
Rethinking the Image                                                                                                                                              117

Rethinking the Image
with some reflections on G. M. Hopkins

Thomas Pfau

These things, these things were here, and but the beholder
wanting...

G.M. Hopkins, “Hurrahing in Harvest”

Consistent with its genesis as a subfield of Enlightenment aesthetics, 
literary criticism for the past two-hundred years or so has tended 
to approach images as operating within a complex set of historical-

ly-conditioned formal conventions. Whether realized in a visual or textual 
medium, images are deemed intelligible only insofar as they can be located 
within—or can be shown to reflect back upon—some pre-established rhe-
torical or contextual frame. Their axis of meaning thus is construed in ex-
clusively horizontal terms as a distinctive form or Gestalt denoting or medi-
ating some putative referent; and by the latter we are to understand some 
historically specific event or material constellation deemed susceptible of 
‘critical’ articulation and now retrievable in discursive (non-imagistic) form. 
With the possible exception of the New Criticism, post-WW II programs 
for literary study took it as axiomatic that images are subject to historical 
or theoretical ‘paraphrase’ and mastery of some kind. Indeed, for the sake 
of their own epistemological and disciplinary comfort, they positively had 
to enshrine that ‘heresy’ as some methodological protocol, be it historicist, 
deconstructive, cultural-materialist, or something else still. Now, inasmuch 
as our outlook on images as something to be decoded abides within some 
such disciplinary matrix, we risk blinding ourselves to the costs of this strictly 
discursive construction of the image as an object to be held to account by 
one critical method or another. That is, we find ourselves pledged to a (more 
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or less) Hegelian project that aims to decode, dominate, and ultimately sub-
late images as incomplete, unselfconscious, and likely wayward attempts at 
‘meaning’ [Meinen], a truth that the medial constraints of images ultimately 
prevent from being fully realized. Indeed, the relationship of modern critical 
knowledge to images, which is by definition disciplinary and disciplining 
in character and aspiration, often appears oblivious to its own distinctively 
modern etiology. However inadvertently, any formal-historical conception 
of the image is but a latter-day manifestation of a long iconoclastic tradition 
that dates back to Old Testament Scripture and which, as James Simpson 
has argued, constitutes an integral component of Western modernity itself.1 
To understand the limits (and limitations) of our modern disciplinary and 
methodological approach to images, one ought to begin by recalling some 
key stages in the story of the image—which in many respects coincides with 
the history of attempts at containing and quarantining its seemingly unpre-
dictable and irrepressible powers of disclosure.

God having created man “after our image and likeness” [ad imaginem et si-
militudinem nostram],2 it cannot surprise that images should have come to be 
variously fetishized or feared as living things, as simulacra potentially striving 
to become isomorphous with the Divine creator. Concern with the image as 
a simulation of (eternal) life—indeed a living being that early-fifteenth-cen-
tury Lollards were to find so unsettling—runs through the Old Testament 
where it fuels anxiety about how to respond to the constant threat of a cre-
ation intent on transcending its formal and material constraints as medium 
or manifestatio wherein God was believed to have affirmed Himself as logos.3 
Haunted by the specter of the image substituting itself for its transcendent 
source and point of reference, the history of the people of Israel often reads 
like an extended and violent struggle with the image. As James Simpson puts 
it, “the story is always the same: national integrity and strength, not to speak 
of national survival, is primarily dependent on the destruction of the idols of 
neighbouring peoples.”4 Driving Mosaic and subsequent injunctions against 
images is a fear of a medium bent on usurping its source, that is, fear of the 
charismatic Gestalt of created being supplanting its creator. Indeed, “it is 
1  James Simpson, Under the Hammer: Iconoclasm in the Anglo-American Tradition. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2010).
2  Genesis 1:26. As Origen insists, the prepositional phrase κατ’ εἰκόνα (as in καὶ εἶπεν ὁ θεός 

ποιήσωμεν ἄνθρωπον κατ’ εἰκόνα ἡμετέραν) ought to be rendered as ‘after’ [ad imaginem] 
because only Christ is the true, “invisible image of the invisible God.” By contrast, man is “only 
after the image, or ‘in the image of the image.’” Alain Besançon, The Forbidden Image. Trans. Jane 
Marie Todd. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000: 83.

3  On the notion of the imago dei, see “Bildung” in Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie. J. Ritter, ed. Basel: 
Schwab, 1973–88. On the naturalist challenge to the unique status of man as imago dei, see Moreland, The 
Recalcitrant Imago Dei: Human Persons and the Failure of Naturalism. London: SCM Press, 2009. On the 
Trinitarian origins of person as imago dei, see Rolnick, Person, Grace, and God. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2007; and Pfau, Minding the Modern. Notre Dame, IN: Univesity of Notre Dame Press, forthcoming.

4  Simpson 8.
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not by virtue of his nature that God is unrepresentable, but by virtue of the 
relationship he intends to maintain with his people.” In this economy, im-
ages or epiphanies are to be taken as “the sign of a presence… not Presence 
itself.”5 Unfailingly, then, the Old Testament’s principal objection concerns 
the image’s susceptibility to what Deconstruction calls ‘phenomenalism,’ that 
is, the image’s seemingly innate tendency towards obscuring its medial status 
and aspiring to Being, first as similitude and, eventually, in the modality of 
simulation or outright consubstantiality. 

With the authority of direct apostolic testimony rapidly fading by the 2nd 
century c.e., and with the need proportionately increasing for a coherent 
body of teaching [doctrina] to be administered by a clearly defined magiste-
rium, St. Augustine’s (Platonist-inspired) conception of the imago dei is argu-
ably the most complex and daring attempt to enlist, rather than repudiate, 
the image [imago] in order to chart man’s evolving relation to the noumenal. 
And yet, against the backdrop of the collapsing Roman empire and the spec-
ter of resurgent paganism—one that the iconoclasts of the sixteenth century 
(Cramner, Bucer, Zwingli, Calvin) would eventually identify with Roman 
Catholicism itself—the project of iconoclasm only intensified, and at least 
implicitly subverted the intellectual rationale and political effectiveness of 
Augustine’s incarnational Trinitarian framework. Among the most original 
and compelling arguments in De Trinitate, Augustine’s critical engagement 
with the Delphic principle of self-knowledge takes that exhortation to mean 
that the mind should think about itself and live according to its own nature 
[secundum naturam suam vivat]. In what amounts to a reorientation of the 
Stoic doctrine of assent, Augustine thus notes how the mind, so richly embed-
ded in and engaged with the external world, has become perilously attached 
to things by converting them into images whose status, for Augustine no less 
than Plotinus, remains deeply ambivalent. We recall Augustine’s friend Aly-
pius who, against his better judgment attended the gladiatorial games where, 
“defeated by curiosity” [curiositate victus] and by excessive confidence in his 
powers of resistance, “he opened his eyes, and was more severely wounded 
in his soul than the gladiator whom he longed to see had been in his body” 
[graviore vulnere in anima quam ille in corpora]. Riveted by the sight [fixit 
aspectum] of slaughter, Alypius’ soul appears no less slain than the combatant 
on the field, such that henceforth he would compulsively revisit the scene of 
the traumatic sight.6 

A distortion of the knowledge to be legitimately sought, the image here 
amounts to an outward correlate of a misplaced desire [curiositas], at once 
5  Besançon 70. Naturally, the matter is far more complicated in New Testament scripture, as the 

incarnation or logos is repeatedly treated as “the image of God.” In parsing the import of the incar-
nate God on the ancient prohibition of images, the principal Hebrew terms in which that prohi-
bition had been stated [selem and demut] “are translated as eikōn, homoiōsis, and idea, that is, with 
words charged with a philosophical history outside the bible.” (Ibid. 82–3)

6  St. Augustine, Confessions. Trans. Philip Burton. New York: Everyman’s Library, 2001: 6.8.13.
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the catalyst and the effect of a psyche maimed and derailed from its ideal 
progression. The image in question is a veritable textbook definition of the 
idol [eidōlon] anathemized in Old Testament scripture.7 Being “known by 
the fact that one has seen it [oïda],” by the fact “that one cannot but see it, see 
it so visibly that the very fact of seeing suffices to know it,” the idol necessar-
ily paralyzes the individual’s capacity for narrative and spiritual progress.8 It 
confines the viewer within the scope of finite visible being because it is there 
that the idolatrous gaze finds its anticipated fulfillment and completion. In 
formal terms the idol, and the gaze that at once produces and exhausts it, 
expires in the appearing ‘image-object’ [Bildobjekt], as Husserl will call it. It 
does not provoke a ‘vision’ [visio], does not point beyond itself, but merely 
allows its ‘presentation’ [aspectus] to satiate the desire or conceptual intent by 
which it is produced. As Marion puts it, “the idol consigns the divine to the 
measure of a human gaze.”9 

Yet besides being profoundly alert to the perils of a voyeuristic and ‘wound-
ing’ gaze helplessly cathected onto the idol, Augustine was also close enough to 
the Platonic tradition to recognize that the image is never merely determined 
by its putative referent. Instead, the philosophically defensible and spiritually 
worthy image [imago] will invariably point back to the source from which its 
ostensible referent, and indeed the entire ectypal world of created things-of-
sense, derives its existence. Every image thus constitutes a trace of its archetype, 
albeit with this important qualification that the archetype can only emerge 
through the image and that, contrary to a mere ‘copy’ [Abbild], an image can 
never be altogether disaggregated from the sujet to which its ‘presentation’ 
[Darstellung] gives rise. In the image, Gadamer observes, “the intention is the 
original unity and non-differentiation of presentation and what is represented. 
It is the image of what is represented [das Bild des Dargestellten]” such that this 
“non-differentiation remains essential to all experience in pictures.” Much de-
pends on whether one accords the image “its own mode of being” [Seinsweise] 
or merely treats it as a fetish, fantasy, or referent (illegitimately) substituting 
itself for a reality that exists independently of it, access to which will thus only 
ever be compromised by the mediating intercession of images (qua idols).10 
7  See esp. Exodus 20:4, 23:24, 32, 34:12–14; Leviticus 26:1–4; Deuteronomy 4:15–18, 5:8, 4:23–

28, 7, 27:15; Judges 10, 16:23–30; Kings 11:1–5, 9; Psalm 115; Isaiah 2:8, 40:18–21, 44:9–20, 
46:1–7; Jeremiah 3:1–9, 17:1; Ezekiel 6:1–6; and Wisdom 13.

8  Jean-Luc Marion, God without Being. Trans. Thomas A. Carlson. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1991: 9. “The idol fascinates and captivates the gaze precisely because everything in it must 
expose itself to the gaze, attract, fill, and hold it… [It] depends on the gaze that it satisfies, since if 
the gaze did not desire to satisfy itself in the idol, the idol would have no dignity for it.” (Ibid. 10)

9  Ibid. 14. On the idol/icon antithesis, see also Marie-José Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy. Trans. 
Rico Franses. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005: 69–117; Besançon 109–46; David Freed-
berg, The Power of Images. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989: 54–81.

10 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, rev. ed. Trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. 
Marshall. New York: Continuum, 2006: 134–35. Original German text: Wahrheit und Methode. 
Tübingen: Mohr, 1975: 132–33.
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Augustine remarked on precisely this non-differentiation of “the body which 
is seen … its image imprinted on the sense which is sight or formed sense, and 
the conscious will which applies the sense to the sensible thing”—all of which 
are “compounded into a kind of unity.”11 A slide in the estimation of the im-
age is therefore possible. It may be thought as having very little share in reality, 
or even as dialectically revealing the ultimate enigma of the material world, a 
point that vividly emerged in Plotinus’ characterization of the ghostly nature 
of matter. Both dimensions of the image, as a form of reference and as the phe-
nomenal trace of an unconditionally and inexplicably given creation, are pres-
ent in De Trinitate. Inasmuch as the mind’s commerce with the world involves 
an elaborate web of imagistic representations, it is forever at risk of becoming 
enslaved by its own projections. Having given something of its own substance 
to their formation, the mind risks becoming attached to its images “with the 
glue of care, and it drags them along with itself even when it returns after a 
fashion to thinking about itself” [eisque curae glutino inhaeserit, attrahat secum 
etiam cum ad se cogitandam quodam modo redit].12 Thus Augustine tends to re-
describe problems of knowledge “as problems of will or agency, thereby making 
the appropriation of knowledge and not knowledge per se his explanandum.”13 
By dint of its fallen status, that is, the mind is acquisitive and proprietary as it 
converts objects into images and, in its destitution and distress 

becomes excessively intent on its own actions, and the disturbing pleasures it 
culls from them; being greedy to acquire knowledge of all sorts from things 
outside itself, which it loves as known in a general way and feels can easily be 
lost unless it takes great care to hold onto them, it loses its carefree sense of 
security, and thinks of itself all the less the more secure it is in the sense that 
it cannot lose itself.14

With its subtly wrought chiasmic ending, this passage nicely explains how 
for Augustine epistemological and moral questions were essentially entwined. 
For representation of the world by means of the image [imago] is liable to 
induce an acquisitive and proprietary state of mind, and the security of these 
virtual possessions threatens to distract mind from its metaphysical depen-
dency on divine grace. Now, it is precisely this constant risk which accounts 
for the continuing, indeed steadily intensifying iconoclasm of late antiquity. 
For an early instance of how the misconceptions fueling iconoclastic prac-
11 St. Augustine, De Trinitate. Quotes follow The Trinity. Trans. Edmund Hill, O.P. Hyde Park, NY: 

New City Press, 1991: 11.1.5. Husserl follows Augustine in approaching the image as a fusion of 
the ‘image-carrier’ (i.e., the material presentation), ‘image-object’ (the thing ostensibly depicted) 
and the ‘image-sujet’ (which does not per se appear but without which there would be no image 
but, simply, a ‘perception’ [Wahrnehmung]. See Edmund Husserl, Phantasy, Image-Consciousness, 
and Memory. Trans. John B. Brough. New York: Springer, 2005: esp. §§ 1–14. All citations to this 
book will be given first with section number (§) followed by page number. 

12 De Trinitate 10.2.7. 
13 Wetzel, Augustine and the Limits of Virtue. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992: 14.
14 De Trinitate 10.2.7.
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tice can be identified, we may turn to a letter sent, probably in 599 c.e., by 
Gregory the Great. In it Gregory reprimands Serenus of Marseilles for his 
indiscriminate destruction of images. Insisting on respect for the heuristic 
and cognitive dimension of the image—which he deems not only compat-
ible with but indispensable for expanding the creed in an age of pervasive 
illiteracy—Gregory continues thus: 

that you forbade [images] to be adored, we altogether praise you; but we blame 
you for having broken them… For to adore a picture is one thing, but to learn 
through the story of a picture what is to be adored is another. For what writing 
presents to readers, this a picture presents to the unlearned who behold, since 
in it even the ignorant see what they ought to follow; in it the illiterate read. 
Hence, and chiefly to the nations, a picture is instead of reading… And it must 
be said to [the ignorant], “if for this instruction for which images were anciently 
made you wish to have them in the church, I permit them by all means to be 
made and to be had.” And explain to them that it was not the sight itself of the 
story which the picture was hanging to attest that displeased you, but the adora-
tion which had been improperly paid to the pictures.15

The distinction here is two-fold. First, Gregory separates a view of the im-
age as a heuristic (pedagogical) conduit to truth from one that conflates the 
image-representation with a noumenal and inherently imageless truth. Yet be-
hind Gregory’s discrimination between what is pedagogically expedient and 
what is metaphysically licentious, another distinction lurks. At issue here is the 
image as a particular instance and focal point of intentionality—variously as 
the material image, the depicted image-object, and the meaning realized in or 
through it—in contradistinction to the image as corollary of a specific type of 
consciousness. What follows will be principally concerned with this latter as-
pect of the image—understood not as the formal mediation of a specific mate-
rial or ideational content but as the correlate of a phenomenologically distinct 
type of awareness that Husserl would explore under the heading of ‘image-
consciousness’ [Bildbewusstsein]. Evidently, images have a unique capacity for 
triggering a fundamental awareness (anterior to any conceptual or ideational 
contents and objectives) that we are in the presence of a significant structure. 
Even for the illiterate, Gregory maintains, the image achieves a unique kind of 
presence; it unfolds as an event of sorts or, rather, as the advent of something 
unconditionally given and thus having an incontrovertible claim on our ‘at-
tentiveness’ [Aufmerksamkeit]. Immune to the modern iconoclast’s perpetual 
fear of illicit simulation, substitution, or, in our time, to what de Man anath-
ematized under the general heading of ‘ideology’ (that is, “precisely the confu-
sion of linguistic with natural reality, of reference with phenomenalism”),16 
such ‘image-consciousness’ was, already for Gregory, generative of cognition, 
15 Gregory the Great, “Letter to Serenus of Marseilles.” Theological Aesthetics: a Reader. Elsbeth 

Thiessen, ed. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004: 47. On this letter, see Freedberg 398–400.
16 Paul de Man, The Resistance to Theory. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986: 11.
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potentially revelatory, and often indispensable for the cultivation of spiritually 
meaningful narrative. 

Nowhere was the articulation of the image as a correlate of a distinct type 
of awareness pursued with more urgency and conceptual rigor than during 
the prolonged iconoclast controversy that raged from about 725–843 c.e. 
In the course of it, those mounting a sophisticated theoretical defense of 
the image [eikōn] distilled precisely those aspects which were to dominate 
the rehabilitation of the image in the nineteenth century (Hegel, Ruskin, 
Hopkins), in phenomenology (Husserl, Marion), and more recently in the 
philosophical hermeneutic of the icon (Florensky, Gadamer, Marion, Mon-
dzain) as a ‘saturated phenomenon.’ It was during this prolonged iconoclast 
controversy that the conception of the image was greatly deepened as a result 
of the concerted attempt to mount a coherent intellectual and theological 
defense of it. Central to that defense were a number of interlocking claims. A 
first argument stipulates that the relation of image to beholder is analogical 
to the incarnation of Christ who, in Pauline doctrine, is to be understood 
as the image of God. On theological grounds, then, the image amounts not 
to an instance of substitution or reference, but instead manifests an identity 
between that which appears and that whose presence (though invisible) it 
mediates, and in which, qua image, it participates. Without exception, the 
defense of images during the First and Second Iconoclast Controversies ap-
pealed to St. Basil’s pronouncement that “the honor paid to an image passes 
to its prototype” or that “the copy shares the glory of its prototype, as a reflec-
tion shares the brightness of the light.”17 The true image thus obeys a logic 
of disclosure rather than correctness; it mediates between the visible and the 
invisible rather than confining itself to the domain of empirical perception or 
warrantable assertion. As such the icon, as conceived in Byzantine theologi-
cal aesthetics, completes “the transfer of the image concept from the sensible 
to the intellectual realm.”18 

This takes us to the second point worked out by the iconodules which, as 
remains to be seen, would also prove crucial for the recuperation of image, 
metaphor, and aesthetic form in the nineteenth century. For as their Byzan-
tine defenders insisted time and again, images are not merely permissible but 
indispensable; thus St. John Damascene wrote: “I am emboldened to depict 
the invisible God, not as invisible, but as he became visible for our sake.” The 
very fact that images are part of our anthropological constitution suggests 
God’s “foreknowing our need for analogies.” That our engagement with im-
ages is not only theologically defensible but a spiritually necessary act already 
17 ἡ τῆς εἰκόνος τιμὴ ἐπὶ τὸ πρωτότυπον διαβαίνει (De Spiritu Sancto, 18.45). Second quote by 

St. Theodore the Studite, On the Holy Icons. Trans. Catharine P. Roth. Crestwood, N.Y.: St. Vladi-
mir’s Press, 1981: 28.

18 Gerhard Ladner, quoted in Mondzain 74. On the political and theological motives that fuel the 
iconodules’ arguments of the 7th and 8th centuries, see also Jaroslav Pelikan, Imago Dei: The Byz-
antine Apologia for Icons. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011.
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follows from the imperfect (‘circumscribed’) status of human cognition: “it 
is impossible for us to reach what is intelligible apart from what is bodily.”19 
Access to the hidden thus can only be achieved through the image, which is 
not the same as by means of it. For in the latter case our relation to images 
would be instrumental (and thus truly idolatrous) inasmuch as we would 
already claim to have a notion or concept of what is hidden independent of, 
and indeed prior to, engaging with the realm of the visible. Yet the image 
alone can facilitate an approach to what is hidden. To be sure, it cannot take 
possession of what is hidden, but as a bona fide icon “it institutes a gaze and 
not an object.”20 As St. John Damascene put it, “every image makes manifest 
and demonstrates something hidden… the image was devised to guide us to 
knowledge and make manifest and open what is hidden, certainly for our 
profit and well-doing and salvation.” Likewise, St. Theodore noted that “if 
merely mental contemplation were sufficient, it would have been sufficient 
for Him to come to us in a merely mental way, and consequently we would 
have been cheated by the appearance of both His deeds, if He did not come 
in the body, and of His sufferings, which were undeniably like ours.”21 As 
Gadamer observes, when understood as a mode of participation in (rather 
than reference to, or simulation of ) the archetype, the image 

remains essentially tied to the original represented in it [Darstellung bleibt also 
in einem wesenhaften Sinne auf das Urbild bezogen, das in ihr zur Darstellung 
kommt]… That the picture has its own reality means the reverse for what is 
pictured, namely that it comes to presentation in the representation. It pres-
ents itself there [daß <das Urbild> in der Darstellung zur Darstellung kommt]. 
It does not follow that it is dependent on this particular presentation in order 
to appear. It can also present itself as what it is in other ways. But if it presents 
itself in this way, this is no longer any incidental event but belongs to its own 
being. Every such presentation is an ontological event and occupies the same 
ontological level as what is represented. By being presented it experiences, as 
it were, an increase in being [gleichsam ein Zuwachs an Sein]. The content of 
the picture is ontologically defined as an emanation of the original.22 

As Marion puts it, “the icon does not result from a vision but provokes 
one… [It] summons sight in letting the visible be saturated little by little 
with the invisible.” To fail to take this crucial point—as the iconoclasts 
did to St. John’s and St. Theodore’s palpable frustration—is to confuse 
the apprehension of images with ordinary perceptual consciousness. The 
result is a naturalistic treatment of all images as either illicit simulations 
of the ‘uncircumscribed’ deity or as the scandalous projection of mundane 
perception into a metaphysical void. Either way, the iconoclast’s argument 
19 St. John Damascene, Three Treatises on the Divine Images. Crestwood N.Y.: St. Vladimir’s Press, 

2003: 22, 26, 93, 96.
20 Mondzain 70. 
21 On the Holy Icons 27.
22 Gadamer 135. 
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can conceive of the visible only as an “idol whose precise function consists 
in dividing the invisible into one part that is reduced to the visible and one 
part that is obfuscated as invisable.”23 

This takes us to the third feature of the icon worked out by its defenders, 
namely, that what defines the image is not its putative ‘content’ or alleged 
‘referent’ but its phenomenology—the mode of seeing that it instantiates and 
by which the image itself is fulfilled. Here St. John Damascene’s distinction 
between the (legitimate) ‘veneration’ [latreia] of images and the ‘worship’ 
[proskynesis] exclusively accorded to God is of importance. As the iconod-
ules (St. John Damascene, Nikephoros, St. Theodore) gradually clarified, to 
suppose that an image either seeks or purports to substitute itself for that 
of which it is the image is to have missed what Gadamer would later call 
“the mode of being” [Seinsweise] of the image, which is neither an instance 
of sheer “projection” or “fantasy,” nor an instance of outright “reference” 
[deixis], nor some kind of simulation or substitution. As St. Theodore put 
it, “when one considers the nature of the image not only would he not say 
that the thing he sees is Christ, but he would not even say that it is the im-
age of Christ. For it is perhaps wood, or paint, or gold, or silver ... But when 
one considers the likeness to the original by means of a representation, it is 
both Christ and the image of Christ. It is Christ by the identity of the name, 
but the image of Christ by its relationship.”24 It was above all their failure 
to understand the distinctive ontology and phenomenology of the image 
that caused iconoclasts to confuse icon and idol. The vehement and often 
exasperated tone of the iconodules’ writings derived from both the consid-
erable political and ecclesiastic stakes of the iconoclast controversy, which 
was destroying countless artifacts and religious (monastic) communities, as 
well as the iconoclasts’ persistent refusal to grasp the ontology of the image: 
“what person with any sense does not understand the difference between an 
idol and an icon?” The iconoclast failed to conceive of the (‘circumscribed’) 
material image as anything more than the negation of that to which it al-
legedly refers, or worse yet for which it means to substitute itself. There was 
no concept of mediation at work here, and no understanding of the mean-
ing of the consubstantiality [homōousia] that had been the foundation of all 
incarnational theology since the council of Nicaea in 324 c.e. The icono-
clasts’ “mind does not remain with the materials, because it does not trust 
in them: that is the error of the idolators. Through the materials, rather, the 
mind ascends towards the prototypes: that is the faith of the orthodox.”25 As 
Mondzain sums up, “whether situated on the level of the natural image or 
the artificial image… the foundational model of the consubstantial relation 
makes the image into a figure of meaning forever, not into a referential sign 
23 God Without Being 17, 18. 
24 On the Holy Icons 31–2.
25 Ibid. 27, 34.
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cut off from signification.”26 Finally, the iconodules insisted on the essential 
contiguity between, rather than antithesis of, image and word: “Do you see 
how the function of image and word are one? ‘As in a picture,’ [St. Basil] says, 
we demonstrated by word… For what the word of a story makes present 
through hearing, the very same is shown silently in a picture through imita-
tion.”27 Likewise, St. John Damascene recalled Gregory’s pedagogical justi-
fication of images, which he developed by arguing that the Old Testament 
prohibition of graven images ought to pertain merely to “those who are still 
infants and ill with a diseased inclination to idolatry” and hence still “under 
the custodian of the law.”28 

As the iconoclastic project came roaring back during the Reformation—
such as in the writings and actions of Zwingli, Bucer, and Cramner—it was 
precisely this distinction that was obliterated. Thus a particularly virulent 
strain of Reformation iconoclasm categorically rejected the image’s verti-
cal orientation towards the divine as an instance of sacrilegious substitu-
tion and (implicitly) deception. Within Protestant religious culture and 
ecclesial practice, the image had no legitimacy; it was but a pagan vestige, 
a satanic artifice whose “graven” materiality threatened to erase the bound-
aries separating the phenomenal from the noumenal, and so confounded 
temporal, fallible meanings with eternal truths. Beginning with modern, 
Reformation-era religious and political writing, the antithesis of legitimate 
(textual) and idolatrous (visual) signification became a fixture of theological 
aesthetics. Moreover, as the rich cultural histories of Eamon Duffy, Marga-
ret Aston, and James Simpson have shown us, this tension “spreads rapidly 
across a range of cultural practices not intrinsically related to visuality. In 
that culture of the Word and the Word alone, all unwritten verities were by 
definition idolatrous.”29 The reformers’ insistence on textuality as the sole 
legitimate repository of the spirit not only converted all images into legiti-
mate targets but—finding itself constantly in need of new fuel to (quite 

26 Mondzain 77.
27 St. John Damascene 45–6. This aspect of the image, as potentially superior to the word (which 

is bound to give rise to interpretive uncertainty and disagreement) was stressed by the Patriarch 
Nikephoros; see Besançon 128–32; for excerpts of Nikephoros’ Antirrhetics, see Mondzain 234–
45. 

28 St. John Damascene 84, 88. The point is echoed by St. Theodore’s “First Refutation” (On the Holy 
Icons 24f ). 

29 Simpson 63; see also Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars. New Haven: Yale University 
Press,1992: esp. 377–477 (on the culture of iconoclasm under Henry VIII); and Margaret Aston, 
England’s Iconoclasts: Laws against Images. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988; Stuart Clark, 
Vanities of the Eye: Vision in Early Modern European Culture. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007: esp. 161–203; Keith Thomas, “Art and Iconoclasm in Early Modern England.” Religious 
Politics in Post-Reformation England. Kenneth Fincham and Peter Lake, eds. London: Boydell 
Press, 2006: 16–40; Besançon 185–221; and Freedberg esp. 378–428. For a rich art-historical 
account of Reformation art and iconoclasm, see Joseph Leo Koerner, The Reformation of the Image. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004: esp. 83–168.
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literally) burn so as to affirm the iconoclast’s spiritual righteousness—soon 
extended to any perceived hybridization of word and image, such as in the 
magnificent ornamentation of letters in medieval illuminated manuscripts, 
lavishly decorated crucifixes and roods (featuring the Virgin and St. John) 
“that once dominated the interior of every [English] village church,” or the 
more unusual case of images composed entirely out of letters.30 

Now, whereas upon the conclusion of the great Iconoclastic controversies 
of the seventh and eighth centuries the arguments against images had been 
almost completely expunged from the historical record (and can now only be 
inferred from the selective quotes and partisan arguments of the Byzantine 
iconodules), the sixteenth and seventeenth century offers an abundance of 
iconoclastic writing, some of it scholarly, though the majority emerging from 
a culture of political pamphleteering that had increased exponentially with 
the arrival of modern print technology. The Swiss reformers’ hostility towards 
images appears particularly driven by an intense and pervasive distrust of 
all forms of mediation, which in part explains why the iconoclastic drive to 
“replace eye-service with ear-service” soon extended beyond pictorial repre-
sentations to include virtually all material forms and symbols of the sacred 
(e.g. the bread and wine of the Eucharist) and indeed any type of outwardly 
visible ritualized practice.31 For Zwingli, “God… forbids all manifestations 
of honor, so that one may not bow, genuflect, kneel, light candles or burn 
incense” before images. Time and again, Zwingli stipulated that spiritual rec-
titude may never arise by way of emulation, that it is not anchored in visible 
exemplars, and that faith “cannot [be] learned from walls” but must acquire 
instantaneous and unmediated fullness in the heart.32 Zwingli and Calvin 
in particular mounted a comprehensive campaign against both the alleged 
efficacy and legitimacy of all visible form: “God’s glory is corrupted by an 
impious falsehood whenever any form is attached to him.”33

For our purposes, the interest in these amply researched developments is 
less historical than conceptual and philosophical. If, as Keith Thomas claims, 
“it is hard to find in late medieval England any formal recognition of the 
possibility that a work of art could have an independent value, unrelated to 
its religious, political or social function,” then the iconoclastic movements 
of the sixteenth and seventeenth century implicitly confined art and aesthet-
ics to the (secular) realm of the decorative. And even though by the 1640s 
“a self-conscious love of ‘art’ had developed, both in the Church… and at 
30 Thomas 17. For other examples see Ars Sacra. Rainer Warland et al., eds. Potsdam: Ullmann, 

2010; Freedberg 54–81. 
31 Clark 161.
32 Huldrych Zwingli, A Short Christian Instruction (1523), as quoted in Theissen 135–36.
33 Jean Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion I.11, quoted in Thiessen 137. For Calvin, image 

worship betokens a strain of decadence said to have crept in after the first “five hundred years, 
during which religion was still flourishing, and a purer doctrine thriving, [and when] Christian 
churches were commonly empty of images” (Ibid. 141).
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court,” that development does not contradict, but by and large reinforces a 
shift of the visual from the sacred to a domain of luxuriant surfeit and hedo-
nistic visual behavior.34 The focus was on pleasure, not transport—which is 
to say, on the affirmation of a desire that truly knows (or at least feels) what 
it is looking for. It is a great irony that the theologically motivated zeal of the 
reformers came to play a pivotal role in the evolution of a hedonistic (and 
truly idolatrous) gaze that culminated in Jacob Burckhardt and Walter Pater’s 
aestheticization of classical and Renaissance culture. Calvin’s telling injunc-
tion “that only those things are to be sculptured or painted which the eyes 
are capable of seeing” inadvertently prepared for such developments by sug-
gesting that visual experience is only legitimate as a referential operation, an 
indexing of something that has reality and empirical standing independent 
of and anterior to the moment of sight.35 Simply put, sight is to be under-
stood as a fully conceptualized perception and to be quarantined from the 
vertical domain of ‘vision.’

Yet to accept that restrictive account ultimately leads to the nonsensical 
conclusion that there are no such things as images at all: that every image is 
but a copy, simulacrum, or perceptual reflex of a three-dimensional entity, 
and that what is called an image is either an illicit projection [phantasma] 
of something non-existent or the idolatrous usurpation of a noumenal real-
ity that (supposedly) precludes all mediation. What the iconoclastic argu-
ment never grasped is the phenomenological distinction between a percep-
tual consciousness and what Husserl will later analyze under the heading of 
‘image-consciousness’ [Bildbewusstsein].36 The reality of perceptual awareness 
depends on the presence of the independent object ‘out there’ which has 
trigged the perception in the first place. By contrast, what Husserl called 
‘pictorialization’ [Verbildlichung] involves three, not two, components: “1) 
the physical image, the physical thing made from canvas, marble, and so 
on; 2) the representing or depicting object; and 3) the represented or de-
picted object [Bildsujet].” Understanding the image thus requires a pains-
taking phenomenological description of the distinctive way in which its 
experience registers in consciousness. Distinguishing between ‘perceptual 
appearance’ [Wahrnehmungserscheinung] and ‘image presentation’ [Bilder-
scheinung] (§ 9), Husserl noted that all pictorialization is accompanied by 
a “primitive image-consciousness” [primitives Bildlichkeitsbewusstsein] (§ 8, 
18–19). Without such image-consciousness we could never meaningfully 
speak of an image but only of so many instances of perception, illusion, 
simulation, or deception. As Husserl put it, the distinction between ‘image’ 
34 Thomas 23–4.
35 Calvin, Institutes, quoted in Thiessen 140.
36 Husserl, Image-Consciousness. Where this translation renders Husserl’s term Sache or Sujet as ‘im-

age subject’ I retain sujet, so as to avoid inappropriate connotations of subjectivism and psycholo-
gism.
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and sujet [Bild und Sache] is the defining phenomenological trait of image 
consciousness. For insofar as the image “presents the subject but is not the 
subject itself [Das Bild macht die Sache vorstellig, ist aber nicht sie selbst]… a 
consciousness of difference [ein Bewusstsein von Differenz] must be there.” 
Where that is not the case we cannot even take ourselves to be looking at 
an image but will naturally suppose we are perceptually engaged with some 
object or other (§ 8, 20; § 9, 22). 

And yet, if the image’s ‘mode of being’ (what Gadamer calls its Seinsweise) 
is defined by its distinctive phenomenology—that is, by our “consciousness 
of a difference” between what is visible and that towards which the visible 
points and by which the image itself is licensed—we are not dealing with 
a case of ordinary detachment, let alone some neo-Stoic reserve. On the 
contrary, whereas the modern subject’s disengaged or (to borrow Charles 
Taylor’s term) ‘buffered’ outlook on perceptual data seems by the time of 
Bacon and Descartes to have established itself as the new (scientific) norm, 
image-consciousness implies a phenomenology of participation, not detach-
ment. Because “the image is immediately felt to be an image,” it can move us 
in ways that object perception never can, unless of course the perception of 
natural phenomena happens to crystallize for us what Gerard Manley Hop-
kins called their “inscape.” As Husserl put it, “one does not perchance look at 
[the image] as it is and appears, and say to oneself: This is an image. Rather, 
one lives totally in the new apprehending that grounds itself on the appear-
ance. In the image one sees the sujet [Vielmehr lebt man ganz und gar in dem 
auf die Erscheinung sich gründenden neuen Auffassen: im Bilde schaut man die 
Sache an]” (§ 12, 27–8). The image thus discloses something that could not 
have been registered by consciousness in any other way: “[it] presents the 
sujet but is not the sujet itself ” (§ 8, 20). Pictorialization ‘unveils’ a truth 
about an appearance that would remain obscured if the phenomenological 
attitude had been strictly that of conceptualization and reference. To borrow 
nomenclature from Husserl’s later work, images cannot be framed within a 
model of “truth as correctness” but belong to an entirely different ontology 
of “truth as disclosure.”37 While engaging the image, consciousness realizes—
i.e., achieves a unique form of access to—the sujet ‘through’ the image. This is 
mediation of an entirely different kind, for it does not mediate some already 
established intentional object, but instead

37 Husserl, Formal and Transcendental Logic. Trans. Dorion Cairns. The Hague: Marinus Nijhoff, 
1969: 120–27 (§§ 44–45). Husserl’s exacting characterization of the unique intentionality to 
which the image gives rise (Image Consciousness § 13, 29) also shows how the attempted unmask-
ing of the (Romantic) image by Deconstruction—namely, as an alleged instance of ‘phenomenal-
ism,’ ‘phenomenalization,’ and illusion of reference in the work of de Man, Culler, J. Hillis Miller 
et al.—substantially misses the point. In fact, were it not for its flamboyant ahistorical methodol-
ogy, modern Deconstruction might well have recognized itself as an inadvertent reoccupation of 
iconoclastic arguments some 1,500 years old.
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makes intuitable what, indeed, is not identical to it but is more or less like it 
or similar to it in content. Something of the consciousness of the intended 
object lives in the kindred traits. We see the meant object in the image, or it 
is picked out for us from the image intuitively. Phenomenologically, however, 
it is inherent in this that the image object does not merely appear but bears 
a new apprehension-characteristic, which is permeated and fused in a certain 
way with the original [and] which, as it were, refers to the object properly 
meant not simply at a distance from the content of what appears, but in it, 
or refers to the object properly meant through this content… The sujet looks 
at us, as it were, through these traits. [In das Bild schauen wir den gemeinten 
Gegenstand hinein, oder aus ihm schaut er <zu> uns her] (§ 14, 31). 

Hopkins appears to take note of precisely this dynamic when remarking that 
“what you look hard at seems to look hard at you.”38 Arising not from a 
propositional, discursive, and referential (“natural”) stance but being steeped 
in a reflective (phenomenological) “consciousness of difference,” the image 
uniquely opens access in a sujet. Unlike the symbol, arguably its next of kin, 
the meaning unveiled in and through image involves the beholder in a stance 
of participation rather than deference, absorption rather than submission. 
There are symbols of authority but not, properly speaking, images of author-
ity. Hence the truth of the image sujet is neither verifiably referenced nor 
authoritatively symbolized; rather, it is serendipitously revealed: “In order 
to present the object, we are supposed to immerse ourselves in the image 
[Um uns den Gegenstand vorstellig zu machen, sollen wir uns in das Bild hin-
einschauen]” (§ 15, 37). In the presence of the image and the sujet whose real 
presence it vicariously achieves, sight yields to vision—a distinction acknowl-
edged by Husserl’s preference for Schau (‘vision’) over Sehen (‘seeing’). 

Before moving on to some nineteenth-century contexts, it should be not-
ed at least in passing that, both at the level of cultural practice and theologi-
cal argument, Reformation iconoclasm is related to the concurrently emerg-
ing modern idea of method. In both cases, the core motivation partakes of 
the libido dominandi that Augustinian and Thomist thought had pointedly 
anathematized, and from which Western secular thought would not begin to 
distance itself until Husserl’s late work on the Crisis of European Sciences, as 
well as subsequent, related projects by Feyerabend, Polanyi, and Gadamer. 
That is, both iconoclasm and Baconian method reflected an implacable de-
sire to assert absolute and exhaustive dominion over the phenomenal world, 
and hence to dissolve the charisma and unfathomable energies of the image 
into quasi-mathematical regularities that could (and must) be formulated 
independently. The focus was on controlling and containing the phenom-
enon’s residual capacity for revealing an unpredictable truth—as opposed to 
simply reaffirming and illustrating a knowledge already attained or firmly 
anticipated by strictly conceptual means. The deep anxiety associated with 
38 The Journals and Papers of Gerard Manley Hopkins. Humphrey House, ed. Oxford: Oxford Univer-

sity Press, 1959: 204.
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images and the seemingly endless capacity of sensory phenomena to exceed 
the mandates of Scripture, textuality, and the scope of abstract concepts—so 
vividly displayed in Descartes’ fretful meditations on a world of unstable ap-
pearances seemingly arranged by un dieu trompeur—thus contrasts sharply 
with the project of modern phenomenology, which in Jean-Luc Marion’s 
poignant phrase “takes the initiative in losing it.”39 For as Marion continues 
(herein echoing important work by Michael Buckley and Michael Polanyi), 
method “should not... secure indubitability in the mode of a possession of 
objects that are certain because produced according to the a priori condi-
tions for knowledge. It should provoke the indubitability of the apparition of 
things, without producing the certainty of objects… [but] not run ahead of 
the phenomenon, by fore-seeing it, pre-dicting it, and pro-ducing it, in order 
to await it from the outset at the end of the path [meta-hodos] onto which it 
has just barely set forth.”40

 And yet in that utter visibility
The stone’s alive with what’s invisible 
		  …
Like the zigzag hieroglyph for life itself.

Seamus Heaney, “Seeing Things”

Only at the beginning of the nineteenth century was there signifi-
cant movement towards re-thinking the image. For the first time 
in the modern era, the image was again considered with regard to 

its evocative, animating, and revelatory capacities. Modernity’s iconoclastic 
or, at the very least, intensely suspicious stance vis-à-vis the image’s allegedly 
idolatrous and illicit referential pretensions (its ‘phenomenalism’) no longer 
exercised Wordsworth, let alone Keats. Likewise, Coleridge’s scrupulous the-
orizing of the symbol (“the translucence of… the general in the individual, 
or of the eternal in the temporal”) no longer reflected the Enlightenment’s 
preoccupation with rendering the image non-controversial and ‘safe’—which 
is to say, quarantining it as a historical-cum-philological curiosity, or as a 
formal-aesthetic artifact. Speaking of the Enlightenment’s “massive work of 
image neutralization,” Simpson observes that “the cool detachment of en-
lightened Taste… with its focus on form… is a strategy designed to look at 
Rome again. But one could only look at Rome by neutralizing its power to 
enthrall. Focus on the form, ignore the content. Experience freedom, even 
as you look at religious art. The category of the aesthetic is itself, in sum, a 
historical product of iconoclasm.”41 

The resurgence of the image’s capacity for opening access to an otherwise 
39 Jean-Luc Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness. Trans. Jeffrey Kosky. Stan-

ford: Stanford University Press, 2002: 9.
40 Ibid.
41 Simpson 120, 133.
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unattainable kind of knowledge—the ‘truth of disclosure’ that Husserl (in 
Formal and Transcendental Logic) opposed to modernity’s prevailing notion of 
truth as sheer ‘correctness’—acquired extraordinary momentum in Ruskin’s 
work (especially in the successive volumes of Modern Painters), with its nearly 
manic cultivation of a rigorously descriptive and objectivist aesthetic. An un-
witting echo of Goethe’s botanical theories, Ruskin’s insistence that natural 
objects, e.g., aspen trees at Fontainebleau, “‘composed’ themselves by finer 
laws than any known of men” reflected his deeply held belief (concurrently 
taking shape in Darwin’s writings) that “the laws are not beyond or behind 
the facts but within them” and that to see properly means “learning the orga-
nization” of the appearing object.42 To see, in Ruskin’s account, involves nei-
ther some perceptual appropriation of a specific ‘object’ nor some subjective 
flight beyond the structure of appearances. Rather, genuine vision unfolds as 
a sustained, pre-conceptual participation in the ‘thing’ or, more specifically, 
in the law of its being as disclosed by its mode of appearance. 

Ruskin’s theophanic conception of beauty strikingly anticipated Jean-Luc 
Marion’s notion of the ‘saturated phenomenon’ as something defined by its 
pre-conceptual ‘givenness.’43 To see means “letting appearances appear in such 
a way that they accomplish their own apparition, so as to be received exactly as 
they give themselves.”44 The point had first suggested itself to Ruskin by way 
of Arthur Hallam’s remarkable 1831 essay “On some of the Characteristics 
of Modern Poetry,” which specifically distinguished between those poets who 
“seek for images to illustrate their conceptions” and those who, had “no need to 
seek” because “they lived in a world of images.”45 Though clinging to a palpa-
bly dated nomenclature, Hallam’s review essay set the tone for Ruskin’s firmly 
objectivist theory of the image. For Ruskin, to see a thing is to participate in its 
inner organization and distinctive phenomenality; it means to “recognize the 
comprehensiveness of its self-expression… its energies… [and the] formal laws 
of its being.”46 Yet Ruskin, who (as Francis Townsend observes) “had a strange 
dread of introspection,” seems unable to link the phenomenon, understood as 
a high-resolution image, with the observer’s interiority. 47 There is, in his oeu-
vre, no clear transition from object- and image-consciousness to self-awareness. 
42 Patricia M. Ball, The Science of Aspects: the Changing Role of Fact in the Work of Coleridge, Ruskin 

and Hopkins. London: Athlone, 1971: 56–7, 65. On Goethe’s theory of organic form and the 
phenomenology of seeing, see Thomas Pfau, “All is Leaf: Differentiation, Metamorphosis, and the 
Phenomenology of Life.” Studies in Romanticism, Vol. 49 (2010): 3–41. 

43 The Poem as Sacrament: the Theological Aesthetic of Gerard Manley Hopkins. Louvain: Peters Press, 
2000. Ballinger contends that “for Ruskin, beauty was theophany,” (33) quoting vol. 2 of Modern 
Painters: “Beauty is either the record of conscience, written in things external, or it is a symbol-
izing of Divine attributes in matter, or it is the felicity of living things, or the perfect fulfillment of 
their duties and functions. In all cases it is something Divine.” 

44 Being Given 7.
45 Quoted in Carol T. Christ, Victorian and Modern Poetics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1986: 54.
46 Ball 69.
47 Townsend, quoted in Ball 77.
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As a result, the conversion of empirical fact into a meticulously detailed verbal 
or graphic image cannot be fused with any metaphysical meanings, even as 
Ruskin (adhering to a rather dated and mainstream Anglo-Protestant version 
of natural theology) insisted that what is horizontally disclosed refers us back 
to its vertical, noumenal source. 

The story of Ruskin’s influence on his contemporaries (including the 
young Hopkins) has already been unfolded repeatedly and rather well and 
is not of major concern here.48 Instead, this essay aims to locate Hopkins 
within a long-standing critique of modernity, a critique whose conceptual 
resources and metaphysical intent are intimately entwined with a Catholic-
inspired philosophical theology that extends from Newman, Hopkins, and 
F. Brentano to the work of Blondel, MacIntyre, C. Taylor, Marion and, to a 
lesser extent, to the Nottingham School of Radical Orthodoxy. At the same 
time, by reconfiguring the image’s often disaggregated components of form 
[morphē] and idea [eidos], we are able to situate Hopkins in an intellectu-
al frame broader than those recognized by the philologically scrupulous, if 
rather hermetic, kind of influence-study that has dominated critical work 
on this remarkable writer. A more productive approach, opening windows 
on the larger questions that circumscribe Hopkins’ intellectual persona and 
that account for his almost unparalleled verbal and intellectual creativity in 
reassessing the relationship of world and word, would locate him in a broad-
er movement of writers and philosophers concerned with rethinking (and 
overcoming) the mind-world divide, and doing so specifically by rehabilitat-
ing the image as a kind of epistemological and aesthetic Urphänomen. This 
strand, which implicitly or (in the case of Brentano, Gadamer, and Mari-
on) explicitly links up with modern phenomenology, also includes Goethe, 
Eichendorff, Droste-Hülshoff, and Stifter in Germany, and it foreshadows 
Seamus Heaney’s poetic oeuvre (esp. his collections North, Station Island, 
and Seeing Things). What drove these writers and connects their aesthetic and 
philosophical projects was a shared desire to extend a rationalist (as opposed 
to sentimental or emotivist) model of mind and perception towards broader 
metaphysical commitments. For some of these writers a rational account of 
the mind-world relation was not only commensurable with normative (reli-
gious) commitments but, on the contrary, logically compelled them. 

Now, in Hopkins (and an analogous case could be made for Adalbert 
Stifter’s oeuvre), we find a distinctly novel, constructivist poetics being de-
veloped, one uniquely preoccupied with two related issues. First, Hopkins 
sought to capture the identity of ‘things’ through their structure, and thus 
to grasp all things—not as inert ‘objects’ or duplicitous ‘appearances’ but as 
prima facie manifestations of the divine logos. Hopkins’ entire oeuvre, from 
the early diaries all the way to the so-called ‘dark sonnets,’ thus unfolds as 

48 See esp. the studies by P. Ball, P. Ballinger, C. Christ, C. Philips, and B. Ward (referenced below).
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a poetics of radical presence. Right away, though, it should be noted that 
‘presence’ here implies neither “immediacy… nor the detachment of signi-
fication.”49 For Hopkins, to name the thing as it phenomenally gives itself 
to the beholder is not to engage in an act of reference, conceptualization, or 
subjective projection. Neither does such naming lay claim to some mysti-
cal, pre- or extra-linguistic immediacy. Precisely because presence discloses 
itself phenomenologically as ‘presencing’—that is, of the given, saturated, 
and inescapable phenomenon as it registers within consciousness—Hopkins 
resisted the impulse of mystical poets (such as St. John of the Cross) to super-
impose a theological framework on the phenomenon. The point emerges viv-
idly in the octet of “The Starlight Night,” a sonnet whose very title (‘starlight’ 
rather than ‘starlit night’) already shows experiential time to have been ab-
sorbed into the complex inscape of the phenomenon soliciting the speaker’s 
(and listener’s) attention: 

Look at the stars! Look, look up at the skies!
	 Look at all the fire-folk sitting in the air!
	 The bright boroughs, the circle-citadels there!
Down in dim woods the diamond delves! The elves’-eyes!
The grey lawns cold where gold, where quickgold lies!
	 Wind-beat whitebeam! airy abeles set on a flare!
	 Flake-doves sent floating forth at a farmyard scare!50

Written on February 24, 1877, the day after “God’s Grandeur,” in the midst 
of intense study for his final set of exams at St. Beuno’s, and just after Hop-
kins had attended a paper on “The Nebular Theory of Creation” read at the 
Essay Society that evening, this sonnet opens with an urgent, subtly rhyth-
mic appeal to the audience. Arguably the most striking aspect of the opening 
seven lines is the sudden shift in perspective, which supplants the more con-
ventional upward gaze that a poem on starlight naturally leads us to expect 
with a vision that descends. The inscape of starlight dappling the night sky 
turns out to be already present down below, and rather than telling of a sub-
jective quest for ascent the sonnet’s most striking images appear to descend. 
Thus the attentive eye will also catch reflexes of light (“wind-beat whitebeam! 
airy abeles set on a flare”) in the shimmering play of poplar leaves whose 
light-colored underside enlivens “the grey lawns… where quickgold lies.” 
Such patterning discloses contiguities between the play of starlight reflected 
49 Sobolev, The Split World of Gerard Manley Hopkins. Washington D.C.: Catholic University of 

America Press, 2011: 57.
50 Quotes from Hopkins oeuvre will be parenthetical, following these editions: J = The Journals and 

Papers of Gerard Manley Hopkins. Humphrey House, ed. London: Oxford University Press, 1959. 
CW = The Collected Works of Gerard Manley Hopkins, vol. 4 (“Oxford Essays and Notes”). Lesley 
Higgins, ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006. MW = Gerard Manley Hopkins: the Major 
Works. Catherine Phillips, ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002. SDW = The Sermons and 
Devotional Writings of Gerard Manley Hopkins. Christopher Devlin, S.J., ed. London: Oxford 
University Press, 1959. SL = Selected Letters. Catherine Phillips, ed. Oxford: Clarendon, 1990. For 
“The Starlight Night,” see MW 128–29.
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“down in dim woods,” the irregular sway of leaves, and the sudden flurry of 
coordinated movement as “flake-doves [are] sent floating forth at farmyard 
scare.” For Hopkins, to capture and articulate a specific phenomenon as it 
unveils itself also enables us to recognize its operative presence elsewhere. As 
Bernadette Ward puts it, “the naming of an object multiplies and extends its 
reality because human relationships to an object are among the constituents 
of the thing—rather extensions of it than substitutes for it.”51

Hopkins’ imagery here obeys an iconic model, which is to say that his 
images aim to move the beholder to attend to what is phenomenally present, 
rather than trying to illustrate or allegorize a distinct theological position. In 
fact, as Geoffrey Hartman had observed some time ago, Hopkins “tends to 
use rather simple ideas without theological complication, as if his purpose 
were confined to the medieval manifestatio—an illustration, not argumen-
tation, of sacred doctrine.”52 The Russian philosopher and mathematician 
Pavel Florensky (1882–1937) drew this central distinction with great clarity 
and force when exploring the icon’s unique orientation of the beholder’s gaze: 
“There are two moments that yield, in the artwork, two types of imagery: 
the moment of ascent into the heavenly realm, and the moment of descent 
into the earthly world.”53 Contrary to popular belief (and against the grain of 
much Western aesthetic practice), Florensky argued that the true locus of the 
symbolic image is “precisely at the boundary between the two worlds.” In his 
account, “the image of ascent… even if bursting with artistic coherence, is 
merely a mechanism constructed in accordance with the moment of its psy-
chic genesis” (45). Such images are constructed rather than received; the fruit 
of human ingenuity, they are highly evolved products of a technique that 
knows beforehand what it aims at and hence is destined to expire in an idola-
trous gaze. Underlying Florensky’s account of the image [eikon] is a profound 
distrust of conventional mysticism [prelest] that “imagines itself to be moving 
along the perpendicular to the sensory world, withdrawn from it” and for 
which “spiritual neatness becomes an end in itself ” (48–9). Lest it give rise to 
“Pharisaic self-consciousness,” genuine vision must not enlist in the service 
of some theological (mystical) program involving “the total renunciation of 
the real world.” Instead, and in ways strikingly reminiscent of the exuberant 
imagery of Hopkins’ nature sonnets, Florensky insisted on an “ontological 
opposition between… two types of vision—between those arising from our 
emptiness and those born of our fullness” (50). The true icon is perched at 
“the boundary between the visible and the invisible. It renders inaccessible to 
our weak sight that which nevertheless it reveals the real presence of” (61). 
51 Bernadette Ward, World as Word: Philosophical Theology in Gerard Manley Hopkins. Washington 

D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2004: 16–17.
52 Geoffrey Hartman, The Unmediated Vision. New Haven; Yale University Press, 1954: 49.
53 Pavel Florensky, Iconostasis (1922). Trans. Donald Sheehan and Olga Andrejev. Crestwood, N.Y.: 
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To ‘see’ the image thus is not to have some definitive (mystical) purchase on 
the transcendent so vicariously revealed but, simply, to risk knowing it. Like 
the partition blocking the empirical community from immediate access to 
the Holy, “the wall that separates the two worlds is an iconostasis” (62). 

Yet this demarcation or boundary is not a case of negation, just as the icon 
“does not, in itself, take the place of the living witnesses, existing instead of 
them; rather, it points toward them, concentrating the attention of those who 
pray upon them—a concentration of attention that is essential to the devel-
oping of spiritual sight” (61–2). The moment that von Balthasar calls “seeing 
the form” [die Schau der Gestalt], which is eo ipso the encounter with beauty, 
is a moment of sheer possibility, and hence must risk that the event of seeing 
may leave us permanently changed.54 The sestet of “The Starlight Night” thus 
bluntly enjoins the audience to sustain its commitment to seeing (“Look, 
look!”) and to engage the superabundant “May mess” that presents or, rather, 
presences itself in a strictly non-appropriative way. What is given is not to be 
“bid” for or “bought,” not even with “Prayer, patience, alms, vows” (line 9). 

A second way Hopkins profoundly enlarged our conception of knowledge 
has to do with his overcoming of the text/image dichotomy in which moder-
nity’s methodical, unrelenting skepticism had framed all appearance. Hop-
kins’ poetics seeks to capture moments of human (self-) experience where to 
participate in the rationality of objects as sheer (structured) appearance is to 
gain access to the ontology of Reason—here understood as Platonic-Augus-
tinian-Thomist logos, as opposed to the strictly calculative and procedural 
rationality of Hobbesian ‘reckoning.’ For Hopkins, what renders the intrin-
sic rationality of things apparent is their palpable formal organization as phe-
nomena, and this “sense that the beauty of the world rests in order” found 
early expression in Hopkins’s 1865 “On the Origin of Beauty: A Platonic 
Dialogue.”55 Written in his second year at Balliol, this remarkable dialogue of 
a barely twenty-one year old undergraduate, develops an intriguing concep-
tion of beauty which Hopkins, involving far more than symmetry, construes 
as a complex “mixture of regularity and irregularity.” He proceeds to argue 
that “it is not the excellence of any two things (or more) in themselves, but 
those two things as viewed by the light of each other, that makes beauty.” 
Hopkins’s main thesis, that “beauty is a relation” (CW 4: 140, 144–45), fore-
54 “However risk-laden [the project of a theological aesthetics], the mere existence of such risks must 

not be allowed theoretically to prejudge anything. Even a risk-fraught path remains a path, albeit one 
that likely demands a specific type of equipment and competence but is not inherently impassable. 
The theoretical pre-determination now at issue is this: is it fundamentally legitimate to restrict the 
beautiful to the domain of mundane relations between ‘form and matter,’ between ‘what appears 
and its mode of appearing’… ? Or might it be permissible to approach the beautiful as one of the 
transcendental properties of Being as such, and thereby to grant it the same extension and the same 
intrinsically analogous form as the One, the True, and the Good?” Hans Urs von Balthasar, Herrlich-
keit: eine theologische Aesthetik. Einsideln: Johannes Verlag, 1988: 35; trans. mine.

55 Ward 28.
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shadows his rapidly evolving conception (largely in place by 1868) of the 
phenomenal world involving us simultaneously in a lateral and a vertical 
relation. The phenomenon can only appear—and can only register as indis-
putable, charismatic givenness—because of its ontologically twofold charac-
ter: that is, as the appearance of something which cannot show itself per se. 
As Heidegger put it, the phenomenon is an occurrence whose “self-showing 
[Sichselbstzeigen] as such indicate[s] something that does not show itself.”56 

Yet where Heidegger saw the phenomenon as the comet’s tail of a van-
ished and ultimately inscrutable divine plēroma, Hopkins (and following 
him, modern phenomenologists such as Patočka and Marion) insisted that 
the phenomenon is far more than an ectypal, derivative, or outright fraudu-
lent copy of Being. In fact, the phenomenon’s formal coherence, which al-
lows it to be consciously apprehended as an image, also shows it to partake 
of the same Being as the divine source to which it owes its existence. Hop-
kins’s philosophical theology—which after 1872 (much to his professional 
detriment) came to be steeped in the heterodox thought of Duns Scotus—
“vigorously supports the notion that many perceivers can perceive different, 
but true, aspects of the same thing. Sacramental theology posits two realities, 
divine and mundane, inhabiting the same thing at the same time. Hopkins 
assimilated this idea so deeply that the practice of perception could become 
a religious act.” Indeed, as Bernadette Ward goes on to argue, “this notion of 
multiple presence”—that is, a “world that is always both itself and a manifes-
tation of God—is the foundation of the sacramental view.”57 It is the sheer 
charisma of the phenomenon as something not only factually given but in its 
givenness soliciting our attention and engaging our sensory and interpretive 
faculties which explains why Hopkins appraised all appearance as imago—
that is, as the incarnation of a distinctly pre-modern logos. As in Goethe, 
whose morphological conception of Gestalt and Urbild strikingly anticipated 
Hopkins’s notion of ‘inscape,’ seeing is not a matter of passive recipiency but 
an act of human intelligence that unfolds independently of (or prior to) any 
conceptual and abstractive moves. It is in his conception of ‘inscape’—nota-
bly “a cognate of the Greek verb skopein [to look attentively]”58—that we find 
the purest distillation of Hopkins’s quest for capturing modes of experience 
anterior to all epistemological interestedness. At once profoundly focused 
and wholly unfettered by personal, intellectual, or aesthetic intentions—“I 
am sóft síft / In an hourglass,” Hopkins says (MW 111)—the observing con-
sciousness finds itself absorbed in and constituted by the inscape of the given 
phenomenon. Quite possibly the most charged and perplexing of Hopkins’s 
many lexical innovations, inscape thus aligns quite accurately with what 
modern phenomenology understands by ‘evidence’—that is, a 
56 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time. Trans. Joan Stambaugh. Albany: SUNY Press, 1996: 29.
57 Ward 24, 41. 
58 Ballinger 52.
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bringing about of truth, the bringing forth of a presence… [Evidence] is the 
successful presentation of an intelligible object, the successful presentation of 
something whose truth becomes manifest in the evidencing itself… It is the 
moment when something enters into the space of reasons, the world of intel-
ligibilities. Such an event is not just a perfection of the subject who achieves 
it… It is also a perfection in the object.59 

Here at last we can take up some of those startling forensic descriptions scat-
tered throughout Hopkins’s Journals. While unfolding (much in the spirit 
of Ruskin’s aesthetics) as a micrological transposition of aspect into image, 
the descriptions in Hopkins’ Journals also draw out the lex insita of their 
form or inscape. Beginning with its first appearance in Hopkins’ 1868 es-
say on Parmenides, inscape identifies the ontological precondition of all ap-
pearance. Where there is inscape, phenomena will solicit and engage the 
observer’s attention and conscious uptake of the phenomenon as both image 
and idea. Organization, form, and inscape are not incidental qualities pred-
icatively ascribed to the thing. Rather, they account for the very possibility 
of its disclosure as a ‘saturated phenomenon’ (to borrow Marion’s phrase). 
Without the enigmatic appeal of “dappled things,” of inscape, there could be 
no migration from perception to image, or “from immediate data to signi-
tive entites.”60 For Hopkins—herein truly the heir of Newman’s distinction 
between notional and real assent—all genuine perception involves a suspen-
sion [epochē] of judgment; i.e., it does not seek to advance to a ‘concept’ but 
lingers over the distinctively structured (and unconditionally given) ‘satu-
rated’ phenomenon. To see, according to Hopkins, is not only to participate 
in the organized fullness of the phenomenon but, concurrently to suspend 
the habits, conventions, and expectations that tend to filter out the plēroma 
of the natural image; as he puts it in a journal entry: “Unless you refresh the 
mind from time to time you cannot always remember or believe how deep 
the inscape of things is” (J 205). Here, then, are some examples:

Oaks: the organization of this tree is difficult. Speaking generally no doubt 
the determining planes are concentric, a system of brief contiguous and con-
tinuous tangents, whereas those of the cedar would roughly be called horizon-
tals and those of the beech radiating but modified by droop and by a screw-set 
towards jutting points… I have now found the law of the oak leaves. It is of 
platter-shaped stars altogether; the leaves lie close like pages, packed, and as 
if drawn tightly to. But these old packs, which lie at the end of their twigs 
throw out now long shoots alternately and slimly leaved, looking like bright 
keys (J 144–46).

On the 9th there was snow but not lying on the roads. On the grass it became 
a crust lifted on the heads of the blades. As we went down a field near Caesar’s 
Camp I noticed it before me squalentem, coat below coat, sketched in inter-

59 Robert Sokolowski, Introduction to Phenomenology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000): 160–61.
60 Ibid. 78ff.
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secting edges bearing ‘idiom’ all down the slope: — I have no other word yet 
for that which takes the eye or mind in a bold hand or effective sketching or 
in marked features or again in graphic writing, which not being beauty nor 
true inscape yet gives interest and makes ugliness even better than meaning-
lessness (J 195). 

Ground sheeted with taut tattered streaks of crisp gritty snow. Green-white 
tufts of long bleached grass like heads of hair or the crowns of heads of hair, 
each a whorl of slender curves, one tuft taking up another—however these I 
might have noticed any day. I saw the inscape freshly, as if my eye were still 
growing, though with a companion the eye and the ear are for the most part 
shut and instress cannot come… All the world is full of inscape and chance 
left free to act falls into an order as well as purpose: looking out of my window 
I caught it in the random clods and broken heaps of snow made by the cast 
of a broom” (J 228, 230).

Does such writing merely seek to transmogrify a perception, or does it fur-
nish us with an ‘image’? And, if the latter is the case, how are we to distin-
guish the image from ordinary ‘signitive’ (referential), ekphrastic, or sym-
bolic conceptions? Do Hopkins’ Journal entries merely seek to create a verbal 
facsimile of the specific appearance at hand? If that were the case, we would 
have lost the distinction between what Husserl called ‘perceptual appearance’ 
[Wahrnehmungserscheinung] and ‘image-appearance’ [Bilderscheinung] and, 
along with it, any sense of a proper sujet.61 There would merely be unsorted 
data. Clearly, Hopkins’s concern with the correlation between the intrinsic 
order of visual phenomena given unconditionally and the raw intentionality 
of image-consciousness tells us that ‘inscape’ is the condition of possibility 
for both—the appearance of the phenomenon and the possibility of its con-
scious apprehension as an image. In Hopkins’s Journals, then, focus is on the 
phenomenon’s differentiated yet utterly coherent morphology (“inscape”) 
and on the distinctive “pitch” or “instress” that “ties the perceived and the 
perceiver together.” In their unconditional givenness, both instress and in-
scape furnish the true sujet of the image that crystallizes in Hopkins’ journal 
descriptions and, in far richer form yet, in his poetry. 

Yet if “‘the object’ interests Hopkins… because it exists as an organized 
form,” it is also evident that the sujet in question was not previously intend-
ed, aimed at, or pictorially referred to.62 Rather, it only arises by way of what 
Husserl called ‘pictorialization’ [Verbildlichung] and, in its iconic presence 
and sheer givenness, discloses a truth that could never be realized in any other 
61 Husserl, Image-Consciousness 20–2 (§ 9). “Hopkins tries to depict every peculiarity of the object: 

every physical detail, every nuance of color, every curve of line. Second, he aspires to the mental 
‘grasping’ of the forms of nature as they are, minimizing the intervention of reason and imagina-
tion. Correspondingly, his voice tries to be as impersonal as it can be… The only role of the mind 
is to subject itself to experience in its uniqueness, to the visual intensity of the picture; Hopkins 
never evaluates, never explains the meaning of a landscape or the reasons why he has chosen it” 
(Sobolev 46).

62 Sobolev 48; see also Ballinger 55.
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way. It ‘unveils’ the truth content in the appearance that would have remained 
obscured if the phenomenological attitude had been a case of conceptually 
motivated and methodologically guarded appropriation. Hopkins’ objective 
strikingly anticipated the phenomenological program recently developed by 
Jean-Luc Marion: “to identify the intentional correlate of a phenomenon as 
and with a given without immediately finding oneself on the path toward the 
object or the being and without borrowing its phenomenality from them … 
In short, could we make a purely and strictly given phenomenon appear, one 
without remainder and that would owe all its phenomenality to givenness?” 
As Marion continues, the challenge “is no longer a matter of seeing what 
is, but of seeing its coming into visibility.”63 Only in the form of an image 
and the distinctive image-consciousness [Bildbewusstsein] correlated with it 
can the raw apprehension of sensory data be raised to an interpretive ‘mean-
ing’ [Meinen] of its implicit object. In his 1905 lectures Husserl had already 
flagged a “certain medial quality” [eine gewisse Mitteilbarkeit] characteristic 
of all image-presentation yet absent from ordinary ‘perceptual presentation’ 
[Wahrnehmungsvorstellung].64 

What connects Hopkins’s remarkable oeuvre with the genesis of modern 
phenomenology is its sharp reaction against modernity’s self-privileging cri-
tique of all certitude, a project first encountered in Empiricism’s claim that 
all representation is a strictly adventitious effect wrought by exclusively ma-
terial, non-cognitive causes. As Hopkins clearly understood (well trained in 
ancient and continental philosophy by J. H. Green, Henry Wall, and B. 
Jowett), such a conception as we encounter it in the Lucretian epistemologies 
of Hobbes, Gassendi, and Locke inexorably leads to a psychological reduc-
tionism associated above all with Hume. One might add (though the point 
cannot be developed here) that modern Deconstruction’s premise of the utter 
incommensurability of textual (linguistic) signs with the phenomenal world 
is but a recent, if likely unwitting metastasis of an epistemological skepticism 
and iconoclastic culture that by the early seventeenth century had effectively 
merged. Be that as it may, it is readily apparent that neither Hopkins nor 
modern phenomenology are prima facie concerned with propositional cer-
tainty (or the supposed impossibility thereof ). Rather, their aim is to chart 
and articulate the dynamics of inner certitude (Husserl’s Gewissheit) as a 
distinctive experience. Put differently, rather than devising (or repudiating) 
various methodologies of proof, phenomenology and its literary ancestors, 
cultivate new techniques of description aimed at capturing our experience of 
what incontrovertibly shows itself. As regards some of the more significant 
precursors of modern phenomenology, it is not only Plato, Plotinus, and St. 
Augustine but, just as salient, Coleridge, Goethe, Newman, and Hopkins 
who come to mind. Yet from both the perspective of biography and intellec-
63 Being Given 39, 48.
64 Image Consciousness 24–6 (§ 11).
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tual history, the two figures most decisive for Hopkins’s unique conception 
of the (poetic) image would surely be Ruskin and, above all, Duns Scotus. 

In his Opus Oxoniense (a multi-volume work of commentary on Peter 
Lombard’s Sentences), the late-thirteenth-century Franciscan John Duns Sco-
tus drew a set of corollary distinctions that seek to reconcile Aristotle’s em-
piricist view according to which all knowledge arises from sensory particulars 
with St. Augustine’s modified Platonism, which holds that our knowledge of 
particulars rests on, and is conditioned by the mediating operation of some 
transcendent (substantial) form—that is, an image [eidos] enabling our in-
tuitive appraisal of sensory phenomena as divine exemplars. For Scotus, the 
beginning of all cognition lies in a ‘confused knowledge’ [cognitio confusa] 
denoting here not error but a pre-conceptual, though focused awareness of 
the phenomenon’s distinctive character. Scotus here speaks of a species special-
issima, something “immediately given in sensation” that allows knowledge, 
literally, to take shape as the “awareness of a general pattern of sense-qualities” 
for according to Scotus, “we are aware of a general pattern of sense-qualities 
before we are aware of any particular individual, though the presence of the 
individual [entity] is implicit in our awareness.”65 When first encountering 
Duns Scotus’s Opus Oxoniense at St. Beuno’s in 1872, Hopkins flagged and 
reported in a letter the following passage: “By grasping just what things are 
of themselves, a person separates the essences from the many additional in-
cidental features associated with them in the sense image… and sees what is 
true… as a more universal truth” (SL 303–4); and in his Dublin Notebooks, 
Hopkins found himself “inclined to believe… that the specific form of the 
whole species, is nearer being a true Self than the individual” (S 128). For 
Hopkins, “singular physical objects exemplify the doctrine of inscape not be-
cause these objects embody unique designs, but—on the contrary—because 
they exist as variations of endlessly repeatable patterns.”66 

What Hopkins as early as 1868 characterized as our responsiveness to a 
thing’s inscape manifests itself, according to Scotus, in a mental image [phan-
tasma], and it discloses the mind’s primal orientation towards the phenom-
enon insofar as it senses something commensurable within the latter: “the 
mind turns to it, not as to the object, nor as to anything representing the ob-
ject, but so as to intensify its own likeness to the object.”67 This startling and 
65 Christopher Devlin, “The Image and the Word.” The Month (1950) Vol. 2: 114–27 and vol. 3: 

191–202; quotes from 117 and 196; on Scotus’ notion of species specialissima and formalitates 
[“little forms”], see Ballinger 114–18 and 128–34; Ballinger points out that to posit Scotus’ con-
cept of species specialissima “as a possible equivalent for Hopkins’ inscape does not seem to honor 
Hopkins’ emphasis on the importance of concrete detail in order to capture inscape” (129n.); see 
also Ward 158–97. 

66 Sobolev 89; see also Sobolev’s observation that “it is indeed their generic, rather than their individual 
identities that Hopkins’s ‘mortal things’ enact. Most of the ‘things’ he mentions… are in the plural” 
(92), a point anticipated by J. Hillis Miller, who had remarked how “Hopkins almost always speaks 
of more than one example of a thing whose inner law or inscape he is identifying.” J. Hillis Miller, 
The Disappearance of God. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1975: 293.
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wholly unpremeditated adaequatio of mind and world, consciousness and 
phenomenon, was altogether central to Hopkins’s nature poetry of 1875–78. 
Simultaneously, the vertical orientation of both eyes and consciousness is es-
pecially palpable in Hopkins’s many descriptions of clouds, both in the Jour-
nals and in his poetry, most memorably perhaps in “Hurrahing in Harvest”: 

Summer ends now; now, barbarous in beauty, the stooks rise 
	 Around; up above, what wind-walks! What lovely behaviour
	 Of silk-sack clouds! Has wilder, willful-wavier 
Meal-drift moulded ever and melted across skies?

I walk, I lift up, I lift up heart, eyes, 
	 Down all that glory in the heavens to glean our Saviour; 
	 And, eyes, heart, what looks, what lips yet gave you a 
Rapturous love’s greeting of realer, of rounder replies? (MW 134)

One is reminded of Iris Murdoch’s undesigning Platonism here, such as in her 
passing observation that “we use our imagination not to escape the world but 
to join it.”68 This confluence of perceptual, emotive, and reflexive conscious-
ness—this unfathomable convergence of mind and world in what Husserl 
called ‘image-consciousness’ and what Marion more recently has developed 
under the heading of ‘givenness’ and a strictly non-economic conception of the 
gift [donum]—Duns Scotus called visio existentis ut existens [“insight of some-
thing existing, as it exists”]; in simpler terms, Scotus elsewhere spoke of “insight 
into existing nature” [visio naturae existentis].69 The conception still resonates 
in Heidegger’s characterization of the phenomenon as a “self-showing” [Sich-
selbstzeigen] inasmuch as knowledge here is construed as an event involving the 
indubitable experience of mind and world converging (Scotus’s convenientia) 
prior to any acts of reference or abstraction.70 Such pre-conceptual knowledge 
is distinguished by a ‘consubstantiality’ of essence and activity, such that “what 
the mind knows is identical with what the mind is.”71 Whereas the concept 
never captures the unique givenness of the phenomenon but, keen to extrapo-
late general traits from it, immediately aims to move beyond the structure of 
appearance, Scotus’ “first act [of ] insight into existing nature” pivots on the 
manifestation of the thing [res] as image. Only in the modality of the image 
can the phenomenon give itself without being instantaneously reified. Insight 
67 Duns Scotus, quoted in Devlin 118.
68 Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good. London: Routledge, 1970: 88.
69 Quoted in Devlin 118.
70 We should recall that Heidegger had written his doctoral thesis on the doctrine of categories 

[Kategorienlehre] in Duns Scotus. For an unabashedly metaphysical inflection of Heidegger’s con-
ception of the phenomenon, see Hans Urs von Balthasar’s theological aesthetic anchored in the 
“apprehension of form” [die Schau der Gestalt], a work that also includes a thorough reading of G. 
M. Hopkins.

71 Devlin 124; Ballinger speaks of “a kind of intuitive experience of a thing accomplished by some 
sort of ‘holding of the intellect on the level of sensation, and not allowing it a further act on its 
own’” (133; Ballinger here is quoting from Stephen E. Wear’s dissertation on Scotus and Hopkins; 
see ibid. 74).
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here does not as yet extend “into the individuality of any particular thing” [vi-
sio naturae existentis sine visione singularitatis]: “The sensing mind is not aware 
of any individual as such but it is directly aware of nature as a real entity, and 
yet of nature as permeated with a certain individuality.”72 As for Parmenides, 
Plato, and St. Augustine, Scotus’ point of departure is an ontology that posits 
Being as anterior and inaccessible to conceptual understanding and discursive 
reason: “In the present life no concept representing reality is formed naturally 
in the mind except by reason of those factors which naturally motivate the in-
tellect … [viz.] the active intellect, the image or the object revealed in the sense 
image” [illa sunt phantasma vel objectum relucens in phantasmate et intellectus 
agens]; for all “reasoning [discursus] presupposes knowledge of the simple thing 
towards which one reasons.”73 

At the heart of Scotus’ epistemology, and reappearing in Hopkins’ writ-
ings and in Husserl’s and Marion’s phenomenology, lies this premise of the 
univocity of Being. It stipulates that every ontic entity—quite apart from 
its incidental states, contingent appearance, and unique attributes—shares 
in the ontological predicate of Being. While Being per se does not appear, it 
is that to which each image points—that of which it is the appearance, that 
which licenses the phenomenon’s ‘self-showing’ or radical ‘givenness.’ In his 
brilliant essay on Parmenides, the young Hopkins, freshly graduated from 
Balliol, puts it as follows: “ἔςτι may roughly be expressed by things are or 
there is truth… I have often felt… the depth of an instress or how fast the 
inscape holds a thing that nothing is so pregnant and straightforward to the 
truth as simple yes and is. ‘Thou couldst never either know or say / a thing 
that what was not, there wd. be no coming at it.’ No There wd. be no bridge, 
no stem of stress between us and things to bear us out and carry the mind 
over” (CW 4: 313). To be sure, this univocity of Being—and along with it 
the very notion of an ontology—was challenged, indeed expunged per defi-
nitionem from the sphere of philosophically permissible topoi by Descartes, 
Locke, Hume and many others. Their critique mainly hinged on the assump-
tion that the idea of an all-pervading logos—existing not by dint of human 
construction or ascription—amounted to an indemonstrable and hence in-
admissible premise of reasoning. 

This is not the place to muse on the specious motives of a philosophy 
that chose to jettison the human, therapeutic aims of ancient thought in 
favor of a vision of total explanation, justification, and control. Suffice it 
to note what in our present context does matter: namely, that the inher-
ently skeptical bent of naturalist and existentialist modes of thought exhibits 
visceral discomfort with the sheer presence of the given, of the image, of 

72 Sensus no per se sentit singulare, tamen sentit naturam extra animam primo, sed ut coniunctam singu-
laritati necessario. Duns Scotus, quoted in Devlin 120.

73 Duns Scotus, Philosophical Writings. Trans. and ed. Allan Wolter, O.F.M. Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1987: 22–3. 
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beauty. Murdoch’s reminder “that, as Plato pointed out, beauty is the only 
spiritual thing which we love by instinct” helps explain Hopkins’ intuitive 
understanding of ‘inscape’ as beauty, and of beauty as a quasi-Kantian ex-
perience of the ‘conformity’ [Übereinstimmung] of mind and world74; hence 
his closing surmise to an early essay (“On the Origin of our Moral Ideas”) 
that “all thought is… an effort at unity” (J 83). Arising from the momentary, 
ephemeral, and infinitely variable experience of structure, inscape “refers to 
the design which is suddenly revealed in what is supposed to be completely 
accidental.”75 Consider the following, almost comical example: “Was happily 
able to see composition of the crowd in the area of the theatre, all the heads 
looking one way thrown up by their black coats relieved only by white shirt-
fronts etc: the short strokes of eyes, nose, mouth, repeated hundreds of times 
I believe it is which gives the visible law: looked at in any one instance it flies. 
I could find a sort of beauty in this, certainly character—but in fact that is 
almost synonymous with finding order, anywhere” (J 139). If this seems a 
rather vague case of inscape, it is so because “the range of the application of 
‘inscape’ does not allow for a narrowing down its general definition. Inscape 
is the embodied organized form.”76 

Indeed, absent this transcendent, noumenal substratum, all appearance 
would prove randomly apparitional. It could not be grasped as a phenom-
enon sensu stricto, simply because it would not register as the appearance of 
anything in particular. There would be no image, no Gestalt or ‘inscape’ and, 
hence, no distinctive conscious experience. Regarding Parmenides’ apparent 
likening of Being to a perfectly rounded sphere, Hopkins thus noted how its 
formal integrity and self-identity are inseparable: “Not-being is here seen as 
want of oneness” (CW 4: 315). It would neither disclose anything nor indeed 
conceal that which (on a genuinely phenomenological view) cannot appear 
per se. Once the phenomenological reduction has suspended all consideration 
of a thing’s accidental attributes and qualities and focused us on its sheer and 
indubitable presence qua appearance—we find that the latter points us back 
to a single substratum (for lack of a better word) of which it is one specific 
appearance among many possible ones. Phenomenological inquiry discloses 
how the identity of a thing is pre-conceptually given by virtue of the fact that, 
in its distinctive mode of appearance, the saturated phenomenon elicits the 
beholder’s commitment to a unified organizational schema, a pre-conceptual 
image or form [eidos]. For only that can appear which is truly identical with 
itself, a ‘one’—not in any monolithic sense, to be sure, but inasmuch as it 
is imbued with organization, structure, and form of the kind that Hopkins 
called ‘inscape.’ Yet because it can only appear on that condition, the image 
also shows itself to depend on our cognitive participation in it. 
74 Murdoch 83.
75 Sobolev 32.
76 Sobolev 38.
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It is this pre-conceptual orientation towards the identity and integrity of 
the phenomenon—as a kind of appearance that can also never be dismissed or 
critiqued as some social ‘construct,’ let alone as outright ‘semblance’—which 
Duns Scotus called cognitio habitualis, in contradistinction to a cognitio activa 
that necessarily aims at a determinative concept. The intuitive and the real 
converge in what Scotus called ‘little forms’ [formalitates], “organizing relations 
within a single object… not separable from one another” but certainly varied 
in that “a thing potentially has as many formalitates as there are truthful ways 
of looking at it.”77 Understood as formalitas, the image “is not the spinning of 
fictions but the serial revelation of the actual structure of truth, in the only way 
it can be perceived by temporal creatures.” An example would be Picasso’s early 
Cubism (e.g. “Violin and Guitar,” 1913), or Hopkins description of waves, 
snow-encrusted grass, a horse in motion, waves, clouds, and numerous other 
‘inscaped’ phenomena. In all these instances, and many more could be ad-
duced, the image [phantasma] is not a trope in the sense of Hegelian mediation 
or postmodern textuality or semiosis. Rather, the image is the root of any act 
of knowledge in that it reveals mind and world to be prima facie entwined.78 
There is ample reason, then, to view the deconstructionist project as, minimal-
ly, inapposite to Scotus’ and Hopkins’ phenomenological account of the image 
as formalitas. Understood as the manifestation and sustained engagement of an 
unanalyzed perception [species specialissima] anterior to any consideration of 
reference and ‘warranted assertibility,’ the image is immune to a critique that 
preemptively invests all being with a textual or semiotic dimension and, on 
that premise, goes on to repudiate any ideation of the beautiful, the good, and 
the true on the grounds of its supposed ‘phenomenalism.’ Notably, the kinds of 
images found in Hopkins’ Journals do not refer to anything, nor are they pre-
mised on any referential act. Rather “the image is a likeness to the primordial 
form in that it has the ‘stress’ of the latter in itself.”79 It is an instance of “pre-
possession” and of the mind’s “foredrawing act” (CW 4: 306, 315), and as such 
it captures a “brute beauty” devoid of formal, rhetorical, or cultural surfeit—
such as the distinctive Gestalt of the Windhover’s movements. What merges 
such appearance into an image is its intuitive hold on the observer, that is, its 
capacity to trigger what Hopkins, and eventually Husserl in his Fifth Logical 
Investigation, called “attentiveness” [Aufmerksamkeit]: “to see… to attend to, to 
take heed of, and to contemplate… [and] Thirdly, to watch and consider… When 
continued or kept on the strain the act of [memory] is attention, advertence, 
heed, the being ware, and its habit, knowledge, the being aware” (SDW 174). 

I end with a few broader considerations. My first hypothesis is that mod-
77 Ward 189–90.
78 For a rich, if cautious re-articulation of “the idea of the Given, [which] is the idea that the space 

of reasons, the space of justifications or warrants, extends more widely than the conceptual 
sphere,” see John McDowell, Mind and World. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996: 
quote from page 7.

79 Herrlichkeit 393; trans. mine. 
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ern theory’s axiomatic distrust of the aesthetic inadvertently reenacts the 
Protestant critique of the image—a critique premised on the (in my view 
profoundly misguided) notion that, merely in virtue of their contingent 
mode of appearance and conspicuous material scaffolding, all images vio-
late the integrity of the noumenal (God, faith, grace). A history of the im-
age—approached as the aesthetic Urphänomen par excellence—that is, as the 
moment where αἴσθησις and ἀλήθεια, perception and disclosure eventu-
ate—strikes me as a true desideratum at this phase in humanistic inquiry. 
For it would help us achieve a genuine perspective on the modern project, 
rather than remaining confined to some method of critique developed and 
sanctioned by modernity itself. At a micro-level, a phenomenology of the 
image would furnish an alternative to modern conceptualism, according to 
which to understand the image requires that we neutralize it by sublating it 
into the order of reference and propositional thinking or, conversely, seek 
to expose it as yet another case of ‘aesthetic ideology’— the failure of earlier 
interpretive traditions to grasp and articulate the image’s strictly performative 
authority, its parasitical dependency on rhetorical artifice and convention, 
and its irreducibly textual constitution. Either way, inasmuch as modernity 
conceives of knowledge as dominium rather than adaequatio, as possession 
rather than participation, it must vanquish the image—indeed art itself—by 
eclipsing its unique phenomenology, stripping it of its aura, and exposing 
it as an instance of formal imposture and ideological mystification. Ever so 
faintly, Husserl’s phenomenology of the image revives St. Augustine’s (residu-
ally Platonist) conception of knowledge according to which—in the order of 
events if not in the order of explanation—the image always comes first. Here 
consciousness arises strictly as a consciousness of (and by means of ) an image 
whose anteriority no amount of propositional reflection can gainsay. Images 
are the condition of possibility for knowledge, for it is only on the grounds 
of their antecedent presence in the mind, as eidola or ‘substantial forms’ pos-
sessed of a distinctive Gestalt or ‘inscape,’ that we can re-cognize things them-
selves. As Augustine puts it in Book Ten of the Confessions: “It is not that I 
swallowed up these things by seeing them [nec ea tamen videndo absorbui], 
when I did see them with my eyes, nor is it they that are within me [nec ipsa 
sunt apud me]; it is their images [imagines eorum]… that are conceived with 
wondrous quickness, stored up, so to speak, in wondrous chambers… They 
were there before I learnt them” [ibi ergo errant et antequam ea didiciessem, 
sed in memoria non errant].80 Fifteen-hundred years later, Husserl recaptures 
that point as he draws attention to a persistent antithesis of immanence and 
transcendence within the absolute ‘givenness’ [Gegebenheit] of the image or 
phenomenon: “consciousness is a seeing which, in regard to what it sees, 
has, touches, and grasps the matter itself, as when a seeing, which is directed 
80 Confessions 10.8.15, 10.9.16, 10.10.17.
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at a cogitatio, which is now vitally present, has it in the seeing itself, as it 
were. As reflection makes clear, these two constitute a unity of the present 
[Gegenwartseinheit]. The vitally present seeing is one with the vitally present 
seen [das lebendig gegenwärtige Schauen ist eins mit dem lebendig gegenwärtig 
Geschauten].” To engage that central truth of the image—in nature no less 
than in art—is to accept that there can be no philosophy without some no-
tion of the transcendent; if, as even Husserl himself noted, “phenomenology 
does not want to deactivate [ausschalten] transcendence in every sense,” then 
a genuine engagement of the image (rather than its expurgation by means 
of some contextualist, historicist, or reductionist type of method) would do 
well to take Husserl’s pivotal insight, and Hopkins’ earlier, powerful realiza-
tion of it, for its point of departure.81
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81 Husserl, Basic Problems of Phenomenology (1910/11 lectures). Trans. Ingo Farin and James G. 
Hart. New York: Springer, 2006: 64–5 (§ 30); trans. modified.
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