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The Place of Art in Hegel’s Phenomenology 
SVEN-OLOV WALLENSTEIN 

Art, mythology, and religion in Hegel’s early writings 

Hegel’s critique of the Romantic aspiration to place art above philosophy is 
well known, as is the element of self-criticism that this entails.1 In the Jena 
period, from his first real public appearance in 1801 with The Difference 
Between Fichte’s and Schelling’s System of Philosophy onwards, Hegel 
undertakes a critical re-evaluation of his earlier views, which had been 
developed in the writings from Bern and Frankfurt. In these earlier texts, 
the capacity to found an ethical order, a Sittlichkeit, was ascribed first and 
foremost to religion, but also to an art understood in the general and broad 
sense in which the state itself can be taken to be a work of art, as in the case 
of the Greek polis. But at the present moment, Hegel says in 1801, there is a 
“need for philosophy,” i.e., an overcoming of the divisions of modernity 
that would take place through the work of reason and of the concept, and 
not through an aesthetic intuition.  

Hegel’s analysis of the ethical order began with a study of early 
Christianity, though the aim of the analysis was to intervene in the present, 
by investigating the possibility of a religion that would combine the virtues 
of Kant and the French Revolution, and would be able to regenerate a 
unified world. But as Hegel’s analysis progressed, Christianity and in 
particular the church appeared as a world separated from everyday life, and 
the city of God as an ideal city, i.e., a mere representation and a negative 
counter-image that was unable to produce a true reconciliation. This is why, 
after acknowledging the necessary failure of Christianity to achieve the goal 
of freedom and reason, Hegel turned to the Greeks, and to a kind of 
 
1 The standard work is still Otto Pöggeler, Hegels Kritik der Romantik (Munich: Fink, 
1988). 
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aestheticized view of the polis, which now appeared as the place where 
reason and freedom were truly realized.2 The beautiful religion of the 
Greeks could in this sense be taken as an ideal in the full sense, and Hegel 
explicitly defined the Greek polis as a work of art.3 The city-state was 
instituted by the work of art, but it was also itself a work, a harmonious unity 
where the political and the aesthetic ceaselessly passed over into each other. 

A decisive influence for Hegel’s turn to the Greeks seems to have come 
from Hölderlin. Together they developed these ideas in terms of what they 
called “popular education” (Volkserziehung), to the point that they even 
planned a division of labor between them, so that Hölderlin would deal with 
art and Hegel with religion.4 Hegel now systematically opposed the Greek 
beautiful religion to the “positivity” of the Christian religion, where this 
education had been transformed into a transcendent law and a merely 
external cult, and Hölderlin’s Hyperion and the successive versions of the 
tragedy Empedocles could be taken as attempts to work this out in the 
literary form of a “modern tragedy.” The background for this was 
undoubtedly Schiller’s Letters on Aesthetic Education, but in asking the 
question of how the idea of reason could be made effective in a contem-
porary world that is characterized by division and sundering, they wanted 
to go beyond the merely “beautiful appearance” that Schiller proposed as 
the domain of art. 

The most densely formulated version of this vision is the so-called 
“System Program of German Idealism,” a text dating from 1796, though 
excavated from the obscurity of a Berlin library and published only as late as 
1917, by Franz Rosenzweig. The text has itself been handed down to us in a 
fragmented state, and its author remains unknown. Hegel, Schelling, and 
Hölderlin have all been suggested as likely candidates, and contemporary 

 
2 For a discussion of the context of Hegel’s early theological fragments and the 
development of Sittlichkeit, and of how a reinterpreted Christianity became one of a 
series of different utopian modes projected back in history, see Christoph Jamme, “Ein 
ungelehrtes Buch.” Die philosophische Gemeinschaft zwischen Hölderlin und Hegel in 
Frankfurt 1797–1800, Hegel-Studien, Beiheft 23. On the ideas of Greece, see Jacques 
Taminiaux, La nostalgie de la Grèce à l’aube de l’idéalisme allemand (The Hague: Nijhoff, 
1967). 
3 See, for instance, the passages in Jenaer Systementwürfe, Gesammelte Werke vol. 8 
(Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1976), 263. 
4 See Briefe von und an Hegel, eds. Johannes Hoffmeister & Friedhelm Nicolin (Ham-
burg: Felix Meiner, 1981), vol. I, 24f. Hegel’s response to Hölderlin’s proposal is lost. 
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consensus opts for Hegel.5 This fragment brings together philosophy, 
religion, morality, and politics under the rubric of a new “mythology,” in 
which abstract ideas were to be cast in sensible form, and the merely 
externally associated limbs of the social body joined together as in a living 
organism. The ideas of practical reason (i.e., the heritage of Kant’s second 
Critique), the anonymous author suggests, need to be brought into contact 
with a speculative or “grand physics,” so that they cease to be merely 
unattainable ideals, just as the state, previously considered as an external 
“machine,”6 needs to be transcended in the direction of a higher idea where 
all men can be united and perceive their own individuality as stemming 
from a higher principle of reason, which is to be found in the idea of beauty: 

Finally, the idea that unites all [previous ones], the idea of beauty, the 
word understood in the higher Platonic sense. I am convinced now, that 
the highest act of reason, which—in that it comprises all ideas—is an 
aesthetic act, and that truth and goodness are united as sisters only in 
beauty. The philosopher must possess as much aesthetic capacity as the 
poet. The people without an aesthetic sensibility are philosophical 
literalists [Buchstabenphilosophen]. Philosophy of the spirit is an aesthetic 
philosophy.7 

 
5 Cf. Christoph Jamme and Helmuth Schneider (eds.), Mythologie der Vernunft 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1984), which contains a selection of important 
philological and philosophical interpretations of the text, by Rosenzweig, Otto Pöggeler, 
Dieter Henrich, Anne Marie Gethmann-Siefert, and Xavier Tilliette. 
6 The image of the state-machine in fact has Kantian roots; cf. for instance the paragraph 
“Beauty as a Symbol of Morality” in the Critique of Judgment (§59), where Kant 
discusses two different ways of symbolizing the state: if it is controlled by “internal 
popular law” it is represented by an “animated body,” if is controlled by a “singular 
absolute will,” by a “mere machine.” Both of these cases are however “symbolic 
representations,” and this symbolism, in merely transferring a “rule for reflection” from 
one object to another, would be precisely what a text like the Älteste Systemprogramm 
attempts to transgress by posing the aesthetic idea as the highest. 
7 “Zuletzt die Idee, die alle vereinigt, die Idee der Schönheit, das Wort im höheren 
platonischem Sinne genommen. Ich bin nur überzeugt, daß der höchste Akt der 
Vernunft, der, indem sie alle Ideen umfasst, ein ästhe[ti]stischer Akt ist, und das 
Wahrheit und Güte, nur in der Schönheit verschwistert sind—Der Philosoph muß 
ebenso viel ästhetischer Kraft besitzen / als der Dichter, die Menschen ohne ästhetischen 
Sinn sind unsre Buchstabenphilosophen. Die Philosophie des Geistes ist eine ästhetische 
Philo[sophie].” Das älteste Systemprogramm, quoted from the transcription in 
Mythologie der Vernunft, 12f. The slash indicates the break between recto and verso page 
of the manuscript. 
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The double movement of the aestheticizing of the political and the 
politicizing of aesthetics that was to become one of the most fateful legacies 
of Romanticism here finds one of its essential roots. It is only as united 
under the spell of the aesthetic idea, the idea tou kalou derived from Plato’s 
Phaedrus and Symposium, that morality, philosophy, and public life can 
come together, which also signifies that the role of the philosopher will have 
to be transformed: he must not only be endowed with an aesthetic 
sensibility equal to the poet, but should in fact in himself include and 
transcend both the figure of the philosopher and the poet, just as the 
imagination in its upward flight passes beyond the strictures of both the 
understanding and sensibility, and leads us towards a new conception of 
reason. Aesthetic ideas are thus not only meant as fiction—which, as we 
saw, was the aporia encountered by Schiller in his Letters on Aesthetic 
Education—but as effective interventions in reality. 

The question becomes to what extent this can take place in the modern 
world. For Schiller, the remoteness of the ideal is precisely what teaches us 
not to confound it with reality, and prevents it from becoming a deception, 
whereas for Hölderlin and Hegel this distance, which subsequently would 
be worked out as an idea of “aesthetic autonomy,” condemns the work to an 
exile in the space of the imaginary. This problem will echo throughout the 
history of modern art and its attempts to become politically effective and to 
transcend its dimension of autonomy or the “aura,” as in the famous 
exchange between Benjamin and Adorno in the second half of the 1930s, or 
later in Marcuse’s idea of “repressive desublimation,” and it extends into the 
last decade’s debates between modernism and postmodernism. 

But Hegel soon withdrew from the heights of the aesthetic idea. Unlike 
Schelling, who opted for the possibility of reunifying the world through a 
work of art, which he famously saw in the modern epic created in Dante’s 
Divine Comedy,8 Hegel came to fundamentally distrust the Romantic vision, 
and from the Differenzschrift onwards, it is philosophy and conceptual 
thought which for him holds the key to the reconciliation of the modern 
world. The short essay from 1800, the year before the Differenzschrift, on 
Schiller’s drama Wallenstein points to the fact that there can be no such 
thing as a modern epic: modernity is inherently prosaic, it does not allow 
for a return to religious or aesthetic ideals, and the heroism of Schiller’s 

 
8 See his “Über Dante in philosophischer Beziehung” (1803), first published in the two-
year collaborative project undertaken with Hegel in Jena, Kritisches Journal der Philosophie.  
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protagonist leads him to be destroyed by the disenchantment of the modern 
world, and ground down by the “prose of relations” (Prosa der 
Verhältnisse), of which Hegel would later speak in his analysis of the 
modern novel in the Berlin lectures on aesthetics.9 This does not of course 
mean that art would simply have become useless, only that its role can no 
longer be to give a unified representation of the world; it can hold up a 
mirror to us that shows a broken reflection, but the true unity of self and 
image can only come through a second-order reflection on this reflection, 
i.e., by speculation, which is the true task of philosophy. 

This would mean that Hermann Glockner’s thesis that there is 
something like an “aesthetic foundation”10 for Hegel’s system, as this 
develops from the early Jena writings and onwards, cannot be sustained. 
Glockner’s thesis can be used in a weaker form to imply that the system 
itself has an aesthetic quality, or that it is based upon aesthetics as its first 
(chronological or logical) part. But it can also be read as a more open 
suggestion, which is what I would like to do here, i.e., as a question that 
bears upon Hegel’s actual use of artworks, how they are intertwined with 
the logical structure of his thought, to what extent they are essential to its 
very articulation, and in this sense would be located neither beneath nor 
above philosophy, but as it were within it. And it is this question that I 
would like to pursue in relation to the Phenomenology, the work that 
concludes Hegel’s Jena period, and where he is supposed to have finally 
overcome the romantic temptation. 

The multiple uses of art in the Phenomenology 

In the Phenomenology, Hegel draws on several of his earlier analyses, and 
inscribes them in an overarching structure, which is the path of spirit 
coming to itself, or is the “experience of consciousness” as it gradually 
comes to overcome its distance towards the world, and to understand that 
substance must be understood as subject, and the subject as substance. The 
world, as substance, must be grasped as a meaningful totality, for which the 
 
9 The conflict of the modern novel in fact lies “zwischen der Poesie des Herzens und der 
entgegenstehenden Prosa der Verhältnisse”; see Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik, Werke, 
eds. Eva Moldenhauer & Karl Markus Michel (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1986) vol. 
14, 219f, and vol. 15, 392f.  
10 “Die Ästhetik in Hegels System der Philosophie” (1931), rpr. in Beiträge zum 
Verständnis und zur Kritik Hegels, Hegel-Studien, 1965, Beiheft 2, 425–442. 
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mediated unity of self-consciousness is the model, but subjective 
consciousness must in turn understand that it itself is part of a larger 
substantial order of an intersubjective nature. Whether these two orders can 
be truly united is the key issue for Hegel; the kind of unification that the 
Romantics sought in art and aesthetic intuition can however no longer be 
the final answer, but at best only a preliminary form, destined to be 
superseded by higher and more complex forms of mediation, with the unity 
achieved in the philosophical concept as the ultimate goal. 

The question would be: what happens to the earlier understanding of art 
in the phenomenological model? Is it simply rejected and relegated to a 
prehistory supposed to have been overcome in the System of Science? In 
point of fact, references to art and literature permeate the whole of Hegel’s 
text. They are however always anonymous, as if constituting a kind of tacit 
knowledge woven into the fabric of the experience of consciousness, and are 
indeed always more or less inexact; Hegel paraphrases and translates from 
memory, he cuts and edits at will, but always with the intent of integrating 
the references into the movement of his own discourse. 

Beginning with the second section of the chapter on reason, the literary 
references multiply: the paraphrased quote from Goethe’s first version of 
Faust that opens the analysis of “Pleasure and Necessity,” where Hegel 
points to the contradiction in Faust’s desire to achieve instant gratification 
in fusing with the other, while still retaining the autonomy of self-
consciousness; the following step, which analyzes “the law of the heart,” 
weaves together references to Rousseau’s Julie, or the New Héloïse, Schiller’s 
play The Robbers, Jacobi’s Woldemar, and perhaps also Hölderlin’s Hyperion. 
Later we encounter the unfortunate Don Quixote, Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister, 
and also many other scattered references. 

In the following chapter, on spirit, it would be possible to unearth a 
logical development organized around three successive readings of literary 
examples. The first section, “True spirit, ethical life,” famously draws on 
Greek tragedy, and particularly Sophocles’s Antigone, which Hegel quotes 
in a typically free manner, in order to establish the irreducible conflict of 
the power of the family and the netherworld, incarnated in the figure of 
Antigone, and the power of the state and the polis, incarnated in the figure 
of Creon. The second section, “Spirit alienated from itself: Cultural 
maturation” (Bildung), cites Diderot’s dialogue Rameau’s Nephew in order 
to show the vertiginous re-evaluation of all values brought about by the 
completion of cultural maturation on the eve of the revolution. And the 
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third and final section, “Spirit certain of itself: morality,” in its analysis of 
the “beautiful soul,” looks to novels, what seems to be Goethe’s Wilhelm 
Meisters Lehrjahre and once more Jacobi’s Woldemar, and quotes directly 
from Novalis’s Heinrich von Ofterdingen. And then, of course, at the very 
end of the chapter on absolute knowledge, we find the slightly altered quote 
from Schiller’s Die Freundschaft, which points to the necessity for spirit to 
go out of itself into the contingency of history in order to come back to itself 
as grasped history. These two forms, Hegel writes, introducing the final 
quote by a dramatic dash, together constitute “the Golgotha of absolute 
spirit, the actuality, the truth, the certainty of its throne, without which it 
would be lifeless and alone; only—Out of the chalice of this realm of spirits / 
Foams forth to him his infinity” (§810).11 

I will not continue with more examples, since my proposal here is not to 
add to the collection of poetic and/or literary images and borrowings 
scattered throughout the text of the Phenomenology, but rather to say 
something about the logic of the collection. This logic is, I will argue, in fact 
double—art appears to play two roles. 

On the one hand, it is an object of analysis, and its role is circumscribed 
within a historical narrative that treats it in terms of its capacity to provide 
us with an adequate presentation of the movement of the concept. In the 
Phenomenology, art thus gradually emerges from out of its intertwinement 
with religion until it reaches the state of “absolute art”—and this is where it 
seems to end, in Greek comedy and a momentary state of happiness, both 
unprecedented and without sequel, where man feels completely at home in 
the world, but at the price of almost entirely evacuating his own substance. 
In this, the Phenomenology can be taken to affirm that philosophy must 
overcome art, and to prefigure the later statements in the Berlin lectures on 
art as a “thing of the past,” something that must be superseded by philosophy 
as an adequate way of grasping the concept in the medium of thought itself. 

On the other hand, artworks often seem to function as something that 
we, following Jean Starobinski in his discussion of Freud,12 could call 

 
11 All citations from the Phenomenology are taken from the translation by Terry 
Pinkard, with paragraph numbers. The translation is available at:  
http://web.mac.com/titpaul/Site/Phenomenology_of_Spirit_page.html. 
12 See Jean Starobinski, “Hamlet et Freud,” preface in Ernest Jones, Hamlet et Oedipe 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1967). For a discussion that takes its cues from Starobinski, but then 
proceeds to show how the work, when positioned as a model or tool, also acquires the 
capacity to talk back, and to challenge the hegemony of theoretical representation as 
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“operators.” By using this term Starobinski suggests that Hamlet and 
Oedipus are not just objects for Freud’s discourse, but more like sieves or 
epistemological grids that constitute integral parts of the project of 
psychoanalysis—they are a privileged representation of the subject’s desire 
in its relation to castration. Similarly, in Hegel, artworks often appear to 
operate as models for thought at strategically located junctures in the text. 
The idea of the “operator” indicates that they are located halfway between 
concepts, which as such would be indispensable, and illustrations, which 
would be merely sensuous and particular representations of properly 
conceptual structures. They belong to the sphere of the imagination, of the 
Mitte, which since Kant had always been given the role of unifying the 
architectural whole, although neither as a foundation nor as telos, but as a 
properly interstitial element. 

This use of art as a philosophical tool, while not simply contradicting the 
later thesis on art as a thing of the past with respect to its “highest aim,” in 
fact draws Hegel close to some of Schelling’s ideas about art as an 
“organon,” and it opens up the possibility of a different type of exchange 
between art and philosophy that constitutes one of the most vital aspects of 
the Hegelian heritage in contemporary philosophy of art. This however 
requires that we examine more closely the distinction between art as an 
object of philosophy, which can be treated systematically, and an art that 
somehow insinuates itself into philosophy and informs its discourse in a 
more oblique way. 

The systematic treatment 

Let me begin by giving a brief overview of the systematic treatment, which 
we find in the section entitled “The Religion of Art” (Die Kunstreligion), 
which is located in the middle of the chapter on religion. As the title 
indicates, the treatment of art is systematically interwoven with and even 
subordinate to the treatment of religion, which takes us from its first and 
simplest forms, where art has not yet appeared, through Greece, where it 
does appear. and forms the strange compound “Kunstreligion” (which 
Hegel sometimes even calls “artificial religion,” “künstliche Religion,” a 

                                                                                                            
such, see Jean-François Lyotard, “Freud selon Cézanne,” in Des dispositifs pulsionnels 
(Paris: UGE, 1973). 
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religion as it were based in artifacts), and up to Christianity, where art 
recedes into the sphere of memory and Er-Innerung. 

Hegel first takes us through an analysis of “natural religion,” which starts 
in the “luminous essence” (das Lichtwesen), a pure beginning or a gift of 
being which is also, as Derrida has pointed out,13 a sacrifice, an expenditure 
of luminosity, or the “creative secret” (§685) of birth. This secret must 
however appear and enter into representation, and the thought that errs 
through nature and generates a “sublime” lack of measure in its random 
forms, must acquire a defined shape. No artworks are yet mentioned here, 
but in the later Berlin lectures on aesthetics Hegel will connect this 
sublimity to, for instance, Hebrew poetry, or to various early forms of 
architecture. Now, this necessary shaping occurs in the subsequent and 
slightly enigmatic section, “Plant and Animal,” in the form of pantheism 
and a peaceful religion of flowers, which soon passes over into the violence 
of the religion of animals. Out of this destructive violence, which “grinds 
down,” as Hegel says, the beings that exist for themselves, the final moment 
in natural religion emerges, which is also the first recognizable artistic 
agent: the “Artisan” (der Werkmeister). His work is still instinctual, and it 
produces the rectilinear and planar shapes of the understanding, in 
pyramids and obelisks. The work that appears is however not yet spiritual, 
but must receive this spiritual quality from the outside, as in the case of the 
pyramids, which enclose a deceased placed within them, or as themselves a 
dead body that must be given voice by the rising sun, as in Herodotus’s 
description of the colossi of Memnon. In his work with external reality the 
artisan however gradually comes to intertwine the geometric and the 
organic, and “free architecture” (§694) begins here. In the later lectures, 
Hegel would develop this much further, and explicate the link between 
architecture as the first art of space, matter, and gravity, which inscribes 
death and the underworld in a movement towards the Greek luminosity.14 

 
13 See the discussion in Glas (Paris: Galilée, 1974), 331ff. 
14 Hegel’s rich treatment of the first phases of architecture has received surprisingly little 
comment, although it in fact provides many keys as to why the schema of “architect-
tonics” imposes itself as a model for the philosophical system. In addition, this treatment 
also displays a rich variety of synthesizing and interpretative moves that need to be made 
for a history of art to have a beginning, in the passage from “pre-art” (Vorkunst) to art. I 
discuss this in more detail in “Hegel and the Grounding of Architecture,” in Michael 
Asgaard and Henrik Oxvig (eds.): The Paradoxes of Appearing: Essays on Art, 
Architecture, and Philosophy (Baden: Lars Müller Publishers, 2009). 
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In Greece and the religion of art, then, spirit truly becomes an artist, but 
it does so on the basis of a fusion of art and religion. In the later Berlin 
lectures, Hegel would more clearly separate art and religion, and also 
present an infinitely more detailed analysis of the individual arts that 
correlates them with historical phases. In this later version, the Greek 
moment contains the sensible appearing of the idea, and freestanding 
sculpture constitutes the paradigmatic form, whereas the subsequent 
Christian moment ascribes this role to painting, although art as such, as the 
presentation of truth, has been relegated to a secondary position in relation to 
religion. In the Phenomenology, these different developmental lines are still 
intertwined, and Greece is understood as the moment of an “absolute art,” 
which will be just as condemned to disappearance as is the Greek Sittlichkeit. 

In the Phenomenology, Hegel discerns three steps in the Greek develop-
ment, the abstract, the living, and the spiritual work of art, all of which can 
be understood as the gradual emergence of self-consciousness and the 
becoming-human of the divine powers. When this process is completed, art 
will fade away, together with the Greek gods, and the systematic treatment 
comes to an end. 

The first moment takes us from sculpture to the hymn, and finally to the 
cult, and “abstraction” here means that the constitutive moments of art 
have still not formed an integral unity. In this process, gods and humans 
begin to draw closer to each other, and the animal and natural shapes are 
relegated to the obscure memory of the “unethical realm of the titans” 
(§707). The proper appearance of the god however requires a higher 
element than the merely external space of sculpture, and this will be 
language, in the form of the hymn and the oracle, which are finally brought 
together in the cult and the sacrifice, where the fruits that are consumed are 
at once a spiritualization of matter and a descent of the gods. The cult joins 
together the subjective interiority of worship and the external space of 
sculpture, and makes art into a common and collective event. 

In the second moment, the living work of art, we see a development 
leading from the Mysteries to the Olympic games, and the emergence of a 
human universality. This is the feast that man gives in the honor of himself, 
where the human figure takes the place of archaic sculpture, and the 
beautiful body of the athlete or the fighter receives the worship earlier 
bestowed on the statue. Once more, however, the equilibrium between 
inner and outer is lacking, and this time, too, language proves to be the 
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medium in which it is to be achieved, which will take us into the third and 
final moment. 

This is the spiritual work of art, where Hegel traces a development from 
epic to tragedy and comedy, which gradually removes the gods from the 
stage until man finally encounters nothing but himself, and this, as we will 
see, is the brief and transitory moment of what Hegel calls “absolute art.” In 
the epic, the spirit of different groups comes together in a kind of pre-state 
community (for which the Iliad and the war against Troy seem to be the 
paradigm), and here the interaction between man and gods already shows 
the redundant nature of the divine powers in a way that prefigures the 
comic dissolution: the actions of the gods merely duplicate those of the 
humans, and as such they are nothing but a “farcical superfluity” (§730) 
that initiates their process of dying. In tragedy language then appears in a 
more pure form, where the protagonists take the stage in order to express 
their inner essence, and where the hero with his determinate character 
presents a further step of humanization. And finally, in comedy we witness 
the “the depopulation of heaven” (§741): the gods are divested of their 
substance and everything returns to consciousness and the self. This 
moment “is, on the part of consciousness, both that of well-being and of 
letting-oneself-be-well which is no longer to be found outside of this 
comedy.” (§747) This, then, is absolute art, the moment of artistic con-
fidence, which is also the end of art as well as the first death of God in the 
narrative of the Phenomenology. The moment of absolute art is a moment 
of irony, a happiness that treats everything lightly, and plays upon the use of 
masks and dissimulations in order to affirm its own lack of substance.15 

The next section, “Revealed Religion,” looks back at this transformation 
from the opposite end, or more precisely from a vantage point beyond the 
end of classical art: as we noted, the elevation of the self in comedy is just as 
much a loss of spirit, and Hegel now describes the pain inherent in the 
“harsh phrase that God has died” (§752) as a transition. On the one hand, 
the oracles are gone and the statues have become corpses, faith has 
abandoned the hymns and the old artworks are “beautiful fruit broken off 
from the tree” (§753)—all of which can be understood as a nostalgic trope 

 
15 Which is of course a very tricky moment that may be read both with against dialectics; 
cf. Werner Hamacher, “The End of Art with the Mask,” in Stuart Barnett (ed.): Hegel 
After Derrida (London: Routledge, 1998). 
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derived from Winckelmann,16 but also as that which makes possible our 
modern aesthetic appreciation of these works by wresting them away from 
their original soil. This is developed further in the lectures on aesthetics, 
and we can seen this idea germinating in the image of the young girl, who in 
a gesture of mourning, but also of generosity and grace, offers the works to 
us and our Er-innerung, to the interiorizing that takes place in our memory 
and our art-historical institutions.17 On the other hand, the death of the old 
gods is also the precondition for the birth of the new God, which is a 
response to the pain of unhappy consciousness and the emptiness of a 
situation where “the self is the absolute essence,” in the form of the descent 
of the absolute to man—which in turn prefigures the second death of God, 
this time a more profound death out of which philosophy itself will arise. 

Art as operator 

What then of the other role of art? As we have already noted, references to, 
and hidden quotes from, works of art are scattered throughout the text of 
the Phenomenology. A first remark would be the following: if in the 
systematic explication presented above they appear as more and more 
fulfilled and perfected indications of a development of consciousness, as 
stepping-stones on the way toward the historical caesura which divides the 
death of the ancient gods from the birth of the Christian God, they are also, 
as singular works, powerful agents that assume a much more active and 
organizing role than simply being illustrations of a development, which I 
above attempted to capture by the term “operator.”  

Let me clarify what I mean with two examples. Both are located at 
similar critical junctures in the chapter on spirit—the first functions as the 
paradigm for the dissolution of Greek ethical life, the second as the 
endpoint of the process of cultural formation (Bildung), which opens onto a 
kind of pre-revolutionary nihilism—and in this they constitute a kind of 
interior rhyme in the text, a cumulative effect that allows the second reading 
to inform the first, and which also organizes the narrative that they seem 
 
16 In fact, Winckelmann can just as much as Hegel be read as a theorist of the rise of 
aesthetics as a modern predicament: the loss of the Greek origin creates the space of art-
historical, aesthetic, and museological discourse.  
17 Jean-Luc Nancy reads this passage as the advent of a discourse on art as autonomous 
and self-conscious form, which requires the detachment from religion; see Les Muses 
(Paris: Galilée, 1994), 75–97. 
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merely to illustrate. These two cases are, of course, Sophocles’s Antigone 
and Diderot’s Rameau’s Nephew. 

If the Greek polis can be taken as a work of art, as an aesthetic-political 
unity, which Hegel indeed had claimed in his earlier writings, then the 
action performed by a work like Sophocles’s Antigone is the tearing apart of 
this beautiful unity, the revealing of its irrevocable disunity. The properly 
tragic dimension of tragedy is that both parties—in this case Creon and 
Antigone—are in fact right, and both of them simply fulfill a duty, the law, 
divine or human, that has been allotted to them, without being able to see 
the justification for the actions on the part of the other: “Since it sees right 
only on its own side and sees only wrong on the other, the consciousness 
that belongs to divine law beholds on the other side merely human and 
contingent acts of violence; and that consciousness which belongs to human 
law beholds on the other side the obstinacy and disobedience of inward 
being-for-itself” (§465). This is not just simply a conflict between the 
subjectivity of the heart and the objectivity of duty, but between two equally 
unavoidable duties (family-state, woman-man, divine-human), and both 
Creon and Antigone emphasize the objective and non-personal dimension 
of the law whose command they are carrying out. This incapacity to see the 
perspective of the other is what brings down the beautiful totality of the 
polis and of Greek ethical life, and when the spheres of family and state have 
come to be opposed, the process of disintegration is irreversible: old and 
young are pitted against each other, the state must attempt to undermine the 
authority and inwardness of the family, while the family, and more precisely 
femininity, the “polity’s eternal irony” (§474), overtakes the government’s 
universal purpose and transforms it into a private family enterprise. 

My interest here is not so much the significance of tragedy as a literary 
artifact, or the tragic as an ontological and/or existential structure in Hegel’s 
philosophy, but the way in which the example orients the logic of the 
narrative. What Hegel intends to show is that the individual in the beautiful 
ethical life is embedded in a social order that must be broken up for the 
infinity of subjectivity to appear, and in the section entitled “The ethical 
world, the human and divine law, man and woman,” which precedes the 
references to Antigone, he provides us with an account of the equilibrium 
between human and divine law, man and woman, state and family. This 
account, I would like to propose, is obviously already structured by the 
analysis of Sophocles, in its highlighting two features that will become the 
key issue in the play: the family that provides the death of the individual 
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with a higher meaning through the ritual of burial and joins the earthly and 
the chthonic order, and the inner structure of the family, where Hegel 
stresses the relation between brother and sister as a pure recognition, 
untainted by any desire. This latter relation, Hegel concludes, implies that 
“the moment of the individual self, as recognizing and being recognized, 
may here assert its right because it is bound up with the equilibrium of 
blood relations and with relations utterly devoid of desire. The loss of a 
brother is thus irreplaceable to the sister, and her duty towards him is the 
highest” (§456). This indeed makes little sense as an analysis of Greek 
ethical life in general, and the function of this passage seems rather to be its 
prefiguring of the reading of Antigone; or, in the perspective that I would 
like to suggest here, Sophocles’s play functions as an operator or a grid 
through which Greek ethical life can appear in a particular way, and the 
literary text intervenes not only as an illustration of a thesis established 
independently of it. Greek ethical life was for Hegel always underway 
towards the tragic dissolution staged in Sophocles’s play, or inversely: 
Sophocles’s play is the hidden attractor that makes it possible to depict this 
life as always underway towards tragedy. 

My second example is the similar strategic use of Diderot’s Rameau’s 
Nephew, which, I would argue, provides the argument in the subsequent 
analysis of cultural maturation with its direction, and in this functions in a 
similar fashion as Antigone. We must first note that Hegel does not 
understand Bildung in the sense of a culture acquired through a reading of a 
certain set of canonical texts, but as a progressive estrangement and 
externalization of the self in which the individual must shed his natural 
determination, all of which leads to a kind of nihilism, even though this is a 
term that Hegel himself does not use (nor, it must be added, could it have 
been available to him, since it emerges out of a certain nineteenth-century 
reading of the Hegelian completion of metaphysics). This analysis forms a 
part of the most entangled and layered sections of the Phenomenology, and 
here I can only trace a particular line that ends in Diderot, although I 
believe that it has bearings on the whole. 

Hegel suggests a developing opposition between state power, substance, 
or the collective order, and the individual’s quest for personal wealth. These 
two are however only opposed on the surface, and, drawing on his reading 
of British political economy, Hegel shows how the individual in his pursuit 
of his own pleasure and gain in fact might contribute to the well-being of 
the whole. On the basis of this dialectical opposition Hegel then proceeds to 
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analyze the emergence of an increasingly complex social order, within 
which the individual understands state power both as his own essence and 
as that which deprives him of individuality, in a process that takes us from 
the feudal order, through the arrival of the absolutist state and up to the 
revolution. From my perspective, it is crucial that Hegel systematically 
accounts for this development as a series of what could be called language 
games—from the “language of the counsel” (§504), to the “heroism of 
flattery” (§510), and the “empty name” (§511). These processes, where on 
the one hand state power comes to be concentrated in a point that 
eventually escapes definition since it is situated at the limit of language, and 
on the other hand wealth develops into an independent system, no doubt 
characterized by an opposite but equally empty verbosity, generate a torn, 
split, and lacerated world, which is expressed in the “language of laceration” 
(die Sprache der Zerissenheit), which Hegel understands as the “perfected 
language of this entire world of cultural maturation as well as its true 
existing spirit” (§519). This language is precisely what unfolds in Rameau’s 
Nephew, which can be understood as the completion of cultural maturation 
in a vertiginous reversal of all values, and at the end of the ancien régime it 
already appears to herald both the Marxist analysis of universal com-
modification and Nietzsche’s diagnosis of nihilism: everything is for sale, all 
values can easily be converted into their opposite, and the only reasonable 
stance is to understand and affirm the complete bankruptcy of reason. 

Now, could we not say that the inevitable conflict of Creon and 
Antigone, and even more so the inversions and reversals of Diderot’s 
dialogue on the eve of the contemporary age, are indeed akin to the 
movement of dialectics itself? Not only do they portray the necessity of 
Zerrissenheit and the movement of Verkehrung, but they in fact provide 
Hegel with two of the most powerful ways to think dialectics: the idea of a 
necessary and determinate contradiction, and the possibility of an infinite 
negativity. In this they propagate their effects far beyond the confines of the 
analysis of “the religion of art,” and they indicate the presence of the 
artwork as what I have called a tool, an operator, or perhaps what we, 
following Adorno, could call a “model.” This second position of the work, 
no longer an object simply outside of, in front of, before philosophical 
discourse, in fact testifies to the way in which Hegel’s language does not 
simply dominate its objects, which is how he is often perceived, and 
particularly so with respect to artworks, but allows them to unfold their 
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own analytic powers inside a philosophical discourse that is itself in search 
of its own definition.  
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