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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Richard Neer 

Adangerous model to follow." That is how Sir Ernst 

Gombrich described Leo Steinberg to readers of 

the New York Review of Books in 1977.1 The dismissal 

illustrates the polarization of both the art world and 

the academy in the wake of the sixties. It is striking to 

go back to the first, 1976 issue of the journal October— 

which would quickly become a standard-bearer for 

avant-gardist theory—and to read, in its manifesto, a 

declaration of war against the"philistinism" of that same 

NYRB for effectively excluding contemporary art, film, 

and performance from its pages.2 Steinberg himself 

published in October, and like the latter quickly went 

from the margins to the center of the discipline. By 

1982, he was delivering the prestigious Mellon Lectures 

at the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D C — 

the very series in which Gombrich had cemented his 

own reputation with Art and Illusion some twenty-five 

years previously.3 By 1984 he was writing for the NYRB 

himself (the essay is reprinted in the present volume), 

and in 1986 he won a MacArthur fellowship. With the 

benefit of hindsight, it is clear that he was one of the 

most important and influential art historians of the 

last fifty years. 

Professionally, however, Steinberg was always a bit of 

an outsider; although he occupied a distinguished chair 

at the University of Pennsylvania, he did not establish 

a lineage of students or build himself an institutional 

base by founding a journal or leading a research center. 

Nomadic between the academy and the art world, he af­

fected a prose style that seemed designed to flout schol­

arly norms and published in what can seem a willfully 

scattershot way (those Mellon Lectures, for instance, 

never appeared in print).4 In an era of specialization, 

he was as much at home in the Renaissance as in the 

twentieth century, publishing book-length studies of 

Michelangelo and Leonardo alongside seminal discus­

sions of Rodin, Rauschenberg, Picasso, and others.5 All 

of which was, in retrospect, quite pointed—a rebuke of 

sorts to a discipline that revered him but to which he 

never fully subscribed. 

Yet Gombrich had a point: Steinberg was danger­

ous. Wha t made him so was his approach to evidence. 

Gombrich emerged from a German tradition of art 

history grounded in philology. The characteristic move 

of this school was to decode Renaissance paintings as 

quasi-allegorical statements of philosophical theses by 

reading their iconography on the basis of handbooks 

of emblems. Primary evidence for any such reading was 

not to be found in the picture itself, or even in groups 

of pictures, but in the emblem book. This approach 

was well suited to the academy, as it put a premium 

on erudition and established clear canons of evidence 

and evaluation. The trouble was that it gave the verbal 

priority over the visual, the book over the work of art, 

and was therefore intrinsically reductive. Still, under 

the aegis of Gombrich, Erwin Panofsky, and other doy­

ens, this"iconology" dominated anglophone art history 

throughout the postwar era and into the present day.6 

Steinberg was plenty erudite, but his formation was 

in art schools and museums, not in libraries. For him, 

emblem books and the like were at best circumstantial 

evidence, at worst distractions, leading the professori­

ate to impute their own philosophical ambitions and 

book learning to artists who operated by what he fa­

mously called "other criteria." The cardinal feature of 

his mode of argument was to find words for pictures 
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[xn] not by reference primarily to verbal cipher keys, but by 

comparison with other pictures. This tendency was at 

its most provocative in his book The Sexuality of Christ 

in Renaissance Art and in Modern Oblivion, first pub­

lished in 1983. Steinberg documented an iconographic 

tradition whereby the Virgin Mary and others point at, 

fondle, or otherwise draw attention to the genitalia of 

the baby Jesus. There were few ready textual or theolog­

ical sources for this tradition—it was purely visual—yet 

Steinberg documented its existence beyond dispute. He 

argued that the iconography represented an ongoing 

reflection by painters on the miracle of Incarnation, 

such that the emphasis on genitalia was a way to con­

vey visually the miracle of the Word made flesh. Textual 

evidence here was important but always secondary, and 

one may observe that Steinberg's thesis (about the visual 

representation of the Word made flesh) recapitulated 

his method (which took seriously the imbrication of 

discursive content with the materiality of the picture). 

Naturally, the book sparked a firestorm of controversy, 

not just for the provocative nature of the argument but 

for the challenge it offered to the research protocols 

of the discipline (Steinberg responded in the second 

edition that appeared in 1996 under the imprimatur of 

the University of Chicago Press).7 If painting can be 

a form of nondiscursive thought and can produce its 

own, independent reflections on divinity and embod­

iment, then a philological art history can seem redun­

dant or worse. 

Steinberg did not, however, sequester art in its own 

little domain of disinterest or formal autonomy. On the 

contrary, he stressed a constitutive relation to beholders. 

Of Picasso's Les Demoiselles d'Avignon, for instance, he 

declared, "Without the mutual dependency of aroused 

viewer and pictorial structure there is no picture"8Taken 

literally, this means that Picasso's masterpiece is not a 

physical object at all, but a relation of viewer and struc­

ture, a "mutual dependency." So far from making him 

a formalist, then, Steinberg's emphasis on perceptual 

proof led him to dissolve'Vhe object" into a complex net­

work that included both the artist's intentions and the 

beholder's response. Encounters with Robert Rausch-

enberg in the 1950s had prompted this insight:"! sud­

denly understood that the fruit of an artist's work need 

not be an object. It could be an action, something once 

done, but so unforgettably done, that it's never done 

with."9 This thought became a truism for art critics of 

the 1960s and beyond.10 Its application to historical 

scholarship, on the other hand, is not straightforward— 

and it is here that, increasingly, Steinberg concentrated 

his energies. 

If artworks are not reducible to physical objects, then 

what do art historians study? Steinberg's best writings 

attend, more or less explicitly, to criteria. This term does 

not refer solely to normative standards of evaluation, 

although that is part of it. It can also refer to the deeper 

patterns of agreement and disagreement by which we 

come to apply or withhold concepts like "artwork," "in­

tention," and "object" in the first place. As the philoso­

pher Stanley Cavell once put it, "we do not first know 

the object to which, by means of criteria, we assign a 

value; on the contrary, criteria are the means by which 

we learn what our concepts are, and hence 'what kind 

of object anything is.'"11 Steinberg, as usual, took a large 

view. In his first book of essays, aptly titled Other Cri­

teria: Confrontations with Twentieth-Century Art (1972), 

he argued that the predicament of twentieth-century 

art was, precisely, a perpetual openness, an "otherness," 

to criteria in every sense: it is not settled in advance 

what is or is not (good) art. Criticism, in this situation, 

amounts to a sounding or testing of attunement in crite­

ria with both the work and the reader amid an ongoing 

"shakeup which contaminates all purified categories."12 

Historical scholarship, on the other hand, demands a 

second-order reflection on these same relations, these 

same shakeups. Along with criteria of evaluation, and 

criteria of concepts, a third notion of criterion imposes 

itself: that of evidence. W h a t counts as proof in the 

historical study of art? Wha t secures an account of a 

Cinquecento sculpture under these conditions? Stein­

berg's art-historical writings explore, and offer, "other 

criteria" in this sense: ones that are not given in advance 

but that, like the writings themselves, seem always in 

need of discovery. 

The present volume collects Steinberg's scattered 

writings on the sculpture of Michelangelo. Their subject 



I N T R O D U C T I O N 

matter ranges from the great Pieta in St. Peter's basilica 

to doubtful pieces like the so-called Fifth Avenue Cupid 

in New York. Arguably, however, a single idea animates 

them all, encapsulated in a phrase that recurs several 

times in these pages: "In Michelangelo's hands, anatomy 

became theology"13 Michelangelo, that is, extrapolated 

from the body, from the vitality of flesh, to godhead: 

he understood divinity through, by means of, the car­

nal. This thought upends the Christian doctrine of In­

carnation, whereby the immaterial and transcendent 

deity takes on a body in the miracle of Christ's birth 

(the exact nature of the relation being the stuff of theo­

logical debate down the ages). It also upends the tradi­

tional hierarchy of art-historical interpretation, which 

would see the Renaissance artist as "a sort of illustrator 

of foregone poetics."14 The resulting essays are of a piece 

with Steinberg's work on the sexuality of Christ, but 

drill down into the oeuvre of a single master instead of 

surveying a broad epoch. Again and again, we see the 

sculptor "thinking theologically within his own idiom."15 

Steinberg's Michelangelo typically proceeds by "adap­

tive borrowing," creatively reusing older motifs and sym­

bols to produce a new "bodied theology" all his own.16 

Even a stock pose "may have various meanings, more 

than one at a time—or none, depending on context," 

and the task of the historical critic is to delineate that 

context and tease out those meanings, if any.17 In two 

essays on the Medici Madonna (chs. 3 and 4), for in­

stance, Mary's crossed legs emphasize her perpetual 

virginity while giving prominence to the fruit of her 

womb; Christ twists in such a way as simultaneously 

to nurse and to adopt the pose of a bridegroom, re­

vealing his dual nature. Here it is the interaction, the 

mutual inflection, of motifs that matters: their signifi­

cance is relational, not inherent. In like fashion, a pro­

grammatic piece on the Pieta in Rome (ch. 2) analyzes 

the work into three components: "affect," "theological 

symbolism," and "the dictates of structure."18 To each 

there corresponds a separate branch of art-historical 

inquiry: psychology, iconology, and formalism. Michel­

angelo's specific achievement was to anneal the three in 

an act of "sheer power" that entailed willful distortions 

of anatomy and proportion.19 For example, Steinberg 

notices that the dead Christ has the toned muscles and 

pumped-up veins of a living body; he identifies this 

mysterious vitality with "the mystery of Christ's two 

natures" and declares it "the true subject" of the work.20 

At the heart of this collection, however, stand 

two essays devoted to the late Pieta that Michelan­

gelo carved for his own tomb but mutilated before 

completion.21 Both exhibit Steinberg's characteristic 

moves. As usual, he frames his research questions 

in terms of visual evidence: Why was Christ's leg 

originally slung over the Virgin Mary's thigh, and 

why did Michelangelo later hack it away? As usual, 

he seeks answers in the visual as well. First, in one 

of his most characteristic, provocative, and ingenious 

moves, Steinberg identifies the most salient elements 

of the work by comparing the original to copies made 

of it by a wide range of artists down the years. We 

are quite used to scholars employing contemporary 

verbal accounts of a picture or a statue to guide their 

readings, but Steinberg often put more faith in the 

visual responses of fellow artists. Like many brilliant 

ideas, this one seems obvious in retrospect, but its 

radicalism should not be underestimated: it opens art 

history to a completely different sort of argument and 

demands a completely different kind of erudition, one 

that is visual rather than literary. Second, he observes 

that the original pose of the leg was a stock motif 

with nuptial or even erotic overtones; thus, by means 

of pose, Michelangelo represented the dead Christ 

as the bridegroom of his mother, Mary. Steinberg 

then provides a comprehensive account of the sculp­

ture in terms of the verbal and visual tradition of the 

marriage to Christ in medieval theology and argues 

that Michelangelo's decision to alter the work was 

most likely motivated by discomfort with this specific, 

highly charged feature. The result, although dated 

somewhat by its Freudian terminology, is still more 

germane to the actual work of art—more relevant and 

more convincing—than many a thickly documented 

cultural history. Yes, it's a dangerous model to follow, 

but only because it takes seriously the intractability 

of visual art, its resistance to verbal reduction of the 

sort that Gombrich practiced. Maybe it's art itself, 
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[xiv] and the very idea of a nondiscursive rationality, that 

is dangerous—at any rate, to art history as an aca­

demic discipline. 

Steinberg himself was perfectly alive to this dan­

ger and took it seriously. "Shrinking Michelangelo" (ch. 

7), his one review for the NYRB, sees him panning a 

monograph that found all of Michelangelo's works to 

be aftershocks of Oedipal fantasy. Steinberg dismisses 

the book as an unwitting parody of psychoanalytic the­

ory, but his animus seems overdetermined: in fact, the 

book was also an unwitting parody of his own approach. 

Reading Michelangelo's Taddei Tondo and The Expul­

sion of Adam and Eve, for instance, the author had in 

each case identified a stock motif out of antique sculp­

ture, assigned that motif a symbolic significance, and 

then taken it as a key to the work as a whole—rather 

as Steinberg himself had done time and again in his 

own essays. Steinberg's response, therefore, is at least 

partly a way to distance himself from such misapplica­

tions of his method and, by extension, from the charges 

that Gombrich had leveled in the same journal a few 

years previously. To that end, he criticizes the book on 

both factual and theoretical grounds. It replaced the 

complex play of citation and adaptation in Michelan­

gelo's sculpture (and Steinberg's readings thereof) with 

a crude symbology, which exactly missed the imbri­

cation of motif and context that Steinberg stressed. 

What really draws his ire, however, is the implication 

that Michelangelo's works were failures on their own 

terms: defenses against unwelcome fantasies, they none­

theless revealed, indeed were the prime evidence for, 

those same fantasies. For Steinberg, as we have seen, 

perceived infelicities, like the veins of the dead Christ, 

need to be taken seriously when it comes to such "care­

fully pondered symbolic structures" (the pun on "pon­

der," suggesting both thought and weight, is typical).22 

Like vulgar iconology, vulgar Freudianism failed to take 

art seriously, and so reduced it to the reflex of a prior 

discourse, be it philosophy or fantasy. 

These essays remain challenging even as the world in 

which they were written has receded into the past. Con­

temporary art is no longer excluded from the academy; 

on the contrary, the new "philistinism" may be the con­

signment of historical art to the dustbin as museums 

and universities chase wealthy donors at Basel, Miami, 

or Kassel.23 Yet Steinberg is no less urgent in this predic­

ament than he was forty years ago: his acknowledgment 

that our criteria are always unsettled, always "other," ob­

viates easy distinctions between historical and contem­

porary and suggests that he, like Michelangelo, is both 

permanently contemporary and permanently alien. He 

recurs continually to the idea that the imbrication of 

multiple criteria in art-historical scholarship is not an 

impediment to, but a condition of, intelligibility. Yet the 

special brilliance of these essays is to show that this prob­

lem was Michelangelo's as well. Is there an academic or cu­

ratorial analogue to Michelangelo's "bodied theology," an 

approach to historical works of art that acknowledges 

the mutual dependency of, say, a Pietd and its multiple 

beholders? If so, it is to be found in these pages. 
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ard Candida Smith for the Getty Research Institute's Art His­

tory Oral Documentation, 2001, p. 21. Available online at https:/ 
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altraceleooostei.pdf. 
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3. "The Gestural Trace," p. 19. 

4. Ibid., p. 21. 

5. Ibid., p. 27. Steinberg's several editions of Ulysses and Fin-
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ner of the Last Judgment" Daedalus, 109 (Spring 1980), pp. 211, 

208, and 210. 
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nay, Michelangelo: The Final Period (Princeton, i960), pp. 68-69. 

Two centuries later, Tobias Smollett had a similar reaction. Visit­
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knees of a woman"; Travels through France and Italy (1766). 

2. For the physiological differences between sleep and death, 

see John Glaister's standard Medical Jurisprudence and Toxicology 

(Baltimore, 1957), pp. 110-11, where the changes following death 
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complete muscular relaxation, called "primary flaccidity" to dis­
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pending on atmospheric conditions, rigor mortis may last several 

days. Many late medieval representations of the dead Christ may 

be intended to represent this state. 

Michelangelo's Christ is obviously not an object for medical 

postmortem examination. It exists in a poetic realm—open to 

faith and hope as forensic medicine rarely is—where the frater­

nity of sleep and death is a natural law; Homer knew as much 

when he called sleep and death "the twin brethren" (Iliad, XVI, 

line 673). But it is certain that the sculptor understood the re­

spective anatomies of sleep and death. He knew that a sleep­

er's muscles retain some tone, and that his surface veins remain 

blood-filled—as do the limbs and the veins of this Christ, Thus, 

whether seen with professional or devotional eyes, Michelange­

lo's Christ is a body asleep. In the language of metaphor, its "in­

accuracies" as a corpse are the pledge of its waking. For Michel­

angelo, as for St. Paul, the Risen Christ is "the firstfruits of them 

that slept" (1 Cor. 15:20). Cf. also St. Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage 

(200-258), epistle 62: Christ himself is "the lion of the tribe of Ju-

dah [who] reclines sleeping in his Passion"; in Fathers of the Third 

Century, Ante-Nicene Fathers, 5 (Grand Rapids, MI, n.d.), p. 

360. For twentieth-century reactions by the medical profession, 

see pp. 72-73 below. 

3. For the disputed attribution of this work either to Loren-

zetto's young pupil Nanni or to the aging master himself, see Ru­

dolf Wittkower, "Nanni di Baccio Bigio and Michelangelo," in 

Festschrift Ulrich Middeldorf (Berlin, 1968), pp. 248ff. 

4. Tolnay, The Youth of Michelangelo, 2nd ed. (Princeton, 

D47), fig- 176 and p. 146, misattributes the print to Bonasone, 

despite its legend, "Antonius Salama[n]ca quod potuit imitatus 

ex[s]culpsit 1547." 

5. Wittkower, "Nanni di Baccio Bigio and Michelangelo" 

(above, note 3) sees "a criticism of the original" in the changed 

head position of the 1532 copy, but seems to regard other changes 

"which Nanni felt free to incorporate" in his imitations as "per­

sonal vagaries." It is important to stress that Nanni moves in a 

stream. Pope-Hennessy suggests as much when he cites Montor-

soli's'copy"—with its haggard old Virgin—as evidence that Mi­

chelangelo's "break with conventional iconography was not uni-


