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      About the author

      
Edgar Wind (1900–1971) was a cosmopolitan scholar who made important contributions to many disciplines,
including philosophy, Renaissance art history and modern art criticism.



This book considers a crucial question: to understand the work of an art historian, how important is it to
know their life story? In the case of Edgar Wind, biography and scholarly endeavour are intimately connected.
His intellectual exchanges with leading art historians, philosophers and artists of his day were essential for his
research. Moreover, his wife, Margaret Wind, was determined to establish an Edgar Wind Archive after his death.



This book is the first comprehensive study in English of Wind’s intellectual achievements.



Jaynie Anderson AM OSI FAHA is Professor Emeritus at the University of Melbourne.



Bernardino Branca is a PhD candidate at the University of Kent, UK, and co-editor of The Edgar Wind Journal.



Fabio Tononi is a Postdoctoral Research Fellow at NOVA University of Lisbon and co-editor of The Edgar
Wind Journal.


    
  

About the book


‘A completely fascinating volume. Essential reading on the development of art and cultural history in the
twentieth century. It confirms Edgar Wind as one of the master thinkers in both domains. Difficult, mercurial
and always original, his work has never ceased to be stimulating, as this book so vividly shows. No one who
heard his lectures as the first Professor of Art History at Oxford, or his 1960 Reith lectures entitled Art
and Anarchy has ever forgotten the richness of their content or the elegance with which he delivered them.
His brilliance and his complicated character could not emerge more clearly than in this outstanding series
of essays – one as compelling as the other. It could hardly be otherwise. This is a team of both younger
and more senior scholars headed by Jaynie Anderson (more responsible than any for the revival of Wind’s
reputation), that includes Oswyn Murray (who knew him well), and Elizabeth Sears (who knows the complex
cast of characters involved in the history of the great institute founded by Aby Warburg in Hamburg better
than anyone else). Here are rich accounts of Wind’s challenges toWarburg’s colleagues and protegés such
as Ernst Cassirer, Fritz Saxl, Erwin Panofsky and many others, as well as his fundamental role in the transfer
of the Institute to London and the consequences of his unfortunate separation from it.’

– David Freedberg, Pierre Matisse Professor Emeritus of the History of Art, Columbia University

‘This close attention to Edgar Wind is long overdue. The vast range of interests and ideas of the Germantrained
mainstay of art history in England at last find proper tribute and assessment in this volume. Not
only are his own close studies of cultural symbols examined anew, but his dialogues with mentors are also
assessed. This collection of scholarly essays provides a much-needed suggestion of Wind’s own contributions
and should spark a vital return to his legacy.’

– Larry Silver, Farquhar Professor of Art History, Emeritus, University of Pennsylvania
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Fabio Tononi, Jaynie Anderson and Bernardino Branca


Introduction






This volume1 presents a collection of studies on the pioneering art historian and philosopher Edgar Wind (1900–71) (Figure 0.1), who is also remembered as the first professor of art history at the University of Oxford.2 Since the death of his widow, Margaret Wind, at the age of 91 in 2006, the Edgar Wind Archive has been accessible at the Bodleian Libraries at the University of Oxford. All authors have consulted it. The archive has contributed to a revival of interest in Wind’s work and to an understanding of his importance to art historiography. Our volume is the first collection of studies on this extraordinary art historian and philosopher to take full advantage of this resource.



[image: Figure 0.1:Edgar Wind, c. 1937–9. Photograph by Adelheid Heimann. Courtesy of the Warburg Institute, London.]


Figure 0.1:Edgar Wind, c. 1937–9. Photograph by Adelheid Heimann. Courtesy of the Warburg Institute, London.


To understand the work of an art historian, is it important to know the story of their life? In the case of Wind, the answer is a resounding yes. The aims of this book are to clarify Wind’s contribution to the theory of cultural memory (a concept introduced by Aby Warburg),3 to analyse his notion of embodiment, to reconsider his published and unpublished works on art history and aesthetic theory, and to explore his life’s trajectory.


In 1983, Jaynie Anderson edited and published the first posthumous volume of Wind’s collected essays, The Eloquence of Symbols: Studies in Humanist Art, reintroducing Wind to the scholarly world.4 The volume contains the first biographical memoir of Wind and the translations of his principal works, which cover topics from the Renaissance to the twentieth century. This book was reprinted three times in English, and was translated into Italian, Spanish and Japanese.5 The Italian translation (L’eloquenza dei simboli) sold thousands of copies and is still in print. Additionally, the publication of Italian translations of some of Wind’s lesser-known works initiated a revival of scholarly interest in his work in Italy.6 During his lifetime, Wind collaborated with Roberto Calasso, an Italian publisher who created the publishing house Adelphi in Milan. Calasso had an affinity with Wind, so much so that he could be considered Wind’s pupil.7 In France, philosopher Pierre Hadot appreciated the philosophical relevance of Wind’s work, as demonstrated in Hadot’s essay ‘Métaphysique et images: Entretien avec Pierre Hadot’.8


In 1986, Anderson edited and published a second volume of Wind’s collected essays, on English art of the eighteenth century: Hume and the Heroic Portrait: Studies in Eighteenth-Century Imagery.9 At the core of the volume is Wind’s first art-historical study, ‘Humanitätsidee und heroisiertes Porträt in der englischen Kultur des 18. Jahrhunderts’, first published in 1933 in England und die Antike.10 Wind wrote it while arguing for the Warburg Library to be relocated from Hamburg to London, his objective being to emphasize the importance of the Warburgian methodology for the study of English art. The first translation of this lengthy essay is titled ‘Hume and the Heroic Portrait’, and it continues to have a considerable influence on the study of English art.11


Edgar and Margaret Wind documented their lives meticulously. After her husband’s death, Margaret put substantial effort into organizing their archive. There is only one photograph of Edgar and Margaret Wind together; it depicts them at the piano in Northampton (Figure 0.2) and it is interesting psychologically. They had an extraordinary relationship that endured beyond death. The archive is the result of that relationship. One day, Margaret told Jaynie Anderson that she and Edgar were not able to have children, and so the archive was her child.



[image: Figure 0.2:Margaret and Edgar Wind playing the piano at Smith College, Northampton, 1948. Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford.]


Figure 0.2:Margaret and Edgar Wind playing the piano at Smith College, Northampton, 1948. Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford.


During the editing of The Eloquence of Symbols, Anderson became aware of this considerable resource and was shown parts of it; however, she was not granted access to personal materials. Later, Christa and Bernhard Buschendorf, Pascal Griener, Colin Harrison, Elizabeth Sears and Ben Thomas obtained access to documents related to works that they were editing. Margaret Wind was dedicated to creating a comprehensive archive; she realized that her husband was able to express his motivations and ideas more clearly in his private correspondence than in his formal publications. This new understanding helps to explain the recent rise in interest in Wind’s scholarship.


From 22 to 24 February 1996 at the Einstein Forum in Potsdam, Horst Bredekamp convened a conference on Edgar Wind, as part of his project on German art historians who had been forced to emigrate during the Nazi period. Margaret Wind supported many of the scholars and supplied them with archival materials. Some papers from that conference were collected into a volume that was published two years later, in 1998.12 It contains research by international scholars, including Elizabeth Sears, whose contribution on Michelangelo’s painting of the Sistine Chapel ceiling is an earlier version of her introductory essay to the book The Religious Symbolism of Michelangelo: The Sistine Ceiling (2000).13 Margaret sponsored the posthumous publication of some of her husband’s unfinished works, such as those contained in Sears’ volume just mentioned.


Nevertheless, it was not until after Margaret Wind’s death that anyone was able to view the full range of archival materials. The first scholar to do so was Rebecca Zorach. Jon Whiteley, literary executor of the Wind estate, granted Zorach access when the archival materials were still in the Winds’ flat at 27 Belsyre Court in Oxford (Figure 0.3).14 Some of the archival materials were made available to scholars after they had arrived at the Bodleian Libraries in 2006, long before the cataloguing of the papers was undertaken in 2014 and 2015.
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Figure 0.3.Edgar Wind in his flat at 27 Belsyre Court, Oxford, 1970. Photograph by Michael Dudley. Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, courtesy of Jonathon Dudley.


In 2009, Image, Act and Embodiment, a research group led by Bredekamp and John Michael Krois, was given access to the Oxford archive. This culminated in Franz Engel’s contribution to Bredekamp’s Festschrift, published in 2012.15 When the Edgar Wind Archive was opened to the public in 2015, younger scholars who had never met Wind benefited from these important sources, enabling research by Ianick Takaes de Oliveira, Pablo Schneider and others.16


The most recent books on Wind are Ben Thomas’s Edgar Wind and Modern Art: In Defence of Marginal Anarchy (2020), which focuses on Wind’s writings on modern art,17 and Bernardino Branca’s Edgar Wind’s Raphael Papers (2020), which includes Wind’s full manuscript from 1950 on Raphael’s School of Athens.18 Branca also wrote the only biography of Wind to date, Edgar Wind, filosofo delle immagini: La biografia intellettuale di un discepolo di Aby Warburg (2019).19 In German, books on Wind include Die allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft (1906–1943): Max Dessoir, Emil Utitz, August Schmarsow, Richard Hamann, Edgar Wind: Grundlagentexte (2021), edited by Bernadette Collenberg-Plotnikov,20 and Edgar Wind: Kunsthistoriker und Philosoph (1998), edited by Bredekamp, Buschendorf, Freia Hartung and Krois.21


Until very recently, scholarly publications on Wind’s works have been sporadic.22 This contrasts with the consistent scholarship on Wind’s contemporaries with similar cultural backgrounds, including Aby Warburg, Alois Riegl, Erwin Panofsky and Ernst Gombrich. There are various reasons for the sporadic nature of scholarly interest in Wind. Margaret Wind was a meticulous and protective custodian of her husband’s reputation and was slow to approve the re-publication of his works. Indeed, in some cases, such as The Feast of the Gods, she did not allow it at all. Also, she was often apprehensive about publishing her husband’s unpublished works, and generally approved such projects only after lengthy consultations with numerous scholars. Wind’s reputation was also problematic. Although he was recognized as a brilliant scholar, he had often quarrelled with the Warburg Institute, which he had always hoped to direct. In addition to Oswyn Murray’s account of Wind’s Oxford years, this volume includes the memorandum that Wind wrote to the vice-chancellor of the University of London in 1933, thus settling any doubts about the importance of Wind’s role in bringing the Warburg Library to London.


Some of the writings in this volume were first presented at the conference ‘Edgar Wind: Art and Embodiment’, organized by Ben Thomas and Bernardino Branca, and held at the Italian Cultural Institute of London on 28 and 29 October 2021. In connection with that conference, Bernardino Branca and Fabio Tononi founded The Edgar Wind Journal, a twice-yearly open-access publication on Wind’s life, published and unpublished works, and research interests.23 It has now published four issues and is well established.


Wind belongs to the tradition of scholars who contributed to the study of cultural memory. Many chapters of this book look at the role of cultural memory in both the making and the perception of art. Building on the pioneering research of his mentor, Warburg, Wind developed the notion of ‘memory function’, which refers to the ‘traces’ that the representations of bodily movements and physical and facial expressions leave on the collective memory of a specific culture.24 Warburg’s notion of the ‘survival of antiquity’ in Renaissance imagery and culture is a constant theme in Wind’s research. Several authors in the present volume mention Warburg’s last great project, his never-completed Bilderatlas (picture atlas) Mnemosyne (the Greek goddess of memory), to which Wind contributed during his time at the KBW and which continues to inspire art historians today.25 Wind’s study of the ‘embodiment’ of metaphysical ideas in the images and cultures of different epochs, ranging from classical antiquity to modern art, is also connected to the notion of the ‘survival of antiquity’.26


Wind summarized the aim of his research in a letter sent in 1952 to the Guggenheim Foundation in New York:




For some twenty years my chief interest has been to explore the boundaries between the histories of art and of philosophy. My aim has been to demonstrate that in the production of some of the greatest works of art the intellect has not thwarted but aided the imagination; and I have tried to develop a method of interpreting pictures which shows how ideas are translated into images, and images sustained by ideas.27



Wind has often been regarded as a disciple of Warburg. This book shows that Wind was a scholar in his own right, who not only developed Warburg’s ideas, but also opened new avenues of research and formulated new theories on the history of cultures, the history of imagery, and the philosophy of science.


This volume brings together three groups of scholars: the few who knew Wind personally (Oswyn Murray and Jaynie Anderson), those who worked closely with his wife and literary executrix Margaret Wind as she was organizing and cataloguing the Edgar Wind Archive (including Jaynie Anderson, Bernhard Buschendorf, Elizabeth Sears and Ben Thomas), and other scholars who are fascinated by many aspects of Wind’s works and ideas (including Bernardino Branca, Franz Engel, C. Oliver O’Donnell, Pablo Schneider, Ianick Takaes de Oliveira, Giovanna Targia, Fabio Tononi and Tullio Viola). Contributors consider Wind’s ideas relevant to contemporary and emerging research paradigms in the visual arts. Merging this multifaceted perspective with the unpublished sources in the Edgar Wind Archive is an ambitious task and a stimulating research model.


The chapters are organized thematically into three parts. Part I covers Wind’s early intellectual career – that is, the years from his doctoral thesis to his travels to the United States – which includes his dialogues with contemporaries such as Aby Warburg, Heinrich Wölfflin and Ernst Cassirer. Part II discusses Wind’s approach to the analysis of artworks, from Renaissance to modern art. Part III focuses on Wind’s career as émigré scholar and public intellectual, including his commitment to transferring the Warburg Library from Hamburg to London. The common thread that runs through all the chapters is cultural memory, a concept introduced by Warburg and largely applied by Wind in his studies.


Part I comprises contributions by Pablo Schneider, Fabio Tononi, Giovanna Targia and Tullio Viola, who analyse Wind’s early intellectual career. Schneider’s study focuses on Wind’s doctoral thesis, which he completed in 1922 and titled ‘Ästhetischer und kunstwissenschaftlicher Gegenstand: Ein Beitrag zur Methodologie der Kunstgeschichte’ [The Object of Aesthetics and the Science of Art: A Contribution to the Methodology of Art History]. Wind published only a short summary of his thesis, in 1924. Schneider’s contribution is the first English-language study on this subject. It analyses Wind’s evolving goal of establishing art history as an exact science. Schneider also considers Wind’s fruitful collaborations with his supervisor, Erwin Panofsky, and with the broader group surrounding the Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek Warburg (KBW). This setting was conducive to Wind’s research in the fields of art history and philosophy, which he considered to be closely linked. Schneider’s chapter concludes with an examination of the years Wind spent in Hamburg before his forced emigration in 1933.


Tononi takes an experimental aesthetic perspective to analyse Wind’s interpretation of Warburg’s theory of images, focusing on the concepts of Einfühlung [empathy], collective memory, and the engram. He stresses the role that Warburg and Wind played in the study of the biology of images. In this way, Tononi explores the biological implications of images by discussing recent neuroscientific research on the universality of the expression of emotions and movements, empathy, collective memory, and the engram, in relation to Warburg’s and Wind’s insights. Tononi also discusses the disagreement between Wind and Gombrich over the correct interpretation of Warburg’s research and its significance. Finally, Tononi’s chapter regards Warburg’s and Wind’s research as forming a foundation for a theory of aesthetic response.


Drawing on both archival and published sources, Targia’s contribution compares Wind’s and Wölfflin’s perspectives on Raphael’s Vatican fresco The School of Athens. In his Die klassische Kunst (1899),28 Wölfflin provided a detailed formal description of Raphael’s School of Athens, separating the concept of form from that of meaning. From a completely different perspective, Wind engaged in a polemic on Wölfflin’s interpretation, and discussed questions of perception and formal analysis.


Viola analyses Wind’s perspective on the genesis of symbolic faculties, which he derived from Ewald Hering’s understanding of memory. Viola also discusses Cassirer’s rejection of Hering’s argument that memory is made possible by habit acquisition and the repetition of stimulus–reaction cycles. Cassirer argued that memory is not the mere product of habit acquisition, but rather is the result of a synthesis of time as a transcendental form. Moreover, Viola argues that the disagreement between Hering and Cassirer, and therefore that between Cassirer and Wind, may shed some light on the ultimate foundation of a philosophy of culture, which can be either transcendental or naturalistic.


Part II examines Wind’s approach to the study of images. It includes the chapters of Franz Engel, Bernhard Buschendorf, Bernardino Branca, C. Oliver O’Donnell and Ianick Takaes de Oliveira. Engel’s chapter reconstructs Wind’s perspective on Albrecht Dürer’s Melencolia I by referring to unpublished material in the Edgar Wind Archive and contextualizing Wind’s contribution to the iconography and iconology of chaos. Engel’s primary sources are correspondence between Wind, Fritz Saxl, Panofsky and Raymond Klibansky. In this way, Engel is able to reconstruct parts of Wind’s argument, which Panofsky’s summary explains as the idea of ‘chaos reduced to cosmos’.


Buschendorf discusses the close intellectual connection between Warburg and Wind, and analyses Wind’s contribution to the conceptual basis of Warburg’s approach to cultural studies. Buschendorf argues that Wind applied to Warburg’s theory a series of major methodological maxims taken from the pragmatist philosophy of Charles Peirce. To explicate this, Buschendorf compares Warburg’s essay ‘Francesco Sassetti’s Last Injunctions to His Sons’ (1907) with Wind’s article ‘Albrecht von Brandenburg as St. Erasmus’ (1937). According to Buschendorf, the two studies employ the same methodology and share a thematic focus on the ‘afterlife of antiquity’. To further highlight the similarity of their implicit methodologies, Buschendorf also draws on Wind’s early theoretical articles.


Branca analyses the role of the concepts of embodiment and symbolic function in Wind’s lifelong studies of Michelangelo’s painting of the Sistine Chapel ceiling. According to Branca, these notions are essential for understanding the connections that Wind drew between the spiritual world of the age of Pope Julius II and the imagery on the chapel ceiling. For this purpose, Branca assesses Wind’s study of the prophets and sibyls on the ceiling. By marshalling evidence from Wind’s several published papers and unpublished drafts on Michelangelo, Branca explains Wind’s interpretation of the ceiling’s imagery as the embodiment of the ‘mystical’ metaphysics of the time. In Branca’s reading, Wind’s study of the prophets and sibyls displays the full range of Wind’s incorporation and modulation of Warburg’s ideas on the ‘afterlife of antiquity’.


O’Donnell’s historical study of Wind’s growing familiarity with Hume’s philosophy during his serial visits to England in 1930 and 1931 serves as a foundation for an analysis of Wind’s study of Enlightenment-era thinking. O’Donnell focuses on Wind’s article ‘Humanitätsidee und heroisiertes Porträt in der englischen Kultur des 18. Jahrhunderts’, in which Wind uses Hume’s works to consider, both philosophically and historically, the production of portraits by Joshua Reynolds and Thomas Gainsborough.


Wind was notable (but not unique) among European scholars of Renaissance art for his deep interest in modern and contemporary art. In this context, Ianick Takaes de Oliveira analyses Wind’s critique of modern art in connection with the notion of humour. Takaes de Oliveira challenges the common view that Wind possessed an irascible and difficult personality, by highlighting his sense of humour. In fact, Wind considered comicality an important aspect of both artistic and scholarly production. In his writings on modern art, Wind regarded twentieth-century artistic production as humourless. Focusing on Art and Anarchy (1963), Takaes de Oliveira shows how this aspect of Wind’s persona is reflected in his works.


Part III of the book deals with Wind’s years as émigré scholar and public intellectual. It comprises the contributions of Oswyn Murray, Elizabeth Sears, Ben Thomas and Jaynie Anderson. The point of departure for Murray’s chapter is Wind’s life in Nazi Germany. Murray reconstructs Wind’s and Raymond Klibansky’s efforts in 1933 to save the KBW in Hamburg from the Nazis, and their attempt to relocate it to London and rename it the Warburg Institute. Sears reconstructs Wind’s developing interest in the ‘encyclopaedic imagination’, covering his early days as a librarian at the KBW in the 1930s, his time teaching at the University of Chicago in 1943, and beyond. In 1943, while briefly at the University of Chicago and embroiled in debates on pedagogy, Wind proposed publishing a monograph series titled ‘Encyclopaedic Studies’. Speaking of the ‘deadening effect’ of departmentalism on the ‘encyclopaedic ideal’, he advocated for training the mind to reawaken an imagination that can connect a wide range of apparently disparate subjects, such as the histories of art, science, superstition, literature and religion.


Thomas’s contribution is a document-based account of Wind’s years in Chicago (1942–4). As Thomas argues, Wind’s brief time at the University of Chicago ended due to difficulties related to his health and relationships with colleagues. In his discussion Thomas draws on Wind’s correspondence with Saxl and other unpublished material from the Edgar Wind Archive.


Finally, Anderson considers the complex reactions to Art and Anarchy, ranging from the view that it is a book by a historian of Renaissance art who had made the blunder of thinking he understood modern art, to the interpretation that the book is a sophisticated overview of Wind’s philosophy of art.
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Figure 0.4.Edgar Wind, c. 1937–9. Photograph by Adelheid Heimann. Courtesy of the Warburg Institute, London.


Reactions, both positive and negative, to Wind before and after 1971 can now be properly historicized, and doing so will raise many thought-provoking points that will be highly relevant to contemporary discussions on art history, aesthetics and artistic practice. This volume seeks to clarify and enrich the study of Wind’s distinctive approach as a scholar and writer, while also examining his legacy as a major intellectual figure of his time. As one of the leading refugee scholars who taught in Europe and the United States, Wind was known internationally at the time of his death. Wind was a refugee in several senses. He was born in 1900 as a stateless person in Berlin to an Argentinian father of Russian origin. According to German law, Wind had to take his father’s nationality, whereas Argentinian law recognized only the nationality of his birthplace. Wind could not resolve the problem of his nationality until he was 30 years old, during the Nazi period. Then, in 1933, Wind lost his university position due to the Nazi regime, and became a displaced person when he moved the KBW to London (Figure 0.4).29


Wind was a brilliant thinker in several fields, original in many aspects of his published work, and a captivating lecturer for all kinds of audiences (evident for instance in his Reith Lectures of 1960).30 The debates explored in the present volume raise questions that are of significance in the humanities. The close connections that Wind identified between Renaissance art and ancient philosophy, theology and imagery, as well as the broader connections between art and humanism, remain crucial matters of scholarly interest in both art history and the wider field of intellectual history. Moreover, this volume cements Wind’s status not just as an art historian but also more broadly as a public intellectual – the latter demonstrated by the BBC’s invitation to deliver the Reith lectures in 1960.


This volume is both a summation of previous interest in Wind and a new departure. The departure derives in part from the opportunity to use previously unpublished archival sources; it also comes from the fresh intellectual perspectives of several of the contributors. For example, while many existing studies have focused on Wind’s research on the Italian Renaissance and humanist thinking, this volume goes further to include his interests in pedagogy and new interdisciplinary approaches, and his engagement with and lecturing on modern art.


Wind’s work takes a unique approach, yet parallels that of other well-known figures, most notably Panofsky and Gombrich, who too were closely connected with – and partly formed by – the famous library and centre of scholarly research established by Aby Warburg. There is another dimension to Wind’s scholarly contributions that is discussed in depth in this volume: the intellectual clarity and conceptual acuity he brought to his work by virtue of his background as a philosopher.
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Part I Intellectual Formation


  




Pablo Schneider


1 Edgar Wind: A Mind Naturalized in Antiquity








Prelude1


Edgar Wind’s career as art historian and, in equal measure, philosopher, began with a highly ambitious undertaking. The dissertation he completed in 1922 set out to define the basic parameters of what would henceforth be understood as Kunstwissenschaft, or the science of art. Given the tumultuous historical context in which he wrote it, it would be perfectly reasonable to expect something polemical. And yet Wind submitted an inquiry that was sophisticated in its structure and intelligently witty in its argumentation. Like so many of his works, it would remain unpublished for years – and yet it still made its mark. For in his dissertation Wind not only worked through questions that prepared the way for some genuinely profound trains of thought; in the manner of a somnambulist he exposed points of contact that would have an almost explosive effect just a few years later. As Aby Warburg asked, ‘Wann kommt Wind?’ [When is Wind coming?].2


Wind did not regard works of art – and in this respect his thinking was very close to Warburg’s – as representations, much less illustrations, of ideas or concepts. Images and their representations for him were objects capable of polarizing action. This observation established the connection to Warburg but at the same time set Wind up in opposition to art-historical scholarship, not just in the 1920s but also in the iconographical phase after the Second World War. Wind’s thinking did not sit well with a world view primarily concerned with systems, a world view that is currently starting to impinge on future-oriented political interpretations once again. This contemporaneity on the part of Wind the art historian is exemplified in his reflections on Giorgione.3 Here he found visual and philosophical ideas that could not be shoe-horned into a hierarchical structure of before and after; instead they existed in a state of creative tension that would never conform to some harmonized stylistic position.


The dust jacket of Wind’s volume on Giorgone features the artist’s Self-Portrait as David in the 1650 engraving by Wenceslaus Hollar (Figure 1.1). This hybrid figure of David and Giorgione looks out in the direction of the beholder with a melancholic, almost mournful, expression. Self-doubt as symbolic form could hardly be presented in a more apt and fertile manner. For this is not an expression of uncertainty, but an anti-authoritarian turn that conceives the image as a space of dialogue, not a place for putative ultimate truths.
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Figure 1.1:Wenceslaus Hollar, Giorgione: Self-Portrait as David, 1650, etching, 25.6 × 18.6 cm. British Museum, London.


Thus it was virtually impossible to grasp the interdependence of the idea, the image and the beholder in exclusively historical terms; that always had some effect on the present temporal context. The science of the image was also the science of an anthropological way of seeing and, for Wind, was inseparable from a humanistic understanding of the world. The conception of the image implicit in this approach found itself on a scientific path all of its own. For Wind did not adhere to the sort of iconographical interpretations that became increasingly popular after the Second World War. He was never particularly convinced by them. Instead he concentrated his thinking on constellations, and on the meeting of motifs in constellations. These allowed for situations that promoted interaction and mutual comment, situations that were always open, never closed. Internal iconographical structures never came to the fore with Wind and would always remain suspect to him. He focused on forms of a subversive survival that were perfectly capable of detaching themselves from the motif. Exemplary of this is the drawing by Joshua Reynolds in which a female figure stands at the foot of the Cross with her arms thrown up in the air.4 This expression of emotional distress and physical pain can be seen as a visual embodiment of extreme anguish. Indeed, the anguish is so great that it has taken possession of the mourner’s body. But this power is also evident in the bodies of classical bacchantes and maenads. It is these oscillating, energy-laden transfers of emotive power that concern Wind. For these gestural attitudes express positive and negative forms of ecstasy whose effects are suprahistorical. And yet contemplating them is no intellectual game. A rigorous methodical apparatus is needed to generate the requisite mental space.5 The motifs subvert their temporal allegiances and become active again once these have been reactivated by historical and social circumstances. This was how R. B. Kitaj, who studied with Wind at Oxford, created his picture Warburg as Maenad in 1961–2. Here the energies that have seized the body are clearly delineated, presented as their direct effect on the personification of Warburg.6 To identify the source of this sequence with some iconographic line would be to deny the potential of its visual after-effects. Wind elaborated the methodological parameters within which works of art could maintain their autonomy.7 The goal was to create a mental space that would put deep historical analysis on the agenda, but without being beholden to it.



Wind’s dissertation: A statement without images


Edgar Wind began his studies at the Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität in Berlin, the city of his birth, in early 1918 (Figure 1.2). He enrolled in two subjects: art history and philosophy. Among the lectures and seminars he attended were those of philosopher Ernst Cassirer and those of theologian and cultural philosopher Ernst Troeltsch. The art-history lectures he attended were given by Adolph Goldschmidt. The year 1918 was marked by the gradual collapse of the German armed forces on the various fronts of the First World War, which ground to a halt when the Armistice of Compiègne officially brought an end to hostilities on 11 November. By this point it had been apparent for several months that most soldiers and sailors in the German army and navy were no longer willing to fight. With the Kiel mutiny of 3 November and the subsequent abdication of Kaiser Wilhelm II, it became evident that the political situation in the German Empire was also changing fundamentally. This was articulated on 9 November 1918 when social democratic politician Philipp Scheidemann declared the republic from a balcony of the Reichstag in Berlin.
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Figure 1.2:Edgar Wind in 1918. Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford.


Wind experienced this period of upheaval first hand. He not only commenced his studies in Berlin but also embarked on his chosen career – against the wishes of his family. It is noteworthy that the dissertation he submitted just a few years later would focus on two aspects that seem to respond to that period: first, he set out to describe methodological foundations that would be capable of producing reliable propositions; and second, he dealt with Stilgeschichte [the history of styles] in art historiography and sought to demonstrate its inherent limitations. The end of the authoritarian empire and the beginning of the democratic reorganization of society seem to have been written in the same key, albeit not in perfect harmony with Wind’s preoccupations. Yet there are parallels, particularly in the underlying thought patterns.


In the summer semester of 1918 there was no teaching at the university in Berlin on account of the social, political and military situation. But in the winter semester Adolph Goldschmidt offered his lecture course on Netherlandish painting of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Through this connection Wind was brought to the attention of people who would later be important for him, since Goldschmidt was a close friend of Aby Warburg and supervisor of the dissertation that Erwin Panofsky submitted in 1920. In his research on medieval ivories, Goldschmidt had emphasized the importance of description as a central part of art-historical work, and this was extremely important for Wind’s dissertation.8 Goldschmidt was of the view that ‘dasjenige Werk der Kunstgeschichte in erster Reihe stehen [wird], das neben seinem bestimmten Standpunkt doch Kenntnis der übrigen Anschauungsweisen bezeugt und ihre wertvollen Resultate sich zu eigen gemacht hat’ [first-rank works of art history are those which, alongside their own specific viewpoints, show an awareness of all other perspectives and incorporate any valuable results they might have produced].9 This point makes it clear that artworks are not to be interpreted as singular objects, but have their own intrinsic perspectives, be they political, social or aesthetic. These forms of incorporation would later be important for the description of the workings of cultural memory. Similarly, in Goldschmidt we discern the desire to make of art history a scientific discipline, a discipline that would no longer be content with results derived from the history of styles. Wind was part of this emerging circle.


Efforts to establish art history as a Kunstwissenschaft or science of art with firm methodological foundations attracted a great deal of attention after 1900, particularly in the German-speaking countries. Essentially this was about the effects of visual perception and what visual perception could effect in relation to works of art. Hans Kahn, for example, identified the two sides of the debate in his review of Ernst Heidrich’s essays on the history and methods of the science of art, published at Basel in 1917. Having pointed out the importance of the philosophy of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel for art history, Kahn went on to explain that ‘Anschauungen werden zu Begriffen stabilisiert. Doch die gedankliche Konstruktion überwiegt die sinnliche Anschauung, das Gefühl, vor einem interessanten Problem zu stehen, läßt nicht die volle Stärke des künstlerischen Eindrucks aufkommen’ [visual perceptions stabilize into concepts, but the conceptual construction outweighs sensory perception; the sense that one is standing before an interesting problem detracts from the full force of the artistic impression].10 The unease felt by so many of Kahn’s contemporaries is clearly delineated here. The manifest intention is a mental process with a sound conceptual basis, yet this process ought not to obscure the artistic impression or visual experience, however that might be defined. This means that analysis is ultimately presented as a kind of antagonist or counterpart to visual perception. This polarization is even more pronounced in Max J. Friedländer: ‘Man nimmt eine Uhr auseinander, um den Mechanismus kennenzulernen. Die Uhr geht dann aber nicht mehr. Die Analyse ist lebensgefährlich wie für die Uhr so für die Seele des Kunstwerks.’ [One takes a watch apart in order to study the mechanism. The watch no longer works. Analysis is fatal for the watch and for the soul of the artwork.]11 But what does analysis mean in this context, and why is it regarded as a threat? At first glance, art-historical connoisseurship and stylistic categorization are simple approaches based on a corpus of objects which they record and place in order. The problem lies in the organization. Histories of style are ultimately based on expert knowledge that is virtually incomprehensible to the layperson. The value of scientific analysis lies in the transparency of its methods and the presentation of its results. From this crucial point Wind proceeded to develop the approach that he would contribute to his field with his dissertation.12


The context of contemplation and conceptual concentration was another central problem for Wind. Its importance is evident in his elaborate scientific substantiation, firstly of what the process of visual perception was capable of effecting and secondly of the conclusions that could be reached through it. This is also reflected in the title of the dissertation: Ästhetischer und kunstwissenschaftlicher Gegenstand [The object of aesthetics and the science of art], while the subtitle stated the aim: ‘Ein Beitrag zur Methodologie der Kunstgeschichte’ [A contribution to the methodology of art history].13 Wind’s analysis homes in on the efficacy of conceptualizations in order to elaborate on significant aspects of the formation of style and the finding of forms. Seeing and description are supposed to release the artistic object from a reception oriented exclusively towards aesthetic factors. Wind regards this aestheticizing constellation of seeing, which is very close in substance to Aby Warburg’s position, as unfreedom on the part of the beholder. But he doesn’t reject the history of styles entirely. Instead, significant details, such as the multivalence of visual reception, were to be set on scientific foundations. Wind starts by elaborating and conceptualizing his problem in opposing terms: artwork versus aesthetic enjoyment, and artistic understanding versus Kunstwissenschaft. Within this constellation he saw a fundamental problematic that would be important for later analyses and would open up a path to Warburg’s thinking. He was critical of the fact that art scholarship seemed to draw no clear distinction between aesthetic and theoretical analysis. A concrete science of art had no place for the vague similarities of the history of styles. Sound judgement could be based only on quantifiable numbers of artistic objects. At this point the method of iconography propounded by Wind’s doctoral supervisor Erwin Panofsky makes an appearance, revealing the innovative orientation of his dissertation. Grouping together large numbers of works according to specific characteristics is a necessary and desirable step, because it places them in a logical context from which insights can be derived. Thus Wind’s dissertation identified the object as the starting point for all subsequent reflection. The concrete science of art was to be understood as a description of the framework within which it deals with a defined quantity and prepares it for analysis by conceptual formulation of the material and its visual phenomena. As presented in Wind’s dissertation, this conceptual framework is fundamental, because it combines two areas, the immediately visible and the temporal-historical, and reveals the insights that these have to offer. The relationship of objects to inference is not just described in the course of the work but actually grasped through this reciprocal relationship of the visible and the historical. The sequence is important from the methodological point of view, because the scope of art scholarship and thus the object of art-historical analysis is defined as the plenitude of visible phenomena. This not only encompasses a vast number of artefacts, but may also produce insights of a more general nature. Interleaved with this problem is the question of whether artworks can be regarded as embodiments of regularities, a question that would take on greater significance when Wind came to deal with Warburg’s cultural-scientific concept of the symbol.14


If the dissertation that Wind submitted in 1922 was driven by a critique of the history of styles, it nowhere slips into a general repudiation. Its aim – and herein lies its value – is to establish the foundations of art-historical knowledge. Wind doesn’t exclude the history of styles from this undertaking, though he does impose limits on the validity of its results. Wind expresses this with absolute clarity when he says: ‘Auf wissenschaftlichem Wege muß sich dasselbe Urteil noch einmal gewinnen lassen, das vorher auf ästhetischem Wege gewonnen wurde.’ [That same judgement which has previously been arrived at aesthetically must now be obtainable again, this time scientifically.]15 Hence the visual experience is the initial trigger, as the word vorher [previously] here suggests. Even at this stage, beholders are already able to arrive at judgements or insights that occur immediately in the act of visual perception. But such occurrences have to concur with rational scientific knowledge in order to stand as valid art-historical conclusions. This train of thought establishes a compelling connection between the act of seeing and the analysis of the seen, ultimately leading to a hermeneutics of contemplation. The impact of the image or the various visual phenomena is left undiminished. This energy, which is based on the act of visual perception, is fundamental for Wind, and links his observations to Warburg’s thinking.16 In this respect his Ästhetischer und kunstwissenschaftlicher Gegenstand: Ein Beitrag zur Methodologie der Kunstgeschichte remains relevant because the artworks, rather than being proofs of some scientific argument, are the independent objects that stood at the very beginning of the investigation. In this respect Wind was elaborating on the positions that started the discussion.


Attempts to theorize Kunstwissenschaft after 1900 were marked by endeavours to distinguish the science of art both from the history of styles and from art-historical connoisseurship. Panofsky’s articles for the Zeitschrift für Ästhetik und Allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft were innovative approaches that would also be fundamental for Wind’s dissertation and would underpin the relevance of his reflections.17 Wind’s own approach evidenced a theoretical understanding that was shaped by an engagement with the image.18 Here he had weighed the process of direct visual perception against that of historical contextualization, though without regarding either as secondary. The result of this engagement was a methodological constellation that recognized seeing and the artistic objects as independent analytical tools, specifically without allocating them minor subordinate roles in the formation of judgements. This idea is reinforced by the fact that the scientific analysis of art can dramatically increase the returns of contemplation.19


It is a methodical approach that has produced a lasting enrichment of seeing, an aspect decidedly opposed to those who regarded scientific analysis of the artwork as an inherently inferior way of seeing. But it is precisely these various levels of information that reveal to the beholder the many facets of the object. Wind would return to these observations time and again. In the published version of the Reith Lectures of 1960 he revisited them under the heading ‘Fear of Knowledge’: ‘There is one – and only one – test for the artistic relevance of an interpretation: it must heighten our perception of the object and thereby increase our aesthetic delight.’20


Wind’s attempt in his dissertation to establish methodological foundations for the science of art were continued in conversations with Warburg, particularly in the late 1920s, that considered and confirmed the autonomy of the work of art. This was a position that Wind had developed very early on.21 The elaboration of an art-historical method also implied total transparency as to the scientific methods employed. The political implications of this observation can also be seen in his appraisal of one specialist publication. Wind described the Kritische Berichte zur kunstgeschichtlichen Literatur in the following terms:




Criticism is as necessary to-day as ever; a strictly scientific attitude is more necessary than ever before. This calls for unity of action, co-operation between all those who have the will and capacity for accurate art historical work. More important than the triumph of a certain art historical school is to-day the defence of the scientific position as such. […] Free from compromise and completely independent, the Kritische Berichte aims at serving scientific study. It will discuss fairly any scientific opinion, and will attack only unscientific opinions. Those who realize the value of free research will approve the policy and work of the Berichte.22



From this description of a specialist journal it is clear that Wind’s goal of establishing scientific foundations for art-historical scholarship should by no means be understood as a concern that could be confined to the margins of the discipline, for his approach describes a mindset essentially based on transparency. In this much it draws its impetus from the European Enlightenment and is just as profoundly democratic.


Wind does not reduce the image to its significance as a single artefact in a chain of evidence, be it stylistic or iconographic. Rather, the image is the object that triggers analysis and guides reflection. This, says Wind, in a crucial part of his dissertation,




ist darin begründet, dass der Kunstwissenschaftler seinem Objekt nicht so ‘frei’ gegenübersteht wie etwa der Naturwissenschaftler oder auch der naturgenießende Mensch einem Naturgegenstand: das Kunstwerk stellt seinem Wesen nach den autonomen Anspruch, in einem ganz bestimmten Sinne betrachtet zu werden (die ästhetische Synthesis ist ihm gegenüber als eine ‘gebundene’ oder ‘rekonstitutive’), sodass die Aufgabe der Kunstwissenschaft darin besteht, diesen seinen Anspruch auf theoretischem Wege zu erfüllen, d. h. die Individualität und den aus der Verwirklichung einer bestimmten Gesetzlichkeit entspringenden Wert der verschiedenen Kunsterscheinungen begrifflich aufzuweisen.23


[is because the scientist of art is not so ‘free’ in relation to his object as is, for instance, the natural scientist or even the nature lover in relation to their natural objects: the artwork by its very nature makes an autonomous claim to be regarded in a very specific sense (relative to this the aesthetic synthesis is ‘casebound’ or ‘reconstitutive’), so that the task of the science of art consists in answering this claim theoretically, i.e. by conceptually demonstrating the individuality of the various artistic phenomena and their value as manifestations of specific laws.]



Here Wind introduces ideas that not only defined the topic of his dissertation but would also prove fundamental to his later art-historical and philosophical analyses. Similarly, these lines of inquiry enriched his discussions with Warburg on the meaning of the symbol and its potential for the operation of memory. Wind emphasizes the theoretical nature of his work from the early 1920s, in that his dissertation deals with works of art not as concrete objects but as abstract proxies. His reflections thematize Rembrandt in a general sense, for instance. Visual particulars are characterized more closely only where they might lead to the identification of artworks. The steps of abstraction that Wind integrates into the art-historical analysis are important here. They link imagery to a symbolic interpretive approach, particularly in the dissertation. Crucially, the symbolic is not understood as a sign that merely translates or transfers content to a different system of signs. The specific energies of the image cannot be negated. As a consequence, ‘der Kunstwissenschaftler steht seinem Objekt nicht so “frei” gegenüber’ [the scientist of art is not so ‘free’ in relation to his object]. Wind’s final lecture at the University of Hamburg was entitled ‘Grundbegriffe der Geschichte der Kulturphilosophie’ [Basic Concepts in the History of the Philosophy of Culture]. His notes from November 1932 to February 1933 contain reflections on the potentiality of symbols.24 With a characteristic reference to star signs, Wind writes:




Hier das Problem: diese Symbolik (Sternbilder z. B.) hat Mehrdeutigkeit, Vibration. In der Methode der Distanz entwickelt sich das, was man in der Wissenschaft Isolierung nennt. Dadurch Symbolcharakter zerstört: es wird nur mit Zeichen gerechnet. Naturwissenschaft hat also ihr Wesentliches darin, dass sie Gegenstände sondert, Affektbetonung der Symbole auflöst und mit Zeichen rechnet.25


[Here’s the problem: this symbolism (e.g. star signs) has ambiguity, vibration. The method of distance produces what scientists call isolation. This destroys symbolic character; it reckons only with signs. So the essence of the natural sciences lies in isolating things, depriving symbols of their emotional emphasis and reckoning with signs.]



Of central importance here are the terms vibration and distance, which are bound up with the understanding of symbols. These terms bring out the aspect of energy and the notion of actively seeking distance. The vibrations bridge the gap between work and beholder and make self-determination difficult for the beholder. Thus distance is an essential means of creating space for scientific analysis.
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