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winckelmann
for the bicentennial
of his death

TODD A BRITSCH

two hundred years have now passed since the nineteen
year old johann wolfgang von goetheheardgoethe heard the news that
struck him like a thunderclap from a clear sky 1 johann
joachim winckelmann had been murdered in trieste while
awaiting a ship that would take him back to his adopted
home in rome the news was particularly shocking to goethe
because he and his associates were still under the impression
that winckelmann was en route to a reunion with his old
acquaintances in germany and that the opportunity to see
such an important figure would soon be theirs goethe reports
that he and his friends had entertained no hopes of actually
speaking with winckelmann but that they had anticipated
watching him from afar 2 the enthusiasm which the young
writer felt towards his older countryman did not fade with
the ensuing years indeed thirty seven years after winckel-
mann s death goethe edited a small booklet entitled winckel-
mann und sein labrJahrlahrjabrlahrhundertjahrhunderthundert in which his praise was still very
considerable 3

goethe was not alone in his high regard lessing whose
famous laocoonlaokoon was written as a reaction to some of winckel-
mann s basic theses referred to him as one of two writers
whom I1 would gladly have given a few years of my life 4

herder schelling schiller holderlinh61derlinhoelderlinHolhoiderlin the schlegelsSchlegschlegellels and a

dr britsch is assistant professor of german and humanities at brigham
young university A former fulbright scholar to germany he has specialized
in cultural history and aesthetics

johann wolfgang von goethe workewerkewotkeclrwlretkeerke vol IX ed lieselotte blumenthal
hamburg 1955 p 8 translations unless otherwise noted are minemine

widmismls
goethe werke vol XII ed herbert von einem 1953 ppap 9612996 129
walther rehm gottersthleg&terstilleGotters tyletHlethie und gottertrauerg&tertrauerGotter trauer Aufaufstzeaufsatzestze zur deutsch

annikenantiken begegnung MiInchmunchenen 1951 p 183
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large number of others were deeply concerned with his writ-
ings nor was his influence limited to germany franz schultz
accurately notes that winckelmann was the first german
since luther who found european recognition 5 mmeame de
staelstaa gives him brief but important consideration in de
dallemagnelallemagneLAllemagne calling him the man who caused a veritable
revolution in germany in the manner of considering the arts
and through the arts literature s during winckelmann s

life his works were translated and published in italy france
and england

the degree and extent of winckelmann s reputation dur-
ing his lifetime and the decades which followed make some-
what surprising the rather obscure place which he is now
accorded in cultural history although it is not this paper s

purpose to defend his fame against the fortunes of time it
will attempt to enumerate the thoughts which so inspired his
contemporaries and the developments which helped lead to his
present position winckelmann s contributions lie in three re-
lated areas as a founder of the science of archaeology 7 as
one of the first modern practitioners of art history andculturaland cultural
history 8 and as a forerunner to the great german intellectual
and literary movement which dominated europe for the cen-
tury and a half after his death

winckelmann s role in the establishment of a scientific
approach to archaeology was in part the result of a number
of fortunate circumstances in 1754 largely because he felt it
would help provide him access to the great collections of clas-
sical art in rome he became a convert to roman catholicism
the following year with some aid from the church he left
dresden for rome where he established permanent residence
during these same years the first excavations were begun in
pompeii and herculaneumHercula neum it was natural that winckelmann

franz schultz klasnikklassik und romancikromantikRomantik der Deutscdeutschenben 2ndand rev ed stutt-
gart 1952 p 125

mmeame de stalstaelstai 0euvresoeuvres completes paris 1820 X 236
winckelmann s contributions to the founding of scientific archaeology are

widely acknowledged even C W ceramberam s popularizing book gods graves
and scholars the story of archaeology trans E B garside new york
1952 contains a chapter entitled winckelmann the birth of a science
ppap 111711 17

gilbertfilberteilbertelibert highet repeats F fister s observation that winckelmann invented
both the concept and the term kunstgeschichte art history in the clas-
sical tradition greek and roman influence on western literature oxford
1949 p 665
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would travel to naples to investigate the discoveries there
for his reputation as a student of classical art was already
quite well established and friends were eager to receive his
evaluation of the monuments so recently found

yet despite his position among the classical scholars of
rome winckelmann was not always well received at the sites
of the destroyed cities in fact because of professional jealousy
he was at times prohibited from even visiting the areas where
digging was in progress but through the aid of a few
sympathetic admirers he was allowed to view a few secondary
works of sculpture and painting and from these he gathered
enough information to write what are now considered the
first scientific reports of these discoveries 9 winckelmann s

articles were not different from others in factual description
several accurate papers had been published before winckel-
mann s strength lay in his ability to discern characteristics
that would identify artifacts in relation to rather narrow his-
torical periods for example he recognized that the degree of
shifting or counterbalancing of the weight of a statue tended
to become more extreme in later works likewise he observed
that definition of musculature also became more pronounced
in works that were produced after the fifth century BC on
the basis of such evidence he was able to establish a dating
system that was often surprisingly accurate when compared to
the fragmentary evidence with which he worked

winckelmann s archaeological work was not normally con-
cerned with such striking recent discoveries many of his papers
and cataloguescataloguercatalogues were of works which had been for centuries in
the possession of royalty or the church indeed the two statues
that he was most concerned with were the laocoon and apollo
of belvedere both of which were well known treasures of the
vatican collections but he still attempted to view each statue
cameo fresco or coin from the basis of historical characteris-
tics his work led many others to similar procedures ironically
it was this very attempt to classify works according to dates
and historical movements that contributed in large part to the
decline of interest in winckelmann s writings As new tech-
niques were developed to date ancient monuments winckel

carl justi devotes several long chapters to winckelmann s four trips to
naples in the second and third volumes of his great biography winckelmann
und seinesemfseme zeitgenossenzehgenossen 5thath ed ed walther rehm koinkelnkolnkbln 1956

3

Britsch: Winckelmann: For the Bicentennial of His Death

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1969



winckelmann bicentennial 59

mann was very frequently found to be in error for some time
scholars were unable to separate his factual inaccuracies from
his contributions to the beginnings of the science

in spite of the obvious importance of his approach to ar-
chaeologychaeology it was actually only one facet of his major discovery
as an art historian the concept of historical style to those
accustomed to viewing art largely on the basis of cultural per-
iods it would probably be surprising to discover that such an
approach is of rather recent origin modern art history had its
beginnings with vasari and his followers in the late renais-
sance and baroque years yet as ernst heidrich points out
there is little of the historical in the works of these writers
their concern was almost exclusively biographical the artist s

beginnings usually in unfortunate circumstances his amazing
flowering and finally his decline 10

winckelmann s approach differed consciously from that of
his predecessors his magnum opusof us the geschichte der kunst
des altertumsAlter tums begins with his avowal to seek the essence of
art in which the story of the artist has little influence 11

more important in winckelmann s opinion were historical
geographical political and religious forces thus winckelmann
attributed the static quality of egyptian art to the monolithic
nature of the country and its social institutions yearly floods
a religion which deifieddelfied the political leaders flat undeviating
landscape and similar influences 12 greek art on the other
hand was diverse and progressive because of a moderate cli-
mate multiple political systems mountainous countryside
and anthropomorphic religion 13 As meinecke points out
winckelmann s assumption of geographical influence was de-
rived largely from enlightenment historiography especially
that of montesquieu 14 winckelmann was the first however to
apply such concepts to the field of art

ernst heidrich bentragebeitragebeiinigeBeibeltrage zur geschichlegeschichte und methaidemethade der kunstgeschichte
basel 1917 p 15

johann joachim winckelmann werke einzig rechtmssigerechtmassige original
ausgabe stuttgart 1847 1I 1 there is a great need for a new scholarly
edition of winckelmann s works the recent publication in east germany of
winckelmann s geschichte ed wilhelm senff weimar 1964 at least makes
the work available again to interested readers but serious students will find
the notes and nachwortnechwortNachwort very unsatisfying

tat2ibid ppap 16 37
ibid ppap 16 33 35
friedrich meinecke die entstehung des Historismhistorismusus vol illIII111liiili of werke

MilnmilnchenmiinchenMiinchmienchenchenen 1959 p 292
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the laocoon in the vatican museum c 2ndand century BC the legend
depicted by this sculpting is in virgils aeneid 11II 199227199 227 As a
portent to the trojans two huge snakes kill laocoonlaoco6n a priest of
neptune and his two sons while the trojans are debating acceptance
of the trojan horse accepting proves their downfall
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winckelmann realized early in his career that although the
differences between the arts of various nations could be attrib-
uted to the influences mentioned above this fact would not
explain the obvious differences in the arts of various ages with-
in the same area to solve this problem he again borrowed
from enlightenment thinkers but with a great originality of
application the concept of biological growth of nations was
used by a few eighteenth century historians to explain certain
political phenomena winckelmann applied this idea to art and
cultural development and promoted the theory of historical
styles he thought of artistic periods as following a natural
cycle which he described in four stages inception urupsprungursprungsprung
growth wachstumwlachstumWachWlach stum change vetnvernderungveranderungVeranVern defungderung and decline

failfaggfall 15 on the basis of these stages he was able to differenti-
ate fourgour basic styles in greek art these he called the oldest
style the high or grand style the beautiful style and finally
the period of imitation 16 winckelmann s definitions of these
styles were so accurate that they correspond very well with the
modern designations for the same periods archaic classic

hellenic fourth century and early hellenistic and late hell-
enisticlenistic there is some lack of clarity in his thought concerning
causes of the cyclecyclebutcyclebutbut this is of lesser importance than the fact
that for the first time critics were provided a concept with
which both individual works as well as entireepochsentire epochs could be
analyzed perhaps the final testimony to the universal nature
of this contribution is the fact that scholars daily employ tthehe
idea of historical style without knowing that winckelmann
was the first to use it in a modern manner

although the popularity of winckelmann s geschichte der
kunst des altertumsAlter tums was widespread in germany most ger-
mans were probably more influenced by a little tract that was
winckelmann s first publication the gedanken ukeruberfibersyfer die
nachahmung der griechischengriechischen werke min der malebelmalereimalerel und bild
hauerkunsthauer kunst winckelmann wrote this pamphlet in dresden
while awaiting his trip to italy at this time he had had a most
limited experience with art works especially those from greece
the dresden museums and courts had a few original works
and a fair collection of plaster casts but no masterpieces of
hellenic or hellenistic sculpture thus it is all the more sur

winckelmann 1I 1

ibibidtd ppap 299 300
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prising that he not only proposed imitation of greek art as the
only method for germany to establish a great artistic tradition
but also gave a definition of classical art which became the
leading aesthetic and literary norm during a great period of
german creative history in characterizing the laocoon
winckelmann said it exhibited noble simplicity and quiet
grandeur 17 a concept which finds itself repeated in the works
of most of the great later eighteeneighteenth th century german writers it
would be impossible to conceive of goethe s iphigenia schil-
ler s beautiful soul schone seele or holderlinh61derlinhoelderlinHolhoiderlin s diotimadiotina
without this stimulus provided by winckelmann

in addition to providing motivation for classical literature
winckelmann s writings aided the formation of a german
culture in a second way after the thirty years war inde-
pendent creative efforts were severely limited in germany the
country had lost a major part of its economic capacity and
a large percentage of its population it was therefore especially
susceptible to the economic military and artistic forces of
france for almost a century from 1650 to 1750 music was
the only art in germany which flourished largely independent
of french influence all others especially architecture and
literature became increasingly imitative of franco roman ba-
roque in large part this imitation resulted in poor works that
had some degree of polish but little substance winckelmann
helped the germans develop an independent art in two ways
he was a german writer whose european reputation was suf-
ficient to cause national pride and he showed germany a
culture which it could adopt as a spiritual ancestor the french
had often felt a special kinship with rome both the republic
and the empire now germany looked to greece as its model
greek sculpture architecture painting and especially litera-
ture enjoyed a great revival and writers strove to become like
homer and pindar A great deal has been written concerning
the positive or harmful effects of this involvement with
greece 18 but it was without question one of the most imporimbor

ibid 11II 12 to modern viewers winckelmann s use of such terms to
describe the late hellenistic statue by hagesandrosHagesandros polydoros and athanodoros
would seem very strange it should be remembered however that winckel-
mann was writing during the most extreme period of baroque and rococo
sculpture even the laocoon could appear simple and quiet in comparison to
statuary of that period

in his griechentumGriechen tum und goethezeitGoethe zeit geschichiegesch ichie eineselnesermesernesemmes Glaubens Miinchmunchenen
1952 walther rehm insists the belief in that which is greek is finally
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tant aspects of german intellectual and artistic life in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries probably even the theories and
works of such later writers as heine nietzsche and george
cannot be fully explained without reference to winckelmann s

concept of greece
in addition to the three areas outlined winckelmann made

a great number of related contributions he provided an aes-
thetic evaluation of line 19 developed a theory of artistic grace 20

and more than anyone elelseeiselse was responsible for the attitudes
toward fifth century greece that prevailed universally until
rather recently it may well be however that besides his archae-
ological inaccuracies no other single matter has contributed
more to his loss of fame than the fact that scholars are now
starting to question the stereotype which attributes to greek
character almost faultless moderation control stoicism and
noble self sufficiency to winckelmann more than any other
we owe this evaluation whether or not he is proved to be
wrong in this respect the artistic and scholarly worlds have
reaped great harvests from the conception of greece which
winckelmann helped to form

only a simile for the belief in that which is most purely human and therefore
also for the belief in that which is german p 17 eliza M butler s the
tyranny of greece over germany boston 1958 was written to support her
thesis that the greek influence in germany stifled the germans natural cre-
ativityativity many others have taken positions somewhere between these two

winckelmann 11II 14 42 62 1I 24 ff
201301201bidibidbidfidfis 11II 320324320 324
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