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Thomas Röske 

For and Against 
Winckelmann 
I. An academy pa i n t i n g 
Assembled i n a d im ly lit , windowless r oom is a g roup of men 
clad i n late e i gh t e en t h - c en t u r y garb, l ook ing on more or less 
a t t en t ive ly as t h e ra ised wr i s t of t h e unc l o t h ed mode l seated at 
r ight is i n s e r t ed i n t o a sl ing hang i ng f r om t h e cei l ing; a second 
nude i n t h e f o r eg round appears t o be prepa r ing himsel f for 
s imi lar t r e a tmen t . J ohann Zof fany's Portraits of the Academicians 
ofthe Royal Academy of 1771/72 {Fig. 1) migh t at f i rs t glance be 
mi s t a k en for t h e ce lebra t ion of some myste r ious r i tual . Far 
f r om be ing membe r s of an obscure sect, however , t h e men are 
ac tua l ly membe r s of t h e Royal Academy, cap tu r ed at a key 
momen t in wha t was t h e n t h e Standard course of t r a i n i ng for 
ar t i s t s : t h e momen t wh e n t h e mode l is pos i t ioned ready for a 
nude study.1 Zo f f a ny t hu s chose as his moti f t h e mos t impor-
t a n t ski l l r equ i r ed for t h e genre of h i s t o ry pa in t i ng , wh i c h in 
t hose days was r anked h ighe r t h a n stil l l ife, landscape, por t ra i t , 
and genre pa in t i ng . Thi s was t h e h ie r a r chy uphe ld by t h e 

academy's f ounde r s (assembled here at lef t ) and by all t hose 
who t a ugh t the re , i nc lud ing Zo f f a n y h imse l f , here s h own 
seated at le f t , pa le t t e i n hand . Wh a t elevates his g roup po r t r a i t 
t o a h i s to ry pa i n t i ng is no t least t h e fac t t h a t its compos i t i on 
was modeled on Raphael ' s f resco The School of Athens (1510-11). 

The t h i r t y - t h r e e academic i ans are g rouped close 
t oge the r bu t are s ingled out at t h e same t ime . Is t h i s mere ly a 
consequence of Zof fany ' s obsession w i t h minu t i a e , ev iden t i n 
several o the r works of his? Or is he t r y i n g t o stress t h a t these 
are all ind iv iduals , engaged i n a discuss ion of some we igh t y 
mat te r? The second nude mode l is po r t r ayed s t a r ing ou t of t h e 
canvas in a way t h a t suggests t h a t we, too , are expec t ed t o t ake 
a s tand . 

II. Bildung—the ideal of cu l t iva t ion 
The pa in t i ng marks an impo r t a n t po in t in t h e deve lopmen t of 
Londons Royal Academy of Arts , wh i c h had been f o unded just 
a f ewye a r s earl ier in 1768. Hav ing moved i n to its new premises 
in t he recent ly comple ted Somerset House in late 1771, it n ow 
boas ted a pres t ig ious address on t h e banks of t h e Thames . 
This , to Zoffany ' s mind , presen ted an ideal oppo r t u n i t y no t 
only to h igh l i gh t t h e pr inc ip les of t h e t r a i n i n g prov ided by t h e 
Academy and t he long t r ad i t i on und e r p i n n i n g t h em , bu t also, 
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Fig. 1 
Johann Zof fany 
Portrai ts of the Academicians of the Royal Academy in London, 1771 / 7 2 
The Royal Col lec t ion , Her Ma j e s t y Queen E l i zabe th II 

Left: 
Anton von Maron 
Johann Joachim Wincke lmann, 1768 (detail) 
Klass ik S t i f t u n g We im a r / M u s e e n 
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by b r ing ing t oge the r so many i l lus t r ious exper t s in a Single 
work , t o raise art 's Standing as an honorab le profess ion. The 
pu rpo s e and re levance of t h e male nude are here be ing deba ted 
at t h e h ighes t level. 

Hav ing lost g r ound to t h e f ema le nude p re f e r r ed by 
Late Baroque and Rococo ar t i s t s , t h e male nude did i ndeed 
en joy s ome t h i n g of a Comeback s t a r t i ng i n t h e seventeen-
sixties. Mos t of t h e male f igures depic ted wi t h o u t c lo thes were 
cha rac t e r s f r om Ch r i s t i a n or pagan mytho logy . The pu rpose , 
however , was no t t o embody t h e ideal v i r t ue s of t h e r i eh and 
power f ul; socie ty had become t oo mobi le and t oo middle-c lass 
for t ha t . These nude men were r a the r f igures of pro jec t ion for 
each i nd iv idua l v iewer and as such were supposed t o educa te 
and t o edify. 2 The nudes of Greek and Roman Ant iqu i ty , 
b rough t back t o l i fe by t h e a r t i s t s of t h e Rena i ssance and t h e 
Baroque era, were once aga in elevated t o t h e ideal t h a t all 
a r t i s t s shou ld aspire to. 

Thi s r e n ewed i n t e res t i n Classical s t a t ua ry can be 
t r aced back t o J o h a nn Joach im Wi n c k e lm a n n (1717-1768), 
who in 1755 pub l i shed his g r oundb r e ak i ng Gedanken über 
die Nachahmung der griechischen Werke in der Malerei und Bild­
hauerei? Hi s r e c ommenda t i o n t h a t con t empo r a r y a r t i s t s 
mode l t h e i r work s on t h e scu lp tu re s of Anc i en t Greece 
was based on a pe r e ep t i on of t hose work s as embody i ng 
t h e ideal who l e man . He emphas i z ed t h e way t h e pa r t s of t h e 
body were ba l anced i n bo t h size and pos i t ion , and re jec ted 

categor ical ly bo t h i nd iv idua l p ropo r t i on s and t h e v i sua l i za t ion 
of s t rong emot ions . The "noble s impl ic i ty and serene g randeu r " 
t h a t he i den t i f i ed as t h e "de f i n i ng charac te r i s t i c s of t h e 
Greek maste rp ieces" were t o be f o u n d i n bo t h "pos tu re and 
expression."4 Winck e lmann ' s f r iend, t h e pa in t e r An t on Raphael 
Meng s (1728-1779), t ook t h i s to hea r t i n work s such as 
Perseus and Andromeda (1773-78), i n wh i c h t h e nude f i gu re of 
Perseus is mode l ed on t h e Apollo Belvedere (ca. 350-325 BC, 
Rome, Muse i Vaticani) , a s t a tue muc h revered by t h e Ge rm a n 
scholar .5 

Winck e lmann ' s nex t book , a much larger and more 
amb i t i ous h i s t o ry of anc i en t a r t cal led Geschichte der Kunst 
des Altertums (1764), soon became a Eu r op e a n bestse l ler , and 
excerp ts f r om t h e same in t r ans l a t ion were pr in t ed for example 
i n several Engl i sh newspapers . 6 I n t h i s work , as i n his f i r s t 
t rea t i se , Wi n c k e lm a n n t r e a t ed t h e ar t f ul r ep r e sen t a t i on of t h e 
male body i n Classical and Hel l en i s t i c Greece as a r e f l ec t i on 
of wha t was t h e n real i ty, and repea ted ly i den t i f i ed f r e edom as 
t h e mos t impo r t a n t p r econd i t i on of such bod ies and of such 
ar t . This , of course , was also an obl ique way of cr i t i e i z ing his 
own , un r e f o rmed t imes.7 The Age of Pericles was s ingled ou t 
for special praise , wh i c h is why his e n c om i um t o b e au t i f u l 
male bod ies w i t h t h e i r pass ions s toical ly r e ined in was also 
popu l ä r i n r evo lu t i ona ry France . The resolute composu r e of 
t h e f igures i n t h e canvases of Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825) 
is proof of th is . The poses of t h e heroes i n his monumen t a l 
Intervention of the Sabine Women (1799; Fig. 2), despi te t h e h igh 
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Jacques-Louis David 
The Intervention of the Sabine Women, 1799 
Musee du Louvre, Paris 

58 Thomas Röske | For and Against Winckelmann 



d r ama of t h e ac t ion , even look l igh t -hear ted , more l ike boys 
f i gh t i ng in f u n . 

The ideal of composu re ("Just as t h e dep th s of t h e 
ocean are e te rna l ly peace fu l no mat t e r h ow f ierce t h e t empes t 
on t h e sur face , so it is t h a t t h e s ta tues of t h e Greeks express 
nob i l i ty and r e s t r a in t even in suffer ing" 8 ) was also t h e ideal 
u n d e r p i n n i n g We im a r Classicism and hence t h e We ima r pr ize 
for draf t sman sh i p awa rded unde r t h e aegis of J ohann Wol f ­
gang Goe t h e f r om 1799 t o 1805. The ar t i s t s t o en joy Goethe ' s 
es t eem was t h e Neoclass ic is t Asmus Jacob Cars t ens (1754­98), 
whose Embarkation of Megapenthes (1794; Fig. 3), r eworked 
i n nume r ab l e t imes , f ea tu re s a p le tho ra of male nudes combin­
ing Miche l ange l e sque phys ica l i ty w i t h Wincke lmann ­ s t y l e 
emo t i ona l res t ra in t . 9 Even Fr iedr ich Schinke l ' s pa in t i ng View 
of the Flower of Greece of 1825 (Fig. 4), wh i ch is k n own t o us 
only t h r o u g h Wi l h e lm Ah l h o r n s copy and shows men in 
"hero ic nud i t y " bu i l d i ng a t emple of v i r tue , can st i l l be regard­
ed as a work t h a t is bo t h ed i f y i ng and educa t ing i n t h e sense 
i n t ended by Wincke lmann . 1 0 Sch inke l (1781­1841) wan t e d t h e 
h a rmony of man and na t u r e t h a t he bel ieved to have prevai led 
i n t h e Age of Pericles t o serve as a mode l for t h e Pruss ia of his 
own age. His l andscape , he said, showed a ' "h igh ly developed 
peop le ' l iv ing i n peace and us ing t h e i r env i r onmen t in order to 
crea te a ' h e i gh t ened en j oymen t of l i fe for t h e ind iv idua l and 
t h e people as a whole. '"11 Drudge ry here looks no worse t h a n a 
work ­ou t i n pu r su i t of a pe r f ec t l y t oned body. 

Nowhe r e did t h e Greek mode l have a more im p o r t a n t 
role t o play t h a n at t h e great a r t academies . As i n t h e seven­
t e e n t h Century, academy s t uden t s were a l l owed t o d r aw f r om 
l i fe only a f t e r t h e y had s h a r p ened t h e i r powe r s of pe r c ep t i on 
by devo t ing a cons iderable amo u n t of t ime t o t h e i n ­ d ep t h 
s tudy of anc i en t models ; hence t h e large co l l ec t ions of plas ter­
cas t copies held by mos t i n s t i t u t i on s . Tha t t h e budd i n g a r t i s t s 
t hemse lves were no t en t i r e ly conv inced by t h i s me t h o d is 
bo rne ou t by a 1779 d r aw i ng by Edwa r d Franc i s Burney 
(1860­1848) cal led The Antique School at Old Somerset House, 
i n wh i c h t h e s t uden t s po r i ng over t h e i r d r aw i ng boa rds and 
t h e i r i n s t r uc t o r s clad i n f aded blue or ye l l ow f r o c k coats 
are all bu t dwa r f e d by t h e l a rge r ­ than­ l i f e s ta tues i n a r änge 
of heroic poses f i l l ing t h e h igh , dus t ­ l aden hal l . Tha t t h e 
t e a ch i ng here has lost all t o u c h w i t h r ea l i t y needs no f u r t h e r 
commen t . 

Ano t h e r work wi t h an i ronic t ake on t h e academy was 
produced some f o r t y years la ter by t h e a r t Student Chr i s t en 
Kobke (1810­48), who by t h i s t ime had a l ready won admis s ion 
t o t h e nude class. His young man s h own i n t h e Cop enh a g e n 
academy's plas ter­cas t col lec t ion (page 173)12 appear s t o have 
been t emporar i ly ove r t aken by t h e S tendha l Syndrome, psychic 
prob lems b rough t on by an excess of h igh ar t . The ma imed 
body of Poseidon, whose cast he is s t a r ing at, be longed , l ike 
t h e or ig ina l f r i eze above it, t o t h e Elgin Marb les , wh i c h t h e 
Brit ish Mus e um in London had pu r cha s ed jus t a f ew years 
previously; these maste rp ieces by Phid ias , t a k e n ma in l y f r om 

Fig. 3 
Asmus Jacob Carstens 
The Embarkation of Megapenthes, 1794 
Klassik Stiftung Weimar/Museen 
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t h e P a r t h e n o n Temple i n Athens , had sparked off yet a no t h e r 
n ew wave of en t hu s i a sm for An t i qu i t y i n Europe . The black-
clad young man is appa r en t l y so dazz led by t h e hype r r ea l i t y of 
so many ideal male bod ies t h a t he has t o s teady himsel f 
aga ins t t h e console , even whi l e his eyes r ema i n f ixed on t h e 
midr i f f s t r e t ched ou t i n f r o n t of h im . The handke r ch i e f in his 
hand , t h e s t ronges t color accent i n t h e work , emphas i zes t h e 
d i s t ance kep t t o t h e objec ts he is marve l i ng at. 

Prese rved on ly i n t a n t a l i z i ng f r agmen t s , t h e a r t of 
Anc i en t Greece and Rome was as great ly adm i r ed as its loss 
was l amen t e d a r o und 1800. But it was also a mi l l s t one r o u nd 
t h e neck of many an asp i r ing young ar t i s t . These are all po in t s 
t h a t viewers of Zof fany ' s p a i n t i n g wou l d have expec t ed t h e 
academic i ans busy pos i t i on ing t h e i r mode l t o t ake accoun t of. 
They cou ld scarcely have an t i c ipa t ed t h e much more vehemen t 
and more rad ica l reac t ions t h a t t h e t u r b u l e n t pe r iod t h e n just 
d awn i n g had i n störe. 

I I I . Aga ins t Wi n c k e lm a n n 
No t l ong a f t e r t h e unve i l i ng of Zof f any ' s p a i n t i n g of t h e 
academic i ans , a g r oup of young ar t i s t s , n ow r ega rded as p a r t 
of t h e Sturm und Drang movemen t , rose up i n p ro t e s t aga in s t 
Win c k e lm a n n ' s cal ls for emo t i o n a l r e s t r a in t . Ove r s t e pp i ng 
t h e t r a d i t i on a l c a n on of emo t i o n s deve loped du r i n g t h e 
Rena i s s ance a n d cod i f i ed du r i n g t h e Baroque era,13 t h e s e 

ar t i s t s , all of wh om had bourgeo i s or ig ins , emba r k e d on a n 
exp lo r a t i on of wh a t newly emanc i p a t e d a r t cou ld do, and 
hence on an exp lo r a t i on of t h e i r ow n psyches . 

The chief p ro t agon i s t of t h e coun t e rmovemen t t h a t 
Wer n e r Busch once descr ibed as "Classicism w i t h pathos"14 

was J oh ann He i n r i c h Füssli , be t t e r k n ow n as He n r y Fusel i 
(1741­1825), who del ibera te ly deve loped his own idea of h ow 
t h e male body shou ld look. As Wi n c k e lm a n n had been a 
f r i end of his f a the r , J oh ann Caspar Füssli , he had been more 
i n f l u enced t h a n mos t by t h e great archaeologis t ' s ideals.15 I n 
1765 he pub l i shed his own Engl i sh t r an s l a t i on of Wincke l ­
mann ' s s emina l Gedanken über die Nachahmung der griechischen 
Werke and even i n 1770, his f i r s t year in Rome, he was st i l l 
going i n t o r ap tu re s over t h e " t ru ly great Wincke lmann . " 1 6 No t 
for much longer , however . In a l e t t e r t o J o h a nn Caspar Lavater 
of 1777, he used a cr i t ique of Win c k e lman n ' s f r i e nd Meng s t o 
exp la in whe re he n ow d i f f e r ed . Af t e r at f i r s t cool ly commend ­
ing Meng s for "not hav ing wr i t t e n s ome t h i ng no t bad abou t 
Raphael ' s expression," he goes on t o ask, "bu t who wou l d have 
t h o u gh t t h a t Meng s himsel f had expression?"17 In a series of 
l ec tures given in 1801, Fusel i expl ic i t ly t ook a s t and aga ins t 
Wi n c k e lm a n n by aver r ing t h a t t h e Laocoön group , fa r f r om 
exemp l i f y i ng Classical se l f ­cont ro l and emo t i ona l r e s t r a in t , 
i n fac t embod i ed fa r more angu i sh t h a n t h e l a t t e r had been 
p repa r ed t o admit . 1 8 
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In his own ar t , however , Fusel i a imed no t just for 
expression bu t for extremes of expression. Wh a t fasc ina ted h im, 
accord ing t o one of t h e aphor i sms he t ook t o p e n n i n g f r om 
1788 onwards , was this : "The be ing seized by an eno rmous 
pass ion, be it joy or grief , hope or despair , loses t h e cha rac te r 
of its own i nd iv idua l express ion, and is absorbed by t he powe r 
of t h e f ea tu r e t h a t a t t r ac t s it: Niobe and her f ami ly are assimi-
la ted by ex t r eme angu i sh ; Ugol ino is pe t r i f i ed by t h e fa te t h a t 
sweeps his sons."19 

Fusel i himse l f t h e r e fo r e selected subjects t h a t wou l d 
a l low h im t o depic t f igures , and above all men , "seized by an 
eno rmou s passion";20 his work s are popu l a t ed by t he heroes of 
Shakespeare ' s dramas , by f igures f r om Mil ton ' s Paradise Lost, 
or f r om t h e Edda saga or t h e Song of the Nibelung, all of wh i c h 
he k n ew wel l t h a n k s to J oh ann Jakob Bodmer (1698-1783), his 
t u t o r and men to r in Zür ich . 2 1 The Nord i c sagas, i n par t i cu la r , 
ch imed wel l w i t h t h i s larger a im, if only because t h ey were so 
much older: hav ing been t r an sc r i bed by t h e cour t ly poe t s of 
t h e t w e l f t h and t h i r t e e n t h cen tur ies , t h ey were suf f ic ient ly 
fa r r emoved f r om Fusel i ' s own age to be viewed as showing 
h um a n behav io r "unspo i l ed" by civi l izat ion.22 Like many of 
his con tempora r i e s , Fusel i , too , fei t a deep yea rn ing for all 

t h i ng s "primitive."23 

Thor Battering the Midgard Serpent, wh i c h Fusel i gave 
to t h e Royal Academy in 1790 as a t oken of t h a n k s for having 

been admi t t ed to t h a t ha l lowed In s t i t u t i on t w o years earl ier , is 
also a scene f r om a Nord ic saga: Thor has caugh t t h e beas t of 
t he t i t le using an ox head as bait . Fusel i shows h im pu l l i ng t h e 
cha ined mons t e r out of t he sea whi l e ra is ing his a rm ready to 
deal t he deadly h amme r blow. The g ian t Hymi r , who momen t s 
la ter wil l be dr iven by sheer t e r ror t o sever t h e l ine and so to 
save t he snake, is shown cower ing in t he s te rn of t he l i t t le boat . 

The pale and f ine ly mode led f i gu r e of Tho r is t h r ow n 
sha rp ly i n t o relief by t h e misty , da rk gray backg round . His 
s i n ewy body, wh i c h seems t o cons is t en t i r e l y of clear ly deli-
nea t ed muscles , looks as solid as if it we r e a rmo red . Th i s 
makes h im t h e very an t i t he s i s of t h e sh iny black snake , whose 
vaguely de f i n ed sk in mark i ng s merge impe rcep t i b l y w i t h t h e 
swi r l i ng da rk waters . 2 4 And wherea s Tho r is t e n s ed t o t h e 
l imi t , one a rm held a lo f t , t h e o t h e r at his side, his legs braced 
aga ins t t h e bow, Hym i r cowers over t h e r u dde r i n a n a t t emp t 
t o make himse l f as smal l as poss ib l e—an ac t wh i c h l i kewise 
calls for a t e n s i ng of t h e muscles . The heads of t h e t w o men 
are e i the r covered up or deep in shade, as if t h e y had no men t a l 
con t ro l over t h e energies abou t t o bu r s t ou t of t h em . 

The heroic body has an teceden t s , t h e mos t impo r t a n t 
of wh i c h was one of t w o horse t ame r s on t h e Qu i r i n a l Hi l l , a 
work t h a t in t hose days was a t t r i bu t ed to Ph id i a s and was a 
cons t an t source of i n sp i r a t ion for Fusel i . The drama t i ca l l y l ow 
angle of vis ion and ove rd r awn ana t omy t h a t seems t o s how 
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August Wi lhe lm Julius Ahlborn, af ter Karl Friedrich Schinkel 
Vieuu of the Flower of Greece, 1836 
Na t i ona lga l e r i e , Staa t l i che Museen zu Ber l in 
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every Single musc le is r em in i s c en t of Mann e r i s t work s such as 
t hose of Hend r i k Gol tz ius (page 162). Indeed , some of Fusel i ' s 
con t empora r i e s saw "manne r " and even "car ica ture" i n his 
works. 2 5 But nor wou l d it be r igh t t o see t h em as one las t 
f l owe r i ng of " the ana t omica l and i l lus ion is t ic accompl i sh-
men t s of Class ic ism and Mann e r i sm " at t h e level of "h igh a r t 
—for wh i c h read ar t i s t ' s art."26 On t h e con t ra ry , wha t Fusel i 
did was t o inves t his An t i que mode l s w i t h n ew mean ing . 
I n s t e ad of empha s i z i ng power , beauty , and ind iv idua l i ty , 
wh i c h is wha t t h e Manne r i s t s and older a r t i s t s had sough t to 
do, his chief conce rn was t h e subject ive exper i ence of bodies , 
expressively conveyed. Fusel i , i n o the r words , wan t e d viewers 
to have a h a n d i n shap ing his work s by "us ing t h e i r own 
powers of imagina t ive empa thy to reconcile fo rm and content."27 

The fac t t h a t his f igures are easy t o read is of course conduc ive 
t o such i nvo lvemen t , as Busch no ted ; bu t so is t h e u n n a t u r a l 
t e n s i ng of al l his heroes ' muscles and t h e i r consp icuous 
"overdrawing ." 

As has a l ready been asser ted repeatedly , wha t makes 
Fusel i ' s pro t agon i s t s so s t r i k i ng is t h e way t h ey re la te t o t h e i r 
pic to r ia l space and so become c iphers for s ome t h i ng eise.28 

H ow we read t h em depends very much on t h e i r pos i t i on i n t h e 
compos i t i on . Fuse l i seems t o expe r imen t w i t h t h i s pa r t i c u l a r 
aspec t i n Prometheus Rescued by Hercules (1781-1785) (page 190), 
i n wh i c h t h e Si lhouet te of P rome th eu s ' to r so is very s imi la r t o 

t h a t of Hercu les . Bo th have one leg ex t ended and one leg ben t . 
But whi l e Hercu l e s is mus t e r i ng all his s t r e ng t h ready t o shoo t 
w i t h an invisible bow, P rome th eu s ' wr i t h i n g is expressive only 
of despair , an t i c ipa t ed pa in , and t h e urge t o flee. 

Str ik ingly , Fusel i ins is ts on t en s i ng all t h e muscles of 
his pro tagon i s t s ' bod ies even wh e n t h i s is no t cal led for by t h e 
Situat ion, as in Satan Summoning His Legions (1795-1800), wh i c h 
was one of t he i l lus t ra t ions for Du Roveray's ed i t ion of Mil ton ' s 
Paradise Lost of 1802.29 A ra ised a rm wou l d have been pe r f ec t l y 
su f f i c i en t here , and even in con t r appo s t o t h e r e was never any 
dange r of his f a l l i ng over. Fusel i , however , gives us t h e impres-
sion t h a t t h e r e is no place on Sa t a n s body t h a t is no t i n f o rmed 
by t h e act of s ummon i n g . It is t h e same whicheve r way we 
look, so much so t h a t we c a n no t he lp bu t feel it ourselves. 

Yet even Fuseli 's "overdrawing," ana tomica l impreci-
sion, and dis to r t ions 3 0 are l ike ly t o make t h e v iewer engage 
even more in tens ive ly w i t h his f igures in t h e gr ip of over-
wh e lm i n g emo t i on . It is as if t h e i r pass ions had physica l ly 
r emolded t h e i r bodies . Thi s f o rm of pro to -Expre s s ion i sm 
makes t h e subjec t of t h e a r t i s t merge w i t h t h e subjec t of his 
p ic tu re . Impressed by t h e aes the t i c of t h e gen ius t h e n circu-
la t ing , Fusel i real ly did bel ieve t h a t wha t he was dep ic t i ng was 
f i r s t and f o r emos t h imse l f ; his work s can t h u s be i n t e r p r e t ed 
as exp lo ra t ions of his own expressive compass . Thi s pos i t i on 
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Fig. 5 
Nicolai Abildgaard 
Wounded Philoctetes, 1775 
Statens Museum for Kunst, Copenhagen 

62 Thomas Röske | For and Against Winckelmann 



informs another of his aphorisms: "In following too closely a 
model, there is danger in mistaking the individual for Nature 
herseif; in relying only on the schools, the deviation into 
manner seems inevitable: what then remains, but to transpose 
yourself into your subject?"31 

As Mart in Myrone has recently noted, Fuseli's bodies 
also helped him to sort out his own passions and self-projec-
tions, and to communicate these to his viewers. Yet his pictures 
were more than merely "hedonistic" and "devoid of any par-
ticular political intent," even if their content—the society pre-
sented in the Edda illustrations, for example—was not only far 
removed from the realities of late eighteenth-century London 
but also "unrealizable, and in effect undesirable."32 There can 
be no doubt that Fuseli's fantastical and unrealistic art helped 
both him and his first viewers to deal with their own and 
others' irrational and above all destructive impulses—at least 
on an intellectual level. It provided them not just with a 
counterfoil but also with the necessary Supplement to Winckel-
mann's ideal of cultivation and its political implications. 

IV. Fellow disputants and one mediator 
Fuseli gathered round him a whole host of artists from several 
different countries—and most of them quite young—during 
his stay in Rome from 1770 to 1778.» Among them were the 

Englishman Thomas Banks, the Scots John Brown and 
Alexander Runciman, and the Swede Johan Tobias Sergel. 
They each added facets of their own to Fuseli's exploration of 
eruptions of strong feeling in art. The "Master of the Giants" 
whose identity is still controversial,34 for example, took the 
Mannerist distortion of proportions to an extreme. 

The Danish artist Nicolai Abildgaard (1743-1809) 
combined Fuseli's expressiveness with a new brand of paint-
erly sensitivity. His small painting Adrastos Slays Himself on 
Atys' Tomb (ca. 1774/75; page 187) and the magnum opus of his 
Roman period, Wounded Philoctetes (lyy^-iyy^; Fig. 5) show 
two opposite poles in terms of posture. While Ajax is depicted 
outstretched in diagonal freefall, Philoctetes is coiled up in a 
ball. The one is giving free rein to the pain his body is feeling, 
while the other is trying to squeeze it out of existence. The 
scene of the action in both cases is a flat stage; the naked 
bodies contrast sharply with the dark background, which has 
the effect of turning them into expressive ciphers. Abildgaard, 
too, makes deliberate use of anatomical distortions to enhance 
the expressiveness of his figures. As tensed as they are, how-
ever, his nudes, unlike Fuseli's, do not have bodies made of 
steel, but on the contrary look pliant, fleshy, almost passive. 
Abildgaard thus adds an dement of vulnerability to the pain 
his figures are enduring—a vulnerability that appeals directly 
to our sympathies. 
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Fig. 7 
The HorseTamer 
Roman Copy of a Greek Original 
Piazza del Qui r ina le , Rome 

Fig. 8 

Johann August Nahl the Younger 
Zeus and Ganymede, ca. 1780 
Pr i va t e owne r s h i p 
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Fusel i ' s male nudes were also an impo r t a n t source of 
i n sp i r a t i on for t h e v i s iona ry loner Wi l l i am Blake (1757-1827), 
whose i l l um ina t e d books propaga t ed a hol i s t ic v iew of man 
wh i c h migh t a lmos t be said t o an t i c ipa te t h e ideas of Fr ied r i ch 
Nie tzsche . The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790-93), for exam-
ple, mark s a clear break w i t h Emanue l Swedenborg ' s clear-cut 
divis ion of h uma n i t y i n t o good and evil , symbol i zed by min d 
and body: "W i t h o u t Con t r a r i e s is no progress ion . At t r a c t i on 
and Repuls ion , Reason and Energy, Love and Hate , are 
necessary t o H um a n exis tence . From t hese con t ra r i e s spr ing 
wha t t h e re l ig ious cal l Good & Evil. Good is t h e passive t h a t 
obeys Reason. Evil is t h e act ive sp r ing ing f r om Energy. Good 
is Heaven . Evil is Hell."35 Blake coun t e r s w i t h t h e asse r t ion 
t h a t "Energy is t h e on ly l i fe and is f r om t h e Body and Reason 
is t h e b o u n d or ou twa r d c i r cumfe r ence of Energy. Energy is 
Ete rna l Delight ."36 

One of t h e pla tes in t h i s book,37 wh i c h Blake wou l d 
la ter r epea t in one of his grea t pr in t s , The Good and Evil Angels 
(1795/1805) (Fig. 6),38 presen t s t h e p rob l ema t i c divis ion of 
phys ica l ene rgy he ld i n check by mora l i t y and t h e t r u ly f ree 
spir i t , here r ende r ed as t w o s i n ewy male nudes f l oa t ing 

alongside each o the r in space, albei t wi t h o u t t ouch ing . Wh i l e 
physica l ene rgy bu r s t s f o r t h f r om t h e f l ames of Hel l w i t h a 
violence wo r t h y of Fusel i h imse l f , t h e f ree spir i t s tares 
anx ious ly i n t o space, s l ight ly t ensed as if wor r y i n g t h a t some-
t h i n g migh t h app en t o his ch i ld . Despi te t h e b l own back hai r , 
his body st i l l accords w i t h Winck e lmann ' s ideal . It is as if 
Blake were here p r e s en t i ng t w o oppos ing views of t h e male 
nude side by side, possibly w i t h t h e a im of r econc i l i ng t h e two . 

In t w o of his "prophecies ," Europe (1793) and America 
(1794), Blake i den t i f i ed t h e t w o oppos i t e poles of energy and 
spir i t w i t h a pe r son i f i c a t i on of r evo lu t i ona ry ene rgy cal led 
Orc and a pe r son i f i c a t i on of t h e es tab l i shed order cal led Uri-
zen . Thi s a l lowed h im t o c ommen t on t h e r evo lu t i ona ry 
deve lopmen t s of his age on a myth i c a l level, wh i c h is why 
t h e r e are good reasons for l i n k i ng his Good and Evil Angels 
w i t h t h e mos t press ing pol i t i ca l prob lems of t h e day: progress 
t owa rd s a more h uma n e social order c a n no t be ach ieved by 
suppress ing pol i t i ca l forces in t h e n ame of some preconce ived 
ideal . Al t h ough wide ly der ided by his peers , Blake succeeded 
i n c rea t i ng a memorab l e image of a p rob l em wh i c h has lost 
none of its top ica l i ty even today. 
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Fig. 6 
Will iam Blake 
Adam and Eue f ind the Corpse of Abel, ca. 1826 
Täte Britain, London 
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