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Melancholic Iconology: 20th Century Art and Art History

Takashi NAGAO

7 Abstract N

This study considers Erwin Panofsky's intention toward "meaning" from the viewpoint of 20"-century art his-
tory. As highlighted by Hall and Moxey, Panofsky's methods and research cannot, of course, be separated from
the 20th century. Panofsky’s study on Diirer's Melencolia I is a contemporary phenomenon of 20™-century art his-
tory after World War I: return to order, the transition from Dada to Neue Zachlichkeit under the Weimar regime.

The image of the fusion of melancholy and geometry in Melencolia I can also be found in the works of Neue
Zachlichkeit painters, such as Grosz and Aereboe. De Chirico had a significant influence on Neue Zachlichkeit’s
melancholy, and his metaphysical painting arises from Nietzsche's nihilism in the “Death of God.”

In this way, when Panofsky's study is regarded as a contemporary phenomenon of 20"-century art history, the
context of the "Death of God" can be found as one of the backgrounds. If so, Panofsky's attempts at the founda-
tion of art history based on a metaphysical model in the 1920s are regarded as an attempt to supplement the
"nonsense" of the “Death of God" with the lost "meaning." This intention for metaphysical "meaning" is orga-
nized into a methodology called “iconology,” which tentatively constructs the "meaning" of works of art. It is a
so-called "melancholic" iconology based on Diirer's, Weimar's, and the "Death of God" melancholy. By asking
Panofsky's ethics to confront this methodological, political, and philosophical "melancholy," it will be possible to

reconsider iconology as a gesture of response to his contemporary situation.
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