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Introduction

Michael F. Zimmermann

Why Art History within Its Limits?
There is a deeply rooted cliché of the art historian as one who talks instead of
produces, surrounding innocent artworks with nebulous over-interpretations.
Art historians talking about themselves—that sounds like excuse or narcissism.
Even more so, if, as in this book, the topic is not the freedom, but the limits
of exploring visual products—the institutional frameworks of art historians’
practices, the national traditions behind their education, the discipline’s origins in
Europe and the United States—in general, in what was once “Occidental” or
“Western” culture!

The participants in the conference, organized by Michael Ann Holly and
Mariét Westermann and held in May 2002 at the Sterling and Francine Clark
Art Institute in Williamstown, Massachusetts, consciously accepted these limits.
Academic curricula or career structures, museum budgets and sponsorship, and
state offices for the protection of monuments are all formed by the institutional
traditions of the nations. However, national voices struggle to organize themselves
into a whole—as do the museum and the academic world, studied in 1999 in the
Clark Conference “The Two Art Histories,” organized by Charles W. Haxthausen.2

Only in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has art history been estab-
lished as a professional discipline corresponding to public interest. Succeeding
methods and paradigms flourished in institutions: artistic biography within art
academies; connoisseurship and oeuvre-cataloguing in museums, in the conserva-
tion of monuments, and the art market; interpretations of historical epochs accord-
ing to style or iconography in the academic field; scientific inquiry into artworks in
departments and studios of restoration; inventories of iconographic subject matter
or of collections and provenances in research institutes or departments. All this
forms a network whose name is art history. As museums became ever more all-
encompassing institutions, the field was even extended beyond “art”: from painting
to drawing, from sculpture to reproductive casts, from architecture to design, from
decoration to graphic art, from reproduction to photography, from popular broad-
casts to newspaper illustrations, from scientific illustrations to the Internet, from

advertisement to propaganda.’ Art history always comprised many art histories.4
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The very era that invented national artistic patrimony also invented the
idea of a unique, global “art,” distant from religion or philosophy, politics or
science.” Romanticism rediscovered folk as well as medieval traditions and made
the nation the subject of history. During the nineteenth century, the various
national schools, whether historic or contemporary, joined in museums and world
fairs, where the spectator could admire Nordic light along with Spanish mysticism,
American panoramas along with Italian rhythms, French classicism along with
German fantasy. Art history took a long time to emancipate itself from the
national paradigm, once artistic development was understood as depending less on
national character than on such inner necessities as style or Kunstwollen, studied by
Heinrich Wolfflin and Alois Riegl.®

In the wake of colonialism artists, critics, anthropologists, and finally
also art historians, fascinated with Oriental or African art, struggled for the
acceptance of a fetish as a work of art, before museums arranged departments
of Oriental, Oceanic, Pre-Columbian, or African art side by side with the corri-
dors for European and American works. Ever since the publication of book
series such as the Pelican History of Art or L'Univers des Formes, the idea of
world art swept away the limits of a classical definition of art.” Soon the very
notion of “our” culture was questionable. Already in 1895 the art historian Aby
Warburg, born into a Jewish family in Hamburg, studied the culture of the
Hopi Indians in Arizona, especially the Moki snake dance, even before he
discovered forms as related to desires deeply anchored in Renaissance belief
systems and visual traditions.® If post-colonial art appropriates suppressive
European traditions, this is still an attempt at renegotiating the content, form,
and public of a global imaginary museum.’

Art history, while it formed national elites and constructed national
publics, paradoxically established an idea not less universal than human rights.
Nowadays, the idea of art as a collective public heritage, full of promises and
deceptions, excluding one and elevating the other, still is institutionally flourish-
ing, even if it may be materially empty except of its dignity, or has come to
an end, and only goes on playing with its shadow.!® “Art” still imposes itself as
responsibility: it Aas to be preserved, it Aas to be shown, it has to be explained.'!
For art history, for its public, and for its private or state sponsors, that purpose
or even duty is constantly more tangible than what “art” may be in general, or at
the moment. That responsibility came up, together with the very idea of art, in

certain places, and in concrete historical situations.'?
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“You,” and Games Where the Loser Is the Winner

In the essays assembled in this volume, art historians, discussing how to deal with
their heritage within global professionalism, address their colleagues and their
public. They address “you,” invited to reflect about what you want to do as art
historian, or what you want art historians to do, even without affecting the radi-
cal narrative perspective Michel Butor had chosen for his novel La Modification,
published in 1957, which starts:

You have put your left foot on the copper groove, and with your
right shoulder you try in vain to push the sliding panel a little further:
... You ease your way through the narrow opening, rubbing against
both sides, then you take your suitcase, covered in dark, pebbled
leather the color of a thick bottle, the rather small suitcase of a man
accustomed to long trips, you pull it by its sticky handle with your
fingers which have heated up, as light as it is, just from carrying it this
far, you pick it up and you feel your muscles and tendons stand out
not only in your fingers, in your palm, your fist and your arm, but in
your shoulder too, in the whole half of your back and in your verte-
brae from your neck to your waist. . .. No, it is not just the houn
scarcely daylight, which is responsible for this unaccustomed weak-
ness, it is already age, trying to convince you of its domination over

your body.!?

The hero, Léon Delmont, is an alter ego for the reader who will, of course, stay
himself, even if he feels emphatically with the director of the Parisian branch of
an Italian typewriter-producer, who regularly travels to Rome, where he flees
from the hostile indifference of his family into a love affaire with Cécile, a
French woman living in the eternal city. When she wants to return to Paris, he
again travels to Rome, this time in order to propose her to share lives. But on
the train he recognizes that all her spell, for him, is Rome. The modification of
his wishes is yours, the reader’s, who finally realizes that the novel “has not only
allowed for communication between you and the author, but what is more, con-
tains a lesson,” and the game reveals itself “a game of loser takes all.”'4

If art history, in this volume, reflects about the suitcases it wears and
that make it aware of its age, this is similarly “a game of loser takes all.” Art his-

tory, losing herself to forgotten or suppressed traditions, losing her identity in
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the oceans of the non-artistic, even the industrialized image, or simply going on

doing what she feels she /as to do, might end finding herself where she already

is, or where she already once had been—and not elsewhere.

The Belgian art historian and critic Thierry de Duve, in the first chapter of

his book Kant after Duchamp (1996), explicitly addresses “you,” in order to intro-

Fig. |. Giulio Paolini (Italian, b. 194l), Young Man Looking at Lorenzo Lotto, 1967.
Photo-reproduction on canvas, |1 3/is x 9 /2 in. (30 x 24 cm). Laupheim, Germany;
FER. collection. Based on a portrait (possibly a self-portrait) by Lorenzo Lotto in
the Uffizi, Florence

duce you into the possible
approaches of art history.®
For de Duve, the art histo-
rian is neither “I,” “he,” nor
part of a “we,” but “you,”
looking for what you want to
do and don’t want to do with
“art.”16 However, as in a work
by Lorenzo Lotto, or by
Giulio Paolini, it is not cer-
tain who it is who addresses
“you,” or who “you” are, be-
ing addressed that way (fig.
1). With de Duve, “you and
I” (to quote T. S. Eliot, who
constructed a “we” that is not
a collective singular)}—we—
now may follow the argu-
ment of the introduction of
his book.!”

De Duve invites you
first into the role of an eth-
nologist or anthropologist,
arriving from outer space on
the earth. Art, for you, in
most societies you know

about is “an activity either

integrative or compensatory, lying midway between their myths and their sci-

ences.”® As a structuralist extra-terrestian influenced by Claude Lévi-Strauss,

you accept this place of art as a human activity inaugurating the possibility of

symbolic exchange.”
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But you are not satisfied with that tautological attitude of accepting
everything as art—what humans might call such. You want to see it from the in-
side, from a humanistic perspective within a culture you are part of. Whether it
originates in Greece or in Mesopotamia, you tell its evolution as a history com-
pleting the (however underlying) idea of art. Historians such as Henry Focillon
or André Malraux told La Vie des formes or Les Voix du silence not as a history of
change, but of metamorphosis.*® As for a theory of “art as art” (Ad Reinhardt),
you are, however, not more advanced than the anthropologist you just ceased to
be: art itself negotiates and renegotiates what it is, whether imitation or expres-
sion, whether styled object or monument as opposed to document.?!

Unsatisfied with that relativism, you become a logician and look for a
paradigm. And you find it at the very limits of art: “you pull—indeed, yes—a
urinal.”?? Of course the urinal shown at the first and juryless exhibition of the
newborn Society of Independent Artists, in New York in 1917, was signed “R.
Mutt.” One of the founders of the society, Marcel Duchamp, was behind that
provocation of the “juryless” notion of art. You realize that art as a human activ-
ity, here, still is reduced to a tautology: it is whatever an artist calls art. And you
realize: “The detachment of the observer—the ethnologist’s outsideness, the his-
torian’s overview, the logician’s neutrality—are unsuitable when the meaning of
art, not just its recognition, is at stake. You will have to start all over again.”??

You will finally accept the loss of a real or possible omniscience. First,
you become a sociologist, studying not society in general but your society,
studying not human consensus as such, but a consensus you are a part of. Like
the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, you realize that there is class privilege
behind what seems to be a general consensus.?* You see that art is more a mat-
ter of historical conflict than of human identity. If you still believe in art, and
do not decide to leave it behind as an illusion—such as the German critic Carl
Einstein when he fought, in 1937, in the Spanish civil war?>—it becomes for
you a purpose, not an accomplishment, and you realize that it always had been
a goal, confronting man not with what he was but with what he could or
should become. “The word ‘art’ exists, certainly, but when it signals accord, it is
already past.”?® Art, by now, is more in its practices than in the work. Of
course, de Duve now leads you in the midst of the “new” or “social” art history
of the 1970s and 1980s that studied not only art but also hostility toward it,
whether the refusal to accept Courbet’s neither humanistic nor romantic repre-

sentation of provincial society as art, or the destruction of artworks in



xii Michael F Zimmermann

churches—from Byzantium, to the followers of Jan Hus, to the Reformation.?”

De Duve does not mention the radical historicizing of the concept of
“art” by Hans Belting that was possible only on the basis of social art history.?®
After having described the artistic practice of the Middle Ages as fundamentally
linked to sacral or pagan cult, Hans Belting analyzed the very origins of the con-
cept of art and art history: once the visual objects ceased merely to be functional
within a religious or social ritual and started in turn to become the focus of an
ever more aesthetic ritual, the idea of “art” only came into being.?? Already Walter
Benjamin had described that shift from art as subservient within ritual to art as
focus of a ritual as a shift of the aura from the Divine to the artistic.® Belting’s
radical analysis is a decisive step: with him, you historicize not only, as with de
Duve, the consensus within art, but the very phenomenon (and not just the no-
tion) of art. You do not only realize that art was not always what it is for you, or,
to place you within a broader historical context, in societies that had Kunstkam-
mern, picture galleries, or even museums and exhibitions.?! You do not only re-
alize that art was sorﬁething else in the Middle Ages, or in those African cultures
Carl Einstein had analyzed in his 1917 groundbreaking book Negerplastik—a
book that obviously influenced Benjamin for his much-disputed idea of the
“aura.”®? With Belting, you become aware that only you go on giving the status
of “art” to the artifacts of the Middle Ages or to ritual objects of the so-called
“primitive” cultures.

In German art history during the 1980s, the analysis of the “functions”
of the artwork seemed to be a unifying paradigm.®® The “function” as art was
seen as only one of the possible roles of artworks and artifacts within all sorts of
symbolic exchange. “Art as art” is art for “us,” as a value. It goes beyond any
function of art, analyzed by de Duve’s extra-terrestians.

The excursion from the “you” of Thierry de Duve to the epic “we” Bel-
ting favors more and more in his books, has taught you that art was not always,
and will maybe not always, exist. The same is true for that “we”—that collective
singular for whom it is “art as art.”3 So, after that extra lesson, you might like to
return to being you, instead of “we,” because “you” will remain what you are, as
long as you can speak up for yourself, even if it is in “a game of loser takes all.”
But you are aware now that art, once reduced, through an urinal, to a proper
name, can also be reduced to nothing, or to an empty shadow of what it was, for
instance to a new branch of higher entertainment, or to new ways of marketing

strategy by means of museums and exhibitions.?>
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You might follow de Duve when he transforms you back to an amateur,
for whom art is charged with a multitude of emotional values, values that can-
not be reduced to the simplistic, Kantian alternative of pleasure or pain, but
allow for all the light and shadow of desire, and of the unconscious. And you
might consider the inventory of art simply as a sediment of amateur’s tastes
shared by others for their subtlety, for human values once lived and stocked in a
repository of life-as-linked-to-visual-artifacts. You cannot but be charmed by this
act of modest renunciation to possess art, whether in a philosophic definition or
in a well-constructed narrative of its history.

You discovered the fragile history and status of art. But you also see that
the old-fashioned idea of art is still interesting enough for visual trash culture,
for ideology interested in “naturalizing,” to use Roland Barthes’s term, its key
prejudices, for commercial culture that already has started the assault.’® You
might still feel compelled to defend it, and to insist that it reveals more than just
taste, that it tells of possible freedom and real humiliation, that it gives access
not only to life but to something you defend as a fundamental human truth.
You might still feel that it is good, even a duty, to conserve works of art, whether
you like what you think is their ideological message or not. Also, you might de-
cide to stay, somehow, the sociologist involved in a struggle for a consensus even
if it is unrealistic, for a utopia in the sense of the avant-garde, even if it has lost
the totalitarian inclinations of the historical avant-gardes and of modernism,
even if it is a very modest utopia.’” But once you do so, you leave the commu-
nity of the “you” with the one who is speaking, with de Duve, whom you now
envy for his optimism and savoir-vivre, or with anyone who speaks to you only
in order to speak for you. You have learned your own lesson. Art history for you,
is also what it happens to be for you: your tradition, your education, your insti-
tutional practice. And it is what you feel you must do with and within it.

Art history, thus, is thrown back to its own history, to an identity it can
only maintain in its self-reflexive practice. If art history looks back at its own
history, it accepts its task as cultural environmentalism, not only enjoying but

defending the fragile values it stands for and is part of.

More or Other Histories of Art History
How did classical antiquity remember its own antiquity; how did Egypt do so?
Alain Schnapp, the specialist of archaeology’s history,® now inquires into the

construction of cultural memory, into the prehistory of archaeology, arguing



xiv Michael F. Zimmermann

that all historical cultures establish a relationship to the past and its visible
remnants. In the thirteenth century B.c. an Egyptian prided himself for having
excavated and restored a monument of a priest that dated from around 2700
B.C.. With reference to the research of Jan Assmann, Schnapp insists on the
Egyptians’ attempts at anchoring historic time in non-historic eternity.?® Pre-
serving and collecting the remnants of the past—not for the present, but for
eternity—was an antiquarian activity even then. Ruins from Mesopotamia to
China already illuminated their own culture with her previous ambitions and
her fate. If the monument erases time, time in turn erases everything. Writing
took a long time to encode time into history—and ruins, into material memory.

Art history has told its own origin as rooted in romanticism, its love for
the culture of the sane people, understood in a proto-nationalistic sense, its ide-
alization of the corporative society of the Middle Ages, its self-expression in the
total artwork of the cathedral.® Instead of reasserting that mythic origin of art
history, two of the essays focus on other traditions equally fundamental: one is
on the place of art history within the French academic system, and another on
the rediscovery of Giorgio Vasari’s Lives (1550 and 1568) in France, Italy, and
Germany—both too-often forgotten sources of an art history keen on erasing
its past within the institutional system of absolutism.4!

In 1841 Paul Delaroche had finished his pantheon of the artists of all the
times gathered, on a wall painting, behind the teachers and students in the
Parisian Ecole des Beaux-Arts.*> The work illustrates what Stephen Bann now
calls a forgotten “ego-nucleus”—a term by Melanie Klein—of art history’s pre-
history. In the early nineteenth century, art history in France was present in a
great variety of institutions. Even today, teaching in the Ecole des Beaux-Arts,
the Ecole du Louvre, the College de France, the universities and the Ecole Nor-
male Supérieure is institutionally much less integrated than in other countries.®?
For Delaroche, who previously had proposed a reform of the academy, art his-
tory still had its place in the context of training artists. However, an illuminated,
historically informed bourgeois public needed historically informed art. If Delaroche
used the illustrations of Vasari’s Lives as a model for some of the artist’s portraits,
for others, such as Arnolfo, Giotto, and Orcagna, he took his models from the
chapterhouse in Santa Maria Novella, in order to avoid anachronism.* In the
Napoleonic Louvre art had already been arranged according to the evolution of
different “schools,” thus historically.#> In Delaroche’s assembly of masters of all
the times, however, diachronic art history is still synchronically present. The
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paradigm of history took a long time to emancipate itself from the paradigm of
progress toward its standstill in perfection.

Carlo Ginzburg accentuates the continuity from the art history that was
invented in 1550 by Giorgio Vasari, who over twenty years later also founded an
academy, and the new discipline shaped during the nineteenth century in the
wake of historicism. Recent studies by Gabriele Bickendorf and Elisabeth Décultot
reject the image of Johann Joachim Winckelmann as an isolated founder of art
history in favor of continuity from humanistic antiquarianism and its methods of
linking paleography to connoisseurship to art history.“ Ginzburg compares revi-
sionists readings of Vasari after Winckelmann in Germany, Italy, and France.
Johann Dominicus Fiorillo, a pupil of the painter Pompeo Batoni and after 1883 a
teacher of art history in Géttingen, based his Geschichte der zeichnenden Kiinste
(1798-1808) still on Vasari’s Lives. In the early nineteenth century, Carl Friedrich
von Rumohr or Johann David Passavant replaced the role of Michelangelo as the
epiphany of art in Vasari through the early Raphael, thereby pleasing the
Nazarenes, for whom Michelangelo already meant decadence. Friedrich Over-
beck’s painting /talia und Germania (1828), translating romantic friendship into
the longed-for renaissance of two nations, accentuated the reactionary character
of that reading. In Italy, the Purists shared the Nazarenes’ dreams of catholic
unity. But there the rediscovery of Giotto and the medieval tradition, instead of
praising the past glory of the Holy Roman Empire, worked for the risorgimento of
a supposed Italian cultural primacy in a nation-state. Until 1848, such Italians as
Vincenzo Gioberti invited the pope to lead Italy toward freedom from Austrian
domination. Gaetano Milanesi’s two editions of Vasari’s Lives (1846—ss, 1878—85)
are still rooted in a catholic reading linked to cultural patriotism. The principal
figure of the Vasari renaissance for Ginzburg is Philippe-Auguste Jeanron, painter,
director of the Louvre in 1848—49, and writer who commented a translation of
Vasari between 1839 and 1842. Even before the avant-garde and its rhetoric, the
republican Jeanron, revolutionary of 1830, described art in political terms: he saw
artists such as Giotto as having gained individual freedom against Byzantine
dogmas. Ironizing the German readings of Vasari, Jeanron argues against final
perfection, whether in Raphael or in Michelangelo. He accentuates an element in
Vasari that Ginzburg calls historical “perspectivism,” not to be confused with
relativism. The share Vasari admitted for the historical conditions of art, when he
explains why Giotto could not reach the perfection of a Michelangelo, for Jeanron

becomes the core of the argument. He links artistic progress, an idea Vasari had
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inherited from Pliny, to social conditions and political progress. Thus, Jeanron’s
truly historic reading is the opposite of Delaroche’s. Also his artistic endeavor,
focused on the losers of progress, or of the revolution of July 1830, was at the
opposite of Delaroche’s historicism. For Ginzburg, Jeanron “who identified with
the defeated, ended up a winner.” And for the conference, Ginzburgs work-in-
progress-paper was the model of another art history’s history, or, to say it with
Michel Butor, of “a game of loser takes all.”

The conference did not pass over the exodus of the best of German art
history after 1933. The discussions focused also on the destiny of those Jewish art
historians in Nazi Germany who were killed or had to give up their careers.”
Karen Michels deals with the more practical aspect of the academic (and culi-
nary) experience of Jewish art historians urged into emigration from Germany
to the United States. She confronts the American tradition of pedagogic mission
with the German university system built on the ideals of Wilhelm von Humboldt,
who wanted teaching narrowly linked to research. Nowadays, the situation
somehow seems to have turned around: whereas at the time of Erwin Panofsky’s
arrival in New York, the European approach, presented in “Problems in” seminars,
was perceived as over-specialized and technical, now, in many fields European
art history would be provincial without the dialogue with American specialists.
Students in European mass universities are still required to learn a general (if
often superficial) overview of Western art history. Specialization is often allowed
only in master’s or post-graduate programs. Almost all the German Jewish emi-
grants welcomed the pragmatic clarity of the English language and felt freed from
the fogs of German idealistic philosophy. However, the pragmatic turn of this
generation and of their pupils, a change that transformed many radical questions
of art history into institutionalized techniques such as an iconography that is all
too dictionary-related, is today criticized as a narrowing of the discipline.*®

Frangoise Forster-Hahn defends the disciplinary pragmatism of that
generation. Reflecting on her own academic career between “the Old and New
Worlds,” she regrets that the practices of art history are actually moving further
apart. After her dissertation about caricature in Bonn,* she studied at the War-
burg Institute in London. She compares the anti-Hegelian tradition of Anton
Springer and other German art historians of the nineteenth century with the
empiricist spirit of international art history after 1945, when structural analysis
of form and style in the wake of the Vienna school joined with iconography in a
transatlantic methodological consensus. Even social history of the 1970s shared
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aims on both sides of the Atlantic. However, the reception of French theory in
the United States has reintroduced difference in academic cultures and mentali-
ties, the belief in “historical continuity and aesthetic coherence” being ques-
tioned more on the American than on the European side of the Atlantic.

Questioning Myths and Master Narratives of Art History
However, also in Europe, the postwar consensus so convincingly analyzed by
Forster-Hahn is under discussion. How did art historians construct the figure of an
artist? Ernst Kris and Otto Kurz had taught zpoi of artistic biography from Vasari
to the present, such as the myth of nature revealing herself to an innocent genius
who then is discovered (and introduced into the culture of representation) by a
teacher whom he will surpass (Giotto drawing sheep, discovered by Cimabue).>
The circularity of nature and culture is repeated in the circularity of work explained
through life, and vice versa, in monographs and in connoisseurship—narratives
Mieke Bal had already questioned in her book Reading “Rembrandt” (1991).5' Now,
she analyses myths that govern even the practices of positivist or scientific analysis.
Even if Bal’s attacks against Dutch cultural nationalism may seem a bit vitriolic, her
questioning of concepts such as mastery, originality, and authenticity is all the more
challenging. Is Rembrandt’s “hand”—a synthesis of all that—just an anthropomor-
phic fiction implying the possibility of the spectator’s encounter with the painter’s
true intentions through his work? Can art history, through its own mastery, grant
that encounter with the master, present for example in his self-portraits?>? The indi-
vidualism underlying connoisseurship from Bernard Berenson to Max Friedlinder
shares the circularity of the artist-and-his-work explanations. Arguing against a para-
digm that has structured art history, Bal insists that the artist cannot possibly speak
through the mouth of the art historian.>®

Vermeer, for H. Perry Chapman, is an artist whose work, so rich in facts,
hides a life so poor in them. Research as positivistic as Vermeer’s studio practice
has gained evidence about his circle; the trade and prices of paintings as com-
pared to, for example, coats; the artist’s dependence on a patron, Pieter Claesz
van Ruijven; his house that could be reconstructed from his paintings; and his
use of strings in establishing perspective—or of a camera obscura. A realist who
hides everything in showing so much is compelling for postmodern fiction.
Chapman takes sides with Tracy Chevalier’s novel Girl with a Pearl Earring (1999)
that tells Vermeer’s distance from humanity, and from his female sitter, the maid

Griet, in a fictional story based on careful observations of his works. >4
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Georges Didi-Huberman inquires into the notion of time that art his-
tory implies, just as the artwork cuts into time. If artworks are explained from
origins, time is established as a continuous chain of related phenomena encom-
passing the spectator here and now. Referring to Michel Foucault and his reading
of Friedrich Nietzsche, Didi-Huberman argues against origin and continuity.”
An African sculpture in a collection of European art was an anachronism, reveal-
ing any powerful image as such. Like a symptom, the image arises, interrupting
the chain of representation, according to a logic anchored in the unconscious. In
Devant le temps (2000), Didi-Huberman focused on the anachronism of the art-
work, a term he had borrowed from Carl Einstein.’¢ Later, he insisted on the
move of art historians such as Aby Warburg of “folding” the past into the
present.”” He now inquires into the French Annales-School’s historical time,
whether fast or slow, on the intersecting rhythms of historical time and time as
related to life.”® The image, emerging from the “porosity” of history, becomes a
paradigm of multifold time. Art history, folding onto its own past, discovers a
theory of the image as symptom (linking representation to the unconscious)
already developed by Aby Warburg, Walter Benjamin, Carl Einstein, and German
Jewish intellectualism before 1933. In contrast to Francoise Forster-Hahn, who
prizes the generation of the emigrants and of postwar art history, Didi-Huberman
regrets that they suppressed the critical energy of their predecessors in the moves
toward philological, technical pragmatism. He invites art history to re-read
Warburg, FEinstein, Benjamin, similar to how Jacques Lacan re-read Freud,

thereby rethinking paradigms such as origin, the haptic, survival, or modernity.

What Art History Is, or What It Does

Horst Bredekamp tries to reconstruct a tradition of Bildwissenschaften (inquiry
into images, or the image). Focusing on art history and izs media as well as on
art history and zhe media, he demonstrates that the limitations of art history’s
field, imposed by idealistic aesthetics, had already been questioned by Austrian
and German art historians, who between 1900 and 1933 studied illustrations,
figures, and other popular imagery as seriously as works of art. After 1970 social
art history regained that breadth, focusing on advertisement, video art, or politi-
cal iconography.>® Only recently, visual studies are established more and more
beside art history. Contradicting Belting, for whom iconology could have devel-
oped into a general science of the image had it not again limited art history to

art, for Bredekamp, it is not the generation of Panofsky who is to blame for the
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narrowing of the field, but a more recent loss of disciplinary memory.®° The dis-
cipline, having used reproduction from photography to double slide-projection
in a self-reflective way, also focused on the media outside art history. Warburg
had been interested in the propaganda machine of the First World War
before studying, in 1919, religious propagandistic prophecies in the woodcut
images during the Reformation.®! The last sheet of his Mnemosyne-picture-atlas
is particularly revealing. Here, images referring to the Vatican contract between
Pius IX and Mussolini—which in 1929 ended the confrontation of the Italian
nation-state with the sovereign of the patrimonium Petri—are combined with il-
lustrations alluding to golfing and other seemingly unrelated topics. Revealing a
deeper psycho-iconography, all the images refer to the dadaistic mix of mundane
triumph typical in the illustrated press. In his 1936 essay “On Movies,” Panofsky
would treat cinema as the most important successor of the iconographic tradi-
tion, more so than, it is understood, avant-garde art.®> Bredekamp strongly
argues in favor of the unity of Bildwissenschaft and against splitting the fields
into interdisciplinary visual studies and traditional art that would, in one of
these fields, lead to a lack of professionalism in description, and, in the other,
reduce the history of art to its own archaeology.

Not arguing against ethnological or post-colonial approaches, my essay
tries to warn against versions of totalizing anthropology, of art history envision-
ing itself as arrived at its end(s). André Malraux and Belting both radically ques-
tion art as linked to the imaginary museum, present in books, or as originating
in late medieval and early absolutist courts.®> Also, both have contributed
toward opening art to global culture.®* That opening of the perspective becomes
the prelude for a more radical closure if “we” (the epic community of art his-
tory) believe to understand in art not men, but man. Urania’s owl flies over the
world at dawn, linking understanding to the death of what it understands. For
Belting, the death of art is celebrated over and over again within recent art.®
Against art history as negative theology, I favor radical contingency (in an
admittedly generalizing, thus in itself not contingent, move). It may be a poor
project to focus onto the procedures through which art goes on reinventing it-
self, against the pressures of the ever more industrialized image. But instead of
conflating non-artistic images with “art,” it focuses on an accelerated change—
and on artists’ capacity and responsibility to confront societies with themselves,
with the human condition they create and with what presents itself as their
other side, their hidden self.
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Schnapp started the reflective gaze of art history onto itself with the
archacology of archacology. May it also end with archaeology, with memory,
linked to objects. Eric Fernie demonstrates that whereas nowadays archaeology is
based on a set of widely accepted methods and techniques, art history’s identity is
weak. The field of art history, vaguely defined, seems to be ever more restricted.
Recent exclusions are architecture, design, photography, film, and digital media.
Archacology, on the contrary, as a scientific approach, is all-inclusive as to the cul-
tural material found in a given site. Art history, belonging to the humanities,
should less define itself on the ground of what it is, than of what it does: analysis,
and behind it, questions. Fernie exemplifies this through an erroneous analysis,
mislead by evolutionism, of differently decorated arches of the arcades at St.
Mary at Hemel Hempstead in Hertfordshire. The paradigm linking variations to
changes in the mind of the builders, deeply rooted in art history, was wrong. But
the question was not. Thus, even not analysis, but questions are in the center of-
that insecure discipline which is art history. Fernie’s plea for the primacy of
questions over answers is one of the rare conclusions a majority of art historians

would tend to accept.
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