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Translator’s Introduction


Quatremère de Quincy and the Mimetic Ideal


Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremère de Quincy (1755–1849) was one of the most celebrated intellectuals of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. He was the author of twenty-one major works on art and architecture, including the three volumes on architecture of the Encyclopédie méthodique (1782–1832) and the Dictionnaire historique de l’architecture (1832–1833), as well as several biographies of major artists, including Raphael (1824) and Michelangelo (1835).

In his heyday, he was perhaps the best-known art theorist in Europe, and he exerted considerable influence over French arts policy during the Revolution, Empire, and Restoration. In particular, he gained international attention as the first classicist to establish that ancient Greek statuary was polychromatic, for which feat he greatly impressed both Wagner and Schelling, whose notes show their great appreciation for his imaginative reconstruction of Phidias’s chryselephantine statues of Athena and Zeus.1



Although still a staple of Francophone histories of aesthetics,2
 to date he has been unjustly neglected by Anglophone aestheticians who, thanks to the vagaries of translation, know far more about the modern period in German aesthetics. Thus, for example, Quatremère de Quincy did not rate an entry in Bernard Bosanquet’s A History of Aesthetic (1892), Paul Guyer’s impressive A History of Modern Aesthetics (2014), nor even in the Oxford Encyclopedia of Aesthetics (Kelly 2014; although he is mentioned in six entries, primarily concerning architecture, he is entirely absent from the entry for “French Aesthetics”). Even in Francis Coleman’s The Aesthetic Thought of the French Enlightenment (1971), Quatremère de Quincy figures as no more than a bibliographic entry, despite his prominent place in the aesthetic life of the period.

In this respect, Quatremère de Quincy is no mere outlier: until comparatively recently, there were no English translations of many of the titans of modern French aesthetics, including Yves-Marie André, Charles Batteux, and Jean-Baptiste DuBos. Indeed, many important figures of the period remain entirely untranslated, including Jean-Pierre de Crousaz and Anne Le Fèvre Dacier, and all of these figures are conspicuously absent from English-language histories of the period. Yet there is much to interest us in Quatremère de Quincy, who enjoyed a privileged historical position straddling the divide between the aesthetic practices and preferences of France’s ancien régime and the modern sensibility which was born of the Revolution, and which he helped to guide. Writing at the dawn of the development of the art museum (in the form of the Musée Napoleon, now the Louvre), for example, Quatremère de Quincy was perhaps the earliest and most powerful voice against the establishment of such museums. He argued that art museums decontextualize the works in their care, thereby preventing audiences from properly experiencing them, as they would have done in situ.3
 This treatise raises concerns which still resonate with art historians, critics, and curators today, and we can see in it the first glimmers of contextualism taking root in art-theoretical discourse.

The great academicians Victor Cousin (1792–1867) and Francois Pierre Guillaume Guizot (1787–1874) called Quatremère de Quincy the “French Winckelmann,”4
 and there is a tendency among those art theorists who know of him to treat him as a lesser extension of the German art historian, whose influence on him is without question. Quatremère de Quincy took to heart Johann Joachim Winckelmann’s dictum that “Good taste . . . first formed itself under the Greek sky,”5
 and vigorously pursued Winckelmann’s Neoclassicist project.

Unlike Winckelmann, whose untimely murder prevented him from achieving his scholarly aims at the Vatican Museum, Quatremère de Quincy led a long life in the corridors of power and wielded a great deal of influence over the French cultural milieu. Like Winckelmann, Quatremère de Quincy was convinced that art and aesthetics had reached their apex in Classical civilization, particularly in Classical Greece. But he was more than just Winckelmann’s more successful parrot; indeed, although his aesthetic theory builds on Winckelmann’s insights, it is far more systematic and wide-ranging and even features some significant disagreement with his idol (see below).

Neoclassical aesthetics advocated primarily for Classical subject matter in art and emphasized pure contour line drawing, along with an underlying moralism that championed virtues perceived to be Classical. These features were intended to supplant the decadence of Rococo art, with its frivolous emphasis on ornamentation and asymmetry. The discovery of Herculaneum (1739) and Pompeii (1748) had inspired Winckelmann’s Neoclassical aesthetics. But major discoveries in those same places in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries—to say nothing of discoveries in Aegina, Phigalia, and the island of Milos, as well as the discovery of the Parthenon marbles (1805, 1818)—left Quatremère de Quincy with a much firmer material foundation on which to develop Neoclassical aesthetics. While there is no doubt that his historical works—his biographies of great artists, his treatises on Greek art, architecture, and polychromy, and so on—contributed a great deal to developing Neoclassical aesthetics, it is in his more theoretical works that we see Quatremère de Quincy’s most significant contributions. The voice which resonates from these works is that of a vocal critic of the very idea of museums, and that of a sophisticated exponent of the mimetic theory of art—one who, in contrast to the other art theorists of the day, was a careful reader of Plato and Aristotle.


Quatremère de Quincy’s Life

Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremère de Quincy was born in 1755, the second son of François Bernard Quatremère de l’Épine, who was raised to the ranks of the nobility by Louis XVI in 1780. Although originally destined for a career in law, Quatremère de Quincy soon evinced a much greater interest in architecture and sculpture. His 1785 thesis on Classical Greece’s borrowing from Egyptian architecture earned him a prize from the Académie des inscriptions et belles lettres,6
 and formed the foundation for his Dictionary of Architecture (1788).

Quatremère de Quincy’s overarching passion was for the arts, especially public architecture and landscaping. He wrote several biographies of great artists, including Raphael (1824) and Michelangelo (1835), and was the first to establish the polychromatic nature of Greek art (in Jupiter Olympien [The Olympian Jupiter], 1815).7
 He was a member of the assembly of representatives for the Paris Commune of 1789–1795, and gave an important speech in 1790 in defence of the freedom of the theatre. He was a close personal friend of the painter Jacques-Louis David (1748–1825) and the sculptor Antonio Canova (1757–1822), both of whom he met on Grand Tours. Alongside David, he campaigned for the abolition of Royal Academicians’ privileged status (which gave them the exclusive right to exhibit in the Louvre and paid them a stipend) and for opening the Salon exhibitions to all artists.8
 This passion for public art and architecture saw him tasked, from 1791–1793, with helping to modify the Église Sainte-Geneviève into the secular Panthéon we know today.

Quatremère de Quincy also found himself embroiled in the politics of his day. A staunch Catholic and monarchist, he threw himself into the dangerous world of counter-revolutionary politics, for which he was imprisoned in 1793, at the height of the Terror, for his opposition to the Jacobin Club.9
 He was released in 1794 but found himself sentenced to death in absentia in 1795 for his role in planning a monarchist rebellion,10
 although he was acquitted six months later. He was elected as the Seine’s representative to the Council of Five Hundred11
 in 1797, where he continued to preach the monarchist cause and found himself on the list of proscribed persons a few months later, following a coup12
 against the majoritarian royalist faction of the Council.

Exiled to Germany, where he lived with the Idealist philosopher Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi (1743–1819), he studied Kant, Lessing, Sulzer, and Winckelmann. He seems to have been quite taken with German philosophy’s rehabilitation of metaphysics, as opposed to the empiricist tradition which had taken root in France. Following Napoleon Bonaparte’s coup of 1799, he returned to Paris where, in 1800, the consular government named him secretary general of the general council. After Napoleon’s abdication in 1814, he allied himself closely with the new royal government and was named royal censor, though he resigned immediately out of concern for the freedom of the theatre. In 1815, he was appointed the superintendent of the arts and civil monuments, and from 1816–1839 he served as perpetual secretary of the Académie des Beaux Arts. He was appointed professor of archaeology at the Bibliothèque Nationale in 1818, and was made an associate member of the Royal Institute of the Netherlands in 1826. In 1820, he was re-elected as the Seine’s representative to the grand collège (formerly the Council of Five Hundred).

He died in 1849, at the age of 94.



The Quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns


On the Ideal in the Pictorial Arts was written in response to the publication of a single work, Toussaint-Bernard Émeric-David’s Recherches sur l’art statuaire, considéré chez les anciens et les modernes (1805; Studies of Statuary Art, Considered Among the Ancients and the Moderns). Émeric-David’s lengthy tome was written for the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres' 1801 essay prize on the question of the source of ancient statues’ beauty, and the means of achieving such beauty in art, which it won. Émeric-David answered that the beauty of Greek statuary was due to their selection and close copying of exceptional life models, and that such beauty could be replicated by training artists in the traditional Academy manner—that is, by training them to closely copy life models. Émeric-David’s essay was fêted in French intellectual circles and finally published in 1805, at which point Quatremère de Quincy saw the need to champion the ancient account of mimesis against his blatant misunderstanding of Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and other ancient theorists.


But some broader historical context is necessary to appreciate the full thrust of the dispute between Quatremère de Quincy and Émeric-David, which represented one of the last major salvos in the “Quarrel of the Ancients and Moderns.” With the European rediscovery of Classical Greek and Roman texts in the Renaissance, there arose, in French intellectual circles, a pressing need to answer the question of whose cultural production was superior: the ancients’ or the moderns’? Nicolas Boileau-Despréaux (1636–1711) led the Ancient side, arguing that their works’ worth was made evident by the fact that they had survived the test of time. According to the Ancient side, they had managed to do this both through superior aesthetic merit and because these works were independent, free from the need to flatter rulers or bolster state institutions. On this side we find many of the great French writers of the time, including Jean Racine and Jean de La Fontaine.13



On the Modern side, however, Charles Perrault14
 led the charge, arguing that since the court of Louis XIV represented the pinnacle of human civilization, it followed that their cultural products were superior to those of the ancients. The Modern side of the quarrel counted, among its supporters, Cardinal Richelieu15
 (1585–1642) and the Académie Française, which he founded in 1635, the literary salons of the day, and some moderately successful writers such as Jean Desmarets, Sieur de Saint-Sorlin (1595–1676). The Moderns deplored Classical authors for their paganism and oversaw a program of state censorship of the arts as well as state sinecures for approved authors.

Although the original Quarrel was largely over by the eighteenth century, the major archaeological discoveries of the mid-eighteenth century stoked its embers once more, with the Neoclassicists, led by Winckelmann, Quatremère de Quincy, and David, taking the side of the Ancients against the French Academy and the frivolously decorative Rococo style of art and architecture. It is in the context of this venerable dispute, then, that we must read the present work and understand it as a thorough-going rejection of Émeric-David’s answers to the prize questions.



Beauty

Until the rise of hedonic accounts of aesthetic experience in the eighteenth century, aesthetic engagement was largely thought to be a matter of appreciating beauty; and until Hume and Hegel, philosophers did not draw a very sharp distinction between the appreciation of artistic and natural beauty. Although it sometimes hints at the emerging hedonic consensus concerning beauty, Quatremère de Quincy’s essay is very much grounded in this classical account of beauty, according to which beauty offers us a glimpse of a reality that transcends mere matter.16
 This is a view which was familiar to the ancient world, thanks largely to Plato (c. 427–348 BCE) and Plotinus (c. 204–270), but one which was eclipsed by the Aristotelian account of beauty as symmetry of form, especially in Renaissance art theory.

Although it has a storied pedigree, this view of beauty was never so popular as it was at the height of the Neoclassical movement, of which Quatremère de Quincy was a key exponent, and it quickly faded from memory once the Romantic period inaugurated the subjective turn in aesthetic experience, relegating the erstwhile objectivity of aesthetic judgments to a normative impulse associated with our subjective impressions (as in, e.g. Kant). Yet despite his impressive Neoclassical credentials and his clear embrace of a Platonic metaphysics, Quatremère de Quincy’s account of artistic creation and beauty also evinces a clear link to the Romantic period, which would supplant his ideas. As such, he stands as something of a transitional figure between what we might call old world aesthetics and the newly emerging modern consensus, much as his long life bridged the transition from the ancien régime to the modern era. Before turning to Quatremère de Quincy’s treatment of imitation, then, it is worth taking some time to familiarize ourselves with the state of aesthetics at the time.

According to the Classical conception of beauty, which was especially dominant from the Renaissance to the eighteenth century, beauty is a matter of symmetry. Aristotle (384–322 BCE), for example, said that “the chief forms of beauty are order and symmetry and definiteness,”17
 and so, in order “to be beautiful, a living creature, and every whole made up of parts, must [. . .] present a certain order in its arrangement of parts.”18
 Later, St. Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225–1274 CE) likewise cited “due proportion or consonance,”19
 while Hutcheson identified it with the “compound Ratio of Uniformity and Variety; so that where the Uniformity of Bodys is equal, the Beauty is as the Variety; and where the Variety is equal, the Beauty is as the Uniformity.”20



Although he does not give us an explicit theory of beauty, it is clear from this essay that Quatremère de Quincy’s views were substantially informed by Plato, who was himself a major outlier in the Classical tradition. Rather than extolling symmetry, in his Symposium
 Plato identified the experience of beauty with erotic desire, which he tied to the desire for immortality.21
 In true Platonic fashion, he argued that the beauty found in every beautiful thing is one and the same, an instantiation of the universal Form of beauty, and that the beauty of material things, like the body, pales in comparison to that of eternal things, like the soul.22



The Platonic treatment of beauty was reinvigorated by Plotinus, and it is this which seems to have struck a significant chord with Quatremère de Quincy. Indeed, Plotinus found himself newly popular among both seventeenth-century English philosophers and the German Romantics of the nineteenth century, in ways that find their echo in Quatremère de Quincy’s work.

Following Plato, Plotinus’s account of beauty is set against the Classical treatment of beauty as symmetry of parts and whole.23
 If this were so, he argued, it would mean that the individual components of a thing—for example, the face of a person, the frieze of the Parthenon, and so on—are not themselves beautiful.24
 Indeed, he argued that we are all familiar with the experience of finding things beautiful in some contexts and ugly in others, even if their symmetry remains unaltered.25
 Instead, he argued, beauty is something we grasp immediately, rather than after rational deliberation on a thing’s symmetry.26
 Even more importantly, for Plotinus, beauty is closely tied to Platonic metaphysics. “All the loveliness of this world,” he tells us, “comes by communion in Ideal-Form,” and he adds that “this, then, is how the material thing becomes beautiful—by communicating in the thought that flows from the Divine.”27
 Drawing an analogy to architecture, he argues that what makes a building beautiful is not just its parts or its symmetry but rather the extent to which the architect’s idea is realized by the matter of the building.28
 All beauty, he thinks, has this character; it transcends the information given to us by the senses and communicates something about the larger whole that underpins it. So, he says, “the stone thus brought under the artist’s hand to the beauty of form is beautiful not as stone [. . .] but in virtue of the Form or Idea introduced by the art.”29



Plotinus makes his commitment to the Platonic metaphysics abundantly clear when he tells us that


still the arts are not to be slighted on the ground that they create by imitation of natural objects; for, to begin with, these natural objects are themselves imitations; then, we must recognize that they give no bare reproduction of the thing seen but go back to the Reason Principles from which Nature itself derives, and, furthermore, that much of their work is all their own; they are holders of beauty and add where nature is lacking. Thus Pheidias wrought the Zeus upon no model among things of sense but by apprehending what form Zeus must take if he chose to become manifest to sight.30





Conversely, ugliness is a matter of allowing the Idea of a thing to “descen[d] into body, into matter.”31
 For that reason, he advises those of us who have the strength to do so to recognize these as mere “copies, vestiges, shadows, and hasten away towards That they tell of.”32
 As Quatremère de Quincy would argue sixteen hundred years later, focusing artistic attention on the fine details of verisimilitude distracts from the work’s ability to speak to universal—ideal—subjects. Beauty, on this model, is a matter of being true to Form, of communicating a thing’s ideal essence. Although the natural world is full of beautiful things, these are merely individual instances of their associated Forms, and of the Form of Beauty; and it is the artist’s task to represent these underlying ideal essences, rather than the fleeting glimpses embodied in particular individuals. It is for this reason, as we will see below, that Quatremère de Quincy championed the abstract and generalized figures of ideal imitation against the detailed verisimilitude of “real” imitation.

In the eighteenth century, a new, hedonic conception of beauty began to gain steam, although it only came into its own in the nineteenth century, largely as a result of the increasing influence of a generalized value hedonism in the form of utilitarian moral theory.33
 According to aesthetic hedonism (sometimes also called aesthetic empiricism), something’s aesthetic value is reducible to its power to elicit pleasurable experiences when encountered by a suitably informed person who correctly understands it.34
 David Hume (1711–1776), for example, wrote that


Beauty is such an order and construction of parts as, either by the primary constitution of our nature, by custom, or by caprice, is fitted to give a pleasure and satisfaction to the soul. [. . .] Pleasure and pain, therefore, are not only necessary attendants of beauty and deformity, but constitute their very essence.35





And Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) likewise famously identified beauty with the subjective feeling of pleasure, although he conceded that it nevertheless has a certain objectivity insofar as one feels that it ought to give everyone the same pleasure.36
 In the nineteenth century, Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860) argued for a broadly hedonist account of aesthetic value, which identified different kinds of pleasure with different degrees of the representation of Platonic Ideas.37



Since then, hedonist conceptions of beauty have dominated the philosophical landscape, with a particular emphasis on the individual and subjective nature of judgments of taste. Following Monroe Beardsley, most modern treatments of aesthetic hedonism have tied aesthetic value to the pleasure generated by correct appreciation of an entire work or object.38
 Others such as Mary Mothersill, however, have even gone so far as to argue that there are no laws of taste at all, only individual judgments.39



More recently, a renewed interest in the apparent normativity of aesthetic judgments has fuelled the development of new accounts of beauty that challenge the dominant role previously ascribed to individual experiences of beauty. In particular, aestheticians have increasingly focused on the social aspect of judgments of beauty and have worked to dethrone the individual as the paradigmatic occupant of aesthetic spaces. One interesting consequence of this approach, for our purposes, is that judgments of beauty have lost some of their immediacy; though not typically given a wholly rationalist underpinning, these accounts of beauty nevertheless argue that there is more to judgments of beauty than what is immediately given to our senses.

Dominic McIver Lopes, for example, has argued that aesthetics lies squarely within the domain of culture, and so we should treat judgments of beauty as embedded within the social discourse of a culture.40
 Moreover, aesthetic appreciation seems to be a byproduct, rather than the primary intended goal, of many of our activities.41
 Our aesthetic space, he argues, is populated by many different aesthetic kinds: practices of valuing which cluster around certain sets of objects and experiences, including standard art-kinds such as literature, painting, and photography, but also including the broader sorts of appreciative practices associated with arranging the furniture in a room, baking bread, collecting things, hiking, mathematical proofs, and so on.42
 Each kind of aesthetic experience, he argues, mobilizes a particular set of competencies on the part of its appreciators.43
 For Lopes, this all goes to show how different communities of value develop, over time, around a shared set of competencies and concerns. But whereas aesthetic hedonism explains our membership in different communities of value in terms of shared aesthetic preferences, Lopes sees it instead as a matter of opportunities to exercise and acquire new competencies in contexts where doing so counts as an achievement for the individual (the “network theory” of aesthetic value).44



Another influential treatment characterizes judgments of beauty as fundamentally mysterious, and as fundamentally communicative.45
 On this model, to judge something beautiful is not just to evaluate some object and report on one’s own mental states but to invite others to join one’s community of taste. As Alexander Nehamas puts it, “what is involved is less a matter of understanding and more a matter of hope, of establishing a community that centers around it.”46
 So, to cite an example which Quatremère de Quincy would have recognized, when someone claims that Phidias’s chryselephantine statue of Zeus at Olympia was beautiful, they are not just reporting their experience or judgment of that work; they are inviting us to agree and to share with them in the community of admirers of Classical statuary (or, at least, of Phidias).

More recently, this commitment to the social nature of aesthetic judgment has given rise to a communitarian theory of aesthetic value, according to which our analyses of beauty and other aesthetic values should prioritize the experiences of communities of people, rather than individual aesthetic experiences.47
 These communities may run the gamut from communities to societies, cultures, or even all of humanity; the point is simply to extend the focus of our analysis of aesthetic value beyond the individual level and to groups of people and the things they value.48
 But where the network theory champions aesthetic expertise and achievement, the communitarian instead simply champions the formation of, and participation in, an aesthetic community.49
 Aesthetic achievements, including the successful identification and production of beauty, matter not so much as individual achievements, impressive as these may be, but rather because of how they relate to the broader social group, whether that be the community, the culture, the society, humanity, and so on.50
 As Nicholas Riggle puts it, they are collective achievements that give us communal goods.51
 Aesthetic goods such as beauty are thus determined by the valuing practices of communities of valuers: beauty, for example, is just whatever some group identifies and pursues as beautiful, and different levels of group identification may yield different sets of practices so that, for example, what the ancient Greeks thought was beautiful, and how they related to it, is just one small part of Western Europe’s, let alone humanity’s, relation to beauty.52
 Beauty, for the communitarian, is the original locus of aesthetic value, through which individuals can cultivate individuality and aesthetic freedom, and forge aesthetic communities—but it is, ultimately, just one aesthetic value among many.53



But let us return to Quatremère de Quincy and the work at hand. This abridged excursion into theories of beauty is useful, I think, for understanding just where Quatremère de Quincy falls in the history of aesthetics. He is something of a transitional figure who bridges several different philosophical traditions, even as radically different artistic practices are on the cusp of emerging (in the form of Romanticism, Expressionism, and Impressionism). As a result, his work reflects many of the going concerns in these different traditions, despite being anchored in the Classical approach of Plato and Plotinus.

Let me be clear, however: I do not mean to suggest that Quatremère de Quincy was an early network theorist or communitarian, or even a full-throated aesthetic hedonist. On the contrary, he is clearly committed to the idea that beauty’s value is intrinsic, valuable to the individual experiencing it, and tied to its universal metaphysical content, rather than due to fostering pleasure or promoting social cohesion or other extrinsic goods. Still, it is interesting to observe in this connection that he believed that standards of taste, as expressed in a given culture’s output, reflect that culture’s metaphysics. This is, after all, the root of his complaint against the Academy style and the prevailing taste of his day: the contemporary taste for verisimilitude reflected a vulgar preference for petty detail over abstract and universal truths, for matter over Form, and for empiricism over rationalism. Likewise, it lies at the heart of his genealogy of ideal imitation (see below), according to which the practice grows out of the ancient Egyptian system of hieroglyphic writing, which he identifies as conveying maximally generalized figures.54
 When the ancient Greek religion found itself in need of representing allegorical and metaphorical figures, it turned to this basic foundation and opted for generalized human figures.55
 Subsequent history’s increasing attention to petty details and verisimilitude is thus the story of the (and our) culture’s move away from abstract, eternal, and universal truths, and its embrace of the contingent and material. In other words, Quatremère de Quincy effectively reverses the apparent order of causation from what modern-day communitarians maintain: it is not that our practices of valuing certain kinds of things inform the creation of communities of value, but rather that certain pre-existing metaphysical commitments (viz., to empiricism or rationalism) shape the development of our communities of value.

So far, these considerations place Quatremère de Quincy largely within the neo-Platonist tradition.
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