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Messerschmidt’s Character Heads

This book examines a famous series of sculptures by the German artist Franz Xaver Messerschmidt (1736–1783) known as his “Character Heads.” These are busts of human heads, highly unconventional for their time, representing strange, often inexplicable facial expressions. Scholars have struggled to explain these works of art. Some have said that Messerschmidt was insane, while others suggested that he tried to illustrate some sort of intellectual system. Michael Yonan argues that these sculptures are simultaneously explorations of art’s power and also critiques of the aesthetic limits that would be placed on that power.

Michael Yonan is associate professor of art history at the University of Missouri–Columbia, USA. He is a specialist in eighteenth-century European art and material culture.
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Introduction

Like many fascinated with the sculptures of Franz Xaver Messerschmidt, my interest was ignited when I encountered his “Character Heads” for the first time in person. That encounter, however, was neither my introduction to the man nor to his art. Previously I had seen his unusual sculptures reproduced in books, had read Ernst Kris’s famous essay during my doctoral studies, and even examined a metal bust by Messerschmidt closely in the home of an art collector in North Carolina. Messerschmidt was on my radar, then, when I visited Vienna’s Belvedere Museum in 2002 to view the retrospective exhibition mounted for him by that institution, the first of several that would occur over the following decade. Seeing dozens of Character Heads displayed alongside each other, and in galleries not far from others that housed Messerschmidt’s more conventional sculptures, made for a unique and powerful museum experience. I spent hours looking at them, thinking about what they showed, and I recall recognizing what many others have taken away from similar encounters: that in these sculptures, Messerschmidt undertook a serious artistic project, albeit it one with highly unconventional, even idiosyncratic products. Furthermore, I comprehended that this project lay outside of the possibilities typically understood for eighteenth-century artists, or for that matter artists in most contexts prior to the advent of modern art. I pondered the exhibition for days after seeing it, and one morning casually mentioned to a Viennese library clerk that Messerschmidt’s sculptures had really made an impression on me. Me too, he responded. “Sicher war der Mann geisteskrank.”

That was his takeaway: the person who made these objects was insane. And even further, the clerk was sure—sicher—about this, since the sculptures seemed to display that insanity so vividly. Actually, the Belvedere had gone to great lengths to challenge exactly this interpretation and offered explicit alternatives to it in the wall texts and published catalogue. Yet the sculptures seemed to work against such revision by telling a transparent story of madness generating weird art. One can hardly fault the clerk for arriving at his conclusion. Messerschmidt’s Character Heads are indeed extremely odd. They push even the most jaded museumgoers out of their reverential lull and into confused stares and laughter, often resulting in puzzled smirks not too different from what the sculptures themselves convey. No amount of careful museological framing can prevent visitors from posing the same basic questions when looking at them. What was Messerschmidt thinking when he made these sculptures? Are they some kind of joke? Did he not understand the rules of art? Did he not care? Are they just a historical curiosity, and if they are more than that, in what does their value lie?
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Figure 0.1Matthias Rudolph Toma (1792–1869), Messerschmidts Charakterbüsten, 1839. Lithograph. Photo: ÖNB, Vienna.





Attempting to grapple with questions like these took me to the critical literature on Messerschmidt, and in reading through it, I came to realize how successfully this artist evaded simple explanations for his art. A surprisingly rich historiographical trail exists for this artist, a succession of textual responses far exceeding what one might expect for a sculptor ostensibly on the margins of art history.1 Yet most if not all explanations offered for the Character Heads in this literature stumble over the murky circumstances of their making, their unconventional appearance, and what might be called their inscrutability. My own position on them formed gradually. I realized that inconsistency and inscrutability are what these sculptures are about, and rather than smoothing over the confusions they present, I tried to accept them. The result of that process is this book, which digs into the semantic problem of the Character Heads by exploring why an eighteenth-century artist would make a deliberately puzzling group of objects, works that bear little resemblance to the art of his peers and that defy persistent and critically sophisticated attempts to explain them.2 It unpacks various scholarly explanations for them, tests the applicability and limitations of select critical frameworks, and engages with the objects themselves in detail in order to reach a more precise understanding of what they actually do. I propose that in these sculptures, Messerschmidt offers a repetitive, ironic exploration of the sculptural process, particularly with respect to its representational capabilities and limits, and in so doing both celebrates the creative freedoms that making art enables while satirizing the rules by which it is judged. Messerschmidt’s sculptures are simultaneously explorations of art’s material power and also critiques of the critical limits placed on that power.

It shall become clear to readers, however, that although this book has much to say about the sculptor Messerschmidt, its real subject is the writing of art history. In its modern incarnation, art history seeks to explain works of art as historical products, a melding of aesthetic and historical concerns in and around the cultural artifact that is the work of art. Messerschmidt’s Character Heads seem perfectly designed, one dare say intended, to thwart or otherwise confuse the interpretive techniques one might bring to explaining them. It seems to me that the typically befuddled response to his art is not the result of critical failure, of observers somehow missing what the sculptures are trying to say, but is a quality built into the objects themselves. Messerschmidt’s sculptures demand critical reflection, but do so in order to muddle the terms of that reflection and the easy assumptions that might emerge from it. At its core, then, this book is about the narratives we use to assign meaning to artworks, or the structures of art-historical interpretation. Messerschmidt is a fascinating case study for meaning-making since the Character Heads are so semantically slippery. My engagement with Messerschmidt’s art also emerges from a secondary motivation born of dissatisfaction with the commonly circulated explanations of his sculptures. As I wrote, I wondered if it might be possible to create a different kind of story about these objects. Can we imagine that Messerschmidt’s heads are confusing for good reasons, and that the confusion they generate might even be there to teach us, their viewers, an important lesson?

Of course this is not how Messerschmidt’s sculptures have typically been approached. Critical responses to them have been structured along essentially two lines of explanation. The first is that Messerschmidt was mentally ill. My Viennese library clerk’s assessment turns out to have a venerable academic pedigree, one traceable to the eighteenth century itself through the writings of a prominent philosopher, Friedrich Nicolai, who claimed to visit Messerschmidt in his studio. Nicolai wrote that Messerschmidt told him about strange visions he experienced that influenced his sculptures. Numerous later writers assumed an understanding of Messerschmidt based on Nicolai’s text, among them the renowned twentieth-century art historian-turned-psychoanalyst Ernst Kris. Kris penned a highly influential essay about Messerschmidt in which he diagnosed the artist postmortem as a paranoid schizophrenic. A second line of interpretation, more credible to academic viewers than to popular audiences, is that in these sculptures Messerschmidt attempted to illustrate some sort of philosophical system. Interpreters have identified this system as ancient Egyptian hermeticism, Mesmerism, the physiognomic theories of Johann Caspar Lavater, Freemasonic ideals, and various other theories. None of these, upon closer observation, fits the sculptures consistently and this has left scholars puzzled over which system should prevail, which one unlocks their “true” meaning.3 To a surprising degree, sustaining these explanations has required underplaying or overlooking formal aspects of the sculptures themselves. Rather than smooth over discrepancies, or explain them away through recourse to Messerschmidt’s mental problems, I have sought to place them at the center of this book.

Rather than claiming that Messerschmidt was ill, then, I have come to see him as an extremely canny artist, one who imagined at length how people would approach his sculptures. Perhaps he was something more like a geek. I use this term in its modern, reclaimed, non-judgmental sense. This is the geekiness embraced by the unconventional, perhaps socially awkward individual whose fascination with something drives him to explore it quasi-obsessively for ends that few others understand. It is in the geek’s tinkering that new ideas have their origins, and to develop those ideas, geeks have to break at least partially with the normative structures of society. The eighteenth century would have understood the geek as a kind of enthusiast, and indeed Messerschmidt was often described in eighteenth-century texts with language deriving from the discourse of Enthusiasmus, which I treat at several points in this book. In addition to fitting eighteenth-century discourses better, recasting Messerschmidt as a geek enables us to credit his achievement more generously. What so many have understood as the outgrowth of mental aberration, I see as resulting from persistence, the product of a fascination with making sculpture that brought about unusual but highly compelling and ultimately influential objects.

Needless to say that developing a new critical framework like this requires breaking down existing ones. The first two chapters of this book therefore are devoted to dismantling prominent explanations of what Messerschmidt attempted in his Character Heads. Chapter 1, “Nicolai’s Dreamer,” begins with the text that has most frequently been used to understand Messerschmidt’s art, the aforementioned report by Friedrich Nicolai. Through a close analysis of this text and a careful application of it to selected sculptures, I reveal it to be largely fictional. It is grounded in metaphors of artistic eccentricity derived from Giorgio Vasari and filtered through Nicolai’s Protestant, Enlightenment-inspired notion of art as a socially beneficial utility. Nicolai’s discomfort with unexplained visions and the imagination, and especially with what psychoanalysts would later term the unconscious, rendered pure creative speculation dangerous. Nicolai imagined Messerschmidt as possessing imaginative power run amok and his text turned Messerschmidt into a negative example for his German readership.

Chapter 2, “Kris’s Psychotic,” confronts the most widely distributed text on Messerschmidt’s art ever published. Although Kris’s essay is often viewed as a major art-historical resource, it is actually a highly individual text, combining historical inquiry, abstract psychoanalytic theorizing, and a generous projection of psychoanalytic concepts onto a pastiched historical personage. I reveal this text to be a response to Sigmund Freud’s famous essay on Leonardo da Vinci, which explored the relationship between homosexuality and creativity with respect to Leonardo’s childhood memory of the vulture. Kris recast Freud’s essay anew, describing Messerschmidt as a repressed homosexual whose buried physical desires resulted in mental short-circuiting, which then produced bizarre visions and strange art. I also place this essay within the development of Kris’s career and chart it against the changes to psychoanalytic attitudes about homosexuality that coincided with it. The essay emerges not only as a singular explanation for sculptural creativity, but also an episode in the use of homosexual shame to shape aesthetic criteria. That it has little to do with Messerschmidt is one of the unfortunate products of its ingenuity.

The book then turns to more recent attempts to explain Messerschmidt’s sculptures through paradigms based in contextual interpretations. Chapter 3, “Mesmer’s Acolyte,” examines the relationship between Messerschmidt’s sculptures and the theories of animal magnetism propounded by Franz Anton Mesmer. Mesmer and Messerschmidt have long been associated with each other, and indeed it can be documented that Messerschmidt fulfilled at least two commissions for Mesmer. This has led some interpreters to propose that Mesmer’s theories are illustrated in Messerschmidt’s sculptures. I show that there are indeed several references to Mesmerian séances in the Character Heads, but that those references are artful and oblique, that they illustrate Mesmer’s ideas less than they absorb them into a larger artistic process.

Chapter 4, “Lichtenberg’s Ally,” examines Messerschmidt’s relationship to eighteenth-century physiognomic theory. I enter this discussion through an unlikely figure, William Hogarth, since eighteenth-century critics compared the expressions in Messerschmidt’s faces to those found in Hogarth’s prints. I examine the German reception of Hogarth to understand how Messerschmidt may have fit into the broader late eighteenth-century German discussion of facial legibility.4 After revealing how poorly Messerschmidt’s sculptures align with the physiognomic theories of Lavater, I propose a close parallel in the pathognomic theories of the Göttingen-based mathematician Georg Christoph Lichtenberg. Messerschmidt and Lichtenberg thought of faces in similar ways and undertook parallel examinations of how facial expression comes into form. Both propounded the idea that expression’s ultimate meaning lies not in the person who makes a face, but rather the person who views it.

These critical possibilities examined, the book turns to the heads themselves. As noted earlier, one of the more striking aspects of the Messerschmidt literature is the degree to which the sculptures are mis-described by those attempting to explain them. Elements of their materiality are underplayed, ignored, or mischaracterized in order to make them work within specific interpretive frameworks. Chapter 5, “The Game of Making,” selects a small group of Messerschmidt’s sculptures, objects chosen as representative of broader trends in his oeuvre, and subjects them to carefully sustained visual analysis. In doing this, I develop a more precise understanding of what is happening in them and thereby isolate and clarify Messerschmidt’s design process. In my view, Messerschmidt’s heads play with form in order to represent faces, but also to highlight the instability of representation. They do this haphazardly, with some devoted to faithful renderings of facial elements and others to more bravura technical elaboration. I surmise that these formal explorations are the heritage of Messerschmidt’s training in a south German, rococo sculptural tradition that stressed formal play and semantic complexity over faithful observation of nature.

Chapter 6, “The Envy of the Gods,” situates Messerschmidt’s sculptural experimentation within the artistic milieu of 1770s Vienna. This is the book’s most historical and biographical chapter. I propose that Messerschmidt made these sculptures as a way of critiquing pictorialism as a teachable academic process, a mockery of the academic rules to which art was put in an increasingly bureaucratized art world, and of the broader sociopolitical systems that lent those rules credibility. The timing of the Character Heads’ genesis coincides with a moment of top-down administrative restructuring in Vienna that put an end to his academic career. Messerschmidt’s heads are both the reclamation of an older sculptural tradition and a satirical critique of rule-bound art-making. The book concludes with reflections on how these sculptures destabilize the interpretive act as they also illuminate the interpreter’s presumptions.

Two provisos should guide the reader from the outset. The first is that this book is a critical study, not a comprehensive treatment of this artist nor an introduction to his art. Readers interested in overviews of Messerschmidt’s art have Maria Pötzl-Malikova’s cornerstone publications (1982 and 2015) and the Vienna (2002), Frankfurt (2006), and New York/Paris (2010) catalogues to consult, all of which provide starting points for such an inquiry. My focus remains on the Character Heads and their interpretation. Second, my discomfort with interpretations that attempt (pseudo-)medical diagnosis of long-dead artists through their art will immediately become apparent. Diagnosing Messerschmidt the man has been a longstanding obsession in both popular and scholarly writings. Personally, I do not believe that Messerschmidt suffered from what today would be termed a clinical mental illness. But truthfully, we will never know and perhaps it should not matter. Even if we could confirm mental illness, there would be the question of whether it should direct scholarly interpretations of his art or if it adequately explains his art’s visual characteristics. Equally contestable is whether modern psychiatric categories can be applied productively to individuals from the past. In my opinion, choosing among paranoia, hallucinatory schizophrenia, manic depression, insomnia, and other ailments does not get us very far in understanding Messerschmidt’s sculptures. Such attempts will surely continue; at the moment I write this, Messerschmidt’s English Wikipedia page confidently claims that the sculptor suffered from Crohn’s Disease and that this was the reason his art became so strange.5 And a recent article from the Czech Republic diagnoses Messerschmidt as suffering from severe neurological ailments in addition to a host of psychological ones.6 As much as possible, I have tried to credit Messerschmidt with his creativity and not presume that his art is the side-effect of an ailment either physical or mental. It is too easy to dismiss aspects of his sculptures that are difficult as the results of something other than a talented artistic will. Maybe Messerschmidt’s heads look the way they do because that is how he wanted them to look. Taking that possibility seriously is one of this book’s goals.

All of the interpretations discussed in this book rest on a series of shared biographical particulars, which one might view as the theme upon which the variations of interpretation have been developed. That theme goes as follows. Franz Xaver Messerschmidt was born in 1736 into a family of tanners in the southern German village of Wiesensteig. His father died when he was ten, after which his mother relocated the family to Munich in order to support them. There they lived with relatives, among them her uncle Johann Baptist Straub, the foremost Bavarian rococo sculptor at that time. In Straub’s studio the young Franz Xaver apprenticed and from him learned the basics of sculptural practice. Messerschmidt’s talents developed quickly, and after further study in Graz he moved to Vienna around 1754. There he entered the Vienna Academy of Art, appearing in its records for the first time on November 4, 1755. While studying there, Messerschmidt came under the mentorship of its director Martin van Meytens and through his connections began to fulfill high-profile commissions for Viennese patrons. These included various members of the local nobility and of particular note are several sculptures made for the Habsburg imperial family, including a pair of large cast bronzes representing Empress Maria Theresa and Emperor Francis Stephen. These are highly ambitious works of art that garnered significant attention from Vienna’s art-loving public.

After a brief study trip to Rome in 1765, Messerschmidt developed a successful career in Vienna and attracted commissions increasingly from the city’s Enlightenment-oriented intellectual class. By 1770, Messerschmidt’s reputation was established securely enough to allow him to purchase a house and in that same year the academy promoted him to full membership. He was also granted the title of Substitutsprofessor, an intermediate academic position that paved the path for an eventual full professorship. He was, by all accounts, the picture of late eighteenth-century professional success.

From that point forward, Messerschmidt’s life took a surprising turn. Characterizing precisely what happened after 1770 is not so simple, but something occurred around that time that changed forever Messerschmidt’s perspective on art and, arguably, life. As we shall see, this change has been described in various ways: as the breakout of psychosis, as the result of poor physical health, as paranoia brought about by academic backstabbing, or as a combination of these. All we can confirm securely is that Messerschmidt’s career changed dramatically in the early 1770s. Commissions were scarce and the artist struggled to keep up the appearance of prosperity. After Meytens died in March 1770, Messerschmidt lost his securest institutional supporter. Meytens had laid the administrative groundwork for Messerschmidt’s eventual promotion within the academy, but when a position became vacant in 1774, Messerschmidt was bypassed in favor of another sculptor, the Salzburg-born Johann Baptist Hagenauer. Texts written by court-affiliated officials describe Messerschmidt’s behavior as increasingly strange, his thought process eccentric, and his reliability questionable. Disgusted and embarrassed, the artist sold his Viennese home and left the city forever in 1775. He traveled back to Wiesensteig and later Munich, where he attempted unsuccessfully to secure an appointment at the Bavarian court. He then relocated one last time to Bratislava, where his younger brother Johann Adam Messerschmidt lived. Today the capital of Slovakia, Bratislava was then the administrative seat of Habsburg Hungary and was often referenced by its German name, Pressburg. There he lived out the remainder of his days, dying in 1783 at the age of 47, possibly of complications from heavy metal poisoning.

In this latter phase of his life, sometime after 1770, Messerschmidt started to make extremely strange sculptures. A secure chronology for the Character Heads is impossible, although all date from roughly the final decade of his life.7 No one commissioned Messerschmidt to produce them; as best we can confirm, he made them for his own personal satisfaction, contemplation, and pleasure, although he may have sold a few here and there.8 We also know that he made a large number, anywhere from 50 to 70, and that they became familiar to locals and visitors who dropped into Messerschmidt’s studio to see them. Moreover, Messerschmidt declined repeated offers to sell the sculptures as a group, even turning down a generous proposal from the noted art collector Duke Albert of Sachsen-Teschen. With the possible exception of Nicolai’s account, the veracity of which I examine in this book’s first chapter, Messerschmidt also never left a written explanation of his motivations in making these works. After his death, the sculptures passed into his brother’s possession and in 1793 were brought to Vienna by the artist’s nephew, who arranged for them to be exhibited publicly for the first time in a gallery at Vienna’s Burgspital. Soon thereafter they became known to a wider public through the publication of an anonymous catalogue, called the Merkwürdige Lebensgeschichte des F. X. Messerschmidt, a book whose authorship recently has been assigned to Franz Friedrich Strunz.9 From there they became incorporated into public discourse. I shall have opportunity in Chapter 6 to revisit this basic outline of Messerschmidt’s life, but for now it suffices to say that his odd busts fall into a distinct phase that can be associated directly with shifts in his career and possibly his mental state. Deciding how those elements interconnect is the biggest challenge involved in understanding this artist.

Another challenge is the problem of what to call these sculptures. As far as we know, Messerschmidt did not name them, or if he did, he did not record their names. They have come down to us as the “Character Heads” (Charakter-Köpfe), a title that associates them with the academic tradition of facial expression, têtes d’expression. Propagated in the seventeenth century by Charles Le Brun for the French Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture, this systematic codification of expression in art was adopted widely across Europe in the eighteenth century, including within the Central European milieu where Messerschmidt lived and worked. Such academic typologies are relevant to Messerschmidt’s project, we shall see, but even a quick glance at the busts reveals them to be operating somewhere outside of easy classification as characters or expressions. A few early observers referred to them as “Portraits” (Portreen) or as Egyptian Heads (ägyptische Köpfe), and while these are suggestive designations, neither appears to derive from Messerschmidt nor fits the broader sculptural project consistently.

Confusing matters further are the posthumous titles assigned the heads in the Merkwürdige Lebensgeschichte. These are often hilariously colorful and include such monikers as The Constipated One, The Incapable Bassoonist, and The Enraged and Vengeful Gypsy. They seem to be Lavaterian attempts to characterize the heads and are very likely Strunz’s invention, attempts to render the busts comprehensible and marketable at the time of their initial showing.10 They remain in widespread use today in the world’s museums, in the critical literature, and in general parlance, and we will likely continue to use them for the foreseeable future. Witty as they are, there is no evidence that they come from Messerschmidt and they have had the unfortunate effect of distracting viewers from approaching the sculptures on their own terms. It is with great reluctance that I use them in this book, and I do so only because they make identifying individual objects easier. In my opinion, they are neither reflective of Messerschmidt’s intentions, his ideas behind the sculpted faces, nor his sculptural process. It is also for the sake of convenience alone that I reference individual sculptures through the ad hoc numbering system used in the Merkwürdige Lebensgeschichte, but again this should not be understood as bearing any kind of significance attributable to the artist himself.

A final word about scholarly inheritance. All writers on Messerschmidt owe a great debt to the Slovak art historian Maria Pötzl-Malikova, who has devoted most of her career to writing about him, hunting down archival sources and exploring his sculptures’ meanings in a lengthy series of superbly researched books and articles. Her scholarship is the foundation for all future Messerschmidt studies, this book included, and for proof one need look no further than the sheer number of citations she receives in these pages. Yet it will become clear that my view of Messerschmidt differs from hers substantially. My take on Messerschmidt resembles more that found in another, less respectable book, one titled Charakter-Köpfe. Der Fall F. X. Messerschmidt: Wie verrückt darf der Kunst sein? Co-authored by Hans-Georg Behr, Herbert Grohmann, and Bernd-Olaf Hagedorn, this volume was written to coincide with the Messerschmidt anniversary in 1983.11 Published by the Swiss arm of the German press Beltz, known for its titles in the history of psychology, the book was an outgrowth of the popular magazine Psychologie Heute.

It is at considerable professional risk that I admit this. None of this book’s authors are scholars. Behr was a journalist, perhaps best remembered today for a harrowing memoir of his childhood in Nazi Austria. Grohmann is a publisher, Hagedorn a photographer. The book is written in a deliberately plurivocal manner that makes for pleasingly disorienting reading. Its tone oscillates between seriousness and irreverence, its focus between documentary analysis and broad speculation. The authors do this deliberately, they say, since in their opinion Messerschmidt’s sculptures do not have a single “answer” and therefore demand a text that presents multiple points of view. The book hums with a brilliantly imaginative countercultural vibe and is great fun to read.

That fun makes it an easy book to dismiss. Yet Charakter-Köpfe strikes me as the Messerschmidt literature’s most underestimated contribution. It offers interesting insights into his art that have not been assessed adequately. Certainly not all knowledge flows from the halls of academe, and this is an instance in which we should take that possibility seriously. Of course one can no longer endorse everything the book says; much has come to light since 1983 to transform our understanding of Messerschmidt in important ways. But part of my intent has been to salvage good ideas from this book, and even to suggest that its non-academic pedigree may be the reason that those ideas could be voiced. If my book retains genetic traces of this illegitimate parentage, if the reader finds in my text a potpourri of observations both serious and ridiculous, scholarly and gossipy, convincing and implausible, it is because visual parallels to these oppositions are found in Messerschmidt’s sculptures. Perhaps these works of art demand to be approached with an ironic smirk, which is, after all, what many of them show.
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 Part I

 Writing the Artist’s Mind



Introduction to Part I

Always cite your sources. Professors tell students this on a daily basis. For good reason: no more stinging criticism can be thrown at a scholar than remarking that he didn’t properly cite his sources. Citation displays the depth and scope of one’s research, proving to the reader that you have done your work. It displays an understanding of your intellectual inheritance, proving that you know your place in the scholarly tradition. Citing sources also bespeaks what could be called, for lack of a better term, an academic ethics, the respect (even deference) you show to the scholars who have written previously about your subject. It is the respectful thing to do in good scholarly practice.

Yet there are sometimes unintended consequences to citing sources. By building a new scholarly argument onto ones that came before, the scholar keeps alive interpretations that are rooted in specific historical particulars, sometimes preserving them well past their useful life. Dated opinions become matters of fact through repetition; what was once a critic’s conjecture becomes the truth out of which new interpretations are written. The energy with which this happens can be particularly strong when the sources cited bear an aura of authority, and I would argue that this is especially true in art history. Historical individuals who lived close to an artist, who knew the artist intimately or who had firsthand knowledge of his working methods, often have great command in directing art-historical meanings. Likewise if the source is a respected thinker, a figure whose name evokes a Golden Age of scholarly achievement or a powerful intellectual tradition, her ideas will bear great weight in the historiographical record. Citing sources pulls the interpreter several degrees closer to the artist himself, or if that is not possible, closer to the minds that created the scholarly discourse in which one works.

What happens, then, when the sources are revealed to be less than completely trustworthy? When, over time, the meanings they propound become ever less convincing? What does one do with a valued authority whose ideas no longer seem quite right? The interpreter must find a way to read around and through the sources to find a new approach. That is what the first section of this book attempts. It looks at the two most prominent sources in the Messerschmidt bibliography, Friedrich Nicolai and Ernst Kris. We shall see that relying on them has propelled the Messerschmidt literature in a specific direction, but that reading them against the grain opens up new potential for his art.







1Nicolai’s Dreamer




We begin with the writer whose ideas form the bedrock upon which all Messerschmidt studies rest. This is Friedrich Nicolai, Berlin-based critic, editor, and publisher who understood himself as a popularizer of the Enlightenment to the German people1 (Figure 1.1). Nicolai’s 1785 account of an interview with Messerschmidt, which the writer claimed to have recorded after a visit with him that took place across several days in 1781, is by far the most influential single text on the sculptor ever written.2 All subsequent writers have relied on Nicolai, often heavily, lifting entire passages from his text and assuming that he is an accurate recorder of Messerschmidt’s intentions. Albert Ilg drew abundantly from Nicolai’s account when he introduced Messerschmidt to scholarly readers in his pathbreaking book of 1888. Ernst Kris likewise took Nicolai entirely seriously when he created his psychoanalytic sketch of Messerschmidt, which we shall explore in detail in the next chapter. Maria Pötzl-Malikova’s first monograph includes a lengthy discussion of Nicolai’s report and she reprints it verbatim as an appendix so that readers can experience it for themselves. Indeed, Nicolai’s report has been reprinted numerous times, so essential is it deemed for comprehending Messerschmidt’s art.3 One might even say that many interpreters of Messerschmidt engage not so much with the artist or his works themselves as they do with Nicolai’s textual picture of him. It has become for the Messerschmidt literature a reference point so essential that it has to a great degree fused with the man himself.
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Figure 1.1Anton Graff, Portrait of Friedrich Nicolai, c. 1783. Oil on canvas. Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin. Photo: Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin.





It is easy to understand why scholars have granted such authority to the German philosopher’s text. Nicolai tells a gripping tale that makes for great reading and that claims to solve many puzzling questions raised by Messerschmidt’s sculptures. Given the challenges involved in describing any artist’s conceptual process, particularly for one who lived 200 years ago and made such unusual works, Nicolai offers seemingly invaluable information, the kind of insight art historians typically would give their eye teeth to find. Imagine if Rembrandt had granted Constantijn Huygens an exclusive interview in which the great Dutch painter rambled on about what went through his mind while he painted, and imagine further that Huygens had notated these statements with empirical accuracy for posterity to contemplate. That is what Nicolai claims to offer his readers, and since this illumination of artistic intentions also contains the elements of a good ghost story, the text can seem almost too good to be true.

Maybe, in fact, it is. Nicolai’s study has largely been read literally. Yet I am not the first to suggest that perhaps it should not be approached as an entirely trustworthy account. Erica Tietze-Conrat proposed this as far back as 1920, suggesting then that Nicolai’s report is a joke, in her estimation one perpetrated by the clever artist against an annoying, gullible visitor.4 Such a claim still presupposes that Nicolai wrote down what Messerschmidt told him, that the text’s content derived ultimately from the artist. Another possibility mentioned occasionally is that Messerschmidt and Nicolai contrived the text together, that it represents a joint fiction. The third and least commonly encountered option is that Nicolai’s story is the exclusive product of the writer’s imagination.

As with so much about Messerschmidt, we will probably never know for sure, but the urgency of reassessing Nicolai has gained momentum recently. In 1996, Pötzl-Malikova revealed in an important article that one of Nicolai’s supposedly factual claims can be proven untrue.5 He wrote that while in Bratislava, Messerschmidt lived simply, his house nearly empty of personal items.


His entire household consisted of a bed, a flute, a tobacco pipe, a water jug, and an old Italian book on the proportions of the human body. These are the only things he wanted to keep from of all his former worldly possessions.6




Such a statement fits Nicolai’s broader characterization of Messerschmidt as an isolated eccentric who departed polite society in order to focus on his art without distraction. This claim, it turns out, is unquestionably false. An inventory of Messerschmidt’s home made in the days after his death lists with precision several pages of possessions, including pottery, grooming aids, various boxes and containers, several rooms filled with comfortable furniture, draperies, jewelry, an extensive wardrobe, linens, a sizeable collection of guns, numerous tobacco products (Franz Xaver appears to have liked a good smoke), lanterns and candelabra, and of course many works of art. Unless Messerschmidt went on a shopping spree after Nicolai’s return to Berlin, the inventory exposes the German writer’s claims to accuracy as false.

Locating the dividing line between truth and fantasy in a historical text is often impossible, and indeed Nicolai goes to great lengths to blur precisely that distinction. Rather than ask whether Nicolai’s account is true, or which parts of it are true, perhaps we should reframe the question to ask how and why Nicolai made Messerschmidt into the character he became. Analyzing the process by which the life of an eccentric artist could be enlisted to support Nicolai’s Enlightenment mission is my purpose in this chapter. I shall emphasize three aspects of Nicolai’s account. The first is his debt to the Vasarian literary tradition of artistic biography. The second is his projection of his own social and moral concerns onto Messerschmidt. The third is his misreading of Messerschmidt’s sculptures in order to support his fears of “damaged” mentalities. These three aspects demonstrate that Nicolai fabulated a Messerschmidt useful for his populist Enlightenment purposes, and that the artist encountered in his writing is largely a projection of the writer himself.

Nicolai’s Popular Philosophy

Who was this man to whom scholars have granted such power in interpreting Messerschmidt? He is not a likely figure for performing this art-historical role. Very much the product of Protestant Berlin, the city where he was born, lived, and worked, Nicolai displays many traits that would later come to exemplify the Prussian stereotype: practicality, orderliness, faith in shared public culture, distaste for excess and luxury. He never studied formally at a university, instead entering the book trade at a young age and eventually running one of northern Germany’s most vibrant publishing houses, the Nicolaische Verlagsbuchhandlung, founded by his father Christoph Gottlieb Nicolai in 1713 and still in operation today. For many years he edited the Allgemeine Deutsche Bibliothek, a highly influential review periodical that was mandatory reading for educated Germans. Nicolai’s lack of higher education, combined with his commercial activities and his control over book reviews, rendered him suspicious to many of his peers. He openly clashed with Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, whose Sorrows of the Young Werther Nicolai parodied in a novella of his own, mockingly entitled Joys of the Young Werther.7 In this book, Nicolai ridiculed the overly sensitive readers who derived pleasure through the suffering of Goethe’s protagonist. Nicolai likewise condemned philosophers whose style he found too abstruse for widespread understanding and whose ideas lacked direct practical application. Not surprisingly, he reserved particular disdain for Immanuel Kant, whose “new system” of thinking pointed German philosophy in precisely the wrong direction, he opined, since it moved philosophy away from the wider public good into increasingly excessive abstractions. Nicolai succeeded in offending many of the most respected names in German letters and perhaps for this reason modern scholarship has embraced him somewhat reluctantly.

Nicolai represents an important side of the German philosophical tradition that is not always accorded its due: the activities of the self-proclaimed Aufklärer whose mission was to disseminate rational knowledge to the general populace in order to foster its betterment. This was Populärphilosophie, popular philosophy, and its goal was Volksaufklärung, the enlightenment of the masses.8 Nicolai was quite self-conscious about this quest and discussed it frequently in his writings. To him, philosophy demanded utility, since without clear societal application it amounted to little more than pointless mental exercises. There is a component as well of class concerns in Nicolai; philosophers needed to justify their elite status through the application of ideas to the broadest possible public. Nicolai even wrote that working businessmen like he were the true heroes of the Enlightenment, not the distracted philosopher with his heads in the clouds.9

Within Nicolai’s extensive published record, two recurrent themes are important for understanding his interaction with Messerschmidt. The first is his distaste for what today we would call groupthink, the proliferation of baseless falsehoods among people who perceive themselves to be part of a community of like believers. Nicolai was skeptical of any organization that demanded blind faith from its members or adherence to intellectual paradigms free from debate and inquiry. Not surprisingly, Nicolai was no great supporter of organized religion, and Catholicism especially he found intolerable. He viewed the Freemasons, Illuminati, and other such brotherhoods with comparable wariness, although he also attended their meetings in order to participate in the vibrant intellectual debates they enjoyed.10 Nicolai’s second great enemy was the irrational, which he understood not just to mean logical inconsistency, but also any propensity toward fantasy, excessive imagination, or superstition. In this respect he echoes other Enlightened thinkers who viewed unchecked creativity with apprehension, since in creative freedom lay stumbling blocks to rationality.11 Any mental process emergent from pure fantasy, created for the individual’s personal whims and not for the social good, is for Nicolai nothing more than Schwärmerei, that is, deluded daydreaming. The figure of the Schwärmer, which I shall discuss in a moment, was the locus of much antagonism from Nicolai, who viewed him as the unenlightened product of selfishness and false reasoning.12

Such priorities color all of Nicolai’s writings, be they philosophical essays, travel literature, book reviews, or novels. When in 1781 he decided to take a trip across the German-speaking regions in order to write a travelogue, his stated intent was far more than simply to provide piquant accounts of Germany’s varied customs and manners. Rather, he was concerned with how the different social systems in its territory could be assessed and discussed in order for readers to be informed, a shared culture among them created, and the nation improved. He states this openly in the introduction to one book from the resulting multivolume set, entitled Beschreibung einer Reise durch Deutschland und die Schweiz im Jahre 1781:


At the outset I have attempted something more than simple a straightforward travel narrative. The travelogue should, according to my plans, be the thread through which I tie together observations, thoughts, and diverse suggestions that to me seem useful for our German fatherland.13




Such a mission may have been more pressing for Germany than for other European nations, since in the eighteenth century Germany was little more than a decentralized hodgepodge of loosely connected principalities, conglomerated weakly under the Holy Roman title. It lacked both the shared public culture so beneficial to England and the centralized state apparatus so impressive in France. Perhaps Nicolai saw in his travels a chance for Germany to draw together the best qualities of its individual states in order to create a coherent society. But such a goal stumbled upon a distinction still present in German-speaking Europe today and certainly more pronounced in the eighteenth century, namely the divide between the largely Protestant north, dominated by Nicolai’s birth state of Prussia, and the distinctively Catholic traditions that characterize the southern regions of Bavaria and Austria. These regional differences in mentality fascinated Nicolai, and perhaps it is no surprise that he found his northern culture far preferable to what he encountered in the south.14

Some of Nicolai’s observations take the form of detailed cultural critique, but much of it slips into conventional stereotypes of the devout and the southern, often lifted directly from commonly available published sources. Austria in particular Nicolai deemed a land of hedonism and laziness, its peoples marked by effeminacy and a herd-like conformity to superstition.15 And when he crossed into the lands of modern Slovakia and Hungary, then part of the Habsburg Empire and linked closely to German society, matters only deteriorated. Nicolai found these areas badly underdeveloped, just at the beginning of the civilization process. This was a common viewpoint of Western Europeans toward their Eastern counterparts, one that Larry Wolff has analyzed with great insight.16 The Hungarians, Slovaks, and Catholic Germans lacked a solid middle class, Nicolai lamented, and easily fall under the spell of fallacies, which the local ecclesiastics exploit mercilessly.17 Nicolai bewails further that despite their dissolution in 1773, the Jesuits are still active in Hungary and Slovakia, hiding in rural areas and emerging stealthily to spread dangerous falsehoods.18 Nicolai finds this borderland in a state of pre-Enlightenment, or better said, it is the front line in the battle between rationality and unfettered ignorance.

It is here, while traveling through this backward region barely touched by modernity that Nicolai decides to visit a certain sculptor.

The Philosopher and the Sensitive Soul

That Nicolai would take interest in an artist such as Messerschmidt is surprising, since elsewhere he appears to have had little more than a businessman’s attitude toward art.
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