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Note: The following essay does not engage in formal aesthetic analysis of 
specifi c works of art by Rodin; its dynamic or propulsive force is different. It 
commences with a theoretical prelude on passion and then embarks on a 
meditative analysis of Rodin’s work born of an experiential encounter with it. It 
refl ects upon the work as a revelation and expression of being and explores the 
multitudinous ways in which one can live with Rodin’s art as an active force. 

Art shows mans his raison d’etre. It reveals to him the meaning 
of life, it enlightens him upon his destiny, and consequently 
points him on his way.

The great artist, and by this I mean the poet as well as the 
painter and the sculptor, fi nds even in suffering, in the death 
of loved ones, in the treachery of friends, something which fi lls 
him with a voluptuous though tragic admiration.

When he sees beings everywhere destroying each other; when 
he sees all youth fading, all strength failing, all genius dying, 
when he is face to face with the will which decreed these tragic 
laws, more than ever he rejoices in his knowledge, and, seized 
anew by the passion for truth, he is happy. 

—Rodin, Rodin on Art

Paganism is the deepening of appearances. 

—Cioran, Tears & Saints

But, sure, the bravery of his grief did put me into a towering 
passion. 

—Shakespeare, Hamlet

I

Passion is one of the signature affects, perhaps the primary one, of our 
era; it is panegyrized as the paramount attribute. Devoid of this potent 

affect, life appears meaningless, or so lacking in fervor that, without passion, 
the blood seems gelid. Of the dispassionate, it is said that they are ‘dead’; it 
is as if they are without heat; they emit no energy and no light. In passion, not 
only do we fi nd our selves, but, through it, inscribe our selves in the world. 
Through the expression of our passion, we communicate who and what we 
are, or at least some fragment of our selves, whatever grain of being we’ve 
come to know of our enigmatic natures. And we are a piece of nature, as 
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much animal as not; though many kill the beast in favor of the angel, and 
that is a dangerous erasure. To live with both is imperative. This split is not 
the revelation of an inner contradiction which should torment us as it did 
the pious, but, as Goethe and Hafi z knew, it should be an enticement and 
seduction to life. The passion of our epoch though is a pale shadow of what 
passion truly is, if one can at all deign to call ours passion. The fundamental 
quality or aspect of passion, that which gives it its true force, that which keeps 
it from degenerating into mere excitement or zeal and makes of it something 
much more formidable, something which either brings forth wisdom or reveals 
existence to us and imbues it with gravitas, is almost wholly absent from what 
we call passion. Without this primary ingredient, passion is meaningless; or 
rather, it isn’t passion at all, just an intense desire, an excessive or strong 
emotion devoid of insight. What makes it something powerful enough to 
transfi x those who encounter it in others is absent.

The unbridled expression of emotion, whether by an artist or those who 
imagine themselves to be artists, and there are all too many, is extolled as the 
right of the passionate. Artists are given license, or bestow upon themselves 
the license to express their passions without restriction, and this is considered 
an act of freedom, the mark of one completely devoid of boundaries. The 
zealous, unwavering, ruthless pursuit of a goal—typically fame, not expressive 
power—and the wanton, almost profl igate indulgence of ceaselessly satisfying 
one’s senses are other signs of those supposedly rich with passion. The latter 
isn’t emblematic of passion at all though—it is hedonism and hedonism alone, 
hardly a form of the Dionysian as many are wont to believe. The sacred aspect 
of the Dionysian is generally absent; to turn Dionysus into the mere fi gurehead 
of excess is to dilute, to reduce, and, fi nally, to deform the Dionysian through 
eradicating one of its central components. This is not the sacrifi ce of the ‘god,’ 
only the desecration of him, and it reveals that the multitudes of hedonists 
are blind to the more complex confi guration which makes up passion. The 
pursuit of the sacred in the epoch of the requiem aeternam deo is no longer 
an exigent concern, or, lamentably, a concern for an elect few.1 In our age, 
passion is predominantly innocuous—the most mundane activities now 
qualify as things to be impassioned about. Passion, like love, borders on or 
rather is a dead affect; one long bereft of its original potency and value. To 
liberally indulge in one’s passions isn’t necessarily an act of freedom; more 
than anything, people are not the masters of their passions; rather, they 
are the slaves of them. What we are in the midst of, and have been, is the 
banalization of passion. Like God, passion is dead. Its ghost continues to 
haunt us yet, unlike God, it must be resurrected.

In the Laches, Plato outlined what he considered to be the four fundamental 
passions, which were joy, sorrow, hope, and fear; later thinkers would 
advance theories on passion out of these categories, but throughout the 
following epochs they would remain relatively the same. The earliest, most 
comprehensive extant account of the Stoic theory of the passions is contained 
in Cicero’s Tusculan Disputations. In his text, Plato’s confi guration is altered 
and grief and desire displace sorrow and hope as primitive passions; 

3   Hyperion—Ecce Homo: The Tragic Passion of Auguste Rodin 



this division of the passions was embraced later by Virgil, Augustine, and 
Boethius. Thomas Aquinas would advance a more streamlined and simple 
classifi cation. In his Summa Theologica, he creates a very basic division 
between concupiscible and irascible passions. Other divisions expanded 
the list and included aversion and love. From the eleventh century onward, 
fi gures from the troubadours to Thomas Wright, Hobbes, Timothy Bright and 
Descartes and Spinoza would write extended treatises on the passions, some 
diverging from the established Stoic division established by Cicero. While 
each of these accounts conceived of the passions and of how man lived with 
them differently, bearing the weight of each of these affects and giving them 
their force was one extremely vital ingredient: suffering. In each category 
of passion, suffering is an integral if not basic component. If it is absent, 
passion doesn’t exist, or is incomplete. True passion, authentic passion 
involves suffering. Not to suffer is to be devoid of passion, to live without the 
risk that makes life chilling. The terror we experience before the world, and 
the awe that makes us shudder, is lost without suffering. To be devoid of 
passion is not to be alive, to be without joy, for the joyful one suffers, too; the 
joyful one suffers because of a knowledge of life, yet in this suffering there is 
reverence—life itself is recognized as holy. Like Prometheus on the scabrous 
crag, the joyful one is painfully cognizant of the truth that one suffers for 
knowledge. Humanity exists on an obelisk of suffering and it suffers for life; 
all that is most exemplary in humanity, its morals, its philosophy, its sciences, 
its art, everything that has become part of its inner world, of the forces which 
guide and direct it, all of it was born of some exacting suffering. Socrates 
chose to perish in order to uphold certain ideals as others like Copernicus and 
Galileo and Descartes and Spinoza risked their sanity if not lives in pursuing 
the liminal bounds of the mind, at war with a complacent and dogmatic world 
opposed to such daring risks and transvaluations. Our greatness is born of 
our suffering; our triumphs, our sacrifi ces, our surrender to goals, “almost 
everything we call ‘higher culture’ rests on the spiritualization of, and giving 
depth to, cruelty” as Nietzsche recognized in Beyond Good and Evil. Without 
passion, that is, without cruelty and suffering, man is nothing. One might say, 
without suffering, life is meaningless and that it is suffering that is a sign of the 
actual meaning of our lives. One doesn’t need to fi nd a meaning for suffering—
suffering is the meaning, just as joy, when we are joyful, is the meaning. 

In the Oxford English Dictionary, the earliest noted meaning of passion refers 
to Christ, and passion is commonly associated with Christ. It is related to 
physical pain and suffering, the main objects or instruments of the Passion 
being the cross, the crown of thorns, the scourge, the nails, etc. All are too 
familiar with the images of this myth and now we are being bludgeoned 
with it again and again and seem to be in the midst of another Dark Ages. 
While the Via Crucis or Twelve Stations of the Cross unquestionably involve 
suffering, it is only suffering, thus a perversion of passion. Joy is eradicated 
from the ‘Savior’s’ passion, which becomes a form of torture or punishment, 
something endured because of man’s ‘sinful’ nature. It is a path for ‘rectifying’ 
the world, not a passion for the world, not one which realizes the world is 
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holy but suffers to achieve holiness at the end of time. The world need not be 
rectifi ed though; what must be overcome is the non-tragic, fi nite conception 
of temporality which Tertullian and the Christian empire inculcated and which 
has been reinforced over centuries and centuries. Today, distressingly, we are 
in the midst of a fervent religious revival, while even science and philosophy 
as Nietzsche revealed with stunning perspicacity can be religious, too. What 
is more unsettling is that Christians are still diligently working to convert the 
world, and this is no minor phenomenon. On the Mission Frontiers website, 
a stated solution for the current world crisis in the article “Finishing the Task” 
is to convert the entire world to Christianity. They note that they are “in the 
fi nal era” of their missionary task, “which is to establish an indigenous church 
planting movement within the language and social structure of every people 
on earth.” The tragic reality for them is that there will “still be billions who 
would never come to faith.” What is vital is to make the gospel “available to 
every person on earth” since “Satan holds whole peoples in bondage” and 
“there will be” they note “a ‘power encounter’ between the armies of God 
and the powers of darkness. Conquering the ‘kingdoms of the world’ requires 
an invasion of God’s glory within each people.” Muslims, “tribal” people, 
Hindus, and Buddhists are according to them “challenging peoples” and “the 
most resistant” but, as they confess, they “are learning that when a people 
seems ‘resistant’ it may only mean our approach has been defective.”2 These 
monotheist zealots still have not learned from history; it is not suffi cient to 
believe what they wish to believe, but they must reinforce their belief through 
eradicating all other forms of belief and ‘saving’ the world. But the end of the 
world is not coming: there is no inferno, there is no purgatorio, and there is 
no paradisio. The divine is man’s comedy, and we are the world’s tragedy. 
If the end of the world is at hand, it is man who will bring it about and man 
alone. If that occurs, so be it; perhaps it’s time we perish. Another world will 
come in our wake. While we’re here, what we need to live with is a different 
kind of suffering. It is not a god who we must suffer for, but our selves. The 
Christ myth is too reminiscent of other deities to seem wholly authentic and 
original, and certainly far from true, just as the myth of Noah’s ark is directly 
adopted from Gilgamesh, which adopted it from the Epic of Atra-hasis. If 
one is to speak of passion, to fi nd the great exemplar of it, one must move 
beyond Christ and instead trace passion back to an earlier fi gure of suffering—
Dionysus. He, one of the original fi gures of sporagmos or dismemberment, 
is also the rapturous fi gure who invokes ecstasy, the symbolic deity locked in 
an eternal dance with his agonistic counterpart, Apollo, and it is Apollo who 
measures the passions. We are eating the wrong god. 

Since Tertullian, passion has denoted the suffering of a martyr and martyrdom 
as well as physical suffering and pain. It is probably with the father of the Latin 
Church, whose vehement condemnation of pagans is well known, that the 
prior association of suffering and passion with Dionysus was severed. Under 
Constantine the pagans would suffer ridicule, scorn, and persecution and 
late in the fourth century, the astrologer (what is today astronomy) Firmicus 
would exhort the emperors to strip the pagan temples of their adornments. 
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In De Errore Profanarum Religionum he proclaimed that they should let “the 
fi re of the mint or the blaze of the smelters melt them down, and confi scate 
all the votive offerings to your own use and ownership. Since the time of 
the destruction of the temples you have been by God’s power, advanced in 
greatness.” The religion of the pagans was to be eradicated with extreme 
prejudice and they violently punished; “we know,” he says with wicked relish, 
“the dangerous nature of their crime, and we know what punishments are 
appropriate for delusion; but it is better for you to save them against their 
will than to let them follow their wishes into perdition.” The “severest laws 
of [the emperor’s] edicts” were to be employed to insure this task would be 
accomplished and the pagans were threatened with death and the confi scation 
of their property if they continued to practice their rites. In 391 Theodosius I 
would once and for all outlaw paganism; two years later, the Olympic Games 
would be abolished and Olympia would suffer vandalism and the ravages of 
history, not to be rediscovered until 1766. Pagan culture was dead and buried. 
The nails from Christ’s hands were the nails which secured the coffi n of Pagan 
culture.

In the eleventh century, passion would be vigorously transformed by the 
troubadours, the fi rst culture to rupture the tyranny of Latin and inaugurate the 
modern era, though they would eventually be decimated in the Albigensian 
Crusade. God was no longer the agent of passion—instead, passion was 
a fl ame which arose in the veins of each individual. Divine subjectivity was 
displaced and the free individual was born. The explicit meaning of passio 
in Old Occitan, the lingua franca of the troubadours, was violent love; while 
playful masters of lo gai saber, the troubadours were no strangers to suffering, 
cultivating it in their lives and works. But the legacy of the troubadours would 
be thrust into oblivion just as pagan culture was thrust into darkness. With the 
late Renaissance, though hardly a pure pagan era, Greek culture fl ourished 
again only to end in extreme excesses, resulting in the lamentable Bonfi re 
of the Vanities. When Botticelli cast his own paintings into the inferno at the 
behest of Savonarola, Dionysus’ vines were saturated with bitter tears. The 
Greek revival would essentially begin again with Winckelmann and intensify 
in the late nineteenth century when German archeologists would begin 
digs in 1875, three years after Nietzsche wrote The Birth of Tragedy. While 
Winckelmann encouraged imitation of the Greeks, Nietzsche struggled to 
instigate a rebirth of the same kind of greatness in his own time through 
the infl uence of Greek culture, not an empty mimesis of it. The anti-Christ’s 
study of earlier epochs served as a force by which to measure his own age; 
knowledge was continually to be in the service of life, never an end in itself. 
At last, fi fteen hundred years after their interment, the Olympic Games would 
begin anew, brought to life in Greece not by one of its natives, but by Pierre 
de Coubertin, a Parisian. Dionysus was once again in our midst, though his 
revival, again, would be short-lived.

Unlike the troubadours, mankind is blind to the importance of suffering, of 
infusing passion with suffering. The form of personal love or passion we 
inherited from the troubadours is certainly devoid of their violent or agonistic 
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suffering of the heart and, despite Nietzsche’s texts and a seeming rebirth of 
Greek culture, the association of suffering and passion with Christ still persists. 
Our form of paganism, if we can even claim to have it, is just frivolous; it 
lacks the sacred dimension and without it we’re just drunks. Not sacred 
practitioners, only decadent and indulgent sows. Paganism has been co-
opted by the hedonists. Though the death of God was pronounced in 1882, 
people still live with Christ as if he were a revitalizing force, yet the suffering 
of believers is a perversion of existence, a sign of an insidious contempt for 
life. Outside of many of the faithful, who, perceiving them as sinful, extirpate 
their passions out of misjudgment, what many of the faithless want is pure 
satisfaction, the simple fulfi llment of pleasures—one distorts suffering, the 
other evades it. But without what Nietzsche called the “discipline of suffering, 
of great suffering,” the enhancement of humanity is not possible, and authentic 
passion is beyond us. The path away from Christ and towards Dionysus will 
not be clear. In evading our suffering, we also evade our deepest joy and life, 
the fullest, most encompassing, rich, variegated and profound life is distant 
from us. Gilgamesh, the joy-woe man, is not or is very rarely in our midst. The 
human, Nietzsche declared in Beyond Good and Evil, “necessarily must and 
should suffer” for out of that suffering it will be “made incandescent,” it will be 
“purifi ed.” It is our duty to purify our selves not of sin but of what is human, all 
too human; purifi ed of the need for a redemptive god. To ruthlessly resist pity 
is to resist every debilitating comfort we devise in order to endure, or worse, 
elude the tragic dimension of existence. To resist pity is to resist every placid 
illusion which only serves to weaken us. In resisting pity, we resist Christ 
and move towards our suffering, we embrace and love it, for that is what 
passion demands. No one can suffer for us; we must suffer for our selves. 
Our suffering though bears gifts from which all may receive rewards, and the 
most incandescent and resonant transfi guration of suffering is found in art. To 
restore and redeem passion, there is only one thing that we can do: we must 
eat Dionysus. In partaking of Dionysus we partake of our selves and regain 
our suffering. 

II

When Rilke fi rst wrote to Rodin before beginning his apprenticeship with 
the sculptor he referred to as his master, he confessed to him that his art “is 
such (I have felt it for a long time) that it knows how to give bread and gold 
to painters, to poets, to sculptors: to all artists who go their way of suffering, 
desiring nothing but that ray of eternity which is the supreme goal of the 
creative life.” 

As is well known, Rilke’s time with his “master” altered his life; it had, 
conclusively, an immeasurable effect upon the poet. It changed the way 
he perceived the world, thus it changed the way he lived and the way he 
wrote. Such experiences are rare. Until his death twenty-four years after his 
apprenticeship with Rodin, Rilke would struggle to work not according to the 
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erratic whims of his muse, but according to new principles, more pragmatic, 
craftsman-like principles not contingent upon the vagaries of inspiration. 
Through traversing his own “way of suffering” Rilke cultivated the “bread 
and gold” that he received from Rodin while seeking the supreme goal of 
his creative life: the “ray of eternity.” In such poems as the “Archaic Torso of 
Apollo” it is evident that Rilke at times discovered it, yet not consistently. To 
do so is an extremely diffi cult task few may achieve, if at all, and the poet 
confessed that he failed “to fi nd the courage to do the most obvious, and to 
simply work hard in pursuit of my inspiration.” What is signifi cant is that, as 
an artistic model, Rodin acted as a force upon Rilke, compelling him to strive 
for something supreme. “Life,” the poet said, “is beginning for me, the life 
that will celebrate your high example and that will fi nd in you its consolation, 
its justifi cation, and its strength.” The excessive reverence if not idolatry of 
Rilke’s sentiment must be put in reserve; it is less Rodin though and more his 
work which provokes such excitability. It is the passion that it invokes that is 
instrumental. 

Rodin has not only given sustenance of body and soul to painters, poets, and 
sculptors, he has given it to whomever has received his work, and, currently, 
it is being received in major exhibitions around much of the world. While the 
exhibit in Istanbul that is the concern of this meditation is now over, the Musée 
Rodin in Paris has made contributions to numerous other exhibits including 
the Tokyo Museum of National Occidental Art exhibit “Rodin” (7 March – 4 
June 2006) and the Paris Musée d’Orsay exhibit “Rodin–Carrière” (10 July – 1 
October 2006). The Fondation Beyeler, Swiss exhibit “Eros” (6 August 2006 
– 18 February 2007), the Royal Academy of Arts, London exhibit “Rodin” (23 
September 2006 – 1 January 2007), and the Kunsthaus Zürich, Swiss exhibit 
“Rodin” (9 February 2007 – 20 May 2007) also received contributions from 
the Musée Rodin, and those exhibitions are still current, with the last soon 
to open. The Musée Rodin also lent works to exhibits in Germany, Greece, 
the United States, Italy, and Cambodia. Nearly one hundred years after his 
death, his work remains not only absolutely modern, it continues to invoke 
awe, mystery, and adoration as well as astonishment. It speaks to each 
succeeding generation. It communicates and reveals something and there 
is a demand, if not need to see and to touch his work, if one is able to, as 
the blind were generously permitted to by Sakıp Sabancı Museum (SSM) of 
Istanbul. In engaging with these works, one continues to discover new things 
in them, to be mesmerized and provoked by them, to be affected in the depths 
and heights of one’s being. Standing before his work is like standing before a 
panoply of all the suffering and all the passions of humanity. It is a tragic song 
of life and SSM presented an expansive array of works in its exhibition “Master 
Sculptor, Rodin in Istanbul,” which ran from June 13, 2006 – September 3, 
2006. 

The exhibition, as stated in the press release, was comprised of “203 artworks 
selected from the collection of the Rodin Museum in Paris,” which included 
bronze, plaster, and marble sculptures as well as archival photographs, 
drawings, and objects from Rodin’s own collection of antique Greek and 
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Roman statues. Whereas their stated aim was “to promote wider public 
appreciation of the art of sculpture through the works of a renowned master” 
one left the exhibition far more enriched. What one comes to appreciate, 
and that is surely an insuffi cient word, what one is galvanized by is existence 
itself. One is charged by it, awakened to the splendor of the body, though not 
without knowledge of its fragility, awakened to the truths or an experience of 
the earth and, more so, of the cosmos. And that is what philosophy and art 
are ultimately after. It is what Nietzsche was in pursuit of, what Heidegger 
searched for, what Blanchot struggled to reveal. It is what Rodin gives to us in 
his sculptures. An immediate, more contiguous experience of the world. If art 
and philosophy do not open the world up to us, if they do not cast us towards 
and into it, what is the sense of either? Both must compel us to sacrifi ce our 
selves and enter the world, otherwise, we must abandon them for the world 
and make philosophy and art of our lives. As Nietzsche declared in The Gay 
Science, “What good is a book that does not even carry us beyond all books?”

Auguste Rodin is considered one of the foremost innovators of modern 
sculpture, beginning his work in the late nineteenth century and continuing into 
the twentieth century, a herald shattering the moribund Romanticism of his 
own era and opening a plethora of doors to the future. In Rodin’s sculptures, 
an entire new manner of expression was given birth; in an unparalleled 
way it was bold, daring, and vigorous. Michelangelo’s work comes to mind 
with such a description, but, as Rodin himself noted, the Tuscan’s art was 
full of contempt, which is not a negation of his monumental sculpture or 
his majestic paintings, only a criticism of his non-tragic perspective. “I do 
not feel his contempt of life. Earthly activity, imperfect as it may be, is still 
beautiful and good. Let us love life for the very effort which it extracts.” To the 
chaste, Rodin’s work was scandalous, but to those free of such contempt, 
exhilarating, tonic, a return or rebirth of the pagan ethos that found in the 
body not something sinful but something to celebrate. As Huysmans said, it 
is not the pagans but “only the chaste who are truly obscene.” Rodin, hardly 
chaste, stated that he could not “work without a model. Seeing human fi gures 
nourishes and strengthens me. I have an infi nite and almost worshipful 
reverence of the naked body.” That reverence was given free expression 
and the regularity with which Rodin’s sculptures were condemned reveals 
how daring and sui generis they actually were. The content of his work was 
not the only thing that brought it censure; its dexterous formal elements and 
the heterodox interpretation of certain human acts, such as his depiction of 
heroism in The Burghers of Calais, brought Rodin vigorous criticism, too. 
Yet, to him, wisely, such rejection only proved the work was full of merit. It 
confi rmed that he truly was engaged in a radical transvaluation of artistic 
values, and they were an evocation of philosophical values, of a vision of life.

The innovativeness of his work has hardly been exhausted, if equaled, and it 
has marked indelibly not only the history of art and of what art shall come to 
be, of what it can be, but our memory. To see a Rodin sculpture, let alone to 
touch one, as the blind were fortunate enough to do, is to be forever touched 
and seen by his sculptures. It is to incorporate something into oneself that can 
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potentially enrich one, to live with 
something which might provoke 
metamorphoses, disrupt common 
perceptions, and compel us to 
see our selves anew. If it simply 
prods us to actually perceive our 
selves and the world, even if only 
momentarily, that is extremely 
valuable for it is rare that we 
escape quotidian perception. 
When meditating upon his work, 
one is taken out of and beyond 
the self and into the wider realm 
of becoming. One is broken from 
romantic sentiments, from idealism, 
and from narrow and limited 
forms of perception, if, that is, one 
intimately engages with his work 
and struggles to extricate oneself 
from such things. Rather “than 
dwelling, even if just periodically, in 
greatness,” Rilke demanded, “we 
must always carry around what is 
great in us.” With Rodin, there is 
much to embody and much to gain 
from such internalization. Along 
with Bernini, Michelangelo, and 
Phidias, Rodin is one of the most 
formidable sculptors of all time, and 
through internalizing his work, the magnitude of its expressive force can be 
experienced again and again, which is a sign of its aliveness. The space that 
was occupied by the ego is instead occupied by the art work and one may be 
signifi cantly altered through such a disintegration of the self. 

The French master not only worked independently, creating sculptures 
out of his own desire, but on commissions from the state as well as from 
private collectors. Yet, even Rodin’s commissioned work, as much as it was 
sometimes prey to the dictates of those commissioning it, remained overall the 
product of his imagination alone. Whatever alterations he made to his work 
were slight; the form and shape of them essentially remained intact—the work 
was manifest out of his vision. Throughout his life, Rodin worked on individual 
sculptures, monuments, drawings, sketches, dry point etchings, water-colors 
(most of them erotic), and works such as The Gates of Hell, into which earlier 
works would be incorporated and transformed and out of which a profusion 
of other works would be born. Each work was a possible occasion for new 
work and new work could intermingle with earlier work, through which entirely 
novel confi gurations were executed. Extremely industrious and disciplined, 
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Rodin would not focus on one sculpture at a time, but numerous, often taking 
on multiple commissions in the same year, continuing to work on some over 
a period of years. Of the 203 works included in the exhibit, twenty-two of 
them are plaster, two marble, and seventy-nine bronze; they range from early 
works such as Bust of the Man with a Broken Nose and The Age of Bronze, 
to later works like The Monument to Victor Hugo, The Burghers of Calais, 
The Monument to Balzac, and The Thinker as well as more statues derived 
from The Gates of Hell. This though, while a signifi cant selection, is only a 
fraction of Rodin’s oeuvre; aside from the multitude of sculptures, captive in 
the archives of the Musée Rodin are nearly seven thousand erotic drawings 
and water-colors, works which not even the most industrious of researchers 
have seen, let alone the general public, and the more monographs one views, 
the more works one discovers, too. It is highly probable that there are also 
sculptures which have never been photographed or exhibited. 

In considering all of this work, one is simply overcome. Its effect is one of 
stupefaction. It is indicative of an overfl owing, abundant, and copious reservoir 
of energy directed and formed by a prodigious imagination. Rodin is rich 
with the fullness of life. It bursts out of him like a geyser. Few artists deserve 
the cognomen titan. He does. Rodin worked, and everything was essentially 
sacrifi ced to work. No wonder Rilke was in awe of him. The sheer unending 
scope and variety of his sculpted fi gures is astonishing. Rodin articulates 
through them an array of uncommon postures, gestures, and expressions 
straining the human body to its absolute limits, giving animation to a breadth 
of experience most human beings never live out. Olympic athletes, dancers, 
and acrobats may live through a wide degree of them, but even they have not 
experienced some of the states of being which produce the conditions found 
in The Burghers of Calais. Most human beings simply won’t, but that is not 
an indication the sculptures are alien to us. In Rodin’s work, humanity comes 
face to face with its tragic reality, with the passion and suffering inherent in 
human existence. It is as if we are seeing manifest before us in palpable mass 
Oedipus, Antigone, and Hamlet. Eros and the Bacchantes come before us, 
too, and a host of other characters, all physical revelations of the play of man’s 
soul. The fullness of this imagination, its inventiveness and diversity, appears 
inexhaustible and illimitable, and it refl ects and expresses enduring truths 
about who we are.

What we fi nd in this work, too, is devotion, a single-minded and purposeful 
devotion to a single task. It is the work of one who is making something of his 
life, the work of one struggling to become who he is, and in Rodin’s struggle, 
humanity’s struggle is evident. Its struggle to think, to breathe, to dance, to 
sing, to live with suffering, to transform; its struggle to come out of the granite 
of being and into the tempestuous fl ow of becoming, to overcome and strive, 
to laugh, love, and create, to be noble human beings and great friends, it is 
all there, as well as our defeat, our struggle before the inexplicable forces of 
the cosmos which often tear us to pieces. Rendered to bits, we are reformed 
and cast back into the world like Dionysus. And it is the force of the gods 
one comes face to face with in Rodin’s sculptures again and again; that is, 
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the forces of the world metamorphosized into mythic fi gures, for there are no 
deities, only the planets.

In “Master Sculptor, Rodin in Istanbul” the fi rst sculpture that one encounters, 
and it is one of Rodin’s most dynamic, is, as are many of the statues on the 
grounds of the Musée Rodin of Paris, outside the exhibition. In front of the 
Horse Mansion, which housed the exhibit, a bronze statue of a horse had 
been situated since 1952, “saluting the Bosporus” as the press release notes. 
In place of it, Rodin’s Monument to Victor Hugo was situated for the occasion 
of the exhibit. It was the fi rst time that the horse statue had been replaced; 
whatever its merits, the decision to replace it was wise, for the Monument to 
Victor Hugo is a stunning work to encounter unsuspected, and cresting the 
small hill on which the Horse Mansion rests, one comes upon the monument 
as if upon the statue of a god. Granted, that may seem hyperbolic, but Rodin 
himself compared Hugo to Zeus and said “there was something in Victor 
Hugo’s face that was reminiscent of Jupiter, Hercules, and Pan.” Indeed, a 
rather grandiose proclamation, but, look at Hugo’s face, especially Rodin’s 
drawing of it—is it not true? The grandeur and sublimity of the fi gures which 
Rodin saw in Hugo’s face are in the monument, and it is mesmerizing. Phidias’ 
sculpture of Jupiter at Olympia was considered one of the Seven Wonders of 
the World; struck by it, Theodosius I removed it to Constantinople to display in 
his palace. In 475 it was destroyed by a fi re and, in many ways, contemplation 
of Jupiter ended. Over fi fteen hundred years later, Rodin’s version of Jupiter 
returns to ‘Constantinople’ and he stands not like a sentinel but like Orpheus 
luring one into the exhibition. While it may not be a wonder of the world it is 
an impressive statue; considering the current religious climate, if it remains 
saluting the Bosporus, may it not burn. Now is a time of confl agrations. 

Before obeying the ‘god’s’ command, homage is due; at the very least, one 
must receive him and there is something grand and mythic in Hugo’s face. 
Rodin’s sketches express those sentiments, but the Monument communicates 
his awe with even more emotion and it is executed with geometric intelligence, 
which would become Rodin’s guiding principle. “The essence of sculpture 
lies,” he said, “in the geometry of forms rather than in the appearance of 
things.” Geometric form is precisely one of the things which makes the 
Monument so compelling; one stands before it as before an altar, but Hugo is 
hardly poised to listen to the confession of a sinner; what he is listening to is 
the muse; perched above him, an elusive, feminine fi gure whispers towards 
his ear the ineluctable secret of his art as Zarathustra whispered a secret into 
the ear of life.3 And what is the muse if not nature or the cosmos? It is not 
some mythological fi gure Hugo is listening to, but the cosmos, the energies of 
the world “bursting forth from nature herself” as Nietzsche stated in The Birth 
of Tragedy, and those are the energies that the artist must perforce honor 
and obey, sacrifi cing himself to nature. It is “intoxicated reality” Nietzsche 
elaborates, which “even seeks to destroy the individual and redeem him by a 
mystic feeling of oneness.” In Rodin’s monument, Hugo is fi rmly entrenched in 
nature, someone who subordinated himself to it; he is aware that humans are 
not “the true authors of this art world” but those who transfi gure it, Apollonian 
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measurers who must shape the 
miasma that Dionysus spits forth 
into an intelligible and expressive 
form. Like Hugo, Rodin’s ear 
was quick to the earth and the 
sculpture is evidence of an artist 
who possesses Dionysian wisdom. 
Of the statue Rodin said “I have 
gravitated toward this all my life.”  
Such tension or force is evident 
in the design of the work; one can 
feel and see in it the very gravity 
that possessed and drove Rodin. 

In contemplating the Monument, 
one is struck at once by energy 
not at rest; like the earth on which 
it stands, it seems to ceaselessly 

revolve. The writer’s left arm juts 
into the air like he were cutting space in two, stretched out to measure the 
circumference of the world; like the arm of Galatea in Rodin’s Pygmalion 
and Galatea, Hugo’s arm stretches out into infi nity. It is perhaps one of the 
straightest lines in all of Rodin’s sculptures, and this long, muscular arm 
seems to balance the very ground beneath it, commanding gravity, the 
palm open, pointing downwards as if above the cosmos. One half expects 
everything to begin orbiting around one while standing before the Monument 
as if one were up above the world, or rather to see at last with the naked eye 
the velocity of the earth as it soars through space at nearly seventy thousand 
miles per hour, simultaneously revolving at over one thousand miles per hour. 
Existence is hardly still. Life is full of velocity but it is rare we are cognizant of 
it. Rodin reveals what the common eye does not perceive, and when we do 
not consciously perceive, we are not in the world but out of time. 

To those who do not seem present, who drift out of consciousness and into 
some state of blankness, it is said that they are “in space” or “spaced out.” It is 
not only those who are absent from their bodies who experience this state, but 
all of us, and continually; it is more common than we admit and, surprisingly, 
the colloquial phrase reveals something about a philosophical condition—to 
be “spaced out” is not to be in time, which is not to be in the world. One of 
the means through which we can overcome this condition can be found in 
art, though that overcoming is only temporary; that however does not negate 
the signifi cance of art’s power. It illustrates that it is a practice which we must 
constantly engage in. Nothing is permanent or lasting, not even our wisdom, 
or rather, our ability to sustain and embody things; as we must work to remain 
conscious perceivers, we must continually strive to sustain and embody our 
wisdom. To exist, to retain certain states of being for longer periods of time, 
we must engage in disciplines, otherwise we will be perpetually adrift in space, 
spaced out of time. Along with philosophy, yoga, and meditation, art, which 
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is itself a form of meditation, if one exerts the same or a similar degree of 
concentration in contemplating the work that the artist did in executing it, is but 
one of the means by which we can move out of space and into time, and it is 
only when we are in time that we are potentially free, not blind perceivers, but 
conscious perceivers struggling to remain in a state of becoming. And that is 
when we truly exist. 

In Time and Free Will, which was published several years after the execution 
of The Thinker and while Rodin was at work on The Burghers of Calais, Henri 
Bergson noted that one of the objects of art is

to put to sleep the active or rather resistant powers of our 
personality, and thus to bring us into a state of perfect 
responsiveness, in which we realize the idea that is suggested 
to us and sympathize with the feeling that is expressed. In the 
processes of art we fi nd in a more weakened form a refi ned 
and in some measure spiritualized version of the processes 
commonly used to induce hypnosis. 

If the artist is not conscious of this truth, it is known intuitively, and this form 
of hypnosis is not ordinary, but, as Bergson implies, unique, a “refi ned” 
and “spiritualized” form of hypnosis through which we are “lulled into self-
forgetfulness, and, as in a dream,” we are able to at last think and see “with 
the poet.” It is through the rhythm and measure of art that our attention is 
held captive, and, in this captive state, we are more receptive, thus capable 
of experiencing what our personalities, out of fear or comfort or complacency, 
keep us from experiencing. It is self-forgetfulness that is vital; without this 
necessary depersonalization we will not permit our selves to be infected, not 
permit our selves to experience the contagion (Bergson uses this same word) 
with which the artist seeks to infect and thereby alter us. It is through this act 
that our thought and our will are absorbed in the eternity of the art work and 
it is then that, at last, we step into time. Normally, our perception oscillates 
“between the same and the same again, and gets rid of those customary 
incessant changes which in ordinary life bring us back without ceasing to 
the consciousness of our personality.” When we escape our personalities, 
we experience the world and share in the emotion “so rich, so personal, so 
novel” of the artist’s work; we “experience what [the artist] cannot make us 
understand.” In moving beyond logic, the artist propels us back, or perhaps 
forward into time from the space where we were adrift. It is then that “the 
barrier interposed by time and space between [the artist’s] consciousness and 
ours” is broken. It is an intimate communion and it is in this communion that 
an opening occurs. Instead of making us understand something, the artist 
provokes us to experience something, and through experience, we come to 
understand on our own, hopefully, which is more lasting and more effective 
then simply being told something. The fi rst is a strict dispensation of facts; 
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the second, a creative production 
which leads to real learning. The 
artist, or rather, the work of art is 
the Dionysian totem to which we 
must sacrifi ce our selves and what 
casts us back into nature, and, 
through his work, Rodin casts us 
again and again back into nature, 
time, and the cosmos. 

Through the fragmentary, there is a 
direct and galvanizing confrontation 
with time in Rodin’s sculptures. 
The placement of his numerous 
fragmentary works amongst his 
personal collection of Greek and 
Roman sculptures, themselves no 
longer whole works but embattled 
objects, was one of the most 
illuminating arrangements in the 
exhibition. It is an arrangement 
Rodin himself made when 
exhibiting his work and it was wise 
to repeat it. In viewing these works 
together, from the tender Dawn 
in its numerous manifestations 
to Torso of a Walking Man, the 
moving Torso of a Shade, Walking 

Man with Column, which is an 
evocative sculpture that is a kind of precursor to Andre Masson’s drawing 
of the Acephalic man, and the enormous and imposing Cybele, at fi rst, it is 
possible to misconstrue Rodin’s work for Greek or Roman sculpture. 

The Man with the Broken Nose could be Democritus, Empedocles, or 
Marcus Aurelius, but he is none of those men, and the timelessness of 
Rodin’s sculptures is accentuated through this context. His work is at once 
classical yet modern, for it is not the golden detritus of a glorious age that has 
survived millennia, although it bears a striking resemblance to such work. It is 
consciously designed work which only appears to originate from some earlier 
epoch. While the fragmentary nature of the ancient work is of course the result 
of the ravages of history, with Rodin’s work that is not the case, though, in 
another sense, it is, for it is purposefully deployed to replicate history while it 
has other dimensions, too. Rodin did not begin expressing the fragmentary 
out of a systematic or theoretical position; his relationship to the fragmentary 
fi rst arose intuitively. Out of that organic discovery he developed a conscious 
and deliberate practice, which, because willed, is all the more impressive 
and admirable; the intuitive is not of more intrinsic value as is too often 
purported—that is an outmoded prejudice. It is possible for even the most 
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pedestrian artist to accidentally arrive at a great idea and to execute it well, 
but to execute great ideas continually and with considerable force requires 
discipline, perseverance, and actual skill, not just the fortune of luck, and in 
that is the true test of ‘greatness’. It is but one of the means by which one can 
measure it. For Rodin, the “art of the sculptor is made of strength, exactitude, 
and will. In order to express life, to render nature, one must will and will with 
all the strength of the heart and brain,” which is to say, it is the confi guration 
of both intuition and intellect that is vital. It is a matter of sense and geometry, 
of intuition and will. This is the lesson that was so important, and diffi cult, for 
Rilke. After it, relying on inspiration alone was too haphazard and accidental a 
form of work.

When attempting to perfect The Age of Bronze, one of the last decisions Rodin 
made was to remove the spear from the fi gure’s hand in order to create a 
smoother line, for, as the sculptor noted, the object prevented the spectator 
from seeing the contours of the entire sculpture. In removing that object, Rodin 
did not detract from the sculpture, but intensifi ed it; with the spear, it might 
almost seem conventional, too deliberately classic—without it, in removing 
it, the sculpture was transformed 
into something patently modern, 
something future oriented. In this 
manner it contains something 
which the Greek and Roman 
sculptures do not. 

While one may momentarily 
mistake a Rodin for an ancient 
sculpture, it isn’t possible to 
mistake the latter for Rodin. When 
studying the Greek and Roman 
sculptures of his own collection, 
Rodin often draped cloths over 
certain areas of the sculptures 
to accentuate the parts he was 
studying, stating that he chose 
to conceal that which was “ugly” 
in order to “better admire that 
which is beautiful—that is what I 
call sense of decency.” Through 
these chance situations, Rodin 
discovered something vital out of 
which he developed a conscious 
practice. Thereafter he embodied 
history, revealing time in his work 
as part of its original form, creating 
works which appeared as if they 
were always already historical, that 
they were born with the ravages 
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of age, already triumphant totems signaling to the future, but because of their 
form and their expression, are utterly modern. There is something solid and 
seemingly permanent about sculpture as there is with our own bodies, but 
Rodin evokes the state of becoming that the world is through his use of the 
fragmentary. That sense of fl ux, of discontinuity, and of incompleteness is 
evident not only in the obvious fragmentary works, but in the other seemingly 
complete works, too. Rodin marked his sculpture, deliberately imparting the 
infl uence of ‘chance and time’ to them, revealing their fate instantaneously 
and in revealing their fate, our fate, too, is revealed. We are face to face with 
our fragility and our disintegrating bodies, with what is fragmentary in us—
wholeness is no longer possible. We, and earlier ages, had to wait centuries 
for time and the barbarous gestures of vandals to reveal history upon the 
Greek and Roman statues in order to learn the lesson of the fragmentary. But 
Rodin imparts history to us in a single concentrated gesture. Later ages, and 
we are one of these later ages, stand before these sculptures as if thousands 
of years have already tested and worn them down, ravaging and whittling 
them to pieces even further. They are removed from chance and time through 
already being ravaged by the sculptor as if by chance and time. It is like Rodin 

eluded chance and time through 
becoming them; whatever further 
ravages his sculptures suffer, it will 
be diffi cult to discern between what 
is Rodin’s and what the workings of 
history. 

What is the revelation of the 
work? The utter and irrevocable 
incompleteness of being, our 
piecemeal nature, our ravaged, 
impartial selves that struggle to 
fi rmly situate themselves like solid 
blocks of granite before the wind 
but resemble more crumbling 
shards of limestone. If one enters 
into the stone, one enters into the 
piecemeal fragments of one’s own 
existence—the work demands that 
we do, that we permit our selves to 
disintegrate before it. In defending 
himself against those who criticized 
his work for being incomplete, 
Rodin stated,
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I take from life the movements I observe, but it is not I who 
impose them. . . I obey nature in everything, and I never 
pretend to command her. My only ambition is to be servile and 
faithful to her. There is no recipe for improving nature. The only 
thing is to see. I do not correct nature.

Like Hugo listening to the Muse, Rodin’s ear is keyed to the cosmos, he is 
obedient not to some theoretical concept, but to nature bursting forth from 
herself—it is an act of struggling to see; he knows that he is not the true 
author of the artwork, but only one who transfi gures nature. He could not 
create whole, fi nished works. To do so would be to commit a gross lie, an 
amelioration of nature which would result in true ugliness. To Rodin, it is 
when the “artist [attempts] to improve upon nature” that he “creates ugliness 
because he lies.” The tragic artist refl ects the world as it is and the world 
is not ugly, but horrifying, yet, if the artist “softens the grimace of pain, the 
shapelessness of age, the hideousness of perversion . . . he is creating 
ugliness because he fears the truth.” One cannot fear the truth of the world 
but must enter into it, enter into what is horrifying in order to discover the 
tragic truth of existence, for regardless of our dispositions, and it is our fi xed 
dispositions that we are struggling to escape, nature reveals itself in our 
decaying bodies, which patiently break into fragments over time, while some of 
us disintegrate with alacrity. Thus, as a tragic artist, Rodin is too honest to veil, 
disguise, and temper nature to please an ignorant public. Out of his fi delity 
to the tragic, he refuses to promulgate idealized or Romantic expressions of 
existence; instead, he forces humanity to confront the implacable laws of the 
cosmos. In obeying nature, he obeys the laws of the cosmos, which reveal 
that man is not whole, nor complete, and he is aware that man never will be. 
“The mutilated gods have the air of martyrs” said Yourcenar, and we are the 
mutilated gods of Rodin’s sculptures; he perceived the divinity in man, as 
when he saw Jupiter in Hugo’s countenance, and he expresses that fractured 
divinity without reservation. It is not that we are ruined by sin, or that we are 
defective, but that we are incomplete. The caesura though is an opening, 
not a lack, a possibility, a gate through which we can walk and a bridge over 
which we can cross towards the future. In the incompleteness of becoming, 
in the fragmentariness of the cosmos, nothing is static and fi xed, but replete 
with innumerable possibilities. We have not yet come to be but we struggle 
to become who we are, knowing all the while that we never can; we reach 
myriad stages, varying heights, and series of plateaus, but there is no end, no 
ultimate goal, it is an endless and processual road. The world is incomplete 
and we must continue to strive, to suffer with the passion of striving; as Rilke 
learned from Rodin, we must go our own way of suffering in search of our “ray 
of eternity,” and the suffering of all of our passions fi nds its ultimate and most 
incandescent expression in Rodin’s Gates of Hell. 
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In Rodin’s inferno, we truly go our 
own way, for we have no guide 
but our selves; it is alone that we 
go into the fi ery abyss of ‘hell,’ 
which is the darkness of our very 
own hearts. Our passions are our 
fl ames, and if they do not burn 
us, that is, if they are not full of 
suffering, they are not passions; 
it is a fi re that we must cultivate 
and tend. In creating the Gates of 
Hell, Rodin not only abandoned 
Virgil, he abandoned Dante, too. In 
fact, the Gates of Hell has nothing 
whatsoever to do with Dante or 
Christian theology. It is not that 
Rodin did not read the Inferno; he 
did and he was profoundly affected 
by it. Surprisingly, Rodin held poets 
in higher regard than sculptors, 
but, he “had no idea of interpreting 
Dante.” What he was in pursuit 
of was something else entirely, 
and the Gates Of Hell are more 
informed by Baudelaire’s Flowers 
of Evil, which Rodin was overcome 
by and read religiously, than they 
are by the Florentine poet’s vision 

of the world. The Gates of Hell is 
not a medieval work; it is an absolutely modern one. Yet, even then, it was 
the immediate, palpable experience of life that guided the creation and form 
of the Gates. If sculpture is dependent upon literature for its meaning, then it 
fails and, in the end, Rodin would abandon literature entirely and go directly to 
bodies, to living forms for his inspiration. “My sole idea,” Rodin emphasized, 
“is simply one of color and effect. There is no intention of classifi cation or 
method of subject, no scheme of illustration or intended moral purpose. I 
followed my imagination, my own sense of arrangement, movement and 
composition. It has been from the beginning, and will be to the end, simply 
and solely a matter of personal pleasure.” It is neither Dante nor Baudelaire 
but Rodin’s own pleasure in the tragic that guides his formation of the work. In 
moving beyond the circumscribing domain of Christian morality, in surpassing 
Baudelaire’s infernal vision of modernity, Rodin’s Gates become portals for all 
of humanity. It is Rodin’s Inferno, and his Inferno is not a refl ection of some 
suffering that is the result of an ineradicable fl aw or the punishment we receive 
from an implacable deity, it is the suffering of our own lives, a refl ection of our 
passions and of the confl icting forces at play within us. They are a vision of our 
rendering of our selves, and in The Thinker is our reconfi guration; as the liver 

19 Hyperion—Ecce Homo: The Tragic Passion of Auguste Rodin

A
u
g
u
st

e
 R

o
d
in

, 
P

ro
je

ct
 f

o
r 

G
a
te

s 
in

 D
iv

id
e
d
 P

a
n
e
ls

, 
ci

rc
a
 1

8
8
0

D
. 
1

9
7

0
G

ra
p
h
it

e
, 
b
ro

w
n
 i
n
k
 a

n
d
 g

o
u
a
c
h
e
 o

n
 r

u
le

d
 p

a
p
e
r,

 
to

rn
 i
n
 s

e
ve

ra
l 
p
la

c
e
s,

 1
9
 x

 1
5
 c

m
G

if
t 

o
f 

R
o
d
in

, 
1
9
1
6
.

©
 M

u
sé

e
 R

o
d
in

/P
h
o
to

: 
A

d
a
m

 R
ze

p
k
a



of Prometheus is regenerated anew, so are we, but always to be torn to pieces 
again and again, to live with the suffering that is the passion of man. 

The anonymous fi gure which presides over the Gates was originally intended 
to be Dante, but in abandoning literature Rodin transformed the fi gure into 
something entirely singular. Instead of the Florentine poet, The Thinker is 
more like a modern day Prometheus. It is the creator, naked and crouched on 
a rock, his feet contracted, his fi st pressed against his teeth, fertile thoughts 
slowly unfolding in his imagination as he sits in focused contemplation. The 
tumultuous events below him refl ect the play of his passions, and it is a 
tragedy. It is not Dante, nor is it a philosopher. It is Rodin the sculptor, and 
on the bottom right foot of the inner panel Rodin emblazoned an exact image 
of himself as thinker. The Thinker is the creator in focused contemplation, 
his imagination afl ame; animated beneath his feet proliferates the world of 
the sculptor manifested with stirring vividness. And it is us, too; we are the 
multitudinous fi gures swimming on the violent surface of the Gates, entangled 
together, struggling with our passions, a swarm of Prometheans in the sea 
of the world. The thorns that stretch along the periphery above the gates is 
the unraveled crown of thorns which now stretch over humanity—Christ has 
been displaced from his cross. There is no need for redemption. The skulls 
have been removed from Golgotha; the hill has been leveled. The requiem 
aeternam deo has begun. In reclaiming our suffering, we release our selves 
from Christ and each of us, like The Thinker, presides over our own passions. 
It is our duty to become the masters of them. Rodin “once put sculpture in 
place of God throughout the Imitation of Christ . . . and it was right in every 
sense.” What this implies is that it is necessary that we become the sculptors 
of our own lives; we have no savior, nor do we need one. The Thinker is not 
an infernal juror, but one who is capable of self-mastery, of removing himself 
from his passions, of overseeing and transfi guring them into something 
intelligible; we must measure our selves against our senses and move out of 
and away from excessive subjectivity. Only then will we gain the equipoise of 
The Thinker, but that is not to declare that that state is without tension, for the 
body of The Thinker is torqued to reveal the incredible strain inherent in such 
a discipline; this is not tension as tenseness, as in clenched or overly tensed 
nerves or muscles, but tension as a degree of perfectly applied force. If the 
strings of a violin lack that perfectly applied force, they will be detuned. If the 
applied force is too intense, the strings will snap. It is a question of balance 
and grace, of sustaining enough tension in order to create music, and in the 
body of The Thinker is the music of his suffering. The sculpture articulates the 
tragic fact that our knowledge is born of cruelty and suffering; it is an ascetic 
practice that demands patience and sacrifi ce. Our sufferings are not moral 
though; there are no circles of hell in Rodin’s Inferno, nor is there a hierarchy 
of sinners. In fact, sin does not exist. As Hugo was not poised to listen to the 
confession of a sinner, none of the fi gures in this ‘hell’ are confessors. The 
suffering here is not like that of the fi gures in Dore’s etchings. In eliminating 
Christ, Rodin compels us to embrace and affi rm our suffering, which is not 
the result of sin, but an affect born of each individual’s struggles in the sea of 
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the shadows and the darkness of the world, prey to passions that affl ict and 
overwhelm them but that also give meaning to their lives—they suffer because 
of their passion and their suffering is a passion. There is no other world. 
There is no inferno, there is no purgatorio, and there is no paradisio. If they 
exist, they are not places; they are states of being. The source of everything 
as Rumi noted is within us, and the entire world springs up from that source. 
The doors to Rodin’s Hell do not open; they are not portals to another realm, 
but an array of surfaces upon which man lives out his tragedy; that surface is 
a deep appearance and it is the surface of the earth upon which we remain. 
These closed doors proclaim that, without question, there is no other world; 
they declare: there is no escape. Nor should there be need for escape. It is 
this world where all collide. It is this world where ‘hell’ and ‘heaven’ coexist, 
eternally, in all of us, in all who are truly wrestling with their passions. The 
fi gures in Rodin’s Inferno reveal this. They are not the emaciated fi gures of 
Dore’s expression of Dante’s reality, they are fl eshy, plump, vigorous fi gures 
driven by passions. It is the domain of the pagans where Dionysus dances 
in the fi eld. The fi gures of Rodin’s Inferno are the energetic, gymnastic 
characters present in all of his works, characters who could also erupt 
directly out of Baudelaire’s Le Fleurs du Mal. Or his Parisienne Journal. The 
tenebrous, murky darkness of the Gates of Hell is the same world found in the 
works of Hugo and Baudelaire, a cosmos where suffering and sorrow reign 
and are generated by passion. In his Tenebres, a book which Rodin most 
probably read, Gautier wondered, “And when will our passion be fi nished?” 
Later in the book he states that “God will never come.” Our passion will not 
be fi nished; actually, it has just begun, for we have only recently recovered 
it. The Three Shades above the gate stand over The Thinker like Hugo over 
the cosmos, redirecting our suffering back into the world. It is an eternally 
returning confi guration of passion that teems and billows like unruly tongues of 
fi re that fl icker and crack, shooting to and fro but always remaining within the 
confi nes of the blaze. The Gates for Rodin are an expression of all phases of 
love and passion, and in viewing them that seems indubitably clear. They are 
a veritable evocation of the forces of Eros, of seduction, attraction, surrender, 
and agony, the full scope and panorama of the terrors of love and passion. But 
The Thinker is the fi gure who organizes those passions, he is the wellspring 
out of which all of them are born; if he sat up and opened his eyes, if his inner 
tension dissipated, the entire multitude of oceanic fi gures would vanish. He 
knows that to be incomplete is to suffer, to be passionately alive, to know that 
we must continue to burn, to enter into contest with our selves and the world. 
Our bodies tremble with foreknowledge for they know where we are taking 
them, or rather, our selves tremble for, unconsciously, they know where our 
bodies are taking them, but it is the road we must traverse. Infi nity, if it exists, 
is something we carry within us as Baudelaire said, and often our life is an 
attempt to fl ee that infi nity. It is our duty however to go directly into it. It is 
inescapable. The tragic laws are decreed; our only hope is to rejoice in this 
knowledge, to be seized by the passion for this truth and in that, to fi nd joy. “At 
times,” Rodin said, the artist’s “heart is on the rack, yet stronger than his pain 
is the bitter joy which he experiences in understanding and giving expression 
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to that pain. In all existence he clearly divines the purposes of Destiny. Upon 
his own anguish, upon his own gaping wounds, he fi xes the enthusiastic gaze 
of the man who has read the decrees of Fate. His ecstasy is terrifying at times, 
but it is still happiness, because it is the continual adoration of truth.” Our joy 
is found in the very expression of our passion, which is the exquisite suffering 
of each of our lives. The adoration of ‘truth’ is the adoration of the tragic, an 
unfl inching engagement with the cruelty of the cosmos, a cruelty that we must 
struggle to transform into ecstasy. It is the way of Dionysus. 

© Rainer J. Hanshe – Nietzsche Circle, 2007 

1 Nietzsche was deeply concerned with the sacred, with reconstituting what sacredness 
is and confi guring new forms of sacredness in the epoch of the requiem aeternam deo. 
“The profoundest instinct of life, the instinct for the future of life, for the eternity of life, 
is in [the word Dionysus] experienced religiously—the actual road to life . . . as the 
sacred road” (TI, Ancients, 4). Far from the strict positivist he is sometimes depicted 
as, Nietzsche was also deeply concerned with myth and understood acutely the 
importance of myth in life. 

2 “Finishing the Task. The Unreached People’s Challenge” by Ralph D. Winter and 
Bruce A. Koch, on http://www.missionfrontiers.org/newslinks/fi nishing.htm.

3 First, the fi gure of the hovering muse recurs throughout Rodin’s oeuvre and fi rst 
appeared in an 1883 drawing. Second, in 1901, Jelka Rosen gave Rodin a copy of 
the French translation of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, of which Rodin said: “I am still 
reading Nietzsche and I fi nd him a man of genius, often obscure but sometimes one 
understands him. I envy you for having arrived at his level.” At this time, Delius was 
composing A Mass of Life, which is based on Zarathustra. 
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