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If we define the task of hermeneutics as the bridging of personal or historical distance between minds, then the
experience of art wo uld see m to fall entirely outside its province. For of all the things that co nfront us in nature and
history, it is the work of art that speaks to us most directly. It possesses a mysterio us intimacy that grips our entire
being, as if there were no distance at all and every encounter with it were an encounter with ourselves. We can refe r
to Hegel in this co nnection. H e con sidered art to be o ne of the forms of Absolute Spirit, that is, he saw in art a form
of Spirit*s self-knowledge in which nothing alien and unredeemable appeared, a form in which there was no
contingency of the actu al, no unintelligibility of what is merely given. In fact, an abso lute contemp oraneo usness
exists between the work and its present beholder that persists unhampered despite every intensification of the
historical consciousness. The reality of the work of art and its expressive power cannot be restricted to its original
historical horizo n, in which the beholder was actually the contempo rary of the creato r. It seems instead to belong to
the expe rience of art that the work of art always has its own present. Only in a limited way does it retain its historical
origin within itself. The work of art is the exp ression of a truth that cannot be reduced to what its creator actually
thought in it. Whether we call it the unconscious crea tion of the genius o r consider the conc eptua l inexh austibility of
every artistic expression from the point of view of the beholder, the aesthetic consciousness can appeal to the fact
that the work o f art com municates itself.
The hermeneutical perspec tive is so comp rehensive, however, that it must even include the exp erience of beauty
in nature and art. If it is the fundamental constitution of the historicity of human D asein to med iate itself to itself
unde rstandingly -which necessarily means to the whole of its own experience of the world then all tradition belongs
to it. Tradition encompasses institutions and life-forms as well as texts. Above all, however, the encounter with art
belongs within the process of integration that is involved in all human life that stands within traditions. Indeed, it is
even a question as to whether the peculiar contemporaneousness of the wo rk of art does not co nsist precisely in its
being open in a limitless way to ever new integrations. The creator of a work of art may intend the public of his own
time, but the real being of his work is what it is able to say, and this being reaches fundamentally beyond any
historical confinement. In this sense, the work of art occupies a timeless present. But this statement does not mean
that it involves no task of understanding, or that w e do not find its historical heritage within it. The claim of
historical hermeneutics is legitimated precisely b y the fact that while the work of art does not intend to be
understood historically and offers itself instead in an absolute presence, it nevertheless does not permit just any
forms of comprehension. In all the op enness and all the richness of its possibilities for comprehension, it
permits—indeed even requires—the application of a standard of appropriateness. It may remain undecided whether
the claim to appropriateness of comprehension raised at any particular time is correct. Kant was right in asserting
that universal validity is required of the judgme nt of taste, though its recognition canno t be com pelled by rea sons.
This holds true for every interpretation of works of art as well. It holds true for the active interpretation of the
reproductive artist or the reader, as well as for that of the scientific interpreter.
One can ask skeptically if a concept of the work of art that regards it as being open to ever newer comprehension
does not already belong to a secondary world of aesthetic cultivation. In its origins, is not a work of art the bearer of
a meaningful life-function within a cultic or social context? And is it not within this co ntext alo ne that it rec eives its
full determination of meaning? Still it seems to me that this question can also be reversed: Is it really the case tha t a
work of art, which comes out of a past or alien life-world and is transferred into our historically educated world,
becomes a mere o bject of aesthetic-historical enjoyment and says nothing more of what it originally had to say? ‘To
say something,* ‘to have something to say* are these simp ly metap hors grounded in an und etermined aesthetic
formative value that is the real truth? Or is the reverse the case? Is the aesthetic quality of formation only the
condition for the fact that the work bears its meaning within itself and has something to say to us? This question
gives us access to the rea l problem atic dimension o f the theme ‘aesthetics and hermeneutics.*
The inquiry d evelo ped here d eliberately transfo rms the systematic problem of aesthetics into the question of the
experience of art. In its actual genesis a nd also in the foundation Kant provided for it in his Critiqu e of A esthetic
Jud gm ent, it is certainly true that philosophical aesthetics covered a much broad er area, since it included the
beautiful in nature and art, indeed, even the sub lime. It is also incontestable that in Kant*s philosophy natura l beauty
had a methodical priority for the basic determinations of the judgment of aesthetic taste, and especially for his
concept of ‘disinterested pleasure.* However, we must admit that natural beauty does not ‘say* anything in the sense
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that works of art, created by and for men, say something to us. One can rightly assert that a work of art does not
satisfy in a ‘pure ly aesthetic* way, in the sa me sense as a flower o r perhaps an ornament does. W ith respe ct to art,
Kant speaks of an ‘intellectualized* pleasure. But this formulation does not help. The ‘impure,* intellectualized
pleasure that the work of art evokes is still what really interests us as aestheticians. Indeed, the sharper reflection that
Hegel brought to the question of the relation of natural and artistic beauty led him to the valid conclusion that natural
beauty is a reflection of the beau ty of art. W hen so mething natura l is regard ed an d enjoyed as beautiful, it is not a
timeless and w ordless given ness of the ‘pure ly aesthe tic* object that has its exhibitive ground in the harmony of
forms and colors and symmetry of design, as it might seem to a Pythagorizing, mathematical mind. How nature
pleases us belo ngs instea d to the context that is stamped and d etermined b y the artistic creativity of a particular time.
The aesthetic history of a landscape for instance, the Alpine landscape or the transitional phenomenon of garden
art are irre futable evidence of this. We are justified, therefore, in proceeding from the work of art rather than from
natural beau ty if we want to define the re lation between aesthetics and hermeneutics. In any case, when we say that
the work of art says something to us and that it thus belongs to the matrix of things we have to understand, our
assertion is not a metaphor, but has a valid and demonstrable meaning. Thus the work of art is an object of
hermene utics.
According to its original definition, hermeneutics is the art of clarifying and mediating by our own effort of
interpretation what is said by persons we encounter in tradition. Hermeneutics operates wherever what is said is not
imme diately intelligible. Yet this philological art and pedantic technique has long since assumed an altered and
broadened form. S ince the time of this original definition, the growing historical consciousness has made us aware of
the misund erstand ing and the po ssible unintelligibility of all tradition. Also, the decay of Christian society in the
W est in continuation of a process of individualization that began with the Reformation has allowed the individual
to beco me an ultimately indissoluble m ystery to others. Since the tim e of the Germ an roma ntics, therefore, the task
of hermene utics has been defined as avoiding misunde rstanding. W ith this definition, herme neutics acquires a
dom ain that in principle re aches as far as the exp ression of meaning as such. E xpressions o f meaning are first of all
linguistic manifestations. As the art of conveying what is said in a fore ign language to the understanding of another
person, hermeneutics is not without reason named after Hermes, the interpreter of the divine message to mankind . If
we recall the origin of the name hermeneutics, it becomes clear that we a re dealing here with a language eve nt, with
a translation from one language to another, and therefore with the relation of two languages. But insofar as we can
only translate fro m one language to another if we have understood the meaning of what is said and construct it anew
in the medium of the other language, such a language event presupposes understanding.
Now these obvious conclusions become decisive for the question that concerns us here the question of the
language of art and the legitimacy of the hermeneutical point of view with respect to the experience of art. Every
interpretation of the intelligible that helps others to understanding has the character of language. To that extent, the
entire experience of the world is linguistically mediated, and the broadest concept of tradition is thus defined one
that includes what is not itself linguistic, but is capable of linguistic interpretation. It extends from the ‘use* of tools,
techniques, and so on thro ugh trad itions of craftsmanship in the making of such things as various types of
implements and ornamental forms through the cultivation of practices and customs to the establishing of patterns and
so on. Does the work of art belong in this category, or does it occupy a special position? Insofar as it is not directly a
question of linguistic works of art, the work of art does in fact seem to belong to such nonlinguistic tradition. And
yet the exp erience and understanding of a work o f art is different from the understanding of the tool or the practices
hand ed on to us fro m the p ast.
If we follow an o ld definition from Droysen*s hermeneutics, we can distinguish between sources [Quellen] and
vestiges [Uberre sten] . Vestiges are fragments of a past world that have survived and assist us in the intellectual
reconstruction of the world of which they are a remnant. Sources, on the other hand, constitute a linguistic tradition,
and they thus serve our understanding of a linguistically interpreted world. No w where do es an archaic image of a
god belong, for instance? Is it a vestige, like any tool? Or is it a piece of wo rld-interp retation, like everything that is
hand ed on linguistically?
Source s, says Dro ysen, are records handed dow n for the purpose of recollection. Monume nts are a hybrid form
of sources and vestiges, and to this category he assigns ‘works of art of every kind,* along with documents, coins,
and so on. It may seem this way to the historian, but the work o f art as such is a historical do cument neithe r in its
intention nor in the me aning it acqu ires in the experience of the wo rk of art. To be sure, we talk of artistic
monuments, as if the production of a work of art had a documentary intention. There is a certain truth in the assertion
that perm anence is essential to every work of art in the transitory arts, o f course, only in the form o f their
repeatability. The successful work ‘stands.* (Even the music hail artist can say this of his act.) But the explicit aim at
recollection through the presentation of something, as it is found in the genuine document, is not present in the work
of art. We do not want to refer to anything that once was by means of presentation. Just as little could it be a
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guarantee of its permanence, since it depends for its preservation on the approving taste or sense of quality of later
generations. Precisely this dependence on a preserving will means that the work of art is handed on in the same
sense as our literary sources are. At any rate, ‘it speaks* not only as remnants of the past speak to the historical
investigator or as do historical documents that render something permanent. W hat we are calling the language of the
work of art, for the sake of which the work is preserved and handed on, is the language the wo rk of art itself speaks,
whether it is linguistic in nature or not. The work of art says something to the historian: it says something to each
person as if it were said especially to him, as something present and contempo raneo us. Thus ou r task is to
understand the meaning of what it says and to make it clear to ourselves and others. Even the nonlinguistic work of
art, therefore, falls within the province of the proper task of hermeneutics. It must be integrated into the selfunderstanding of each person.
In this com prehensive sense, herme neutics includes aesthetics. Hermeneutics bridges the distance between minds
and reveals the foreignness of the other mind. But revealing what is unfamiliar does not mean merely reconstructing
historically the ‘world* in which the work had its original meaning and function. It also means apprehend ing wha t is
said to us, which is always more than the dec lared and comp rehended meaning. W hateve r says something to us is
like a person who says something. It is alien in the sense that it transcends us. To this extent, there is a dou ble
foreignness in the task of understanding, which in reality is one and the sam e foreignness. It is this way w ith all
speech. Not only does it say something, but someone says something to someone else. Understanding speech is not
understanding the wording of what is said in the step-by-step execution of word meanings. Rather, it occurs in the
unitary meaning of what is said and this always transcends what is expressed by wha t is said. It ma y be difficult to
understand what is said in a foreign or ancient language, but it is still more difficult to let something be said to us
even if we understand what is said right away. Both of these things are the task of hermeneu tics. W e cannot
understand without wanting to understand, that is, without wanting to let something be said. It would be an
inadm issible abstraction to contend that we must first have achieved a contemporaneousness with the author or the
original reader by means o f a reco nstructio n of his historical horizon before we could begin to grasp the meaning of
what is said. A kind of anticipation of meaning guides the effort to understand from the very beginning.
But what holds in this fashion for all speaking is valid in an eminent way for the experience of art. It is more than
an anticipation of meaning. It is what I would like to call surprise at the meaning of what is said. The experience of
art does not only understand a recognizable meaning, as historical hermeneutics does in its handling of texts. The
work of art that says something confronts us itself. T hat is, it expresses so mething in such a way that what is said is
like a discovery, a d isclosure of something previously co ncealed. T he element of surprise is based on this. ‘So true,
so filled with being* [So wahr, so seiend] is not something one knows in any other way. Everything familiar is
eclipsed. To und erstand what the work of art says to us is therefo re a self-encounter. B ut as an encounter with the
authentic, as a familiarity that includes surprise, the experience of art is experience in a real sense and must master
ever anew the task tha t experience involves: the task of integrating it into the whole of one*s own orientation to a
world and one*s own self-understanding. The language of art is constituted precisely by the fact that it speaks to the
self-understanding of every person, and it does this as ever present and b y means of its own co ntempo raneousness.
Indeed, precisely the contemporaneousness of the work allows it to come to expression in language. Everything
depends on how something is said. But this does not mean we sho uld reflect on the means of saying it. Quite the
contrary, the more convincingly something is said, the more self-evident and natural the uniqueness and singularity
of its declaration seems to be, that is, it concentrates the attention of the person being addressed entirely up on wh at is
said and prevents him from moving to a distanced aesthetic differentiation. Over against the real intention, which
aims at what is said, reflection upon the means of the declaration is indeed always secondary and in general is
excluded where men speak to each other face to face. For what is said is not something that presents itself as a kind
of content of judgm ent, in the lo gical form of a judgment. Rather, it is what we want to say and what we will allow
to be said to us. Understanding does not occur when we try to intercept what someone wants to say to us by claiming
we already know it.
All these obs ervatio ns hold especially for the language of art. Naturally it is not the artist who is speaking here.
The artist*s own comments about what is said in one or another of his works ma y certainly be of possible interest
too. But the language of art means the excess of meaning that is present in the work itself. The inexhaustibility that
distinguishes the language of art from all translation into concepts rests on this excess o f meaning. It follows tha t in
understanding a work of art we cannot be satisfied with the cherished hermeneutical rule that the mens au ctoris
limits the task o f understanding po sed in a text. Rather, just this expansion of the hermeneutical p erspe ctive to
include the language of art makes it obvious how little the subjectivity of the act of meaning suffices to denote the
object of unde rstand ing. B ut this fact has a general significance, and to that extent aesthetics is an important element
of general hermeneutics. That should be conclusively indicated. Everything that in the broadest sense speaks to us as
tradition poses the task of understanding, without understanding in general being taken to mean the new
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actualization in one self of another person*s thoughts. W e learn this fact with convincing clarity not only from the
experience of art (as explained above), but also from the understanding of histo ry. For the real task of histo rical
study is not to understand the subjective intentions, plans, and experiences of the men who are invo lved in history.
Rather, it is the great matrix of the meaning of history that must be unde rstood and that requires the interpretive
effort of the histo rian. T he sub jective intentions of men standing within the historical process are seldom or never
such that a later historical evaluation of events co nfirms their assessm ent by contem poraries. T he significanc e of the
events, their connection and their involvements as they are represented in historical retrospect, leave the mens
auctoris behind them, just as the experience of the work of art leaves the men s auctoris behind it.
The universality of the hermeneutical perspective is all-encompassing. I once formulated this idea by saying that
being that can be understood is language.2 This is certainly not a metaphysical assertion. Instead, it describes, from
the medium of understanding, the unrestricted scope po ssessed by the herm eneutical perspec tive. It would be easy to
show that all historical experience satisfies this proposition, as does the experience of nature. In the last analysis,
Goethe*s statement ‘Everything is a symbol* is the most comprehensive formulation of the hermeneutical idea. It
means that everything points to another thing. This ‘everything* is not an assertion about each being, indicating what
it is, but an assertion as to how it encounters man*s understanding. There is nothing that cannot mean something to
it. But the stateme nt implies som ething else as well: nothing come s forth in the one m eaning that is simply offered to
us. The impo ssibility of surveying all relations is just as much present in Goethe*s concept of the symbolic as is the
vicarious function of the particular for the represe ntation of the whole. For only because the universal relatedness of
being is concealed from human eyes does it need to be discovered. As universal as the hermeneutical idea is that
corresponds to Goethe*s words, in an eminent sense it is fulfilled only by the experience of art. For the distinctive
mark of the language of art is that the individual art work gathers into itself and expresses the symbolic character
that, hermeneutically regarded , belongs to all being s. In com pariso n with all other linguistic and nonling uistic
tradition, the work of art is the absolute present for each particular present, and at the same time ho lds its word in
readiness for every future. T he intima cy with which the wo rk of art touches us is at the same time, in enigmatic
fashion, a shattering and a d emolition of the familiar. It is not only the ‘This art thou!* disclosed in a joyous and
frightening shock; it also says to us; ‘Thou must alter thy life!*
Translated by David E. Linge

Notes
1 It is in this sense that I criticized Kierkegaard*s concept of the aesthetic (as he himself
doe s). Cf. H ans-G eorg Gadam er, Wahrheit und Methode: Grundzüge einer philosophischen
Hermeneu tik, Tubingen, M ohr, 1 960 , pp. 91ff.
2 Cf. ibid., p. 450.

