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Abstract

In the years following 1945, several natural scientists were invited to the Eranos meetings in an attempt
to integrate the sciences and the humanities. The biologist Adolf Portmann was the most important
member of this group for the future of Eranos. This article follows Portmann’s attempts to establish a
dialogue between science, art, and religion, with a special focus on how he used aesthetics to bridge
these domains. Portmann was motivated by his conviction that aesthetics was a central phenomenon in
the natural world and neglected by contemporary biology. For him, the appearance of organisms was not
simply a byproduct of other biological processes but meaningful in its own right. Beyond his discussions
of the natural world, aesthetics also featured prominently in his broader reflections on the place of sci-
ence in culture. He assumed that culture was divided into a rational tendency, on the one hand, and what
he alternately calls the imaginative or aesthetic tendency, on the other. This framework helps to explain
why Portmann came to identify so strongly with Eranos; for him, its meetings were the place where
modern rationalism could be connected to this other side of culture.
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Introduction
Eranos 1s commonly discussed regarding the study of religion and

of the arts and humanities more broadly. The natural sciences ap-
pear, if at all, only as the other of the meetings. For example, Wouter
Hanegraaft describes one of the guiding themes at Eranos as the fas-
cination with everything excluded by the Enlightenment and modern
science.! Looking at the history of Eranos as a whole, this perspective
has great merit; clearly, the meetings were dominated by scholars from
the humanities and especially scholars of religion. At the same time,
Eranos has a long and diverse history, and in this article I want to draw
attention to an episode in the history of Eranos that helps create a more
complex picture: the effort in the postwar years to include perspectives
from the natural sciences.

Most of the scientists invited during these years were physicists
interested in connecting science to philosophy and religion. Adolf
Portmann (1897-1982), the lone biologist among them, shared these
interests and became interested in how artistic approaches to nature
could complement the scientific perspective. He was beyond doubt the
most important in this group for the history of Eranos, and so this ar-
ticle will focus mostly on his contributions and how he attempted to
connect science, art, and religion. I will suggest that it was primarily
his focus on aesthetics that allows us to understand how he saw their
relationship.

Portmann’s interest in appearance is well established in the liter-
ature on his work. Bertrand Prévost and Georges Thin¢s present his
approach as a challenge to mainstream biology, which according to
Portmann disregarded the form of living beings as byproducts of ei-
ther evolutionary or molecular biological processes. He, on the other
hand, claimed that forms have their own autonomous meaning. The
articles of both Prévost and Thines highlight the concept of self-pre-
sentation (Selbstdarstellung) as central to Portmann’s views, in that
for him, the appearance of animals was primarily an act of expres-
sion. Thinés also connects these ideas to those of Frederik Buytendijk,?
which relate to Eranos, as Buytendijk was himself a speaker in 1950.
Pietro Conte adds an analysis of how the concept of self-presentation
evolved throughout Portmann’s career, becoming particularly crucial
in his 1960 revision of Animal Forms and Patterns.’ This development
coincided with Portmann’s active period at Eranos, suggesting the in-
fluence of its interdisciplinary exchanges on his thought.

However, Eranos is not mentioned in either of these articles, which
raises the question of the importance of the meetings for Portmann’s
ideas about aesthetics. On the other hand, Matthias Riedl’s article
about Portmann at Eranos focuses on his anthropological research as
a contribution to the meetings and his search for interdisciplinary ex-
change, but it does not mention his interest in aesthetics.* I hope to
show that this was another important motivation for Portmann as well
as a central theme of his lectures.

In the following, I will first examine the introduction of the nat-
ural sciences at Eranos in the postwar years, showing how scientists
presented their work in humanistic terms. Then I turn to Portmann,
demonstrating how he positioned himself between the sciences and
the humanities and gained a unique position at Eranos. I suggest that

Religiographies 58

1
Wouter J. Hanegraaff, Esotericism and the Acad-
emy: Rejected Knowledge in Western Culture
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012),
278-79.

2

Bertrand Prévost, “L’¢légance animale: Esthétique
et zoologie selon Adolf Portmann,” Images re-vues
6 (2009); Georges Thines, “4. La forme animale
selon Frederik Buytendijk et Adolf Portmann: Une
phénoménologie du comportement expressif,” in
Penser Le Comportement Animal, ed. Florence
Burgat (Paris: Editions de la Maison des sciences
de I’homme, 2010).

3
Pietro Conte, “Playing Appearances: On Some
Aspects of Portmann’s Contribution to Philosoph-
ical Aesthetics,” in Adolf Portmann: A Thinker of
Self-Expressive Life, ed. Filip Jaros and Jifi Klouda
(Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2021).

4
Matthias Riedl, “Adolf Portmann: Ein Skeptiker
auf der Suche,” in Pioniere, Poeten, Professoren:
Eranos und der Monte Verita in der Zivilisations-
geschichte des 20. Jahrhunderts, ed. Elisabetta
Barone, Matthias Riedl, and Alexandra Tischel
(Wiirzburg: Konigshausen & Neumann, 2004).

Kuster



for Portmann, aesthetics provided the key for connecting the religious,
artistic, and scientific themes at the meetings. After that, I examine
his emphasis on appearance in nature, which also had a psychological
dimension, leading to an engagement with the work of Carl Gustav
Jung at Eranos. Finally, I look at Portmann’s broader reflections on the
relationship between science, art, and religion, and how he saw them
as manifestations of more fundamental human traits of rationality and
imagination.

Humanist Scientists at Eranos
In the first Eranos meetings of the 1930s, the guiding theme was the
relationship between “Eastern” and “Western” religious traditions,’
following Olga Frobe-Kapteyn’s conviction that there is something
common to them. The initial programme was then interrupted by
World War II, when the meetings were necessarily reduced, with few
lectures by the speakers, all living in Switzerland. When Eranos was
fully re-established after the war, there was a shift in perspective: the
main topic moved from religion to the concept of the human and the
place of humanity in the cosmos. In the years between 1947 and 1961,
all the titles of the meetings had the word “man” (Mensch) in them.
This shift clearly reflects the influence of Frobe-Kapteyn: she was
responsible for organising the meetings,® and her prefaces show that
the changing outlook was a deliberate choice in response to the ca-
tastrophe of the war. In 1946, she called for a “cultural regeneration”
(kulturelle Erneuerung), which required a new synthesis of all the dis-
ciplines, both in the natural sciences and the humanities. The concept
of the human was meant to provide a common basis for these different
fields: “All branches refer to humanity and its relation to the spirit, to
nature, and to other human beings.”” Beyond these interdisciplinary
goals, Frobe-Kapteyn also saw this as a dialogue between science and
religion, claiming that the scientific pursuit of truth was itself guided
by a deeply religious ethos.

The postwar context also manifested itself through the increasing
cultural influence of the United States at Eranos. In her preface to the
1947 meeting, Frobe-Kapteyn described the historical situation as an
opportunity for the “pioneer spirit in old wounded Europe . . . to par-
ticipate in creating a new orientation and a new culture.” She saw the
contribution of Eranos to developing new forms of interdisciplinary
collaboration, which she associated with Anglo-American academic
practice. This is evident in the anglicisms she repeatedly used to de-
scribe collaboration: the participating researchers were those “who un-
derstood our kind of group work or ‘teamwork’ [English in original]”;
and she emphasised that the meetings were all centred around “an idea,
and around it a group or a ‘team’ [English in original] of researchers,
which is always composed differently.” She also compared the meet-
ings to a “Round-Table-Conference [English in original].”®

As part of this broader transformation of Eranos after 1945, sever-
al natural scientists were invited for the first time:

» the biophysicist Friedrich Dessauer (1881-1963)
+ the physicist Erwin Schrodinger (1887-1961)
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» the biologist Adolf Portmann (1897-1982)

» the physicist and mathematician Hermann Weyl (1885-1955)

» the physicist Markus Fierz, assistant to Wolfgang Pauli (1912—
2006)

+ the electrical engineer Max Knoll (1897-1969)

» the physicist, philosopher, and industrialist Lancelot L. Whyte
(1896-1972)

Some of these men were famous figures, like Schrodinger and Weyl,
while others were more marginal, like Knoll and Whyte. They all
shared an interest in broader cultural questions and particularly in the
philosophical underpinnings of science. For example, Dessauer had
published about the relationship between Catholicism and science, and
Schrodinger had an interest in ancient Indian thought.’

These scientists were still a minority, even in these years. Apart
from Portmann, who would return to Eranos every year for the rest
of his life, they all attended only once or twice; Erwin Schrédinger
declined an invitation for a second visit.!"” Their role as guests at events
dominated by scholars from the humanities is reflected in the lectures.
For example, Schrodinger stated that he could not assume that his lis-
teners had even superficial knowledge of the facts.'! More importantly,
some of the speakers expressed an uncertainty about whether their lec-
tures were relevant for the larger topic of the conference. In the middle
of his lecture in 1948, Weyl apologised for having hardly spoken about
the human up to that point.'> Markus Fierz opened his lecture in the
same year with the question: “But is it the physicist’s job to talk about
man?”"® As will become clear below, Portmann became more com-
fortable at Eranos, but the opening statement of his lecture at the 1949
meeting on “Man and Myth” (Der Mensch und die mythische Welt)
shows that he was also aware of this issue: “Perhaps it was here and
there mentioned with surprise that natural research should be heard at
a conference on the topic of myth.”

The scientists had the additional difficulty that their research had
become morally suspect: although World War II led to the inclusion of
scientists at Eranos, it also strengthened the association of science with
technology and destruction. The scientists were keenly aware of this:
Schrodinger and Dessauer, the two physicists in 1946, both referred to
the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in their lec-
tures.”® Portmann referred to the misuse of biology during the Nazi
period, which he called the “dark problem of political biology.”'®
With this background it becomes clear that the speakers had to adapt
their lectures to their audience and did so by presenting the natural
sciences in a humanistic form. In general, the German word Geist,
which is difficult to translate but means something close to “spirit” or
“mind,” was the most important point of reference, and not the word
Natur or “nature.” More specifically, the speakers used three strategies
to talk about science in a humanistic way: First, some of them present-
ed modern science as part of a general cultural history of humanity.
This is the main theme of the lectures of Schrodinger and Dessauer
in 1946: both told the history of science as a series of great ideas,
and therefore as part of a larger history of human ideas. Schrodinger
presented a broad history of physics and biology in the nineteenth and

Religiographies 60

9
Friedrich Dessauer, Der Fall Galilei und Wir (Lu-
zern: Réber, 1943); Walter John Moore, Schro-
dinger, Life and Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989), 168-77.

10
Hans Thomas Hakl, Eranos: An Alternative Intel-
lectual History of the Twentieth Century (Milton
Park: Routledge, 2013), 343.

11
Erwin Schrodinger, “Der Geist der Naturwissen-
schaft,” in Eranos-Jahrbuch 1946: Geist und Na-
tur, ed. Olga Frobe-Kapteyn (Ziirich: Rhein-Ver-
lag, 1947), 501.

12
Hermann Weyl, “Wissenschaft als Symbolische
Konstruktion des Menschen,” in Eranos-Jahrbuch
1948: Der Mensch (Zweite Folge), ed. Olga Frobe-
Kapteyn (Ziirich: Rhein-Verlag, 1949), 400.

13
“Aber ist es denn Sache des Physikers, tiber den
Menschen zu sprechen?” Markus Fierz, “Zur
physikalischen Erkenntnis,” in Eranos-Jahrbuch
1948: Der Mensch (Zweite Folge), ed. Olga Frobe-
Kapteyn (Ziirich: Rhein-Verlag, 1949), 28.

14

“Vielleicht ist da und dort mit Befremden bemerkt
worden, daf} in einer Tagung, die dem Mythischen
gilt, die Naturforschung zum Worte kommen soll.”
Adolf Portmann, “Mythisches in der Naturfor-
schung,” in Eranos-Jahrbuch 1949: Der Mensch
und die Mythische Welt, ed. Olga Frobe-Kapteyn
(Ziirich: Rhein-Verlag, 1950), 475.

15
Schrodinger, “Geist der Naturwissenschaft,” 507;
Friedrich Dessauer, “Galilei, Newton und die Wen-
dung des abendldndischen Denkens,” in Eranos-
Jahrbuch 1946: Geist und Natur, ed. Olga Frobe-
Kapteyn (Ziirich: Rhein-Verlag, 1947), 301.

16
Adolf Portmann, “Der naturforschende Mensch,”
in Eranos-Jahrbuch 1948: Der Mensch (Zweite
Folge), ed. Olga Frobe-Kapteyn (Ziirich: Rhein-
Verlag, 1949), 476. For Portmann’s political moti-
vations see also Riedl, “Adolf Portmann,” 117.

Kuster



twentieth century, focusing on what he called their guiding thoughts.
He tried to show that in each century both disciplines shared major
ideas. In the nineteenth century, the common idea was “intelligible
randomness” (verstdndlicher Zufall), or statistics more generally ex-
pressing itself both in the theory of evolution and in thermodynamics.
For the twentieth century the leading idea was the thinking in discrete
and quantifiable units, which formed the basis for quantum theory and
modern genetics.!” Friedrich Dessauer similarly spoke about the histo-
ry of science, mainly involving Galileo and Newton.'® Like Schroding-
er he focused on ideas, but he was more interested in religion than
philosophy. Motivated by a critique of contemporary and secular sci-
ence and technology, Dessauer claimed that great scientific ideas had
a religious element, and that research was a “natural revelation.”" In
other words, neither Schrodinger nor Dessauer spoke about contempo-
rary research in physics but instead used the medium of historiography
and specifically intellectual history, as though to show that even the
sciences have great ideas.

Secondly, some speakers presented science, and specifically
physics, as products of the human mind. What these speakers tried
to achieve was to present an alternative conception of physics, not
focused on the manipulation of matter to create technology, but on
the search for meaning in the material world. In his second lecture in
1947, Dessauer presented the expansion of knowledge about the natu-
ral world since the ancient Greeks as a revolution in what it means to
be human, in that humans were now in an ever-expanding and there-
fore always fascinating cosmos. He contrasted this perspective with
what he called “philosophies of doom” (Philosophien des Untergangs),
according to which humans are thrown into an alien universe—a ref-
erence to Heidegger’s early philosophy.?’ On the other hand, Markus
Fierz and Hermann Weyl did not speak about the universe as a whole
but about mathematics. They drew on the connection to the larger topic
of the meetings, the concept of the human, by presenting mathematics
as the product of the creative human mind. Weyl saw the construc-
tion of mathematical symbols as an expression of the human condition:
“Mathematics is not the rigid and paralysing schema, as it is often
regarded by laypeople; rather, in it we are at the border between neces-
sity and freedom, which is the essence of humanity itself.”?' Fierz on
the other hand compared mathematical objects to archetypes, and it is
important to note here that Fierz was the assistant of Wolfgang Pauli,
whose correspondence with C. G. Jung has become famous.*

A third group of lectures, by Max Knoll and Lancelot Whyte, pre-
sented a vision of a unified science of the future that will have over-
come the distinction between mind and matter. These two speakers
went beyond the others by not just presenting science in a human form,
but by demanding changes in the basic organisation of knowledge. In
his 1951 lecture, Whyte called for a new synthesis of knowledge that
could integrate “the exact, analytical specialised knowledge of quan-
titative science.””® He proposed that it should be based on the concept
of form, which was buried under a purely quantitative perspective in
the modern period. The engineer Max Knoll’s lecture in 1951 also con-
nected physics and psychology, but it was far more concrete than the
general reflections of Whyte: he tried to find evidence for the claim that
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the activity of the sun at the time of birth could influence a person’s
psychology, mediated by effects on climate. He explicitly connected
this to astrology, which he claimed had been “a speculative attempt
to deduce the entire structure of the material and psychic world from
solar effects in nature and on humans.”** This scientific justification for
astrology was gladly accepted by C. G. Jung in his lecture that same
year. He spoke about synchronicity as a psychological phenomenon
but then added that this was not the case for astrology: “In the light of
the latest astrophysical research, this is not a case of synchronicity, but
largely of a causal relationship.”*

To sum up, the physicists at the Eranos meetings used a variety
of strategies to give the natural sciences a human dimension, by pre-
senting it as part of the history of ideas, by seeing it as an expression
of timeless human nature, and by envisioning a future in which there
would no longer be a distinction between natural sciences and human-
ities. For this article, what is interesting about the lectures by the phys-
icists at Eranos is that even though they clearly connected science with
the humanities, they were not particularly interested in the topic of art.
For them, philosophy, psychology, and religion were the main points of
reference, while art was hardly mentioned. Whyte’s lecture is the only
exception: apart from Aristotle, his main references for the new uni-
fied worldview were Leonardo da Vinci and Goethe.?® Yet even Whyte
focused mainly on philosophical concepts. This relative disregard for
art was not at all the case with Portmann, the focus of the rest of this
article.

Portmann’s Special Position at Eranos
Portmann was in a different situation from these other scientists. He
was the only one who personally came to identify with Eranos and
who had a strong impact on meetings beyond the postwar years. After
his first appearance in 1946, he would return to Eranos every year un-
til his death in 1982, and he became director of Eranos after the death
of Frobe-Kapteyn in 1962. One reason for this difference between the
other scientists and Portmann is his distinct scientific background: as
a biologist who was by this time mainly concerned with biological
anthropology, what he was saying was directly relevant at the meet-
ings, involving the nature of the human. More broadly, he carved out
a role as a mediator between the humanities and the natural sciences.
Biology was located at the intersection of the human and non-human
realms, and he was therefore uniquely positioned to speak about ques-
tions of boundaries.

This role reflected Portmann’s place in the meetings: in six out
of the nine of them, between 1946 and 1954, he gave the closing lec-
ture. This was presumably a decision by Frobe-Kapteyn, responsible
for their organisation, but when Portmann became head of the Eranos
foundation in 1962, he kept this arrangement. More importantly, he
frequently referred to this position, for example in his 1948 lecture:

At the end of this conference the biologist speaks to you, and
before our parting we will therefore take a look outside into this
beautiful garden, in which we can be together. And we want to
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remind ourselves of the good fortune that this garden means for
our intentions. During these days we have tried to look within
and understand the works of the spirit in its diversity. But today
we look outside to the many life forms of this piece of the Earth.
And when this look around eventually leads back to us, we will
take note of the necessity with which we will always meet our-
selves and the mystery in us even in the things around us.?’

Fig. 1. Adolf Portmann (right) in conversation with Henry Corbin at Eranos. Eranos Foundation archives,
Ascona-Moscia. All rights reseved.

This quote shows what Portmann regarded as his role at the meetings:
rather than directly studying the human spirit as did other disciplines
represented at the meetings, the contribution of biology was to define
its boundaries. Biology was not committed to one of the metaphysical
positions that placed spirit either above matter or vice versa; it could
therefore explore the relationship between the two.”® Therefore, he as a
biologist had a crucial role to play, not just compared to other natural
scientists, but also compared to the humanist scholars that made up the
majority of the speakers.

In his concern for “wholeness,” Portmann followed a longer line of
German-speaking scientists especially who opposed the “disenchant-
ment of the world” and sought to create an alternative, holistic science.
In her book,”” Anne Harrington has studied this movement and several
of its scientists who directly influenced Portmann: Jakob von Uexkiill
inspired his concept of Innerlichkeit,’® and Gestalt psychology was
important for his emphasis on complex—or “holistic’—sense expe-
rience.’ This commitment to holism explains why Portmann came to
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identify so strongly with Eranos; as he put it in 1948, it was “the place
where dividing barriers fall, where the individual not only acts as . . .
a representative of a field of research but at the same time as someone
who wishes to demonstrate and cultivate common aspects of the hu-
man endeavour.”* In other words, he came to Eranos not necessarily
to promote a biological perspective, but to enter into a dialogue with
the arts and humanities, the fields that were mainly represented there.
This supports Matthias Ried!I’s finding, mainly based on later sources,
that Portmann was a “sceptic” keenly aware of the limits of biology,
especially with respect to the meaning of natural phenomena; and that
he therefore came to Eranos to complement it with interdisciplinary
perspectives.®

For Portmann, the search for a holistic view of the human, and by
extension the Eranos meetings, was not simply an intellectual pursuit,
but a matter of urgent contemporary relevance, as he emphasised in a
1962 lecture about the meaning of Eranos. Much like Frobe-Kapteyn
in 1946, he conceived of his own time as one of a cultural crisis: a
one-sided rationality was spreading across the world, and not even the
West, where this development originated, had found a way to solve the
conflicts that arose from it.** Thus he emphasised that Eranos was not
a withdrawal from the present, but a response to its needs. This sense
of a mission did not lead him to call for an activist turn for Eranos;
rather, he saw its task as the slow work on fundamental questions, to
counterbalance the impatience of the present: “The Eranos meetings
are a labour of silence.”*

More specifically, he saw the purpose of Eranos as the rediscov-
ery of the “archaic” that could complement modernity. When speaking
about “this original humanity,” he associated it with art, stating that
“the importance of its spiritual creativity and its lasting contribution
to artistic forms has often been emphasised at the conferences at Lago
Maggiore.”*® However, in this lecture he particularly emphasised the
religious dimension of the archaic; he described religion as “a way
of relating to the world that truly establishes our humanity,” and that
therefore had to become a central focus of Eranos.’” Portmann tended
to present human culture as divided in two, and he saw the primary
representatives of these two poles as science and technology on one
hand, and art and religion on the other. Eranos was the place where
they could reconnect.

To answer the question of how Portmann tried to bridge these
domains, the above-mentioned quote about standing between Eranos
and nature is revealing because of his emphasis on the beauty of the
garden. This aesthetic dimension was not incidental but central to his
broader goal of connecting science, art, and religion. Visual imagery
generally plays an important role in the language he used, reflecting
his criticism of a biology that is only concerned with the invisible. In
addition, the word “image” (Bild) itself features prominently in many
of his lectures: first as a general term for both traditional and scientific
understandings of nature, for example when he spoke of “the image
of the bird” as a creature whose life is especially affected by time and
change’®; then as a specific scientific concept in his lecture “The Sig-
nificance of Images for the Living Transformation of Energy” (“Die
Bedeutung der Bilder in der lebendigen Energiewandlung,” 1952), by

Religiographies 64

32

“Der Ort, wo trennende Schranken fallen, wo der
einzelne nicht lediglich . . . als Vertreter eines For-
schungsgebietes gelten darf, sondern zugleich als
einer, der Verbindendes im humanen Tun aufwei-
sen und pflegen mochte,” Portmann, “Mythisches
in der Naturforschung,” 475. Portmann retained
this conception of the purpose of Eranos until his
death, as can be seen in a similar statement from
1979 quoted in Markus Ritter, “Die Biologie Adolf
Portmanns in zeitgeschichtlichem Kontext,” Basler
Zeitschrift fiir Geschichte und Altertumskunde 100
(2000): 251.

33
Riedl, “Adolf Portmann,” 120-23.

34
Adolf Portmann, “Vom Sinn und Auftrag der Er-
anos-Tagungen,” in Eranos-Jahrbuch 1961: Der
Mensch im Spannungsfeld der Ordnungen, ed.
Olga Frobe-Kapteyn (Ziirich: Rhein-Verlag, 1962),
19.

35
“Die Eranos-Tagungen sind ein Werk der Stille.”
Portmann, 28.

36
“Eranos hat auf die GroBe und das Weiterbestehen
dieses urspriinglichen Menschentums hingewie-
sen; die Bedeutung seiner geistigen Schopferkraft
und sein dauernder Anteil am kiinstlerischen For-
men ist oft an den Tagungen am Langensee hervor-
gehoben worden.” Portmann, 14.

37
Portmann, 20-21.

38
Portmann, “Die Zeit im Leben,” 453.

Kuster



which he meant that animals do not act directly in response to sense
impressions, but instead form images or complex structures of stimuli
that then trigger various internal processes®; finally, as a term for one
of the main goals of research, which according to Portmann included
the creation of “comprehensive, rich images of larger areas of nature.”°
When discussing the importance of myth across disciplines, he explic-
itly highlighted his visual approach: “Let me put this common element
before your eyes once again—really before your eyes, in that language
of images in which natural forms and spiritual works are initially be-
fore us.”! Unlike some lectures by other speakers, Portmann’s did not
contain illustrations, but the “language of images” was central to how
he conveyed his ideas.

This visual understanding of knowledge aligned with how he saw
the goals of the Eranos meetings. After presenting the reproduction
of silver-washed fritillaries, then the process of infection by the rabies
virus, he summed up:

The work at our Eranos meetings serves the exploration of all
human attempts to understand the world and life and to depict
the inaccessible, what was recently only foreshadowed, in great
symbols. For the sake of this goal, we also want to consider
the dark image of the Rabies with deep seriousness, just as we
have considered the joyful and cheerful image of the imperial
mantle.*?

When Portmann spoke of “great symbols,” he was making a connec-
tion not just to art but also to religion. This becomes clear from the
1962 lecture mentioned above, which similarly associated Eranos with
the study of symbolism and went into more detail, describing how the
meetings explored “what the history of religion and research on sym-
bols, mythology and psychology could tell us about the origins of re-
ligious ideas, about the deepest comprehensible commonalities of the
religious relationship to the world.” This was achieved by studying
the “enormous archive” of ancient traditions and their symbolic world,
examining “primordial images” like that of the “Great Mother” across
different archaic cultures.*

Therefore, when Portmann talked about topics like rabies, he was
adding symbols from the natural world, thereby contributing to the
central concern of the meetings. Images served as a mediating element
between science, art, and religion—by emphasising their role in each
of these domains, he found common ground between them. As will be-
come clear in the next section, Portmann’s focus on images as a bridge
between different areas of knowledge was not coincidental, because it
aligned with his specific biological approach centred around the role of
appearance for living organisms.

The Role of Aesthetics in the Natural World
Portmann was a highly visual person. In his childhood, he was fasci-
nated by drawing and painting the natural world on the banks of the
Rhine near Basel. In 1921, shortly after finishing his PhD in zoology,
he left his position as an assistant at the university of Geneva and spent
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a year in Munich to study painting, seriously considering it as a career
option.** Although he remained a biologist professionally, his passion
for the visual appearance of organisms remained with him throughout
his career, as reflected in publications such as The Animal Form (Die
Tiergestalt, 1948).%

This interest in appearance is well known in the literature on Port-
mann, often with reference to his critique of Darwinism and molecular
biology. His Eranos lectures support this finding: Portmann frequently
developed his ideas in opposition to purely functional interpretations
of natural forms, especially evolutionary explanations.*® One of his
main examples was that of the testicles of male mammals, since this
is a feature which developed not independently from, but apparently
in contradiction to the survival interests of the individual. Portmann
noted that the development of mammals was accompanied by a move-
ment of the testicles from a secure location at the centre of the body to
a dangerously exposed position on the outside, and that all attempts to
explain this process with natural selection had been unsuccessful:

The phenomenon is all the more remarkable as there is no way
to explain the formation of this structure through selection. For
nothing in the struggle for existence could have caused the hid-
den testicles to emerge from the protective body cavity. And no
theory of selection has so far been able to explain which sexual
selection processes were able to drive the testicles out in the
first place.

Portmann used this example to support his argument for an aesthetic
dimension of life not encompassed by Darwinian evolutionary theory.
What is especially noteworthy here is that Portmann rejects the ex-
planation of this phenomenon through “sexual selection.”® In another
lecture, Portmann again highlighted the importance of sexuality and
sexual organs for the “beauty” of organisms.* It was important for
Portmann to disassociate sexuality from selection in an evolutionary
sense because he saw the former as part of the aesthetic dimension of
life, a separate sphere not encompassed by Darwinian evolutionary
theory.

Portmann distinguished between the appearance of animals as
signs with a communicative function, for example to signal sexual
availability, and as expression without a functional explanation. By
that he meant the specific design of a feature. In his lectures Port-
mann frequently tried to evoke the aesthetic value of such features, for
instance about the head and horns of antelopes: “[W]hat richness of
form, what conciseness, what unmistakable memorability.”>° For him,
the expressive value as opposed to the sign value went beyond a strictly
biological perspective, but by his role as a mediator, he still considered
biology to be relevant here: “[T]his points us over into areas, for which
one of the many meanings of the word ‘spirit’ is used. The biologist
describes the boundary, and even if, true to the nature of his work, he
does not cross it—whoever has reached a boundary, whoever lives at
it, has secretly already crossed it.””!

However, as will become clear in the next section, in the follow-
ing years Portmann more often called the main cultural counterpart of
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science the “aesthetic” or the “imaginative” sphere. I therefore suggest
that this is what he had in mind already in 1946: that the importance
of aesthetics for living beings meant that science alone was not able
to study them fully; it had to be complemented by more humanistic
approaches.

At times Portmann spoke of the “value of the surface” (Wert der
Oberfidche) to sum up his defence of the aesthetic dimension, as op-
posed to only looking for meaning underneath the surface. However,
this does not mean he was only interested in appearance for its own
sake. Rather, the aesthetics of the natural world fascinated him because
of what it revealed about the interior of living beings: “The more su-
perficial, the more powerfully an animal image conveys the inward-
ness, the peculiarity of the being that presents itself in this way.”>* For
Portmann, this concept of “inwardness” was central. In his lecture in
1948, he expanded on it, claiming that animals create “‘counter-worlds”
(Gegenwelten), whose structure is not a precise reproduction of an en-
vironment, but a reinterpretation based on its general organisation. In
other words, there is a creative element to how organisms relate to the
world. When studying this inward dimension, Portmann likened his
approach to that of a psychologist: “Just as the psychologist, for in-
stance, relies on the products of man’s mental labour when he uses the
formations of myth as documents for the structure of our inwardness,
so the naturalist seeks first to penetrate through the many organs of
sensory life and expression to the hidden realm.”3

This psychological interpretation of appearance has not been high-
lighted enough in the literature on Portmann. The articles by Prévost
and Thines, also focusing on his aesthetics, primarily present his un-
derstanding of appearance as an autonomous sphere. This makes the
Eranos lectures special: the central position of C. G. Jung, who pre-
sumably was “the psychologist” in the quote above because of his in-
terest in myth, led Portmann to explicitly connect his views to the field
of psychology.

As with others at Eranos, Jung was one of Portmann’s primary
interlocutors. In his lecture “Myth in Science” (“Mythisches in der
Naturforschung,” 1948), he referred to psychological and ethnological
research on myth that was focused on structures in the unconscious.
Here he did not mention Jung by name, but it is again clear that this is
who he had in mind, because the rest of the lecture was a discussion
of the notion of archetypes. As mentioned above, this lecture was one
case where natural scientists expressed uncertainty about whether they
could contribute something relevant to the theme of the meeting. He
therefore used the concept of the unconscious to connect his own field
to the topic of myth: “Work in biology is constantly concerned with the
order of unconscious life; no-one is more impressed by the greatness
of the order that prevails in this hidden realm than the developmental
physiologist who follows the development of an organism, the forma-
tion of its dispositions.”*

More precisely, he saw a connection between the complex forms
he was interested in and Jung’s archetypes, which he primarily under-
stood as heritable psychological structures. According to Portmann,
biologists tended to be sympathetic to this idea of heritability. The
examples that Portmann used to support the idea of “archetypes” in
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non-human species come from his familiar theme of the central role
of appearance: a cuckoo recognises other members of its species even
when it has never seen them before. Storks require their young to per-
form complex “ceremonies” before they feed them. Young mouth-
brooders seek the mouth of their mother for protection; experiments
show that any vaguely fish-shaped body with two eyes triggers this
behaviour. All this was meant to show that animals have “rich dynam-
ic images” that correspond to something in the external world and do
not have to be learned. Referring to the Gestalt psychologist Wolfgang
Kohler, he called these correspondences isomorphisms.*

However, Portmann was more sceptical about the concept of ar-
chetypes when it came to humanity, which is surprising given his
interest in the rediscovery of the archaic. This can be explained by
the differences in how he understood these two terms: as mentioned
above, he associated “archaic humanity” with creativity. In contrast,
he understood archetypes as instincts.>® This clashed with Portmann’s
views on the unique aspects of human culture: whereas other species
are strongly determined in their way of life, the human is character-
ised by its openness and freedom. The importance of social life for
humans brought with it “historicity,” a feature which Portmann ex-
plained biologically: compared to similar mammals, humans are born
after a short pregnancy, and much of their development takes place
after birth in social settings.”’ For these reasons, Portmann warned of
at least some understandings of “archetypes,” if they are understood as
cultural products that somehow become heritable: “[ This view] is real
Lamarckism and therefore shares its fate.””®

Among Eranos participants generally, Portmann was not unique in
his ambivalent attitude towards Jung.”® However, he stands out among
the group of natural scientists in this respect: the others either ignored
Jung or, like Max Knoll and Markus Fierz, spoke about him only in
positive terms. It is particularly interesting that the biologist Portmann
emphasised the importance of culture, while he criticised Jung for
overestimating the importance of biological factors. This is only an
apparent contradiction: he came to Eranos not necessarily to promote
his own discipline, but to complement it with other perspectives. As we
have seen, one of his preoccupations was identifying the boundaries of
biology, and therefore he was particularly concerned when they were
overstepped.

Portmann’s concern with the special character of human culture
does not mean that he wanted to establish a clear separation between
humanity and the rest of nature. For him, human beings were distinct
from other animals by their “historicity,” their openness to change,
but he maintained that this feature is itself “natural.”® In more specif-
ic cases, it is sometimes difficult to establish what Portmann saw as
uniquely human and what he considered to be a broader phenomenon.
Several passages suggest that he thought of religion as a human affair.?!
At the same time, he used concepts such as myth that generally relate
to human culture in the context of nonhuman organisms. Most impor-
tantly, the centrality of aesthetics was something that for Portmann cut
across human culture and the rest of nature.
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Portmann on Rationality and Imagination
Although Portmann tended to view culture in terms of fundamental
dichotomies, he did not think of science as belonging to either one or
the other side. Instead, he presented science itself as divided in two:
an older tradition of natural history on one hand, and modern labora-
tory research on the other. He associated natural history, whose prac-
titioners he called naturalists (Naturforscher or Naturkundige), with
observing and collecting the diversity of life in the field. Modern biol-
ogy, on the other hand, was modelled after physics and chemistry and
focused on studying a small number of species in the laboratory.

Again, the appearance of organisms plays an important role here.
On a basic level, one of the defining differences between the two ap-
proaches according to Portmann was the importance they gave to visu-
al features. He saw a trend in contemporary biology towards studying
the invisible, beyond what can be seen under a microscope. From this
perspective, the appearance of organisms only plays the role of a “test”
of the internal processes of primary interest; it has “no intrinsic value.”
Portmann saw this as an impoverishment not just for science, but for
how we relate to the world, for example through art:

Our spiritual relationship to the many natural forms that sur-
round us is a significant part of our lives and is just as import-
ant for the choice of artistic images and metaphors as it is for
the overall shaping of our experience and expression. For this
reason, any preference for mental work that leads away from
the obvious forms and into the invisible also means a loss and
a great danger for the whole of our experience of the world, in
addition to the undisputed gain.®

Portmann feared that like the physical sciences, biology was moving
away from everyday experience and thereby disconnecting itself from
the rest of culture. In contrast, natural history had been rooted in the
common human experience of nature. Great naturalists such as Charles
Darwin or Alexander von Humboldt all shared an emotional connec-
tion with the living world, and they all had an affinity for the “diversity
of life forms precisely in their richness of forms.”* In other words,
they all appreciated the natural world not just for intellectual but also
for aesthetic reasons. Although he added that he was not trying to de-
value the modern biologist, his sympathies clearly lay with the older
tradition: while Thomas Hunt Morgan as a representative of modern
laboratory research was simply described as “one of the most import-
ant hereditary researchers of the last decades,”* Jean-Henri Fabre, his
favourite example of a naturalist, was presented enthusiastically as at
the same time a brilliant scientist and a great artist. Reference to Fab-
re’s artistic sensibilities can be found repeatedly in Portmann’s lec-
tures, for example in 1946:

Through the Souvenirs entomologiques, the experiments of J.
H. Fabre really entered the literature and the whole intellectual
life of the time. The researcher whom Darwin called the in-
comparable observer, who so deeply influenced poets such as
Maeterlinck, who had an effect on Bergson, who was emphati-
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cally called the Homer, the Virgil of insect life, J. H. Fabre, gave
such an impressive picture of the complexity, but also the rigid
narrowness, which characterises the behaviour of insects, that
his examples have become almost classical.®®

In 1948, he claimed that Fabre would be known as a great artist if his
achievements as a researcher had not been even clearer.®® Fabre was
also a “master in the art of biological experimentation”—here research
itself is described as an art. However, Portmann emphasised that ex-
perimentation had only been one tool among many for Fabre, and that
he had primarily worked in the field instead of the laboratory, in order
to “investigate the living being in the fullness of its relationships.”®’

For Portmann, these different approaches to studying nature were
only one case of a more fundamental distinction between two basic
tendencies of the human mind. This was a central theme for Portmann,
as he returned to it in three lectures between 1948 and 1951. In “Der
naturforschende Mensch” (1948), he called these tendencies the “theo-
retical function” on one hand, centred around logic and a mathematical
or physical approach, and the “aesthetic function” on the other hand,
oriented towards sensory experiences and emotions.®® After that, he
more commonly referred to them as rationality and imagination.

Portmann saw religion and art as the main manifestations of the
aesthetic or imaginative tendency. One of his examples of its value
was an anecdote about Leonardo da Vinci: “It is about the intensive
stimulation of the creative ground within us, as Leonardo da Vinci
saw it when he recommended that painters use the structure of pieces
of rock, this mysterious order not created by man, this apparent chaos
to stimulate the imagination.”®

In other words, this approach does not try to analyse what is not
understood but takes it as inspiration. At another point, he describes
the imagination as the source of “the greatest artistic creations.””® Sim-
ilarly, he clearly associated religion with this tendency. In the 1953 lec-
ture “The Earth as the Home of Life” (“Die Erde als Heimat des Leb-
ens”), Portmann suggested that the “otherwise so different creations of
religion, myths, rituals and symbols” were rooted in a “primary mode
of experience” (primdre Erlebensweise), an unmediated relationship
with the earth that expressed itself through dreams and fantasy.”

When it comes to science, however, he did not simply place it on
the other side of that divide, which can already be seen from the dis-
cussion of different approaches to biological research mentioned above.
More broadly, he claimed that although modern science is oriented to-
wards rationality, the imagination also plays an important role.”” For
example, he described modern theories of evolution or comprehensive
cosmological theories as “genuine products of the mythical imagina-
tion” that are influenced by ancient imagery, such as the expectation of
a final return to chaos.”

Portmann had another version of this distinction framed in terms
of two different conceptions of the human: “Ptolemaic Man” on the
one hand, who represents an aesthetic, intuitive approach to the world
and has an immediate connection to sensory experiences; and “Coper-
nican Man” on the other hand, who embodies the rational, scientific
mindset that distrusts the senses. This form has already been discussed
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by Oreste Tolone, who emphasises Portmann’s critique of the excessive
rationality of modern science and his call for integrating these different
modes of understanding.™

This is indeed an important theme in the lectures, not just with
respect to Ptolemaic and Copernican Man, but also when Portmann
talked about imagination and rationality. Portmann thought that in
modernity, the imagination is increasingly sidelined in favour of the
rational, a development he saw as an existential threat: “The wholeness
of human existence is at risk; the imaginative function is dying off; liv-
ing, creative imagination is degrading and thus a deeply hidden source
of creativity is drying up, from which scientific work ultimately also
receives its inspiration.””

However, a closer look at the lectures reveals a more nuanced un-
derstanding of Portmann’s views. While he did call for a connection
between different forms of encountering the world and hoped that Era-
nos provided a place for it, he also emphasised the tension between
these modes: “These two modes of experience are polar opposites; they
are both integral parts of the human—we must therefore take them se-
riously in the tension of their opposition and must not accept one or the
other as the more valuable, as the one to be favoured.”’®
In addition, although he saw a one-sided rationalism as the primary
danger of his epoch, he also at times expressed apprehension about
moving too far in the opposite direction.”’ In his 1948 lecture, Port-
mann defended the theoretical and rational attitude against a “radi-
cal turn to the irrational,” which he associated with surrealism. While
he described surrealism as “a great, important movement,” he also
claimed that it “must be overcome and made fruitful by more concep-
tual intellectual work (erfassendere Geistesarbeit).”’®

The lecture on myth in the following year goes into more detail
about what he regarded as the problem: not the imagination itself,
which was clearly valuable for him, but a dangerous mix in which
the works of the imagination presented themselves as rational. In this
form it could be an obstacle that science must overcome, as he said
with reference to Gaston Bachelard.” One of his main examples in this
direction was that of ideas about reproduction. For a long time, the idea
of the origin of living beings was dominated by myths that were asso-
ciated with moisture, often together with swamp imagery. Portmann
explained this continuity with the power of the sensory impressions in
these myths, as is clear in his description of Asian ideas:

What an interplay of impressions of the eye, of the touching
hand, of the so deeply penetrating odours of decomposing veg-
etation, from which finally such powerful pictorial symbols are
forming as that of the emergence of the pure beauty of lotus
leaf and lotus blossom from the murky, opaque mud . . . In the
works of the East, which depict this miracle of swamp birth, we
encounter clearly and powerfully the mythical intention and its
adequate instrument: imaginative thinking and creation.*

The aesthetics of living beings, so important for Portmann’s approach
to biology, could therefore also lead to the entrenchment of false ideas.
Within modern science, these images remained influential: “[A]gainst
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what mental constructs of an imaginative interpretation of the world
did objective research have to prevail!” Many researchers in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries still assumed that the germ originated
in a slimy fluid in the uterus, even after mammalian eggs and sperm
had been observed under the microscope.®!

Another example from the lecture on myth better illustrates what
kind of imagination Portmann wanted to promote and what kind he saw
as dangerous. In the context of this “primordial yearning” (Ur-Sehn-
sucht) of ours, he discusses two Greek myths, each of which illustrates
one side of the dream of flight. One of them is the “night dream” of
the Olympian gods and especially of the god Hermes’s ability to fly.
This version of flight is effortless, a self-evident part of the “mythi-
cal physics” at play here—and a pure product of the imagination. In
contrast, the flight of Icarus is a “daydream,” closer to our world in its
imitation of birds as real examples of flying creatures. In this story,
flight is achieved through technologys; it is closer to a rational-scientific
approach to the world. Portmann’s point here is that only the Icarus
myth provided an obstacle to scientific progress: its extrapolation from
bird to human flight, plausible on its face, supported the idea that it
could be true in a straightforward sense. Scientific research into flight
therefore had to unlearn the image of the beating wings of the bird to
come up with the airplane, which according to Portmann was based
on completely different principles and a product of the rational mind.
On the other hand, the night dream of divine flight was so far removed
from our reality that it could inspire without leading research astray.®

Portmann’s position was thus more complex than it might initially
appear. As the examples above demonstrate, he thought that an aes-
thetic and imaginative approach could sometimes hinder scientific
progress, precisely because of its persuasive power. While he certainly
advocated for integrating rational and aesthetic modes of understand-
ing, his examples suggest that he also wanted to maintain some bound-
aries between these approaches and preserve a productive tension be-
tween them.

Conclusion
After World War 11, there was an effort to introduce the natural scienc-
es at Eranos, reflecting Frobe-Kapteyn’s goal of cultural regeneration
and the integration of science and religion. While all the scientists who
were invited shared an interest in philosophical and religious questions,
Portmann stood out for his emphasis on aesthetics as a bridge between
different areas of culture. This focus stemmed from his biological work
on the appearance of organisms, which he saw as a fundamental fea-
ture of the natural world. For Portmann, aesthetics was not just one
domain among others but a fundamental dimension of both nature and
culture. In nature, it manifested in the complex interplay of expression
and perception among organisms. In human culture it appeared as the
“imaginative” tendency that was the counterpart of rationality. Port-
mann believed that good science required both and feared that modern
science was becoming unbalanced in its emphasis on the rational. The
Eranos meetings were important for Portmann because they provided
a place where these approaches could reconnect. At the same time, his
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lectures reveal a more complex position than simply calling for their
integration. While he saw both rational and imaginative tendencies as
essential parts of human nature, he also emphasised that they were in
tension, and at times warned against fully breaking down the bound-
aries between them. This complex stance reflected his unique position
at Eranos: although he shared the meetings’ broader critique of modern
rationality, he also sought to preserve the distinctive contributions of
different ways of understanding the world.
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