyes is a book about Rembrandt. Unlike Schama, Simmel is not concerned with the historical context, nor indeed is he much interested in the person of Rembrandt. Nevertheless, the title, taken together with its subtitle, Ein kunstphilsophischer Versuch, which we have translated as “An essay in the philosophy of art,” is not misleading, but gives a very accurate account of Simmel’s project. This is a philosophical essay in the strict sense of that term. It is a series of reflections for which Rembrandt’s work, but not his life or the conditions in which that work came into being, is the occasion. This all but absolute neglect of context and biography is moreover consistent with the methodological recommendations that Simmel has to make: it is the object before us — its meaning, its significance — not the historical context, nor even the psychological state or motivations, or the intentions of its creator, that must be the prime focus of our attention.

A clue to Simmel’s concerns here can be found in the preface, where we find a formulation of a common maxim in his work that is nearly identical to that found in one of his most famous early essays: “Die Großstädte und das Geistesleben” (Metropolis and mental life, 1903):


But now here too emerges that which can only be the entire task of these observations: from each point on the surface of being, however much it may appear to have merely grown in and out of this surface, a plumb line can be dropped into the soul’s depth such that all of the most banal superficialities are in the end bound to the final determinations of the meaning and style of life via indications of direction.2



Here, in the Rembrandt book, Simmel uses the same metaphor:


What has always seemed to me to be the essential task of philosophy — to lower a plumb line through the immediate singular, the simply given, into the depths of ultimate intellectual meanings — will now be attempted on the phenomenon of Rembrandt (3).



To understand this clue we must recognize the significance of the life/form distinction for Simmel. With this distinction, which extends back to his early study of Kant, Simmel generalized the Kantian idea that what appears to us as reality is a formation of “empirical data;” that is, sensuous contents acquired by means of the categories of understanding. Subsequently, this principle became a fundamental axiom for the methodological differentiation of scholarly fields, which Simmel applied to sociology in distinguishing between forms of reciprocal interactions and their contents (e.g., economics, religion, intimacy, art, etc.). Just as the preface to The Philosophy of Money (1990 [1900]) argued that a monetary value is not an economic fact per se — as theoretical essentialism would have it — but can be subjected equally to the forms or categories of psychology, sociology, history, aesthetics, and philosophy, so the preface to Rembrandt outlines how the experience of art can be approached in different ways. This view respects and acknowledges the legitimacy of different levels of investigation, and resists the reduction of any one level to any other. However, what we find now is a stronger emphasis on a specific conception of life and its implications, one of which is the genuine and undeniable reality of the value and experience of art: “the primary, indivisible fact that the work is present and exercises a direct effect on the recipient” (1). Scholarly attempts to deal with art and its experience can take what Simmel calls the low road — that is, the analytical approach via either scientific means, such as research into the historical conditions, or the isolation of single traits of the work of art and their impact on the experience of art. The latter asks such questions as: “How strict or relaxed [is] the form, the schema of the composition, the use of spatial dimensions, the application of color, the selection of subject matters, and much more” (1). “However,” Simmel continues, “it must be clear to scholarly conscience that neither of these routes leads to an understanding of the work of art as such, or to its actual inner meaning”(1). The second intellectual possibility in approaching art is philosophical — in Simmel’s terms the high road—which likewise does not touch upon the experience or value of art itself. The philosophy of art attempts to reconstruct the totality of art with intellectual means, however, and “Rembrandt’s art appears particularly suitable as an object of such investigation because deep within its objective character that irrational experience which most closely approximates music is accomplished: that is to say, its own nature remains untouched by analytical aesthetics, on one side, and by a conceptually and metaphysically advanced way of thinking on the other”(2).

The main rationale of what follows on the remaining 160 or so pages after the preface is the convergence of Rembrandt’s art with a specific antimechanistic, antirationalistic, antiinstrumental, and antiessentialist conception of life. The consequences for human sciences are far-reaching. We shall briefly take up just two examples: first, the expression and understanding that is the communication of inner life, and, second, Simmel’s reformulation of his concept of individuality under the influence of Lebensphilosophie and how this is, according to him, expressed in Rembrandt’s art. For the mechanistic view, life appears as a summation of its discretely and substantially describable contents. In contrast, for Simmel, “the entire human being […] is inherent in each separate experience”(6). These two conceptions of life (as sequence and as ever-present totality) find their respective expression in classical and in Renaissance art, on the one hand, and in the art of Rembrandt on the other. The depiction of a movement provides an example of this difference. While the Renaissance portrait is an expression of the self-contained being or timeless qualitative essence of an individual — which incidentally corresponds epistemologically to conceptual realism — Rembrandt’s portraits display the historical dimension of the represented person. It seems to be a paradox that despite Rembrandt’s often sketchy style, the person in his portraits is much more accessible to the viewer than is the case in the classical portrait with its greater clarity and detailed representation.

Such a concept of understanding is further developed in Simmel’s analysis of artistic procreation. How is a piece of art accomplished as a unity in time and space? The common answer to this question is that the artist has an idea in mind that is then realized more-or-less satisfactorily. Such an understanding of artistic procreation is in Simmel’s view an expression of classicist rationalism. To avoid the rationalistic fallacy of an idea guiding an action — compare Weber’s definition of action and the whole phenomenological action-theory tradition — Simmel uses the metaphor of a germ cell. Just as there is no similarity between cause and effect, there is no morphological similarity between the germ cell and the fully developed living being; instead, the relation is purely functional. While Rembrandt unfolds his portraits out of such a transphenomenal intuition describable with the analogy of a germ cell and thereby procreates it anew, a lesser artist performs a move-for-move depiction of rationalistically conceived elements.

This can again be generalized into a theory of social action, as Simmel’s account of the nature of the group portrait illustrates. Just as a single portrait figure can be developed, so to speak, from the internal and the inner logic of an unfolding artistic impulse or rationalistically out of exterior factors, so the unity of a composition can be constructed out of rationalistic criteria for which symmetry is the most obvious example or, alternatively, by a sort of organic growth. In the latter case, the vital interactions of individuals constitute a higher form of social unity. For Simmel this is expressed and accomplished in highest perfection in Rembrandt’s Night Watch. In other words, an organic unity is bound to certain contents whereas something nonorganic requires an abstract form to appear as a unity. The latter is an atemporal logical connection of contents. The isolation of such contents and consequent recombination leads to something particular, but never to individuality.

With respect to individuality, we can observe a shift from the early formulation of “the crossing of social circles” to the notion of the “individual law.” The theory of individuality that Simmel had developed in his early work “Über soziale Differenzierung” (On social differentiation) (1989 [1890]) can be understood in terms of the well-known formula of the crossing of social circles. Social differentiation leads to a plurality of overlapping communication and interaction units. Each individual is characterized by a specific combination of memberships in such circles, which in turn determines his or her identity. In the study on Goethe we find a chapter where Simmel explicitly criticizes such a quantitative-mechanistic concept of individuality and contrasts it with what he now calls “qualitative individuality” and later shifts to the expression “individual law.” About one-third of the Rembrandt book deals with the question of individualization and its opposite, the general or typical common to a plurality of human beings and how this finds it aesthetic expression in fashion or an art style. Whereas a Renaissance portrait attempts to display a figure as a type, and thereby attaches a general significance to that person, his or her social rank, and so on, Rembrandt’s portraits represent an alternative means of grasping a human being: the comprehension of individuality. Rational psychology and sociology represent a refined scientific analogue to the Renaissance portrait in that they use general concepts such as social variables or psychological character traits to identify a person. A human being, however, is not to be understood as a mere combination of such variables. A person without, or better, beyond, such qualities is not lacking identity, but rather has this “beyond” as the prerequisite of a purely individual identity. For Simmel, as humans we possess the special ability to understand the individual beyond exterior general categories, and this he characterizes as a particular capacity of understanding. Rembrandt developed this ability to the highest degree, thus making visible the deficiencies of rationalistic approaches.

It is with such an inner capacity that we are able to perceive what Simmel calls the individual law. In the Kantian tradition, the position taken by scientific-psychological knowledge binds the concept of law to something general to which an individual is subjected, such as rationality or morality. Simmel’s individual law breaks this connection, arguing that there is a general imperative and necessity to be found within an individual, or an individual case. Rembrandt’s portraits display precisely the individual law of the person depicted. Not only is individuality in this sense ungraspable by exterior concepts; it is in direct conflict with the latter. Increased individualism in modernity had to overcome natural and social determinations: “naturalism and conventionalism are merely the artistic reflexes of the two violations [Vergewaltigungen] of the nineteenth century: nature and history,” Simmel wrote on another occasion (1996 [1911], 341). The one subjugates humans to natural laws analogous to a falling stone; the other degrades them to an administration of the heritage of the genus (see 1996 [1911], 341–42). A good part of social and cultural theories in the twentieth century are the heirs of the intellectual reflexes of naturalism and conventionalism. Contemporary debates are still struggling with the contradictions inherent within these traditions. With Rembrandt, Simmel clearly demonstrates a path beyond them. It is this achievement of Simmel’s, most clearly elaborated in his study on Rembrandt, that will challenge and hopefully reshape the current debates in the social and cultural sciences.

This emphasis on life and on the individual law, rather than on form and the crossing of social circles, gives Rembrandt its distinctiveness and is the source of its potential interest for contemporary debates, not merely concerning the sociology versus the philosophy of art, but also with respect to cultural studies and the study of visual culture (see, for example, the provocative and contentious comments on photography in Chapter One). From the point of view of much current analysis, Simmel’s insistence on the autonomy of the aesthetic sphere and his meticulous avoidance of reference to social, cultural, or autobiographical context may seem hopelessly retrograde, even reactionary. The maintenance of the distinction between the aesthetic and the social realm, usually traced to Kant’s influence, is generally thought of as the antithesis of modern sociocultural analysis. But whether in the end we choose to agree or disagree in part or wholly with Simmel’s position, in making the case he incidentally levels a series of criticisms against what has become something of an orthodoxy within both sociology and cultural studies, and in particular against the refusal to proffer aesthetic judgments, thus leveling out, or disguising, qualitative differences. As a consequence, we may be said to run into the relativistic danger of “making a genuine virtue of whatever is deemed a virtue somewhere or other” (Hollis 1998, 122). It is in this context that the analysis in Rembrandt stands, for example, diametrically opposed to Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology of aesthetics, and many of Simmel’s arguments can be read as a critique of the position that Bourdieu above all now represents. Take the following statement of the principles said to underlie a sociology of cultural works:


The science of cultural works has as its object the correspondence between two homologous structures, the structures of the works (i.e. of the genres, forms and themes) and the structure of the literary field, a field of forces that is unavoidably a field of struggle. The impetus for change in cultural works — language, art, literature, science, etc. — resides in the struggles that take place in the corresponding fields of production. (Bourdieu 1993, 183)



Bourdieu is careful to avoid reductionism (the two fields are held separate — why they should then be “homologous” is unclear — and he allows a sociohistorical autonomy for both the field of production and the individual artist). Nevertheless, to Bourdieu’s own question, “What happens to the work in all of this?” (1993, 182) Simmel would answer: it gets lost. One of the most intriguing arguments of Rembrandt is that, paradoxically, the more we seek to contextualize an object, the further removed we become from it. Contextualization — at least in its conventionally sociological or psychological form — consists in the ascription of secondary characteristics to that object, such that the object itself becomes the mere assemblage of such secondary qualities:


The more we go into details, the more we find traits that we also encounter in others. Perhaps not continuously, but in many respects going into details and individualization are mutually exclusive. If this conceptual differentiation appears surprising, then this is because of our mechanistic habit” (50).



Thus, from Simmel’s perspective, a sociology of cultural works — as opposed to a sociology of material production or the use and reception of those works — is an oxymoron. From such a perspective, Bourdieu’s approach (for all its sophistication) might be said to support Simmel’s contention in that it is not the photograph, the piece of music, and so on, that is the object of analysis, but rather the struggles surrounding those works, whether among producers or consumers, within their separate fields. The work itself is in constant danger of becoming merely an instance of a general rule, or the bone of a particular contention.

But Simmel’s rejection of conventional approaches to contextualization goes beyond the critique of what are, for him, mechanistic and rationalistic methods. The kind of nonmechanistic link between an intellectual product and its context via the notion of authorial intention, in the manner of Quentin Skinner’s influential methodological proposals for the history of ideas (Skinner 1969), is likewise not Simmel’s purpose. Even the artist or intellectual’s intentions — like the facts of his or her life — are at one removed from the work. In contrast, for Simmel, the creator is no longer divisible from that which he or she has created, but assimilates them fully into their work. “Schopenhauer’s incomparable individuality,” writes Simmel, “does not lie in his ‘personal’ circumstances […] because each of these traits is merely typical. Rather, his individuality, that which was personal and unique about Schopenhauer, is Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung” (50). Likewise, Rembrandt, for Simmel, is the work, not the person or the intention lying behind the work.

Simmel’s methodological outlook has implications for the substantial interpretations that he offers here of what would generally be thought of as “social facts.” This is illustrated particularly in his discussion of piety as displayed in Rembrandt’s paintings, etchings, and drawings. Here piety is said to be an inner quality unrelated to social position or to any substantive belief or dogma. At one point Simmel comes tantalizingly close to affirming a kind of Protestant ethic thesis by explaining piety — and Rembrandt’s ability to convey it — in terms of the this-worldly asceticism of Dutch Protestantism. But this expectation, too, is dashed with Simmel pulling back from such a conclusion by arguing that even Calvinism has one external necessary condition: dogma. In contrast: “the people of these peaceful, familiar paintings do not have religion as the objective content of life, rather they are religious” (117). Their piety is detached even from belief, from dogma.

Clearly, Simmel’s arguments here again turn on the life/form distinction and on the notion of the “individual law.” The sociocultural sciences are the sciences of appearance, of surface, of form. The metaphors of movement and flow that appear repeatedly in the text convey this. If life is flow, then secondary analysis can merely capture the deposits on the riverbed, the cuts made into the landscape, while the river itself remains a cartographical and mathematical abstraction. And herein lies the fascination of Rembrandt for Simmel. Rembrandt is the painter of life, of movement, of flow. The sitter’s past, present, and future are captured in a single moment in a way that necessarily eludes scientific analysis (and indeed — at least to this degree — other artists). It is difficult to resist the impression that Simmel is identifying with this painter of life, particularly in the moving section on the art of old age. Quoting Goethe, Simmel remarks, “Old age is the step-by-step withdrawal from appearance” (96). And Rembrandt itself is in this sense a work of old age where Simmel’s intellectual project withdraws from appearance, from form.

So, with Rembrandt we have a text from one of the key figures in the history of sociology that appears far removed from the course that the sociocultural sciences have subsequently taken. This raises the question of whether what Simmel offers us here is an antisociocultural science, or one in a different mode. But the work is of interest beyond such disciplinary questions. It contains, for example, an extended discussion of Simmel’s views on death; views that significantly influenced Heidegger, and thus the course of twentieth-century thought. Likewise, the discussion of religion provides insights into the complexity of the relationship between inner piety and externalized devotion. But finally, this is not least a book about Rembrandt in Simmel’s particular sense: it is a book about the artist’s works. Simmel seeks again and again to draw our attention away from the general and toward the object itself, not as a “doorless wall” (98) but as a point of access to individuality, to inner life.
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Scholarly attempts to interpret and evaluate a work of art must choose between two paths. The point at which these two paths diverge is the experience of art; the primary, indivisible fact that the work is present and exercises a direct effect upon the recipient. From here on, the analytical direction, so to speak, takes the low road. It seeks, on the one hand, the historical conditions that allow the work to be classified intelligibly in terms of the history of art. On the other hand, it draws out from the work of art its specific effective forces: the degree of rigidity or relaxation of the form, the schema of the composition, the use of spatial dimensions, the application of color, the selection of subject matter, and much else.

It must be clear to the scholarly conscience, however, that neither of these routes leads to an understanding of the work of art as such, nor to the work’s actual inner meaning. This is first because every historical development already assumes the value of the material’s contents for the sake of which one is concerned with its history in the first place. The reason why we are interested in the historical development of the art of Rembrandt, rather than that of any odd botcher, obviously cannot be deduced from the [historical] development itself; rather, it is grounded in the felt value [Wertempfindungen] we associate with his art as such, quite independently of the conditions of its coming into being. The aesthetic analysis to which I have referred, however, focuses upon the work of art as it exists or came to be. Even if aesthetic analysis had thoroughly worked out each component of a painting, this would fully capture neither the creation of nor the impression made by the work of art. Of course, the completed phenomenon of art can be categorized according to a variety of formal and substantial points of view, thereby splitting it up into a number of separate impressions. But no more than a living being can be animated from the dismembered limbs on a dissection bench can a work of art, reassembled out of such elements, be recreated and thereby rendered intelligible. The work of art corresponds neither to the spatial juxtaposition of aesthetic elements, nor to the historic sequence from which it derives, because that which is decisive is something quite different, namely the creative unity that perhaps makes use of such elements as a means, or perhaps attains its tangible, analytically describable surface via them. It is the greatest of self-deceptions to conceive of the essence of art and the rank ordering of its works as the mere addition of these categories. Nor is it the case that the impression of the work of art is equivalent to the sum of the impressions of all the aspects and qualities that analytical aesthetics renders prominent. Rather, what is decisive is again something quite holistic emerging out of, or standing above, that singular impression. Any psychological analysis of how this or that color, or color contrast, works, how easy or difficult it is for us to grasp particular forms, what we associate with particular given realities, and the like, simply leaves out the central inner effect that is specific to each artistic experience as such.

In my opinion, this experience finds no place at all within forms of scientific knowledge. The experience exists only in the mode of immediate emotional response, and that we must, as it were, leave standing there untouched. This experience forms the watershed on which the two directions of knowledge of art divide. Namely, while analytical treatment of the individual determinations of the work of art and of its reception remains, so to speak, in front of the creative and receptive unity of experience, another direction of reflection, which one may call philosophical, begins behind it. The latter presupposes the totality of the work of art — as existence and experience — and seeks to locate the work of art within the full range of the movements of the soul, within the height of conceptuality, within the depth of world-historical antitheses. Rembrandt’s art appears particularly suitable as an object of such investigation because, grounded deep in its objective character, that irrational experience that most closely approximates music is accomplished in its purest form; that is to say, through the indifference of the nature of his art toward analytical aesthetics, on the one hand, and toward conceptual and metaphysical ways of thinking, on the other. Yet precisely because of this, the experience becomes an ever more evenly and indivisibly effective precondition of the individual problems with which this way of thinking has to deal.

Herein lies the limit of discussions that throw no light on the work of art historically, technically, or aesthetically, but seek philosophically that which one might refer to as its meaning; the relationships between its innermost core and its outermost periphery in which the world and life are circumscribed by our concepts. That primary experience of a work of art, from which these philosophical extensions are nourished, is not to be determined with objective clarity. No matter how much theory may derive from it, it remains in the form of a given fact and is inaccessible to theory. It is not, of course, determined by random chance, but by an individual directedness from which a variety of lines of philosophical thought can be drawn. One may well claim that each of these groups of lines lead to ultimate decisions, but none may claim to lead to the ultimate one.

What has always seemed to me to be the essential task of philosophy — to lower a plumb line through the immediate singular, the simply given, into the depths of ultimate intellectual meanings — will now be attempted on the phenomenon of Rembrandt. Philosophical concepts should not always keep only their own company; rather, they ought to give to the surface of existence what they are able to give, and not attach the condition to it, as Hegel did, that this existence as such should be elevated to the level of philosophical nobility. It would be better to leave it simply as it is and subject to its own immediate laws. Only in this way does it become enveloped by the network of lines that mediate its connection to the realm of ideas. Here, the simple fact is that experience of a work of art that I wish to accept as indissoluble and primary. The view that the philosophical guidelines attached to it necessarily converge at one ultimate point, and thus must be made to fit into a philosophical system, is a monistic prejudice that contradicts the — rather more functional than substantial — essence of philosophy.

The barriers to the claims for these investigations to which I have referred result, on the one hand, from this methodological orientation, and, on the other, from the experience that is presumed to be reality and individually determined. They may only demand to take their place alongside other starting points and directions, and to complement these even when they contradict them. What expectations these pages satisfy, or leave unsatisfied, cannot be deduced from the program they contain, but only on the basis of the pages themselves. I say this in order, at the outset, to limit expectations and reduce disappointment.





1 The Expression of Inner Life
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Continuity of Life and the Movement of Expression

Practical necessities and the division of labor between our receptive and productive forces seldom allow us to experience life in its unity and totality, rather than in its individual contents, fates, culminations: the fragments and parts of which compose the whole. This is based on the fact that our life takes the form of a process with changing contents. The contents, however, besides being aligned in a life course, can also be classified into some other sequences: logical, technical, ideal. For example, a viewed object is not only an act of representation, but is located in a system of physical knowledge; a decision is not only an inner act, but represents a certain point in a series of objective moral values; marriage is not merely the experiences of the two persons, but a component of a historical-social condition. Insofar as these discretely emphasized contents count as “the life,” the latter appears to be their accumulation, as if they had divided its character and dynamics among themselves. This notion of life as the sum of all sequentially occurring moments, however, cannot be articulated within the continuous flow of real life. It replaces life with the sum of those contents of life that can be described according to substantive concepts; that is to say, contents that do not count as life, but as ideal or material configurations that have somehow become fixed.

Yet I still believe in another possible perspective on life: one that does not separate the whole and the parts in this fashion, one for which the category of the whole and parts is not applicable to life at all but that takes that life to be a unified process whose nature it is to exist only in moments that can be differentiated by their qualities or contents. The former perspective gravitates toward the “pure I,” or the “mind,” that are, so to speak, something for themselves beyond emerging contents expressible in discrete terms. It seems to me, however, that the entire human being — the absolute of mind and I — is inherent in each separate experience. This is because the production of changing contents taking place within human subjective experience is the way life is lived. Life does not reserve a somehow separable “purity” and being for itself beyond the beats of its pulse. In a similar line of thought, concerning the “character” of the human being and his individual actions, Goethe once said, “The spring can only be thought of insofar as it flows.”1 We are concerned here with overcoming the opposition between plurality and unity; the alternative is that the unity of diversity either lies beyond unity — as something higher and more abstract — or remains in the sphere of diversity and assembles itself piece by piece out of its elements. Life, however, cannot be expressed in terms of any of these formulas, for it is an absolute continuity in which there is no assembly of fragments or parts. Life, moreover, is a unity, but one that at any moment expresses itself as a whole in distinct forms. This cannot be deduced further because life, which we attempt to formulate here in some way, is a basic fact that cannot be constructed. Each moment of life is the whole life whose steady stream — which is exactly its unique form — has its reality only at the crest of the wave in which it respectively rises. Each present moment is determined by the entire prior course of life, is the culmination of all preceding moments; and already, for this reason, every moment of life is the form in which the whole life of the subject is real.

If one is searching for a theoretical expression of Rembrandt’s solution to his problems of movement (whether great or small), it is to be found within the frame of this conception of life. Whereas in classical and, in the narrower sense, stylizing art, the depiction of a movement is achieved via a sort of abstraction in that the viewing of a certain moment is torn out of its prior and concurrent stream of life and crystallizes into a self-sufficient form, with Rembrandt the depicted moment appears to contain the whole living impulse directed toward it; it tells the story of this life course. It is not a part of a psycho-physical movement fixed in time where the totality of this movement — of this internally unfolding event — would exist beyond the artistically shaped being-in-itself. Rather, it makes evident how a represented moment of movement really is the whole movement or, better, is movement itself, and not some petrified something or other. It is the inversion of the “fruitful moment.” While the latter leads the movement for the imagination from its current state into the future, Rembrandt collects its past into this here and now, not so much a fruitful moment but a moment of harvesting. Just as it is the nature of life to be at every moment there as a totality, since its totality is not a mechanical summation of singular moments but a continuous and continuously form-changing flowing, so it is the nature of Rembrandt’s movement of expression to let us feel the whole sequence of its moments in a single movement — overcoming its partition into separated sequential moments. From the way in which most painters represent these movements, it would seem as if the artist had seen, either in imagination or from a model, how a certain movement looks, and had arranged, realistically or not, the picture according to this outcome — perfected in terms of the phenomenon that had reached the surface.

With Rembrandt, however, the impulse of movement — as it emerges from its kernel laden with or guided by its inner meaning — seems to form the basis. And out of this germ — this concentrated potentiality of the whole and of its meaning — the drawing develops part by part, just as the movement unfolds in reality. For him, the starting point or the foundation of the depiction is not the image of a moment as viewed from the outside, as it were, in which the motion has reached its portrayable zenith — a self-contained cross-section of its temporal course. Rather, it contains from the outset the dynamic of the whole act concentrated into a unity. The entire expressive meaning of the movement, therefore, lies already in the very first stroke. This stroke is already filled with the viewing or the feeling that is contained, as one and the same, within the inner life and the external movement. In this way it becomes comprehensible that the figures in his sketches and roughly sketched line etchings (even more noticeably than in the paintings) in which there is only a minimum of lines — one might almost say that nothing appears on the paper — still convey an absolutely unambiguous attitude and movement, and hence the inner condition and intention in its full depth and with full persuasive force. Where the movement is regarded in the definitive state of its representation — in the extensiveness of its phenomenal moment — it requires, in principle, a completeness of its appearance in order to achieve its full expression. But here it appears as if a person wants to express the deepest emotion pervading him completely. He does not have to utter the entire sentence that logically displays the content of that which moves him, since the tone of voice of the first words already reveals all.

Naturally, that does not mean that there is an absolute difference between Rembrandt and all other artists. We are dealing with differences of principle. As principles, they are diametrically opposed, but empirical phenomena represent a greater or lesser degree of participation in both principles. This is all the more evident as movements of expression in the younger Rembrandt commence from the mere exterior perspective. This can be seen, for example (referring now only to the paintings), in the way the bodies move in The Rape of Europa of 1632, or the slightly later Mene Tekel,2 or The Incredulity of Saint Thomas. Here we find only the fixed appearance of a moment of movement. Then, around the time of the St. John the Baptist Preaching (in Berlin),3 the movement animated from within itself, prepared in the deepest psychic stratum, begins to appear as that which, with variations right up to the 1640s and even the 1650s, finally bestows unique character on his paintings.

His artistic vision contains not simply the visibility of the gesture in the moment of its representation. His vision’s meaning and intensity originate, so to speak, not first on the level of viewing, but already direct and fill the first stroke that, therefore, completely reveals the totality of the inner-outer process (in its characteristic artistic inseparability). Just as it appeared as the deeper formula of life that its totality does not exist outside of its individual moments, but, on the contrary, exists fully in each of them because it consists exclusively in the movement through all these opposites, so the moving form in Rembrandt reveals that there is no part in the self-realization and self-presentation, as it were, of an inner fate; that, moreover from a certain perspective of representation, each isolated part is the totality of this inner and expressive fate. That he is able to represent each small part of the moving figure as its totality is both the immediate and symbolic expression of the fact that each of the continuously connected moments is the whole life as it becomes personalized in the form of this particular figure.



Being and Becoming in a Portrait

The same formula that governs the relationship between the representation of a moment of motion and of the expressed whole inner event determines Rembrandt’s fashioning of the portrait as such. The ultimate and most general intention of the Italian portrait belongs to the metaphysics of value of classical Greece: the meaning and value of things lies in their being, in their clearly circumscribed essence as expressed in their timeless concept. The tidal flow of becoming, the historical change of forms, development without a definite point of perfection — all this is at odds with the sculptural sensibility of the Greeks, oriented as it was toward the self-sufficient value of form. The Renaissance portrait aims to capture the self-contained being, the timeless qualitative essence of an individual. The traits of the person are spread out, side by side, in a steadfast form; and although, self-evidently, fates and inner development have led to the represented appearance, these factors of becoming are excluded. Like the steps of a calculation where only the result is of interest, they are of no concern. The Classical portrait captures us in the moment of its present, but this is not a point in a series of comings and goings, but designates a timeless idea beyond such a series: the trans-historical form of the spiritual-physical existence. On the one hand, this corresponds to conceptual realism, which draws together the spatial and temporal dimensions of existences into a unique construction that is supra-individual and yet real. On the other hand, it corresponds to our idea of external-natural reality. Although in it each phenomenon is strictly causally determined by a preceding one, the latter is completely and selflessly, as it were, dissolved into its effect. As a thing of the past, it has disappeared and became indifferent simply because combinations of other causes might, in principle, have resulted in the same effect. The Renaissance poses the problem of the portrait in terms of this — partly metaphysical, partly physical — analogy. The fashioning of the inner life as such is different, however. In its course the cause is not dissolved into its effect, nor is it irrelevant to its special destiny. Instead, in the total development of the inner life we sense each present as only possible through this specific past (although singular, artificially isolated, partial courses may display that physical analogy). Here the past is not only the cause of what comes later, but also its contents sedimented layer by layer as memories, or as dynamic realities whose effects, however, could not have been derived from any other cause and therefore, paradoxical as it might sound, the sequential form becomes the essential form of each present state of the totality of the inner life.
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