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There is a wild iconoclasm that smashes statues, gouges out eyes, and uses
the debris to build new, better, bigger monuments. There is a gentler iconoclasm
that sees beauty in rubble, and finds in the spectacle of dereliction the consoling
reassurance that life carries on. There is a more muted kind of iconoclasm that
embalms and catalogues the pieces. In the museum, the things can be divested of
their magic and put out of circulation while still being appreciated as fine art. A
yet more furtive iconoclasm breaks the spell of this enjoyment by turning this plea-
sure to subtle profit. The museum becomes a warehouse of examples that can be
scrutinized as a vehicle of philosophical truth.  

That is how we usually think of Hegel. The Aesthetics is a museum that
arranges its treasures as milestones of conceptual advance. It’s a short step to an

—At this moment, when the presence of the cadaver
before us is the presence of the unknown, it is also
now that the lamented dead person begins to resemble
himself. . . . Yes, it is really he, the dear living one;
but all the same it is more than him, he is more beauti-
ful, more imposing, already monumental and so
absolutely himself that he is in some sense doubled . . .
by resemblance and by image . . . he may recall,
because of his sovereign appearance, the great images
of classical art. If this connection is valid, the ques-
tion of the idealism of this art will seem rather vain;
and the fact that in the end idealism should have no
guarantee but a cadaver—this can be retained in
order to show how much the apparent spirituality,
the pure formal virginity of the image is fundamen-
tally linked to the elemental strangeness and to the
shapeless heaviness of the being that is present in
absence. 

—Blanchot, “Two Versions of the
Imaginary” 
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even more sublimated kind of image-breaking. The examples eventually become
moribund, stripped of ultimate truth and significance, and philosophy’s own need
for examples outdated. The museum becomes a mausoleum. Philosophy’s final act
will be to divest itself of its own lingering literalism as it performs the last rites for
figurative practice. This kind of performance we also associate with Hegel.

But there is yet another, stranger kind of iconoclasm. Where art refuses or
fails to die off fully, philosophy is forced to keep on revisiting the sepulcher. The
statues are already defaced. Stripped of paint through centuries of erosion, they
are beyond further damage. They’ve been torn out of context, inventoried, allego-
rized, eclipsed by their own exegetical apparatus. They can’t see, their eyes are
vacant, they leave us cold—they can’t threaten or entice us. Blankly staring, their
gaze has no more power to seduce.

But let’s turn them sideways, just in case. Placed in profile, they somehow
look even better. It’s this last version of iconoclasm—anxious, redundant, self-
repeating—that I want to explore. Strangely, it is Hegel once again who will
demonstrate its peculiar logic. 

I
In his Lectures on the History of Philosophy, Hegel points to a circularity implicit

in all mimetic identification. “What makes us”—Hegel is unambiguously referring
to the Germans—“especially at home with the Greeks is that they made their world
their home; the common spirit of at-homeness [Heimatlichkeit] unites us.”1 There’s
something vaguely tautological here. What draws us to the object, what inspires
our sense of familiarity, is the object’s own self-familiarity; the act of identification
assumes, for its performance, the essential identity that is to be achieved. “Where
others are at home, we are too.”2 “Greece” in this sense presents both the object
and the protocol of mimesis—both the home to which to return and the model of
every homecoming. It provides both the destination and the template of
Germany’s own odyssean voyage of self-recovery circa 1800. 

And yet this tautological circle is immediately exploded. For Hegel goes on
to suggest that the ground of Greek self-proximity rests on an abyssal exclusion
that will threaten to undermine the self-identity of the domestic space. The
autochthony of Greece is premised on a radical obliteration of foreign
antecedents—an original effacement that is at odds not only with the general logic
of determinate negativity but more specifically with Hegel’s characterization of
Greece itself as the realm of mnemosyne incarnate.3

1. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, trans. e.S. Haldane and F. Simson (London:
routledge, 1892), p. 150; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der Philosophie, vol. 1 (Frankfurt:
Suhrkamp, 1971), p. 174. 
2. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, trans. T. m. Knox (oxford: oxford University, 1975), p. 1048; Hegel,
Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3 (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 1970), pp. 335–36. 
3. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 151; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte
der Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 175.



They certainly received the substantial beginnings of their religion, cul-
ture, and social relations more or less from Asia, Syria, and egypt; but
they have so very much obliterated [getilgt] the foreign aspect of this
origin, transformed, elaborated, reversed, and made it so thoroughly
different, that what they (as we) value, recognize and love in it is essen-
tially their own. . . . They have, so to speak, ungratefully [undankbar]
forgotten the foreign origin, put it in the background, perhaps burying
it in the darkness of the mysteries which they have kept secret [geheim]
from even themselves. . . . They have not only done this, have not only
used and enjoyed what they have brought before themselves and
made from out of themselves, but they have become conscious of, and
gratefully [dankbar] and joyfully represented to themselves this at-
homeness [Heimatlichkeit] of their whole existence, their very own
beginning and origin.4

The “birth” of Greece can thus be enjoyed as a “spiritual rebirth”5—a secret
repetition reconfigured as an event of spontaneous and unprecedented self-cre-
ation. The radiant self-recognition of the homeland is founded on a structural
blindness or secrecy [Geheimnis] that may in the end—this will be my argument—
defamiliarize the transparent intimacy of the home. 

For Germany, the paradox is compounded. To remember Greece is to com-
memorate a prior forgetfulness. The double bind reverts to Kant’s account of
genius and will be resumed in the opening pages of Nietzsche’s second “Untimely
meditation.” Thus the contradictory imperative, familiar at least since
Winckelmann: on the one hand, be (like the original) original. on the other
hand, be (unlike the original) like the original. . . . 

We could linger on Hegel’s rhetoric of violence. In related passages in the
Aesthetics, Hegel will describe the historical accomplishment of classical art in
terms of a “conquering” [siegen],6 “repression” [zurückdrängen],7 “elimination”
[fortfallen],8 “expunging” [tilgen],9 “annihilation” [vertilgen],10 “effacement” [aus-
löschen],11 “erasure” [verwischen],12 “stripping away” [abstreifen],13 “excision”
[abschneiden],14 “concealment” [verstricken],15 “ejection,” or even, we might venture
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4. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 150; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte
der Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 174.
5. Ibid.
6. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 698; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 348.
7. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 452; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 45. 
8. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 467; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 63. 
9. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 785; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 453.
10. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 745; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 405. 
11. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 434; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 22.
12. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 483; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 83. 
13. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, pp. 780, 785, and 707; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, pp.
448, 453, and 358. 
14. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 434; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 22. 
15. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 479; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 79. 
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to translate, since the psychoanalytic resonances are already clearly audible, “abjec-
tion” or “foreclosure” [abwerfen]16 of the foreign antecedent (in each case the
“orient” or its prehistoric avatar—animal, bodily, ugly, stupid . . . )—an elimina-
tion or expulsion of the precursor as disposable remnant, husk, or what Hegel
calls “trivial remainder.”17

I’m pausing here less to provoke outrage or to dwell on the details (Hegel’s
dismissal of African stupidity, egyptian infantilism, and so on) than because the
logic of this notorious exclusion still needs inspection. These are very strong mea-
sures to get rid of such trivial leftovers. By Hegel’s own criteria this catalogue of
negations sounds curiously abstract or indeterminate. If the military metaphor of
repulsion and expulsion recalls that, for Hegel, Greece acquires its national identity,
is constituted as “one people,”18 only by means of a reactive recoil [Gegenwende]
against its own “oriental presupposition”19—Greek history is thus determined
essentially as a “revenge against Asia”20 and is framed by the twin warrior figures of
Achilles and Alexander—it cannot fail to recall, for us, that by the time Hegel is
delivering these lectures europe has already long been waging its own colonial
wars of aggression against Africa and the east. According to Hegel, it is war that
enables the ultimate self-identification of the nation by putting a brake on its cen-
trifugal tendency to dispersion. on the battlefield the community “has an
inducement to answer for itself.”21

For the moment I want to set aside the historical context of this martial logic
and consider another issue. The metaphor of destruction turns out to be a mixed
one. repeatedly, in the Aesthetics, Hegel will describe artistic production in terms
of a melting pot [Schmelztiegel]—he contrasts this with the disparate agglutination
of a “witches’ brew” [Hexengebräu]—a forge in which “everything murky, natural,
impure, foreign, and exorbitant” is consumed in the purifying fire of the “deeper
spirit.”22 The fire strips away what is “formless, symbolic, unbeautiful, and mis-
shapen”—the nocturnal phantasmagoria of the animal, the irrational, the
non-Western, the pre-human, the nonhuman—just as it draws into relief [her-
ausheben] the spiritual identity of human and divine.23 “congealed light”24 is both
the residue and the exemplary manifestation of this fire (the product presents the
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16. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 1048; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, p. 335. 
17. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 452; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 45. 
18. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 467; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 63.
19. Hegel, Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree (New york: Dover, 1956), p. 224; Hegel,
Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Geschichte (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1970), p. 276.
20. Ibid.
21. or, perhaps (this translation cannot be excluded), to “stand in for” or even “substitute for
itself” [für sich selber einstehen]. Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, p. 349; Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics,
p. 1059). on the counter-entropic force of war, compare Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V.
miller (oxford: oxford University, 1975); Hegel, Phänomenologie des Geistes (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp,
1970), §455. 
22. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 479; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 78. 
23. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 479; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 79.
24. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 465; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 358. 



perfect image of its own process of production)—an anticipatory image of enlight-
enment caught in frozen stone.

observe the ambiguity of this image of fire as a sculptor—the convergence of
modeling and chiseling, melting and carving. Fire melts: It fills the void with
molten metal. And like a knife, it produces shape by scraping away excess stone. It
warms up matter until this presses against the internal boundary of the work. And
it delves into matter until it liberates the captive shape within. 

This double movement towards the limit defines the moment of creation.
Beauty emerges as the “eradication” [tilgen] or “concealment” [verstecken] of the
precursor (curiously, Hegel offers these terms as interchangeable alternatives): an
obliteration of the primitive and natural such that the work appears as original,
self-engendered, produced without the mediation of human artifice, bypassing the
moment of faktura, a virgin image, without antecedent or aftermath, emerging
freely and unimpeded in a single instant, leaving behind no waste or aftermath—
“as from a single cast” [wie in einem Guß].25 In short: The (re-)birth of Greece is
equivalent to the casting of a statue. 

This is, at least in one sense, what Hegel himself overtly argues. The Greek
world presents the perfect sensuous embodiment of spirit insofar as it displays the
necessary reshaping or recasting [umbilden] of transient nature as an enduring
human product. This is why Hegel will describe Greece as a sculpture, just as he will
determine sculpture as essentially Greek; the two terms are for Hegel functionally
equivalent. This is not an empirical observation (it would obviously be a terrible
one) but rather expresses Hegel’s identification of Greece as the regime of beauty.
Its unique mandate is to establish the reciprocal containment of body and spirit.
This is why plasticity characterizes not only Greek art in the narrow sense but Greek
culture in its entirety—social, political, religious, philosophical. The historical
achievement of Greece is to stage the tangible self-production of humanity as a work
of art.26 The role of sculpture is to provide a visible proof of both the necessity and
the possibility of spirit’s own embodiment. It demonstrates that the human body is
the ultimate dwelling place [Wohnsitz] for spirit, the site of nature’s essential trans-
parency to spirit and vice versa.27 Sculpture is the medium in which the spiritual
visibly “makes itself at home” in the sensuous shape of matter.28

Art is thus not just an image but the image of an image. It is at once an
image and a demonstration or exhibition of what it means to be an image—a kind
of carnal explanation, if you like. As the middle point or switching station between
sensuousness and ideality (not yet pure thought, no longer pure matter), the art-
work reveals the reciprocal determination or containment of nature and spirit. In
the anthropomorphic statue, spirit demonstrates that it both must and can find its
essential limit, form, or definition in matter and vice versa. 
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25. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 615; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 247. 
26. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 239; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte
der Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 294. 
27. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 719; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 373.
28. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 85; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 1, p. 118. 



This is why, for Hegel, the sculptural norm applies not only to sculpture
proper but equally to rhythmic patterns,29 to epic30 and tragic31 imagery and struc-
ture, to philosophical dialogue,32 the art of statesmanship,33 the practice of
citizenship,34 and so on through the various aspects of Greek ethical life. The
olympic athlete molds the human body35 just as the citizens refashion themselves
as they shape the beautiful Sittlichkeit of the body politic.36 This is why Hegel
describes Greek democracy as strictly beautiful. The city is a political artwork: It is
defined by the synecdochal convertibility of part and whole. Just as the state func-
tions as a perfect individual,37 so too the world-historical individual (Achilles,
odysseus) comes to stand in for the entire nation.38

This sense for the perfect plasticity of gods and men was preeminently
at home in Greece. In its poets and orators, historians and philoso-
phers, Greece is not to be understood . . . unless we bring with us . . . an
insight into the ideals of sculpture and consider from the point of view
of their plasticity not only the heroic figures in epic and drama but also
the actual statesmen and philosophers. After all, in the beautiful days of
Greece men of action, like poets and thinkers, had this same plastic
and universal yet individual character both inwardly and outwardly.
They are great and free, grown independently on the soil of their own
inherently substantial personality, self-made, and developing into what
they were and wanted to be. The Periclean age was especially rich in
such characters: Pericles himself, Phidias, Plato, Sophocles above all,
Thucydides too, Xenophon, Socrates—each of them of his own sort,
unimpaired by another’s; all of them are out-and-out artists by nature,
ideal artists shaping themselves, individuals of a single cast [aus einem
Guß], works of art standing there like immortal and deathless
[unsterbliche todlose] images of the gods, in which there is nothing mor-
tal [keines Todeswürdiges]. The same plasticity is characteristic of the
works of art which victors in the olympic games made of their bodies,

ocToBer128

29. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 1032; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, p. 315. 
30. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 1093; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, p. 393.
31. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 239, 415; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, pp. 310, 533.
32. Hegel, Science of Logic, trans. A.V. miller (New york: Humanities Press, 1969), p. 40; Hegel,
Wissenschaft der Logik (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1975), p. 31. 
33. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 340; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte
der Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 393.
34. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 255; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte
der Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 312.
35. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 255; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte
der Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 295.
36. cf. Hegel, Phänomenologie des Geistes, §441.
37. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 53; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der
Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 73. 
38. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 1068; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, p. 360.



and indeed even of the appearance of Phryne, the most beautiful of
women, who rose from the sea naked in the eyes of all Greece.39

Take note, for later scrutiny, of the insistent reference to immortality, triply under-
scored by Hegel’s crescendo of negatives and privatives (there are about six
negations, depending on how you count them, in the penultimate sentence
alone): unsterbliche, todlose, keines Todeswürdiges—immortal, deathless, lacking mor-
tality, undying, undead. . . . The iteration hints of a strange undeadness, an
inability to die or to stay dead, a persistence more unsettling than what is usually
meant when we speak of the eternal life of the classical work of art. I’ll come back
to this. But I want first to return to the peculiar image of the cast.

The image is strange not simply because Hegel seems to vacillate between the
metaphors of casting and chiseling—between the forging of bronze and the carving
of stone—as mediums for the self-fashioning of spirit.40 To be sure, in his official eval-
uation of the various available materials (wood, ivory, gold, bronze, stone) Hegel will
after a show of deliberation reverse Pliny’s populist verdict, declaring patrician mar-
ble, rather than plebeian bronze, to be the material most appropriate to the ideal of
sculpture.41 even though Hegel himself is the first to acknowledge the warmth, the
versatility, the admirable efficiency, and even the empirical ubiquity of bronze (the
“favorite material” of the Greeks themselves, he concedes),42 he will eventually reject
this material on the grounds of its irresistible tendency to corruption. The smooth
metal is eventually defaced by “disturbing shafts of light and reflections.”43 The
frozen light is leaking. There’s an unsettling excess of iridescence that threatens to
burst through the surface of the work and to impinge on the spectator, sending back
a scary image of his own destruction. The patina hints of the putrescence of all tem-
poral things. But if Hegel will officially opt for marble—this by virtue of its durability,
its purity, its supposedly colorless, translucent luminosity (Goethe’s color theory is in
the background, but there are also of course racial and gender assumptions)—it
turns out to be the image of the molten cast that will dominate his description not
only of classical art but of art in its entirety. 

more to the point: Hegel will invoke the image of the cast, a technique of
mechanical reproduction, just where he wants to underline the singular originality
both of the beautiful artwork and of Greece as the exemplary work of art—“spirit
poured into a mold.”44 The cast promises to deliver what no chisel will achieve: a
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39. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 719; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 374. 
40. Hegel is here prolonging Alberti’s paragone, in De Statua, between carving and modeling as
arts of “subtraction” and “addition,” respectively. This opposition will be more fully elaborated in the
paragone between sculpture itself and painting in De Pictura, and developed by Leonardo and
michelangelo, among many others.
41. Thanks to Leonard Barkan for pointing this out. See his comments on Pliny in Unearthing the
Past: Archaeology and Aesthetics in the Making of Renaissance Culture (New Haven: yale University, 2001), p. 67. 
42. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 774; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 441.
43. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 777; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 444. 
44. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 705; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 357. 



moment of immediacy untrammeled by the toils of revision or by the scrappy ves-
tiges, chips, shards, dust, and afterthoughts left on the workshop floor.45 It points
to the possibility of an absolute temporal immanence—a pure present released
from every past and future, a moment of unadulterated originality and unique-
ness. “Genuine originality” distinguishes itself as the “one . . . creation of one spirit
which . . . produces the whole through its very self, from a single cast” [aus einem
Guß].46 In its repeatability the work achieves its perfect singularity. In its automatism it
achieves the spontaneity of ex nihilo creation. In its deadly mechanism it displays the
unrepeatable initiative of life itself. The secret longing of the marble is to become not
gleaming bronze but a work of still white plaster.

II
It is tempting to speak here of the uncanny. There is the pressure of a general-

ized iteration and thus the destabilization of the stable, stationary, statuary status of
the original—the ekstasis of the standing present or nunc stans. Hegel tries to contain
the specter of ontological proliferation by invoking a traditional (Platonic) mimeto-
logical apparatus—the opposition between good mimesis and bad, “reproduction”
and copying,47 creation and procreation,48 truth and correctness, “work” and
“trick,”49 and so on. The issue is ultimately theological. mechanical repetition is not
only a “superfluous labor” [überflüssige Bemühung] but a “presumptuous game” [über-
mutiges Spiel].50 The artist is competing with God by adding to the order of creation
his own redundant and “tedious” [überdrüssig] simulacra.51

Hegel is not naive in ascribing originality to Greek art and to Greece itself as
artwork. It’s not a new topic. The renaissance quarrel over the respective merits of
Homer and Virgil had been rekindled under the impact of the archaeological
recovery of Greece in the eighteenth century by way of architectural debates over
the proper reading of Vitruvius: The conflict between Le roy and Piranesi is the
immediate precursor. For the most part Hegel follows Winckelmann in privileging
the beauty of Greece over the glory of rome—Homer over Virgil, the original over
the copy, the festival over the spectacle, radiant humanism over the “artificial
machinery”52 of a state power that reduces its subjects to the “miserable life of
worms.”53 (Note the convergence of the deadly mechanical and the putridly
organic. Hegel will persistently condemn rome for being at once both too dead
and too living. It keeps on regressing, with its wild children and orgies, to bestial
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45. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 775; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, pp. 441–42. 
46. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 296; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 1, p. 383. See also
Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 174; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 1, p. 229. 
47. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 805; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, pp. 26–27.
48. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 781; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, pp. 448–49. 
49. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 45; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 1, p. 69. 
50. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 42; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 1, p. 65. 
51. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 43; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 1, p. 67. 
52. See Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 1073; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, p. 367.
53. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 317; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte
der Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 384. 
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54. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 286; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte
der Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 348. 
55. For Hegel’s repudiation of the “German ideology” circa 1800 see rebecca comay, Mourning
Sickness: Hegel and the French Revolution (Palo Alto: Stanford University, 2011).
56. Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 150; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte
der Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 173.  
57. Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 113; Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 506. 
58. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 1031; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, p. 315. 
59. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 766; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 431. 
60. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 769; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 434. 
61. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 172; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 1, p. 226.
62. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 869; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, p. 108. 

forms of naturalism, and it is forever resorting, with its armies and taxes, to severe
and unnatural forms of discipline.)54 

The stakes are sharply political: rome represents a deadly theatricality pass-
ing from the gladiatorial arena through the mirrors of Versailles and culminating
in the strange spectacles of destruction recently observed in the scaffolds of revolu-
tionary France. Greece offers something like a screen memory for the anxiously
apolitical German nation around 1800—a blank surface on which it can project an
image of its own past and future. For a nation that would pride itself on its special
pathway to modernity, Greece offers up the image of a republican harmony attain-
able through continuous and gradual reform. Schiller had summed up the wager
of a generation: only through beauty do we inch our way towards freedom.55

“If it were permitted to us to be nostalgic,” remarks Hegel of the Greeks, “it
would be for such a land, such conditions.”56 The conditional concedes that no
permission is in fact forthcoming. There is no escape from the oppressive spectral-
ity of rome—no plastic solution to the antinomies of modernity, no special
pathway to self-regeneration, no reform without revolution, no revolution without
Terror. With an umlaut Hegel shrugs off the love affair of his entire generation.
He rebukes Schiller for his allegedly sentimental attachments.57 He dismisses neo-
classical poetics as both “rigid” and untenable.58 And he notes briskly that in his
own enthusiasm Winckelmann himself had more than once mistaken a roman
latecomer for a Greek original (the Apollo Belvedere,59 for example, or, notori-
ously, the Laocoön60), or had anachronistically projected onto Greek sculptures
features, such as lengthened bellies, actually derived from later roman statuary.61

Hegel’s basic point is clear. If sculpture, despite or because of its originary
status, is peculiarly amenable to the reproductive technologies that displace the
need for eyewitness evidence (for the study of the plastic arts, you can make do,
says Hegel, with “copies, descriptions and casts” as you cannot, say, for the study of
painting),62 there is strictly speaking nothing to distinguish the original from its
mimetic double. In this sense the venerable eighteenth-century German tradition
of never-quite-making-it-to-Greece—Winckelmann reading Pliny to filter his
description of a copper engraving of a plaster cast of a roman copy of the already
postclassical Laocoön group; Schiller translating euripides into German with the
aid of a prior Latin translation; Goethe’s refusal to venture even as far as the



British museum, his preference for a painted version of the elgin marbles to dis-
play in his house at Weimar; all the copies of copies, imitations of imitations, all
the failed excursions, canceled voyages, missed rendezvous—all these well-
rehearsed rituals of deferral are less an idiosyncrasy of German
Stubengelehrsamkeit63 than an expression of the essentially specular nature of the fam-
ily romance. Humboldt’s pronouncement—without rome we’d have no Homer or
Laocoön—still needs to be reread. 

Winckelmann’s own personal failure-to-get-there dramatizes the situation
perfectly: desperately formulated longing; repeated offers of all-expenses-paid jun-
kets; ghostwriting contracts to record the voyages of others; last-minute
cancellations; the familiar shopping list of excuses—too much work, too little
time, I’ve got to get that translation finished, suddenly I don’t really feel like going
anymore, bad accommodations, lousy food, dangerous conditions, I’m lazy, I’m
getting old, no one would appreciate my findings anyway, oh well, it really doesn’t
matter, the best Greek sculpture is after all in rome, in any case I really should be
getting back to Germany. . . . The letters from the last decade of his life speak of
numerous planned trips, at least half of which were canceled by Winckelmann
himself.64 A self-described “late-learner” [opsimathes],65 Winckelmann expresses
the dilemma with Freudian precision. “Nothing in the world have I ever wanted as
passionately as this. I would gladly cut off a finger, I would gladly even cut off my
balls for such a chance to see these countries.”66 If Winckelmann’s final, fateful
decision to avoid Greece was, literally, to be a fatal one (he was brutally murdered
in Trieste, en route back to rome, having bailed out for the last time from a trip
to Greece, on the grounds, according to his killer, of his paganism [some read
here: pederasty]), he is adamant that to actually go there would incur losses of
equally unthinkable proportions. “I run the risk of losing everything, if I go . . . ”67

Freud had his own difficulties getting places and is in a perfect position to
comment. In his autobiographical little essay on “A Disturbance of memory on the
Acropolis” (1936),68 he describes his despair at the seeming impossibility of his
planned excursion to Greece, a depression that is matched by a vertiginous disbe-
lief, once there, regarding Athens’s actual existence. If Greece remains impossible
as a site or locus of immediate experience this is because, strictly speaking, as a
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63. See Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 769; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 434.
64. See David constantine’s account of Winckelmann’s numerous opportunities, travel plans,
and cancellations. David constantine, Early Greek Travellers and the Hellenic Ideal (cambridge:
cambridge University, 1984), pp. 113–27.
65. constantine, Early Greek Travellers and the Hellenic Ideal, p. 129.
66. Johann Joachim Winckelmann, letter to Stosch, January 5, 1760, in Briefe, vol. 2 (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 1954), p. 69; quoted in constantine, Early Greek Travellers and the Hellenic Ideal, p. 120.
67. Winckelmann, letter to Stosch, April 21, 1764, Briefe, vol. 3, p. 34; quoted in constantine,
Early Greek Travellers and the Hellenic Ideal, p. 122.
68. Freud, “A Disturbance of memory on the Acropolis,” in Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 22, ed. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1964), pp.
239–48.
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69. Winckelmann, letter to riedesel, July 16, 1764, in Briefe, vol. 3, p. 50; quoted in constantine,
Early Greek Travellers and the Hellenic Ideal, p. 110.
70. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 764; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 429. Hegel is
silently quoting Goethe’s description in Dichtung und Wahrheit of his first encounter with the
mannheim sculpture collection. (Goethe is in turn giving voice to a renaissance fantasy about rome as
a city populated by statues.) See Goethe, From My Life: Poetry and Truth, trans. robert Heitner
(Princeton: Princeton University, 1987), p. 371. 
71. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 706; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 358.
72. For a history of the discussion of polychromy in classical sculpture, see roberta Panzanelli,
ed., The Color of Life: Polychromy in Sculpture from Antiquity (Los Angeles: Getty museum, 2008). See also
Andreas Blühm, The Colour of Sculpture 1840–1910 (Leeds: Henry moore Institute, 1996).

sight it represents the impossible. To witness the thing threatens the viewer with an
enjoyment verging on self-annihilation. Upon viewing a sculpted head of Pallas
Athene, Winckelmann writes that its beauty “exceeds what the human eye can
see,” adding, just in case the allusion to medusa needs to be spelled out any fur-
ther, that upon beholding it he “turned to stone.”69

Greece, then, can be experienced only in effigy—as a ghost or copy. To see is
to see double. If Greece itself is characterized by the scopic impulse (only a “living
need” to see, writes Hegel, accounts for the “monstrous mass of statues, these liv-
ing forests of statues,” to be found “by the thousand or two thousand in a single
city”70), it presents an aspect literally unseeable to the modern subject, whose gaze
is blocked by a presence all the more intrusive for remaining unmarked. Death
haunts these forests. As in Freud it will be a question of an eye contact simultane-
ously proffered and refused. In olympia’s glassy stare—her name, like Gradiva’s,
hints of a revenant antiquity—the spectator discerns at once the promise of resur-
rection and the threat of his own annihilation.

III
Let’s return to Hegel’s ambivalent descriptions of Greek sculpture as “con-

gealed light”71—light brought to a standstill in the gleaming whiteness of the stone.
The whiteness of the marble sculpture is emphasized everywhere: in the smooth sur-
face of the arms, unmarked by disfiguring little veins or wrinkles; in the undulating
waves of the hair, tumbling down as a continuously shaped mass; in the polished lus-
ter of the surface. But nowhere is this whiteness more visible to Hegel than in the
blindly staring eyes of the statue, unpainted, unmarked, unfocused.

The point is not exactly an empirical one. Hegel, to be sure, within the limits
of contemporary scholarship (the archaeological evidence was available by the
eighteenth century) grudgingly concedes the existence of polychromatic statues.72

He acknowledges that there may have been an occasional demarcation of the iris
and pupil. eyes may have been painted in, stones inlaid—this was precisely the
point where sculpture proper reached its limit and demanded its supplement in
painting. But such evidence would be merely “historical” [historisch] and relegated
to the periphery: a concession to “adornment” [ausschmücken], in defiance of good
taste [Geschmack], and attributed to lingering vestiges of primitiveness, to a conces-



sion to “religious tradition,” or to accident and exception.73 “Besides,” Hegel
rather redundantly insists (this is taking on the proportions of Freud’s kettle
logic), the mere fact of coloring would in any case prove nothing insofar as color
in itself “does not ever give to the eye that self-concentrated glance which alone
makes the eye completely expressive.”74

even when painted, the work remains essentially unpainted. At its apogee in
the fifth century, “for the most part,”75 or at least according to its own concept, the
Greek statue necessarily relinquishes color, animation, and the focused gaze. “We
can take it here as incontestable that the iris and the glance expressive of the spirit
is missing from the really classic and free statues and busts preserved for us from
antiquity.”76

The issue is partly, but only partly, about medium specificity: Hegel is search-
ing for a minimal definition of sculpture as pure volumetric form—shape reduced
to its most abstract condition of visibility. Hegel, like many (Herder and
Winckelmann, for example), takes seriously Goethe’s argument, in the Farbenlehre,
that white must be classified as a noncolor, as an absence of color, the zero degree
of visibility without which pure shape cannot appear as such—that is, as pure form
unadulterated by the surface play of phenomenal appearance.77 Whiteness allows
the spectator to enjoy a beauty uncontaminated by the charms and irritations of
color, and thus to experience a strictly disinterested pleasure—pure aesthetic
judgment, in the Kantian sense. 

Such arguments were frequent around 1800. There was often an uncon-
cealed racial and gendered agenda: The preference for white marble was often
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73. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 731; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 388.  contrast this
with Plato’s privileging of the painted statue as the exemplary model of political harmony (see Republic
420c–d, which focuses specifically on the importance of eye color). Polychromy is considered by German-
idealist aesthetics to be an untimely intrusion in the classical age: It appears either too early or too late—
either an archaic vestige or a symptom of decline. See Daniel Purdy, “The Whiteness of Beauty: Weimar
Neo-classicism and the Sculptural Transcendence of color,”  in Colors 1800/1900/2000: Signs of Ethnic
Difference, ed. Birgit Tautz (Amsterdam: rodopi, 2004), pp. 83–99. Hegel’s remarks are derivative of
Winckelmann’s denigration of painted sculpture as a “barbaric custom” and resonate with standard eigh-
teenth-century “chromophobia” in the wake of Kant’s third Critique. Winckelmann, cited in robert
Panzanelli, “Beyond the Pale: Polychromy and Western Art,” in Panzanelli, The Color of Life, p. 17.  
74. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 732; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 389. 
75. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 706; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 358.
76. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 732; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 389. 
77. compare Winckelmann’s formalist argument for white beauty in his History of the Art of
Antiquity (Los Angeles: Getty research Institute, 2006), p. 195, and see Daniel Purdy, “The Whiteness
of Beauty,” n. 73 above. Herder’s aversion to color stems from his distinctive argument for medium
specificity, which is based on the separation between the bodily senses. The perception of sculptural
space is explicitly tactile and proprioceptive rather than visual: “No sculpture is for the eye.” Herder,
“Fourth critical Forest,” in Selected Writings on Aesthetics, trans. Gregory moore (Princeton: Princeton
University, 2006), p. 217. The introduction of visual stimuli—color specifically—would interrupt the
experience of the continuous unity of form like “a grain of sand, a veneer, a foreign growth.” Herder,
Sculpture: Some Observations on Shape and Form from Pygmalion’s Creative Dream, trans. Jason Gaiger
(chicago: University of chicago), p. 54.



explicitly linked to a preference for white skin—a surface unsullied by the hered-
itary taint of pigment or by the acquired vulgarities of cosmetics, ornament, or
tattoo.78 These considerations are not what drive Hegel’s argument, although
they are not entirely absent either. Hegel’s claim for whiteness is explicitly about
historical possibility. Lacking the inwardness of modern subjectivity, Greek
sculpture must forgo the color indicative of particularization, just as it must
renounce the Augenblick, the glance of the eye indicative of an immersion in the
coils of finitude, contingency, and temporality79 and evidenced in the momen-
tariness [Augenblicklichkeit] of mien, action, gesture, and posture.80

The statue relinquishes the gaze precisely because it has no need of it. The
“sacrifice,” Hegel explains, actually incurs no loss at all but only confirms the
sublime integrity of the body, which suffers its own defacement as the perfect
measure of its completion.81 Hegel is going beyond the well-rehearsed
renaissance trope, already established in antiquity and developed in
romanticism, regarding the organic perfection of the fragment. The whole is
discernible in each of its members, ruins survive their own mutilation, the frag-
ment is the cipher of the absent or unattainable totality. By the nineteenth
century, this reasoning had also become very useful in a colonial context. The
elgin marbles could retain their beautiful autochthony and integrity even or
especially as deracinated museum booty.82 Hegel’s claim is even stronger. The
work not only survives and profits from its own mutilation but it structurally
requires it. The defaced statue not only proves to be most intact where it seems
most lacking. It also turns out to be most fractured precisely where it would
seem to be most complete. 

Fragmentation thus proves to be an apotropaic defense against fragmenta-
tion. It is the intact body that poses the most insidious threat to aesthetic
plenitude. Because spirit must be equally manifest at each and every corporeal
point, it must be relinquished at any specific point. This is because the concen-
tration of spirit in any “simple soulful point,”83 its localization in a privileged
focal center, would introduce a mutilating particularization and self-division.
Sculpture’s job is to reveal a spirituality that is effused [ergossen]84 or “poured”
[hindurchergossen]85 over the whole surface of the body (note again the liquid
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78. See Daniel Purdy, “The color of Sculpture.” For a more general discussion, see David
Batchelor, Chromophobia (London: reaktion Books, 2000); michael Taussig, What Color Is the Sacred?
(chicago: University of chicago, 2009); and richard Dyer, White (New york: routledge, 1997). For
Winckelmann’s explicit preference for “milk white skin,” see his History of the Art of Antiquity, p. 120.
79. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 732; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 389.
80. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 740; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 399. 
81. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 732; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 389.
82. Hegel justifies the plundering of the elgin marbles in Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 724; Hegel,
Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 379. 
83. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 732; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 390.
84. Ibid.
85. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 483; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 84.



ocToBer136

86. Winckelmann mobilizes the same trope (which is also taken up by Lessing in his essay
“Laocoön”) when he speaks of the way pain itself, to appear beautiful, must be distributed—“cut up”
[ausgeteilet] and “weighed out” [abgewoben]—over the entire surface of the body. See Winckelmann,
“reflections on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and the Art of Sculpture,” in Johann Joachim
Winckelmann on Art, Architecture, and Archaeology (rochester: camden House, 2013), p. 142; and
Gotthold ephraim Lessing, Laocoön: An Essay on the Limits of Painting and Poetry, in Classic and Romantic
German Aesthetics, ed. J. m. Bernstein (cambridge: cambridge University, 2003), p. 28. Pain itself intro-
duces a disfiguring singularity, which both expresses and compounds bodily fragmentation. only in
being distributed can the signs of pain be neutralized in such a way that it is tolerable to the spectator.
Any site where pain collects or condenses—the screaming mouth, the grimace—becomes a stigma
impeding pleasure and communication. The “distribution of the sensible” in this sense involves a kind
of polymorphous perversity whereby no bodily location can take precedence over any other. See also
Pater’s essay on Winckelmann for a similar argument. Speaking of the “pure form” of the Greek statue,
Pater writes: “In it, no member of the human form is more significant than the rest; the eye is wide, and
without pupil; the lip and brow are hardly less significant than hands, and breasts, and feet… pure light
on its gleaming surfaces, …pure form—only these.” Walter Pater, “Winckelmann,” in The Renaissance:
Studies in Art and Poetry (Berkeley: University of california, 1980), p. 169.
87. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 732; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 389.
88. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 483; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 84.
89. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 153; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 1, p. 203.
90. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 153; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 1, p. 203.

imagery of casting)—a kind of democracy of bodily form in which no bodily
member takes precedence over any other.86

The classical rhetorical figure of synecdoche is being inverted. A traditional
analogical system links the vertical integrity of the human body to the privilege of
sight. The eye is mirror or window of the soul, the “ultimate point of light” (letzte
Lichtpunkt), a condensation of subjectivity from which emanates the spirituality of
the “whole man.”87 But Hegel shows that the very prestige of the eye proves to be
its ultimate undoing. Its success in totalizing can only signal, in sculptural terms,
its perfect failure. Its privilege as perfect abbreviation of the whole can only detach
it from the whole and therefore ruin this whole. The eye fragments the body pre-
cisely in claiming exemplary status. In its plenitude the “point” becomes a prick, a
wound, a stigma—a stain contaminating the immaculate surface [makellose
Äußerlichkeit] of the statue, from which it is necessary to “wipe” [verwischen] and
“extinguish” [auslöschen] every “speck” [Fleck] of particularity or finitude.88

If the statue must renounce its “point” or “prick,” this is because, in a word, it
must itself become the prick—each and every point must become the point, the
whole point, nothing but the point—and thereby prove its ascendancy as summit or
“high point” [Höhepunkt] of aesthetic Bildung. The artwork must display a body in
which “every part of its unfolding makes the totality appear.”89 Just as skin reveals the
heart pulsating through the entire surface of the body, so too the statue must con-
vert its eye, the “seat of the soul,” into a kind of second skin. The entire body
becomes an uninterrupted surface from which every pore solicits the spectator.
Beauty itself is now defined as the reciprocal conversion of eye and skin, point and
surface: “[The work of art] has to convert every shape in all points of its visible sur-
face into an eye.”90 The whole body becomes indistinguishable from its own missing



part object—a little detail of itself that is now smeared evenly over its pristine sur-
face. evacuated of specific ocular subjectivity, the statue as a whole becomes nothing
but a single enormous eye: Absence congeals into omnidirectional globular excess.
The truth of the organic body is thus the body without organ.

We can recognize in this figure of the statue as bleached-out tabula rasa the
Nietzschean figure of the immaculate perceiver. This is Zarathustra’s moon-eyed
lecher, the “mirror with a hundred eyes,”91 who will also surface as the inverse
cripple—bodily atrophy signaled by the utter hypertrophy of a body reduced to a
gigantic metonymy of itself, “nothing but a big eye,” an “enormous ear”92—the
compensatory phantasm of a sacrifice redeeming itself by intensifying its losses to
the point of absolute recuperation. For Nietzsche, of course, this expresses pre-
cisely the vengeful slave logic of the loser wins. The nostalgic fantasy of the pars pro
toto slides into the preemptive fiction of the totum pro parte. The body as a whole
becomes a substitute for its own missing organ. Becoming the very thing it lacks,
the body itself takes on the character of a fetish.93

Art makes every one of its productions into a thousand-eyed Argos,
whereby the inner soul and spirit is seen at every point. . . . It is not
only the bodily form, the look of the eyes, the countenance and pos-
ture, but also actions and events, speech and tones of voice, and the
series of their course through all conditions of appearance that art
has everywhere to make itself into an eye, in which the free soul is
revealed in its inner infinity.94

I’ll return in a moment to this ambivalent image, the very image of monstrosity,
pausing here to remark on its curious ambivalence.95
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91. Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, trans. Adrian Del caro (cambridge: cambridge
University, 2009), p. 96. 
92. Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, p. 109.
93. compare Freud, “medusa’s Head,” in Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
Sigmund Freud, vol. 18, ed. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1964), pp. 273–74.
94. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 152; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 1, p. 203. 
95. The image points in two seemingly opposed directions. one direction is towards the
“Archaic Torso of Apollo,” rilke’s famous ekphrasis of a damaged sixth-century kouros statue in the
Louvre. rilke describes a perfection forged at the point of extreme mutilation. Stripped of focal
organs—face, eyes, genitals—the damaged stone is endowed with warmth, speech, the solar gaze of a
subjectivity diffused over the entire surface of the body.

We cannot know his legendary head
with eyes like ripening fruit. And yet his torso
is still suffused with brilliance from inside,
like a lamp, in which his gaze, now turned to low,

gleams in all its power. otherwise
the curved breast could not dazzle you so, nor could
a smile run through the placid hips and thighs
to that dark center where procreation flared.



IV
What Hegel has just praised as the statue’s plenitude turns out to be its irre-

deemable deficiency. The pristine blankness of the work proves to be an
ineradicable blemish that signals the ultimate failure of Greek art, and therefore
art as such, as an expression of the ideal.

This defect is shown . . . in the fact that the expression of the soul in its
simplicity, namely the light of the eye, is absent from the sculptures.
The supreme works of beautiful sculpture are sightless, and their inner
being does not gaze out of them as self-knowing inwardness in the spiri-
tual concentration that the eye discloses. The light of the eye falls out-

ocToBer138

otherwise this stone would seem defaced
beneath the translucent cascade of the shoulders
and would not glisten like a wild beast’s fur:

would not, from all the borders of itself,
burst like a star: for here there is no place
that does not see you. you must change your life. 

rainer maria rilke, The Selected Poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke, trans. Stephen mitchell (New
york: random House, 1982), p. 61.

The other direction leads towards the lunar phantasmagoria of coleridge’s “Limbo” (1811). Blindly
staring, “his eyeless face all eye,” the blank face of the old man mirrors the vacancy of a universe
stripped of intelligibility and purpose. Instead of the starry heaven reflecting back to humanity the
image of its own moral supremacy, an empty sky mocks the vacuity of the self-standing subject—a spec-
tral exchange of empty glances, moon facing moon.

But that is lovely—looks like Human Time,—
An old man with steady Look sublime,
That stops his earthly Task to watch the skies;
But he is blind—a statue hath such eyes;—
yet having moonward turn’d his face by chance,
Gazes the orb with moon-like countenance,
With scant white hairs, with foretop bald and high,
He gazes still,—his eyeless Face all eye;—
As ‘twere an organ full of silent Sight,
His whole Face seemeth to rejoice in Light!
Lip touching Lip, all moveless, Bust and Limb—
He seems to gaze at that which seems to gaze on Him!

Samuel Taylor coleridge, Collected Works, ed. J.c.c. mays, vol. 16 (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2001), p. 883.

But this superficial opposition might be deceptive. even in these examples the gap might narrow
between solar presence and lunar absence. The solar body’s dependence on a prior mutilation tacitly
acknowledges the constructed nature of its own plenitude, while the nocturnal phantasmagoria hints of
a lost harmony and of a reciprocity to come. Something is emerging to upset both the solar economy
and its obverse. This might eventually disturb the trajectory of the “great day’s work of Spirit”—Hegel’s
infamous characterization of the westward movement of accomplished culture. Hegel, Lectures on the
History of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 103; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der Philosophie, vol. 1, p. 134.



side them and belongs to the spectator alone; when he looks at these
shapes, soul cannot meet soul nor eye eye.96

The blankness that had testified to the work’s sufficiency now points to its profound
deficiency—its failure to contain itself and its radical dependence on what exceeds
it. The work’s autonomy betrays a dependency on an exteriority from which it
remains nonetheless fundamentally disconnected. Impinging from everywhere while
appearing nowhere, the statue’s gaze now appears as an unsettling glare—an
uncanny gleam smeared over the entire unfinished surface. A thousand eyes solicit
the spectator with the demand for a reciprocity that they nonetheless preempt.
Stripped of focus, the statue’s gaze demands a spectatorial counter-gaze that it sys-
tematically refuses. The work generates a surplus that structurally finds no issue. We
have here in a nutshell the paradox of narcissistic desire. In its indifference to con-
text the object demands a response that it simultaneously repulses.97

Hegel thus insists on the absence of face-to-face encounter. Despite or because
of the statue’s multiplicity of eyes, no actual eye contact can be either represented by
the sculpture or sustained between work and spectator. Never in ancient art do we
see lovers actually gazing into each other’s eyes, and never do we find the sculpture
actually looking back at us.98 The stony surface solicits the viewer’s attention—it
becomes a face—precisely to the degree to which the face itself retreats from full frontal
exposure. The best view for observing sculpture, remarks Hegel, is the side view. even
as Hegel describes the statue as pure volumetric surface, pure shape stripped of dis-
tracting color and detail, he is essentially constructing it as a silhouette or outline.
What defines medium specificity is precisely what erodes it. The more sculpture pre-
sents itself as sculpture, the more it must appear as a kind of drawing. 

This is implicit in Hegel’s otherwise conventional celebration of the Greek
profile. making a surprising concession to the contemporary science of physiog-
nomy (a discipline he will elsewhere vigorously discredit as a pseudo-science),99

Hegel discerns in the shape of the Grecian nose the essential cipher of rational
humanity. If the Greek face is the most beautiful of all faces, if it sets the very stan-
dard of beauty, this is because it makes visible the privilege of the human as such.
It reveals in a single stroke the moral inscription of the living body. The seamless
continuity between corporeal nose and theoretical forehead demonstrates the tri-
umph of cognition over appetite and thus establishes spirit’s uninterrupted
supremacy over carnal nature.100 The anthropological details and assumptions of
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96. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 520; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, p. 131.
97. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 732; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, p. 390. compare
Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 806; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 3, p. 28. 
98. In contrast to painting, see Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 856; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik,
vol. 3, p. 91. 
99. Hegel, Phänomenologie des Geistes, §309–346.
100. Hegel, Hegel’s Aesthetics, p. 730; Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, vol. 2, pp. 386–87. Hegel is
drawing moral inferences from Winckelmann’s explicitly formalist privileging of the Greek profile. See
Winckelmann, History of Ancient Art, p. 210. 



Hegel’s argument are utterly devoid of philosophical interest and aren’t worth
dwelling on. But his attempt at “profiling” is intriguing for other reasons. What
does it mean that we confront the image of our own humanity only from a perpen-
dicular—that we are placed, as spectators, in a position where reciprocal
recognition is structurally impossible? 

Having already blinded the statue, erased its features, evacuated its interiority,
stripped away its essential properties of subjectivity, Hegel takes one further precau-
tion—he turns it sideways. even if it had eyes the statue could not look back. 

This is why, perhaps, in an abrupt double-face, Hegel confesses that “the
sculptures of antiquity leave us somewhat cold.”101 When all is said and done, we
actually feel “more at home” with romantic painting.102 The enucleated face of
Greece has become a death mask. It fixes the viewer with the double bind of an
identification simultaneously prohibited and commanded. 

V
But how does such a menacing figure as Argos become the symbol of aes-

thetic perfection? In Greek mythology, Argos is the monstrous herdsman assigned
by Hera to keep watch over her husband’s consort Io, metamorphosed by Zeus
into a white cow. Argos is diversely represented in Greek and roman art and litera-
ture. Big-eyed, three-eyed, four-eyed, a two-faced Janus figure on early
vase-paintings, looking both west and east, toward both dawn and dusk, he recalls
the double mask of Dionysus. Perhaps he resembles the circular hermaphroditic
figure evoked by Aristophanes in the Symposium as the mythic origin of an irrepara-
bly split subject of desire. In ovid, he appears with a hundred eyes circling his
head.103 In Aeschylus, “countless” or “ten thousand” (muriopos) eyes are said to
cover the entire surface of his body.104

Argos is thus the perfect figure of surveillance—an unassailable panopticon,
a figure of persecutory vigilance, of voyeurism, of consummated jealousy, an agent
of perfectly triangulated desire. His gigantic body presents anything but a clean,
white surface. He appears frequently, to be sure, in the proximity of whiteness—but
this whiteness belongs to Io, his victim, whom Zeus has transformed into a beauti-
ful white heifer, or to the cloud in which Zeus shrouds himself in order to court
the cow without inflaming Hera’s jealous desire. Whiteness, in this story, is both
the object and the screen for a clandestine desire. Pockmarked, grotesque, Argos
himself is perforated with apertures that wink in all directions and gape like open
wounds. on fifth-century Greek pottery the monster is shown cowering before
Hermes’s sword, his body covered in gash-like eyes—disfigured in advance of the
fatal wound he’s about to receive. renaissance and later paintings typically leave
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out all those extra eyes. Argos tends to look relatively normal—old, balding,
paunchy, yet still tolerably human—but there are secret traces of their presence:
in the pocked and grooved surface of his skin (it looks almost chiseled, grayish, in
Poussin’s painting in the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin), in the puckered folds of his
gown (in the Velázquez in the Prado), in the loops of hair swirling on his forehead
(in rubens’s painting, also in the Prado).

Argos is the figure of absolute vigilance, but of a two-faced kind. The mon-
ster never sleeps. His eyes stay open day and night, sometimes taking shifts. In this
sense he seems to present the figure of perfect spectatorship: pure, positionless
subjectivity, without a blind spot—a perfect caricature of absolute knowing.105 But
this presence of mind is the result of a radical insomnia that will upset the opposi-
tion of day and night, introducing a vertiginous disorientation (actually, strictly
speaking, an “orientation”) into the trajectory of Spirit. Not by chance does Argos
drive his victim eastward out of europe. His piercing gaze forces Io to pass
through a wasteland of barbarism. Driven from Greece, she is forced to leave
behind the universe of city laws and familiar customs as she tramps mutely
through Asia minor and onwards into egypt. This is decidedly the wrong direction
for Hegel.106 And if the cost of Argos’s hypertrophic humanization is the dehu-
manization of his victim, such a catastrophe might be a reminder of everything
disavowed or forgotten in the specular fantasy of the face-to-face.

The monster’s many eyes not only police his victim but inflict on her a sadis-
tic repetition of Zeus’s original seduction, now restaged as ocular assault—that is,
as the intersection of power and desire. This is how Aeschylus’s Io describes him:
“His rage—rage of raw wine—staring with thick packed eyes,/crowded my every
step . . . ”107 It is Hermes, playing Pan’s flute (or sometimes telling a pointless
story, since in ovid the monster falls asleep while Hermes is speaking), who man-
ages to lull Argos to sleep and finally to kill him so as to liberate his victim. Sound
eventually triumphs over sight.108 It is tempting to read here in miniature Hegel’s
own story of the fate of art—an allegory of the speculative trajectory within art
itself from image to word, from sculpture to poetry,  from seeing to hearing, and
ultimately from space to time. This movement within art also suggests a movement
beyond art. Hermes’s victory can be read as the story of the triumph of interpreta-
tion over creation, reception over production, the eclipse of art by
criticism-of-art—the whole “hermeneutic” turn described by Hegel in the Aesthetics.
This trajectory will infamously culminate in the official absorption of art itself (the
poetry of Vorstellung) by philosophy (the prose of Denken).109
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In most versions of the myth the eyes of the decapitated Argos mutate into
the spots on the peacock’s tail.110 renaissance paintings show Hera cradling the
monster’s head while she plucks out his unseeing eyes and transfers them over to
her favorite bird. She desecrates the corpse and displays its relics as a consumer
trophy; the threatening gaze is domesticated as narcissistic spectacle. This is the
“total loss” that Hegel describes in the Phenomenology when he chronicles the
decline of Greek art-religion and the degradation of art into “beautiful fruit”—an
object of culinary consumption.111 Art survives as a gaudy ornamental bird, a self-
regarding, useless species, confined to pavilions and pleasure parks, with the
exotic allure of a certain orient. Weighed down by a colorful tail that prevents it
from flying, the peacock is easily surpassed by the owl of minerva, who soars aloft
in the twilight of philosophical reflection. “Thought and reflection have spread
their wings above fine art. . . . ”112

That would be a boring “Hegelian” reading. But the monster is not quite
dead yet and Io’s sufferings are not yet over. 

Gadfly (muops) biting my poor body

No, it’s the ghost (eidolon) of Argos, born out of earth

earth, make him go away

Herdsman I see scarring me with all his eyes (muriopoi), 

He stalks by, the eyes give me sly looks

But he’s dead! Why can’t the earth hold him under?

From the dead dark he comes to hound me, drive me, 

So that I starve by the sands of the seashore.113

Vanquished by the power of song and speech, the “many-eyed” Argos (Argos
muriopos) reappears in the form of a stinging gadfly (muops). The two words even
sound a bit similar. The word for gadfly, muops, is sometimes used metaphorically,
for example in Xenophon, to denote a spur or ox-goad, sometimes also a stimu-
lant. But it also conjures up a “myopic” narrowing of the eyes—carnal blindness
always on the verge of passing into spiritual insight. The Socratic image of the gad-
fly might suggest (again a standard Hegelian reading) that the task of art has suc-
cessfully passed over to philosophy. Thought is now to do the piercing. But the
words of Aeschylus remind us that as eidolon Argou, the ghost of Argos remains an
image—unburied matter, irredeemably afflicted and afflicting.114
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