OpenAIR@RGU
The Open Access Institutional Repository
at Robert Gordon University
http://openair.rgu.ac.uk

Citation Details

Citation for the version of the work held in ‘OpenAIR@RGU’:

GRASSOM, B. J., 2006. Art as a narrative of alterity. Part 1:
Prolegomenon, appendices, and bibliography. Part 2: Books.
Available
from
OpenAIR@RGU.
[online].
Available
from:
http://openair.rgu.ac.uk

Copyright
Items in ‘OpenAIR@RGU’, Robert Gordon University Open Access Institutional Repository,
are protected by copyright and intellectual property law. If you believe that any material
held in ‘OpenAIR@RGU’ infringes copyright, please contact openair-help@rgu.ac.uk with
details. The item will be removed from the repository while the claim is investigated.

ART AS A NARRATIVE OF ALTERITY
PART 1:

PROLEGOMENON, APPENDICES,
AND BIBLIOGRAPHY

BRIAN JAMES GRASSOM

PhD

2006

Art as a Narrative of Alterity

ART AS A NARRATIVE OF ALTERITY

BRIAN JAMES GRASSOM
A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the
requirements of
The Robert Gordon University
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy

November 2006

Title Page

Art as a Narrative of Alterity

Dedication

For all who try to know

ii

Art as a Narrative of Alterity

Acknowledgements

Acknowledgements

My personal and professional gratitude I owe to my supervisor and
mentor, Dr. John Baldacchino. Without John’s inspiration, encouragement,
and skill as a teacher this project would not have materialised in the way
that it has, providing me with the knowledge that I believe to be the
source and goal of all study.
My thanks are also due to Professor Jeremy Diggle for his help and
advice; to the Research staff and students at Gray’s School of Art; and to
Dr. A. T. Tymieniecka, Professor P. Trutty-Coohill, and the scholars of the
World Phenomenology Institute for their encouragement, collegiality, and
inspiration.
Last, but by no means least, my heart’s acknowledgement of the
oneness and support of my wife Wei Li.

iii

Art as a Narrative of Alterity
Part 1 Prolegomenon and Appendices

Contents

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Acknowledgements
Abstract

page iii
page vi

I PROLEGOMENON
1.

Introduction

page 2

2.

Research Position

page 5

3.

4.

5.

6.

2. 1. Research Objective

page 10

2. 2. Epistemology

page 11

Literature Review
3. 1. Reading

page 13

3. 2. Alterity

page 16

3. 3. Aesthetics

page 17

Research Structure and Methodology
4. 1. Rationale

page 19

4. 2. Six Creative-Discursive Sites

page 22

4. 3. Structure and Methodology

page 24

4. 4. Art Practice Within the Research

page 27

4. 5. Art historical Case Studies

page 31

Research Limitations / Recommendations
5. 1. Research Limitations

page 31

5. 2. Recommendations for Future Research

page 33

Conclusion

page 34

REFERENCES

page 36

iv

Contents

II APPENDICES
7.

Art Practice

page 38

7. 0. Installed Sites

page 39

7. 1. Naming and Nascence

page 42

7. 2. City of Dreams

page 43

7. 3. Being and Beauty

page 44

7. 4. Framing Totality

page 45

7. 5. Mirrors and Shadows

page 46

7. 6. Nothingness and Infinity

page 47

8.

Plan of Creative-Discursive Sites

page 48

9.

Published Papers

page 49

9. 1. Reality, Illusion and Alterity:
The Advent of the Other

page 50

9. 2. Art, Alterity and Logos:
In the Spaces of Separation

page 67

9. 3. Beyond Cause and Effect:
Beauty, Truth, Alterity

page 86

9. 4. Alterity, Art, and
the Language of the Soul
9. 5. Measure and Excess
10.

11.

page 105
page 121

Additional Works
10. 1. City III

page 137

10. 2. City IV

page 138

Digital Images of Practice
CD Rom; DVD Alterity (5: 15)

III FULL BIBLIOGRAPHY

Inside back cover
page 140

v

Art as a Narrative of Alterity

Abstract

BRIAN GRASSOM
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy
Gray’s School of Art
The Robert Gordon University
ART AS A NARRATIVE OF ALTERITY
Abstract
Keywords: aesthetics, alterity, art, critical theory, Derrida, khôra, Levinas,
otherness, philosophy, practice.

There is a close relationship between art and philosophy. From time to
time, philosophy attempts to make art its theme. Invariably it has to
acknowledge the very qualities of art that it seeks to explain - art’s
elusiveness and its indeterminateness. On the other hand, it is the nature
of art to philosophise within itself, about itself, and about the world. In
this sense it operates as tacit philosophy.
The language of art and the language of philosophy differ in form; but
recent turns in philosophy have led to the expression of its truth in terms
that transcend language and question its own epistemic structure. At the
same time, art has always acknowledged its approach to ‘truth’ and
‘knowledge’ as being ‘other’ to that epistemology.
This ‘otherness’ to traditional ways of knowing is recognised in
philosophical discourse as ‘alterity’. The thesis posits that in art alterity
has always been, and remains, tacit and integral to art’s being. Thus, by
exploring the ways in which – through alterity – art and philosophy
intersect and interweave, the thesis aims to reveal a new kind of
knowledge that transcends the rational and the empirical but is

vi

Art as a Narrative of Alterity

Abstract

nonetheless not only valid, but of the very highest integrity. That
knowledge is transmitted through a particular critical and creative
approach to philosophy and to art that opens the possibility of the ‘event’
of Alterity.
The thesis uses a discourse of philosophy and critical theory to reveal
Alterity in philosophy, principally through the work of Derrida,
Heidegger, Adorno, and Levinas; Alterity in art through the works of Fra
Angelico, Pollock, Fantin-Latour, Malevich, Vermeer, and Saitowitz; and
Alterity in my own art practice through a set of six sculptures.
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I

PROLEGOMENON

PROLEGOMENON

The preface that Hegel must write, in order to denounce a preface that is
both impossible and inescapable (…)
- Derrida

1. Introduction
The preamble to this thesis will serve as an introduction, and a fore-word
or preface; a literature review; an explication of the research methods; the
locus of the ‘positioning’ of the research both as regards text and art
practice; and the rationale of the research hypothesis. The fact that I say
‘will’ serve is significant, because as an introduction, it is written, or will
have been written – as introductions, prefaces, preambles and prologues
invariably are, or have been – after completion of the main body of the
text, which we know is already written. In this case the text forms a thesis.
The content of the main body of the thesis is where the knowledge ought
to be found, not in the preface: that is, according to Hegel, or more
precisely, Derrida’s ‘deconstruction’ of Hegel’s prolegomena (Derrida
1981, “Outwork”, pp. 3-64).
‘For whatever might appropriately be said about philosophy in a preface
(…) none of this can be accepted as the way to expound philosophical
truth’ (p. 10).

Hegel feels the necessity of stating this, and therefore states it in a
prologue to his main philosophical text (The Phenomenology of Spirit). In
doing this he is following a form - which he cannot help but follow, at
least for the present until the day when universal truth becomes truly
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universal, and prologues unnecessary – wherein his statement is in turn
predicated on the legitimising universality of “the absolute, unconditional
generality of logic” (p. 18); and it is the idea of this logic as ‘presence’, or
logocentrism, that Derrida wants to ‘deconstruct’.1
However, “along the way” (p. 8), Derrida deals with the problem of the
preface as a true problem2 – because it comes before us on the way.
Does the preface take place, then? Where would it take place? How does
this preface (the negative of philosophy) erase itself? (…) If one sets out
from

the

oppositions

form/content,

signifier/signified,

sensible/intelligible, one cannot comprehend the writing of a preface. But
in this remaining, does a preface exist? Its spacing (the preface to a
rereading) diverges in (the) place of the [khôra]3 (Derrida 1981, p. 16).

The reference to khôra here is of particular relevance to this thesis.
“Khôra” (Derrida 1995b; Plato 1952, “Timaeus” [48-52], pp. 454-458)4 is a
‘space’ that is indefinable, out-with but inclusive of the bi-polarities cited
above, that can perhaps best be described in terms of its alterity – or
absolute otherness - and it is this same Alterity that is the theme of the
present thesis. Furthermore, as explained below (4. 2.), as a theme Alterity
permeates the whole text in addition to – as far as is logically possible
taking its ‘otherness’ into account – being explicated by it. In the case of
this thesis, it is the “thing itself”, the “content”, the “truth” that Hegel
1

I feel it necessary to point out here that for Derrida ‘deconstruction’ is not a
negative term, but the opening of possibility in an affirmative way.
2

See DERRIDA, J., 1993. pp. 11-12. Derrida presents the ‘problem’ or problema
(Gk.) with its double meaning of a “projection” or “shield” or “barrier”, and
couples this with aporia or “non-passage”, so that a problem that is im-passable
becomes an opening of possibility where we are “disarmed, delivered to the
other”. See also the present thesis, Nothingness and Infinity: The End of
Closure, esp. pp. 9-10.
3

I have transcribed “Khôra”, which is written in Greek in the original text.

4

See Mirrors and Shadows: The Space Between, pp. 28-35; and Naming and
Nascence: Naming a Blank Place, pp. 5-9.
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referred to - that because of its nature cannot be grasped by way of a
“non-conceptual” preface (Derrida 1981, p. 10). But as Alterity it differs
from the conceptual content of philosophical truth in one major respect:
It’s overarching quality is that it can never adequately be circumscribed and thus contained - by a text, even a philosophical one; rather it makes
what Hegel would call its “appearance” as the unseen ‘space’ through
which and within which the text - any text - has its life.5
As the structure of the thesis is at pains to facilitate not only an
understanding of Alterity, but its ‘appearance’ as phenomenon, it is very
apt that the necessary preliminaries of a scientific thesis – introduction,
literature review, methodology, research position etc. - should be seen not
only from the Hegelian point of view that ‘In the case of philosophy (…) this would give rise to the incongruity that
along with the employment of such a method its inability to grasp the truth
would also be demonstrated’ (Derrida 1981, p. 11).6

- but also in the light of Derrida’s treatment of the preface as
“Outwork” outlined above, and in terms of how the preface is actually
situated in regard to a thesis whose philosophical ‘truth’ - as Alterity - is
by definition other even to an “absolute, unconditional generality of logic”
that in the name of philosophical truth denounces the preface as
negativity. Furthermore, the main body of the thesis, the “work”, must be
seen as an attempt to explain something about art that cannot be
explained, except by something else – Alterity - that cannot be reified, and
can only emerge and be realised through the artworks themselves, or in
5

My definition of ‘alterity’ in this respect is related to, but not quite the same as,
Derrida’s notion of différance. See Naming and Nascence, p. 25.
6

Derrida cites Hegel. Phenomenology, p. 1
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reading the thesis. Thus Derrida’s questioning of the preface in regard to
Hegel’s view of its relation to logic – its being “neither useful nor even
possible” (1981, p.11) – might be extended from the preface to the thesis
itself, to the extent that in relation to Alterity, and to the artworks, both
the preface and the thesis, although by different degrees necessary, must
equally partake of a certain “self-effacement” (p. 9); as indeed, as we hope
to show, does the concept ‘art’.7

2. Research Position
The thesis, Art as a Narrative of Alterity, is about art. But because it pursues
the question of what art is through philosophy, it is about philosophy –
and critical theory – too.
As a practicing artist, I have what you might call an inclination, or a
proclivity, that directs the kind of work I produce. At the same time it
would also be true to say that in a way my work ‘leads’ me in its own
directions. It was precisely this double character of the nature of art
practice that originally induced me to examine what ‘meaning’ lay behind
the production of my work. This decision, in effect, constitutes a step that
places the artist in an unusually external relation to his work, and here
there is already a certain paradox. If the meaning of the work is in its doing
or its direct experience, why look for meaning elsewhere, creating an
exterior and doubling view – an “outwork” - that can never match the
original in terms of depth of meaning? This question should be

7

See esp. Naming and Nascence: Naming the Space of Art, pp. 31-46; and
Nothingness and Infinity: Art as the event of Alterity, pp. 51-54.
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fundamental to the methodology of practice-led research in fine art, but
arguably has never been satisfactorily answered.
The issue here is one of ‘framing’. If an artwork has any value as art,
then it must be fulfilling a function specific to its own form. Any addition
to that – such as a physical frame, a gallery space, a public site, constitutes
a contextual frame that cannot help influencing how the artwork is
perceived, or read, but if inappropriate might be viewed at the same time
as superfluous.8 In this sense it is another example of the ‘outwork’ (see 1.
above). Any examination of the artwork from an art historical or critical
point of view will constitute a supplementary work that may help to
elucidate the content. In some cases, this framing may be appropriate – in
others quite inappropriate. But either way it will always remain in a
circular relation to the artwork, in that even the most elucidating
supplement must return to the work itself, if, as said before it has the
value ‘art’. Therefore, any research undertaken as a ‘supplement’ to the
artwork will always be marginal to the work, and its contribution to
knowledge will be within its specific area of research – for example
sociology, psychology, politics, gender studies, art history, art criticism,
materials, techniques and so on. Although these are – to say the least –
legitimate fields for research, they take place around the artwork: they
cannot answer for the work itself, in itself. And they can never say what
art is.
The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines ‘category’ in its Aristotelian
sense as “one of the a priori conceptions applied by the mind as frames to

8

I have tried to deal with the issue of framing in Framing Totality: Within /
Without the Frame, pp. 36-43.
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material supplied by sense”. Scientific research has need of such frames,
but how far are they appropriate to art? The concept as frame is indeed a
necessity, but it’s application to art may indicate a serious rupture beneath
the surface of a ‘Platonic’ system of rationality, as noticed by Adorno.
The exaltation of the concept as idea is allied with the philistine blindness
for the central element of art, its form (…) (Adorno 1997, p.83).

The work of art is arguably the embodiment of research in its own field,
contributing its own kind of knowledge specific to that field, in the
language appropriate to it - form. The gap left in knowledge by the
“blindness” of an overly rational outlook is precisely what art has the
capacity to fill. But ironically, this point of view is anathema to current
research methodology in fine art. The problem is the identification and
positioning of the term ‘research’. In all the other fields, research will
follow the paradigms of a rational epistemology, and the knowledge
gained will be comprehended within that epistemology. And this is where
the question arises: if the truth value of art is within its doing and its
experience, can art be researched as to its “truth” by anything other than
art itself? If this is not the case, then what is discovered in the research
bears the same relation to the artwork as the “outwork” bears to
philosophy (according to Hegel). And this, as Derrida wittily surmises,
seems to Hegel to be no more relevant to the work of philosophy than “a
kind of chit-chat external to the very thing it appears to be talking about”
(Derrida 1981, p. 10).
But for research in art, what this “chit-chat” in effect reveals, by its
necessity, is a ‘lack’ in the work itself. The necessity of the supplement
pre-supposes that the work cannot tell us everything we need to know.
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And this begs the question, what is the real value of the work if it does not
tell us ‘everything’? This is only answerable if we do not expect the work
to tell us anything definite, in the categorical sense. If it opens up the
space of a non-answer, a space that is foreign to a research paradigm that
can only seek answers in a definitive and evidential way, then perhaps the
work – whether artistic or philosophical, is indeed ‘research’, but where
the question and the answer fold in to one another in a non-answer that is
‘other’ to a rational episteme.
The dichotomy between the artwork and its ‘outwork’ is a very
interesting one, and it is similar to that in the field of philosophy, as
demonstrated by Derrida (see 1. above). This similarity is the basis of
drawing the themes of art and philosophy together in the thesis, and
‘identifying’ Alterity in the folding of their research. The difference
between them is that whereas art (according to the thesis) inhabits the
‘space’ of Alterity almost by its nature, philosophy arrives there impelled
by the exigency of “truth” governed by a tradition of rational enquiry –
which enquiry when turned upon its own premise has the surprising
answer of a non-answer: Alterity.
However, this is going ahead, within the preface, to the “truth” of the
thesis content. We must first of all return to, and continue, “the gossipy
small talk of history” (Derrida 1981, p. 10), that will have provided9 the
background to the research:
The investigation of meaning and the questions raised by the perceived
need for such an investigation in the first place, seemed to highlight a

9

I am borrowing the use of the future-perfect tense from Derrida’s “Outwork”:
“This (therefore) will not have been a book” (1981, p. 3).
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certain dislocation of art practice in its relation to a wider range of human
activities in general, and - as regards research - of academic disciplines in
particular. However, far from seeing this as an inherent failure of art, such
a negative displacement seemed to indicate a locus of the liminal and
marginal pointing up the inherent failures of the dominant to which they
are ‘other’. The enquiry, by way of seeking an articulation of this feeling,
led directly into the field of philosophy, and critical theory (see 3. below).
At the outset, I had identified as the focal point for the research the
question of narrative, in as much as ‘meaning’ is naturally contained
within and generated through a narrative process. There seemed to be a
double narrative contained in, say, a narrative painting: one is the literal
narrative – historical, social, political, personal, etc. - and the other the
aesthetic narrative, as artistic content. One of the other of these, and
sometimes a combination of both, could be said to carry the painting’s
meaning. However, I was also aware that a problem arises when either
approach to the meaning is examined through the application of
philosophy, and by elements of critical theory, particularly hermeneutics.
For example, Plato argued that any form of representation, such as a
painting, is a mimetic form of knowledge and so incapable of any truly
meaningful content, i.e. related to formal logic or reason: on the other
hand the climate of postmodernism had called into question not only
philosophy itself - including Plato - but all received knowledge, such as
narrative structure and aesthetic judgement.
In the course of the research it emerged that this calling into question,
however, instead of negating the meaning sought in philosophy or art,
can be utilised by both to find new meaning. Thus postmodernism
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becomes a “condition” (Lyotard 1984) rather than a historical phase, and
as such presents a unique opportunity with stimulating possibilities for
the re-invention of certain values. This re-invention at first appears quite
strange, like the currency of another planet, which may in time seem
natural and normal. But it calls for a rigorous examination of what makes
for meaning, and different ways of looking, thinking, and perceiving.
These possibilities not only become apparent within, but also receive
the sanction of philosophy itself, when current philosophical thinking is
brought to bear upon its own inheritance. Thus it seemed clear that art
and philosophy can, as never before, begin to pursue the same aims, and
find in their expression the same thing. Moreover, that same ‘thing’ - for
which, in its essential relation of difference from, and otherness to,
traditional epistemological and ontological assumptions I have used the
philosophical term Alterity - is potentially of the greatest significance and
importance, not only to art and philosophy, but to the in-depth thinking
of the social, ethical and political bases of modern, and hence global,
culture.10 And as a result it can be argued that art and philosophy, as well
as intersecting should be - and logically will inevitably become - more
prominent in the hierarchy of value conferred upon fields of activity in
that culture.11
2. 1. Research Objective
The role of art is by tradition understated in our present rationally and
materialistically oriented culture. But paradoxically the philosophical base
10

See esp. City of Dreams.

11

Plato would certainly have said this of philosophy, but perhaps not of art. See
esp. Framing Totality, p. 6.
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upon which this culture rests is now, through recent turns in that
philosophy, open to examination to which it is impelled, by reason of its
own internal logic, to submit. The logic of this enquiry leads to the
emergence of a particular product of critical consciousness, which in this
thesis is termed Alterity. As the thesis will argue, Alterity is also, and has
always been, the essential quality of art.
The overarching objective of this research, therefore, is to subject
philosophy to examination by its own method – that of critical and
discursive reasoning – and to expose art to that same discourse. At the
same time the art practice that forms part of the research project is to be
examined from its own standpoint as art (see 4. 4., below). My hypothesis
is that these examinations will make plain the point of convergence of art
practice and philosophical discourse, and at that point will occur the
emergence and understanding of Alterity.
2. 2. Epistemology
Yet there is more at stake here. The research objective and hypothesis is
framed in a recognisable way because of an epistemological tradition (see
2., above and 4. 1. 3. below) – a tradition that is taken more or less for
granted, whose metaphysical implications permeate not only its
institutions but also that which lies behind the entire framework of its
structure: its thought as the product of reasoning, and reason as the
product of thought – and consequently the impossibility of discourse
transcending itself whilst circumscribed by the delimiting nature of its
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own discursive episteme.12 But if that episteme can be thrown into question
by the rigorous application of the thought that sustains it, then it may be
that its horizons, which are also the horizons of humankind striving after
a historically destined knowledge, are capable of being extended through
recourse to other ways of ‘knowing’, and the fulfilment of other kinds of
‘knowledge’. And the thesis proposes that these are intrinsic to art.
This is hardly a new argument in philosophy, nor is novel to art the
feeling that it expresses something which cannot be known, or
experienced, by other means – where art itself acts as a reflective agent to
experience, or as a form of experiential knowledge. But running the
question of epistemology and the acknowledged intuitiveness of art
together produces a theme that the thesis deems worthy of investigation:
that art and philosophy converge within an eptistemological gap whose
recognition and exploration may further the perennial human quest for
inner and outer fulfilment - and perhaps what is arguably the only true
aim of education, the ‘knowing’ of self and its place in a ‘known’ world - a
gap that paradoxically allows the affirmation of the histories of both art
and philosophy, as well as their convergence on an expanding horizon.
This epistemological position has a twofold bearing on the research. As
explained below (4. 1. 3.) the structure and method of the research has to
take into account both the inadequacy of a ‘scientific’ methodology, and
the suitability of a critical / philosophical approach that acknowledges
this inadequacy, as well as – and consequently - creating inroads to the
theme of Alterity through more appropriate means.

12

This is a recurring motif in the thesis. See esp. Being and Beauty, pp. 1-16; and
Mirrors and Shadows: The Mirror of Logos, pp. 39-48.
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Therefore the question of epistemology folds back into the research
objective, and forward to the methodology, in that the praxis of
knowledge required in order to pursue the research objective has itself
been recognised as conditioned prior to its application, and is part of the
problem rather than the means to a solution. The questioning of the
positioning conditioned by that knowledge is, furthermore, essential to
the objective of the thesis, and to the hypothesis that philosophy and art
converge in Alterity. This means that – theoretically – Alterity is at hand
in the thesis right from the start as an expression of the inability of the
epistemology to grasp it.
These considerations must also have an important bearing upon the
possibility of future research, with special attention given to defining
epistemology a priori as open to question (see 5. below).

3. Literature Review
3. 1. Reading
Within the text, the theme of Alterity is researched and discussed
according to the methodology of discursive and critical thought, and that
methodology embodies a reading of literature pertinent to the theme, and
to the understanding of the use of the word ‘alterity’ within the context of
the thesis. In this context I have used the term according to the meaning
that it has in the particular area of philosophy and critical theory
identified by the literature review, where the notion of the ‘other’ is
developed beyond a quotidian definition of ethnic, social, cultural or
gender difference.

13
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Within the very broad field of philosophy and critical theory, and with
the exception of the classical underpinning of Plato, the research has
tended to focus more upon the roots and the tradition of Continental
philosophy than upon Anglo-American pragmatism or positivism, with
emphasis upon those thinkers and writers influenced by the strand of
Phenomenology that began with Husserl. These in turn have been
funnelled into a core of five – Heidegger, Adorno, Derrida, Levinas, and
Blanchot. With the exception of Heidegger, to whose work it is implicit, all
of these deal explicitly with alterity in a more or less thematic way.
In view of the nature of the research, in the sense that it is intended to
deal with both art and philosophy – subjects that resist analysis by the
positive sciences – it seemed appropriate to begin my review of
philosophical literature with a study of Phenomenology. From the point
of view of a common approach to both philosophy and art,
Phenomenology, as developed by Husserl, presented the ideal basis.
Phenomenological psychology is descriptive, which means that the
essential structures of the psychic are read off from the psychic directly (…)
rather than positively as analytic, factual, or empiric (Husserl 1997, p. 9).

Phenomenology is important for two reasons. Arguably, the
phenomenological approach is most suitable to an elusive subject such as
art, which relies upon the effect that the phenomena of appearance,
sound, touch etc., have on the perception, feeling and intellect of the
percipient, with the substance of art being drawn from the artist’s inner,
as well as outer, experience of the world. Secondly, Phenomenology
provided the dominant ‘turn’ in the development of Continental
philosophy - and by extension critical theory - during the last century. It
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has emerged as the theoretical grounding for the critique of philosophy
itself.
Husserl is seminal to the thinking of certain philosophers and critical
theorists who have turned their thought upon their own fields as well as
upon human activity as a whole. And, importantly from the point of view
of a re-discovery of the intrinsic value of art, the tendency of this critique
seems to be away from positivism, in a trajectory towards what might be
perceived as an almost ‘artistic’ way of explaining the world - and human
involvement in it - which paradoxically is arrived at by the most rigorous
discourse of reason.
From reading Husserl, the enquiry led quite naturally to Heidegger’s
work. Heidegger developed Husserl’s phenomenological approach and
adapted it to ontology, directing his thought to the investigation of
‘being’. He questioned (Heidegger 1992) the assumption of being implicit
in Western philosophy from Plato onwards. In doing so he also indirectly
identified philosophy as being essentially logocentric – that is, dependent
upon and in a sense limited by language and a self-presence in language,
both structurally and conceptually. In addition, the perceived gap opened
up by Heidegger “in recalling the difference between being and beings”
(Derrida 1982, p. 23) is vital to the development of a discourse that can
position alterity as a major theme.
Heidegger’s ontological studies lead to Derrida. Derrida’s approach is
pivotal to the research, as it incorporates not only a radical critique of
traditional philosophical thinking, but also one that balances critique with
that same tradition. Derrida’s work is important because it compels
philosophy to examine itself. He takes the canons of philosophy as his
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inspiration but uses them to illustrate their own imperfections. According
to Derrida, these canonical texts contain within themselves the elements of
their own limitations, as well as the seeds of their self-contradiction and
their internal ‘deconstruction,’ but also therefore of their re-reading as the
opening of new horizons of possibility.
3. 2. Alterity
As stated above (3. 1.), alterity is a term that has come to be used with
different meanings in different contexts. It has much to do with
‘difference’ as a theme, being derived from alter (Latin) meaning other, and
is commonly used in connection with social, ethnic, cultural or gender
difference to mean ‘otherness’. I have concentrated on its deeper meaning
within and beyond these. For Levinas the notion of alterity has a profound
significance: as with Derrida it opens up ‘other’ ways of thinking. In his
insistence upon an ethical responsibility in recognising the alterity of the
“other man” (Levinas 1999, p. 10), it signifies for Levinas a form of ethics
that is out-with the bounds of ordinary morality and rationality, but
confirmed by the individual in the privacy of his being, without witness
and before the “face” of the other. One cannot treat of ethics in a
philosophical milieu without taking Levinas into account, in particular his
approach to ontology through the theme of the absolute alterity of the
‘Other’. Furthermore, Levinas makes a connection between alterity and
transcendence, and transcendence is crucial to a discussion of alterity in
the context of art.
A friend of Levinas and Derrida, Maurice Blanchot, lends to the thesis
an important literary and artistic treatment of alterity. It is interesting to
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note at this point that my interests in Derrida, Levinas, and Blanchot came
about independently one of the other, as not only do their writings have
much in common, but also they were friends - and critics of each other’s
work.
An important writer, in the person of Julia Kristeva, has largely – apart
from minor inclusion13 – been left out of the mixture. The reason for this is
quite significant. Kristeva’s views on semiotics and the “speaking subject”
(Kristeva 1986) imply a critique of the type of language-based discourse
that the other writers – and the thesis itself – necessarily employ, although
in point of fact they all, to a certain extent, employ a “transgression” of
that system that brings new life to language in their recognition of a more
“heterogeneous” (p. 30) process of meaning. The treatment of Kristeva
may require an entirely separate work, but where alterity could not be
thematised as it has according to the structural integrity of this thesis, and
by the writers included therein. It in itself suggests an entirely ‘other’
dynamic, belonging to that otherness which potentially upsets any
attempt at its expression through formal discourse, and to which art may
indeed belong. If anywhere, it would fit close to Derrida’s treatment of
Khöra (see Naming and Nascence and Mirrors and Shadows).
3. 3. Aesthetics
Aesthetics is the principal area of art with which philosophy has
concerned itself since Plato. Philosophical critique of art constitutes the
basis for art criticism, and any study of art from a philosophical point of

13

For structural reasons, thesis chapters are in the form of ‘books’ (see 4. 3.
below). Kristeva is cited in the books City of Dreams: Property and Loss, pp. 1619; and Framing Totality, p. 50 note.
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view requires reading of the principal commentators from that field.
Kant’s work on beauty and the sublime led to Hegel, Kierkegaard,
Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche, and then to the route from Husserl, to
Heidegger, Derrida, Levinas and Blanchot outlined above, and including
the post-Marxist writers Adorno, Lukàsc, Mészáros, and Baldacchino.
Kant is important to the research on two counts. Firstly, because of his
attempt (in The Critique of Judgement) to identify a transcendent quality of
art: transcendence bears an important quintessential relationship to the
work of Derrida and Levinas, both positively and negatively, and with
Kant there is a first indication of the convergence of art and philosophy.
Secondly, Kant attempts to reconcile this transcendence with reason. This
marks historically the beginnings - in the enlightenment - of modernism
as a force in Western art, and the dichotomy of “truth” and “aesthetics”
that accompanies the paradigm of modernity, particularly as explored in
continental philosophy (Bernstein 1993).
The ‘project’ of modernity, as it developed in the first three-quarters of
the twentieth century is generally thought to be historically parallel to the
development of industrialisation, and to have had its beginnings in the
Enlightenment. But actually its roots go much further back - to Classical
Greece - with Plato’s Republic being one of its first documented
manifestos. The pre-eminence of reason as a guiding force and the utopian
ideal were born in Greece, kept alive by scholasticism in the middle ages,
revived in the Renaissance, taken up by Hegel in his notion of historicism,
and subsequently deemed by Marx to be an inevitability of social
evolution. It emerged in the twentieth century as at least the ideal - but
not the reality - of modern civic society, and also in the parallel form of a
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sophisticated culture of the avant-garde in modernism. The “end of
modernity” (Vattimo, 1988), if it truly has ended, has left us in the
“condition” of postmodernity (Lyotard, 1984). Contemporary philosophy,
critical theory, and art as well as society at large are obliged to come to
terms with the implications of ‘postmodernity’. In this respect I have
found the writings of Jean-Francois Lyotard to be specifically the most
elucidating, and to some extent Gianni Vattimo. Dealing with the
implications of postmodernism itself falls principally to Derrida.
Lastly, and by no means least, drawing together the themes of
aesthetics, the critique of enlightenment thought, and an idiosyncratic but
highly illumining style, is the work of Adorno. Adorno’s writing
combines these elements with dialectical historicism in a way that draws
out the notion of alterity as implicit to their interaction, as well as treating
of alterity itself within the deliberations of his Aesthetic Theory.

4. Research Structure and Methodology
4. 1. Rationale
As stated above (1.), the reader may find that the structure of the thesis
differs in some respects from that of many practice-based or practice-led
theses within the area of Art and Design, particularly in the United
Kingdom. There are three interconnected reasons for this:
4. 1. 1. The argument pursued by the thesis, i.e. what it has to say,
concerns

very much not only what is said as proposition, but also the

relationship of a proposition to knowledge and to the knowing subject.
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This relationship is explored within the thesis. 14 The text of the thesis in
this case - if one excludes for the moment the artworks, which are indeed
‘texts’ of a different nature - is necessarily formed through language as
writing: and as well as its textual content being open to the rigour of
academic critique, within that content writing – as it occurs in a text - is
itself posited as necessarily subject to hermeneutics. The inevitable result
of the application of hermeneutic method is the widening of possible
horizons of creative interpretation, and it is precisely in this creative
possibility that the key to the unfolding of Alterity lies.
4. 1. 2. Furthermore, the aim is to show that Alterity – as ‘other’ to
anything that can be entirely encompassed by writing, or an epistemology
prescribed by it – is the essential quality of art, and also that the essential
quality of art is Alterity. Since the opening-up of textual meaning and the
indeterminate nature of knowledge is important to the argument for
Alterity, I hold that there is a case in this thesis - Art as a Narrative of
Alterity - for the thesis being couched more in terms of one within the
Arts and Humanities, than along the lines of a doctoral project that is
structured on scientific or social-scientific grounds, with the assumptions
and constrictions inherent in those methodologies. The inference of a
‘practice-based’ research project, governed by an essentially scientific
methodology, is that there is a propositional ‘truth’ – demonstrated in the
form of a conclusion derived from the investigation of collected data or
from experiment – that can be sustained as such through appropriate
epistemological references. In relation to an artwork, this would no doubt
tell us something about the method, material, or history of art practice
14

See esp. Being and Beauty: Truth Revealed, pp. 16-23.
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that can be documented and utilised in an evidential and practical way.
But the very existence of art shows a priori that such a truth will always
stand outside of the work’s meaning as art, which meaning can only be
grasped through reflection on the work itself, the work as a discourse of
truth – in much the same way as Hegel insisted that philosophical truth is
within the logic of its discourse, and cannot be fully comprehended by
means external to that logic, and foreign to its method.
4. 1. 3. Consequently, the epistemology (see 2. 2. above), and therefore by
extension, the methodology of ‘scientific’ grounding is, and is within the
text itself, questioned as to its appropriateness in dealing with a subject
such as art, which – again as argued in the thesis – partakes of a language
that stands in an essential and contingent relationship vis-à-vis the
inadequacy of scientific knowledge to fully comprehend, or to replicate,
what the thesis holds to be an important mode of human perception and
cognition. It is also the hypothesis that this ‘other’ kind of knowing
operates in and through art. Therefore the thesis does not, and by its own
premise cannot, set out to ‘demonstrate’ this scientifically, employing the
methodology of the positive sciences. Rather, it adopts as far as possible
the methodology of philosophical discourse, which it deems to be not only
more appropriate, but essential. Furthermore, it is axiomatic that this
critical and philosophical approach must call upon logic and reason as its
basis, which – as Hegel would affirm - are in any case fundamental to any
truly scientific ground. The thesis, however, further contends that reason
and logic lead ultimately to Alterity, as does art.
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The positioning (4. 1. 1. above) concerning text - where the ambiguity of
its inside and outside, the question of authorship, issues of logocentrism,
presence, privileging, the themes of representation and the unpresentable
- is pivotal to the work of the thesis. The ‘work’ of the thesis therefore - as
befits a piece of writing that is ‘writing’ in the sense understood through
the conditional treatment of the subject of writing within the thesis: that is,
that there can never be, according to the reasoning of Derrida15 for
example, a writing that is able to treat of anything in a purely objective,
scientific manner, and find closure in the positing of an exact and
evidential ‘truth’ - is to try to reveal its truth content through the text as a
work rather than as an instrument. In this sense the written text is intended
to behave productively - as in a narrative, where the meaning is carried
throughout rather than stated apodictically in a conclusion. Unlike the
case of a reasoned argument, where a premise leads ultimately to a
conclusion, here the absence of definitive closure is quintessential to the
central theme of Alterity. Nevertheless, and with the necessity of a certain
paradox, this theme has been pursued with all the rigour appropriate to
rational discourse, as if closure were indeed possible.
4. 2. Six Creative-Discursive Sites
The method employed by the textual thesis is directly related to its task.
That task, the work of the thesis, is twofold. Firstly to reason with all the
rigour proper to rational thought, and to philosophy, and by applying
that rigour and turning it upon rational thought itself, to speculate on
15

“If he or she is a philosopher, then it is because he or she speaks neither in a
purely academic milieu, with the language, rhetoric and customs that are in force
there, nor in that ‘language of everyone’ which we all know does not exist”
(Derrida, 1995a, p. 116).
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what lies beyond the limits of its episteme. The proposition here is that
beyond the delimitation of thought there can only be a dynamic that is
absolutely other to both thought and its absence. Secondly, the thesis aims
to show that this absolute Alterity is that quality which is integral to art. At
this point of convergence of thesis and practice, the text - the writing of
the thesis - becomes to varying degrees productive to the extent that it
suggests through Alterity that which it has demonstrated, rationally,
cannot be explained in view of its non-rational nature. Understood as
writing in this way, the text is then able to relate creatively to the
sculptures inasmuch as each book and each sculpture are intended to
constitute a creative and discursive ‘site’, there being six sites in all (see
7. 0. 1., 7. 0. 2., 7. 0. 3., and 8. below).
In each site, the textual discourse and the sculpture are simultaneously
interrelated and independent – a deployment of the tableau or polyptych
motif (see 4. 3. below). This relationship and the content of each site are
crucial to understanding the ‘new knowledge’ that the thesis intends. This
new knowledge is within the bearing that discourses of philosophy and
critical theory have to art, and art’s internal ‘knowledge’ bears to them.
Intrinsic to the thesis content is the view that art holds a form of
‘knowing’ different in some important respects from the type of
knowledge pursued within paradigms of rationalism and empiricism (see
2.; 4. 1. 2; 4. 1. 3 above). This may seem to be a commonplace statement:
the epiphany lies in the conjunction of this ‘knowing’ both advocated and
produced by the reading of the text, with the comprehension of the
Alterity that the artworks inherently imbibe. The thesis claims Alterity is
what art achieves, and has always done: and it is what the six sculptures
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achieve as art. Hence the proposition, and the testing of the hypothesis in
the conjunction of text and practice in each site: that art and philosophy
converge in Alterity.
4. 3. Structure and Methodology
For the reasons outlined above (4. 1.) - a rationale dictated by the
propositional implications of the thesis - its structure is prescribed by and
as a method, and its methodology is integral to its structure. This is also
true of the art practice (see 4. 4. below).
In line with its implicit questioning of the formal structure of
knowledge, its inclusion of arguments to that effect, and above all its
positing of true knowledge as belonging to Alterity, the episteme of the
thesis is intended to traverse the six chapters of the text in equal measure
rather than be expounded progressively as in a more traditionally
structured argument.16 To this effect the six chapters (and there is no
special reason why there should be six and not five or seven or some other
number) are designed to work in the manner of a tableau,17 or a polyptych,

16

There is now evidently some recognition of this type of structure in cognitive
science. As SULLIVAN, G., 2005. (p. 121) notes: “Activities in dynamic systems
have a self-organizing capacity which means that the parts are able to relate or
connect to any other in multiple, nonlinear ways. When seen within the context
of cognitive functioning, this amounts to new possible ways of thinking as
different structures can emerge from chaotic and complex states.”
17

This idea originated with a comparison of the essays of Montaigne to painted
tableaux where scenes can be viewed individually and collectively, giving a sense
of the whole of life from the common point of view of the essayist as a kind of
‘everyman’, and in whose essays – interestingly if one remembers Derrida and
Blanchot: “The work, by its own force and fortune, may second the workman,
and sometimes out-strip him, beyond his invention and knowledge” (this remark
by Montaigne is cited by Daniel Chandler from Of the Art of Conferring, III, 8: 746.
See Chandler. 1997. Montaigne and the Word Processor [online], available from:
www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/short/montword.html [accessed August
30 2006]).
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where no one picture or part of it holds the definitive and privileged
position, but all contribute from their particular viewpoint to an holistic
apprehension of the scene - in this case the meaning of the text as a whole.
The perceived outcome of this is the experience of Alterity itself, which is
also the subject of the written work.
Importantly, for the structural reasons outlined above, the six chapters
are deliberately presented as six autonomous ‘books’. Each book has its
individual title, and follows the customary form of a book, with its own
page numbering and its own set of references. (All references are
duplicated at the end of the Prolegomenon, integrated into a full
bibliography).
THE SIX BOOKS CAN BE READ IN ANY ORDER. Rather than
following a linear structure, they address a common theme (Alterity) from
different perspectives – again, somewhat like a polyptych or a tableau.
Since they all have the same theme, and the argument of the thesis is not
linear, THEY DO NOT FOLLOW A SEQUENTIAL PATTERN. Naturally,
they will appear in an order as they are physically placed before the
reader, but this order should not prescribe the order in which they are
read. CONSEQUENTLY THEY ARE NOT NUMBERED FROM ONE TO
SIX.
The argument, or narrative, of each book is presented more or less in
the normal fashion, employing the method of discursive reasoning. But in
addition the texts are intended to behave productively in the imagination,
and to link to the other books and sculptures in their ‘creative-discursive
sites’ (see 4. 2. above). It may be helpful, as a guide, to view each book
with its ‘beginning to end’ narrative as part of a non-linear whole such as
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a circle: or, more appropriately, as layers with ‘folds’18 that interlink within
the warp and weft of a whole textual fabric, whilst the reader remains
open and alert to the internal ‘folding’ that occurs, as in any text, within
each book. In this way ideas and sub-themes can flow back and forth,
sometimes becoming more prominent and sometimes less, interlinking,
complementing, playing off and folding into each other and themselves in
much the same way as they do when one views an artwork, or reads a
story.
However, underpinning this ‘free structure’ is a constant questioning,
the “thought” that Derrida refers to as being a “responsibility” (Derrida
1995a, p. 80). This “thought” - which cannot be externalised as a ‘method’
-the source and the result of philosophical and critical inquiry, and which
can even call both into question, is posited in this thesis as also the factor
behind all creative thinking in art. It is worth noting, therefore, what
Derrida says of “deconstruction”, a now widely used – and perhaps even
more widely abused – term.
Deconstruction as such is reducible to neither a method nor an analysis
(the reduction to simple elements); it goes beyond critical decision itself.
That is why it is not negative, even though it has often been interpreted as
such despite all warnings. For me, it always accompanies an affirmative
exigency, I would even say it never proceeds without love (…) (1995a, p.
83).

18

It is tempting to see the idea of ‘folds’ as similar to links in a hypertext. Where
the six books cross-refer is marked by footnotes. But ‘folds’ have a deeper
significance in current writing, e.g. that of Derrida. Here the idea is of particular
significance to the thesis, as folds in the content of a book or text fold back upon
themselves and others in a way that constantly defers any single interpretation of
meaning, but rather creates an awareness of the kind of openness that provides
meaning through a pattern of inter-relatedness, and is therefore never fully
grasped or stated. See DERRIDA, J., 1981. “The Double Session”, II, pp. 227-285.
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There is a very real sense in which painting, sculpture, and other art
forms are always and already ‘deconstructions’ of the world and our
relation to it. The exigency of an alterity that is not an answer to the
question of existence, but the unutterable beauty of a non-answer which
answers all, is what gives art its power. And here lies the mystery:
without this, what we call art is not that, but something less. The root of
this mystery of art, according to the thesis, is Alterity itself: always
indefinable, forever indeterminate.19
In the light of this approach - as with art - the method folds into the
work of the thesis, and cannot be externalised from it. Method and result
- in this case - cannot be separated, without both becoming meaningless.
4. 4. Art Practice Within the Research
The inclusion of practice in the research project is part of the method. But
strictly speaking - for the structural reasons outlined above and the ethos
and integrity of the practice - it can never be a ‘method’ as a means to an
end other than itself. Therefore the practice is at the same time to be
considered out-with the thesis. This positioning of the practice alongside,
parallel to, or even outside the text, emphasising its non-positional nature,
whereby it is considered independently from but allowed to conceptually
‘fold’ into the text – as it also does by way of its pictorial representation in
the text - is paradoxically also part of the ‘method’: one might say a ‘metamethod’. Although having said this, as we shall see regarding art, perhaps
the thesis contends that one should not need to say anything at all.

19

See esp. Naming and Nascence: Naming the Space of Art, pp. 31-46.
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Of utmost importance is the metaphysical relation that the positioning
and structure of the text as described above (4. 1., 4. 3.), bears to the six
sculptures; the relationship of the sculptures to the text; and the
positioning of both within the context of the thesis. The thesis in general
takes the stance that, contrary to some historical and contemporary
notions, there is such a thing as (art), that art is (un-) marked by its
indeterminate nature, and that (it) fulfils a vital role precisely because (it)
embodies that which is really independent even of the concept ‘art’ itself,
but that cannot be expressed or brought into human consciousness by any
other means. This hypothesis intends a twofold significance: In the first
place it may be thought an a priori simplification to ascribe to art an
untenable role implicit to which is recognition of a transcendent – a
transcendent whose only portal to the world is art.20 But in the second
place - and one cannot have the first without the second – is the inference
that without this ‘transcendent’ role art is nothing: it has no real existence,
no reason to be - or in other words what offers itself as art without fulfilling
this role is arguably nothing of any value at all, and as such has no
meaning, purpose, or future. To put the latter point another way there
can be no ‘death of art’, only the death of what never was truly (art). This
has to be understood in terms of art’s relation to its concept: the thesis will
further argue that true (art), having fulfilled its role in transcendence,
ultimately ceases to be ‘art’ in the sense of a specific or determined value,
but is within a creative and created space where signifiers no longer refer
in the usual way, and where art loses its own conceptual being in Alterity.

20

See Framing Totality: Beyond the Aesthetic Object, and the Aesthetic as Object,
pp. 19-24.
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In order to retain the integrity of art’s position as an autonomous
discourse, neither are the six sculptures intended as illustrations to the
text, nor the books to be taken as explications, descriptions, or
explanations of the sculptures. The six sculptural pieces are not in any
way directly treated by the text. Rather they must, according to the
inference of the text – and like any other artworks – be capable of standing
alone, speaking for themselves. They ultimately refer, through their
internal discourse, to nothing other than that which is posited as the
referent of all art – and which the thesis refers to as Alterity: the Alterity
that is the theme in each book. Furthermore, AN INDIVIDUAL BOOK OR
SCULPTURE, if taken alone, CAN READ INDEPENDENTLY OF THE
OTHER BOOKS AND SCULPTURES. It will connect with other ideas
quite naturally, like any book or artwork.
On the other hand, a relationship of written thesis and art practice is
tenable by virtue of the fact that there are an identical number of
sculptures and books, sharing thematic titles that bind them into the same
narrative. In this way they combine as ‘creative-discursive sites’. Each
sculpture is in part both a visual meditation upon its title – in part because
it is also, as art, a manifestation of multifarious aspects, conscious and
unconscious, from the intentionality of the artist and his relation to the
world – and in part a visual form open to meditation and interpretation
by the viewer. In the viewer’s meditation the titles, although strictly
speaking unnecessary, may serve as a signifying ‘clue’ to their narrative
content, and relate them to the corresponding textual themes. At this
point the imagination of the viewer is at work, engaging her intentionality
with the multi-faceted possibilities of the artwork, and facilitating the
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‘folding’ of the visual narrative of the sculptures with the theme of each
book.
In this way, working as part of a ‘site’, each sculpture may act as a
physical and phenomenal ‘touch-stone’ for the intentionality of the
discourse surrounding it.

Here, individually and as a whole, the

sculptures refer to Alterity, which occurs as an event within the open
interpretation of the artworks and the contemplation of the discourse.
It would be – if not for the integrity of the thesis - tempting to say that
this is an experiment, and the artist is setting up a group of sculptures
where the ‘other’ as viewer encounters the ‘other’ as artwork and the
possibility of the artist as ‘other’: and that this will result in the openingup of Heidegger’s “open place”, or the “il y a” of Levinas and Blanchot,21
and therefore the result of the experiment is Alterity, with the hypothesis
of the thesis thus demonstrated as valid. But the only verification of this
would perhaps be a sworn statement, as of a witness, from anyone who
agreed with the thesis as to their experience: and one can only imagine the
lack of ‘rigour’ that the experiment would be deemed - by those better
qualified - to have if posited as a scientific one. So the interpretation is left
entirely open to the reader and viewer, as the ethos of an open Alterity
would hold essential through what can perhaps best be described as the
openness – the “irreducible spacing” - of a certain “faith” (Derrida 2005, p.
153) of reason that in its very openness is beyond the evidential, and the
need for witness.

21

Heidegger’s “lichtung”, or ‘open-place’ is discussed in Being and Beauty:
Truth Revealed, pp. 16-23; the “il y a” or ‘there-is-ness’ of Levinas and Blanchot
in Framing Totality, pp. 47-48, and Naming and Nascence, pp. 6-7.
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4. 5. Art Historical Case Studies
As well as references to related works, each site contains a principal work
from art history that acts as a lynchpin for the discussion of the theme of
that site, and the overall theme of Alterity. These examples of works from
art history examined in the text serve as case studies in the more formal
manner of discursive methodology: but even here the interpretation of the
artwork pointedly resists any positive or definitive reading solely
determined through art history, art criticism, the social sciences,
psychology, or cultural history. Instead the pieces are interpreted as to the
extent to which, over and above and including these, they manifest that
Alterity which the thesis holds to be not only the true nature of art, but
also the logical consequence of discursive rigour in philosophy and critical
theory, and is ‘other’ even to a rational epistemology.
Thus the artworks, whilst having “history immanently sedimented in
them” (Adorno 1997, p. 85), also partake of a meaning that is ‘other’ even
to their embodiment within the nexus of history and context. Nor is that
meaning claimed to be a-historical – a transcendent ‘art’ equivocal across
time. Rather, the common factor to all the works is their Alterity – a
‘content’ of otherness that is revealed in the larger context of their human
apperception.

5. Research Limitations / Recommendations for Future Research
5. 1. Research Limitations
As has been explained above, the nature of the research, dealing with both
the indeterminate character of art and the theme of Alterity, involves a
relationship to the subject that determines the research method as
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necessarily reciprocal to that nature. Therefore, as stated (above, 4. 1.), and
in line with its implicit questioning of the episteme of a system of thought
inherent to Western culture, there cannot logically be an attempt to
evidence a result through recourse to that system’s more positivist, and
scientific methodology. At the same time the project stops short of
abandoning formal discourse as a method. The result lies precisely here,
to the extent that the thesis and its structure open up that system to new
horizons. In fact in its very recognition of the shift that occurs and the gap
between these two positions is the key to its discovery of ‘new
knowledge’. That is
(…) where practice is taken as meaning the acceptance of a symbolic law
together with the transgression of that law for the purpose of renovating it
(Kristeva 1986, p. 29).

Kristeva lists painting and other art forms among the “signifying
practices” that engage with a process of meaning between the conscious
and the unconscious that can escape the homogeneity implicit in the
system of knowledge we are accustomed to. In its use of discourse around
the theme of Alterity, and the making and presentation of artworks, the
research project as a whole aims to produce that “heterogeneity” which
will lead to an understanding of the possibilities opening up from within
it. In this way it produces more a widening of consciousness than
apodictic knowledge. Therefore it follows the form of a dissertation as far
as is possible without compromising its promise of new possibilities,
while at the same time using the friction between that form and the
unrepresented movements of consciousness to advance those possibilities:
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which in a sense is something very like what art, according to the thesis,
does when it is successful.
5. 2. Recommendations for Future Research
In this there is also another, paradoxical limitation to the research, which
in turn leads onto ‘recommendations for future research’. The research by
necessity is part of the very epistemology that it critiques, which it does to
show both the limitations of that epistemology and its possibilities. The
line traced by Kristeva above points to a kind of discourse that will
embody in practice what hitherto has been externalised as transcendent.
Breaking the bonds of its formal structure in a way that can be and has
been achieved in art,22 and is already on the move in discourse in the work
of the writers cited throughout the thesis,23 further research must focus
upon allowing a new language to evolve in practice in both art and
discourse that will take into account, and develop, the possibilities opened
up by the discovery of their inherent Alterity. Research would, in this
mode, take on a new meaning both in art and discourse, where the play of
Alterity is allowed to inform and widen knowledge, particularly in what
might be called ‘ways of knowing’ affecting epistemology.
And here there is a real challenge to education. If knowledge as object
is removed from its primary position, then that leaves it directed to and
about the subject, and self-knowledge and understanding will become the
cornerstone of any other kind. Ironically, this is nothing new, but forms
the basis of philosophy from its very foundations in the questions “who

22

See Framing Totality, pp. 30-32.

23

Particularly Derrida, Levinas, Blanchot, Adorno, and Kristeva.
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am I?” and “why am I here?” But having covered the ground of two and a
half millennia, exhausted through investigation of the objective world,
and now realising that its enquiry leads back to itself, the inner self is
returning with new perspectives to its own understanding, and that of its
infinite possibilities.
This would place art practice, and the understanding of art, in a central
position, not as instrumental in or ancillary to facilitating knowledge
within an objectively oriented educational paradigm, but as a key to the
source of knowledge itself. At the same time, art emancipated from the
compromising limitations of a rationale of materialism would be free to
follow its proper course. It could well be that the ancient dichotomy of art
and truth will be resolved.

6. Conclusion
The ‘conclusion’ of the textual discourse is that both art and discourse
narrate Alterity - the ‘end’, as pure transcendence, of philosophy and of art
- whilst demonstrating that Alterity precludes any notion of an ‘end’ as
such, and therefore of any closure in the form of a conclusion. Parallel to
this, the practice, although presented as art, goes beyond the teleological
prescription ‘art’, and - through the openness of its suggested but
indeterminate narrative - manifests the alterity which the thesis can only
treat discursively: hence the title of the project - Art as a Narrative of
Alterity. The thesis is not linear, but deliberately and necessarily openended, as indeed – according to the “work” of the thesis - is the
interpretation of any text: like a narrative, its meaning traverses the
whole, and there are many ‘folds’ and openings where Alterity can be
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glimpsed, without waiting for an end. Logically, there is never an end to
Alterity: it is openness itself, and as the project attempts to show through
a paradoxically narrow concentration of thought and practice, to this
openness belongs the very essence of art’s existence.
Like the preface, both “impossible and inescapable”, the conclusion is
an outside – an “outwork” - that looks in and onto the thesis. From this
position, as Hegel insisted perhaps rightly, the “truth” of the thesis cannot
be known, except hypothetically. Indeed, from the main text of the thesis,
as the thesis itself will affirm – has already affirmed – the art of the
artwork, like the ‘truth’ of Alterity, cannot be known as such. The thesis is
an “outwork” to the art. Art as Alterity, in the form of six sculptures, can
only be known through their contemplation. Beyond the thesis, and still
from the outside, this necessitates seeing them from the position ‘art’. This
concept ‘art’ is an end, perhaps the refinement of what can be known from
outside, with an outside: beyond this, beyond art itself, is the space of
Alterity.
And here even the preface, which includes the conclusion, concludes. It
has discovered its ‘place’, and can – like the thesis and like art – contribute
in its own way to the emergence of Alterity. The preface is “effaced” by its
own inner necessity, and having done its work, drops completely away.
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7. 0. 1

Six sculptures installed as ‘creative-discursive’ sites
(see 4. 2., 4. 3., 4. 4. above).
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7. 0. 2

Six sculptures installed as ‘creative-discursive’ sites
(see 4. 2., 4. 3., 4. 4. above).
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7. 0. 3

Six sculptures installed as ‘creative-discursive’ sites
(see 4. 2., 4. 3., 4. 4. above).
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7. 1. Naming and Nascence. 2006.
Synthetic tooling material, acrylic, water gilding. 170mm x 155mm x 155mm.
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7. 2. City of Dreams. 2005.
Fibreboard, acrylic gesso. 195mm x 155mm x 155mm.
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7. 3. Being and Beauty. 2006.
Synthetic tooling material, acrylic. 50mm x 155mm x 155mm.
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7. 4. Framing Totality. 2006.
Synthetic tooling material, acrylic. 50mm x 155mm x 155mm.
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7. 5. Mirrors and Shadows. 2006.
Fibreboard, acrylic. 60mm x 155mm x 155mm.
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7. 6. Nothingness and Infinity. 2005.
Cast Resin. 75mm x 150mm x 150mm.
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8. Plan of Creative-Discursive Sites (see 4. 2., 4. 3., 4. 4. above)

Art as a Narrative of Alterity
6 Sites

Naming

City of
and Nascence

Dreams

Framing
Being
and
Beauty
Totality

Mirrors
Shadows

Nothin ess
and Infinity

and

48

Art as a Narrative of Alterity

Appendices
9. Published Papers

9. Published Papers

9. 1. Reality, Illusion and Alterity: The Advent of the Other.*
Conference: Human Creativity Between Reality and Illusion.
9th Annual Meeting of the International Society for Phenomenology, Aesthetics
and Fine Arts. Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass. 14-15 May 2004.

9. 2. Art, Alterity, and Logos: In the Spaces of Separation.*
Conference: Logos of Phenomenology, Phenomenology of the Logos.
World Phenomenology Institute, 3rd World Congress. Oxford University,
England. 16-20 August 2004.

9. 3. Beyond Cause and Effect: Beauty, Truth, Alterity.
Conference: Beauty’s Appeal in the Transformation of Standards for Valuation.
10th Annual Meeting of the International Society for Phenomenology, Aesthetics
and Fine Arts. Harvard University. 27-28 May 2005.

9. 4. Alterity, Art, and the Language of the Soul.*
Conference: Phenomenology of Life: From the Animal Soul to the Human Mind. 55th
International Phenomenology Congress. Radboud University, Nijmegen,
Netherlands. 17-20 August 2005.

9. 5. Measure and Excess.
Conference: The Happy Choice: Measure or Excess?
11th Annual Meeting of the International Society for Phenomenology, Aesthetics
and Fine Arts, Harvard University. 26-27 May 2006. [In absentia].

Three of the above (*) have been published, and two are to be published in due
course in: Tymieniecka, A. T., (ed). 2006. Analecta Husserliana, (Vols. 87, 92, 94, et
seq.). Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.
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9. 1.
REALITY, ILLUSION, AND ALTERITY: THE ADVENT OF THE
OTHER
Conference Theme - Human Creativity Between Reality and Illusion
Abstract
Reality and illusion, illusion and reality. These two can actually be seen as
parts of the same. The distinction between them, or the point of difference,
depends upon the relation of each with its opposite - one could not be
without the other.
Reason obliges us to favour reality. But by the same token of reason, if
reality exists then so must illusion. But what we call reality and illusion
are conjoined inasmuch as they are phenomena, as perceived by the
human subject. As such, one cannot hold precedence over the other.
Ultimately, therefore, there cannot be any distinction between them.
If both exist, then they are both phenomenally real. If neither truly
exists, then all phenomena are unreal or illusory. Therefore either
everything including illusion is real, or everything including reality is
illusion.
Thus the truly Real, in which reason places its faith, if it exists
independently of our concepts of reality and illusion, must always be
something other, beyond the dialectic of reality and illusion, yet
perceptible to the human subject.
I believe that art can signify this Reality. Art itself, whether two or
three-dimensional, is at once reality and illusion. At the same time it goes
beyond both. At this point of transcendence art introduces the Real to
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human consciousness. The Real makes its appearance in the advent of the
Other.
I hope to demonstrate this through discourse, illustrated by my own
work as an artist and by an example from the history of art (the
Annunciation by Fra Angelico).
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BRIAN GRASSOM

REALITY, ILLUSION, AND ALTERITY:
THE ADVENT OF THE OTHER.

Part I. Reality and Illusion
Lead me from the unreal to the real,
Lead me from darkness to light,
Lead me from death to immortality.
Brihad-aranyaka Upanishad

When considering this verse from the collected wisdom of India’s ancient
philosophers and seers, the texts of the Upanishads,1 we have to bear in
mind that thousands of years ago those seekers of truth came to their
conclusions by way of an enquiry into the fundamental questions of
human existence. Their method of enquiry differed from our own
philosophical tradition in one major respect – it was based upon a
personal engagement with the phenomena of existence at a level
somewhat removed from the entirely rationalistic. It was not proscribed
by religion either, but was an empirical approach that paid strict attention
to the personal experiences of each subject-author, who attempted to
interpret the larger experience of life in the light of his own reason,
knowledge, and intuition. Perhaps the greatest gift of this enquiry to
humanity at large was to offer the realisation that there existed a higher
Self, above and beyond the individual ‘I’ but intimately connected with it.
According to Upanishadic philosophy, knowledge of this Self provided an
understanding of the mysteries of Life, and the key to wisdom, peace, and
true immortality. “Lead me from the unreal to the real” is at once a
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heartfelt invocation to and a realisation of the Self whose reality was
described as being beyond the small ‘I’ of the ego. The relationship
between these two senses of ‘I’ ness is illustrated by a metaphor. Two
identical birds - companions - sit within the branches of a tree. One eats
the fruits of the tree, whilst the other looks on. One is bound by illusion,
the other free from it.
Art, and painting in particular, is fond of illusion. In fact painting owes
its existence to illusion. What we see, as soon as a mark or a brushstroke is
applied to paper, wall, or canvas, is the illusion of space. A new world has
been created. When all the marks together in this new world depict a face,
or a flower, or a landscape, it is undoubtedly an illusion. What you see
may look like a face or flower, but it does not exist before you in reality. It
exists only within the picture, within the painting, and is made up of
brushstrokes of coloured pigment. On the other hand, the mark itself, or
the brushstroke, has its own existence: and that existence is, beyond
doubt, a reality. You can see it. You might even be able to feel it, if it has a
texture. Thus painting deals in both reality and illusion. The painting, as a
physical object is real: what it presents (as representation or abstraction) is
an illusion.
The mark is, in addition, part of the life of the painting.2 The life of the
painting deals with other realities. These are signified in the painting in
one way or another. Aesthetically the mark as itself may count for quite a
lot. For example the brushstroke, which has its own physical reality as
paint, can also signify a movement, a gesture on the part of the artist. As
such it is a trace of the artist’s hand. It may convey style, formal
awareness, or expression. Such realities are real in the phenomenological
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sense – they exist as they present themselves to our consciousness. These
impressions on the perception of the viewer are subtle but no less real
than the paint, canvas, and wood of the art object. One might say that they
are subtle realities. They are felt rather than seen, but they are concrete
realities just the same.
There are many subtle realities within a painting, which emerge by
virtue of our perception. When we come to reflect upon representation
within a painting we encounter them in strength. First of all, it is the
peculiar magic of a representational painting that its manipulation and its
re—presentation of reality fascinate us. The carefully orchestrated illusion
of the real is somehow more interesting than reality itself. It has the power
to arrest our attention and induce a feeling of contemplative wonder. This
is perhaps what attracts us to what we call representational art.
In the painting The Annunciation by Fra Angelico what we see
principally is the illusion of space upon a two-dimensional surface. The
combination of the oblique view and the perspective of the architecture,3
although innovative in the fifteenth century, present us nowadays with a
reality that is slightly unnatural. The strangely beautiful world depicted
reflects a changing perception of reality from the medieval to the
renaissance: it holds traces of the nascence of a new consciousness. It also
sets the tone for the strangely beautiful event described by the painting’s
narrative, which is a naissance of another kind.
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Fra Angelico. The Annunciation. c. 1440. Monastery of San Marco, Florence. By
kind permission of the Ministry for Cultural Assets and Activities, Florence.

At the time it was painted the pictorial imagery, its conventions, signs
and symbols, would be familiar to the painting’s intended audience of
Dominican monks, and would help to communicate its narrative: e.g.
angels as supernatural beings have wings; both figures are accompanied
by halos; Mary is cloaked in blue and has her arms crossed upon her
breast as a conventional sign of humility (“Behold the handmaid of the
Lord, be it unto me according to Thy Word”).
And so the monastic community would recognise the story of the
Angel Gabriel, as God’s messenger, announcing to Mary that she is to
become the mother of Jesus, the Son, the Incarnation of God.
The scene depicts the monastery - San Marco in Florence – in which the
painting itself is actually sited. The fresco, on a corridor wall, is opposite
the top of the stairs leading to the second floor of the main building, and
is slowly revealed as one ascends the last few steps. The effect would be
dramatic to its intended audience – the monastic community and such
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laymen as were allowed entry to that part of the monastery, where the
cells for spiritual contemplation are situated.
The painting would make immediate sense to its audience; it would be
profoundly significant to them, individually and as a community, and so
would integrate fully with its physical (i.e. spatial) and social context.
The depiction of religious stories follows a didactic representational
tradition long familiar to the people of mid-fifteenth century Europe. The
aesthetic of the San Marco Annunciation is within an accepted style
(essentially Gothic), which would, as a mode of visual conventions,
appear familiar to them and so render the picture accessible. What would
be striking to that audience would be the effect of the painting’s
innovative qualities: the realism of the figures and their setting, in terms
of form, space, colour, and perspective would enhance the effect of
immediacy and relevance and so add to the painting’s communicative
power. What we would have is a beautiful painting with perfect
contextual relevance, depicting an event of profound religious
significance. In its context it was not only aesthetically fulfilling but
entirely practical and useful.4 As such, its ‘reality’ was assured.
But now let as deal with the problems it poses for us in terms of reality
and illusion. Its claim to reality (if indeed it makes one) appears to be first
of all that it recalls a real event. From its initiation, the story of that event
would be first spoken in Hebrew, then later translated and transcribed in
Greek and Latin. The story came to the author of the text (St. Luke) by
paths now unknown.5 Under the textual layering, therefore, the actuality
of the event is uncertain.
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Let us also consider the structure of the narrative. Every story needs a
teller and a listener. The original narrator could only have been Mary
herself, because the angel appeared to her privately. We may also
reasonably speculate that her experience was an inner one. Thus there are
in the story only two participants – Mary and the angel: And yet the story
is told by another. The narrator is an invisible, objective, first person who
is at one and the same time in logical and chronological sequence the
spectator, the narrator, and also by deferring the story through time, the
future listener. As intended, you and I become one with the narrator and
are (understood to be) invited to read of the event along with that ‘first
person’.
The painting depicts the written narrative, and follows the same
method. Here the painter is the narrator, and we as spectator gain access
to the event through the mediation of this phantasmal first person, whose
vacant viewpoint we occupy. We see all the important points in the story
occurring together as a scene, frozen in time. But here too there are
problems. First of all, the painting shows us the event as taking place in a
space that is intended to represent the ‘real’ world:6 But it shows the
monastery of San Marco as the setting whereas the event would have
occurred in a house in Galilee.7 Again, in the text the angel is not
described, nor is Mary. Moreover if another person had been present as
observer (and, remember, no-one was) they might witness Mary’s
physical response, but the angel may well have remained invisible to
them. If the painter, Fra Angelico, despite his name, had never seen an
angel himself, then he must have relied upon (for the visual characteristics
of angels) either pictorial conventions or upon his own imagination. 8
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However, if we are prepared to accept by way of faith the authenticity
of the story, it then tells of an event that could never be substantiated as
historical fact because that event, if real, was in its essence personal,
experiential and mystical.

9

Although accepted without question in its

original context, the truth of the painting’s literal narrative remains in our
time a matter of faith. (Aesthetically it may even be a matter of
indifference).
What we have then is a phenomenal image, arguably an aesthetic
image (a matter too complex for further enquiry here)10 whose meaning,
like the space between the two figures, is forever suspended between
belief and disbelief, between faith and reason. It is wrapped in layers of
intentionality, subject to hermeneutics and exegesis, semiotics and
symbolism, and even psychological analysis. Strangely enough in spite of
this, or even because of it, the painting with its complex weave of reality
and illusion is charged with a mysticism that forever slips through the net
of rationality. It attracts us into its shallow space, our imagination led like
our vision in and out of its pillars and archways, garden, cloisters and
half-hidden chambers. In this way our subject, The Annunciation, contains
a universe of intentionality, of which we ourselves are the author.

Part II: From the Unreal to the Real
In the Republic, his explication of the ideal city-state, Plato held that
representation in painting was painting’s inherent imperfection.
According to Plato,11 in the order of being mimesis comes after both the
ideal form and its earthly manifestation, and is therefore inferior. In this
sense one might say that pictorial representation is tantamount to illusion
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– in that it is not true or real. It is a second-generation copy of reality.
Platonic Reality is the Ideal Form, and everything other than that is a
shadow, a phantom. (Viewed in this way the whole of earthly life could
be said to be illusion, with the only reality being that of the spiritual: a
philosophy that had influenced Christian theology before Fra Angelico’s
time). According to the Platonic view, an object – or what we call material
reality – would only become more perfect in proportion to how close it
might come to the ideal. But as long as it does not actually become the
ideal, it can never be truly perfect, nor can it ever be truly real. Since it
would seem by definition impossible for any object to become completely
perfect, it follows that nothing created is actually Real in the Platonic
sense. Therefore everything we see, if not real, must be the opposite – that
is, unreal or illusory.

Brian Grassom. City II (detail). 2001.
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Now this rather disconcerting state of affairs might become more
acceptable if we introduce the concept of time (and this may be implicit in
Heidegger).12
Through time things can perhaps become perfect. Therefore today’s
perfection will be tomorrow’s imperfection, and so on. The introduction of
time has the effect of removing the concept of Perfection as a static
absolute. In this way everything that presents itself to our perception is
already perfect, for the moment, since everything is always becoming
perfect. By extension we could say that everything is Real, for the
moment, since everything is always becoming Real.
In postmodern thinking the whole concept of the transcendent (as in
Plato’s Ideal Form) is problematic. But it has been shown by Heidegger,
Derrida,13 Vattimo and others that if the transcendent ‘being’ of ontology
is neither negated, nor deferred infinitely like Plato’s Ideal Form, but
included, then everything would be seen to be ‘true’ in the sense that
Being is within everything, rather than metaphysics defining a truth about
Being as another object, or assuming its ‘presence’ as a concept.
Thus it is currently impossible to challenge or ‘overcome’ any theory or
tradition without substituting another, which must itself fall within the
range of critique that is implicit in modernist and postmodernist thinking.
In this democracy of values everything may have its say, without any one
thing being of unchallenged authority. One might say everything can
have its ‘moment’ of reality, its being. Vattimo takes Heidegger to infer -

(…)

there is no Grund, or ultimate truth; there are only historically

destined or historically despatched overtures from a Selbst or Same, which
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gives itself to us through these overtures (by traversing them rather than
by using them as a means.14

The inference of this for painting could be that everything within the
pictorial scheme of a painting has its place and being and is therefore real;
nothing is actually false or illusory. The experience of a painting is just as
real as the breakfast you had this morning, or the air that you breathed on
your way to the auditorium. If this is not so, then the opposite must be the
case – everything, including your breakfast, was an illusion. Factual truth
or untruth, reality and illusion, become irrelevant to the painting’s
summation of thoughts, references, significations, beliefs, and feelings:
and as subjective phenomena these constitute a world of impressions that
have their existence (and reality) within Being, like waves on a sea of
consciousness.

Part III. Alterity
We assume that what is within a painting, or a novel, or a play, is not
real in a rationalistic, objective sense. And this has always been art’s
intrinsic value – it deals with a world of ‘make-believe’. However much
we become immersed in that world, it is never real. From cave paintings
to the present day, art has provided a liminal world where the experiences
of life can be assimilated and its problems worked out without our
immediate involvement with them. They are suspended from space and
time, removed from everyday reality to the status of illusion, where they
can be safely contemplated. It is within this state of contemplation that an
assimilation of experience takes place: and we come to realise that Being
shines through experience, no matter what the experience. All is
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phenomena, and all is valid. We ourselves, or rather what we come to
realise as ourselves, are unattached. Reality is everywhere: and like the
Upanishadic bird, our only illusion is our attachment to it. Subject to this
realisation we begin to see that our lives are, in the same way as art,
constituted of phenomenal experiences - nothing more, nothing less. But
of vital importance are the position we take when considering the
experiences, and the value we give them. That position is reflective,
contemplative. It is a position of distance; and the value – a positive one is made possible by difference. Although we have an experience, we are
‘different’ from it. I would say that both position and value are provided
by art.
For this reason a common view of our time, that reality and illusion
seem to be virtually the same, i.e. all illusion, and that therefore life is
meaningless apart from whatever enjoyment one derives from indulging
the illusion (which turns out to be the old argument of hedonism put in a
new way) must be seen to be illusion itself: For in order to appreciate
experience totally, one must be detached from it. This is not logically
possible to do whilst retaining one’s active participation in it, and being
partial to it or affected by it, and one has therefore to be someone else
simultaneously in order to see clearly one’s own situation – to experience
all that is given in life and at the same time be detached from it. This
someone else cannot simply be another person caught in the same
corporeal, time-space situation, but must be a Someone, both immediate
and transcendent, entirely within oneself while being detached from
oneself. T. S. Eliot has indicated such a seemingly unlikely position –
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I was still the same, knowing myself, yet being someone other.15

Being someone other is not something that it is possible to do. Rather, it
is something that, in the spirit of the poem, emerges through reflection,
discrimination and contemplation. It is to a large extent, by definition,
beyond the reach of either desire or cognition. As such it is an experience
that transforms the quotidian view of life -

Metaphysics, transcendence, the welcoming of the Other by the Same, of
the other by Me, is concretely produced as the calling into question of the
Same by the Other, that is the ethics that accomplishes the critical essence
of knowledge.16

When we can appreciate difference, we can respect the ‘otherness’ of
being. When we recognise ‘otherness’ in a person, it is the basis of human
civility. Strangely, this discrimination of ‘otherness’ is also the basis of
oneness, just as uncertainty is the basis of knowledge. With this realisation
comes the truly ethical, as indicated by Levinas, and with it a case for the
ethical basis of art.
To be oneself yet to be someone other is the classic state of
consciousness that is signified, though not embodied, by art. Within this
consciousness true Reality is beyond concepts of reality and illusion: it is
something Other.

Part IV. The Advent of the Other
Thus The Annunciation, regardless of the truth or otherwise of its
narrative, indeed announces something. What it announces is another
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Reality, a Poetic reality, the infinite reality of Self, beyond the finite
concepts of reality and illusion.
The subject of the story, the Person announced, is absent, or rather not
yet present. The angel is announcing an event that is to happen in the
future. It is yet to come. For the moment it could be said to be nascent, but
not yet manifested. The event to come is a birth. The birth is a beginning,
but it is also an end. It is the end of waiting, of expectation, a fulfilment. It
is to be sure the fulfilment of a promise – always to come, always
immanent. And when it arrives that will be an end, and also a new
beginning. But it has not arrived – not yet.
We know that it will come. It is written in the book of time. For the
moment though, it has its Being, but remains invisible. It is not
represented. And yet it in a way it is represented: by absence, which is its
immanent presence. The absence signifies presence, a presence that is not
there, not real, not yet.
We know something of its qualities. They have been known for ages. It
is foretold, but unprecedented; it will be mortal, yet immortal; and when
it has come and been and gone, it will still be here but somewhere else as
well; absent, but always present.
It is the announcement of the ever-unfulfilled promise: the advent of
the Other. The invisible is about to become visible. The unnameable will
be named. The unknowable will become knowable. The impossible is
about to happen, quietly and peacefully. A Stranger will appear at the
door of the heart. Silence will become sound for a brief moment in
eternity, before becoming Silence once more. Time stands still, and waits
for eternity to pass, before becoming time again.

64

Appendices
Published Papers. 9. 1.

NOTES
1

The Upanishads, trans. J. Mascaro (London: Penguin Books, 1965), p.127.

2

I refer to the ‘life of the painting’ although a painting has perhaps no life other
than in the mind of the percipient. In this respect, I am reminded of the
intriguing title of a book by the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard - The
Psychology of Fire.
3

Cf. White, John, The Birth and Rebirth of Pictorial Space, 3rd ed. (London: Faber &
Faber, 1987) for a thorough examination of the depiction of space in late
Medieval and Renaissance art.
4

Here much could be said regarding the Hegelian view of historical artefacts, cf.
Lambriano, M., “Now and Then/Then and Now: Doubling and Forgetting In,
Around and Outside the Museum,” London Consortium, previous course essays,
available from: http//www.londonconsortium.com/kant [accessed February
2004]; also the link between Hegel and Derrida, cf. Kierans, K., “ Beyond
Deconstruction,” Animus, vol. 2, 1997, [online] available from: http//www.
swgc.mun.ca./animus/1997vol2/kierans1.htm. In the case of the Annunciation,
the painting’s physical situation has not altered but it is separated from its
historical context by time.
5

St. Luke refers to “eyewitnesses, and ministers of the word . . .” (Luke, 1:2).

6

In saying this I am making an assumption. What was the ‘real world’ to Fra
Angelico, whose perception would be influenced by concepts of reality current
to late-medieval thought?
7

As above. Is the visit of an angel an event that ‘occurs’? Perhaps it is for the
benefit of the Friars that it is shown happening in their own monastic
surroundings, and is intended to illustrate, by way of metaphor, Christ being
born into the lives of those following the religious order in San Marco (I am
speculating).
8

As a Dominican monk, Fra Angelico would have at least been familiar with the
writings of Thomas Aquinas, to whom the existence of angels and their
ontological characteristics were matters of discursive knowledge. Contrast this
with the empiricism of Hume, who would have regarded the angel’s appearance
as an assemblage or hybrid of recalled visual memories, e.g. the wings of a bird,
the form of a man / woman.
9

Here I do not mean to refer to Husserl’s ‘principle of principles’ as a claim to
the story’s historical truth. The experienced reality here is, I feel, different from
the ‘infinity’ of meaning and being that, according to Derrida, is implicit in
Husserl’s phenomenology of subjective experience.
10

The aesthetic dimension is very important to the notion of art providing a
medium for Alterity. However, since the discussion here is about reality and
illusion, and necessarily brief, I have concentrated on that aspect.
11

Plato, The Republic, 2 vols., trans. P. Shorey (London: William Heinemann,
1956), Vol.II, pp. 419-433.

65

Appendices
Published Papers. 9. 1.
12

Heidegger, Martin, Being and Time, trans. McQuarrie & Robinson (Oxford:
Blackwell Publishers, 1992).
13

Also, Derrida has drawn attention to Plato’s Philebus, wherein he sees a
vindication of painting as a form, like writing, that sometimes precedes eidos,
reversing the order of being. Cf. Derrida, Jacques, Dissemination, trans. B. Johnson
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), p. 189.
14

Vattimo, Gianni, The End of Modernity, trans. J. R. Snyder (Baltimore: John
Hopkins Univ. Press, 1988), p. 175.
15

T. S.Eliot, “Little Gidding,” Collected Poems, 1909-62 (London: Faber & Faber,
1974).
16

Levinas, Emmanuel, Totality and Infinity, trans. A. Lingis (Pittsburgh:
Duquesne University Press), p. 43.
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9. 2.
ART, ALTERITY AND LOGOS: IN THE SPACES OF SEPARATION
Conference Theme - Logos of Phenomenology and Phenomenology of the
Logos
Abstract
In the Beginning was the Word
- John 1:1

When dealing with Philosophy, we are dealing with and in words. The
words are at the same time the logos of the philosophy and a philosophy
of the Logos. That is to say, the words as text constitute an account of the
philosophy in question, and the philosophy attempts to express its truth
through words. The first difficulty, which is a priori to the enterprise as a
whole, is that the truth is not manifest or self-evident. Rather, it is hidden.
This veiling of truth appears to be part and parcel of the human
condition. But it could well be that even if one were to glimpse the truth,
its expression would present a further difficulty. If this were indeed the
case then it would in itself say something about the nature of Truth – its
ineffability. That is not to say the truth is incapable of expressing, or
revealing itself, but rather words do not have the capacity to express It.
There is another difficulty, related to the first two, but one that presents
us with possibilities. There is a need for a way of expressing meaning that
is inseparable from the meaning itself: a logos that is one with the Logos.
But this is precisely the problematic identified by current Western
philosophy. At every level of communication there is a separation
between what is said and what it means to say. To paraphrase Derrida,
there is no exact translation – but there is transformation. The same is true
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of interpretation. Any system, whether philosophical, theological, or
scientific will be transformed by the subject as percipient.
The inference is that these difficulties cannot be resolved by referring to
concepts of objective cognition: It is here that art can play a role, by virtue
of its transformational character and its unique position in relation to
perception and understanding.
In my paper I hope to explore the difficulties referred to, and to find in
the spaces of separation an understanding of the unity of everything – what
the pre-Socratic Greeks called the Logos. This project will be aided by
reference to art and philosophy – two inseparable friends that seek to
express the inexpressible.
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BRIAN GRASSOM

ART, ALTERITY AND LOGOS:
IN THE SPACES OF SEPARATION

Part I. In the Beginning
In the Beginning was the Word,
And the Word was with God
And the Word was God.
- John, 1:1

As a text, few written words could be as enigmatic as those in the opening
sentence of St. John’s Gospel. They are made all the more puzzling
because the words themselves refer to words, or specifically the Word.
This powerful evocation has intrigued and inspired people through the
two millennia since it was first itself called into being by its writer.
It is not surprising that John, in his Gospel, should go on to affirm that
God existed “in the beginning” and that “without Him was made nothing
that was made” and further that the “light shone in darkness and the
darkness did not comprehend it.” Whether we agree with him or not the
logic of these statements appears to be sound and the metaphors perfectly
in accord with their intended meaning. But where the text, and the
meaning, and the logic become difficult, and remain obscure, is with those
few opening lines. They offer us the identification of “God” with the
“Word,” and the Word as God. The Word is both with God, and is God.
This is the logical difficulty, to grasp how two things can be one but
separate, and be both separable and inseparable at the same time.
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We might also ask why God, who according to John, created
everything, should be limited to a single concept such as a word? Surely it
would have been simpler for John to say that there is only one God, that
He existed in the beginning, made everything there is, and that in Him is
the life that is the Light of men, a light that shines also in darkness. This is
a beautiful and poetic utterance, and needs nothing more to qualify its
meaning. Why the concept of the “Word”, and its insertion at the
beginning of the text?
The key to understanding the meaning of this passage of Christian
scripture may lie in the etymology of the Greek word ‘logos’, used in the
original text. The basic meaning in translation of that word is ‘speech;
word; reason.’ It can also mean ‘that by which the inward thought is
expressed; the inward thought itself, reason, a proposition or position;’ or
the ‘Word, comprising both senses of thought and expression.’1 Hence its
dictionary definition is the word (or sign); the inward thought (or
signified); or the combination of both.
In different contexts it can also signify ‘the pre-Socratic principle
governing the cosmos; the sophist topic of rational argument or the
argument itself; the Stoic rational principle of the cosmos – nous – the
power of activity and regeneration; the Judaic creative word of god that
communicates with mankind – divine wisdom in Hellenic Judaism; the
Christian creative word of God, incarnate in Jesus.’2 In these last senses it
reverts to its primal meaning of ‘word’, but by now richer in intentionality
and profounder in signification.
But this profundity, I would suggest, already existed tacitly in the
original word. That is, the simple meaning of logos as ‘word’ carried with
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it for the Greeks a deep well of association and implication that helped it
gather further subtler meaning in the course of its etymological evolution.
The role of the word, from the beginning of human time, has been to
express as sound something in the world (some external object), or an
inner thought, feeling or concept. Thus it has been from the beginning a
fundamental and integral part of human life.

Altogether words form a system of communication which is profound,
subtle, proven and experienced as life itself. . . Without it, life as we have
known it is inconceivable.3

Apart from the spoken or written word as sign, the signifier can be
expressed as a visual sign, either by gesture or by graphic representation.
In all of these ways something that has presented itself empirically to
human consciousness is re-presented by its linguistic sign.
With the re-presentation to consciousness of the thing by its word
comes a re-creation of the signified, through the resonance of the word
and its associations conveying meaning according to the context. This is
why a carefully chosen word is extremely important, especially in poetry.
The close relation to both consciousness and the power of creation
perhaps makes it easier to understand why the Greek word ‘logos’,
meaning ‘word’, should through time have come to signify the ancient
concept of a life-principle that the Greeks believed existed, but that by its
very nature could not adequately be expressed in words, and which might
logically and paradoxically have been the ultimate goal of verbal
expression, if not indeed of invocation.
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To give a word for something is to bring forth that which was latent
and unexpressed – to manifest that which exists, but until the moment of
the word’s utterance has been un-manifested. The inference of this is that
the chosen word would have to be in perfect accord with that which it
represents. To represent something as all-embracing as the life-principle
might not be possible by means of words alone, even by the word Logos.
And this brings us back to John. To represent the life-principle perhaps
what is needed is a life. Therefore, to represent God, the Logos or lifeprinciple, the ‘word’ that is needed – the crucial, the perfect word and
signifier – is a life, an exemplary life. The living narrative of that life
would surpass any other representation and would be a perfect
expression of the otherwise inexpressible life-principle. It is not difficult to
see how John would have thus used the traditions of the Greek, Judaic,
and Hellenic philosophies to inform, as he does several verses on in his
text, his idea of the life of Christ as the Word ‘made flesh’ – a life and a
consciousness that perfectly expressed God: A logos at one with the
Logos.

Part II. The Spaces of Separation
Theologically this makes perfect sense, and as a concept it is familiar to us
through the logos, or account, of theology and religion. But when dealing
with theology or religion we run into some of the same problems that we
do when dealing with philosophy - the words that we use to convey
meaning are imprecise. Moreover, in order to be understood they are
assimilated by the mind as a rational construct, and this arguably
compromises their deeper communicative power. One might say they lose
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their oneness with the Logos. This is perhaps why Socrates was
apparently dismayed at the proliferation of writing in Athens. At the
same time, defining something with words, or giving an account of it, as
no doubt St. John had to agree, is the principle form available to us of
recording and expressing thought. The assignation of the word logos to
mean an account or explication of something, particularly a philosophy,
becomes important here. The problem is that when the words are set
down in graphic form, recorded as writing, the gap between the eidos, the
original inner image, and its verbal expression becomes greater. The word
and its expression of thought become fixed in time as a text. According to
the French philosopher Jacques Derrida the text accrues many
characteristics peculiar to its graphic dimension: the phantom of
‘presence’ and the status of authority; the ornamentations of inscription,
introduction, preface, signature; and most importantly the combination of
these with the implicit and paradoxical necessity of supplement - no
matter how comprehensive the thesis it cannot say everything about its
subject and there will be something left out. The text is never complete, or
whole. In this way the text contains the elements of its own selfcontradiction. The ultimate inadequacy of the textual construct of words
to convey full meaning is a phenomenon made explicit by Derrida:-

Pure repetition, absolute self-repetition, repetition of a self that is already
reference and repetition, repetition of the signifier, repetition that is null or
annulling, repetition of death- it’s all one. Writing is not the living
repetition of the living.4
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The inference here for logos as an account, whether of theology or
philosophy or anything else, is that it is a finished product. It cannot
evolve in and of itself, without its author. It is not a living force, and
cannot be treated as such.
According to the logos, or the spoken and written account, of
Phenomenology, the Logos or life-principle is essentially creative and
progressive. The crisis of our present culture would seem to be that our
account, or logos, of our relationship with life has become separate from
the account the life-principle wants to give of itself. The relativism that is
the result of an overly rationalistic way of seeing has led to a loss of
meaning, and this is indicated by our present relationship to the word. For
example, we have in our culture built up concepts based upon definitions
and interpretations generated in logo-centrism. If we take for example a
word like ‘democracy’; we think we know what it means, but in fact it
means very different things to different people. It meant one thing in
Classical Greece, something else in eighteenth century America, a
different thing again in the universal suffrage of modern Western society,
an almost contradictory meaning for twentieth century socialism, and has
entirely different and fluid associations for the democracy of the People’s
Republic of China. This slippage and imprecision in meaning has in turn
led to the very casual use of words, and to relativism and cynicism. Here
the difference lies not in word translation or structure, but in what our
perception of democracy is, what is signified in our consciousness. That
perception is brought to mind, or re-presented, by the word: but there is a
gap between the idea and its expression - there is no unity of signification.
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As Derrida5 would point out, this is not a result of translation, because
translation pre-supposes that there is an exact and identical
signifier/signified in different languages as also to different human
subjects, a ‘transcendental signified’. Rather the active medium is not
translation, but transformation. Interpretation is a creative and dynamic
activity, and from a phenomenological point of view it is arguably the
subjective experience of the recipient transforming the word creatively
that gives it meaning. This creative transformational power may be, as we
shall see later, that which is harnessed and utilised by painting and
poetry.
Plato was at pains to explore in the Cratylus the possibility of the
essence of things being expressed by their names, through the voice and
through writing as sounds made into letters and words.

Socrates. How real existence is to be studied or discovered is, I suspect,
beyond you and me. But we may admit so much - that the knowledge of
things is not to be derived from names. No; they must be studied and
investigated in themselves. 6

He concludes rather that words are an artifice akin to painting, which
can produce only a semblance of the true reality. At the same time and for
a similar reason, in the Republic,7 he famously excluded painting and
poetry from the ideal city-state, as poor instruments for the pursuit of
virtue and truth, and which could in fact work in opposition to them.
Ironically it is a version of the logos of Plato’s dialogues that form the basis
of much of our western culture. The order of being, originating with the
unseen, un-manifested ideal, is a metaphysical principle that underpins
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western thought. It relegates to a given that being is behind thought; (it
was not until Heidegger that an attempt was made to deal with the
question of Being itself). And one could draw an analogy between the
treatment of the written word as the basis of civilisation and its
simultaneous and paradoxical contribution to the ills of civilised society.
There is thus, in a sense, a parallel between the city (or civis) and written
text. And there is a co-relation between the progress of logo-centrism and
that of civilisation. The rationalism of the enlightenment led to the quest
for a rational political, scientific and social solution to the problems of life,
and the predicament of the human condition. This has led to progress, but
also to an increase in human suffering, and to barbarism unparalleled in
history in the conflicting systems or ‘isms’ that had their apotheosis in the
last century and under whose shadow and effects we still live. Clearly the
word has never been further from its source in meaning as it has in the
last hundred years, nor with the concurrent advances in technology, the
consequences so terrible. And the process is being repeated yet again, this
time with the oppositions of unfettered materialism and religious
fundamentalism, both utilising technology to achieve their aims.
The separation of word and meaning can be and is the cause of endless
trouble. But it may be that, in the space of separation, in that gap of
uncertainty which exists in the text, there is also a glimpse of hope, of
another kind of meaning, which goes beyond the word and that the word
in its context of simple, rational construction does not convey. Thus what
needs to be expressed is felt almost at the point of our failure to express it
in words. The word needs at the very least to be re-considered. And it can
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only be re-considered when it is allowed to act only as a reminder of what
we already know phenomenally, not as an object of knowledge in itself.

Brian Grassom. City II (detail). 2001

I would suggest that this can only come about through pause,
contemplation, and silence: and this reflection – this acceptance of
difference - may be the basis of reconciliation, as well as the source of real
knowledge. But it is essential to first realise that the gap, the space of
separation, exists. Having realised this, it can be explored. What we will
find there cannot be wholly anticipated, and its transcription will be
problematic, although again it is simply human nature to attempt to do
both.

Part III. The Knower and the Known
On the other hand - attempting to re-consider the word, retrieve it from
‘death’ and ‘repetition’, re-claim its heritage and its beginnings in light - to
search for the right word is fundamental to human expression. It is
connected to the search for the fulfilment of truth, as indeed is the quest
for the utopia of civilisation. The ignorance of truth appears to be part and
parcel of the human condition, as is the search to find it. It is a pre-
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requisite for knowledge that there exists a prior state of non-knowledge,
or unknowing. With words this search and fulfilment inevitably involves
logic - as the words fall into place grammatically they make the sense that
is required. The structure of the text, its order and syntax, follow a logic
that is apprehended and understood by the mind. But much more than
this is the meaning expressed, that which as we have seen lies somehow
beyond. That has to make sense too. And the more sense it makes the
more we feel that a truth is being uncovered, or recovered from somewhere
where it has existed unattended, neglected, obscure or unknown. There are
two aspects of the nature of knowledge that become apparent here
through the use of the word.
The first appears through considering the Greek word for truth –
aletheia. Part of the word is lethe, which means forgetfulness, oblivion. So
truth to the Greeks did not mean something entirely new. The word
implies a remembering, or uncovering. It is anamnesis, remembering that
which was evident to the soul before its descent into the body. The idea of
truth, or wisdom, being something that is not so much discovered as
uncovered, not so much acquired cognitively as revealed intuitively, the
idea that in wisdom we are re-discovering something that we know
already, has echoes not only in religion and philosophy, but also in art
and literature.

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started
And know the place for the first time.8
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There is a real sense in Eliot’s poem of seeking, and when we have
sought and found we are able to recognise the moment of fulfilment
because what has been found is somehow familiar to us: It was known to
us before, but was not revealed or clarified. Eliot had a great love of
Dante. In his Purgatorio, after a long and arduous ascent of the mountain
of spiritual cleansing, Dante crosses the waters of the stream of Lethe, and
experiences the forgetfulness of all wrongs, and the remembering of all
that is good.9 In these examples, and in this mode, which we may call
poetic, the word somehow achieves a synthesis of form and meaning. It
directly communicates in the imagination the eidos that is the true image
of the signified, and moreover can only do so when the recipient is in a
mode to receive it. Its dependence upon rational construction has been
reduced. As such the poetic word is less likely to be misinterpreted. Either
it is understood, or it is not. Its transformation has already been effected
by the peculiar alchemy of art.
Secondly, with words we see the play of the manifest and un-manifest
that is implicit in the use of language. Before the thing is brought to mind
by the word, there can be no doubt that it must have existed already, not
as a ‘transcendental signified’, but as a phenomenon out-with immediate
consciousness. There is a bringing into consciousness, a bringing into light
(and life), of the thing by the word. This principle is also fundamental to
knowledge, as even the most mundane fact exists before it becomes
known: knowing is an act of discovery, not invention. And that something
exists before it is known, and can be known and subsequently forgotten
but still exist, carries the metaphysical implication of the temporal and the
eternal.
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In these respects the utterance of the word brings into being the thing it
represents, vivifies it, by presenting it to human consciousness.10 At the
same time it is an uncovering of the truth that is already known, a
reminder of what actually exists in truth - an agent for aletheia, bringing
forth, invoking, that which was hidden. Thus being and truth become
synonymous.
Through the logos of painting, the artist brings into the light a form that
exists in shadow. He uncovers a truth – he makes something that is true to
the form that asks to be brought into being. Again, the process of making
the artwork is an evolution of being, often dictated by its own progress.
And this is why others can appreciate the completed work – because they
too recognise that it seems the artist had to use that particular line, that
particular colour, shape, and composition. As the writer finds the word,
the crucial word, the only word that will do, so the artist finds the right
form, dictated also by the progress of the work itself. This is the true craft
of art - not how it is made, but the bringing into being of something in the
way that it has to be11. This is the manner in which the Logos of art –
aesthetics - works, or you might say Logos works through art. And it does
so by logos, by the word, the form, by uncovering or revealing that which
has to be revealed in the particular way that is commensurate with itself.
Where these two aspects of knowledge converge, the uncovering and
the making manifest, we recognise two aspects of phenomenology
implicit in the Greek phainomena – “the totality of what lies in the light of
day or can be brought to light. Sometimes the Greeks simply identified
this with ta onta (beings).”12 The metaphysics that govern western
philosophy, and also cognitive thought, language and many other things,
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are also implicit in the logos, or account of phenomenology. The problem
is that even when phenomena are reduced to subjectivity, the beings that
are ‘brought into light’ by implication must exist somewhere else before
they become apparent or known. Heidegger tried to emphasise logos not
as reason or position, but as a ‘making clear’13 within his discourse, and to
question the meaning of Being rather than assuming it as a static known
entity in time. But the mystery of subjectivity remains, as does the
separation of logos from Logos.

Part IV. The Living Word
To say, as I did earlier, that the un-manifest is made manifest by the word
is to subscribe to the Platonic theory of Ideas; that is that these Ideas or
Ideals exist in a transcendent world which remains unseen, and can never
be perfectly manifested. And this principle of metaphysics lies at the core
of the way we think.
We have already seen how the poetic word can in a sense bring into
being that which is signified. Therefore it is an essentially creative act.
Furthermore it is an act that takes place in time. The word as a creativeact-taking-place-in-time itself transcends the static notion of the Idea. This
act of creation is in tune with an evolving principle of life. The word
depends for its resonance upon the past of associations but somehow
escapes the past by re-creating it in the present. As soon as the poetic
word is uttered a phenomenal world is created in the consciousness of the
percipient. Moreover, the word is born afresh each time it is used, never
having exactly the same meaning as before, acquiring and disseminating
new associations in the consciousness of the recipient, transforming itself,
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carrying new life. Having these attributes it can be not only analogous
with life itself, but almost synonymous with it

And in a sense it (the word) is life and gives life.14

And in this mode the word, in painting or poetry, takes on aradiance
that is its own essence. It is direct communication, not as the repetition or
representation of a concept, or a concretion lacking in life and movement,
but as a living, creative act occurring in time in the consciousness of the
percipient, at one with itself at the time it is uttered, leaving no trace or
vestige behind as mere logos or repetition. When this happens it is
because there is a synchronism between the imagination of the recipient
and what is being signified by the word – the two become one. Similarly,
there is a merging of the knower and the known. Time and space drop
away, and the signified has its existence as truth, and its truth as
existence.

(…) when distance, and even the distinction of knowledge – be it only the
distinction between knowing and the known in the consciousness of self –
disappears without leaving any traces.15

In this sense the word is no longer simply representative. Neither is it
the sum of its constructive elements, syntactic, descriptive or phonic. It is
something altogether different, completely new and yet somehow
familiar. As such it belongs to Alterity.
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Part V. Alterity - (Beyond the) Spaces of Being
If we look at a painting by Vermeer, we see in operation logos as
representation and phenomena as ontological discourse. They are distilled
in the pictorial world of the painting At the same time the painting
somehow transcends both of these characteristics as a direct
communication of Alterity, being that which belongs to Logos but which
cannot be expressed as logos.

Johannes Vermeer. The Music Lesson.
The Royal Collection © 2005, Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II.

In the light and calm of Vermeer’s interiors, an ontological discourse is
eternally taking place. The pictorial narrative is uncertain, enigmatic, and
the painting as mute and silent as the life of the painter Vermeer.
Although seemingly arbitrary, the viewpoint, if moved fractionally,
would alter the compositional balance. The artifice of composition, colour,
the logos of art, has been skilfully crafted to achieve – stillness. Optical
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clarity both sharpens and blurs the edges of being. The images have
travelled through time, losing something of their temporal context but
nothing of their immediacy. This immediacy is paradoxically a
transcendental phenomenon, transcending the very process of time – by
capturing a moment in space, and fixing it in the time of the moving gaze.
But the images are not as immediate as, say, the chiaroscuro of
Caravaggio. There is a blurring, a softness, that removes them from the
immediate world of sense that they so faithfully appear to represent. This
shift of focus displaces attention from the narrative of the picture, beyond
the depiction of space, and the moment in time.
If this is indeed the case, then what are we looking at in Vermeer’s clear
and tranquil light? Perhaps we are seeing light itself, which silently
pervades all, but is manifested only by the objects it illumines – making
visible the invisible, and bringing a world into being.
The same light illumines our own world, and the light of Being that
silently and invisibly permeates Vermeer’s world, illumines our own
consciousness.
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9. 3.
BEYOND CAUSE AND EFFECT: BEAUTY, TRUTH, ALTERITY
Conference Theme - Beauty’s Appeal in the Transformation of
Standards For Valuation
Abstract
Pulchrum autem respicit vim cogniscitivam; pulchra enim dicuntur quae
visa placent.

- Thomas Aquinas
The above, from Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae, would seem to indicate that
beauty proceeds from knowledge, and is properly apprehended through
the intellect. Its association with knowledge is, in this context, by
extension an association with truth. Hence Keats’ immortal line “Beauty is
truth, and truth beauty.”
But how far can we equate beauty with truth: or might we even say it is
truth that is the real measure of beauty?
The latter poses a problem if truth itself is considered as relative. In an
age where values have undergone serious questioning as part of what
Jean-Francois Lyotard has called “the postmodern condition,” it may be
that new strategies are required to apprehend whether truth, beauty or
even goodness exist at all as absolutes, and if so, where and how. What
the philosophy of phenomenology allows is at least the existence of art as
locus, where the discourse of beauty and truth continually play and
unfold.
Aquinas would have held truth, and perhaps more ambiguously
beauty, to be Transcendentals. The idea of the transcendent is at once both
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problematic and generative to modern philosophical discourse and to art
history.
Consequently, what we refer to as beauty and truth might be open to
experience within a condition that both includes and escapes discourse.
Such a condition could be described, if at all, as something ‘other’, or
Alterity.
I hope to explore this possibility through the means of philosophy and
critical theory, and its relation to art by reference to specific examples
from art history.
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BRIAN GRASSOM

BEYOND CAUSE AND EFFECT:
BEAUTY, TRUTH, ALTERITY

Pulchrum autem respicit vim cogniscitivam; pulchra enim dicuntur quae visa
placent.
On the other hand, beauty relates to the knowing power, for beautiful things are
those that please when they are seen.
- Thomas Aquinas1

In James Joyce’s novel Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, the hero,
Stephen Dedalus, has recourse to the writings of Thomas Aquinas on two
occasions. Once, with Stephen a student in conversation with his college
dean, this passage from the Summa Theologica, concerning beauty, is
quoted. Stephen is uncertain that beauty can be defined in such a way – he
suggests, for example, that the fire the dean is busy kindling in the grate
while they talk might please the sight in one instance, whilst the fires of
hell would have the opposite effect. Later on, he confides to his friend
Lynch his newly developed thoughts on beauty and art. The difficulty for
Stephen is first of all in defining what it is that beauty, particularly beauty
in art, consists of, and consequently how he, as a writer, should aspire to
create in his work that element, whatever it might be, that is essential to a
work of art. He differentiates between a hypothetical stasis as the
apprehension of aesthetic pleasure and the kinesis of physical pleasure.
This stasis is effected by ‘pleasing’ an aesthetic sense, which in Aquinas’
text is communicated by the words “visa placent”, suggesting a kind of
seeing. Separating beauty and truth, Stephen points out to his friend
Lynch, who had once enjoyed scrawling his name on a copy of Praxiteles’
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sculpture of Venus, that he probably would not be moved to add his name
to the hypotenuse of a right-angled triangle. Truth appeals to the intellect
through the intelligible, he says, as intellection; beauty appeals through
the sensible not to the body, but to the imagination as aesthetic
apprehension.
The problem of beauty that confronts Stephen is its relative nature. He
resolves this problem of the universal and the particular by hypothesising
that whatever the particular object of beauty, it has sensible relations that
coincide with certain stages of aesthetic apprehension, and it is they that
are universal. He goes on to explain how the Thomist principles of
wholeness (integritas), proportion (consonitas), and clarity (claritas)
combine to give the apprehension of beauty, and that the effect of this is
the essence of art, “the luminous, silent stasis of aesthetic pleasure”; and
this he calls the “enchantment of the heart”. 2

Knowledge, Being and Enchantment
Aquinas always strove to emphasise the agreement of spiritual revelation,
which was held in his time to be supra-rational, with the light of reason as
philosophy. Most medieval scholars did not consider Beauty as a pure
‘Transcendental’3, and indeed Aquinas was among the first to consider the
problem of beauty as far as modern (as opposed to ancient) philosophy is
concerned. At a time in Western culture when there was a new and
growing interest in all things material, Aquinas gave expression to this
feeling by including beauty, albeit briefly, within his theological system.4
What then is beauty? Aquinas says, that which pleases when it is seen.
And it relates to “the knowing power”, or knowledge (vim cogniscitivam).

89

Appendices
Published Papers. 9. 3.

It pleases because, like all pleasure, it satisfies a human need, the need for
wholeness and harmony, and what St. Thomas defined as claritas. Now
claritas is the term that gave Stephen the most difficulty when formulating
his theory of aesthetics. Integritas he defines as wholeness, isolating (one
could say ‘framing’)5 the object for contemplation. Consonitas is harmony
or proportion, discovering through contemplation the harmonious
relationship of parts to the whole. The third principle, Claritas, translates
in English as brightness. Now Stephen alludes to brightness when he
admits that by claritas he first thought Aquinas meant “the supreme
quality of beauty being a light from some other world,”6 but he later
discovered it to be something different.
In his book The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, Umberto Eco explores St.
Thomas’ three criteria of beauty. His findings are interesting and worth
quoting fairly fully.

In its purely formal aspect – the aspect which is of interest in aesthetics – a
perfect object is an object which has integrity and proportion, and nothing
more is required. Its form is complete, ontologically ready to be judged
beautiful (…) However, if this judgement is actually to take place, it is
necessary that a seeing or looking (visio) should be focused upon the thing
(…) And it is therefore necessary that there should be a new and essential
type of proportion, this time between the knowing subject and the object
(…) Proportion presents itself as clarity. Proportion is its own clarity. It is
fullness of form, therefore fullness of rationality, therefore the fullness of
knowability; but it is a knowability which becomes actual only in relation
to the knowing eye (…) Clarity is the fundamental communicability of
form, which is made actual in relation to someone’s looking at or seeing of
the object. The rationality that belongs to every form is the “light” which
manifests itself to aesthetic seeing.7
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Eco proceeds, in his examination of claritas, to give it first of all an
objective ontological significance (in its Aristotelian and medieval context)
as light being a quality of the object qua form.8 But he then returns the
effect to the perception of a “knowing” and “seeing” subject, which
suggests that the percipient recognises or supplies the necessary
proportional relations that result in the “light” of his seeing them. In this
way we move between an objective and a subjective approach, and also
between the medieval world and the modern; one could also say between
a God-centred and a man-centred universe. However, Eco’s idea of
beauty’s concomitance with knowledge is in accord with Aquinas.

On the other hand, beauty consists in due proportion, for the senses delight
in things duly proportioned, as in what is after their own kind – because
even sense is a sort of reason, just as is every knowing power. Now, since
knowledge is by assimilation, and likeness relates to form, beauty properly
belongs to the nature of a formal cause.9

In Aquinas’ system truth is prior to goodness, and goodness in the
context of the text from the Summa, is prior to beauty. Nevertheless,
beauty is here admitted as a form of knowledge, apprehended by reason.
Thus it in some way relates to truth, for truth is implicit in knowledge and
reason. But if beauty is indeed a formal cause, it means for Aquinas it is
not on a par with truth, which is a final cause. As Stephen says, according
to Plato “beauty is the splendour of truth”.10 In this way, beauty could be
said to accompany the expression of truth.
So it seems that in Aquinas’ view knowledge gives rise to beauty. This
knowledge, though, is more than simply mental cognition. Its relation to
form gives it an ontic quality, i.e. it has to do with Being. As the
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recognition of the truth of being, it manifests to the percipient as what Eco
called ‘light’. It may be this light that Stephen feels, rather than sees, as
“the enchantment of the heart”.
The transformative power of art then, according to Joyce, involves art
being recognised as art because of its formal properties. These properties
correspond to those through which the artist apprehends beauty in the
things of life surrounding him, and he uses them to reveal beauty through
his art. The beauty of the artwork, both in subject and execution, is in the
first instance related to the perception, whether sensible or intelligible, of
the beauty of the world: but the beauty of the world is perceived only
through the realisation of its truth. Thus, the perception of beauty
proceeds from an existential reality: the apperception of the truth of being
results in the apprehension of beauty. And these together result in the
ecstatic “enchantment of the heart”.
This enchantment, therefore, is not immediately ‘present’: nor is it
latent, awaiting manifestation. It is neither and at the same time it is both,
a synergy of subject and object.
It is this existential beauty that Joyce uses as the basis for his later work,
Ulysses, where the lyrical beauty of the characters, their situations and
their thoughts, combine to give a sense of ‘being’ that simultaneously
encompasses, permeates, and transcends the work as a whole. He draws
attention to this sense of being by the unorthodox structure, the form, of
the text, disrupting the customary ‘story’ with its beginning and end, and
presenting rather an almost discontinuous play of parts, each with its own
resonance of truth. Through the pattern of the parts and their microcosmic
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beauty, the beauty of the whole steadily unfolds. This is the narrative that
‘enchants’ the heart.
At no time within Joyce’s narrative is beauty referred to as an abstract,
nor is it claimed as an attribute, or its presence assumed as remote and
transcendent. Rather it is revealed only through its concomitance with
truth, the truth of being, of consciousness. Thus what Joyce calls the
“enchantment of the heart” is always already there, like a silent music,
made audible by the writer’s art. It is simultaneously present and absent,
immanent and transcendent. As such it cannot be conceived by the mind.
It is something ‘other’, and somehow it is, if not realised through art, at
least signified by it.

The Truth about Truth
Two centuries ago, Kant initialised the ‘modernist’ discipline of aesthetics.
Within his theory, he differentiated natural beauty, aesthetic beauty, and
the beauty of the sublime.

[Natural beauty] Flowers, free patterns, lines aimlessly intertwining (…)
have no signification, depend upon no definite concept, and yet please.11
[Aesthetic beauty] (…) taste in the beautiful may be said to be the one and
only disinterested and free delight; for with it no interest, whether of sense
or reason, extorts approval.12
[The sublime] can never be anything more than a negative presentation but still it expands the soul.13

Although he sought to include beauty within a system acquiesced by
an all encompassing ‘reason,’ Kant’s effort is generally deemed nowadays
to fall short of this goal. On the other hand, his apparent failure to bring
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beauty and art convincingly into the domain of rational judgement points
to something more interesting. For two millennia after Plato first
demonstrated the separation of art and truth in the Republic, no one
thought it necessary to make a case for their philosophical reconciliation;
that is until the enlightenment. Kant’s insistence upon the transcendental
subject and the subject’s relation to aesthetic enjoyment is crucial to art’s
inclusion in the development of modernism. The result was twofold.

In securing an autonomous domain of aesthetic judgement, a domain with
its own norms, language and set of practices, Kant was simultaneously
securing the independence of the domain of cognition from aesthetic
interference.14

Thus the separate categories of truth as knowledge and beauty as
aesthetics were sustained. However, Kant’s recognition of a specialised
domain of aesthetics acknowledged that there was another approach to
truth judgement that was independent of rational cognition. This was to
have unforeseen consequences. According to J.M. Bernstein, a reading of
the Critique of Judgement from a modern perspective shows that

(…) it begins to engender what we have come to think of as the
fundamental conceptual vocabulary of continental philosophy, the
philosophy that challenges enlightened modernity through recourse to the
phenomena of art and aesthetics.15

In seeking to explain art through reason Kant provides a loophole in
the structure of a progressively rationalistic system of values through
which art can escape. But this means that it is not only art that escapes
rational definition: By being able to comprehend art without being able to
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provide a rational explanation for it, reason itself appears to transcend its
own limits. Thus in seeking to incorporate art in a philosophical system
where reason is the ground, Kant reveals a characteristic of reason that
disrupts the boundaries of the system inscribed in it’s own name.
So, that which Plato, (in The Republic),16 by way of rational discourse,
sought to exclude from the ideal city – namely art – apparently returns by
way of a later extension of that same discourse, to settle the score by
unsettling reason’s claim to autocracy. But, of course, it is not reason that
is unsettled, only it’s legislating factor, it’s temporal proxy, it’s own
mimetic double – the rationalising mind. For it is arguable that Plato, in
the first place, never meant to exclude art from the city, but only that kind
of art that is mimetic, the kind of art that presumes to present the truth
while merely re-presenting a facsimile of truth’s reality. Moreover, Plato
(through Socrates) hints at another kind of art that is superior to the
Homeric.

The real artist, who knew what he was imitating, would be interested in
realities and not in imitations; and would desire to leave as memorials of
himself works many and fair; and instead of being the author of
encomiums, he would prefer to be the theme of them.

17

Thus reason and beauty are tacitly understood to converge somewhere
beyond the bounds of rational discourse. Plato realised that many of our
assumptions about life and the world at large are based not upon direct
empirical experience, but on second-hand information and representation.
He in turn represented his thoughts on truth and falsehood through the
largely fictional character of Socrates. Now representation is by default
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indirect. The reality of Plato’s idea of truth is never concretely ’present’ in
his discourse. It is a transcendent, the ‘ideal’. But it is axiomatic that the
ideal can never be represented, as it would then cease to be ideal. In this
way Plato’s concept of truth is undermined by his own attempt to express
the truth conceptually, and taken as a whole the warm dialogues between
Socrates and his friends become transformed into parables for what we
think we know.
This interpretation of Plato, if allowed, would put painting, such as
Jackson Pollock’s abstract work, ‘back in the picture’, so to speak, as
regards its having a spiritual function, a truth function, relating to a
finality. In its social and historical context Pollock’s work attempted to
transcend the ‘commodity’ values of an overly materialistic cultural
paradigm of possession. More importantly, perhaps, it hints at our
inability to possess knowledge through objective recognition.

Only with high modernism is art’s departure from and critique of
representation and truth-only cognition achieved. Modernist works of art
are sublime: they exceed representational categories while opening up the
categorial space in which they are represented.18

The extreme abstraction of Pollock’s work defies any attempt at
‘possession’ by the mind through pictorial and literal translation. It
therefore appeals to a response to something beyond the parameters of
representation, material objectification, and rational cognition. Pollock
was extending the boundaries of the painting as an object, implying
infinity and space beyond the frame, whilst at the same time trying to
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contain the concept of summation and totality within a rectangular twodimensional surface.

Jackson Pollock. Lavender Mist. 1950.

The truth as a final cause is glimpsed in the very impossibility of its
finality. In Lavender Mist’s self-negation of its own reality there may be a
key to understanding what art is and does.

The Truth about Art and Beauty
In his essay The Origin of the Work of Art, Heidegger elucidates the aporia
of art and the work of art. We ascribe to an object the quality ‘art’ whilst
the only references for such a qualification would be its comparison with
other objects already accepted as ‘art’, or its being the work of an ‘artist’.
Neither can answer the question – what do we mean by ‘art’? The only
way out of the circularity of this argument would be the intervention of
Hegelian spirit, or the value ‘art’ as a transcendent, which can be
attributed to selected objects or practices. And these Heidegger dismissed.
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Art is considered neither an area of cultural achievement nor an
appearance of spirit; it belongs to the propriative event [Ereignis] by way of
which the ‘meaning of Being’ (see Being and Time) can alone be defined.19

He concludes by saying it is beyond the scope of his essay to give a
definition of what it is that makes an object an art-object, only hinting
tantalisingly that it has something to do with it’s “created-ness”.20 Adorno,
writing about art and beauty, sums up the combination of created-ness
and the art object’s position of alterity in relation to its more empirically
understood reality.

Artworks become appearances, in the pregnant sense of the term – that is,
as the appearance of an other – when the accent falls on the unreality of
their own reality. Artworks have the immanent character of being an act,
even if they are carved in stone (…).21

The created-ness of an artwork seems crucial: and as we see here the
work is not meant to pass itself off as truth through verisimilitude, to
produce a copy by way of mimesis, to excuse by or worse still to celebrate,
its virtuality. Even in so-called representational painting, it is precisely
through its alterior positioning to objective reality, and to its own reality,
that the work’s transcendent effect as ‘art’ comes about.

The more cannot be adequately described by the psychological definition
of a gestalt, according to which a whole is more than its parts. For the more
is not simply the nexus of the elements, but an other, mediated through
this nexus and yet divided from it. The artistic elements suggest through
this nexus what escapes it.22
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Thus what we call the beauty of an artwork is produced integrally.
Adorno cites the example of works that are calculated rationally to
produce the effect of beauty, but fail to do so because they lack the purity
and spontaneity that are linked to creativity.
The material element in this process of creation is the form of the work
to which, according to Adorno, its spirit as art is integral. Joyce’s novel
Ulysses is, as a work of art, incumbent upon form, and that form is, like
the work of Pollock, inextricably bound up with its context, both
historically and artistically. Furthermore, form in art is the result of
intense human artifice, as distinct from any instance of natural beauty.
Art’s inherent opposition to fixed ideas of beauty is essential to its very
existence. If anything, the presentation of a work of art qua form effects
the stripping away of superfluous concepts or pre-sentiments and insists
upon the contemplation of form in its truth to being.

Spiritualization in new art prohibits it from tarnishing itself any further
with the topical preferences of philistine culture: the true, the beautiful,
and the good.23

This somewhat acerbic statement does not mean to say that the work of
art must be false, ugly, or bad, but that art can and does appropriate what
is generally understood to be so as a subject for aesthetic production, its
spirit remaining beyond the confines of such terminology. Paradoxically,
therefore, we may say that an artwork is ‘beautiful’ or relates to truth
when in fact its meaning does not fall within the conventional or
quotidian definition of those words.
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Art’s insistence that it must be not only the ‘other’ of the quotidian, but
also its own ‘other’, is a self-negation that guards its integrity. In this way
it always escapes categorical identification to remain ‘art.’ At the same
time we must bear in mind that no object, least of all an art-object, has any
true objective meaning outside of human intentionality. Art exposes a
hidden truth of nature: Its form reflects its pure created-ness, and its selftranscendence.

Alterity
According to Adorno, indeterminateness is at the root of both natural
beauty and aesthetic beauty.

What is beautiful in nature is what appears to be more than what is
literally there (…) Art does not imitate nature, not even individual
instances of natural beauty, but natural beauty as such. This denominates
not only the aporia of natural beauty, but the aporia of aesthetics as a
whole. Its object is determined negatively, as indeterminable.24

Nature has a way of ordering and presenting itself, and it is this that the
artist seeks to replicate, not nature’s beautiful appearance. In seeking this,
the artist is seeking the truth of nature, wherein lies her beauty.
An Indian sage25 once said that he fell into a trance on seeing a flight of
white birds passing beneath a dark rain cloud. In the same vein India’s
great poet, Rabindranath Tagore, felt in nature’s beauty the presence of an
ineffable truth. Seeking an expression of this feeling he wrote of his
childhood experiences of nature
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(…) I am certain that I felt a larger meaning of my own self when the
barrier vanished between me and what was beyond myself.26

There is a relationship here to that which Kant expressed as essentially
‘moral’, in his treatment of the sublime in nature. The experience of the
sublime indicates for Kant the presence of a higher moral feeling within
the human self. It’s inherent ineffability, which Kant compares to the
apophanic and non-represent-able in religion, is akin to the notion of
alterity that concerned continental thinkers such as Derrida and Levinas.
In Lavender Mist, a work on the cusp of high modernism and postmodernism, we have seen that Pollock ‘frames’ the issue of the universal
and the particular, but leaves out the frame. He refers to infinity of
meaning, by inferring the space beyond the canvas.
The impossibility of achieving closure by framing the truth is taken up
by Jacques Derrida. In his essay Tympan,27 Philosophy is seen as a text,
within margins, that constantly seeks to include philosophy’s limits, its
other, within itself. Thus philosophy attempts to resolve unanswered
questions within its enclosing embrace, and in so doing creates infinite
reverberations that constantly exceed its boundaries. Derrida’s allusion to
the Tympan also takes into account its meaning as an element of a
mechanical printing-press. Even in the margins of philosophy in its search
for truth there is, by deduction, that which escapes, is non-philosophical,
and cannot be represented by being inscribed or marked in any text, and
moreover everything that is, is, in fact, text. In this light the sublime in
Pollock’s work refers to something that is and remains always beyond.
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Kant’s ‘morality’, could be restated as ‘ethics.’ It is partly ethics that
Levinas refers to when he speaks of the ‘Other’, which we can only know
through its absence, its absolute alterity.

It is because there is a vigilance before the awakening that the cogito is
possible, so that ethics is before ontology.28

John Keats said “A thing of beauty is a joy forever”. The
indeterminateness of art means that its truth is without closure. Art is the
experience of truth in a non-cognitive way that is essentially ‘other’. And I
would suggest that ‘non-cognitive’ does not signify the other of reason,
but rather the other of rationalisation. It is the timeless perception of truth,
and therefore beauty, in the phenomena of life, interpreted through
reason and feeling.
Reason and feeling together embody pure consciousness, the life of the
soul. When a work of art is successful, it is in its pure alterity, its constant
otherness, that it becomes a signature of consciousness, of existence in its
truth and beauty.
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9. 4.
ART, ALTERITY, AND THE LANGUAGE OF THE SOUL
Conference Theme - Phenomenology of Life: From the Animal Soul to the
Human Mind
Abstract
Fire cannot burn the soul,
Weapons cannot cleave the soul,
Water cannot drench the soul,
Wind cannot dry the soul.

- Bhagavad Gita
When we speak of the soul, and examine carefully the word ‘soul’, it is
difficult if not impossible to reach a consensus on what is signified, what
is meant by ‘soul’. In many instances its meaning can be as varied as
‘spirit’, ‘mind’, ‘psyche’, ‘intellect’, or even the seat of passion, feeling, or
emotion. Definitions of the soul range from that which is pure spirit, as
distinct from body and mind; to a sentience that is integral to the body,
and can experience bodily sensations such as pain or joy.
When we consider the verse above, the striking thing is that here is a
definition of the soul that is negative; the soul is defined as that which it is
not. This places the soul somewhere between an a priori idea, and a new
concept.
This definitive space, occupied by the signification of something that
exists by virtue of its non-existence, has echoes within Western
philosophy, but paradoxically at the point where philosophy has ceased
to be other than as its own critique; where it turns in upon itself revealing
the existence of that which ought to fall within its bounds, but continually
escapes: alterity.
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The self-negation that characterises this critique is also a defining
characteristic of art. In my paper I shall explore how far art can be seen as
a language of the soul, where soul is as indeterminate to the mind as art
itself.
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BRIAN GRASSOM

ALTERITY, ART, AND THE LANGUAGE OF THE SOUL

Fire cannot burn the soul,
Weapons cannot cleave the soul,
Water cannot drench the soul,
Wind cannot dry the soul.
- Bhagavad Gita

This poetic text, taken from the heart of ancient Vedic scripture, the
Bhagavad Gita, represents a dialogue between Sri Krishna and his friend,
kinsman, and disciple Arjuna. The scene is the neutral ground between
two armies drawn up to fight in an epic battle that will decide the fate of
the world. Although Arjuna has Krishna’s assurance that he is fighting on
the right side, the side of light and progress, the issue is far from being
clear-cut. Friend will be fighting friend, family against family, many of the
combatants honour-bound by allegiances beyond the larger issues at
stake. Because of his compassion for both sides Krishna, who is a great
warrior, has declared he will not take part in the fighting, but has
accepted a role as Arjuna’s charioteer, thus formally remaining neutral
but revealing his tacit support.
In the still tension before the fighting starts, Krishna and Arjuna have
driven out together to survey the lines of battle. There between the armies,
at seeing the enormity of the task before him, and at the thought of the
terrible slaughter of friend and foe that is bound to ensue, Arjuna breaks
down. He cannot bring himself to countenance what is about to take
place, nor find the will to fight.
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Krishna gently rebukes him, reminding him of his station, and then
offers his friend wisdom and insight into the real nature of birth, life and
death. He encourages Arjuna with the certain knowledge that if he
performs his duty without attachment, he need not fear, whatever the
result. If he surrenders his actions to the will of the Supreme Being, the
source of everything that is, then all will be well.
For the soul, says Krishna, does not perish with the body, nor is the
good man forsaken, in this life or in the next.
The words used by Krishna to express the existence of the soul do not
describe or define what the soul is: there are many passages in Vedic
scripture that attempt to do so, usually in terms of its ineffability. In this
instance Krishna alludes to the soul’s nature by saying what it is not. Fire
cannot burn it, weapons cut it, wind dry it, nor water drench it. The soul
is not material. It is immortal, says Krishna, because it remains unborn,
and what has not been born cannot die.

The Limits of Consciousness
The principle of a transcendent is intrinsic to metaphysics. Metaphysics is
in turn intrinsic to language. As soon as we speak about ‘the world’ we
are speaking metaphysically: we are signifying something that is too vast
to be grasped physically. It is impossible to comprehend the ‘world’ other
than as a concept. It cannot be totally apprehended by the senses: it can
only be comprehended as a concept. The world, and here I am speaking of
the ‘world’ figuratively, is first apprehended by the senses, and then
interpreted through the mind, the intellect, and the imagination.
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If we take all of these to be embodied, then the idea of the physical
world as an entity separate from ourselves becomes questionable. Can it
be rationalised, objectified, and represented in the way we imagine a
photograph presents the real world? (Deleuze noted, for example, that
even the most stringent efforts of Cinéma Verité, using hand-held cameras
and non-actors, failed to capture the ‘real’ or truly objective world). Is
objective reality a radical and concrete existence quite apart from and
independent of human perception (a material substratum, the notion of
which Berkeley saw as “a direct repugnancy, and altogether
inconceivable” 1)? Or is there, as Merleau-Ponty suggested, an ambiguity
in the definition and separation of self and the world, subject and object,
body and mind?
It is problematic to establish an exact objective truth of anything that is
present in and to perception, because that perception is affected by human
intentionality, and as Husserl has shown, only by allowing for intersubjectivity, can we arrive at a general definition of truth. Even the most
rigorous positivist analyses are in the end subject to the human agency of
perception. Thus although the mind seeks objectivity, it is always in the
last analysis subjective.
The surety of existence deduced by Descartes is itself ambiguous. Is it
the ‘I think’, which would identify self-consciousness as being constituted
by thought (and this would raise the question of where the ‘I’ ends and
the ‘think’ begins): or the ‘I am’, self-consciousness as being, independent
of thought, and constantly present, at least as long as consciousness lasts,
both beginning and ending the proposition cogito ergo sum? The only
certainties, arrived at through doubt, are being and consciousness, but
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limited to the individual ‘I’, or ego. However, Descartes wanted to share
his meditations with others, and by this simple urge acknowledged an a
priori inter-subjectivity and the existence of ‘others’ outside rational
reduction, in what Levinas might describe as “intellectual intuition”. For
Levinas the recognition of the other is the realisation of a transcendent
ethics, beyond ontology.
If we engage with a too rational interpretation and hence
misunderstanding of Descartes, that being is predicated by thinking, then
it is taken to be the product of the rational mind, which distinguishes that
mind from the animal. This is absurd, as it would mean that animals and
any other non-thinking entities do not possess being. If on the other hand
thinking is predicated by being, and thinking is an instrument of
consciousness, then animals, who undoubtedly partake of being, must
also be granted as partaking of consciousness, even though they do not
appear to ‘think’, at least not rationally or in the way that is facilitated by
the more developed human mind. If animals are conscious to any extent,
then the comparison of their consciousness to human consciousness, and
by extension of the argument to each other’s consciousness, can only be a
matter of degree.
If we take the brain to be somehow involved in the development of the
mind and consciousness, then any creature with a brain can reasonably (if
this is the right word in this context) be assumed, or reasoned, to partake
of consciousness. But if indeed consciousness is not predicated by
thought, and consequently does not depend upon the brain, but simply
upon being, it must be integral to and within any entity, however dimly.
The rational ‘I think, therefore I am’ actually contains a claim to existence
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predicated by consciousness, in which thinking, being, and the ‘I’ are all
contained. It is obvious that not only animals, but also plants and stones
exist, even though they patently do not seem to think very much. If we
therefore subscribe to the theory ‘I am, therefore I think’, might this not
mean that a rock or a tree, because it has being, is conscious or at least has
the innate potential of consciousness?
Rationally speaking, the difference between the consciousness of the
human and the animal is categorical, and to do with species. The human,
who can say “I think, therefore I am”, might really be saying “I think,
therefore I know that I am”. It would seem, therefore, that consciousness
can grow and develop, to evolve, and that this development has
something to do with the ability to reason. We might well conclude that
the evolution of consciousness parallels what we know as the evolution of
species. If that is so then this development is logically bound to continue
in the future.
However, the degree to which individual consciousness is developed,
that is in individual humans, or individual animals, and the difference
between animals and humans, seems to be dictated by nature, by accident
of birth. If there is teleology here in the work of evolution it could only be
that of unconscious nature. But the question then arises: for what purpose
would unconscious nature produce conscious human beings? We would
have to agree with Heidegger that

Only ek-sistent man is historical. “Nature” has no history.2
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In a comparison of Heidegger and Derrida, Matthew Calarco3 explores
the theme of Derrida’s book Aporias, and how it relates to animals, death
and language in Heidegger. Derrida ‘deconstructs’ Heidegger’s
demarcation of the human from the animal experience of death, i.e. that
only the human can experience ‘dying’ whilst the animal ‘perishes’.
According to Heidegger, Dasein’s possibility in relation to death can only
be truly known by the human and not the animal. In his argument
Heidegger criticises scientific and objective assumptions about death that
are inherent in Western thought, and asserts that death can only be truly
known in its relation to a “possibility” of Dasein,4 and Dasein’s possibility
in relation to death. In that existential being is enhanced by what it means
to die, Heidegger therefore implies a special human character to Dasien.
Derrida, however, shows that the kind of categorical assumptions that
Heidegger eschews in Western thought are subtly present in his theory,
namely Heidegger’s own essentially humanist and anthropocentric notion
of Dasein. Calarco affirms Derrida’s point and notes

What we are left with at the end of his [Derrida’s] analysis, then, is a rather
open-ended conclusion: the lingering forms of anthropocentrism and
humanism that underpin Heidegger’s analysis of death should be called
into question, and this entails the necessity not only for a more nuanced
account of the various relations human beings have to death and dying, but
also for careful analyses of how animals (and not “The Animal”) also die.5

Calarco also recognises that Derrida infers the blurring of borders
between the animal and the human, and the possible dissolution of many
other lines of demarcation. This is not to say that everything is
homogenous, but rather that other demarcations assumed by a certain
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way of thinking, to which anthropocentrism belongs, are by extension
revealed as problematic, and raise questions that have ‘political’
ramifications with regard to the relationship of humans and animals. This
would suggest that categorisations and generalisations are misleading,
and that to recognise individual difference, animal or human, requires a
more open, and ethical, attitude. Seen from this point of view, the ‘world’
becomes in every unique detail something for our giving of a certain
consideration, (indeed one might say a certain ‘kindliness’)6, which leads
to an expansion from the rational, conceptual mode of thought to take in
further horizons.
At this point we may venture to develop scrutiny of another line of
demarcation in relation to Heidegger, Dasein and death: death as a
boundary between the finite and the infinite.

The Limits of Death
In Aporias, Derrida questions Heidegger’s thinking of death. Heidegger
views death as the possibility for Dasein of the impending impossibility of
Dasein. In other words, in an existential position the being in the world
sees death as the possibility if its own non-existence: the possibility that
being will cease. The possibility of non-being looms large, and in this way
Dasein’s existential consciousness is enhanced. However, as Calarco has
shown, Derrida sees in this a classic aporia, and what it suggests is the
possibility of opening out into something quite different.

But is it possible for this particular possibility (the impossibility of
existence) to be unveiled as a possibility? Wouldn’t the possibility of the
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impossibility of existence immediately disappear as a possibility? Isn’t
there rather an utter impossibility here?7

Calarco cites the full paragraph to which this statement belongs in
order to demonstrate the problematic of Dasein in relation to a boundary
between animals and humans and the inference is that other boundaries
become similarly less defined, and his very interesting essay ends here.
But to develop the point made by Derrida, what is implied, or deduced
here with regard to Heidegger’s theme, in much the same way as two
negatives make a positive, is the impossibility of the being of non-being.
Logically, non-being cannot ‘be’. Here we have another classic example of
aporia. Non-being can only ‘be’ as an abstract, a concept. As soon as it
becomes itself, it must disappear. If being has a negative, it must be
nothing. And again, ‘nothing’ presented as a concept becomes a
‘something’. This means that there is no such thing as non-being, and that
nothing or nothingness is somehow substantial.
A concept is an object of the intellect. Knowledge could be defined as
understanding by the process of familiarisation through the medium of
the concept. To paraphrase Levinas, what is ‘other’ is reduced to the
‘same’ conceptually, and is thereby comprehended. In the case of death,
the concept attempts to make known, or make familiar, what in truth (as
Heidegger realised) cannot be known objectively: death must remain
unknowable, an absolute other, until it is experienced by the subject.
Otherwise, it remains an object, and therefore a concept, a speculative
idea. In this respect death presents itself as the possibility of ‘non-being’.
But since non-being cannot exist, and death obviously does, death must be
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something other than non-being, a ‘something’ open to experience. Or, if
we equate death with non-being, then death, as conceived of rationally
and objectively, does not exist.
At any rate, we would have to concede that if death is capable of being
experienced as something, or if it is nothing at all, it is so within
consciousness. Thus the question of whether consciousness exceeds death
would have to be answered affirmatively.

The Limits of Language
The emphasis on concept is allowed for in the structure of language.
Language perpetually contains within itself the structural means of
reducing everything to its own terms, including everything within it. For
example, we have a concept of ‘infinity,’ and a word for infinity, so that
although incomprehensible to the mind, infinity appears to have an
existence, a being, within language. Similarly, nothing (the negative of
being) can be reduced to a concept through language in order to be
comprehended. As Gadamer noted

Because the process of thought is conceived as the process of explication in
words, a logical achievement of language becomes apparent that cannot be
fully understood in terms of an order of things as they would appear to an
infinite mind.8

Gadamer saw in language a ground for what he called the
“hermeneutical experience”, which in the instance quoted is developing
through Thomism as a medium for a philosophy “which mediates in a
new way between the mind of man in its finitude and the divine
infinity”.9 Although this ‘mediation’ is attempted explicitly by Aquinas
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through conceptual thinking, through logos, what Gadamer notices is that
Language becomes at the time of Aquinas more creative, and this
creativity inherent in the logic of language somehow exceeds the goal of
language even as put to the service of a transcendent order of truth, as it
might be conceived by an “infinite mind”.
The theme of language is what Derrida returns to again and again.
Here, for the word ‘language’ we can exchange ‘writing’.10 In
Dissemination Derrida recounts the story of the Egyptian god Thoth, (or
Theuth in Plato’s Phaedrus) who, having replaced the sun-god Ra (who
cannot be seen by mortals), represents, supplements, repeats, mimics,
creates, both life and death (and everything in between), and is himself
hidden in his own creation.

The god of writing, who knows how to put an end to life, can also heal the
sick. And even the dead.’11

Thus in a curious way, and under certain conditions, writing can make
anything happen, in the imagination, through the transformation of things
into concepts and the concepts into realities – realities that are real to the
imagination. The image of the imagination is then free of subject-object
cognition, and of empirical reality. The self and the imagination become
inseparable, like a bird flying in air. Plato might have been saying
something similar through Socrates in the Phaedrus.

Soc. Is there not another kind of word or speech far better than this, and
having far greater power – a son of the same family, but lawfully
forgotten?
Phaedr. Whom do you mean and what is his origin?
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Soc. I mean an intelligent word graven in the soul of the learner, which can
defend itself, and who knows when to speak and when to be silent.
Phaedr. You mean the living word of knowledge which has a soul, and of
which the written word is properly no more than an image?
Soc. Yes, of course, that is what I mean.12

The “living word” referred to here is evidently more than the graphic
or the phonic. It is “graven in the soul”. The signifier ‘soul’ here slips in
and out of the text, and introduces a curious transcendent belied by the
reasoned logic of Socrates’ argument. This is an example of the
ambivalence that surrounds the eidos: it is originary and yet an image in
itself, and therefore mimetic. It is another aporia: the Ideal that ceases to be
ideal as soon as it is inscribed, pictured, or represented. We can only
know of the philosophy of Socrates through Plato’s writing, and writing is
denigrated by Socrates in favour of dialectical speech. Therefore the truth
that Plato is offering comes to us directly through the imagination, and by
its acceptance of writing has already by-passed the rational mind. Again,
Plato offers us another, perhaps imaginary, solution to the problem:
silence. The “word” of knowledge, written in the soul, and prior to speech
and writing, “knows when to speak and when to be silent”.
If we accept Plato’s text, it could be both liberating and binding, as
Derrida’s elusive and illusionist “god of writing” can also speak of silence,
and of the soul. Here is another aporia: we can speak of silence, but
silence is absent. It can really be manifested only through silence, and not
by speaking of it, or writing about it.13 The indication of the truth of
silence can be given through speech or writing, as a concept, an image of
silence. But true silence, like true death, can only be known subjectively,
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or in the imagination. If silence speaks for itself, it must be in silence.
However, unlike death, Socrates’ silence is positive. It is not merely the
absence of sound: it is charged with meaning. It conceals and reveals.
Again, it is both revealed and concealed when it is spoken of. It is
revealed as an imagined possibility, and concealed within and by speech,
complementing speech as the other of sound. It is like the Judaic
Tzimtzum, a contraction of the infinite that is said to be both revealed and
concealed within the created world and the created word.

A Silent Smile
In Derrida’s text “The Double Session”14, he takes as his theme a
description in Mallarmé‘s Mimique of the author reading a booklet that
describes a mime. The Commedia Dell’ Arte mime tells the story of a
murder (by Pierrot) of his wife Columbine by tickling her to death (she
dies of laughing). The guilty Pierrot mimes his memory of the supposed
crime, its motive, its brilliant inception, and its execution. He does this by
miming both himself and the tickled victim, and so inadvertently commits
suicide by tickling himself to death.
So the mime represents a crime that was not a real crime (she died of
pleasure), and contains the opposites of life and death, joy and sorrow,
laughter and tears, all interchangeable in their opposition, played out by
the white-costumed and blanche-faced Pierrot: a drama that represents
nothing, is the result of nothing, and results in nothing – except perhaps a
silent smile (or even perhaps loud laughter).
By emphasising the writing within writing that is the structure of
Mallarme’s story, and at the heart of that structure an unwritten mime,
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self-signified in a silent space “(…) white as a yet unwritten page, blank as
a difference between two lines”,

15

Derrida alludes to something beyond

even the trace of the inexpressible. Between the is, and the is not. The
tension between what is and what is not gives birth to a smile. Sound and
silence are no longer opposites, or even interdependent: they are
indivisible.
What is referred to here cannot actually be thought of as an entity, or
the trace of a presence such as ‘the ineffable’ Neither is it the goal of a
negative theology, which likewise must have an end, no matter how
subtle. Within language anything can be given life through the curious
magic of words. But to speak of a soul, or to avoid speaking of a soul,
contain something in their signification of a trace, as Levinas would have
it, of a beyond that is truly beyond any signification. But it is within the
scope of inner vision through the “face”.

The beyond is precisely beyond the “world”, that is, beyond every
disclosure (…) transcending all cognition, be it symbolic or signified. The
one is “neither similar nor dissimilar, neither identical nor non-identical,”
Plato says, thus excluding it from every even indirect revelation (…) The
third person who in a face has already withdrawn from every relation and
every dissimulation, who has passed, this illeity, is not a “less than being”
by comparison with the world in which a face enters; it is the whole
enormity, the whole inordinateness, the whole infinity of the absolute
other, which eludes treatment by ontology. The supreme presence of a face
is inseparable from this supreme and irreversible absence which founds
the eminence of visitation.16

This absence is a presence, familiar yet strange, that knows us in every
fibre of our being, and waits and watches for us unconditionally.
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9. 5.
MEASURE AND EXCESS
Conference Theme - The Happy Choice: Measure or Excess?
Abstract
And the better part of the soul is likely to be that which trusts to measure
and calculation.
- Plato

Measure and calculation, reason, the reasoning mind – these would
appear to be axiomatic paradigms of an epoch where truth can be thought
as ‘present’. The argument put forward by Plato1 is intended to show that
art as mimesis encourages ignorance and obscures knowledge. The force of
the argument is that ignorance, or “opinion”, is extraneous to the presence
of truth. As such art might be seen to be excessive in relation to what is
essential. But the essence of truth is questionable, when propositional
truth can itself be viewed as exceeded by Being2, and even further if
ontology is excessive to the existant.3
Excess occurs where measure is tied to an economy. Economy is a
rationalising of the relationship of self to the world, and self to the other,
where primacy rests squarely with the self or same. Measure tied to
economy is based upon this relationship. But true economy, like true
measure, may occupy a different space, where to withhold and to give are
in perfect ratio. To withhold would be to refrain from identity with the
same, to give to measure true value in the other. Here measure is
proportion, and excess the flow of infinite delight.
Art transcends the telos of life-as-economy. Transcendence is the power
of the creative imagination in perfect accord with the truth of existence.
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Beyond life and death, giving and taking, the discourse of being and of
thought, is the measureless gift of existence.
In this paper I shall be looking at the work of Derrida, Levinas, and
Julia Kristeva in relation to art, exploring the theme of measure and
excess, need and desire, self and alterity.
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BRIAN GRASSOM

MEASURE AND EXCESS

And the better part of the soul is likely to be that which trusts to measure and
calculation.
- Plato

In the Republic, X, Plato writes the character of Socrates guiding Glaucon
in a dialogue intended to show the true nature of drawing, painting and
poetry. His purpose is to differentiate art and truth in order to reveal the
true nature of the city “within”, and the primacy of reason and virtue for
the soul - which the seeker following the path of reason and virtue will
discover to be immortal. According to Socrates, the arts of painting and
poetry dwell on appearance and on mimesis, which, in a philosophy that
proposes the irreducibility of Ideal Form, are secondary and even harmful
to the needs of the soul. Drawing and painting “are far removed from
truth, and the companions and friends and associates of a principle within
us which is equally removed from reason, and (…) they have no true and
healthy aim”.1 Similarly the poet “is not by nature made, nor is his art
intended, to please or to affect the rational principle in the soul; but he
will prefer the passionate and fitful temper, which is easily imitable”.2 All
this is in contradistinction to something that cannot be imitated or
represented:

(…) the wise and calm temperament, being always nearly equable, is not
easy to imitate or to appreciate when imitated (…).3
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Socrates says that the instrument of the “wise and calm temperament”
is measure. Here, according to Plato, measure is that rational principle
which discerns truth and reality from opinion and illusion: it is
commensurate with the true ethical and responsible nature of the rational
human being, who turns to philosophy for the illumination of his or her
life. In this context, the impurity endemic to mimetic painting and poetry
makes them excessive to reason and virtue, and companions to error,
indulgence and weakness. Excess here ultimately leads not to happiness
but to more misery, because by subtle deception it distracts the seeker
from truth. Happiness lies in the discrimination of this truth, the exclusion
of all that is extraneous to reason, and consequently the renunciation of all
that is foreign to virtue: Virtue dictates that we should follow the “higher
principle” of “law and reason”,4 eschewing any temptation to stray from
what is the rational and by extension the optimum course of thought and
action.
By using the word ‘optimum’ in this sense I have implied that there is
more than a trace of the ‘good’ that will, by the same “law of reason”,
ensue as a result of following the reasonable course. There is a difference
between what is meant by ‘optimum’ and what might be defined as the
most expedient, the most practical, benefit to be had. In expediency,
‘good’ immediately becomes a relative term, because that which is of
practical benefit to one person may have any kind of negative outcome for
another. Plato makes clear the equivalence of reason and its concomitant
goodness by the following example, where he gives advice on how we
should respond to misfortune.

124

Appendices
Published Papers. 9. 5.
That we should take counsel about what has happened, and when the dice
have been thrown order our affairs in the way which reason deems best;
not, like children who have had a fall, keeping hold of the part struck and
wasting time in setting up a howl, but always accustoming the soul
forthwith to apply a remedy, raising up that which is sickly and fallen,
banishing the cry of sorrow by the healing art.5

The inference of this metaphor, in the context of a dialogue that
concerns reason and the immortality of the soul, would appear to be the
exigency of practical reason -- that is, the operation of the rational mind in
response to the inevitable importunities encountered in the face of life.
The meaning of the metaphor seems to be how best to deal with the inner
and outer difficulties of life without resorting to their representation,
reproduction, and thereby their protraction through mimesis; the “healing
art” implies overcoming those difficulties by recognising their transitory
nature through the power of reason. This suggests that reason is
transcendent, and therefore extraneous to the material and the temporal.
Socrates advocates reason as a healer for the kinds of misfortune with
which through its very nature life seems from time to time to assail us. In
the metaphor, reason, in order to ‘make things better’ looks for a remedy.
In doing so it acknowledges a good that transforms time and
circumstance. It implies that nature, in the form of life’s difficulties, can be
overcome by this good, while at the same time nature in the form of a
remedy can be applied. The key to understanding nature is reason. In this
mode, reason recognises one of two things. Either nature is ultimately
beneficent if correctly interpreted, or reason must transcend nature to
establish the good. But what the narrative of the metaphor cannot help
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implying by analogy is that reason itself is the remedy – the answer to the
seeker’s questions - both the remedy and the physician in one.
Implicit to both readings – the narrative and it’s metanarrative - is that
reason is able to discern the real from the unreal. By realising that our
suffering need not control us, we expose suffering’s transitory and
therefore illusory nature. Therefore, if we concentrate on what is real - and
remember, what is real is only recognised as such by reason - then our
happiness is by default assured, and we will not waste time in bewailing
that suffering which in its excessive nature will turn out in the end to be
unreal and illusory. By the same token Plato urges the wise person not to
take complacent comfort in imagined sympathy for the misfortunes of
others, as represented in art’s mimetic fiction, but rather to keep the mind
and action centred on what is real and at hand in and around his or her
own life, and to deal with that: If it is weakness to indulge in one’s own
misfortunes, which will be seen to be illusory, then it is worse than
weakness to enjoy imitated ones.
Plato’s discourse on reason and opinion leads to a passage on the
immortality of the soul. Plato demonstrates that corruption cannot destroy
the soul, as it has no parts to be corrupted or destroyed. Also, if one were
to measure the number of souls, the total would always remain the same,
since as they are immortal nothing can be added to or taken away from
their number. Following Plato, it would also be fair to reason, by the same
argument, that nothing can be added to or taken away from the
individual soul: in this case anything extraneous to the soul would, in
effect, be excessive to its reality.
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But the very idea of an immortal soul seems, to the modern mind, to
exceed rationality. It would appear that here - as so often happens in Plato
- pure reason, the working of logos, gives way in the next breath to the
uncertainty of mythos. We are led to ask why at this point in the discourse
does the soul appear, and why does it seem to us to be independent of
reason, of logos? At this juncture the road of reason appears to end and the
domain of the soul to begin. There is a boundary line: on the far side of
that boundary the soul, complete and immortal in itself, has need of
reason as a guide to its ultimate state of virtue, while on this side reason
transcends the temporal and is self-fulfilling. But if we fall on neither one
side nor the other then we are left in a peculiar gap.
It is clear, of course, that for Plato mythos and logos were not as
mutually exclusive as might be inferred through too rational an
interpretation of his writing.6 This is what medieval scholastics found
most attractive in his philosophy, and perhaps what more rationalist
thinkers found lacking. The Good is concomitant with Reason in a way
that invites a transcendental world-view: and Plato makes frequent
reference to God and to the divine as somehow supporting the operation
of reason, although in a way which is never made explicit, or indeed
rationally clear. Perhaps this is because Plato knows that ultimately the
notion of goodness cannot look to rationality for its authority. It forever
escapes pure rationality: it is excessive to the exigent limits of rational
thinking. Goodness cannot be measured. Indeed, at times it appears to
contradict the imperatives of practical reason, and leads to actions that are
- for the practically minded rationalist - foolhardy: on the other hand, the
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imperative to do good often seems in another sense to follow the most
‘reasonable’ course.
So in a curious, mystifying way, Plato appears to contradict himself.
The “better part of the soul” (but how can something which cannot be
added to or subtracted from have inferior or superior parts?) “is (…) that
part which trusts to measure and calculation”: but at the same time the
good which will result from the rational act partakes of a general
goodness that cannot be measured. Undoubtedly, here Plato might appear
to have fallen foul of the slippery nature of language. In attempting to
describe through logical discourse an irreducible reason, he finds that
discourse is axiomatically subject to language, and something in the very
nature of language defies logic and exceeds measure. Now whether he
ascribes the purity of the logos to speech where speech is taken to be the
expression of pure thought, and deems writing to belong to the excess of
mimesis, or if their priority in the order of being were to be reversed, is of
no consequence: we can see that in the end both are encompassed by
language. Since thought is inextricably bound up with language, the
imperative might therefore seem to be the realisation that only silence,
verbal, graphic, and mental, can escape the duality of representation that
is perpetually set up by iteration of the pure idea. Anything extraneous,
superfluous, and excessive to silence will turn out to be just that. This
would mean that any representation, any signification whatever of “the
wise and calm temperament”, including Plato’s writing, is excessive.
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Signifying Nothing
Strangely, Plato’s own signification of the Ideal is subtly questioned in his
account of Socrates’ encounter with Parmenides.7

But if, on the other hand, one were in itself, it would also be contained in
itself; for nothing can be in anything which does not contain it (…) But
then, that which contains must be other than that which is contained? for
the same whole cannot do and suffer both at once; and if so, one will be no
longer one, but two? (…) then one cannot be anywhere, either in itself or in
another?

Now, taking Plato as our guide, for where could one find another so
adept in the ways of discursive reasoning, we would have to ask in the
first instance “whence comes the pure idea?” Who, or what produces it,
and who or what produces the ‘who’ and the ‘what’? We enter into the
chain of cause and effect, and will inexorably be confronted by the
unwillingness of the modern mind to accept that there could be anything
so archaic as a final cause. Within the play of language, the notion of a
final cause would be the iteration of an idea, an idea signifying what
Levinas might call the “unsayable” that finds itself at last, and finally,
“said”.

When stated in propositions, the unsayable (or the an-archical) espouses
the forms of formal logic; the beyond being is posited in doxic theses, and
glimmers in the amphibology of being and beings – in which beings
dissimulate being. The otherwise than being is stated in a saying that must
also be unsaid in order to thus extract the otherwise than being from the said
in which it already comes to signify but a being otherwise. Does the beyond
being which philosophy states, and states by reason of the very
transcendence of the beyond, fall unavoidably into the forms of the ancillary
statement?8
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This would appear to indicate that Plato is in error, in the same way
that all philosophy is ultimately in error, in that it attempts to bring into
language, into discourse, that which is always already there within that
language and discourse, but can only be known by its own “trace”, and
remains unsaid. According to Derrida,

Différance or the trace does not present itself, this almost nothing of the
unpresentable is what philosophers always try to erase. It is this trace,
however, that marks and relaunches all systems.9

This would suggest that in reading Plato as we have so far, we are
applying a certain method, a method that has down through the centuries
taken a misinterpretation of Plato’s texts themselves as a paradigm.
Commenting on another text where Plato appears to criticise writing and
painting, the Phaedrus, Derrida suggests that our methods - ironically
based on a ‘Platonic’ interpretation - may be suspect.

Only a blind or grossly insensitive reading could indeed have spread the
rumour that Plato was simply condemning the writer’s activity. Nothing
here is of a single piece and the Phaedrus also, in its own writing, plays at
saving writing – which also means causing it to be lost – as the best, the
noblest game.10

How writing can be “lost” and saved at the same time is key to
understanding Derrida’s approach not only within a tradition of
Continental Philosophy where phenomenology has prescribed the
grounding – if ‘grounding’ can indeed be used to describe the basis of a
phenomenological approach - but also in any thesis where the idea,
however subtle, retains a signified character. Where art is the theme of
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philosophy, and philosophy is tied to the methods already described, this
is bound to happen. Art becomes an object to the subject of philosophy.
But where philosophy feels the need to adopt other methods, that is,
where the phenomenological trajectory is allowed to arrive at its ‘logical’
goal, there can in reality be neither subject nor object. The one is
inextricably bound, reciprocally tied in with, the other. It is no accident
that the very nature of art is found, by any method pursued with the true
rigour and love of truth that philosophy demands, to be indeterminate
according to the paradigms of an episteme prescribed by rationality alone.
That rationality is at the root of how we normally perceive the world.
The tendency of the ratio is to observe, not to participate. But art also
opens up participation. In this sense art is characterised by its tendency, as
noted by John Baldacchino,11 to “look with” rather than “at”. This ‘looking
with’ is a form of doubling that includes the ratio but admits of
participation. It answers the question “how can we accurately observe
something of which we are a part?” It achieves this, when it is truly in
operation, by the progressive cancellation of all objective signifying to
allow for one singular signification, the experience of the beyond-self in
the Other. The measure of signification cancels itself out, and without
measure there can be no excess. The ‘remainder’ of this curious equation,
outside of measurability, can only be thought, if thought at all, as Alterity.

Art as Alterity
Art is at once all-inclusive and all-exclusive. There is nothing that art
cannot include, nothing that cannot be touched by its transformative
power. On the other hand, art cannot be touched by anything. The social,
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the political, gender issues, race – all are extraneous – excessive – to what
is truly real in art. Where, therefore, is art? It is everywhere and nowhere.
It is everywhere in that everything can be art’s subject: as long as it is
within the range of human consciousness there is nothing that cannot be
included by art. It is nowhere in that its essence cannot be measured or
defined by sociology, anthropology, psychology or politics, or any such
activity – nor even at the very last, in the discourse of the history and
critique of art, in the idea brought into presence as the identity ‘art’.
In the same way, it is both everything and nothing. This nothingness
does not mean negation. It means simply that something with no
determined ontology cannot be reified, or measured.
The question of signification is partly a question of identity. As long as
we can identify something through signification, we feel that we have
caught the thing in its essence. But it has been shown by Derrida that
signification is an endless chain. Just when we think that we have ‘pinned
down’ the thing in question, we realise that what we have caught is
simply another signifier. Instead of meaning occurring locally, as
‘presence’ in a logocentric scheme, we find that all things partake of
meaning, a meaning which is given to us not only through our
consciousness of them, but through whatever they give without
signification – and this can never be pinned down.
In an essay entitled The Pursuit of the Zero Point, Blanchot discusses the
difficulty that literature has in reaching what Barthes had called “Degree
Zero”: that is a return to a natural, visceral language in order to escape the
entrapments of literature as a cultural construct. Blanchot points out that
in order even to be aware of the need to do this, one must have already
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taken the step away from that language, a step which gives one the
awareness of it and the need to return to it. And that synthetic step is
literature. As always “that which is closest to us, is also what is least
accessible to us”.12 So that Barthes’ indication of “the moment at which
literature could grasp itself”13 might simply result in a kind of neutrality.

To write without ‘writing’, to bring literature to that point of absence
where it disappears, where we no longer have to fear its secrets which are
lies, that is ‘writing degree zero’, the neutrality which every writer
deliberately or unwittingly seeks, and which leads some to silence.14

This search around the “space of literature” poses a problem for anyone
seeking an answer to art’s purpose in terms of historicism. This problem
and its elusive solution are similar in structure to that problem of the
aporia experienced in the antithetic positioning, in art theory, of
postmodernism to modernism. In fact, as Lyotard explains,15 the most
advanced works of modernism are truly postmodern: therefore the
‘solution’ to the problem of art’s historical telos, or its studied avoidance,
are actually the same and mutually baffling. The ‘answer’ to what makes
art in the context of the work’s position in time, if there is one, must lie
elsewhere.
When Levinas speaks of an interruption, an intervention, an event that
is necessary to transcend the play of the same and the other, that event is
for him the encounter with the face of the Other. With Derrida différance
seems to point to a creative imagination that in the work of literature,
especially, is able to transcend the difficulty of ‘presence’ in language.
Blanchot sought the effacement of the “I” in literature in order that
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identification with the concepts of same and other might be minimised.
And both he and Levinas saw in the existence of the il y a the possibility of
an event that encompasses everything, subtly and invisibly, within an allpervading existence that somehow transcends the ordinary relation of
subject and object, the ever-present dualism that is concomitant to
thought.16
One can see a way in which through literature and through art, selfeffacement is sometimes effortlessly achieved. Absorption in a book or a
painting is a way of losing oneself in the life of an ‘other’, the life of the
work itself. The work of art or literature, if executed with the kind of
purity advocated by Blanchot, might itself be entered as a pure life that
becomes ‘me’, but without the self-consciousness of mine: subject-object,
here-there, the play of reality and illusion, of life and death, is allowed its
forgetfulness and its assimilation. The Other in art is free to intervene, to
interrupt, through the power of the imagination. The transcendence that
results is a real experience, not a concept signified by art as a cultural
construct. That construct of art is always grounded, however subtly, even
as anti-art or art as subversion or irony, in the institutional. However, not
all ‘art’ can achieve transcendence. The art that is most likely to succeed is
that art done in the spirit that Adorno spoke of, art that springs from the
intuitive quest for something “more”.

Artworks become artworks in the production of this more; they produce
their own transcendence, rather than being its arena, and thereby they once
again become separated from transcendence (…) Only in the achievement
of this transcendence, not foremost and indeed probably never through
meanings, are artworks spiritual (…) Art fails in its concept when it does
not achieve this transcendence; it loses the quality of being art. Equally,
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however, art betrays transcendence when it seeks to produce it as an
effect.17

Of course, it is not only art that offers the ‘more’. But the feeling that we
in this case attribute to art is also attributable to life, if life is seen in a
certain way – the way of art. Curiously, this means that everyone can
indeed be an ‘artist’ if one is able to perceive Alterity within the
experience of life, the otherness that gives to us the more, the meaningful,
the profound etc. It is not difficult, therefore, to see the value that art, real
art, has. It actually stops being ‘art’ in a cultural sense; or rather it may
remain art but transcends its own identity as art, and simply becomes the
face of reality. It is no longer a representation of itself, or of the ideal, but
in a sense is the ideal. It has become the ideal through its recognition of
nothingness, through its being life, one with life, not a reflection of it. Plato
might well approve. Truth and art are seen to be the same thing. Art is no
longer self-conscious, but an expression of reality, a reality which is truly
poetic and creative, the reality of life.
A part of this creative reality is that it is infinite. Real art expresses this
infinity, not through signification, as for example the painter Malevich
tried to do, but as far as it transcends itself and merges into the infinite in
its absence of identification, its indeterminateness, its otherness or
Alterity.
What we may call art is then the true ideal, which is of nothing, of
infinity, not referring to a transcendent being, but partaking of pure
transcendence in infinity’s light: Art not measurable, but as the effulgence
of infinity’s infinite goodness, an excess of delight.
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10. Additional Works
10. 1. City III. 2004. Fibreboard, glass, paper. 220mm x 380mm x 380mm.

Awarded Peacock Visual Arts Prize, Aberdeen Artists
Society Exhibition, 2005.
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10. 2. City IV. 2005.
Fibreboard. 200mm x 155mm x 155mm.
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NAMING AND NASCENCE

To name the gods, to make the world become discourse, this alone founds
the authentic dialogue that is human reality, and it is this naming that
provides the discourse with its thread, its brilliant and mysterious figure,
its form, its constellation, far from the sounds and rules in use in practical
life.
- Blanchot

Naming is a form of birth. As soon as something is named, it is in a sense
born – it comes into existence. The name of the existence into which it is
born is language. Thus the thing is born at least twice: once as itself, and
once more as a name, a word. According to Plato (1952, Cratylus, [439], p.
113), the name is not the same as the thing in itself, and the thing cannot in
reality be known by its name.
(…) the knowledge of things is not to be derived from names. No; they
must be studied and investigated in themselves.

If we agree with Plato, we ought not to confuse the two together. This
means that the life of language and therefore the life of discourse, are to a
greater or lesser degree, either somewhat independent of the things to
which they refer, or the things to which they refer only really exist within
that language and discourse.
The creation of a painting, or any work of art, is like the creation of
discourse. To begin to form and use signs is the basis of language, and
images as signs work within the language of painting in much the same
way as words do in the language of speech and writing. Signs are
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arguably the beginning of difference. For Plato the difference of same and
other yet allowed both to partake of being: names as signifiers were not
“the things in themselves”, their essence being held elsewhere. Plato’s
approach inferred the existence of ideal form, a transcendent beyond the
world of entities. But even if we were to adopt the opposite, or Nominalist
approach, we would have to concede that the purpose of naming would
still be to delimit and define the existence of individual entities, to
differentiate between one particular type of thing and another: the one
particular thing belongs to a genus of like things. So naming something
with a word, in one way or another, recognises both its singularity and its
belonging to a group.
The name and its referent are separated by the known fact of physical
being. An object such as a cup is only a cup because of the intentionality1
of the percipient, the human who perceives the cup’s telos. Without that
human intentionality, the cup is a curiously shaped object with no natural
purpose. The thing in itself, as far as nature is concerned, is not a ‘cup’. Its
‘cup-ness’ is supplied by the human, who made it from natural materials
to fulfil her/his need to have a drinking vessel. The cup therefore, has two
identities: which one is the thing in itself? What is the true being of the
thing? Indeed, since ‘thing’ is simply a word, it too belongs to language,
and is itself a name. Since it is not possible to suspend language without

1

I am using this word not in the normal but in the phenomenological sense,
meaning consciousness ‘directed towards’ something. See HUSSERL, E., 1997. (p.
10): “Transcendental phenomenology uses intentionality to interrogate the
sources of that world’s meaning and validity for us (…)”. In art, intentionality is
readily recognisable in the attribution of the name ‘art’ to a physical object that
has an independent empirical reality. A good example of this would be the
‘readymade’.
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suspending thought itself, how can the true nature of any physical or
mental object be known?2
When someone is born, s/he is given a name. The name gives to the
person an identity; or from another point of view the person is given an
identity through the name. A name, being only a word, cannot give
anything by itself. The giving is done not by the person her/himself, but
by another. The person receives the name that is given, and the name and
the person become as one. But how far they are one is problematic. If they
are indivisibly one, then the person is no different from her/his name: But
this hypothesis becomes difficult to sustain when more than one person
share a common name. If we can see that two ‘Johns’ are not the same
person, then the person is not the name – a conclusion that has a wealth of
inferences for the name’s concatenations: Or the same name can refer to
different entities, in which case the name in itself is nothing – or neutral a signifier awaiting a referent which it can ‘become’. So it would seem that
the person both is, and is not, her/his name.
However, naming has a larger dimension, which has to do with its
participation in language.
(…) language and its structure exist prior to the moment at which each
subject at a certain point in his mental development makes his entry into it
(…) Thus the subject, too, if he can appear to be the slave of language is all
the more so of a discourse in the universal movement in which his place is
already inscribed at birth, if only by virtue of his proper name (Lacan 2001,
p. 163).

2

The line between the ‘ego’ of Descartes and the ‘transcendental ego’ of Husserl
(see Being and Beauty, pp. 37-40) can perhaps be traced here, in the perceived
difference between physical and mental phenomena.
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Discourse itself is constituted through an immensely involved system
of names: words that refer to things, but also words that refer to ideas. In
the Platonic order of being, the idea comes before thought, thought before
speech, and speech before writing. The proper name of the person is part
of a discourse that makes up the person’s identity, personalised by
character, physical appearance, age, occupation, etc. – in short, everything
that belongs to that person’s being: and this also includes their name.
Underpinning that discourse are ideas. If there is no difference between
the name and the person, then it follows that there is no difference
between the person as discourse and the person, and all of these ideas are
the person; if the name is not the person, then the person in himself is not
the ideas, just as she is not the name, but is really something else not
communicated through naming. This something else must therefore be
beyond naming, beyond discourse.

Marcel Duchamp. 1917. Fountain.
Perhaps the appellation ‘art’ can be given
to any object, provided the artist makes
that intellectual decision. However, for
Duchamp this naming posed a question
for the idea of the aesthetic object.
Whatever Duchamp’s motives, it’s
celebration as ‘art’ shows up the openness
of any object when it comes to ‘naming’ it.
This may partly co-incide with Lyotard’s
idea of the truly postmodern and the
sublime. (see Framing Totality, pp. 30-32).
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In a sense the person is like a name, in that a name is a nothing that
awaits its life as a signifier through being given. Once the name is given,
the person gives herself to the name, as well as to all the other ideas that
will make up his personality. The being of the ‘blank’ name, and the being
of the ‘blank’ person seem therefore to belong to the same space, and are
constituted in the same way and in the same place.
This point is very similar to that reached by Derrida when ‘defining’
khôra (Derrida 1995, p. 111), a “space” discovered by Plato that is neither
sensible nor intelligible, and is to be found in the text of the Timaeus, not
only as the “space” described by Plato, but - according to Derrida - also in
its own right. Derrida is careful to say that we “dare not” call this blank
space, or place ‘essence’. As we shall see in the next section, it is beyond
any such signification, since it is both within and beyond discourse. It is
beyond discourse and it is at the very root of discourse, where discourse
actually is always not simply logos, but is compounded of the pair mythos
and logos. In that space, in the blank place of the person, Derrida following Plato’s structure of the Timeaus - places Socrates.

Naming a Blank Place
Derrida’s reading of Plato is significant. According to Derrida, we have to
remember that in dealing with khôra we are no longer dealing with the
discourse of Plato, or ‘Platonism’. Everything belonging to discourse is, by
the peculiar nature of this particular discourse, suspended. Within the text
Socrates declares himself temporarily willing to take on the genus of artist
- the follower of mimesis - as well as that of philosopher, in order to take
up his allocated ‘place’; he will simply become a listener, and he
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surrenders for the moment the place of logos to Timaeus, who narrates in
the place of philosopher-politician. In assuming this unassuming role,
Socrates makes it clear that he himself is neither one thing nor another:
“His speech occurs in a third genus and in the neutral space or a place
without place” (Derrida 1995, p. 109). The creation of a silent, third person
marks, in this text, a disruption of logos as presence. Socrates’ silent
presence of acquiescence is added to that of the narrator, and what is
more his silence is neutral. In this ‘place’ assigned to him by Plato, and in
his indeterminate geneology, Socrates does not so much inhabit khôra,
which is not strictly speaking a place: he is the nearest thing to what khôra
might be if it were identifiable as anything at all. He “does not occupy this
undiscoverable place, but it is the one from which, in the Timaeus and
elsewhere, he answers to his name” (Derrida 1995, p. 111). So Plato has,
through writing and within the text, written Socrates into a similar ‘place’
to khôra, where he is in a position to hear and to receive everything that
the Timaeus has to offer, without partiality. And let us not forget that in
this passive position, Socrates receives the writing itself, Plato’s writing.
This includes various mîses-en-abyme – stories within stories – the
discussion of myth, of the play of mythos and logos, philosophy, the
presence of reason itself, and moreover the whole panoply of the created
universe as it is elaborately set out by the eponymous Timaeus.
This curious positioning of Socrates as a silent audience, willingly
accepting the role of ‘receptacle’, the space of a blank ‘place’, is an
affirmation of all that takes place in the Timaeus. Khôra, which Socrates
resembles by his giving place in this indefinable space, is very similar to
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the il y a3 of Levinas and Blanchot. It is “place itself” (Derrida 1995, p. 111).
It allows for a ‘there-is-ness’, the existence of a simple neutrality at the
deepest level of the perception of the world.
In his exposition of the structure of the Timaeus, Derrida’s main point is
that philosophical discipline – which is at the root of Western thought, is
founded upon the Platonic principle of pattern and copy, and purports to
be able to separate myth from reality - when turned back upon its source
(in this case upon Plato’s Timaeus and its combination of reason, myth,
writing and story-telling), finds that it lacks the means to comprehend the
text in its entirety.
Platonism would mean, in these conditions, the thesis or the theme which
one has extracted by artifice, misprision, and abstraction from the text, torn
out of the written fiction of “Plato” (Derrida 1995, p. 119).

The very factor that allows comprehension - khôra – also eludes it, and
is itself briefly discussed in the middle of Timaeus. There it has to be
admitted as a third possibility distinct from but containing and contained
within the two main principles of the intelligible and the sensible, and is
perceptible only “as in a dream” (Plato 1952, “Timaeus”, [52], p. 457). This
does not mean that khôra, although original, is or represents an origin: on
the contrary, in order to understand the necessity for khôra we have to
return to before the origin, to discover a new origin, and eventually must
transcend even the very notion of origin. Indeed, “this necessity (khôra is
its sur-name) seems so virginal that it does not even have the figure of a
virgin any longer” (Derrida 1995, p. 126). Here, there is really a decidedly
aporetic event. Where naming has turned back upon itself, where it no
3

Il y a (Fr.) ‘there is’.
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longer possesses the ability to name, even its own name, beyond speech,
discourse, and the beginning of thought, there can be only silence. Even,
or perhaps especially, this ‘silence’ is beyond naming. Even to call it
‘silence’ is always to give a “sur-name”, a supplement.
And this silence, from the depths of which khôra thus seems to call her
name but in truth calls the sur-name of a first name, this silence is perhaps
not even any longer a modality or a reserve of speech. No more than this
depth without depth promises the night of a day (Derrida 1995, p. xvi).

In “Khôra” Derrida does not, and does not need to, pursue this any
further. It is a classic deconstruction of normative and dominant modes of
thought; one that opens up other modalities contained within the Timaeus,
liberating and enfranchising aspects of Plato the ‘writer’ rather than the
‘Platonist’ philosopher. As with many of Derrida’s works, we can
extrapolate his concern with a literary or artistic consciousness that is
empowered beyond the analytics of rational and positivist thought,
although we must be careful not to name it too conspicuously as ‘literary’
or ‘artistic’. The implication of the emergence of this mode of a possible
coherent reality that is other than empirically or rationally deduced perhaps of an otherness whose truth is more poetic than logical, and whose
claim to reality begins to seem more valid than those dominant positivist
paradigms whose legitimacy has been undermined by Derrida’s
deconstruction - is that something approaching a poetic idea or image in a
pure form, untainted by the ‘Platonic’ opposites of idea and mimesis, yet
other to an ‘idea’, is possible. And this image belongs, in its absolute
otherness, to the absolutely other: or rather, in a way that cannot be fully
understood rationally, beyond the play of opposites and under certain
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conditions, the poetic image is reality. In order to perceive this more
clearly it is necessary to dispel the usual (illusory) construct of reality and
illusion that derives from ‘Platonism’.
Perhaps this can be clarified through examination of an artwork that in
its interpretation plays between these two opposites in much the same
way as Plato’s Timaeus does between logos and mythos; and which
positions in the ‘place’ of Socrates the self-effacing presence of a recipient
with an intentionality predisposed towards art and philosophy and the
possible Alterity they may invoke - you and me.

Visions of the Real
Art, and painting in particular, is fond of illusion. In fact painting owes its
existence to illusion. What we see, as soon as a mark or a brushstroke is
applied to paper, wall, or canvas, is the illusion of space. A new world,
with its own ‘reality’, has been created. When all the marks together in
this new world depict a face, or a flower, or a landscape, it is undoubtedly
an illusion. What you see may look like a face or flower, but it does not
exist before you as empirical reality. It exists only within the picture,
within the painting, and is made up of brushstrokes of coloured pigment.
On the other hand, the mark itself, or the brushstroke, has its own
existence: and that existence is, beyond doubt, a physical reality. You can
see it. You might even be able to feel it, if it has a texture. Thus painting
deals in both reality and illusion. The painting, as a physical object is real:
what it presents (as representation or abstraction) is an illusion, and it is
somewhere within this reality and illusion that we name ‘art’.
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The mark is, in addition, part of the life of the painting.4 The life of the
painting deals with other realities. These are signified in the painting in
one way or another. Aesthetically the mark as itself may count for quite a
lot. For example the brushstroke, which has its own physical reality as
paint, can also signify a movement, a gesture on the part of the artist. As
such it is a trace of the artist’s hand, and the artist’s consciousness. It may
convey style, formal awareness, or expression. Such realities are real in the
phenomenological sense – they exist as they present themselves to our
consciousness as noema and noesis.5 These impressions on the perception
of the viewer are subtle but no less real than the paint, canvas, and wood
of the painting as an object. One might say that they are subtle realities.
They are felt rather than seen, but they are concrete realities just the same.
In fact in art the ‘Platonic’ notion of reality might well be reversed. It
would seem that whereas ‘Platonic’ reality excludes art, art’s reality can
include everything, even that which is non-art. If allowed, this would
claim a universality for art that encompasses multiplicity, made possible
through art being named from a blank unnamed space of Alterity – as we
saw was the case with khôra - whereas ‘Platonic’ reality is dependent upon
the named opposites of reality and illusion. We shall explore this more
thoroughly later, in the section Naming the Space of Art.
There are many subtle realities within a painting, which emerge by
virtue of our perception. When we come to reflect upon representation
within a painting we encounter them in strength. First of all, it is the
4

I refer to the ‘life of the painting’ although a painting has perhaps no life other
than in the mind of the percipient. In this respect, I am reminded of the
intriguing title of a book by the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard - The
Psychology of Fire.
5

What is perceived and its perception.
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peculiar magic of a representational painting that its manipulation and its
re—presentation of reality fascinate us. The carefully orchestrated illusion
of the real is somehow more interesting than reality itself. It has the power
to arrest our attention and induce a feeling of contemplative wonder. This
is perhaps what attracts us to what we call representational art.

In the painting The Annunciation by Fra Angelico what we see
principally is the illusion of space upon a two-dimensional surface. The
combination of the oblique frontal view and the receding perspective of
the architecture - although perspective was innovative in the fifteenth
century - present us with a representation of empirical reality that to the
modern mind, accustomed to photographic images, seems slightly
unnatural, and not ‘realistic’.6

6

See White, John. 1989. The Birth and Rebirth of Pictorial Space, 3rd ed., London:
Faber & Faber, for a thorough examination of the depiction of space in late
Medieval and Renaissance art.
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The strangely beautiful world depicted also reflects a changing
perception of reality in the fifteenth century from that of the medieval to
that of the renaissance: and there we see the stirrings, the nascence of a
new consciousness. It also sets the tone for the strangely beautiful event
described by the painting’s narrative, which is a naissance of another kind.
At the time it was painted its pictorial imagery, its conventions, signs
and symbols, would be familiar to the painting’s intended audience of
Dominican monks, and would help to communicate its narrative: for
example, angels as supernatural beings have wings; both figures are
accompanied by halos; Mary is cloaked in heavenly blue; her arms are
crossed upon her breast in the conventional sign of humility (“Behold the
handmaid of the Lord, be it unto me according to Thy Word”).
And so the monastic community would recognise the story of the
Angel Gabriel, as God’s messenger, announcing to Mary that she is to
become the mother of Jesus, the Son, the Incarnation of God.
The scene depicts the monastery - San Marco in Florence – in which the
painting itself is actually sited. The fresco, on a corridor wall, is opposite
the top of the stairs leading to the second floor of the main building, and
is slowly revealed as one ascends the last few steps. In its day, its effect
would be dramatic to its intended audience – the monastic community
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and such laymen as were allowed to enter that part of the monastery, with
its corridors of cells for solitary spiritual contemplation.
The painting would make immediate sense to its audience; it would be
profoundly significant to them, individually and as a community, and so
would integrate fully with its physical, architectural, and social context.
The depiction of religious stories follows a didactic representational
tradition well known to the people of mid-fifteenth century Europe. The
aesthetic of the San Marco Annunciation is within an accepted style,
essentially Gothic, which would, as a mode of visual conventions appear
familiar to them and so render the picture accessible. What would be
striking to that audience would be the effect of the painting’s innovative
qualities: the realism of the figures and their setting and the formal
qualities of space, colour, and perspective would enhance the effect of
immediacy and relevance, adding to the painting’s communicative power.
The audience would see a beautiful painting with perfect contextual
relevance, depicting an event of profound religious significance. In its
context it would have been not only aesthetically fulfilling but entirely
practical and useful.7 As such, it left nothing to question and its ‘reality’
was assured.
But now let as deal with the problems it poses for a modern audience in
terms of reality and illusion. Its claim to reality, if indeed it now makes
7

Here much could be said regarding the Hegelian view of historical artefacts - cf.
Lambriano, M. Now and Then/Then and Now: Doubling and Forgetting In,
Around and Outside the Museum. In: London Consortium, previous course essays
[online]. Available from: http//www.londonconsortium.com/kant [accessed
February 2004]. Also the link between Hegel and Derrida - cf. Kierans, K., 1997.
Beyond Deconstruction. In: Animus [online] vol.2. Available from: http//
swgc.mun.ca./animus/1997vol2/kierans1.htm [accessed February 2004]. In the
case of the Annunciation, the painting’s physical site has not altered but it is
separated from its real context by time, and that context is now for us historical.
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one, appears to be first of all that it recalls a real event. From its initiation,
the story of that event would be first spoken in Hebrew, then later
translated and transcribed in Greek and eventually Latin. The story came
to the author of the text - St. Luke - by paths now unknown.8 Under the
textual layering, therefore, the factuality of the event is uncertain.
Let us also consider the structure of the narrative. Every story needs a
narrator and a listener. The original narrator could only have been Mary
herself, because the angel appeared to her privately. We may also
reasonably speculate that her experience was an inner one. Thus there are
in the story only two participants – Mary and the angel: And yet the story
is told by another. The narrator is an invisible, objective, first person at
one and the same time in logical and chronological sequence the spectator,
the narrator, and also by deferring the story through time, the future
listener. As intended, you and I become one with the narrator and are
(understood to be) invited to read of the event along with that ‘first
person’.
The painting depicts the written narrative, and follows the same
system. Here the painter is the narrator, and we as spectator gain access to
the event through the mediation of this phantasmal first person, whose
vacant viewpoint we occupy. We see all the important points in the story
occurring together as a scene, frozen in time. But here too there are
problems. First of all, the painting shows us the event as taking place in a
space that is intended to represent the ‘real’ world:9 But it shows the
8

St. Luke refers to ‘’eyewitnesses, and ministers of the word . . .’’ (Luke, 1:2).

9

In saying this I am making an assumption. What was the ‘real world’ to Fra
Angelico, whose perception would be influenced by concepts of reality current
to late-medieval thought?
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monastery of San Marco as the setting whereas the actual event would
have occurred in a house in Galilee.10 Again, in the text the angel is not
described, nor is Mary. Moreover if another person had been present as
observer (and, remember, no-one was) they would have witnessed Mary’s
physical response and submission, but the angel might well have
remained invisible to them. But all of these details are shown as if the
painter, and by extension you and I, had been present. If Fra Angelico,
despite his name, had never seen an angel himself, then he must have
relied upon, for the visual characteristics of angels, either pictorial
conventions or upon his own imagination. 11

However, even if we are prepared to accept by way of a generosity of
spirit the authenticity of the story, it then tells of an event that could never
be substantiated as historical fact because that event, if real, was in its
essence personal, experiential and mystical. Although accepted without
question in its original context, the claim to truth of the painting’s literal
10

As above. Is the visit of an angel an event that ‘occurs’? Perhaps it is for the
benefit of the Friars that it is shown happening in their own monastic
surroundings, and is intended to illustrate, by way of metaphor, Christ being
born into the lives of those following the religious order in San Marco (I am
speculating).
11

As a Dominican monk, Fra Angelico would have been at least familiar with the
writings of Thomas Aquinas, to whom the existence of angels and their
ontological characteristics were matters of real theological discourse. Contrast
this with the later empiricism of Hume, who would have regarded the angel’s
appearance as an imagined assemblage or hybrid of recalled visual memories,
e.g. the wings of a bird, the form of a man / woman.
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narrative remains in our time a matter of faith. Aesthetically it may even
be a matter of indifference.
Thus the only truly empirical reality the painting has is as an area of
wall covered in various colours of paint. It is, of course, impossible to see
it thus without an unnatural effort. If you are able to read this text, it is
likely that you will also and quite naturally, almost without thinking, be
compelled to interpret the painting in some way other than purely
empirically. What appears to the human eye in the Annunciation is a
phenomenal image, arguably an aesthetic image, whose meaning, like the
space between the two figures, is forever suspended between belief and
disbelief, between faith and reason, between mythos and logos. It is a text
wrapped in layers of intentionality, subject to hermeneutics and exegesis,
semiotics and symbolism, and even psychological analysis. Strangely
enough in spite of this, or even because of it, the painting with its complex
weave of reality and illusion is charged with a mysticism
that forever slips through the net of rationality. It attracts
us into its shallow space. Our imagination, following our
vision, is allowed to explore its pillars and archways,
garden, cloisters and half-hidden chambers. In this way
the object, the subject of discourse, the painting of The
Annunciation, contains a universe of intentionality, of
which we ourselves are the author.
In the Republic Plato held that representation in painting was painting’s
inherent imperfection. According to Plato, in the order of being mimesis
comes after both the ideal form and its earthly manifestation, and is
therefore inferior. In this sense one might say that pictorial representation
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is tantamount to illusion – in that it is not true or real. It is a secondgeneration copy of reality. Platonic Reality is the Ideal Form, and
everything other than that is a shadow, a phantom. Viewed in this way
the whole of earthly life could be said to be illusion, with the only reality
being that of the spiritual: a philosophy that had influenced medieval
Christian theology before Fra Angelico’s time. According to the Platonic
view, an object – or what we call material reality – would only become
more perfect in proportion to how close it might come to the ideal. But as
long as it does not actually become the ideal, it can never be truly perfect,
nor can it ever be truly real. Since it would seem by definition impossible
for any object to become completely perfect, it follows that nothing
created is actually Real in the Platonic sense. Therefore everything
material, if not real, must be the opposite – that is, unreal or illusory.12
Now this rather disconcerting state of affairs might become more
acceptable if we introduce into ‘being’ the concept of ‘time’: this is implicit
to Heidegger. Being is in a state of becoming, and it could be inferred
from this that through time things can perhaps become perfect. Therefore
today’s imperfection will be tomorrow’s perfection, and so on. What is
important here is that the introduction of time has the effect of removing
the concept of Perfection as a static absolute. In this way everything that
12

Plato’s dialogues contain numerous references to this line of thought,
expressed in different ways according to the topic under discussion. The notion
of a Reality compared to which all that we are accustomed to appears as illusion
is explained for example in the ‘allegory of the cave’ (1952, Republic, VI, [514518], pp. 388-89); the notion of goodness as commensurate with the knowledge
of “truth and being” in the ‘metaphor of the sun’ (ibid., VI, [508], p. 386); the
notion of Ideal Form in the comparison of the ‘three beds’ (ibid., X, [597], p. 428).
The early Neo-Platonists, such as Plotinus, although not Christian, had an
influence upon Medieval Christian thought through, for example, St. Augustine.
Interestingly though, whereas St. Augustine at times saw even music as a
worldly temptation, Plotinus’ view was that all creation was potentially perfect
as a radiance of The One.
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presents itself to our perception is already perfect, for the moment, since
everything is always becoming perfect. By extension we could say that
everything is Real, for the moment, since everything is always becoming
Real. Another way of looking at this is that if under certain conditions we
let things be as they are, they are in a sense already perfect.
Perhaps this is suggested in different ways by other contemporary
thinkers.
Rather than unmask and liquidate error, thought must attempt to see error
as the very source of the wealth that constitutes us, and that gives interest,
colour, and Being to the world (Vattimo 1988, p. 170).13

If the transcendent ‘being’ of ontology is neither negated as too abstract
a concept, nor seemingly static like Plato’s Ideal Form, but included, then
all experience would be seen to be ‘true’, and therefore real, in the sense
that the truth of Being is within everything, rather than some things
having the privilege of truth as a unifying “correctness” (Tymieniecka
1993)14 – truth as proposition, or the product of rational thought.
The inference of this for painting could be that everything within the
pictorial scheme of a painting has its place and being and is therefore real;
nothing is actually false or illusory. Seen in this light, and with this
qualification of ‘real’, the experience of a painting is just as real as, or
perhaps more real than, such empirical experiences as we normally take
for granted. Indeed, this implies an empiricism of a novel and quite
different kind, more akin to existential experience: factual truth or
13

Also, Derrida has drawn attention to Plato’s “Philebus” (1952) wherein he sees
a vindication of painting as a form, like writing, that sometimes precedes eidos,
reversing the order of being. Cf. DERRIDA, J., 1981. p. 189.
14

Cf. TYMIENIECKA, A. T., 1993. for a phenomenological approach, derived
from Husserl, but that specifically integrates “essences” with “existence”.
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untruth, concepts of reality and illusion, are at once incorporated and
transcended by the painting’s summation of thoughts, references,
significations, beliefs, and feelings. As subjective phenomena these
constitute a world of impressions that have their existence - and reality within Being, like waves on a sea of consciousness.
Just as everything that takes place in the Timaeus, its stories within
stories, its discussion of pattern and copy and khôra, its disruption of
narrator as presence, of logos and mythos, is held in the there-is-ness of
place or space that is inclusive of, but absolutely other to, the discourse of
philosophy and a rational reasoning; so does a painting contain within
itself the opposites of reality and illusion, the displacement of its own
narration as a presence through its presentation in representation, its
opposition to reality and to itself as reality both through and as art, and
invokes through its articulated lack of presence the ‘presence’ of an
absolutely other.

Being Someone Other
We assume that what is within a painting, or a novel, or a play, is not real
in a rationally objective sense. And this has always been accepted as part
of art’s intrinsic value – it deals with a world of ‘make-believe’. However
much we become immersed in that world, it is never real. From cave
paintings to the present day, art has provided a liminal world where the
experiences of life can be assimilated and life-problems worked out
without our immediate involvement with them. Real space and time are
suspended, and experiences transported from everyday reality to the
world of illusion, where they can be safely contemplated. It is within this
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state of contemplation that an assimilation of experience takes place: and
by some transformative process we come to realise that Being is within
experience, no matter what the experience. Everything that takes place
does so in consciousness: all is phenomena, and all is valid. Deep within
the experiences we find that we ourselves, or rather what we come to
realise as ourselves, remain strangely detached, often when we are at our
highest involvement. Reality is everywhere: the illusion is within our
attachment to it. Subject to this realisation we begin to see that our lives
are, in the same way as art, constituted of phenomenal experiences nothing more, nothing less. But of vital importance are the position we
take when considering the experiences, and the value we give them. That
position is reflective, contemplative. It is a position of distance; and the
value – a positive one - is made possible by difference. Although we have
an experience, we are ‘different’ from it. I would say that both position
and value are provided by art. This can be explained as follows.
A common view of our time, that reality and illusion seem to be
virtually the same, i.e. all illusion, and that therefore life is meaningless
apart from whatever enjoyment one derives from indulging the illusion,
must be seen to be illusion itself: For in order to appreciate experience
wholly, one must be detached from it. This is not possible to do whilst
retaining one’s active participation in it, and being partial to it or affected
by it. One has therefore to be someone else simultaneously in order to see
clearly one’s own situation: to experience all that is given in life and at the
same time be detached from it. This someone else cannot simply be another
person caught in the same corporeal, time-space situation, but must be a
Someone, both immediate and transcendent, entirely within oneself while
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being detached from oneself. T. S. Eliot has indicated just such a
seemingly unlikely position:
I was still the same, knowing myself, yet being someone other (Eliot 1974,
“Little Gidding”).15

Being someone other is not something that it is possible to do. Rather, in
the spirit of the poem, it is something that emerges through reflection,
discrimination and contemplation. As such it is an experience that
transforms the quotidian view of life, and it can be accomplished both in
and through art. It is also, to a large extent, by definition beyond the reach
of either desire or cognition. Metaphysics, transcendence, the welcoming of the Other by the Same, of
the other by Me, is concretely produced as the calling into question of the
Same by the Other, that is the ethics that accomplishes the critical essence
of knowledge (Levinas 1969, p. 43).

According to Levinas, when we can appreciate difference, we can
respect the ‘otherness’ of being. When we recognise ‘otherness’ in a
person, it is the basis of human civility. Strangely, this discrimination of
‘otherness’ is also the basis of oneness, just as uncertainty is the basis of
knowledge. With this realisation comes the truly ethical, as indicated by
Levinas, and with it – by way of the otherness claimed for art - a claim to
an ethical basis for art. As before stated, it is not possible for the person to
view the experience of life without partiality, if the person is embedded in
the experience. Through detachment the experience can be perceived

15

The power of the phrase “yet being someone other” in Eliot’s poem is
acknowledged in the title of the late Sir Laurens Van der Post’s autobiography:
Yet Being Someone Other. 1984. London: Penguin.
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differently. In art, this detachment is not a cold rationality. Neither is it a
negation of reality, nor indulgence in illusion. It belongs to a ‘place’ that
receives all without being affected by all, a place akin to khôra, or to the
notion of ‘someone other’: it belongs to Alterity. If art proceeds from this
‘place’, if it answers to its name from there, then art speaks also from the
‘place’ of ethics – an ethics which transcends the fixed regulation of
morality - with the speech of a third voice that is beyond duality, which is
also the voice of justice, complicity, of the absolute ‘there-is-ness’ that in
its detachment embraces everything. As such, it is beyond the name of
Being.

To be oneself yet to be someone other is the classic state of
consciousness that is mediated, though not embodied, by art. Within this
consciousness true Reality is beyond concepts of reality and illusion: it is
something Other.
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Other Than Being
The narrative theme of the Annunciation revolves around a birth. A baby is
to be born to Mary. God, in the person of his son, the Christ, is about to
manifest in the material world – a thing unprecedented in the history of
Judaism. The Judaic tradition had held that although prophets might
bring the word of God into the world, God himself was beyond any
embodiment. God’s existence was pure spirit. And not only was God
beyond all direct appearance to human eyes, in his ineffability even his
name was unutterable. According to biblical scripture God instructed
Moses, on Mount Sinai, that He was unnameable. The only name that
could approach His Being was Yahweh. Yahweh is, however, not so much
a proper name as a description: the Hebraic etymology of ‘yahweh’
indicates several possible derivatives of the verb ‘to be’. Thus the meaning
of Yahweh is something approaching ‘being’, ‘being-ness’, or perhaps
even ‘I am’ (Maas 2003). It seems that God revealed himself to his prophet
as the absolutely ineffable, an Absolute that could only be approximately
expressed in language as ‘being’, not the noun but the verb, and then
perhaps a verb-noun: ‘being-ness’ or the ‘am-ness’ of an absolute ‘I am’.
Interestingly, the name was considered by the Jews to be unutterable, its
coded use a kind of apophasis.
The effect of naming is to bring into existence difference. A thing
named is a thing given particularity as an entity, as a being. This being is
distinct and different from other beings, and the difference is shown by
each being having a signifier in the form of a word, a name. ‘Being’ itself
cannot really be named, for it is outside of and anterior to language,
beyond difference, and not an entity in the sense that all other existent
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things are entities. But even as such it constitutes a concept, and within
language a concept can easily be named, although it might remain
difficult to define. Being therefore becomes a metaphysical transcendent,
an abstract existing outside the frame of language and the structure of the
created world, but referred to in its external relation to them.

In the painting The Annunciation, we have seen how semiotic visual
elements signify, without the use of language, the event of an impending
birth. We have seen how this visual narrative of signification parallels a
spoken or written narrative: and how the painting also invokes feelings
that are independent of that narrative. Furthermore – pictorially - the
person to be born is not within the picture. He is absent; his trace is
invisible. Here the semiotics of the painting and those of language seem to
part company. It appears that language cannot convey the ‘otherness’ that
painting can: language deals with verbal signification, and includes the
absent person by way of a sign. However, if we take language as a matrix
from which and in which everything in a sense is ‘created’, it is clear that
nothing can exist outside of this matrix, and all the signified elements
exist in their absence through the trace of their signs. At the same time, the
matrix itself ‘is’ and so partakes of Being. This dichotomy may be resolved
if we drop the word ‘being’ temporarily and consider instead using the
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word ‘play’. Therefore the endless ‘play’ of difference in language is
allowed by an anonymous – what can we call (name) it? – ‘space’ of
playing.
To name it would be to provide a unique, master-name; but since nothing
can be named except within a matrix of difference, that which permits
naming cannot be named or mastered by anything outside or anterior to
that matrix. The proper name of this play that permits nominal effects
would have to come outside that play, but we know that this is an
impossible demand, similar to describing in language the relationship
between language and the world (Drob 2004).

What is described here is the idea of différance, derived by Derrida from
his perception of how space and time work together in language to
constitute presence. The word is a combination of the double meanings of
the French verb différer – which can mean to differ or to defer. Différance also
contains a deliberate substitution of the proper spelling ‘e’ by ‘a’: thus
‘différ’ +‘a-n-c-e’. Language, by its use of signifiers, differs and defines one
thing from another spatially, and also temporally defers the presence of
the referent by substituting the signifier for the thing itself. Derrida makes
it clear that the ‘play’ of différance is the only possibility of a beyond,
which is not beyond, the matrix of language. It is what makes the matrix
function, gives it its life: it is committed to and implicit to language, whilst
strangely independent of it. Derrida insists différance is “not a name (…)
‘There is no name for it’: a proposition to be read in its platitude. This
unnameable is not an ineffable Being that no name could approach: God,
for example. This unnameable is the play which makes possible nominal
effects …“ (Derrida 1982, p. 26). He quotes Heidegger and sets out the
issue at stake:
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“Therefore, in order to name the essential nature of Being (das wesende
Seins), language would have to find a single word, the unique word (ein
einzeges, das einzige wort). From this we can gather how daring every
thoughtful word (denkende wort) addressed to Being is (das dem Sein
zugessprochen wird). Nevertheless such daring is not impossible, since
Being speaks always and everywhere throughout language“ (Derrida 1982,
p. 27).16

What is announced, in the Annunciation, by the angel Gabriel, through
Fra Angelico, in San Marco, and in the many reproductions of the
painting, as in the myth or story or scripture of its writing, is a narrative
foretelling of immanent birth. The birth will bring into being the Being so
daringly named by the long tradition of Judaism. At the same time it will
transgress that tradition radically and irreversibly. The Christian
theological message inscribed and signified by the picture is the
impending union, through a particular human birth, of God and man in a
complete and tangible way. The event will be in its context a first,
unprecedented, overwhelmingly surprising, mystical and full of
wonderment. We can read this foretelling because the painting is also the
preface to a story that we already know, from countless other pictures and
words: the story of the birth of Christ, his life, works and death. But the
event of the Annunciation also stands at an important juncture. It occurs at
the crossing-point of the continuity and the discontinuity of the tradition
of the ineffable. It is on the absolute cusp between the ineffable and a
manifestation. It is expectation, a space between beginning and ending,

16

Derrida cites Heidegger, M., 1957. Holzwege. Frankfurt: V. Klostermann. p. 52.
English translation: Heidegger, M., 1975. The Anaximander Fragment. in: Early
Greek Thinking. D. F. Krell / F. Capuzzi, trans. New York: Harper and Row.
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before an accepted beginning, a moment of dynamic poise between
nothingness and being.
Negative theology, as a body of discursive thought; as a discipline and
an approach; as a name given to a nexus whose raison d’être is to express
that which would by positive theology be referred to as ‘God’; which
comes close to atheism; has sought to avoid naming at the very point
where the name has most meaning. Or rather, it has sought to retain the
referent of the name, which is nameless, and that only, at the point where
it is separated from the discourse that names it.
As if it was necessary both to save the name and to save everything except
the name, save the name, as if it was necessary to lose the name in order to
save what bears the name, or that to which one goes through the name
(Derrida 1995, p. 58).

Derrida’s Sauf le Nom is a fictional conversation “about what turns
around the name, singularly around the name of name, the name of God
and what becomes of it in what one calls negative theology, there where
the Sur-Name names the unnameable, that is, at the same time what one
neither can nor should name, define, or know, because, to begin with, what
one sur-names then slips away beyond being without staying there”
(Derrida 1995, p. xv). Of course, negative theology itself is the
embodiment of a name, the name of its discourse, which constitutes a sort
of last resort of naming in trying to save in the here-and-now, for the sake
of its own namelessness, that in the name which must remain beyond the
name. The name is a last-ditch attempt to retain the name - almost as if the
name were on the ‘event-horizon’ that surrounds a ‘black-hole’ in modern
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theories of astro-physics - which transpires “in and on language, that is, at
the edge of language (…)” (Derrida 1995, 60).

In negative theology the name cannot be used without a careful
consideration of its signification, which is that of a non-signification: the
realisation that what it refers to is somehow ‘not’. This ‘not’ can be a
‘nought’ – nothingness, or a void. But the void is a void simply in its being
other than what is, or is known to be. The void beyond ‘God’, in addition
to its being a void, is also an absence: the absence of the known God. And
as the negation or absence of any person or thing known in existence
becomes an almost tangible presence, so ‘God’ the word moves between a
limitless absence and the possible limitless presence of someone
unknown, but also strangely known. From the tradition of negative
theology Derrida cites Angelus Silesius, in whose poetry, as in Derrida’s
meditations upon it, within the perception of this play of presence and
absence there seems to be an other: the other is the silent human heart and
mind. In perceiving the void and its Other, the human has also become a
‘not’: not her/his usual identity and sense of self, yet strangely familiar as
her/himself, who observes in the name ‘God’, both His presence and
28
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absence. In the ‘place’ between being and void, God and the self are
sometimes near and sometimes far, sometimes one and sometimes two.
The Judaic tradition had held God to ‘be’, as a Being ‘beyond’ beings, a
transcendent out-with creation, but in a sense embodied in a theology that
is even now, in its Christian form, an onto-theology. This onto-theology
deals with what ‘is’, within discourse, whether it is invisible, ineffable,
and unnameable, or visible, communicable and iterative. The ontology of
this ‘Being’, therefore, is circumscribed within a discourse of being, and is
subject to rational discourse, even if this discourse declares it to be beyond
rationality - supernatural, transcendent, or mystical. The possibility of the
emergence of an ontic and transcendent God into the world is marked by
its paradoxical impossibility. It is only possible for something totally other
to the discourse of being, or nothing at all, to have the possibility of
emergence: something that it in fact, if we were to identify it only as
absolute Alterity, is already there all the time. And the unthinkable nature
of this emergence indicates its un-circumscribed possibility.
This is the possibility that is indicated by the event of the
Annunciation: at the crossing point of the unnameable and the nameable,
the transcendent and the immanent, the sur or supra-name and the name,
it announces an event that can only be completely and impossibly other. It
must therefore by necessity represent the disruption of an entire ratio
system. This in fact is what occurs: the system that is disrupted is the
absolute transcendence of God, and the validity of that system’s
continuity both before the event, in Judaism, and after, in Christianity. But
at the same time it must encompasses both of these systems, these ontotheological traditions, and ‘take place’ at the point where they cross and
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re-cross. Where they cross is at their most esoteric, the ‘place’ of their
inherent mysticism, their almost atheistic refusal to name a God, because
that would endanger what is named in the name of the name.
The messianic aspect of Judaism, and its later reification in the
messianism of Christianity, is the promise of a future happening, which
will bring into the world the Godhead. This then becomes a point of focus,
the end of teleology, the beginning of the radically new. By naming the
Messiah an entire religious tradition can be brought to bear in one
instance, at one point in time. Upon this point will be brought to bear
everything that constitutes the discourse of onto-theology. But if, in truth,
God is generated by this discourse in the same way that Being is
generated by philosophy, and the transcendent by language, then the
question of what is ‘to come’ in the messianic ‘coming’ must remain
entirely open. It cannot be defined or anticipated by theology, religion,
philosophy or language, or any system that might include it as a name.
The coming, therefore, is not consummated as a fulfilment of a telos within
any teleological or historical time. In this sense it is a non-coming. If, and
it seems this is so by necessity, the coming has to be completely out-with
any understanding of a name or a naming, beyond any reification or
submission to any laws or rules of engagement, whether of language,
discourse, politics, theology, philosophy, science, or religion, or the
negative of any of these, then its being as an event is in its non-event in
terms of being. Its advent is not of something new, because old and new
are not within its terms of reference, but rather to fulfil something that
must by necessity be always already there, but unknown, inhabiting the
‘place’ of the other, the space within, khõra.
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Perhaps only by the Other emerging and becoming known, and being
thus anterior to a name, would all discourse, all theology, all religion of
the unknown, be silenced or fulfilled. As we have seen, according to
everything that is known in language and discourse, this is an impossible
possibility. All that remains then is the possibility of this happening. What
is crystallized in the narrative of Fra Angelico’s Annunciation is this
possibility. And it may be that this impossible possibility can ‘happen’,
not only in a painting of the Annunciation, but in any true work of art,
which is what I believe the Annunciation to be.

Naming the Space of Art
Alterity, a name that in language might stand for the absolute other, in
terms of a beyond of all that is included and defined by discourse, beyond
even ‘the beyond’, finds its insertion necessary elsewhere than the ‘place’
indicated by Timaeus’ khôra or the unnamed of negative theology. When
discussing the possibility of a “democracy to come”, Derrida develops the
qualities of the messianic outlined above.
An event or an invention is possible only as im-possible. That is, nowhere
as such, the phenomenological or ontological “as such” annulling this
experience of an im-possible that never appears or announces itself as such.
To think this and to say this is not to go against reason. To be worried
about an ideocracy or a teleologism that tends to neutralize the
eventfulness of the event, and that does so precisely to immunize itself
against it, is not to go against reason. It is in fact the only chance to think,
rationally, something like a future [venir] and a becoming [devenir] of
reason (Derrida 2005, p. 144).

31

Naming and Nascence

It is the very impossibility of the idea of democracy that constitutes its
true possibility.17 Naming has the power to at once invoke and revoke the
very thing it names. It contains a curious doubling. In the case of
‘democracy’, it very often heralds the real end or at least the abuse of the
political aspiration that we can only nearly or approximately define as
‘democracy’. It attempts to bring into discourse something that is really
beyond discourse, and beyond naming. In the discourse of negative
theology, the ‘subject’ of its apophasis is also beyond being. The “venir”
and “devenir” of reason, its “coming” and “becoming”, is necessary to
answer the interminable questions posed by any discourse, and it is a
resource that is both within and beyond discourse itself. If the answer
sought by political discourse lies within the alterity of a “democracy to
come”; if the answer to the philosophical question of being lies somehow
in an alterity beyond the grasp of ontology; if the religious and theological
question of God is resolved by an Other out-with ontotheology; and if
reason is answerable to itself in an alterity that is yet to come and to
become; then how might the question of art be resolved by examining the
way in which it answers to its name?
The name ‘art’ enjoys, or suffers from, the same kind of concatenations
that surround that of ‘God’ or ‘Being’ or ‘khôra’. It is a name given to
something that in fact exists, if it does so at all, in a space from where any
discourse surrounding its nature, and rendering it nameable, must at best
appear superfluous. The name ‘Art’, like ‘khôra’ is a “Sur-name” (Derrida
1995); it is supplementary to what is actually done under the name of ‘art’,
and which does not have a name. Indeed, where the work itself is truly
17

See City of Dreams, pp. 27-28, and pp. 50-54.
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art, there is no need to name it, and naming it is perhaps contrary to the
very purpose for which art exists in the first place. As we noted earlier
with différance, it is like trying to describe something whose essence is
resistance to description. Art’s being constitutes an other to purely
rational discourse. It signifies that which is not knowable as object or
concept, that which reveals itself as itself.
Perhaps if art, like God, did not exist we would have to invent it. It is
necessary, in equal relation to how much a ‘more than’ the quotidian in
life is necessary. As long as human beings exist and are unfulfilled
according to the extent of their capacity for fulfilment, art will be a
necessary companion to that existence, like religion, politics, and
philosophy. Now this is not to say that when mankind arrives at a
realisation of utopia, art will become redundant, or simply serve to mirror
the perfect stasis of that utopia. The coming of utopia is as problematic as
the coming of democracy, God, or art itself, and for the same reasons.
They are always in reality “to come” in the Derridian sense. Because of
this, art is best approached indirectly, even negatively. Its essence, if
indeed it can be called that, is to some degree in opposition to much of
that which is signified by its name.
In order for art to be art, therefore, it must in some way be the negation
of itself. This hypothesis is at the basis of much of Adorno’s thinking.
The construct ‘art’ is one born out of historical, social, and cultural
discourses that allow for such a construct. From a phenomenological point
of view we do not question the existence of art. What is in question, and in
the modern world is becoming more so, is not the existence of art so much
as, given that art has its place, what qualifies something as art. If we are to
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give the appellation ‘art’ to anything, we need to know what art is. In this
respect art offers the same problem as that which Heidegger discovered
with ‘being’. We make the assumption of being without knowing what
being is. ‘Art’ is a name, and as a name it carries with it signification. That
which it signifies, the signified of ‘art’, is of an indeterminate nature. It is
not only art that is indeterminate in nature; it is also what is signified by
the name ‘art’ that is essentially indeterminate. This means that all sorts
of things may be called ‘art’, but are not related in any way to the true
signified of ‘art’, whose raison d’être is a kind of indeterminateness in itself.
The reason for the indeterminate nature of art is that art is the result of
a tension between the work and its opposite - its ‘other’ in the sense of
what it is in tension of difference to. This other has to be perceived in
order for the artwork to ‘work’ as art. Without its other, or its group of
others as concatenations of its resonance, the artwork is simply hollow,
and whether it is named as ‘art’ or not is of no true consequence. Just like
the name ’democracy’, ‘art’ as a name, a descriptive quality, a reification,
may become a legitimating strategy, a category, or a seal of approval, and
as such is open to misappropriation and abuse. We cannot live by the
name alone, where the name lacks its true meaning.
Because of this, attacks upon art where art is perceived as the product
of bourgeois aesthetic, historical error, political incorrectness, elitism etc.,
are themselves infected by the redundancy they ascribe to the subject of
their displeasure.
The view of art as politically engaged or didactic regresses back of [this
stage of] enlightenment. Unconcerned with the reality of aesthetic images,
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this view shuffles away the antithesis of art to reality and integrates art into
the reality it opposes (Adorno 1997, p; 86).

The indeterminateness that constitutes the art of the artwork, its alterity
to the rational or empirically justifiable, survives in spite of all criticisms,
as well as in its relation to the faults they imply; for it is impossible to
escape imperfection as long as art is situated in an imperfect world, which
our world undoubtedly is. In fact, this very imperfection may be a
necessary catalyst in the production of art. Furthermore, just as the worth
of an artist cannot be judged, positively or negatively, by her/his personal
character, the art of the artwork is not affected by the quality of its
contextual imperfection; it is qualified in another way. Art is its context,
and at the same time is the transcendence of it. To prescribe what art
should be is an impossible project. It cannot be prescribed or predicted.
Even radical art is a lie insofar as it fails to create the possible to which it
gives rise as semblance. Artworks draw credit from a praxis that has yet to
begin and no-one knows whether anything backs their letters of credit
(Adorno 1997, p. 83).

This puts whatever really constitutes art beyond a teleology that has an
end in view, because that end can only be the semblance of an end; for art,
no end yet exists. Indeed true art’s sole prerequisite could only be that it
has no rationally purposive end.18 But as much as it cannot be prescribed,
art can be recognised. Up to a point it is possible to analyse, post-factum,

18

See Being and Beauty, esp. Art and Truth, pp. 7-15; also Framing Totality, (pp.
42-43) refers to Derrida’s “Parergon” (1987), in which he explores Kant’s ideas
about natural beauty as being “cut” from its “end”. It would seem that Adorno’s
statement puts art in the category of “non-adherent beauty”, which along with
Kant’s “errant beauty” is cut-off from its purposive end. See DERRIDA, J., 1987.
“The Sans of the Pure Cut”, pp. 83-118.
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why something works as art. On the other hand, however, those same
criteria arrived at through analysis could be followed mechanically
without necessarily producing anything of artistic value. In this respect
the history of art can tell us much. The artwork is part of history, and
history is within the artwork. To analyse artworks “means no less than to
become conscious of the history sedimented in them” (Adorno 1997, p.
85). If we look upon history as a discourse, then the artwork holds a place
in relation to that discourse that is both circumscribed by it, and in
transcendence of it. Although it exists in direct relation to time, the work
somehow seems to stand outside of time. The artwork springs from the
discourse of history and art, but is at the same time free from it. This
relationship, of course, also changes across time. Consciously and
unconsciously the artwork is made within a context, and as soon as it is
made it will begin to gather accretions - layer upon layer of contextual
references - in a process that works in a dialectical way to the evolutionary
changes in the history and culture in which it is situated, and their
constantly shifting paradigms. It is unavoidable, but foolish, to evaluate
art history or even contemporary art by ‘modern’ standards, as those
standards will change and in time become themselves the subject of
critique. If those standards are embedded in the artwork, they become
part of its character but do not of themselves constitute what makes the
work art. Here the discourse of art is like language: whatever transcends
that language has to be constituted by it but free from it. And that
transcendence, which is ultimately unnameable as ‘transcendence’ or ‘art’,
is what we really mean by art.
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The constant evolution of discourse, which is comprised of revolutions,
turns that turn upon themselves, wheeling and turning in endless
procession, cannot in reality come to rest even for a moment. To try and
fix a point, a stasis, an absolute meridian upon which to base a reckoning
of present position, can only bring a temporary illusion of motionlessness.
Even the starry firmament, in relation to the earth, is now known to have
altered its position over billions of years. Where within this vast whirl of
movement can one find a place of stillness and calm? “One”, according to
Parmenides, “is neither at rest nor in motion” (Plato 1952, “Parmenides”,
[139], p. 493). If such a ‘place’ exists, then it must be outside of, or beyond,
any concepts of stillness and movement, as nothing seems to stand still
even for a moment. That (place) – it is necessary to place it in some sort of
parentheses – must therefore remain a blank.
In a similar way, in relation to context and the discourse of art, the art
of the artwork resembles a blank. Important to the discourse of art is that
it includes the institution of art. The reification of art as institution is a
kind of naming, which runs the serious risk of obscuring the very thing it
purports to reveal. As Blanchot wrote with regard to literature:
Literature is only a domain of coherence and a common region as long as it
does not exist, as long as it does not exist for itself and conceals itself. As
soon as it appears in the distant presentiment of what it seems to be it flies
into pieces, it sets out on the path to dispersion in which it refuses to be
recognised by precise, identifiable signs (Blanchot 1995b, p. 144).

Thus a work of art cannot be recognised in a cognitive, categorial way.
We ‘know’ a work of art not by its adherence to a system, an institution,
by its name of ‘art’, or by its identification through any regulative idea.
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Kant sought to carve out a rational way of knowing beauty, setting out the
prerequisites for natural beauty, aesthetic beauty, and the beauty of the
sublime. But to do this, he had to maintain the essential separation of the
judgment of beauty from that of rational truth. If rational truth is the
dominant form of knowledge, then the knowledge of beauty must indeed
be considered as an inferior sort of judgement.
We discuss elsewhere how this mode of thought governed Kant’s
method in the Critique of Judgement.19 Briefly, if cognition is found to be a
limited form of truth judgement (and this is borne out by its failure to
account adequately for, to give a rational adequation to, the judgement of
beauty), then the kind of knowing involved in the judgement of beauty
may hold the key to a more comprehensive knowledge of truth or reality.
Thus this ‘knowing’ would not be the knowing that usually takes place: it
must be ‘knowing’ of a different kind. If this is the case then it apparently
presents us with an interesting paradox to this entire thesis. It is that if this
different kind of ‘knowing’ is independent of cognitive thought, of taste,
of rules and types, of precision, identification, opinion, of all the vagaries
of discourse and of dialectics, it must therefore be an absolute. It is an
absolute because it simply ‘is’. The reason is its ‘is-ness’. It is simply
because it is, in reality, all that really is. It is Reality. It is reason itself, yet
beyond the rational. It is reason but immune to the naming of reason.
Needless to say, naming this absolute as reality or as anything else is to
subscribe to the legitimating strategies of an auto-systemic logocentrism
that the absolute of which we speak seeks to go beyond: we are caught in
19

See Framing Totality, pp. 40-43, and Being and Beauty, esp. references to Kant
on pp. 7-10. See also Nothingness and Infinity, pp. 22-24, 37-39. The theme of art
as key to a more comprehensive ‘knowing’ is integral to this thesis.

38

Naming and Nascence

language, just as we are caught in thought. In Sauf Le Nom, Derrida speaks
of a secret. The secret is observed and respected, it is kept in safekeeping
within the tradition of negative theology, for the many by a few who are
capable of doing so. It is revealed only in what is the antithesis of naming,
in a silence that knows but cannot speak through naming; for there would
be in speaking forth a betrayal of what is meant by the name. And what is
meant by the name is that which “would be indeconsructible, not as a
construction whose foundations would be sure, sheltered from every
external deconstruction, but as the very spacing of deconstruction”
(Derrida 1995, p. 80).
This spacing of deconstruction, which we might call différance, or khôra,
remembering that such ‘placing’ of its spacing is beyond the place and
space of naming, bears within itself its own unity and integrity. In its
unity of form and substance, and its simultaneous resistance to the play of
these as opposites; in its containment of itself in non-recognition of itself
as an identity; this “spacing” could be, if not the ‘place’ of art, then the
real subject of art’s narrative – its antithetical otherness. It is here that the
reality of art can speak in a language that obviates the empiricism
assumed in the language of the everyday, and circumvents the predetermined track of a mechanical ratio. Art therefore communicates a
Reality that is beyond the reality of the cogito: But not all ‘art’. The art of
which we speak must communicate the silent secret, in a language
transcending language, and in images that transcend the mimetic. It need
not be hallowed as ‘art’, enshrined in history, advocated by a critical
programme, identified in culture, and examined or analysed – although it
is most likely that it will be all of these, as, if, or when it is given the name
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that most aptly applies to it: the name ‘art’. Similarly, much of what
passes as ‘art’ may not necessarily fulfil the promise of its name. But that
which does will convey a secret that is absolutely other to any kind of
reality, or negation of reality.

The place of the artist, who bears that name with all the incumbent
concatenations it carries, is in truth that of the person who turns
themselves “towards an obscure pursuit, the importance of which is not
connected with the assertion of their own individuality, nor with the
ascent of modern man” (Blanchot 1995a, p. 137); the person who is the
bearer of a secret, which is an entrustment with a responsibility much
more than a claim to name and fame.
Cezanne does not glorify the painter (…) In the poem, Mallarme has the
presentiment of a work that does not refer back to anyone who made it (…)
this independence of the poem does not indicate a proud transcendence
which would make literary creation the creation of a world by some
demiurge; it does not even signify the eternity or immutability of the poetic
sphere, but quite the contrary it reverses the values we customarily accord
to the words ‘making’ or ‘doing’ and ‘being’ (Blanchot 1995a, pp. 137-8).
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Similarly, both ‘art’ and ‘artist’ - according to Heidegger - do not
answer the question of what art is. To say that art is that which is
produced by an artist, and that whatever an artist produces must by
definition be art, does not in any way qualify what we might mean by
‘art’. A Nominalist approach to the word ‘art’ would simply be that a
work of art fits a category - art - that other works of art belong to, and it is
simply a name we supply for a particular type of thing. But it has been
shown by Heidegger in “The Origin of the work of Art” that this is a
circular argument, and does not in any way explain what art is. That art
indeed has any ‘is-ness’, a concrete reality independent of objects or things
that superficially resemble each other and that we term ‘art’, may well be
contentious for the espoused rationalism that Nominalism entails, and
would account for the philistinism of many self-avowed rationalists. But
more than that, here we have an insight into what Heidegger meant when
he said that the question of art was inseparable from the question of the
“essence of Being” as discussed in Being and Time.
Art is considered neither an area of cultural achievement nor an
appearance of spirit; it belongs to the propriative event by way of which the
“meaning of Being” (see Being and Time) can alone be defined. What art
may be is one of the questions to which no answers are given in this essay
(Heidegger 1978, p. 210-211).

To allow for the existence of art, not simply as a collection of objects or
works, but as that which defines those objects and works; to which they
refer as signs; to which they belong as artworks, is to allow for the
existence of something indefinable. Like Being, art is essentially
indefinable. It can neither be taken for granted, nor simply placed
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alongside works of art, as an object or a category of objects, just as Being
cannot be placed in relation to ‘beings’. Its referent is itself, and answers to
the name ‘art’, from the space of Alterity. If there is such a thing as that
which art refers to, for which we have coined the name ‘art’, and if by its
nature the thing named is neither descriptive of a category, nor in itself
empirically deduced or rationally defined, but is nevertheless as tangible
to consciousness in its own way as any empirical object might be to the
senses, or any object of thought to the intellect, then the existence of that
thing opens the door to metaphysical being in general, but in particular
here to the possibility of knowing something beyond the traditional
opposites of art and reality, aesthetics and truth-cognition.
The dominant mode of thought and culture, especially since the
enlightenment, has taken art to be a kind of supplement to reality, reality
being the positivist reality of science and technology, or “truth-cognition”
(Bernstein 1993). This in turn, according to Heidegger, builds upon
concepts derived from Plato and Aristotle, which are the heritage of
modern Western culture.
The way in which aesthetics views the artwork from the outset is
dominated by the traditional interpretation of all beings (Heidegger 1978,
p. 164).

If beings were to be shown in their true relation to Being, and if art
showed this without reference to Being’s relation to human being, then art
might indeed be thought of as the “setting-into-work of truth” (Heidegger
1978, pp. 197, 211). Art would show the true nature of being, through the
revealing of phenomena as themselves. But as art is itself a work of
human creation, it obscures the true nature of being at the same time as it
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attempts to ‘set it into work’. Thus there is an ambiguity, which
Heidegger is aware of, in perceiving the truth and in setting it into work.
Heidegger can only resolve this by referring to poetry, where there is “a
belonging together of Being and saying” (Heidegger 1978, p. 211).
Heidegger, as Derrida has pointed out (Derrida 1993),20 analyses Being
from an essentially anthropocentric viewpoint. But there is no reason to
suppose that Being has anything at all in common with human being, by
way of a special relationship that it does not have to all other existence.
What we call Being may be, must be, part of us but might be altogether
other to anything we might rationally, as humans, suppose. Therefore it
would not necessarily be known, if it can be at all, through the human
artifice of rational cognition. The only way to recognise it, to know it,
would be to allow it to be. Ironically, it is probably only humans who can
do this, and they do it through the artistic, or poetic, sensibility. In effect,
this is what art does. It recognises the true nature of life as a different kind
of reality than the solely rational or empirical of mental construction, a
reality that is essentially poetic.
We saw earlier how the myriad phenomena contained in the Fra
Angelico painting present the percipient with their reality as phenomena,
regardless of whether or not they are real in a rational or empirical sense.
And we also drew a parallel to all that we experience in life, and how art
from its position of difference and distance can assimilate and transform
the experience. And we have discussed how this quality we call ‘art’ can
be removed from the status of a concept to that of an experience which is
an intervention and interruption of the conceptual process, and which
20

See Nothingness and Infinity, pp. 9-10.
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contains it rather than being contained by it – in the same way that the
‘there-is-ness’ of existence contains everything.
All this would seem to point to a hypothesis that the absolute true
nature of existence is equivalent in feeling to the feeling produced by art,
and art is truly art when it corresponds in its nature to the absolute true
nature of existence. Of course, that nature is unlike any known absolute in
that it does not command absoluteness. It is the absolute other of ideas of
the absolute, whether positive or negative, since these are mental
constructs. It can only be perceived if one is in a ‘poetic’ frame of mind – if
indeed ‘frame of mind’ is here an appropriate turn of phrase, since it
would seem that only when the rational or reasoning mind has reached its
limit, is true reason revealed. But can this hypothesis be supported by
reason?
This impasse of reason is alluded to by Derrida in several works.21 When
reason has gone as far as it can go, in its own name, i.e. in the name of
reason – a name that entails a certain teleology and ideology – “it is
possible and in truth necessary to distinguish the experience of the
unconditional, the desire and the thought, the exigency of
unconditionality, the very reason and the justice of unconditionality, from
everything that is ordered into a system according to this transcendental
idealism and its teleology” (Derrida 2005, p. 135).
Reason, according to its history and teleology, and according to its
advocates, (Derrida cites the examples of Kant and Husserl), has a claim
to unconditionality. Its rule is in essence indisputable, unconditional. But
Derrida asks if this unconditionality of reason should not also, and
21

In particular Aporias (1993). See Nothingness and Infinity, p. 9.
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especially, leave room for the unconditionality of the “event”, of the
coming of the unforeseen, the unforeseen of reason itself, a “reason that is
other than (…) the classical reason of what presents itself or announces its
presentation according to the eidos, the idea, the ideal, the regulative Idea
or, something else that here amounts to the same, the telos” (Derrida 2005,
p. 135).
The “event” of reason, the “to-come” of reason, like the “democracy to
come” (Derrida 2005), bears a resemblance to that which appears to
Levinas as an ‘interruption’ of cognition, of morality, of discourse and
philosophy, of the Regulative Idea, and even of ontology.

This

interruption, for Levinas, takes place in the encounter with the other. It is
the origin of ethics: responsibility for the other. It arrives unannounced, a
rupture with the world of sameness, unforeseen, in the simple movement
of a response to the other, a response not to a moral code, religion, or
social prescription, but to an imperative from within that is responsibility
“before the face of the other man”.
The orientation of consciousness toward being in its ontological
perseverance or its being-toward-death, in which consciousness is certain it
is going to the ultimate – all that is interrupted before the face of the other
man (Levinas 1999, p. 27).

Here the “other man” is neither the same as we are, nor different from
us. He is us, and we and he are as if newly born. In this interruption is
true transcendence: an event, a happening, a living moment of going
beyond the everyday to the timeless reality of now. Through art, in a
painting like The Annunciation, but it could be any work of art that is truly
art in the way we have been describing it, there is an interruption of the
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‘same’ of the quotidian, the ‘same’ of the rational mind and the ego, the
‘same’ even of an ontologically defined ‘being’; it is a ‘coming’, an event
that follows on from reason’s last trace, from the space or place that
contains reason and discourse, but is utterly other to what can be
contained by them. This event interrupts history, teleology, ideology,
ontology, and eschatology. It breaks all notion of beginning and end. It is
pure transcendence, and marks the moment of a re-birth. It has as yet no
name.

The Advent of the Other
Thus The Annunciation, regardless of the truth or otherwise of its
narrative, indeed announces something. What it announces is another
Reality, a Poetic reality, the infinite reality of Self, beyond the finite
concepts of reality and illusion.
The subject of the story, the Person announced, is absent, or rather not
yet present. The angel is announcing an event that is to happen in the
future. It is yet to come. For the moment it could be said to be nascent, but
not yet manifested. The event to come is a birth. The birth is a beginning,
but it is also an end. It is the end of waiting, of expectation, a fulfilment. It
is to be sure the fulfilment of a promise – always to come, always
immanent. And when it arrives that will be an end, and also a new
beginning. But it has not arrived – not yet.
We know that it will come. It is written in the book of time. For the
moment though, it has its Being, but remains invisible. It is not
represented. And yet it in a way it is represented: by absence, which is its
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immanent presence. The absence signifies presence, a presence that is not
there, not real, not yet.
We know something of its qualities. They have been known for ages. It
is foretold, but unprecedented; it will be mortal, yet immortal; and when
it has come and been and gone, it will still be here but somewhere else as
well; absent, but always present.
It is the announcement of the ever-unfulfilled promise: the advent of
the Other. The invisible is about to become visible. The unnameable will
be named. The unknowable will become knowable. The impossible is
about to happen, quietly and peacefully. A Stranger will appear at the
door of the heart. Silence will become sound for a brief moment in
eternity, before becoming Silence once more. Time stands still, and waits
for eternity to pass, before becoming time again.
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FRAMING TOTALITY

Far from reducing to a void, the totality of being would be the essence of
Being itself, any given image offering only an abstract and partial aspect of
the real . . . The whole would presuppose a certain affinity of the parts
among themselves, an organisation. It would be a cosmos, a system,
history. It would leave nothing else outside itself. It would be freedom.
- Emmanuel Levinas

The paintings of Jackson Pollock epitomise, in the context of their time,
the freedom of the artist as individual – at odds with but recognised and
supported by the society in which he lives.1 At the same time, in its
cultural and social context, Abstract Expressionism was hailed by some
contemporary critics as a progressive development in the field of painting.
That progress and that development by definition implied a past and
recent history of Western art, and painting in particular, in which Abstract
Expressionism could be situated. Such a history, particularly from a
modernist viewpoint, would naturally and by default entail a telos, or
purpose, in progress itself. This ideal of progress had been identified by
Hegel over a century earlier as one of the prerequisites of human
endeavour. Hegel saw civilisation marching as if to a historically destined
goal through a ‘dialectic’ system – i.e. thesis, the response of antithesis,
1

A paradox that exposes a telling characteristic of the psychology of Western
society, or indeed of many other societies. Customs have traditionally allowed
for the symbolic inclusion of that which is excluded by the exigencies of the
norm, e.g. the court jester who alone can ridicule the monarch with impunity;
ritualistic homage to the liminal, the irrational and the supra-natural; the
shaman; the artist or ‘other’ who is allowed by society to embody the outspoken
and anti-social archetype and is often rewarded (for his rebellion) by the society
against which he has rebelled; and perhaps even the ‘stranger’ of Judaic culture
(see City of Dreams: A Tale of Two Polities, pp. 10-16).
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and finally synthesis of the two resulting in a new thesis, and so on –
constituting an evolutionary process guided ultimately by the entelechy of
the ideal. This progressive process Hegel saw as underpinning all human
endeavour. Applied to painting, the dialectic process might be understood
in the formation of a style or school of painting, a reaction to or
assimilation of that style, and finally a synthesis resulting in a new style or
direction, all building one upon another in a perceived history of art that
is essentially linear and progressive.

For example, Impressionism

developed from the Barbizon School, and reacted against the conventions
of the Paris Salon. Post-impressionism assimilated the progress made by
Impressionism, but strove – in the case of Cézanne – for more form and
structure. Cubism concentrated on this analysis of form on the picture
plane, and began to dissemble structure to find new underlying
structures. Abstraction developed, which led eventually, through various
alternations to Abstract-Expressionism.2 Although, as we shall see, Marx’s
modification of Hegelian principles presents another perspective to
historicism, the idea of historical progress was, and still is, a basic and
general assumption.
Furthermore, the history of art at the point in question was seen as
integral to history as a whole, and to a social context, by which it was
affected and to which it responded (Bjelajac 2000, p. 345 et seq).3
Totalitarianism, in its recent form of fascism in Europe and its
2

This rather general account passes over, for the present, the more complex
nature of how art evolves – if indeed it does evolve. Hegel himself proposed a
cyclical model to explain the movement of art within history, rather than a
purely linear one, although the cycle would be part of an overall progressive
scheme.
3

Historically to the period of the aftermath of WWII, and socially to Stalinism,
fascism, and the extremes of U.S. capitalism.
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contemporary form of Stalinist communism in the Soviet Bloc, were
anathema to the political and cultural paradigms of the democratic West.
To Pollock, as to several of the Abstract Expressionist group, the
unfettered capitalism of the Western world was, in spite of its claims, to
some degree in opposition to the true freedom of the individual. Robert
Motherwell, claiming a “spiritual” character for art, had declared that
“property creates the unfreedom of the majority of men,” (Motherwell
1992, p. 638) in contrast to the (still) popular ethos that wealth and
property actually facilitate individual freedom. According to Motherwell,
in addition to its being misguided, this ethos had its historical roots in the
emancipation of the middle-classes from feudal domination, through their
appropriation of commercial wealth and property, and was essentially
therefore ‘bourgeois’. In his analysis of history, Marx had held the view
that the ownership of property and the bourgoisie itself necessarily entail
both the exploitation of the majority – in the case of industrial capitalist
countries the proletariat - and a self-enslavement of capitalist society,
imposed by its alienation from true human values through the fetish of
ownership. Motherwell assigned to art a transcendent quality, through
which in an overly secular and materialistic age, art could become a focus
for man’s spiritual aspirations.

Art as Object / Cultural Fetish
Although by default it thus ascribes to art an apolitical character, the antimaterialistic notion expressed by Motherwell has an obvious political
dimension, and this is not surprising since it arose partly as an offshoot of
Marx’s philosophy – that capitalist societies are based upon the
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production, exchange, and consumption of ‘commodities’, and that objects
as commodities acquire, over and above their use and exchange value, the
false value of a fetish.
There is a physical relation between physical things. But it is different with
commodities. There, the existence of the things qua commodities, and the
value relation between the products of labour which stamps them as
commodities, have absolutely no connection with their physical properties
and with the material relations arising therefrom. [There is a definite social
relation between men, that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a
relation between things] (Marx 1946, p. 43).

In Marx’s socio-economic thesis there are two strands that hold
significance for an interpretive and philosophical investigation of art. The
first is the relationship of subject and object: Marx’s recognition of the
object as having no entirely ‘objective’ meaning - in that its meaning
depends upon anthropocentric perceptions as to it’s ‘use-value’ or
‘exchange-value’ - is important to the development of a philosophy of
Phenomenology, where the subject’s ‘intentionality’ or ‘directednesstowards’ the object is fundamental. This phenomenological viewpoint has
in turn a direct bearing upon the meaning of the artwork, and the
existence of a value ’art’ that is assigned to objects we then know as ‘art
objects’, since it brings into play a subjective intentionality: the
consciousness of the percipient in an active relation to the object.4
The second strand of Marx’s thesis as it relates to art is his view of
history through the lens of dialectical-materialism, the effect it has by

4

The idea of an active rather than passive subjectivity of perception is common
to both Husserl and Marx. Husserl called it ‘intentionality’. See HUSSERL, E.,
1997. pp. 9-10: “(…) in the perceiving of something (…) there is an intrinsic
directedness toward . . . lived experiences are intentional”.
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extension upon art history, and the inference that view has for the
qualification of the aesthetic as culturally and historically transcendent.
My dialectic method is not only different form the Hegelian, but is its
direct opposite. To Hegel, the life-process of the human brain, i.e. the
process of thinking, which, under the name of “the Idea,” he even
transforms into an independent subject, is the demiurgos of the real world,
and the real world is only the external, phenomenal form of “the Idea”.
With me, on the contrary, the ideal is nothing else than the material world
reflected by the human mind, and translated into forms of thought (Marx
1946, p.xxx).

These two strands - subject-object and historicism - converge. The point
of their convergence has a direct bearing on the meaning of art, a bearing
that can be extrapolated in the particular case of Pollock. We can examine
this convergence by developing each strand in turn, as follows.
Marx’s notion of ‘dialectical materialism’ was interpreted as the basis
for the inevitable rise of the proletariat and the formation of a politically
and economically socialist system, freeing society from the many abuses
and excesses of capitalism. This entailed an essentially materialistic
outlook that saw production as the causal base of society’s structure, and
this rationalising of the forces involved in the movements of what had
been called ‘history’ was to have a profound effect on the teleological
perception of that history, and upon its received culture, including that of
art: we shall see this later vis-à-vis Adorno. In the subject-object
relationship, the historical view is linked to other somewhat more
romantic elements of Marxism that eventually and paradoxically
engendered a contra-materialistic notion (eloquently expressed by
Motherwell) recognising the shortcomings of the modern consumer
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society in a way that could be read as politically left-wing, but in fact is
arguably apolitical. According to later writers5 working in a post-Marxist
critical, theoretical and philosophical milieu, the commodity-values
espoused by capital driven ‘free’ democratic societies actually work
against the true freedom of the individual. This is because the tendency of
such a society is, by default or even by subtle manipulation, to substitute
self-gratification in objects – commodities - and their associated personal
and cultural values for truer social, existential, or spiritual, aspirations.
Here manipulation transpires from cultural legitimation as the subsistent
power of capital. It is a cultural manipulation of the human meaning and a
management of the human hopes for a future, both of which have always
been at the centre of individuals’ hopes for the fulfilment of their existence
(Baldacchino 1996, p. 105).6

Now, this substitution of the material for something higher and deeper
has many more subtle ramifications for the interpretation of the human
condition, as can be traced, for example, in all the major world religions.7
But the critical and philosophical echoes reach as far back as Plato. In the
Republic, his exposition of the ideal city-state, Plato famously excluded the
arts of poetry and painting from the city on the grounds that, “charming”

5

For example, Georg Lukásc, Theodor Adorno.

6

According to Baldacchino’s analysis of the different approaches of Lucács and
Adorno, the former saw a fulfilling telos for the world, whilst the latter felt that
the articulation of this telos facilitated the manipulation spoken of above.
The inferences of Baldacchino’s statement are significant if it is applied to
contemporary culture, in particular the ‘art-market’; the potential ‘spiritual’
value of art as claimed by Motherwell (1992) would be continually obscured by
such manipulation.
7

Buddhist renunciation, Hindu asceticism, or the controversy in the medieval
Christian Church surrounding the Franciscan ‘Spirituals’ and their rejection of
material possessions, with all that that entailed for the worldly wealth of the
Church at that time.
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as such arts were, they worked against the establishment of Truth and
Virtue (Plato 1952, “The Republic”, X). However, it is unclear from the
text whether he meant all painting and poetry, or only the kind that could
be identified as mimetic. Some would argue that what Plato was
eschewing in these arts was representation, and that he reserved a higher
esteem for that kind of art that was finer, subtler and non-representational
(Collingwood 1958, p. 46 et seq.). Plato himself infers something like this.
‘The real artist, who knew what he was imitating, would be interested in
realities and not in imitations; and would desire to leave as memorials of
himself works many and fair; and instead of being the author of
encomiums, he would prefer to be the theme of them’ (Plato 1952, [599], p.
429).

This begs the question why should representation be seen as somehow
incompatible with the True and the Good? The equivalence of
representation to imperfection, to opinion, and to illusion, is drawn
throughout Plato’s work. It is also seen specifically as the opposite of
Reality, as in his analogy of the cave or as the copy of the copy of real or
ideal form. This notion, found in Plato, has echoes that reverberate down
through the ages in Western culture, not least in theology. It was not until
the age of the medieval scholars that beauty was to be considered as one
of the spiritual Transcendentals (such as truth, goodness, etc.). At that
time, the new scholastic preference of Aristotle to Plato, both of whom
were seen to link Christian theology with the rational wisdom of ancient,
secular philosophy, paralleled a new and growing interest in all things
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material as manifestations of the Godhead rather than as the distractions
of earthly existence.8
But Plato’s text is actually extremely complex, although it reads - by
clever design - as quite straightforwardly simple. Socrates’ argument in
the text is that the Ideal cannot become form without ceasing to be ideal,
and therefore all material things are imperfect copies of the Ideal. From
this he infers that the artifice of the painter or poet is twice removed from
truth and reality, since it is the copy of a copy. On the surface this would
appear to be a straightforward argument for the priority of reason and
rational thought over the creative arts. Socrates cites as an example among others - the painter illustrating a horse’s harness, without having
any knowledge of how the harness is made, or how it works, (1952, [601],
p. 430).9 The painter’s harness is an illusion, and is of no practical use: nor
is he able to furnish a real one. Now this point could be argued to and fro:
however, there may be a subtler reading of the text. If we are to take any
indirect knowledge of reality - e.g. painting and poetry - as being false,
because it is not based on the direct knowledge of first-hand experience,
then what can we claim to have any knowledge of at all, in reality? Most
of our assumptions about our daily lives and the world at large are based
not upon direct empirical experience, but on second-hand information. It
is even arguable that our own life-experiences are, and can only be,
subjective: they cannot be known in any truly objective sense, and can
only be impartially viewed as phenomena in and of themselves.
8

The spirit of that time is embodied in the life of St. Francis of Assissi, and his
Cantico delle Creature, and was eventually in the Renaissance to find expression in
what Levinas describes as the “divine infinite”. Cf. LEVINAS, E., 1999. pp. 62-68.
9

The same sort of argument is deployed in Plato’s “Ion” (1952, pp. 142-8), and
applied to poetry itself: the poet and those, like Ion, who merely recite his works.

8

Framing Totality
Things in Nature, persons and personal communities, social forms and
formations, poetic and plastic formations, every kind of cultural work - all
become in this way headings for phenomenological investigations, not as
actualities, the way they are treated in the corresponding Objective
sciences, but rather with regard to the consciousness that constitutes through the intermediary of an initially bewildering wealth of structures of
consciousness - these objectivities for the conscious subject in question
(Husserl 1981, [35]).

This phenomenological method would open a wider and deeper
interpretation of Plato, an interpretation calling to mind the fact that
Plato’s dialogues are to a greater or lesser degree fictive. It is always the
character of Socrates, about whom historically little is actually known
outside of Plato’s work, who speaks for truth and reason, and presumably
speaks for Plato. Plato represents his own thoughts on truth and
representation through the discourse of Socrates, and he does this in the
form of a fictive story that we, as readers, are obliged to take as true.
Might we not imagine, with the text in question, a play on the dichotomy
between our experience of painting and poetry on the one hand, and our
rational knowledge of actual reality on the other, with their resolution as
phenomena not given in the text, but displaced and deferred?
The index demands of us: Take no part in this belief; do not fall into the
attitude of Objective science; keep to the pure phenomenon! (Husserl 1981,
[35]).

Representation, or presentation, of the Ideal is by default imperfect.
The reality of the Ideal can never therefore be truly ‘present’ even in
Plato’s rationalisation of reality. Clearly, for him, that is not the same
thing as saying it does not exist. Might it not then exist after all, in reason
and in art, especially if reason is not reified as in ‘Platonism’, and art is
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non-representational? Might not Plato, consciously or unconsciously, be
posing a question concerning the true nature of reality? 10

Jackson Pollock. 1950. Lavender Mist.

This interpretation of Plato, if allowed, would put Pollock’s abstract
painting ‘back in the picture’, so to speak, as regards its having a spiritual
function, i.e. in transcending the ‘commodity’ values of an overly
materialistic cultural paradigm of possession. The unconditional
abstraction of Pollock’s work defies any attempt at ‘possession’ by the
mind through pictorial and literal translation. It therefore evokes a
response, if it does so at all, that implies a tacit understanding of
something beyond the parameters of representation and material
objectification, a value implicit to their negation. This would provide a

10

See DERRIDA, J., 1981. “Plato’s Pharmacy”, pp. 65-84 for a definitive example
of this kind of reading of Plato. This is discussed in part in Nothingness and
Infinity: The Limits of Language, pp. 12-16.
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justification of the kind of hope for art cherished by Motherwell, and
shared by Pollock.11
At the same time, Plato’s text hints at our inability to possess
knowledge through objective recognition and representation. There is a
paradoxical twist to Plato’s thoughts on representation that presents us
with an aporia also imbedded in Pollock’s work: how can the unrepresentable be presented?

The Real of the Other, and the Other of the Real
Pollock was very much a product of his time. Living in the mid-twentieth
century, he witnessed the cataclysmic events of economic depression and
war; the conflict of political ideals; the crisis of religious belief and moral
certitude; monumental advances in technology, including the technology
of destruction; and the rapid global progression of an overtly materialistic
capitalism, with its benefits and its drawbacks. Endemic to the time was
also a consciousness among many artists and intellectuals of a malaise of
the spirit, the plight of the human condition, a reflection of that awareness
in political and philosophical thinking, and a growing recognition of the
effects and possible remedy of that malaise in the relatively new sciences
of psychology and psychoanalysis. Pollock had himself experienced social
hardship and alcoholism, and had, like many modern Americans, sought
psychiatric help. From this, from other artists, and from the writings of
intellectuals concerned with the issues of “Modern Man” (Golding 2000,

11

This by-passes, for the moment, the suggestion that abstract art is itself the
reification of an idea, the idea of non-representation: therefore abstract art is
representational, and would by extension be subject to the usages of a
commodity culture.
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p. 114),12 Pollock developed an interest in the work of Carl Gustav Jung,
and in the unseen and mysterious forces of the unconscious mind.
What Jungianism ultimately offered Pollock at this moment in his career
was the concept of symbolization as a language of the unconscious
(Golding 2000, p. 126).

At first this interest in the unconscious was expressed in Pollock’s art in
the form of ‘symbolic’ images, inspired in part by Jung’s work on symbols
as archetypal images common to all cultures. These images were
figurative in nature and influenced by similar figures from primitive art,
such as those in Native American culture.

Jackson Pollock. She-Wolf. 1943.
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See GOLDING. 2000. p. 114. Golding attributes the definition of a ‘Modern
Man’ ethos to art historian Michael Leja, 1993. Reframing Abstract Expressionism:
Subjectivity and Painting in the 1940’s. New Haven: Yale University Press, and
cites as examples the work of James Harvey Robinson, Joseph Campbell, Frans
Boas, and Harvey Ferguson.
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As we shall see, the figurative element in his work was later to develop
to the point of absolute abstraction. But here it is germane to note that
Pollock and other American artists, in “the dichotomy between the search
for self and the longing to belong to an absolute”, although they “saw
their art as arching backwards into time immemorial (…) also saw
themselves as belonging to the here and now in a more self-conscious way
than their European forerunners” (Golding 2000, p. 116).

Barnett Newman.
1948. Onement 1
Barnett Newman’s Onement paintings
are of a type that seeks to make the
subject of immediate importance. The
emphasis on the flatness of the picture
plane heightens this immediacy. Such
titles as Onement, Adam, and Abraham
(see City of Dreams, p. 13) refer to
timeless principles that are made
present in an unequivocal way,
referring the viewer to the sublime,
rather than deferring to a world of
pictorial or representational illusion.

Some, like Pollock, were searching in art for a language that could
express a ‘lack’ they felt incumbent in modern life, a lack that was not so
much to do with an unfulfilled promise of the future as with the absence
of something that had been at hand in the remote past. This was not so
much to do with the feeling that those ancient cultures expressed that
‘something’, but with the ‘something’ itself. The ‘something’ to them was
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essential to man’s fulfilment of his humanity, and since it appeared that
modern man had lost touch with it, the aim of these artists was to invoke
its presence through their art. In this respect art was seen by some of them
as a medium through which the expression of the need for a deeper selffulfilment, and its attainment, were possible.
The perceived causes of this loss of ‘self’, or need for ‘individuation’ as
Jung would put it, were manifold, but among them were enlightenment
thought, technology, and a progressively materialistic and rationalistic
mass culture. Underpinning this culture, and identified by Marxist
thought, were its inherent consumerism, its tendency toward
objectification, and its dependence upon commodity fetish, the question
being “how far is commodity exchange with its structural consequences
able to influence the total outer and inner life of society” (Lukacs 1971, p.
84). According to Marx, the exchange-value of objects was, historically,
particular to the object and tied to its use-value. It was only through the
development of systems of economy and production that the fetish of an
imaginary and illusory value came to be attached to the object, through
the mediation of a third party – the merchant - and this value, along with
capital itself and its ownership, came in turn to be reified somewhere
between production and consumption in the workings of a capitalist
system dedicated to the creation and acquisition of material wealth. One
effect of this system, according to Marxist theory, is that people are
dehumanised and lose both their natural individuality and their sense of
social responsibility. Lukàcs gives the example of the worker.
His specific situation is defined by the fact that his labour power is his only
possession. His fate is typical of society as a whole in that this self-
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objectification, this transformation of a human function into a commodity
reveals in all its starkness the dehumanising function of the commodity
relation (Lukacs 1971, p. 92).

In his book Marx’s Theory of Alienation, a student of Lukàcs, István
Mészáros, discusses the effects of the capitalist system upon art,
highlighting the ‘alienation’ of the artist. From this theoretical perspective
the artist is in danger of succumbing to a loss of “reality”. The word
“reality” here is used in the sense of that which is specific to human
experience, the ‘real’ experience of the human in experience, which when
transmuted into art, makes art what it is and gives it value. Otherwise
what we call art is removed or ‘alienated’ from itself, and from the true
human “need” for true art - identified by Marx as a natural need.
Crucially, “reality” here does not mean verisimilitude or truth to
appearance, since appearance is a surface phenomenon affected by the
exigencies peculiar to style, fashion, culture, economics, and the
inauthentic social relations generated by the capitalist system with its
alienating effect. Reality in art is not naturalism.13
Naturalism takes it for granted that the human meaning of reality is given
in the immediacy of the appearances, while it is in fact always, and in
particular in an age so torn by contradictions as ours, concealed by pseudovalues and non-lasting stabilities. The violent rejection of the naturalistic
picture by so many modern artists is therefore quite understandable
(Meszaros 1972, p. 196).
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Something similar, in this case regarding aesthetics, is said by Adorno: “Art
does not imitate nature, not even individual instances of natural beauty, but
natural beauty as such. This denominates not only the aporia of natural beauty
but the aporia of aesthetics as a whole. Its object is determined negatively as
indeterminable” (1997, p. 72).
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In this sense “reality” and mimesis are not mutually exclusive terms, as
they are in Plato. In fact mimesis, in the literary, performing or plastic arts,
as the only means of communicating the human reality in a recognisable
way, is essential to art and to the value ’art’. However, mimesis as the mere
representation of the naturalistic appearance of things would exclude and
be excluded from “reality”, where reality is true human experience and its
need for expression. Emphasis on appearance serves simply to exacerbate
the alienation inherent to a culture of capitalism, and is symptomatic of it.
In a curious way this would seem to make some figurative art ‘real’ in
a Platonic sense and some abstract art mimetic, where stylistic preoccupation with abstraction, itself a product of alienation, contributes to
“the further weakening of the relationship which is the sole force that can
confer value on a work of art” (Meszaros 1972, p. 197). Abstraction in a
painting in that sense would simply be an appearance, lacking “reality”.
Thus the opposite terms of realism and abstraction could be reversed and
juxtaposed indefinitely, with the true determination of ‘art’ independent
of either form. This suggests, importantly, that it is not the material form
of the work that carries the quality ‘art’.
According to the above, “reality” in art does have something to do with
human expressivity. In Jungian psychology, expressivity is linked to the
unconscious. Pollock’s preoccupation with the unconscious was with him
as much at the end of his career as at the beginning. In his book Paths to
the Absolute, John Golding traces the elements of figuration in Pollock’s
work from 1938 to his premature and tragic death in 1956. From his early
styles reminiscent of Picasso and Miro, Pollock moves gradually towards
abstraction. But the human figure, however transformed in the
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homogeneous shapes and surface patterns of the emergent paintings,
remains the dominant motif throughout. Even during the most abstract
phase of ‘drip’ paintings from 1947-51, there is a sense that the figuration
of his early work lies concealed just under the moving and interweaving
network of lines, runs, and splashes of paint. And indeed when he felt the
painting did not work, or “missed” as he said, he sometimes would
introduce a ‘cut-out’ figure into the composition. Nevertheless, one feels
that the human images, the symbols, and the sense of space of his earlier
work have all been transformed and absorbed into a mass of
disintegrating form, merged into one in an infinite variety of possibilities.
And the result is total and deliberately determined abstraction. Read
metaphorically, it is as if consciousness has merged totally with the power
of the unconscious, and the paintings are an expression of a power behind
nature that is fundamental also to human consciousness.
It has been suggested that whereas the atavistic, Jungian paintings
executed between 1938 and 1946 are attempts to portray or symbolize the
unconscious, the works which succeeded them become by contrast
metaphors of the unconscious. Yet the most purely abstract of Pollock’s
paintings (…) are also layered with such a wealth of metaphor of so many
different kinds (…) that the metaphors cancel each other out (…) so that we
are left – how can one put it – quite simply with abstract paintings. There is
even a sense in which Pollock was, in them, representing the
unrepresentable (Golding 2000, p. 139).

The circle of representation / non-representation is completed in the
unrepresentable. There is also in the paintings from this period, during
which he lived with his wife Lee Krasner in a remote rural community on
Long Island, a strong sense of the rhythm and form, and especially the
muted colours, of nature.
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Like nature, these paintings have in a sense no beginning and no end, and
despite their formal beauty they are in a constant state of becoming
(Golding 2000, p. 133).

The work from this period of Pollock’s life is generally considered as
his most important and characteristic, and has earned him his place in art
history. The reasons for this could be manifold, but it is arguable that
there was something in the concept of his art to which the mid-twentieth
century responded: something that he had also tried to express in his own
existential response to the world through painting, and which is crucial to
the “reality” - as Mészáros described reality - of that painting, perhaps
more than to the ‘aesthetic’ value claimed by the art world at the time.
This is a point that may have been missed by some contemporary
writers,14 who would interpret the acclaim Pollock received in the 1950’s
as a perpetuation not only of an aesthetic paradigm, but also of the
modernist myth of progress, a celebration of the bi-polar dynamics of
destruction and creativity, and the alienation - through modernist
ideology - of an unspecified, but apparently more radical ‘reality’
presented by postmodernism. But this view in itself polarises modernity
and post-modernity. It may be true that the Ideal cannot be represented,
but it could still exist, and need expression.
Like Pollock with abstraction, we may find that in trying to express the
‘something’ - the “reality” in humanity and in nature that is not visible
but seeks fulfilment in expression - that this ‘something’ is neither ideal,

14

See De Silva, A., 1997. The Good, the Bad, and the Banal: Re-framing and Deframing the Modernist Doctrine. Contrapposto [online] Volume XII. Available
from:
http//www.csuchico.edu/art/contrapposto/Contrapposto97/Pages/Anna1.ht
ml
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nor can it be presented, or possessed through objectification. We may find
that it cannot be determined, either as an aesthetic or as a reality, and that
its indeterminateness is crucial to its nature. But we are, after all, human
and we belong to nature, and we are compelled to try.

Beyond the Aesthetic as Object, and the Aesthetic Object
The subject-dependency of aesthetics is clearly stated in Marxist thinking.
(…) after consumption the work of art remains as it was before – but only
in its physical being; its aesthetic substance is constantly recreated in the
activity of consumption. The work of art has no strictly “independent”
aesthetic being (…) the work of art becomes a mere natural or utilitarian
object if there is no artistically adequate consumer for it (Meszaros 1972, p.
209).15

We have seen how the ‘aesthetic’ is related to the “realism” that true art
embodies. Now we must examine the second strand stemming from
Marx’s thesis: how the idea of aesthetics might be treated in a Marxist
view of history. Pollock personally admired much from the history of art,
from Rembrandt to Kandinsky, and when questioned about his abstract
style in relation to the art of the past, he replied that he was responding in
an appropriate way to his own era of history, just as those artists in the
past were responding appropriately to theirs.
My opinion is that new needs need new techniques. And the modern
artists have found new ways and new means of making their statements. It
seems to me that the modern painter cannot express this age, the airplane,
the atom bomb, the radio, in the old forms of the Renaissance or of any
other past culture. Each age find its own technique (…) the modern artist is
15

Mészáros makes an important distinction between the consumption of the artobject as appropriation, which is “pseudo-consumption”, and its aesthetic
consumption.

19

Framing Totality
living in a mechanical age and we have a mechanical means of
representing objects in nature such as the camera and photograph. The
moderns artist, it seems to me, is working and expressing an inner world -in other words -- expressing the energy, the motion, and other inner forces
(Pollock 1982, p. 5).

This fits the Marxist definition of art’s contextual dynamism, and the
particular character of Pollock’s abstract painting – its originality and its
formal and conceptual relationship to its context - would thus qualify him
as one of those artists throughout history who by way of their relationship
to the historical dialectic valorise their work as “real”.
(…) despite the centuries, social, cultural, linguistic barriers, etc., that
separate them they can be brought to a common denominator because, in
accordance with the specific traits of their historical situations, they achieve
an artistically adequate depiction of the fundamental human relations of
their times. It is in virtue of this that they may be called great realists
(Meszaros 1972, p. 198).

Although Mészáros uses the terms “common denominator” or
“reality”, what he is proposing does in fact sound like the kind of
transcendent that Motherwell identified as occurring in art regardless of
the particular artistic epoch; for example, the art of Ancient Egypt has the
same essential quality as that of any other art at any time in history. When
Mészáros says that without the artistically sensitive consumer the object
has no “ ‘independent’ aesthetic being”, he implies that it nevertheless has
a specific quality, a quality supplied by the consumer-subject, and which
is produced through the object’s contextual “reality”. Whether subjectdependent or not, this effect, if valorised, might still appear to argue the
case for an ‘essentialist’ view of art, i.e. that all true art contains an
essential element that is beyond the material form of what the artwork
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empirically ‘is’ and its temporality as an object - culturally, historically,
socially etc. - a view explored by Kant and implicit in Hegel. It may also
advocate the existence of a timeless and universal ‘aesthetic’. Similarly, all
art might be defined or qualified by a transcendent such as ‘beauty’. In
other words there is still a case for it being ‘art’, and that quality ‘art’
remains undetermined, except as a reified concept.
In Abstract Expressionism, as with most art and particularly modern
art, the ‘aesthetic’ effect is partly produced through a perceived
engagement with the contemporary normative aesthetic values that the
movement reacted within and against, and sought to go beyond. This
places the aesthetic squarely in a context as described above by Mészáros.
According to critical theorists such as Adorno, the nature of works of art
creates an interest that is the result of a dynamic tension between the work
and the history and traditions of its type of art as well as the culture in
which it is situated.
There is no art that does not contain within itself as an element, negated,
what it repulses. If it is more than mere indifference, the Kantian “without
interest” must be shadowed by the wildest interest, and there is much to be
said for the idea that the dignity of artworks depends on the intensity of
the interest from which they are wrested (Adorno 1997, p. 11).

In the case of Pollock the interest is created by a tension between the
nature of the paintings, the commodity culture in which they are situated,
and also their artistic context: the history of easel-painting, both figurative
and abstract. This interest could be interpreted in several ways.
The nature of Pollock’s paintings, particularly from his ‘drip period’ of
1947-51, is intrinsically bound in a dialectical way to the social, historical,
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cultural, and specifically artistic circumstances surrounding their
production. The painting technique owed much to the ‘automatic writing’
theories of the Surrealists, as well as to the import of abstract theory and
styles from Europe before World War II. In subject matter, as we have
seen, they are related to C. G. Jung’s work on the psychology of the
Unconscious, which deeply interested Pollock and other artists. The nonfigurative or even anti-figurative overall patterns of dripped paint with
the occasional human mark such as handprints, could be interpreted
positively, as an aspiration for oneness with Nature in the sense that
nature provides man with a ‘spiritual’ need beyond that of material needs.
The values of a natural being, however sophisticated they may be, must be
rooted in nature. The so-called spiritual values of man are in fact aspects of
the full realization of his personality as a natural being (Meszaros 1972, p.
192).

They might also be interpreted as a response to the subsuming of
humanity within an impersonal commodity culture whilst claiming for
the individual the right to free expression and self-fulfilment, a dichotomy
that fits very well with the anxiety of mid-twentieth century industrial
civilisation bordering on the post-industrial era. All this would confirm
their aesthetic, their “reality”, and the “interest” noted by Adorno.
But on the other hand, as an art-object, the painting and mark-making
techniques employed, and their interpretation within the meaning of a
painting, may have a significance that extends far wider and deeper than
those just described. If one adds to these the previously discussed
connotations of its refusal to represent or ‘identify’ an object of any kind,
then the horizon of interpretation expands farther. If the value ‘aesthetic’
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were removed from the object, and its meaning were dependent upon
other more indeterminate qualities, then its significance might enter a
realm of otherness that would be beyond the normative and culturally
understood notion of ‘art’.
Therefore following the second strand found in Marx’s philosophy that of the movement of history – if we examine the dependence upon
context, as developed by Adorno, there emerges something that puts the
effect of art beyond the idea of a timeless aesthetic transcending the
process of history (as an essentialist view would have it), or as “realism”
dependent upon context, as in the Marxist view.
Because art is what it has become, its concept refers to what it does not
contain. The tension between what maturates art and art’s past
circumscribes the so-called questions of aesthetic constitution. Art can be
understood only by its laws of movement, not according to any set of
invariants. It is defined by its relation to what it is not (Adorno 1997, p. 3).

It is clear that the qualitative effect identified by Adorno is dependent
upon, or even produced by, a dialectical relationship between the artwork
and its contemporary context through the agency of the movements of
time and history, and that aesthetics itself must move with the shifting
perspective of history and history’s relation to the work. Here the
production of the aesthetic is the result of an ever-changing process, and
this ongoing process may or may not lead towards an imagined goal of
history, such as Hegelian “Spirit”, although art can still be perceived as
teleological, in that it may hold a purpose relevant to the unfolding of the
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human story as history. And although it is produced in a dialectical16 way,
a central non-material and essential quality of art, that persists from age to
age, cannot be denied.
But whilst it cannot be denied, according to thinkers such as Adorno,
neither can it be named, as ‘aesthetic’, ‘reality’, or perhaps even as ‘spirit’,
as that would make of it an object: and by extension, in a materialistic
culture, a commodity. Thus, in questioning the notion of aesthetics, as
contingent or not to the “reality” of the work, we must at the same time
allow for the existence of something like it, which for the moment we can
only suspend in parentheses.

The Totality of End, the End of Totality
The concept of totality, far from being adequate to the concept of infinity,
is in fact quite fallibly finite. Totality is a numerical idea: it refers to
numbers, to quantity. Totality is a cutting-off from infinity, a partial
infinity: it engages in finitude. Infinity cannot have a total, and a total
cannot be infinite. Totality and infinity are mutually exclusive.
Totality therefore implies a boundary. The end of one total is the
beginning of another. A boundary is a frame, a delimitation of space or
time. Wherever the frame is placed marks the area for objective scrutiny.
If we imagine the solar system, we can frame it. Or if we imagine its
galaxy we can do likewise. And just as we can do this in progressively
larger increments, we can also reduce the scale to the smallest. As Kant
observed, there is no comprehensible limit to this process in either

16

According to a development of the Hegelian principle, through Marx’s
dialectical materialism, to Adorno’s ‘negative dialectics’.
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direction, “for the numerical concepts of the understanding can by
progressive synthesis make any measure adequate to any given
magnitude” (Kant 1952, [255], p. 103). This framing is a presentation. By
framing a quantity we present it as a concept comprehensible to thought.
It is as if only by sectioning off the reality, and analysing it piecemeal, can
we attain to any kind of knowledge of the whole. However, the concept of
a whole is also that of a totality. A whole, apart from an infinite whole
(and an infinite whole seems a contradiction in terms) must have a
boundary. If it does, then at that point it becomes an absolute.
The concept of an absolute is also numerical in origin. An absolute has
to be singular. It may be constituted as a total, but a total, or a whole, is a
singular unit. The absolute, as singular, can only be either one or zero.
One or zero therefore represent the sum, the total, of the absolute. It is the
inability of the understanding to encompass the degree of magnitude in
concepts such as infinity, which is apprehensible to reason and the
imagination, that according to Kant produces the effect of the
Mathematically Sublime, although it should be bourn in mind that this
effect, as far as Kant is concerned, must take place in the human subject:
thus “instead of the object, it is rather the cast of mind in appreciating it
that we have to estimate as sublime” (Kant 1952, [255-6], p. 104).
Importantly, the feeling of the sublime is qualitatively “a displeasure that
makes us alive to the supersensible side of our being, according to which
it is final, and consequently a pleasure, to find every standard of
sensibility falling short of the ideas of reason” (Kant 1952, [258] p. 106).
For the moment, let us insert the term ‘Sublime’ into our empty
parentheses. The Sublime was central to the work of American abstract-
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expressionists such as Barnett-Newman, Rothko, Still, and to some extent,
Pollock, although the interpretation of sublimity differs in each case.
Clement Greenberg, as a champion of abstract-expressionism, referred to
the water-lily paintings of Monet as “those great summations”. It is
tempting to see his interpretation of Pollock in the same light as his
interpretation of Monet, i.e. as summations. Greenberg claimed that
paintings such as those of Pollock heralded the death of the easel picture,
answering a need in the historical process of art.
The very notion of uniformity is anti-aesthetic. Yet many “all-over”
pictures seem to succeed precisely by virtue of their sheer monotony. The
dissolution of the pictorial into sheer texture, into apparently sheer
sensation, into an accumulation of repetitions, seems to speak for and
answer something profound in contemporary sensibility (...) which
recognises as the only ultimate distinction that between the immediate and
the un-immediate. But for the time being, all we can conclude is that the
future of the easel picture as a vehicle of ambitious art has become
problematical. In using this convention as they do - and cannot help doing
- artists like Pollock are on the way to destroying it (Greenberg 1965, p.
157).

There is a similarity here, in Greenberg’s perception of the
“convention” of painting, to a post-structuralist perception of language.
But the epiphany of Pollock’s historically-defined step to the beyond of
painting was momentary. If Pollock’s work was pivotal in art history, then
its promise of a new direction for art arguably has not as yet been
fulfilled. The question has not been answered, or rather the answer is
open to question. To understand the unfulfilled promise, the absence of a
full and revelatory appearance, we must look at the aporia contained in
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the symmetry of the historical concepts of ‘modernism’ and
‘postmodernism’.
The modernist background to Abstract Expressionism suggests that art
is progressive in a historical sense, as is modernity. But modernity never
quite seems to reach its historical goal: the utopian end of history. Because
of the logic of its own history, modernity suggests a goal that is reachable.
But since this goal would constitute a satisfactory end, it is arguable that
modernity has proved to be a failed project, the proof being that it shows
no sign of ending in fulfilment and indeed in many respects has led
ultimately to its own demise, without realising its utopian ideal.17
However, if modernism’s ideal in art was to bring to an end its own
history, and that of the concept of modernity, then it may well have
succeeded: as mentioned earlier, this in turn depends upon the definition
of the words ‘modernity’ and ‘postmodernity’. This is also linked to the
earlier intimation of Pollock’s part in presenting the unpresentable. We
shall discuss this presently through the writing of Lyotard, but first let us
deal with the notion of the demise of what we call ‘modernity’. In The End
of Modernity Vattimo points out that by its own logic modernity must
eventually consume itself, and this self-consumption includes the death of
art. For the rational mind, this is a difficult pill to swallow: but the
constant overturning of one concept by another can only lead either to
absolutism on the one hand, or nihilism on the other. This is because the
concepts of finality and totality implicit in a modernist agenda cannot
avoid being eschatological and inferring an ultimate stasis in an end,
despite the kinetic, radical, and progressive nature of the means to
17

See City of Dreams.
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modernism’s end. The mere suggestion of a stasis or indeed of a historical
goal is thus construed within some areas of ‘postmodernism’ to be antipluralistic and culturally biased. And indeed, although modernism’s
programme in art seemed to advocate replacing the traditional
establishment with the new establishment (of itself), it would appear that
in recognising the aporia of this process of overturning, modernism
ultimately signalled the end of modernity’s totalizing process, and of
itself, by opening the doors to pluralism and relativity.
One consequence of the end of modernity would be that in the
condition of postmodernity the ground upon which value judgements are
normally made disappears. Seen in this light, the strictly modernist
paradigms of absolute truth and totality can have their existence only after
their own dissolution, through interpretations across history rather than
by history.
(…) there is no Grund, or ultimate truth; there are only historically destined
or historically despatched overtures from a Selbst or Same, which gives
itself to us through these overtures (by traversing them rather than by
using them as a means) (Vattimo 1988, p. 175).

This view is nihilistic in the sense that a ground for perspective has
disappeared. However, the nihilism is not necessarily negative: rather it is
affirmative, but without prejudice of any kind. Here Vattimo suggests a
multiplicity of interpretations, and a unity in multiplicity that transcends
boundaries because there is no longer any historical or teleological ground
on which to base a ‘true or false’ reading. Rather the ground is simply the
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‘being’ of the self in a Heideggerian sense of “Dasein” (Heidegger 1992),18
and in relation to that everything is allowed its individual being and
validity in a phenomenological way. This validity however, according to
Vattimo, is conditional upon the renunciation of any kind of value
judgement constituted through historical or cultural narratives. Any
attempt at a categorical statement can only be partial and incomplete. This
is not to say that the ‘truth’ is incomplete, but only our attempts to
objectify it, and make of it a ‘once and for all’.
By the same standard, in objectifying the absolute we are attempting to
impose an identity on something that may exist, but cannot be
comprehended, except mathematically (and arguably therefore, only
relatively)19. And if it cannot be comprehended, it cannot be identified in
the sense that it can be represented as an object. The same holds true of
totality. This identitification by representation is a form of naming.

18

The “essential analytic of Dasein” (literally ‘Being-there’) is first introduced by
Heidegger on p. 27 of Being and Time, and expanded in the section “The Ontical
Priority of the Question of Being”, as the “fundamental ontology from which alone
all other ontologies take their rise” (p. 32).
19

“For the numerical concepts of the understanding can by progressive synthesis
make any measure adequate to the requirements of any object” (Kant 1952, [255],
p. 103), cited earlier. It is perhaps worth repeating here that Kant points to the
feeling of the “mathematically sublime”, which means that although
mathematics can understand the “absolute whole” of nature as a concept
through the measure of progressively larger numbers, its actuality cannot be
comprehended except by the imagination in accord with the law of reason –
which says, for instance, that there is such a thing as infinity. Like Descartes,
Kant observes that since we can imagine infinity through reason, it must exist.
And since we cannot grasp it, we should not deny it, but respect that part of
reason that affirms it without revealing it sensibly. This is the feeling of the
sublime: but Kant maintains the respect is not for an external Reason, but for a
capacity in the subject for the “supersensible”. This transcendence of the faculty
of cognition is referred to by Levinas as the “welcoming of the Other”, and
produced by the “calling into question of the same by the other (…) And as
critique precedes dogmatism, metaphysics precedes ontology” (1969, p. 43). Cf.
City of Dreams, esp. pp. 39-41, and Nothingness and Infinity, pp. 42-43.
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Naming the Absolute means objectifying it; thus subjecting the totality to
an objective level. This implies that the totality, by being named is already
limited to the subject’s ethical (and anthropomorphic) paradigms; and in
turn it contradicts the very notion of totality by turning and limiting it to
an epistemological body which claims for it a telos (Baldacchino 1996, p.
109).

Moreover, the progressive nature and telos of a process such as history
is something that is questioned within the post-modern “condition”
(Lyotard 1984). Lyotard uses the word ‘condition’ as an alternative to ‘age’
or ‘era’, as those words would suggest the assumption of a telos of history
that postmodernity puts into question. Postmodernism, if it can be
defined at all in relation to modernism, is perhaps best defined by
Lyotard.
A work can become modern only if it is first postmodern. Postmodernism
thus understood is not modernism at its end but in the nascent state, and
this state is constant (Lyotard 1984, p. 79).

It cannot, strictly speaking, be defined as a historical movement, since
that would place it within the teleological structure of the history it
purportedly rejects, using the language and terms of reference received
from that history.
In The Postmodern Condition Lyotard examines the role of avant-gardism
in keeping at bay the forces of “relaxation” that paradoxically could lead
to the “return of terror, the realization of the fantasy to seize reality ”
(Lyotard 1984, p. 82) that were seen to be a characteristic of ‘enlightened’
modernity. But they are in fact a danger present to any time, as long as the
structure of thought remains a common and constant factor, which it can
hardly help doing.
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In comparing two modernist writers, Proust and Joyce, Lyotard traces
in them aspects of the Kantian sublime, an aesthetic of non-identification
as opposed to pre-conceived ideas of beauty that are attached to form. In
Proust, traditional identification with a literary character is replaced by
the theme of time: this is suggestive of the sublime and achieved through
a radical and innovative approach, but the work retains a strong sense of
traditional form in the writing itself. In Joyce the form is open to
experimentation, even destruction, and because of this rejection of
“academic forms, as rituals originating in piety (as Nietzsche said) which
prevent the unpresentable from being put forward” the effect is akin to
the Kantian notion of the Sublime as the source of both pleasure and pain.
The postmodern would be that which, in the modern, puts forward the
unpresentable in presentation itself; that which denies itself the solace of
good forms, the consensus of taste which would make it possible to share
collectively the nostalgia for the unattainable; that which searches for new
presentations, not in order to enjoy them but in order to impart a stronger
sense of the unpresentable (Lyotard 1984, p. 81).

This puts the cutting edge of modernism in art within the truly
postmodern, where ‘postmodern’ actually means post-modernity in that it
is anterior to, or precedes that which after the event becomes truly modern.
In other words, in the sense where modernity, in science, in art, in politics,
in technology, is a process of reification, objectification, and totalisation,
the “fantasy to seize reality”, then postmodernity means liberation from
the effects of the pursuit of that fantasy, a leap into the unknown. In art
the fantasy is the aesthetic, or rather the objectification of the aesthetic, as
a “comfort”. True modernism in art actually works against that reification,
and is therefore the truly “postmodern” in Lyotard’s definition of the

31

Framing Totality

word.20 Even the word ‘postmodern’ as it is often used is simply another
reification that must be avoided or transcended in some way.

James Joyce. from the 1922 text of Ulysses (Joyce 1998).
Joyce’s printed text deliberately plays with and transgresses
fixed notions of printed and literary form. This is echoed in
the decentralising of the narrative first person, and in the
presentation of the ‘story’ as just one day in the inner
thoughts and outer lives of several people. It thus draws
attention to what is formless and immediate.

If in Lyotard’s definition Joyce is postmodern, arguably so is Pollock, if
we consider that traditional form in both cases is deliberately destructured, and the form therefore precedes the aesthetic rather than
following it. Consequently there is no anticipation of the aesthetic: it
cannot be expressed or possessed as an object, as an identity, a “comfort”,
that would interfere with the presentation of the “unpresentable” as
Lyotard puts it. It becomes unpredictable and thus non-appropriable.

20

There are aspects of the so-called postmodern, the pseudo-postmodern, that
have nothing at all to do with this liberation, and more to do with reification and
submission to the illusory and alienated attempt to grasp reality – for example
‘reality-TV’.
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Now this fits very well with the Marxist view of art as ideally ceasing
to be a commodity in a culture of alienation. It becomes instead part of a
holistic system. It is “considered by Marx as free activity, as an adequate
fulfilment of the rich human being”. As such art “is an ‘end in itself’ and
not a means to an end external to it” (Meszaros 1972, p. 211).
The true development of one’s abilities and inclinations – in a social
framework freed from the paralysing requirements of commodityproduction which apriori determine the numbers admissible for the
exercise of any particular activity, oppressing the human demand in favour
of the commercial need – necessarily implies an inherent meaning to all
functions and activities of the individual concerned (Meszaros 1972, p.
213).

However, as we have seen, art is produced from the artist’s positivenegative relationship to her existential and historical condition, and it is
difficult to see how a perfectly integrated whole, which Marx envisaged
for humanity individually and collectively, could produce the necessary
dialectic that art needs for its matrix.
The specifically artistic in art must be derived concretely from its other;
that alone would fulfil the demands of a materialistic-dialectical aesthetics
(Adorno 1997, p. 3).

Integration into the whole, although indeed a positive agenda, is
nevertheless an ideal, and the outcome might be the ‘death of art’ by
means other than nihilism.

This is one of the problems that

postmodernity poses for Marxism, as for any philosophy; it is an aporia
common to any named discourse. It may not mean, however, the end of
the discourse of Marxism, but rather a recapitulation of its movement in

33

Framing Totality

post-Marxism, and the hope of recovering what may have been lost or
missed.21
To continue further with the words, ‘modern’ and ‘postmodern’, is to
invite confusion. They are signifiers that belong to a system of
eschatological and historical time, and are also being used to debate the
end of that system. There cannot be a solution, for that would constitute a
teleological end, a total, and that end - as an end - would immediately be
problematic. What end can there be, when the ground for thinking an end
has been suspended?
However, it would seem that Nature has a telos, and a progressive one,
in evolution. Indeed Marx stated that dialectical-materialism was inspired
in part by Darwin’s theory of evolution (1946, pp. xxviii-xxix). Whereas
we may agree or disagree with Heidegger when he says that “only eksistent man is historical. ‘Nature’ has no history” (Heidegger 1978, p. 127)
- and this may affirm or deny a teleology of Nature depending upon our
point of view as to whether we collaborate with Heidegger’s
anthropocentrism and/or we allow our own anthropomorphism - the
question remains as to why nature would have an intelligible
evolutionary purpose, mediated through time, that is only understood
according to an evolved human intelligence, supplied by nature. Since it
seems evident that there will be evolutionary progress,22 the question is not
its reality, but the interpretation of what constitutes real progress. In this

21

See BALDACCHINO, J., 1996.

22

The ‘falsifiability’ theory of Karl Popper is interesting to note here. This is an
evolutionary view of knowledge: knowledge evolves as the ‘least false’ concept
of truth, and truth is therefore indeterminate. Knowledge can be replaced at any
time by the process of falsification. True knowledge, according to Popper, must
always be open to falsification.
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regard it may be wise to accept, at least temporarily, the language we
have inherited, as well as the art, history, culture, and knowledge, as
products of an evolutionary process.
‘History is over.’ Who can say this when the ‘end of history’ still belongs to
discourse, moreover to the very discourse that this end alone makes
possible? The end determines the coherence of the discourse; or rather it is
the coherence of the discourse that allows us to set down as an acceptable
term ‘the end of history’ (Blanchot 1995, p. 279).

As Blanchot confirms, “the ‘end of history’ still belongs to an
eschatological language”. This is the aporia that an apocalyptic critique of
culture will inevitably encounter.
The problem of the aporia of modernism and postmodernism is
symptomatic of our era, but it does create a site of opportunity and
possibility. There is a gap, produced by the problem of their polarity.
Working within language and culture - which we cannot help doing there may be other ways of interpreting that polarity that take into
account the dynamics inherent to its structure, bearing in mind that that
structure will influence our interpretation. If it does so absolutely, then
there will be no possibility of going beyond it, and our ends will be predetermined. However, if we can find a way to transcend the structure,
and yet there is no transcendent outside of it that makes that
transcendence possible, then there must be something within it.
Thus we might submit the apparently paradoxical hypothesis that the
required structural interpretation “take a deconstructive path by act of
historical necessity” (Baldacchino 1996, p. 3).
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Within / Without the Frame
Pollock was extending the boundaries of the painting as an object,
implying an infinite space inside the frame, whilst at the same time trying
to contain the concept of summation and totality within a rectangular
two-dimensional surface. In other words he was attempting the
impossible.
The idea of impossibility is an idea that is included in the critical work
of Jacques Derrida. It is precisely the ‘impossible’ that qualifies his notion
of ‘alterity’, or otherness. Within the space of impossibility that results
from an impasse of reason, Derrida sees infinite possibility. By identifying
within texts the double phenomena of ‘differing’ and ‘deferring’
(différance),23 Derrida exposes the inconsistencies implicit in the
metaphysics imbedded in discourse, and the impossibility of discursive
reasoning achieving closure. But he sees this impossibility as the key to
understanding truer meaning in revealed possibility.
We believe, quite simply and literally, in absolute knowledge as the closure
if not the end of history (…) As for what begins then – beyond absolute
knowledge – unheard-of thoughts are required, sought for across the
memory of old signs (Derrida 1973, p. 102).

To treat of something, to make of it a theme, is to ‘frame’ it. Framing
inscribes a limit. With Lavender Mist, as with many of Pollock’s paintings,
the composition is delimited. Although he often painted canvases flat on
the floor, Pollock was conscious of the edges. The “all-over” (Greenberg
1965, p.157) patterns of dripped paint extend to the sides of the canvas,
but do not quite give the impression of extending beyond its given edges.
23

See Naming and Nascence, p. 25.
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There is an almost imperceptible suggestion of a boundary. It is as if the
network of lines and splashes merge into a whole and are acknowledged
as a totality. Beyond that totality we can only imagine a kind of void.
Within the mass of lines and marks we sense infinite formal and spatial
possibilities. But these possibilities are held in check by the emphasis
upon the physical texture of the paint. This in turn brings our attention
back to the surface of the canvas, and interrupts the natural inclination to
‘look into’ the painting in search of depth and form. The eye refrains from
deciphering or interpolating the paint in a figurative way. There is a
tension between the implied pictorial presentation and the physicality of
the paint.
Thus the multitudinous lines and drips appear as one whole composed
of many individual possibilities: of space, of pattern, of colour and form,
of interpretation, of multiple social and contextual readings in the play of
the imagination. But those possibilities do not resolve into representations
that might be apodictically recognised or identified. They are possible,
and remain as only possible, by virtue of the painting’s sheer abstraction.
Taken together and as a whole, they seem to refer to something else something outside the painting – that is only signified indirectly as the
merest trace. The painting as a whole reveals only its own presence, a
mute testimony to an absence, the absence of presence24 in representation.
Nor does this absent presence signify the person of the artist: although,
importantly, it suggests the absence of authority or direct signification.

24

This paradoxical phenomenon is what Derrida alludes to in his notion of
différance: “which is not a name (…) this unnameable is the play which makes
possible nominal effects” (1982, p. 26). See Naming and Nascence: The Advent
of the Other, pp. 46-47; and note 23 above.
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Whilst we are acutely aware of the gestural qualities of the painting’s
execution, the phantom presence of the artist does not help, and is not
intended to help, the interpretation of the work.25 Although expressive,
the gestural marks are an impersonal and anonymous signature. The lack
of an authority, of a strict interpretation, leaves the painting open. The
work’s search for a delimiting absolute - in absolute abstraction - offers,
paradoxically, absolute openness of interpretation qua the feeling of
multiplicity in de-limitation.
There is a corresponding absence of framing, at least framing in the
sense that a physical frame acts as either a complement to the work,
enhancing its presentation, or as a supplementary work, an addition of
lesser, almost incidental importance. (The latter, the Parergon, is itself
framed in Derrida’s essay of the same name, which we will discuss later).
In Pollock’s work the omission of the frame is in fact significant, in that its
absence is noticeable - i.e. it marks the absence of something. What it
marks or signifies is that framing is deliberately left out.
The absence of framing conforms to the painting’s contemporary
aesthetic. The absence of the frame in an aesthetic context constitutes a
negation that is akin to ‘dissonance’ in music: it is attractive because of
what it is not, or was expected to be. This aesthetic, therefore, is relational.
The artist raises the issue of framing, and its use is questioned. And this
questioning - of an almost unconscious acceptance of the frame
throughout art history - is the result of a relational engagement with an
art-historical past, as well as a deliberate antithesis of many of its precepts.

25

This puts in doubt any suggestion that Pollock saw himself, or sought to
present himself, as ‘the artist as hero’.
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As such it is dependant in a dialectical way upon the ground that it seeks
to undermine, and to undermine totally. The absence of framing is a
nothing that signifies through its presence the emergence of something
else, something wholly other to the discourse that produced it.
The same holds true of its aspiration to encompass a fulfilling totality.
Within the painting the pictorial scheme of differing and individual
‘democratic’ marks (where no one drip or spot dominates another)
constitutes a total that is only tacitly present, in the unity of the painting
and its inferred boundary. This undermines an identitarian view of
totality; and in such a way as to render totality almost invisible through its
counterpart, individuality. Similarly, the artist’s individual freedom is
expressed in the transparency of the painting’s execution, and masks a
disciplined technique. That disciplined execution is also, as argued above,
in keeping with the painting’s aesthetic, in a dialectical relationship to a
tradition, and is therefore not anarchical but responsible.
Therefore, in the composition of the painting infinite possibilities
expressed as multitudinous realities are signified but remain unidentified.
And these occur within a barely delimited whole, which is inferred rather
than stated. By default this whole has a boundary, and beyond that
boundary lies the unknown. Lying like a frame, between the whole and
the unknown, is the absence of a frame.
The frame of a painting normally draws attention to what is shown
within it. A painting may contain references to objects in the real world, or
to narratives, through symbols, signs and signifiers of all kinds. And
beyond these literal references, might be those that refer to the history of
painting, to the language of paint, and the discourse of aesthetics. For
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example, Picasso often referred by association of form, space,
composition, or colour, to specific works of the Old Masters and other
artists, thus consciously participating in a discursive programme related
to an art historical base, working itself out through the praxis of painting.

Picasso. 1957. Las Meninas, After Velasquez.

That praxis and history form a discourse within painting, conducted in
the language of paint, but at the same time outside of it, as its referent. In
the case of a religious painting, 26 the spiritual referent is obviously outside
of the painting, and not only outside of the painting but outside of the
world in general: a transcendent. However, that transcendent and the
discourse surrounding it are represented as far as possible in the painting.
The painting tries to directly present the divine and incomprehensible to
the understanding.
Now in Kant’s treatise on the Sublime, the magnitude of mathematics
or nature is apprehended by the imagination and by reason, but not

26

See Naming and Nascence, and the discussion of Fra Angelico’s Annunciation,
p. 11 et seq.
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comprehended by the mind. Derrida describes the method by which Kant,
through a ‘framing’ of the discourse on aesthetic judgement “throws a
bridge across the gulf, between the unpresentable and presentation”.
Hence it is the whole of nature, the totality of presences and dimensions
which is and appears as small in the eyes of magnitude (…) As there is in
our imagination a tendency to infinite progress, and in our reason a
pretension to absolute totality as a real idea, the excessiveness
(Unangemessenheit) of our power of phenomenal evaluation of dimensions,
its inadequation to the infinite idea awakens in us the feeling of a
suprasensible faculty. This awakening is properly sublime, and it makes us
say: “that is sublime in comparison with which all the rest is small”
(Derrida 1987, p. 138).

Derrida traces Kant’s feeling of the sublime to the imagination. As the
intermediary between sensibility and understanding, the imagination
divides.
Imagination is the cise because it has two cises. The cise always has two
cises: it de-limits. It has the cise of what it delimits and the cise of what it
de-limits, of what it limits and what is liberated in it of its limits (Derrida
1987, p. 140).

Derrida notes that the point of reference for the imagination in relation
to the sublime is scale, and that for Kant scale is provided by the
imagination’s own subjective reality: the human body. As long as this selfreference is present to the imagination, the apprehension of the sublime is
possible. The human is within the subjective imagination, which is able to
apprehend but not comprehend the scope of its own unpresentable idea,
which is comprehensible only as an object, a presentation. As noted
earlier, this gives rise to a “respect” not only for the reality of infinity, but
for the subjective “supersensisble” order of mind that can envision infinity
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without having ‘seen’ its reality, which is impossible for the ordinary
mind. The supersensible seems, for Kant, to be imagination in accord with
the highest order of reason.
When, in the Analytic of the Beautiful, Kant treats of the beautiful
discursively, when he frames it within discourse, he makes an
assumption. He assumes that the transcendental subject is outside of the
frame, looking in. To an extent, the same is true of his notion of the
sublime: there has to be a transcendental subject who experiences the
sublime. But to treat of that subject is to put the subject itself within a
frame - this is borne out by Kant’s naming it the “transcendental subject”.
Derrida’s hypothesis is that framing is problematic in that it can never
achieve the in-closure it intends. If this is true, then the “transcendental
subject” is not truly transcendent at all. It too belongs within the text,
within a notional framed totality.

In framing totality, we see that we are framing a
concept in a conceptual frame. If it were possible
to ‘frame’ this frame and ‘framing as a whole’,
the only possible ‘frame’ would be Alterity. Art,
as a narrative of Alterity, can tell us this.
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Framing is implemented by discourse; but in fact as Derrida points out
discourse is in itself a frame, and he cites as an example Kant’s discursive
treatment of the ‘frame’. He takes Kant’s Analytic of the Beautiful, in
particular his brief treatment of ornamentation (parerga) and the merits or
otherwise of the ornamental frame - the parergon – and presents this
treatment as a frame in itself. The discourse on framing beauty is like a
frame. This is an example of Derrida’s notion of the philosophical mise-enabîme, the heraldic shield inscribed within a shield; a picture within a
picture; a play within a play. But here the frame returns upon itself,
because within/without, inside/outside are the issues at stake. In the
same way, according to Derrida, Kant’s Analytic of Concepts from the
Critique of Pure Reason forms a frame, and a quite inappropriate one, for
his Analytic of the Beautiful in the Critique of Judgement. The criteria of form
over matter implicit in the judgement of aesthetic beauty - and aesthetic
beauty is treated by Kant because of a perceived lack of logic in
appreciating the beautiful - returns to judge its unsuitable frame, i.e. the
analytic of concepts, and finds it lacking.

(Framing) Alterity
Derrida insists that we cannot resolve this problem of the frame either
by reframing or by simply removing the frame. Both conditions must be
taken into account simultaneously. The frame is then neither present nor
absent. The question would then be “what if we must no longer even
expect or question anything within that horizon?” (Derrida 1987, p. 67).
The horizon of knowing, of coming to a conclusion, of finding an
answer, is the horizon that includes the idea of totality as an objective
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reality, and that reality resolves itself in a totality. Even the idea of
transcendence emanates in what Kant identified as the transcendental
idea, the idea that governs all thought with the notion of a unity that
exists somehow beyond the multiplicity of thought, an invisible principle
outside being which is Being itself. But as Levinas points out this puts
transcendence into being, as “the idea that the ultimate meaning of a
notion is in its being”.
The whole or ideal is not given in an intuition but constitutes an idea
necessary for reason. It is, as the totality of what is, the supreme form of
concreteness and individuality. It is not a thing (on the contrary, all things
suppose it), and yet it is something that is (…) this is fully in line with
Western thought, where the totality of being is thought of as a being, even
if Kant here distinguishes his claim, asserting that one cannot prove the
existence of this concrete supreme entity, of this individual: “We remain in
complete ignorance about the existence of a so eminent superiority”
(Levinas 2000, p. 155).

Pollock presents us with totality, and that totality is delimited as a
totality by its boundary. Outside of the boundary there appears to be
nothing, a void. Everything therefore, the inside and the outside, is
included, represented, except one thing: that which the imagination and
reason have conceived as infinite, which is the totality that cannot be
grasped. It is not, however, inferred as a transcendent, remaining outside
of the painting, and simply lacking representation. It must therefore be
somewhere else. But the somewhere else does not conform to notions of
inside or outside, immanent or transcendent, subject or object. It is
absolutely (as far as anything can be absolute) other to these, as it is also
to terms such as ‘absolute.’ It is beyond the discourse of the painting, as it
is beyond other types of discourse. In the context of writing, Derrida often
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alludes to this otherness that is beyond notions of inside and outside,
sometimes using the word ‘alterity’.
This radical alterity as regards every possible mode of presence is marked
by the irreducibility of the aftereffect, the delay (Derrida 1982, p. 21).

However, he makes it clear that this alterity cannot be advocated as a
concept, such as infinity, which would place it within the discourse of
philosophy - allowing it to become the subject of discourse, a proper
name, a title. That would then set up the whole notion of “presence”,
constituting discourse around something that is its absolute other, cannot
be made present, and is revealed only through the deconstruction of
discourse. Alterity is not a transcendental: as Derrida famously pointed
out “there is nothing outside the text” (Derrida 1976, p. 158). Thus alterity
cannot be framed. It is found neither inside the frame, nor outside of it,
because discourse itself is framing. Alterity always escapes.
In the example cited above, Derrida is referring specifically to the
“unconscious”. He goes on to say The alterity of the “unconscious” makes us concerned not with horizons of
modified – past or future – presents, but with a “past” that has never been
present, and which will never be, whose future to come will never be a
production or reproduction in the form of presence. Therefore the concept
of trace is incompatible with the concept of retention, of the becoming past
of what has been present. One cannot think the trace – and therefore
différance – on the basis of the present, or of the presence of the present.

Bearing in mind Pollock’s deep interest in the unconscious – as defined
in Jungian psychology – his attempts to express its workings and its
“effect” (in Derrida’s terms) would seem to be a presentation of that
which is unpresentable. And within this presentation, in fact intrinsic to it,
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is the acknowledgment that there is something unpresentable. Whereas in
writing, “the trace - and therefore différance” is always there and can never
be made present as being or as a transcendent, in Pollock’s painting this
lack of presence is already intuited by the artist, perhaps unconsciously,
and occupies the place of différance - or alterity – in the painting. In
presenting the unpresentable, qua the impossibility of presenting the
unpresentable, Pollock leaves us only the “trace”.
Whereas Derrida avoided ‘naming’ alterity, Levinas gave definition to
it by his use of the terms ‘same’ and ‘other’.
A past that has never been present: this formula is the one that Emmanuel
Levinas uses, although certainly in a non-psychoanalytical way, to qualify
the trace and enigma of absolute alterity: the Other (Derrida 1982, p. 21).

In quotidian thought, the ‘other’ is conceived as being sometimes the
same as the self, and sometimes different. But when this way of thinking
is questioned, alterity reveals itself as something wholly ‘Other’ to both
concepts, remaining always beyond both objectification and reduction to
the familiar. For Levinas, the reduction of something “other” – such as
infinity - to the concept of totality is implicit to thought circumscribed by
ontology, and therefore to the suppression of real transcendence.
The Cartesian ontology, in itself adopting the idea of the infinite, thinks the
Same as a totality that integrates every Other – in such a way that the “in”
signifies the triumph of the Same over the Other, the equality of the
unequal, and the identity of identity and difference. It integrates every
Other and thereby suppresses all that could exceed the totality; it
suppresses all transcendence. But the idea of the infinite taught by
Descartes (an idea placed in us) makes possible the thinking of this
transcendence in a passive subject. It is Descartes who will say to
Mersenne: “I have never treated of the infinite, except to submit to it ”
(Levinas 2000, p. 142).
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We have seen already that to treat of something is to frame it. The
frame is very useful. It can, by delimiting, present a concept as an object –
to be recognized, identified, analysed. By means of the frame, an object
can be separated from its surroundings. Then it can be known. But
Levinas feels that this type of assimilative knowledge is a reduction of the
integrity of that which becomes known: the reduction of the other to the
same. If there is a ‘more than’ that which is empirically present, then it
depends ultimately on respect for the absolute alterity of the other. For
Levinas this is the basis of all ethics.
Levinas’ critique of the reduction of the transcendent to being, is
equivocal to the reduction of the other to the same, within an ontological
discourse, and far from further enquiry into the notion of “being beyond
things themselves” it prompts the radical question “Is not the human
being otherwise than being?” This he sees as real transcendence. In the
relationship the human being has with the other human being is a
communication, and it is within this act of communication, and not the
thing communicated, that there is responsibility not simply for the other
but for “the other than the other (…) transcendent to the point of absence
(…) A transcendence that can be called true with a diachronous truth,
without synthesis, higher than the truth one confirms ” (2000, p. 224).
It is important here to refer these statements to what Levinas wrote of
Blanchot’s work and the ‘there-is’, the Il y a. This ‘there-is-ness’ may
appear to be nihilistic to the point that in nothingness everything is
equivocal. Here we intersect with the nihilism inspired by Nietzsche, and
of which Vattimo was able to predict as the aftermath of “weak thought”.
There is even a danger here in the very fine thread of distinction between
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nihilism as meaninglessness and as blissful resignation that is suggested
by Nietzsche in The Eternal Return. According to Levinas we find a special
world in Blanchot.
A world that no human suffering can keep from being ordered (…) in truth
nothing is better ordered in its synchronous totality than a world such as
this (…) of this world Blanchot recalls that its totality is not total; that the
coherent discourse it boasts never catches up with another discourse that it
does not manage to silence, that this other discourse is disturbed by an
uninterrupted noise, and that a difference does not let the world sleep, and
disturbs the order in which being and non-being are ordered in a dialectic.
This Neuter is neither someone nor even something. It is but an excluded
third term [tiers exclu], which, properly speaking, not so much as is. Yet
there is in it more transcendence than that opened up by any world behind
the worlds (Levinas 2000, p. 292)27

There is a definite feeling that Pollock wanted to express in his painting
something of the totality of existence, and of his immersion in that totality.
By framing totality in this way he makes of it a discourse, and since it is
the principle of discourse, of subjective/objective knowledge, that frames
and cannot help framing what is framed – itself - therefore everything and
nothing are included in the painting. Like all discourse there is nothing
outside of it. And since there is no representation within its totality, there
is nothing to be inferred inside. Inside and outside are put in question,
and the transcendent cannot be placed. Transcendence is elsewhere, and
also ‘other’ to even the quantifiably subjective transcendental of the
sublime.
Through his particular abstract-expressionism, Pollock struggled to
convey something of the absolute and of his own subsuming in its totality,
27

Cited by the editors from Levinas, E., 1975. Sur Maurice Blanchot. Montpellier:
Fata Morgana. pp. 50-52.
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as well as his individual aspiration for existential freedom and for selfdiscovery through painting. These dichotomous energies converge in
Lavender Mist, as in the other abstract paintings from this period. Bearing
in mind his tragic death soon afterwards, there is a sense that he could not
reconcile himself to the totality of life as he found it, as John Golding
reflects.
He must have known, if only subconsciously, that in his greatest works he
had, so to speak, gone beyond himself, transcended his struggles. Despite
their formal complexity, his best abstractions were distillations of his vision
of painting as calligraphic messages or semaphores to the totality of art, to
the greater than himself (…) the facts of his private life would seem to bear
out the assumption that, despite having found himself as a painter, he had
not succeeded in finding himself as a person (Golding 2000, p. 145).

Perhaps Pollock felt an inkling of what Levinas might have described
as “a desire for the infinite qua desire for what is beyond being” (Levinas
2000, p. 221). His feelings of dissatisfaction towards the end of his life are
perhaps all the more poignant, because in terms of what he managed to
express he may have been closer than he could have known to finding his
own fulfilment in the kind of totality that Blanchot suggests, and which is
implied through Pollock’s own works. His intuitive grasp of the
importance of the unconscious, and the imperative of its integration with
the conscious; his feeling for the primary importance of art; his
determination to pursue the absolute to the point of dissolution; his
awareness of the need for individuation to confront the face of a faceless
autonomy; all compelled him to seek wholeness in the simultaneous
expression and dissembling of totality in the field of painting.
Unfortunately it may be that wholeness and oblivion are separated by a
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mere thread, as Levinas suggests through Blanchot, and that in just
“missing” the one Pollock found the other.
A painting such as Lavender Mist acts as a metaphor through which
totality is expressed and at the same time dissembled.28 In Lavender Mist
Pollock ‘frames’ the issue of totality. He refers to infinity of meaning
through form, and the void of the space beyond the canvas. Totality and
the transcendentally infinite are simultaneously both given and denied
their representation, their objectification, but implied in the dialectic of the
painting. In this way they are articulated through the painting by their
implied presence, which is their absence. They are themselves as much as is
possible, to the point of their impossibility, and at that point they become
the Other.

28

This metaphor, of course, is expressed through a language that is not verbally,
but visually semiotic. However, as a metaphor, it still depends upon the
structure of language for its reading. This opens another world of interpretation an alterity beyond the scope of the present thesis. See KRISTEVA, J., 1986. :
”Might not modern art be, for the few who are attached to it, the implementation
of that maternal love - a veil of death, in death’s very site and with full
knowledge of the facts?” (p. 117).
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- I mean, that you may look at a bed from different points of view,
obliquely or directly or any other point of view, and the bed will appear
different, but there is no difference in reality. And the same of all things.
- Yes, he said, the difference is only apparent.
- Now let me ask you another question: What is the art of painting
designed to be - an imitation of things as they are, or as they appear – of
appearance, or of reality.
- Plato

The very fact, the very concept, of imitation entails an implicit acceptance
of an original that is singular. This singularity is generally thought to be
constituted by the original, the thing itself, in its essence. Co-extensive to
the notion of the essential singularity of the thing is that of its ‘truth’ – it is
that one thing and not anything else. At this point there are two possible
alternatives to the original. One is simply another original, singularly
different from the first and with its own essence: the other possibility,
imitation, is brought about within the phenomenon of appearance.
Plato (1952, “The Republic”, X, p. 427 et seq.) argued that what we see is
not the thing in itself - the essence - but the appearance. It is only when we
allow for appearance that imitation becomes possible. It is axiomatic that
the essence cannot be imitated: the word ‘essence’ implies singularity,
originality, one without a second.
We have allowed for the existence of the concept of ‘essence’ by
inventing a word for it. Accordingly the essence of one thing cannot be the
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same as the essence of another.1 The only possibility for sameness as far
as the concept of essence allows is in two things having the commonality
that they both partake of ‘essence’ as a generic term; e.g. two particular
and very different books share the common genus ‘book’, or all things are
‘essentially’ the same in that they all partake of existence.
This quality – essence - is in a sense an abstraction, but it has an
important role, in that it is necessary within the structure of language.
Here the notion of a metaphysical transcendent (e.g. the referent of the
generic term ‘book’ or ‘bed’) is tacitly embodied within language: and our
acceptance of the very concept of imitation depends upon this
transcendent – the difference between words that separates them
essentially is also the basis of their imitation.
What Plato seems to be saying in his example of the bed is that the
whole “reality” of the bed cannot be grasped by any individual: that
individual can only apprehend the existence of the bed by its appearance
from a particular viewpoint. The “reality” that Plato speaks of, therefore,
can only be expressed in one of several ways. In terms of a signified
transcendent such as essence - the Platonic thesis; or the empirically
derived appearance of the bed - which according to Plato is not the real or
ideal form of the bed; or an assumed “reality”, as actuality, a reality that
under examination might in fact turn out to be fugitive - a conceit of the
mind.2

1

Here arises the problem of multiples, and implications for art. If ‘things’ are
identical in appearance, do they or can they have the same essence? Cf.
BENJAMIN, W., 1999.
2

The problem of the assumption of this ‘reality’ of being is in some respects the
argument pursued by Heidegger (1992), but not strictly the Husserlian
phenomenological one. Also, cf. BERKELEY, G. 1982. Berkeley viewed the
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The “bed” in question is, according to Plato, a substantial and material
copy of the ‘Ideal Form’ of a bed. That ideal bed can never take actual
form, or it would immediately become a particular bed, and no longer
ideal. And there could never be two ideal beds, because “a third would
still appear behind them, which both of them would have for their idea,
and that would be the ideal bed and not the two others” (Plato, [597], p.
428).
The painter, says Socrates – in lieu of Plato - paints only the appearance
of the bed. From different angles the bed appears to be different – and this
appearance is what he paints. But there is no difference “in reality” ([598],
p. 429). So, the question arises, what “reality” does the word ‘reality’ refer
to? The word is skimmed over quite quickly, as if it were a foregone
conclusion what “reality” is. And yet there is still the ideal bed, the
“essence” of the bed, to be accounted for, the “one existing in nature”
([597], p. 428). Is this ideal bed the generic ‘bed’, and if so what does it
look like? It does not sound as if it is the particular bed’s essential quality,
its uniqueness, its difference from other beds, the thing in itself, that
which Heidegger would perhaps refer to as the “thing-being of the thing”
(Heidegger 1978b, p. 156). Or is the question of the bed’s appearance and
reality answerable in another way?
Perhaps there is a clue in the basis of Phenomenology, as indicated by
Husserl.

independent “abstraction” of a “corporeal substance” that is independent of the
mind’s interpretation, as an impossibility –“For as to what is said of the absolute
existence of unthinking things without any relation to their being perceived, that
seems perfectly unintelligible. Their esse is percipi, nor is it possible they should
have any existence, out of the minds of thinking things which perceive them.” (p.
24. See also No.6, p. 25, and No.26, p. 33).
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The being of the world, by reason of the evidence of natural experience,
must no longer be for us an obvious matter of fact; it too must be for us,
henceforth, only an acceptance-phenomenon (Husserl 1998, p. 102).

Beyond Reality
First of all, let us look at the question of essence with regard to
appearance. For Plato, as soon as appearance enters the scene, imitation
becomes possible. It was not possible before because, as we have seen,
essence is inimitable. When essence has taken on an appearance, it is
possible to duplicate that appearance while referring to the (same)
essence. For example, an image in a mirror: it has the same appearance as
the original although we ‘know’ it is not the original.3 But how do we
know?
(…) turning a mirror round and round – you would soon enough make the
sun and the heavens, and the earth and yourself, and other animals and
plants, and all other things of which we were just now speaking, in the
mirror (Plato 1952, [596], p. 428).

I can eat a peach, but I cannot eat the peach’s reflection in, or on, a
mirror: the reflection of myself within the mirror can appear to do that,
provided I perform the real action. Similarly, I can create a painting,
photograph, film, or digital work that can reproduce peaches: but no ‘real’
peach is present within the reproduction. The actual peaches are not there
“in reality”.

3

We may assume here that although a mirror image is different from the original
in that it is reversed, it could by the use of another mirror be reproduced the
‘right way round’.
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H. Fantin-Latour. 1875. Peaches.

In Plato’s text, Socrates says there is no truth in the reproduction; it is
simply the reproduction of the appearance of something – the representation of the appearance of essence. It follows from this that a thing
must be experienced from its direct appearance in order for the experience
to be real. And indeed, this is what is assumed by common sense, and by
the transcendent implicit in language, in the first place. Plato, via Socrates,
seems to confirm this. And in doing so he famously banishes painting –
along with poetry - from the ideal city.
If we have a predisposition to reinstate art, the question is how far, if at
all, can the appearance of reality be taken for the truth of reality itself? Or,
to put it another way in the context of art, and in the mimetic context given
us by Plato, how valid is art as an experience, if the value of experience lies
in its essential truth? In the first sense of the question, we must assume
that the initial appearance of the thing is the direct representation of its
essence. Therefore, as above, to experience its direct appearance is as near
as possible to experiencing its essence. In the context of art, if we take a
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painting to be the synthetic re-presentation of the appearance, or the
feeling, of reality, an art object may have - in the Platonic context - little to
do with experiencing the essence of something, since it is not the direct
appearance of it. And this is Plato’s argument: It is only the mirror.
The question is only logically answerable in the affirmative if we give
to the work of art its own singularity, and therefore its own essence. Using
the Platonic scheme, it will follow that the experience of art is a valid or
‘true’ experience because what is experienced - the art object - is a singular
thing with its own essence, and not merely a synthetic representation or
imitation of the apparent essence of some other thing. Therefore the art
object, with its own essence, is ‘untrue’ in its perceived relation to the
‘real’, but ‘true’ in as much as it is a separate real entity within itself.
Having differentiated the art object from another object, the question that
then arises is what makes the art object different from any other object?
The answer must surely be – it has its own essence as an art object. Now we
have to decide what gives the art object its singularity as an art object, and
therefore its essence. And this is really the question: What is Art?
Here we have reached a point at which, by turning Plato’s system back
upon itself, like a mirror, it raises through the question of art’s “essence”,
“appearance” and “reality”, issues that may tell us something about the
Platonic “reality” that we are accustomed to taking as the ‘real’ one.

Turning the Mirror
It is at this point we can see that Heidegger in “The Origin of the Work
of Art” (1978) played with the idea of separating ‘art’ from the ‘object’.
Heidegger was pursuing the basis of his thesis by claiming that around
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the time of Plato, ‘being’ had been subsumed within a practical and
rational philosophy that had relegated it to an everyday fact – a kind of
‘Cinderella’ of the philosophical world. He felt the time had come to reopen the “question of the meaning of being”, a question that had been, in
the West at least, progressively shelved over two-and-a-half millennia.
It is said that ‘Being’ is the most universal and the emptiest of concepts. As
such it resists every attempt at definition. Nor does this universal and
therefore indefinable concept require any definition, for everyone uses it
constantly and already understands what he means by it (Heidegger 1992,
p. 2).

According to Heidegger, the object undoubtedly has an empirical
existence independent of its status as art, and as such would have its own
essence. We ascribe to the object the qualification ‘art’ whilst the only
references for such a qualification would be comparison with other objects
already accepted as ‘art’, or its being the work of an ‘artist’. Neither can
answer the question – what do we mean by ‘art’? The only way out of this
tautology would be the implication of the existence of a concept, the value
‘art’, which can be attributed to selected objects or practices. And this
Heidegger dismisses: he does not say why, but presumably because this
value would indicate a transcendent apart from the Being of the object.
Heidegger went on to surmise that there was something in a work’s
“created-ness” that points to an understanding of its essence as art, but for
him, at that point, the question remained largely unanswered.
The Origin of the Work of Art deliberately yet tacitly moves on the path of
the question of the essence of Being. Reflection of what art may be is
completely and decidedly determined only in regard to the question of
Being. Art is considered neither an area of cultural achievement nor an
appearance of spirit; it belongs to the propriative event [Ereignis] by way of
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which the ‘meaning of Being’ (see Being and Time) can alone be defined.
What art may be is one of the questions to which no answers are given in
the essay (Heidegger 1978b, “The Origin of the Work of Art”, addendum,
p. 210).

But he does reveal another way of thinking about the “being” of a work
of art, in relation to the “being” of other things.
In general, of everything present to us, we can note that it is; but this also, if
it is noted at all, is noted only to fall into oblivion, as is the wont of
everything commonplace. And what is more commonplace than this, that a
being is? In a work, by contrast, this fact that it is a work, is just what is
unusual (Heidegger 1978b, p. 190).

Heidegger is interested in uncovering the “truth” (aletheia) in the thing
itself. This “truth” is normally overlooked, and even an object that is wellmade will soon have its truth obscured by its everyday usefulness. An
artwork, on the other hand, is not considered ‘useful’ in this way, and
therefore its “createdness” renders its truth open for longer. As far as the
quality ‘art’ is concerned it either has to do with this opening-up of the
truth of the thing, which is the source of its beauty, or it has to do with
“createdness”. Heidegger asserts the artwork is neither simply a naturally
created thing, as is a natural object, nor a functional object such as a
machine: the difference lies in that its “createdness” is manifestly and
consciously exposed, and in that exposition “unconcealment of a being
has happened” (Heidegger 1978b, p. 190): the conscious and self-revealing
creative act gives the work its ‘artistic’ value. And that value is related to
the opening up of the question of being. It might very well be that when,
after looking at a painting of peaches, we look at ‘real’ peaches, we will
see in them something of their true essence – something previously
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overlooked in the quotidian, and which has little to do with their value as
food.
We might say, on looking at Fantin-Latour’s painting Peaches for
instance, that the peaches presented are neither the naturally created
thing, nor are they part of a ‘useful’ scheme – we can’t eat them – but they
hold a fascination for us nonetheless. The fact that a painting is a wellmade object may be the key to its attraction, and one could argue that a
painting is useful, or more significantly, that because it represents peaches
it serves to remind us of the glory of peaches, as a representation of them.
But this could be true of a photograph, which may not be considered ‘art’.
There is something else in the painting, between its representation of
peaches and its silent proclamation that it is a representation, which is art,
and which speaks of its “work“ in presenting the essence of something
quite unfathomable.
According to Plato,4 it is within the field of language as representation
that appearance can be demonstrated. The Idea, or essence, is represented
as thought, thought as speech, speech as writing and so on. The idea is
also expressed as eidos, the inner image that precedes representation as
eikon. But this would mean that eidos is a representation of something else
- the ideal – in other words an image of the ideal form. If we consider that
eidos itself is a subtle representation of the ideal, which as usual escapes us
as soon as we try to represent it, and nothing can present the ideal, then
the ideal cannot be represented in language, and Plato’s attempt to do so
is misleading.

4

The parallel between painting and language is explained by Plato (1952.
“Cratylus”, [430-434], pp. 108-110).
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It is only if we stop thinking about representation as being the mirror of
“reality”, and art-objects as poor reflections or shadows of it, and try to
begin to see them as other to notions of reality and illusion, that we can
understand the true role that art has. For there is a case to be made that
art, if it truly is art and not only a cultural construct,5 opens up human
perception to glimpses of a higher and deeper reality, one that is in a
different sense more real. Paradoxically, this sounds very much like the
“more real existence” (p. 388) that Plato alludes to in his famous ‘allegory
of the cave’ (1952, [514-520], pp. 388-390). The constrictive way of
thinking, that art transforms in its opening up, is conditioned by the
classical notion of form and substance, where form is not visible form, but
the invisible Ideal. It is difficult to stop thinking in this way, because that
is the way in which thought, and language, is structured, and it influences
the way we interpret our experience of the world.
Heidegger had noticed something like this, and therefore his work although we shall uncover some of its inherent problems - cannot be
ignored. Interestingly, he thought that poetry in language was a way to
“break open” the “open place” of being.
It is due to art’s poetic essence that, in the midst of beings, art breaks open
an open place, in whose openness everything is other than usual
(Heidegger 1978b, “The Origin of the Work of Art”, p. 197).

But in order to ‘break open’ the ‘open place’ we have somehow to effect
a going-beyond-themselves of both thought and language. However, to
think this implies immediately that there is an ontological ‘place’, even if
it is an “open” place, which thought and language can aspire to reach
5

See Nothingness and Infinity: Art as the Event of Alterity, pp. 49-52.
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through poetry – and this is where Heidegger’s ontological system, for all
its insight, becomes problematic, not least because he appears to place
poetry above painting, a “privileged position” (p. 198) in a kind of
pseudo-Platonic hierarchy, with perhaps an echo of Aristotle. The
problem of this ’place’ is that it will seem to rational logic like a real place,
and what is more, a place out-with the quotidian. In other words poetry
becomes a transcendent - it would appear to be an entity beyond entities:
but this is, by definition, an impossibility. There cannot ‘be’ anything
beyond Being, as Heidegger himself would have agreed. A transcendent
is a form without form, the ideal form with no possibility of imitation; and
if it is truly ‘beyond’ it cannot occupy a space or place designated by
thought or language, as that would place it still within their structure. It
would seem that there can be no such thing as a ‘beyond’ through
language, even language as poetry, only the concept of it. And so the
circle of representational thought is repeated; we reach an impasse of
reason and of language, and the ‘breaking open’ has not occurred.
How can there be, then, an equivalent of the Ideal that has not been
broached by the structure of thought or language?
The answer is Alterity, according to my thesis, although this can never
be stated as I have stated it here. Rather the answer lies somehow in the
art itself, and there is no answer outside of that, in any kind of text as
account or logos. Incidentally, this exposes the ultimate futility of
artworks that posit or question in the form of a rational account, or
narrative - which would include some current conceptual art. If art is the
unique expression of an alterity beyond rational thought, beyond
concepts, then ‘conceptual art’, if it is the explicit narrative expression of
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rational concepts, cannot be art in the sense of an opening to a truer
reality. It becomes art only when those concepts are taken up and
transformed through alterity. They are transformed and given back to
consciousness, to reflect its true essence in alterity: and this is art’s power.

One and the Same
The impasse noted above is itself taken by some to be a space within the
structure, and is the space occupied by much of postmodern art and
literature, where the recognition of the impasse finds expression in endless
mises en abîme, scenes-within-a scene, stories-within-a-story. And this
indicates how much of ‘postmodern’ thought is still bound up in the
system it is in denial of, and which it cannot break open because of its
own dependence upon rational, representational thinking.6 To negate
normative thought in this way requires using the same mechanism that
one is attempting to negate, and therefore negation logically will not work
without the intervention of an outside agent.
In postmodernism the agent is the rational self, alienated from its own
experience by a kind of negative taxonomy of life. In looking for a way
out, the negative ego finds itself on the outside looking in. Although in a
sense there is the reduction to phenomena that Husserl spoke of, it places
the self in exteriority – still as the rational ego – and not the
‘transcendental ego’. Therefore experiences are merely objectified, using
the same system of thought as is being obliquely critiqued. As in Jeff
Koons’ Vase of Flowers, the result is that the binaries of ‘ideal’ and ‘real’ are

6

See Framing Totality: The Totality of End, the End of Totality, pp. 24-35.
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played out on a shallow ground, where the mirror of reflective thought is
turned upon itself to reveal nothing in particular.

Jeff Koons. 1991. Vase of Flowers.

What is needed, rather, is to look more closely at the thought and
language that we have, and at phenomenal experience as experience, and
to attempt to find what is most valuable in it. For if this system can
produce the idea of transcendence, then there is hope that transcendence,
the beyond, is possible. And, of course, if it is possible (and here we
appear to have made another circle) we can transcend the system. How
might this be done? Before we tackle the problem of the transcendent, let
us look more closely at the thought that produces it. These cogitationes are
produced by the cogito – an agent of the ego.
In effect, when we look in a mirror, we see only a reflection. But to all
intents and purposes we imagine that we are looking at ourselves. We
automatically transcend the illusion of representation by barely thinking
about it. The transition of self to mirror and back occurs in the twinkling
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of an eye, and a leap of the imagination connects all three into one entity.
The presence of ‘ourselves’ is never in any doubt. However, we know that
there is room for doubt. As we have seen above, and as common sense
tells us, the mirror image is only a reflection: it is not the real self. The real
self is present at hand, and is looking into the mirror; and we assume that
the ‘person’ looking back is a reflection of that real self. We also know that
the reflection can change in any number of ways, according to light, the
mirror surface, personal appearance, etc. The ‘real’ self changes in a
corresponding manner. However the observer, the ‘I’, does not change.
While these superficial changes are taking place, we can assume that to
another observer the same changes appear to happen to both our ‘real’
appearance and that in the mirror, but still the self - the inner being that is
our ‘self’ that is looking - remains more or less the same. Now if one self
changes, and the other remains the same, can they be the same entity that
was given a priori? At this point our inner self becomes the ideal, the ‘real’
self the copy, and the mirror self a copy of the copy. This observation
brings us back to Plato: and it is the basis of the Cartesian duality, which
springs from an initial doubt, and consequently the separation of the
reality of the mind from the outer reality.
The field of representation, which includes thought, language, writing,
and painting, could also be seen as a mirror. Upon the surface of the
mirror, difference makes its appearance in the separation of the essence
from itself, as its own appearance. The concept of imitation, or mimesis,
depends upon the concept of origin. When did the separation from the
original occur? The question of origin is closely related to that of time. The
beginning of time is generally assumed to have already occurred – it is
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always somewhere in the past. In order for this to be the case, there must
be a point of origin of time. But of course any point in time infers that
there is a stretch of time preceding that point. Therefore origin, as far as
time is concerned becomes a somewhat slippery concept, as the
interconnected-ness of things will insistently push the origin further and
further back.
And so it is with representation. Any bed is a copy, or development, of
a previous bed, and so on, without getting back to the original form, or
idea. The ‘first’ bed might have been a layer of skins, a patch of earth, the
branch of a tree, an eddy in a stream, the depths of a primordial sea. We
could, for argument’s sake, suppose that prior to the mirror and its
reflected world of duality there was only oneness. This primordial
oneness of essence and form, however natural, could not be known or
seen by anything in nature, since nature would not exist as yet. Therefore
from the point of view of history, the origin remains invisible, an
impenetrable blank. The point where it becomes known, as a concept and
therefore only as a possibility, marks the point of the origin of humanity,
which Heidegger describes from an anthropocentric viewpoint as
(…) that distinctive relatedness to being as a whole as such which founds
all history. Only ek-sistent man is historical. “Nature” has no history
(Heidegger 1978a, p. 127).

But the relatedness to a whole that is in fact the concept of ‘oneness’ is also
related to time and to origin, in that it must be anterior to both, if it is to be
one with everything. ‘Anterior’ in this sense means not ‘before’ but prior
even to the thought of a ‘before’ or ‘after’. If there is such a thing as
oneness it must be difficult to define.
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“But if, on the other hand, one were in itself, it would also be contained in
itself; for nothing can be in anything which does not contain it (…) But
then, that which contains must be other than that which is contained? for
the same whole cannot do and suffer both at once; and if so, one will be no
longer one, but two? (…) then one cannot be anywhere, either in itself or in
another?” (Plato 1952, “Parmenides”, [138], p. 492).

“Parmenides” is sometimes seen as a dialogue within which Plato
questions his own theory of ideal form. Within the play of language, the
iteration of an idea such as ideal form may be the signification of what
Levinas might call the “unsayable” that finds itself at last, and finally,
“said”.
When stated in propositions, the unsayable (or the an-archical) espouses
the forms of formal logic; the beyond being is posited in doxic theses, and
glimmers in the amphibology of being and beings – in which beings
dissimulate being. The otherwise than being is stated in a saying that must
also be unsaid in order to thus extract the otherwise than being from the said
in which it already comes to signify but a being otherwise. Does the beyond
being which philosophy states, and states by reason of the very
transcendence of the beyond, fall unavoidably into the forms of the ancillary
statement? (Levinas 1988, p. 7)

This would appear to indicate that Plato, as perhaps demonstrated by
the eponymous Parmenides, is in error, in the same way that all philosophy
is ultimately in error, in that it attempts to bring into language, into
discourse, that which is always already there within that language and
discourse, but can only be known by its own “trace”, and remains unsaid.
According to Derrida,
Différance or the trace does not present itself, this almost nothing of the
unpresentable is what philosophers always try to erase. It is this trace,
however, that marks and relaunches all systems (Derrida 1995a, p. 83).
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This would suggest that in reading Plato as we have so far, we are
applying a certain method, a method that has down through the centuries
taken a misinterpretation of Plato’s texts themselves as a paradigm.
Commenting on another text where Plato appears to criticise writing and
painting, the Phaedrus, Derrida suggests that our methods - ironically
based on a ‘Platonic’ interpretation - may be suspect.
Only a blind or grossly insensitive reading could indeed have spread the
rumour that Plato was simply condemning the writer’s activity. Nothing
here is of a single piece and the Phaedrus also, in its own writing, plays at
saving writing – which also means causing it to be lost – as the best, the
noblest game (Derrida 1981, p. 67).

If this is true of writing, and both poetry and painting were equally
denigrated in the Republic, then painting – or the visual arts in general –
could be seen as re-instated as a necessary ground for the realisation of
that oneness with a formless ideal that perhaps is implicit in the true
meaning of transcendence. In transcendence issues of the same and its
reflection as the other stand a chance of being resolved in oneness: but this
oneness, as Parmenides reasoned, “cannot be anywhere”.

Breaking the Mirror
The idea of primordial oneness and origin converge in Heidegger with
ideas of the origin of language. For the moment we can relate this idea to,
but not confuse it with, a phase in psychoanalytic theory - the “mirror
stage” - which Lacan identified as traversing the ‘imaginary’ and
‘symbolic’ stages of development proceeding from the ‘real’, or womb-like
stage.
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The jubilant assumption of his specular image by the child (…) would
seem to exhibit in an exemplary situation the symbolic matrix in which the
I is precipitated in a primordial form, before it is objectified in the dialectic
of identification with the other, and before language restores to it, in the
universal, its function as subject (Lacan 2001, “The Mirror Stage”, p. 2).

According to Lacan, the infant identifies with an image of itself - a kind
of mirror image, the imago. The emergence from this stage is linked to the
development of thought and speech. The ‘I’ is a linguistic emblem of the
imagined or projected self as ‘other’, distinct from the pre-oedipal
relationship of oneness with the mother, and thereafter in search of
fulfilment in the world as individual ego. Lacan’s is partly an objective
approach to human existence that we have come to be familiar with as
psychoanalysis, and partly philosophical.
Lacan’s work posits a fascinating world of consciousness and subconsciousness, where the attempt by the self to ‘fix’ meaning through the
symbolic is never fully accomplished. The identity of the adult ‘I’ is never
concretely established: the image can and does change constantly.
Moreover, in the matrix of the unconscious, form and signification slip
and slide around - like printer’s hot-metal type forming characters, letters,
and words - sometimes resolving in the symbolic of a meaning, and then
melting down again to form new characters, words and meanings.

Brian Grassom. 2005. Nothingness and
Infinity.
‘The radical heteronomy that Freud’s
discovery shows gaping within man can
never be covered over without whatever is
used to hide it being profoundly
dishonest’ (Lacan 2001, “Agency of the
Letter in the Unconscious”, p. 189).
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For Lacan, the structure of the unconscious has an affinity with the
structure of language, and appropriates language for its own purposes:
for example, in dreams - using word-association to convey meaning.
Therefore in the world of the unconscious, images are linked to language,
and vice-versa. The unconscious appropriates words and images,
dissociating them from their everyday signification, and associating them
with other meanings through encryption. These are what the
psychoanalyst tries to decipher.
In point of fact, the significance of a purely psychoanalytic approach –if
not allied to a more philosophical one - to the theme of mirroring might be
seen as precisely the representational nature of that approach. The point
here is that it may be possible to go beyond the purely psychoanalytic.
That method itself is determined from a fixed viewpoint, that of the
concrete structure of an objective, analytic science, and this in turn is a
form of the “I” that is attempting, as the self-presence of psychoanalysis,
to become fixed in order to observe its own objective ‘self’. It is like a
particular reflection in the mirror assuming that it is the ‘real’ thing. But
the truth of the self cannot be discovered from that viewpoint, since its
stability is in itself partly an illusion. Lacan himself says
But if we ignore the self’s radical eccentricity to itself with which man is
confronted, in other words, the truth discovered by Freud, we shall falsify
both the order and methods of psychoanalytic mediation (…) (Lacan 2001,
“Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious”, p. 189).

Lacan seems very near the truth when he suggests that “the end that
Freud’s discovery proposes for man (…) is one of reintegration and
harmony, I could even say of reconciliation” (2001, p.189).
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From a phenomenological point of view this is taken into consideration,
so that instead of the science of psychoanalysis analysing the phenomena
that are presented to the perceptive ‘self’ – or percipient, outside the
mirror - psychoanalysis becomes one of the modes of consciousness that is
perceived. The classical phenomenology of Husserl would sustain this
purely observational treatment of phenomena, i.e. as descriptive rather
than analytic. In place of the “I” that is outside the mirror but at the same
time able to maintain its connection with the “I” of the reflection, Husserl
posited the conditional existence of a “transcendental ego” - that is, a self
neither of the “I” nor the world it observes. If one remembers that Husserl
considered human consciousness as having intentionality - it’s always
being ‘about’ something - then the ‘transcendental ego’ might represent
pure consciousness, in its undirected state. This differentiates it from the
cogito: instead of the “I think”, or even the “I am”,7 it has “an
indeterminate generality (…) having an open horizon” (Husserl 1998, p.
104). Thus in pure consciousness the ego, along with all judgements
pertaining to the cogito, is suspended. What we are left with, then, is the
phenomenon of the world as an experience of the percipient that includes
the intentionality, the mode of consciousness, of the percipient, under the
auspices of an indeterminate transcendent subject. Phenomenology
emphasises the relational character of self and world.
The relevance of this to art is that art deals specifically in phenomena,
in the sense that the artist creates the work as an articulation of his / her
relation to the world, and the work itself is interpreted in a relational way.
7

I have taken this from Descartes: “Cogito ergo sum” (I think, therefore I am).
Husserl refers to Descartes’ Meditations, which he sees as a first “epoché”, and a
reduction to the “I” related to knowledge of itself and the world of knowledge.

20

Mirrors and Shadows

Art has little to do with simply the empiricism of the fact, and the
objective stance taken by rationality.
External perception too (though not apodictic) is an experiencing of
something itself, the physical thing itself: “it itself is there.” But, in being
there itself, the physical thing has for the experiencer an open, infinite,
indeterminately generated horizon, comprising what is itself not strictly
perceived (…) (Husserl 1998, p. 104).

This gives us ‘another way’ of interpreting the “reality” of the bed in
Plato’s discourse. Both the subject – the percipient, and the object – in this
case the peaches painted by Fantin-Latour, share this “open horizon”. The
painting, through suspension of the empirical fact of the peaches between
representation and “reality”, opens this horizon of meaning and creates a
bridge to the horizon of the self. Thoughts of subject and object diminish,
as does the mirror, and what remains might be described as the
experience of oneness in transcendence.

It is also worth pointing out that for Husserl, although it was important
as a way of opening up a science that could take into account the
relational aspect of the human psyche to its condition, and for making
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possible the study and interpretation of mental phenomena, psychology
and its objectification of psychic experience was an operation of the
cognitive faculties, that itself could be reduced within the “transcendentalphenomenological self-experience” (1998, p. 105).
In “Le Factuer de la Vérité” (Derrida 1987) Derrida takes a seminar,
given by Lacan on Poe and the story “The Purloined Letter”, and
examines Lacan’s analysis of the story. What is shown by Derrida’s
examination is that through his analysis of signifier and signified in the
case of the eponymous letter, Lacan sometimes misses significant
elements of the story by dint of the fact he is subjecting the story to an
analysis that is by its nature bound to be partial. The results of the
analysis are themselves open to deconstruction through their implicit
partiality. Perhaps more importantly, the story itself already somehow
deals with the very issues at stake in the analysis. In other words the art of
literature by its very nature uses a language that already takes into
account the unconscious significations of words and objects, guided by
another power that draws from the unconscious and uses the conscious
mind to help articulate the meaning that permeates the work as a whole.
The attempt to find another ‘beyond’ – a psychoanalytic meaning beyond
the story - cannot match the meaning given by the story itself. The other,
or creative, power that is within literature transcends rationality; and far
from this being a romantic notion, it is logically demonstrated by Derrida.
It is another example, of a type often made by him, that what is lacking –
and here we can make another connection with Lacan - somehow always
remains beyond every attempt to rationalise it or identify it. Therefore
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there is always already a “supplement” or a “remainder” in any attempt
to achieve closure in a polity of form / substance8.
It may be that a return to oneness is only possible via a route that
bypasses, or transcends, the kind of rational objective thought we have
been discussing, from ‘Platonism’ to psychoanalysis. To realise
transcendence, it must be experienced more that simply treated
discursively. Transcendence is therefore linked with participation. The
flow of experience must somehow be lived. The movement of this flow
cannot come from the static thought of the conscious mind, inasmuch as
that mind is controlled by an ego that is resistant to transformation; and
since it cannot come from an exterior - and hence static - transcendent, it
must come from somewhere else. If transcendence does not arise through
the objective world, or through an outside agent, then it must occur
within the subject in relation to that world and the subject’s own ego: it
must arise from deeper within.

Shadows
Lacan is aware of the indeterminateness of the signifier: images in dreams
often do not refer to their everyday meanings but by association refer
indirectly to something that is encoded in them in some way, and
different from what is usually signified by the image form. This explains
how the matrix of form, in image or language, can be used by the
unconscious to produce images that can be de-ciphered by the conscious
mind through a narrative process. Image and language as sign and
signifier undergo a metamorphosis, a transformation. Forms are used in a
8

See DERRIDA, J., 1976. esp. Part 2, p. 141 et seq.
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different way by the unconscious: they break away, collide and fuse into
other forms, which seem to belong to chaos, but occasionally signify
profound meaning. Often they have a numinous quality: they seem to
possess a meaning beyond the reach of rational interpretation.
Dream analysis, as a form of psychoanalysis, is a science that attempts
to interpret dreams as coded explanations of the cause of mental unease,
disease, etc. The goal of psychoanalysis is to bring the contents of the
unconscious to the light of reason, so that the subject as the conscious
mind can be relieved of problems and returned to ‘normal’ health. Here
the conscious mind is considered to be the natural and normative seat of
the identity of self and personality. But, if the unconscious wants to
communicate with the conscious, why communicate indirectly in a code
that can only be interpreted by the rational, conscious mind? Because,
according to Freud, the contents of the unconscious have been rejected by
the conscious mind’s repression, and the result is an unnatural and
unhealthy state of affairs, which the unconscious is trying to redress.
Implicit to all this is the adoption by the conscious mind, through
consensus, of a normative view of self and society. Problems arise when
the conscious mind – through incompleteness and partiality - assumes an
identity as the true ‘self’, and imposes this view of normality upon its own
repressed aspects, which it perceives as ‘other’. When this happens, all
that is denied by the self becomes as its shadow, and inhabits a world of
shadow, where it may cause more problems because of its denial in exile.
This shadow-self inhabits twilit worlds - the regions of unlit consciousness
and unfulfilled desires – abandoned and forgotten by its progenitor,
forever in exile, lacking fulfilment. Furthermore, the conscious mind in its
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partiality is in the habit of projecting its own unconscious, its shadow,
onto others, and this simultaneous projection and denial is the starting
point for man’s infamous inhumanity towards man.9
According to Jung, who earlier in his career was a close colleague,
Freud’s understanding was limited by attachment to his own theories. For
example, Freud thought that mental aberrations could be traced back to
infantile sexuality, and that certain objects and images could be
interpreted as sexual symbols, whereas Jung developed the thesis that
sexuality itself was symbolic of something more profound. There was also
the fact that Freud would not submit himself fully to analysis of his own
subconscious. He thereby maintained, in principle and in practice, the
dominance of the subtle and conscious idea of a self, or ego – as
psychoanalyst and scientist - over everything else.
In order to avoid this kind of dominance as he developed his own
method, Jung had to partly abandon the notion of psychoanalysis as an
objective science, so removing from his project of self-examination and
self-exploration the interference of the rationalising conscious mind and
its tendency to resist the uncovering of its ‘shadow’ in the contents of the
repressed unconscious. Jung saw that wholeness of the self could only be
achieved by suspending the conscious as an element of control, and
allowing the temporary free play of the unconscious.10 He also felt that by
doing this he was allowing for the emergence of a hitherto un-thought of
‘self’ as wholeness, and a corresponding expansion of consciousness. The
9

This projection of repressed selfhood onto the ‘other’ was arguably at the root
of the Nazi rejection and persecution of the Jews (see City of Dreams: The Jews
as Other, the Other of the Jews, pp. 4-10).
10

Compare this suspension with the ‘epoché’ of Phenomenology.

25

Mirrors and Shadows

inference was that the self of this more complete consciousness had to
have been there all the time, waiting to be revealed. The method that Jung
adopted was a subjective uncovering of the unconscious that enlisted the
help and participation of objective anthropomorphic guides and
interpreters, generated spontaneously by his own unconscious mind, who
aided the discovery of an ‘other’, newly identified, and deeper self. These
archetypal personages revealed themselves to him in dreams and visions,
and Jung saw them as being as objectively real as personages in the
ordinary, everyday world of conscious activity. It was explained to him by
one of these figures, the figure of an old man - whom he named
‘Philemon’ - that Jung’s own thoughts were not generated by himself, i.e.
his ego, at all.
Philemon represented a force which was not myself. In my fantasies I held
conversations with him, and he said things which I had not consciously
thought. For I observed clearly that it was he who spoke, not I. He said I
treated thoughts as if I generated them myself, but in his view thoughts
were like animals in the forest, or people in a room, or birds in the air, and
added, ‘If you should see people in a room, you would not think that you
had made those people, or that you were responsible for them.’ It was he
who taught me psychic objectivity, the reality of the psyche (Jung 1967, p.
208).

To allow this self-exploration to take place, Jung had to by-pass the “I”
of his rational mind - which he realised was too indistinguishable from
the repressive element of the conscious mind and its normative
conditioning - whilst retaining the light of reason and of consciousness,
his sense of belonging to the wholeness of life, and faith in his own
intuitive power.
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In this investigation of his unconscious, which incidentally put an
enormous strain upon his formidable strength of mind (Jung 1967, pp.
194-225), he discovered that the spontaneous images and personae
generated by his unconscious corresponded to symbols and archetypal
mythological figures from traditional cultures across the world. He was
able to infer from this the existence of a “collective unconscious” that
traversed humanity as a whole. At the same time these images, or
symbols, held a personal meaning and relevance for his particular and
unique “individuation”.11 Jung also held the theory that the intuitive side
of human nature corresponded with the feminine aspects of the self, and
the rational with the male: and that in modern society the rational had
dominance over the intuitive, thus generally repressing the feminine
characteristics of the human personality – a bias that has since been noted
by many writers and thinkers, as also its ramifications for the collective
psyche of Western society evidenced in politics, philosophy and culture.
The dialectic of the conscious and the unconscious, and the existence of
a previously unrealised self, was discovered by Jung because of a personal
predisposition towards science, on the one hand, and on the other an
intuitive faith in something profound in the workings of the human
psyche that connected it with the whole of life. Jung’s method required
the suspension of reductive rationality, and an opening-up to that which

11

By individuation Jung meant that the wholeness of self developed in
conjunction with the separation of this deeper self from the mass of society and
its norms. This principle is echoed in Tiehard de Chardin’s notion of a dynamic
that parallels the formation of a truly moral and socially responsible life with a
corresponding and seemingly paradoxical expansion of the freedom and
individuality of each human being.
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is intuited from within the psyche, from a space beyond sole identification
with the personal ‘I’ and essentially therefore ‘other’

The Space Between
An opening-up infers the recognition of a space, in that whatever is
entailed in that possibility, and it is yet to be seen what it is, must
nevertheless be some-’where’ – not exactly in the future, as the future is
not yet real; nor, except speculatively, in the past; nor in the present as
presence; but somewhere other. The fact of it being somewhere means
that it has a space to be. Let us for the moment define this ‘space’ as a
‘place’. This place, because it is a place, is marked in its difference from
any other surrounding place or places. Moreover, it would seem that
whatever occupies that place cannot be subject to the forces that operate
upon the contents of other ordinary places, forces such as those which we
normally define as space/time; reality/illusion; truth /falsehood.

Brian Grassom. 2006.
Mirrors and Shadows.
‘(…) a chasm in the middle
of the book, a sort of abyss
“in” which there is an
attempt to think or say this
abyssal chasm that would
be khôra, the opening of a
place “in” which everything would, at the same
time, come to take place
and be reflected (…)’
(Derrida, 1995, p. 104).
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This space bears a remarkable resemblance to the kind of place, or space,
that Plato describes as khôra.
In the Timaeus, the eponymous friend of Socrates relates the origin and
creation of the cosmos, amongst traditions and myths central to Greek
cosmology, life and culture. In the middle of this exposition is the
description of khôra. The khôra described by Plato is a special place that
precedes, surrounds, and includes, the two great antithetic qualities - true,
or ideal, existence and its material counterpart, or copy. These are
different, both temporally and spatially, from khôra, which has the nondescriptive qualification:
(…) that which is to receive perpetually and through its whole extent the
resemblances of all eternal beings ought to be devoid of any particular
form (Plato 1952, “Timaeus”, [51], p. 457).

As is clear from this ‘description’, and from Plato’s inclusion of khôra
in the Timaeus as a necessary prerequisite, a “receptacle” for the creation
and sustaining of all things, khôra cannot be included in the dialectic of
ideal form and copy. As we discussed earlier, as soon as a form comes to
mind, it is bound to become a particular form and therefore cannot be the
one essential form from which all others of its kind take their shape. The
ideal, therefore, cannot even be imagined as eidos. It cannot be an image of
any kind without ceasing to be perfect. It precedes image, and constantly
escapes representation.
This logically leaves a gap that cannot be described in terms of either
the pattern or the imitation. It is neither but it contains both. In this gap
Plato places khôra. Khôra is formless, but somehow holds its own form
within itself, as if veiled. Khôra is there throughout creation but can never
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be seen, even in the highest imagination, which it remains always beyond.
The space between and surrounding all things is khôra. Like an invisible
matrix, it holds forms within it; it gives birth to them, but is not affected
by them.
Although this third “class” of existence, khôra, which Plato sees as
essential to sustain the two opposing classes of truth and opinion in its
absolute neutrality - a generous neutrality, an affirmative neutrality that is
in a constant state of giving - can never be properly determined, Plato
concedes that it can be likened to a “space” or “place,” (1952, [52], p. 457)
and also to a “mother” or “receptacle” (1952, [51], p. 457). These
descriptions imply something without boundary, beyond definition, that
is also somehow substantial.
It is precisely this character of Plato’s description of khôra that Derrida
notices. At the same time, in its resistance to the polarities of logos and
mythos, to thought, to language, to description, in effect its absolute
otherness to any concept at all, it opens before us as an unfathomable gulf,
an abyss. It is in the abyssal implied by khôra that one confronts the
unknown, a great unknown beyond the power of human thought. The
realisation that such thought is attended by a void of such gigantic
dimensions is startling. Its presence is felt humanly as a ‘trembling’ or an
‘abyssal’ feeling that is reminiscent of Kierkegaard or Nietzsche. Even
Plato concedes that we perceive it “as in a dream,” and that we “say of all
existence that it must of necessity be in some place and occupy a space,
but that what is neither in heaven nor in earth has no existence” (Plato
1952, [52], p. 457). Khôra is at the absolute limit of thought, of discourse,
and of comprehension. Khôra exceeds rationality, and when the rational
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giving of a name as signifier to that which is beyond reason reflects back
upon its referent, the result is like glimpsing a gigantic mirror reflecting
only the void, in endless mises-en-abîme.12 Reason is obliterated or engulfed
in the opening of the abyss.
There is something of the Kantian Sublime in the contemplation of
khôra, but with a significant difference. According to Kant, treating of the
aesthetic judgement, “in its estimate of a thing as sublime it refers
[understanding] to reason to bring out its subjective accord with ideas of
reason”; he describes the apprehension of magnitude, vastness or
incalculability and how it can be transformed into the feeling of the
sublime:
Who would apply the term ‘sublime’ even to shapeless mountain masses
towering one above the other in wild disorder, with their pyramids of ice,
or to the dark tempestuous ocean, or such like things? But in the
contemplation of them, without any regard to their form, the mind
abandons itself to the imagination and to reason (…) and it feels itself
elevated in its own estimate of itself on finding all the might of imagination
still unequal to its ideas (1952, [256], p. 104).

Thomas Cole. 1827.
Landscape Scene from “The
Last of the Mohicans”.

12

See also a description of khôra as ‘nameless’ in Naming and Nascence:
Naming a Blank Place, pp. 5-9.
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Thus when faced with the monumental, vast, or incalculable, which can
overwhelm the senses and the imagination, we “esteem as small in
comparison with ideas of reason everything which for us is great in nature
as an object of sense” (Kant 1952, [257], p. 106). But the abyss that is
opened in khôra, empty, dark and unfathomable, is precisely that ‘place’
where reason cannot go, does not comprehend, is unable to fathom.
Reason, as logos, exists because of it, as does reason’s other: mythos. Khôra
is only glimpsed “by a kind of spurious reason” (Plato 1952, [52], p. 457);
it is all-embracing, both inside and outside, beyond rational thought. The
“spurious reason” that Plato mentions seems to lie somewhere between
reason and imagination, if indeed it lies anywhere. But we cannot say,
with Kant, that what is apprehended can be finally resolved by reason
over the imagination, unless the Kantian ‘mind’ were something other
than rationality. And indeed, in his idea of a moral or ethical self that is
able to comprehend the sublime, Kant does speculate on the existence of a
‘supersensible’ mind, not of reason, nor imagination, but both of these and
something beyond them at the same time. This becomes the transcendent,
and is subsumed within Kant’s discourse as an a priori idea. It is a
presence within the text, whose being is assumed, indeed which Kant
speaks for and refers to, and which permeates his text as part of our
understanding: the transcendental subject. Kant allows for the existence of
God, and the idea of a transcendent God is never far from the logic of
Kant’s discourse. If all else fails, that idea can fill the gaps, explain the
anomalies and antinomies, account for the unaccountable. The
‘transcendental subject’ is part of that same experience, “the experience

32

Mirrors and Shadows

that thought, if not decapitated, will flow into transcendence (…)”
(Adorno, 1973, p. 403). Adorno says of Kant.
[Kant] had indeed conceived transcendence as non-identical, but in
equating it with the absolute subject he had bowed to the identity principle
after all (1973, pp. 406-407).

But whereas in Kant this convergence of thought in transcendence is
confused with reason and with science, and paradoxically through
Enlightenment dialectics the mystical is forced to withdraw further and
further into itself, Adorno re-iterates for transcendence a return that is
different and persistent, that will not go away, because of the very fact
that “there is no way out of the closed context of immanence (…)” (1973,
p. 403). Even positivism is in awe of ‘being’, and every such attempt to
view the world according to an absolute confines that attempt, however
subtle, to the identification of a transcendent that remains ”a pure identity
principle, and as deceptive as any identity principle” (1973, p. 403).
Transcendence, actually, is something that exists precisely because of
the unavoidability, the immanence, of the immanent. Real transcendence
occurs; it is not a ‘thing’. It co-exists with the immanent, and therefore “the
world is worse than hell, and it is better” (1973, p. 403). Thus when all
thought is converged upon the immanent, in its reality and its truth, the
transcendent will emerge as what is ‘other’ to that thought, to that reality,
and truth, not as opposite, but as somehow more than what ‘is’. It is the
other of what “unspeakably is” (1973, p. 403). To this extent, but it is only
to an extent, Adorno sees transcendence as an ‘other’ that is integral to,
and not the opposite of, immanence. Transcendence is otherness: art
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embodies that otherness, in its relation to the appearance, the
phenomenon of reality.
Art is semblance even at its highest peaks; but its semblance, the irresistible
part of it, is given to it by what is not semblance (…) No light falls on men
and things without reflecting transcendence (…) Semblance is a promise of
non-semblance, (1973, pp. 404-405).

The ‘place’ of art, for Adorno, seems to lie in the space between critique
and critique’s self-consciousness. Every critique of thought “is a critique
of the shadow which absoluteness casts upon the critique; it is a critique of
the fact that critique itself, contrary to its own tendency, must remain
within the medium of the concept” (1973, p. 406). Art bears a similar
relation to reality, or properly speaking to the semblance of reality. It
somehow reflects that which in the phenomenal world is the same as and
yet other than that world. Within this reflection, somehow suspended in a
timeless ‘place’, a place that usually lacks even the concrete definition of
space, but cannot be called ‘illusory’ because it exists within its own right,
art’s dialogue of the same and the other makes its appeal to something
other than either sense or intelligibility. The illusion of art is no more
illusory than what we take to be the reality of the ‘real’ world. In fact the
“reality” (Meszaros 1972, pp. 195-200)13 of art’s appeal to the inner life of
humanity touches upon feelings that are more real than the transient
shadows without; and it is as these shadows, like the shadows in Plato’s
cave, that life’s shifting circumstances appear from the point of view of
art’s reflecting light. Art in this case is more than semblance. It’s

13

Cf. references to Mészáros’ discussion of Marx’s concept of realism in Framing
Totality: The Real of the Other, and the Other of the Real, pp. 11-19.
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semblance to a fleeting reality points to what is truly real in nonsemblance: to the absolutely other.
In this it is perhaps the art to which Plato makes subtle allusion in the
Republic, whereof “the real artist (…) would be interested in realities and
not in imitations” (1952, X, [599], p. 429).14 This art cannot be identified
with the intelligible or sensible, reality or illusion, pattern or copy – and
yet it is derived from them.
Here we can see yet again the urgency and the need for Plato’s ‘khôra’
as what remains within, a third principle, the receptacle of all thought
that, turned in upon itself, is reflected in infinite self-reflection. If thought
cannot “come to rest in itself” (Adorno 1973, p. 406), where can it rest? It
must find another ‘place’, outside of itself yet as close to it as its very
breath. Negative dialectics (sic) constitutes for Adorno a reflection that
allows for alterity to replace the conceptual solutions of positive
discourse. In a similar way, art is for him a way of seeing or feeling that
leads directly to a dialectic of the same and the other where non-identity is
the arbitrator, and the Otherness that results from this dialectic is
transcendence without place, identity or name.

Out of the Abyss
This can perhaps be seen if we take the example of a work of art that
embodies semblance to a high degree, and yet retains that quality that
constitutes ‘art’. The still-life painting we have been referring to
throughout our discussion. Peaches, by Henri Fantin-Latour, bears the sort

14

See also Framing Totality, pp. 6-11.
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of title that describes exactly what the main subject of the painting is. It is
clearly and indubitably a painting of peaches.
Several peaches are displayed on a tray, the tray placed upon a wooden
surface that might be a tabletop. There are about eight peaches, arranged
in a group of six with two on top, viewed on the horizontal from a threequarter angle. The group is interspersed with peach leaves, and fits tightly
onto the little rectangular tray, which appears to be wicker. This tidy but
informal arrangement occupies the central area of the picture. The peaches
are lit from the front and slightly to the upper left side, as in the classic
manner of traditional portrait painting and other set-piece subjects
painted from life in the studio. Behind and in close proximity to the fruit
there is a dark background, which appears to be the wall of a room. The
dark brown of this background almost merges on either side of the
peaches with the dark brown of the table. The effect of the composition is
to draw attention to the peaches, which being lit by natural daylight, are
picked out from the obscurity of the background. The same daylight
causes the uneven but highly polished table surface to slightly reflect the
group, giving a subtle nuance of solidity to the wood and space to the
picture foreground. The dark brown background wall is also treated in a
very subtle way, with a suggestion of light and shadow playing upon its
surface, adding to the depth of the picture. The peaches themselves, in the
soft brilliance of daylight, reflect into that light their warm red and
yellowish hue, and softly round into the deep shadows that the
imagination renders to their other side, the depths of which is hidden. At
the point where their forms turn away from the light and from the viewer,
their shaded edges seem to merge with the background colour. The soft
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texture of peach skin adds to this effect, and despite the clarity of the
scene, there is barely a hard edge to pick out table from wall, or the little
group from each other or their setting. Form appears out formlessness,
and light from out of a shadowy space.

The overwhelming simplicity of what we appear to see is in contrast to
the complex arrangement of line, colour, tone, proportion and perspective
of the actual group – and again the artful simplicity of the painting
techniques give the illusion of all the complexity and subtlety to be found
in nature’s simplicity. The effect is a verisimilitude that astonishes both
the eye and the imagination, and presents us with a simple yet infinitely
complex truth: the truth of reality as it is perceived by the sense of sight,
and thus by human intelligence and feeling. This perception is again
filtered through the eye and hand of the painter, and presented to us also
as a painting, a work of art. It is in a sense a mirror, reflecting back to us a
double image – that which we perceive, and how it is perceived: and
again a painting that invites us to look at itself, and its allusion to reality.
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Between these opposite but reflecting attitudes there is a peculiar space –
a space that is the between, the difference between being and looking or
feeling, between knowing and not knowing what we see.
The peaches and their simple setting are made present to us in the
painting. But we know that they are not present in actuality, although
they appear to be. At the same time we feel that they are as good as
present, in that what appears to us is the appearance, almost the very
essence of peaches. But this feeling stops just short of illusion, because we
are made aware by the painting itself that it is an allusion to reality,
almost an analogy in paint to what we would perceive in actuality. The
painting does not attempt to give us real peaches that might actually be
picked up and eaten. It clearly does not want to do this, but is presenting
us with itself as a semblance – not only of peaches, but of what it is like to
look at peaches. And we are looking at a painting - the painting looks
back, invites us to look at painting, invites us to consider both what we
are contemplating, and how we are contemplating it: This is
contemplation itself. The transportation to contemplation is achieved
through the intelligence of the artist, and communicated to our own. What
is implied but not stated is that there must be someone or something else
– a third person or presence – who silently shares the same perception,
but more that that in fact is the core of perception itself. This presence is
not made present in any explicit way. Indeed it is felt through a
substantive absence. It manifests in the spaces that arise between the
layering of thought and sense.
Thus by a series of doublings, we are brought to a contemplative state.
In this state we begin to lose sight of the opposites of reality and illusion,
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imagination and actuality, painted peach and real peach. It is possible
through the imagination to drift in and out of reality and semblance,
between what appears to us as reality, and what we begin to feel as
something entirely other. What is felt here can no longer be adequately
described in the language of subject and object, of cogito and cogitatum,
opposites that have been transcended precisely through their operation,
by the mirroring of that operation through representation of semblance,
and the questioning of semblance and representation through the autocontemplation of art. Art has given to us its peculiar gift: we are in
otherness and of otherness, the space – that is neither a dream nor a
waking thought - of alterity.

The Mirror of Logos
The problem of the bed given by Plato is one of form. For the bed is
conceived in terms of form, whether that form is the actual bed as it is
present to the senses, or the image of the bed as it is appears to the
imagination. Plato’s ideal form, or pure form of the bed could be seen as a
conceptual displacement that serves to remind us that the bed in question
is not reality, whether present as actual or eidetic. Where, then, is the
bed’s reality? The ‘actual’ and the ‘eidetic’ are themselves forms, forms
given by words in the form of words as expressing the content of thought.
Is reality therefore pure thought? The answer must be “no”, because
thought itself is a form. Reason may be regarded as the author of thought,
if reason itself can be seen as a transcendent. But reason then becomes
another variation of form. When subjected to analysis - and this can only
be done by using reason itself - reason appears to be an action, a method
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guided by its own necessity, its own imperative. It is like a form being
guided and molded by its own formless counterpart.
This counterpart of reason – the part that does the molding – would
seem to have to work according to a pattern that it can furnish as the
mold. Therefore its formlessness is questionable. It can never be thought
to the point where it does not follow its own pattern: it operates according
to an invisible framework or template, but whether invisible or not, there
will always be a trace of form in it, either as form or mold.15 It is from
consideration of this logical necessity that Plato in the Timaeus explains
the need for a theoretical “third principle”, apart from form and pattern,
and which he identifies as Khôra.
As Derrida pointed out, what is generally overlooked in the tradition of
philosophy we know as ‘platonism’ is that the Timaeus is set up by Plato in
a semi-literary manner making use of narrative, mythology, and dialogue
that is not strictly discursive, and producing logos as discourse that is
itself productive in a non-rational way. A reading of Timaeus that takes
this into account16 will find that far from expressing the pure rationality of
reason, in which case it would be the outer expression or form of an
irreducible reason, the logos as meaning and the logos as expression do
not, and cannot in this case, run parallel. Their parallelism is disrupted by
the introduction of khôra, and the surrounding discourse opens up
questions of authorship, authority, form and pattern, myth and reality,
15

The linkage of the word ‘form’ with its counterpart ‘mold’ is present in
English, where ‘form’ can mean ‘mold’. Also, form spelt with an ‘e’ (forme) is the
term used in letterpress printing for the assembly of frame, furniture, and type,
set in reverse in metal or wood and constituting the original of the printed page.
16

I am referring to Derrida’s treatment of Timaeus in the essay “Khôra” in:
DERRIDA, J., 1995b., which I have cited in Naming and Nascence: Naming a
Blank Place, pp. 5-9.
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textual veracity, and the very important question of how all of these are
interpreted and by whom.
The intelligent recipient of forms - sensory, conceptual, or expressive
forms – is unable, without the aid of the structure of form and pattern, to
know anything about their true meaning in consciousness through
relating to them as such. Cognitive knowledge of the bed in question will
not reveal any extrinsic, apodictic truth that is not relative - or itself
subject to the same exigency of questioning as the phenomenon of the bed
– and any such relative knowledge will not satisfy the imperative for truth
that is the motive power in all science, including the science of
philosophy: that imperative which is the operation of reason itself. But
perhaps through examining how the bed is perceived and in attempting
to discover where its true meaning lies for the percipient, something
approaching truth – and this is still truth as a form, in the form of a form,
in the tradition and the telos of the thinking of knowledge as truth - can be
known.
Meaning is carried through language: language is essentially and
practically the expression of meaning. This palimpsest would seem to
reflect, like a mirror, some symmetry of opposites. But what the statement
really reflects is something much more complex. If meaning - that is a
structured, decipherable meaning, according to logic and the working of
logos -– needs to be expressed through the particular form that language
adopts, then how far does language itself reflect through grammar and
syntax, sign and signified etc., the structure of intended meaning? On the
other hand, can meaning ever be originary, as is supposed in the priority
given to meaning over expression, or does meaning reflect the structure
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dictated by language? If meaning has to be expressed in a structured way
to be understood, then it must in essence be structural, and originally be
possessed of a similar structure to that which it uses to express itself in the
structure of language. Or, language already contains the seeds of meaning
in its constitution, as it is capable of expressing the same structure as
meaning originally has. If this is the case, and they are interdependent,
then what, one might ask, is their purpose other than to reflect each other
in endless repetition?
In “Form and Meaning: a Note on the Phenomenology of Language”
(1982, pp. 157-173), Derrida examines the relationship that Husserl
ascribes to expression and meaning, and discovers that Husserl’s project
to establish a possible “transcendental experience of pure consciousness”
(1982, p. 172) is essentially a formalism that critiques formalism, and
which also illustrates something about the character of its intended subject
– which is also the project’s medium of expression – meaning in speech
and language, especially in discourse. Any teleological outcome through a
dialectic tension between meaning and form is already proscribed by the
future expression of the meaning of that outcome, and its consequent
participation in the problem rather than its solution. Derrida shows that
Husserl’s analogy to “layers”, where meaning runs parallel to expression,
interrupts the pure logic of his argument by way of metaphor, and
demonstrates in fact that the “layers” of meaning and expression are
inextricably interwoven. Thus, in language, meaning and expressive form
must circle endlessly. But perhaps in this circularity may be hidden the
possibility of a difference revealed by the circle’s “rigorous” repetition: by
an “elliptical displacement”.
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Neither matter nor form, nothing that could be recast by some
philosopheme, that is, by some dialectics, in whatever sense dialectics may
be determined. An ellipsis both of meaning and of form: neither full speech
nor a perfect circle. More and less, neither more nor less. Perhaps an
entirely other question (Derrida 1982, p. 173).

Representational painting could be, and often is, seen as a simple
reflection of reality. It is like another layer in parallel to that of the
empirically known world. Between these layers, and in the interchange
that links them one to another, is an area of significance not only to the
culturally closeted field of art, but also to the quest for knowledge
underpinning human culture in general.
We are already familiar with Plato’s criticism of painting on the
grounds that it can only be a poor copy of the real world. This point of
view is based upon a pattern, that of the purity of eidos and the impurity
of mimesis, and this in turn presupposes an Ideal Form, of which reality is
the copy, and painting the second-generation copy.17 The pattern of
thought here underlies the entire rational tradition, which in turn is
behind the assumption that real knowledge is scientific and that
consequently art can never produce truth in the sense of knowledge. But
we can also see how Plato himself used writing in a way that suggests that
the eidos is already a kind of writing in the soul,18 and therefore closer to a
substantial eikon than the image – and it is an image - of an invisible and
transcendental Ideal Form might lead us to suppose. The idea of the Ideal
Form is itself a representation. Therefore reason appears to consist of

17

See also Framing Totality, pp. 6-10, and Being and Beauty, pp. 9-10, for
references to this in the Republic, X.
18

See Nothingness and Infinity: The Limits of Language, pp. 12-16.
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pattern and form, as in meaning and expression. Thus the analogy of
original and copy can be applied to reason itself. What is therefore at issue
here is not simply a philosophic discussion about art from the point of
view of a logos that can determine an appropriate rational truth within its
discursive system of speech and writing. The very nature of logos, as well
as speech and writing, is questioned - not negatively, but in the interests
of discovering its true nature, and therefore the nature of knowledge
presented as self-evident, because pertaining to logic or reason.
Phenomenology takes this question into account, going so far as to
reduce experience to the knower, the percipient - expressed in
phenomenology as the ‘transcendental ego’. But the ‘transcendental ego’
is conceived as a form, and like all forms carries with it the presence of
Being, of the ‘is’. However, what Husserl’s project points toward, for
Derrida, is “the thinking of Being as self-presence, on the basis of a
transcendental experience of pure consciousness” (1982, p. 172). It is as the
experience of transcendence that the imperative for truth is fulfilled.
On this basis we can begin to see both the true value of art, and how it
at last fulfils and rounds off the knowledge of truth. Any ideality of art
would entail an eidos, as image of the ideal, and a corresponding logos as
its reflection and production in the form of a work. And this eidos would
have to be an imprint – however subtle – of a Reality that according to the
theory of ideas can never be pictured or inscribed. Plato himself can never
inscribe or depict that Reality except by demonstrating through his
dialectic the primacy of reason, and the existence of the Transcendental in
the form of the true, the good, etc.; or in the form of analogy, e.g. the
analogy of the cave. Thus Plato’s Reality, the goal of rational thought, the
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logos or truth of philosophy, in sum the absolute referent of an entire
system, cannot be expressed by that system except in making it present as
the ‘truth’ that it ‘is’ – or present to thought as Being. And through
discourse this being is ‘presented’. Discourse is the expression of
something that ought not to be capable of expression, if it is truly ideal.
‘Presencing’ in this way lies at the root of all conceptual thinking, and all
rational discourse.
In phenomenology the focus of thought is shifted from what ‘is’ to the
‘experience of what is’. In an extension of the Cartesian thesis the
percipient becomes both the subject and the object of knowledge. The
phenomenological reduction necessitates a bracketing of the ego and the
introduction of the concept of a ‘transcendental ego’ to avoid the subject
identifying with either empiricism or solipsism. What is broached is
indeed a transcendental experience of the subject, transcending both self
and world, as bearing the truth, the truth that is perhaps originally
signified in the history of philosophy by Plato’s ‘Reality’. The
transcendental as experience is no longer identifiable as form, however
subtle. It is other to all concept of form, or presence. It is interiorised as
transcendence.
In Peaches the composition imparts the qualities of ideality: balance,
harmony, proportion, and their concomitant ‘beauty’19. This ideality
would have to exist somewhere as a transcendent idea in order to make
an imprint in the form of the painting, a fact which demonstrates a tacit
“Husserlian theory of the ideality of the work of art” noticed by Derrida
(1982, note 10, pp. 162-163).
19

See Being and Beauty: Knowledge, Being, and Enchantment, pp. 3-7; and p. 24.
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But at the same time the painting reflects the actuality of the peaches as
their semblance in the painting, and presents the painting as semblance
and the painting as a painting. It does this by bringing into play the
perception of the artist and the viewer. In this process the ‘actual’ peaches
are in a sense suspended, and reflection rests rather on the painting of
peaches, transforming them into an experience that is detached from the
quotidian. Since the peaches are still in an essential sense ‘present’ there is
no negative displacement here: their physical absence is simply a
suspension, as is the thought of their ‘reality’.20 We are left with the
perception of the peaches, and the contemplation of that perception as
phenomenon.
This is emphasised by the inherent unreality of the painting, its obvious
tactility as a painted semblance of peaches. But the painted semblance has
20

It is worth mentioning here that phenomenology emphasises perceptual
experience as containing all thoughts about an object within ‘intentionality’. This
had been anticipated by Berkeley: “it is impossible to conceive in my thoughts
any sensible thing or object distinct from the sensation or perception of it” (1982,
5, p. 25). It is echoed by Levinas: “The sensorial qualities are not only the sensed:
as affective states, they are the sensing” (1998, p. 31-32).
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gathered into itself the perfection of the transcendent ideality,
demonstrating it in the form of the ordinary, the imperfect and quotidian.
In this way the most abstract of ideas is presented through the simplest
and most concrete of forms. It may be this that Clement Greenberg
noticed when he made the comment, perhaps surprising in the light of his
advocacy of modernism and as the champion of Abstract Expressionism:
“I would like to see painting coming along in the manner of FantinLatour’s ‘still-lifes’ ” (Open University 1981).
Peaches acts like a mirror. What is mirrored is both reality, as nonreality or semblance, and the invisible transcendent. It is also a mirror of
perception. As such it can only be mirroring our own perception by
showing us what we perceive and how it is perceived. But it is not you or
I who is mirrored: it is what would be termed in phenomenology the
‘transcendental ego’ – or ‘self-presence as the experience of pure
consciousness’. The painting does just what we, given the cultural
layering that constitutes the intentionality of our consciousness, would
expect a painting to do - it gives us an experience: but the experience it
gives is transcendence. As a painting of the world it shows transcendence
of the world. As a painting of transcendence it engenders selftranscendence. In the phenomenal experience of transcendence we
contemplate, as well as the difference between reality and semblance,
perfection and imperfection, the difference between self and the other
who transcends. This gives us the ‘experience’, if indeed it can be called
an experience, or perhaps the ‘feeling’ of an immanent Alterity. In this
exposition of difference, subject and object, idea and form, reality and
semblance, self and transcendence become interchangeable. They never
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quite overlap, and must always maintain some difference in order to be
interchangeable. It is within contemplation, in the gap of that interchangeability, that we experience transcendence.
Art, as the presentation of non-rational form, its self-evident nonreality, relies upon the dubiety of rational thought, and presents to it its
own inherent contradictions: pattern and form, reality and illusion, idea
and representation. Art is hybrid form that demonstrates difference
within a fleeting image, showing sometimes one, sometimes the other,
and both at the same time. It crosses same and other horizontally as reality
and semblance, and vertically as perception and self. From the crossing of
these emerge the double of transcendence and Alterity. True art serves
always to open the door to truth. It is the possibility of the experience of
truth as transcendence, a narrative of Alterity.
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NOTHINGNESS AND INFINITY

For though the idea of substance be in my mind owing to this, that I myself
am a substance, I should not, however, have the idea of an infinite
substance, seeing I am a finite being, unless it were given me by some
substance in reality infinite.
- Descartes

The idea of a transcendent that exists out-with the material, that is, the
idea of a static transcendent principle governing all material things, has
been the subject of much discussion throughout the history of philosophy.
In that discussion, or discourse, language may double both as
philosophy’s method of discourse and the very field in which that
discourse may be played out. When one considers that words depend for
their meaning upon a singular referent outside of language, i.e. a
transcendent, then this possibility becomes more clear. Furthermore,
philosophy takes place within a culture, and structuralism has shown that
cultural structures depend on language and not the other way round.
And these very structures [of culture] reveal an ordering of possible
exchanges which, even if unconscious, is inconceivable outside the
permutations authorised by language (Lacan 2001, pp. 163-4).

But even the discourse that presents this knowledge must be thought
out within the structure given by language and culture. In effect, for ‘poststructuralism’, this means that there must still be a signified principle, but
one which cannot be the outside referent of that structural system and
governed by its metaphysics of presence.
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It is the purpose of this chapter, firstly, to show that the principle in
question is there, in language as indeed in philosophy, and that by
inference it is also there within thought and by extension within every
other thing known to the human mind. It is always inherent in discourse,
whether or not that discourse is explicitly ‘about’ the principle itself, as a
theme (and this is rarely the case). This is not to say that the principle is
readily knowable, or may become the basis of a philosophical position,
but on the contrary that it is already an unavoidable factor in the way in
which we think and construct all our ideas about reality, and indeed
about ourselves.
Secondly, it can be shown within language, and in philosophy, that this
principle, once recognised, can itself be transcended. This transcendence
does not lead to another ‘transcendent’ or trace, or regulative idea, but is
in and of itself capable of being experienced directly as transcendence. I
wish to show that this transcendence is what happens when we encounter
true art, and it is identifiable, inasmuch as identity can be ascribed to
anything that is experienced in the way that Alterity is, as belonging to
Alterity. Art’s relation to Alterity is in its essential indeterminateness, and
this places art in a unique position to the problem of the transcendent in
language and philosophy that is matched only by the highest
manifestations of both. Art, as what is signified by the concept ‘art’,
actually transcends its own concept.
Like art, Alterity - in the sense that the word is used here, i.e. in the
sense of absolute Alterity - makes for a very fragile concept. Its
absoluteness entirely depends upon the very non-absolute nature of its
presentation qua concept: it is the absolute other of an Absolute. In its
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openness and fragility it bears a relationship to two concepts familiar to
the mind – nothing, or nothingness; and the infinite, or infinity. The
painting Suprematist Composition: White on White by Kasimir Malevich will
later provide us with an opportunity to examine what transpires when a
work of art consciously approaches these two concepts.

The End of Closure
If we imagine a fragile piece of clear glass, we can ask ourselves what is it
that constitutes its fragility? What is it that is waiting in closest proximity
to the glass, and which threatens to break through if the glass shatters?
The answer is nothing. It is nothingness, the other of the delicate nature of
the substance of the glass that is somehow revealed, promises or threatens
to reveal itself, on the shattering of the glass into small fragments. The
glass as such will no longer be. That which was there before the glass was
formed, veiled only by the glass’s transparent form, manifests itself in full
once more when the glass is broken. The existence of the glass is replaced
by ‘nothing’.1
‘Nothing’ is often seen as a kind of death, a negative of the substantial
‘thing,’ an overthrowing of all in life, and sometimes of life itself. In this
sense it corresponds to nihilism, and this point will be taken up later in
relation to Nietzsche, Malevich and Vattimo. But it can be viewed in
another way: that is not as the negation, but as the absence of any thing. Not
1

I realise that scientific analysis would likely demonstrate that the glass, and the
air or space surrounding it, are - like everything else - reducible to atoms,
neutrons, electrons, etc. Thus the scientist might agree that what we call
‘nothing’ is actually ‘something’ – a point with which a strand of philosophy,
from the pre-Socratics to Hegel, would agree. However, we are using here the
language of metaphysics, which may permit us to suspend the absolutely
scientific method in a speculative way.
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limited in its extent by coming up against ‘thing-ness’, ‘nothing’ can be
imagined to extend infinitely, and is in fact perhaps a better exemplar of
infinity than the familiar image of an endless space filled with stars.2 But
what significance does ‘nothing’ have, for philosophy or for art? Does it
have any important meaning for us beyond yet another abstract concept?
To answer this in the affirmative, it will be necessary to show that
‘nothing’ is not simply an abstract concept at all, but has a real and
substantial existence in and of itself.
To say that ‘nothing’ has a real and substantial existence, immediately
supposes that this existence is outside of the material world, the world of
things, and therefore transcendental. But as such it becomes a ‘something’,
a concept, and as a some-thing it cannot be nothing: therefore the
substantial existence we are imagining for ‘nothing’ cannot lie there, in the
space reserved for the transcendental. In saying therefore that ‘nothing’ is
not transcendental, we avoid ascribing to ‘nothing’ the conceptual
expression of something ineffable, the attribution of a name to that which
is held to be incontrovertible but not demonstrable.3 To illustrate the
difference between ‘nothing’ and a transcendental absolute, we may try to
imagine Islamic fundamentalists shouting “Nothing!” instead of “Allahhu-Akbar!” each time they fire-off a rocket or detonate a bomb. Our
‘nothing’ involves a much more complex and comprehensive view of the
whole of life and thought taken together, a stepping-back-from

2

This notion of infinity is a modern one, and originates in a scientific view of the
universe that developed from the Renaissance, in contrast to the medieval view
of a contained and orderly cosmos, where only God could be said to be infinite.
Levinas called the modern scientific view “the divine infinite”. See LEVINAS, E.,
1999. pp. 62-68.
3

See Naming and Nascence, esp. Other Than Being, pp. 23-31.
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consolidated positions to take in other possibilities, alternatives to the
radically and rationally fixed and certain.
Nihilism is a word weighted with meaning, with sometimes obscure
and contradictory connotations attached to the same term. The nihilism of
Sartre,4 for example, would not be the same as that of Vattimo: whereas
Sartre may have taken Nietzsche’s famous phrase “God is dead (…) And
we have killed Him” (Nietzsche 1998, p. 76) as a basis for positing that
nothing is what lies outside of human existence, Vattimo interprets
Nietzsche’s nihilism in a somewhat different way. He interprets the ‘death
of God’ as the death of ‘strong thought’ – where God is a referent of
absolute meaning – and develops from nihilism a reflective attitude to the
world, or ‘weak thought’. Setting it alongside a postmodernist assumption
of non-absolutism, ‘weak thought’ allows all things to be simultaneously
equivocal and relevant. At the same time it overcomes the threats of
relativism, bland homogeneity, chaos, or oblivion, by allowing all voices
an individual expression that respects difference, with no truth that is not
valid in some respect, but neither a “truth” which has sovereignty over all
(Vattimo 1988, p. 175)5. When we try to imagine a society functioning in
this way, it is clear that there is brought into play a certain giving, or
allowing, that is born of an idea that can be defined as an idea, but is at
the same time indefinable.6

4

Cf. Sartre, J.P., 2003. Being and Nothingness. London: Routledge. Sartre’s linking
of ‘nothing’ to ‘consciousness’, and ‘being’ to a contingent reality is important,
and worthy of further investigation, as is his notion of how this ‘reality’ can be
transcended through nothingness. However, it is not quite germane to the
discussion here.
5

See Framing Totality: pp. 27-29.

6

See City, and Derrida’s notion of the “democracy to come”, pp. 27-28 and 50-54.
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In the same way, we see that when we try to describe ‘nothing’, using
the only tool at our disposal – language – ‘nothing’ takes the form of
‘something’ and thereby ceases to be that which we are trying to describe.
Perhaps if nothing exists within language, it bears a relation to language
similar to that which was described above by the analogy of the glass, and
we will pursue this later with regard to Derrida’s analysis of Plato and
Mallarmé. We have here, in describing ‘nothing’, run up against the limits
of language, and having done so we might try to tease out some of the
ways in which language corresponds in its structure and its limitations to
both the structure of the narrative we ascribe to the world we inhabit, and
the way we think about that narrative in terms of philosophy.
We have to deal with language in order, for example, to describe
‘nothing’. Now at least from the time of Plato, the relationship of writing
to speech, and speech to thought, has been recognised within philosophy.
Stranger: And seeing that language is true and false, and that thought is the
conversation of the soul with herself, and opinion is the end of thinking,
and imagination or phantasy is the union of sense and opinion, the
inference is that some of them, since they are akin to language, should have
an element of falsehood as well as truth (Plato 1952, “The Sophist”, [264], p.
577).

Plato uses this argument to show that contrary to the belief of the
sophist, there is such a thing as ‘not-being’, in that for example that which
is not beautiful, is otherwise than beautiful, and therefore both the
beautiful and the not beautiful can be said to partake of being, whilst
allowing for their differentiation. But as for the question of “not-being”
constituting an opposite to “being” itself, Plato dismisses the idea with the
words “to that enquiry we have long said goodbye - it may or may not be,
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and may or may not be capable of definition” (Plato 1952, [258-259], p.
574).

Vermeer. c1660.
Woman with a Ewer
We can speculate on ways in which
art as image may be able to at once
define and transcend the limits of
language. We might, for example,
ask ‘what do the main elements in
this picture - the woman and the
material objects - signify? What
does the painting mean? Does it
have a narrative significance outside of the context of 17th century Dutch
culture? If it does appear to signify something, what is it?’ Having given
satisfactory answers for its literal, symbolic and allegorical meanings,
and the signified of those meanings, we are still left with an enigma,
which is the mysterious quality of the painting, that makes it ‘more’
than its material content as expressed in terms of language. The ‘more
than’ is also signified – but in a different way.7

We encounter a figure in language, as in thought, that Derrida refers to
as “aporia” (Derrida 1993). Aporia denotes an impasse, and the obstruction
of possibility by impossibility. For example, as soon as ‘nothing’ is
thought or described it becomes something, therefore it is an impossibility
to conceive of absolute nothing: although it has a conceptual or imagined
existence through language, it can never be experienced in itself, as such,
as it would be the absence of everything, including thought, language,
and experience, so that to truly conceive of nothing, or to conceive of
absolute ‘nothing’, is impossible.
In this regard, ‘nothing’ here bears a resemblance to something else that
cannot be thought in its actuality, nor described by anyone who has not
7

See the discussion of Vermeer in Being and Beauty, esp. pp. 23-28.
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passed beyond its frontier, and therefore something that cannot be
described at all, at least in terms of its presumed finality: death. Since the
death of another is not my death, I cannot describe death as such, I can
only describe what I observe happening to someone else. That person may
describe his dying up to a point, the point of death, but the crossing of
that boundary he cannot describe, since to have crossed it he will be dead,
and no longer able to describe anything or share his experience with me in
any way. Similarly, I cannot accurately describe the experience of my own
death before it occurs; nor in a sense when it does occur, because at that
very point the experience of it will no longer count as experience since
experience is fundamentally a thing associated with living. That point
marks an end, or a boundary, and both ‘end’ and ‘boundary’ are terms
that are put under scrutiny by Derrida.
Now this has inferences for any teleological ‘death of art’, a notion that
- whether you agree or disagree with it - consciously or unconsciously
overarches post modernist culture.8 If art is conceived of as having a
beginning and an end, a purpose, a fixed position, then it could indeed
have a ‘death’. But if art is essentially indeterminate – if its very nature is
to cross boundaries and to blur edges – it begins to seem more like that
which may lie in the zone of possibility created by impossibility:
transcendence. And this not simply in the context of death as we conceive
it – organic or physical death – but rather in the fixed view that we have of
our relationship to the world. Might this view not be a kind of impaired
vision, a temporary death?

8

Cf. VATTIMO. 1988. “The Death or Decline of Art”; and a slightly different
point of view in Danto, A., 1992. After the End of Art. New York: Routledge.
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The question of the impasse, the aporia, and its inferences affecting the
integrity of boundaries is explored by Derrida in his book Aporias. Derrida
questions Heidegger’s thinking of death in Being and Time. Heidegger
views death as the possibility for Dasein9 of the impending impossibility
of Dasein (Heidegger 1992, pp. 279-311). In other words, in an existential
position the being-in-the-world (sic.), in its being-towards-death (sic.),
sees death as the future possibility of its own non-existence: the possibility
of the seeming impossibility that being will cease. The possibility of nonbeing looms large, and in this way Dasein’s consciousness of its own
existence is vitally enhanced. However, as Matthew Calarco has pointed
out (Calarco 1993) Derrida sees in Heidegger’s assessment a classic
example of aporia, and what it suggests to Derrida is the possibility of
opening out into something quite different.
But is it possible for this particular possibility (the impossibility of
existence) to be unveiled as a possibility? Wouldn’t the possibility of the
impossibility of existence immediately disappear as a possibility? Isn’t
there rather an utter impossibility here? (Derrida 1993, pp. 75-76).

Calarco cites the full paragraph to which this statement belongs in
order to demonstrate a problematic of Heidegger’s Dasein, in that it is
essentially anthropocentric in its assumption of a boundary between
animals and humans, the inference being that under Derrida’s scrutiny in
Aporias this and other boundaries become less well defined: and his very
interesting essay ends there. But to develop the point made by Derrida,

9

“Dasein” (literally ‘being-there’) translates idiomatically as “being-in-theworld”. According to Heidegger this being stands in relation to all aspects of life
in an attitude of “being-towards”, which is a relationship similar to Husserl’s
idea of “intentionality”.
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recognising that the boundaries revealed in the thinking of death are
inherent to a Judeo-Christian historicity, in which, despite its modernity,
Heidegger’s existential analysis is nonetheless implicated, Derrida sees
that analysis and those boundaries as a “problem”. This is a problem not
in the sense of an error or something to be solved or overcome, but on the
contrary the underlying aporia in Heidegger embodies an experience “not
necessarily negative before a door, a threshold, a border, a line, or simply
the edge or the approach of the other as such” (Derrida 1993, p. 12). This
boundary, or border, is itself for Derrida an area where new possibilities
can be explored.

Art – if it is truly art,
and the definition here
is also ‘problematic’ – is
aporetic in nature. It
refers back to itself,
creating a circular kind
of thought that has the
effect of suspending the
process of beginning /
end. At this point for the
participant – for what
else is the viewer but an active participant in the phenomenological
‘work’ of the piece? – a door is opened into the peculiar space produced
by the non-productive dialectic of the work: the ‘space’ of Alterity.

Here we may digress a little into what might also be implied or
deduced in Derrida’s statement regarding Heidegger’s view of death as
the possibility of the impossibility of being. That is, in much the same way
as two negatives make a positive, the impossibility of the being of nonbeing. Logically, non-being cannot ‘be’. Non-being can only ‘be’ as an
abstract, a concept, the ‘not-being’ of ‘being’. For as soon as non-being
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becomes itself, it must disappear. If being has an other, apart from Plato’s
particular “not-being” (which is different from non-being), it must be
‘nothing’.10 But again ‘nothing’, when presented as a concept, becomes a
‘something’. The result of this logic is that there is no such thing as nonbeing, and that nothing or nothingness is and is somehow substantial.
A concept is an object of the intellect. Knowledge could be defined as
understanding by the process of familiarisation through the medium of
the concept. To paraphrase Levinas, taking his terms of reference from
Plato (Plato 1952, “The Sophist”, [254-259], pp. 572-574), what is “other” is
reduced to the “same” conceptually, and is thereby comprehended, and
added to knowledge. The other of ‘being’ is therefore understood as ‘notbeing’, as we saw above, and can be known as a concept. In the case of
death, the concept attempts to make known, or make familiar, what in
truth (as Heidegger realised) cannot be known objectively: death must
remain unknowable, an absolute other, until it is experienced by the
subject. Otherwise, it remains an object, and therefore a concept, and in
the case of death a speculative idea. In this respect death presents itself as
the possibility of ‘non-being’ as distinct from ‘not-being’. But since nonbeing cannot exist except as absolute nothing, and death obviously does,11
then either death must be something other than non-being, a ‘something’
such as ‘not-being’ and an experience that is knowable; or non-being is a
possible experience of absolute otherness that disposes of the concept of

10

Sartre would agree with this, but with a different emphasis on and
interpretation of ‘nothing’. Cf. Sartre, Being and Nothingness (op. cit.).
11

I am using the word ‘exist’ here in the sense of ‘to be’, and not in Sartre’s sense
of to possess life and consciousness. If used in that sense the resulting paradox
would, however, raise an interesting question: does Death have a life?
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death. Conversely, if we equate death with non-being, then death, as
conceived of rationally, is impossible.
The impossibility of death leaves us with an impossible / possible form
as an alternative: infinity. There may be a way in which art, in its
otherness to a dialogue limited by concepts of idea and substance, might
effect a passage to the infinite. But first let us explore closure in and
around the field that defines the thought of closure itself – the field of
language, and in particular that application of language that we call
‘writing’.

The Limits of Language
The emphasis on concept is allowed for in the structure of language.
Language perpetually contains within itself the structural means of
reducing everything to its own terms, including everything within it. For
example, we have a concept of ‘infinity,’ and a word for infinity, so that
although incomprehensible to the mind, infinity appears to have an
existence, a being, within language. Similarly, nothing (the other of being)
can be reduced to a concept through language in order to be
comprehended. As Gadamer noted
Because the process of thought is conceived as the process of explication in
words, a logical achievement of language becomes apparent that cannot be
fully understood in terms of an order of things as they would appear to an
infinite mind (Gadamer 2004, p. 427).

Gadamer saw in language a ground for what he called the
“hermeneutic experience”, which in the instance quoted is developing
through Thomism as a medium for a philosophy “which mediates in a
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new way between the mind of man in its finitude and the divine infinity”
(Gadamer 2004, p. 427). Although this ‘mediation’ is attempted explicitly
by Aquinas through conceptual thinking, through logos and through
language, what Gadamer notices is that language seems to become at the
time of Aquinas more creative, and this creativity inherent in the logic of
language somehow exceeds the goal of language even as put to the service
of a transcendent order of truth - as might be conceived by an “infinite
mind”. Thus the creative power of language and the interpretive power of
the imagination exceeds that which is intended logically to be said, or
absolutely understood once and for all. This is particularly true of writing,
the graphic inscription of language, which as text becomes in one sense
fixed, but in another sense open to repeated readings and multiple
interpretations. To get a sense of the meaning, the whole text and its
context has to be somehow taken in.
The theme of ‘writing’ is one to which Derrida returns again and again.
In Dissemination Derrida recounts the story of the Egyptian god Thoth, (or
Theuth in Plato’s Phaedrus) who, having replaced the sun-god Ra (who
cannot be seen by mortals), represents, supplements, repeats, mimics,
creates, both life and death and everything else, and is himself hidden in
his own creation.
The god of writing, who knows how to put an end to life, can also heal the
sick. And even the dead’ (Derrida 1981, p. 74).

Thus in a curious way, and under certain conditions, writing can make
anything happen, in the imagination, through the transformation of
words into ideas and ideas into realities – realities that are real to the
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imagination. The mind is then to an extent freed from the immediate
senses, and the confines of empirical reality. The self and the imagination
become inseparable, like a bird flying in air. But true imagination is
nonetheless bound to an inner logic. Plato might have been saying
something similar through Socrates in the Phaedrus.
Soc. Is there not another kind of word or speech far better than this, and
having far greater power – a son of the same family, but lawfully
forgotten?
Phaedr. Whom do you mean and what is his origin?
Soc. I mean an intelligent word graven in the soul of the learner, which can
defend itself, and who knows when to speak and when to be silent.
Phaedr. You mean the living word of knowledge which has a soul, and of
which the written word is properly no more than an image?
Soc. Yes, of course, that is what I mean (Plato 1952, “Phaedrus”, [276], p.
139).

There are two notable points here. Firstly, the “living word” referred to
is apparently superior to the graphic – or “written”- or the phonic. But it is
written - “graven in the soul”. Plato appears to reverse the ‘Platonic’ order
of being (idea, speech, writing) to favour this unusual type of metainscription. Secondly, the signifier ‘soul’ here slips in and out of the text,
and introduces a curious transcendent belied by the reasoned logic of
Socrates’ argument. This is an example of the ambivalence that surrounds
the eidos: it is originary and yet an image in itself, and therefore mimetic. It
is another aporia: the Ideal that ceases to be ideal as soon as it is inscribed,
pictured, or represented. Furthermore, we can only know of the
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philosophy of Socrates through Plato’s writing, and ‘writing’ is usually
denigrated by Socrates in favour of direct – and preferably dialectical speech. Therefore taking a step back from the rational ‘Platonic’ truth that
the text appears to make explicit, we may reflect that Plato is using
writing as a frame for a truth that is writing’s opposition. What he is
offering comes to us directly through the imagination, which by its
acceptance of writing has already by-passed the rational mind.
As in the Phaedrus Plato refers to the similarity between writing and
painting, he also does so in Cratylus (1952, [431-4], pp. 108-110): both
writing and painting are the graphic inscription of the idea. He makes it
clear that they are not the reality, but simply good images of it. Paintings
and names represent reality. But we have already seen how a
representational painting has another dimension that words arguably do
not have. It can refer back to itself and its own unreality. In doing so,
might it not speak silently of a referent that is implied in the gaps in
Plato’s argument, that is somehow other to the notion of truth implicit to
‘Platonism’? Plato does offer us another solution to the problem: silence.
The ‘word’ of knowledge, written in the soul, and prior to speech and
writing, “knows when to speak and when to be silent”. For some reason, a
work art is usually contemplated in silence. It might be said that a
painting or sculpture, or whatever form the artwork takes, invokes silence
as its perfect complement. The truth conveyed by it is beyond the
discourse of speech, and text as representing speech, and even beyond
philosophy.
But if we accept Plato’s text, it could be both liberating and binding, as
Derrida’s elusive and illusionist “god of writing” can also speak of silence,
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and of the soul. Here is another aporia: we can speak of silence, but
silence is absent. It can really be manifested only through silence, and not
by speaking about it.12 The indication of the truth of silence can be given
through speech or writing, as a concept, an image of silence. But true
silence, like true death, can be known in only two ways: either
subjectively as experience, or in the imagination. If silence speaks for
itself, it must be in silence.
However, unlike death, Socrates’ silence is positive. It is not merely the
absence of sound: it is charged with meaning. It conceals and reveals.
Again, it is both revealed and concealed when it is spoken of. It is
revealed as an imagined possibility, and concealed within and by speech,
complementing speech as the other of sound. It is like the Judaic Tzintzum,
a contraction of the infinite that is said to be both revealed and concealed
within the created world and the created word.

A Silent Smile
In Derrida’s text “The Double Session” (Derrida 1981), he takes as his
theme a description in Mallarmé‘s Mimique of the author reading a
booklet that describes a mime. The Commedia Dell’ Arte mime tells the
story of a murder (by Pierrot) of his wife Columbine by tickling her to
death (she dies of laughing). The guilty Pierrot mimes his memory of the
supposed crime - its motive, its brilliant inception, and its execution. He
does this by miming both himself and the tickled victim, and so
inadvertently commits suicide by tickling himself to death.
12

In a strange way that again upsets the privileging of speech over writing,
writing – and arguably more so painting - is closer to the purity of silence than
speech.
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So the mime represents a crime that was not a real crime (she died of
pleasure), and contains the opposites of life and death, joy and sorrow,
laughter and tears, all interchangeable in their opposition, played out by
the white-costumed and blanche-faced Pierrot: a drama that represents
nothing, is the result of nothing, and results in nothing – except perhaps a
silent smile (or even perhaps loud laughter).
By emphasising the writing within writing that is the structure of
Mallarme’s story, and at the heart of that structure an unwritten mime,
self-signified in a silent space “(…) white as a yet unwritten page, blank as
a difference between two lines” (Derrida 1981, p. 208), Derrida alludes to
something beyond even the trace of the inexpressible. Between the is, and
the is not. The tension between what is and what is not gives birth to a
smile. Sound and silence are no longer opposites, or even interdependent:
they are indivisible.
What is referred to here cannot actually be thought of as an entity, or
the trace of a presence such as ‘the ineffable’. Nor is it the goal of a
negative theology, which likewise must have an end, no matter how
subtle. Within language anything can be given life through the curious
magic of words. Here there are no words, only the trace of their meanings
in the form of mime. To speak of a beyond, or to avoid speaking of a
beyond, contain something in their signification of a trace, as Levinas
would have it, where in truth there can be no trace of a beyond that is
truly beyond any signification. But the beyond is, for Levinas, within the
scope of inner vision through the “face”.
The beyond is precisely beyond the “world”, that is, beyond every
disclosure (…) transcending all cognition, be it symbolic or signified. The
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one is “neither similar nor dissimilar, neither identical nor non-identical,”
Plato says, thus excluding it from every even indirect revelation (…) The
third person who in a face has already withdrawn from every relation and
every dissimulation, who has passed, this illeity, is not a “less than being”
by comparison with the world in which a face enters; it is the whole
enormity, the whole inordinateness, the whole infinity of the absolute
other, which eludes treatment by ontology. The supreme presence of a face
is inseparable from this supreme and irreversible absence which founds the
eminence of visitation (Levinas 1998, pp. 103-104).

We might take the liberty of imagining this face to have a smile. The
face in question is the invisible visual13 image, the sign of the other. The
“illeity”,14 the “third person” that Levinas alludes to, is the ‘there-is-ness’
that we all allow for in language as in thought. Almost by default it
denotes that which in Being is assumed, is silent, seems as nothing, and
extends infinitely. This ‘there-is-ness’ is beyond any signification open to
language: rather it exists in the spaces, the interstices of language.15 There
is an artistic expression of something like in this in Mallarmé’s Mimique.
Derrida draws together Plato and Mallarmé, the impossibility of realising
the Ideal of Plato in writing and the creation in literature of that which
plays around this impossibility, referring to the ideal by the merest trace:
to quote Derrida again more fully.
The ideality of the idea is here for Mallarmé the still metaphysical name
that is still necessary in order to mark non-being, the nonreal, the
nonpresent. This mark points, alludes without breaking the glass, to the
beyond of beingness, toward the epekeina tes ousias: a hymen (a closeness
13

Visual – from Latin visio or French visage (face).

14

The French il y a translates in English as the third person singular and neuter
‘there is’.
15

In this it bears a resemblance to Khôra, the space at the origin of all things as
described by Plato, and a notion that Derrida found compelling. See Mirrors and
Shadows, pp. 28-31, and Naming and Nascence: Naming a Blank Place, pp. 5-9.
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and a veil) between Plato’s sun and Mallarmé’s lustre. This “materialism of
the idea” is nothing other than the staging, the theatre, the visibility of
nothing or the self. It is a dramatization which illustrates nothing, which
illustrates the nothing, lights up a space, re-marks a spacing as nothing, a
blank: white as a yet unwritten page, blank as a difference between two
lines (Derrida 1981, p. 208).

The ideal, the ineffable, the transcendent, is implied rather than stated.
It is left unsaid. But here Mallarmé has referred subtly and directly to the
ideal. Derrida, as usual, picks up on the notion of the space and spacing,
and the aporia that seems ever to announce itself. And he identifies a
‘nothing’ that is a transcendence of the aporia, but because it is nothing,
can never be a transcendent proper, never fixed in any way. How, after
all, could we ever hope to fix ‘nothing’, that is, to lay any claim upon
‘nothing’ as property, or as an idea, ideal, thought, rule, condition,
assertion, or personal index. However, the “nothing” is stated.
Art, in its peculiar relation to reality, becomes the face of an
unfathomable alterity. Paradoxically this ‘face’ of art depends upon its
facelessness, its non-identity.

Being No-one
Blanchot, a friend of Derrida and Levinas, had much earlier written on
Mallarmé’s belief in “the Book”, an ideal book of which the greatest
novelist could aspire to write only a fragment, and in which language
takes on a life beyond that of sign and signifier, syntax, and grammar, far
from “the sounds and rules in use in practical life” (Blanchot 1995a,
“Mallarme and the Art of the Novel”, p. 45). This is the language that
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(…) leads the creator into silence (…) to reject any impure or inauthentic
form (…) to confront in the form of an admirable nothingness, the destiny
of which he is worthy. Such silence has a seemingly perfect beauty. Images
are abolished. Metaphors have dissipated. Words are broken open. There is
only deep in the mind, a henceforward incorruptible poem that a complete
necessity seems to have reduced to absence and which, none the less,
recognizes itself in this absence as the image – the final image – of
plenitude and of the absolute (Blanchot 1995a, p. 46).

Blanchot (and it is interesting to note here that blanc, or blanche, in
French means white – from which comes the English blank) went to great
pains to let as little as possible be known about his personal life, his
identity. In this he was to some extent following the French tradition of
the essay, in the manner of Montaigne, where the reader can with ease
identify himself with the text of a writer who has the anonymous style of
an ‘everyman’. But going further than that, he wanted his work to be as
much of the il y a as possible (a term he shared with Levinas), without the
interference of an authorial ‘I’ or first personality. In this way he hoped to
free the literary work and enable it to assert its own ‘life’. Like the
Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa he saw a need for self-effacement in
literature, a need for the expression of something beyond the author and
beyond even the institution of art, of an alterity so subtle that expression
itself might cloud its reality.
Pessoa16 is known as a ‘poet of alterity’. He wrote mainly in four
different styles - as himself and three heteronyms. Each of the others,
under the nom de plume of a fictive ‘author’, embodies a persona with a lifeview that matches the style and content of the poems. It is as if Pessoa
16

Oddly enough, his name is derived from the Portuguese word – pessoa - for
‘mask’. His three heteronyms were Alberto Caerio, Octavio Paz, and Ricardo
Reis.
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were experiencing ‘being’ through different ‘beings’, thereby not
privileging the authorial “I”. The question of the inner being and its
relation to life is made more mysterious – and fascinating – through the
deliberate play of identity and uncertainty. The poems of the heteronyms
are in many ways more definite in their attitude to life than those of the
orthonym Pessoa, who evades the certainty of being in a continuous
longing for something else.

Won’t there be, at last,
For the things that are,
Not death, but rather
Another kind of ending,
Or a great justice – something
A bit like a pardon? (Pessoa 1986, “I Grieve for the Stars”, p. 59).

As Pesssoa felt deeply, there are difficulties in being, and in being
‘someone’. Blanchot found a similar difficulty in being no-one. His style,
and his anonymity gave him a mystique that was attractive to his
audience, so that his non-personality became a personality. Similarly, it is
difficult to express ‘nothing’. The real expression of ‘nothing’ would leave
even art behind. Blanchot realised that writing is a “leap” (Blanchot 1995b,
p. 148) one makes as soon as one thinks about it, even in the attempt to
transcend it. This would seem to be the case, in painting as in literature as indeed we shall see with Malevich. An ideal to which art aspires may
be explicitly stated through a work of art as through other means, but
elude manifestation in reality. But there could be a point of convergence
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between the realisation of that ideal as real experience and art, where art
invites Alterity.

Towards Infinity
Although he sought to include art and beauty within a system acquiesced
by an all encompassing ‘reason,’ Kant’s effort in The Critique of Judgement
is generally deemed nowadays to fall short of this goal. On the other
hand, his apparent failure to bring beauty and art convincingly into the
domain of rational judgement points to something more interesting. For
two millennia after Plato first demonstrated the separation of art and truth
in the Republic, no one thought it necessary to make a case for their
philosophical reconciliation; that is until the enlightenment. Kant’s
insistence upon the transcendental subject and the subject’s relation to
aesthetic enjoyment is crucial to art’s inclusion in the development of
modernism. The result was twofold.
In securing an autonomous domain of aesthetic judgement, a domain with
its own norms, language and set of practices, Kant was simultaneously
securing the independence of the domain of cognition from aesthetic
interference (Bernstein 1993, p. 8).

Thus the separate categories of truth-cognition and aesthetics were
sustained. However, Kant’s recognition of a specialised domain of
aesthetics acknowledged that there was another approach to truth
judgement that was independent of rational cognition. This was to have
unforeseen consequences. According to J.M. Bernstein, a reading of the
Critique of Judgement from a modern perspective shows that
If art is taken as lying outside of truth and reason then if art speaks in its
own voice it does not speak truthfully or rationally; while if one defends
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art from within the confines of the language of truth-only cognition one
belies the claim that art is more truthful than that truth-only cognition
(Bernstein 1993, p. 2).

In seeking to explain art through reason Kant provides a loophole in
the structure of a progressively rationalistic system of values through
which art escapes. But this means that it is not only art that escapes
rational definition: By being able to comprehend art without being able to
provide a rational explanation for it, reason itself appears to transcend its
own limits. Thus in seeking to incorporate art in a philosophical system
where reason is the ground, Kant reveals a characteristic of reason that
disrupts the boundaries of the system inscribed in it’s own name.
This has important connotations for the judgement of truth through
rational cognition, an issue that is germane to a pluralistic, ‘postmodern’
society. As far as art is concerned it is always tempting to say: that which
cannot be grasped by the rational mind is understood perfectly by an
inner reason, which somehow itself always transcends rational
explanation. This would demonstrate why art either ‘works’ or ‘doesn’t
work’: in other words that which makes something a work of art must by
definition escape rational explanation, but be judged present according to
a logic that is none the less real for being conceptually indeterminate. A
resolution of the problematic of these two opposing strands of rational
and artistic truth might point to a more holistic approach to what we call
‘truth’. If we think of the modernist aesthetic of the first half of the
twentieth century, we can begin to see how the process identified by Kant
has had its apotheosis in recent times, but also how the issue of truth
versus aesthetics, despite its supposed irrelevance for postmodernism, has
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never really been resolved. To return to Bernstein, he points out that the
dichotomy between art and truth-only cognition as outlined above
constitutes not so much an opposition as an “aporia” (Bernstein 1993, p.
2). But he indicates a possible solution.

To consider art as ‘merely’ aesthetical, where ‘aesthetics’ has come to mean
the understanding of beauty and art in non-cognitive terms, entails
alienating art from truth and morality. Hence the challenge to modernity
from the perspective of art and aesthetics, while insofar as it truly
comprehends the experience of art must exceed its constitution as standing
outside truth, tends to occur primarily through the philosophies of art that
take artistic phenomena as more than a matter of taste, as more than
merely ‘aesthetic’ phenomena (Bernstein 1993, p. 2).

The work of the Russian artist Kasimir Malevich, and his efforts to
achieve absoluteness in art, makes an interesting study in this regard.
Furthermore, in their apparent volition towards an absolute they express
the perennial modernist paradox of an ideality that threatens to consume
its very raison d’être by virtue of its own stated goal of revolutionary
transformation:

(…) it could be argued that, within the cycle of his own art, Malevich had
succumbed to the principle of destruction inherent in a Hegelian system of
dialectics (…) he placed an absolutely unrealistic burden on art by coming
to view it as a panacea for philosophy, education, politics and ultimately
society itself (Golding 2000, p. 78).

In the case of Malevich’s painting this point of climax, the inevitability
of a teleology that in Nietzche disappears with the death of God, or is
explored by Vattimo within the “death” of art, but which has a strong
Hegelian strain

- and this is evident in Hegel’s insistence upon
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nothingness and infinity as the apotheosis of Spirit17 - is consciously
sought by the artist, and for him becomes the threshold of a supreme
discovery. This supreme discovery is made possible by his interpretation
of the two concepts of nothing and infinity.

Malevich. 1918. Suprematist Composition:
White on White

The painting Suprematist Composition: White on White must certainly
qualify as belonging to a group of works that constitute the epitome, and
perhaps even the logical and inevitable outcome, of the rationale of
Suprematism as defined by Malevich himself. Malevich’s quest to push
the boundaries of painting beyond representation exceeded at that time
even the recent developments towards abstraction in cubism. For
Malevich, as for Kandinsky, painting was essentially spiritual, in the sense
that it referred to inner “feelings” that were related to the perception of
form or colour: both artists were interested in and influenced by

17

Cf. LEVINAS. 2000. “Hegel’s Response: The Science of Logic”, pp. 71-83.
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contemporary ideas in religion and philosophy, such as Theosophy and
Oriental philosophy, and pseudo-scientific theories such as the existence
of a “fourth dimension (…) a space outside sensory perception” (Golding
2000, p. 62) and beyond the material world18.
For Kandinsky, colour could evoke essentially the same experience as
entering the painted interior of a church: in other words the essential
transcendent experience of a non-material, spiritual world. So the forms in
painting might begin as representational, but would dissolve into abstract
shapes and colour, which could invoke an inner, spiritual feeling.

Kandinsky. 1911. Composition IV.
‘(…) black has an inner sound of
nothingness bereft of possibilities
(…) white also affects our psyche
like a great silence, which for us is
absolute’ (Golding 2000, p. 102-3).19

For Malevich, the route to spiritual interiority involved pure form, and
was more direct and revolutionary, traversing a range of formal sources
form the human figure to the contemporary technological and scientific
discovery of ‘invisible’ energy such as radio-waves. Influenced by current
ideas about the ‘fourth dimension’, he saw his work as relating to
“alogism”, a way of seeing the truth that either reversed or transcended

18

Golding refers to the work of Madame Blavatsky, P. D. Uspensky (on Plato,
Plotinus, and The Upanishads), Claude Bragdon (Man the Square), Howard Hinton
(The Fourth Dimension), Hegel, Nietzsche.
19

Golding cites Kandinsky. 1994. Complete Writings on Art. K. C. Lindsay/
P. Vergo, eds. New York. p. 185.
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traditional concepts of logic and illogic, reality and illusion. Both artists
wrote about their painting in terms of their theories, and both sought
through painting to go beyond the material and materialistic world, but it
was arguably Malevich who pushed the idea of the non-material to the
furthest degree in his “Objectless” painting,

Malevich. 1913. Black Square.

In the Suprematist Manifesto, Malevich made it clear that he was
advocating a radically new art, and indicated that the forms he was using,
such as crosses and squares, were signs of a non-material universe,
pointing the way to an expansive liberation of the mind from the fetters of
mundane existence. Allusion to everyday reality was deliberately
avoided, and the material qualities of the paintings themselves were to be
seen as indicative of a higher reality. This resulted in a more and more
subtle exploration of the boundary between the material and the
immaterial, between the objective and what Malevich called the “nonobjective”.
Three works in particular illustrate the progression of this project
towards its ultimate conclusion. They are a series of “white on white”
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paintings from 1918. In these works, simple roughly geometric forms are
painted white, as are the backgrounds. The result is that the forms are
barely distinguishable from their backgrounds. Furthermore, the forms
themselves are made up of flat shapes, with the painterly illusion of three
dimensions given only the subtlest of nuances.20 Of crucial significance are
the merging of boundaries: material and immaterial; form and space; offwhite and white; two and three dimensions; line and edge; finite and
infinite.
It is difficult nowadays to read these paintings, especially the white
square on a white ground entitled Suprematist Composition: White on White,
without referring to the kind of aesthetic formalism advocated by Clement
Greenberg, as manifested for example in American abstract-expressionism
during the 1950’s and early 1960’s. However, Malevich was consciously
using the formal elements of his painting to convey what he thought art
could and should convey – the spiritual – and the spiritual for him was
the transformation of human consciousness from the earth-bound to the
freedom and vastness of the spiritual world, a subtle universe that existed
beyond the material one.
Fly! A white, free, endlessness – infinity – is before you! (Douglas 1994, p.
98).21

The question is whether Malevich saw this infinity as truly existing
outside of the material world, as an infinite space, or (and this is
20

There is reason to suppose that the choice of flat shapes is in keeping with
Malevich’s deliberate avoidance of three-dimensional form, which he associated
with the illusory material world, whereas two-dimensional flatness could
articulate an imagined fourth dimension. Cf. GOLDING, J., 2000. p. 76.
21

Douglas cites this from the catalogue for the April 1919 exhibition Objectless Art
and Suprematism.
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suggested by the motif of indeterminate boundaries inherent to these
three paintings) as that which occurs when the material and the
immaterial merge in one. The statement above might suggest either,
lending weight to the assessment implied by Greenberg and others that
Malevich’s aesthetic formalism was important, but his ideas on
spirituality were eccentric and irrelevant.
But contemplation of the painting, allied with an understanding of the
principles that underpinned his practical and theoretical work, may
suggest the second interpretation.
In White on White can still be found Malevich’s interest in cosmic
landscapes, and his love of diagonal upward pull and weightlessness. In
spite of the absence of colour modulation and the coincidence of the
squares with the picture plane, the painting conveys a sense of dynamism
and infinite space. In the white monochrome canvases, Malevich
discovered a meditation on the vital movement of humanity toward
universal harmony, a sign of a coming perfection, and the ideal state of
consciousness (Douglas 1994, p. 102).

Harmony, referred to here, is a balance or fusion of two otherwise
oppositional elements, and Douglas’s observation would seem to
recognise this aspect as being important to Malevich and the motivational
rationale of the painting. In this case it may not be subscribing to
‘intentional fallacy’ to interpret the painting in terms of a harmonic
balance of the material and the immaterial, the finite and the infinite.
The effect produced by this, and not the pictorial illustration of infinity
as a theoretical concept, may be what Malevich intended. As a result the
‘aesthetic’ apprehended by later generations may in fact be identifiable as
human consciousness in a state of harmony with itself and the universe.
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This feeling, and Malevich stressed that art should deal in “feeling”, then
results in a freedom that Malevich might term “the infinite” but which is,
however, actually beyond the representation of infinity. We know that
Malevich conceived of infinity in terms of the colour white.
The blue colour of the sky has been broken through and entered white as
the real concept of infinity (Golding 2000, p. 74).22

If this is so, then the feeling of “infinity” is induced through the
inclusion of the concepts of the finite and the infinite as represented in the
painting, and is a transcendence of them. We may assume that he would
not think, for example, that he might be able to evoke the spiritual
“infinity” simply by presenting a pure white canvas, which he never did:
this would be an illustration, a representation of the spiritual transcendent
– infinity - and therefore an icon. It is, rather, the tension within and
between the boundaries made explicit in the painting, the balance
between the finite and the infinite, that has the effect of what we might
call ‘infinity’ as pure ‘transcendence’. Infinity as a concept, a static
transcendent, is already contained within the painting as the white
background.
(…) the painted white backgrounds reaffirm the flatness of the pictorial
support and yet suggest infinity, an unbounded space beyond human ken
(Golding 2000, p. 67).

Therefore that which Malevich might have named “infinity” as the
painting’s transcendence, actually has no name. We might perhaps name
it ‘transendence’: the event of the transcendence of the concepts of finite
22

Golding cites this from Malevich’s Non-Objective Creation and Suprematism,
1919.
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and infinite. Again this transcendence is not a static transcendent. As an
event it can only refer to the nothingness we spoke of earlier: it is not
identical with anything except itself. In this it is very close to Alterity.
There are two consequences of this. One is that the theoretical
argument around aesthetics as conceived of in Kantian terms, i.e. as a
judgement distinct from that of pure reason and therefore subject to all the
exigencies of a rational/ irrational, scientific/non-scientific, play of
opposites, as well as the concomitant inference of the negation of this
judgement or its overturning by questions of taste and relativism,
becomes obsolete. What Kant identified as the aesthetic, as an
Enlightenment concept discreet from “truth-only cognition” (Bernstein
1993, p. 2), is not quite adequate to describe what is experienced through
the opening of Alterity in Malevich’s White on White; although Kant’s
definition of the “Sublime” (Kant 1952, pp. 90-117), which is really the
realisation that the vastness of the infinite cannot be grasped by the mind,
although it can be intuited by the subject, perhaps comes close to a
definition. The other consequence is that given Malevich’s project to
liberate painting from implication in the material or objective world, the
world by which in his opinion painting’s true nature had been too often
obscured, we can infer that hitherto all painting worthy of the appellation
“art” was so qualified by virtue of its inherent possession of formal
properties, regardless of extraneous subject matter. Bearing in mind that
the extraneous subject matter, be it a table or a vase of flowers, could for
Malevich be reduced to and signified by a cross or a square, then it would
follow that all art contains a tension between what is and what is not. In
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Adorno’s words art “is defined by its relation to what it is not” (Adorno
1997, p. 3).
In Malevich’s painting, this implicit tension also exists explicitly in the
subject matter: the finite and the beyond. And it is here at the juncture of
the implicit and the explicit that we begin to find Alterity, as a
transcendence of the duality of the finite and the infinite.
It is important here to realise that ‘Alterity’ is not an equivalent of
‘aesthetic’, although in this case the distinction is very fine indeed. That
kind of aesthetic is very neatly summed up in a paper by Donald Kuspit.
Arguing for a combination of “aesthetic” and “spiritual” in art, and
noting that “the idea of fine art which emerged in the eighteenth century,
symbolized by Kant's aesthetics (…) that’s on the way out, its going”, he
refers to Clement Greenberg to demonstrate that the modernist idea of
aesthetics is materialistic.
Such materialistic reductionism, involving the complete objectification of
art (…) is evident in Greenberg's assertion that "the great masters of the
past achieved their art by virtue of combinations of pigment whose real
effectiveness was abstract, and their greatness is not owed to the
spirituality with which they conceived the things they illustrated so much
as it is to the success with which they ennobled raw matter to the point
where it could function as art" (Kuspit 2003).

In the present era, in fact, it would appear that both notions of
aesthetics (Greenberg’s notion evolved from Kant) are not only “on the
way out”; it seems that they have disappeared altogether from art. In
Kuspit’s view, this is because the mid-twentieth century materialistic, and
modernist, interpretation of aesthetics had to result in its own demise. He
points out that contrary to the materialist interpretation of abstract
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painting, Kandinsky, Mondrian, and Malevich were trying to invigorate
art with “spirit”, and the formal abstractness of their work was towards
this end: this is evidenced in their writing but disregarded by those critics
who advocated a modernist aesthetic.

Mondrian. 1922. Composition with Blue, Yellow,
Gray and Black.
‘Art – although an end in itself, like religion – is
the means through which we can know the
universal (…).' (Golding 2000, p. 26).

Kuspit believes the artists themselves were seeking modern secular
“icons” for the essentially spiritual nature of mankind. He argues for a
kind of art, in his view the only real kind, which does not simply reflect
the materialism of the modern age, or pander to the exigencies of the artworld and the commercial market, but takes upon itself the role of
preserving the spiritual.
To see art in this role, or to explicitly assign to art a spiritual purpose,
is, however, problematic. The problem is that it denies art its historicity.
That history is “immanently sedimented” in artworks (Adorno 1997, p.
85). In my opinion art would not be able to achieve the “spiritual” in such
a self-conscious manner. What occurs in art, indeed what Kuspit would
call “creativity”, and which does somehow involve transcendence, is more
complex. To say art is “spiritual” is once again to be seduced by the
transcendent as a concept. From another point of view, the real

33

Nothingness and Infinity

transcendence in art transcends even its own spirit: it must do so to
remain art. In this art is aporetic.
In the spirit of the works critique recognises their truth content or
distinguishes truth content from spirit. Only in this act, and not through
any philosophy of art that would dictate to art what its spirit must be, do
art and philosophy converge (…) the more substantial spiritualization
became in art, the more energetically (…) did it renounce spirit, the idea
(Adorno 1997, pps. 88, 92).

Adorno puts the same point in another way, and perhaps in this
instance his insight is appropriate to Malevich’s work.
As figures of the existing, artworks draw their authority form the reflection
they compel on how they could be the overwhelming image of the
nonexisting if it did not exist in itself (Adorno 1997, p. 83).

Elsewhere, Adorno speaks of this existence as being a “more than” or
“other” that is generated by the artwork. Thus, the ideal as represented in
Malevich’s painting is positioned against the actual ideal, that of infinity,
which of course cannot be truly represented. However Alterity, as the
“other”, the “more than”, that is integral to White on White is in its “non
existence” akin to nothingness, which is by nature infinite: and so
Malevich’s invitation to “fly” in “infinity”, which may have been the
expression of an idealistic dream, achieves the elevation he aspired
towards: flying in infinity. It is accomplished to the extent that Alterity is
within the painting. In this respect Alterity is that which remains beyond
the finest trace of the ideal.
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Malevich also stated “if someone knows the absolute he has known
zero” (Golding 2000, p. 78)23 This might be taken to mean that a revolution
in art, as in society, must result in a totally new beginning for both.
Indeed, this is the paradox experienced by many later abstract painters
following a similar, radical, progression of ideas: they invariably reached
a point where they felt they could go no further, and that there was no
new beginning. And it is arguable that Malevich reached this point with
his Suprematist paintings, as the work of his later career is generally less
well regarded. But there are other, social and political reasons for his
work’s diminution after this point, and his influence on later movements
such as the Bauhaus and Minimalism contradict this interpretation, as
does his own insistence on limitless progress.
Science and art have no boundaries, because what is comprehended
infinitely is innumerable and infinity and innumerability are equal to
nothing.24

Here again we have the correlation of infinity and nothingness: and
most definitely not as a final end, a means of closure, but in transcendence
beyond the boundaries of the mind’s ability to form concepts, perhaps
even concepts of transcendence. As such they relate to what we earlier
identified as the fragile concept of Alterity, the subject of the present
thesis. It remains to be seen how these concepts, which we have been
dealing with so far – nothingness, infinity, transcendence, Alterity - can be

23

Golding cites this from Malevich. 1923.“The Suprematist Mirror” in: A. B.
Nakov. Malevich; Ecrits. Paris: 1975, pp. 227-228.
24

Suprematist Manifesto, 1923.
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treated thematically in a way that satisfies the logos of discourse, of
disclosure, but is sympathetic to the expression of Alterity itself.

Infinity Bound
Given the concept of infinity, thought would appear to be more than
finite.
For a philosophy that judges transcendence to be out of reach for the
thinking but finite being, the infinite is considered a methodological idea, a
regulatory principle of the science of the finite, and assuring its progress.
An idea and nothing but an idea, without counterpart in being (Levinas
1999, p. 55).

In Hegel, as well as in Nietzche and Heidegger, the infinite is seen as
being within the reach of man, not in and as itself as such, but virtually, as
the extension of thought, the power of the will, the possibilities of Dasein.
By virtue of its very impossibility, it is subsumed within what is actually
possible. It becomes a measure, the boundary of the other that permits the
extension of the same. For Sartre, taking his lead loosely from Heidegger,
the infinite that turns out to be illusory and idealistic is replaced by
nothingness, and the actuality of existence that is the other of infinity
extends to replace it. For Hegel it is incorporated into Spirit, the
intellective power that includes everything in the process of dialectics. For
Nietzsche, the human will can extend to the Olympian heights previously
allotted to the gods. For Heidegger, time becomes the agent for the
fulfilment of being as presence in the here and now, and infinity, as an
extension of inconsequential space, a metaphysical idea transformed by
the possibilities of being. Nowhere is infinity thought of as a thing in
itself. It is always infinity of things, of time, of space etc. It moves from
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being something in itself to a transcendent principle that governs the way
that other things are. As such it is placed alongside those other things, as
their other, that which guarantees their finitude, or their infinity if taken
as an infinity of things.
But as such it is bound. This binding is containment in thought.
Transcendence is related to infinity in that both are perceived to be
outside of that which is actual and positive, the rationally known and
understood, which, if Hegel was correct, will eventually encompass
everything. The only transcendence would be dialectical, a positive
dialectics that will gradually consume the unknown and hitherto
unknowable, the triumph of thought in Hegel, the triumph of the will in
Nietzsche, the unfolding of Dasein’s possibilities for Heidegger.
The unknown and unknowable were for the enlightenment considered
to be undesirable. In ancient times they belonged to chaos,25 constituting a
shadow of reason that Levinas refers to as the “bad infinite” (Levinas
1999, pp. 59-62). And often, where priestly knowledge of the unknowable
is claimed, it can indeed be safely assumed to be darkest ignorance. But
enlightenment is a double-edged sword: it has cut away the fetters of
ignorance, but pared down the wonderment of the imagination.
Everything is laid bare, subject to the piercing ray of rationality.
In art transcendence is often the last thing to be considered. Art to-day
must have a rational outcome: it must be capable of being understood in
terms of what it has to say - socially, ethnically, politically. The
transcendental in Kant’s Critique of Judgement has ironically fallen prey to
the exigency of reason as rational thought, as Enlightenment paradigms
25

Cf. Mirrors and Shadows, pp. 28-31, on the subject of Khôra.
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have developed down to our own age and spilled over into the postindustrial and post-colonial world. Art has to be useful, and tied to the
world of usefulness. Infinity is nowhere; transcendence a dream; silence a
waste of time, and nothingness a waste of space.

Unbinding Infinity
“Nothingness has defied Western thought” writes Levinas (Levinas 2000,
p. 70). But perhaps in nothingness the real possibility of infinity can be
glimpsed. Heidegger, following Husserl, was correct in that Being, as the
basis of intentionality, cannot be placed alongside other beings as an
intentional object. Therefore when Levinas says that infinity has “no
counterpart in being” (Levinas 1999, p. 55), we have to carefully consider
what is meant by this.
That ontology and language are closely linked was realised by
Heidegger, and accounts for his growing interest in language later in his
career. We have seen already that Heidegger’s thinking of death was
grounded in pre-suppositions of culture and philosophy. Now, these in
turn are grounded in language. Heidegger himself said of language
“(…) we ourselves are envisaged by it, remanded to it (…) [therefore] we
cannot know the essence of language, according to the traditional concept
of knowledge (…)” (Heidegger 1978, p. 423).

Heidegger’s thinking of the nature of death, and the ability of the
human, and only the human, to experience death as such is the point taken
up by Derrida, which we looked at briefly earlier (Derrida 1993). To
experience death “as such”, and not simply to come to the end of one’s life
as “perishing”, depends upon a conception of death that Heidegger
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attributes to Dasein. Heidegger notices a connection between this
conception of death and speech, but only inasmuch as animals cannot
experience death “as such”, nor can they speak. Derrida views Heidegger’s
analysis, especially the existential analysis proper to Dasein, as claiming
an order, i.e. that Dasein is pre-supposed by and at the same time
precedes all other ontologies, such as the disciplines of biology,
philosophy, anthropology, etc. Derrida identifies it as “finally a given
order, the double prescription to follow an order and to follow a given
order of sequential linkage or of consequence: begin here and end there”.
He goes on to say
This order of orders belongs to the great ontologico-juridicotranscendental tradition, and I believe it to be undeniable, impossible to
dismantle, and invulnerable (…) except perhaps in this particular case
called death, which is more than a case and whose uniqueness excludes it
from the system of possibilities, and specifically from the order that it in
turn may condition (…) a life-death that no longer falls under the case of
what it makes possible (Derrida 1993, p. 45).

The tradition of which Derrida speaks is that which cannot but treat
ontologically all that falls within human cognition. This tradition is
inherent to philosophy. Plato placed ‘not-being’ alongside being, in
exactly the same way that the actual written phrase ‘not-being’ can exist
alongside the word ‘being’; and as we have seen even ‘non-being’ can
seem to exist in this way, until it is dismissed as it is in Plato’s Sophist
(Plato 1952, [258-259], p. 574). But as Plato makes clear elsewhere, words
and phrases do not, and cannot, bring into existence the things in
themselves. Plato was at pains to explore in the Cratylus the possibility of
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the essence of things being expressed by their names, through the phonic
and through the graphic as sounds made into letters and words.
Socrates. How real existence is to be studied or discovered is, I suspect,
beyond you and me. But we may admit so much - that the knowledge of
things is not to be derived from names. No; they must be studied and
investigated in themselves (Plato 1952, “Cratylus”, [439], p. 113).

Therefore something that can be treated ontologically, such as death,
nothingness, or infinity, also has its being in language, but it cannot be
experienced as such by either language or ontology. This places certain
things beyond ontological discourse, not transcendentally, which would
allow them to remain part of that discourse as conceptually ‘outside’ it,
but as things that if they exist at all, are in their reality absolutely beyond
discourse. Infinity in this mode is not revealed conceptually, but is “an
other that reveals itself,” and therefore not an idea in the normal sense, nor
a transcendent principle. It is
An exceptional idea of the infinite that has escaped being, and of a
presence stronger and more venerable than the totality. An idea that
cannot, by virtue of the ‘ontological argument,’ be peremptorily relegated
to presence, to being that is locked within the totalizing look, nor to some
other world, nor some empty heaven (Levinas 1999, p. 4).

So Levinas’ assertion that infinity is “without counterpart in being”
means that no matter how it is treated discursively, ontologically, true
infinity is beyond ontology and although not realisable discursively as
such, it nonetheless “through the transcendental synthesis” forms the
background to all discourse. It is treated ontologically as transcendent,
governing the finite and expressed by necessity in finite terms. But like
nothingness it would be in reality, as the title of one of Levinas’ books has
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it, “Otherwise than Being, or Beyond Essence”. As such, it is absolutely
other. Like death, it cannot be known objectively, ontologically,
scientifically, anthropologically, religiously, or philosophically. It belongs
to Alterity. But at the same time it is constantly assumed to be present in
discourse.
According to Derrida, discourse always refers only to itself. It has been
described as being like a dictionary, where we look up a word, hoping to
find the signified, but find only another word, another signifier, and so on
ad infinitum. In fact, everything we know is included, and will be
included, in this dictionary of discourse.
Pure repetition, absolute self-repetition, repetition of a self that is already
reference and repetition, repetition of the signifier, repetition that is null or
annulling, repetition of death - it’s all one. Writing is not the living
repetition of the living (Derrida 1981, p. 136)

For Derrida, alterity is manifest in the dynamic of différance: it is not
expressed except perhaps in the way that it is not expressed as such
through language. It is present by dint of its absence. Similarly, Blanchot
sees his own efforts to achieve anonymity and alterity through writing as
always remaining subject to that self-consciousness that is art.
We only know we are writing when the leap has already been
accomplished, but to accomplish it, one must first write, write endlessly,
write from infinity (Blanchot 1995b, p. 148).

It is clear from his writing that he feels alterity is only announced by its
always being absent.

41

Nothingness and Infinity
We say Proust, but we sense that it is the wholly other who writes (…)
which only expresses him by disappropriating him, by making him other
(Blanchot 1995b, p. 149).

For Levinas, on the other hand all that belongs to Alterity, to what he
calls “the Other”, can only be experienced through an intervention, a
disruption of ontology and discourse, and this intervention comes about
principally through the interruption of the discourse of same and other by
the intervention of alterity as the Other. As we have seen, this occurs
through an event, the event of an encounter with the “face”. It is worth
citing him again on this, where he broaches the subject of the inifinite.
That the alterity of the infinite can consist in not being reduced, but in
becoming proximity and responsibility (…) that is the formal design of the
notion of infinity that, when taken as knowledge, is lowered. (…) The
proximity of the other showing me his or her face, in society with me, and
the implications of that encounter overturn the logical and ontological play
of the same and the other, transforming it into ethics (Levinas 1999, p. 76).

For Levinas, cognition consists in the reduction of the other to the same,
the familiarisation of the unknown. And this process involves
representation, as a means of identifying the object of knowledge as an
object. This is the basis for Levinas’ view that ethics is pre-cognitive, and importantly here - before ontology. Given that the tradition of Western
thought is founded upon this kind of cognition, the knowledge that seeks
“fullness of presence” in representation, and which tradition runs from
Ancient Greece through the Enlightenment to the present day,
encompassing even its own science of epistemology, Levinas asks “do we
know the infinite by starting out with the finite, or the finite against the
background of the infinite?”
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(…) the problem of the being of the infinite depends upon the
reconciliation, possible or impossible, between the dynamism of the
infinite and the fullness of actuality. Does the actual infinite have a
meaning? Is it equivalent to being itself? Or is it only a regulative idea?
(Levinas 1999, p. 58).

The concept outlined here might be illustrated by imagining a white
sheet of paper, and then taking a pencil and making a mark on the paper.
The mark could not exist without the background, but similarly the
background would not be background without the mark. Both are integral
to their mutual existence, and to the existence of the final drawing. If, like
Malevich, we considered the white background to be infinity, and the
mark the finite, then one becomes the context for the other. They are
interdependent. This is also the way in which knowledge works:
something known can only be known against the background of what is
unknown. Both are representations.
But what if there was another kind of knowledge, that Malevich might
have called “alogical” or “objectless”. How would this be constituted? As
long as there is something to be known, an object, it will participate in
constituting the familiar type of knowledge. We have seen that with
death, it cannot be known. And silence can only be known by directly
experiencing it – which is a possibility distinctly open to us. The question
therefore is: what if there was nothing to be known, except in silence?
Perhaps the mind would indeed be free to dwell on nothingness, or
infinity – to “fly” in “infinity”.
Consciousness, as Husserl noted, is always directed towards something
– an object, either as material or phenomenon. If consciousness were
somehow to be stilled and contemplative, what might it be conscious of?
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But how to still it when it always seeks an object? Perhaps by presenting it
with an objectless object. Nothing could fulfil this role better than art. True
art always refers to what is beyond the empirical, the useful, the
knowable. It is an intervention in that system of relationships, which can
induce in the mind the silence of creative contemplation.

Being Nothing
Now, it is important not to see this as an answer, and certainly not an
absolute answer, even one like the “zero” of Malevich. This is problematic
because since ‘nothing’ is not a thing, and since it is infinite, it cannot be
an absolute, because an absolute corresponds to one or zero, which are
finite entities.26
However, nothingness and infinity might be as far as possible
rationally worked out within discourse – and this text is part of a
discourse - in a new way, i.e. in their otherness to being. We can proceed to
do this as long as we remember in parallel that Derrida has shown us a
text cannot refer to what it does not contain: it is perhaps only in the
‘spacing’ of the text, in the interstices of meaning, and in the play of
différance that something approaching true infinity might be found: “il n’y
a pas de hors - texte”.27
(…) there has never been anything but writing; there have never been
anything but supplements, substitutive significations which could only
26

See Framing Totality, pp. 24-25, 29 and note 19.
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G. Spivak translates this as “There is nothing outside of the text” or “there is no
outside-text” (Derrida, 1976, p. 158). Derrida states this and the piece cited above
in the context of Rousseau’s notion of writing being a “dangerous supplement”
to speech and to Nature. “There is nothing outside of the text” affirms “the
absence of the referent or the transcendental signified”. There is only infinite
writing.
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come forth in a chain of differential references (…) And thus to infinity
(Derrida 1976, p. 159).

Nevertheless, in a series of lectures that touch on the theme of
nothingness, Levinas talks about Hegel’s treatment of nothingness, and
comments
We cannot name any difference between being and nothingness; it is
impossible to find a difference because, were there one, being would be
something other than pure being: there would be a specification here. [The
difference therefore does not turn on what they are in themselves. The
difference appears here as that which embraces them: it is in becoming that
the difference exists, and becoming is only possible by reason of this
distinction] (Levinas 2000, p. 78).

It is possible to hypothesise from this that being and nothingness, like
infinity, are already there in human consciousness – as they are in
language - and as such they condition our thinking with a proclivity
towards them, whether as the background to our thoughts, or (and I said
at the beginning that this was rarely the case) as the theme of them. In
either case we come across the boundary, the aporia, that to think them –
and indeed to make them present through speech or writing - seems
impossible. First of all, because “in thinking infinity, the ‘I’ from the first
thinks more than it can think” (Levinas 1998, p. 54), and this is not very
far from Descartes’ statement:
For though the idea of substance be in my mind owing to this, that I myself
am a substance, I should not, however, have the idea of an infinite
substance, seeing I am a finite being, unless it were given me by some
substance in reality infinite (Descartes 1996, III, 23).
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From a phenomenological point of view this would not disagree with
Husserl. The idea of phenomena being read-off without the mechanism of
subject-object, but in a purely descriptive way in consciousness,
presupposes that consciousness is prior to the phenomena, and since
phenomena are in a sense infinite in their extent and variety, then
consciousness itself would have to be infinite in order to perceive them, or
to be aware of infinity as a possibility. Husserl placed his Phenomenology
in the lineage of Descartes and Kant. But it is crucial that not only
Descartes’ ascribed dualism is transcended in Phenomenology, but also
the view of Kant’s transcendental subject, or ego, as a being that is
primarily equivalent to reason, and as the ‘I’ of reason is interpreting
phenomena. Rather the phenomenological viewpoint puts consciousness
prior to reason, and implies a subject that makes use of reason to interpret
phenomena. This is actually closer to what is implied, though not stated in Kant. It also corresponds to the second “epoché” of Husserl, and the
idea of a “transcendental ego” (Husserl 1998, pp. 102-106). We are then
left with the question: of what does this subject consist? In order to answer
this question, ‘being’ as referring to anything within the world has to be
suspended and deferred for the moment, and arguably Kant attempted
this.
The transcendental ideal is thought in concreto, but Kant refuses it being,
since he is guided by the prototype of being that is the phenomenon. In this
sense, Reason has ideas that go beyond being (Levinas 2000, p. 60).

We might extend this to say that imagination, as in the earlier
illustration of Derrida and Mallarmé, particularly the imagination in
tandem with language, has ideas that go beyond not only being, but also
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what is rationally possible. Being, after all, as ontological is fundamentally
conceptual. In order to be understood it must be interpreted rationally. It
is treated by Heidegger as absolutely central and as we have seen
foundational to all questions of human existence. And in treating of being
in this way, Heidegger’s discourse in its effort to overcome the errors of
Western philosophy, becomes an example, an exposition, of the whole
metaphysical paradigm of Western philosophy. It makes being finite, a
concept. The being in time is a finite being, but with extended
possibilities. The finitude of being in the flow of time is assumed by the
rationally conditioned pre-supposition of death as an end: Death
constitutes an end to finite being. For Heidegger, this realisation marked
the opening of possibilities to Dasein, as human ‘being-there’ (sic). But the
area in which Heidegger worked was still limited, bound, circumscribed
by the proposition he sought to question: namely, that of the thinking of
being as a rational concept.
It was essential that this new thinking of being should be thought in
order to mark the frontiers of a new boundary. Now we have seen in
Derrida, that when a new boundary such as this is revealed, and
furthermore that boundary presents itself as an impasse, it has not so much
to be crossed as recognised, and in that recognition the seeds of its
transcendence are already sown. Levinas’ interpretation of Heidegger is
similar.
It is as if, in the human dimension, and behind the Sein Zum Tode, an
intrigue were woven of hope for immortality that was not measured by the
length of time or by perpetuity, and which consequently had in this always
a temporality other than that being-to-death (Levinas 2000, p. 64).
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Here Levinas is paying tribute to an element of humanism in Kant in
relation to Heidegger’s more impersonal treatment of ‘being’, which
Levinas will later come to see as a somewhat neutral abstraction.28 There is
also the suggestion of a transcendence that is beyond the oppositional
concepts of finite and infinite, which are bound up in being. This
opposition is what we noticed in Malevich’s White on White. For the
moment Levinas notes that
In death, as pure nothingness, as foundationlessness – which we feel more
dramatically, with the acuteness of that nothingness that is greater in death
than in the nothingness of being (in the there is, which wounds less than
disappearance does) – we arrive at something that European philosophy
has not thought (Levinas 2000, p. 70).

We have seen how Derrida’s reading of Heidegger in Aporias draws the
conclusion that death as such cannot be known, and furthermore that the
inference for this conclusion is that all our thinking of death is actually the
human construct of death, not death itself. Thus, in reality, we cannot
experience death as such. The only death that we can experience is never
our own death, but always that of the other, death as the death of the
other. Our only real experience of death is in mourning for the death of
the other.
The death of the other, this death of the other in “me’, is fundamentally the
only death that is named in the syntagm “my death”, with all the
consequences that one can draw from this (Derrida 1993, p. 76).

28

For Heidegger, ‘being’ is super-ordinate to the ‘human’. See City of Dreams, p.
51 and note; also Derrida and Levinas on Heidegger in Being and Beauty, pp.
42-47.
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Referring again to Blanchot,29 Derrida talks of the impossibility of
dying. And, importantly, he sees in the aporia of Heidegger’s view of
death as such, possibly the end of the aporia as such. Thus the death of the
other is the only death I will experience. My own death is nothing. I can
only experience the absence of the other: never my own absence. My own
death may be real to others, but to me it is a myth. Now, this may have the
consequence that my life is also a myth, if it is seen only in relation to my
death. However, if I can come to realise that my own life and death are an
experience in Alterity, as the experience of an Other, then I may be more
than happy to accept my nothingness, which of course is an infinite
something-ness. Could this be the “something like a pardon” that Pessoa
thought might be other than ‘being’?

Art as the Event of Alterity
In an essay entitled The Pursuit of the Zero Point, Blanchot discusses the
difficulty that literature has in reaching what Barthes had called “Degree
Zero”: that is a return to a natural, visceral language in order to escape the
entrapments of literature as a cultural construct. Blanchot points out that
in order even to be aware of the need to do this, one must have already
taken the step away from that language, which gives one the awareness of
it and the need to return to it. And that synthetic step is literature. Always
“that which is closest to us, is also what is least accessible to us” (Blanchot
1995b, p. 149). So that Barthes indication of “the moment at which
literature could grasp itself” (Blanchot 1995b, p. 150) would simply result

29

Derrida cites Blanchot’s Writing in the notes to Aporias, (1993, p. 87, 18).
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in a kind of dead neutrality. This would express itself as nihilism, and he
cites the work of Beckett as an example.
To write without ‘writing’, to bring literature to that point of absence
where it disappears, where we no longer have to fear its secrets which are
lies, that is ‘writing degree zero’, the neutrality which every writer
deliberately or unwittingly seeks, and which leads some to silence
(Blanchot 1995b, pp. 147-8).

It is very similar to that point, which Malevich saw as an indeterminate
apotheosis in the telos of art, and which is at the root of the ‘problem’, the
aporia, experienced by modernism and postmodernity, for which the
‘solutions’, or their avoidance, are mutually baffling. The answer must lie
elsewhere.
When Levinas speaks of an interruption, an intervention, an event that
is necessary to transcend the play of the same and the other, that event is
for him the encounter with the face of the Other. With Derrida différance
seems to lead more and more to a creative imagination that in the work of
literature, especially, is able to transcend the difficulty of ‘presence’ in
language. Blanchot sought the effacement of the “I” in literature in order
that identification with the concepts of same and other might be
minimised. And both he and Levinas saw in the existence of the il y a the
possibility of an event that encompasses everything, subtly and invisibly,
within an all-pervading existence that somehow transcends the ordinary
relation of subject and object, the ever-present dualism that arrives with
cognition.30

30

Levinas also called this event “intellective intuition”.
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One can see how through literature and through art, becoming nothing
might be, in one sense, effortlessly achieved. Absorption in a book or a
painting is a way of losing oneself in the life of an ‘other’, the life of the
work itself. The work of art or literature, if executed with the kind of
purity advocated by Blanchot, might be seen as a pure life that is not ‘me’.
In the acceptance of the purity of this otherness, the play of the illusion of
my life and death is allowed its forgetfulness and its assimilation. There is,
beyond subject and object, “same” and “other” a third presence. It
appears as a personality, but one of absolute purity that is somehow - and
paradoxically - intimately familiar.

Rock Garden. c. 1500. Roanji Temple, Kyoto.

The transcendence that results is a real experience, not a concept that is
constitutive of art as a cultural construct. That construct of art is always
bound, however subtly, even in anti-art or art as subversion or irony, in
the institutional. Not all ‘art’ can achieve transcendence. The art that is
most likely to succeed, in the context of Western culture, is that art done in
the spirit that Adorno spoke of, that springs from the intuitive quest for
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something “more”. It will be permeated to a greater or lesser degree by
Alterity.
Of course, it is not only art that can effect the event of Alterity. But the
feeling that we would in this case attribute to art is also attributable to life,
if life is seen in a certain way. Curiously, this could mean that everyone
can be an ‘artist’ if they are able to perceive the experiences of life as the
experience of Alterity (as we have defined what is signified as the ‘more’,
the meaningful, the profound etc.). It is not difficult, therefore, to see the
value that art, real art, has. It actually stops being ‘art’ in a cultural sense,
or rather, it can remain art, but transcends its own identity as art. It is no
longer a representation of itself, or of the ideal, but in a sense is the ideal.
It has become the ideal through its recognition of nothingness, through its
being one with consciousness, not a reflection of something perceived by
consciousness. Plato might well approve. Truth and art are seen to be the
same thing. It is no longer self-conscious, but an expression of reality, a
reality which is truly poetic and creative, the face of the Other.
And a part of that reality is that it is infinite. Real art expresses this
infinity, not directly, as Malevich tried to do, but as far as it transcends
itself and merges into the infinite in its lack of identification, its
indeterminateness, its otherness, its Alterity.
What we may call art is then the true ideal, which is of nothing, of
infinity, referring to no transcendent, but partaking of pure transcendence
in infinity’s light.
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BEING AND BEAUTY

Experience is not wordless to begin with, subsequently becoming an object
of reflection by being named, by being subsumed under the universality of
the word. Rather experience of itself seeks and finds words that express it.
We seek the right word – i.e., the word that really belongs to the thing – so
that in it the thing comes into language.
- Gadamer

Any theory of art is bound at some point to engage with the discussion of
the beautiful: that there is an idea of beauty, and that this either has or has
not some bearing on the whole question of art. In fact, this is to say that
the idea of beauty does have a bearing, even if it is by dint of its absence.
Therefore the idea of beauty is inescapable. But how might beauty be
defined? Like ‘art’ or ‘aesthetic’, the word ‘beauty’ refers to a quality that
we attach to certain objects, experiences, thoughts, or feelings. That
quality arguably describes something that we perceive through a kind of
knowledge, a knowledge that is recognition of something that exists in the
form of a truth. In this way beauty might be conceived of as being selfevident: an empirical reality, openly perceived. This rather swift
conclusion is not far from that reached by Aquinas:
Pulchrum autem respicit vim cogniscitivam; pulchra enim dicuntur quae
visa placent
Beauty, on the other hand, relates to the knowing power; beautiful things
are those that please when they are seen (Aquinas 1952, 1: 5: 4).
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The statement, if taken simply, has an almost tautological ring to it. But
its inferences are of course extremely subtle, and the questions it raises
render it liable to careful investigation. In James Joyce’s novel Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man, the hero, Stephen Dedalus, has recourse to the
writings of Thomas Aquinas on two occasions. Once, with Stephen a
student in conversation with his college dean, this passage from the
Summa Theologica, concerning beauty, is quoted. Stephen is uncertain that
beauty can be defined in such a way – he suggests, for example, that the
fire the dean is busy kindling in the grate while they talk might please the
sight in one instance, whilst the fires of hell would have the opposite
effect. Later on, he confides to his friend Lynch his newly developed
thoughts on beauty and art. The difficulty for Stephen is first of all in
defining what it is that beauty, particularly beauty in art, consists of, and
consequently how he, as a writer, should aspire to create in his work that
element, whatever it might be, that is essential to a work of art. He
differentiates between a hypothetical stasis as the apprehension of
aesthetic pleasure and the kinesis of physical pleasure. This stasis is
effected by ‘pleasing’ an aesthetic sense, which in Aquinas’ text is
communicated by the words ‘visa placent’, suggesting a kind of seeing.
Separating beauty and truth, Stephen points out to his friend Lynch, who
had once enjoyed scrawling his name on a copy of Praxiteles’ sculpture of
Venus, that he probably would not be moved to add his name to the
hypotenuse of a right-angled triangle. Truth appeals to the intellect
through the intelligible, he says, as intellection; beauty appeals through
the sensible not to the body, but to the imagination as aesthetic
apprehension.
2
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The problem of beauty that confronts Stephen is its relative nature. He
resolves this problem of the universal and the particular by hypothesising
that whatever the particular object of beauty, it has sensible relations that
coincide with certain stages of aesthetic apprehension, and it is they that
are universal. He goes on to explain how the Thomist principles of
wholeness (integritas), proportion (consonitas), and clarity (claritas)
combine to give the apprehension of beauty, and that the effect of this is
the essence of art, “the luminous, silent stasis of aesthetic pleasure”; and
this he calls the “enchantment of the heart” (Joyce 1993, p. 213).

Knowledge, Being and Enchantment
Aquinas always strove to emphasise the agreement of spiritual revelation,
which was held in his time to be supra-rational, with the light of
philosophical reason. Most medieval scholars did not consider Beauty as a
pure ‘Transcendental’,1 and indeed Aquinas was among the first to
consider the problem of beauty as far as modern (as opposed to ancient)
philosophy is concerned. At a time in Western culture when there was a
new and growing interest in all things material, Aquinas gave expression
to this feeling by including beauty, albeit briefly, within his theological
system.2
What then is beauty? Aquinas says, that which pleases when it is seen.
And it relates to “the knowing power”, or knowledge (vim cogniscitivam).
It pleases because, like all pleasure, it satisfies a human need, the need for
1

Aquinas identified the Transcendentals as “the one, a thing, a being, something,
the good, the true” (Eco 1988, p. 21)
2

Aquinas performed the same service for beauty as did St. Francis of Assisi – St.
Thomas scholastically in the Summa, and St. Francis poetically in his Cantico delle
Creature.
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wholeness and harmony, and what St. Thomas defined as claritas. Now
claritas is the term that gave Stephen the most difficulty when formulating
his theory of aesthetics. Integritas he defines as wholeness, isolating, one
could say ‘framing’,3 the object for contemplation. Consonitas is harmony
or proportion, discovering through contemplation the harmonious
relationship of parts to the whole. The third principle, Claritas, translates
in English as brightness. Stephen alludes to brightness when he admits that
by claritas he first thought Aquinas meant “the supreme quality of beauty
being a light from some other world” (Joyce 1993, p. 212),4 but, says he, he
later discovered it to be something different.
In his book The Aesthetics of Thomas Aquinas, Umberto Eco explores St.
Thomas’ three criteria of beauty. His findings are interesting and worth
quoting fairly fully.
In its purely formal aspect – the aspect which is of interest in aesthetics – a
perfect object is an object which has integrity and proportion, and nothing
more is required. Its form is complete, ontologically ready to be judged
beautiful (…) However, if this judgement is actually to take place, it is
necessary that a seeing or looking (visio) should be focused upon the thing
(…) And it is therefore necessary that there should be a new and essential
type of proportion, this time between the knowing subject and the object
(…) Proportion presents itself as clarity. Proportion is its own clarity. It is
fullness of form, therefore fullness of rationality, therefore the fullness of
knowability; but it is a knowability which becomes actual only in relation
to the knowing eye (…) Clarity is the fundamental communicability of
form, which is made actual in relation to someone’s looking at or seeing of
the object. The rationality that belongs to every form is the “light” which
manifests itself to aesthetic seeing (Eco 1988, pp. 118-119).

3

The inferences of the idea of ‘framing’ are explored in Framing Totality.

4

If beauty were a ‘light from some other world’ it would, of course, be
transcendental.
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Eco proceeds, in his examination of claritas, to give it first of all an
objective ontological significance - in its Aristotelian and medieval context
- as light being a quality of the object qua form.5 But he then returns the
effect to the perception of a ‘seeing’ subject, which suggests that the
percipient recognises or supplies the necessary proportional relations that
result in the ‘light’ of his seeing them. In this way we move between an
objective and a subjective approach, and also between the medieval world
and the modern; one could also say between a God-centred and a mancentred universe. However, Eco’s idea of beauty’s concomitance with
knowledge is in accord with Aquinas.
This is why beauty consists in due proportion, for the senses delight in
things duly proportioned, as in what is after their own kind – because even
sense is a sort of reason, just as is every knowing power. Now, since
knowledge is by assimilation, and likeness relates to form, beauty properly
belongs to the nature of a formal cause (Aquinas 1952, 1: 5: 4).

In Aquinas’ system truth is prior to goodness, and goodness in the
context of the text in the Summa, is prior to beauty. Nevertheless, beauty is
here admitted as a form of knowledge, apprehended by reason. Thus it in
some way relates to truth, for truth is implicit in knowledge and reason.
But if beauty is indeed a formal cause, it means for Aquinas it is not on a
par with truth, which is a final cause. As Stephen says, according to Plato
“beauty is the splendour of truth” (Joyce 1993, p. 207). In this way, beauty
could be said to accompany the expression of truth.
So it seems that in Aquinas’ view knowledge gives rise to beauty. This
knowledge, though, is more than simply mental cognition. Its relation to
form gives it an ontic quality, i.e. it has to do with Being. As the
5

According to Eco, by form here is meant substantial form.
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recognition of the truth of being, it manifests to the percipient as what Eco
called ‘light’. It may be this light that Stephen feels, rather than sees, as
“the enchantment of the heart”.
The transformative power of art then, according to Joyce, involves art
being recognised as art because of its formal properties. These properties
correspond to those through which the artist apprehends beauty in the
things of life surrounding him, and he uses them to reveal beauty through
his art. The beauty of the artwork, both in subject and execution, is in the
first instance related to the perception, whether sensible or intelligible, of
the beauty of the world: but the beauty of the world is perceived only
through the realisation of its truth. Thus, the perception of beauty
proceeds from an existential reality: the apperception of the truth of being
results in the apprehension of beauty. And these together result in the
ecstatic “enchantment of the heart”.
This enchantment, therefore, is not immediately ‘present’: nor is it
latent, awaiting manifestation. It is neither and at the same time it is both,
a synergy of subject and object. As such it occurs phenomenally as an
event: and this observation will be significant when we later examine
Heidegger’s analysis of being and truth, and also the relationship of art
and truth.
It is this existential beauty that Joyce uses as the basis for his later work,
Ulysses, where the truth and therefore beauty of the characters, their
situations and their thoughts, combine to give a sense of ‘being’ that
simultaneously encompasses, permeates, and transcends the work as a
whole. He draws attention to this sense of being by the unorthodox
structure, the form, of the text, disrupting the customary ‘story’ with its
6
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beginning and end, and presenting rather an almost discontinuous play of
parts, each with its own resonance of truth. Through the pattern of the
parts and their microcosmic beauty, the lyrical beauty of the whole
steadily unfolds. This is the narrative that ‘enchants’ the heart.
At no time within Joyce’s narrative is beauty referred to as an abstract,
nor is it claimed as an attribute, or its presence assumed as remote and
transcendent. Rather it is revealed only through its concomitance with
truth, the truth of being, of consciousness. Thus what Joyce calls the
‘enchantment of the heart’ is always already there, like a silent song, made
audible by the writer’s art. It is simultaneously present and absent,
immanent and transcendent. As such it cannot be conceived by the mind
alone. It is something ‘other’, and somehow it is, if not realised through
art, at least signified by it.

Art and Truth
Over two centuries ago, in the Critique of Judgement, Kant initiated what
we have come to think of as a discipline of aesthetics. Within his theory,
he differentiated natural beauty, aesthetic beauty, and the beauty of the
sublime.
The ‘modernist’ tradition in art was, in some of its essential
characteristics, derived from Kantian thought. This tradition has come
into question in recent years. However, it is important that we do not
confuse modernism in art with the idea of ‘modernity’ that governs the
paradigm of the rational sciences and pragmatic materialism we associate
with Western culture. The very things that in Kant might appear to be
insubstantial and lacking in the kind of rationalism that we have become
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accustomed to, indeed that passes almost unnoticed in a post-modern,
post-colonial, and post-industrial age, may in fact indicate a weakness
inherent to that rationalism: its inability to view life in a holistic way. Seen
in retrospect, Kant’s philosophy, although in its elevation of reason it is
almost archetypal of our concept of rational modernity, in fact contains
vestiges of an antique philosophical outlook that succeeding generations
of modernity may have found superfluous but excusable in its historical
context and consequential naiveté. Underpinning Kant’s philosophy,
particularly the Critique of Judgement, is a transcendentalism that appears
anachronistic and somewhat alien to rational modernity, but imbibes his
philosophy with an ultimately irrational sense of the ethical, and one
might even say the mystical. For this reason, what is known as Kant’s
transcendental subjectivity still represents an important turn in the history
of philosophy, and one that is germane to today’s world.
(…) it begins to engender what we have come to think of as the
fundamental conceptual vocabulary of continental philosophy, the
philosophy that challenges enlightened modernity through recourse to the
phenomena of art and aesthetics (Bernstein 1993, p. 10).

This is illustrated by the fact that someone such as Kant, in formulating
a thesis in the age of enlightenment, in perfect accord with the
contemporaneous triumph of reason, and which aimed to champion the
unconditional sovereignty of reason and to extend its jurisdiction, should
seek to raise the question of the judgement of beauty and art at all. After
all, the notion of beauty is, or one might think ought to be, quite
superfluous to a system grounded in pure rationality. But Kant did
indeed seek to bring beauty under reason’s juridical scope, and to
encompass its existence within truth and knowledge. By doing so only
8
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with the help of the transcendental he exposed two important problems
that remain unresolved to this day: that the nature of beauty is
fundamentally inexplicable, and, consequently, that in perceiving the
beautiful to be within its scope without being able to rationalise it, reason
appears to transcend its own limits. This quandary marks the point of
difference in general outlook between two divergent strands of thought:
the rationalism of a pragmatic and on the whole positivist interpretation
of the enlightenment, and the trajectory of continental philosophy.
Between philosophy concerned primarily with scientific objectivity, and
that concerned essentially with the question of ethics. That these two are
not mutually exclusive, indeed that they are inextricably linked in their
apparent opposition, is a point that will be taken up in more detail later.
Meanwhile we can catch a glimpse of this inherent contradiction, by
noting that in Kant, that which Plato (1952, “the Republic”, X, [595-608],
pp. 427-434) by way of rational discourse, sought to exclude from the ideal
city – namely art – apparently returns by way of this later extension of
that same discourse, to settle the score by unsettling reason’s claim to
autocracy. But it might be argued that it is not reason that is unsettled,
only it’s legislating factor, it’s temporal proxy, it’s own mimetic double –
the rationalising mind. For it may be that Plato, in the first place, never
meant to exclude all art from the city, but only that kind of art that is
mimetic, the kind of art that presumes to present the truth while merely
re-presenting a facsimile of truth’s reality, a reality beyond representation
which he identifies with truth and virtue. Moreover Plato, through the
character of Socrates, hints at another kind of art that is superior to the
Homeric, and presumably would be admitted to the perfect republic, and
9
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that art would aim at somehow - he does not say how - revealing a
transcendent Reality, rather than imitating its particular manifestations
(“Republic”, X, [599], p. 429). However, for Plato reason and virtue went
hand in hand, and virtue as it is explained later in the tenth book of the
Republic is the supreme quality of an “immortal and imperishable” human
soul ([608], p. 434). Ultimately reason’s task is to support and reveal the
soul (and paradoxically to modern notions of the soul conditioned by the
romantic, Socrates begins his discourse by exemplifying reason as ratio or
calculation), and the type of art described as imitative compromises that
task.
But it is a pertinent question whether this idea of reason may or may
not be a far cry from the rationalism that, proceeding form the
Enlightenment, permeates today’s world, a world where, after all, reason
and the idea of human immortality would appear to be mutually
exclusive. It would seem that since the Renaissance, and with the
development of secular art, there has been a gradual separation not only
of art from religion, but of rational truth from aesthetic apprehension, and
that the value given to truth arrived at through the process of reasoning is
considered greater than any ‘truth’ that might arise from the
contemplation of aesthetically pleasing objects: in fact aesthetic
apprehension has nothing at all to do with ‘truth’ if truth is, as supposed
in the tradition of Western thought, to do solely with what can be
demonstrated systematically, rationally, and cognitively, and art has to do
with opinion, pleasure, imitation and perhaps the indulgence of moral
weakness. Thus art has been relegated, particularly since the
Enlightenment, to a minor role as ‘other’ in comparison to the activities of
10
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‘real’ importance to human interest: economics, science and technology,
politics, sociology, and the social sciences. This is especially so nowadays,
although it may not be readily perceived. The field of entertainment, as
diversion from the work-and-earn ethic of modern society - where one
might expect to find it - has little of true artistic or aesthetic content, and
increasingly subscribes to the values of profit and loss dictated by the
rational paradigm of hard-headed materialism. It is within a small corner
of this field that aesthetics has been allocated its role, and progressively,
particularly in recent years, the notion of aesthetics even in its reading as
‘aesthetics of pleasure’ has been deemed to be elitist, a relic of the
privileged and now defunct bourgeoisie, the aristocracy of the fading
industrial age. What is left of art is either looked upon as pleasurable
amusement, or has been co-opted into programmes of political, cultural,
and social protest and reform: if it does not carry a ‘message’ relevant to
the identities of various pressure groups representing ‘others’ and subidentities, then art is deemed superfluous. More strangely still, but
perhaps not surprisingly, it is in its opposite and repressed character of
the pleasurable that the aesthetic idea is currently undergoing a revival in
the commodity driven art market – arguably in a consequential perversity
of both pleasure and aesthetic form.
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John Currin. 2003. Thanksgiving.

The need for art to coincide with a usefulness of some sort is
symptomatic of the marginalised position it has been traditionally forced
to adopt. Invariably, in opposition to this role art has sought to be useful
in expressing some sort of ‘truth’, almost as if it dimly perceived its
enforced estrangement from the rational truths that are universally
valorised. However, the idea of art possessing some other kind of truth
that is of some real value within the practical exigencies of human
existence is hardly entertained outside of a small cultural circle. The
‘truths’ that art has therefore been obliged to represent, and
representation here is a key word, range from the broadly political to the
expression of the specifically personal. But whether art articulates the
needs and desires of a particular social group or the idiosyncrasies of a
singular person in society, it would in Marxist terms simply be displaying
the symptoms of alienation produced by capitalism. Presumably, after a
political cure had been effected in the form of a socialist or some other
12
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kind of utopia, the patient would have no need for this type of diagnostic
art, and it would become either a pleasurable pastime or an activity
devoted to a vague idea of developing individual creativity.6 On the other
hand, in a well-heeled and universally comfortable consumer society art
ironically would, if it had any usefulness at all, take on the role it
previously had for a privileged few: a source of pleasure - and for the
artist a source of income.
Both of these approaches sublimate art within the exigencies of a
materialist paradigm, whether it is that of the ‘haves’ or the ‘have-nots’,
and this paradigm insists that art is representational. This representation
does not mean its depiction of empirically conceived reality, but the
representation of identifying thoughts and ideas, which proceeds from an
assumption that art must have a function, dictated within a system of
functions and functionality. It cannot simply be ‘art’, because no-one
knows what in truth that really means.7 From the institutionalised of the
gallery/museum to the far-out and radical, art is supposed to represent
something rational and cognitively comprehensible, even if it is the
shallow tautology ‘art for art’s sake’. Its truth must be evidential in some
way: it has to be ‘understood’. This condition is imposed by a tradition of
rationalism, and even so-called ‘radical’ art cannot help but invoke it
when it seeks to overturn it. Radical art must be seen to have a useful
purpose.
In contrast, there has recently been, as stated above, an attempt to
revive the idea of an aesthetics of pleasure. Worthy of more serious
6

See Framing Totality, and Mészáros interpretation of Marx, p. 33.

7

See Naming and Nascence: Naming the Space of Art, pp. 31-46.
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consideration is a perceived need among some art critics for a ‘return’ to
an aesthetic that gives art a role that is not only more than mere
pleasurable self-indulgence, but also more than a politico-social
instrument, and at the same time has a ‘usefulness’: the problem therefore
being in the particular identity, historical or otherwise, one intends
towards the so-called ‘aesthetic’ (Charlesworth 2004). According to some
(James 2005)8 the critical theory of Adorno has re-emerged as a possible
champion of the idea of aesthetics. But the aesthetics referred to by
Adorno is not the aesthetics of pleasure, and most certainly not the
aesthetics of taste belonging to a social elite. Nor should it serve, at least
explicitly, to facilitate political or social objectives. Rather, for Adorno,
what we term the ‘aesthetic’ is something that is revealed through art in
the way and according to the degree that art engages with its own reality,
as well as with its social and historical context.
The artwork is related to the world by the principle that contrasts it with
the world, and that is the same principle by which spirit organised the
world (Adorno 1997, p. 7).

This view would suggest that art has another ‘use’ that is only realised
in its otherness to any kind of utilitarian or identitarian concept, whether
of the political left, right, or centre. This meaning for art would put that
aspect of it in the category of ‘uselessness’ according to any standards of
rational or pragmatic thought, and quite beyond an aesthetics of
‘pleasure’ in the sense of the hedonistic reverberations that word produces
in the modern ear. But if this is the case, and we wish thereby to ascribe to
8

James refers to Andrew Bowie. 1990. Aesthetics and Subjectivity. Manchester:
Manchester University Press.
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art a value other than those already identified and readily identifiable,
then what is art, what is it really for, and where, if anywhere, is its truth?
Leaving aside for the moment the ramifications of the above for the
proposition that art’s ‘reality’ lies in its ability to express and articulate
real human feeling, and the relation that feeling has to truth,9 the answers
to these questions may be found in an ontological approach to art, one
that tries to take into account the basic ontology not only of the art object,
and of things in general, but also our human relationship to them. We
may use as a case in hand a painting that has an ontological significance in
both respects: Woman with a Ewer, by Johannes Vermeer.

Truth Revealed
As we have seen, the tradition of approaching the truth through the
application of reason, by calculation, in ratio, of the separation of
knowledge from opinion, and the identification of truth with reason and
virtue, can be traced back to Plato. In philosophy this tradition might be
thought of as ‘Platonism’, if we can use that term to refer to a
philosophical tradition, which in turn belongs to a history of philosophy.
It is a mode of thought that tries to take the discovery of truth ever further
in a movement that has a teleological basis, with a historical perspective,
and a sense of progression towards an ultimate, perhaps infinite, goal.
This is not to say that that is what Plato intended, but rather it is the way
in which the West has interpreted classical Greek thought, as inherited
9

This issue is partly dealt with in the chapter Framing Totality: The Real of the
Other, and the Other of the Real, pp. 11-19, where the Marxist notion of ‘reality’
in relation to art is briefly discussed. However this notion, which relates to
human feeling, raises other questions concerning that view of mimesis and Plato’s
view, where the emotion expressed in art is seen as a distraction from the pursuit
of true virtue (1952, “Republic”, X, [603-605], p. 432).
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from its custody in the civilised Arab world during the ‘dark ages’ and
disseminated in increasing measure down through the Renaissance and
the Enlightenment.
According to Heidegger’s critique of the tradition of philosophy – as
opposed to philosophy itself - implicit in it’s thought is the character
ascribed to ‘being’: that things are is the starting point for an ontology of
objectivity, from which through observation and analysis the character of
truth can be ascertained by inductive, deductive or reductive logic,
resulting in what we call rational cognition. Now Heidegger, rejecting this
view, based his own methods of enquiry on the ground of
Phenomenology. And here we might recognise that the importance of
Husserl’s thinking in underpinning almost a century of continental
philosophy, though often tacitly assumed, cannot be overstated.
In reducing cognition to the interpretation of the perception of
phenomena, Husserl continued the epistemological tradition of Descartes
and Kant in placing intuition along with intellection, re-affirming the
direct experience of the percipient as being at the centre of knowledge,
and thereby bringing into question fundamental epistemic assumptions
inherent to the tradition of Western thought. Heidegger’s version of
Husserl’s phenomenological reduction was to place “being” at the centre
of any interpretation of existence. Existence has to be interpreted by the
human who is both an example of and a participant in “being”. Thus the
search for knowledge and truth springs from the direct being of the
individual human consciousness of “Da-sein”,10 or being-in-the-world, and
should not be limited to received second-hand knowledge based upon the
10

“Da-sein” (German) – literally ‘being-there’.
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assumption of being as and in objective science, which assumption fails to
notice ‘being’ as a direct experience. It is the experience of being that is
original and within all thought, including that of a rational and scientific
nature, and therefore nothing can really be known without a study of
being itself, from itself. Needless to say, this study would require a
different method of thinking, which would recognise that thought itself
belongs to being; and would avoid the assumption of being, through
which it is hidden as a priori within ordinary objective thought. This rethinking of the question of being would be “the way of a thinking which,
instead of furnishing representations and concepts, experiences and tests
itself as a transformation of its relatedness to Being” (Heidegger 1978b, p.
138). According to Heidegger, this “awakening to thought” was known to
the pre-Socratics. However, it must have been known to Plato, for he
could never have written “Parmenides” without at least a thorough
conceptual grasp of the ins-and-outs of being.
But then, that which contains must be other than that which is contained?
for the same whole cannot do and suffer both at once; and if so, one will no
longer be one but two?
True.
Then one cannot be anywhere, either in itself or in another? (1952, [138], p.
492).

A thing in itself, for Heidegger, must be understood in the way that it
“shows itself in itself” (Heidegger 1978a, pp. 73-77) as a phenomenon,
rather than by objective analysis. In this way a thing can inform us – i.e.
we as Dasein - of the being that is within both subject and object, which is
the truth of Being. This “showing” however is not simply the appearance
17
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of the object. The appearance of the object both reveals and conceals the
truth of the object.
(…) Being appears primordially in the light of concealing withdrawal. The
name of this clearing [Lichtung] is aletheia (Heidegger 1978b, pp. 137-8).

The idea of truth revealing itself does indeed stem from ancient Greek
thought, as the word for truth, aletheia (literally, un-forgetfulness or
uncovering) shows. Interestingly, the word “clearing” that Heidegger
uses is derived from the German lichtung meaning a forest clearing, and
both the etymology of the word and its meaning have an obvious
connection with light. Light and truth are often symbiotic in language, as
are light and knowledge, understanding etc. (The concept of light will
become important later in our examination of the paintings of Vermeer).
Heidegger also speaks of “openness” (Heidegger 1978b, p. 121) in regard
to the accordance of presentation to the object. In order for truth to be
perceived the object must appear in potential opposition to its
presentation - e.g. as in the form of a statement about it -within a field of
“openness”. This ‘openness’ he identifies with ‘being’, and thus it
transpires that “truth does not originally reside in the proposition” (p.
122), as is generally assumed to be the case in the tradition of Western
thought. The locus of truth might rather be within the relation between
the object and the statement, occurring in a field or space between the two
that is “opened up”, i.e. the space of “being” (p. 122). In other words the
truth lies within what Husserl would have called ‘intentionality’, in this
case where the comportment of consciousness towards the object is such
that it allows for the object to ‘be’ rather than assuming a propositional
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attitude about it. In a sense, although Heidegger does not say it directly,
this ‘opening up’ is in effect an allowing for a third principle between
subject and object.
In answer to the question, why should there be any need at all to direct
enquiry towards the object, Heidegger again shows that the propositional
statement itself originates in a “directive” from this third principle.
How can something like the accomplishment of a pregiven directedness
occur? Only if this pregiving has already entered freely into an open region
for something opened up which prevails there and which binds every
presenting. To free oneself for a binding directedness is possible only by
being free for what is opened up in an open region (Heidegger 1978b, p.
123).

Here, truth is identified with freedom, freedom being the openness
required to “let beings be” (p. 125). This letting-be is not simply
indifference, but on the contrary Heidegger sees it as true engagement
with the inmost truth of reality.
If we translate aletheia as “unconcealment” rather than “truth”, this (…)
contains the directive to rethink the ordinary concept of truth in the sense
of the correctness of statements and to think it back to that still
uncomprehended disclosedness and disclosure of beings. To engage
oneself with the disclosedness of beings is not to lose oneself in them;
rather, such engagement withdraws in the face of beings in order that they
might reveal themselves with respect to what and how they are, and in
order that presentative correspondence might take its standard from them
(Heidegger 1978b, p. 125).

Of vital importance to this engagement is the “open” space in which it
occurs; and for Heidegger this space is the “there” of human being, the Da
of Da-sein. It is from the original condition of Da-sein, a condition that
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possesses man rather than is possessed by him, that human relatedness to
existence proceeds. This condition is actually where man’s freedom
resides, not in freedom of choice but in the restraint required of him, by
Da-sein, of a “distinctive relatedness to being as a whole” (1978b, p. 127).
Real freedom, in the letting-be of beings, “is the fulfilment and
consummation of the essence of truth in the sense of the disclosure of
beings” (p. 127). Again, Heidegger is at pains to point out that this truth is
not a categorical truth or the truth of propositional statements, as in those
made by a subject about an object: it is truth revealed by engagement
through a considered withdrawal, and as such it is not so much
‘knowledge’ of the truth of reality, gained through a rational cognitive
process of analysis, but a realisation of truth through contemplation of
things as they are in their apparent simplicity.
Truth is therefore not the correctness of a propositional statement, that
exists as an abstract “in what space we know not” (1978b, p. 127) - one
might say as a transcendental that is present to cognition - but something
quite different. This is far from saying that it is only the matter-of-factness
of things that constitutes their truth, for that matter-of-factness is itself the
product of a rational comportment to things as objects from a knowing
subject, and which can only be partial and incomplete (this is very similar
to the second of Husserl’s epochés, discussed later in this book). Moreover,
the wealth of knowledge that we have of things, and the increasing ease
with which technology grants us this knowledge results only in the
omniscience of familiarity, where knowledge is an assimilation of what is
generally and commonly assumed to be. It is thus only in the unfamiliar
and the relatively unknown that the primordial strangeness of things still
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appears to us, and we have a glimpse, for a short while, of the
comportment necessary to allow things their “disclosedness” - their
“unconcealment”.

Brian Grassom. 2006. Being and Beauty

In this strangeness resides mystery, a mystery that is essential to the
proper unconcealment of any being. It is as if the mysterious aspect of
being is concomitant with its truth. However, when that mystery is
diminished, by familiarity and ‘knowledge’, then what appears to be
unconcealment in knowledge becomes concealment, and the mystery,
which is now hidden again, becomes the object of a question. This
question poses itself as the question of being as a whole, and results in the
sciences of philosophy and metaphysics, which in a subjectively rational
age counterbalance the common sense of knowledge and sophistry, and it
is philosophy and metaphysics that Heidegger seems to regard as the
errant but entirely necessary guardians of the sense of the mystery of
Being in what we regard as being as a whole.
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Although Heidegger admits that his project concerning the question of
Being and the truth of Being seems to proceed along metaphysical lines,
he insists that what he proposes is not a historical or philosophical
position, but a ground - Dasein - from which may proceed a new way of
thinking the relatedness of self and the world.
What appears to lie at the root of Heidegger’s enquiry, as it did for
Husserl, is the realisation that whereas an epistemology of ‘Platonic’
philosophy might be more concerned with the question of “the whole of
being” in terms of what the world is, and what human beings are, the
relationship of self to the world is what tacitly underpins philosophy.
Thus the true basis of philosophy is the combination of the question of
what the world is - not with what human beings are - but with the
question “who am I?” Only in recognising the importance of the latter
question can the possibilities of a relationship of self and world be
explored, and it is in that relationship that the ‘answers’ to all questions
might be found.
It is arguably in the unfolding and the exploration of this relationship
that art has its raison d’être.

Space and Light
So Heidegger’s “uncoveredness” (Heidegger 1992, p. 261), means the
entity showing itself in its pure phenomenal state – the “Beinguncovered” [Entdeckt-sein] - i.e. as indicating through its appearance
what it is. This is truth, and also being. This would be to say that Being is
truth, as was thought by the ancients whom Heidegger so much admired.
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Such an assertion asserts, points out, ‘lets’ the entity ‘be seen’ in its
uncoveredness. The most primordial phenomenon of truth is first shown
by the existential-ontological foundations of uncovering (Heidegger 1992,
p. 263).

What is shown is that which is not shown ordinarily – the Being of the
entity is revealed. And the truth of being, between the subject and the
object, is revealed through the letting-be of things as they are, rather than
as the ‘truth’ of the subject’s statement about the object. This letting-be
occurs within the openness of an open space, which in turn is the freedom
of restraint in which man realises her true relationship to being, in letting
things be. Here the true nature of Being might be revealed, resulting in the
light of truth, which is Being revealing itself.
In a painting such as Woman with a Ewer, Vermeer presents us with a
situation. Within this situation are presented in turn things we would
regard as the common and everyday. Along with this presentation of
what Heidegger might call things that are thought of as “present-at-hand”
(Heidegger 1992, see pps. 67, 79), that are familiar to us through our
recognition of their commonplace-ness, the things themselves constitute
physically a presence that appears to us as both the ‘being’ and the
‘there’ of their ‘being-there’. We as spectators are witness to this beingthere, and it is we who can give it its ontological significance, from the
viewpoint of our own Dasein. Furthermore, the things are also presented
in their relationship to the situation. The situation is a composition of
what is ‘there’, as well as, taken as a whole, the ‘there’ of the entities that
are in it. The woman, the window, the table, the ewer, the bowl, the jewelcasket, chair, drapes, wall-hanging, and window, all have their existence
in the room, of which we are acutely conscious as their situation, a room
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which in turn is presented – but not delimited – in the painting. The
striking feature of this room is its plainness, its simplicity, and due to the
daylight that floods in at the window, its luminosity.

Johannes Vermeer. c1662. Woman with a Ewer

Because of their isolation within the framing, the situation of the
painting, which is the integritas or the ‘there’ of the composition; and
because of their relationship to each other – their consonitas - within the
composition; the everyday appearance of these commonplace objects
takes on a significance that is strangely numinous.
Their strangeness is grounded precisely in the realism, or
verisimilitude, of their presentation within the situation. Each object is
painted as affected by light and atmosphere, so much so that literal
signification in the form of narrative or allegory is subjugated to the
primacy of optical appearance. This is especially noticeable in the wallhanging, which is the most distant object from the viewer and upon which
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– through the lens of aerial perspective - one can barely discern the outline
of a map. The objects all appear as if captured by photography, where the
camera is an instrument that records impartially the images it receives by
way of light and shadow: indeed it is now widely accepted that Vermeer
almost certainly made use of a camera obscura. This particular truth-toreality marks the painting, along with the Milkmaid, as one of those in
which Vermeer’s treatment of the subject in an allegorical fashion is not so
easily evidenced. Other paintings, although similar in style and execution,
can be interpreted in a narrative way, so allowing an audience to overlook
the perhaps deeper significance of the paintings’ artistic merits. This is
borne out by comparison with similar paintings of genre themes by artists
such as Pieter de Hoogh and Gabriel Metsu.

Gabriel Metsu. c1660. The Sick Child

But unlike them Vermeer’s work demonstrates an interest in everyday
reality that is not simply based upon a particular psychological or
conditional objectivity, interpreted or misinterpreted by similar or
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dissimilar attitudes to things and what they might represent as concepts
or ideas, symbols, stories, myths, tropes, or speculative observations.
Rather, or perhaps also and in the main, what is communicated is an
interest in the things in themselves, whatever they might represent
literally: an interest in the way things appear, and in what might lie
behind that appearance, not in terms of their literal meaning or
signification, but in terms of something else besides even their
phenomenal presence; as if when all narrative of the objects is laid aside,
what remains is the mystery and wonder of their being.
Here representation is not the representation of things in their assumed
reality, their recognition as objects of usefulness in a hierarchical scheme,
where one might expect the jewel-casket to be of more importance than
the table cover, or the gold-plated ewer and bowl than the plain surface of
the wall. Everything has its place and is in its place in a balanced scheme
where there is uniformity of substance, integrity of forms. Even the
figure, the woman in her bodice, white collar and head-dress, is bathed in
the same light, subject to the same modulations of colour and shadow, as
her surroundings. In this sense the painting anticipates the pre-occupation
of the Impressionists two centuries later, with the effects of light and
colour at the expense of significant subject matter, and may explain
Vermeer’s appeal to modernist sensibilities. Similarly there is displayed a
marked interest in the abstract qualities of form.
This is typified in the relationship [Vermeer} has created of arm and ewer.
The foreshortened forearm and hand are reduced to a pattern that would
be almost unrecognisable but for the context, while the reflections in the
ewer almost dissolve it away (Nash 1991, p. 96).
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Just as the painting calls our attention to the “harmony and beauty
beneath the chance events of everyday existence” (Vergara 2003), the
painterly re-construction of that harmony and beauty is not so much to
facilitate the telling of a story, but rather to call attention to the unseen
beauty of the everyday.

In a way not unlike that in which the work of modernist abstract
painters transcended the representation of ‘reality’ as mimesis,11 so also
the representation of the scene offered by Vermeer transcends the
everyday-ness of a given situation. As such the representation is not
strictly a re-presentation, but the presentation of a reality that has hitherto
remained and may yet remain unseen. Until its presentation in the
painting, as a painting, as a scheme and an integrated whole, the being of
the situation depicted was concealed within its quotidian reality. The
painting, by virtue of its very particular conception and execution, is an
‘unconcealment’ of the situation, of its being and of its various ‘beings’,
and as such is a revelation of the beauty that is intrinsic to the reality of
the truth of Being. This is not the reality, or truth, of a statement or of a

11

See Framing Totality, esp. pp. 9-19.
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painting as a pictorial statement, about the empirical, propositional, or
narrative ‘truth’ of the situation, but the truth of the situation as it is in its
purity and simplicity; i.e. in its Being.
As such the painting is also a presentation of the comportment required
to perceive the truth of Being, and this is where its real value can be
appreciated. It somehow facilitates this comportment, the establishment of
the “resolute” (Heidegger 1978b, p. 131) openness, the restrained
relatedness of Dasein to being as a whole: the ‘letting-be’ of beings. It is as
if the mood of the painting reflects exactly the feeling of the viewer’s
Dasein, and this allows the viewer to become a participant in the scene.
The ‘there’ of the painted room becomes the ‘there’ of Dasein, but fixed
within the painting, and we are able to experience virtually what it is
simply to ‘be’ in accord with other beings. The essence of truth is, as
Heidegger says, the truth of essence, where essence is not a transcendent
quality of quidditas, but the truth of being, in that being is “the difference
that holds sway between Being and beings” (p. 137). Somehow the
painting introduces us to this gap, this space, this difference, which is the
experience of neither subject nor object. In this space, neither inside nor
outside the painting, neither inside nor outside of ourselves, we
experience that something between being and Being.
This experience may not be capable of being adequately described, but
it contains some of the elements that Vermeer has instilled into his
painting. Among these are silence and light, simplicity, purity, stillness
and deep serenity.
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Painting as Truth
The question might arise, of course, as to whether Vermeer intended his
paintings to be an ontological discourse in anything like the manner
discussed above.
The twenty-two paintings known to survive today, with a few
exceptions, for the most part display a uniformity of the artist’s mature
style, technique, and subject matter. Apart from View of Delft all are
interiors, and most of those interiors have as their setting the rooms of a
particular house in Delft, most likely the house that Vermeer lived in for
most of his married life. In these paintings Vermeer carefully depicted
figures in a room arranged with furniture, assorted objects, drapes,
pictures and wall-hangings, some of which ‘props’ – and perhaps people
too - appear to turn up in more than one painting. The scenes range from
quite readily recognisable contemporary genre to more obscure subjects,
and part of the appeal of Vermeer’s work today is the mysterious and
enigmatic quality that these narrative subjects imbibe. This appeal is
strong enough, for example, to have inspired a feature-film based on the
painting Girl with a Pearl Earing, which bears the same title and speculates
on the identity of the eponymous sitter and the artist’s relationship with
her.
But even where the subject is one that is common to Dutch genre
painting of the period, such as for example, the Milkmaid, the narrative
seems to take second place: the viewer’s attention is arrested by the
painting’s articulation of the physical objects and their space, by the acute
observation – almost scientific in intensity, but endowed with a poetic
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sense of mystery – of the way that light fills a given space and falls upon
textured surfaces, illumining their form and colour.

Vermeer. c1660. The Milkmaid

Conversely, in a picture such as the later Allegory of Faith, where the
narrative – although a little obscure nowadays – is apparently quite literal
and strident, it is at the expense of the subtle effects achieved in other
paintings through the observation and rendition of visual phenomena,
which in that work are somewhat diminished. While there may be other
reasons for weaknesses in that painting – Vermeer’s life was becoming
more difficult and insecure, and he had also converted to Roman
Catholicism; the painting may have been a commission he badly needed;
or simply that it is not always possible for an artist to be at his best – the
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attention to literal meaning through allegory seems overdone in
comparison to other of his works.

Vermeer. c1673. Allegory of Faith

Where the combination of narrative and aesthetic expression seems
most successful, at least to the modern eye, are in paintings such as The
Music Lesson, Girl with a Pearl Earing, Woman holding a Balance, Woman in
Blue Reading a Letter, The Milkmaid, and Woman with a Ewer. This may be
because where the narrative meaning is less apodictic, or at least open to
interpretation, there is a sense of mystery that adds to the painting’s
appeal. At the same time the paintings cited, with the exception of the
famous and more overtly allegorical but still enigmatic The Art of Painting,
appear to be better paintings from an aesthetic point of view than those
with a more overtly literal content.
This would suggest to most artists that Vermeer was not primarily
interested in narrative, but was in the main pre-occupied with something
else, which within a modernist paradigm might be termed ‘aesthetic’ or
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‘formal’ content. In other words he was not so concerned with
representing a story, as with the vehicle of representation: the art of
painting itself. Now within this art of painting he is primarily concerned
with what painting in its formal aspects concerned itself with in
seventeenth century Holland: the depiction and representation of
empirically observed reality. The acute observation and depiction of
physical reality underpinned all other modes of representation in
contemporary painting – whether allegorical, religious, philosophical,
moral, social, economic, or merely illustrative.

Vermeer. c1662-1668. The Art of Painting

In The Art of Painting, which title for the work dates from at least
shortly after Vermeer’s death and is likely therefore to accurately indicate
the painting’s intended subject, the allegory has been interpreted as
concerning painting itself.
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It celebrates painting as an art in the most artful of paintings (Nash 1991, p.
119).

In his description of the painting Nash puts forward a number of
theories explaining the significance of the subject. For example, the model
posed in blue, wearing a laurel wreath and holding a gold coloured book
and a trumpet, may represent Clio, the Muse of History; the artist’s
antique costume might be intended to recall the era before 1648, in which
year Holland was divided between the Hapsburg south and the
Independent north, as may the map and the motif of a double-headed
eagle in the top of the unlit chandelier; the objects on the table – a plastercast face, music score, and book - may refer to painting’s sister arts of
sculpture, music and poetry. And, of course, the costumed painter
pictured at his work is demonstrating the skill of his pursuit and
painting’s undisputed status as one of the nobler arts.12 Interestingly, as
Nash has briefly pointed out, the painter’s outlandish costume is of a kind
commonly worn by actors: “The artist is an actor” (Nash 1991, p. 122).
This brings to mind the theatricality of painting, its inherent illusionism,
and on reflection throws into relief the contrast between the ‘mimetic’ arts,
of which painting is deemed by Plato to be one, and the pure realism of its
visual effect in this instance. The truth of this realism is metaphorical as
well as physical: Nash points to the sharp crease which divides the map of
the Netherlands into political north and south, although no border is
inscribed upon it, suggesting a narrative inference that “truth, though
bitter, is superior to fancy” (Nash 1991, p. 126). The interpretations can be

12

A claim for painting made by Leonardo more than a century earlier, which
elevated it beyond the status of a craft.
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as varied as the colour, texture and forms of the painting. But the impact
of the work today is not in its narrative content.
Beyond all this, beyond its craftsmanship, beyond its conceits of image and
structure, it is through its power as painting that the Art of Painting
transcends the fustian of its allegory, the illusionist virtuosity of its
composition. This power (…) is an achievement as fine and subtle as the
space and light it creates so magically (Nash 1991, p. 125).

Nash does not go on to say exactly what the “power” of painting is:
rather he implies its power by enumerating its effects.
The ‘power’ of the painting is as enigmatic as the painter Vermeer, who
may or may not be the artist depicted with his back to us in the picture.
But Nash ends his description by referring to the light of the scene, both
that of the extinguished chandelier and the “clear, northern light, that has
both created and been created by the art of Vermeer” (1991, p. 126). This
light cannot reveal what the figures in the composition are thinking. That
is discreet, and is something around which we may only surmise. What it
does reveal to us are the figures themselves, their costumes and
accoutrements, the room, the furnishings and decorations. Above all light
reveals light, as that which illumines everything in the painting and is the
source of the painting’s luminosity and its life.
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In this light we can see symbolised as objects the intellectual lights of
history, poetry, music, sculpture, politics, geography, and the art of
painting itself. Just as the inner thoughts of the charming model and her
painter are subsumed within their outward forms as living beings,
illumined by the light of day, so also are the discourses of the various arts
and sciences depicted in that same light as beings within a luminous
intellect. In the same way that the material objects in the room are
beautiful not because of what they might represent in their objective
‘being-at-hand’, but because of the simple truth of their existence, so the
human beings and their intellectual pursuits are beautiful, not because of
what they are to themselves or to the analytic mind, but because they ‘are’
in and from themselves. The arts and sciences are beings whose truth is
not their propositional veracity, but the ontic truth they have as human
thought. Their meaning and value is not in their rational, propositional
truth or untruth, but in their phenomenal being. Their complexity is
rendered simple in the light of Being. It is as if all human thought is made
visible but rendered silent; as if the various modes of consciousness are
important not so much for their content, as for the fact that they partake of
consciousness itself.

The Alterity of the Real
Not least among the consummate skills displayed in the Art of Painting is
the illusion of being in the same room as the artist and his model, which
effect is achieved through a careful arrangement of perspective and
composition. Accompanying this illusion of presence, and indeed
highlighted by it, are the unanswered questions that we all have about our
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relationship to the world, the world in which we are present but from
which we are ultimately detached. The pictorial space and light of
Vermeer’s room gives one the sense of ‘being-there’, which is the sense of
simultaneous immediacy and remoteness that invariably accompanies our
experience of the world. We feel we are there within the room, although
we evidently are not. We are voyeurs, but as voyeurs we can never really
‘know’ the scene completely in its inner complexity or its outer familiarity.
Is this not the mystery of our being: that we ‘are’, but we can never ‘be’
fully present to ourselves, or possess someone or something else?
Ultimately we are alone. The world outside of us will remain forever in
one sense closed and discreet - but in another sense open: the truth of its
being is the one aspect shared by our own.
This feeling of mystery is something which painting at its best evokes
so well. In the Art of Painting the arts are symbolically represented by the
art of painting that in its turn is seen to be, from
the mise-en-scène of the work on the painter’s easel,
capable of representing those arts, and by
extension itself. But of course we are looking at a
painting, and overlook the fact that Vermeer’s
painterly representation, which includes the representation of painting,
already demonstrates painting’s own consummate art. In this way
painting both affirms and denies itself. It affirms its place among the arts
as a concrete pursuit, both intellectual and practical, even perhaps as the
mimesis that Plato denigrated. But in accomplishing this visibly and
through the verisimilitude of its effects, it then denies its concreteness and
its own representation by itself becoming invisible. This is reflected in the
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painting technique, which in this particular work of Vermeer’s oevre
displays a maximum sense of reality with a minimum of visible
brushwork. We are acutely aware that we are looking at a painting, but
are entranced by the reality of the scene before us. Painting is both
prominent and effaced. It is at-hand, but it is more than it is. It is
immanent and transcendent. It is at its best when its artifice is at its height,
but barely visible. At this point painting somehow exceeds itself.
This artifice, painting’s artificiality, is painting’s face, or one might say,
its identity. Its identity reveals it as capable of representation, of
representing itself and others. But the face here is hidden. Again, it is
revealed in what it can do, or is known to be capable of doing. However, it
is doing it without being seen, and this puts into question its identity, thus
throwing doubt on what we think we know about painting. “The real
artist would be interested in reality, and not in imitations,” said Plato
(“Republic”, X, [599], p. 429). We have already seen that he does not tell us
what this reality is, or how the artist can avoid imitating it.13 Vermeer, by
his skilful use of light, form, colour and composition to describe empirical
reality, and by his subtle allusion to the chimerical narratives of thought,
re-cognition, and representation, points us toward another reality: this
other reality cannot be broached in terms of truth and opinion, or reality
and imitation. It encompasses but is also beyond these pairs of opposites.
As such, it is in the gap between being and knowing, ‘between Being and
beings’: in the space of Alterity.
Heidegger, as stated already, owed much to Husserl. Husserl saw
Descartes’ rational doubt of the evidence of the senses as being the basis
13

See also Framing Totality, pp. 6-11, and Nothingness and Infinity, pp. 14-16.
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for a first “universal epoché” (Husserl 1997a, p. 5)14 or suspension of
received or conditioned knowledge of the world, leading to a necessary
reduction to the cogito of the ego. But Husserl went further and suggested
a second epoché whereby all that is assumed by the cogito to be rationally
veracious is itself suspended, since it is derived from the same worldconditioning. This mean that the ego must give way to the
“transcendental ego”, since the ego itself must be bracketed along with the
world that sustains its identity. It also means of course that not only the
sense of self produced by the world, but also its ratiocinations through the
entire history of philosophy are placed in parentheses, something which
Nietzsche had grasped in a cruder way15, and for which he substituted his
own particular thought, realising the important possibilities contained in
nihilism. Husserl recognised that true philosophy had to begin with the
experience of the individual, that is you and me, at its very root and as its
only valid foundation. This means that the phenomena experienced by us,
the whole world in fact, is for our judgement alone: no-one else can
interpret or explain it for us. We must trust our inner experience and base
our interpretation of the world upon it. But in saying this, there is an
essential and omnipresent paradox, in that Husserl is in fact setting out a
philosophy for our interpretation, which we may accept or reject
according to our own experience and wisdom. Heidegger, following
14

From an online (mimeograph) version of HUSSERL, E., 1997b. R. G. Schmitt’s
translation of Husserl’s “Phänomenologie und Anthropologie” is available in the
book but with different pagination (pp. 485-500). The original German is
published as Husserl, E., 1989. Phänomenologie und Anthropologie. In: T.
Nenon and H. R. Sepp, eds. Edmund Husserl: Aufsätze und Vorträge (1922-1937),
Gessammelte Werke, vol. XXVII. Dordrecht: Kluwer. pp. 164-181.
15

In Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Nietzsche’s übermensch overcomes the implicit
nihilism of the beyond by transcending the ordinary self through a greater one,
yet to come.
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Husserl’s lead, developed phenomenology into a method of his own,
where Dasein is given to stand in for, or represent, that which Husserl
might have represented with the idea of the “transcendental ego”
(Husserl 1998), i.e. the part of us which perceives and experiences beyond
the epoché, and which indeed is able to perform the epoché in the first
place. Both had this in common, that their researches were in fact
philosophical; unavoidably, despite both Husserl’s and Heidegger’s
frequent remarks to the contrary, the expression of their perception of
truth belonged and still belongs to philosophy, was in essence
propositional, and had to be expressed by way of logos, as philosophical
discourse.
For Husserl transcendental phenomenology was posited as a scientific
proposition. Its grounding in “inter-subjectivity”, and the recognition of
an “unconditioned universality”, (Husserl 1997a, p. 11)16 belonging to
reason and to the child of reason – modern scientific thought; and for
Heidegger, despite his attempt to use language in an unorthodox way
more suited to the theme of his text, “Being” retained a thematic and
apodictic quality that is likewise legitimised through a rational - and one
could argue quite anthropocentric – discourse.17 However, also common
to both Husserl and Heidegger is the importance of the transcendental:
not in the form of a regulatory imperative within or beyond the scope of
their discourse, but as an essential characteristic of the ability of the mind
to question itself, which both held to be fundamental to philosophy, and
which is inherited from Kant. It is a characteristic that surrounds and in
16

See note 14 above.

17

See Derrida’s critique of Heidegger’s anthropocentrism, referred to in
Nothingness and Infinity, pp. 9-12, 46-49.
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one sense interpolates – but in a positive way – the rational interpretation
of the world.
It is precisely the appeal to reason in Husserl’s thinking that Derrida
saw as problematic - problematic in the sense of having the same
connotation that he described in detail in Aporias: that a problem is not so
much something to be solved in that it is thereby opposed and overcome,
but is a threshold, a frontier or boundary that by its nature opens up new
possibilities.18 It will not give up its answer, its solution, to reason but in
the process of resolution forces reason to enter a new realm where
reason’s absolute sovereignty, its “unconditionality” (Derrida 2005, pp.
126, 135) is itself put to the test, and its limits engaged.
A reason must let itself be reasoned with (Derrida 2005, p. 159).

Just as we noticed earlier that there are two aspects of philosophy that
proceed from Enlightenment thought, i.e. positivist or pragmatic
philosophy and another that is essentially ethical - the how and why we
exist, one proceeding from the fact of existence, the other willing to
precede that fact with a question - so does reason, according to Derrida,
have two aspects. There are two sides to reason: the conditional and the
unconditional. The conditional is that which has recourse to law, finality,
patriarchal authority, and so on. But in this it refers for its authority to
reason as unconditionally sovereign. The unconditional is that which
must always remain beyond induction and also beyond what can be
deduced post-factum. Rationalism is conditional, but depends upon the
unconditional aspect of reason: and the unconditional needs the
18

Ibid.
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conditional for its application. There is thus a “fragile difference between
the rational and the reasonable” (Derrida 2005, p. 159), between
rationalism and reason, although they belong together, and must be
thought together. Reason in its conditional aspect as rationalism is only
right by virtue of its unconditional aspect. To illustrate this Derrida uses
the example of justice. Justice is the unconditional sought within the
conditionality of law and the concept of justice itself. As we know, justice
is not always served by the law. In reality justice has the character of an
“event” (Derrida 2005, p. 143), which is by necessity singular and different
each time, according to circumstance. The event, if it is truly an event,
must be the arrival of something essentially unforeseen and
unforeseeable. As soon as the event is foreseeable, it is incorporated into a
system of rationality whereby it can never in truth be a real event, and is
in fact divorced from what it portends.
An event or an invention is possible only as im-possible. That is, nowhere
as such, the phenomenological or ontological “as such” annulling this
experience of an im-possible that never appears or announces itself as such
(Derrida 2005, p. 144).

In the same way, reason, or the “honour of reason” (Derrida 2005,
“Teleology and Architectonic”, pp. 119-140) - that which is essential to its
universality, a universality that we seek to represent and legitimise in the
particular - is not strictly speaking either within universality or its
particular manifestations. As soon as it becomes identifiable as such it
becomes regulated and regulatory, and this annuls its unconditionality. It
is therefore, if anywhere, in the space that is opened up, the hiatus at the
heart of reason itself, between and around its conditionality and its
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unconditionality. This space marks the ‘event’ that constitutes that
ultimate Alterity that is always at the heart of reason.
This does not mean that the ethical is in some way above the practical,
as the same play between conditionality and unconditionality holds true
for ethics as it does for anything that can be reduced to a regulative
system. In Rogues: Two Essays on Reason (2005) this is Derrida’s main point
in dealing critically with Kant and also with Husserl. Both appeal
ultimately to the unconditional authority of reason, and this is
problematic for the reasons stated above. And this could be extended to
Heidegger, who never renounces the veracity of reason, only the
assumptions made in the name of reason for over two millennia. Now this
means that both Heidegger and Husserl, as noted earlier, being in the last
analysis thematic in their treatment of phenomenology and ontology
within the discourse of a philosophical tradition - which discourse as
logos depends upon reason for its rational and propositional validity, and
which reason as logos underpins rational discourse - despite the
importance and the profundity of their thought, appeal to rationality, and
invoke the ‘honour of reason’ in a tradition that stretches back thousands
of years. Although implicit in a sense to both ‘philosophies’, and
suggested by them, the real ‘event’ of reason cannot in truth occur there,
even at the limits of rationality. Nor does it occur in Kant’s
transcendentalism.
Derrida identifies Heidegger with the Lutheran tradition in attempting
“a desedimentation of instituted theology (one could also say
ontotheology) in the sense of a more originary truth of Scripture” (Derrida
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2005, Note 3, p. 174)19. Whilst not venturing to criticise this tradition,
Derrida differentiates his own ‘deconstruction’ from the ‘destruktion’ of
Heidegger, reserving for deconstruction (and he is always hesitant to
allow it a name or a thematic quality) the imperative of a never-ending
“exigency of reason”.
For deconstruction, if something of the sort exists, would remain above all,
in my view, an unconditional rationalism that never renounces (…) the
possibility of suspending in an argued, deliberated, rational fashion, all
conditions, hypotheses, conventions, and presuppositions, and of
criticising unconditionally all conditionalities, including those that still
found the critical idea, namely, those of the krinein, of the krisis, of the
binary or dialectical decision or judgement (Derrida 2005, p. 142).

This is, in effect, deconstructing “sovereignty in the name of
unconditionality” (Derrida 2005, p. 143), and he stresses that this
questioning of reason by itself, in questioning the endless possibilities of
the self-same, would not be a negative impossibility, but a positive one.
Again, it welcomes the ‘event’, the unforeseen and unforeseeable. This
means that the answer is always open.
To be fair to Heidegger, it seems that his own “distinctive relatedness
to being” (1978b, p. 125) is very similar to this in its openness, an attitude
that results in the “representative correspondence” (p. 138) of his
discourse. But following Derrida’s method to its limit might result in a
questioning even of Heidegger’s reliance upon ‘Being’ as a theme for
discourse.

19

This is interesting, bearing in mind Heidegger’s early life as a Roman Catholic,
and his later renunciation of Catholicism.

43

Being and Beauty

This is an aspect of Heidegger noticed by Levinas, and it brings into
play something which we have, perhaps, to re-think in terms other than
those in which we normally speak of it: transcendence. Heidegger speaks
of transcendence: “Being is the transcendens pure and simple (…) every
disclosure of being as the transcendens is transcendental knowledge.
Phenomenological truth (disclosedness of Being) is veritas transcendentalis ”
(Heidegger 1978a, p. 85). For Heidegger everything comes back to Being.
And also: “only as phenomenology is ontology possible (…) ‘Behind’ the
phenomena of phenomenology there is essentially nothing else”
(Heidegger 1992, p. 60). What is hidden in beings is their Being.
This insistence upon Being as the founding principle of everything runs
the risk of conditioning Heidegger’s discourse, closing it off from what it
intends.
Heideggerian ontology subordinates the relation with the other to the
relation with the neuter, Being, and it continues to exalt the will to power,
whose legitimacy the other alone can unsettle, troubling good conscience
(Levinas 1998, p. 52).

Levinas seems to be saying that Heidegger’s existential philosophy,
founded on ontology, is actually an apology for the human ego in its
being identified with or supported by an impersonal ‘Being’. This Being
does not include an ‘other’ such as infinitude, and therefore his ontology
does not admit of man as being imperfect, except inasmuch as he has not
yet grasped, by force of will, his right to ‘Being’ as an extension to self,
rather than as an absolute Other. Thus Being is the same as self, and this
affirms the domination of the other by the same. On Heidegger’s
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discovery of the possibilities of Dasein in relation to death,20 Levinas says
that for Heidegger “the possibility of being annihilated is in fact
constitutive of Dasein, and this maintains its ipseity. This nothingness is a
death, my possibility (of impossibility), my power. No one can substitute
himself for me to die. The supreme moment of resoluteness is solitary and
personal” (1998, p. 51). Levinas might even argue that in Heidegger
freedom precedes justice.
What this means is that for all the brilliance of Heidegger’s philosophy,
it is essentially a philosophy of the self, of the being of the self, and it
leaves out, or does not carry through, the possibility of transcending that
self. For Levinas, this transcendence is transcendence through the
recognition of alterity - the recognition of the absolutely other - and from
the work of Derrida we can see that this alterity is the result of a rigorous
and unequivocal ‘exigency of reason’. What is broached by this exigency
could also be expressed as ‘transcendence’, if that transcendence is not a
fixed absolute beyond or behind Being, nor Being itself, but something
that happens – something that is an ‘event’. For Levinas this event is
ethical.
Love is not consciousness. It is because there is a vigilance before the
awakening that the cogito is possible, so that ethics is before ontology.
Before the arrival of the human, there is already the vigilance for the other
(Levinas 1999, p. 98).

This transcendence of the quotidian, which reminds us of Vermeer’s
painting, gives us the only situation in which reality both ‘is’ and ‘is not’.
It ‘is’ in that it is phenomenologically present to us; it ‘is not’ in that it is

20

See also Nothingness and Infinity, pp. 47-58.
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not the reality that we are used to. It has become something else as well.
At the same time as this happens we transcend ourselves. We ‘are’ in the
sense that we recognise that which is truly ourselves, but we ‘are not’ in
the sense that there is an absence of ego, and of all that would tie us to the
quotidian. Here, ethics is indeed before ontology, and feeling before
thought.
The inner and the outer worlds become one in this transcendence, and
the world we know beckons, a world now as fresh and luminous as the
world painted by Vermeer. Reality has undergone a transformation. One
might say that it is the same, but appears differently. Or, conversely, that it
appears more or less the same, but is different. Both of these statements
carry a tacit abundance of Heideggerian inferences. Of course, we are
under the auspices, at every turn not only of reason itself but also of
language. And this too was recognised by Heidegger - more so by
Derrida. So much so that language begins to fail in regard to the
imperative of experience, and it may well be that new terms will become
exigent in order to exceed in discourse, through discourse, what is already
exceeded in reason, by reason: and in painting, by painting. For the
moment, this transcendence in and of discourse occurs as an event in the
yet “to come”: for the event of transcendence can only happen in relation
to the present, and cannot be foreseen or foretold, nor anticipated except
inasmuch as it is known by a kind of “faith” in the always “to come”
(Derrida 2005)21.
The same holds true of art. Art is a language that in its purest form
does not refer to anything that can be readily identified. It signifies
21

See City of Dreams, pp. 27-28, 50-54.
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nothing that can be assimilated by knowledge. This is in keeping with the
poetic form of language that Heidegger thought might be closest to
expressing what he called ‘Being’. Adorno captures this expressive quality
succinctly, whilst implying a sense of doubling that is reminiscent of
Derrida’s impasse of reason, and boldly using the concept of beauty “as
something incomprehensible that questioningly awaits its solution” (1997,
p. 71).
The being-in-itself to which artworks are devoted is not the imitation of
something real, but rather the anticipation of a being-in-itself that does not
yet exist (…) with human means art wants to realise the language of what
is not human (…) the total subjective elaboration of art as a nonconceptual
language is the only figure, at the contemporary stage of rationality, in
which something like the divine creativity is reflected, qualified by the
paradox that what is reflected is blocked (Adorno 1997, pp. 77-78).

The reality in art does not belong to its present. It both precedes and
supersedes it. Transcendence expresses itself through art, and is effected
by art. Art is the language of transcendence, and real transcendence is
identifiable only as absolute Alterity

Beyond the Spaces of Being
In the light and calm of Vermeer’s interiors, an ontological discourse is
eternally taking place. The pictorial narrative is uncertain, enigmatic, and
the painting as mute and silent as the life of the painter Vermeer.
Although seemingly arbitrary, the viewpoint, if moved fractionally,
would alter the compositional balance. The artifice of composition, colour,
the logos of art, has been skilfully crafted to achieve – stillness. Optical
clarity both sharpens and blurs the edges of being. The images have
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travelled through time, losing something of their temporal context but
nothing of their immediacy. This immediacy is paradoxically a
transcendental phenomenon, transcending the very process of time – by
capturing a moment in space, and fixing it in the time of the moving gaze.
But the images are not as immediate as, say, the chiaroscuro of
Caravaggio. There is a blurring, a softness, that removes them from the
immediate world of sense that they so faithfully appear to represent. This
shift of focus displaces attention from the narrative of the picture, beyond
the depiction of space, and the moment in time.

Vermeer. c1663. Woman in Blue Reading a Letter

If this is indeed the case, then what are we looking at in Vermeer’s clear
and tranquil light? Perhaps we are seeing light itself, which silently
pervades all, but is manifested only by the objects it illumines – making
visible the invisible, and bringing a world into being.
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The same light illumines our own world, and the light that silently and
invisibly permeates Vermeer’s world, is reflected in the illuming light of
our transcending consciousness.
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CITY OF DREAMS

One understands that the very progress of technology - and here I am
taking up a commonplace - which relates everyone in the world to
everyone else, is inseparable from a necessity which leaves all men
anonymous.
- Emmanuel Levinas

It is not usual, in respect of modern cities, to think of their rationale as
being other than the result of thousands of years of human history and
evolution, there being a point in historical time when previously nomadic
peoples – hunter-gatherers - began to settle in more static communities
that served as centres for a new agrarian culture and economy. Along
with the resulting trade and administration went recording, accounting,
regulating and legislating, and these required the development of forms
of inscription. With the systematic application of graphic signs and
symbols, the workings and indeed the history of this emergent culture
could be documented, and its organising authority disseminated. Thus
gradually evolved the phenomenon we know as civilisation, a structure
that through its ability to speak for and to document itself in writing,
gathered to itself a certain sovereignty, a history and a telos. At least since
the time of Plato, the guiding light of this structure has been the thinking
mind, the reasoning aspect of the self. Reason appeared as a self-fulfilling
necessity, a logic that is irrefutable; and was originally tied to morality.
But from the time of the Enlightenment, the neutrality and exigency of
reason has more and more impinged upon its moral aspect, gradually
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finding a material counterpart in technology, where rationality becomes
“the organ of calculation, of planning; it is neutral with regard to ends; its
element is coordination” (Horkheimer / Adorno 2002, p. 69). Although
idealised as reason, the thought of this rationality is fundamentally the
thought of self-assertion and self-preservation, and it is this aspect of
reason that Adorno and Horkheimer see as paradoxically fulfilling the
same function as its predecessor, myth. Myth, in psychological terms, is
perhaps the individual’s vision of his own destiny, one might say the
narrative interpretation of her encounter with the forces of life and nature.
In ancient times and in other cultures, myth is the medium of a collective
life-interpretation; since Plato reason has gradually assumed that role in
Western civilisation. In the Republic is enshrined the vision of a collective
destiny founded upon reason.
The result is a system in Western culture in whose vast complexity the
threads of mythos and logos are almost inextricably woven. One is to a
greater or lesser degree bound up with the other. Now the common trait
of reason and myth is to interpret the role and functioning of the selfpreserving ego. With regard to reason, this holds the great danger of
placing a neutralising and essentially amoral rationality at the service of
self-preservation, and self-aggrandisement.
Individuals, in having to fend for themselves, develop the ego as the
agency of reflective foresight and overview; over successive generations it
expands and contracts with the individual’s prospects of economic
autonomy and productive ownership. Finally it passes from the
expropriated citizens to the totalitarian trust-masters, whose science has
become the quintessence of the methods by which the subjugated mass of
society reproduces itself (Horkheimer / Adorno 2002, p. 68).
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The political dimension of reason is obviously intrinsic to its
application. But this is true because politics is the natural extension of a
mythic reason that is able to place the self of the ego at the centre of
everything, either as individual or collective. The individual and collective
self can include others, in the form of other individuals or groups, only
inasmuch as they can be rationalised - through reason - or assimilated
through myth.
Whereas reason is supposedly in a position to interpret myth, it is
assumed that myth cannot interpret reason. But might not this
assumption be part of the myth of reason itself, the two, as we have seen,
being inextricably bound? Perhaps reason can in fact interpret myth
wisely or foolishly only according to how much it is bound up in its own
mythical view of itself. There would have to be a ‘pure’ reason, untainted
by the irrationality of mythos, to discern between the truly real and the
unreal, between logos and mythos. But what if even ‘pure’ reason were
discovered to be part of its own myth, and pure logos a delusion of
rationality? Any future interpretation of self and the world, individually
and collectively, would have to consciously recognise and take into
account the synergy of a reason that can interpret myth, and a mythology
that can guide reason.
The myth of reason has become through time and custom invisible to
reason, as though it were self-evident that reason and logic are the proper
tools necessary to further the project of civilisation, and consequently that
this civilisation is for the good of humanity, and has a historically
inevitable and desirable goal: Little thought is given to that which lies
outside the domain of this all-embracing and teleological structure. The
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purpose of this chapter is to make the myth of reason apparent, by
exposing rationalism as something different from what is ‘reasonable’,
and sometimes possessed of a dark myth of self-assertion and selfdestruction: and to explore whereby reason may recover something of the
morality, or ethics, that it once claimed as part of its own mythic self.
The key to discerning the difference between what I have outlined as
the synergetic reason and rationalism, is the recognition of myth as having
a function which alone can provide reason with its fulfilment: that
function is to reveal what is essentially ‘other’ to a system of thought that
seeks to assimilate everything to the ‘same’, whether epistemologically,
rationally, interpersonally, or politically, to the point where there is
nothing ’Other’ to whatever can be empirically, pragmatically, or
rationally defined. Of vital importance to this realisation, or perception, of
the absolutely other – Alterity - is art, as will be demonstrated through an
investigation of memory and forgetfulness, and the interruption of this
cycle, in relation to an architectural memorial to the Jewish holocaust, or
Shoah.

The Jews as Other, the Other of the Jews
This ‘other’ mentioned above is not simply the alterity to Western culture
of indigenous cultures: Ever shrinking in purity and number they still
evidence original human values and in some cases a natural and social
interactivity which, like a “pilot scheme of the original pattern of creation,
where man and nature lived in harmony together” (Van der Post 1988, p.
28) pre-date the ‘civilised’ model - and among them can be found much of
value that without sensitive documentation would otherwise have been
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lost.1 Nor is the ‘other’ of civilisation simply ‘barbarism’: in fact, history,
as we shall see, has shown that real barbarity seems to develop in
intensity along with the ‘light’ of civilisation, like a shadow that from time
to time emerges to almost eclipse its source. Rather the ‘other’ of
civilisation, the Alterity that this thesis considers important, is to be found
not in an opposite, or even in the play of opposites as in dialectics, but
within the very spaces, the interstices, of the dominant culture of
civilisation: as if Alterity were a subtle co-existent not only of that culture,
but of the kind of thinking that sustains it. Alterity does, however, have
this in common with older, more ‘primitive’ societies: that it has tended
by its very nature not merely to be neglected, but as we shall see,
sometimes even despised by the dominant of Western thought: not
despised in itself, for it is not possible to despise something which cannot
be identified with any known quality or quantity, but despised in its
representation.
For Lyotard (1990), the word ‘Alterity’ might be replaced by what he
calls “the Forgotten” of “the jews”. In this case “the jews” does not refer to
the “real Jews” as a race.
“The jews” are the object of a dismissal with which Jews, in particular, are
afflicted in reality. They are that population of souls (…) Forgetting souls,
like all souls, but to whom the Forgotten never ceases to return to claim its
due. The forgotten is not to be remembered for what it has been and what
it is, because it has not been anything and is nothing, but must be
remembered as something that never ceases to be forgotten. And this
1

Of particular interest in this respect is Sir Laurens Van Der Post’s knowledge of
the indigenous Bushmen of Southern Africa. Their culture reveals what he calls
an “original pattern” in perhaps the earliest blueprint of human society, which
until recently could still be experienced almost intact. He saw in that culture and
its mythology not only lessons for living in harmony with nature, but also a
profound meaning and an urgent significance for modern civilised society.
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something is not a concept or a representation, but a “fact”, a Factum:2
namely, that one is obligated before the Law, in debt. It is the “affection” of
this “fact” that the dismissal persecutes (Lyotard 1990, p. 3).

Thus “Jews” in particular, in their culture and beliefs, have since the
Diaspora, represented something that is by tradition anathema not only to
Christian Europe but also to many states or peoples modelled on the
polity and the rule of reason of the polis. And this is because of their
refusal to make present an alterity that must remain forgotten, but
constantly remembered in anamnesis. The consequences of representing
this anamnesis in a philosophy, a philosophy of Being that runs parallel to
the “Jewish” anamnesis of the Forgotten, are for Lyotard demonstrated in
the work of Heidegger, and illustrated by his ‘silence’ on the issue of
Nazism and the Holocaust. This will be taken up later, particularly with
regard to Levinas’ treatment of the ‘Other’, and his own objections to
Heidegger’s ontology.
But what do we mean by the ‘Forgotten’, or the ‘Other’? Perhaps this
can be illustrated by a closer examination of the history of the Jewish
people, and in particular their relationship to a civic polity, or rather an
inherent gene of that polity, that had its apotheosis – and perhaps its
nemesis - in National Socialist Germany.
There are many examples in history of the persecution of that which is
perceived to be ‘other’ to society – on grounds of progress, religious belief,
political conviction, cultural, racial or ethnic difference etc., but perhaps
the prime example of this negative response to the ‘other’ throughout
Western civilisation has been its treatment of the Jewish nation after the
2

Lyotard cites A.56 of: Kant. 1976. Critique of Practical Reason, and Other Writings
in Moral Philosophy. L. W. Beck, trans. New York: Garland.
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Diaspora. One has, unfortunately, only to look back to the mid-twentieth
century to find in the example of the German Third Reich of 1933–45 the
unbridled expression and culmination of a long history of European antiSemitism.
It is a common question to ask how a nation such as Germany, which
was classically ‘modern’ in its outlook, both culturally and
technologically, and who saw herself as a model of Western civilisation,
could within such a short period of time adopt a policy of persecution that
was at once archaic and barbaric in the extreme. Moreover, this modern
civilised state turned technological and administrative tools, which had
evolved and had been refined over centuries, to the implementation of its
anti-Jewish policies. It applied logistics on a grand scale to organise the
removal and relocation of millions of people, and employed industrial
methods to process their deaths and disposal with maximum speed,
efficiency, and minimum waste. If any trace of humanity were to be found
in this process, it was only to streamline the operation by the clinical use
of simple psychological techniques to allay suspicion, fear, and panic
among the victims, or for related Nazi propaganda purposes. Never
before or since has such cold-hearted murder been perpetrated on such a
scale, facilitated by science and technology, and in this case sanctioned by,
indeed in the name of, a modern civilised state. Although occurring
within a nation enveloped by the madness of total war, and the blindness
of fascism, the example of Nazi Germany’s ‘final solution to the Jewish
problem’ is marked, in its remorseless logic, by a rationalism at work in
policies that in any truly human context should have been recognised as
morally abhorrent and therefore unthinkable.
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Many Germans saw themselves, in the myth of their racist dream, as
the true inheritors of Classical civilisation. This is reflected even in the
view of philosophers such as Heidegger.
(…) Heidegger’s racism embraces rather more than the violence done to an
ambivalently, complicatedly, nuancedly magnificent people, that is the
Greeks (…) by the assertion that the German captures the spirit the Greeks
themselves failed to master and forgot, so that in the predictable formula
here: German becomes for Heidegger more Greek than Greek itself (Babich
1994, p. 13).

To find any real equivalence between National Socialist Germany and
Ancient Greece would be ridiculous and misleading, and would be as
insulting to Greece as it would be ingratiating to the Nazis. But of course
the Germans were not alone among Western nation-states in seeking to
emulate Classical civilisation, although some, like the Nazis, might indeed
have considered the Teutonic race superior even to the Greeks. But the
fact that in the confused ideology of National Socialism, in which the
irrationality of myth played a considerable part, Germans could see
themselves as the true inheritors of Greek civilisation - regardless of what
the reality of that civilisation might have been - is the point we should
keep in mind for the moment.
The Greek model is the historically acknowledged one for modern
Western democratic nation-states, and the Greco-Roman system - Rome of
course, although different in many respects to ancient Greece, owed much
to her influence - steadily came to be, from the middle-ages onwards, the
exemplary pattern for those emerging states, and thus for such globally
influential powers as colonial Europe and, later, the United States. The
model has been exported to many non-Western cultures, and today it is
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taken for granted almost universally, (with the exception of a specific and
mainly Arab-Muslim confederacy and with the caveat that ‘democracy’ is
open to interpretation), that the sovereign and democratic nation-state the modern equivalent of the Greek city-state - is the primary locus of
power, authority, and allegiance.
Adherence to that political and cultural model parallels a way of
thinking that in philosophy has been open to question - and the question
is still open - for a number of years. When Nietzsche declared the
bankruptcy of metaphysics, he was positing much more than simply the
freedom of the will, wherein fascism may well have interpreted the
Übermensch as philosophical justification for the doctrine of a super-race.3
It is ironic, especially in the light of later developments in Germany, that
he was in fact pointing to a fault in the structure of Western thought,
particularly since the Enlightenment, which he claimed would have, and
arguably has had, dire consequences. That fault inherent in Western
thought was interpreted by Heidegger as the forgetting of “Being”
(Heidegger 1992) which he tried to show had been assumed and
subsumed within it, without regard to its true meaning. This critical
approach to philosophical tradition was taken up by others such as
Derrida, Levinas, Adorno, and Lyotard (in varied ways, and to name but a
few): its relationship to that tradition is neatly summed up by David
Carroll in his foreword to Lyotard’s Heidegger and “the jews”:
(…) all critical thinking is indebted to this radical alterity, without ever
being able to think it as such. It is an otherness in terms of which thought
3

There are various English translations of übermensch from Nietzsche’s Thus
Spoke Zarathustra. To my mind the nearest is ‘over-man’ which has the
connotation of transcendence.
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confronts its own limitations and is displaced and opened to what it is not.
It is an otherness that all dogmatic thought strives either to incorporate
into itself or to deny, repress or finally exclude and eliminate (Lyotard
1990, p. xiii).

Bearing in mind the theme of ‘Alterity’, and applying this to both
culture and thought, and the intrinsic relationship of the dominant mode
of rational thought to the development of Western civilisation, let us
return to the question of the Jewish nation and the Holocaust: And
importantly, here we must neither confuse the Jewish nation with the
modern Israeli State nor, for the moment, with “the jews” of Lyotard. We
will relate the ‘otherness’ of the Jews to their reliance upon something
other than political unity, an obligation to the ‘Other’ that – since it
demanded to remain Forgotten – they were powerless to reify even to
serve as a target for their persecutors, whose instinctive hatred vented
itself instead on those who represented for them the alien and absolutely
other.

A Tale of Two Polities
According to Anthony L. Beavers the structure of Greco-Roman
civilisation parallels a metaphysical structure implicit to Western
philosophy, and although similar to, in some important respects differs
from, the Judaic tradition: i.e. the tradition of a nation that remembers its
nomadic roots.
The difference between the two models of society (…) is that Jewish society
is formed out of the bonds that tie Israelite to Israelite. They are their
brothers' keepers. In Greece, however, society binds individual to
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individual through the intermediary of the state. Here, the first allegiance
is to society, the civil order (Beavers 1993).

Thus the Jewish ethic is immediately at odds with one that demands
the subsuming of the individual will to the will of society as a whole, in
the name of an abstract civil power. It is precisely this that has through the
ages set the Jewish people apart form the nations in which they made
their home, not because they did not fulfil their civic responsibilities their sense of civic duty was often exemplary - but because those civic
societies perceived the Jews as also having some ‘other’ allegiance which
was somehow alien, incomprehensible, and consequently threatening. It
is not enough simply to say that Christian states abhorred Judaism as an
alien religion, because the most enthusiastic persecutors of the Jews – the
Nazis – were nothing if not irreligious in the extreme. The answer to the
perceived ‘otherness’ of Judaism lies, paradoxically, not in its religious
difference per se, but in something at the heart of the Judaic tradition that
is anathema to the secularly or religiously organised state.
Each individual in Athens can die and a new one take his place. But the
same city-state remains. Thus, though Athens is dependent on citizens, it is
not dependent on any particular citizens. Anonymous ones suffice quite
well. While Athenians are not Athens, then, the Jews are Israel and are
such long before reaching the Promised Land (Beavers 1993).

Although Beavers is generalising here, he does touch on an important
difference between the Greco-Roman model of civilisation and the Jewish
feeling for community, where community is not a reified collective sense
of self, but a people whose unity is in their individual obligation to an
‘Other’. Ironically, we shall see later through Derrida how Alterity is also
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the true basis of the democratic ideal. Beavers is at pains to point out,
however, that the civilised model he is referring to is Hellenistic rather
than Classical Greek, and that the Judeo-Christian ethic, if adhered to, to
some extent restores the balance between the individual conscience and
the demands of the secular state.4 But his most telling insights are about
the contrasting nature of Greek thought and the esoteric nuances at the
heart of Judaism, as revealed by Emmanuel Levinas.
As Beavers suggests, the pursuit of knowledge that began with the
Greeks, which coincided with a growing emphasis upon allegiance to the
city-state,5 adopted as its method the reduction of the world to rational
objective cognition - a method that in its progress and development has
ventured far beyond both the natural science of the Greeks, and the
balance they sought between art and mathematics, reason and virtue, the
state and the individual. According to Levinas this reduction means that
knowledge is gained at the expense of the unknowable, by the
“adequation” of what is unknown to what can be known, i.e. the
subsuming of the unfamiliar by the familiar. 6

4

There are several ways one might reflect on the truth of this observation. Christ
advised his followers “Render unto Caesar that which is Caesar’s, and unto God
that which is God’s”; more tangibly perhaps is the integration in Christian
culture of an individual responsibility to those in need, which is more deeply
rooted than might be apparent, and manifests politically in various forms, such
as the Christian Socialism of Victorian Britain.
5

See, for example, Plato’s “Crito” (1952, pp. 213-219). Socrates is faithful to the
laws of Athens and to his conscience, even when imprisoned by the Athenians
and awaiting execution.
6

The inferences for art are extensive, if one considers that art’s alterity
transcends this kind of knowledge. See Being and Beauty. Again, the Kantian
notion of the Sublime acknowledges that which cannot be apprehended by a
concept. This is discussed later in reference to Stanley Saitowitz’s Holocaust
Memorial.
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‘Knowledge is always an adequation (an equating) between thought and
what it thinks (…) knowledge has always been interpreted as assimilation.
Even the most surprising discoveries end by being absorbed,
comprehended (…)’ (Beavers 1993).7

Thus what is unknown, different, or incomprehensible can be grasped
by the mind through reduction to a concept, by which means it is
‘known’.

Barnett Newman. 1949. Abraham
According to Lyotard (1989) the ’Forgotten’
of the Jews is presented in art as the Sublime.
This presentation of the “unpresentable” is
an intervention, perhaps like the
intervention of God and his angel in the
story of Abraham and Isaac, that defies
rationality. The Other as the radically
unknown and unknowable makes an
‘appearance’ only as the feeling evoked by
the sublime. It cannot be known in the
ordinary sense, i.e. that which Levinas (1969,
p. 43) would call “a reduction of the other to
the same”. Art as the sublime treads a fine
line between being and the absolutely Other.

In an ethical sense, Beavers continues, this is foreign to Judaism - that is
to the subtle and esoteric core that is hidden but preserved deep within its
traditions - because it forgets an obligation of respect for the unknowable
“Other, the “Stranger” for whom there is kept in perpetuity a welcome
place in the home, in favour of attention to an exterior world of civic
responsibility. In that world objective “others” are reduced conceptually
and identified as the “same” (Beavers 1993) by the familiarising effect of

7

Beavers cites LEVINAS, E., 1985. p. 60.
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knowledge. This is evident in modern industrial society in, for example,
the way that the media presents the world to that society, and the society
to itself. The paradigms are set, not by the media, but by society, and the
media fulfils those expectations, reducing ‘others’ to familiar
representations - as in television news coverage - hardly ever venturing
into the unknown and unfamiliar, or inducing the real experience of the
“face-to-face” (Beavers 1993)8.
The current of Enlightenment thought that runs through industrial, or
post-industrial, society is primarily its scientific objectivity. Whereas
Renaissance thought, developing the secular sciences of Greek and Roman
antiquity, sought to establish man as the integral centre of the universe, it
is arguable that since the Enlightenment man’s place has been partly
usurped by the instrumentalism of science and technology, once the
servant of man but now his partner, and soon perhaps to become his
guide and mentor. Even our concept of art as entertainment must obey the
dictates of a reductive and mechanical materialism.
Reason as the transcendental, supra individual self contains the idea of a
free coexistence in which human beings organise themselves to form the
universal subject (…) At the same time, however, reason is the agency of
calculating thought, which arranges the world for the purposes of selfpreservation (…) The true nature of the schematism which externally
coordinates the universal and the particular, the concept and the individual
case, finally turns out, in current science, to be the interest of industrial
society (…) The senses are determined by the conceptual apparatus in
advance of perception; the citizen sees the world as made a priori of the
stuff from which he himself constructs it (Horkheimer / Adorno 2002, p.
65).
8

The “other”, and the “face” are terms that Levinas frequently uses. For a concise
explanation see LEVINAS. 1999. “The Proximity of the Other”, pp. 97-109.
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Adorno and Horkheimer cite the example of Hollywood to illustrate
their closing remark, but nowadays one only has to think of television
soap-opera to recognise the same phenomenon. Art - either in its
representation of the beauty of nature or in its evocation of the sublime presents that which is not readily understood in terms of an epistemology
of the adequate concept. It is other than the purely rational or empirical.
The otherness of art is rationalised by that system in various ways – as
a cultural and institutional construct, an educational tool, an economic
commodity etc. And later we shall see that Adorno conceives of a role for
art that will value its alterity as a means to counter the epistemology we
are here describing. But what is important to the present argument is that,
in a general sense, somewhere along the path that modern culture has
taken thought has forgotten its essence. Science concerns itself only with
realities that can be positively confirmed and identified according to the
rules it has constructed for objective verification.
In fact the kind of knowledge pursued since the Enlightenment, which
is based upon truth as the outcome of a cognitive process and a positive
dialectic, is in its most rational form quite different from the Greek idea of
truth as either aletheia (uncovering) or anamnesis (remembering). In the
sense of the Greek words truth is discovered rather than invented, and
every piece of knowledge brings with it a piece of the unknown. This way
of thinking, if applied, would aspire to venture beyond what can be
assimilated into the ‘same’. It bears some resemblance to the Judaic notion
of remembering the Forgotten.
This unknown, or Forgotten, in knowledge and in people, should
perhaps always be remembered and respected; and that principle is
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expressed in the way that the Jews, mindful of their history, felt the need
to remember their time of exodus, when from their constant
companionship with and faith in the unknown emerged their hospitality
to the ‘Stranger’, and their openness to the ‘Other’.

Property and Loss
This would seem to suggest that the fundamental difference between the
Greco-Roman and the Semitic (but specifically the Judaic) cultures, lies in
the former’s forgetting and the latter’s remembrance of its nomadic past.
A nation (the Jews) that began in dispossession was centuries later to be
again dispossessed; and in both the settled era before the Diaspora and
the era since then, those beginnings have remained important to its
esoteric tradition, as if to forget them would be to renounce or deny
something vital to its inheritance, to its feeling for its own very special
being.
The wandering of the emerging Jewish nation in the deserts of Sinai,
and that nation’s wandering among foreign kingdoms and nation-states
after the Diaspora, although separated by a long period of settlement
whose apotheosis was the glory of the rules of Solomon and David, are
linked by the common thread of dispossession.
(…) Judaism was founded (…) when, around 2000 BC, Egyptian refugees,
nomads, brigands, and insurgent peasants banded together, it seems,
without any coherent ethnic origin, without land or State, seeking at first
merely to survive as a wandering community (Kristeva 1986, p. 141).9

9

Kristeva’s account differs from the traditional one, where the Jews are the
descendants of Jacob’s twelve sons. However, according to the biblical account
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As we have seen, the past that is to be remembered in Judaic tradition
is the inherited experience of a people with no refuge or security in land
or property, who had therefore to place their aspiration and their trust in
something invisible, not represented in the world as it would normally be
either physically or metaphysically in the structure of a static civil
authority, or a symbolic allegiance, but in fact outside of that structure
and independent of it.10 Paradoxically, however, this may have led to the
forming of another, more abstract structure as a substitute for lack of
statehood.
(…) This people of shepherds and nomads settled only temporarily to
found their community by means of the only durable bond in the steppes
and in the desert: the word (Kristeva 1986, p. 142).11

Such, according to Julia Kristeva, were the beginnings of Judaic
monotheism and a portable legislature, both enshrined in the “word”. For
Kristeva this marks the Israelites’ acquiescence of a paternalist “symbolic
order” which through the Judeo-Christian tradition has come down to our
own Western civilisation. Incidentally, this would also help to explain the
modern State of Israel’s conformity to the general rule of the democratic

they had been slaves of the Egyptians for generations, therefore they would have
been in a state of dispossession, as Kristeva suggests in a more modern idiom.
10

The ‘promised land’ of this community, self-exiled in their flight from the very
model of agrarian civilisation – Egypt – was during their years of wandering a
kind of utopia, the ‘land of milk and honey’. As such it was an ideal, which
existed only in the imagination.
11

Here Kristeva takes ‘word’ in a literal sense, and its inscription and
signification symbolic of a paternalist order. Until the time of Moses, the direct
‘Word’ of God was interpreted by individual ‘prophets’ without inscription, and
presumably disseminated through their speech. Although the Jews, like other
Semitic nations, are paternalistic in culture, it is a matter of interpretation
whether the silent ‘Word’ they had an ear for was in any way masculine. Indeed,
with its emphasis on the unseen, the intuitive, it could be interpreted as a
feminine advocate of truth.
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nation-state, and its inability to fully appreciate or empathise with the
dispossessed status of the Palestinians.
So here we have a kind of doubling, a code formulated as an indemnity
against the loss of something that was already lost because of the very
need or desire for security. The unknowable that was immanent to the
Jews, their constant companion as they were wandering in the desert,
their willingness to make a leap of faith and risk losing themselves in the
face of the utter unknown, later became lost to them through reification
and representation in the shape of an abstract authority. This authority, as
the pale imitation of what Loss had been to them, was yet not to be
represented by ‘graven images’ - as Moses demonstrated in his anger at
the sight of the Golden Calf his people were worshipping at the foot of
Mount Sinai - but only by the ‘word’ as inscribed upon the stone tablets he
brought back from the mountain. And the Jews, in the face of adversity,
from that time onwards felt the need to identify their God of the word by
a name and an ontic form. Namelessness was represented in a name, and
their sense of the purely existent as a Being: the singular and invisible God
of the Jews, or ‘Yahweh.’12
So that which they possessed without possessing, Love, in Love’s
possession of them, they lost through their need for possession; and that
which they felt they had lost, Love itself, they desired to possess in a name
and an identity.

12

As discussed in Naming and Nascence (p. 23), the most probable etymology of
Yahweh is the Hebrew verb ‘to be’: hence “Being” is the nearest translation in
English. Interestingly, according to the same source, it could mean ‘becoming’.
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The City Within
The authority represented by this reification was essentially little different
in its symbolic power from the civil authority of the Greeks. In much the
some way, the logos was for the Greeks the invisible core of the immanent
order of things. As the spirit of logic and proportion, it was seen as a
transcendent power, and as such it opened up the universe to rational
interpretation. That the organisation of the polis aspired to the government
of reason is, as we have said, demonstrated by Plato’s Republic.
So, for the Greeks and for the Jews respectively, both the city-state and
organised religion became established as the mediators of a transcendent
power, the ‘reason’ and ‘the word’, and this power is necessarily
conceived of in metaphysical terms. The tacit relationship of the
transcendent to metaphysics and philosophy occurs also in the state and
in religion. This relationship of philosophy to the civic or religious ideal
finds metaphorical expression in seminal philosophical works, principally
Plato’s Republic, and Augustine’s The City of God. Plato makes it clear that
his Republic is not simply and literally the ideal city-state, but also a
metaphor: the citadel of the mind.
(…) and he who listens to [poetry], fearing for the safety of the city within
him, should be on his guard against her seductions and make our words
his law (Plato 1952, “Republic”, [608], p. 434).

The metaphysics that was implicit to Ancient Greek philosophy is here
made explicit. At this point in the Republic, Plato is pursuing the truth of
reality, and exposing the falsehood of imitation (mimesis - in the form of
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epic poetry and painting). We can see elsewhere13 how, according to Plato,
the painted picture of a bed must not be mistaken for the real bed, let
alone the Ideal Bed. The truth is transcendental: it cannot be represented
but can be demonstrated through logical discourse. But Plato refers to this
truth by means of representation, for the notion of an Ideal Bed is a
representation in itself. Thus what is eschewed by reason, re-enters
through the back door, so to speak, as an image. Plato makes use of
metaphor, of imagery, and thus the rationality of his argument is often
undermined. Although a writer, he claims the very act of writing is itself a
representation of speech, as thought is a representation of the eidos, or precognitive idea. Plato’s image of the ideal city, as the home of reason is just
that – it is an image; and as such, according to his own system of
reasoning, it cannot be real, or Ideal in the true Platonic sense. And his use
of metaphor exposes the need in his language for a supplement to express
pure reason.
Writers such as Derrida (1981, “Play: From the Pharmakon to the
Letter, and from Blindness to the Supplement”, pp. 156-171) have
indicated this inherent flaw of philosophy as it has developed since the
time of Plato - although this is not to say that Plato did not understand
and recognise it himself - and also how it has been passed down through
the ages within the system of rational thought to which we have become
accustomed. It is characteristic of metaphysics.
The attempt to present the un-presentable, as image or inscription of
the inimitable, is fundamental to metaphysics. The metaphysical is
therefore present within philosophy and language, and is a pre-condition
13

See Mirrors and Shadows, pp. 1-55.
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of the organisation of rational thought and of knowledge. The invisible
power, the transcendent, is always understood to be: it does not have to
explain itself or undergo any kind of questioning in order to maintain its
authority. That authority is principally overlooked as ‘presence’ in the
treatment of texts, where it remains hidden and unquestioned. It was
precisely this kind of questioning that Heidegger undertook, when he
questioned the meaning, as the assumption of the meaning, of Being.14 In
fact, for Heidegger, metaphysics operated from the very ‘forgottenness’ of
Being, although in thinking this he was, as Derrida later noted, still
operating within a metaphysical structure.
As Derrida points out, the separation of Being from beings, which
Heidegger rightly insisted had been overlooked or forgotten in
philosophy, causes that which can never be present, i.e. presence, to be
thought of within metaphysics as present. It finds itself made visible as
that which is conceived as ‘invisible.’
The erasure of the early trace (die frühe Spur) of difference is therefore the
“same” as its tracing in the text of metaphysics. This latter must have
maintained the mark of what it had lost, reserved, put aside. (…) the
present becomes the sign of the sign, the trace of the trace. It is no longer
what every reference refers to in the last analysis (Derrida 1982, p. 24).

Against this marking or inscription of what has been lost, of seeking to
forget the Forgotten by remembering it, Derrida posits the energy of
différance -

14

There is irony here, since Heidegger has already been mentioned in connection
with Greece and Nazi Germany (he maintained his University post throughout
the Nazi period, and the question of Heidegger’s silence over the persecution of
the Jews is considered by some to be germane, if not essential, to any discussion
of his philosophy. Cf. BABICH. 1994. Derrida disagreed).
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(…) it is the determination of being as presence or as beingness that is
interrogated by the thought of différance. Such a question could not emerge
and be understood unless the difference between Being and beings were
somewhere to be broached [a reference to Heidegger]. First consequence:
différance is not. It is not a present being, however excellent, unique,
principal or transcendent. It governs nothing, reigns over nothing, and
nowhere exercises any authority. It is not announced by any capital letter.
Not only is there no kingdom of différance, but différance instigates the
subversion of every kingdom. Which makes it obviously threatening and
infallibly dreaded by everything within us that desires a kingdom, the past
or future presence of a kingdom (Derrida 1982, p. 22)..

This means that Being, the transcendent, must always remain other.
Although present in everything, différance throws it into an area where it
cannot be thought of as either present or absent.15 Being, as transcendence,
must be forever ‘other’ to any kind of identification, even identification as
something invisible. Paradoxically, this is the point at which Alterity, as a
theme, becomes problematic. In discourse it is made ontic, but at the same
time there is an aporetic doubling in that it cannot be ontological. Alterity
is absolute otherness, but as alterity it is also other than absolute. But this
is not to say that it should be remembered or forgotten, or rationalised in a
category as something like the ‘ineffable’, because that categorisation then
defers its true meaning as something that can be understood or made
‘present’ to cognition: it would still exist as a concept as ‘the
transcendent’, which is precisely the root of the problem identified by
Heidegger: what he calls Being tends by its nature to “hide itself within
itself”, and this also occurs in language. Even to think of it in this way is
tied to language and inescapably metaphysical. The task of expressing
15

See references to Derrida’s Khôra in Mirrors and Shadows: The Space Between,
pp. 28-35; and Naming and Nascence: Naming a Blank Place, pp. 5-9.
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Alterity not as Being but as absolute otherness, through transcendence
itself, will be taken up later by looking at the work of Levinas.
Lyotard, meanwhile, speaks of the Forgotten of the Jews as something
that cannot be remembered. To bring it into memory is to forget that it is
the Forgotten. The Forgotten is that which is present in everything, and
can be ‘remembered’ only by a “writing” that eschews representation and
memory. That “writing” is for Lyotard a euphemism for all true art. It
presents the unpresentable of the Forgotten.

Opening the Gates
We can imagine the Jews wandering in the desert, aware of their loss of
home and security, but sustained by their proximity in feeling to an
ineffable power that existed almost as the ‘other’ of their desire for a
kingdom, a power which seemed all the more tangible and awe-inspiring
in the wastes of Sinai. How might it be possible to express in words
something that must have expressed itself so eloquently in silence that its
impression was to last far beyond those years of their itinerancy. Its trace
can be found in their religion, and in legislature: But these cannot by their
nature convey that feeling in itself in its alterity to both. Perhaps a
recollection of it can be found much later, during exile in Babylonia, in
one of the Psalms, where poetry converges with religion.
How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?
If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her cunning.
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If I do not remember thee, let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth; If
I prefer not Jerusalem above my chief joy.16

Of course, here an inner feeling of loss is associated with the loss of
Jerusalem: and there is a paradox. The “strange land” of the psalm is
testimony to the ‘otherness’ that the Jews associated with gentiles. The
spirit of the desert, where all too briefly the horizon of a community of the
dispossessed was infinite, is forgotten. The feeling of loss has become
finite and crystallised in the image of a city, and as such prescribes
automatically a culture of identity and possession, of inclusion and
exclusion, a culture of family, of blood, of race, of religion, of ties to the
land – a social culture. Jerusalem, and the promised kingdom, has
returned as the ideal, the object of nostalgia, of remembering. Through the
psalm the Forgotten has been remembered, made present, figurative;
while in reality it is, by a curious irony, as in the words of the psalm,
forgotten.
The city and the nation-state have always, throughout their history,
expressed a decisive quality that is integral to their being – sovereignty.
Invariably, cities were initially built with walls to protect that sovereignty,
and the nation-state is still defined by its borders, circumscribed by its
limits. Beyond these limits is the ‘other’, either the other city or state, or
the stateless and destitute – the refugee, the immigrant, the ‘economic
migrant’. This definition, the line at which one ends and the other begins,
marks the point of difference, the spacing that is the separation of one
being from another, of being from being. The Being of these beings,

16

Psalm 137.
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however, if it is truly transcendent, and not only nominal,17 must by its
nature as a universal remain undivided. As soon as it is allowed its Name,
to be named as a ‘transcendent’, it can maintain its indivisibility only
conceptually, appearing to be out-with the play of difference of the ‘same’
and the ‘other’. As such it can be assumed, ‘forgotten’, identified with the
civic or religious authority, its ghostly abstraction or trace sometimes
manifesting as totality or absoluteness.18 In fact, because of its remoteness
from being, from itself, it seems to allow the perpetuation of the
oppositions ‘same’ and ‘other’. But what would happen if ‘Being’, in this
context, were to freely play within the system that it seems to support, in
its remoteness, from without? A balancing principle might be discovered
between the same and the other, between the known and the unknown,
between the citizen and the stranger, the owner of property and the
dispossessed.19
This would require a new kind of thinking, which would take into
account a past that should not be forgotten, a past rooted in dispossession,
as well as a future that cannot ever be properly known, or possessed, as
the present – thereby negating “the past and future presence of a
kingdom” (Derrida 1982, p. 22). Even - or especially - in the most idealist
Utopian thought there is posited a future that remembers or restores that
which has never truly been present (the ideal) and therefore cannot,
strictly speaking, be remembered or restored. If it ever had existed in
17

See Naming and Nascence.

18

Cf. Framing Totality, and Pollock’s work as perhaps a response to this.

19

There is an aporia here of which Derrida is fully aware. There can be no
welcoming of the stranger if the host does not possess a home, no gift without
possession; no responsibility for the other without forsaking others. For the latter
see DERRIDA, J., 1995.. pp. 70-71.
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reality, it would have become static, state-like, fixed and abstract – in
short, just how we mistakenly conceive of the ideal civic society, or the
abstract truth of rational thought.
In this respect it would seem that some fluidity is preferable in the
structure of both thought and society. A fixed idea, a stasis, a referral to a
transcendent that is unchangeable, as the ideal that is sublimated within
the concept of a civic society or as the reification of reason within thought,
can under certain circumstances become manifest in a strong form. There
is equivalence between this strong form and the danger inherent in any
organised state – the blight of totalitarianism.
The named totality which made Auschwitz possible was not only the
Fascist State, but also the heritage it claimed; the heritage of a named
reason, which like a named God, was destined to its self-consummation
(Baldacchino 1996, p. 129).

Now totalitarianism has as its opposite, in the modern world,
democracy. As it was for the Greeks, so democracy is seen nowadays as a
safeguard against the possible onset of totalitarian government or the rise
of tyranny. If this is so, how does the nature of democracy differ from that
of its other, the totalitarian state? We know, of course, that in a democracy
the government is elected by the people and this, in theory, is one factor
that should ensure against tyranny and oppression, whether of or by the
many or the few. But what sustains democracy is, first and foremost, the
idea of democracy. Without the idea, the system could not come into
being. In fact, it can be seen throughout history that the system of
democracy can sometimes assassinate the idea of democracy, when for
example an elected government destroys the democratic system that
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sanctioned its authority. Nazi Germany is a perfect example of this: it
should not be forgotten that when in 1933 Hitler acceded to power, the
National Socialists still enjoyed substantial – though not decisive –
electoral support. On the other hand the idea of democracy, if it becomes
fixed, can work against a truly democratic system (if such a thing can
indeed exist). We have only to witness the many recent forms that
democracy has taken, under its own name, in such diverse applications as
the United States, or the former German Democratic Republic. But even
taking the model of the free, capitalist West to be the true model of
democracy it becomes difficult to define exactly what is meant by the
word ‘democracy’, or what constitutes ‘a democracy’. As an ideal it may
be the best one available. But if this is so it is because the ideal of
democracy contains within itself, essentially, that which negates identity
with itself. The government defined by ‘democracy’ is in its truest sense
non-governance.20
In order to arrive at this form of democracy, which has not arrived
anywhere in the world to date, there has to be a fine balance between the
ideal and the real, to the point, perhaps, where they are interchangeable or
have lost their usual meaning. The problematic of the Ideal is elsewhere
outlined both in itself21 and in its relation to metaphysics and civilisation.
In relation to democracy, by necessity “a democracy whose concept

20

The Chinese philosopher, Lau Zi, said that government should be like cooked
fish – lightly done. To be sure, Lincoln’s “government of the people, for the
people, and by the people” would seem to be mathematically and logically
impossible except as a kind of non-governmental government.
21

See Mirrors and Shadows: The Mirror of Logos, pp. 39-48; and Framing
Totality, pp. 6-11.
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remains free, like a disengaged clutch, freewheeling, in the free play of its
indetermination”, the problematic is stated comprehensively by Derrida.
For what is lacking in democracy is proper meaning, the very meaning of
the selfsame, (ipse, meipse, metipissimus, meisme), the it-self, the selfsame,
the properly selfsame of the it-self. Democracy is defined, as is the very
ideal of democracy, by this lack of the proper and the selfsame (…) by that
which from within it both affirms and defies the proper, the it-self, the
selfsameness of the same (…) and thus truth, the truth of a democracy that
would correspond to the unveiling manifestation of an essence, of the very
essence of democracy, of true democracy, authentic democracy, democracy
itself, according to an idea of democracy (Derrida 2005, p. 37).

Derrida further relates the indeterminate nature of democracy to
différance; and through the many inconsistencies and contradictions that
democracy, through its love of heterogeneity, is forced to allow, concludes
that “it is not certain that ‘democracy’ is a political concept through and
through.” It occupies a space other than the truly political, ”an unstable
and unlocatable border between law and justice, that is between the
political and the ultrapolitical.” (Derrida 2005, p. 39).
This relationship, in Derrida’s view, of democracy to différance is
testimony to its relationship to alterity. This is not to say that democracy is
alterity, or that democracy is différance. Derrida stresses again and again
that the democracy he is referring to is not and has not ever been
actualised: it is a “democracy to come”, that has not yet arrived, that may
never arrive, and it is in this that it displays a relationship to alterity. The
‘democracy to come’ is the possibility that comes with the idea of
democracy, but remains beyond political and theoretical reification in the
same way that Alterity remains always beyond its identification as a
philosopheme. This ‘idea’ of the ‘democracy to come’, which is at the
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same time a non-idea, relates to Derrida’s thoughts on a double
phenomenon that again has its roots in Judaism: messianism and the
messianic.

The Eschatology of Production
Messianism is belief in an expected ‘coming’, (or in Christianity, a
‘second-coming’) that is approaching, final, apocalyptic, revelatory,
totalising and absolute. Alongside and quite other to this proscriptive idea
- and messianism is an idea not necessarily peculiar to religion but can
have political, philosophical, social, artistic, and indeed any number of
applications - is the related idea of the messianic. The messianic is that
which is promised but never comes, not because it is bound to disappoint,
or its coming is a singular event in the future, but because it is its very
nature to be always ‘coming’. For this reason, according to John Caputo in
his work on Derrida, it is important that the ‘to come’ is constantly
remembered, because to forget it is to subscribe to the ‘presence’ of
something that inevitably will have come, finally, and the projection of a
telos of history into the future with a deferred final, and therefore fixed,
end that cannot ever be present to itself. The ‘coming’ should fully
occupy the present as always “to come”.
The essential indeterminacy of the messianic future, of the figure of the
Messiah, is the very essence of its non-essence. The non-presence of the
Messiah is the very stuff of his promise (…) The Messiah is the one of
whom we are always saying “Come”, which is what keeps things on the
move (Caputo 1997, p. 163).

To expect a final coming, one that constitutes an absolute end that will
be a new beginning, would not be the messianic, but messianism. There
29
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can be little doubt that the biblical Book of Revelation is messianism, with a
bizarre counterpart in Hitler’s prophecy of a “Thousand Year Reich”: the
thousand-year reign of Christ in Revelation turned on its head. Similarly
the Soviet Republic, which saw itself as the perfect socialist state, could
not tolerate philosophical or creative enquiry that would put in doubt the
Soviet claim to completion of the communist utopian project, the
prophetic goal of a vulgar form of Marxism.22 And this points up another
side of the teleological project of civilisation that has taken reason as its
guiding principle. Even Plato’s rigorous pursuit of truth through reason
made references to the gods, and God, of Greek custom. Descartes
included God in his discourses on thought and reality. But from the
eighteenth century God would gradually disappear from an increasingly
rational approach, in Western culture, to the interpretation of the world,
and with that disappearance came not so much the demise of religion as
its subsuming into the state.
The alliance between enlightenment and power has debarred from
consciousness the moment of truth in religion while conserving its reified
forms. Both circumstances finally benefit fascism: the unchannelled
longing is guided into racial-nationalist rebellion, while the descendants of
the evangelistic zealots are converted into conspirators of blood
communities and elite guards, on the model of Wagnerian knights of the
Grail. In this way religion is partly meshed directly into the system and
partly transposed into the pomp of mass culture and parades (Adorno
2003b, p. 398).

22

Interestingly, Adorno refers to the significance of the Greek etymology of
Utopia as “no man’s land” (literally ‘no-place’) – i.e. the impossibility of the
‘ideal’ being identified, the necessary gap of its non-identity with itself. See
ADORNO, T. W., 2003a. p. xxvii.
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This observation by Adorno, first published in 1947 but made some
years earlier, not only confirms the possible convergence of religious and
political messianism, but also describes a process within ‘enlightened’
civilisation whereby religious practices and tendencies, which are
denounced as irrational, become submerged and later re-emerge in forms
of a new, grotesque and terrifying archaism, with a purpose grown
infinitely darker and more sinister during exile in the unconscious.23 The
meaning is stripped away, leaving the vital force to find a suitable outlet,
no matter how irrational. We are all aware of the combination of archaic
elements, pseudo-mythology, and theatricality that constituted the Nazi
torchlight processions of pre-war Nuremberg, and how the unity of
destructive forces in the unconscious invoked by that phenomenon had
singled out for its particular attention all those who did not conform to its
totalising madness, not the least of whom were the Jews. Mass delusion
was eventually to find its destiny in mass self-destruction, but along the
way determined to destroy as ‘others’ all those not subject to its spell, or
faithful to its creed.
Again the question arises: how could this form of archaic barbarism
flourish in a modern state such as Germany, which over the past thousand
years had assimilated Christianity, Greco-Roman civilisation, and the
Enlightenment? And again we cannot fail to note how that other boon of
civilisation, technological progress, acted as an accomplice to the crime of
holocaust.
In tandem with the Enlightenment had emerged the great change in the
means of production known as the industrial revolution. The reduction of
23

See Mirrors and Shadows: Shadows, pp. 23-28.
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thought to the starkly rational is paralleled in industry and economics by
the doctrine and liturgy of numbers. What Plato had recognised as an
efficient and practical outcome of the polis or city-state, the division of
labour, underwent a new and disturbing metamorphosis in the theories of
the economist Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations. This inherent factor of
civilisation, whereby a group of artisans, craftsmen, farmers, builders, etc.
were able to combine their skills and thereby share in the dual benefits of
increased production and leisure time, was extended in Smith’s system by
the radical analysis of each task and its multiplication into numbers of
equal and repetitive units, meaningless in their isolation: the process
known as mass-production. The growth and acceptance of this means of
production was justified by the obvious advantages it brought in terms of
the return of goods and capital investment, and its cold efficiency was
perfectly in keeping with the new doctrine of reason and scientific
progress. The human element in production became progressively less
important, as well as less valued. Huge numbers of identical items could
be produced almost automatically, remotely, and the humans involved in
production were likewise reduced to impersonal numbered units: any one
could be easily replaced by any other - the mathematics of total and
ruthless economic efficiency. According to Adorno, this phenomenon of
the doctrine of numbers had dehumanising effects beyond economic
production, in culture and politics, where the problems of civilisation, far
from being resolved by the rationality of the Enlightenment, were
exacerbated by it.
Thought, stripped down to knowledge, is neutralized, harnessed merely to
qualifying its practitioner for specific labour markets and heightening the
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commodity value of the personality (…) Now thinking has become a mere
sector of the division of labour, the plans of the authorized experts and
leaders have made individuals, who plan their own happiness, redundant
(…) In the progress of industrial society, which is supposed to have
conjured away the law of increasing misery it had itself brought into being,
the concept that justified the whole – the human being as the bearer of
reason – is going under. The dialectic of enlightenment is culminating
objectively in madness (Adorno 2003b, pp. 417, 423).

This expediency in production was matched by an economy of thought
that excluded individual reflection and contemplation, which in turn can
only lead to a paucity of wisdom and the general triumph of ignorance.
And this in turn created a society of conformity to the norm, a society
whose intolerance of the expression of difference and otherness - which
are intrinsic to the essence of humanity and of true knowledge - was
legitimised by ‘science’ and justified by economic progress.
Germany was not slow to industrialise in the nineteenth century, and
indeed demonstrated a natural aptitude for technological progress
exceeded only by Britain, although as Marx noted without the latter’s
mitigating sense of concern at government level about the conditions
suffered by the working classes (Marx 1946, p. xviii). By the 1930’s the
industrial power of Germany (and the United States) had overtaken that
of Britain. The stage was now set for the radically new Nazi Germany’s
application of that power to mechanised warfare on an unprecedented
scale, and the harnessing of administrative and industrial techniques to
achieve the deliberate dehumanisation of a people the state had identified
as ‘other’. Marked out as different, but stripped of any signs of human
individuality, classified under a proscribed category and reduced to
anonymous numbers, they would be processed and eventually
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exterminated by the most remote and efficient method that could be
devised to cope with the urgency and immensity of the project.

In Memoriam
A study of the plan of the main camp at Auschwitz-Birkenau reveals a
geometric layout of logic and order.

Plan of Auschwitz-Birkenau, No. II camp. 1943.

It bears not a little resemblance to an industrial plant or factory. Indeed
it was mistaken for such by Allied aircraft, which periodically flew
overhead on missions to more specifically identified targets, and on one
occasion, mistaking the camp for a nearby industrial complex, bombed
inside the perimeter, killing several guards and prisoners. Likewise, its
ordered arrangement of living quarters, work sites, railway platforms,
and crematoria with their infamous chimneys screened by trees, might
serve as a visual synecdoche for a city. The perimeter fence and
watchtowers add to this effect, as the city walls: only the inclusion of the
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gas chambers would be out of place, and they mark it out to be what it
was indeed: a city of death. The shifting population of the camp was
typically between forty and one hundred thousand, about the same
number as a medium-sized town.
Elements of industrial architecture are taken up in Stanley Saitowitz’s
1996 New England Holocaust Memorial in Boston, Massachusetts; its six
rectangular metal and glass towers resemble factory chimneys of uniform
proportion.

Stanley Saitowitz. 1996. New England Holocaust Memorial

The towers are gently illuminated from within, giving them at night a
pale transparency. The allusion to chimneys is re-enforced (perhaps
unnecessarily) by the emission of smoke, which drifts up and through
them from metal grates serving as the floor of each tower. The grates
cover dark pits, six feet deep, at the bottom of which are charred embers,
and numerous small white lights resembling candles or stars. The towers
are fifty-four feet high, each consisting of six units of four glass panels
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held on metal frames. Each panel is etched with serial numbers, which
resemble those tattooed on the forearms of the Holocaust victims. The
numbers are arranged in small, orderly, rectangular units. There are
thousands of units. There are one million numbers in each tower.
Each tower represents one of the six major death camps, the name
inscribed near the entrance: Majdanek, Chelmno, Sobibor, Treblinka, Belzec,
and Auschwitz-Birkenau. The towers are open at ground-level on two sides,
and a black asphalt path leads the visitor through each one in turn. At
either end of the path are blocks of polished black granite, one giving
basic historical information and the other inscribed with a poem.24
They came first for the Communists,
and I didn’t speak up, because I wasn’t a Communist.
Then they came for the Jews,
and I didn’t speak up, because I wasn’t a Jew.
Then they came for the trade unionists,
and I didn’t speak up, because I wasn’t a trade unionist.
Then they came for the Catholics,
and I didn’t speak up, because I was a Protestant.
Then they came for me,
and by that time no one was left to speak up.

Although some of the features of the memorial, such as the smoke, the
pits with their embers and myriad points of light, and the granite blocks,
might be considered by some as too literal (Campbell 1995), the overall
effect is overwhelming. Standing inside one of the towers, one notices first
of all the numbers etched on the glass. The reference to the tattooed
numbers assigned to each prisoner is immediately understood, and
24

This is the famous poem attributed to Pastor Martin Niemöller, of which there
are several versions. The version quoted here is the one inscribed on the
memorial.
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considered. The numbers are arranged in orderly rectangular groups.
Then one begins to look around the glass walls, where the regular pattern
of rectangles is repeated again and again
in regiment, forming larger patterns. The
scale of the atrocity begins to enter the
imagination. When one finally looks up,
and sees endless identical patterns
receding, in diminishing perspective, up
the entire height of the tower, the effect
is indescribable.
On my own visit, it was dusk and the sky was gloomy and overcast.
Looking up, I could see a square of grey sky framed by the open top of the
tower, fifty or so feet above. I was surrounded by numbers arranged in
orderly procession disappearing into infinity, enclosed within the
starkness of a transparent rectangular shaft, each tiny number
representing the killing and incineration of a single human being.
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The experience of the terror of magnitude, since that would be an
ineffable experience, might be a reference point for description, but yet
does not fit. At the same time one is aware that it is art, but in the face of
its meaning any aesthetic feeling for sculptural qualities cannot be
properly considered, and the art disappears: it is overwhelmed as
irrelevance. The meaning is so stark and immense, beyond
comprehension not only ethically but also mathematically, that there is no
reference one can use to measure the feeling produced by its realisation.
The holocaust is summed up, totalised, in one instance, and the absolute
fact of its being is, and is completely outside the scope of human
interpretation, reason, or understanding – and yet, it is fact, and each
number a factor in a factory of death. And it was a fact perpetrated by
humankind.

The memorial is not only a commemoration of the victims: it is
testimony to a thought. It is the thought that killed the Jews long before
they entered the gas chambers, an abstract thought that must have
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thought itself, for surely no human could have done so. In its
completeness, its mathematical certainty, its cold detachment, it belongs
to the one dark thought at the centre of the rational universe.25
It is a radically inhuman thought, thought by humans. Should that
thought be remembered, or forgotten? It must be remembered, for to
forget it would be to allow it to grow again, subtle and unnoticed. This
was what Adorno meant by a “New Categorical Imperative” (2003a, pp.
3-33) for humankind bequeathed by the holocaust – a demand that it must
never be allowed to happen again. And to ensure this, mankind would
have to see the holocaust not as an accident of history, but as the logical
outcome of a process, the origins of which lie in the origins of civilisation
itself, and which follows in its footsteps like a shadow.

After Auschwitz
Saitowitz hoped his work would embody “the ungraspable nature of the
Holocaust, the completely overwhelming, inexplicable dimension of
dimension” (New England Holocaust Memorial 1995).
For the Greeks, mathematics was a thing of beauty. They interpreted
the entire world through Logos, as ordered, proportioned, and logical, and
this was for them the essence of beauty, of the Ideal, as expressed in the
architecture and sculpture of the early 4th century BC. At the end of the
eighteenth century AD, during the Enlightenment, this tradition was
continued, having been revived in the Renaissance and sustained in
various forms culminating in Neo-Classicism. Parallel to this,
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Here the image of the core of Hell, in Dante’s Inferno, comes to mind. It is not
fiery hot, but cold, dark and desolate, swept by a lifeless, icy wind.

39

City of Dreams

mathematics permeated philosophy. In his Critique of Judgement Kant
identified in his theory of the sublime two aspects: the “dynamically
sublime” and the “mathematically sublime”. Within the concept of the
mathematically sublime, he identifies two strands: the comprehenso logica
and the comprehenso aesthetica (Kant 1952, [254], p. 102). The logical
comprehension can easily apprehend a magnitude, such as the earth’s
circumference, because it is objective, a concept; but not so the aesthetic
comprehension, because this depends upon an intuition that is sensibly
apprehended as subjective. However, through dialectic of the
comprehensible and the incomprehensible, the subject recognises his
position as the unaffected witness, and consequently according to Kant
man feels a delight before the magnitude of nature – which delight is the
aesthetic sublime. As Kant states, the mathematical cannot produce this
feeling “unless in so far as the fundamental aesthetic measure is kept
vividly present to the imagination”, because any number or size is
relational conceptually to a larger one, and so on in proportion “ad
infinitum” (Kant 1952, [252], p. 99). But whereas even the concept of
infinity is comprehensible to the intellect as an adequation to what is
already known, 26 i.e. reduced to a concept, magnitude in natural objects is
beyond the grasp of the senses or the intellect: in reality it cannot be ‘taken
in’ – or comprehended. However, to repeat, Kant makes the assertion that
reason and the understanding can appreciate their inadequacy before
nature’s magnitude, and that this realisation leads to the feeling of the
sublime. The sublime comes therefore from a super-sensible quality of the
mind, and produces a ‘moral’, or elevated feeling in the subject.
26

See Nothingness and Infinity: Infinity Bound, pp. 36-38.
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Within the Boston Holocaust Memorial, however, the feeling effected by
the magnitude of number is intuited precisely because of the aesthetic of
the human factor, or subject. To reduce the infinity of numbers, each one
representing a human life, to a concept would be - to this aesthetic - to
think the unthinkable. Furthermore, the ethical or moral feeling that Kant
would expect to result through the sublime does not happen, except in its
absence, or in reverse. In fact what does happen is its negation, and this is
fitting, because ethics is the one factor conspicuous by its absence in the
theatre of the Holocaust. The absolute fact of the event is grasped in its
magnitude, in its totality, and the result is unmitigated terror,
unfathomable horror. To shed tears for every life lost is impossible.
Reason itself has vanished. In its place there is only the impersonally
rational, and the industrial, and the consequences of their unbridled
operation are unspeakably bleak: in the place of the sublime there is an
abyss.
As memorial, the Boston structure remembers what we must not forget.
But to remember may not be enough. Memory places an idea before us – a
concept. To remember something as an idea, a concept, or a fact, is in a
sense to deny it. Its true reality as other has already escaped us; its alterity
has been reduced to the “same” by the concept, by knowing, by
“depriving the known being of its alterity” (Levinas 1969, p. 42). The
reality of the “face to face” of which Levinas speaks cannot be realised by
representing the face as the image or representation of the other. When
Lyotard speaks of the Forgotten of “the jews” he is referring to what is
“unpresentable”: he also refers to the presentation of what is
unpresentable as the sublime in art. It is the sublime that carries the notion
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of, which remembers, the Forgotten that “must be remembered as
something which never ceases to be forgotten”. Only in presenting the
unpresentable, the “immemorial” of the Forgotten, through art as the
sublime can it be remembered. This radical alterity can only be expressed
in writing or painting that approaches art in this sense, and Lyotard lists
among those who can do this Joyce, Mallarmé, Beckett, Pollock and others
– whom he calls “the jews”.
(…) the real objective of literature (to speak only of that for now) has
always been to reveal, represent in words, what every representation
misses, what is forgotten there (…) a forgotten that is not the result of the
forgetting of a reality – nothing having been stored in memory – and which
one can only remember as forgotten “before” memory and forgetting, and
by repeating it (Lyotard 1990, p. 5).

Lyotard makes a distinction between a e s t h e s i s and p a t h o s .
Representation, even as the beautiful, is not real feeling. Only the sublime
can produce tears, “an insensible affection, a sensible presence in the heart
only” (1990, p. 35). Mimesis is eschewed by true art: it wants to recover in
anamnesis what was never present to the physical senses. This is
problematic for the aesthetic, for art, as for the very “pertinence of the
world”.
Of a world that touches, of an aesthetic world. For the unpresentable is the
in-tact, that which will have preceded all touch, and will not have been of
the world nor in the world (Lyotard 1990, p. 34).

The representational aspects of the Boston Memorial serve only to
remind us of the context of a fact. But thought as representation denied
the Other in the destruction of those who were its unconscious
representatives: the Jews. In facing the starkness of thought with the
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representation of itself, the repressed alterity of the Jews as human beings
becomes apparent. In remembering the apodictic fact of the Holocaust
through the abstract representation of its numerical reality, there is no
place for beauty before the fact. The sublime is anterior to presentation. In
presenting the unpresentable of the holocaust, and bringing it not into
memory, but into the immediate experience of time and space, art has
indeed reached “degree zero” (Lyotard 1990, p. 34)27: it has disappeared
before the sublime, but there are no tears of joy.
Adorno famously said “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric”
(Adorno 2003b, p. 162). He later reduced the severity of this iconic
statement, saying that art had an important part to play after Auschwitz,
but one in which what he regarded as Fine Art - and the qualification of
this description is for Adorno co-integral to its role - must insinuate the
new “categorical imperative” he had spoken of. That is to say that in its
‘otherness’28 art would provide the necessary foil to identitarian thought,
the rational concept that reduces everything to the same. He saw
identitarian thought as a danger that advances through stealth.
Genocide is the absolute integration (…) Auschwitz confirmed the
philosopheme of pure identity as death (Adorno 1973, p. 362).

For Adorno, there is no meaning to be found in Auschwitz, according
to which it might be seen as an error along the road of progress. In fact the
concept of ‘meaning’ is totally inadequate in the case of the Holocaust.
The only possible meaning of the Holocaust would be as a watershed, a
turning point, after which humanity must examine its assumption of the
27

A reference to Roland Barthes’ Writing Degree Zero.

28

See Framing Totality, pp. 23-24.
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positive character of rational ‘progress’:

a progress that would be

legitimised and its errors justified if any other meaning were found.
Again, as with Derrida, Adorno’s “categorical imperative” calls for a
different way of thinking, or to be more accurate, a more thorough
critique of the thought that accompanies the assumption that civilisation
has a positive teleology of self-affirmation, a teleology that as Adorno
points out self-destructed in the mid-twentieth century: the ‘adequatio rei
atque cogitationis’ (1973, p. 364).
If thought is not measured by the extremity that eludes the concept, it is
from the outset in the nature of the accompaniment with which the SS
liked to drown out the screams of its victims (Adorno 1973, p. 365).

Love Beyond Measure
When confronted with the mathematics of death as expressed in the
Holocaust Memorial, it is impossible to relate to the numbers other than
as a concept, as stated above. At this point, the human in us is powerless
to respond appropriately. Instead of a feeling for the sublime, there is a
feeling of helplessness. One realises that one’s own self and all it entails
could easily be reduced to an insignificant number etched onto the glass,
and nothing more, and this has happened to millions of people. This
feeling of inadequacy puts into question all that is assumed in a culture
endowing each one of us personally, as individual human beings, with a
life and a story that is of supreme importance to us. The Kantian sublime
can no longer provide the pleasurable detachment that is the fruit of
reason, because reason confirms the stark truth of the figures. Factually,
the sum total of human existence could be reduced to wisps of smoke
drifting from a chimney – nothing more. According to Adorno, even the
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survivor, especially if he survived by chance, may feel he no longer truly
exists, his life “an emanation of a man killed twenty years earlier”
(Adorno 1973, p. 363).
One of the problems here is a theme identified by Derrida. No matter
how much we aspire to a morality of others being the same as ourselves,
with a rationale of equality, recognising and trying to do our best for the
other, we cannot escape the fact that our very being privileges us over the
‘other,’ as another ‘being’ somewhere in the world. It is impossible to live
without partaking of this privileging. The fact of my existence entails the
displacement and even the death of others. I cannot feel compassion for
every individual who suffers, and even if I did I would not be able to help
even a tiny fraction of their number. I have to draw the line of
responsibility somewhere. Selfishness is an integral part of existence: it is
hard-wired into me. The division of self from other is ultimately,
rationally, a condition of life.
The kind of ethics produced by rationality, by equality, by numbers, is
an ethics grounded in sameness. Derrida identifies this with mathematics,
with the logos, which as we have seen pertains to the Greek city-state or
polis.
(…) pure ethics, if there is any, begins with the respectable dignity of the
other as the absolute unlike, recognised as nonrecognisable, indeed as
unrecognisable, beyond all knowledge, all cognition and recognition: far
from being the beginning of pure ethics, the neighbour as like or
resembling, as looking like, spells the end or the ruin of such an ethics, if
there is any. Some might then be tempted to say, for we must at least grant
the hypothesis, that this is actually the border between pure ethics and the
political, a political that would begin by choosing and preferring the like,
knowledge, cognition and recognition, technique and calculating law, all of

45

City of Dreams
which require knowing and the same units of measure (Derrida 2005, p.
60).

Paradoxically he identifies this rationality of equality before the state
with an artificial notion of birth that politicises primordial filial genealogy,
ties of blood, kinship, and land, a notion that is the origin of political
rights, borders, and demarcations between parties: all boundaries,
privileging and partiality.
This partiality echoes the division between self and other, and delimits
responsibility. At the same time the political organisation of the city-state
often demands an impersonal allegiance that overrides that of nature,
home and family.29 Responsibility to the state and responsibility to
personal feeling, or conscience, are indicative of a deeper conflict that we
came across earlier in regard to the Hellenic culture and the Judaic, a
conflict between duty to a shared abstract ideal and responsibility to a
more immediate reality. It could be that the resolution of these conflicting
forces lies in balancing them with another kind of ethics: what Levinas
would call a responsibility towards the absolute Other.
Levinas sought to question with utmost rigour the kind of identitarian
thinking we have been discussing. For Levinas, reducing the unknown to
a concept through which it can be known has consequences that are not
merely epistemological, but ethical. The unknown, which is initially
‘other’ is reduced to the ‘same’ as the known. It is cognised, recognised,
made familiar and reduced to the identity of sameness with the knower.
This is in fact the way that we can get to know the other person, by seeing

29

There is a dichotomy here, which according to Nietzsche (see The Birth of
Tragedy) is the dilemma at the root of Greek tragedy.
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in him the same as that which we see in ourselves. But what we are in
danger of missing is precisely that quality of otherness that makes him
different. In order to accept this otherness what is needed is the obligation
of a gift: the gift of giving to the other his or her or its absolute right to
difference. By doing this, we open ourselves to the possibility of
Otherness, which is an entirely new experience – new because it is always
different. In opening to the Other, we find it is the Same, but a Same we
had forgotten. It now comes to us as always new and is accompanied by a
new but somehow familiar feeling.
This Other is the ‘Stranger’ of Judaic tradition. Even in the deserts of
Sinai the Other is present, waiting, knocking at the door of the heart.
When we abandon our expectation of the same, and surrender to the
other’s right to absolute otherness, we open the door and welcome the
Stranger, the absolute Other, who is no-one else but our own highest Self.

City Without Walls
Adorno saw the persecution of the Jews in Nazi Germany as symptomatic
of a cold and impersonal ethic of bourgeois society, thus running together
the expediency of an economy of capital and profit and that of a culture
intolerant of difference. Moreover, in the gap between the powerful and
the oppressed, the motor of finance, the functioning of which was
essential to a system that at the same time hypocritically denied its
expediency, was delegated to those who without real power were
oppressed in their turn: namely the Jews. With the onset of economic
depression these minders of the economic engine were singled out for
blame by the masses of the oppressed, while the real culprits, secure and
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morally distanced from the true basis of their power, turned a blind eye to
their persecution as scapegoats.
The rationale of that economic system did not end in 1945. Neither did
war, strife, and the persecution of countless ‘others’ world-wide. For the
law of possession and expropriation it has been ‘business as usual’; and
the Enlightenment ideal has also continued, present in thought as in
politics and economics, blind to its inherent flaws and their continuing
consequences.
Cognition consists in grasping the individual, which alone exists, not in its
singularity which does not count, but in its generality, of which alone there
is science (…) And here power begins. The surrender of exterior things to
human freedom through their generality does not only mean, in all
innocence, their comprehension, but also their being taken in hand, their
domestication, their possession. Only in possession does the I complete the
identification of the diverse. To possess is, to be sure, to maintain the
reality of this other one possessed, but to do so while suspending its
independence. In a civilisation which the philosophy of the same reflects,
freedom is realised as a wealth. Reason, which reduces the other, is
appropriation and power (Levinas 1998, “Philosophy and the Idea of
Infinity”, p. 50).

This explains why modern civilisation, which ever more increasingly is
modelled upon an ideal of liberal capitalist democracy, fails to deliver its
promise of real happiness and security. Freedom is espoused as its
guiding principle, but this freedom is not grounded in ethical values. In a
letter to Benjamin Franklin, the eighteenth century French political thinker
Turgot reminded him “there can be no freedom without justice”. The
concept of the same, which puts freedom before responsibility, means that
freedom is really gained at the expense of the other: consequently it is not
real freedom at all – it is simply another commodity sold by politicians,
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and in reality leads to bondage. The freedom of the entrepreneur to
exploit the needs of others, and the freedom of the individual to desire
and to possess, is often what is really meant by ‘freedom’. True individual
freedom, as in freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom of
thought and other civilised rights, is something else entirely and is
conditional upon ethical responsibility. As such it is imbedded in the laws
of the democratic state, and depends upon those laws in order that its
natural right be observed. But that natural right does not depend upon
anything at all. It is not religious, or political. It belongs to the domain of
Alterity.
As long as human beings live alongside each other there is bound to be
what we call ‘society’. As we have seen, this society can take various
forms, from the so-called primitive to the civilised. Civilisation, however,
will from time to time and in some ways all of the time, deny that very
freedom that it claims to uphold. At the same time the freedom of the ‘I’,
the freedom to do as one pleases, will often at the very least compromise
the ‘freedom’ of the other, whether human, animal, or environmental.
The rational, or we may say, the over-rational mind, with its reliance on a
truth that is cognitive, that is understood in terms of the concept by which
reason reduces the unknown to the known, the other to the same, tends
towards modes of thought that lend themselves to the impersonal, the
dehumanised, the expediency of technology and of wealth, the paradigm
of possession. Of course progress, whether technological or scientific,
should not be eschewed, but evidently an element of balance is needed to
curtail the excesses of science and technology, of capital and political
power.
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Politically the balance can to some extent be found in the “idea” of
democracy treated by Derrida, which he can only describe as a non-idea,
the “democracy to come” (Derrida 2005). It is the consciousness of that
which constantly lies beyond the mental concepts and the material
assumptions of modern civilisation but which does not have a place
‘outside’ of these as a subtle concept itself (an ‘outside’ which Derrida
would term the “sans”). It is democracy without the claim to being
democracy, democracy as something that is not itself, different from its
ipseity as an idea, not deferred indefinitely to the future as possible and
potentially present, but is the impossibility of a deferred future urgently
made present.
The im-possible is not privative. It is not the inaccessible, and it is not what
I can indefinitely defer: it announces itself; it precedes me, swoops down
upon and seizes me here and now in a nonvirtualisable way, in actuality and
not potentiality. It comes upon me from on high, in the form of an
injunction that does not simply wait on the horizon, that I do not see
coming, that never leaves me in peace and never lets me put it off until
later. Such an urgency cannot be idealised any more than the other as other
can. The im-possible is thus not a (regulative) idea or ideal. It is what is most
undeniably real. And sensible. Like the other. Like the irreducible and
nonappropriable différance of the other (Derrida 2005, p. 84).

The urgency that Derrida speaks of which encourages the imposition of
what we can only describe here as a ‘feeling’ for true democracy, is echoed
in Levinas’ insistence upon responsibility to the ‘other’ in the ‘face-to-face’
rather than according to rules or regulative principles of social
responsibility, such as exist within societies. As we have seen such
principles can guide and sustain us, but ultimately, as codes of behaviour,
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as signs, signifiers and symbols, they are open to misinterpretation and
expropriation, and therefore to conscious or unconscious abuse.
What is needed is regard for an imperative issued not from regulatory
principles, whether social, political, or religious, but from deep within the
individual human being. This imperative precedes all thought,
accompanies all thought, as silence precedes and accompanies sound. It is
an imperative of the ever-beyond, beyond even its existence as an
imperative that can be signified.
A beyond that the very ‘imperativity’ of the commandment and its
goodness would signify to obedience (Levinas 1999, p. 36).

For Levinas, this imperative is ethical. Its status as being beyond means
that it cannot be identified, but it is something that in language can be
approached temporarily by the signifier ‘ethics’, as long as we understand
that this in no way either delimits or makes present what is announced by
the word: it becomes clear in this way of thinking, or more accurately in
this transcendence of thought, that “it is because there is a vigilance before
the awakening that the cogito is possible, so that ethics is before ontology”
(Levinas 1999, p. 98).30
Thus it is in the relationship to the other, the Other as the focus of all
thoughts and feelings, that the true nature of knowledge is revealed. It is
in the feeling of obligation and responsibility to the Other, in the face-to-

30

In this regard, it is interesting to note Levinas’ critique of Heidegger’s Dasein or
Being: as an impersonal neuter principle at the centre of a discourse contained
within the tradition of philosophy, and actually amounting to an affirmation and
continuation of the dominancy of the ‘same’ over the ‘other’. This adds another
perspective to the view of Heidegger’s silence over the Holocaust as mentioned
earlier. Cf. LEVINAS, E., 1998. “Philosophy and the Idea of Infinity”, pp. 47-53;
also see Nothingness and Infinity, pp. 47-48, and Being and Beauty, pp. 43-46.
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face, that there is the simple beginning and end of all knowledge, and it is
here that the only true and spontaneous Reality – that of the Self as the
absolutely Other and the absolute Other as the Self - is realised.
With this realisation I can no longer do harm to any human being,
animal, or thing, for I see them all as somehow me. Not the me of my
selfish existence, but a liberated Me as Other where thought of I-myself as
distinct from or the same as the other has vanished.
This liberation is true freedom. A world peopled by individuals
conscious of this freedom would be incapable of injustice, violence, the
violation of the other in any form. A paradise opens before us. We might
call it ‘paradise’, ‘Jerusalem’, ‘Utopia’, or ‘the city of God’, but to do so
would be to repeat history, to bite once more the apple of identitarian,
partial thought, to become rooted in time and the freedom of the ‘I’, and
to lose whatever we may have only just found.

In art - where art is seen as alterity, or
otherness to the binaries of subject and object,
sign and signified, reality and mimesis différance is at play. The art object (whatever
it’s form), affirms its antithesis to its empirical
being, and as alterity, opens transcendence:
whereby as yet unknown ways of being await
discovery.
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Derrida sees in the idea of “the democracy to come” the application in
the here and now of the kind of ethics suggested by Levinas. The democracy
to come is not the establishment of a democracy in the present or in the
future, but the realisation of the possibilities that are entailed in the idea of
democracy as a signifier, which must remain always in alterity. The
opening of the world to the consciousness of these possibilities occurred at
the end of World War II with the inauguration of the United Nations: the
beginnings of a World Government based upon a secular democratic
model. This World Government would entail the surrender of the will of
sovereign states to the will of the whole legislature. The democratic model
is possessed of a certain “auto-immunity” described by Derrida – the
peculiar ability to challenge itself whilst keeping intact the freedom that
allows it to do so.
(…) ‘democracy to come’ takes into account the absolute and intrinsic
historicity of the only system that welcomes in itself, in its very concept,
that expression of autoimmunity called the right to self-critique and
perfectibility. Democracy is the only system, the only constitutional
paradigm, in which, in principle, one has or assumes the right to criticise
everything publicly, including the idea of democracy, its concept, its
history, and its name. Including the idea of the constitutional paradigm
and the absolute authority of law. It is thus the only paradigm that is
universalisable, whence its chance and its fragility. But in order for this
historicity – unique among all political systems – to be complete, it must be
freed not only from the Idea in the Kantian sense but from all teleology, all
onto-theology (Derrida 2005, pp. 86-87).

By the same token, Derrida observes that the United Nations has the
possibility of challenging the actions of nation-states whilst respecting
their autonomy, most often by the Universal Declaration of Human
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Rights, which although as yet largely disregarded is a step towards the
only kind of universality that is by its openness a feasible one.
In these two interdependent approaches to the progress and survival of
the human world, the individual and the political, as illustrated in the
work of Levinas and Derrida, we can catch a glimpse of the vision Dante
wished in vain to see realised in his time, and a perversion of which
religious fundamentalists misguidedly desire in the establishment of the
religious state: the unity of secular and spiritual governance. The
individual has the irreducible imperative of responsibility and the right to
freedom, and World Democracy the duty and the means to implement
these. This is a transformation that can be accomplished without, or
sometimes indeed in spite of, religion, although it welcomes religious
expression so long as it does not in the end endanger the fragility and the
autoimmunity of the “democracy to come”. It is also a transformation
accomplished without the politics of ‘isms’, for there can be no political
creed that claims democracy, other than as an idea that protects the
political freedom to make spiritual progress. Perhaps the definition of that
progress cannot be and will not be put into words, other than as a kind of
dream, which claims no merit nor demands any ear but that which feels
the necessity to listen.

City of Dreams
The enduring dichotomy between the individual and the community is
nowhere more manifest than in the city. The city walls act like a frame,
delineating difference. The other is to be found wandering not outside but
inside those walls. The city frames the community
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individual an anonymous other. The state (polis) is nothing other than a
huge city. Modernism and the city are historically a joint project that
seems to have failed. From the birth of writing, the beginning of
philosophy, and the discourse of reason have evolved the legacy of the
city, the culture of civilisation. To deconstruct the city is not to destroy it,
but to break down the walls of its rationality. A city without walls
becomes a construct open to light, where intuition and reason co-exist,
and the Stranger is both citizen and welcome guest.
Charting the spaces of the city has been humanity’s destiny: unfolding
its possibilities may still be humanity’s shining dream.

Brian Grassom. 2005. City of Dreams

New England Holocaust Memorial photographs by Nancy Royal.
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