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Stephen Jaeger

BURCKHARDT’S RENAISSANCE
AND THE CULT OF VIOLENCE

IN THE 19TH CENTURY
AND BEYOND1

Cultivated Violence

Beginning in the late eighteenth century European culture entered a phase in
which violence was glorified for certain cultural benefits and philosophical
insights that were imagined to flow from it. The trend entered American
culture and exercised a strong influence, though its expression took a very
different form. Violence as a cultural phenomenon is very different from
attitudes towards violence in warrior societies or in any society in which
honor derives from prowess in battle; it is also different from a philosophy of
violent change in the context of political revolution. Both war and revolution
require genuine violence. »Cultivated« violence is artificial, as the adjective
indicates. In a larger study of which this essay is a part I refer to the trend
as a »Romance of Violence.« For the present essay it is useful to distinguish
between and a romance and a cult of violence.

A cult is a group of worshippers or followers united in devotion to a god
or a person, an idea or a cause. The devotion, the ideology, and the forms
of worship in a cult are esoteric, not shared widely by others in the same
society, restricted to an elite circle of initiates. The cult develops forms of
worship and expression which are part of the esoteric knowledge and prac-
tice which unites the group. The only periods known to me that developed
a cult of violence with wide cultural influences are the late nineteenth and
the twentieth centuries, though it might be worthwhile debating medieval
chivalry in this context.

What I’ve called the cult of violence is a tendency in the West since Ro-
manticism to idealize violence as creative, productive, as allied with or even
generating great things in human culture: art, literature, personal, and na-
tional identity. The sweep of this theorizing of violence as an explanatory

1 This essay is a lightly revised version of the paper given at the University of Kansas conference
on »The Renaissance in the Nineteenth Century.« It retains its essayistic and introductory
character. Documentation aims largely at identifying works and passages actually cited.
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thesis has included not just the art of the Italian Renaissance, but also the
origins of religion, indeed, of the human race itself. In the second half of the
twentieth century, anthropology, history, and philosophy of religion played
a large part, taking up ideas from the nineteenth century – transmitted above
all by Nietzsche but also Darwin – and developed them into grand theories
of violent origins.

Big Cultural Theory

Like many ideas that started as ideals and ended by serving the dark side, the
European cult of violence was begotten in the womb of Romanticism. The
European Romantics created, or inherited, especially from Rousseau and
Herder, a great project of returning to their distant past in order to recover
a lost identity, national, cultural, and individual. All things, individuals, and
peoples had an authenticity in that lost past that they no longer have in the
present, so this master narrative of cultural and national genesis runs. That
imagined primal age was vital and pregnant with benefits. But something
intervened between moderns and their ancient forebears to end that primal
authenticity of life, a development that gradually deprived us of our origi-
nal creativeness, vitality, innocence, and spontaneity, our social and ethnic/
racial unity. The gradual »disenchanting of the world« produces a sterile,
shallow, materialist culture. Foreign cultural domination of the Germans –
to bring it down to a single case – produced, in the view of Herder and the
Romantics, an inauthentic culture, a contaminated ethnic identity; its natives
in the truest sense are alienated, made over in the image of a foreign culture.
The route back to authenticity was to peel away foreign contamination and
return to primal beginnings, the restoration of a »Volksseele«.

A cultural malaise developed into an influential structure of historical
thought and generated great historical and cultural enterprises: the recov-
ery of Germanic antiquity – the great philological projects of the brothers
Grimm; the rediscovery of ancient Greece and Renaissance Italy (Burck-
hardt, Nietzsche, and many others). A variety of nostalgias enspirited this
grand master narrative, nostalgias bordering on resentments, resentments
bordering on grievances that infected Europe in the nineteenth century:

For the French and the English, the rescue of culture from anarchy hap-
pens via the restoration of art and individualism.2 John Ruskin inspired
the return to medieval modes and technologies of representation, a trend
from which the English Arts and Crafts movement developed, as did pre-

2 On this trend in England, see Lynne Walhout Hinojosa: The Renaissance, English Cultural
Nationalism, and Modernism, 1860–1920, New York 2009.



1. Korrektur / mentis – Koopmann / Baron (Hg.): Die Wiederkehr der Renaissance / 11.06.13 / Seite 41

Burckhardt’s Renaissance and the Cult of Violence 41

Raphaelite art. Max Weber looked back to »pure forms« of charismatic
authority – the shaman, the prophet, the berserk warrior – that ripen into
the charismatic ruler, an unstable type whose instability weakens into a dis-
enchanted present of bureaucracies and parliaments, where the charismatic
leader can only exist as an artificial creation of a public relations machine.
James Frazer’s monumental study of primitive fertility cults, The Golden
Bough, recreated an alluring and thrilling pre-Christian past in which polit-
ical orders and human fertility, the body of the king and the health of the
crops, were inextricably knitted together, and various kind of sanctioned
killings were built into the procedures for succession to rule. T. S. Eliot’s
»The Wasteland« formed its vision of the rescue of a sterile present by re-
turn to an age of vitality largely on inspiration from Frazer.

I’ve just given an overview of big theory, not microscopic and surgical
theory. In each of its instantiations big theory sweeps human history from
some primal time of origins to the present; it posits or suggests an ancient
period of authenticity and dignity and a decline from that primal condition.
It posits a villain that caused the decline. It posits the present condition
of man as enslavement, or self-betrayal, or impotent compliance in a dis-
honoring human condition. Earlier historical schemes (medieval Christian,
Enlightenment) may have found in the past models for the present, but these
were largely progressive schemes in which the present is improved by either
abandoning the past or growing out of it organically. But in the nineteenth
century, history became a stick to beat the present and to shame it into a
return to the various forms of vitality and dignity lost because of whatever
it was that intervened. These Romantic and late-Romantic schemes add a
powerful element to earlier regressive patterns (the decline from an age of
gold to an age of lead): the tinder of revolution, in some planted closer to
the surface, in others buried deep. The message of history is not merely,
return to the golden age. It urges the overthrow of the forces that hold
the contemporary world in thrall and thwart the return to aboriginal great-
ness.

Some of the villains were the western cultivation of learning and sci-
ence (Rousseau), the French and Italian influence on the Germans (Herder,
Fichte), the capitalist ruling class (Marx), Judaism and Christianity (Niet-
zsche).

From the mid-nineteenth century on, another element emerged that
Rousseau and Herder had not envisioned: the idea that primary among
the beneficent things in the time of origins were ruthlessness, Machiavellian
cunning, unrestrained violence, individualism operating outside of morality.
The time of origins was a time of exuberant transgression, the unrestrained
operation of human instincts and impulses. This thought is the progenitor
of the cult of violence.
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Jacob Burckhardt’s great historical work, The Civilization of the Renais-
sance in Italy, first appeared in 1860. The following generations made Bur-
ckhardt into the father of this trend, an honor that Burckhardt resisted. But
this paternity was like many in the annals of human procreation: a flirtation
that had unintended consequences.

Creative Violence

In Burckhardt’s view Italy and Europe awakened in the fourteenth and fif-
teenth centuries from its long medieval sleep. This awakening spelled a re-
discovery of man, the world and nature, a restoration of freedom and indi-
viduality from the smothering effect of a religion that had lain like a blanket
over human consciousness. The sense of the self had been numbed in a kind
of enchantment throughout the Middle Ages. The release from that spell,
the escape from submission to medieval Christianity, led to arbitrariness and
ruthlessness in the wielding of power. The notion of God-given institutions
faded, and the individual ruler could shape and exploit the state unfettered
by piety, charity, the fear of hell, or the hope of heaven. The state emerged
from the chaotic political circumstances of fourteenth-century Italy as »a
work of art«, fashioned by human ingenuity and skill.

This same eruptive awakening in politics and society called forth the art
of the Renaissance, a parallel response to the unchaining of man’s will and
creative forces. This is one of the most revolutionary and enduring ideas
of Burckhardt’s Civilization of the Renaissance: the nurturing forces of Re-
naissance art were not peace, security, humanism and reason, democracy,
and benevolent patronage, but rather the violence and the insecurity of the
despot. The weakening of the idea of God’s dominance in human affairs re-
placed the medieval rulers whose legitimacy derived from divine right, and
created tyrants and despots whose rule rested on their personal authority.
The Renaissance tyrant had to find new sources of legitimacy of rule to re-
place the void left by the abolition of God in human affairs. The despot had
a precarious hold on power; he was always just one step ahead of betrayal
and assassination, and this instability required a titanic, superhuman self-
consciousness to sustain itself in the moral chaos of the times. It also re-
quired the projection of a grand, heroic, titanic humanity in art. The obverse
and clear implication of this line of thought has it that peace and piety pro-
duce a diminished form of humanity, to which the diminutive art of medieval
manuscript illumination corresponds with its cartoonish homunculi.

The culture heroes of Burckhardt’s Renaissance were accordingly not the
civic humanists and their patrons Cosimo de Medici or Lorenzo the Mag-
nificent, but the villainous condottieri and petty princes, like Cesare Borgia,
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who with his power-mongering via networks, poison, daggers, and warfare
nearly made it to the papal throne.

The vitalism and the creative force of self-assertive ruthlessness was an
idea in the air in the nineteenth century. Another big theory had emerged
at virtually the same time as Burckhardt’s, Darwin’s Origin of Species (first
published in Nov. 1859, a scant few months before Burckhardt’s Civilization
of the Renaissance). No direct links connect Darwin and Burckhardt, but a
common upgrading of amoral self-assertion: in Burckhardt’s case, driven by
the will to power of the despot; in Darwin’s by the blind natural will of life
forms to survive in a life and death conflict of all against all.

The tie between amorality, violence, brutality, and art was not original
with Burckhardt. The novel by Wilhelm Heinse, Ardinghello und die Glück-
seligen Inseln (1787), is often cited as a forerunner. But a distinct influence on
Burckhardt was exercised by the French novelist Henri Beyle, better known
by his pseudonym Stendhal. In his History of Painting in Italy (first ap-
peared in 1817), he aligned Italy’s political climate with the blossoming of art
in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: freedom, the republican spirit, and
individualism driven by instinctual, passionate intensity produced political
eruptions, but also eruptions of vitality and creativity whose presupposition
was freedom. Stendhal’s judgment of Italy in the Renaissance:

Intellect, superstition, atheism [. . .] poisoning and murder; a few great men,
an infinite number of skilled but discontent villains, everywhere glowing pas-
sions in all their wild pride – there we have the fifteenth century [. . .] The
concept of the value of life did not yet exist [. . .] A melancholy and pes-
simistic nation nourished its dreams on passion and its bloody catastrophes.3

The pages of his introduction are filled with thrilling stories of seduction,
infidelity, poisonings, and stabbings. Then the transition to art: »That pas-
sionate age where souls could give themselves over without inhibition to the
highest transports, brought forth the great painters« (p.23–24). These pas-
sages show the cult of violence in an early stage. No concept of the value of
life hindered the vaulting transports of its passions, and this freedom from
all restraint fostered the art of the Renaissance.

Burckhardt knew Stendhal’s work and might have developed the connec-
tion between violence and culture under his influence. But while it was in
the air in an age that understood itself as unheroic, it was Burckhardt who
became the father of the European cult of violence. Seldom has so subver-
sive a role been played by a man less able or willing. The logic connecting
violence and creativity was pressed far more consequentially in the decades
following Burckhardt than Burckhardt himself expected or wanted.

3 Stendhal. Histoire de la peinture en Italie, Paris 1925, p. 15.
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Burckhardt and Nietzsche

One of Burckhardt’s greatest admirers was his colleague at Basel, the young
Friedrich Nietzsche, who became professor of classical philology in 1869 at
the tender age of 24. In Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy (1872), the evidence
of Burckhardt’s Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy is convincing. Both
works evoke heroic ages (ancient Greece – Nietzsche; Renaissance Italy –
Burckhardt) and represent them, charged with the power of myth, to a con-
temporary world which both authors regarded as sterile, convention-bound,
spiritless, and lacking greatness. Both ancient Greece and Renaissance Italy
were highpoints of creativity and vitality. Burckhardt intimated political
chaos and immorality as the background to genial art; Nietzsche not only
made the connection explicit.4 He raised the interaction of raw force and
creativity to an aesthetic principle. It had its mythological realization in the
harmonic interaction of the Dionysian and the Apollonian. The Apollonian
principle was the visible organizing force of aristocratic culture and social
life, the surface of existence, and the inspiration of an idealizing art. But the
Dionysian was force, vitality, and a heroic acceptance and affirmation of life
beyond the vision of its fundamental horror. So far, not too far from Bur-
ckhardt’s vision of Renaissance Italy. But for Nietzsche the ordered beauty,
morality, discipline, and individuality of Hellenic culture was a thin and brit-
tle surface. The undercurrent of Dionysian vitality lent strength and force to
the shallow surface of beauty, order, and restraint. The genius of the Greeks
according to Nietzsche was that for a short period they could sustain the
creative balance of these two forces, and the highest expression of that col-
laborative effort of will and imagination, force and illusion were the classical
Greek tragedies.

This scheme elevated the Dionysian to the status of that repressed essence,
that quintessence of humanity, gradually domesticated by Apollonian ten-
dencies, initially by Nietzsche’s great villain in the betrayal of life, Socrates;
later and with more lasting effect, Christianity, which Nietzsche made re-
sponsible for the banalisation of life by replacing vitality with metaphysics.

4 Nietzsche sharpened the claim of a close relationship between tyranny and culture. »True self-
fashioning, for him, was only possible in the radically insecure, violent sphere of tyranny.«
Martin A. Ruehl: ›An Uncanny Re-Awakening‹: Nietzsche’s Renascence of the Renaissance
out of the Spirit of Jacob Burckhardt. In: Nietzsche on Time and History, ed. Manuel Dries,
Berlin & New York 2008, p. 255. Also in his conception of the Greek state, where violent,
agonal instincts were the precondition for establishing a great culture (Ruehl, p. 246). For an
analysis of the filtering of Burckhardt’s work into Nietzsche’s thought generally, see Thierry
Gontier: Nietzsche, Burckhardt et la ›question‹ de la Renaissance. In: Noesis 10 (2006), pp. 49–
71, cited here from the online version, Parag. 2: »Burckhardt et toujours présent chez Niet-
zsche.«
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The Dionysian is that lost vitality which a sterile modern culture must re-
store from the captivity where it has languished for centuries, and being an
»aesthetic principle,« it is art that becomes the medium of restoration.

The generation of intellectuals and artists after Nietzsche came away from
this work with a thrilling vision of a chaotic and violent creative force, in-
fused with the idea of a profound but pessimistic and tragic wisdom, but
stif"|led by law, morality, civilized values, and religion.

It was Nietzsche above all who had made Burckhardt into the founder
of the cult of violence.5 Nietzsche himself was a devotee of that cult. It
suited his convictions and temperament very well, and he no doubt imagined
that Burckhardt would be grateful for the influence his disciple credited him
with.

Nietzsche’s relation to Burckhardt was complicated by Nietzsche’s admi-
ration not just of Burckhardt, but of himself in Burckhardt. He writes an
enthusiastic report to his friend Carl von Gersdorf on hearing Burckhardt’s
lectures on »Historical Greatness«: »Yesterday evening Jacob Burckhardt
held a lecture without notes on historical greatness. It was fully in the spirit
of our direction of thought and sensibility. . . I believe that I was the only of
his 60 listeners who comprehended his profound turns of thought with their
strange leaps and detours, especially where the subject touched on the dubi-
ous«.6 Burckhardt’s notes for that same lecture and others from the late 60s
and 70s were published in 1905 by Burckhardt’s nephew, Jakob Oeri with the
title Weltgeschichtliche Betrachtungen, »Reflections on World History«. We
can compare those notes with Nietzsche’s declaration of intellectual commu-
nity: the great man, Burckhardt declared, must have »a conscious affinity to
the spiritual, to the culture of his time«. Alexander the Great with Aristotle
as his teacher is his example. »Only in a person of this sort can we assume
a genius intensified to the highest degree and the true enjoyment of his po-
sition in world history during his lifetime. This is how we imagine Julius
Caesar. And the fulfillment of it all is when that quality allies with a certain
gracefulness of character, an unwavering contempt for death, the will to pre-
vail and to reconcile, as with Caesar, and a grain of goodness«.7 It is hard
to put this image together with Nietzsche’s exposition of »the great man«
(»der grosse Mensch«) in »The Will to Power«. Some features of this type:
The great man is hard, cold, and without scruples. He despises opinion and
respect; he prefers to lie rather than tell the truth. Freedom from all convic-
tions, esp. religious ones, constitutes his strength of will. »Er hat den Mut

5 See Ruehl, An Uncanny Re-Awakening, passim.
6 Letter to Carl von Gersdorff, Nov. 7, 1870, Nietzsche Briefwechsel: Kritische Gesamtausgabe,

ed. Giorgio Colli & Mazzino Montinari, 2. Abteilung, 1. Band, Berlin/New York 1977, p. 155.
7 Jacob Burckhardt: Weltgeschichtliche Betrachtungen, ed. Rudolf Marx, Stuttgart 1978, p. 236.
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zu unheiligen Mitteln«. The specific qualities of the great man are: injustice,
the lie, willingness to exploit (»Im grossen Menschen sind die spezifischen
Eigenschaften des Lebens – Unrecht, Lüge, Ausbeutung – am größten«.8

Burckhardt’s ideas are closer to Goethe’s »Humanity« (»Humanität«) than
to Nietzsche’s on greatness. It is true that there are a few veerings in the
direction of the »Gewaltmensch«,(»man of violence/or force«) in Burck-
hardt’s essay. He says that great men enjoy »a peculiar dispensation from
the ordinary moral order«, but he immediately takes off the edge by refer-
ring to Judaic and Christian heroes, »in whom all forms of ruthlessness are
forgiven« – King David, Constantine the Great, Chlodwig. Their right to
ruthlessness, says Burckhardt, is justified by their service to God (Betrach-
tungen, p. 242).9 Nietzsche interpreting Burckhardt is a strange case of hero-
worship meets narcissism. Nietzsche looks at Burckhardt, sees Nietzsche,
and admires himself.

Burckhardt’s relations to Nietzsche were tactful, but distant.10 There is a
restrained and tensely cautious enthusiasm in his letters to Nietzsche, often
accompanied by Burckhardt’s protesting that his young colleague’s intellect
is far too high-soaring for a simple historian like himself to follow. From
comments in correspondence with friends it is clear that he wanted this ge-
nial enthusiast held at arm’s length. When he received Also Sprach Zarathus-
tra, he broke with Nietzsche.

Burckhardt’s character and temperament were very far from embracing
the violence of the Renaissance despot as a personal value. He certainly was
very far from seeing positive effects in the German militarism and nation-
alism of his own time.11 And yet Burckhardt and Nietzsche were linked
as the dual inspiration of the cult of violence. An early student of the re-
lationship between the two, Charles Andler, describes it in terms that foist
on Burckhardt sentiments which he would have vigorously resisted as part

8 Friedrich Nietzsche: Gesammelte Werke, Musarionausgabe, München 1926, pp. 318–321 (Der
Wille zur Macht, pp. 962–968).

9 In a much quoted exchange between Burckhardt and Ludwig Pastor from 1895/96, Burckhardt
explicitly denies ever feeling any admiration of »the violent men [Gewaltmenschen] and out-
laws in history.« He claims that he himself always preferred to pursue things that were elevat-
ing, productive and enlivening, or (life-affirming); these were better pursued elsewhere: »Ich
bin mehr dem Beglückend-Schaffenden, dem Belebenden nachgegangen und dieses glaubte ich
eher an andern Stellen zu erkennen«. Burckhardt says that he recognized when Nietzsche was
first appointed at Basel that »our contact would be of no use to him in the sense of his phi-
losophy.« Burckhardt to Pastor, Nov. 19, 1896, Briefe: Vollstaendige und kritisch bearbeitete
Ausgabe, ed. Max Burckhardt, Basel1949–1994, vol. 10, p. 263. The exchange is the point of
departure for Ruehl’s study, »Uncanny Re-Awakening,« pp. 231ff.

10 See Alfred von Martin: Nietzsche und Burckhardt, München 1941.
11 See John R. Hinde, Jacob Burckhardt and the Crisis of Modernity, Montreal etc. 2000, pp. 124–

6.
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of his intellectual legacy. Andler wrote, in 1926: »Nietzsche learned from
Burckhardt to love the Renaissance as an epoch in which criminality could
be raised to the sublime and in its spread could bear witness to a kind of
manliness liberated from all moral fussiness and which, in its willingness to
sacrifice, was to be regarded more highly than our times with their calcu-
lated, wretched virtues.«12 And yet with the emphasis only slightly shifted
(change »sublime«, replace »manliness«), the statement is true. Nesting in
the center of Burckhardt’s The Civilization of the Renaissance, sharply fo-
cused, was the ruthless despot, the artist of the state, and his »work of art«.
One would have done no injustice to Burckhardt’s work by inferring from
it that the art of Michelangelo, Raphael, and Leonardo were byproducts of
that political artistry. Nietzsche may have misread Burckhardt’s character,
but he will have recognized the value of his great work for affirming views
of the relationship between violence and culture that were in the air. Burck-
hardt gave powerful expression to a historical scheme that was at odds with
his personal convictions, in fact offensive to them. Of course, it is possi-
ble for a conscientious historian to make violent men and violence itself into
a progenitor of culture, while finding them repulsive personally. A histo-
rian does not negotiate with his material and dicker with his analysis until
they suit his personal convictions and temperament.13 Nietzsche went off
the mark only in assuming Burckhardt’s personal commitment to a cult of
violence, in seeing him as a proto-Nietzschean. In order to do so, Nietzsche
had to look behind the surface of Burckhardt’s lectures and invent a broth-
erhood of conviction hidden in Burckhardt’s »profound turns of thought
with their strange leaps and detours, especially where the subject touched
on the dubious«, one which did not exist in reality Nietzsche’s claim that he
alone among Burckhardt’s auditors could see into those secret pathways was
undoubtedly correct, because Nietzsche had projected his own convictions
onto Burckhardt, whereas Burckhardt had been the formulator of material
and the proponent of a thesis in which he had no personal engagement. It
was for Burckhardt an uncomfortable and unwelcome alliance, but one that,
once proclaimed by Nietzsche, established itself as genuine, to Burckhardt’s
embarrassment. An historian whose relation to bold and dangerous ideas

12 Charles Andler: Nietzsche und Jakob Burckhardt, Basel /Straßburg 1926, p. 152.
13 An explanation much closer to Burckhardt’s humanistic orientation and his restrained, even

shy temperament, was close at hand: the role of Italian humanism and the republican city-state
in the development of great art. The work of Hans Baron focuses on that context, and is the
most serious counter argument to Burckhardt’s. Hans Baron: The Crisis of the Early Italian
Renaissance: Civic Humanism and Republican Liberty in an Age of Classicism and Tyranny,
2nd rev. ed., Princeton 1966; 1st publ. 1955. Ruehl also points to Sismondi and Rumohr as
proponents of the connection between »liberty and letters,« the republican city-state as the
political context for a revival of letters. »Uncanny Awakening,« p. 238.
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is a flirtation wants nothing less than a brilliant disciple who presses every
last implication out of them and fails to notice the difference between strong
ideas strongly expressed, and personal values.

The implications of the analogy of violence and creativity were drawn vig-
orously in the period 1890–1910, especially in Germany, but also in France
and England. The trend might have pointed to Nietzsche as its guiding spirit,
but, far and away, it was Burckhardt’s Civilization of the Renaissance that
gave inspiration and historical grounding to a flourishing cult of violence.
Those two decades saw the most fervent reception of Burckhardt’s work.
It went through several new editions and set a persistent fashion of Renais-
sance novels and dramas, inspiring a remarkable number of mediocre and
loudmouthed plays and novels set in the Renaissance. Gerd Ueckermann’s
study of the cult of the Renaissance lists 185 dramas set in Renaissance Italy
between 1870 and 1910.14 Most of the authors are nonentities. But the
stocks of Burckhardt’s colorful vision rose steadily in low culture and high.
Richard Strauss wrote to Hugo von Hofmannsthal in 1906: »Do you have
some nice Renaissance drama for me? Something like a wild Cesare Borgia
or Savonarola? That’s the height of my longing!«15

Burckhardt himself found Cesare Borgia not inspiring but revolting. But
nonetheless it was Burckhardt who had provided the vision the late nine-
teenth century needed, the color, the tone, the feel of the Renaissance that
provided the staging, the furnishings and the atmosphere of the plays and
novels of Renaissancism. As Stendhal had regarded post-Napoleonic Eu-
rope, the fin de siècle also regarded itself as a period of weakness and decline,
and glorified a time when »the great man«, the »strong man,« the ruthless in-
dividual, free of the restraints of morality and the law, could stab enemies,
poison family members and patronize monumentalizing art to his personal
aggrandizement. That glorification generated the phenomenon now called
by the heavy term »Renaissancism«.16 Renaissance tyrants came into their
own as culture heroes, the grimmer their atrocities, the better. The literature
of Renaissancism made heroes of bold men of action, »Führertypen« whose
deeds are beyond good and evil (Jenseits von Gut und Böse, the title of a
drama by Josef Widmann from 1893). Cesare Borgia led the pack. Nietzsche

14 Gerd Ueckermann: Renaissancismus und Fin de siècle: Die italienische Renaissance in der
deutschen Dramatik der letzten Jahrhundertwende, Berlin 1985.

15 Hofmannsthal rejected the suggestion vehemently, expressing disgust for a period he felt to be
completely at odds with the world of the present. Cited in Ueckermann, Renaissancismus und
Fin de siècle, pp. 16–17.

16 See Walther Rehm: Der Renaissancekult um 1900 und seine Überwindung. In: Zeitschrift fuer
Deutsche Philologie, p. 54, 1929, pp. 296–328. Also various essays in the volume Renaissance
und Renaissancismus von Jacob Burckhardt bis Thomas Mann, ed. August Buck,Tübingen
1990.
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had marveled over Burckhardt’s claim that Cesare Borgia came close to be-
coming pope. The thought roused ecstasies of diabolism in Nietzsche, who
saw in Cesare Borgia’s near-papacy a vision of »exquisitely heavenly magical
attraction and allure«.17 What inspires him is the thought of the destruction
of Christianity that must result from Borgia on the throne of Peter.

Thomas Mann resisted »Renaissancism« from his earliest to his latest
works. Cesare Borgia looms large in Tonio Kröger’s conversation with
Lisavetta Ivanovna, which includes this outburst: »I love life! And I don’t
mean Cesare Borgia or any drunken philosophy that lionizes him. . . I will
never comprehend how anyone can revere the exotic and the demonic as
an ideal«. That was 1903.18 In his novel Doktor Faustus (1947) he cre-
ated a character named Helmut Institoris, »Aesthetician« and Art Historian,
teacher (Privatdozent) of Renaissance art at the Technical College of Mu-
nich. »Institoris was indeed not a strong man – and this found its expression
in the aesthetic admiration he nurtured for all things of strength and ruthless
vitality«. He brimmed with enthusiasm for »beautiful ruthlessness and as-
sassinations by poison, Italian style«. Institoris was a type cultivated in the
decades 1890–1910, caricatured by one of the characters in Doktor Faustus
in these words: »With tuberculosis glowing in the hollows of their cheeks,
they constantly shout, ›Ah, life is so strong and so beautiful!‹« This over-
refined aesthete and parlor philosopher claimed that only strong, brutal, and
impulsive characters are capable of creating great works of art. (Notice that
the brutality has moved from the tyrant-patron to the artist himself.) Ev-
erywhere in Institoris’s Italian Renaissance »the smoke of blood and beauty
rose up«. However, when he is informed that his wife has shot her lover
to death in a tram car, he turns pale and is seized with a kind of paralysis.
So much for professors (or Privatdozenten) embodying what they profess.
His admiration of violence was purely theoretical or fashionable. It was a
romance.

17 Nietzsche, Der Antichrist, p.161. Rehm, p. 44, in note no. 16.
18 Cited in Rehm, p. 296.
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The Romance of Violence

The term can help us understand the difference between Burckhardt the re-
luctant father of the cult of Renaissance violence, and Nietzsche. Burckhardt
was romanced by violence; Nietzsche was a cult member.

A romance is a love affair, intense, passionate, and brief. It is ordinarily
nursed by illusions about the beloved object. The romantic lover is in the
grip of an attraction that cancels out hesitations and inhibitions, overrides
conviction and good sense, and disables the faculty of cautious foresight.
One woos and the other is wooed. In contemporary usage (the term, »ro-
mancing«) the wooer is a seducer willing to play on the gullibility of the
wooed – as in »romancing the stone« or »the grail« or »the past«. (It is
a newly minted term. A search for titles beginning with »Romancing« in
the UCLA library catalogue turns up 31 hits, none before 1991). Thomas
Mann’s Helmut Institoris was in the grips of a romance of violence, as were
Jacob Burckhardt and many intellectuals of his generation. The actual act
of violence by which Institoris’s wife ended her clandestine love affair with
Rudi Schwerdtfeger, ended both romances, Frau Institoris’s with Schwerdt-
feger, and her husband’s fascination with Renaissance violence. The expe-
rience of real bloodshed had to bring about the inevitable moment of dis-
illusion. Violence had seemed to show nineteenth century Europe the way
back to heroism and strength. But at the move from theory to practice, wor-
shippers turned into victims of a deceptive wooer. The results were far from
creative.

Mann was not the first to expose the illusions on which the philosophical
admiration of violence was based. Dostoyevsky’s had analyzed this set of
problems and focused on the characters Nicholas Raskolnikov in Crime and
Punishment and Ivan Karamazov in The Brothers Karamazov. Grand but
dubious philosophical ideals seduce them into acts of violence (committed –
Raskolnikov – or incited – Karamazov) which end their membership in the
cult of ruthlessness, here based on German literature and philosophy rather
than Italian Renaissance despotism.

A romance ordinarily does not outlast the reality it masks. Habit and
routine expose its illusions when it happens between a man and a woman:
»She is not a goddess, he is not what I thought he was at first; in fact, far
worse«. That element of disillusion is especially acute in a cultural climate
where the virtues of violence are proclaimed as a compensation for weakness,
or, as in the twentieth century, embraced for its style, its entertainment value
and its market value. This form of cultivating violence has little to do with
acts of violence, real murder, rape, and carnage. These happen in another
realm altogether. If they did not, then no »romance« could develop. Helmut
Institoris was the worshipper of creative violence so long as some vague but
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brutal form of strength was its invisible point of reference and its visible
distillation was Renaissance art. Expressed in the bloody corpse of his wife’s
lover, it lost its sanctity.

It is curious how persistently Basel figures in the romance of violence.19

That peaceful, provincial, and cosmopolitan, seems to have exercised more
than its fair share of influence. Burckhardt and Nietzsche, the prime formu-
lators, were both professors at Basel. A less conspicuous figure, though well
worth mentioning in this context was Andreas Heusler, professor of Ger-
manic and Nordic philology in Basel, one time student of Burckhardt. In
the late 20s and early 30s, a period of lost heroism, humiliation, and impov-
erishment of the German nation, Heusler ventured into the dubious realm
of idealizing Nordic culture. It was a brief flirtation, a romance with vio-
lence. Heusler published a book called Germanentum in 1926. Heusler’s
book is full of thrilling examples of instinctual, law-spurning violence and
ruthless behavior of Icelanders, with which the sagas are full. He cited Ni-
etzsche’s Genealogy of Morals as a positive influence on his work. In the
thirties, however, he backed away from the political trends that were riding
the same wave, and specifically, he denounced (privately – he wasn’t a public
figure) the idea of Nordic origins of the German national character, an idea
that the Germanophiles were preaching, an idea close to Burckhardt’s thesis
of the violent origins of Renaissance culture. That Germanophilic literature
is rife with echoes of Burckhardt (»schöpferische Gestaltungskraft« joins
Viking ruthlessness), which I will just point to but not pursue in this essay.
Like Burckhardt, Heusler was a shy, retiring man (both he and Burckhardt
have been stamped »Sonderling«) whose interests beyond scholarship leaned
heavily on music and Goethe. His representation of the moral-free killing in
sagas was far from representing his own personality and character. And yet
his book Germanentum went into its fourth edition in 1940 when he died,
and was destined for another edition in 1943 – another unintended conse-
quence of an earlier indiscrete romance. So Heusler, this unviolent character,
found it useful, in a period where a sense of weakness and political impotence
was widespread in Germany, to put forward a model of ancient German, or
Germanic-Nordic, strength and ruthlessness. But when that model became
politically useful as an incitement to real violence, Heusler distanced himself
from it. But the book remained in circulation after the death of its author,
like Burckhardt’s Civilization of the Renaissance, a widely read advocate of
sentiments made repellent to its author’s values by their realization as part of
a political program.

19 On Burckhardt and Basel, see especially Lionel Gossman: Basel in the Age of Burckhardt: A
Study in Unseasonable Ideas, Chicago/London 2000. Also Hinde, Burckhardt and the Crisis
of Modernity, esp. pp. 3–15.
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Zurich has also had a surprising prominence in theorizing creative vio-
lence in the west: Conrad Ferdinand Meyer and Walter Burkert (Bavarian
by birth, he spent his career in Zurich). That peaceful land may not have
generated the violence that nurtures great works of art, but it produced great
theory of violence. It may be that Swiss intellectuals had a particular weak-
ness for the vision of strength, power, and art restored by reversion to ti-
tanic individualism. I am not the first to mention that factor in addressing
the disconnect between the peaceful, comfort loving Burckhardt and the vi-
sion of violence allied with culture on which his book turns. The possible
psychological grounds for the romance of Swiss intellectuals with the idea
of culture-nurturing violence are memorialized in a scene of the Graham
Greene-Carol Reed movie, The Third Man. Harry Lime (Orson Welles)
has just explained his rationale for selling doctored penicillin to hospitals in
post-war Vienna, enriching himself but causing the death or paralysis of pa-
tients treated with it, to Holly Martins (Joseph Cotten): »You know what
the fellow said. In Italy for 30 years under the Borgias they had warfare, ter-
ror, murder, and bloodshed. But they produced Michelangelo, Leonardo da
Vinci, and the Renaissance. In Switzerland they had brotherly love and 500
years of democracy and peace. And what did that produce? The cuckoo
clock«. The unnamed »fellow« to whom Lime attributes this quotation
might be many intellectuals, but the figure of Burckhardt would certainly
be prominent among them, however apocryphal the quotation.

It is tempting to see a dialectic of calm and frenzy favored by what we
might call the anxiety of the cuckoo clock. Is it that a peculiarly Swiss dread
of banality leads to visions of bloody primal times? Peculiarly Swiss or not,
romances of violence, unique to the west in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, arose within the comfort of prosperous societies and in the minds
of men who had for the most part never faced combat, like Burckhardt, Con-
rad Ferdinand Meyer, Andreas Heusler, and Walter Burkert. They do not
live their lives in heroic roles, but perhaps would like to. The retiring intel-
lectual who admires the heroic life is vulnerable to seduction, as is the lonely
man or woman who hopes for romance.

It goes without saying that a romance of violence helps governments to
start wars and recruit armies to fight them, and it is clear that the propaga-
tors of war are the ultimate beneficiary of idealized violence, not culture. It
is important for the wooed to think that violence authenticates, that the war
of all against all is reality, that peace, civility, religion, and bourgeois order,
maybe also international law and treaties, are control mechanisms thwarting
impulse and instinct, violating deeply seated elements of our human nature.
Shattering these mechanisms is a way to return to the primal and the authen-
tic. I do not deny the psychic need to authenticate our nature by the appeal
to violence. But it is a need generated by weakness and lack. We can add to
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the fictional characters who unmask this psychic need – Raskolnikov, Kara-
mazov, and Helmut Institoris – the weakling character in the movie Fight
Club. He dreams up a hidden second self, who is a quintessence of virility
and violence; he props up the fragile self-importance of the first self by acts
that range from bare-fisted boxing to terrorist bombings.

The mention of Walter Burkert brings us to the »Beyond« of my title.
Burkert was a historian of ancient Greek religion in Zurich, now retired.
His book Homo necans appeared in German in 1972; Engl. 1983. It is ba-
sically a study of ancient Greek religious ritual, and as such still valid and
widely read and admired. While it moves our discussion out of the topic
of the Renaissance, it stands in a line of descent from Nietzsche’s vision of
Greek history, hence has perhaps at least an indirect link to Burckhardt. It
is big theory. It attempts to locate the origins of religion. It revives the el-
ement of creative violence, here in the sense of an originary creative force;
and it has features of the romance of violence. The line of descent to Burkert
leads from Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, through James Frazer’s The Golden
Bough, and the Cambridge myth-ritual school (Jane Harrison and Gilbert
Murray). Burkert was also strongly influenced by Konrad Lorenz’s studies
of animal behavior, On Aggression, the palaeoanthropological studies of the
South African Raymond Dart, and two American popularizations of Dart,
Robert Ardrey, and Colin Morris which broadly proclaimed man the killing
animal (homo necans), his humanness generated by the necessity to kill and
the need to create the cultural means of accepting that need. Burkert’s book
appeared in the same year as René Girard’s Violence and the Sacred, also
about violent origins of religion.

A big-theory thesis introduces Homo necans. For Burkert religion orig-
inates in the earliest phase of human development, not in gods, or in the
urge to worship something higher, but in the climactic act of the hunt, the
killing of prey. The primal instinctual human response to the kill is not ex-
ultation, but rather horror and guilt. Killing is horrifying, but necessary for
self-preservation. This is the primal paradox of the human condition. Early
man is shocked at his own acts of violence; the primal hunter might say to
himself, at the end of the kill, »Is this really me? My god, I need a religion
to make it tolerable«. The response to the kill produces a fundamental re-
structuring of early man’s perception and thinking. The shamed killer has
to produce scenarios that mitigate or mask or excuse his action, and out of
this impulse ritualized killing arises. Myths accrete around the ritual to give
narrative explanations – often exculpatory (»A god made me do it«; or better,
»A god did it«). And out of this process, the worship of gods, in fact religion
itself develops.

Burkert’s language tends to a lurid dramatizing of early man’s trauma:
»Blood and violence lurk fascinatingly at the heart of religion«; »Killing jus-
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tifies and affirms life; it makes us conscious of the new order and brings it to
power«; ». . . the experience of the Holy« involves feelings of »terror, bliss,
and recognition of an absolute authority, the mysterium tremendum. . . . The
most thrilling and impressive combination of these elements occurs in sac-
rificial ritual: the shock of the deadly blow and flowing blood, the bodily
and spiritual rapture of festive eating, the strict order surrounding the whole
process – these are the sacra par excellence«.20 Why there should be any-
thing »spiritual« about such a ritual, if one has put aside the question of gods
and worship, Burkert does not say. For Burkert the myth of man the pri-
mal killer is a given, and he asserts it vigorously: »Man became man through
. . . the act of killing« (p. 22). The horrors of killing are outweighed by the
benefits of its adaptation in religious sacrifice: »Sacrifice transforms us. . .
Those who have undergone the unspeakable are both exonerated and conse-
crated. . . Killing justifies and affirms life; it makes us conscious of the new
order and brings it to power« (p. 40). Burkert’s hard and unshrinking sum-
mary: »Civilized life endures only by giving a ritual form to the brute force
that still lurks in men« (p. 45).

By 1983, the year when Homo necans appeared in English, the paleoan-
thropological and ethological works on which Burkert grounded his hunting
thesis were fully discredited. Burkert acknowledged in his preface to the En-
glish translation that his central thesis had lost its scientific grounding (p. xiv
f.), but left the thesis in nonetheless. It is now a historical curiosity. The ti-
tle retains the essentializing implication of homo necans as a taking back of
homo sapiens, but can still legitimate itself by its narrower reference to the
»killing man« of religious sacrifice.

Violence glorified as a philosophical idea or a cultural value, violence
imagined, seems to offer us the chance to break through the restraints of
a larger culture that we make responsible for our frustrations, anxieties and
discontents. It says, civilization hinders our deepest impulses. If we could
strip away its veneer of restraint by morality and law, we could find a more
authentic and more creative form of life. The sentiment is accordingly revo-
lutionary, or at least reformist. But it is very different from the philosophy of
violence as an instrument of revolution. For advocates of the real use of vi-
olence for political change like Georges Sorel, Frantz Fanon, and Jean-Paul
Sartre violence was not a cult practice but an instrument of revolutionary
change. They argued for its practical application. Accordingly they were far
from the romancers and the cult followers of violence. Stendhal and Niet-
zsche allowed an element of warrior honor to flow into their romance with

20 Walter Burkert: Homo necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial Ritual and
Myth, trans. Peter Bing, Berkeley etc. 1983, passages cited, p. 2 and p. 40.
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violence; that of Burckhardt, C. F. Meyer, the fictional Helmut Institoris,
Andreas Heusler, and Walter Burkert was characterized by the disjuncture
between the idea and the experience.
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