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Abstract 
 
This dissertation asks: in what way can the practice of art, and the encounter with the 

work of art, constitute the site for a form of philosophical thinking? The work draws on 

‘post-aesthetic’ theory, and, in particular, the philosophy of Martin Heidegger and 

Jacques Derrida to ask: to what extent would this thinking, or modality of knowing, con-

sist of a material or poetic thinking, and how, if it not simply irrational, would it differ 

from logical discourse? Art is typically thought either in terms of the aesthetic attitude—

incorporating subjectivist notions of expression taste and lived experience—or, alterna-

tively, as a logical enterprise, where the work is seen as a carrier of a message incorporat-

ing an analytical-political critique. This project seeks to develop a third way that rejects a 

fusion or neutralisation of this opposition. Central to this argument is the necessity of 

displacing not only what Heidegger calls ‘representational thinking’ (Vorstellung), but also 

its metaphysical counter-part: lived-experience (Erlebnis). Interrogating the fields of both 

art and philosophy, this dissertation enquires as to how certain practices of art might en-

gage in what might be art’s specific way of thinking, and consider the production and 

reception of art as a modality of knowing which displaces the modernist metaphysical 

notions of expression, intention, experience (Erlebnis), and aesthetic pleasure. At the same 

time it examines the theoretical documents and practices of (i), conceptual art, and (ii) 

John Cage and Fluxus, in order to open the possibility for a non-aesthetic, and non-

conceptual, encounter with the work of art, that does not jettison materiality and think-

ing. In accordance with Heidegger’s thinking on art, This study finds that the non-

intentionality of Cage and Fluxus constitutes a radical abstention from aesthetic judg-

ment in making art, and that it offers a way of thinking beyond the closure of the strict 

volitional model of Conceptual Art. Yet this work puts into question a certain ontological 

naivety in Cage’s conception of the listening experience as an aesthetic attuning of the 

faculties. This dissertation proposes that the encounter with the contemporary work of art 

involves a complex interplay between pre-structured experience and language, rather than 

what would normally be conceived as sensual-emotional pleasure in form, direct contact 

with experiential flux, or the receipt of a message that is the explicit product of an artist’s 

intention. 



 

 

1 

 
Introduction 
 

The guiding notions which, under the names “expression” (Ausdruck), “experience” 
(Erlebnis), and “consciousness” (Bewußtsein), determine modern thinking, were to be 
put in question with respect to the decisive role they played’  
 
Martin Heidegger (US 130, OWL 36). 

 
 

This inquiry originated from concerns that arose from my attempts, in teaching situa-

tions, to engage students in theoretical and philosophical discussions around works of art. 

In a pedagogical context it became apparent to me that when a work of art—which in my 

case was often a piece of video art, or sound art—was put before students, the more the 

work’s evaluation depended on an aesthetic judgment, the less the work had the capacity 

to provoke genuinely interesting discussion. The presentation of purely formalistic or aes-

thetic works of art, at best, served as a supplementary illustration to the history of form, 

or as conformation of the work’s accepted status in a canonical sequence of exemplary 

models; and at worst, as an object open only to qualifications of either pleasure or dis-

pleasure. I began to find myself increasingly interested in works, and arguments for 

works, that tend to exceed these narrowly subjective forms of engagement, and—in order 

to be pedagogically useful—had the capacity to engage in ‘conceptual’ problematics, and 

generate questions. Moreover, I became more and more interested in theories of art that, 

on the one hand, question the primacy of aesthetic values, and on the other, resist reduc-

tion to an analytical framework that would see them as efficient and transparent vehicles 

for logical authorial intention. 

 

0.1 Thinking Art 

In the early 1990s I came across J.M. Bernstein’s The Fate of Art: Aesthetic Alienation from 

Kant to Derrida and Adorno (1992)1 where the question is asked: how can we think of art 

outside its autonomous sphere and allow it to resonate with truth-only cognition? More 

recently, the theorisation of the emergent field of ‘practice based research’2 attempts, in 

many different ways, to answer this question, and to determine the relevance of artistic 

practices to university research. Some of the questions it asks are: How would we think 

through, or by way of, artistic practice? How is knowledge embodied or represented in the 
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work of art? How is knowledge produced in the process of making art? In what ways can 

the practice of art constitute a branch of research, and contribute to the formation of new 

knowledge? But why research, and why new knowledge? Why, as James Elkins asks, do 

we want to start thinking about visual art as if it were a science?3  Yet, the often common 

counter-reaction to thinking art as a cognitive discipline is to turn around and think of 

art as silent, emotional, personal, subjective and irrational; in short, as the very opposite 

of scientific reason. I want to argue the case to put art—or as Marcel Duchamp says of 

painting—‘once again in the service of the mind.’4 This does not mean reducing the work 

of art to theory, or logical propositions, but rather, it means considering the practice of 

art as way of thinking, that is, of ‘thinking through,’ and ‘thinking differently’; where the 

work of art is thought neither as an outcome of logical cognition, nor as a product of in-

ner emotional non-discursive feeling. I want to examine the possibility of, in a certain 

way, doing philosophy through art. Such a practice might not strictly be philosophy but 

might rather be thought as a ‘sister’ of, or a neighbouring discipline to, philosophy. The 

kind of knowledge produced through art—if it can be called knowledge at all—may not 

deliver quantifiable results, methodological formulas would certainly not be appropriate, 

and the questions generated might be interminable; forever resisting closure. Thought in 

this way, the work of art performs an intellectual vocation—that is non-aesthetic but, at 

the same time, not strictly conceptual. But rather than being thought of as a weakness 

this specificity may be what would constitute its strength.  

 

Essentially, my question is: what is the philosophical work that the work of art does? What 

is the thinking that art performs? To what extent is this thinking a material or poetic thinking, 

and how, if it is not simply irrational, does it differ from logical discourse? 

 

The rather audacious title: “Thinking Art Post-aesthetically: Beyond Expression, Experi-

ence and Consciousness” is taken from the quote from Heidegger in the above epigraph. 

Here, in a rather economical way, late in his career, Heidegger reflects on the focus of his 

entire project. His aim, across the years, had always been, he proposes, to put into ques-

tion the governing concepts of metaphysics, namely: expression, experience and con-

sciousness. In accordance with this reference the title does not refer to experience ‘in gen-

eral’ but, rather, a certain personal inner (lived) experience—a notion common to both 
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nineteenth century aesthetic discourse and philosophy. In the same way, ‘expression’ re-

fers not generally to anything that can be said or shown but to a certain inner-to-outer 

model of subjectivist expressivity. Finally consciousness should rather be thought here in 

terms of what Heidegger calls ‘modern representational thinking,’ and what Jacques Der-

rida delegates as ‘self -presence.’ 

 

0.2 Scope: Art and Philosophy 

In response to these questions my research has proceeded in two directions: one looks in-

to the writings of artists and associated theorists; the other examines the philosophy, pri-

marily, of Martin Heidegger, Edmund Husserl, and Jacques Derrida. In the field of art 

discourse, I examine and evaluate the various theories and strategies that different histori-

cal art practices have mobilised in order to think art as an intellectual endeavour. I con-

centrate on two moments in modern art which have generated a substantial amount of 

writing on the issues I am concerned with. These are: (i) the writings and works of John 

Cage and the Fluxus artists, and (ii) the polemical discourse of a certain strand of Con-

ceptual Art (Joseph Kosuth and Art & Language). Both, in different ways, owe a signifi-

cant debt to Duchamp’s attempt to think art beyond aesthetics.  

 
This thesis is essentially about the intertwining of art—or the discourses associated 

with art—and philosophy. By ‘art’ I am referring to practices that locate their referential 

context toward or around visual art institutions and practices (the central disciplines be-

ing painting and sculpture). This would include, however, installation art, video art, 

sound art, media art, environmental-earth art, and various forms of conceptual art. In 

other words, I am referring to ‘art’ as opposed to broader term ‘the arts’: incorporating 

cinema, the dramatic arts, dance, and literature. The functional arts of architecture and 

design are also beyond the scope of my inquiry. However, there are places in my argu-

ment where I find it necessary to break down such rigid boundaries and argue for ‘inter-

media’ genres that lie between media and disciplinary boundaries. The investigation here 

will be more concerned with artist’s theoretical writings in support of their practices, and 

less with actual works of art—though, of course, these are important. That is to say, I am 

more interested here in the contested concepts and philosophical underpinnings, and ar-

tistic strategies, related to the creative practices I examine, rather than empirical descrip-

tions or hermeneutical interpretations of various works of art. 
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0.3 Post-aesthetic Philosophy 

The philosophy of Heidegger and Derrida, in their different approaches, open the way to 

thinking the work of art in what J.M. Bernstein calls ‘post-aesthetic’ terms. Post-aesthetic 

theories, as Bernstein describes them, take artistic phenomena as exceeding a narrowly 

aesthetic designation formulated according to judgments of taste. Moreover, for Bern-

stein, they are ‘critiques of truth-only cognition insofar as their going beyond aesthetics 

implies a denial of the rigid distinctions separating the claims of taste from claims of 

knowing or right action’5 Further, I would argue that when the work of art is considered 

in post-aesthetic terms, notions of genius, taste, or expressive emotion, no longer govern 

the entire enterprise. Post-aesthetic does not mean ‘non-aesthetic’ or ‘anti-aesthetic.’ It 

does not call for the liquidation of all aesthetic and emotional responses to the work of 

art, or of all pleasurable engagement with works of art. Rather, it seeks to displace these 

values, and prevent them from determining all thinking and evaluation of art.  

 

0.4 Heidegger: Twisting Free from Aesthetics 

Heidegger’s thinking of the work of art—as opening up the space for the ‘happening of 

truth,’ which simultaneously involves a ‘twisting free’ from aesthetics—paves the way for 

an opening up to questioning that cannot be circumscribed by what Heidegger calls 

‘modern representational thinking.’ Here I borrow the term ‘twisting free’ from a number 

of commentators, to indicate a non-dialectical displacement that, rather than constituting 

a simple overturning, or a clean break.6 Heidegger demonstrates that modern objectifying 

thinking, rather than being the inevitable historical result of a progressive and logical de-

velopment in the history of philosophy, is in fact produced by a series of turns and distor-

tions, due to the contingencies of translation—where the corpus of philosophy cannot be 

transparently transplanted into different linguistic communities without encountering 

and instituting a new way of thinking. In view of this, Heidegger suggests that modern 

representational thinking must not necessarily constitute the only way of thinking. But, as 

Heidegger accepts, since it is our way of thinking, it is not easily surpassable. 

 

The traditional escape route from Enlightenment instrumental rationality has been by 

way of the romantic retreat from reason into emotions and irrationality. One of the blind 
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spots in Heidegger scholarship has consisted of the neglect to deal with the way that 

Heidegger sees irrational ‘lived experience’ (Erlebnis) as the flip side of representational 

thinking, and as the metaphysical determination of art as aesthetics. It is in ‘lived experi-

ence,’ Heidegger says, in the Epilogue of “The Origin of the Work of Art,” that art slowly 

dies and ceases to matter. According to Heidegger, representational thinking and lived-

experience, rather than being opposed, actually belong to each other. As far as I am aware, 

Heidegger’s “The Origin of the Work of Art” has never been examined deeply from this 

perspective. It is hoped that this thesis will contribute to the filling of this gap.  

 

A post-aesthetic conception of art involves a twisting free from aesthetics, which, for 

Heidegger, is commensurate with a twisting free from metaphysics and representational 

thinking. In my analysis I wish to emphasise two important aspects of Heidegger’s medi-

tation on art. The first is the notion of letting (lassen), which Heidegger uncovers in his 

interpretation of the pre-Socratic sense of the Greek word technē, and by which be assigns 

the role of the artist in the creative act to that of a passageway for the work to appear. The 

other aspect of Heidegger’s writing on the artwork that I want to draw attention to is the 

idea of art as estrangement, where the work renders the mundane, and everyday, extraor-

dinary. In such a way, I would propose that the work of art is an event that troubles self-

evidence, opening up the most obvious and most simple, but, at the same, the work puts 

its own status, as work and thing, into question. 

 

0.5 John Cage and the Flux 

Does Heidegger’s notion of letting provide us with a way of re-evaluating John Cage’s 

creative strategies of non-intentionality and indeterminacy? Further, is it possible to con-

sider Cage’s chance operations as, not only a creative constraint, but also a specific and 

radically different kind of phenomenological bracketing? Would the chance operation 

then, in the fields of music and sound art, suspend presupposed value judgments of taste, 

so that phenomena may be encountered as they are, rather than how we think they 

should be? It is, however, important to remain vigilant toward the risk of naively calling 

for a restoration of full presence in direct and immediate access to naked phenomena. In 

view of this risk I propose an experience of the artwork that is, in the light of Derrida’s 

radicalisation of Husserl’s insights, structured by repetition and signification. Along with 
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John Caputo I argue that it is by way of a repetition that alters, that we make our way in 

the Heraclitian flux that such works open up to us. This repetition, which is not inde-

pendent of signs and language, allows us access to the naked thing. For Heidegger, the 

way in which the work of art delivers us over to the flux, but prevents us from losing our-

selves in it, is through its various relations to situatedness, placing, and dwelling. But it is 

perhaps language that is most important for Heidegger here. In “The Origin of the Work 

of Art” he makes the claim that all art is ultimately poetry (Dichtung). I would like to ar-

gue that some of the most engaging contemporary art is a kind of poetry. By poetry I am 

not, however, referring to a traditional idea of poetry as an aesthetic use of language uti-

lised in order to conjure up evocative images. Rather I am thinking of a poetry, not only 

in a much broader sense, but further, more specifically, in the form, or tradition, which 

runs from Gertrude Stein to the ‘Language poets.’ 

 

0.6 Aims 

What is at stake, in the displacement of aesthetics and putting art into the service of the 

mind, is the possibility of breaking out from the current holding pattern of thought, 

where art is thought subjectively in terms of formal or emotional beauty; or objectively in 

terms of a logical political message; or, alternatively, as a fusion, or dialectical sublima-

tion, of both poles. The possibilities and limits of what art can say, in and on its own 

terms, becomes important when it comes to establishing models for the evaluation of 

practice-based higher degree research, or in the evaluation of teaching and learning strate-

gies that incorporate works of art as sites for the generation and dissemination of discur-

sive dialogue. In both instances we are inclined to ask: what is the contribution that the 

work of art makes to art, cultural theory, and social perspectives? In asking this, we also 

ask, in a certain way, how the work makes a contribution to philosophy. Not in the sense 

of ‘art after philosophy’ as Kosuth proclaimed in 1969, but, rather, art entwined with, or 

inhabiting philosophy. To theorise a way forward in this respect is the contribution that 

this thesis seeks to make to the fields of art theory and philosophy. 
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0.7 Chapter Breakdown 

0.7.1 Aesthetics 

If my argument proposes a post-aesthetic position in regard to art, what then are the spe-

cific problems of an aesthetic conception of art? What are its limits, and how has it tradi-

tionally resisted being put into question? In the first chapter I consider what is meant by 

the term ‘aesthetic experience’ in its contemporary sense. This entails an historical analy-

sis of the development of ideas concerning aesthetic experience since Kant. In order to 

clarify what a post-aesthetic position might be, this chapter seeks to answer the question: 

can modern subjectivist aesthetics be simply equated with Kant’s theory of aesthetic expe-

rience, or, rather, does it begin to value states of emotion that would be foreign to Kant’s 

way of understanding the aesthetic reflective judgment? To what extent has aesthetic 

modernism become the overriding framework for the evaluation of art objects? The chap-

ter concludes with an analysis of the modernist-formalist theories of Clement Greenberg 

and Michael Fried, and examines the way that the notion of the autonomy of art func-

tions in modernist criticism. I wish to argue for a certain autonomy regarding the disci-

pline of art-making, where art must not only say, it must say as art, on its own terms, ra-

ther than being subsumed under rational discourse, or being diffused into life. I thus ar-

gue for a sense of autonomy radically different from the formalist grounding conception 

of ‘self-criticism,’ which is, as I will show, a reinscription of the Kantian notion of genius.  

 

0.7.2 Conceptual Art and Post-aesthetic Theory 

Challenges to an aesthetic conception of art have historically come from the avant-

garde—notably: Dada, Duchamp, and Surrealism—but perhaps the most vocal and theo-

retically rigorous response to the hegemony of 1960s modernist criticism came from a 

particular branch of conceptual art. Chapter two engages with the theoretical writings, 

and texts-as-artworks, of the Art & Language collective, and Joseph Kosuth, which reject-

ed the morphological basis of the formalist premise of art. Further rejecting what they saw 

as the neo-avant-garde wish to break down the distinction between art and life, they ar-

gued—influenced by Ad Reinhardt—for art as an autonomous practice. Whereas the al-

ternative version of autonomy put forward by Conceptual Art places agency, conscious-

ness, and intention at the centre of artistic practice, I argue for a sense of autonomy that 

resists instrumental thinking, and that, far from being securely grounded, keeps itself con-
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stantly open to question. In one sense the theoretical work of Conceptual Art presents a 

post-aesthetic conception of art. However, there are, as I see it, tremendous problems in 

the theoretical positions put forth by Art & Language and Kosuth. However, my purpose 

here is to ask: what are the lessons we can learn from their resistance to formalist aesthet-

ics? Although Conceptual Art adopts a philosophical approach in order to overcome aes-

thetics, does their work constitute an intervention into the philosophical tradition? The 

second part of this chapter examines some of the more recent attempts to think art post-

aesthetically, following Heidegger’s work on art and the artwork, where the work of art is 

thought, non-metaphysically, as an event in which truth happens. 

 

0.7.3 Heidegger and the Work of Art 

The next three chapters culminate in an examination of the post-aesthetic possibilities of 

Heidegger’s meditations on the work of art, where he argues that art is one of the ways in 

which truth happens. However, this entails thinking the basic conceptions of art differ-

ently from the ground up. In chapter three I examine how Heidegger seeks to get back 

behind the fundamental terms and building blocks of the tradition in his careful disman-

tling of the history of Being,7 truth, and aesthetics. What we have come to regard as a ra-

ther progressive uninterrupted refinement of thought—from early Greek philosophy 

through to modernity—is alternatively conceived by Heidegger as a series of distinctive 

shifts and distortions which are not only due to the translation of Greek words into Latin, 

and then into other languages, but are, further, a consequence of how these transplanted 

philosophical terms function within different systems of thinking (Greek, Roman, Chris-

tian, and modern). This means, for Heidegger, it becomes possible to say that what he 

calls modern representational thinking, the culmination of Western metaphysics, might 

not constitute the only way of thinking. It might then be possible, Heidegger thinks, to 

get back behind, or outside, analytical representational thinking, and that such a possibil-

ity might be found in thinking through the event of the work of art. Chapter three func-

tions primarily as an exposition of Heidegger’s interrogation of the history of Being, truth 

and art. 

 

If art is thought as opening a space for the happening of truth instituting a thinking 

that twists free of metaphysics, art must also, Heidegger argues, overcome aesthetics. To 
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conceive of art aesthetically, in terms of ‘lived-experience’ (Erlebnis), as non-thinking, 

emotional experience, is, according to Heidegger, to merely oppose one aspect of meta-

physical thinking to another. In a certain way, Heidegger sees the completion, or com-

pliment, of modern representational thinking in Erlebnis. Chapter four looks at the histo-

ry of Heidegger’s engagement with the term Erlebnis, from the early phenomenological 

work with Husserl, through to the beyng-historical treatises of the late 1930s. In order to 

think art outside of aesthetics, Heidegger retrieves a pre-Socratic sense of the Greek word 

technē. The second part of this chapter focuses on the various ways by which Heidegger 

attempts this retrieval, in regard to it functioning as a term for a non-aesthetic conception 

of art—from the rather standard sense given to it within the Aristotelian framework of 

the early writings, up to its re-interpretation as the poietic essence of technology. 

 

Chapter five concludes the inquiry launched in chapter three, leading back to the cen-

tral question: in what ways can it be said that the work of art carries out philosophical 

work? This chapter explores some of the possibilities, in Heidegger’s inquiry into the 

work of art, for thinking art beyond both aesthetic and critical-analytical-representational 

paradigms. I aim to establish the possibility of thinking the ‘creative act’ in terms that 

would neither be spontaneous and arbitrary, nor calculative and reasoned; and to propose 

a way of thinking the reception of the work that is not determined by either disinterested 

pleasure, nor according to the conceptual analysis of thematic content. This chapter is 

concerned with the modes and modalities of knowing that the encounter with the work 

of art makes possible, and how these modes of knowing depart from analytical-conceptual 

epistemological models. My argument is that the work of art presents, in an estrange-

ment, a form of radical otherness that ultimately brings us back to a rethinking of the 

most ordinary. In Heidegger’s conception of the encounter with the work of art, knowing 

is associated with both willing resoluteness and a non-willing letting. Thus the displace-

ment of aesthetics further involves a re-evaluation of the act of artistic creation where it is 

thought more as an event in which phenomena are let to emerge, more than a strictly 

voluntary act—whether that be spontaneous or calculated. If the disciplines of art mak-

ing, and the modes of encounter with the work of art entail a non-willing letting, then 

can they be conceived as providing the basis of a fundamental phenomenological starting 

point free from untested axiomatic assumptions? 
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0.7.4 Sound, Phenomenology, and Concrete Knowledge 

If phenomenology (at least in Heidegger’s terms) is a method of ontological investigation, 

and if post-aesthetic art can be said to be an ontological revealing, does the work of art 

constitute a form of phenomenological practice or research? If so, as a way of knowing—

in terms of what would seem to be a direct and immediate way to the ‘real’—what are the 

implications of such an approach that gives primacy to pure perception and immediate 

experience? What is at stake in such a question is the status of concrete knowing through, 

and by means of, the encounter with the work of art? In the following three chapters I 

turn to a consideration of sound art from the perspective of ontology and phenomenolo-

gy. The contrasting sonic practices of Pierre Schaeffer and John Cage—as constituting 

two paternal discourses of sound art—are measured in relation to Husserl’s phenomenol-

ogy, and Heidegger’s notions of situatedness and releasement, respectively, in chapters six 

and seven. I provisionally place Cage and Schaeffer on opposite sides of what Brandon 

LaBelle calls the ‘contextual debate’ in music and sound art, and argue that Cage’s non-

aesthetic strategies of non-intentionality and indeterminacy constitute a much more radi-

cal phenomenological investigation than Schaefferian ‘sonic research,’ as well as a dis-

placement of aesthetics in the act of composition. 

 
In chapter six I set out to show that Schaeffer’s phenomenological method of sonic re-

search results in a categorising of sound according to aesthetic presuppositions. Moreover, 

I suggest that this aestheticisation may be the effect of what Derrida calls a latent aesthet-

ics within Husserl’s phenomenology. Another problem with Schaeffer’s research, and 

what restricts it to a purely aesthetic framework, is that it isolates sound from its envi-

ronmental context. This chapter asks to what extent is this decontextualisation a conse-

quence of the thinking associated with Husserl’s transcendental and eidetic reductions, 

and sets out to untangle the ontological from the aesthetic in sound art practices. 

 
In order to address these problems, chapter seven turns to the more existential ap-

proach of John Cage that, in a different phenomenological attitude, lets sounds be them-

selves and reveal themselves to us as they are. In this chapter I detail the various ways in 

which I propose Cage’s methodology overcomes the two problems presented by 

Schaeffer’s sonic research: (i) the unavoidable aesthetic presuppositions that in the form 
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of an unchecked position-taking threaten to undermine the objectivity of the research; (ii) 

the suppression of worldly context in the investigation and presentation of sound. I com-

pare this approach philosophically to Heidegger’s thinking of situatedness and Gelassen-

heit, contending that Cage’s indeterminate operations function as a kind of phenomeno-

logical bracketing an abstention, which lets sounds be, by suspending aesthetic values of 

taste, and giving us access to the uncontaminated flux of experiential sound. 

 
In the last section of chapter seven, and in chapter eight, however, I begin to question 

such dreams of naked presence, and inquire into the means by which we might gain ac-

cess to the ‘unmediated’ flux? Is there ever a blank space or reception, or a pre-

suppositionless starting point? For Heidegger and Husserl, experience is pre-structured 

according to shifting personal horizons. I argue, following John Caputo— drawing on 

the more radical potentialities of Husserl’s phenomenology critically worked through by 

Derrida—for a protentional-retentional structure of experience, constituted by repetition 

and language, in order to determine the limits of concrete knowing, and to question the 

primacy that such procedures give to immediate experience. My argument here is that 

there can be no purely visual, tactile or sonorous work of art that is free of traces. Rather, 

I ask how the work of art hands us over to the flux, while at the same time, denying the 

immediacy of a simple presence. 

 
0.7.5 From Sound to Language 

If meaningful access to the flux is impossible without repetition and language, should art 

then turn to language, not in order to surpass or suppress experience, but to engage in the 

play between the implicit and explicit structures of experience? Chapter nine examines 

how, in non-intentional work, intention can ethically fold back into the work. Here I 

compare Derrida’s non-voluntaristic notion of iterability with what Joan Retallack calls 

the ‘poethical.’ In this chapter I ask: what ways can non-intention—as the enacting of a 

non-willing thinking—function in poetic discourse, and what are the ethics of non-

intentionality? If, as Derrida argues, the structure of iterability prevents authorial inten-

tion functioning as the guarantor of meaning, can a distinct line be drawn between the 

univocity of rational ‘transparent’ discourse, and the equivocity of poetic forms of dis-

course? I argue for the role of the constraint (the aleatory operation or systematic rule), as 

a suspension of taste and syntactical oppositional pre-ordering, but not without a certain 
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ethical vigilance that compels an intervention in, or deflection of the meaning effects 

produced by the text. This is not to suggest, however, that we think of works of art, in 

structuralist, or post-structuralist, terms as merely texts. Despite the overturning of aes-

thetic subjectivity, and the critique of the self-sufficient art object, carried out by the 

Conceptual Art of the 1960s, works of art continue to manifest as material, physical, enti-

ties. In the wake of Derrida’s deconstruction of the empirical and phenomenological 

claims to direct and immediate experience, how are we to think of the work of the work 

in terms of its materiality? 

 

How are we to think, in art and language, the interplay of word and thing, image and 

text, sound and grapheme, post-aesthetically?  In chapter ten I suggest that this entails a 

double movement in which the word and the thing, image and text, are thought together 

in terms of non-transparency and difference: in terms of both poetics and materiality. 

This involves a use, and a conception, of language that goes beyond the simple opposition 

of logical transparency and aesthetic opacity. Certain authors associated with ‘language 

writing,’ and ‘conceptual writing,’ argue for a writing practice that functions as a form of 

conceptual art. Here I argue for a conceptual visual art practice that functions as a kind of 

poetry: that is, an engagement with language that acknowledges and puts into play the 

materiality or thickness of language, in relation to the connotational pre-delineatory 

structure of images. 

 
0.8 Overview 

I am not attempting to present an overarching theory of art, nor is my purpose to deter-

mine the totalising requirements for a post-aesthetic theory of the work of art. The ways 

in which the work of art can twist free of aesthetics and become the site of thinking are 

indeed multiple. At the same time, I am not advocating the production of dry academic 

art, nor am I wishing to restrain desire or purge the experience of art of any pleasure. I am 

not arguing against emotion and feeling per se. Rather, as John Cage puts it: ‘...I give the 

impression that I am against feelings. But what I am against is the imposition of feel-

ings.’8 Works of art certainly have the capacity to move us, but this does not mean that 

emotional responses or judgments of taste should be the primary criterion for assessing 

the value and quality of works of art. Nor should feeling be considered to be the ultimate 
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origin or creative source of the work of art. Rather, my argument is that the primary con-

sideration of what the work gives us is what it gives to thinking.  

 
Nor could it be said that I am arguing for a new kind of art, or proclaiming the post-

aesthetic as a movement implying a periodisation. I am convinced that a great deal of 

contemporary art transcends the opposition between rational ‘truth only’ cognition, and 

‘irrational,’ intuitive, emotive expression; a divide as old as the ancient quarrel between 

philosophy and poetry. What I want to emphasise is the power, at a deep level, that this 

divide imposes on our thinking about art. Its power lies in its simplicity, because thinking 

any other way is fraught with extreme difficulties. But should that stop us? Rather, I pro-

pose that we should embrace these difficulties, and that art should, in a certain way, add 

friction, and be difficult, rather than opting for easy and convenient metaphysical escape 

routes.  

 
Although it strives to develop a line of thinking initiated by Heidegger, this is not 

strictly a thesis on Heidegger.  However, it necessarily demands a substantial amount of 

laborious explication in order to engage in the complexity of his thinking on the work of 

art. Rather than trying to force Heidegger’s thinking into a grid of explanation, this thesis 

aims to extend his thinking on the work of art, and the various aesthetic and post-

aesthetic theories that draw on his work: namely those of Krzysztof Ziarek, Gerald Bruns, 

Gianni Vattimo, and Miguel de Beistegui. It further attempts to reconcile certain 

Heidegger scholarship that would seem not to be immediately pertinent to art—Jeff 

Malpas’s writings on space and place, Bret Davis’s inquiry into Heidegger’s displacement 

of voluntarism, and John Caputo’s ruminations on flux and repetition. The twisting free 

from aesthetics that I argue for here is simultaneously a twisting free from the guiding 

notions of metaphysics—expression, lived experience (Erlebnis), and consciousness—that 

the mature Heidegger, looking back on his career, thought that he had done his best to 

overcome. However, I must stress the impossibility of any simple, direct, and more or 

less, immediate overcoming. To entertain such an idea would be to adopt a transcendent 

perspective. The problem with such a perspective is that it risks subsuming the object of 

analysis under the very terms that it is trying to overcome. Because these problems cannot 

be handled with philosophically clean hands, the adoption of an immanent perspective is 

required. Such a perspective is not easy—if at all possible—to maintain within the struc-
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ture of a traditional dissertation. Bearing this in mind, let us rehearse what might be 

called the standard objection: that the author seeks to overcome binary oppositions whist 

still operating within the framework of such oppositions. In view of this I wish to empha-

sise two points.  First, this thesis does not call for an overturning of the dominant con-

cepts of Western metaphysics, but rather a twisting free, a displacement, which is never 

immediate, absolute, and might not even be permanent. Second this thesis does not pro-

pose that such a twisting free can be carried out, nor that its operations can be totalised 

and circumscribed, by means of a logical argument presented in the style of a dissertation. 

Rather, it argues that the work of art presents one of the ways in which the thinking re-

quired for such a displacement may be brought about. The work of art, thought in differ-

ent terms, would have the capacity to lead us toward a non-metaphysical mode of think-

ing. 
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1. Untangling Aesthetics 

 

In what ways can we think art and philosophy together? Certainly such a conjunction 

would require more than the mere illustration of philosophical ideas with works of art. 

Nor is it a question of philosophy influencing art or art influencing philosophy. It is ra-

ther that art and philosophy both belong to the same history of thought, that they are 

culturally connected in various ways by differing logics. Traditionally, aesthetics is 

thought of as a branch of philosophy, and yet it is one whose very definition designates a 

mode of experience that remains foreign to philosophy, if we consider, in a generalised 

sense, that the aim of philosophy is to establish grounds for universal validity. What is it 

that we mean by aesthetics?  

 
The term ‘aesthetics’ was coined by Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, in 1735, from 

the Greek aisthēsis, which refers to the science or modality of sense perception. Baumgart-

en, however, shifts the emphasis way from sense perception as such, and toward the study 

of perfect sensuous representation as a lower level counterpart to logic. Thus the term be-

gins to be taken as the study of the beautiful and the sublime.1 However, much confusion 

is generated by the shorthand use of the term ‘aesthetic’ (as an adjective) to describe two 

very different ideas. In one sense it refers to ‘aesthetics’ which, in the broad sense, names 

the field in philosophy or critical theory that reflects on art (as a distinct human activity) 

and works of art. In another sense it designates ‘the aesthetic,’ or more precisely ‘the aes-

thetic attitude’ or ‘aesthetic experience.’ The aesthetic—or more precisely, ‘aesthetic 

judgment,’ in the Kantian sense—names the disinterested judgments of taste that one 

makes when encountering the beautiful in art and nature. In short we routinely use the 

term ‘aesthetic’ to describe the discourse on art and the beautiful, and, at the same time, 

the experience of art and the beautiful that this discourse attends to. When Jacques 

Rancière begins his Aesthetics and its Discontents, with the sentence, ‘aesthetics has a bad 

reputation,’2 he is referring to the charge, that issues constantly in recent years, that aes-

thetics as a philosophical theoretical discourse seeks to hijack and capture the power of art 

for itself. Thus when Rancière deploys the term anti-aesthetic to describe this view, he is 

not speaking in the manner of Duchamp’s, or Conceptual Art’s, opposition to aesthetic 

values, but almost the very opposite. It would not be possible to say that Rancière, in his 
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support for ‘aesthetics,’ is arguing against such anti-aesthetic attitudes. Rather it seems 

that his position is closer to what J.M. Bernstein calls ‘post-aesthetic theory.’ The major 

difference between these two thinkers is that Bernstein defines aesthetics as ‘the theoreti-

cal discourse that comprehends art in its autonomous, post-Christian guise,’3 whereas 

Rancière comprehends it in terms of the discourse on art in general. The ambivalence 

again comes to be seen when Alison Ross argues that Heidegger’s writing steers philoso-

phy in an ‘aesthetic direction.’ 4  While, Bernstein and Krzysztof Ziarek argue that 

Heidegger’s work represents a ‘post-aesthetic’ approach. Here Ross—although she pro-

poses that Heidegger’s direction is based on Kant’s Critique of Judgement—is using the 

term aesthetic to describe a particular use of language that may be said to deviate from a 

direct and transparent usage. The anomaly which allows Ross to designate Heidegger’s 

project as ‘aesthetic,’ even though Heidegger speaks of ‘overcoming aesthetics,’ is made 

possible due to a shift in semantics. This thesis takes a post-aesthetic approach. Put simp-

ly, this is an approach that considers the work of art in terms of transcending strictly for-

mal and emotional determinations. Post-aesthetic does not mean—in a way that might be 

misconstrued from Rancière’s and Ross’ usage of the word ‘aesthetic’—a reaction to a 

perceived dominance of aesthetic theory over actual works of art, nor a turn toward ra-

tional transparent language in philosophy. Thus when I use the word ‘aesthetic,’ in a 

phrase such as ‘the aesthetic view of art,’ I am referring to the primacy of aesthetic experi-

ence in art according to subjective judgments of taste and the emotion. 

 
1.1 Aesthetics 

J. M. Bernstein in his The Fate of Art: Aesthetic Alienation from Kant to Derrida and Ador-

no, was possibly the first to describe Heidegger’s conception of art—or rather what art 

should become—as ‘post-aesthetic.’5 For Bernstein, post-aesthetic theories of art issue a 

challenge to the hegemony of ‘truth-only cognition’ as the only real base of knowledge 

and knowledge making. The view presented by post-aesthetic theories is that if art re-

mains limited to aesthetic concerns, it has no possibility of escaping its autonomous isola-

tion from the other spheres of activity that constitute enlightened modernity: namely ra-

tional truth only cognition (science), and right action (morality). A purely aesthetic, non-

cognitive, conception of art, for Bernstein, consigns art to the fate of being imprisoned 

within an impotent world of illusion. As Bernstein puts it: ‘The experience of art as aes-

thetical is the experience of art as having lost or been deprived of its power to speak the 
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truth—whatever truth will mean when no longer defined in exclusive ways.’6 Bernstein 

describes this loss as ‘aesthetic alienation.’  The challenge then, as Bernstein sees it, is to 

think art as occupying a place that is not outside of moral and epistemic reason. Bernstein 

concludes that art in modernity functions as a placeholder for an absent politics, where 

the gap between the original truth claim of a work of art, and the aesthetic response to it, 

is the uninhabitable space where the work of art is experienced in terms of its excess to 

aesthetics. This gap is the place, for Bernstein, where a critique of dominant culture re-

mains possible. Bernstein’s analysis of aesthetic alienation owes much to the work of 

Hans-Georg Gadamer, although Bernstein considers Gadamer’s interpretation of 

Heidegger’s thinking of the work of art as being a little too conservative 

 
A student of Heidegger’s Marburg lectures, Gadamer begins in his 1960 opus, Truth 

and Method, with a critique of aesthetic consciousness, where he argues that aesthetics 

gets in the way of the truth content of a work of art. The concept of genius is, for Gada-

mer, the central tenet of what he calls the subjectivised view of aesthetics, or aesthetic 

consciousness (aesthetische Bewußtsein), which separates truth from work, restricting 

knowledge to a scientific conception of truth. By a process of abstraction and decontextu-

alisation, in aesthetic consciousness, the work of art becomes a ‘pure’ work of art disasso-

ciated from its world. Gadamer’s approach seeks to develop a conception of knowledge 

that is experienced through the work of art but which also corresponds to a holistic her-

meneutic experience.  If a post-aesthetic approach to the problems of the production and 

reception of works of art seeks to overcome aesthetics, what is it that constitutes an aes-

thetic attitude? In this chapter I argue, following Gadamer, that the aesthetic conception 

of art is not limited to the Kantian model elucidated in the Critique of Judgement, and, 

moreover, that the dominant sense of the aesthetic disposition, as it is developed 

throughout the eighteenth, nineteenth, and into the twentieth century, is much more 

deeply problematic than Kant’s formulation. In short, this chapter sets out to determine 

what it is that a post-aesthetic conception of art seeks to overcome.  

 
Although Heidegger, from 1935 on, constantly gives the term aesthetics a derogatory 

cast, in the 1936 lecture series on Nietzsche, “Der Wille zur Macht als Kunst” (“The Will 

to Power as Art”), he defends the disinterested attitude formulated in Kant’s Critique of 

Judgement against the misinterpretations of Nietzsche and Schopenhauer, and proceeds to 
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render Kant’s conception of aesthetic Judgment ontologically, in terms of ‘self showing’ 

of Being in a ‘free granting.’ Thus, although this defence of the Third Critique amounts 

to only a few pages in Heidegger’s oeuvre, we can surmise that the conception of aesthet-

ics that he finds problematic is not to be found in Kant—or at least not according to 

Heidegger’s idiosyncratic reading of Kant. If the aesthetics that Heidegger wishes to over-

come—that he describes as ‘the debris of nineteenth century aesthetic doctrines’ (NI 107, 

N 108), and that Gadamer refers to in the term ‘aesthetic consciousness’—is not Kantian, 

then what is it? It could be argued that in the Nietzsche lectures Heidegger radically de-

forms Kant’s third Critique, skewing it to an ontological reading—a reading that is whol-

ly consistent with Heidegger’s treatment of the Critique of Pure Reason, in his Kant and 

the Problem of Metaphysics.7 In taking such a view we could argue that what Heidegger 

seeks to overcome under the name of aesthetics, might only be the standard interpreta-

tion of the third Critique: an interpretation we could assume, Heidegger objects to. This 

would be only partially correct. There are other issues involved in what Heidegger under-

stands as aesthetic experience. Much of what Heidegger finds offensive in aesthetics—

expression of inner subjective emotion, an experience that merely flounders in feeling and 

pleasure, and the idea of aesthetic cultivation—I would argue, are thoroughly un-

Kantian. 

 
1.2 Kantian Aesthetics and After 

Kant provides us with the key concepts of a philosophy of modern aesthetic experience: 

disinterested taste and creative genius. However, modern aesthetics develops to cover a 

much broader field: from the absolute autonomy of art for art’s sake, to theories of psychi-

cal distance, emotional transmission, intuition, insight, empathy, experience, gestalt psy-

chology and significant form. Central to the development of modern aesthetics is the ro-

mantic emphasis on expression, and moreover, the expression of innerness and emotion. 

For Kant, the kind of judgments that we make, regarding the quality of aesthetic phe-

nomena, are judgments of taste, which are made without interest. This distinguishes 

them from sensuous judgments of the pleasant (or agreeable), and from practical-moral 

judgments of the good, which are both, as Kant claims, bound up with interest. By disin-

terested, Kant means that the observer of a certain object is ultimately indifferent to its 

existence, or has no stake in it being what its is. Objects that provide the kind of satisfac-

tion that appeals to pure judgments of taste, Kant calls ‘beautiful.’ Judgments of taste, 
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according to Kant, cannot be cognitive or objective, in the full sense of the term. They 

are contemplative and, as Kant suggests, combine the imagination with the understand-

ing. However, the satisfaction that derives from judgments of taste must be, for Kant, 

universal, i.e., valid for everyone. This is not the case with the merely agreeable (das An-

genehme), where tastes can differ, (as in the like or dislike of certain foods). The universal-

ity of aesthetic judgments, however, cannot be grounded on concepts. This means that 

there can be no rules accountable for the formulation good or bad taste. The aesthetic 

idea, for Kant, is a ‘representation of the imagination which induces much thought, yet 

without the possibility of any definite thought whatever, i.e., any concept, being adequate 

to it’ (CoJ 175-76 §49). The rational idea, on the other hand, is a concept to which no 

intuition (or representation of the imagination) can be adequate. 

 
What could be called the aesthetic attitude to art today is certainly not limited to the 

Kantian conception of aesthetic judgment: the beautiful and the sublime, and the natural 

predisposition of genius. My contention is that most, if not all, current theories that at-

tempt to link art practice to knowledge making (research), from within an aesthetic 

framework—or at least one that privileges the primacy of aesthetic-intuited-felt decision 

making, over conceptual (or even other non-propositional) methodologies, can be ulti-

mately traced back to romantic conceptions of aesthetics, uncritically handed down 

through modernist criticism. 

 
Romanticism inaugurates a shift away from Kantian ideas of taste and beauty towards 

the aesthetics of feeling: emotion and expression. It is against a background of Enlight-

enment rationalism that emotional intuitionism emerges as, what is seen to be a necessary 

humanistic correction. Accompanying this shift is a growing denigration of imitative rep-

resentation—art as a copy of nature and reality—in favour of individuality of expression 

and originality that find their expression in moods, emotions and feelings. Kant’s idea of 

genius as ‘the innate mental aptitude (ingenium) through which nature gives the rule to 

art’ (CoJ, 168 §46, Kant’s emphasis) becomes a distinctly interiorised, originating, and 

authentic human capacity, which takes the form of a ‘natural force’—as in Schelling and 

Goethe, or as a creative capacity that rivals God. As Monroe C. Beardsley observes, ‘Artis-

tic production comes to be conceived as an act of self-expression; and the critic, as the 
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[nineteenth] century moves on, feels a growing concern with the artist’s sincerity, with 

the details of his biography, with his inner spiritual life.’8  

 

Gadamer, in Truth and Method, provides us with some indications of how certain 

shifts of emphasis occurred in aesthetic theory in the immediate wake of Kant, where ge-

nius begins to displace the concept of taste as a moral idea (universalised by the original 

Roman idea of sensus communis). Gadamer draws attention to a significant change in the 

metaphysical background which forms the basis of the aesthetic apprehension of natural 

beauty, and which ties genius back to nature. In accordance with this change, Gadamer 

argues, the standpoint of art (and the artist) displaces the primacy given to nature in the 

conceptions of taste and genius. Although Schiller models his idea of aesthetic education 

on Kant’s symbolic analogy between the beautiful and the morally good, it is when the 

concept of art gets pushed to the foreground, Gadamer observes, that values of taste are 

no longer seen as having a moral dimension. That is, they become separated from the 

idea of the sensus communis as ‘the sense that founds community’ (TM 19). The moral 

dimension of taste, as Gadamer argues, is tied to the categorical imperative, which enables 

one to imagine oneself in the position of another. If, for instance, I find an object beauti-

ful, I then insist that anyone else ought to find it beautiful as well. The judgment is made 

through a consideration of an imagined universal coming-to-agreement that overrides the 

personal. It is thus possible, according to Kant’s theory of taste, Gadamer argues, to be 

pleased by a work of art but not find it to be satisfying a judgment of taste.  

 
1.3 Symbol and Allegory 

Gadamer chooses, as an example of the rise of the value of experience as the basis of art, 

and the corresponding devaluation rhetoric, to demonstrate how the opposition between 

symbol and allegory develops after Kant: a distinction in which the symbol becomes the 

universal concept of aesthetics. In ‘contrasting the symbolic (conceived as something in-

herently and essentially significant) with the allegorical, which has external and artificial 

significance,’ Gadamer argues, ‘The symbol is the coincidence of the sensible and the 

non-sensible’ (TM 64). Under genius, subjectivisation, and expression, the symbol is op-

posed and valued over allegory. The symbol is seen as indeterminate, infinite and inex-

haustible, whereas the allegory is denigrated as over-rational, ‘of carrying a more exact 

relation to meaning’ and of thus being exhaustible (TM 65). The symbol (the German 
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translation from the Greek is Sinnbild, literally meaning-image) as self-referential and 

concrete image becomes, according to Gadamer, the basic and universal aesthetic con-

cept. As the consonant coincidence of sensible appearance and intelligible meaning, the 

symbol mirrors a coincidence based on former religious functionality. This is the form 

that the eighteenth century gives to what Bernstein describes, in his Classic and Romantic 

German Aesthetics, as ‘aesthetic reason’ or ‘aesthetic rationality.’9 Bernstein observes that 

‘Aesthetic reason is a reason aestheticized, drawn out of its logical shell where the rules of 

deductive reason are constitutive to become, in its reformed disposition imbued with 

spirit, feeling, sensuousness, life.’10 Aesthetic reason, Bernstein suggests, is a response to 

the perceived crisis of Enlightenment rationality that claims to ‘suspend’ instrumentalism, 

and the consequent disenchantment and dematerialisation of nature, and, at the same 

time, ‘reveal the possibility of human meaningfulness as materially saturated and so em-

bodied…’11 But this fusion or synthesis of sensible and intelligible, of creativity and cog-

nition, is not without problems. As Gadamer argues, ‘the symbol does not simply dissolve 

the tension between the world of ideas and the world of the senses: it points up a dispro-

portion between form and essence, expression and content’ (TM 67), which is the origin 

of its peculiar undecidedness and religious power. In contrast, Kant thinks of the sym-

bol— as when he says ‘the beautiful is the symbol of the morally good’ (CoJ 223 §59)—

as a presentation based on analogy. Here Gadamer observes that ‘Kant combines the de-

mand for full freedom of reflection in aesthetic judgment with its humane significance’ 

(TM 65). 

 
Against the primacy of genius, and full original experience transmitted through the 

spontaneous action and force of expression, the ‘ingenious manipulation of fixed forms 

and modes of statement’ (TM 62), of rhetoric and allegory, is devalued. In such a climate, 

allegory, which ‘rests on firm traditions and always has a fixed, statable meaning, which 

does not resist rational comprehension through the concept’ (TM 68), is regarded as 

overdetermining, external and secondary. With Enlightenment rationalisation, as art be-

comes free of dogmatic and religious bonds, the unconscious production of genius and 

the organicity of the symbol emerges as triumphant over ‘cold and rational allegory’ (TM 

68-69). Lived experience (Erlebnis) then becomes, in the nineteenth century ‘the highest 

standard of value’ (TM 69). As Gadamer puts it: 
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Schleiermacher’s appeal to living feeling against the cold rationalism of the Enlight-

enment, Schiller’s call for aesthetic freedom against mechanistic society, Hegel’s 

contrast between life (later, spirit) and “positivity,” were the forerunners of the pro-

test against modern industrial society, which at the beginning of our century caused 

the words Erlebnis and Erleben to become almost sacred clarion calls (TM 55). 

 

Typical of nineteenth century aesthetic theory, where the originating expressive emo-

tion of the artist-genius is elevated over the actual work of art itself, is Eugene Véron’s 

L’Esthétique (1878). For Véron, emotion is not only regarded as the consequence of the 

aesthetic experience of the work of art, but emotion is also the determining cause. The 

beholder experiences, through the work of art, the inspirational (and originating) emo-

tions of its creator. This change in the idea of genius corresponds to what Gadamer de-

scribes as the ‘ambiguity’ of the of the German term ‘Erlebniskunst,’ which originally 

meant ‘art derived from experience (Erlebnis)’ (TM 61), but which later expanded to be-

come the aesthetic-emotional experience received from the work of art by the spectator. 

With Véron, however, the work of art comes to be seen as a conduit for the originating 

emotional experience of the artist-genius, thus satisfying both concepts. The work of art, 

in Véron’s view has the power to communicate these feelings directly. Formal beauty, in 

this schema, is disregarded in favour of individuality and originality. 

 
1.4 Significant Form 

Aesthetic emotional transmission theory finds its way into the theories of Clive Bell and 

Roger Fry in the second decade of the twentieth century. Bell proposes that the quality of 

the work of art is defined by its ability to provoke what he calls ‘aesthetic emotion.’ This 

concept of aesthetic emotion, which, for Bell, is revealed in the artwork as ‘significant 

form,’ and is to be distinguished from the everyday emotion of life, forms the background 

for many current ideas about what is meant by ‘aesthetic experience.’ It’s worth noting 

however, that a renewed importance attached to a revitalised notion of form differentiates 

Bell’s aesthetic theory from Véron’s, which rests on a vague idea of ‘emotional intuition.’ 

However, Bell’s conception of significant form, in a similar way to Véron’s theory, consti-

tutes a ‘transmission theory’ where the emotions of the artist are transferred to the be-

holder. With significant form, Bell suggests, ‘the created form moves us so profoundly 

because it expresses the emotion of its creator.’12 
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My purpose in this chapter has been to differentiate aesthetic theories of emotional in-

tuition and Erlebnis from Kantian aesthetics. For Kant Judgments of taste relating to the 

beautiful, that is, aesthetic judgments of fine art, are made without emotion. Judgments 

of beauty are for Kant independent of emotional, conceptual and sensuous interests. 

With the romantics there is a renewed concern with the cognitive status of art. This oc-

curs specifically around the critical discourse of poetry and engenders the formulation of 

new theories of the imagination. There is a widely held notion in this period that feeling 

constitutes a source of knowledge. This leads to theories of emotional intuitionism, or 

insight theory, that have their roots in the earlier eighteenth century writings of Shaftes-

bury and Hutcheson. Whereas Kant ties genius back to nature, Bell distinguishes between 

the aesthetic properties of the work of art and those of nature which are, he says, appre-

hended without emotion. It is thus only significant form—lines, colours…—that engen-

ders aesthetic emotion, and thus the beautiful form of nature, according to Bell, is not 

significant form.  

 
As we enter the twentieth century, the aesthetic attitude evolves into a mixture of ideas 

associated with formal beauty with the idea of expression and emotional intuition. The 

notion of genius shifts from Kant’s conception of a more or less unconscious, or sponta-

neous, predisposition of the artist to create art in a manner as if it were a product of na-

ture, to a more anthropocentric and deeply interiorised model where subjective emotion 

is seen as the origin of expression. But to what extent do these aesthetic conceptions of art 

still determine our thinking toward works of art? In the visual arts, the modernist criti-

cism of Clement Greenberg and Michael Fried, have had the effect of diminishing, if not 

eliminating, the emphasis on emotion that we find in aesthetic theories such as Bell’s. But 

at the same time, these critics inherited the idea from Bell that significant form can only 

be encountered in art, and not in the beauty of nature.  

 
1.5 Modernist Criticism 

In an essay published in the Partisan Review in July-August 1940, “Towards a Newer La-

ocoon,” Greenberg proposes that the visual arts should borrow their principles from the 

example set by music, in order to attain music’s self-sufficiency and formal purity. Since 

music, in its absolute form, is non-imitative, absorbed in its medium, and, consisting of 
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purely formal qualities, constitutes a species of abstract art, it can communicate nothing 

but pure sensation. Music thus provides the model of reduction for painting and sculp-

ture. As Greenberg sees it: 

 

Guiding themselves, whether consciously or unconsciously, by a notion of purity 

derived from the example of music, the avant-garde arts have in the last fifty years 

achieved a purity and radical delimitation of their fields of activity for which there 

is no previous example in the history of culture. The arts lie safe now, each within 

its ‘legitimate’ boundaries… Purity in art consists in the acceptance, willing ac-

ceptance, of the limitations of the medium of the specific art.13 

 

Greenberg’s concern is that art risks—if it does not hold on to its core set of activities—

being assimilated to entertainment, or therapy. The arts of painting and sculpture, for 

Greenberg would be saved from such a fate only by following a program of reduction 

where representational elements are gradually purged from the works, and the individual 

arts are thus, ‘hunted back to their mediums.’14 The more abstract the work of art be-

comes—the more it distances itself from the task of representing reality—the more self-

sufficient, secure and autonomous it becomes. In the essay “Modernist Painting,” pub-

lished twenty-five years later, Greenberg continues the argument for the purity and secu-

rity of painting’s essential core, introducing the term ‘self-criticism’ in order to ground 

the program of reduction. 

 
Western civilization is not the first to turn around and question its own founda-

tions, but it is the civilisation that has gone furthest in doing so. I identify Modern-

ism with the intensification, almost the exacerbation, of this self-critical tendency 

that began with the philosopher Kant. Because he was the first to criticise the 

means itself of criticism, I conceive of Kant as the first real Modernist. 

The essence of Modernism lies, as I see it, in the use of the characteristic methods 

of a discipline to criticize the discipline itself—not in order to subvert it, but to en-

trench it more firmly in its area of competence… 

It quickly emerged that the unique and proper area of competence of each art coin-

cided with all that was unique to the nature of its medium.  The task of self-

criticism became to eliminate from the effects of each art any and every effect that 
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might conceivably be borrowed from or by the medium of any other art. Thereby 

each art would be rendered ‘pure’, and in its ‘purity’ find the guarantee of its stand-

ards of quality as well as of its independence.15  

 
Self-criticism, by rendering pure, by excluding what is inessential to the medium, by par-

ing down to essentials—to that which is ‘proper’ to it—would, according to Greenberg, 

establish the basis of an authentic practice that would ‘save’ art from becoming irrelevant 

in the face of the other discursive spheres. The way that each art is rendered pure, in ac-

cordance with its medium, by self-criticism, would seem to be analogous to the way that 

reason—the medium of philosophy for Kant—is rendered pure in the Critique of Rea-

son.16  

 
Not only does this ‘rendering pure’ guarantee an art’s independence (a specific art’s 

independence from other mediums, but also art in general’s independence from the other 

spheres) but it also guarantees, as Greenberg contends, a certain standard of ‘quality.’ By 

ensuring its independence, Greenberg argues, each art would ‘narrow its area of compe-

tence, but at the same time it would make its possession of this area all the more secure.’17 

The uniqueness of the medium of painting—because modernist paintings announce their 

surface, in contrast to the pictorial depth of classical realist works—becomes, for Green-

berg—according to an ever-evolving tendency—‘flatness.’ What is at stake in “Modernist 

Painting,” however, is not the determination of the irreducible essence of painting as 

such, but rather modernist art’s self-certainty in its own operations. This, it would ap-

pear, would be the task of self-criticism, yet, as Stephen Melville observes, the term tends 

to, in a certain way, get ‘lost’ in Greenberg’s analysis.18 

 
1.6 Self-criticism and Genius 

An immanent self-critical practice occurs, according to Greenberg, independently, in the 

absence of a self-critical theory, and it occurs unconsciously among a collectivity of artists 

whose ‘immediate aims…  remain individual.’19 The self-critical operation of modernist 

painting proceeds without the conscious awareness of those who were responsible for it, 

and thus, for Greenberg, a self-conscious operational agency could not be part of, could 

not be present in this act of self-criticism since: ‘No one artist was, or is yet, consciously 

aware of this tendency, nor could any artist work successfully in conscious awareness of 
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it.’20 Although Greenberg does not explicitly refer to it, it’s not difficult to recognise, hi-

bernating within “Modernist Painting,” Kant’s notion of ‘genius’ as it is elucidated in the 

third Critique (Critique of Judgement). When considering beautiful objects, Kant stipu-

lates that in order to judge them aesthetically the beholder must have taste, but in order 

to produce the beautiful object the artist must be naturally endowed with genius, which is 

not something that can be learned by the studied application of rules. Likewise, in 

Greenberg’s terms, the aesthetic consistency of modernism ‘shows itself only in results, 

never in methods or means.’21  Artists cannot simply apply a fixed methodology to the 

production of modernist works, which, as Greenberg sees them, must be products of in-

spiration, not products of theory. Further, the products of genius become exemplary 

models that serve as the standard for all aesthetic judgments. The artist of genius is one 

that does not merely copy these works and learn from imitation, rather the artist emulates 

these works in new works. As Kant says: 

 
[genius] cannot indicate scientifically how it brings about its product, but rather 

gives the rule as nature. Hence, where an author owes a product to his genius, he 

does not himself know how the ideas for it have entered into his head, nor has he it 

in his power to invent the like at pleasure, or methodically, and communicate the 

same to others in such precepts as would put them in a position to produce similar 

products. (CoJ 169, §46, Kant’s emphasis) 

 
The modernist work, in Greenberg’s terms, cannot impart any knowledge of its own 

construction—of its own coming into being—rather, it merely provides inspiration, and 

in so doing perpetuates its continuance. At the same time the artist cannot be consciously 

aware of this process, and yet they must, in some sense, not lose faith in their own origi-

nality. Greenberg’s Kantianism, to some extent, displaces the emotional formalism of 

Bell, because formal qualities are not seen to be a product of the artist’s subjectivity. Ra-

ther, the evolution of form depends on something larger: a tendency that can only 

properly be evaluated in retrospect. As Greenberg observes: ‘it has needed the accumula-

tion over decades of a good deal of individual achievement to reveal the self-critical ten-

dency of Modernist painting.’22 A work of modernist art belongs to the tendency of self-

criticism only if it can be shown to be relevant to that tendency. It was by means of such 
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a reductive formulation that the basis of what can be said to constitute modernist art, for 

Greenberg and Fried, was radically delimited. 

  
1.7 Presentness and Theatre 

Although Michael Fried, one of Greenberg’s most ardent followers, initially accepted his 

essentialism, he had begun to question the reductionist drive to purity as early as 1966. 

For Fried, the self-securing of art depends not only on the exclusion of those activities 

that lie between the arts, but also on the rejection of a certain transgressive relation be-

tween the art object and, what Fried calls, its ‘beholder.’ In the essay “Art and Objec-

thood,” Fried accuses certain artists of the 1960s (Donald Judd, Robert Morris, and Tony 

Smith, later to be labelled ‘Minimalists’) of interpreting Greenberg’s notion of opticality 

far too literally, and of the consequential ‘espousal of Objecthood,’23 which Fried regards, 

in a derogatory sense, as the condition for ‘theatre.’ Minimalist works constitute the nega-

tion of art, according to Fried, due to their theatrical concern with the actual situations in 

which the beholder encounters the work, where the work forces itself on the act of be-

holding in a kind of too obviously intended stage presence. Properly modernist works, in 

contrast, for Fried, exhibit ‘presentness’: an experience of the work that occurs instanta-

neously, in such a way that the whole of the work, in all its depth and complexity, is ap-

prehended in a single moment. The successful work, in Fried’s terms, exhibits the coher-

ence of its form as a unity that restricts itself to falling within the visual field of an appro-

priately positioned viewer. In an instant, Fried contends, the work lays its claim on us, 

and we are forever convinced by it.24 However, the immediate, present, durationless, ex-

perience of the modernist work would appear to come into conflict with the historically 

observed ‘tendency’ of self-criticism, and Fried’s ultimate test for the quality of a work of 

art: that it stand up in comparison to the indubitable great works of the past. Thus, in 

Fried’s terms, this experience would seem to involve absence as much as presence.  

 
For Fried, the aesthetic judgment is certainly not a judgment made according to per-

sonal taste but is one in which the marks of a historical trajectory (following a certain log-

ic) can be seen. These indications have less to do with a work's material-pictorial proper-

ties (a painting's flatness for Greenberg), than to the relation set up between a work and 

its beholder. However, for both Fried and Greenberg, it is always judgments of taste that 

come first and last. The task of the critic is to come up with arguments on behalf of those 
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judgments. By assembling such arguments and observations it is hoped that such intuitive 

aesthetic judgments can be seen to be not merely subjective but quasi-objective and uni-

versally valid. This is the core of what was seen to be, in the mid 1960s, the crisis of for-

malist-modernist criticism. A critic like Fried can always defend himself by saying that ‘all 

judgments of value begin and end in experience’ and that these judgments will not be 

binding.25  

 
If modernist criticism is to be anything more than a set of rationalised justifications for 

aesthetic judgments of artistic quality then the relation between the aesthetic judgment 

and the relation between the beholder and the work (as either absorbed, instantaneous, of 

conviction and complete, or distanced and incomplete) must be rethought. The challenge 

was for the following generation of post-minimal and conceptual artists to rethink these 

relations beyond the aesthetic paradigm while still holding on to an autonomous notion 

of art, entailing a guarding against the threat of art falling into theatre and entertainment. 

But as we shall find, this notion of autonomy is, from that moment on, never stable, 

monolithic or timeless (cannot be simply organised around pure and essential definitions 

of painting and sculpture). 

 
Within the field of contemporary art it might be possible to say that aestheticism has ef-

fectively been displaced. It no longer functions as the governing discourse that determines 

the quality of works of art, or the meaning that quality works of art have for us. Why 

then should we concern ourselves with post-aesthetic theories, if art (as a more or less 

mainstream enterprise) has moved beyond aesthetics? Although we can say that such a 

shift has most definitely occurred, I do not believe that we yet properly understand the 

implications of this event. We still tend to think of the move away from aesthetics simply 

as a move towards a kind of conceptual-political art (for which the central questions are: 

what is the work about, what issue does it raise?), where good art equates to sound ideol-

ogy, and thus art is evaluated from an external perspective. And when this instrumental 

thinking reaches its limits, or seems too constraining, or too stretched, we revert to back 

to aesthetic ideas about art, or to a problematic fusion of sense and idea. My contention is 

that much of the current discourse on art, having believed that many of the problems of 

art were solved (or found to be irrelevant), in the last century, hovers between these sim-

ple alternatives simply because any other way of thinking is extremely difficult. My pro-
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posal, however, is that we embrace these difficulties, even if they should remain ultimately 

insolvable. To embrace and inhabit art’s particular way of thinking—a way of thinking 

through the work of art—would involve a certain idea of autonomy that would preclude 

the simple transplantation of discursive procedures and methodologies from external dis-

ciplines. It is therefore necessary to rigorously distinguish this broader notion of autono-

my from the narrowly conceived formalist-aesthetic notion of autonomy implied by 

modernist criticism, and self-criticism, of Greenberg and Fried.  
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2. After Aesthetics: Conceptual Art and Post-aesthetics 

 

A significant part of my argument entails the claim that what we have come to know as 

‘contemporary art’ is based on an understanding of art as post-aesthetic, and that this un-

derstanding of art owes a great deal to the conceptual art of the 1960s. Terry Smith, in 

the mid 1990s, claimed that ‘The Minimal-Conceptual nexus has become so pervasive 

that it is now part of what distinguishes contemporary art as contemporary—that is, as 

part of an international art world.’1 Further, as Peter Osborne contends: ‘is not all con-

temporary art in some relevant sense “conceptual”?’2 The conceptual art practices that 

occurred roughly between 1967 and 1972 constitute a crucial turning point between a 

modernist aesthetic paradigm—where the art object is evaluated on the basis of a purely 

morphological experience, according to an evolving dialectic of form—and a post-

aesthetic rethinking of that experience. 

 
The term ‘conceptual art’ refers to a broad set of practices, some of which cannot be 

readily separated from Minimalist and ‘post-Minimalist’ practices. This chapter, however, 

investigates the theoretical underpinnings of a certain outspoken and polemic branch of 

conceptual art that sought to distinguish itself from other conceptualist practices that it 

regarded as merely ‘stylistic.’ Joseph Kosuth called this branch (not without some discom-

fort) ‘Theoretical Conceptual Art.’3 The discursive activity of both the American Kosuth, 

and the English Art & Language collective,4 presented, at the time, the most sustained 

and rigorous critique of modernist-formalist criticism’s values of aesthetic taste and artis-

tic de-intellectualised spontaneity. This theoretical, analytically focused, philosophical, 

conceptual art that Peter Osborne labels as ‘strong’ or ‘exclusive,’ is characterised not only 

in terms of a rejection of modernist formalist criticism, but also in terms of an acceptance 

of the modernist context and, to certain extent, its self-image.5 Charles Harrison writes: 

‘…no account of Conceptual Art can be adequate if it does not involve some effort to 

understand Modernism.’ The critical efforts of both the modernist critics and the Con-

ceptual artists both centre around a certain ‘anxiety’ about the status of art, in the face of 

the threat of ‘theatricality.’ In very different ways they are concerned for art’s autonomy. 

Theoretical Conceptual Art’s idea of art is certainly a post-aesthetic conception of art, 

but, as I will attempt to show in this chapter, it is not without its problems. 
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2.1 Art & Language and Joseph Kosuth 

Conceptual art emerged out of Minimalist and post-Minimalist artistic practices of the 

1960s at a time when the critical regime of Greenberg and Fried was in full force. The 

Conceptual Art of Joseph Kosuth, and Art & Language addressed itself essentially to what 

they saw as the dogmatic assumptions of Formalist criticism. First of all, these artists ob-

jected to the primacy given to aesthetic form. Following the anti-retinal stance of Du-

champ, they argued that what defines a work of art is irreducible to the surface of its look. 

Rather, art should be, first and foremost, about ideas. Thus they aimed for, as Duchamp 

had wished, to put art (or painting) back ‘into the service of the mind.’6 Objecting to the 

uncritical, and unreflective, immediate experience of art, they argued that the spectacular 

subject of such an experience has always been assumed to be the disinterested and at-

tuned, appropriately sensitive, beholder.  Further, they strongly objected to Greenberg’s 

stipulation that the self-critical production of art must proceed without any degree of self-

consciousness. Rather, they argued, it is imperative that the artist actively engage in the 

meaning produced by the work and take full intellectual responsibility for it. 

 
There is a prevalent misconception that regards the activity of Conceptual Art to be a 

concern with the ‘dematerialisation’ of the object in favour of non-material ideas. How-

ever, as Charles Harrison points out, these immaterial activities must be understood as 

provisional strategies. In order to circumvent the aesthetic and unreflective consumption 

of the modernist beholder, Conceptual Art strove to make works by which no satisfaction 

on these terms could be obtained by the spectator. Accordingly, these works aimed at 

what Harrison calls ‘the suppression of the beholder.’7 The preclusion of the disinterested 

modernist spectator was at first effected by works involving texts, images, and objects ar-

ranged as installations, such as Kosuth’s “Protoinvestigations” (Plate 1), ‘not-paintings’ 

such as Art & Language’s black paintings from the mid to late 1960s (Plate 2). In the late 

1960s, however, some works consisted entirely of written material. These essays, which 

doubly functioned as both secondary criticism and primary artwork, sought also to col-

lapse the distinction between artist and critic—a distinction that positioned the artist as 

the provider of a somewhat less cognitive subject matter to a separate and more cognitive 

enterprise of critical discursivity. The text as artwork can also be seen in terms of a posi-

tion that rejected Greenberg’s distinction between the visual art and literature.  
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Plate 1. Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs, 1965-67, photograph, photostat of 
dictionary definition, and wooden chair. 
 

 
 

Plate 2. Mel Ramsden, Secret Painting, 1967-68, enamel paint on canvas and gelatin 
silver photograph on composition board. National Gallery of Victoria. Image courtesy 
of vapourtrails 
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Rather than subscribing to the idea that painting and sculpture were ‘dead’—that their 

historical functioning in an art context had come to an end—Art & Language saw them 

merely as ‘unavailable’ activities. As Harrison explains: ‘painting and sculpture were seen 

simply as practices which could not sustain their historical potential under the cultural 

conditions of the time.’8 They were unavailable because, at that time, in the late 1960s, 

with the domination of formalism, it was almost inevitable that any work performed in 

these media would be interpreted according to morphological values alone. The modality 

of the reception of the work of art was to be shifted, in the work of Art & Language, from 

the emotional, visual, formal response, to active participation, critique, and work extend-

ing beyond the institutional conditions of the work’s installation and into conversational 

communities. In response to formalism, Peter Osborne observes, ‘Art & Language at-

tempted to internalize philosophy as a disciplinary practice into their art practice, or ra-

ther, to make art out of philosophical conversations.’9 

 

2.2 Art’s Autonomy 
It is important to note that Art & Language—and to some extent Kosuth—although they 

disagreed with Greenbergian formalism, saw their own practice as a continuation of 

modernism rather than a distinct break with it. On the one hand, Art & Language 

wished to break with the formalist precepts of aestheticism, spontaneity and visuality, but 

on the other hand they wished to maintain a certain sense of artistic autonomy, and a cer-

tain relation to a tradition. Above all, these artists sought to occupy a position at the cen-

tre of international art practice and discourse, which, at that time meant to occupy the 

space of modernist beholding. To do other was, in their view, to be consigned to provin-

cialism where their voice, as a marginal voice, would matter to no one. It was in terms of 

this provinciality that they saw the other competing paradigms of the ‘marginal second 

voice of Modernism’:10 Pop Art, Kinetic and Op Art, realist art (including political activ-

ism), but also neo-avant-garde practices such as Fluxus. Rather than adopting an alterna-

tive practice, Art & Language wished to stage an encounter with formalist high culture on 

equal terms from a position of adjacency at the site of cultural contestation. This en-

gagement—with a form of modernism that was orthodox and hegemonic—aimed to 

work from within to recover from it, as Harrison puts it, ‘the dialectical character of 

Modernism,’11 implicitly, and self-consciously, circumventing the general cultural valua-
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tion of formal aesthetic practices, and explicitly destabilising the criticism of Greenberg 

and Fried.  

 
  ‘Art is art and everything else is everything else’ Ad Reinhardt proclaimed in 1962, in 

an essay that presents the autonomy of art in its most basic and uncompromising form.12 

Modernist art, according to this view, has no need of external subject matter or considera-

tions. It does not need to mimetically or symbolically represent anything exterior to its 

own sphere of activity, or any thing that exists in the world. The negative implication of 

this idea is that modernist art would seem to be hopelessly bound to its own unique set of 

problems, and thus would seem to be of little relevance to social and political realities, 

nor have the ability to contribute to knowledge beyond a rather limited framework.  

 
Aesthetic autonomy is a product of the Enlightenment that oversaw the separation of 

art, science and morality into separate spheres. Previously, art had been motivated by reli-

gious and courtly imperatives, where the subject-matter of art had always been deter-

mined in advance by church or patron, and its role was a functional one of representation 

within these orders. With art’s withdrawal from these institutions it could begin to oper-

ate ‘for itself.’ Art was then free to follow its own concerns, which became more and more 

determined by factors intrinsic to itself, no longer serving a prescribed purpose or needing 

to justify itself by any reasoning arrived at via an external logic (of science or morality). 

However, at the same time, this autonomy results in art becoming more and more alien-

ated from questions of truth, and social concerns. The German literary critic Peter Bürger 

observes, that the reaction to this condition was to attempt to ‘integrate art into the life 

process.’13 The problem with this response, Bürger argues, is that ‘An art no longer dis-

tinct from the praxis of life but wholly absorbed in it will lose the capacity to criticize it, 

along with its distance.’14  

 
One of the few critical responses willing to engage with Greenberg’s and Fried’s work, 

not from a simply oppositional position, is that of Stephen Melville. Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe 

characterises Melville’s approach to art history as being concerned with the question of 

what the work can say, where ‘what it can say is to some extent conditioned by what it is.’15 

If a work of art is said to ‘say’ then this saying is conditional on its ontological and mate-

rial status. In other words, for art to say it must say as art; or more precisely, in Green-
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berg’s and Fried’s terms, as painting, or as sculpture. Art must ‘say’ something to us, must 

make a claim on us, but in order to do so art must be something that matters to us.  

 
2.3 Re-thinking Autonomy 

Although Art & Language—and Kosuth in particular—strove for a new basis for art's 

autonomy, they wished to radically separate the idea of art from any material foundation. 

Kosuth’s conception of ‘art as idea (as idea),’ where the question of the nature or function 

of art becomes the decisive activity of defining art (at a certain point in time), would be 

indicative of this sense. According to this view, a particular work of art is a definition of 

art where: ‘the “art idea” (or “work”) and art are the same and can be appreciated as art 

without going outside the context of art for verification.’16 The work of art, as Kosuth 

conceives it, in “Art After Philosophy,” resembles an analytic proposition. If one goes out-

side the context of art to bring ‘outside information’ into the consideration of the work of 

art, then one is considering art, in Kosuth’s terms, as a ‘synthetic’ rather than an ‘analytic’ 

proposition.  Kosuth’s tautological art propositions, in which art is used to question the 

nature of art, are modelled on A. J. Ayers’ description of the distinction between analyti-

cal and synthetic propositions (see chapter 1 note 15). For Kosuth conceptual works of 

art are analogous to analytic propositions because ‘if viewed within their context—as 

art— they provide no information what-so-ever about any matter of fact.’17 Kosuth draws 

attention to Donald Judd’s comment that ‘if someone calls it art, it’s art,’18 which places 

the definition of art—that a certain work is art—under the stipulating power of the artist.  

However, the point I wish to make here is that Kosuth is proposing a kind of autonomy 

for the artwork that thinks art on its own terms. This version of autonomy replaces the 

Greenberg/Fried model of self-definition carried out by formal self-criticism—as an on-

going reduction to pure form—with a model based on the conceptual idea as a definition 

of art in general (regardless of medium) as an art condition, which can only be described, 

worked on, and made sense of from within that condition. 

 
In an interview with Art & Language Michael Baldwin explains the difference between 

the formalist version of autonomy and the Conceptualist version in the following way: 

‘…Greenberg’s formalism is partly justified by him in respect of the idea of “autonomy.” 

But the relative (or total) autonomy of painting does not entail Greenbergian formal-

ism.’19 Continuing Baldwin’s thread in the same interview, Mel Ramsden adds: 



 

 

36 

 
Formalism and autonomy (which are not the same thing) receive bad press from 

those who think that practices must be transparent conduits for meaning, and who 

thereby neglect the existing meanings of such practices. Art is (more or less) auton-

omous. In fact, we have long been sympathetic to a position theorised by the late 

Paul de Man: namely, that artistic practice only comes into being when it is turned 

back on itself. Paradoxically, this is just where it is least autonomous, where the 

world is let in—but the world let in as irony or aporia.20  

 
Art & Language would seem to adopt Greenberg’s notions of self-criticism and autono-

my, but reject the idea that self-criticism acts independently of self-conscious agency, 

producing art spontaneously and intuitively. They further reject the idea that self-

criticism is something that can be morphologically negotiated at some point in the pro-

duction of a work of art. Rather, self-criticism must be constituted from the beginning, in 

terms of the initial idea, and this means that subjective alterations constituting stylistic 

decisions in the work are to be made redundant. However, the theories of self-criticism 

put forward by Harrison and Art & Language are consonant with those of Greenberg and 

Fried in one important aspect.  Self-criticism for all of these theorists must, as Melville 

argues, ‘only be radical if it genuinely places its self at stake and holds itself in the condi-

tion of being at stake’21 As Melville continues:  

 
…this means that self-criticism is radically and inevitably critical—one can paint 

only out of the history of painting and the particular concrete paintings that matter 

for and constitute that history. For the art critic or historian, the confrontation 

with a given painting is necessarily an explication of that history within which the 

painting exerts its claim on us.22  

 
In light of the pluralism of contemporary art practices, we could perhaps substitute ‘work 

of art’ for ‘painting’ in Melville’s formulation of radical self-criticism. But in making such 

a substitution what becomes foregrounded is the specific singularity of art as a thinking-

material practice. 

 
Boris Groys argues that if we accept the denial of the autonomy of art—prevalent in 

recent art-theoretical discourse—art can only become an aestheticising foil for pre-
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existing political positions rather than a form of resistance. The crucial question for Groys 

is: ‘Does art hold any power of its own, or is it only able to decorate external powers—

whether these are powers of oppression or liberation?’23 Groys maintains, that ‘there is no 

such thing as a purely aesthetic, art-immanent, autonomous value system that could regu-

late the art world in its entirety.’24 The autonomy of art that would constitute a power of 

its own, he argues, is guaranteed precisely by this very absence or rejection of aesthetic 

judgment. The autonomy of art, for Groys, rests on abolishing the hierarchy of taste, and 

‘establishing the regime of equal aesthetic rights for all artworks.’25 Groys’ argument, that 

the dismantling of such hierarchies results in the annulment of aesthetic values, would 

seem to bring him into proximity with post-aesthetic conceptions of art, where the possi-

bility of taking aesthetic pleasure in the work is not explicitly denied to the beholder; ra-

ther, the aesthetic judgment ceases to act as the determining condition for the encounter 

with a work of art. 

 
I wish to argue for a certain autonomy for art: the making, exhibiting and spectator-

ship of works of art. That is, I want to claim that there is a specific intellectual activity 

that constitutes the production of, and engagement with, works of art. This way of think-

ing of, and through, art, cannot be reduced to logical rationality but, at the same time, this 

does not mean that this activity should be seen to be simply irrational, nor should it be 

considered to be primarily affective. This means that the autonomy of art is essentially an 

autonomy of difference. This autonomy would neither be medium specific, nor grounded 

by some essential mode of presence that might constitute its internal logic. However, this 

is not to say that mediums, thought in terms of contextual relations between materialities, 

are not important. This notion of autonomy would certainly not be fixed and stable, but, 

rather, a condition which is constantly called into question, by works of art. 

 
2.4 Representationalism 

One essential problem with the way that Conceptual Art views the work is that the work 

of art is still largely thought in what Gianni Vattimo calls ‘representationalist terms.’ 

When the idea, as the fully determinable intention of the artist (or collaborative group), is 

given absolute primacy, the material aspects of the work are assigned to a non-essential 

status, becoming mere props assisting the manifestation of an ideal content. What is 

needed is to think the work outside of what Vattimo calls the representationalist/formalist 
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opposition.26 Although Art & Language articulate this problem to a certain extent, their 

thinking is rarely able to transcend the logic of the propositional argument, their faith in 

the transparency of language, and the absolute primacy of the artist’s intention. The fol-

lowing chapters in this thesis will seek to put all of these conceptions into question. 

 
The Conceptual Art attempt to replace the silent ‘profundity’ of modernist-formalist 

conceptions of the meaning of a work of art with intellectual self-consciousness entailed 

an appeal to logic, in the form of a strict adoption of analytic philosophies of language, in 

order to rigorously put into question the language use of art’s discursive practices. Art & 

Language strove for a more open ended, dialogical, inquiry than the closed propositional 

system that constituted Kosuth's art as philosophy, aiming instead toward, as Osborne 

observes, ‘philosophy as the possibility of a new kind of art.’27 Both, however, in a certain 

way attempted to master the language game of art. For Kosuth and Art & Language, this 

meant the adoption of the procedures of Anglo-American analytic philosophy and scien-

tistic positivism (for example, A. J. Ayer, and J. O. Urmson); and the linguistic theories 

of Frege and Wittgenstein.  As Kosuth says, in “Art After Philosophy,” ‘“Continental” 

philosophy [by which Kosuth means existentialism and phenomenology] need not seri-

ously be considered here.’28 In an interview with Catherine Millet, published in the 

French journal Art Vivant, 25 (1971), Art & language describe their activity in the fol-

lowing way: 

 
At this moment one of the essential preoccupations of Art-Language is that of put-

ting to test and cleansing its language of idealist tendencies. For example, Art-

Language is indebted to Anglo-Saxon analytic philosophical tradition, and in a cer-

tain way all analytic efforts which Art-Language has been able to make at any mo-

ment on the artistic condition proceeded in part from the analytic philosophical 

apparatus.29  

 
The assumption here is that ‘good’ language, or the ‘correct’ use of language, is always 

transparent and efficient. As Charles Green notes, this neutral, transparent, conception of 

language was challenged by Roger Cutforth—Ian Burn’s and Mel Ramsden’s early col-

laborator in the short lived three man group, Society for Theoretical Art and Analyses 

(1969)—‘asserting in 1971 that “[i]t just strikes me that language is not neutral, and that 



 

 

39 

certain types of language support certain types of thinking.”’30 Cutforth separated from 

Burn and Ramsden shortly after in 1970. However, as Green observes, Art & Language’s 

requirement for transparent logical discourse did not necessarily translate to the produc-

tion of logically coherent texts. The use of the forms of symbolic logic, Green claims, was 

sometimes ‘ironic, but at other times a pastiche that concealed a real lack of philosophical 

rigor.’31 Green describes the reaction of the director of Melbourne’s Pinacotheca gallery, 

Bruce Pollard, to Art & Language’s texts:  

 
On another occasion, I sat down and spent a whole day with Mel and Ian’s texts, 

and analyzed them with the logic that I had studied at university. They didn’t make 

sense. When I told this to Mel he laughed and said that you weren’t meant to read 

them so closely; you were meant to skim-read the texts.32 

 

In their reaction against formalist aestheticism and the division between artist and critic, 

Art and Language, as Green argues, ‘fetishized extremely bureaucratic methods’ and had 

instituted ‘a corporate professionalism at odds with their ideals of freewheeling interven-

tion.’33 Rather than clarifying their position, these texts had the effect of confusion and 

obfuscation. In one of the seminars organised by Art & Language in Australia—

coinciding with The Museum of Modern Art’s travelling exhibition, Modern Masters, in 

1975—when asked what she thought about Art & Language, the rather astute American 

critic, Lucy Lippard, replied ‘I can’t pretend to understand a lot of what they do…’34 The 

aggressive analytical nature of their communications often alienated other artists. As Lip-

pard responds, a little later in the seminar to a New York Art & language ‘blurt’: ‘Logic 

has never been my strong point.’35 Analytic philosophy increasingly came to be deployed, 

by Art & Language, as a way of maintaining an unassailable theoretical and political posi-

tion within the art world, and in this short sightedness, these artists became less con-

cerned with a genuine exploration of art’s self definition, or its language games.   

 
2.5 Theory Wars 

In a catalogue essay for the 1989 Conceptual Art survey exhibition L’art conceptual: une 

perspective, Benjamin Buchloh contends that: ‘…Kosuth was arguing, in 1969, precisely 

for the continuation and expansion of modernism’s positivist legacy…’ by utilising ‘Witt-

genstein’s logical positivism and language philosophy.’36  Rather than constituting an 
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overturning of Greenbergian formalism, Buchloh argues that Kosuth had succeeded in 

merely updating ‘modernism’s project of self-reflexiveness.’37 Although Kosuth’s inten-

tional epistemological self-reflexivity replaced formalist perceptual self-reflexivity, 

Buchloh claims that: 

 
…Kosuth stabilized the notion of a disinterested and self-sufficient art by subject-

ing both—the Wittgensteinian model of the language game as well as the Du-

champian model of the readymade—to the strictures of a model of meaning that 

operates in the modernist tradition of that paradox Michel Foucault has called mo-

dernity’s “empirico-transcendental” thought.38 

 
Buchloh’s essay, “Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetics of Administration to 

the Critique of Institutions,” provoked a furious response from both Kosuth and Seth 

Siegelaub, and the original essay plus Kosuth’s and Siegelaub’s responses were published 

in October issues 55 (1990), and 57 (1991) respectively. The hostility between Buchloh 

and Kosuth, I would suggest, rests on a deeper ideological conflict than the arguably 

rough treatment of Kosuth’s writings and works dealt by Buchloh’s essay. Buchloh, of 

course, belongs to a group of theorists and art-historians clustered around the Journal Oc-

tober (including Rosalind Krauss, Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe, and Annette Michelson).  I think 

it is possible to say that a deep ideological divide, or a virtual ‘theory war’ existed between 

New York Art & Language and the writers of October. The open hostility towards the 

first issue of the journal, is nowhere more apparent than in the New York group pub-

lished Art-Language vol 3, no 4, Oct 1976 (The Fox 4),39 where October is described as 

‘the journal of managerial idiocy,’ and a line is again drawn in the sand between analytic 

and continental philosophy in an essay entitled “The French Disease,” where October is 

charged with polluting the intellectual idea of art with foreign transplants; that is, the rise 

of semiology, that the authors of The Fox derided as ‘the French pox,’ ‘the Gallic disease’: 

     
The French Pox stands ‘in opposition to Anglo-Saxon Empiricism.’ It ‘rejects’ di-

rectly observable stimulus-response linkages for some sort of ‘internal’ schemata or 

structure.40 

 
The overwhelming response of the October writers, on the other hand, has been to virtu-

ally ignore the historical importance of the Conceptual Art of both Kosuth and Art & 
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Language, and favour the related activities of what came to be described as ‘institutional 

critique.’ Kosuth writes, in 1988, in an essay entitled “History For”: ‘That The Fox was 

tough on October, has not been forgotten. No surprise then, that to this day, no member 

of The Fox editorial board has been cited, quoted, referred to, much less reproduced in 

October.’41 Buchloh’s essay may be seen as a contribution to this exclusionary discourse, 

or, perhaps, as a response to Kosuth’s earlier negative evaluation of Buchloh’s writing in 

“History For.” 

 
As early as 1975, however, Kosuth has begun to reassess his earlier positivism. In a 

footnote to the essay “1975,” published in The Fox, vol.1, no. 2 (1975), he acknowledges 

that there exist ‘many, many problems with “Art after Philosophy.”’42 He writes: 

 

… while objecting to the romantic paradigm of the artist—being as it is a device 

for rendering artists powerless in any meaningful social sense—I seemed to swallow 

whole the scientific ideology which by necessity must relegate the artist to such a 

position in the first place. It is the same ideology that we see, when described eco-

nomically or politically, as culturally eclipsing our lives of their meaning.43 

 
Kosuth’s self analysis here would seem to take some of the wind out of Buchloh’s criti-

cism. Moreover, the point that Kosuth makes seems to cast the problem differently than 

his earlier handling, and that of Art & Language: namely that the positivism of represen-

tational thinking cannot be seen as the answer to overcoming aesthetics, but rather, must 

be seen as constituting part of the same problem. However, Kosuth never develops this 

insight, and his philosophy of art continues, up to the present moment, to be character-

ised by a resolute holding on to the primacy of intention, and an explicit hostility to non-

transparent language use, particularly that of poetic language. 

 
2.6 The Primacy of Intention 

Kosuth argues, In “Art After Philosophy,” that the work of art, as a tautological analytic 

proposition, is primarily grounded in the artist’s intention. By this he means that the 

stipulating power of the artist ‘to say’ that a work of art is art, forms the basis of what 

constitutes a definition of art. In 1996 Kosuth argues that since Conceptual Art works 

with meaning rather than shapes colours and materials, when one approaches the work 
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one encounters ‘the idea (and therefore the intention) of the artist directly.’44 For Kosuth, 

there can be no separation between the intention of the artist and the work of art. The 

work, Kosuth argues ‘is manifested intention.’45 If the intention of the artist is denied, 

Kosuth claims, then the artist’s responsibility for meaning is ‘nullified,’ and thus he main-

tains:  

 

…without artistic intention there is no art. The subjective presence which stands 

behind a work of art and which takes responsibility for its meaning something… is 

what makes it authentic as a work.46  

 

The revolutionary idea of Conceptual Art, that the artist rather than the critic is responsi-

ble for the intellectual content of a work, along with the Duchampian act of nomination, 

where the work of art is posited as a work of art, tends to become subject to a reduction 

where the only meaning that can be read from a work of art is the meaning that the artist 

attributes to the original concept of the work. If intention is absolute then audience, critic 

and art-historian, are theoretically prohibited from mobilising any reading that differs 

from that of the artist. Authorial authority in these terms is sacrosanct. As Green com-

ments, ‘This desire to police the audience now seems both distant and odd, but those art-

ists were determined to avoid “misinterpretation.”’47 

 
Despite these criticisms, I wish to acknowledge the historical importance of Kosuth’s, 

and Art & Language’s attempts to overcome formalism and to rethink art as an intellec-

tual, discursive, and open dialogical activity rather than mute, personal, aesthetic expres-

sion. Although one must accept that certain shock tactics were necessary, in a period os-

tensibly dominated by the hegemony of modernist criticism, certain problems have ham-

pered the development of Conceptual Art’s program and ongoing validity. These, as I 

have indicated, have to do with the hegemonic cultural authority of scientistic analytic 

philosophy, the assumed transparency of language, the primacy of intention, and, perhaps 

to a lesser extent, the supposed suppression of materiality. These problems will be worked 

through in the following chapters. 
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2.7 Post-aesthetic Theory 

This thesis seeks to circumvent the problems posed by the theoretical approaches of Con-

ceptual Art that I have identified in the preceding section by appealing to what has been 

recently described as ‘post-aesthetic theory.’ While the term has been used to describe the 

post-aesthetic ideas of Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Heidegger, Derrida, my own 

approach centres on the work of the latter two philosophers. In this section I will examine 

some of the work that has recently emerged in this field.  

 
In a similar way to Gadamer, Krzysztof Ziarek, in The Historicity of Experience: Moder-

nity, the Avant-Garde, and the Event (2001), and The Force of Art (2004), argues that the 

reduction of the work of art to an object for aesthetic experience denies the experience of 

the work its historicity and temporality. What Ziarek describes as Heidegger’s post-

aesthetic approach, where the work of art functions as a ‘temporal event of unconceal-

ment,’48 enables, for him, a re-configuration of experience in the technological era. The 

post-aesthetic thinking of the work of art thus requires, for Ziarek, rethinking the experi-

ence of art according to Heidegger’s sense of the appropriating event (Ereignis). Ziarek 

attempts to re-think modern experience differently according to a number of issues: tech-

nology, the everyday, temporality, and sexual difference. But it is in the poetic work of 

the avant-garde, which radically revises our understanding of everyday experience and 

temporality, that constitutes, for Ziarek, the post-aesthetic movement toward a poietic 

(after the Greek word poiēsis) reinvention of everyday experience. However, unlike Gad-

amer’s critique of aesthetic consciousness in Truth and Method, the thrust of Ziarek’s crit-

ical focus is not only directed towards aesthetic experience, but also towards the techicisa-

tion of the everyday. The experience of the post-aesthetic artwork is put forward as an 

alternative to the dominant psychological, empirical and informational modes of instru-

mentalised experience in the age of technology.  

 
Alison Ross, in The Aesthetic Paths of Philosophy: Presentation in Kant, Heidegger, 

Lacoue-Labarthe, and Nancy (2007), argues that Ziarek tends to overemphasise the nega-

tive aspects of technological experience and claims that, rather than functioning simply as 

a negative term in Heidegger’s account, technology, poiēsis, and art are structured by an 

unstable ambiguity. To some extent, I agree with Ross’ analysis here, and in chapter four 

I propose that in the essay “The Question Concerning Technology,” Heidegger conceives 
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of the essence of technology as the sending of a more original poietic revealing. However, 

because Ross characterises Heidegger’s thought in terms of an aesthetic use of language 

that orients itself towards Kant’s question of presentation (Darstellung), she finds it diffi-

cult to accept the claims of the post-aesthetic approach of recent Heidegger scholarship, 

which for Ross includes, in addition to Ziarek: Gianni Vattimo, Kathleen Wright and 

Miguel de Beistegui. While there are powerful arguments to support the view that the 

indeterminate notion of the rift (Riß) in the semantic field of world and earth deployed in 

“The Origin of the Work of Art,” implicitly reproduces Kant’s notion of the aesthetic 

idea,49 it must be noted that Heidegger explicitly argues against the aesthetic attitude, par-

ticularly in the Nietzsche lectures. Although Ross designates Vattimo’s perspective as 

post-aesthetic, his position actually seems closer to that of Ross herself. This misunder-

standing perhaps stems from a far too hasty reading of Vattimo’s The End of Modernity, 

in conjunction with her neglectful omission of Gadamer’s project.50  

 
Ross accuses the post-aesthetic interpretation of Heidegger’s work of taking a one sid-

ed emphasis that positions technology as negative and the artwork as positive counter-

force, arguing that ‘since the picture they give of the impact of technology on human ex-

istence and its fundamental worldly relations is systematically built up in reference and as 

a counter-image to the experience of the artwork, they abort Heidegger’s own epochal 

approach to the meaning of being.’51 Despite his careful clarifications of Heidegger’s 

thinking of poiēsis and technē, in terms of co-belonging, Ziarek’s analysis tends to keep 

these terms in opposition. What is needed is a rigorous explication of the way that these 

terms function in Heidegger’s historical understanding of the history of truth and Being 

in Western metaphysics. In chapter three I unpack this historical understanding where, 

for Heidegger, Being becomes something forgotten. My emphasis is not, however, di-

rected towards the way that the experience of art can counter the experience of technolo-

gy, but rather, how the thinking of creative practices and thinking through the work of 

art can enable, if not a full alternative to what Heidegger calls representational thinking, 

then a lateral deflection of its logic, in an opening up to questioning. 
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2.8 Political Aesthetics 

The question of representational thinking is rigorously examined in Barbara Bolt’s Art 

Beyond Representation: The Performative Power of the Image, (2004). Bolt utilizes 

Heidegger’s meditations on art to examine the possibilities of a practice of art that— after 

Paul Carter—would constitute a form of ‘material thinking,’ which would overcome the 

instrumentalisation of representational thinking. Bolt, like Ziarek, argues for the poietic 

status of the work of art as a counter to instrumental calculative thinking. However, 

Bolt’s emphasis falls almost exclusively on the side of the production of art, rather than its 

reception and ability to re-configure experience. Moreover, Bolt’s position cannot be de-

scribed even remotely as post-aesthetic. Indeed Art Beyond Representation, in the tradi-

tional manner, would seem to take the aesthetic paradigm for granted. Although in her 

later work, Heidegger Reframed (2011), Bolt acknowledges Heidegger’s ‘anti-aestheticism,’ 

she casts it in terms of a move away from aesthetics towards ethics. Essentially, Bolt finds 

grounds to dismiss Heidegger’s resistance to aesthetics, which she reads as an out-dated 

response to modernist conceptions of art, which have in recent times been overcome by a 

fusion of aesthetics and ethics in contemporary art. This recent trend in the globalised 

nexus of art and politics, she argues, has resulted in a ‘renewed interest in aesthetics.’52 

However, Bolt’s conception of political or ethico-aesthetics, in response to what she sees 

the a-political modernism, uncritically reclaims eighteenth and nineteenth century no-

tions of aesthetic emotional intuition. The assumption is that the problems associated 

with the subjectivist aesthetic-emotional paradigm can be overcome if aesthetic judgment, 

and emotional reception of the work of art, is simply seen as a carrier of political content. 

The risk of such a view is that the work of art is seen merely as the stimulator of feeling 

that leads the beholder to an engagement with political ideas that would seem to be un-

derwritten by the special status of the artist: as a sensitive individual possessing a unique 

and ethically unassailable worldview. This idea that art (and the artist) provides the con-

science for discursive forms of rational logic is common, and can be located in varying 

degrees in the writings of Bernstein, Rancière, and Nicolas Bourriaud. Bolt’s argument 

for political aesthetics can be traced back to Schiller’s idea of the ‘aesthetic state,’ where 

feeling is cultivated in ‘aesthetic education’ in order to widen taste, and consequently, 

widen freedom. Although the problem of ethics is not entirely absent in Heidegger’s 
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thought, the extent to which it forms the basis of Heidegger’s objection to the role of aes-

thetics and Erlebnis, in the thinking of the artwork, is highly questionable. 

 
Finally, I would like to mention Vattimo’s criticism—noted earlier—of the opposition 

between two modalities that have dominated the history of aesthetics: representationalism 

and formalism. According to the representational view of art, the work of art conveys a 

message of truth. The material concrete, physical, sensible, elements of the work are thus 

seen as inessential. Once the work of art has performed its presentation of truth it no 

longer sustains any interest for the spectator. However, if we are asked to account for the 

historical persistence of great works of art, then the representationalist argument proposes 

that their truth remains to be understood. According to the formalist view, the work of 

art presents the inscription of beautiful form as a value in itself. Formalism, Vattimo ar-

gues, keeps returning to representational positions in order to ground itself in a cultural 

logic. Aesthetic experience functions, in the representational view, as a secondary rhetori-

cal tool, where it is reduced to a ‘psychology of persuasion.’53 In other words, the art work 

functions in much the same way as the advertisement: where aesthetic taste, and the ma-

nipulation of emotion, work to convince the viewer of something. The aesthetic elements 

of the work function as sweeteners to attract and emotionally arrest the viewer in order to 

effectively deliver the message contents of the work. Representationalism and formalism 

then, as Vattimo argues, ‘cannot be “overcome” by means of a synthesis; rather, they can 

be overcome only by revising the presuppositions on which they are grounded.’54 This, 

according to Vattimo, is what Heidegger does in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” by 

rethinking the metaphysical concept of truth in terms of an event.  

 
Ultimately, Bolt finds Heidegger’s non-Cartesian conception of Being-in-the-world, 

characterized by our everyday ‘concernful dealings’ with tools, as a model on which to 

base a conception of artistic practice that is characterized by a spontaneous interaction 

with materials. Bolt calls this practical knowing activity—which she sees as a form of ‘tac-

it knowledge’—‘handability.’ While this way of thinking creativity, as an exploratory en-

gagement with materiality and process, cannot be rejected entirely, it does not lead us to a 

way of thinking the work of art itself. Nor can it account for the essentially different sta-

tus given to works of art as opposed to tools and equipment. Moreover, the concernful 

dealings with equipment in the world of the workshop, elaborated in Being and Time, 
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would seem to be not entirely reconcilable with Heidegger’s later thinking of the artwork, 

as estranged dwelling-in opening up that happens in the work. 

 
2.9 Twisting Free from Aesthetics 

The approach that this thesis takes towards the work of art is—along with Gadamer, 

Bernstein, and Ziarek, and in contradistinction to Ross and Bolt—essentially post-

aesthetic, although I prefer to refer to it—as I have noted earlier—as a ‘twisting free from 

aesthetics.’ Central to my thinking through of the problematics of a post-aesthetic con-

ception of art is Heidegger’s critique of the centrality of the will, and the primacy afford-

ed to perception in both the subjective and objective determinations of Western meta-

physics. At issue here is the role that the concept of Erlebnis, as the model of inner mean-

ing and feeling—that figures creativity as expression, and aesthetic experience as experi-

ence of expression—plays in Heidegger’s conception of modern representational thinking 

(Vorstellung). The relation between aesthetics, Erlebnis, and representational thinking has 

been a neglected issue, not only in commentaries dealing with Heidegger’s writing on the 

artwork, but within Heidegger scholarship in general. Moreover, it is my contention that 

Derrida’s deconstruction of Husserl’s phenomenology—where the idea of experience is 

regarded, not as something immediately given to consciousness, but rather always, al-

ready, structured by language and repetition—when read along with Heidegger’s ideas of 

situatedness, placing, strife, and non-willing thinking, becomes a powerful way of re-

thinking the place of the work of art in a non-aesthetic relation to knowledge. In short, 

what is at stake is an understanding of the work of art as a twisting free from aesthetics 

and metaphysics, which is primarily a twisting free from thinking art in terms of expres-

sion, experience and consciousness.  The problematics and limits of such a displacement, 

from this perspective, constitutes the largely untheorised gap that this thesis hopes to fill. 

 
Heidegger’s suspicion of the modern subject, as a subject always in an absolute prox-

imity with itself—a suspicion which is echoed in Derrida’s various early critiques of Hus-

serlian Phenomenology (The Problem of Genesis…Origin of Geometry, Speech and Phenom-

ena)—and mistrust of the pure immediate givenness of sensory phenomena to conscious-

ness, points to the problematic nature of a number of more recent approaches to art. The-

se theoretical positions attempt to side step the aporitic relation between aesthetics and 

knowledge by privileging the direct-to-the-senses immediate experience of phenomena. 
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This notion particularly—though not exclusively—occupies the theorisation of sound 

and media art. While the problematics of sound art have been re-thought within a con-

textual framework by Brandon LaBelle, in Background Noise: Perspectives on Sound Art 

(2006), more recently, Seth Kim-Cohen, In the Blink of an Ear: Towards a Non-Cochlear 

Sonic Art (2009), has directly challenged the hegemony of essentialist, ‘sound-in-itself,’ 

conceptions of sound art that privilege the assumed primacy of perception. Kim-Cohen 

argues—after Duchamp’s notion of ‘non-retinal’ painting—for a ‘non-cochlear sound art 

that takes into account the “conceptual turn” that occurred in visual art.55  

 
The post-aesthetic approach to these problems involves attempting to think outside of 

the philosophy of consciousness and volition, and beyond the oppositions of sub-

ject/object, form/matter, and reason/lived-experience. The consideration of these prob-

lems from within a Heideggerian perspective demands a rigorous analysis of Heidegger’s 

conceptions of aesthetics, his retrieved Greek notions of physis, alētheia, and technē, and 

the modern conceptions of representational thinking and lived experience. This will be 

the task of the following two chapters leading up to an examination of Heidegger’s think-

ing of the work of art. 
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3. Heidegger’s History of Western Ontology and Aesthetics 

 

In the previous chapter we saw that representationalism and formalism—the two modali-

ties that, as Vattimo claims, have dominated the history of aesthetics—cannot be over-

come by a fusion or dialectical synthesis. The theoretical work of Conceptual Art (Kosuth 

and Art & Language) is certainly not oblivious to the problematics of this opposition. 

Yet, in adhering to a strict regime of analytic philosophy, these artists found themselves 

trapped in the philosophy of reflection (merely exchanging the objective side for the sub-

jective in the subject/object opposition). In simply inverting the opposition rather than 

challenging it, Conceptual Art consequently made self-conscious intention the organising 

centre of its work. This raises the question: is it possible for art to escape, exceed or de-

construct the subject-object opposition, which is so embedded in modern philosophy? 

Can art perform another way of thinking that is not subject to this opposition? As, we 

saw previously, representationalism and formalism can only be overcome, as Vattimo ar-

gues, by putting their grounding presuppositions into question; which leads us to the 

work of Heidegger. 

 
Heidegger’s most well known consideration of Art, the 1936 essay, “The Origin of the 

Work of Art,”1 is motivated by the necessity to think the concept of art differently, out-

side the history of aesthetics. In order to establish a conception of art in which truth hap-

pens in an opening up instigated by the work of art, Heidegger attempts to think art be-

yond the matter-form opposition that has, since Plato, determined the thinking of the 

creative production of the work of art; and to think it beyond the subject-object opposi-

tion that belongs to the modern philosophy of consciousness. Put simply, Heidegger 

thinks the work of art as both a letting be of the truth happening (event) in the work, as a 

work, and as a knowing that happens as a willing. But such a simple summary is inade-

quate because Heidegger thinks ‘truth,’ ‘knowing,’ and ‘willing’ in completely different 

ways than they are traditionally thought in Western philosophy. That is to say, 

Heidegger’s meditation on the work of art is intimately bound up with what he calls his 

Destruktion of the history of Western ontology.2 
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The phenomenological-critical destruction, rather than being a destructive shattering 

of the tradition, functions for Heidegger as a loosening up of the solidified concepts and 

philosophemes of the tradition that have obstructed and concealed its own history. As 

such it is a careful and directed dismantling (Abbau), which traces ‘concepts back to their 

distinctive origin’ (EPF 117-118, IPR 85, Heidegger’s emphasis). Because the original 

Greek concepts derive their sense in relation to other Greek concepts, which together 

form a system of thinking, their appropriation by Roman-Latin thought, inevitably 

brings about a distortion. The translation of philosophical terminology is neither trans-

parent nor innocent, but is a process of transplantation into a different system of think-

ing, that always involves an essential alteration in meaning.  

 
The overcoming of Metaphysics cannot be achieved by simply and radically beginning 

again from a position of ontological innocence, since this kind of empiricism would con-

stitute, as Heidegger maintains, ‘a retreat into one’s own common sense, which always 

turns out to be a rationalistically diluted and thus “generalized” contingent spiritual hori-

zon that philosophy will always have to mistrust’ (PAA 29-30, PIE 21). Moreover, 

Destruktion is not a critique of the past but, rather, a shaking up of present day self-

evidence, and the prevailing conceptions of the tradition. What I wish to demonstrate, 

however, is that the metaphysical conception of art—in both its representational and 

formalist modalities—is not necessarily the only way of thinking art. What Heidegger’s 

Destruktion provides is a rigorous way of attempting to think before and outside the his-

tory of Western ontology. As Samuel Weber observes: 

 
Destruktion retraces the enabling limits of the Western approach to being and re-

veals them to be a boundary that not only includes certain experiences but also ex-

cludes others—if not, indeed, a certain experience of the other… the Heideggerian 

Destruktion redefines the notion of enabling limit itself. A limit does not simply 

mark out a space within which something can take place; it does so only by exclud-

ing other possibilities and other questions. Those exclusions, and the alternative 

possibilities they imply, are what Heidegger’s Destruktion seeks to render legible 

once again.3 
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It is the implication that there are alternative possibilities for thinking—that is, that our 

modern subjective-objective way of thinking toward things might not constitute the only 

way of thinking—that motivates this inquiry.  

 
This chapter unpacks Heidegger’s history of Being, and his conception of truth. It ex-

amines how, in Heidegger’s understanding, the originary, pre-Socratic, conceptions of 

physis and alētheia, become misunderstood in a tradition that culminates in modern rep-

resentational thinking. In order to approach Heidegger’s essay “The Origin of the Work 

of Art,” and establish the way that Heidegger attempts to think the work of art different-

ly—in terms of the displacement of aesthetics and metaphysics—we must, as a prelimi-

nary measure, seek to understand the extent to which this thinking aims to step outside, 

or back before, what Heidegger designates as the history of metaphysics. This chapter has 

the purpose of unpacking the history of the conceptual mutation and distortion that 

Heidegger sees as constituting the history of the decline of the essence of truth and the 

forgetting of Being. This history, as Heidegger sees it, is coincident with the history of 

aesthetics. But before this unpacking of the history of the decline of truth can proceed, we 

have to come to terms with what Heidegger means by truth. 

 
3.1 Truth as Unconcealment 

In contradistinction to the aesthetic view of art, Heidegger argues that the work of art 

opens up a space in which the happening of truth occurs. It becomes clear that Heidegger 

is referring to a very different definition of the word truth (Wahrheit) than what we are 

accustomed to. We usually think of truth in terms of veracity or verification, or the idea 

that something conforms to an adequate representation of something actual, in terms of 

adaequatio intellectus et rei (agreement of intellect and thing). In “The Origin of the 

Work of Art,” Heidegger says, truth happens (geschehen) in the work. Heidegger calls this 

disclosure, or revealing, unconcealment (Unverborgenheit).  It is with this word that 

Heidegger translates the Greek term alētheia—which is usually translated simply as truth 

(Wahrheit). 

 
The word alētheia became important for Heidegger in the early 1920s when be was 

delivering a series of special seminars for advanced students on the topic of Husserl’s Logi-

cal Investigations.4 It is around this time that Heidegger begins to attempt to reconcile his 
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readings of Aristotle, Plato and the pre-Socratics with Husserl’s phenomenological meth-

od—which discourages any appeal to the ‘untested’ ideas of the great philosophers. 

Through the course of these seminars it gradually dawned on Heidegger that the Greek 

notion of alētheia is a more original conception of the supporting attitude of thought ‘re-

discovered’ by phenomenology.5 This turning point, which reorients Heidegger’s philo-

sophical inquiry towards the question of Being, reinscribes the phenomenological experi-

ence of ‘the things themselves’ and their objective relation to consciousness, in terms of 

unconcealment and self-showing. 

 
The original Greek notion of alētheia, Heidegger argues, has been gradually distorted 

and covered over throughout the history of Western Metaphysics.  In the medieval period 

alētheia was translated as veritas and adaequatio. It lost the more primal meaning of un-

concealment as it was originally thought in the way of the Greeks. However, Heidegger 

argues that the transformation of alētheia into veritas was already under way in Aristotle’s 

determination of truth as the correctness of an assertion (homoiōsis), where the concept of 

truth is subjected to the apophantic, subject-predicate, structure of the proposition (S is 

P), and thus comes under the domination of logic. However, to go back before the be-

ginning of metaphysics, to retrieve the original meaning of truth does not mean, for 

Heidegger, simply to substitute one definition of truth for another, or to simply offer a 

more literal translation of the Greek term. Our usual, though ‘outworn,’ conception of 

truth is, for Heidegger, ultimately grounded on the Greek notion of alētheia, since the 

predicative expression that forms the basis of propositional truth—where the matter (Sa-

che) conforms to knowledge—has the character of unconcealment.  Heidegger, rather, 

conceives of a model of truth where the matter—the entity under discussion—must come 

to meet us ‘in its specific Being (So-sein)’ (GP 306, BPP 215). Unconcealment thus 

grounds the determination and communication of truth. But Heidegger is not proposing 

that unconcealment constitutes here an appeal to empirical evidence of what is immedi-

ately at hand. We do not perform the uncovering. Rather, we are installed within uncon-

cealment, and attendant to it. As Heidegger says, we are placed in a clearing (Lichtung) in 

the ‘midst of beings (Inmitten des Seienden)’ (HW 39-40, BW 177-178). Clearing is a 

happening, not a permanent condition. As such, it is constantly pervaded by concealment 

(Verbergung).  
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The Greeks thought of concealment as more primordial than unconcealment. Because 

of this the a- in a-lētheia indicates that it is privative: it expresses a lack, or negativity. The 

German un- corresponds to this negativity; hence Heidegger translates alētheia as Unver-

borgenheit. As Heidegger explains in the 1924 lecture series Plato’s Sophist, the privative 

‘a-’ indicates that something is ‘lacking, something is taken away (genommen), stolen 

(geraubt)’ (P:S 15-16, PS 11) In the 1929 lectures: The Fundamental Concepts of Meta-

physics, he states: ‘truth is understood by the Greeks as something stolen (Raub), some-

thing that must be torn (entrissen) from concealment in a confrontation in which precise-

ly physis strives to conceal itself’ (GM 43, FCM 29); and in Being and Time:  

 
Truth (uncoveredness [Entdecktheit]) is something that must always first be wrested 

(abgerungen) from entities (Seiende). Entities get snatched (entrissen) out of their 

hiddenness (Verborgenheit). The factical uncoveredness of anything is always, as it 

were, a kind of robbery (Raub) (SZ 222, BT 265, Heidegger’s emphasis).  

 
The opposite sense of alētheia, then, is concealment, lēthē and lanthanein, which, do not 

equate, as we might think, to falsity (which resonates more closely with the Greek word 

pseudos). 

 
This concealment takes two forms according to Heidegger. As he says in “The Origin 

of the Work of Art,” first beings ‘refuse themselves (Seiendes versagt sich)’ (HW 40, BW 

178), in the sense of hiding, and, second, they are disguised, or obstructed in a way that 

Heidegger describes as ‘dissembling’ (Verstellen). Even back in 1924, in Plato’s Sophist, 

Heidegger conceived of alētheia in terms of a double coveredness (Verdecktheit), and in 

Being and Time, this double form of coveredness still consists, on the one hand, of hid-

denness, but the second form of coveredness is described as deceiving, covering up (ver-

decken), passing something off ‘as something which it is not.’ (SZ 33, BT 57). In 1929 

however, in The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, Heidegger, gleans from Heraclitus 

the idea that physis is self-concealing.  This is the sense of the first form of concealment 

(Verbergung), as it appears in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” where Heidegger says ‘Be-

ings refuse themselves (Seiendes versagt sich)’ (HW 40, BW 178), in concealment or with-

drawal. 
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The clearing or lighting (Lichtung), Heidegger says, happens only as this ‘double con-

cealment (zwiefache Verbergung) …a constant concealment in the double form of refusal 

and dissembling’ (HW 41, BW 179). Heidegger continues: 

 
The essence of truth, that is, of unconcealment, is dominated throughout by a de-

nial. Yet this denial (Verweigern) is not a defect or a fault… This denial, in the form 

of a double concealment, belongs to the essence of truth as unconcealment. Truth in its 

essence, is un-truth (HW 41, BW 179, Heidegger’s emphasis)  

 
Does this mean that truth is essentially falsity? No, but falsity as ‘Being-false (pseudesthai)’ 

as deceiving, as covering up (verdecken), in the sense that Heidegger presents it in Being 

and Time (SZ 33, BT 57), belongs to the double concealment which is the event in which 

unconcealment as clearing happens. Truth is in a certain sense bound up with ‘un-truth,’ 

since the opposition between clearing and concealment is characterised by ‘original strife’ 

(Ursprünglichen Streites).  What I wish to show later in chapter five is that the work of art 

performs this strife as a disturbance that keeps open the clearing, and resists withdrawal 

into concealment. The open centre, or region, Heidegger says, belongs to the conflict of 

world and earth. Truth happens as strife of unconcealment in the work-Being of the 

work, which sets up a world, and sets forth the earth. The work of the work of art is thus 

one of the ways in which, for Heidegger, truth as unconcealment happens. 

 
3.2 The History of Aesthetics 

To argue that Heidegger finds a more authentic mode of Being, or of creative, artistic 

activity in the philosophy of the Greeks would be a gross simplification. Even to say that 

Heidegger sides with the pre-Socratics against Plato and Aristotle would be misleading. 

Heidegger’s Marburg period of the1920s saw an intensive engagement with the work of 

Aristotle, whose teachings Heidegger regards as the apex of Greek thought. The decline of 

Greek philosophy begins, however, Heidegger contends, with Aristotle as ‘living ques-

tioning dies out’ (GM 53, FCM 35), and schools of thought systematise and order think-

ing. Thought becomes uprooted: 

 
Everything that had once grown out of the most diverse questions—extrinsically 

unconnected, but all the more intrinsically rooted—now becomes rootless, heaped 
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together in subjects according to viewpoints that can be taught and learned (GM 

53, FCM 35). 

 
With the decline of Greek thought after Aristotle, and the translation of Greek terms into 

Latin—hypokeimenon becomes subiectum; hypostasis becomes substantia; symbebēkos be-

comes accidens; energeia becomes actualitas—there occurs not only a corruption of the 

meaning of the words but, more importantly, the imposition of a radically different sys-

tem of thought. ‘The rootlessness (Bodenlosigkeit) of Western thought’ Heidegger says, 

‘begins with this translation’ (HW 8, BW 149). 

 
In the Epilogue of “The Origin of the Work of Art,” written a little later than 1936 es-

say,6 Heidegger sums up the history of aesthetics as it corresponds to the history of the 

decline of the essence of truth (alētheia) in ancient ontology: 

 
...the beautiful belongs to the truth’s propriative event (Sichereignen der Wahrheit).  

It does not exist merely relative to pleasure and purely as its object (Gegenstand). 

The beautiful does lie in form, but only because the forma once took its light from 

Being as the beingness of beings.  Being at that time was appropriated (ereignete) as 

eidos.  The idea fits itself into the morphē.  The synolon, the unitary whole of morphē 

and hylē, namely the ergon, is in the manner of energeia.  This mode of presence 

(Anwesenheit) becomes the actualitas of the ens actu. The actualitas becomes reality 

(Wirklichkeit).  Reality becomes objectivity (Gegenständlichkeit).  Objectivity be-

comes lived experience (Erlebnis) (HW 69, BW 206). 

 
In this way, a number of historical transpositions—beginning with the Platonic ei-

dos/idea, and culminating in the nineteenth century perceptual-aesthetic notion of ‘lived 

experience’ (Erlebnis)—carry the original essence of truth and art away from the primor-

dial Greek understanding of emerging (physis) and unconcealment (alētheia).  This histo-

ry, as it corresponds to aesthetics, is elaborated with some modifications and additions, in 

Heidegger’s lecture course on Nietzsche, in the section “Six Basic Developments in the 

History of Aesthetics.”7 To summarise, the six stages are: (i) the primordial Greek essence 

of ‘great art’ and great philosophy, (ii) the imposition of the matter-form opposition be-

ginning with Plato, (iii) the domination of the subject-object distinction of the modern 

period (Descartes), (iv) the absolute aesthetics of Hegel, (v) the ‘collective artwork’ 
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(Gesamtkunstwerk) of Wagner and the privileging of ‘lived experience’ (Erlebnis), and fi-

nally, (vi) art as applied ‘physiology’, aesthetics experienced bodily in Nietzsche. These 

two summaries present the problematics of what Heidegger regards as the history of aes-

thetics as it corresponds to the history of the decline of the essence of truth, or—since 

they amount to the same thing—the forgetting of Being. What follows in this chapter 

will be a careful unpacking of these summaries. 

 
3.3 Form and Matter 

Aesthetics begins, according to Heidegger, with the decline of the ‘great art’ of the 

Greeks, and also the philosophy that accompanied it. During this period—the period 

that Heidegger refers to as the end of the inception—the time of Plato and Aristotle—the 

basic concepts that determine the boundaries for all further theorisation of art and aes-

thetics come into use. One of these concepts is the hylē-morphē (materia-forma, matter-

form) opposition: ‘the conceptual schema (Begriffsschema) which is used, in the greatest va-

riety of ways, quite generally, for all art theory and aesthetics… a conceptual machinery (Be-

griffsmechanik) that nothing is capable of withstanding’ (HW 12, BW 153, Heidegger’s 

emphasis). Heidegger argues that this conceptual pair originated, not in the realm of fine 

art, but rather in the production and manufacture of tools and implements. The matter-

form distinction has its origin, as Heidegger says, in Plato’s ontology, where beings are 

differentiated from other beings in regard to their outer appearance, eidos: the aspect; the 

‘look’ of a thing. When the idea of production governs the way in which things are ap-

prehended, when we talk about the shaped product as in the potter forming a vessel out 

of clay, all forming corresponds to a model, guide or standard, ‘the thing is produced by 

looking to the anticipated look of what is to be produced by shaping, forming’ (GP 150, 

BPP 106). The not-yet-visible proto-type; the model; the anticipated look, is what is 

meant by the terms eidos and idea. For Plato, the idea is a universal ‘form’ that although 

imagined rather than actual, is no less real. Before actualisation, the anticipated look is 

called the to ti en einai, that which a being already was, or the essence of the thing. With 

Plato this essence, idea, is characterised by ‘what-ness’ or ‘what-Being’ (Wassein), ti estin 

(what is it?). In Plato’s terms, everything we see in particulars, in the aspect that some-

thing offers, and shows of itself (eidos), is always determined by what we have in view in 

advance, the dominant look (idea). The aspect (eidos) thus manifests the idea. According 

to the look, form (morphē) encloses the thing, as formed matter (morphē-hylē) with a lim-
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iting boundary, which establishes the finishedness or completeness of the product. Ac-

cording to this designation, Heidegger argues, the conception of the thing comes to be 

thought in terms of the completed product: that is, as the manifestation of the ontologi-

cally prior idea as formed matter. 

 
 At the inception of philosophy, Heidegger argues, Being was thought in terms of physis 

as an emergent appearing that comes to presence of itself. With Plato, what comes to 

presence has a double sense, in terms of the dual meaning of ousia, which can refer to 

both a particular something that comes to presence, the hoti estin, and what comes to 

presence in what-ness, the ti estin. Heidegger observes that when Being is thought as 

what-ness with Plato, then that-ness, hoti estin, emerges as a concept in distinction to it. 

This distinction, which later becomes that of existentia and essentia, replaces the more 

original simple estin.  What-ness becomes what really is, ontōs on, and actual beings be-

come relegated to mē on, a deficient mode of Being. Ousia thus understood in terms of 

the idea—the look–is constant, always present, unchangeable and ideal. It is with this 

concept of permanence of presence that Heidegger designates as the beginning of meta-

physics proper. For Plato, the look as eidos-idea—the anticipated look of what the prod-

uct is supposed to be—is what makes the product producible in the first place. The look 

precedes actualisation, is always earlier, and is for Plato—in contradistinction to the actu-

alised thing— the truly actual. It is non-sensuous— the supersensuous. Heidegger main-

tains that the end of the inception of philosophy is characterised by the institution of ei-

dos/idea as the prevailing word for Being, which remains dominant from then on (Cf. the 

Idea [idee] in Hegel). 

 
Whereas Plato thinks ousia as idea, as constant permanence, Aristotle understands this 

permanence as something at rest. Rest preserves the completion, or limit (peras) of what is 

moved.  That which is completed and is completely at rest is the ergon (the work). The 

ergon, however, as Heidegger argues, is not the result of an action of making but a way of 

presencing: ‘presence (Anwesenheit), ousia, thus means energeia: to presence-as-work 

(Werk als Werk-Wesen) (presence understood verbally) in the work of work-ness (Werk-

heit)’ (NII 368, EP 5). However, although Aristotle formulates energeia in opposition to 

the idea, and thinks it in terms of a presencing of actual Being (that-ness), rather than a 
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making or producing, his conception, Heidegger argues, still accommodates the eidos-

idea, and is thus still subsumed, to a certain extent, under the matter form opposition. 

 
3.4 The Beautiful 

Although Heidegger cites Plato’s philosophy as the beginning of metaphysics, and subse-

quently the beginning of the decline of ‘great art,’ it would be wrong to contend that 

Heidegger dismisses Plato’s thought in its entirety. A certain idea of the beautiful plays an 

important role in Heidegger’s conception of art, and this notion of the beautiful comes 

directly from Plato. In the “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger speaks of ‘a pecu-

liar confluence of beauty with truth’ (HW 69, BW 206), and that ‘beauty is one way in 

which truth essentially occurs as unconcealment’ (HW 43, BW 181). How does this no-

tion of beauty, which Heidegger distinguishes from aesthetic enjoyment and pleasure, 

differ from that which is outlined by Kant in the Critique of Judgement?  Heidegger rarely 

discusses the Third Critique, but he does defend Kant’s definition of the beautiful, as the 

object of disinterested pleasure, against the misinterpretations of Nietzsche and Schopen-

hauer. In the Nietzsche lectures he argues that ‘in order to find something beautiful, we 

must let what encounters us, purely as it is in itself, come before us in its own stature and 

worth’ (NI 109, N 109), and further, ‘the word “beautiful” (schön) means appearing in 

the radiance (Schein) to the fore’ (NI 110, N 110). Heidegger interprets Kant’s concep-

tion of the aesthetic judgment in a manner that is not consistent with familiar interpreta-

tions of Kant’s aesthetics. The beautiful is not assessed in terms of judgments of taste, but 

rather by way of a more direct and ‘essential relation to the object’ (NI 110, N 110). The 

object appears before us as ‘pure object,’ and this coming forth into appearance is what 

Plato calls ekphanestaton.  

 
Heidegger focuses on Kant’s conception of ‘unconstrained favoring (freie Gunst)’ (NI 

109, N 109, CoJ §5), a ‘free granting’ that lets the beautiful be what it is, grants what be-

longs to it and allows what it brings to us (NI 109, N 109). Michel Haar points out that 

Gunst ‘comes from gönnen, “to grant a gift.”’8  Yet Heidegger, in forcing an interpretation 

of Kant through the optics of Greek thought—a world in which things are said to en-

counter us—would seem to be far from offering a more tenable interpretation of the 

Kantian conception of the beautiful than those that he criticises. However, as Jacques 

Taminiaux points out, Heidegger’s procedure here is to meditate on the tenuous signs in 
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Kant’s text that bring forward the possibility of superseding their metaphysical delimita-

tion. Thus, according to Taminiaux, it is here that the aesthetic attitude ‘overcomes it-

self,’ revealing ‘something that eludes the power of subjectivity and a fortiori the empire 

of absolute subjectivity.’9 Kant’s notion of ‘favor’ (Gunst),10 as a ‘letting the phenomenon 

be within itself, for its own sake,’ suggests to us, according to Taminiaux, that ‘deeper 

than the correlation of subject and object, freedom consists in being open to the very un-

concealing of the world, an unconcealing that precedes and exceeds the theoretical, prac-

tical, and hedonistic powers of the ego.’11 

 
 The conception of the beautiful as self-showing radiance occupies an ambiguous posi-

tion in Heidegger’s thinking on art, which seems to be both inside and outside aesthetics. 

On the one hand, ekphanestaton, is the idea of the beautiful, ideal supersensuous beauty 

itself. Such a conception of the work of art, or of Being, by way of the idea, would seem 

to be based on an entirely metaphysical model. On the other hand, as Heidegger proposes 

in the “The Origin of the Work of Art,” ‘the beautiful belongs to truth’s propriative event 

(in das Sichereignen)’ (HW 69, BW 206) Here Heidegger indicates that such a conception 

of the beautiful belongs to a way of thinking beauty prior to its metaphysical appropria-

tion as eidos, and prior to it being subsumed under the matter-form opposition. However, 

although this notion of the beautiful occupies an important position within Heidegger’s 

conception of art and the overcoming of aesthetics, very little is said about how such a 

conception of radiance operates independently of the eidos/idea and the matter-form op-

position. We may surmise how Heidegger maintains this distinction by examining what 

he refers to as a more authentic conception of appearing.  

 
In Introduction to Metaphysics, Heidegger makes a distinction between three meanings 

of appearing in Greek philosophy up to Plato. The first, and more authentic meaning, 

Heidegger describes as ‘the self gathering event of bringing-itself-to-stand’ (EM 139, IM 

195), which creates its own space by ripping space open (aufreißen) (EM 140, IM 195). 

The second sense of appearing, that of ‘a look as offering to be looked at’ (EM 139, IM 

195), designates something already standing there occupying an already prepared space of 

fixed dimensions, as a foreground surface. In the first and original meaning of appearance 

what appears and what is are one. Heidegger finds this in Parmenides’ saying that ‘Being 

and apprehending (Vernehmung)… belong together’ (EM 140, IM 195). However, this 
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does not mean that Being is to be conceived as simple apprehension. With the transfor-

mation from physis to idea, Heidegger notes a third sense of appearance: ‘appearance (Er-

scheinen) is no longer physis, the emerging sway (das aufgehende Walten), nor the self-

showing of the look (Sichzeigen des Aussehens), but instead is the surfacing of the likeness 

(Abbildes)’ (EM 141, IM 197). In this sense of appearing now dominated by the idea, 

‘what appears is mere appearance (ist das Erscheinende bloße Erscheinung), really a seeming 

(Schein), which now means a defect (Mangel)’ (EM 141, IM 197). From this point on, 

Heidegger tells us, ‘on and phainomenon (what is and what appears) are disjoined 

(auseinander)’ (EM 141, IM 197).  

 
The self-showing of the beautiful, as ekphanestaton, however, belongs to the second 

meaning of appearance. In this sense the appearance of the beautiful occupies a position 

between the self-emerging sway of physis, and the later defective mode of mere appear-

ance, conceived as imitation of something real and ideal. In this way Heidegger can say 

that ‘the beautiful does lie in form’ (HW 69, BW 206), the space of viewing is given an 

outline, but does not yet fall under the domination of the idea, which then transforms the 

truth (alētheia) of beauty’s self-showing into mimēsis: apprehending as representation. 

 
3.5 Representational Thinking 

With the transition from Greek to Latin, Heidegger maintains, the primal meanings of 

ergon and energeia are transposed by the Roman conceptual language onto the plane of 

agere, understood as ‘making’ in an ontic sense. Energeia is translated as actualitas (reali-

ty), and this prepares the way for the Christian thinking of creatio. God posited as sum-

mum ens is interpreted as actus purus (pure actuality), and thus becomes creator, and then 

all reality is ens creatum, in which ‘the totality of all beings is represented in advance as 

something created (Geschaffenes) ...conceived as a unity of materia and forma’ (HW 14, 

BW 155). With this shift in meaning actualitas renders the essence of energeia (as pres-

encing)—and its connection to ousia as presence—obscure. Instead Being is understood 

in terms of accomplishment in action, the result of effect, the procedure of working: ‘er-

gon becomes the opus of the operari, the factum of the facere, the actus of the agere’ (NII 

375, EP 12). As Giorgio Agamben expresses, in terms similar to Heidegger, what this 

means for the work of art is that:  
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…the emphasis shifts away from what the Greeks considered the essence of the 

work—the fact that in it something passed from nonbeing into being, thus opening 

the space of truth (alētheia) and building a world for man’s dwelling on earth—and 

to the operari of the artist, that is to the creative genius and the particular character-

istics of the artistic process in which it finds expression.12  

 
With the shift from energeia to actualitas, Being is not only thought in terms of what is 

real, but this reality is determined, as Heidegger says, by effected working, which is un-

derstood in the sense of causal making, ‘the taking place (stellt) of consequences (Erfol-

gen)’ (VA 47, QCT 162). Corresponding with this shift, artistic production is also con-

ceived in terms of causal making, which then prepares the way for the nature of art to be 

skewed towards the ‘genius’ of the artist. 

 
In modernity then, according to Heidegger, what is (the real) becomes an object for a 

subject that is certain of itself, and thus can be certain of its object. This mode of think-

ing, Vorstellung—usually translated as ‘representational thinking,’ in which the subject 

becomes the centre of all determinations, as Heidegger observes, arrives first in a system-

atic way with Descartes. For Descartes, the only absolute certainty for the subject that 

thinks is that it knows that it exists, and is certain of this for as long as it thinks.13 The 

self-certain ego cogito, Heidegger tells us, becomes the foundation; the fundamentum, the 

authoritative ground for all thinking and what is knowable. Descartes says cogito me cogi-

tare which means the ego appears to the thinking subject—to itself— as a me cogitare, 

that is, as a representing that is always an ‘I think,’ an ‘I represent.’ In this way the think-

ing subject is thought along in the thinking. Heidegger observes that this allows Kant to 

say ‘It must be possible for the “I think” to accompany all my representations’ (FS 23, see 

also GP 179, BPP 127). The self-positing ego, the distinctive modern subject—the subiec-

tum—‘knows itself as the ground of its determinations’ (GP 179, BPP 127, Heidegger’s 

emphasis) and as ‘the ground of the possibility of representing,’ ‘the basic condition of 

knowing as knowing’ (GP 181, BPP 128). 

 

The Greeks never thought in terms of representation, Heidegger tells us. Nor was the 

thought of the medieval period one which represented in the modern sense. As Heidegger 

contends, with the rise of the ego to subjecthood, all else (nature, the external world, be-
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ings) become objects for this subject (FS 13-14). But this shift towards the modern sub-

ject begins a long time before Descartes. The Greek concept of hypokeimenon—that 

which lies before; the substance or ground—gets translated and transformed in Latin as 

subiectum—the word for what we generally understand as the modern subject—and is 

paired with the modern object, of which, Heidegger argues, there is no Greek correlate. 

At the same time we speak grammatically of a subject that has predicates (S is P). Even 

with the Greeks hypokeimenon, as what lies at the basis of an assertion, becomes ‘some-

thing shown and stated (legomenon)’ (NII 392, EP 27). The grammatical subject, for all 

intents and purposes, seems to function rather like an object. Up until the Late Middle 

Ages the word obiectum referred to something merely imagined, and not actual.14 What 

was, as hypokeimenon, something seemingly substantial, or substance-like, becomes, as 

subiectum, something essentially subjective and interiorised. Yet despite this reversal, what 

remains unchanged is the sense that the subiectum in forming the ground of its own self-

certainty, as ‘a fundamentum absolutum inconcussum veritatis (self supported, unshakable 

foundation of truth, in the sense of certainty [Gewißheit])’ (HW 106-7, QCT 148), still 

carries with it the sense of hypokeimenon as the something that lies at the ground of the 

thing, as a substrate; what ‘simultaneously lies at the foundation of its own fixed qualities 

and changing circumstances’ (HW 106, QCT 148). 

  
3.6 Objectification 

With anthropocentric representational thinking the subject becomes the ground for cer-

tainty, and everything else—nature the external world—become objects for this subject. 

Rather than settling for the more technical word ‘Objekt,’ Heidegger uses the word ‘Ge-

genstand,’ which originated in the eighteenth century as the German translation of the 

Latin obiectum, and literally means ‘that which stands over against.’ As Samuel Weber 

observes, nature and otherness become what are ‘thrown over against the subject’ and 

thus the subject is ‘thrown under everything else’.15  We get a sense of this metaphor of 

throwing in the English word ‘object’ (literally against + throw).16 Beings appearing as 

objects in the modern period, ‘intrude and impose themselves on cognition’ (SvG 99, PR 

55), such that representational thinking represents the object (Gegenstand) ‘in its obstina-

cy (Gegenstehen)’ (SvG 46, PR 23). 
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In choosing to use the word Gegenstand, Heidegger wishes to draw attention to the 

idea that, in the modern concept of the object, the entity is, before our cognition, 

brought to a ‘stand’ (Stehen) of ‘standstill’ (Stand). Objectification (Gegenständlichkeit) is 

carried out in a representation (Vorstellen)—literally ‘a setting or placing before.’ Some-

thing is placed before the subject, where it is consequently ‘set in place’ and made secure. 

In this way the existence of that which is, is made certain, secure and stable by the act of 

the subject representing itself. As Samuel Weber explains: 

  
What provides this stability, Heidegger observes, is not so much the contents of 

what is thought as thinking itself, inasmuch as it seeks to enter into a reflective rela-

tion with itself—the cogito: me cogitare. In this sense, thinking accedes to truth as 

certitude by recognizing itself over-against itself; and it does this by recalling, as it 

were, that, however dubious the contents of its representations may be, what is be-

yond all doubt is the fact that representation itself is taking place.17  

 
In such a way, Weber argues, ‘thinking takes a stand against doubt by placing itself—that 

is, its activity of placing before, of re-pre-senting—before itself.’18 And quoting from “Die 

Überwindung der Metaphysik,” Weber continues: ‘the original object… is objectivity it-

self… but the original objectivity is the “I think” of the “I perceive”’.19 The full passage is 

as follows: 

 
The object is the unity of the constancy (Ständigkeit) of what persists. In its stand-

ing, persistence is essentially related to the presentation of re-presentation (Stellen 

des Vor-stellen) as the guarantee of having-something-in-front-of-oneself.  The orig-

inal object is objectification (Gegenständigkeit) itself. Original objectification (Ge-

genständigkeit) is the “I think,” in the sense of the “I perceive” which already pre-

sents and has presented itself in advance for everything perceivable. It is the subiec-

tum. In the order of the transcendental genesis of the object (Gegenstandes), the 

subject is the first object (Objekt) of ontological representation. Ego cogito is cogito: 

me cogitare (VA 70, EP 87-88, translation modified).20 

 
What is at stake here, Weber tells us, is that the concept of the modern object is not 

simply objectivity, but ‘the process of objectification,’ and that with the subject ‘taking 

itself as its own object… the cogito becomes the model of truth and of certitude’.21 



 

 

64 

Moreover, in deploying his own word Gegenständigkeit, rather than the more usual ‘Ge-

genständlichkeit,’ Heidegger seeks to draw our attention to what he regards as the unique 

mode of presencing that emerges in the modern period. That is, not just what stands over 

against (Gegen-stand), but also of what stands opposite (Gegenstandig), and above all, in 

the constancy of what persists and endures (Ständigkeit). In using this word Heidegger 

emphasises that the modern mode of presencing not only has the character of objectifica-

tion, it is also characterised by constant enduring presence.22 It is in this sense that 

Heidegger argues, in “Science and Reflection”: 

 
Entrapping representation, which secures everything in that objectness (Gegenstän-

digkeit)… is the fundamental characteristic of the representing through which 

modern science corresponds to the real.  But then the all-decisive work (arbeit) that 

such representing performs in every science is that refining of the real which first in 

any way at all expressly works the real into an objectness (Gegenständigkeit) through 

which everything is recast in advance into a diversity of objects for the entrapping 

securing (VA 52, QCT 168). 

 
According to Heidegger, the modern scientific experiment, as opposed to the Greek em-

peria, or the medieval experiri, experientia, experimentum, begins with a procedure that 

represents the conditions in which a certain outcome will result.  Which means an impo-

sition of a law, as the ground plan (Grundriß). This ground plan circumscribes the field, 

and thus ‘constrains the anticipatory representing of the conditions’ (HW 81, QCT 121). 

In this way the scientific experiment comes under the service of an exact plan, which is 

constituted by a systematic framework of interconnecting explanations by which the ex-

periment seeks verification. This methodology, Heidegger argues, places its object toward 

the direction of the explanation, and in doing so, guarantees a result. 

 
From this exposition of Heidegger’s ‘deconstruction’ of Western metaphysics, we have 

seen that what has been often conceived of as a continuity of thinking throughout various 

epochs has been ruptured by twists in meaning and distortions brought about by the very 

impossibility of non-obstructive translation of philosophemes between different lan-

guages. It is not that the translations from Greek to Latin to German are necessarily in-

correct. Rather, Heidegger argues, ‘their correctness (Richtigkeit) is also what is insidious, 
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for through their correctness we become ensnared in historically later, modern and—

today—normative representations’ (SvG 166, PR 99). Translation for Heidegger can nev-

er be absolutely adequate to what it translates, not only because words often have multi-

ple meanings but also because each word depends on a differential network of other 

words which constitute meaning within a system of thought. A point often made is that 

Heidegger’s own translations are often extremely idiosyncratic and that his ‘history’ of 

metaphysics is far from definitive. However, the point that I wish to make clear is that the 

most important thrust of Heidegger’s argument is that modern representational think-

ing—characterised by the objectification and self-certainty of modern science, and the 

subjectifcation that constitutes the idea of consciousness—is not necessarily the only way 

of thinking. That is, the discontinuities that Heidegger locates at the various transitions 

in language, religion, and culture—Greek to Roman to Christian to modern—point al-

ways to other possibilities in thinking. At the same time, certain ways of thinking all that 

is—as substance, as formed matter, and as something made or created—have become en-

trenched.  

 
The question becomes: what kind of thought would constitute an alternative to repre-

sentational thinking? In what way can the practice of, and encounter with, art carry out 

this thinking? The traditional response to this question, however, has entailed a retreat 

into sensuousness and feeling that Heidegger, in the 1930s begins to describe in terms of 

Erlebnis: a superficial reaction to the instrumental calculative thinking of the exact scienc-

es taking the form of aesthetic subjectivism. Heidegger comments on the problematic na-

ture of this countering in Being and Time, where he writes: ‘when irrationalism, as the 

counterplay of rationalism, talks about the things to which rationalism is blind, it does so 

only with a squint (schielend)’ (SZ 136, BT 175). It is Heidegger’s intention to show that 

these notions do not stand in opposition to each other but, rather, in a certain way, be-

long to each other. 
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4. Lived Experience, Machination, and the Retrieval of Technē 

 

In the previous chapter we saw that the decline of the history of truth and the forgetting 

of Being culminates, according to Heidegger, in modern representational thinking, where 

all that is comes to be apprehended in terms of objectification. But this instrumental and 

calculative approach to Being involves a counter-side: that of Erlebnis. As Heidegger sees 

it, the problem with modern subjectivist aesthetics is that the work of art is posited as an 

object for a subject who encounters the work in terms of sensuous apprehension 

(aisthēsis). It is in this experience of aisthēsis, in its particularly modern form, ‘lived experi-

ence’ (Erlebnis), Heidegger suggests, that the essence of art dies. Central to the notion of 

Erlebnis is the primacy of the subject-object distinction that finds its way into philoso-

phy—and modern thought in general—with Descartes. In order to propose an alternative 

conception to artistic creation, Heidegger attempts to get outside and back behind West-

ern metaphysics to retrieve what he understands as the primordial function of the work of 

art as a process of disclosure, or revealing, of truth. In doing so, he recovers, from the 

Greek word technē, (usually translated as art, or handicraft) a more original sense of the 

conception of the work of art—as the mode of knowing associated with bringing-forth 

(Hervorbringen). If the purpose of this analysis to conceive of a non-subjectivist post-

aesthetic theory of art—or at the very least help us to identify certain strains of resistance 

to subjectivism in both contemporary art and the historical avant-garde—then technē 

must be understood as more than just a term, a substitute for ‘bringing-forth,’ a term 

translated and translocated from the dawn of Western philosophy onto the terrain of con-

temporary art. What is at stake here is a way of thinking (epistēmē). Technē must be un-

derstood in relation to a modality of thinking that not only thinks art differently, but fur-

ther entails a radical rethinking of Being (Sein), beings, truth, essence, appearance, and 

ground—in short, most, if not all, of the fundamental determinations of metaphysics. 

The first part of this chapter sets out to examine the history of the concept of Erlebnis, 

and the decisive role it plays, in Heidegger’s thought as it culminates in the will-to-will of 

Nietzsche’s ‘will to power’ that Heidegger regards as the completion of representational 

thinking. The second section of this chapter elucidates the various renderings of technē in 

Heidegger’s writings—from the Aristotelian framework utilised in the period of funda-
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mental ontology, through to the writings on technology, in order to ask: how does 

Heidegger conceive of art in terms of the retrieval of technē? 

 
4.1 Lived Experience 

In the series of lectures given on Nietzsche in 1936, Heidegger suggests that although 

Nietzsche’s definition of the essence of art is not formulated in terms of art as ‘cultural 

phenomenon or as a monument to civilization’ (NI 75, N 77), it is still trapped within 

the traditional aesthetic idea of the work of art, albeit what Nietzsche calls a ‘masculine 

aesthetics,’ ‘aesthetics driven to the extreme’ (NI 75, N 77). That Nietzsche is able to 

claim that art is worth more than truth, Heidegger reasons, is a consequence of Nie-

tzsche’s view that art is a stimulant of life, and is thus able to act in excess of itself, as a 

pure will to power. From Heidegger’s point of view, the aesthetic consideration of art is a 

meditation which observes the state of feeling aroused by the beautiful, where the work of 

art is reduced to the bearer of the beautiful and hence the provoker of the aesthetic state 

of feeling. Heidegger words it in the form of a tautology: ‘aesthetics is consideration of 

man’s state of feeling in its relation to the beautiful; it is consideration of the beautiful to 

the extent that it stands in relation to man’s state of feeling’ (NI 75-76, N 78). If aesthet-

ics, as a doctrine, can be considered to be a way to knowledge at all, its epistemological 

procedures would appear to be short circuited, since, as Heidegger contends, ‘man’s state 

of feeling’ remains ‘the point of departure and the goal of the meditation’ (NI 76, N 78).  

The work of art then becomes an object that is only accessible in terms of the states of 

feeling, that is, of ‘lived experience’ (Erlebnis). Heidegger claims then that, in modernity, 

‘the work becomes an object (Gegenstand) in terms of that surface which is accessible to 

“lived experience”’ (NI 76, N 78). The knowledge associated with aesthetics is then lim-

ited to a knowledge of human behaviour in relation to the states of sensation and feeling. 

 
Erlebnis means ‘experience,’ although it signifies a rather more specific sense of experi-

ence that that of the more general word Erfahrung, and has a very specific history in 

German literature and philosophy. Erlebnis represents, in Heidegger’s work of the 1930s, 

an immediate and private experience.  It is a subjective experience that is both unmediat-

ed and vague, but which is at the same time deeply felt. It thus epitomises the intense per-

sonal emotional aesthetic experience that came to be so highly valued by the romantics. 

Erlebnis contains within it the root Leben, meaning life. Although it can be traced back to 
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the life-philosophy (Lebensphilosphie) of Schleiermacher, Gadamer tells us (in Truth and 

Method) that it was not used with any frequency until the 1870s. Thus its use as a stand-

ardised term is relatively recent. It is in Wilhelm Dilthey’s biography of Schleiermacher, 

that the word comes into a more general use, and is then finally popularised in Dilthey’s 

Das Erlebnis und die Dichtung (Poetry and Experience) in 1905.1  

 
In Truth and Method, Gadamer elevates the term Erfahrung, as a non-subjectivised ex-

perience of art, over aesthetic Erlebnis. As Martin Jay observes, Erfahrung ‘is sometimes 

associated with outer, sense impressions or with cognitive judgments about them (espe-

cially in the tradition associated with Immanuel Kant).’2 But, as Jay says, it also comes to 

refer to a meaningful experience that is temporally extended and accumulative in terms of 

knowledge. This is much like the sense of the word ‘experience’ in English when we say 

that ‘one is experienced.’ It contains the root Farht, meaning ‘journey,’ and is linked to 

Gefahrt (danger). The sense of Erfahrung—which Gadamer draws from Hegel’s Phenom-

enology of the Spirit, and Lectures on Aesthetics—is an experience that changes the beholder 

by conveying knowledge and truth. Erlebnis, on the other hand, refers to an experience 

‘that makes a special impression that gives lasting importance’ (TM 53), ‘is rounded into 

a significant whole...unforgettable and irreplaceable... whose meaning cannot be exhaust-

ed by conceptual determination’ (TM 58). In this way it would seem to be the direct 

equivalent to Michael Fried’s term ‘presentness.’  For Gadamer, the experience of Erleb-

nis, in disconnecting the work of art from its world, prevents the work from being a 

work. As Gadamer claims, ‘Basing aesthetics on experience (Erlebnis) leads to an absolute 

series of points, which annihilates the unity of the work of art, the identity of the artist 

with himself, and the identity of the person understanding or enjoying the work of art’ 

(TM 82). The subjectivised aesthetic experience of Erlebnis essentially provides no means 

for the work of art to reveal what Gadamer calls its ‘claim to truth.’  

 
4.2 Erlebnis in Early Heidegger 

The word Erlebnis has a complex history in Heidegger’s thought, finding its way into his 

thinking from a number of sources: from the life-philosophy of Bergson, James, and 

Dilthey, the phenomenological neo-Kantianism of Emil Lask, and lastly, but perhaps 

most important of all, the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl. Although Heidegger bor-

rows much from Dilthey’s concept of ‘life,’ and the historical analysis of man, in conceiv-
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ing his formulation of Dasein in Being and Time, it is clear that Heidegger had by that 

time distanced himself from the notion of Erlebnis in response to the criticisms of 

Dilthey’s project supplied by Dilthey’s friend Count Yorck von Wartenburg. The con-

cept of life appears in various forms in Heidegger’s habilitation work (1916), but it is in 

the lecture series held in the “war-emergency semester” of 1919 (Kriegsnotsemester, hence-

forth KNS), “The Idea of Philosophy and the Problem of Worldview,” at Freiburg, where 

Heidegger, as Husserl’s newly appointed assistant, begins to examine the concept of 

Erlebnis. In his defence of phenomenological research, against the criticisms of neo-

Kantianism—in particular that of Paul Natorp—Heidegger, in response to both 

worldview philosophy, and transcendental critical philosophy, attempts to develop, after 

Lask, the idea of a pre-theoretical ‘primal something’ (Ur-etwas) unfolding out of lived-

experience. In order to establish the idea of philosophy as a primal science—the ambition 

of both neo-Kantianism and phenomenology—but at the same time proceeding from a 

starting point that would be free of pre-suppositions, Heidegger turns to the pre-

theoretical experience given in life in and for itself. In response to the neo-Kantian value 

philosophy of Rickert and Windelband which—in its critical-teleological method un-

dermines itself by first positing, in the form of fundamental and guiding axioms, what it 

ultimately seeks to find—Heidegger and Husserl seek a new beginning point in what is 

immediately given in the experience of life itself. However, it soon becomes clear that the 

inherited concept of lived-experience is not to be uncritically handled by Heidegger. In 

the KNS we first get a hint of Heidegger’s dissatisfaction with the term when he writes: 

‘The term “lived experience” (Erlebnis) is today so faded and worn thin that, if it were not 

so fitting, it would be best to leave it aside. Since it cannot be avoided, it is all the more 

necessary to understand its essence’ (ZBP 66, TDP 55). What Heidegger’s reservations 

imply is that he is less that happy with the word’s Cartesian (subjective) and psychological 

(objective) overtones. Thus Heidegger wishes to wrench the term free from the idea of an 

experience that is essentially inner and reflexive, and at the same time to consider it non-

objectively, i.e., not as a temporally delimited psychical process.  

 
In the summer semester lecture series of 1920, Phenomenology of Intuition and Expres-

sion: Theory of Philosophical Concept Formation, Heidegger is further dismissive of the aes-

thetic tendency towards an ideal of harmony in Dilthey’s effective complex of life, in-

formed by the triad of lived-experience, expression and understanding (Erlebnis, 
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Ausdruck, Verstehen): ‘Lived-experience leads to expression, the latter to understanding, 

and understanding back to lived experience; in this way it comes full circle’ (PAA 169, 

PIE 129). Dilthey’s life complex, Heidegger claims, becomes fixed and personal because it 

‘is ultimately determined by the ideal of humanity (Humanitätsideal) of Goethe and 

Humbolt’ (PAA 161, PIE 123), and what Heidegger calls ‘the aesthetic consideration of 

history (aesthetische Geschichtbetrachtung)’ (EPF 92, IPR 67, Heidegger’s emphasis). 

Although Heidegger utilises the concept of Erlebnis in his early Freiburg lectures, he at-

tempts to think it in a way that seeks to be more original than the subject-object opposi-

tion. He thinks Erlebnis in terms of the environmental experience of the environing world 

(Umwelt) as life in and for itself. Gradually this conception of life becomes ‘factic life’ in 

the early 1920s, and eventually transforms into the concernful and circumspective Being-

in-the-world of concrete Dasein in the lead up to Being and Time.   

 
Although Heidegger’s inquiry into fundamental ontology finds a certain amount of in-

spiration in Dilthey’s work, he argues that life (and all derivative ‘personalistic’ move-

ments), including even phenomenology itself, fail to put into question ‘life’ itself as a 

kind of Being. This indicates, for Heidegger, that the basic question of Dasein’s Being has 

been deflected towards an anthropology by both the Greek (zōon logon echon)3 and Chris-

tian (theological Being) conceptions of ‘man.’ The question regarding the kind of entities 

that we ourselves are, Heidegger insists, cannot be answered in such an indeterminate way 

as ‘life… plus something else’ (SZ 50, BT 75).  In Being and Time, Erlebnis is seen as an 

indeterminate starting point for the questioning of the Being of Dasein. Rather than 

something undetermined or tacitly assumed, one’s own Dasein is something encountered 

environmentally when it ‘looks away from “Experiences” (“Erlebnissen”) and the “centre of 

its actions,” or does not yet “see” them at all.  Dasein finds ‘itself’ proximally in what it 

does, uses, expects, avoids—in those things environmentally ready-to-hand with which it 

is proximally concerned’ (SZ 119, BT 155, Heidegger’s emphasis). In such a way, Dasein 

is thrown into the ‘there’ and brought before itself in a state-of-mind, or how one find’s 

oneself (Befindlichkeit). This does not in any way resemble the reflexivity of consciousness 

in the Cartesian tradition, rather, Heidegger contends: ‘only because the “there” has al-

ready been disclosed in a state-of-mind can immanent reflection come across “experienc-

es” (“Erlebnisse”) at all’ (SZ 136, BT 175). 
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4.3 The Death of Art 

In the early Heidegger, Erlebnis is regarded as general description for a pre-theoretical 

phenomenological starting point. However, in the work leading up to Being and Time the 

concept of Erlebnis is rethought in non-Cartesian, non-anthropological directions as 

states-of-mind (Befindlichkeit, Stimmung) understanding, and care (Sorge). In the 1930s, 

however, the word begins to be used in a quite different context, and it is deployed exclu-

sively as a term of derision. No longer questioned ontologically—and with Heidegger’s 

emerging interest in the work of art, and Hölderlin’s poetry—the term Erlebnis is now 

regarded as central to subjectivist aesthetics. Poetry (Dichtung), Heidegger argues in the 

lecture series of 1934/35, Hölderlin’s Hymnen “Germanien” und “der Rhein,” is not the 

expression of lived-experiences of the soul (Ausdruck seelischer Erlebnisse) (HH 32, 33), 

and ‘expression,’ Heidegger dismissively remarks, ‘is also the barking of dogs’ (HH 28), a 

‘determinate mode of being “liberal” man’ (HH 28).  Michael Zimmerman suggests that 

such rhetoric was directed at National Socialist ideologues that saw their own worldview 

as an aesthetic countermovement to English liberalism.4 In the 1935 lecture series Intro-

duction to Metaphysics, Heidegger, discussing Sophocles’ poem, Antigone, argues that the 

counter-violence of art (technē), does not take ‘the form of “lived experience of the soul,” 

(“seelischer Erlebnisse”) in which the soul of the creator wallows…’ (EM 125, IM 174).  

 
As the mid 1930s progress, Heidegger begins to conceive of Erlebnis as the specific aes-

thetic reception of art that prevents the work of art from functioning as an event in which 

truth happens. In both the Epilogue to “The Origin of the Work of Art” and the in the 

Nietzsche lectures of 1936, Heidegger associates the aesthetic experience of art, experi-

enced as Erlebnis, with Hegel’s famous pronouncement of the death of art. It is in his Aes-

thetics, and Lectures on Aesthetics, that Hegel announces the decline of the era of great art, 

beginning at the end of the later Middle Ages. In the section, “Six Basic Developments in 

the History of Aesthetics,” Heidegger provides the three quotes from Hegel that he will 

reproduce again in the Epilogue of “the Origin of the Work of Art”: 

 
Art no longer counts for us as the highest manner in which truth obtains existence 

for itself. (WW. X, 1, S. 134) 

 



 

 

72 

One may well hope that art will continue to advance and perfect itself, but its form 

has ceased to be the highest need of spirit. (ebd. S. 135) 

 
In all these relationships art is and remains for us, on the side of its highest voca-

tion, something past. (X, 1, S. 16) 

(NI 83, N 84) 

 
Corresponding to this decline of art’s power to reveal truth is the increasing domi-

nance, in modernity, of the aesthetic experience of art.  With its newly granted autono-

mous status art loses its function of revealing and preserving the essence of beings: its ‘ab-

solute need (absolutes Bedürfnis)’ (NI 82, N 84). In contrast to what Heidegger describes 

as the ‘necessity’ of living questioning at the beginning of philosophy, mere contempla-

tion of the beautiful induces relaxation and pleasure, and, as Heidegger provocatively 

comments: ‘art then belongs in the domain of the pastry chef’ (EM 101, IM 140). He-

gel’s decline, or death, of art, is what Heidegger has in mind when he writes, in the Epi-

logue of “The Origin of the Work of Art”: 

 
Lived Experience (das Erlebnis) is the source that is standard not only for art appre-

ciation and enjoyment but also for artistic creation (Kunstschaffen).  Everything is 

an experience (Erlebnis). Yet perhaps lived experience (Erlebnis) is the element in 

which art dies. The dying occurs so slowly that it takes a few centuries.  (HW 66, 

BW 204).    

 
Despite Hegel’s announcement, Heidegger notes in the Nietzsche lectures that art con-

tinues as the nineteenth century cult of Erlebnis, ‘the “lived experience” as such becomes 

decisive’ (NI 85, N 86), and ‘the world is examined and evaluated on the basis of its ca-

pacity to produce the aesthetic state’ (NI 90, N 90). It is not surprising that Heidegger—

in keeping close to the subject of Nietzsche’s writings—provides as his example the expe-

rience of the musical Gesamtkunstwerkes of Richard Wagner, which he describes as being 

characterised by ‘the domination of the pure state of feeling—the tumult (Brunst) and 

delirium (Raserie) of the senses (Sinne)’ (NI 85, N 86). Art becomes an ‘absolute need’ 

but the ‘absolute is experienced as total dissolution into sheer feeling (reine Gefühl)’ (NI 

86, N 87). Erlebnis then, for Heidegger, is the experience in which art’s ‘absolute need,’ 

of spirit (Geist) in the Hegelian sense, becomes circumvented, or degraded, by feeling and 
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emotion conveyed by way of aesthetic apprehension. That which constitutes great art, 

argues Heidegger, is ‘absolute need.’  

 
In the lecture course of 1937-38 (Basic Questions of Philosophy: Selected “Problems” of 

“Logic”), lived experience is described as the mode of contemporary experience where the 

question of truth is without need or necessity. Heidegger says that at the end of Western 

thought, where we now stand, lived experience prevents us from questioning the most 

obvious, ‘what everybody always knows’ when it is said, for example, that ‘the stone is, 

the sky is overcast’ (GdP 184, BQP 159, Heidegger’s emphasis). And further: 

 
…we are dealing with beings as the object of contrivances (Machenschaft) and of 

lived experiences (des Erlebens) and thereby are not paying attention to the Being of 

these beings. On account of its obviousness, Being is something forgotten 

(Vergessenes) (GdP 185, BQP 159). 

 
Heidegger certainly agrees with Hegel that art, on the model of the ‘great art’ of the 

Greeks, is something past. Art comes to an end because it has become merely the aesthet-

ic production of beautiful objects. However, as Françoise Dastur points out: Heidegger 

indicates—in a letter to Rudolph Krämer-Bardoni (April 25, 1960) on the subject of 

art— that he is not in agreement with Hegel’s conceptions of art, nor with the idea that 

art absolutely is finished.5 Although the history of art culminates and comes to its end in 

aesthetics, Heidegger, at the same time, points to the possibility of a transformed, non-

aesthetical, non-metaphysical essence of art. In his 1960 Reclam edition of Holzweg, 

Heidegger appends a marginal note to the aforementioned sentence: ‘yet perhaps lived-

experience is the element in which art dies’:  

 
This statement does not, however, say that art is absolutely at an end. That would 

only be the case if experience (Erlebnis) remained the absolute element for art. Eve-

rything depends on getting out of experience (aus dem Erleben) and into Being-

there [Da-sein], which means achieving an element for the “becoming” of art quite 

other than experience. (HW 67, OBT 50) 

 
The possibility of art’s continuation, as an activity that counts for us, depends on whether 

it can find another way of Being, rather than merely that of an object ‘experienced’ by a 
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subject. It is only in this sense that art can once again become worthy of questioning and 

open up thinking towards a new beginning. Although Heidegger, in the late 1930s often 

speaks rather disparagingly about the prospects of modern art—and proposes that alt-

hough art continues as instrumental culture while the true work of art disappears—there 

is equally a hope that a transformed thinking about art can function as the ‘saving power’ 

in the countermovement to modern nihilism. Art as an activity of the culture industry 

continues but authentic modern work art becomes, for Heidegger, something rare. De-

spite the imminent disappearance of the work of art in modernity, Heidegger still upholds 

the possibility of art—once it has ‘overcome’ aesthetics—as the unfolding of Being and 

the grounding of its truth.  

 
4.4 Will-to-Will 

Erlebnis comes into dominance at the end of art and the end of philosophy. As Heidegger 

contends, it prevents us from seeing the necessity of questioning the most obvious, such 

as how the copular ‘is’ functions in terms of Being. The end of philosophy, like the end 

of art, does not mean that philosophical work does not continue after Hegel, rather it 

signifies its completion, according to a certain way of thinking; according to a certain set 

of ideas: the ideas that constituted Western Metaphysics from its beginning. This is not 

to say that Heidegger is in agreement with such a completion. Rather, the completion 

represents the concluding end point of a cumulative reasoning of a unique and singular 

direction of thinking. Thus, at the end of philosophy, Heidegger calls for the transition to 

another beginning. This ‘leap (Sprung) into another knowledge’ (GdP 187, BQP 161), 

involving the destruction and overcoming of metaphysics, would seek to rethink philoso-

phy from afresh. However this would not mean that it would be thought in isolation 

from its historical tradition. Since we have no other conceptual language in which to re-

think metaphysics, than the very terms of metaphysics, the leap would involve both 

thinking around and through these concepts. In a similar way, Heidegger argues that ‘we 

must provide a new content for the word “art” and for what it intends to name, on the 

basis of a fundamental orientation to Being that has been won back in an originary way’ 

(EM 101, IM 140). Heidegger thus speaks of the necessity for the ‘overcoming of meta-

physics,’ in conjunction with the ‘overcoming of aesthetics.’ However, ‘overcoming’ 

(Überwindung) needs to be thought not as, conquest, victory, replacing or usurping. 

Heidegger wishes us to hear, as Vattimo emphasises, a certain sense of Verwindung, as 
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torsion, twisting-free, and at the same time as incorporating what is left behind. Con-

versely, overcoming in the sense of replacing is what characterises, for Heidegger the ob-

ject of Nietzsche’s thinking of the will to power.  

 
Nietzsche’s thinking promises to be the countermovement to Hegel’s absolute 

Knowledge as spirit of the will. Instead, Heidegger argues, it belongs to it, and completes 

it. In the essay “Overcoming Metaphysics,” Heidegger contends that the will to power 

prepares the way for what he calls the final stage of the will’s development in the comple-

tion of metaphysics as ‘will to will’ (Wille zum Willen). In the “Will to Power as Art” lec-

ture, he states: ‘For Nietzsche… will is nothing else than will to power, and power noth-

ing else than the essence of will. Hence, will to power is will to will, which is to say, will-

ing is self-willing’ (NI 33, N 37).  According to Heidegger’s reading of Nietzsche, truth 

and art (conceived as values) both come under the dominance of the will to power where 

truth is thought as stability, and art is thought as ‘lack of mindfulness’ (Besin-

nungslosigkeit) and Erlebnis. The word Besinnung, often translated in an unsatisfactory 

way as ‘reflection,’ designates, for Heidegger, a mode of consideration or inquiry that un-

folds along with Being, a directional recollection-thinking-on.6 It differs from reflection 

(Reflexion) in that it cannot be thought in terms of the psychic process in which the sub-

ject reflects back upon itself and its objective representation (Vorstellen). Under the head-

ing of technics, in Heidegger’s thinking, planning, calculative thinking, and stability 

come together with Nietzsche’s idea of the creator-genius, who produces art as a stimula-

tor of lived-experiences which, in turn, guarantees the business of art and culture: 

    
The will to will (Wille zum Willen) presupposes as the condition of its possibility 

the guarantee of stability (truth) and the possibility of exaggerating drives (Triebe) 

(art). Accordingly, the will to will arranges even beings as Being. In the will to will, 

technology (guarantee of stability) and the unconditional lack of reflection (“expe-

rience” [Erlebnis]) first come to dominance. 

Technology as the highest form of rational consciousness, technologically interpret-

ed, and the lack of reflection (Besinnungslosigkeit) as the arranged powerlessness, 

opaque to itself… belong together: they are the same thing (VA 83, EP 99). 
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Together, modern technics and Erlebnis, obstruct Besinnung, the thinking of the history 

of Being, and prevent any relation to what is worthy of question. Erlebnis characterised as 

‘lack of mindfulness’ (Besinnungslosigkeit) is here related to a certain reception of Nie-

tzsche’s thought in the nineteenth century, characterised by the ‘Wagnerian cult,’ which 

interpreted his work in an aesthetic direction. Instead of being careful and mindful, 

Heidegger observes, this thinking loses itself in superficiality, ahistoricality, opaqueness, 

and the ‘chaos of life’ (VA 77, EP 94).  

 
4.5 Machination 

In the late 1930s Heidegger becomes increasingly critical of representational thinking, 

instrumental reason, objectification of beings and the calculative drive of modern tech-

nics, but he is also consistently critical of any humanist, anthropomorphic appeal to ‘life’ 

as a countermovement to rationality. In the lecture series of 1937, Basic Questions of Phi-

losophy: Selected “Problems” of “logic,” Heidegger argues that Erlebnis is not only a superfi-

cial reaction to reason, but actually stems from the self-certainty of the Cartesian subject’s 

representational thinking: 

 
Now this certainty is the germ of what today, as “lived experience” (“Erlebnis” und 

“Erleben”) constitutes the basic form of being human.  It is one of the ironies of his-

tory that our age has discovered—admittedly, very late—the need to refute Des-

cartes, and take issue with him and his intellectualism by appealing to “lived experi-

ence,” whereas lived experience is only a base descendant of the Cartesian cogito ergo 

sum (GdP 149, BQP 129). 

 
Heidegger thus begins to regard Erlebnis as intimately connected to the machination 

(Machenschaft) of representational thinking. These two poles—Machenschaft and Erleb-

nis—however do not stand in opposition but, in a certain way, belong to each other; they 

name ‘the two poles between which the ordinary conception of truth—correctness—

oscillates’ (GdP 148-49, BQP 128-129). The word Machenschaft, in Heidegger’s usage 

does not mean machination in the sense of plotting and contriving, it is rather the way in 

which beings are apprehended in terms of something made, according to a productionist 

metaphysics—from the Platonic eidos through to representational thinking of Cartesian 

subjectivity and objectification.  
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These comments on the relationship between Machenschaft and Erlebnis are delivered 

in a fairly off hand way in the lecture series of 1937. They are developed in a much more 

rigorous manner in the beyng-historical treatises7 of the same period, particularly Beiträge 

zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis) (1937-38), translated as Contributions to Philosophy: (from 

Enowning). In this period throughout a range of texts and lectures Heidegger refers to a 

general mania for Erlebnisse that seems to be everywhere.8 He speaks, in the Beiträge, of 

‘today’s time of “lived-experience”’ of the 1930s—the period of National Socialism—in 

distinction to ‘the time of neo-Kantianism’ (of the 1910-20s) (BzP 134-5, CP 94). What 

Heidegger is striving after in the Beiträge, however, is the possibility of another begin-

ning. This other beginning has an intimate relation to the first (Greek) beginning of phi-

losophy, but the relation remains concealed. For Heidegger, The name machination 

points to making, where interpretation of beings brings makeability to the foreground, 

and thus Machenschaft is the current of thinking that conceives of Being in terms of be-

ing-produced. What belong to machination are actus, ens creatum, cause-effect, mechanis-

tic, and biological ways of thinking. Since the decline of Being, from its originary think-

ing in terms of physis and alētheia at the inception, machination, Heidegger claims, has 

dominated the history of Being in Western metaphysics from Plato to Nietzsche—where 

it forms the ground for the interpretation of the actual as ‘will to power.’ However, it is 

not, as Heidegger insists, a human comportment but ‘an essential swaying of Being 

(Seines)’ (BzP 126, CP 88). It has hidden itself in various guises (in constant presence in 

Greek thinking, in ordo and analogia entis in the Middle Ages). Machination hides, and 

the more it hides, the more it offers the anthropomorphism of lived-experience—which 

first seems to be its utmost opposite but is really in a relation of mutual belongingness. As 

Michel Haar observes, the common root of Erlebnis and Machenschaft, ‘is none other 

than representation, the fact of relating back to oneself or producing out of oneself and 

before oneself either this calculated operation or else this expression of life.’9 Because 

lived-experience lies in the centrality and certainty of the ‘I’, and is characteristic of an 

anthropological way of thinking, it unconditionally verifies machination. In this way it 

prevents us from seeing machination for what it is, and this lessens the prospect of any 

unveiling and questioning of beings. As machination withdraws, Heidegger says, ‘beyng 

(Seyn) itself withdraws’ (BzP 128, CP 89, translation modified). 
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Machination and lived-experience belong both to each other, but this belongingness is 

concealed and ‘non-simultaneous (Ungleichzeitkeit) within the “time” of the history (Ges-

chichte) of beyng (Seyns)’ (BzP 128, CP 89, translation modified). Machination has a long 

history of the abandonment of Being, and is thus long hidden. Lived-experience, on the 

other hand has a relatively short historical timeframe, as a much more recent mode of 

concealing which begins as a reaction to Enlightenment rationality and instrumental 

thinking. We must recognise machination for what it is, Heidegger argues, because only 

then can the abandonment of Being reveal something about beyng itself. Machination 

thus has to be grasped beyng-historically: that is as something sent or destined.  

 
As we have seen, the concept of lived-experience takes a dramatic turn in Heidegger’s 

thinking from the 1930s onward. Erlebnis is no longer considered as the site of inquiry 

into a pre-theoretical something but, rather, a mode of non-thinking that must, by neces-

sity, be avoided. However it is important to note that one of the guiding notions of 

Heidegger’s later thinking, namely, the event of appropriation (Ereignis) developed out of 

the early questioning of Erlebnis in the KNS lecture course of 1919. Heidegger, in de-

scribing lived-experience as neither thing, nor psychic process, proposes that it constitutes 

an event proper to the one who experiences, where one appropriates lived–experience to 

oneself according to its essence. However, by the mid-1930s one could say that Ereignis 

and Erlebnis are almost opposed to each other, in the sense that Ereignis is seen as the 

overcoming, or twisting free, of the Erlebnis/Machenschaft pairing. I would go so far as to 

suggest that the word Erlebnis functions in the late Heidegger in similar way that the 

word ‘self-presence’ functions in Derrida’s writing. That is, that both authors see Erlebnis 

and self-presence, respectively, as concepts that prevent rigorous questioning, by setting 

up the immediate, inner, and self-evident, as the ultimate court of appeal. Of course, I 

am not suggesting a simple equivalence between these two words. Each word functions in 

its own unique semantic field, or textual (inscriptive) chain: Derrida – presence, present 

moment, immediacy, consciousness, speech, meaning-to-say, ideal, origin; Heidegger – 

Erlebnis, consciousness, expression, Gestell, objectification, machination. These chains 

cannot be reconciled or assimilated in any way. They are essentially different at some 

point in the chain.  
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4.6 Heidegger’s Retrieval of Technē 

In ‘The Origin of the Work of Art,’ Heidegger is concerned with the question: ‘what is 

truth, that it can happen as, or even must happen as art?’ (HW 44, BW 182). In assigning 

the work of art a causal origin, the usual view is that the work springs from the activity of 

the artist. This is the staring point that Nietzsche takes, and which Heidegger conse-

quently criticises in his lecture series on the philosopher. In these lectures, Heidegger con-

tends that inquiry into art should begin, rather, from the work of art. But since an artist 

cannot be an artist without the work, and the work cannot be a work of art without the 

artist, Heidegger begins his questioning in “The Origin of the Work of Art” from the 

standpoint that ‘art is the origin of both artist and work’ (HW 1, 44, BW 143, 182). But 

still the essence of art, for Heidegger is to be sought in the actual work of art itself, which 

is where truth happens. Because the work is not a ‘mere’ thing (bloße Ding) but, rather, 

something worked, Heidegger finds it necessary to turn to an inquiry into the work’s cre-

atedness. However, Heidegger attempts to think createdness in terms other than the ens 

creatum of Christianity, and its derivative notions. Instead he thinks of the creative pro-

cess as a ‘bringing-forth’ (Hervorbringen), or an ‘eruption’ (Aufbruch), and it is with these 

words that he renders the original sense of the Greek word technē. But to establish how 

this bringing forth belongs to the work Heidegger must clarify the difference between 

‘being created’ (and creation) and ‘being made’ (making). He must also determine what it 

is that is the ‘inmost essence of the work itself’ in order to ‘gauge how far createdness 

(Geschaffensein) belongs to the work and how far it determines the work-Being (Werksein) 

of the work’ (HW 44, BW 182). Technē, as Heidegger maintains, has a relation to 

knowledge in the broad sense, as epistēmē. Therefore, we need to establish in what sense 

technē, as the pre-metaphysical conception of art, constitutes a mode of knowing. 

 
From the time of the earliest iterations of his 1935-36 essay, ‘The Origin of the Work 

of Art,’ and his lecture course, Introduction to Metaphysics (1935), Heidegger had begun 

to utilise a different sense of the Greek word technē than he had in the period of funda-

mental ontology, where it was restricted to its narrow sense in Platonic-Aristotelian Phi-

losophy: that is, as the know-how of making and producing equipment and handicrafts. 

Technē is usually interpreted as art or craft, and the word that designates both artists and 

craftsmen is technitēs. For Aristotle, technē is the aretē, or the ‘intellectual virtue’ of 

poiēsis.10 The ambiguous word poiēsis, which is often translated as ‘producing’ or ‘mak-
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ing,’ and sometimes as ‘poetry’ generally signifies a coming into existence. What Aristotle 

means here is that technē constitutes the good reasoning which results in things (tools, 

handicraft, art, etc.) that are well made. Technē then, in this respect, constitutes 

knowledge to do with production and fabrication. Following Aristotle, Heidegger’s posi-

tion in the early lectures of the 1920s was that ‘technē could not be thought of as a genu-

ine alētheuein (mode of disclosure)’ (P:S 41, PS 29). But in the 1930s, Heidegger stages a 

retrieval of the primordial sense of technē, as a primordial mode of disclosure that is pro-

foundly related to physis and alētheia. 

 
4.7 Physis and Wonder 

The Greek word physis is usually translated as ‘nature,’ but such a translation is, according 

to Heidegger, misleading. Although the word ‘nature’ comes from the Latin word natura, 

which is closely related to nasci (to be born, to arise, to grow), a translation closer to the 

original Greek meaning for Heidegger, would be one that would be less associated with 

growth as such, and more with self-emergence, such as in ‘the bursting of a blossom into 

bloom’ (VA 15, QCT 10). Physis thus signifies ‘nature’ only in its most narrow sense, and 

even less the notion of nature as the object of the natural sciences. Rather, for Heidegger, 

it means the self-forming prevailing of beings as a whole. Physis, for Heidegger, is a con-

cept involving the intertwining of man and nature in ‘a whole prevailing that prevails 

through (and around) man himself’ (GM 39, FCM 26). For the Greeks physis is ‘what 

flourishes on its own, in no way compelled, what rises and comes forward, and what goes 

back into itself and passes away’ (NI 79, N 81). ‘It nears him (man), sustains and over-

whelms him’ (GM 39, FCM 26) so that in order to establish himself man must gain mas-

tery over the beings (physis) to which he is exposed. The knowledge that is required for 

this ‘confrontation’ is designated by the word technē. In other words, technē names the 

knowledge associated with man’s encounter with and against physis, not in order to ex-

ploit it, but to ‘care’ for, and to grasp beings in their self-emergence. As Heidegger main-

tains, the work of art brings Being to stand (in the work), and as such, the work of art 

may be regarded as the setting-into-work (energeia) of the beings which are disclosed by 

the knowledge of technē. Simply put, art reveals or opens up, and keeps open, a world for 

us. For Heidegger this opening up, and keeping open is a knowing— ‘art is knowing and 

hence is technē’ (EM 122, IM 170)—because ‘knowing is the ability to set Being into 

work as something that in each case is in such and such a way’ (EM 122, IM 170). 



 

 

81 

 
Technē is like physis, the powerful upsurge that is the emergent-abiding sway (das 

aufgehend-verweilende Walten) of beings, but it is other than it.  In one sense, technē is the 

force that counters physis, enabling man to differentiate himself from physis. Even though 

the bringing-forth of technē is thought by Aristotle as a bringing forth that is ‘in another’ 

(en alloi)—in distinction to a bringing forth of physis, which is ‘in itself’ (en heautoi)—the 

bringing-forth of technē, Heidegger maintains: ‘happens in the midst of being that surges 

upward, growing of its own accord, physis’ (HW 47, BW 184). For Heidegger technē refers 

to a knowledge that guides man’s mastery over beings.  It ‘designates that knowledge 

which supports and conducts every human irruption into the midst of beings (menschli-

chen Aufbruch inmitten des Seienden)’ (NI 79, N 81). The counter violence of technē is 

characterised, as Heidegger shows— in Introduction to Metaphysics—in Sophocles’ poem, 

Antigone, by deinon, the uncanny (Unheimlich) and violent (Gewalt) (EM 121-120, IM 

169-170), by which man ‘holds sway’ (walten) over physis. However, by 1936—in the 

final published version of “The Origin of the Work of Art,” and in the first series of Nie-

tzsche lectures—Heidegger no longer characterises technē in terms of primordial violence.  

Although technē is still described in terms of a self-emerging eruption, Heidegger stresses 

that this eruption, a going forward (Vorgehen) in the midst of physis ‘is no kind of attack: 

it lets what is already coming into presence arrive’ (NI 80, N 82). 

 
In the lecture course of 1937-38 Heidegger takes a slightly different turn, and rein-

scribes technē as the basic attitude towards thaumazein, wonder (Er-staunen), the basic 

disposition (Grundstimmung) of philosophical questioning. Wonder is not to be under-

stood as a quest for the marvellous or the exceptional. Rather, in wonder, the most usual, 

the everyday, becomes most unusual; like deinon: strange. In its most extreme form won-

der knows no way out of the unusualness of the most usual, nor no way in. Wonder can-

not escape this condition by penetrating the unusualness by way of explanation, as that 

would render it as something that is not: assimilating the other to the same. Instead, for 

Heidegger, wonder dwells in between the most usual and unusualness. In this between, 

‘wonder (das Er-staunen)—understood transitively—brings forth the showing of what is 

most usual in its unusualness (Gewöhnlichsten in seiner Ungewöhnlichkeit)’ (GdP 168, 

BQP 145). Thus we can begin to see that technē, considered in the broad pre-Socratic 

sense, refers to a kind of knowledge that cannot be reduced to calculation, explanation or 
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circumscription. This is the knowledge that guides artistic creation, but it is also the 

knowledge that is artistic creation, that constitutes the work of art. Such a knowledge dif-

fers from rationality in that it constitutes a sustained questioning that knows no closure, 

and in this way Heidegger maintains: 

 
Technē is a mode of proceeding against physis, though not yet in order to overpower 

it or exploit it, and above all not in order to turn use and calculation into princi-

ples, but, on the contrary, to retain the holding sway (Walten) of physis in uncon-

cealedness (Unverborgenheit). Therefore, because the pure acknowledgement of be-

ings as such, the perception of physis in its alētheia, is the disposing need (die stim-

mende Not) in the basic disposition of wonder (in der Grundstimmung des Er-

staunens), technē and its carrying out become necessary as what is wholly other than 

physis—wholly other yet belonging to physis in the most essential way (GdP 179-

180, BQP 155). 

 
4.8 Technē and Machination 

In the period of the 1937-38 lecture course— Basic Questions of Philosophy: Selected 

“Problems” of “logic,”—Heidegger becomes more and more concerned with the exploita-

tional and ultimately nihilistic character of modern technology. Heidegger considered the 

text of the lectures to be an essential pre-requisite to his first beyng-historical treatise—

Beiträge Zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis), [Contributions to Philosophy (From Enowning)].11 

There are indications that the thinking of the relation between art and technology was 

undergoing a transition in these works. I would argue that this transition, which begins in 

1938 and comes to completion in the late 1940s, involves a shift from the idea of art 

characterised as the revealing or bringing-forth— where pre-metaphysical technē is re-

garded as the countermovement to technology and nihilism—to the idea that technē, as a 

mode revealing, forms the ultimate ground for both art and technology.  The beginning of 

this transition is indicated in a short warning in the 1937/38 lecture (GdP / BQP §38) 

where he points to the danger posed to the basic disposition of wonder by the dual nature 

of technē: as both basic attitude towards beings, and the ground on which homoiōsis, truth 

as correctness, arises. The consequences of this emerging double sense of technē are that, 

for Heidegger, the positive prospects for art as a setting-to-work of truth, the overcoming 

of aesthetics in the face of modern technics, become increasingly remote. Where in the 
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1937/38 lecture ends with Heidegger saying that art ‘will be one essential grounding of 

the essence of truth’ (GdP 190, BQP 164, Heidegger’s emphasis), in the writings of 1938 

Heidegger is considerably more pessimistic.  In the age of the completion of modernity 

art, as an activity, carries on but the work of art disappears. In Mindfulness he writes: 

 
Art becomes a manner in which machination [Machenschaft] completes it-

self…every possibility of looking for a “meaning” of this art that could still prevail 

“behind” or “above” its “creations” fades. Indeed, in the gestalt of modern technici-

ty and “history” [Historie] art becomes technē again (B 30, M 23). 

 
Art in modernity, is not only characterised by the subjective notions of genius and ‘lived 

experience,’ but also in terms of the machinational, calculative goings on of the ‘art busi-

ness,’ or ‘art in general as a means for culture-oriented politics’ (BzP 507, CP 357). But 

even in the era of the completion of modernity, Heidegger points to ‘the genuine modern 

art, which had to grow beyond what Hegel was able to see as art… distinguished by “cre-

ativity’s” (Schöpfungen) own covert installation-character (Anlagecharakter) that interpene-

trates all beings’ (B 36, M 27-28, Heidegger’s emphasis). The authentic direction of 

modern art as mindfulness (Besinnung), lingers beside, in a parallel position to, the histor-

icism (Historismus) of the art business that secures its values in a cultural aestheticism. 

This authentic work of art, according to Heidegger, does not simply replace aesthetics 

with another way of observing art, and is not apprehended as a symbolic object belonging 

to the anthropological sphere of culture. Rather, as mindfulness, having the character of 

Dasein, it is ‘the clearing (Lichtung) of beyng’ (B 37, M 28, translation modified). 

 
4.9 Poiēsis 

After the Second World War, Heidegger presents a number of lectures in which the tran-

sition of the thinking of the relation of art to technology is completed. Rather than op-

posing art to technology, Heidegger suggests that, since the essence of technology is noth-

ing technical, and cannot be characterised as a means to an end; and, moreover, since its 

ground rather lies in revealing, we should, rather, open ourselves up to its essence. In 

“The Question Concerning Technology” Heidegger carries out a retrieval of the Greek 

word poiēsis, no longer understood in the Aristotelian sense of making-producing, but 

now as bringing-forth (Hervorbringen), conforming to Heidegger’s earlier translation of 
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technē in “The Origin of the Work of Art.” By drawing on Aristotle’s doctrine of the four 

causes, Heidegger demonstrates that the Greek word aition indicates, not cause, but ‘oc-

casioning’ (Ver-an-lassen). The four ways of occasioning (material, form, telos, and art-

ist/craft-worker) are co-responsible, and they are, each in their separate ways, that to 

which the work, or product, is indebted. They let (lassen) something come into pres-

encing (An-wesen). Poiēsis, broadly thought in this new way, rather than the activity of 

fabricating, encompasses the self-emerging of physis, as well as both the metaphysical and 

pre-metaphysical senses of technē. All of these, Heidegger says, belong to poiēsis. They are 

all modes of revealing or bringing-forth. However, what distinguishes modern technology 

from the poiēsis of physis, or the poiēsis of great art, is that its revealing is a challenging 

(Herausfordern) that exploits the natural world unreasonably. Moreover, the Ge-stell (en-

framing)12 of modern technology is an ordering that ‘drives out every other possibility of 

revealing (Entbergung)’ and ‘conceals that revealing which, in the sense of poiēsis, lets what 

presences (Anwesende) come forth into appearance’ (VA 31,QCT 27). Both Ge-stell as ‘a 

gathering together,’13 and poiēsis, in the later writings, are both thought in a much broad-

er sense than they were initially in “The Origin of the Work of Art” because, as 

Heidegger indicates, they are related to the destiny of Being. 

 
 Enframing is experienced as a ‘destining,’ a ‘sending’ (Schicksal) of revealing, which al-

lows us to dwell in its ‘free space,’ where, rather than confining us to ‘a stultified compul-

sion to push on blindly with technology or, what comes to the same, to rebel helplessly 

against it,’ Heidegger suggests that ‘we find ourselves unexpectedly taken into a freeing 

claim’ (VA 29, QCT 25-26). However, since destining sends revealing according to the 

limiting possibility of ordering, we find ourselves situated between two possibilities—

unconcealment, and the blocking of all other possibilities in ordering—where we encoun-

ter the danger of misconstruing unconcealment as cause and effect and thereby not grasp-

ing Enframing as a claim. Interpreting a line from Hölderlin’s poem “Patmos,” that reads 

‘But where the danger is, grows / The saving power also,’ Heidegger suggests that ‘the 

essence of technology must harbor the growth of the saving power’ (VA 32, QCT 28), 

and thus the confrontational questioning of extreme danger of enframing must come 

from something that shares the same essence but is different from it. The poiēsis of the 

fine arts, rather than direct human resistance, thus has the possibility of being the saving 

power, but only if art can twist free of aesthetics. 
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The new privilege afforded to the term poiēsis in Heidegger’s later work indicates a 

substantial shift in his thinking regarding the essence of modern technics. Technology is 

no longer thought entirely in the negative sense, in terms of making and machination 

(Machenschaft), but rather, perversely, its essence seems, for Heidegger, to be in precisely 

what had been regarded, around 1936, as the countermovement to the will-to-will of 

modern technology and nihilism: that is, as revealing. In other words, the distinction be-

tween art and craft (as the making of products) that was so clear in the 1930s, now be-

comes, if not unclear, then at least pushed to the background, since, essentially, both are 

modes of revealing.  

 
We have seen that in the 1930s Heidegger stages a retrieval of what he sees as the pre-

Socratic broad meaning of technē, which is diametrically opposed to the previous meaning 

utilised in the Aristotelian framework of the 1920s. The retrieved meaning of technē un-

dergoes a series of variations—from violent upsurge as countermovement to physis, to a 

letting bringing-forth into unconcealment, to the basic attitude to wonder, and, finally, 

to constituting a mode of revealing, which, along with physis and Gestell, is ruled by the 

revealing of poiēsis.  Throughout all these permutations technē remains for Heidegger a 

mode of knowing: a knowing that constitutes a setting-to-work of Being, and an opening 

up and keeping open. As a mode of bringing forth, technē belongs to poiēsis, but not in 

the sense of making (or knowledge of producing). Rather, the knowing associated with 

technē is a poetic revealing questioning. 
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5.  Art as Knowing and Letting 

 

Can we conceive of art as philosophy in action? What would be the thinking that art per-

forms? To what extent would this thinking be material or poetic: a thinking that operates 

beyond expression, Erlebnis, and consciousness? If such a thinking is made possible when 

art overcomes aesthetics, then how would making art, and attending to works of art, par-

ticipate in this mode of thinking? The consideration of these questions entails thinking 

art outside the traditional (modernist) arguments. Although, as we have seen, the formal-

ist-modernist criticism of Fried and Greenberg attempts to think art ‘self-critically,’ as an 

enterprise of conviction and contestation, beyond mere self-expression, its view of art re-

mains entirely within the confines of the Kantian aesthetics of taste and formal beauty. 

Although the polemics of Conceptual Art opposes taste, the hand of the artist, mute visu-

ality and morphology, its theoretical approach remains within the self-reflective grid of 

modern representational thinking. While formalism proposes that the artist has no need 

to think—at least consciously or explicitly—but gives herself over to spontaneous intui-

tion, Conceptual Art supposes that the artist engages in self-conscious rational, intention-

al modes, that are of the order of scientific analytic propositional thought. However, in 

taking the logical-analytical counter movement to formalism, Conceptual Art would ap-

pear, at the same time, to be impatiently hostile to other modes of thinking.  

 
As we saw earlier, a cultural-political conception of art, or a political aesthetics, at-

tempts, in its most simple formulations, to break with what it sees as an impotent private 

subjective formalism by adopting a view of art that regards the work of art simply as a 

carrier of political content.  It thus leaves the place and functioning of aesthetic values 

unquestioned, while, at the same time, subsuming the ‘work’ that the work of art does 

under an external explanatory framework. Both the contemporary and historical counter-

movements to political aesthetics, invoke what Martin Jay calls the ‘others’ of theory,1 

against what they see as the academicisation and over-intellectualisation of art—the hi-

jacking of art’s natural modalities by cultural theory. Within the discourse that wishes to 

rescue art—the encounter with the work of art, or the practice of art making—from theo-

ry, these ‘others’ take the traditional forms of (i) ineffability, where theoretical discourse is 

seen to be hopelessly insufficient when it comes to grasping the art object itself (theory is 
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always seen as a violation of the work), (ii) the primacy of direct, immediate, subjective 

experience, and  (iii) practice as a form of tacit knowledge that defies attempts at formula-

tion and communication. 

 
A great deal of thinking of art and the artwork, and the practice of making art, tends 

to oscillate between these two poles: the anti-formalist political-cultural theory concep-

tion of art, and the reactionary anti-theory appeals to direct immediate experience. What 

is at stake is to find a way out of this dichotomy; to inquire into the possibility of another 

way of thinking the work of art; the work of art itself, and the work that it does. That is, 

to find what Krzysztof Ziarek calls ‘a “third” approach,’2 that not only constitutes a rejec-

tion of aesthetics, but further, would seem to ‘undo the very framework that makes cri-

tique possible and valid.’3 What I want to examine is how Heidegger leads us to ways of 

thinking art that are other than those of both aesthetics and critical inquiry. Art is here 

thought as radical otherness that would not fall under the concepts of representational 

thinking. But nor would this otherness be dissipated in Erlebnis. As we have seen, in the 

1930s Heidegger turns to the work of art in order to investigate the possibilities it offers 

for thinking the happening of truth. In order to conceive of a knowledge of Being outside 

and before the calculative explanatory framework of modern representational thinking, 

Heidegger retrieves a pre-Socratic sense of the word technē, which, he emphasises, is 

linked to epistēmē. Art, thought in this way, is then a modality of knowing. But know-

ing—perhaps not quite the right word here—is not to be thought of in terms of some-

thing that masters, pins down, or closes off. The epistemological question of how we 

know the outer world—of how, as inner selves, as consciousness, we access external reali-

ty—is dismissed by Heidegger as a pseudo question. Such a question presupposes the 

Cartesian subject. Heidegger’s rejection of the questions raised by epistemology—

particularly those that occupied Neo-Kantianism—is well known, but this does not mean 

that Heidegger was not at all interested in any inquiry into the modalities of knowing. 

We might say that Heidegger, rather than being concerned with ways of knowing—the 

conditions by which knowledge becomes possible—is more interested in ways to know-

ing: the pathways brought about by a basic questioning attitude. 

 

Although ‘knowing’ (Wissen) is the word that Heidegger uses in “The Origin of the 

Work of Art,” it should rather be thought as a happening that occurs in an opening or 
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clearing. The clearing is what the work of art opens up, where for Heidegger, truth is un-

concealment of beings and, as such, constitutes a form of knowledge which concerns the 

matter (Sache) of the Being of beings. The work of art, as a form of disclosure, as technē in 

the authentic sense, constitutes, for Heidegger, a modality of knowing. This chapter in-

vestigates the ways that art can function as a mode of knowing that departs from norma-

tive analytical-representational, or conceptual, epistemological models. When the work of 

art opens up a clearing for the happening of truth, this opening up occurs as an es-

trangement, where what is most usual is rendered unusual. And further, knowing, which 

occurs in preservation (Bewahrung), is, for Heidegger both a willing and a letting.  

 
5.1 Estrangement  

Heidegger thinks of the creativity of the work of art in radically different terms than that 

of the artist as a creative force. Instead of being centred in the subjectivity of the artist, 

Heidegger considers creation as a kind of will-less production in which ‘the artist remains 

inconsequential as compared with the work, almost like a passageway that destroys itself 

in the creative process for the work to emerge’ (HW 26, BW 165-66). The artist is not 

seen as a creator, in the Christian sense, nor as an origin. Rather, art, in Heidegger’s 

thinking is the origin of both artist and artwork. Creating the work of art is not, as we 

have seen, a production—in the sense of fabrication tools and equipment, or handicrafts. 

But this does not mean that making art is simply a more profound or noble activity. For 

Heidegger, artistic production is entirely other. It is not thought in terms of the fabrica-

tion of a representation present in the mind of the artist: an eidetic image or idea, but 

rather as instituting the very conditions for things that already exist to disclose them-

selves. The artist thus opens up a world by letting something be. But this work of open-

ing up, even as it involves acceptance, is far from passive. Rather than being spontaneous 

or intuitive, the process of creating involves thinking. But this kind of thinking issues 

from a modality that Heidegger retrieves from the Greek word thaumazein, which he 

translates as ‘wonder’ (Er-staunen). In the lecture series The Basic Questions of Philosophy, 

as we have seen, Heidegger characterises thaumazein as the basic disposition, or basic at-

tunement (Grundstimmung) of philosophy ‘that transports us into the beginning of a 

genuine thinking (Anfang des denkerischen Denkens)’ (GdP 165, BQP 143). Wonder, for 

Heidegger, is distinct from other modes of the marvellous (amazement, admiration, 

astonishment and awe [Bestaunen]), which are simply opposed to the usual, and, moreo-
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ver, emerge out of the usual as a background constituted by ‘the known, the understand-

able, and the explicable’ (BQP 136-37). Wonder is in contradistinction a radical underiv-

able otherness, where ‘what is most usual (Gewöhnlichste) itself becomes the most unusual 

(Ungewöhnlichsten)’ (GdP 166, BQP 144). 

 
What I want to argue is that the work of art inaugurates a disturbance in which occurs 

a suspension of habitual relations to the world. That is, the work instigates the condition, 

or rather the attunement of wonder, in which thinking and knowing happen. In The 

Basic Questions of Philosophy, Heidegger describes the pre-Socratic conception of art, as 

technē, in terms of the ‘preservation of the wondrous (Bewahrung des Er-staunlichen)’ 

which maintains physis in unconcealment. Thinking, or a certain pre-Aristotelian concep-

tion of knowledge, happens within the clearing opened up by the work and its preserva-

tion of the attunement of wonder. In the same sense, in “The Origin of the Work of 

Art,” Heidegger claims that the ‘thrust’ of the work of art—the very fact that a work of 

art is a work of art—transports us out of the realm of the commonplace and into the ex-

traordinary. As Heidegger writes: 

 
…the more simply does the thrust (Stoß) come into the open (Offene) that such a 

work is, and the more essentially is the extraordinary (Ungeheure) thrust to the sur-

face (aufgestoßen) and what is long-familiar (bislang geheure) thrust down 

(umgestoßen). But this multiple thrusting (vielfältige Stoßen) is nothing violent, 

for the more purely the work is itself transported into the openness (Offenheit) of 

beings—an openness opened by itself—the more simply does it transport us out of 

the realm of the ordinary (Gewöhnlichen) (HW 54, BW 191). 

 
The word Stoß is usually translated as ‘thrust’ (as it is by both Julian Young, and Albert 

Hofstadter)4. However the word can be translated into English in a number of different 

ways as: ‘stroke,’ ‘jolt,’ ‘kick,’ ‘knock,’ ‘push,’ ‘shove’… Gianni Vattimo renders it (or at 

least the English translation of his Italian) as ‘shock’ or ‘quake.’ Vattimo writes: ‘…if 

there is a term that can define the encounter between the reader and the work, it is 

“Stoß,” shock or quake: the artwork suspends in the reader all natural relationships, mak-

ing strange everything that until that moment had appeared obvious and familiar.’5 Stoß 

is thought in the sense of a physical shock. We might render Stoß as ‘jolt,’6 and thus hear 
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Heidegger to say that ‘The setting-into-work’ of truth [that the work of art instigates] 

jolts up the extra-ordinary (Un-geheure) and at the same time jolts down the ordinary 

(Geheure) (HW 63, BW 200, translation modified). What produces the Stoß is not any 

particular form or content but the bare fact that the work of art as a work is: the ‘that it is 

(Daß) of [its] createdness,’ which is normally used up in usefulness (in equipment), and 

sinks back into inconspicuousness (HW 53, BW 190).  

 
But we must observe the very important distinction— elucidated in The Basic Ques-

tions of Philosophy—between wonder (Er-staunen) and its synonyms. The extraordinary 

that is jolted up is not something that stands out from the ordinary. It is not a special 

modality of consciousness, nor an escape from boredom, in a distracted turn to spectacle. 

It’s not that works of art are curiosities or novelties. It is a disposition or attunement in 

which the usual is found to be extraordinary. It is in this attunement, and the preserva-

tion of this attunement that thinking happens. Moreover this thinking requires ‘dwell-

ing.’ Thus, in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger tells us that ‘Preserving (Be-

wahrung) the work, as knowing, is a sober indwelling (Inständigkeit) in the extraordinari-

ness (Ungeheuren) of the truth that is happening in the work’ (HW 55, BW 192, transla-

tion modified). 

 
Gerald Bruns describes the multiple thrusting or jolting (Stoßen)—where truth hap-

pens in the work of art in terms of radical otherness—as ‘estrangement,’ and suggests that 

‘the work of art discloses the otherness of truth.’7  Bruns, however, stresses that estrange-

ment must not be thought in terms of ‘romantic coloration of the commonplace,’ nor in 

terms of formalist or structuralist defamiliarisation ‘in which the familiar is re-experienced 

with a new innocence or a new awakening of the senses…’8 Rather than being an eman-

cipation of consciousness, or the reconfiguration of experience in aesthetic terms, Bruns 

argues that estrangement emancipates the world: ‘…it is not we who are disconnected 

from beings… rather, art disconnects beings from the hold that we have on them.’9 In this 

way, Bruns suggests, in Heidegger’s thinking, the work of art ‘overturns the will-to-

power’10 and ‘emancipates work and world from the claims of experience and the catego-

ries of idealism.’11 
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  Umberto Eco argues that there are two irreconcilable conceptions of the happening of 

truth in the work of art in “The Origin of the Work of Art.” One he regards as a kind of 

‘orphic realism,’ and the other ‘celebrates the triumph of questioning and hermeneu-

tics.’12 Bruns treats the essay in a similar way, observing a tension between two modes of 

poetic language: the orphic and the hermetic. Although the accounts of Eco and Bruns 

differ in some respects, they both agree in general terms that there is an orphic concep-

tion of the work of art, in Heidegger’s essay, that is bound up with the revelation and es-

tablishment of Being. For Bruns the orphic dimension of poetic language is characterised 

by the power of the poet, and the power of the word to name things, to found worlds, 

and reveal true Being. Derived from romanticism, it is thought in terms that are constitu-

tive, or worldmaking. Although Julian Young argues against a Promethean reading of 

“The Origin of the Work of Art” that emphasises art as world-creating, he concedes that 

such a reading is not unfeasible.13 Whereas the conception of poetry found in Heidegger’s 

Hölderlin essays—in particular, “Hölderlin and the Essence of Poetry”—is, for Bruns, 

significantly orphic, “The Origin of the Work of Art” begins to open up the possibility 

for a hermetic conception that paves the way to Heidegger’s later thought—particularly 

the important notion of Gelassenheit—and can be thought along the lines of the culmina-

tion of the formalist tradition, that ‘there is nothing outside of language conceived as a 

vast system of differences or as a text whose centre is everywhere and whose circumference 

is inaccessible.’14 The hermetic direction is signalled, for Bruns, by estrangement, which 

directs us to an interrogation of the otherness of truth and the work of art.  

 
5.2 World and Earth 

What is at work in the work of art, Heidegger tells us, in “The Origin of the Work of 

Art,” is a modality of disclosure: the ‘what it is’ of something and the ‘how it is.’ But this 

disclosure does not consist simply of imitation (of the actual), nor of the reproduction of 

a thing’s general (ideal) essence. What is disclosed is the particular entity in its Being, in 

the happening of truth, that Heidegger calls the work’s ‘work-Being.’ Work-Being, which 

is distinct from the ‘object-Being’ of the customary reception of the artwork, is accessed 

by way of two essential modalities: the work sets up (stellt auf) a world (Welt); and sets 

forth (her-stellt) the earth (Erde). These two features of the work of art, as Françoise 

Dastur points out, are, for Heidegger, different modes of placing (stellen) in which ‘the 

work of art has essentially the capacity of giving “place” to everything.’15 World is still the 
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set of human relations with things (the everyday environing world, Umwelt) in which 

Dasein dwells, as in Being and Time, except that here, in the 1930s, the notion of world is 

thought in terms of collectivity, as a world for a people. That is, a world for a specific 

people of a specific historical epoch. The earth, on the other hand, is the material back-

ground of physis, or rather the ground from which the self-emergence of physis emerges. 

The concept of the earth, we might say, perhaps oversimplifying, is essentially how 

Heidegger thinks through the disclosive character of the materiality of works of art. Mate-

riality, however, is thought ontologically rather than aesthetically. The dimension of earth 

is, in one sense, Heidegger’s way of thinking materiality, prior to a productionist meta-

physics that thinks the idea of matter (hylē) as the ‘from which’ something is produced, or 

the simply extant that is not in need of being produced (see BPP §12). Material in the 

work of art is, rather, let to be in its actuality. But this ‘that it is,’ in normal circumstanc-

es, is, in a certain sense, undisclosable. The materiality of the earthly materials (rock, met-

al, wood, colours, tones, words) instantly withdraws. The work of art, which is set forth 

out of materials and set back into materials, brings materiality into the open—as the self-

secluding (Sichverschließende) ‘that it is’—and holds it there. But unlike the product, 

which sinks back into usefulness, the work of art does not ‘use up’ these materials; rather, 

its ‘thrust’ is to return to the earth in the form of a withdrawal. Unlike the bare stone of 

the earth that withdraws instantly, or the product that disappears and becomes incon-

spicuous in use, the work in its createdness thrusts forth its is-ness and abides in the open 

as a kind of lingering withdrawal, showing the earth as earth for the first time. The work, 

in this respect, constitutes a certain modality of knowing earthly materials. But this 

knowing is a modality of the undisclosed and unexplained, unavailable to the exactness of 

technical-scientific observation. 

 
The traits—or modalities of knowing, as I have chosen to call them—of world and 

earth, are not, however, static components of the work. Rather, they are in a constant 

motion and agitation that Heidegger refers to as a strife (Streit). The relation between 

world and earth is that of a non-dialectical opposition, where the opponents strive to out 

do each other, yet the conflict never resolves. Strife never ceases but, as Heidegger main-

tains: sustains itself in ‘the continually self-overreaching gathering (übertreibende 

Sammlung) of the work’s agitation (Bewegtheit)’ (HW 36, BW 175). The work instigates 

this strife, and thus the work-Being of the work consists of this instigation. But how does 
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truth happen in the work? As we have seen truth, as alētheia, occurs in the opposition be-

tween clearing and the double nature of concealing as refusal and dissembling. Truth 

happens in the work, Heidegger says, by establishing itself in the strife, where it holds 

open the open region. World and earth belong to each other in much the same way that 

clearing and concealing do. But since the strife instigated by the work of art is just one of 

the ways in which truth happens, the agitation between world and earth may be thought 

as the specific site of the work of art’s truth-happening. The primal conflict (Ur-streit) 

between clearing and concealing, on the other hand, is where the happening of truth oc-

curs, not only in the work of art, but also in all the essential ways in which truth occurs. 

 
  The withdrawal (Ent-Ziehung), and to withdraw (zurückziehen), as Bruns argues, are 

the key words in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” that prepares the way for Heidegger’s 

later thinking on Gelassenheit. In terms of withdrawal and self-secluding, Heidegger’s no-

tion of earth, Bruns suggests, ‘sounds the note of estrangement’16 This strangeness of the 

conflict between world and earth is brought out in Heidegger’s notion of the rift, which 

means, in one sense, cleft, crack or tear, but in another sense a design or sketch—in the 

sense of fundamental design or plan (Grundriß), and outline sketch (Auf-riß)—in which 

the conflicting opponents are intimately drawn together. The rift ‘brings the contest be-

tween measure and limit into a shared outline (Umriß)’ (HW 51, BW 188). Outline here 

is thought in terms of the Greek peras: as limiting boundary. The strife that is brought 

into the rift, and thus set back into the earth, is fixed in place in the figure (Gestalt). But, 

in this rather complicated schema I want to draw attention to Heidegger’s punning relat-

ed to the first meaning of Riß as ‘tear’ or ‘rip.’ As we have seen, for Heidegger the authen-

tic sense of appearing, described in Introduction to Metaphysics, creates its own space rip-

ping (Aufreißen) space open. Truth happens in the work of art by way of a ripping or 

wresting. ‘Wrest,’ Heidegger explains—in relation to the Albrecht Dürer quote, in “The 

Origin of the Work of Art:” (‘“For in truth, art lies hidden within nature; he who can 

wrest [reißen] it from her, has it,”’)—‘means to draw out the rift and to draw the design 

with the drawing pen on the drawing board (Reißen heißt hier Herausholen des Risses und 

den Riß reißen mit der Reißfeder auf dem Reißbrett’ (HW 58, BW 195). The rift simultane-

ously draws and wrests, rips or tears. As Samuel Weber observes, ‘In tearing apart, the rift 

“draws together,” (literally: ‘tears together’, reißt zusammen).’17 Truth happens in the 

work as the strife between earth and world, comes to be seen, in the tearing together of 
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the rift. It uses the materials of the earth but it does not use them up (like products). 

They return in a withdrawal, and are set back into the earth. 

 
For Heidegger then, truth is in its essence, in a certain way un-truth, which happens in 

the strife and Spielraum (leeway, or literally ‘play-space’) opened up by truth itself. Being 

contains itself between the belligerent traits of world and earth, and unconcealment of 

beings happens when a certain unity between world and earth is won. Yet, at the same 

time, strife never ceases. The world opens up and the earth towers and stands, but at the 

same time the earth withdraws in self-seclusion. But then there is the rift that tears apart 

and draws together, and the figure that fixes. There is no way to neatly summarise or cir-

cumscribe this entanglement of traits and movements, each one subscribing to multiple 

cross-currents, and depending on relations, sometimes of both unity and difference, to 

each other. There is no singular and simple formulation, in “The Origin of the Work of 

Art,” to describe how truth happens in the work, how the work happens, or how the 

work works. However, my point is that Heidegger’s thinking of the artwork can lead us to 

other ways of thinking about art.  Such a thinking, it must be insisted, cannot be separat-

ed from the Verwindung of aesthetics, that is, a non-dialectical twisting free that does not 

eliminate aesthetics but displaces it in a way in which aesthetics can no longer govern all 

thinking about art.  

 
5.3 Works of Earth 

What I want to emphasise is that the strife, which opens up a space for the happening of 

truth, occurs in many different ways. It is not possible to derive, from Heidegger’s 

thought, a method of making art, or a methodological framework for the interpretation 

of works of art. Rather, I propose that an approach which thinks contemporary art 

through the optics of Heidegger’s insights, requires opening up his analysis to a bit of 

strife and free play, not in order to do violence to it, but to twist it, to play with it, in or-

der to see what it offers. Here I will examine two works that are by no means exemplary, 

nor representative of all of what can be said. Both works relate to the earth in a certain 

way but this relation might only prove to be tenuous. But this connection may allow us 

to see them, at least superficially, as sharing a common ground. The first work is a large 

installation/sculptural work by British artist Antony Gormley, from 2006, entitled Asian 

Field (Plate 3). The other work is a large earthwork by Spanish artist Santiago Sierra from 
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2002, called 3000 Holes of 180 x 50 x 50 cm each (Plate 4). Neither work was produced 

directly by the hand of the artist, but this is not the issue. Rather, both works were pro-

duced by a multitude of (non-art industry) labourers, each paid for their work. Moreover 

the collective labour of these groups becomes an important aspect of the work in each 

case. 

 
Gormley’s work consists of a very large space filled with 192,000 small figurines 

formed out of clay by 347 Chinese villagers. Sierra’s work documents an event in which a 

number of African day labourers were employed for a month to dig a rectangular grid of 

3000 holes of the above dimensions, with shovels, on a piece of ground in Southern 

Spain (Dehesa de Montenmedio, Vejer de la Frontera), facing the coast of Morocco. For 

3000 Holes… the workers—ranging between seven and 24 on any particular day— were 

paid the wage for day labourers stipulated by Spanish administration at 54 Euros for 8 

hours work. 

 
Both works are extremely large in scale, employ substantial workforces, and utilise the 

earth (in the form of soil or clay) with a particular situatedness in regard to place (Sierra’s 

in relation to borders and crossings, Gormley’s in relation to autochthonous communal 

belonging). If Sierra’s work is to be considered an earthwork, it must be thought of as one 

that is only temporary. In fact the physical resulting earthwork itself is not the work of the 

work. Rather, the work consists of an event having taken place and is known to us 

through its documentation in textual description and photographs. The process of this 

work becomes more important than the result, and the physical structure is merely the 

residuum of the operation. Although the work is conceptual, it is certainly crucial to the 

work, that the work was performed, actualised, carried out. Sierra’s work reveals some-

thing that we ordinarily do not see. It opens up a clearing that allows us to see something 

of the world of human relations. In just about all of Sierra’s recent practice, what is 

brought out of unconcealment is alienated labour (labour disconnected from purposeful, 

concerned, meaning), and exploitation. It allows us to see these processes and situations 

in a new way by stripping them down to minimal forms. These reduced situations are 

almost surreptitiously tied back to ‘traditional’ notions of art by a minimal use of form; in 

the case of 3000 Holes, the resemblance to an earthwork of the 1960s.  
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Plate 3. Antony Gormley, Asian Field, 2003, terracotta figurines, The Biennale of Syd-
ney 2006. Image courtesy of Geigenot. 
 

 
 
Plate 4. Santiago Sierra, 3000 Holes of 180 x 50 x 50 cm each, 2002. Dehesa de Mon-
tenmedio, Vejer de la Frontera 
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This use of minimal form can be seen in other instances of Sierra’s work, which include 

tattooing a straight line across the backs of unemployed Cuban men; and shaving a ten-

inch line into the heads of two heroin addicts. But in each instance, it is the world of 

human relations, of socio-political economic forces that is put into play, and revealed as if 

for the first time. 

 

Asian Field, in contrast consists of a large physical presence. Its power can only be ex-

perienced by being there, in the space of its installation, which is presented as a vast ex-

panse. Rather than being carried out by conscripted labour, Gormley considers it as a col-

laboration. The labourers, far from carrying out alienated piecework, or merely exchang-

ing their time and their bodies for money, are given free reign—albeit limited—to pro-

duce any form of figure as long as it roughly conforms to the specified dimensions. What 

does Gormley’s work reveal? First of all it shows the earth, which is seen as the is-ness of 

the clay (or terracotta). It also brings forth a connection of a people to place seen in terms 

of the collectivity of village life, the shared labour of the summer harvest, the deep con-

nection to the soil and the local clay of which the figurines are made.  

 
Asian Field with its earthly ties to the native soil of a specific historical people sets up a 

world. But it does so, or attempts to do so, according to the orphic dimension of world 

creating. The relation between the collective of workers and capital, that is made so ex-

plicit in 3000 holes, is rendered obscure in Asian Field. It is a utopian gesture, which 

wishes to create a world that is perhaps ideal and nostalgic. 3000 Holes certainly bears 

none of this nostalgia. There is no attempt here to inaugurate a world, but rather to open 

up and reveal a world that exists. In metaphorical terms, Gormley’s work seems closer to 

Heidegger’s notions of gathering, place and homecoming. But Sierra’s work, as pure 

event, resonates with the most radical hermetic dimension of Heidegger’s thought. It may 

be an extreme instance, but I think it paves the way to thinking Gelassenheit in social po-

litical terms. 

 
I have chosen these two works because of their visual similarities and their extreme 

non-visual difference to make it clear that any assessment of the work of (visual) art does 

not necessarily proceed from the ‘look.’ My reading of these works has hopefully demon-

strated two different but not entirely contradictory readings of the work-character of the 
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work in “The Origin of the Work of Art.” One work might be said to be conceptual and 

radical, the other conservative and perhaps rooted in a form of modernist universality. 

Both, however, fall into alignment, in different ways, with the multiple crosscurrents of 

the strife between world and earth. 

 
5.4 Knowing, Willing, letting 

The essential point is that the work of art jolts us out of the framework of the usual, so 

that the everyday becomes the most unusual, which paves the way to thinking entities in 

terms of radical otherness. If the work jolts us into an open region, which is a thrust [or 

jolt] (Stoß) into the extraordinary (Un-geheure), how is the work of art, as a form of dis-

closure, clearing, lighting, and opening, a knowing? For Heidegger, this knowing occurs 

as preserving (Bewahrung) the work, in a dwelling-in the extraordinariness (Ungeheuren), 

or otherness of the truth that happens in the work. Heidegger states: ‘This “standing-

within” (Inständigkeit) of preservation… is a knowing (Wissen)’ (HW 54-55, BW 192). 

But because the work of art transports us into the Open, and out of the realm of the or-

dinary, Knowing, as well as doing, prizing and looking are thought in other than usual 

terms. They are, in their normative forms, Heidegger says, ‘restrained.’ (HW 54, BW 

191) This restraint (Verhaltenheit) allows the work to be what it is. Further, the restraint 

of the normative concept of knowing opens the space for another mode of knowing. This 

knowing, which is not the mere accumulation of facts or information, is initially de-

scribed by Heidegger in the following terms: ‘He who truly knows beings knows what he 

wills to do in the midst of them (was er inmitten des Seienden will).’  The willing men-

tioned here should, as Heidegger insists, be thought in terms of the notion of resoluteness 

(Entschlossenheit) formulated in Being and Time.  He continues: 

 
The willing referred to, which neither merely applies knowledge nor decides be-

forehand, is thought in terms of the basic experience of thinking in Being and Time. 

Knowing that remains a willing, and willing that remains a knowing, is the existing 

human being’s ecstatic entry into the unconcealment of Being. The resoluteness 

(Ent-schlossenheit) intended in Being and Time is not the deliberate action of a sub-

ject but the opening up of human being (Daseins), out of its captivity in beings, to 

the openness of Being. However, in existence, man does not proceed from some in-

side to some outside; rather, the essence of Existenz is the out-standing standing-
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within the essential sunderance (Auseinander) of the clearing of beings. Neither in 

the creation mentioned before nor the willing mentioned now do we think of the 

performance or act of a subject striving toward himself as his self-posited goal (HW 

55, BW 192). 

 
Heidegger certainly is not referring to the familiar concept of will derived from Aristotle’s 

conception of action and desire (praxis and orexis), which became interpreted as voluntas, 

appetitius intellectualis and agere. Nor is this sense of the word will linked to Nietzsche’s 

inverted Platonism and ‘will to power’ that Heidegger reinscribes as the ‘will to will.’ Ra-

ther, Heidegger’s notion of will has the character of grasping the essence of beings—

Being itself. Such a grasping of Being is for Heidegger, ‘to remain knowingly exposed to 

its sudden advance, its presencing’ (NI 56, N 59).  This notion of will is distinct from 

determinate agency. It is rather a mode of Being that ‘lets’ the truth of beings come forth, 

in a way that is neither simply active nor passive, or, as Heidegger will remark in his later 

work, ‘beyond the distinction between activity and passivity’ (AED 41, DOT 61). The 

will is certainly not thought in terms of soul or psychē, nor in terms of lived-experience, 

self-consciousness, nor the Freudian concept of the unconscious. In no sense at all can 

this meaning of ‘willing’ be associated with voluntaristic self-consciousness of the modern 

Cartesian subject. Knowledge occurs through the work of art as a willing that, as preser-

vation, Heidegger insists, ‘does not deprive the work of its independence, does not drag it 

into the sphere of mere lived experience (Erlebnis), and does not degrade it to the role of a 

stimulator of such experience (Erlebniserregers)’ (HW 55, BW 193). Preserving, instead of 

reducing the experience of the work of art to a private experience, rather, grounds Being 

within the historical sending of the happening of truth, in terms of the ecstatic-temporal 

constitution of Dasein.  Art is thus something that happens in relation to the historical 

unfolding of Being. Willing is, in a sense, for Heidegger, a kind of letting, and letting is 

conversely a kind of willing, or rather, knowing is a willing that is grounded in question-

ing, and willing is resoluteness. 

 
5.5 Resoluteness 

In Being and Time, resoluteness is one of the ways in which human existence (Dasein): an 

entity which understands itself in terms of its own existence—surpasses the inauthenticity 

of unavoidable ‘thrownness’ into the given situations of the everyday word, and becomes 
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authentic Being-one’s-Self. In the deficient mode of Being-in-the-world, Dasein makes 

no futural choices about itself and what it will be, but is carried along with the ‘they’ (das 

Man). In order to escape this ‘in-authenticity’ it needs to be shown itself as a possible au-

thenticity through an existentiell modification of the they-self. In this way—through the 

running ahead to one’s own death, and in facing one’s primordial guilt in willing-to-

have-a conscience (Gewissenhabenwollen) —Dasein becomes authentic Being-one’s-self. 

This singularity of authentic existence, however, is not that of a more intimate and essen-

tial self, nor should it be thought as an escape from the worldly into an inner ideality. Ra-

ther than freeing itself from the world, authentic Dasein, Heidegger writes, ‘frees itself for 

its world’ (SZ 298, BT 344, my emphasis). 

 
Resoluteness, as an appeal to Dasein’s lostness in the ‘they’ involves, for Heidegger, 

‘choosing to make this choice’ and ‘making this decision from one’s own Self (SZ 268, BT 

313, Heidegger’s emphasis). Many commentators have drawn attention to the apparent 

voluntarism of such remarks. However, as Bret W. Davis demonstrates, Heidegger’s utili-

sation of the term Entschlossenheit, in Being and Time, is ambivalent and ‘oscillates be-

tween embracing a resolute willing as the existentially decisive moment, and proposing 

that a shattering of the will is what is most proper to Dasein.’18 Responding authentically, 

in anticipatory resoluteness to the possibility of one's own possible non-existence, Davis 

observes, ‘shatters’ the purposiveness (Umwillen) of everyday Being-in-the-world in an 

ever-repeatable interruption.19 Anticipatory resoluteness (vorlaufende Entschlossenheit) is 

then characterised by a resolve to repeat, and thus hold open the possibility of one’s own 

death. Moreover, In Being and Time, resoluteness (Entschlossenheit) is conceived by 

Heidegger as ‘a distinctive mode of Dasein’s disclosedness (Erschlossenheit)’ (SZ 136, BT 

175) Heidegger often hyphenates word resoluteness as Ent-schlossenheit in order to em-

phasise its literal meaning: ‘uncoveredness.’ Resoluteness, which is just as much an open 

letting as it is a decisive action, calls for the equiprimordial disclosure of the Self along 

with the “there” in Being-in-the-world, and as unclosedness brings the standing-within of 

preservation. 
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In the 1935 lecture series Introduction to Metaphysics, Heidegger maintains that willing is 

grounded in letting:  

 
The essence of willing is traced back here to open resoluteness. But the essence of 

open resoluteness (Ent-schlossenheit) lies in the de-concealment (Ent-borgenheit) of 

human Dasein for the clearing of Being and by no means in an accumulation of en-

ergy for “activity” Cf. Being and Time §44 and §60. But the relation to Being is let-

ting. That all willing should be grounded in letting strikes the understanding as 

strange. (EM 16, IM 23, Heidegger’s emphasis) 

 
In order to account for this strangeness, Heidegger directs our attention to the 1930 lec-

ture, “On the Essence of Truth,” where he insists that letting-be, as freedom that is ek-

sistent, standing outside itself, is not possessed by the human being as a property. Rather, 

freedom, in a certain way, possesses the human being (BW 127). But this standing out-

side of Existenz is also a standing inside, as we saw in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” 

‘the out-standing standing-within the essential sunderance (Auseinander) of the clearing 

of beings’ (HW 55, BW 192). This points to the indeterminate character of disclosure, as 

both fixing in place and letting be, which Heidegger observes in the 1956 Addendum to 

“The Origin of the Work of Art”: ‘this letting is nothing passive but a doing of the high-

est degree… in the sense of thesis, a “working” and “willing” that in the present essay is 

characterized as the “existing human being’s ecstatic entry into the unconcealment of Be-

ing”’ (HW 71, BW 208). Thought this way, willing is not goal oriented striving, nor must 

letting be thought of as neglect. Rather, both willing and letting are resolute. 

Knowing is thought in terms of the questioning attitude, which, for Heidegger, con-

sists of a ‘willing-to-know (Wissen-wollen)’ (EM 16, IM 22), which must always be con-

stant learning, and being able to question, rather than the possession of knowledge or in-

formation. As Heidegger remarks in “The Origin of the Work of Art”: ‘Each answer re-

mains in force as an answer only as long as it is rooted in questioning’ (HW 58, BW 195). 

The knowing that Heidegger speaks of is antithetical to the connoisseurship of the art 

business, or the idea that one becomes ‘cultured’ by the ‘learning’ of art and artworks. 

Knowing is, rather, ‘Entschiedensein (Being resolved, Being decided) standing within the 

strife that the work has fitted into the rift’ (HW 56, BW 193). With this knowing we no 
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longer ask the question of the works thingly character, which occupied the first section of 

“The Origin of the Work of Art,” and drew our attention to the inadequacy of traditional 

thing descriptions. As long as we ask that question we take the work as an object, we 

don’t let the work be a work but view it as an object that stimulates lived experiences. 

 
5.6 Non-willing Thinking 

As we saw previously, Heidegger relates Entschlossenheit to Erschlossenheit (disclosedness), 

which, as Davis observes is related to Heidegger’s thinking of unconcealment as alētheia, 

Entborgenheit, and Unverborgenheit, in terms of a clearing (Lichtung). This thinking of 

uncoveredness and openness, leads, as Davis elucidates, to the later reinscriptions of truth 

in terms of topology and location, of region, open-region and the Open.20 In “A Triadic 

Conversation on a Country Path between a Scientist, a Scholar, and a Guide” (1944-

45)21—this notion of resoluteness is again recollected; this time in order to clarify the way 

in which releasement (Gelassenheit) is related to non-willing. Heidegger proposes that res-

oluteness—in contradistinction to the traditional conception of will, which wants to ac-

tualise—is the self-openness of Dasein for that-which-regions (die Gegnet). Here 

Heidegger introduces an older (and regional) variant of the word ‘region’ (Gegend) which 

has the meaning ‘free expanse’ (die freie Weite) (AED 47, DOT 66). In this ‘triadic con-

versation,’ what is being threshed out by the three participants, is the possibility of think-

ing beyond transcendental-horizonal re-presenting (transzendental-horizontalen Vorstel-

lens); a possibility that lies in the nature of thinking as indwelling releasement to that-

which-regions (inständige Gelassenheit zur Gegnet), which constitutes the resolute (Entsch-

lossenheit) coming forth of truth as dis-closure (Unverborgenheit). Heidegger thus con-

ceives non-representational thinking in terms of Gelassenheit, which does not belong to 

the determining and entrapping domain of the will—as a willing to know that seeks ex-

planation—and, at the same time, is neither mere passive acceptance, nor the submission 

to a divine will.22 Gelassenheit, lying beyond the distinction between activity and passivity, 

is both a kind of active letting, or wilful acceptance of the Open, and an open composed 

steadfastness—a receiving that gradually leads to determining—that Heidegger calls ‘in-

dwelling,’ or ‘standing within’ (Inständigkeit) (AED 64, DOT 81). 

 
If we recall that, in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” the standing within (Instän-

digkeit) preservation is a knowing and a willing, where both knowing and willing are 
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thought differently, it becomes apparent that preservation, in the later Heidegger, is ap-

proached as indwelling releasement in the spatial terms of Gegnet. If truth as the ‘Streit 

und Spielraum,’ (HW 49, [BW 186]) between unconcealing and (doubled) concealing 

comes forth through a resolute thinking/letting (waiting)—an indwelling releasement to 

that-which-regions—how does truth set itself to work in the work? Thinking this ques-

tion through in terms of architectural space, Miguel de Beistegui, observes that in 

Heidegger’s later work, through ‘gathering’ (Versammlung), ‘the taking place of truth in 

the work’ occurs by way of the work clearing a space, or making-room (Einraumen) for 

things.23 Beistegui suggests that during the 1930s Heidegger begins to rethink space in 

terms of ‘place’ (Ort). Examining the short essay from 1969, “Art and Space” (“Die Kunst 

und der Raum”), Beistegui shows that Heidegger, here, examines the possibility of space 

as running counter to the space of technics. In Heidegger’s later conception of space, of 

the event, or ‘spacing’ (Raumen) become sites, Beistegui argues, for ‘letting-be (Gelassen-

heit),’ which open a region/make a clearing where things which belong to it are gath-

ered.24  In “Art and Space,” Heidegger writes: 

 
Gathering (Versammeln) comes to play in the place in the sense of the releasing 

sheltering of things in their region (Gegend). And the region? The older form of the 

word runs “that-which-regions” (die Gegnet). It names the free expanse (die freie 

Weite). Through it the openness is urged to let each thing merge in its resting in it-

self. This means at the same time: preserving, i.e., the gathering of things in their 

belonging together (AED 207-8).25 

 
Where the work of art is considered in terms of architecture in Heidegger’s writing, pre-

serving is thought as gathering which means letting things merge in the resting of the 

open. That is, an openness which is not just the physical space (the void held by the 

building), but also the lightened space (Lichtung) of the clearing, that is a space for truth 

as unconcealment and thinking. 

 
5.7 Displacing Aesthetics 

We have seen that in “The origin of the Work of Art,” letting is associated with knowing, 

and with willing that is in a certain way a kind of non-willing. For Heidegger the preserv-

ers of the work of art are equally much a part of the work as the work’s creators. While 
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the preserver is what wilfully lets the work endure, such a description should not be lim-

ited to the work of curators and museums. I would suggest that Heidegger saw himself as 

a preserver—particularly in relation to Hölderlin’s poetry. The notion of the preserver 

can thus be taken to include an ‘authentic’ way of receiving the work that is neither one 

of thematic interpretation, nor of passive contemplation but, rather, involves, as 

Heidegger stresses, indwelling or ‘standing-within’ the openness opened up by the work. 

In other words, what we find in the notion of preserving is the possibility of a non-

aesthetic, and non-conceptual, encounter with the work of art. However, from what we 

have seen, the possibility of such encounters depends not only on the work’s capacity to 

render what is the most usual—and its own existence—strange, but to keep the open 

space that the work of art breaks open, in a state of lingering openness. This process of 

estrangement interrupts the willing non-passivity of the receiver, paving the way to a 

thinking (that is a questioning) that is other than willing. 

 
The displacement of aesthetics involves a rethinking of the work of art’s createdness as 

an event that lets phenomena emerge, rather than producing an object according to a pre-

conceived idea or a wilful act. This bringing-forth (Hervorbringen) out of concealment is, 

for Heidegger, named in a more original sense by the Greek words technē and poiēsis. It is 

my contention that Heidegger’s notions of primal strife, letting, non-willing thinking, 

and gathering, pave the way for a reassessment of the avant-garde strategies of defamiliari-

sation, and creative indeterminacy. It is particularly in relation to these two ideas that 

Heidegger’s project for the overcoming of aesthetics finds consonance (beyond his 

knowledge of modern art) with actual practices (that also remain unaware of his philoso-

phy). I am arguing that, in a certain way, to a certain extent, the contingency theories of 

John Cage, and some of the Fluxus artists, open up possibilities for re-thinking art in 

terms of exceeding both aesthetics and instrumental thought. It is well known that Cage 

derives his notions of indeterminacy, interpenetration, change, etc., from Eastern philos-

ophy: Zen Buddhism in particular. In this thesis I do not wish to extend my analysis into 

this area. Rather, I intend to examine this question in terms of Western Continental Phi-

losophy, responding to questions opened up by Heidegger, Husserl, and Derrida. The 

next three chapters will address the possibilities for art when it is thought, not only out-

side the aesthetic conception of art, but, further, outside and before the philosophy of 

consciousness, through the optics of this examination of Heidegger’s writings on the 
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work of art. I am certainly not the first to observe a correlation between Cage’s notions of 

indeterminacy and the thinking of late Heidegger. Bruns links Cage’s chance operations 

to Heidegger’s notion of Gelassenheit;26 and Michael Zimmerman compares Gelassenheit 

to the Zen Buddhist notion of satori.27  

 
Far from comprising the surrendering of will to a higher power, these strategies of 

chance and indeterminacy, or systems and constraints, become the practical carrying out 

of Gelassenheit. In other words, the chance operation in its rigorous form of artistic prac-

tice may be seen to be one answer to Heidegger’s riddle in Country Path Conversations: 

how does one will non-willing? As Davis points out, although Nicht-Wollen may be trans-

lated as either ‘not-willing’ or ‘non-willing,’ the neither active nor passive middle voiced 

sense of non-willing, rather than the passive surrender of will, is what comes to light in 

Heidegger’s later work. A common objection, however, to the idea of non-intentionality 

in art is that the process of making art can never be entirely non-intentional, since there is 

always the decision to begin the work in the first place. The artist cannot embark upon an 

artistic project by chance. At one stage of the process—even in the case of the found ob-

ject or Duchampian readymade—a will to make, or a will to designate a work as a work, 

or a will to begin a process, must be present. Yet I would argue that this is precisely the 

sense of Heidegger’s notion of resolute ‘non-willing.’ The chance operation in artistic 

practices is unthinkable without this idea of the artist’s resolute intention to make, name, 

and preserve the work of art as art. As the artist Robert Morris points out, in an essay 

published in 1970, this non-willing, where ‘the artist has stepped aside for more of the 

world to enter the art,’ not only restricts the deployment of the arbitrary in the working 

process, but it involves a certain commitment, which involves ‘going through with some-

thing.’28 

 

Moreover, the avant-garde practice of putting creative, or even conceptual, decision-

making a step removed from the will of the artist—by letting phenomena be—allows an 

encounter with these phenomena that avoids the distortion of aesthetic and conceptual 

presuppositions. In this sense, such a practice could be said to perform a fundamental 

phenomenological operation. The following chapter will examine this observation 

through an analysis of the sonic research of Pierre Schaeffer, and the ontological investi-

gations of the aural world carried out by John Cage, in conjunction with an inquiry into 
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the phenomenology of Husserl and Heidegger. Certain sound and media art practices 

would seem to engage us proximally with bare phenomena. Can it be said that they carry 

out, in a certain way, a phenomenological-ontological investigation? Do they instigate the 

presuppositionless conditions for a knowing that happens as a preservation of the won-

drous in the most usual? Can they be conceived of as inaugurating the disposition (Stim-

mung) that, as Heidegger says, ‘transports us into this or that basic relation to beings as 

such,’ or ‘More precisely… transports (Ver-setzende) us in such a way that it co-founds 

the time-space (Zeit-Raum) of the transporting (Versetzung) itself’ (GP 154, BQP 134) 

‘To “listen to” Stimmung,’ as Michel Haar observes, ‘it is necessary not only to eschew the 

definitions given by the rational faculty of the understanding but to take one’s distance 

from the egocentric interiority of feeling and its intentionality.’29 What would this listen-

ing be? Would it constitute a species of concrete knowing?
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 6. Sound, Materiality, and Phenomenology 

 

We have seen in the previous chapter how, in Heidegger’s thinking, the work of art 

breaks open a space in which we are transported out of the realm of the ordinary, not to 

some fantastic place, but to an encounter with things come into their own for the first 

time. The work of art, in this sense, presents a renewed perspective on the most ordinary 

and self-evident. It presents us with a radical shift in perspective that would not be unlike 

the shift in standpoint, or attitude, that the phenomenological method requires, in order 

to neutralise the common-sense view of the world. As we have seen, what distinguishes 

the work of art from produced equipment is a certain thingness or materiality where the 

material elements of the earth, rather than sinking back into unobtrusiveness, are set free 

to be nothing but themselves. This notion of ontico-ontological materiality has a long 

history in the avant-garde art movements of the twentieth century—manifesting in land 

art, process and system art, structural-materialist cinema—but it has appeared perhaps 

most prominently in the disciplines of audio arts. This chapter, and the two that follow, 

will examine the relationship between phenomenology and artistic investigations into the 

phenomena. If the investigation of sound, as Don Ihde says, begins with a phenomenolo-

gy, it would seem that sonic practices are uniquely placed by enabling (i) a direct encoun-

ter with the flux of phenomena, and (ii) being a way of conceiving phenomena in non-

visualist, non-objectivist, terms. However, this is not to suggest that the phenomenologi-

cal investigation of sound has historically been unproblematic. 

 
Concern with the phenomenon of sound, as the material element of music, becomes 

the focus of two pioneering composers in the mid twentieth century: Pierre Schaeffer and 

John Cage. In both of these approaches we can see an initial equivalence between the aim 

of phenomenological observation and description—to see through to the essence of what 

gives itself in perception—and the questioning of the nature of sound initiated by a quest 

for an expanded aesthetics of music. Schaeffer’s conception of musique concrète utilised 

the technology of audio recording to capture and isolate sounds in order to engage in re-

search into the nature of sonority, and develop a form of music based on concrete sound 

material rather than the abstract arrangement of tones. Cage, in a similar way, wished to 

discover the richness of the aural world, and alert his audience’s listening to the sounds of 
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everyday existence. As Cage often puts it, his objective was, ‘to let sounds be themselves.’ 

What is at stake here is the possibility for an ontological disclosure of the nature of sound 

through music and/or art. For Schaeffer, this consists of a laborious analysis of aural phe-

nomena in order to establish the natural laws—culturally universal, or precultural—that 

would inform a new and expanded conception of musical composition. For Cage, on the 

other hand, research into sounds has the objective of ‘changing’ the listener, so as to 

sharpen their senses, or open their audition to the everyday life-world. These investiga-

tions into the nature of sound divide into two distinct approaches. The first, characterised 

by Schaeffer, employs, to a certain extent, the methodology of Husserl’s phenomenology 

in order to observe the conscious act of listening, and thus discover the fundamental and 

universal ground for musicality within sonority. The second, epitomised by Cage, calls 

for a renewed investigation into the sonic universe in order to hear the world, and thus 

learn to live in such a way that one becomes more attentive to our day-to-day immersed 

state of being with sounds: a position more consonant with the ontological direction of 

Heidegger’s hermeneutical phenomenology. Both directions seek to overturn the tradi-

tion which has historically assigned the sonic to a secondary status with regard to the vis-

ual.  Both seek, in different ways to question the nature of sound in ontico-ontological 

terms, and, hardly surprisingly, both begin their inquiry from within the discipline of 

music. The purpose of this chapter is to attempt to untangle the ontological from the aes-

thetic in sound art (and art in general). In a certain way these two approaches claim to 

lead to a knowledge of sonority—a knowledge not based on induction from empirical 

facts but rather from a more original starting point.  

 
6.1 Music and Sound Art 

Although the separate approaches of Cage and Schaeffer begin from the perspective of 

music, the theoretical discourse that occurs in their wake often takes the name of ‘sound 

studies,’ and the associated practices correspondingly take the name ‘sound art,’ ‘audio 

arts,’ or simply ‘sound.’ There is still a great deal of confusion around the term ‘sound 

art.’ One view tends to designate any artistic practice, utilising sounds as material ele-

ments, that falls outside a traditional and rigidly defined discipline of music—where mu-

sic is conceived as consisting of a series and combination of discrete musical tones—as 

sound art. According to this definition, sound art would be a broad enough category to 

accommodate sonically-aesthetically expanded forms of music. While such a conception 
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of sound art—as the spatio-temporal morphological arrangement of sonic material—can 

easily be accommodated by a modernist-formalist conception of art, such a conception 

does not fit easily into the field of post-aesthetic contemporary art practices; or, in short, 

how we have come to understand the function of art since the 1960s. As pioneer ‘sound 

artist,’ Max Neuhaus argues, ‘Much of what has been called “Sound Art” has not much to 

do with either sound or art.’1 The various redefinitions and broadenings of the idea of 

music in the first half of the twentieth century (Luigi Russolo, Edgard Varèse, John Cage) 

have rendered the distinction between tone-based music, and music incorporating all 

sounds, as somewhat untenable. Moreover, the Duchampian shift to a more conceptual, 

less aesthetic conception of art, prevents us from thinking the practice of sound art (as 

art) merely in terms of the morphological organisation of sounds. What then differenti-

ates sound art from music? 

 
The prevailing (recent) definitions of sound art appear to me to be largely inadequate: 

being either too narrow or too broad. Either the institutional site of the work is seen as 

the determining factor: music takes place in performance spaces; sound art is presented in 

gallery spaces. Or sound art is thought of as spatialised music in the form of an installa-

tion. Joanna Demers notes that ‘The prevalent definitions of sound installations and 

sound art [Demers cites Christoph Cox and Daniel Warner, Randal Davis, Alan Licht, 

and Brandon LaBelle] assert that this difference lies in the “site specificity,” meaning that 

sounds are constructed to interact with the locations where they are heard.’2 While I do 

not disagree with this definition I would argue that it is far too narrow. A minimum defi-

nition of sound art could perhaps be characterised by the requirement for a meaningful, 

predominately non-aesthetic, non-musical, relation between sound and something else. 

This something else might be an object, a location, an environment, a technological me-

dium or media, an image, or series of images (moving or still), language, or text (social, 

cultural, historical). Rather than the recent definitions offered by Licht, Demers, and 

Cox, I prefer a conception of sound art offered by Rainer Linz in 1994: 

 
If it’s possible to refer to the conceptual framework of an art practice, then that of 

music might be described as essentially internal; referring to its own inner workings 

and processes, its history and technology. Sound art on the other hand often refers 

to a broader and more diverse range of interdisciplinary ideas and relationships 
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which may be both internal and external to the work… If sound art is to establish 

itself as an alternative sound practice it must do so by distancing itself more and 

more from what we consider to be music.3 

 

 This broader definition would accommodate more conceptual works such as those of 

Seth Price, or those of Brandon LaBelle, where music itself becomes a kind of readymade 

recontextualised element in the work, at a predominately conceptual-cultural rather than 

a morphological level. 

 

6.2 Sound-in-Itself 

Commenting on the differences between German academic discourse on sound art, and 

its English equivalent, Andreas Engström and Åsa Stjerna, have noted that: ‘In the Eng-

lish literature, sound art is often connected to sound’s inner aesthetical qualities.’4 They 

observe that ‘The focus of sound can also be exemplified with what Christoph Cox sees as 

a neo-modernist trend in the arts, namely sound art’s focus on the “sound-in-itself.”’5 

While Cox regards the sound-in-itself tendency in a positive light, the same cannot be 

said of Seth Kim-Cohen, by far the most outspoken critic of Minimalist inspired phe-

nomenological approaches to sound. Kim-Cohen addresses his criticism to what he sees 

as an adjacency between (i) the medium specific intrinsic concerns for painting, of 

Greenberg, (ii) the exclusive concern with the immanent features of sound in Schaeffer, 

and (iii) the insistence of the value of sound-in-itself of Cage.6 He contrasts this to ‘the 

conceptual turn’ initiated by Duchamp,7 ‘suggested by the gallery art of the sixties, one 

that ignores the prepositional question, which is at its core a perceptual question—what 

to look at, or listen to—and focuses instead on the textual and inter-textual nature of 

sound.’8 As far as Kim-Cohen is concerned the discourses around sound art seemed to 

have missed the conceptual turn that occurred in the visual arts. He writes: 

 
There is a sense among practitioners and theorists alike that sound knows what it 

is: sound is sound. I will try to reduce this resistance by returning attention to 

works and ideas stubbornly received in the untenable space of the blinking ear. The 

aim is to rehear them, rethink them, reexperience them starting from a non-

essentialist perspective in which the thought of sound-in-itself is literally unthinka-

ble. Against sound’s self-confidence—the confidence in the constitution of the son-
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ic self—I propose a rethinking of definitions, a reinscription of boundaries, a 

reimagination of ontology: a conceptual turn toward a non-cochlear sonic art.9 

 
The rather unwieldy term ‘non-cochlear sonic art,’ is, of course, the aural equivalent to 

Duchamp’s notion of ‘non-retinal’ painting. It signifies a turn to an intellectual encoun-

ter rather than visceral plastic celebration. Just as non-retinal painting does not occur at 

the site of the look, a non-cochlear sound art, for Kim-Cohen, transcends the space of 

listening. But this does not mean that sound and vision are disqualified from the work of 

art, as he makes clear: ‘A conceptual sonic art would necessarily engage both the non-

cochlear and the cochlear, and the constituting trace of each in the other.’10 Statements 

such as this bring Kim-Cohen’s argument for non-cochlear sound art into distinct prox-

imity with—although he does not acknowledge them—post-aesthetic theories of art. 

 
The notion of sound-in-itself, is sometimes framed within music, and at others within 

sound art, and then again, sometimes evading both categories, describing itself as an in-

vestigation into sound, or sonic research. Typical of this tendency is Christoph Cox’s ar-

gument that, considered in terms of a sonic materialism, ‘sound reveals to us something 

different [than music]: not being in time but being as time, what Nietzsche calls “becom-

ing” and Bergson “duration.”’11 Cox’s view, I would argue, comes into proximity with 

what Constanze Ruhm describes as ‘the utopia of immediacy.’ This is, Ruhm argues: 

 
the claim that sound, as opposed to the visual, might allow a higher degree of im-

mediacy between subject and world, and between work and audience. At the heart 

of this claim lies the idea that the non-representational and immaterial qualities of 

sound have a different kind of mediated relationship with the material world than 

that maintained by the visible and readable…12  

 
It is perhaps in the sonic practice of field recording more than any other, that the 

sound-in-itself tendency is most pronounced. The most notorious exponent of the 

Schaefferian reduced listening tradition would certainly be Francisco López, who—with 

the intention of prohibiting access to all visual stimuli in his performances—insists on his 

audience wearing blindfolds that he provides. López produces recordings of both natural 

and urban environments that involve minimal processing and editing. Kim-Cohen, who 

regards López’s practice as an extreme form of essentialism, argues that: ‘Although 
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López’s sound-in-itself tendencies are not an isolated incident in contemporary sound 

practice, the fundamentalism of his approach and his written justifications render his 

work uniquely unavailable to non-cochlear recuperation.’13 In this and the following 

chapters I wish to critically examine the claims of sound-in-itself immediacy, but, unlike 

Kim-Cohen, I wish to retain, to a certain extent, the notion of materiality. This entails 

arguing for materiality, and against a certain tendency typified by the conceptual turn to 

(in John Caputo’s terms) limit, circumvent, or short-circuit, our engagement with the 

flux.  

 

6.3 Sound and Vision 

Within the metaphysical tradition, since Plato, sound has been regarded as a deficient 

mode of being. In contrast to the visual and tactile thing, sound has been, due to its invis-

ible, ephemeral and non-enduring nature, historically cast as secondary and derivative. 

Consequently sound has traditionally been excluded from what counts as knowledge, and 

from what are thought of as real objects of knowledge: those that can be seen and 

touched. With Plato, Frances Dyson, observes, ‘immateriality, invisibility, and ephemer-

ality become ontological orphans,’ and what develops is ‘an epistemology where objects of 

knowledge are ideal, subsistent, immaterial forms that embody eternal order, intelligibil-

ity, and meaning.’14  With the development of this metaphysical ocularcentrism, sound 

comes to be thought as an attribute, or quality, of a thing, rather than as constituting a 

certain idea of thingness in itself. The exception, for Plato, is of course, the voice, which, 

being closest to the living breath (pneuma) of the soul—because of its immediacy, direct-

ness, and plenitude—assumes primacy over the (more material) written word. Dyson 

proposes that the voice, however, also suffers a process of ‘abstraction and desonorisa-

tion.’15 The ‘grain’ of the voice recedes to the background and the ideal content of a sub-

ject’s meaning-intention, as a silent inner voice, occupies the central ground of metaphys-

ical epistemology. Dyson’s critique of visualism is heavily indebted to Don Ihde, who ar-

gues that the latent visualist tradition of philosophy consists of ‘at least two interwoven 

factors.’16 These are, for Ihde, reduction to vision, where knowing is identified with seeing 

and images, and the corresponding metaphorics of light and clarity; and reduction of vi-

sion, where the visual itself is reduced, and with what is regarded as real is thought (for 
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example, in the work of Descartes) in terms of an abstract extended object, as representa-

tion in the mind. 

 
The distinction between primary and secondary qualities—which emerged in the 

thought of Descartes, and is most explicitly explored in the work of John Locke (Essay 

Concerning Human Understanding)—designates solidity, extension, number, size, shape, 

and motion as primary qualities of an object, while sound, colour, taste, tactile texture, 

and smell are regarded as secondary qualities. Thus sound as a secondary quality is re-

garded in this tradition as subjective, and dependent on a particular sense. Consequently 

sound comes to be regarded as an illegitimate characteristic for objectively establishing the 

truth of an object. In our normal everyday understanding we often consider so-called sec-

ondary qualities, at least linguistically, as things, for instance: shadows and rainbows. Sec-

ondary qualities thus constitute, according to the tradition, the surface or skin of the 

world, as opposed to the depth of its underlying structure. Roger Scruton argues that 

sounds should not be regarded as secondary qualities because they are not qualities at all. 

Because objects emit sounds, rather than ‘have’ them as an intrinsic characteristic, or 

properties, in the way that objects have colours or feelable textures, they should rather be 

considered as independently existing ‘secondary objects.’17 Moreover, the causal relation 

between sound and object is rarely that of a one to one correspondence. Sounds are usual-

ly produced by a number of sources. For example, the sound of a cymbal will have a caus-

al relationship not only to the cymbal but to the stick which hits it, and further, the space 

in which it occurs, position of the listener, the presence or absence of competing sounds, 

etc. 

 
Christian Metz describes the designation of sound, as a characteristic of an object 

which constitutes the source of the sound, as ideological. That is, such a view is repre-

sented as ‘natural,’ although, as Metz suggests, it derives from a cultural ‘primitive sub-

stantialism.’18 This substantial framework ‘distinguishes fairly rigidly the primary qualities 

that determine the list of objects (substances) and the secondary qualities which corre-

spond to attributes applicable to these objects.’19 The subject-predicate structure of Indo-

European languages, Metz proposes, is in some way linked to this prevalent conception. 

In a similar way, in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger links the familiar con-

ception of a thing as substance with accidents to the S is P structure of the proposition. 
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Heidegger comes to ask: is the substance-accidents conception of the thing brought about 

by the subject-predicate relation of sentence structure, or is this sentence structure a rep-

resentation of the thing structure? In answer, Heidegger proposes that both are founded 

on something more original.  

 
Dyson recognises the possibility for a kind of sonic thinking that, based on a-specular 

aural, rather than visual metaphors, would have the potential to ‘resist philosophical in-

terrogation’ and rhetorically contribute to ‘rendering the cracks in Western metaphysics 

more apparent.’20 Dyson suggests that the otherness of the body and the otherness of au-

rality ‘both resist the categorical imperatives of Western epistemology, both refuse the 

boundaries and divisions, the subject-object dichotomies, the ontological identities that 

epistemology seeks to impose.’21 The phenomenon of sound, having no discreet identity, 

consisting of flows that have no edges, seems to promise a rather different phenomeno-

logical starting point than visually apprehended objects. The phenomena of sound seem 

to resist the metaphysical conception of objectification. It is not only sound that has re-

ceived scant attention within the tradition of Western philosophy but, as Gemma Cor-

radi Fiumara observes, also listening. Fiumara argues for a philosophy of listening that 

maintains the openness of listening through putting questioning itself into question.22 

 
At this point I wish to examine the phenomenological methodology of Schaeffer’s son-

ic research, in order to evaluate its potential for, as Ihde puts it, finding ‘material for a 

recovery of the richness of primary experience that is now forgotten or covered over in the 

too tightly interpreted visualist traditions.’23 That is, in short, to examine the possibilities 

for, and limitations of, a philosophy of listening, encompassing a phenomenology of 

sound. 

 
6.4 Acousmatic Listening 

Schaeffer’s concept of the objet sonore forms the basis of both Scruton’s and Metz’s con-

ceptions of sound as object. Metz conceives the term ‘aural object’ to describe an object 

that consists of sound, and can only be encountered through audition: ‘…an infra-object, 

an object that is only aural.’24 But is the term object, in both cases, too quickly arrived at? 

Does this not amount to a metaphysical objectification? Schaeffer’s acousmatic listening 

has its origin in his insistence that to objectively evaluate a given sound one must disre-
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gard the existence of its source, since identification with the source would carry visualist 

presuppositions. The term acousmatic derives from Pythagoras’s pedagogical requirement 

that initiates must receive his teachings through acoustic means only: their teacher visual-

ly obscured behind a screen or curtain. These pupils were termed akousmatikoi. The 

acousmatic tradition philosophically seeks to overturn the traditional ontological hierar-

chy, where the visual faculty is privileged over the aural faculty, and restore to listening a 

sense of the unique existence of sound as phenomena that is not governed by, and sub-

sumed under, the legislation of visual objects. Since the visual-material object or phe-

nomenon is most usually considered as the originating source, or cause, of the sound 

event, Schaeffer insists on a listening (and compositional) practice that would actively ob-

scure any cause-effect relation of the visual-material object and the produced sound. A 

sound, in musique concrète, is thus isolated from its world, and with this transition be-

comes ‘for itself’; in Schaeffer’s terminology: a ‘sound object.’  

 
Scruton’s philosophical inquiries into the objectivity of sound, as he concedes, is gov-

erned by aesthetic considerations: ‘…aesthetic interest (which is our real subject in this 

discussion) is an interest in appearances: its object is not the underlying structure of 

things, but the revealed presence of the world—the world as it is encountered in our ex-

perience (the Lebenswelt, to use Husserl’s term for it).’25 Another sound theorist who takes 

the Schaefferian approach, emphasising the necessity for a phenomenological analysis of 

sound, is Trevor Wishart. Through the advocation of acousmatic techniques, where all 

social, environmental or instrumental origins are ignored, Wishart calls for the concern of 

the listener to be directed to the ‘objective characteristics’ of the sound-object, or in other 

words of sound ‘in itself.’26 Acousmatic listening is often referred to—following Husserl’s 

methodology of the phenomenological reduction—as reduced listening. Whereas the phe-

nomenological reduction puts out of play any concern with the question of the existence 

of the object or phenomenon under investigation, reduced listening suspends any concern 

with the cause of the sonic object.  

 
Brian Kane observes that Schaeffer’s intrinsic investigations into sound, and his theori-

sation of the sound object, remain reasonably faithful to Husserl’s phenomenology.  Kane 

argues that two aspects of Schaeffer’s ‘hybrid discipline’ cannot be satisfactorily accounted 

for without a consideration of Husserl’s influence. These are: ‘(i) that a phenomenological 
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investigation into listening will disclose the original ground of our musical practices; (ii) 

that the correlate of this investigation is the discovery of an objective, yet ideal, entity—

i.e., the sound object’27 Schaeffer’s wish to overcome the scientifically dominated acoustic 

basis of music, and the subjective and cultural criterion of habitual musical practice fol-

lows, as Kane observes, Husserl’s idea of philosophy as a rigorous science that would 

overcome the naïve factuality of empiricism and the subjective problems of psychology. 

 

6.5 Phenomenology 

Before examining the proximity of Schaeffer’s sonic research to Husserl’s phenomenolo-

gy, it is essential to understand the primary motivation of phenomenological research, 

which is to provide, with all scientific rigour, a ‘first philosophy’ that would constitute the 

ground for both philosophy and the sciences. In order to discover the laws of a primordial 

science, Husserl rejects both the empiricism of the natural sciences—where such a deter-

mination would be derived inductively from facts given in the external world—

particularly realism (or physicalism), and the empiricism of psychologism. The problem 

with realism is that only something that can be attributed physical characteristics is rec-

ognised as real. Thus something like consciousness is either simply denied any reality, or 

it is naturalised or physicalised. The problem with psychologism is that it is an empirical 

science based on induction from individual experiences, where the Real is posited in ‘in-

dividual form,’ ‘as having spatio-temporal existence,’ in contingent ‘matters of fact’ 

(Tatsächlichkeit) (Ideas I, 52-53 §2), whereas knowledge, for Husserl, demands an essen-

tial universality that transcends individual contingent situations. 

 
Husserl also distanced himself from neo-Kantian epistemology and its associated phi-

losophies of value and culture, along with the idea of philosophy as a worldview that, 

from the phenomenological point of view, dogmatically relies upon unwarranted funda-

mental axioms. Contrary to Erkenntnistheorie, historicism, and Weltanschuauung Philoso-

phy, Husserl insists that phenomenology should be free from all untested philosophical 

ideas. As we saw in the last chapter, in Heidegger’s early lecture courses, while working as 

Husserl’s assistant, the neo-Kantianism of the German South-West School comes under 

sustained attack due to its reliance on a teleological-critical method where an a priori 

“ought” (Sollen) guides its philosophical thinking. Heidegger asks the question, which is 

so pertinent to phenomenology, in the KNS semester lecture: how are we to determine 
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the fundamental axioms without turning to other axioms that are still more fundamental? 

If these axioms cannot be determined deductively from logic or inductively from empiri-

cal facts, how are they to be determined? If phenomenology is to be an a priori science it 

cannot derive its truth from the theoretical. As Husserl maintains: ‘In these studies we 

stand bodily aloof from all theories, and by “theories” we here mean anticipatory ideas of 

every kind’ (Ideas I 105 §30). 

 

To engage in a more originary or primordial scientific approach to philosophy, phe-

nomenology turns its attention to the self-giving evidence of ‘the things themselves’ as 

they appear to living consciousness. Husserl’s ‘principle of all principles’ by which, he 

says, no theory can lead us astray, insists that:  

 

every primordial dator Intuition is a source of authority (Rechtsquelle) for 

knowledge, that whatever presents itself in “intuition” in primordial form (as it 

were in its bodily reality), is simply to be accepted as it gives itself to be, though on-

ly within the bounds in which it then presents itself’ (Ideas I 92 §24).  

 

Husserl is not concerned with the facts of the physical object but with how things appear 

to us in consciousness. Phenomenology is a science of eidetic Being that aims at establish-

ing knowledge, not of individual facts (‘that-ness’) but essential ideal universality (‘what-

ness’). It thus seeks to derive fundamental principles from a reduction that excludes mat-

ters of fact from the eidos. Husserl thus calls this reduction the ‘eidetic reduction’ (Ideas I 

44, Introduction). This requires a new method of philosophical inquiry, one which is 

characterised by ‘a new way of looking at things’ (Ideas I 43, Husserl’s emphasis) We can 

see how Kane is able to claim a strong correspondence between Husserl’s goals for phe-

nomenology and Schaeffer’s desire to discover the fundamentals of a new and culturally 

neutral form of music by way of a direct appeal to the sounds themselves. We can also see 

a direct relation between what Kane calls Schaeffer’s ‘hybrid discipline,’ and Husserl’s in-

terest in the correlations between the physical thing and how it is given to us in con-

sciousness. Both sonic research and phenomenology call for patient detailed and rigorous 

investigations into the matters themselves, often calling upon the combined efforts of a 

number of researchers. Husserl, as is often noted, expressed his preference for beginning 
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with the ‘small change’ of minutiae, rather than the ‘big bills’ of grand claims.28 Schaeffer 

as well, was quite aware that the discovery of the fundamental laws of musicality could 

only come after a long and patient research into sonority. 

 

6.6 The Phenomenological Reduction 

Phenomenological reduction, put simply, is the methodological readjustment of view-

point. As Jacques Taminiaux observes, Husserl’s “reduction” undergoes a number of met-

amorphoses in his writings.29 Moreover, as Husserl proposes in Ideas I, that when we 

speak of ‘the phenomenological reduction’ we are speaking of a number of different 

methodological steps of ‘“disconnexion” or “bracketing,”’ taking the form of a ‘graded 

reduction’ (Ideas I 114 §33, Husserl's emphasis). As Taminiaux shows, the methodologi-

cal procedure of the phenomenological reduction combines a ‘negative move [which] 

consists in suspending what blocks the way to the phenomena…’ and a positive return, ‘a 

reductio—to the specific mode of appearing of the phenomena.’30 Husserl’s negative move 

is the epochē—from the Greek term meaning ‘a holding back,’ or ‘abstention.’ With the 

epochē, the question of, or the belief in, the existence of the external world is put into sus-

pension. That is not to say that the existence of the external world is simply denied or 

plunged into doubt. Rather, the epochē is an abstention from any position taking in terms 

of either for or against existence. However, the natural standpoint is not disputed but ra-

ther carried along with the reduction, although it is put out of play. As Husserl says, ‘we 

make “no use” of it’ (Ideas I 108 §31, Husserl’s emphasis). Similarly, the methodology of 

acousmatic listening functions in Schaeffer’s sonic research as a phenomenological epochē. 

First, by removing all reference to a sound's physical source, determinations about the 

sound that are uncontaminated by visual and contextual relations can be made. Thus, as 

Schaeffer argues, it ‘gives back to the ear alone the entire responsibility of a perception 

that ordinarily rests on other sensible witnesses.’31 The acousmatic condition performs 

what Husserl calls an eidetic reduction, where any spatio-temporal factual information, or 

in Schaeffer’s terms, ‘any relation with what is visible, touchable, measureable’32 about the 

sound is disregarded in favour of concentration on the essence of the sound in itself. 

What we arrive at in this eidetic reduction is what Schaeffer calls the sound object. Se-

cond, the acousmatic epochē is enforced by means of the technological intervention of re-

cording technology. The tape recorder, by reproducing the sound disconnected from its 
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source, functions in a similar way to Pythagoras’ curtain. But further, like Husserl’s phe-

nomenological epochē, the acousmatic abstention puts out of play any question regarding 

the existence of the phenomena. By disregarding any questions of spatio-temporal exist-

ence, the original sound event and the sound recording played back through loudspeakers 

are regarded as more or less ontologically equivalent.33 This recalls André Bazin’s argu-

ment that the arts of registration (photography, cinema sound recording) are processes 

that exclude the hand of man, and are hence natural, or at least pre-cultural. And as natu-

ral phenomena, Bazin argues for—if not the absolute ontological equivalence of the film 

image to the pro-filmic event (all the elements that are placed, or that fall, before the 

camera’s field of view)—at the very least their inseparability. Thus in the acousmatic situ-

ation, Schaeffer argues, ‘the differences separating direct listening (through a curtain) and 

indirect listening (through a speaker) in the end become negligible’ 34  What makes 

Schaeffer’s argument for ontological equivalence more tenable than Bazin’s is that, for 

Husserl, the phenomena under investigation are not considered in terms of their individ-

uality as existent things but rather as correlates of acts of consciousness. What is observed 

is not the actual things themselves but, rather, how things appear to us, or are heard by 

us, in consciousness. This Husserl calls ‘ideation,’ or the ‘essential seeing’ (Wesensschau) of 

the eidetic reduction. 

 
6.7 Reduced Listening and the Eidetic Reduction 

Schaeffer’s research methodology of reduced listening performs in Husserl’s terms an ei-

detic reduction. Similarly, Schaeffer’s reduced listening, as he says,’ enables us to grasp 

the object for what it is and to try and describe it by reference to other objects.’35  The 

aim of reduced listening—aided by the acousmatic abstention—is to locate the essential 

(and universal) form—the sound object—within arbitrary sound material. What it seeks 

to observe, through such a listening, is the act of listening itself. Moreover, it seeks to iso-

late something essential in the sound object as it occurs in consciousness in order to be 

led to pure musicality. The method that Schaeffer uses in his solfège corresponds to Hus-

serl’s method of ‘essential seeing’ by way of, as Kane points out, ‘free variation,’ in which 

the phenomenological investigator is able to run through the multiplicity of variants—

multiple viewpoints or adumbrations (Abschattungen)36—of an object in direct givenness, 

or in the imagination or Phantasy—in order to establish the essential form or eidos: the 

‘what’ that remains the same throughout the variations. Rather than performing the free 
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variation of a sound in the imagination, Schaeffer utilised sound reproduction technolo-

gy—first phonograph recordings, then, at a later stage, tape recordings—to isolate and 

replay sounds in order to run through the variants. The recorded sound thus takes the 

place of the fantasised sound in the imagination. But, one can sense an objection here: if 

the sound is captured on tape, does it not remain much the same on each subsequent 

playback? How does one run through the variations that would be the aural equivalent of 

viewing an object from different angles—in front, behind, etc.? Schaeffer had two ways of 

performing free variation. The first method occurs entirely within the consciousness of 

the listener. Although the sound signal (its physical phenomena as movement of air) does 

not vary—to any significant degree—in each repeated playback, the listener is able to di-

rect herself toward different aspects of the sound. Although the sound is acoustically the 

same, it is heard differently in consciousness each time. As Schaeffer explains: ‘…since 

these repetitions are brought about in physically identical conditions, we become aware of 

the variations in our listening and better understand what is in general termed its “subjec-

tivity.”’37 The second method relies on external modification of the sound signal. The 

sound event can be recorded from different positions resulting in multiple recordings of a 

single event listened to alternatively, or a single recording can be submitted to transfor-

mations such as variations in playback speed, direction, volume, filtering or editing. By 

comparing the unaltered version with the altered, the listener is able to progressively iden-

tify the essential sonority that remains the same in each version. Like Husserl’s method of 

eidetic variation, the original sound—the sound as it was first perceived—is taken as a 

model or guide, which gives direction, and acts as the point of departure for the produc-

tion of variants. At different points the variants overlap, and within this region of coinci-

dence the general essence can be found.  But one runs into boundaries where the varia-

tion is taken too far and the general form loses its identity and so, at some stage, the at-

tempt at comparison has to be abandoned and a new sonic object is found in the altered 

version. For Schaeffer this is the point where a new sonorous object is given.  

 
Running through the multiplicity of variations takes place, for Husserl, in a purely 

passive way that results in a ‘synthetic unity’ (EJ 343). Thus, as Klaus Held observes, the 

limits or edges, where unity can no longer be found in the variations, are not invented by 

consciousness, rather consciousness, in a passive way ‘bumps into them.’38 Held claims, 

however, that Husserl never really answers the question of how these limits are set. Thus 
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Husserl finds it necessary to specify a second stage to the reduction that consists of an ac-

tive identification of the eidos as ideally identical. Only by ‘retaining-in-grasp’ all the vari-

ations can the invariant general essence be seen ‘purely for itself’ (EJ 343). The purely 

identical can be seen for itself because it is, as Husserl claims, ‘passively preconstituted’ but 

in order to be isolated ‘seeing of the eidos rests in the active intuitive apprehension of what 

is preconstituted’ (EJ 343, Husserl’s emphasis).  Without retaining in grasp we are only 

left with the last variation imagined. It is around this idea of the passively preconstituted 

sound object that Schaeffer’s solfège experiences difficulty, and, as Kane observes: ‘The 

process of phenomenological reduction lends to the sound object a strange trajectory: 

methodologically, one discloses the sound object only at the end of the investigation, after 

a series of reductions, but ontologically, the sound object is first, a priori.’39 

 
6.8 From Sound Object to Musical Object 

Schaeffer’s sound object is, in Husserl’s terms, an ‘intentional object.’ By the term ‘inten-

tionality’ Husserl stresses that every perception is a perception of something. The inten-

tional object is thus the correlation in consciousness of the perception of something as a 

‘what.’ The sound object is not a material object, and it is certainly not, as Schaeffer 

stresses, the magnetic tape on which the sound is recorded, rather, it is only an object rel-

ative to our listening. The sonic object is, as Schaeffer says, ‘a function of an intention of 

listening.’40 Within Schaeffer’s research methodology, the sound object occupies the low-

est stage of investigation. Through the system of solfège, sound objects are to be further 

reduced to become musical objects that are infused with meaning.  

 
Carlos Palombini observes that the aim of musique concrète was to discover ‘musicality’ 

from research into sonority.41 In other words, Schaeffer’s research into the nature of 

sound had the aim of developing a new theory of music out of the sonic material. Tradi-

tionally composition proceeds from the abstract—a (Platonic) musical idea in the com-

poser’s mind—towards the concrete (the complex reality of sounds in space). Schaeffer’s 

great insight was to reverse this process, moving from the contingent and particular of 

found sounds, or noise, towards the abstraction of form. This compositional process is 

broadly referred to in contemporary music theory as ‘exploratory.’ Yet, can such an ap-

proach ‘discover’ musicality without first presupposing a concept of musicality? 

Schaeffer’s musique concrète begins with the act of listening rather than notation of imag-
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ined tones (which only comes at the final stage).  Moreover, Schaeffer wishes to replace 

the traditional ‘theory of music’ that he sees as based on the science of acoustics, with a 

method that finds new musical structures in the perceptual structures of listening. In or-

der to achieve this, Schaeffer formulates five stages of musical research which make up his 

program for a generalised music theory: typology, morphology characterology, analysis, 

and synthesis. The levels of typology—the sorting of sound objects into types—and mor-

phology—describing the sound objects in terms of form—belong to the lower order of 

the sonorous. The levels of analysis—the estimation of the possibilities for the emergence 

of musical values (according to new criteria) in the sound material—and synthesis—the 

bringing together of criteria and the formation of rules for musical objects—belong to the 

higher order of the transition to the musical. Through, what Schaeffer calls ‘musical in-

vention,’ morphology leads to analysis; and through ‘musicianly invention,’ typology 

leads toward synthesis. Underlying these terms is the foundational concept in Schaeffer’s 

music theory which he calls, by way of a neologism, ‘aucology.’ As Michel Chion defines 

it: 

 
The subject of aucology is the study of mechanisms of listening, properties of 

sound objects and their musical potential in the natural perceptual field of the ear. 

Concentrating on the problem of the musical functions of sound characteristics, 

aucology relates to acoustics in more or less the same way as phonology relates to 

phonetics.42 

 
Aucology thus corresponds to a phenomenological eidetic listening in the Husserlian 

sense. It seeks to find a pathway between the lower sonorous level of the sound object and 

the higher level of the musical object. But it must do so without any recourse to the refer-

ential musical codes that, in traditional music, occupy a place between the two levels. The 

question, then, is how to proceed from the lower levels of the sound object to the higher 

levels of musicality; to develop a ‘natural’ musical language, without imposing any pre-

suppositions from cultural conventions but rather finding musicality in the natural struc-

tures of perception. In proceeding from the sonorous level directly to higher level of mu-

sicality, bypassing the intermediate level of cultural codes, the role of aucology, as Chion 

observes, is to ‘prepare the ground for the reclaiming of musical meaning.’43 This transi-

tion must occur, as Schaeffer insists, ‘in accordance with the logic of the material.’44 Here 
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we find Schaeffer in proximity to Greenberg’s notion of self-criticism. Schaeffer’s experi-

mental music theory would seem to present, as Chion notes, a ‘difficult situation.’ 

 
A severe discipline, then, this aucology which examines the object for its musical 

potential, but must always remain at the outer limits of music. For it starts out 

from below, from the sonorous, and no preconceived musical organization from 

above can in accordance with its own rules hold out a hand to help it haul itself up 

to the heights where meaning is enthroned.45 

 

In order to circumvent these difficulties Schaeffer introduces what might be described as a 

compromise. He designates by the term ‘suitable object,’ sound objects that seem more 

appropriate than others for the development of musicality. Although, as Chion observes, 

Schaeffer’s suitable objects are ‘objects which are judged “good enough,” without being 

thought of as “musical” beforehand,’46 is not the very distinction between suitable and 

non-suitable objects subject, in some way, to the imposition of presupposed musical val-

ues? Cage argues that if we accept Schaeffer’s methodology of ‘solfeggio [solfège],’47 ‘We 

put ourselves in the position of accepting certain sounds but not others,’ and instead 

claims: ‘I have never put in my head any idea about perfecting sounds, nor any commit-

ment to bettering the sonorous race.  I simply keep my ears open.’48 

 
6.9 Phenomenology’s Latent Aesthetics 

Schaeffer’s sonic research presents us with two problems. First, does not the quest to find 

musicality in itself function as a goal that, in a certain way, brings theoretical pre-

suppositions into the primary realm of immediate lived-experience? Although cultural, or 

at least monocultural, ideas of musical language are put out of action; does not a certain 

conception of music—what it is to be ‘musical’ in the first place—operate from the be-

ginning, and enter into the investigation at the lowest level? Does not Schaeffer’s precon-

ception of the musical object bring into every investigation a musical aestheticising will 

that, rather than letting the phenomena give itself from itself, orders sound according to 

an aesthetic privilege to form?  

 
The relation of form to presence in phenomenology is questioned by Jacques Derrida 

in the 1967 essay “La Forme et le vouloir-dire: Note sur la phénoménologie du langage,” 
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(“Form and Meaning: A Note on the Phenomenology of Language”),49 where he con-

tends that although Husserl attempts to free his concept of form from Platonic-

Aristotelian philosophy, his work remains caught within metaphysics because it ultimate-

ly presents form as presence itself. That is, as Derrida insists, Being is thought as form—

as presence, and the present, and the ultimate conception of form is, for Husserl the liv-

ing present (lebendige Gegenwart). As we saw previously, Heidegger claims that metaphys-

ics properly begins when the eidos-idea becomes, in Plato’s philosophy, the singular and 

definitive interpretation of Being.50 When idea as what-ness (essentia) becomes promoted 

to the status of what really is, actual beings sink to the level of mē on. The imposition of 

form, according to Derrida, determines and limits the sense of Being in terms of presence 

within the closure of metaphysics. 

  
In marginal remarks in the essay Derrida alludes to a latent aesthetics that runs 

through Husserl’s phenomenology. The metaphysical imposition of form, Derrida insists, 

‘cannot fail to effectuate a certain subjection to the look,’ and ‘this putting-on-view’ 

could be shown to ‘permit a movement between the project of formal ontology’ and ‘the 

latent theory of the work of art’ (SP 108-9). In a methodology similar to Speech and Phe-

nomena, Derrida traces, in Husserl’s text (predominately Ideas I §124), the idealising 

movement from a silent pre-expressive stratum of sense to the meaningful expressive 

speech of Bedeutung. The universal and conceptual form that speech expresses must, for 

Husserl, ‘repeat or reproduce a sense content’ that is already silently present in perception 

(SP 115, Derrida’s emphasis). From this point of view, Derrida remarks, ‘we could ques-

tion the entire aesthetics latent in phenomenology’ (SP 115, note 8). What is this latent 

aesthetics that Derrida refers to? If Husserl’s phenomenology limits or reduces Being to 

form, in the process of ideation, by isolating the eidos that underlies lived-experience and 

gives meaning to speech in a pre-expressive wanting-to-mean, can it be likened to aesthet-

ics?  

 
Husserl says very little about art and aesthetics but, in his letter to Hofmannsthal, he 

admits to an analogy between the phenomenological attitude and aesthetic conscious-

ness.51 And in his discussion of phantasy and the neutrality modification (the more scien-

tific term for the abstention of the epochē), in Ideas I §111, Dürer’s engraving Knight, 

Death and the Devil is employed as an example. Both aesthetic experience and the phe-
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nomenological reduction, according to Husserl, put the belief in the existence of the ex-

ternal world into suspension. Husserl describes the natural standpoint where one is im-

mersed in the world as naïvely ‘“interested” in the world’ (CM 35). In contrast, Husserl 

describes both aesthetic consciousness and the phenomenological attitude as disinterested. 

Danielle Lories observes that Husserl’s description of aesthetic consciousness ‘leans on’ 

Kant’s Critique of Judgment, translating it into phenomenological terms.52 For Lories, 

Husserl takes Kant’s idea of disinterestedness—in a similar way to Heidegger (in his Nie-

tzsche lectures)—in a positive sense as favour. Husserl, however, clearly distinguishes be-

tween the aim of aesthetics—as the seeking of disinterested pleasure in appearances—and 

the aim of phenomenology—as a concern with the constitution of objects toward the 

founding of philosophical knowledge. Aesthetics and phenomenological research would 

appear to be parallel disciplines in Husserl’s view. But whereas the phenomenological atti-

tude, for Husserl, is directed towards the variations of appearance with the aim of synthe-

sising these into a unity, aesthetic consciousness is directed ‘toward what appears in its 

respective “manner of appearing” (Erscheinungsweise)’ (PICM 463), it ‘aims at the object 

only “for the sake of the appearance”’ (PICM 464). By this Husserl means that while the 

phenomenologist directs attention through the appearance to the object, the aesthetic con-

templator merely directs attention to appearance itself. 

 
Husserl clearly differentiates between objective position taking and aesthetic position 

taking.  However, is not the concept of form, in some way, as Derrida suggests, funda-

mentally aesthetic? Although Husserl's characterisation of aesthetic consciousness is un-

deniably complex, he seems to overlook one of Kant's most importtant observations. For 

Kant, judgments of taste are not affective or subjective but quasi-objective. For example, I 

can say that I do not like the taste of a certain dish, but this does not mean that I would 

insist that others should not like it as well. On the other hand, if I judge that something is 

beautiful I am essentially of the opinion that others must find it beautiful too. By relating 

aesthetic consciousness to feeling rather than taste, Husserl is able to reclaim the concept 

of form for the methodical procedure of supposedly aesthetically neutral phenomenologi-

cal seeing. Although Husserl is certainly aware of the problem of aesthetic value judge-

ments acting as position-takings, he excludes them from the eidetic reduction essentially 

because he sees aesthetic contemplation and phenomenological investigation as distinct 
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activities. But does this mean that aesthetic position-taking can be absolutely put out of 

action in the eidetic reduction, which is supposed to abstain from every position-taking? 

 

Where phenomenological research crosses over with creative practice, the problem of 

aesthetic pre-suppositions becomes more pronounced. Although Schaeffer’s ultimate 

goals may be musical, he stresses the importance of avoiding aesthetic position-taking: ‘If 

music is a unique bridge between nature and culture, let us avoid the double stumbling 

block of aestheticism and scientism, and trust in our hearing, which is an “inner sight.”’53 

It is my contention that, in the context of phenomenological sonic research—however 

much its aims may be musical—taste, functioning in terms of the ‘suitable object,’ consti-

tutes a position-taking that would upset its ambitions to be a presupposition-free meth-

odology. Sonic research constitutes a species of phenomenology, in that it is concerned 

with the material aspect of sound as it is given to consciousness, but it does so according 

to a telos of musical aesthetics. It is an approach that aims to be scientifically objective but 

is it guided by values that are, if not subjective, at least grounded by the quasi-objective 

criterion of taste? My argument is that this particular way of thinking, derived from 

Schaeffer’s theories—which has tended to dominate the discourse of ‘sound theory’ in 

recent years—radically misconstrues the nature of sound and listening. This approach, 

which rigidly insists on the independent status of the sound object, as sound-in-itself, ul-

timately objectifies the aural event into an ideal unity, and isolates sound from its world. 

Moreover, it considers the sonic merely in terms of material for aesthetic contemplation. 

 
Schaeffer’s sonic research, in its acousmatic epochē, and ideational eidetic reduction, 

isolates sound from its world, and thus carries out a suppression of context. In these 

terms, Schaeffer’s position occupies one side of what is called in sound and music studies 

the ‘contextual debate.’54 Brandon LaBelle notes how the suppression of a sound’s refer-

ence or context marks the difference between musique concrète and Cage’s musical prac-

tices where, for Cage, ‘materiality and context form the basis for an exploded musical ob-

ject, and aurality…’55 For LaBelle, Cage democratically opens up musical listening to re-

veal ‘the material presence of the musical moment.’56 Citing Cage’s silent piece, 4' 33", 

LaBelle writes: 
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Context insists because Cage’s musical object relies upon it, addressing the very 

space and time of its experience in all its actuality; further, listening is predicated on 

the formation of and belief in democratic organization, for each sound is perceived 

equal to another, as opposed to Schaeffer who proposes that “sound phenomena are 

instinctively perceived by the ear with greater or lesser importance as in an aristo-

cratic hierarchy, and not with the equalities of a democracy.”57 

 
One might surmise that for Schaeffer, sounds are objects, while Cage thinks of them 

more as processes. But this is perhaps too much of a simplification. Rather, Schaeffer 

thinks of the sound object as an eidetic unity that forms the raw material for music, and, 

as such, is already on the way to being further reduced to a repeatable ideal musical ob-

ject. In contrast, Cage emphasises the actuality of unique unrepeated sound. However, I 

would not agree with LaBelle that this often means—as far as Cage’s work is concerned—

retaining its contextual and spatial relationships. Rather, I would suggest that such con-

textual practices are to be found in the work of later sound art practices that occur in the 

wake of Cage’s work. Moreover, I would argue that the shift from Cage’s modernist mu-

sical paradigm to the post-aesthetic field of sound art entails, not only a shift of emphasis 

from temporality to spatiality—in a modernist sculptural sense—but, further, a shift to a 

notion of situatedness and relation to place. The next chapter will look at the possibilities 

that Cage’s theories and practice present as an alternative to the Schaefferian, Husserlian, 

and aesthetic paradigms. Cage’s utilisation of non-intentionality and indeterminate oper-

ations—in order to bypass taste and memory, and let sounds be themselves—constitutes 

an aesthetic abstention that plays the part of a rather different kind of phenomenological 

epochē: one that opens the way to what Idhe calls the ‘second phenomenology’ of 

Heidegger. Unlike Kim-Cohen, I do not wish to argue for the abandonment of all phe-

nomenological approaches to sonic art, but rather for a shift from ‘first’ to ‘second’ phe-

nomenology For Ihde, first phenomenology is characterised by Husserl’s prototypical re-

search ‘addressed to the nearness of experience as a philosophy of presence.’58 Second 

phenomenology begins in the wake of the first, as Heidegger’s deepening of Husserl’s 

project, which ‘extends outwards towards limits and horizons,’ and—where Destruktion 

constitutes a kind of epochē—‘discerns in the sedimentation of our traditions of thought 

an essential embedment in history and time of experience itself.’59 But, extending Ihde’s 

prescription, I would argue for a direction exemplified by Cage’s radical abstention from 
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taste and learned habits—that lets phenomena be—coupled with John Caputo’s notion 

of a radical hermeneutical phenomenology that takes as its starting point Husserl’s and 

Heidegger’s investigations into the horizon-structure of experience, and which regards the 

very concept of experience itself as being dependent upon a network of retentional and 

protentional traces. In other words, an approach that encompasses worldly situation and 

place, history and memory, culture and language, where perception is never really imme-

diate but constituted by language and signification, as well as spatial and temporal hori-

zon-structures. 
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7. Experimental Art: Chance and Indeterminacy 

 

Where we have observed a direct correspondence between the work of Schaeffer and Hus-

serl in the previous chapter, this chapter will explore an indirect but significant conso-

nance between the work of Cage and Heidegger. There is no evidence that Cage read any 

of Heidegger’s work,1 yet it is unquestionable that Cage’s notion of ‘letting sounds be,’ 

and Heidegger’s notion of Gelassenheit, both have, an at least partial, origin in the work 

of Meister Eckhart. In this chapter I wish to investigate the correspondence between 

Cage’s and Heidegger’s thinking in regard to the role that chance operations play, not 

only in abstaining from the making of aesthetic judgments but, also, in a phenomenolog-

ical sense of letting the phenomena show themselves from themselves. 

 
Bret W. Davis observes that phenomenology, ‘…has perhaps always been in its best 

moments an attempt to think without either actively or passively imposing one’s own bi-

ases of interpretation, that is an attempt to think non-willingly in order to let things show 

themselves.’2 In other words, in order to encounter things as they are, and not as we think 

they are, or how we think they should be, requires the abstention from all presupposi-

tions. A position similar to this aspect of phenomenology forms the basis for what devel-

oped in the 1950s neo-avant-garde as ‘experimental art.’ Cage explains this attitude simp-

ly: 

 
What is the nature of an experimental action? It is simply an action the outcome of 

which is not foreseen.3 

 
Michael Nyman, in Experimental Music: Cage and Beyond, develops his well-known defi-

nition of ‘experimental music’ in reference to similar statements made by Cage in the 

1950s. In order to arrive at the unforeseen, Cage believed that the composer must arrive 

at a method that ‘bypasses taste and memory.’ Composing by traditional means involving 

taste, or aesthetic judgments, where expressive intuition and projective envisioning (or in 

this case internal sonic imagining), involves the creation of sounds, structures, and melo-

dies that have, in a sense, been foreseen or fore-heard, and have a relation to what one has 

heard before (memory). In adopting strategies involving systems of chance and contin-

gency, the experimental methodology aimed at overcoming the subjectivised notions of 
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genius and self-expression that had dominated modernist art and music. While the idea 

of the experimental has its roots in Dada and in particular in the work of Marcel Du-

champ, the first instances of concrete group activity are perhaps the pedagogical institu-

tions: Black Mountain College and the New School for Social Research (Cage’s class). 

These schools formed part of the productive background in which Fluxus developed.  

 
It could be argued that all art involves experimentation to some extent. Artists test ma-

terials and techniques, however, the experimental action defined by Cage and others is 

not one in which trial and error operates. Chance is not deployed in order to fortuitously 

arrive at a pleasing aesthetic outcome, with the option to try again if that outcome is not 

met. The ‘trying things out’ that is part of traditional art practice falls short of experi-

mental art, which, instead, aims at the bypassing of all aesthetic decisions. In other words, 

experimental art consists of the deployment of rigorous contingency systems as opposed 

to merely following capricious subjective arbitrariness. Moreover, I would suggest that the 

chance operation—as it functions in the work of Cage and Duchamp, belongs to what 

could perhaps be called an existential phenomenological epochē. That is, the acceptance of 

chance performs an abstention that holds back from any unchecked aesthetic position 

taking. In Cage’s work in particular, the concern is with the material background of exist-

ing sound in the world. This is why his epochē might be called existential rather than tran-

scendental. The chance operation—in line with Cage’s interpretation of the writings of 

Meister Eckhart—performs not only the letting be of Gelassenheit, but the Eckhartian 

‘detachment’ (Abgeschiedenheit) that rids oneself of likes and dislikes. It is concerned with 

worldly actuality rather than any ideal essence. In a similar way the creative emphasis that 

Heidegger gives to his retrieval of the pre-Socratic understanding of technē, not only as a 

mode of knowing related to epistēmē, but also as a movement of revealing (Hervorbringen) 

and letting (Lassen) points to a kind of will-less production that is essentially non-

subjective. Non-intentionality, I suggest, is one way in which the production of art steers 

a path beyond both the emotional expressivity of lived-experience, and the calculation 

machination of representational thinking. 

 

7.1 Chance 

One of the most thorough overviews of the use of aleatory processes in the visual arts 

comes from the Fluxus artist George Brecht who published a pamphlet in 1966 entitled: 
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"Chance Imagery."4 Brecht examines Surrealist practices involving automatism, and the 

'automatic' painting of Jackson Pollock, but ultimately Brecht is more interested in the 

'mechanical' chance procedures carried out by the Dadaists: Marcel Duchamp, Tristan 

Tzara, Hans Arp, and Max Ernst, where, in each case, the result of the chance operation 

is accepted as final, and there is no subsequent attempt to modify or correct it. Chance is 

not used as a stimulant for the imagination, but as a relinquishment of the arbitrary.  Du-

champ accepted the shapes mapped out by three falling one-metre strings for his Trois 

Stoppages-Etalon (Three Standard Stoppages, 1913-1914). Tzara composed poems by 

drawing words cut out from a newspaper out of a hat, and Arp pasted down, without al-

teration, scraps of paper that had been made to fall onto his canvas. Cage’s utilisation of 

chance operations is of the same order: the final result must be accepted without appeal. 

The rigour of the chance operation is the rigour—no matter how simple the procedure—

to adhere completely to the process.  To disallow the outcome of a chance operation, or 

to modify its results—even one of its outcomes—would compromise the process, for it 

would reintroduce the volitional activity of the artist, and consequently allow aesthetic 

decisions into the work.  In all the operations outlined above, the artist must first insti-

tute a system, or a set of rules which map occurrences onto artistic outcomes, and these 

decisions must be predetermined.  Here certainly decision comes into play.  Duchamp 

decides that he will use three strings, that they will be one metre in length; that the di-

mensions of the canvas will be such and such, that the straight edge of the stoppage will 

be on a certain side of the fallen string. Yet all of these decisions are at least one step re-

moved from any possible aesthetic determination. Cage’s ideas influenced Fluxus artist 

Dick Higgins, whose notion of ‘post-cognitive’ art included the strategy of placing ‘the 

material at one remove’ from the composer’5—an idea very similar to George Brecht’s 

notion of the ‘irrelevant process,’ where the ‘chance-event [becomes] a compound of two 

or more independent events.’6 Brecht writes: 

 
In general, bias in the selection of elements for a chance-image can be avoided by 

using a method of selection of those elements which is independent of the charac-

teristics of interest in the elements themselves.7 

 
In order for the total displacement of aesthetic values to occur authentically, all decisions 

relating to the system must be predetermined.  Decisions on, or modifications to, the 
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structure must not occur during or after the process has been started. For Duchamp, 

chance functions as a way of neutralising taste; of making it indifferent, as he remarks to 

Pierre Cabanne: ‘I had to beware of its [the object – readymade] “look” … You have to 

approach something with an indifference, as if you have no aesthetic emotion.  The 

choice of readymades is always based on visual indifference and at the same time, on the 

total absence of good or bad taste.’8 Taste is, according to Duchamp, ‘a habit.’ It is the 

‘repetition of something already accepted.’9  

 
In “Chance Imagery,” Brecht discusses the deployment of chance in Dada and Surreal-

ism, and further, as it occurs in the work of Jackson Pollock and John Cage. Although 

Brecht favours what he calls the ‘mechanical’ chance operations of Duchamp and Cage 

over the automatism of Surrealism and Pollock, he does include the latter within the 

methodology of chance operations. But is it possible to consider automatism as an absten-

tion from volition? One could argue that it involves a kind of ‘letting things flow from 

within’ but can we consider this as a letting in the sense of Gelassenheit, or is it a letting 

that fools itself into thinking that it is letting? I would maintain that Cage thought the 

latter. As did Duchamp who in 1946 stated: ‘the “blank” force of Dada was very salutary. 

It told you “don’t forget you are not quite so blank as you think you are!”’10 In an after-

note written eight years after “Chance Imagery,” Brecht seems to move away from the 

procedure of automatism, stating that, when the article was written, he had only recently 

met Cage, and thus ‘had not seen clearly that the most important implications of chance 

lay in his work rather than in Pollock’s.’11  

 
Cage’s rejection of taste and memory stems from a basic distrust of the dominant no-

tion of expression in art and music. First, Cage sees the function of (his) music as being 

the initiator of change—change in the receptive understanding of both composer and 

audience, and, consequently change in regard to the possibilities of what music can be.  

With self-expression, Cage argues, we simply repeat what we already know according to 

habit. With the self-expressive determinations of the ego the composer and listener are 

not open to change and music remains within the bounds of the usual. Second, the impo-

sition of feelings blocks the way to the listening of sounds as sounds. This idea, Cage 

takes from the Zen Buddhism, which he studied under Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki: the doc-

trine of non-obstruction (and interpenetration). As he explains to Daniel Charles: 
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Emotions, like all tastes and memory, are too closely linked to the self, to the ego.  

The emotions show that we are touched within ourselves, and tastes evidence our 

way of being touched on the outside.  We have made the ego into a wall and the 

wall doesn’t even have a door through which interior and exterior could communi-

cate! Suzuki taught me to destroy that wall.  What is important is to insert the in-

dividual into the current, the flux of everything that happens, And to do that the 

wall has to be demolished; tastes memory, and emotions have to be weakened; all 

the ramparts have to be razed.  You can feel an emotion; just don’t think that it’s so 

important... Take it in a way that you can then let it drop!...12 

 
  But this does not mean that one cannot experience music and art emotionally. As Cage 

continues: ‘…I give the impression that I am against feelings. But what I am against is the 

imposition of feelings.’ 13  Cage develops Suzuki’s idea into his stricture of non-

intentionality, which, as he says, not only governs his music but also his life. Music then, 

in Cage’s terms, functions to facilitate the audition of sounds as sounds rather than as a 

vehicle which would serve to convey the composer's inner emotional affects to others. 

This position was also taken by the younger composers associated with Cage such as 

Christian Wolff: 

 
One finds a concern for a kind of objectivity, almost anonymity—sound come into 

its own.  The ‘music’ is a resultant existing simply in the sounds we hear, given no 

impulse by expressions of self or personality. 14  

 

Cage’s operations usually consisted of submitting the variable elements of musical com-

position— pitch, duration, amplitude and timbre—to a series of decisions or numerical 

data arrived at by means of an aleatory system. Although he utilised a variety of proce-

dures, Cage’s method of choice was the casting of the I Ching, which involves a binary 

system of determinations based on the number 64, to be arrived at by the tossing of a 

coin. Other systems involved the utilisation of observations of slight imperfections in a 

sheet of paper, and in his later years Cage procured lists of random numbers from Bell 

Laboratories before obtaining his own computer to generate the numbers. 
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7.2 Indeterminacy 

However, as Cage soon discovered, a score that is created by means of chance operations 

alone remains a fixed score. Cage developed a means of composing in which the composi-

tion remains indeterminate of its performance. Such compositions may also be created by 

means of chance operations but they extend the aleatory mechanisms into the sphere of 

performance and, to a certain extent, into improvisation on the part of the performers. 

This however, is not without its problems. Although intention on the part of the com-

poser is radically suspended, a certain voluntarism on the part of the performer is brought 

back into the work. In other words, the performer, in attempting to improvise in the pro-

cess, in the worst case, relies on what they already know (according to taste and memory), 

and perhaps, in the best scenario, they might indulge in a form of automatism. Abandon-

ing the interpretation of certain events in the score to the caprice of the performer allows 

the performer to respond in a subjective way to the other sounds that they hear. Cage of-

ten complained that his performers were prone to backsliding into aesthetic improvisa-

tion. Yet one must sympathise with the performers, since it would appear that improvisa-

tional non-intentionality, free from taste and memory, unassisted by the imposition of an 

‘irrelevant process,’ would present great difficulties for anyone, let alone trained profes-

sionals set in their ways. Cage was well aware of this problem as indicated in an interview 

with Bill Schoemaker in 1984: 

 
What I would like to find is an improvisation that is not descriptive of the per-

former, but is descriptive of what happens, and which is characterized by absence of 

intention. It is at the point of spontaneity that the performer is most apt to have re-

course to his memory. He is not apt to make a discovery spontaneously.15 

 
The composition of music according to chance operations is a rigorous activity.  It is ‘the 

highest discipline,’ according to Cage, because it suspends all aesthetic judgment, but, as 

Cage argues, it is the composer rather than the work that is subjected to discipline.16  In-

determinacy, on the other hand, would seem to be troubled by the lack of abstention 

from subjective values of taste. As Cage says: ‘chance operations are a discipline, and im-

provisation is rarely a discipline… Improvisation is generally playing what you know, and 

what you like, and what you feel…’17 Cage came up with various strategies to circumvent 

taste and memory in performance, such as letting the performers get in each other’s way; 
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giving them instruments to play that they have little or no control over; dividing time in 

order to reduce repetitions; and creating technical layers of complexity. But none of these 

strategies seem to be equal to the rigour of chance procedures. In short, non-

intentionality and indeterminate improvisation, however constricted, seem to be con-

cepts, in Cage’s work, that remain opposed to each other. This is perhaps the result of a 

tension that existed between, on the one hand, Cage’s wish to not force his emotions on 

an audience, and on the other hand, his politically anarchic desire to not dictate to his 

performers. To effectively maintain the abstention of taste would require the score to 

treat the performers as mere machines (as a kind of mechanical indeterminacy), yet Cage, 

it seems, preferred to give his performers a certain humanistic freedom, even at the cost of 

letting subjective decisions into the work.  

 
7.3 Silence and Non-intentionality 

Perhaps the most well known, and most notorious work, of Cage’s is the so-called silent 

piece 4' 33". This piece, which was first performed on August 29, 1952, at Woodstock, 

N.Y. by David Tudor, consists of three sections of silence respectively 33", 2' 40", and 1' 

20" in duration. David Tudor indicated the beginning of each part by closing the piano 

keyboard lid, and the end of each part by opening it. The initial idea for the piece came 

to Cage several years earlier in 1947 around the time of a lecture at Vassar College in 

which he said that he wished to ‘compose a piece of uninterrupted silence and sell it to 

Muzak Co… It will be three of four and a half minutes long—those being the standard 

lengths of “canned” music and the title will be Silent Prayer.’18  But it was not until after 

seeing Robert Rauschenberg’s white paintings—that Cage describes as ‘airports for lights, 

shadows and particles,’19 and ‘mirrors of the air,’ ‘airports for shadows and dust’20—that, 

as he says, he finally had the courage to write the work.  

 

Near the end of his life, Cage still regarded 4' 33" as his most important work. He 

does not say explicitly why this is so, but it would be possible to say that 4' 33" brings 

together many of Cage’s ideas in the one piece.  Cage, inspired by Webern, had been us-

ing silence in his compositions since the 1940s. Silence, as such, was considered, along 

with sound, as another musical material.21 But after studying Zen Buddhism with Suzuki, 

Cage began to think of silence as the negation of music. 4' 33" could also be considered 

as a limit case or boundary work, an absolute minimalism that cannot be surpassed. The 
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most extreme point of ‘not music.’ The white paintings of Rauschenberg, which indicat-

ed to cage that modern music was lagging behind painting, could be considered in much 

the same way. Another way Cage theorised 4' 33" was a piece of pure duration—empty 

time to be filled. This is more in keeping with Cage’s consideration of 4' 33" as an empty 

frame, a blank slate which serves to open up listening to the ambient sounds of the im-

mediate environment of the performance.  This way of thinking springs from Cage’s ma-

ture conception of silence, that is, after he spent some time in the anechoic chamber at 

Harvard University in 1951, and realised that absolute silence is an impossibility since the 

listening body always generates sound. The earlier conception of silence as the negative 

spaces in a composition had given way to a new way of thinking in which silence func-

tioned as transparency, or letting. Finally, since anything could happen during the empty 

durational frame of 4' 33", the piece can be considered as indeterminate of its perfor-

mance. 

 
Despite its simplicity, 4' 33" was constructed in a rigorous manner. The piece was 

carefully constructed over several days by the building up of many minute pieces of si-

lence according to chance operations, which determined the durations. As Cage remarks 

‘it seems idiotic, but that’s what I did.’22 Composing, for Cage, is always a discipline that 

breaks down the composer’s prejudices and pre-conceived ideas in total acceptance. The 

gradual awakening of the composer’s acceptance and awareness of ‘sound come into its 

own,’ or of ‘letting sound be itself’ occurs over time, and by way of the working-through 

of the work. Cage, however, expects this same process of change to occur in his audience, 

within the duration of the performance. The presentation and framing, of pure duration, 

as an event or performance is expected to open the audience’s ears to the sounds of the 

world, without assistance or guidance, Zen training, or knowledge of the process of com-

position. A certain discipline is required, as Cage explains to Daniel Charles: ‘Demanding 

austerity of the listener…I am giving him the chance to open himself up!’ 23 

 
There are two issues at stake here. First there is the responsibility given to the audience 

to complete the work. This responsibility requires that the audience member must be-

come, as Cage says, a performer, as much as the composer becomes a listener. But with 4' 

33" the audience must also become, to some extent the composer, and to be a composer 

requires a certain discipline. Secondly, if we accept that works such as 4' 33" constitute a 
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revealing of sounds, then how does this revealing happen through the work? Would it not 

be possible to argue that the same outcome, that is, the unmediated perception of sounds 

in the world, as sounds in themselves, could be achieved without recourse to the work, 

albeit with a ‘changed’ listener?  

 
7.4 The Irrelevant Process 

It is clear that Cage advocates the superimposition of different processes to arrive at a lev-

el of complexity. But does complexity itself become a goal in Cage’s work? In the mid 

1940s Cage was very much influenced by the Indian art historian Ananda K. Coomaras-

wamy, and was fond of quoting the phrase ‘art imitates nature in her manner of opera-

tion.’24 One cannot help noticing how this phrase resembles Kant’s description of art in 

the Critique of Judgement: ‘Nature proved beautiful when it wore the appearance of art; 

and art can only be termed beautiful, where we are conscious of it being art, while yet it 

has the appearance of nature’ (CoJ 167 §45). The similarity becomes less surprising when 

we observe, that the phrase from Coomaraswamy, as Kyle Gann points out, quotes St 

Thomas Aquinas: ‘ars imitatur naturam in sua operatione.’25 Kant undoubtedly absorbed 

the idea that art appears to us—in the aesthetic experience—as if it were a product of na-

ture—from Scholasticism. Cage, however, adopts the St Thomas phrase in slightly differ-

ent sense than Kant. For Cage, under the influence of Henri Bergson, nature is not ap-

prehended as static beauty but as flow and change.  

 
In her essay “Chance Operations: Cagean Paradox and Contemporary Science,” N. 

Katherine Hayles, drawing on her work on randomness, chaos, and noise in scientific 

contexts, investigates the idea of chance in terms of three interpretations: intersecting 

worldliness, temporal asymmetry, and informational incompressibility.26 Hayles under-

stands Cage’s methods, quite rightly, as an attempt to open the possibility that would 

permit us ‘to grasp through our intentions a world that always exceeds and outruns those 

intentions,’ and ‘to subvert the anthropomorphic perspective that constructs continuity 

from a human viewpoint of control and isolation.’27 In this way we can think of the 

chance operation functioning as an abstention that opens the way to a new phenomeno-

logical starting point. However, contrary to Husserl’s phenomenology, Cage’s work is 

concerned with worldly processes rather than intentional objects. In Empty Words, he 

writes: 
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To focus attention, one must ignore all the rest of creation. We have a history of 

doing precisely that. In changing our minds, therefore, we look for that attitude 

that is non-exclusive, that can include what we know together with what we do not 

yet imagine.28 

 
Hayles observes that the words ‘chance’ and ‘operation’—since chance is ‘in excess of our 

expectations,’ and operation derives from operari and opus—would seem to be at odds. As 

we have seen chance operations, in order to function effectively as disruption and dis-

placement, must involve a certain rigour. But the movement of excess and rigour only 

comes into opposition if the chance operation itself is thought in terms of content or ob-

ject, with emphasis placed on a goal which aims towards a result which may be said to 

‘embody’ complexity. I would suggest that this drive to objectify the operation—or simp-

ly make of it more than it is—leads Hayles to investigate mathematical theories of 

chance, which, while infinitely fascinating, are not essential for an understanding of what 

is at stake: how chance functions as a radical disconnection from aesthetic voluntarism, 

and to what extent the multiplicity of processes distance the composer’s subjective deci-

sion-making from the work. 

 
In an Interview with Cage, Daniel Charles compares the utilisation of chance opera-

tions to the approach of Xenakis, which uses probability formulae to control the direction 

of statistical tendencies. Cage replies: ‘What I hope for is the ability of seeing anything 

whatsoever… If you are in that stage of mutation, you are situated in change and im-

mersed in process. While if you are dealing with a statistic, then you return to the world 

of objects…’29 Charles replies in almost Heideggerian terms: ‘Indeterminacy, as you con-

ceive it then, could not be opposed to what the physicists mean by that word. Your music 

is not opposed to Xenakis’ music. It is situated before it; it describes its condition of possibil-

ity.’30 Because Cage seeks the unforeseen ‘anything whatever,’ the process remains radical-

ly disconnected from what it ‘lets’ emerge. The more irrelevant the process, in Brecht’s 

sense, the more creative subjectivity is distanced, and the more the arbitrary is put out of 

action. If one of the most essential outcomes of the chance operation is the acceptance of 

what something is, rather than what we think it should be, then the desire to find com-

plexity, or resemblance to the operations of nature, in the result would constitute a pre-



 

 

139 

supposition. Consequently, the emphasis on what might constitute a more authentically 

random procedure, where one might wish to value one procedure over another, on per-

haps statistical grounds, would seem to constitute a presupposition that would be essen-

tially contrary to Cage’s experimental methodology as a way to the unforeseen. The gist 

of this is that ‘chance’ and ‘operation’ mean, in Cage’s terms, essentially the same thing: 

disconnection. Chance is not some mystical realm to which appeals are made—however 

much the mysticism associated with the I Ching might suggest this. Chance is not free 

play; rather, it is an abstentional operation that allows free play to happen. 

 
7.5 The Reception of Chance 

It is not hard to see how contingency systems allow the artist to bypass aesthetic judg-

ments of taste, but what are the implications of the utilisation of such systems in terms of 

their reception by an audience. Is the experience of listening to an indeterminate piece of 

music, or a chance derived artwork, ostensively any different from the experience that one 

may receive from a work composed by subjective means? Should the work of art actively 

work to prevent a subjectivised response, so that the audience might open up to hear 

sounds as sounds? Cage had indicated in 1965 that his recent work had turned to a con-

cern with processes: ‘setting a process going which has no necessary beginning, no mid-

dle, no end, and no sections.’31 Here process becomes more important than objects, but if 

process has primacy then in what way would an audience—which is not engaged in the 

making of the work—encounter the process at work? This of course was a criticism made 

of Cage’s methods by the ‘minimalist’ composer, Steve Reich, in “Music as a Gradual 

Process” (1968).  Although Cage accepts the results of processes, Reich argues that these 

processes cannot be heard in the music itself, thus: ‘the compositional processes and the 

sounding music have no audible connection.’32 Cage responds to this criticism in an in-

terview in 1983 arguing that it is not necessary for the audience to understand, and thus 

participate, in the process because, he says, ‘I’m on the side of keeping things mysteri-

ous… If I understand something, I have no further use for it.’33 Cage somewhat ingenu-

ously dodges the question. The aleatory processes would not be so mysterious for the 

composer, but they do remain so for the audience. The question becomes: if the work is 

not an object but a process, should—or to what extent should—the process be encoun-

tered as part of the work (which is not to say that it must be fully understood in all its 

causal relations)? 
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Robert Morris observes a trend in art since World War II where ‘artists have increas-

ingly sought to remove the arbitrary from working by finding a system according to 

which they could work,’34 Morris cites Cage’s use of chance operations as an example of 

this thread that has run from Duchamp through to Jasper Johns and Frank Stella and to 

Conceptual Art. In opposition to this thread, Morris observes the continuance of another 

systematising thread of methodologies that he refers to as bearing towards a phenomeno-

logical direction, where the system that orders the work is not derived from a prior and 

external logical system, but from ‘the “tendencies” inherent in a materials/process interac-

tion.’35 In other words, forms are discovered in the activity of interacting with material 

properties. In this way of working, epitomised for Morris, by the work of Pollock, the 

material, in a certain way, determines the working process, and, more importantly for 

Morris, the process is made manifest in the work. This is exemplified, quite literally, in 

Morris’ 1961 work, Box with the Sound of its Own Making: a ten inch cube that plays 

back, from a tape player concealed within it, the recorded sounds of its own construction. 

In other words, encountering the process in the work effects the way we read the work. 

Here we come back to the question: is it important that the process is seen or heard in the 

work? The question can be rephrased: is the process part of the work? Should it be inside 

or outside?  

 
In the first case, contingency systems such as the chance operation, and the found ob-

ject, put in place, in the making process, the most radical abstention from aesthetic posi-

tion-taking. But if no residue remains of the operation, the conditions of the genesis of 

the work become obscure, and nothing would seem to offer resistance to reading the 

work, not only in terms of the morphological aspects of audition, but, even worse, as a 

product of the artist’s interiority: a product of expression. In the second case, the materi-

al/process interaction makes its processes manifest, and thus provides a context for the 

work, and, as Morris insists, reveals information rather than purely aesthetic form. Yet it 

must be emphasised that the latter tendency, by inviting spontaneity (particularly in the 

case of Pollock), and allowing the arbitrary to enter the making process at any point, falls 

short of the more rigorous aesthetic abstention of the chance operation. Are the non-

volitional activities of contingency systems, and the revealing of process in materi-
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als/process works mutually exclusive? Can we conceive of a radically disconnecting system 

that, at the same time, reveals itself as such?  

 
I would suggest that works such as Reich’s early process works combine both radical 

aesthetic abstention and manifestation of process. Reich argues for perceptible processes 

that can be heard in the music as it is performed, in fact ‘pieces of music that are, literally, 

processes.’36 Such (gradual) processes include: ‘pulling back a swing, releasing it, and ob-

serving it gradually come to rest.’37 In the same year that “Music as a Gradual Process” 

was written, Reich composed a process piece entitled: Pendulum Music: For Microphones, 

Amplifiers and Speakers, which consists of three or more microphones suspended from 

their cables directly above speakers. The microphones are pulled back by the performers, 

and then let go in unison, allowing them to swing over the speakers, thus creating pulsed 

feedback according to changing phase relations. The piece ends shortly after the micro-

phones come to rest.  We are able to hear the process in such events, Reich contends, be-

cause they occur gradually and thus invite ‘sustained attention.’38 But, at the same time, 

according to Reich, the sound that one hears moves away from intentions, and what is 

distinctive of such processes is that ‘they determine all the note-to-note details and the 

over all form simultaneously. One can’t improvise in a musical process—the concepts are 

mutually exclusive.’39  

 
7.6 Processes and Systems 

In the visual arts a similar attention to processes characterised the work of Hans Haacke 

in the early 1960s. Haacke was interested in ‘real-time systems’ where physical, biological 

or social components interact with each other. Informed by the systems theory of cyber-

netics, Haacke’s real-time systems, such as Condensation Cube (1963/1965) (Plate 5), a 

rectangular clear plastic container containing just enough distilled water to create conden-

sation, are physically real open systems, responding to changes in their environment, 

They employ physically interdependent processes that fluctuate according to cycles and 

feedback loops. Haacke’s systems were not constructed with aesthetic considerations in 

mind.  They do not represent attempts to solve formal problems; rather, the look of the 

work is accepted as the look of a system in action, without aesthetic interference on behalf 

of the artist. As Haacke says, ‘The structuring of elements, the materials and conditions… 

(of the systems), became a function of their performance.’40  In the late 1960s, Haacke 
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turned his attention to the social dimension of systems. In Gallery-Goers’ Birthplace and 

Residence Profile, Part 1 (1969), visitors were asked to indicate with a red pin, on maps of 

the five boroughs of New York City, their birthplace, and with a blue pin, their place of 

permanent residence. Haacke took photographs of each location and arranged them on 

the gallery wall in accordance with each location’s distance from Fifth Avenue, along with 

other statistical information. In Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real-Estate Holdings, a Real-

Time Social System as of May 1, 1971 (1971), Haacke displays one family’s concentrated 

ownership of tenement buildings in the slum districts of Manhattan (Harlem and the 

Lower East Side). In another work, News (1969) (Plate 6), a teletype machine prints out 

real-time news agency feeds, which progressively accumulate on the floor in a heap.  

 
Haacke’s early pieces resemble Reich’s processes, and one can see a direct connection 

between these early process pieces and the later real-time social systems that are often ex-

clusively considered under the art-historical term of ‘institutional critique.’ In many ways, 

Haacke’s process works carry out the prescriptions of Sol LeWitt, which were published 

in his “Paragraphs on Conceptual art” and “Sentences on Conceptual Art” in the late 

1960s.41 On the one hand, LeWitt’s ideas encapsulate the strong ideas of conceptual art, 

for example from “Paragraphs…”: 

 
The idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work… All planning and 

decisions are made beforehand and execution is a perfunctory affair. The idea be-

comes a machine that makes the art.42 

 
And from “Sentences…”: 

 
The concept and idea are different. The former implies a general direction while 

the latter are the components. Ideas implement the concept…43  

 
On the other hand, LeWitt’s ‘paragraphs’ and ‘sentences’ resemble the non-intentional 

methodologies of Cage, Higgins, and Reich, for example from “Paragraphs…”: 

 
To work with a plan that is pre-set is one way of avoiding subjectivity. The plan 

would design the work….  In each case, however, the artist would select the basic 
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form and rules that would govern the solution of the problem. After that the fewer 

decisions made in the course of completing the work, the better,44 

 
And from “Sentences…”: 

 
The artist’s will is secondary to the process he initiates from idea to completion.  

His willfulness may only be ego.45 

 
The process is mechanical and should not be tampered with.  It should run its 

course.46  

 
Within these few short pages a number of extremely interesting ideas are developed. 

However the full impact of LeWitt’s paragraphs and sentences never really surfaces in his 

own work, which remains largely confined to formal geometric seriality (Plate 7). I would 

suggest that the most interesting elaboration of these ideas shows itself in the ‘real-time’ 

systems and ‘real-time social systems’ of Hans Haacke, Dan Graham, and Martha Rosler 

during the 1960s and 70s, and in typological systems of Marcel Broodthaers, John 

Baldessari, Ed Ruscha, Bas Jan Ader, Bernd and Hilla Becher (Plate 8) and others. 
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Plate 5. Hans Haacke, Condensation Cube, 1963/2008, clear acrylic plastic, 
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington, D.C. Image courtesy of An-
drew Russeth. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Plate 6. Hans Haacke, News, 1969/2008, RSS newsfeed, paper, and printer, San 
Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA) 
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Plate 7. Sol LeWitt, Pyramid, 2005, painted wood, Art Gallery of New South Wales, John 
Kaldor Family Collection. 
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Plate 8. Bernd and Hilla Becher, Blast Furnaces, Germany, France, Luxembourg, United 
States, 1970-84, printed 1989. 12 gelatin silver photographs, Art Gallery of New South 
Wales, John Kaldor Family Collection. 
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7.7 Toposonics 

The irrelevant process, according to Brecht, is the most effective way of avoiding bias—

that is, in phenomenological terms, of avoiding pre-suppositions—and thus arriving at 

the unforeseen. With the irrelevant process, a certain abstraction or codification occurs 

between the material and the process. Outcomes are mapped to the process by a number 

of abstract relations. However, because there is no visible, or audible relation between the 

material and the process, one cannot read the process from the outcome. The irrelevant 

process suspends aesthetic judgment, and puts aesthetic pre-suppositions out of play, but 

obfuscates the process by which it does so. What Morris calls the ‘phenomenological’ 

method, on the other hand, shows its processes, but in allowing the arbitrary to enter, it 

would not seem to involve, in the same way, the restraint that is brought about by the 

abstentional epochē of the irrelevant process. But the processal models proposed by Reich, 

LeWitt, and Haacke, would seem to strike a balance between these two methodologies. It 

may be possible to say that the irrelevant process constitutes a phenomenological investi-

gation as far as those involved in the process (composer, and perhaps at times performers) 

are concerned, but for others (the audience) the process is not apprehended, and the 

mode of audition is most likely to remain merely aesthetic.  

 
 The contextual debate in the fields of music and sound art mirrors, to a certain ex-

tent, the difference in the phenomenological approaches of Husserl and Heidegger. Or 

better, the two positions in the theorisation of sound art roughly correspond to what Don 

Ihde describes as the distinction between ‘first’ and ‘second’ phenomenology. In opposi-

tion to the decontextualised Schaefferian sound object, Cage’s democratisation of 

sound—where background is brought to foreground attention—paves the way for a con-

sideration of sound that locates it in the everyday, and that reveals a sense of place, posit-

ing, as LaBelle maintains, a ‘contextualized listener.’47 

 

I am not convinced that Cage’s work maintains sonic contextual relations, as LaBelle 

argues, but a great deal of work that emerges in the wake of Cage, I think, does. Sound 

artist Bill Fontana works with found sound sculptures, or readymade sound installations, 

that generate automatic self-performance in real time. Fontana then transmits the found 

environmental sound (often rendered as a multichannel perspective by way of multiple 

microphones) to another public location where it is reproduced in accordance with a du-
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plicated spatial arrangement (speaker positions match microphone positions). Fontana’s 

work thus consists of the decontexualising and recontextualising of ambient sounds. 

Sounds are split from their source by the schizophonic48 effect of recording/broadcast 

technology, and re-placed in a different environment—sometimes a similar place—often 

separated by a substantial distance. The schizophonic effect is doubly reinforced by hear-

ing the de-contextualised sound repositioned in a new setting. This disjunction produces 

an estrangement that brings the sound into the focus of a new awareness, and forces a 

questioning of sound’s relation to everyday space and place or, in Heidegger’s terms, a 

gathering (Versammlung) that clears a lightened space to make room for things. As 

Heidegger says of the environing world (Umwelt)—utilising the form of the impersonal 

sentence in the German language—in the KNS lectures: ‘it worlds (es weltet)’ (ZBP 73, 

TDP 61, Heidegger’s emphasis). As Jeff Malpas argues, this conception of world is both a 

happening and a concrete ‘there’:  

 
The “worlding” of the world is a happening of meaning and encounter—a happen-

ing that Heidegger will later refer to in terms of “disclosedness” or “unconcealing,” 

as well as simply the “Event.” But it is also a happening of the “there,” and so also 

of place.49 

 
The sound work that opens up a relation to the world, the being-in of the there, can be 

thought, in the terms of Heidegger’s later work, as indwelling releasement in terms of 

space and place: as that-which-regions (Gegnet), which is also an encounter with the 

meaning of a specific location. 

 
Fontana’s transpositioned (and sometimes mixed sound) coincides with everydayness. 

Instead of listening with a detached ear, or an inward reflection on consciousness in blind 

acousmatic audition, the listening experience is opened up to its relation to a dwelling-in-

place, in a living situation. I would suggest that Fontana’s work, in Heidegger’s terms, 

carries out a non-intentional letting—in its appropriation of found sound—followed by 

an estrangement that renders the situation uncanny—in the relocated overlay— and final-

ly an indwelling; a fusing of the listening experience into the situatedness of the environ-

ing world. Rather than involving the abstracted acousmatic listening of sonic research, 

Fontana’s work provokes a listening that is enmeshed with space and place. At the same 
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time, Fontana’s work exceeds the naïve simplicity of Cage’s approach where the frame of 

music—as in 4' 33", piano, pianist and hall—sets a zero point of reception. Rather, Fon-

tana’s re-located sound engages with the context in a meaningful way by setting in mo-

tion a play of memory and expectations toward the horizonal fore-structures of Being-in-

the-world. 

 
 Schaeffer’s sonic research, by admitting aesthetic judgments into the most basic level 

of categorisation of the sound object, would seem to betray its own requirements for a 

presupposition-free phenomenological starting point. Cage’ approach, on the other hand, 

by imposing a radical abstention that suspends judgments of taste in the compositional 

process would seem to bring us closer to sounds, as they are let to be. Cage’s approach 

would seem to be presuppositionless. But is a presuppositionless starting point possible? 

Such a starting point would certainly not be possible for Heidegger. Nor would it be en-

tirely possible for Husserl—despite his own rhetoric. I would argue that Cage’s positing 

of the listening experience as a return to zero constitutes a naïve attitude of ontological 

innocence. In the next chapter I will examine this claim—and with it the limits of a con-

crete knowledge that attends to bare experience—and ask: how do we, in these works that 

present phenomena and materiality to us, make our way through the flux. 
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8. Experience, Flux, and Repetition. 

 

In the previous two chapters I have been examining the claims for the possibility of a 

form of art that performs an ontological revealing. In exceeding aesthetics, and in direct-

ing attention to actual phenomena in the here and now of concrete experience, such a 

practice of art could be said to let its audience in, to perform a quasi-phenomenological 

investigation of what is given directly to experience. In this chapter I wish to examine the 

limits of such a way of thinking about the work of art. When art and music frame and 

structure bare phenomena we experience a reduction or estrangement that leads us back 

to the things themselves. But how then do we approach and make sense of the flux of 

lived-experience? How is such knowledge—considered in the broadest sense—able to be 

shared, communicated, interpreted, or even described?  

 
The object of Cage’s work is asking questions that lead to a new way of knowing life 

and the world (our relation to our immediate environment) through sound. Cage often 

refers to the ‘happening’ of this knowing simply as change. 

 
So I want to give up the traditional view that art is a means of self-expression for 

the view that art is a means of self-alteration, and what it alters is mind, and mind is 

in the world and is a social fact... We will change beautifully if we accept uncertain-

ties of change; and this should affect any planning. This is a value.1 

 
Ina Blom discusses the listening experience, and the notion of change proposed by Cage, 

in terms of Dick Higgins’ notion of ‘immersion’: a displacement of the boundaries divid-

ing self and work, work and environment. 

 
In his work, Cage clearly strives to achieve states of immersion: self-reflexive mo-

ments such as those produced by memory, knowledge, repetition, and so on, must 

be avoided at all costs.  Only a system that will produce eternal change, eternal var-

iation, will draw the listening subject out of the repetitive movement of the norm 

that frames a subjectivity reflecting back on itself.2 
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Blom suggests that such change depends, for Cage, on a notion of oblivion or unknowing 

where the new, the singular never-heard-before sonic event, can come to be heard. The 

quest of Cage’s experimental project: to arrive at the unforeseen is, in Cage’s view, ham-

pered by repetition of the same; the already known. The mind must be empty, free from 

the repetition imposed by memory. This ‘zero’ state of mind is characterised by openness, 

where the listening subject must abstain from reflecting back on itself, in the Cartesian 

manner, else it re-establish itself as ego and thus ruin the receptive process by disturbing 

the zero state of mind. 

 
In this chapter I ask: is such a zero state of experience that simply shatters the egoistic 

reflective model of Cartesian consciousness by returning to a state of primordial unknow-

ing at all possible? I examine a certain tension between, on the one hand, collapsing art 

into the unmediated flow of life, and on the other, of arresting the flux, and reducing the 

other to the same. How do we, in either art or phenomenology, approach phenomena 

without falling into naïve empiricism, or essentialist reduction? 

 
8.1 Without Why 

As I have indicated previously, Cage’s conception of letting and openness is analogous to 

Heidegger’s notion of Gelassenheit. Heidegger borrows the word Gelassenheit (gelāzenheit) 

from Eckhart, and although Cage had not read Heidegger, he had immersed himself in 

the writings of Eckhart since the early 1950s. Thus Cage’s idea of change originates not 

only from the tradition of Zen Buddhism, but also from Eckhart’s statement quoted by 

Cage: ‘we are made perfect by what happens to us rather than what we do.’3 A state of 

‘unselfconsciousness,’ unknowing, or ‘ignorance’ is what is required, according to Eck-

hart, to initiate the change that brings us to perfection. But this unknowing does not 

come from a lack of knowledge but, instead, by overcoming self-will (Eigenwille), which, 

for Eckhart, presents an obstacle to God’s revealing of true Being. The unselfconscious-

ness that Eckhart proposes, and the empty ‘no mind’ (wu-nien) of Zen, for Cage, are one 

and the same. Cage maintains that the composer and listener must remain, in the words 

of Eckhart: ‘innocent and free to receive anew with each Now-moment a heavenly gift,’4 

In Eckhart’s terms, the word free (ledic), as Bret W. Davis points out, means both empty 

and free from creatures.5 But this emptiness does not mean adopting a simply passive atti-

tude or doing nothing. We still act, but rather than acting according to our own will, all 
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action issues from out what Eckhart calls the ‘ground.’ However, this does not mean that 

willing is given over to God in absolute obedience.  As Davis explains: ‘Our will must 

become God’s will, or better yet, says Eckhart, God’s will must become ours.’6  

 
Both Cage and Heidegger extend Eckhart’s thought beyond the idea of what Davis 

calls ‘deferred willing,’ or giving one’s will over to a greater power. Our will, in their 

terms, rather than becoming God’s will, becomes open to Being. This non-willing, for 

both Heidegger and Cage, far from being passive or indifferent, consists, like the Bud-

dhist ‘condition,’ as David Doris observes, of ‘a radical involvement with the world.’7 

However, as Davis argues we can still find in Eckhart’s writings: 

 
…a genuinely radical thrust that leaves both “God” and his Will behind. Eckhart 

intimates a passage through utter passivity that gives way to a birth of “pure activi-

ty” without subject or an object, that is, to the spontaneous generosity of living 

“without why.” We find this transition underway in the following lines: “Let God 

act as he will, and let humans stand empty/free [ledic]…. All that ever came out of 

God is set into pure activity [lūter würken]”8 

 
In Der Satz vom Grund (The Principle of Reason), Heidegger, juxtaposes Leibniz’s princi-

ple that  ‘nothing is without reason,’ against a phrase from the poet Angelus Silesius, from 

the poem “Ohne warum,” from the collection The Cherubic Wanderer: Sensual Descrip-

tion of the Four Final Things:  

 
The rose is without why: it blooms because it blooms, 

It pays no attention to itself, asks not whether it is seen.9 

 
Silesius’ ‘rose is without why,’ as both John Caputo and Bret Davis observe, is rooted in 

the thought of Eckhart and, as both mention, Heidegger is well aware of this. Heidegger 

proposes that we must make the leap from Leibniz’s dictum to the phrase of Silesius. 

Cage extends Eckhart’s stricture of the ‘without why’—that one’s work should be per-

formed for the sake of no external ends but for its own sake—to the idea of ‘purposive 

purposelessness.’ As Eckhart says, ‘I work because I work (Ich wirke darum, dass iche 

wirke).’10 Purposeless play, for Cage, is an affirmation of life which can only happen ‘once 
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one gets one’s mind and one’s desires out of the way and lets it act of its own accord.’11  

Purposeless for Cage equates to Silesius’ ‘without why.’  

 
8.2 Cage, Fluxus, and the Flux 

Thinking beyond a simply formal aesthetic reception of the sound material, how does 

one make sense of the stream of experiences? How does experience move ahead so that 

something about the experience becomes knowable without reducing the other to the 

same, or subsuming the particular under the general; without idealising and distancing 

ourselves from the materiality of the flux? 

 
Cage’s unknowing oblivion is, I would argue, the simple inversion or countermove-

ment to metaphysical closure. As pure openness, it constitutes a naïve surrender to the 

flux that not only refuses conceptualisation, reflection, and mastery over beings, but also 

refuses ‘thinking’ in the late Heideggerian sense. Cage’s Gelassenheit imposes silence. As 

Daniel Charles, in exasperation, responds to Cage: ‘We are always led back to this: there 

is nothing to say.’ Cage replies: ‘…If I had something to say I would say it with words.’12  

I would like to argue that the post-aesthetic experience of art must take place between the 

two extremes of (i) the closure of representational thinking, and (ii) the simple openness 

of bare experience in which we simply drift with the flux of private experience. John Ca-

puto remarks that metaphysics has always attempted to escape the flux by making a quick 

and easy exit. I would argue that Cage, by prioritising the immediate and the new, seeks 

an easy way into the flux, rather than an easy escape out. Against Cage’s wish to make 

things easy—which I would argue simply constitutes the flip side of the recollective repre-

sentational thinking—I would suggest an approach, following Caputo’s conception of 

‘radical hermeneutics,’ that seeks to restore life to its original difficulty. Such an ap-

proach, as Caputo conceives it, ‘situates itself in the space which is opened up by the ex-

change between Heidegger and Derrida,’13 and ‘questions the authority of whatever calls 

itself “present.”’14 It becomes necessary at a certain point to leave Cage and turn to what 

occurred in his wake: the work of Fluxus. Ina Blom observes that:  

 
…because Cage is fundamentally devoted to the transcendental universality and 

maybe also formalism of a certain strain of modern art that his principle of free play 

‘automatically’ extends from theory of art to a general social philosophy, without 
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excess and without resistance… With many of the artists connected to Fluxus, the 

passage from art to social theory is not quite so automatic. In fact, it would seem 

that their main contribution would be to add friction to this passage.15  

 
In a similar way Higgins remarks that Cage, in contradistinction to Fluxus, ‘strove for 

nobility.’16 Cage’s idea of opening his audience up to ‘always new’ experience, in order to 

sharpen and develop the powers of observation and audition, surely has its roots in early 

modernist theory of the Bauhaus, transmitted by artists such as Lázló Moholy-Nagy and 

Josef Albers.17 For Higgins, and the Fluxus artists that developed their own use of ‘aleato-

ric structures’ from Cage’s pedagogy—George Brecht, Jackson Mac Low, and Richard 

Maxfield—what was needed, as an antidote to Cage’s purity and nobility, could be de-

scribed as, as Caputo puts it: ‘the great project of hermeneutic troublemaking.’18 The phi-

losophers of this project, for Caputo, include: Derrida, Heidegger, Kierkegaard, and Hus-

serl (albeit a latent radicalised version of Husserl). If we are to consider sound-art, or any 

other art that deals primarily with sense-perception, as research, or as a way of directly 

encountering the flux, what must be avoided, first of all, is a simple unreflective empiri-

cism that Cage’s appeal to direct sensory experience—towards the opened ears of a blank 

mind—would seem to suggest. Thus it is necessary to re-examine the implications of 

Cage’s project in terms of the more radical possibilities of Husserl’s phenomenology. It 

might be that only in that way, as Derrida argues, can we avoid falling back into ‘naive 

objectivism.’19  

 
Philosophy has traditionally sought to escape the flux and insulate itself from the ef-

fects of contingency by striving after the ideal and universal, and to recover meaning from 

out of existence. However, when the work of art brings us into direct and immediate 

proximity to the things themselves, it would seem to leave us confounded in the flux 

without meaning, or access to a way of moving forward. Can strategies of art-making uti-

lising the framing or structuring of experience lead to a non-empirical phenomenological 

way of knowing? Is a simple experiential reframing enough to unsettle the codes that rou-

tinely frame experience? Perhaps it is possible to say that this problematic forms the start-

ing point of Fluxus. Unlike Cage, many of the Fluxus artists, under the influence of 

George Maciunas, were interested in strategies of pedagogy. As Craig Saper argues, ‘Flux-

us works highlighted socio-poetic interaction and encouraged epistemological experimen-
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tation among participant users.’20 There was certainly an interest in getting close to ob-

jects and phenomena but in a way that would avoid the participant falling back into pri-

vate experience. Rather, there seemed to be in Fluxus a concern with the social exchange 

of experience, where participants would play through the possibilities, through an en-

gagement with open-ended interactive works, and collaborative art games. But this means 

something other than, on the one hand, the total immersion of immediate experience, or, 

on the other hand, mediate description and representation. As Higgins argues, ‘We can 

talk about a thing, but we cannot talk a thing, It is always something else’ 21  

 
8.3 Ontological Innocence  

Higgins’ statement points to the problem of description that stalks phenomenology: how 

to make explicit in words, the phenomenological description of experience that would 

precede the descriptive discourse. As Jean-François Lyotard observes: 

 
In so far as this life-originating world is ante-predicative, all predication, all dis-

course, undoubtedly implies it, yet is wide of it, and properly speaking nothing may 

be said of it… The Husserlian description… is a struggle of language against itself 

to attain the originary… In this struggle, the defeat of the philosopher, of the logos, 

is assured, since the originary, once described, is thereby no longer originary.22  

 
Lyotard’s critique repeats the Marburg neo-Kantian philosopher Paul Natorp’s two in-

sightful objections to Husserl’s phenomenology brought up in Heidegger’s 1919 KNS 

lectures. Heidegger, sums up Natorp’s first objection in the following way. Since the phe-

nomenological method, as Husserl indicates in Ideas I, ‘operates entirely in acts of reflec-

tion (Reflexion),’23 the reflective description of lived-experiences renders them as an objec-

tification that stands over against us, and cannot help de-vivifying them, isolating them in 

an act in which we ‘still the stream,’ because the experiences are no longer lived but 

‘looked at.’24 Natorp’s second objection is that phenomenology, as a purely descriptive 

science, subsumptively circumscribes what it sees into general concepts. Description thus 

mediates the concrete immediacy into abstractions. 

 
Heidegger’s solution to Natorp’s objections is his linguistic-hermeneutical formulation 

of ‘formal indication.’ This sense of understanding, or hermeneutical intuition, which 

Theodore Kisiel suggests, is ‘Heidegger’s own version of the “phenomenological reduc-
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tion,”’25 does not seek to reject Husserl’s model of reflection, but to deepen it in opposi-

tion to Natorp’s criticisms. But this means avoiding the term reflection, and instead, rein-

terpreting intuition in terms of the historicity and pre-understanding that is, for 

Heidegger, built into life. In this way Heidegger begins to develop the radical implica-

tions of Husserl’s latent conceptions of fore-structures and horizon-structures into a her-

meneutic phenomenology. In the 1920 lectures, Phänomenologie der Anschauung und des 

Ausdrucks, Heidegger develops the process of phenomenological-critical Destruktion, in 

response to Natorp’s objections and Dilthey’s ‘effective complex.’  Destruction is bound 

to preconception, or pre-delineation (Vorzeichnung), in the sense that it is guided by his-

torically situated factical understanding where meanings point to contexts. The projective 

character of (pre) understanding, that Heidegger further develops in Being and Time, 

would thus rule out any ontologically innocent phenomenological starting point. 

 
Heidegger gives us two arguments against the ideal of a pre-suppositionless starting 

point that we have seen explicitly posited in Husserl’s phenomenology and Schaeffer’s 

sonic research—and implicitly assumed in Cage’s zero state of mind. First, we never 

simply come across Being, ‘we do not simply find it in front of us’ (GP 29, BPP 21), a 

certain anticipatory guidance, is required to lead us toward Being. This access is brought 

about by Dasein’s free projection, in an operation that Heidegger calls ‘phenomenological 

construction.’ Second, since Dasein is historical, since beings are not accessible in the 

same way for all epochs, a further critical process is required. Because Being is interpreted 

according to traditional horizon-structures, and concepts derived from the tradition, and, 

moreover, any description or interpretation cannot proceed without encountering the 

central ontological and logical structures of the tradition, any attempt to radically begin 

again must locate ‘the crucial turning points’26 of the history of ontology. Pure intuition, 

and even the phenomenological Wesensschau, as Heidegger argues in Being and Time, is 

founded upon the fore-structures of understanding and interpretation: fore-having 

(Vorhabe), fore-sight (Vorsicht), and fore-conception (Vorgriff). In this way experience, 

understood as involvement in the world, is structured in advance. Husserl’s aspiration to 

encounter the naked thing, the bare phenomena, in a presuppositionless ontological in-

nocence, or neutrality, merely conceals the set of relations by which meaning is constitut-

ed. In terms of the assumed ontological neutrality of Husserl’s transcendental and eidetic 
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purification of consciousness, Caputo argues: ‘The very project of neutralization proceeds 

from an ontology of consciousness as self-neutralizing.’27 

 
8.4 The Horizon-structure of Experience 

Even though he ultimately privileges purified consciousness as the theme of phenomeno-

logical research it would be wrong to regard Husserl’s theory of constitution, as an appeal 

to direct and neutral experience, in direct contrast to Heidegger’s interpretive, circum-

spective, involvement in the world of practical relations. Caputo argues that Husserl’s 

idea of constitution contributes to a hermeneutical strategy for tracing the regularities, or 

patterns, in the flux. It does so by an anticipatory movement of building up expectations. 

Hence constitution is not arrived at by means of a pure and immediate presence but 

through certain fore-structures which lead to pre-understanding. Rather than a return to 

immediate givenness, Caputo argues that Husserl’s intentional analysis is a subtle blend-

ing of potential and actual, implicit and explicit. Experience is not mute but meaning-

ful—contextured like a language. Rather than isolating empirical atoms of sense-data, 

Husserl’s intentional acts are bound by a pre-given horizon-structure. As Caputo ob-

serves, ‘The full perceptual object is thus a complex of perceived and apperceived, present 

and co-present, focal and horizonal. The object appears in the interplay “between” 

them.’28 ‘The nexus of interconnected horizons,’ as Donn Welton explains, ‘is what con-

stitutes the world.’29 Seen this way, the task of phenomenology has less to do with uncov-

ering ideal essences of things as correlates that occur in consciousness, and more to do 

with, as Caputo argues, uncovering and making explicit the ‘antecedent conditions al-

ready embedded in experience.’30  

 
Following Gadamer, Dick Higgins attempts to account for the reception of avant-

garde and Fluxus works, not, as they often are, in terms of shock, but as a hermeneutical 

shifting and fusion of horizons: 

Usually the relationship between the recipient and the work is described in terms of 

a hermeneutic circle – idea of work, leading to manifestation of work, leading to 

recipient, leading to recipient’s own thought processes, leading to new idea of 

work, leading to further thought processes, leading to modified perception of work 

being manifested, leading back to altered perception of the idea of work.31 
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Higgins attempts to streamline this rather complicated procedure by utilising Gadamer’s 

notion of the ‘fusion of horizons’ (Horizonverschmelzung) in which a unity of meaning is 

achieved by bringing together the world of the work with the world of the interpreter.32 

For Gadamer, we have an affinity to, or we belong, to a tradition. Since our conscious-

ness is shaped by the effective-history (Wirkungsgeschiche) of our tradition, it also deter-

mines the sort of questions we can ask (about alien texts and traditions). We are bound to 

see things from a certain perspective or vantage point that has its limits. We cannot ques-

tion beyond this horizon since we are grounded by it.  However, our horizons, far from 

constituting finite limits, are able to shift. We are able to move beyond our horizon, and 

understand texts, traditions, and cultures other than our own by moving and changing 

and thus enlarging our horizon. For Higgins the work (in its performance, in its presenta-

tion) establishes a ‘horizon of experience.’ The recipient comes to the work with their 

own horizon of experience, and in the act of performance/presentation and spectator-

ship/audition the recipient incorporates the work’s horizon and there occurs—if interpre-

tation results in understanding—a fusion of the horizons. After the event of spectator-

ship/audition the horizons cease to be actively fused. But the recipient’s horizon—if the 

work has been successful—will have changed and been permanently enlarged. The recipi-

ent instinctively matches horizons, compares expectations and participates in the process. 

The more actively recipients engage in the process, the more likely they are able to enjoy 

it. 

 
I wish to argue, however, following Heidegger, that the play of concealment and un-

concealment that happens in the work of art as strife is in excess of such formulations. 

Gadamer’s fusion of horizons, in a very conservative way, seeks, above all, to reconcile 

this strife and render the hermeneutical act of interpretation safe. The ‘play,’ which Gad-

amer associates with the gap between the world of the work and the world of the specta-

tor, is, as Caputo argues, ‘made safe by recollection,’ by the movement of ‘Er-innerung,’ 

by which we appropriate the work to our own innerness.33 Caputo regards Gadamer’s 

idea of fusion as being in the same company as Hegel’s Aufhebung. Gadamer argues that 

rather than the tradition belonging to us, we belong to it, and that tradition in this sense 

is something undergoing constant change and renewal, but he still tends to accept the 

tradition as it is transmitted to us. In this respect Gadamer departs from Heidegger and 
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moves closer to Hegel. Rather than being an attempt to overcome or twist free of the tra-

dition, Gadamer’s hermeneutics seeks to reconcile the received tradition of the present 

with distant traditions of the past. 

 
What then would be a more open-ended and radical approach to the hermeneutical 

structure of horizons? Where does Caputo’s engagement with Husserl’s ‘proto-

hermeneutics,’ and Heidegger’s existential hermeneutic phenomenology lead us? It is a 

certain idea of ‘repetition’ operating implicitly with Husserl, and explicitly with 

Heidegger, that Caputo deploys against the reconciliatory movement of Gadamer’s work. 

This notion of repetition that moves ahead derives from Kierkegaard, who opposes it to 

the ‘recollection’ of metaphysics: a repetition that repeats backwards in order to recover a 

lost presence. Kierkegaard’s existential repetition, which retrieves Aristotle’s idea of 

kinēsis, offers a way of engaging with the flux, by producing what it repeats. Occurring 

not as meaning, but in the realm of existence and actuality, Caputo argues that ‘Repeti-

tion says that actuality must be continually produced, brought forth anew, again and 

again. Identity must be established, produced.’34 

 
8.5 Repetition 

As we have seen, the encounter with the ‘real,’ that Cage’s project promises, would be one 

that is immediately self-present to consciousness, and is not repeatable. Cage regards repe-

tition as a function of memory, that not only traps the performer within the limits of 

learned habits but, moreover, prevents the new and unforeseen from occurring. Thus he 

strives for the goal proposed by Duchamp: ‘to reach the impossibility of transferring from 

one like object to another the memory imprint.’35 Like phenomenological seeing, that 

seeks direct access to the thing free of metaphysical presuppositions, the model of listen-

ing that Cage proposes, is one that aims to be as direct as possible and free of all retained 

values. However, the opposition between direct (and always new) sound and repeated 

sound is never quite consistent in Cage’s writings and interviews. On the one hand, it is 

clear that Cage opposes Schoenberg’s idea of repetition and variation. On the other hand, 

Cage often talks favourably of Erik Satie’s Vexations—a piece which repeats the same mu-

sical phrase 840 times, requiring a performance by a number of pianists, of eighteen 

hours and forty minutes. The effect of performing this piece is, as Cage states, ‘like a 

sharpening of the faculty of listening.’36 In a similar way Steve Reich describes the effect 
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of listening to extreme gradual processes: ‘I begin to perceive these minute details when I 

can sustain close attention and a gradual process invites my sustained attention.’37 These 

same minute details that Reich attends to, for Cage, point to the very impossibility of 

repetition:  

 
If we think that things are being repeated, it is generally because we don’t pay at-

tention to all of the details.  But if we pay attention as though we were looking 

through a microscope to all the details, we see that there is no such thing as repeti-

tion.38 

 
Pure repetition can thus only occur within the sphere of pure ideality, which in the case 

of Vexations is the ideality of the score. As soon as Satie’s repetitive music enters the world 

as performed sounds, there occurs ever so slight material variation so that in actuality 

there is not ideal repetition but a creative repetition: a repetition that alters. Over the du-

ration of Vexations, the ideal component that can be communicated by musical notation 

or demonstration sinks to the background, and erases itself through numbing monotony. 

What then is foregrounded is the infinite variation of the grain of the sound. Thought in 

another way, both Cage’s practice, taken as a whole, and the practice of Zen Buddhism, 

constitute a series of acts repeated for their own sake. In Zen it is said, according to Cage: 

‘If something is boring after two minutes, try it for four. If still boring, try it for eight, 

sixteen, thirty-two, and so on. Eventually one discovers that it is not boring at all but very 

interesting.’39 Even in the monotony one finds change.  According to Dick Higgins—in 

his essay “Boredom and Danger”—in the experience of hearing Vexations, boredom is 

soon replaced by a ‘euphoria’ in which the environment becomes part of the piece. Yet 

the initial experience of boredom is for Higgins an essential part of the shift in the per-

ception of the audience from structure to environment. Commenting on Fluxus works, 

Higgins writes:  

 
…in the context of work which attempts to involve the spectator, boredom often 

serves a useful function: as an opposite to excitement and as a means of bringing 

emphasis to what it interrupts, causing us to view both elements freshly.40  

 
For Husserl, intentional analysis, and indeed, constitution of the object depends, ac-

cording to Caputo, on predelineation (Vorzeichnung), and Abschattung—which, as Ca-
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puto points out, means not only adumbrations but also a kind of shadowing. This means 

that the intentional object is fore-shadowed, traced, or prepared for in advance. Thus as 

Caputo observes: ‘The progress of experience is not a matter of continually being amazed 

by what is ever new, or being confounded by the flux, but rather of filling in (Erfüllung) 

already predelineated horizons (or, alternatively, of revising expectations when we are in-

deed surprised).’41 The work of the anticipatory sketch of Vor-zeichnen, and the foreshad-

owing, the building up of fore-meanings, make Husserl’s intentional analysis, for Caputo, 

‘a philosophy of repetition that moves forward.’42 Yet as Caputo makes clear, the radical 

implications of this proto-hermeneutics are more or less overshadowed by Husserl’s Car-

tesianism, which in its eidetic idealising movement, stabilises the flux, and keeping a safe 

distance from it, arrests its play, maintaining a transcendental standpoint outside it.43 

 
But even if we acknowledge this proto-hermeneutical structure of horizons in Hus-

serl’s project, how does this moving back and forth between assimilation and revision of 

experience and horizon, differ from Gadamer’s hermeneutics? How is a synthesising repe-

tition that moves forward any different from the Hegelian Aufhebung that lifts upward?  

For Caputo the answer lies in the idea of intentionality, and its most radical implications 

are carried out, not by Husserl but Heidegger. According to Kisiel, the implications of 

Husserl’s idea of intentionality are that:  

 
All of our experiences, beginning with our most direct perceptions, are from the 

start already expressed, indeed interpreted. This Diltheyan emphasis of the inten-

tional structures described by Husserl in Logical Investigations is the seminal insight 

of Heidegger’s hermeneutical breakthrough in 1919, leading to a pretheoretical so-

lution to the problem of intuition and expression, and thus to a more radical con-

ception of phenomenology… 44  

 
But Caputo’s sense of repetition must be further distinguished from Gadamer’s horizon-

structure by the way that it is informed by the radicalised reinscriptions of Husserl’s phe-

nomenology performed by Derrida’s deconstruction. Creative repetition that moves for-

ward is understood to be prior to the immediacy of the living present. Rather than being 

secondary to presence—rendering it present in another repetition—repetition produces it 

in the first place.  
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8.6 Experience and Concrete Knowing 

As we have seen, the work of art that would wish to deliver us over to the flux, in imme-

diate experience, in such a way as to bring to us unmediated access to the things them-

selves, risks falling, on the one hand, into a naïve empiricism, and on the other hand, into 

mute ineffability. If the work is to reveal something that is not a simple matter of fact, 

but nonetheless provides us with a primordial knowing, then this risk must surely be 

avoided. Husserl’s phenomenology answers this demand by bracketing off the external 

world in the phenomenological reduction. But this reduction comes at the price of put-

ting materiality and context out of play. Husserl’s transcendental experience comes at the 

expense of diminishing the more radical hermeneutic strategies of repetition in predeline-

ation.  

 
The object of my analysis here is to question a practice of art—aural or visual—that 

turns to the immediacy of direct sensuous experience in order to arrive at the things 

themselves. Can such a practice constitute research, or a way of knowing—perhaps a con-

crete knowing? Such a question is perhaps a metaphysical question. As Derrida remarks 

in Speech and Phenomena: even after Husserl had freed his project from metaphysical—

dogmatic, speculative—presuppositions: ‘is not idea of knowledge, and the theory of 

knowledge in itself metaphysical?’ (SP 5). Indeed, as Samuel Weber points out, the idea 

of universal knowledge, ‘as both unifying and totalizing,’ is essentially Cartesian.45 As We-

ber observes, ‘all knowledge entails both contact with the unknown and the effort to 

comprehend it’46 that is, to assimilate what is different to the same. Weber asks: ‘how is it 

possible to “know” for certain that in thereby assimilating the hitherto unrecognized “ob-

ject” to what is familiar, we are not abandoning or losing precisely that which makes it 

other?’47  On the other hand, as Rodolphe Gasché contends, a certain notion of universal 

validity ensures ‘the minimal condition under which Otherness as Otherness can be 

thought.’48 In respect to this necessity, Gasché argues that the work of Heidegger and 

Derrida, although constituting an ‘overcoming of traditionalisms,’ still maintains a com-

plex relation to philosophical tradition and its ‘striving for universality.’49 But this is not 

to say that either of these philosophers simply continue this tradition. As Gasché makes 

clear, ‘it is merely to say, at first, that their endeavors make sense only with respect to that 

heritage of the tradition.’50  
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The investigation taken by phenomenology towards knowledge of intentional objects 

is more than a concern with the empirical moment of an object present to (a particular) 

subject’s perception, for if the objects are to be known and described they must exist out-

side a particular subject’s consciousness. At the same time they must be given to con-

sciousness, and reflection on them must be uncontaminated by philosophical presupposi-

tions. But if the knowledge gained from the underlying forms isolated from experience in 

the phenomenological reduction is to be knowledge at all, it must be universally valid. 

The same experience must be able to be repeated without variation by different subjects. 

Since the objects of our knowledge must be ideal identities, yet they must be found in 

experience, Husserl’s phenomenology must be able to locate an invariable and infinitely 

repeatable core of intuitive evidence in perception.  As we have seen, in view of his aspira-

tions for phenomenology to be a rigorous science, and thus, in spite of the more radical 

implications of his own theory of pre-delineatory horizon-structures, Husserl strives for a 

starting point that is free of all presuppositions. But Derrida asks: is not phenomenology 

constituted from within by a metaphysical presupposition? The unchecked assumption 

that Derrida finds operating at the deepest level in Husserl’s phenomenology is the privi-

lege given to the present in the phenomenological principle of principles, where the ‘orig-

inal self-giving evidence’ is regarded, as Derrida sees it, ‘as the source and guarantee of all 

value’ (SP 5). The presence of the living present becomes the ultimate form of ideality 

and court of appeal for the phenomenological description of objects and the knowledge 

derived from Husserl’s method. As Derrida elaborates, this notion of presence, which is 

certainly not a conception originating with Husserl, but a traditional concept—and hence 

a presupposition—is both spatial and temporal: spatial in the sense of proximity to the 

object of intuition; and temporal in the sense of proximity to a knife-edged moment in 

time. However, in seeking to uncover the metaphysical presuppositions, Derrida’s decon-

struction employs the various strata of Husserl’s text against each other in order, not to 

bring the project of phenomenology tumbling down but rather, to liberate its most radi-

cal implications. 

Husserl, as Derrida argues, never relinquishes this notion of presence to, or self-

presence in consciousness, ‘where “consciousness” means nothing other than the possibil-

ity of the self-presence of the present in the living present’ (SP 9), and this living pres-

ence, Derrida insists, finds its most privileged form in ‘living speech’ (SP 10). On the 
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other hand, phenomenology constitutes a philosophy of life because the source of mean-

ing in perception is in the act of living. But the transcendental reduction divides the con-

cept of life into empirical or worldly life on the one hand, and transcendental self-present 

ideal life on the other. As we have seen, the transcendental reduction or epochē suspends 

or ‘brackets’ the worldly along with the question of the existence of the given object, and 

what comes under analysis is an ideal correlation of a thing in consciousness. The very 

ideality of the eidos, or essence, for Husserl, is what makes it repeatable. 

 
In Logical Investigations, Husserl divides the concept of the sign into two heterogene-

ous elements: expression (Ausdruck) and indication (Anzeichen). For Husserl, only expres-

sion carries meaning, while indication—a mode of signification that empirically points 

to, or stands for things—is not inherently meaningful; does not express a ‘meaning,’ or a 

‘sense.’ Expression, on the other hand, consists of a meaning intention, or intentional 

force, which ‘animates’ a non-sensible signifier. Pure expression takes place within the 

immediacy of a self-present consciousness, in the realm of what Husserl calls ‘solitary 

mental life,’ where expressions ‘no longer serve to indicate anything,’ yet they still ‘function 

meaningfully’ (LI 183 §1, Husserl’s emphasis). Expression, however, becomes incorpo-

rated with indication when language passes over into the sphere of intersubjective com-

munication, or everyday speech. Derrida argues that Husserl’s distinction between these 

two elements of signification—a distinction that serves to retain the possibility of an ideal 

self-present meaning—is possible only if expression can effectively take place within the 

interior monologue of solitary mental life, without any contamination from indicative 

signification.  

 
In our interior thinking to ourselves, Husserl argues, there is no communication, and 

no work for indicative signs to do, they are ‘quite purposeless (ganz zwecklos wäre)’ (LI 

191 §8, SP 49). They are useless, according to Husserl, because our mental experience is 

always immediately present to us in solitary mental life. In the silent monologue that we 

carry on with ourselves, Husserl says, ‘one merely conceives of (man stellt sich vor) oneself 

as speaking and communicating’ (LI 191 §8, SP 49).  One represents oneself—or literally 

places oneself before oneself. In imagining that we communicate to ourselves we re-

present a fiction in the form of an imaginary representation, which, as Derrida points out, 

is later defined by Husserl as a neutralising representation (Vergegenwärtigung). 
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Husserl’s insistence that signs are useless in solitary mental life, Derrida argues, must 

assume that representation (in all its senses) is merely an accidental by-product that is nei-

ther essential to, nor constitutive of, effective communication. However, in effective 

communication, words or signs must be recognisable as essentially the same throughout 

all their empirical variations. In order to be repeated, the sign must have a non-worldly 

ideal identity. Derrida, however, reverses this metaphysical schema, arguing that the con-

dition of ideality rests on repeatability. Since the basic element of this structure of repeti-

tion ‘can only be representative’ (SP 50), repeatability implies representation in all its 

senses: ‘Vorstellung, the locus of ideality in general, as Vergegenwärtigung, the possibility of 

reproductive repetition in general, and as Repräsentation, insofar as each signifying event 

is a substitute’ (SP 50).  

 
Thus Derrida argues, that as soon as speech, or the interior monologue is admitted to 

representation, even as Vorstellung, the distinction between the ‘real’ effective communi-

cation that occurs in intersubjective acts, and the imaginary communication of interior 

soliloquy, becomes tenuous. Both would seem to be in one aspect or another—by virtue 

of the repetitive structure of signs—equally illusory, and equally effective. The mainte-

nance of this distinction—which is not exclusive to Husserl’s phenomenology, but be-

longs to the history of metaphysics—as Derrida observes, constitutes the will to ‘save 

presence and reduce or derive the sign’ (SP 51). Since Vorstellung, as both locus of ideali-

ty, and imaginary representation, implies all the aspects of signification in general that 

Husserl wishes to exclude from expression, then it would, against Husserl’s intention, de-

pend on the possibility of repetition and re-presentation, rather than on real presence. 

This brings Derrida to suggest that ‘The presence-of-the-present is derived from repeti-

tion and not the reverse’ (SP 52), and this means that it is possible to say that repetition 

becomes constitutive for experience of all idealities.  However, the self-proximity of lived 

experience to itself, and the non-necessity of any signitive operation in solitary mental 

life, is further justified in Husserl’s texts, Derrida observes, by the temporal notion of the 

present as point or stigme.  The subject does not need to communicate to itself because, 

Husserl argues, such mental acts are ‘experienced at that very moment (im selben Au-

genblick)’ (LI 191 §8). Literally ‘in the blink of an eye.’  
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8.7 The Temporal Experience of the Event  

A significant part of Derrida’s critique of the centrality of perception in phenomenology 

centres on Husserl’s The Phenomenology of Internal Time-Consciousness, based on a series 

of lectures given by Husserl between 1904 and 1910. In this work Husserl attempts to 

account for perceptions of objects which are temporally extended in a relatively brief span 

of time. Rather than taking its cue from visual phenomena, it thus serves as a rather so-

phisticated investigation into the perception of sonority. Moreover, it is an analysis that 

would seem to radically complicate the view of consciousness immediately present to it-

self in the instant of the Augenblick. For an example, Husserl utilises the idea of the possi-

bility of the perception of a melody. How is it, he asks, that we perceive a melody as the 

idea of a melody and not a series of discreet tones bearing no relation to each other? If we 

were to consider the perception of temporal phenomena purely in terms of a series of dis-

creet points in time then the melody would not be comprehensible to us. Solutions to 

this problem involving delayed or sustained impressions, or recourse to a theory of 

memory, were unacceptable to Husserl. Since the idea of the ‘primal impression’ is cen-

tral to phenomenology, Husserl was forced to keep this idea of an impressional, present, 

now point despite the problems that this ‘knife edge’ view of time poses for the problem 

of temporal objects. His solution involves the idea that as each note is heard, it is heard in 

the present, and as next note is heard—in the now—the first note is ‘shoved back.’ But as 

the note is shoved back it is retained—or retentionally modified as ‘just having been.’ 

This retaining of each note, after it occurs, Husserl calls ‘retention.’ The future notes that 

are immediately yet to come are, in much the same way, anticipated. This Husserl calls 

‘protention.’ Perception of the temporal object is then a complex of each primal impres-

sion along with its retentions and protentions, but this collection of impulses of present, 

past, and future events is maintained up to a given limit—not a hard limit but a gradual 

attenuation where each point retentionally, or protentionally ‘shades off (sich abschattet)’ 

(PIT 51).  

 

This spread of gradual attenuation on either side of the present, Derrida observes, is 

still thought in terms of the ‘self-identity of the now as point’ (SP 61) even though the 

flow of time—and the structure of lived experience—is not divisible into discreet mo-

ments. Derrida writes: ‘Despite all the complexity of its structures, temporality has a non-
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displaceable centre, an eye or living core, the punctuality of the real now’ (SP 62).  This 

traditional notion of the now is necessary for Husserl because, in maintaining the central-

ity of the primal impression, it establishes the possibility of objectivity and ideality for the 

subjective experience of time. However, as Derrida remarks, the concepts of retention and 

protention tend to undo the primacy of the self-presence of the now. If the primal im-

pression of the now point is what is perceived, and only what is perceived, then the sur-

rounding retentions and protentions must be non-perceptions—non-actualities—and 

thus merely reproductive. Presence would seem to be compounded with non-presence 

and non-perception since the continuity of the present now and the non-present reten-

tion are both admitted to the primordial impression. This continuity, Derrida argues, 

shifts the dividing frontier between pure presence and non-presence, to a new position 

between two forms of repetition: ‘retention and re-presentation’ (SP 67). For Derrida, 

this has serious consequences for Husserl’s project. What is at stake is the privilege of the 

living present, and the present now, that forms the core of consciousness and the ground 

of phenomenology.  If presence is allowed to be compounded with non-presence, actuali-

ty with non-actuality, then, Derrida contends, ‘the other’ is admitted ‘into the self-

identity of the Augenblick’ (SP, 65), thus the idea that signs are ‘useless,’ in the self-

relation of internal monologue, becomes questionable, and phenomenology’s principle of 

principles, the primacy of self-given evidence, is threatened. Moreover, the seemingly mi-

nor contradictions, that Derrida gathers from the strata of The Phenomenology of Internal 

Time-Consciousness and Ideas I, combine to demonstrate that Husserl’s phenomenology, 

far from maintaining the concept of presence as a self-securing ground, in fact ‘prohibits 

our speaking of a simple self-identity of the present’ (SP 64). 

 
8.8 Contextured Experience 

I must again emphasise that Derrida’s deconstruction of Husserl’s phenomenology seeks 

to deepen and radicalise it rather than overthrow it. In a similar way to Caputo, J. Claude 

Evans, argues that Derrida’s notion of the trace—as being older than presence—is to be 

found in Husserl’s notions of a pre-given structure of sense that constitutes the horizon-

structure of experience. Evans demonstrates that Husserl’s conception of the present is 

inhabited by structures of retention and protention, which are a consequence of the very 

‘as’ structure of intentionality, where the content of each retention and protention is 

‘“something as something.”’51 This indicates, for Evans, that what the Augenblick means 
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for Husserl, is irreducible to ‘a simple punctual instance.’52 It is certainly possible to take 

Speech and Phenomena as a sympathetic reading of Husserl in this respect. However, when 

it comes to Husserl’s principle of principles, Derrida is less accommodating. Rather than 

an appeal to pure presence, John Caputo regards the principle of principles as a principle 

of suspicion: always suspecting there is more to what gives itself. Caputo argues: 

 
The “principle of all principles” (Ideas I, §24) is not a call to naked intuition, which 

is how it sounds, but a summons to understand givenness in all its complexity… is 

no short sighted empiricism which constricts experience into isolated atoms of ex-

perience. Rather it implies a wariness of the “pretentiousness” of experience… 53 

 
Again, in terms of Husserl’s horizon-structure, experience is structured according to po-

tentialities, thus the phenomena, Caputo argues, give themselves as ‘a complex of pres-

ence and absence or, better, the explicit and the implicit, the actual and the potential.’54 

Husserl’s writings of the 1920s lead to a revision of the idea of original self-giving intui-

tive evidence, as it is expressed in Ideas I.   

 
Despite these problems, the point I wish to make is that Derrida’s analysis demon-

strates—with Husserl— that there can be no pure immediacy that is not caught up in, or 

inhabited by, structures of retention and protention. This certainly does not mean that 

Derrida denies the possibility of presence, consciousness, or self-reflection, nor does it 

mean that nothing is present. Rather it indicates two things: that fulfilment does not ab-

solutely depend on presence, and that what is present is unfolded by the significative ac-

tion of language. As Caputo puts it:  

 
There is nothing —i.e., we have no access to anything—outside the textual chain 

which links us to things…no naked contact, no raw presence-to-presence immedia-

cy. Without the signifier, the thing slips away altogether…55 

Caputo here notes a correspondence to this Derridean standpoint, where without re-

course to signs the naked thing ‘slips away,’ and Stefan George’s final line in his poem 

“The Word,” discussed in Heidegger’s Unterwegs zur Sprache: ‘Where the word breaks off 

no thing may be’ (Kein ding sei wo das wort gebricht), (US 163, OWL 60-61, and passim, 

George’s capitalisation). As Caputo observes, the word gives maintenance (Unterhaltung) 

to things, by allowing a retention, and a relation to things, that lets them be. Heidegger 
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claims that George’s poem brings us to a thinking experience with language, in which the 

poet renounces the referential naming power of signs in favour of the idea of word as rela-

tion that lets things be. 

 
…the poet has experienced that only the word makes a thing appear as the thing it 

is, and thus lets it be present. The word avows itself to the poet as that which holds 

and sustains a thing in its Being (US 168, OWL 65-66). 

 
Both the word and the work of art grant this maintenance, by a preserving (Bewahrung), 

and as we saw, in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger grants special status, 

among works of art, to poetry.56  

 
What does it mean for the work of art to claim that the differential trace is older than 

presence? For one thing it means that the claim that a work of art has on us, in our expe-

rience of it, cannot be isolated from repetition and language; cannot be removed from the 

social world to some hermetic and unreachable realm of ineffability. While it can be said 

that the work of art resists circumscription by language, and is always in excess of signifi-

cation, this does not mean that the primary experience of the work can be reduced to 

mute sensuality which casts off discursive interpretation as secondary and derivative; al-

ways falling outside the work; always unfulfilling. Moreover, there can be no pure experi-

ence in which the work gives itself, no naked encounter with bare actuality—such as in a 

work like Cage’s 4' 33"—that is not already inhabited by language and signs. Insofar as it 

would be conceived in terms of a phenomenological revealing, the notion of sound-in-

itself becomes questionable—whether it is conceived as pure correlate of consciousness, or 

as bare empirical actuality. On the other hand, perhaps the concern with sound-in-itself 

has always been, fundamentally, conceived in terms of an aesthetic disposition. 

 

We have seen how the work of art that directs us toward bare phenomena—the flux of 

experience—raises questions regarding access, retention and maintenance. How do we 

inhabit the work? How do we engage with the flux? My purpose in examining Derrida’s 

‘deconstruction’ of phenomenology is to arrive at a way of dealing with what continues to 

be central to the reception of the work of art: namely experience. Without context and 

language, the thing—the phenomenon—tends to slip away in contingency. At the same 
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time, we can say that there is no absolute point of immediacy that guarantees fulfilment 

and plenitude. This means that we cannot appeal to a notion of a present present prior to 

and beyond discourse and thought. In view of this, if Derrida can claim that ‘there never 

was any “perception”’ (SP 103), and that ‘perception does not exist or that what is called 

perception is not primordial, that somehow everything ‘begins’ with “re-presentation”’ 

(SP 45 n. 4), where does this leave the concept of experience? As Derrida suggests, in Of 

Grammatology, if we still wish to use the word experience, it should be used under eras-

ure. This does not mean that the idea of experience is contested, or that it is fictitious, or 

non-existent. Rather, it is because the basic way that experience is generally understood is 

so bound up with the Cartesian subject, and the history of Western metaphysics, that any 

use of the word is counter-productive to the displacement or deconstruction of that tradi-

tion. Thus we should not interpret Derrida’s comments on perception as spelling the end 

of experience, or of the dissolution of experience in language. The work of art, like any-

thing else, is experienced, but the particularly modernist, present-to-the-work, mode of 

engagement with the work might rather be rethought in terms of repetition. The experi-

ence of the work would then be thought as, a contextured and textured product. This 

does not mean that experience and materiality dissolve into language and conceptuality, 

rather, it means that, in terms of the way the work of art is encountered, the idea of im-

mediate experience as absolute and primary should not govern the total act of reception 

from a position that is beyond discursive questioning. This is, to some extent, the way 

that Derrida himself responds to a question posed by Terry Smith in Sydney in 1999, 

which I will summarise in the following way: does the artistic drive to flee from dis-

course—in either pure opticality, absolute materiality, or dematerialisation—equate to a 

desire to perceive without knowing, or is art always caught up in a form of writing broad-

ly and differentially conceived as écriture? Derrida answers that his thinking has attempt-

ed to open a space in which sonic, vocal, tactile or optical impressions, come to be inter-

preted as traces in terms of a reading-writing (écriture) that is not, however, hierarchically 

subjected to logocentric authority of verbal discourse. He further responds by saying: 

‘Visual art is never totally “pure,” never free of traces, which, implicitly or not, inscribe 

the possibility of phonetic or even verbal discourse in the most visual and the mute as-

pects of so-called visual art.’57  The drives to the purely sensual—pure opticality, pure 

hapticality, pure sonority—Derrida claims are, prevented from reaching pure fulfilment 
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in full plenitude by their own inherent spatio-temporal ‘spacing’: ‘as an interval of con-

junction/disjunction, as interruption, and by reference to another trace.’58 Thought in 

this way—which I suggest is the very way that Heidegger conceives of the work of art—

the work functions in a space in which the work is neither dominated, assimilated or cir-

cumscribed by discourse, nor lifted above discourse in a realm of pure mute presence of 

non-knowing or, as Smith says, ‘at least a kind of knowing that is so transparent that it 

doesn’t require a translation back into the world.’59 We might say, in short, that works of 

art are in some way intertwined with theory but are not reducible to theory.  

 
8.9 The Logic of Identity 

What then is at stake is the question of knowledge re-examined in the light of a thinking 

based in difference? Vincent Descombes describes how the criticism of phenomenology in 

France after 1960, taken up under the banner of structuralism, centres on what was seen 

as the most insidious form of the Hegelian dialectic: ‘the logic of identity.’ 60   As 

Descombes puts it: ‘what they saw as the “logic of identity” is that form of thought which 

cannot represent the other to itself without reducing it to the same, and thereby subordi-

nating difference to identity’. 61   Traditionally, this reduction has been countered, 

Descombes continues, by the philosophers of difference: Nietzsche, Heidegger—and, as 

some commentators, such as Samuel Weber, and John D. Caputo, have added: Kierke-

gaard. As Weber argues, it is with these philosophers, along with Derrida and Gilles 

Deleuze, that the notion of repetition ‘confounds the traditional logic of identity.’62  We-

ber contends, that with Derrida’s reconfiguration of the self-securing Cartesian subject, 

where the supposed immediacy of self-presence is already inhabited by repetition and 

substitution: ‘the model of knowledge thus shifts from one conceived in terms of self-

expression and self-production—understood as constituting the distinctively “human”—

to one that has to negotiate with a notion of possibility no longer construed as a provi-

sional mode of self-fulfillment but rather as a radical and aporetic dynamic of differentia-

tion.’63 

 
 Weber demonstrates that Derrida’s insight is displayed by a curious anomaly in the 

English language—one which might not turn out to be an anomaly after all. We say in 

English that we recognise rather than cognise.  This repetition of cognition—at the heart of 

cognition, Weber suggests, ‘is nothing short of scandalous: it proceeds from the suspicion 
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that the second in a series turns out to be prior to all identification or constitution of the 

first. How can the second “precede” the first?’64 The way in which our cognition is always 

inhabited by re-presentation, where, as Derrida insists, ‘the re- of this re-presentation does 

not signify the simple—repetitive or reflexive—reduplication that befalls a simple pres-

ence,’ (SP 57 n. 6), is marked elsewhere in Derrida’s writing as iterability. The second 

precedes the first, in Derrida’s notion of iterability, Weber argues, ‘because nothing can 

be recognized as being identical with itself—nothing can be “cognized”—without first 

being re-cognized: that is, without being repeated, compared with an earlier instance, and 

through that comparison being constituted as self-same.’65 The challenge, I suggest, after 

Weber, is to rethink the experience of art—and of experience in general—in terms of 

iterability. Such a thinking would involve a displacing of the traditional notions of sub-

jectivised aesthetics: the primacy and immediacy of perception in lived experience, as well 

as taste and genius. Iterability—as Weber puts it—‘irritates.’ That is, ‘it excites, impels 

one to leave the confines of the familiar and the consoling; it troubles, confuses, and con-

founds, producing precisely the effects that the Cartesian method was designed to elimi-

nate,’ notably: temporality, memory, and forgetting.66 This would also be, as Weber con-

tends, a rethinking of the singular in such a way as to resist subsuming the particular un-

der the general. Rather, the singular becomes what is left behind: the remainder. Thought 

in these terms, I would suggest that the experience of art is still an experience, but an ex-

perience that is already inhabited by repetition, re-presentation, and alterity. The forms of 

repetition that inhabit the receptive experience of the work of art are discursive and con-

textual. I will examine Derrida’s notion of iterability in more detail in the next chapter, 

along with the question of an ethics of Gelassenheit.  
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9. Against Expression: Poethics 

 

The previous chapter examined the limits of immediate and concrete intuition, and the 

limits of experience in general. The traditional modernist view of art places experience as 

primary in any engagement with the work of art, where it becomes the ultimate court of 

appeal when it comes to questioning the value of a work of art. The conclusion reached 

was that in the wake of deconstruction it is possible to say that art can never be purely 

optical or sonorous, never free of discursive textual traces. So far we have seen that a 

twisting free from aesthetics—which is simultaneously caught up in a twisting free from a 

voluntarist metaphysics—entails a questioning of the guiding notions of Western meta-

physics in regard to the way they determine the tradition’s possibilities. A twisting free 

from aesthetics thus requires the displacement of the will as it functions as the purely 

originating source of expression, and, indeed, the notion of ‘expression’ itself, as much as 

it describes the transport of something inner to an outside. It calls for a displacement of 

the drive towards purity in the experience of art where perception is always considered 

first and primal. Finally a twisting free from aesthetics negotiates a non-willing thinking 

disengaged from representational thinking. In short, such a project requires putting into 

question the governing notions of ‘expression,’ ‘experience,’ and ‘consciousness.’  

 
What emerges from Conceptual Art is the primacy of artist’s intention, which cannot be 

disassociated from the problematics of what Heidegger refers to as the voluntarism of 

‘representational thinking.’ In Chapter seven I examined the strategies of Cage and Flux-

us for ‘bypassing taste and memory’ through the use of chance operations and methodol-

ogies of indeterminacy. I have argued that such operations constitute a radical epochē, that 

suspends judgments of taste in the creative act, and institute a letting that lets phenomena 

be, free of subjective presuppositions. As we have seen, no work of art can be purely will-

less. At some point in the process a conscious decision has to be made by the work’s crea-

tor—most often along with the decision to make a work in the first place—even if this 

decision is limited to the simple stipulation that a given object/phenomenon is intended 

as a work of art. We saw that with Conceptual Art the intention of the artist is absolute. 

So much so that it is possible to conceive of a work as pure idea (the material elements 

thought of as non-essential props). Such works, it would seem, leave nothing to chance. 
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On the other hand, the mode of reception that works involving non-intentional opera-

tions presuppose would appear to be constituted either by an expanded morphology, or a 

naïve empiricism. Experience, as I have argued is pre-structured by repetition and lan-

guage. 

 
The aim of the previous three chapters has not been to demolish the project of phenome-

nology but, rather, to show the ways that lead to a radicalisation of its basis. A deepening 

of phenomenology—or as Don Ihde, describes it, a shift from ‘first’ (Husserl) to ‘second’ 

(Heidegger) phenomenology—involves ‘a reevaluation and reexamination of the very 

language in which our experience is encased and by which it is expressed.’1 Thus, in this 

chapter I shift my attention from works of art which approach bare phenomena, to works 

which operate within the field of language, or bring language into the field of the visual. 

This chapter examines the implications of the restraint, or constraint, of aleatory and 

non-aleatory operations of non-intentionality specifically where art turns to language. It 

questions the limits of intention in order to displace the primacy of agency that underlies 

the turn to language in Conceptual Art. On the other hand, if the reception of the work 

of art exceeds the formalist-aesthetic paradigm, where experience is all, and, instead, ‘ac-

tively’ engages in meaning and signification, at what point must intention fold back into 

the work? Does the artist not have some ethical obligation to take responsibility for the 

meaning of the work? 

 
9.1 Expressivity and Expressionism 

As we have seen the common aesthetic notion of expression entails the projection of 

something inner, subjective and personal—an emotion, something envisaged, an inner 

hearing, or a mood—to an outside where it resonates with the empathetic emotions of an 

audience. Similarly, the common view of language regards speech as the voluntary expres-

sion of an inner stratum of pre-linguistic sense that is transported and made transportable 

by words. What both of these conceptions have in common is the model which describes 

the outward projection of something inside, which is always privileged as primary, origi-

nal, and prior to the outside: the realm of social relations and fulfilled meaning. The root 

meaning of expression derives from the Latin exprimere, consisting of ex, meaning ‘out,’ 

and primere, which signifies ‘to press.’ Expression thus means to ‘press out.’  
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In his later work Heidegger is deeply critical of what he calls the ‘common view’ of 

language, the view we arrive at, seemingly naturally, ‘at first’ (zunächst). This view, ac-

cording to Heidegger, sees terms, or word-sounds, as ‘kegs’ or ‘buckets’ in which a pre-

given sense-content is able to be contained. In What is Called Thinking, he writes: 

 
At first (zunächst), words may easily appear to be terms… What is non-sensual in 

the terms is their sense, their signification.  Accordingly, we speak of sense-giving 

acts that furnish the word sound with a sense.  Terms thus become either full of 

sense, or more meaningful.  The terms are like buckets or kegs out of which we can 

scoop sense. (WHD 88, WCT 128-129) 

 
As Heidegger notes, the dictionary provides us with a model of this view of language, of 

‘how things look “at first,”’ with ‘its two constituents, sound-structure and sense-

content.’(WHD 88, WTC 129). But this common view, Heidegger argues, although 

seemingly correct, is not necessarily that which is nearest, authentically to us, in our rela-

tion to the world, ‘words are not terms, and thus are not like buckets and kegs which we 

scoop content that is there’ (WHD 89, WCT 130). Thus, Heidegger explains, language is 

not a tool or medium of expression, nor does it constitute the field of expression. Rather, 

‘language speaks’ (Die Sprache spricht) in the context of the matter at hand. Words—

rather than buckets holding static contents—are active like ‘wellsprings (Brunnen),’ fluid 

and adaptable to both historical change and context (WHD 89, WTC 130). The common 

‘at first’ conception of language as expression, which is ‘correct but externally contrived’ 

(EGT 77), goes back to the time of the Greeks, where, as Heidegger contends, ‘Language 

is phōnē semantikē, a vocalization which signifies something... suggests that language at-

tains at the outset that preponderant character which we designate with the name “ex-

pression”’ (EGT 77). With the term ‘expression’ (Expression or Ausdruck) many aspects of 

Heidegger’s later project come into view. The overcoming of aesthetics, and the overcom-

ing of metaphysics, in certain senses require the refusal of the idea of expression. In order 

to get beyond the aesthetic view of art we must go beyond seeing it, Heidegger says, ‘from 

the point of view of expression and impression—the work as expression, and the impres-

sion as experience, (das Werk als Expression und die Impression als Erlebnis)’ (WHD 87, 

WTC 128).  The way to apprehending language in terms other than the common view of 

expression, Heidegger claims, is to think the essence of language from the essence of Be-
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ing: to think in the word Logos the Being of beings, but further, to think non-

conceptually (begrifflos) (WHD 128, WCT 212), in a manner that is not captive to the 

system (systēma) of Western thinking (WHD 129, WTC 213). 

 
The essentialist drive of expressionism is governed by the desire to uncover the reality, 

or spiritual essence, hidden beneath the veil of representation and language. As Hal Foster 

argues: this notion of self-expression, which governs the idea of modern art in general, 

derives, ‘as Paul de Man noted, “from a binary polarity of classical banality in the history 

of metaphysics: the opposition of subject to object based on the spatial model of an ‘in-

side’ to an ‘outside’ world”’2—with the inside privileged as always prior. Expressionism 

not only conforms to this metaphysics of presence, it celebrates it. Thus according to Fos-

ter, expression is in a certain sense a form of representation that is covered over in such a 

way that ‘The expressionist quest for immediacy is taken up in the belief that there exists 

a content beyond convention, a reality beyond representation.’3  

 
The attempt to overcome the notion of expression in modern art begins with Marcel 

Duchamp. As we have seen, under Duchamp’s influence the displacement of expression 

has taken different forms and nuances. Cage saw the egoless production of art as involv-

ing the prohibition of the desire to impose the expression of the artist’s feelings on others. 

The strategy of Conceptual Art was to replace expression with language and logical prop-

ositions, and to subordinate subjective notions of feeling, taste, and the humanistic valua-

tion of the artist’s hand and eye, to the primacy of the idea. In the late 1970s and early 

1980s, another strategy sought to radically break with the idea of expression by putting 

into question—in the wake of Barthes, Foucault, and Derrida—the primacy of originali-

ty. This strategic intervention became known as, among other terms, ‘appropriation art.’ 

What is common to all of these strategies is the idea of bypassing expression by appropri-

ating and working with something that already exists, or would exist outside of any claim 

to inner originality. But it must also be noted that many of these responses have further 

involved a turn to language. We find in these works the idea that language, rather than 

functioning as a transportation and translation system that reduces pre-linguistic experi-

ence, is a system, that, along with experience and materiality, can be appropriated, ma-

nipulated and put into play. 
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9.2 Non-intentionality and Responsibility 

Cage not only composed music and multimedia works but also generated a considerable 

amount of literature by means of chance operations, such as his mesostic4 poems, which 

can perhaps be seen as a strategy for moving towards a non-willing thinking. In one of 

the Charles Eliot Norton Lectures at Harvard (1988-89), a member of the audience puts 

a question to Cage concerning the methodology of Cage’s mesostic writing. As the partic-

ipant pointed out, when it came to words rather than sounds, Cage seemed to be violat-

ing his own compositional rules by censoring the results of chance operations—as Cage 

had stated in a previous lecture: ‘I went through and eliminated all the words I didn’t 

like.’5 If the results of chance operations—in order to be effective—are to be accepted as 

final, then why would Cage find it allowable, or even necessary, to alter the results when 

working with texts? Cage explains his methods in the following terms: that he is ‘hunting’ 

for ideas and in order to uncover them he must eliminate any other word that might get 

in the way of these ideas. Although Cage here speaks of musical or non-syntactic qualities 

(aesthetic qualities), the overriding determination for eliminating certain words would 

seem, rather, to be a concern with meaning. Cage refuses to allow the limitless generation 

of meaning because such a relinquishing of authorial responsibility might inadvertently 

misrepresent his views on certain issues: such as his objections to militarism and govern-

ment. Thus Cage responds to his interlocutor: 

 
…I don’t know what it is that I will find but I’m looking in the mix for them [a se-

ries of words] and the only way that I can see them is to take out the ones that 

don’t belong to them. And I use the word ‘like’. It’s because I’m in the position of 

writing a text that uses words. It’s a different kind of language but it is every now 

and then highly suggestive, I think. And I want that suggestion to be in a spirit that 

I agree with.6 

 
This raises a question that relates to the non-intentional aspirations of the chance opera-

tion and its subsequent polysemy where language and signification are involved. How can 

Cage maintain such an absolute distinction between the signifying capability of sounds 

on the one hand, and words and phrases on the other?  It seems that, according to Cage, 

sounds can be taken as they are, in any contingent arrangement because, rather than be-

ing ‘suggestive,’ they merely fall into a non-meaningful, non-symbolic, regime of form, or 
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are, alternatively, incorruptible indices of the real, while words and language, in con-

trast—possessing suggestion and connotation—carry the risk of ideological determina-

tion. Words and representation call for responsibility. They are less like music and 

sounds, and more like mushrooms. Cage observes that while ‘music’ and ‘mushrooms’ 

occupy a space beside each other in the dictionary, submitting sounds to chance is harm-

less, but with mushrooms it is a matter of life or death. In conversation with Joan Retal-

lack he describes his censoring of unwanted words as paying attention to the nature of 

language, where: ‘The sound sometimes becomes so powerful that one can put meaning 

aside. And vice versa.’7 

 
One might argue that instead of adhering to a rigorous distinction between the sensu-

ous non-signifying potentialities of sounds and the intelligible semiosis of language, the 

distinction that Cage sets up is perhaps only one of degree (sounds and images are weak 

and ambiguous generators of meaning). Yet the distinction seems to be strong enough, in 

Cage’s mind, to sanction the violation of previous rules. That is, for Cage, as soon as lan-

guage enters the work, there is the necessity for ethical-political intervention in the field 

of non-intentionality. The question becomes: How can non-intentional chance opera-

tions using words and texts carry out, or fulfil the requirements for, political-ethical re-

sponsibility without compromising indeterminacy’s radical abstention from expression? Is 

it a matter of negotiation where a necessary conscious intervention would be seen, if not 

to force closure on interpretation, then at least to limit interpretation in a certain way: to 

steer it in a certain direction? 

 
If we can say that the real as it is simply ‘let to be’ is always already inhabited and con-

stituted by language, if all experience is to some extent ‘theory laden,’ then should not 

intentional intervention also occur at the level of sounds? If sounds can be said connote, 

evoke, or fall into relationships with each other—even aesthetic relationships—that are 

productive of historical and cultural second order meanings? Where are we to draw the 

line between contingent letting and volitional determination? This question becomes 

more central to Cage’s project when we take into account his analogical equations be-

tween structure—musical structure and hierarchical structure of performance ensem-

bles—and political structures: for example, where he says: ‘the masterpieces of Western 

music exemplify monarchies and dictatorships.’8  These structural analogies come into 
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play in Cage’s well known dissatisfaction with what he experienced as ‘the political impli-

cations’ of the ‘sheer determination’, overloaded with intention, of a Glenn Branca per-

formance: ‘if it was something political’ Cage suggests, ‘it would resemble Fascism.’9 If 

the composer is attentive to the analogical implications of such structures, Cage argues, 

then they can potentially be suggestive of ‘desirable social circumstances.’10 These consti-

tuting structures presumably come before any aesthetic ordering of particulars that re-

quire aleatory techniques. Words, in the syntactical arrangement of sentence or message, 

on the other hand, represent for Cage ‘training, enforcement, and finally the military.’11  

Although this does not prevent Cage from using instrumental language in a range of dif-

ferent textual productions (essays, lectures, interviews), in a significant number of texts he 

submits the syntactic structure of the written word to spatial displacements, and the spo-

ken word to temporal compression and expansion. Moreover, he attempts to break the 

hold of instrumental language by use of chance operations. The question then is: how 

does Cage bypass the ‘military’ ordering of grammar without surrendering a certain ethi-

cal responsibility? As others have suggested, meaning is submitted to what Joan Retallack 

calls a ‘poethics.’12 In using this word, Retallack is referring not only to a poetics of re-

sponsibility, but a poetics ‘with the courage of the [Epicurean] swerve, the project of the 

wager.’13 The swerve, the unpredictable shift in direction that, as Retallack proposes, redi-

rects the geometry of attention, and has the potential of jolting us out of the default set of 

predispositions that Pierre Bourdieu calls the ‘habitus.’14 In conversation with Charles 

Bernstein, Retallack describes the poethical in the following way: 

 
The poethical level or dimension of a poem, for me, is the level or dimension that 

is evidently in contact with something beyond the personal story or the ego of the 

poet. Poethics is, I think, a notion that can keep one alerted to the idea that form 

has consequences, and that those consequences are never merely aesthetic.15 

  
9.3 The Essential Drift of Poethics 

In her essay, “Poethics of a Complex Realism,” Joan Retallack explores the implications 

of reading one of Cage’s untitled mesostic poems—in which, in order to preserve the his-

tory of thought in the poem, Cage transcribed the handwritten text with all of its altera-

tions, directly to a typed version with words crossed and uncrossed out.  The visible eras-

ure, in conjunction with the tension between the horizontal and vertical structures of the 
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mesostic poem, which entice the reader to read in both directions, make it difficult to 

privilege one ‘correct’ univocal linear trajectory through the text. The multiple reading 

possibilities function, according to Retallack, ‘within a poethics of complex realism where 

active processes of mutability are valued over simpler and more stable clarity.’16 They thus 

tend to thwart any compulsion to seek clarification by a return to authorial intention. 

 
I would like to suggest that it is by means of these poethical texts, in which the re-

sponse of the reader, viewer, or listener, is put into a playful engagement with the work, 

that the previously mentioned difficulties of receiving chance generated, or indeterminate, 

works as processes of non-intention, falls away. As Retallack argues, with these works we 

are encouraged to take chances in our interpretive interactions, and find delight in their 

complex possibilities. The reader is to some extent made responsible for the meaning of 

the work. Loss Pequeño Glazier observes that William Carlos Williams has argued that 

poetry is an activity that involves a processal thinking through rather than a recollective 

idealised result. As Glazier, puts it, ‘As the poet works, the work discovers.’17 He quotes 

Jackson Mac Low: ‘like the seemingly senseless [Zen] koan, the products of nonintention-

al selective or generative procedures may stimulate intuition to leaps it might never oth-

erwise dare…’18 

 
What becomes of the composer/author’s intention in such a poethics? Intention ceases 

to become the organising centre of the work, which would determine a singular and privi-

leged interpretation of the work, its performance and the singularity of the (its) event. As 

Gerald Bruns suggests—bringing Cage’s poetic activity into an engagement with the phi-

losophy of Stanley Cavell—there is an ethical distinction between using words to grasp 

and render the world identical to itself, and using words to inhabit the world. Bruns 

maintains, however, that for Cavell, this does not equate to the abandonment of meaning 

but rather: 

 
…it means being attuned, open and responsive (responsible), to the sense we do 

make, taking responsibility for our words (not just control of them), accepting 

them and where they take us…19 
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Reflecting on the common interest of both Cage and Cavell in the works of Henry David 

Thoreau, Bruns, qualifying this notion of responsive responsibility, refers us to Cavell’s 

essay “An Emerson Mood” where he suggests that Thoreau’s calling as a writer ‘depends 

upon his acceptance of this fact about words, his letting them come to him from their 

own region, and then taking that occasion for inflecting them one way instead of another 

then and there…”20 Cage’s chance operations involving texts, which, as we have seen, 

Bruns regards as a practical strategy of Gelassenheit, would seem to require the interven-

tion of a poethical and significative inflection in regards to certain words and phrases. 

Jackson Mac Low, and later, some of those described as Language (or 

L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E) poets: Charles Bernstein, Bruce Andrews, Ron Silliman, Clark 

Coolidge, Lyn Hejinian, and Steve McCaffery, utilise a variety of methods—algorithmic, 

acrostic, diastic and nucleic—to free the selection of words from deterministic semantic 

valuation. Commenting on Mac Low’s diastic poetry, George Hartley writes: 

 
There is meaning in even the smallest unit because each unit suggests a larger en-

veloping context. Nothing occurs in isolation. Consequently, even though Mac 

Low produces his works through aleatoric means, with no particular meaning in 

mind, the result is thoroughly—inevitably—meaningful.21 

 
We might say that Mac Low’s work exemplifies what Derrida means by the ‘essential 

drift’ (LInc 9) of signification, or the structural and syntactical excess of meaning de-

scribed in “Signature Event Context.” Utilising Derrida’s infrastructural notions of ‘itera-

bility’ and the ‘undecidable,’ I would like to propose that a certain poethical discursive 

non-intentionality not only functions within a strategy which consists of an abstention 

from expression, but can further be seen, in a certain way, and to a certain extent, as a 

necessary structural condition for all meaning and communication. 

 
9.4 Meaning-Intention 

Iterability, the possibility of repetition or repeatability that is the underlying condition of 

all communication, or signification, either spoken or written, happens in what Derrida 

describes as the ‘twilight’ of ‘a certain indeterminability’ (MC 2), where the signifying 

elements of language ‘simultaneously incline toward increasing the reserves of random in-

determination as well as the capacity for coding and overcoding or, in other words, for 
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control and self-regulation’ (MC 2). In this way, the tension between randomness and 

code both disrupts and regulates ‘the restless, unstable interplay of the system’ (MC 2). 

Due to the possibility of repetition and alteration of all signifying marks, ‘…a context is 

never determined enough to prohibit all possible random deviation’ (MC 4). There is, as 

Derrida suggests, citing Epicurus and Lucretius, ‘a chance open to some parenklisis or 

clinamen’ (MC 4), that deflects where meaning falls. 

 
As we have seen in the last chapter, in order for something to mean something it must 

be repeatable. There would be no communicable signification, no re-cognition, if some-

thing presented itself only once. Iterability is this possibility of repetition but, moreover, 

it is a repetition that alters, that never returns to the same place in the text, never returns 

an unalterable univocal meaning. In this sense, for Derrida, pure repetition is impossible, 

and iterability is structured by both identity and difference. This is because iterability is 

already divided or split. Each time a self-contained identity is constituted in a signifying 

element it is simultaneously split because this identity can only be maintained in accord-

ance with a differential relation to other elements not present. Thus there is always a non-

present remainder of the differential and iterable mark. 

 
For Derrida, any utterance or signifying element can not only be taken out of context, 

but also radically disengaged from an originating intention. As he says in the oft quoted 

paragraph from “Signature Event Context”: 

 
And this is the possibility on which I want to insist: the possibility of disengage-

ment and citational graft which belongs to the structure of every mark, spoken or 

written, and which constitutes every mark in writing before and outside of every 

horizon of semio-linguistic communication; in writing, which is to say in the possi-

bility of its functioning being cut off, at a certain point, from its “original” desire-

to-say-what-one-means [vouloir-dire] and from its participation in a saturable and 

constraining context. Every sign, linguistic or non-linguistic, spoken or written (in 

the current sense of this opposition), in a small or large unit, can be cited, put be-

tween quotation marks; in so doing it can break with every given context, engen-

dering an infinity of new contexts in a manner which is absolutely illimitable (LInc 

12, Derrida’s emphasis). 
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This means that no rigorous distinction can be made between ordinary and non-ordinary 

language use; a distinction that J. L. Austin would seem to wish to maintain in the lec-

tures that make up How to do Things with Words.22 As Derrida sees it, Austin’s conception 

of the performative proposes that what occurs in the event of the speech act, which is in 

the present, and in the presence of a free consciousness, is meaningful speech, which says 

what it means and means what it says, assured by a fully saturated and exhaustively defin-

able context. For Derrida, the organising centre of Austin’s totalising operation is thus 

intention. Derrida seeks to undo this model of communication by focusing on the ele-

ments that Austin wishes to exclude from successful communication, even though Austin 

himself recognises them as structural possibilities. Austin excludes the possibility of cita-

tion or ‘quotability’ in the performative utterance—along with instances of non-serious 

intent, or non-ordinary linguistic exceptions as in the case of poetry—insisting that such 

a possibility would be abnormal or parasitic. 

 
In our ‘normal’ manner of conducting ourselves in discursive activity we fail to see 

iterability at work. Or if we do, we immediately wish to close it off and eliminate its ef-

fects in order to maintain univocal self-identity to signification, and assign meaning to 

intentional agencies—as originating sources—purely and without residue. Non-

intentional poethical texts work to unsettle this will to identity and fixity. Bruns argues 

that Cage’s poetry lets be what ‘order’ would seek to exclude. In accordance with his read-

ing of Cavell, Bruns suggests that ‘a crucial link between poetry and ethics lies in allowing 

words (the sounds of parts of words, and with them the world of things, not to say of 

others), to live their own lives…’23 Whilst I agree with this observation I would further 

argue, following Derrida’s analysis, that what is ‘let be’ in the poethical text is not limited 

to formal elements and referential relations to the world of things, but extends to the 

non-present remainders of differential iterability.  It is according to the structure of itera-

bility that Hartley can say that despite its aleatory nature, despite its abstention from ex-

pressive intention, Mac Low’s poems come across as being inevitably meaningful. In oth-

er words, what non-intentional poetry demonstrates, perhaps in an extreme way, is that 

although intention is suspended, signification still functions, and the distinction that 

Austin wishes to make between normal and abnormal instances can be seen to break 

down. But if the structure of linguistic communication is iterable, that is, repeatable and 

alterable, and able to carry its meaning beyond the presence or death of its author, this 



 

 

184 

does not mean, as Derrida maintains, that intention is ruled out altogether, rather: ‘it will 

have its place, but from that place it will no longer be able to govern the entire scene and 

system of utterance [l’énonciation]’ (LInc 18). 

 
9.5 Vouloir Dire 

What is at stake here corresponds precisely to what is at stake in Derrida’s earlier work 

Speech and Phenomena, and the essay “Differance”; that is, the privilege given (in both 

phenomenology and linguistics) to the plenitude of intentional meaning; of wanting-to-

say (vouloir-dire) that finds its perfect vehicle in living speech.24 This rests on a presuppo-

sition that ‘prior to signs and outside them… something such as consciousness is possi-

ble,’ and moreover, ‘even before the distribution of its signs in space and in the world, 

consciousness can gather itself up in its own presence…’ (SP 146-7). This traditional 

metaphysical notion, as Derrida contends, constitutes the privilege given to conscious-

ness, the present, and consciousness as meaning (vouloir-dire) in self-presence. In the 

translator’s introduction to Writing and Difference, Alan Bass points out that Derrida’s 

deployment of vouloir-dire refers to the metaphysical concept of voluntarism, the critique 

of which, he observes, comes from Heidegger’s confrontation with Nietzsche’s doctrine of 

the will. The ‘tradition of a voluntaristic metaphysics’ (SP 34) that Derrida locates first, 

in Husserl’s demarcation of expression (Ausdruck), of the vocal medium—as the exclusive 

site for meaningful signification, as that which animates a meaning-intention—and, se-

cond, in Austin’s idea of the intentional consciousness essential to the total context of all 

communication, which, in Derrida’s view, constitutes the metaphysical telos of language 

as ‘voluntary consciousness as meaning [comme vouloir-dire]’ (SP 36, 147). The idea of 

pure expression that Derrida finds in Husserl’s description of solitary mental life consti-

tutes the voluntary exteriorisation of a pre-expressive substratum of sense, that is, a pre-

linguistic inner presence in an act of self-transparency. What then are the implications of 

this metaphysical voluntarism for Derrida? 

 
Those concepts that would seek to govern from the centre, Rodolphe Gasché describes 

as ‘desiderata,’ which, since Plato, have been ethico-teleological values ‘not only of what is 

but what ought to be.’25 As Gasché observes: ‘all these desiderata of philosophy are thus 

concepts of unity, totality, identity, cohesion, plenitude, states of non-contradiction, in 

which the negative has been absorbed by the positive, states that lack, and by all rights 
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precede, all dissention, difference, and separation, states of peace and reconciliation.’26 In 

Derrida’s terms, these values, as we have seen, not only animate hierarchical binary dis-

tinctions where the negative term is subordinate to the positive, but also emphasise a pri-

ority in which one concept precedes another in such a way that the metaphysical tradition 

conceives ‘good to be before evil, the positive before the negative, the pure before the im-

pure, the simple before the complex, the essential before the accidental, the imitated be-

fore the imitation, etc.’ (LInc 93). Instead of directly submitting this idealism to criticism, 

Derrida, rather, puts it into question in order to discover its force and necessity, and de-

termine—in the act of tracing each exigency back to its deployment in the text of philos-

ophy—its ‘intrinsic limit’ (LInc 93). At many of the decisive moments in each text, 

meaning is, in a certain way, found, and any deconstructive intervention must proceed 

not by way of the imposition of a will, but by the necessity of what the text demands and 

according to its syntactical structure: 

 
The incision of deconstruction, which is not a voluntary decision or an absolute be-

ginning, does not take place just anywhere, or in an absolute elsewhere. An inci-

sion, precisely, it can be made only according to the lines of force and forces of rup-

ture that are localizable in the discourse to be deconstructed… This analysis is made 

in the general movement of the field, and is never exhausted by the conscious cal-

culation of a “subject” (Pos 82, Derrida’s emphasis). 

 
If the production of texts is liberated from any meaning-intention (of its author), then 

how are authors to be held responsible for what they produce? How can one, in the play, 

acceptance, or letting of language, bypass definitive semanticism without surrendering 

ethical-political responsibility? In the ‘Afterword’ of Limited Inc, in reply to a question 

from Gerald Graff (the book’s editor), Derrida speaks, in a manner that would seem to 

resonate with Heidegger’s Entschlossenheit, of how the singularity of the undecidable 

‘opens the field of decision.’ (LInc 116): 

  
It calls for a decision in the order of ethical-political responsibility. It is even its 

necessary condition. A decision can only come into being in a space that exceeds 

the calculable program that would destroy all responsibility by transforming it into 

a programmable effect of determinate causes. There can be no moral or political re-
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sponsibility without this trial and this passage by way of the undecidable. Even if a 

decision seems to take only a second and not to be preceded by any deliberation, it 

is structured by this experience and experiment of the undecidable (LInc 116, Derri-

da’s emphasis). 

 
9.6 The Limits of Meaning 

But how does the undecidable open up or call for an ethical-political decision?  How does 

intention function in this drift of the undecidable? This is also very much the question of 

poethics, as Retallack puts it: ‘How can writing and reading be integral to making sense 

and newsense (sometimes taken for nonsense) as we enact an ongoing poetics of everyday 

life?’27 It is to a similar question that Derrida responds: 

 
I try to write (in) the space in which is posed the question of speech and meaning. I 

try to write the question: (what is) meaning to say [vouloir dire]? Therefore it is 

necessary in such a space, and guided by such a question, that writing literally mean 

nothing. Not that it is absurd in the way that absurdity has always been in solidari-

ty with metaphysical meaning. It simply tempts itself, tenders itself, attempts to 

keep itself at the point of exhaustion of meaning (Pos 14). 

 
A writing that tenders itself at the boundary of the exhaustion of meaning, Derrida em-

phasises, is not absurd, nor, would we expect, irrational or aesthetic—either in the sense 

of formal autonomy, or the sense of functioning as a signifier for expression (or life) itself 

(wanting to express without meaning as much as wanting to mean). We are reminded of 

Heidegger’s insistence that the irrationality of aesthetic Erlebnis would be the completion 

of representational thinking, and thus ‘in solidarity with metaphysical meaning.’ Derrida 

continues: 

 
To risk meaning nothing is to start to play, and first to enter into the play of diffé-

rance which prevents any word, any concept, any major enunciation from coming 

to summarize and to govern from the theological presence of a centre the move-

ment and textual spacing of differences… (Pos 14, Derrida’s emphasis).  

 

But this play does not escape from ethical-political responsibility. On the one hand, as 

Niall Lucy observes, ‘neither “text” nor “writing” can avoid being ethical-analytical.’28 On 
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the other hand, the discourse of philosophy cannot escape, as Lucy argues, the unwanted 

effects of what it claims to be purely different from, namely, literature and the ‘non-

serious.’ Thus there can always be other readings or misreadings of any text. An author 

has responsibility for their text, but since intention is dispersed across various authorial 

motives, desires, citations, quotations, other authors, and so forth, responsibility, as Der-

rida claims in “Limited Inc a b c…,” can only be limited responsibility (LInc 75). Lan-

guage in the aleatoric poetry of the Language Poets, or of Cage, would call to be inflected 

according to an ethical-political decision that has only limited responsibility.  

 
Cage and Mac Low’s insistence on nonintentional procedures has much in common 

with the French group Oulipo (Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle). In proposing the pri-

macy of what they call the ‘formal constraint,’ Oulipo seek to devalue traditional literary 

notions of inspiration and genius in the production of texts. Their work employs mathe-

matical structures which work as constraining procedures in the generation of poetry and 

novels. However, since Oulipo is primarily concerned with the relation between mathe-

matics and literature, it is essential, in their view, that the constraining system is not only 

brought to the foreground, but that the text successfully illustrates the mathematical the-

ory of the constraint. In other words, the process is seen as an essential part of the work. 

As a consequence of their historical association with surrealism, however, in contrast to 

Cage and Mac Low, Oulipo polemically distance themselves from aleatorics. This is un-

derstandable when we consider the stress that some of the surrealists put on links between 

aleatory procedures, and the Freudian unconscious.29 Chance has tended, in surrealist 

theories, to be regarded as a means of quasi-mystical transcendence. Queneau’s rejection 

of the aleatory, Jacques Roubaud observes, is a ‘rejection of the mystical belief according 

to which freedom may be born from the random elimination of constraints.’30 There are, 

however, a number of contradictions in the Oulipian theorisation of ‘anti-chance.’ First, 

does not the adoption of a chance operation function as a constraint? How can it—

despite the mystical Dada/Surrealist rhetoric—constitute the elimination of constraints? 

Second, Queneau insists on what he calls voluntary, or conscious approach to literature, by 

which he means, not that writing should be spontaneous or rational, but that the formal 

constraint must be consciously predetermined and voluntarily enforced. If what is con-

scious and voluntary is the adherence to the procedure rather than what it suspends, how 

cannot the same be said of aleatory systems? Further, what is meant by freedom? Are Ou-
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lipo referring to a freedom of expression and decision, or a freedom from expression and 

decision? I have argued that recourse to the aleatory constitutes the latter, whilst the ‘arbi-

trary’ constitutes the former. That is, the chance operation is as much a constraint as the 

mathematical procedure. As Mac Low observes, both chance and what he calls ‘determin-

istic procedures’ are non-intentional. Indeed, Mac Low thought of procedures such as the 

‘reading-through’ methods of acrostics and diastics as chance operations as late as 1961. 

This is understandable because, for all intents and purposes, both act as a radical con-

straint or abstention from taste and egoity. 

 
Deterministic reading through procedures—such as acrostics, mesostics, diastics, or 

mathematical operations such as the Oulipian (s + 7) method31—differ from chance, 

however, because—assuming that the source and seed texts remain the same—they will 

always deliver the same results. Mac Low’s poem, number nine from the HSCH series, 

“Our Throng Is Too Much Involved with Dazzle,” begins with an epigraph consisting of 

a quote from Charles Hartshorne—American philosopher and student of both Husserl 

and Heidegger—which is used as the ‘seed text’ for the poem. It reads: ‘Surely a princi-

ple…illustrated in experience is worth two or a million verbally formulated principles for 

which a single illustration in the given is lacking.’ The first four strophes (out of nine) of 

the poem are as follows: 

   

Our throng is too involved with memories.  

Prepare to be altering ways of relating with clouds.  

  

Perhaps we’ll remember the young and the’immortal.  

  

We may relate with pleasures and [quote] “pleasures” [unquote].  

These constitute experience as some know it.  

Could it be a diver’s experience?  

  

Who’d call an experience a “[quote] ‘experience’ [unquote]?”  

Who’d call a pleasure experienced now a “[quote] ‘pleasure’ [unquote]?”  

Though no single experience is best, two might be delightfully pooled.  

Or sulkily struggle.32  
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The ‘seed,’ or ‘index’ is a short text by which the sequence of letters maps the space-time 

placement of word derived from the source texts. Often in Cage’s and Mac Low’s proce-

dural texts it consists of a proper name, such as James Joyce or Ezra Pound. Mac Low’s 

method, however, mixes non-intentionality with volition, whereby he would ‘write freely’ 

between ‘nucleus words’ derived from the systematic operations.33 Mac Low’s ‘working 

from nuclei’ procedure seeks to make connections between the derived words and develop 

the relation of the poem to the seed text. This relation between poem and seed text is ex-

emplified in the above poem where the question of ‘experience’ in the seed text is repeat-

edly read through the source texts (of Hartshorne, Gertrude Stein, Lewis Carroll, and 

Gerard Manley Hopkins) and written back into the poem. Mac Low’s utilisation of alea-

tory, reading-through, and nucleic methods, involves a strategy of iterability that consti-

tutes a creative repetition: a repetition that alters. 

 
Poethical texts inscribe the conditions of their own reception. They explicitly prescribe 

against the idea that there can be one singular univocal reading, and that such a reading 

could be directly attributed to an authorial intention. Part of the force of works engaging 

with non-intentionality, is their capacity to make explicit the implicit structure of itera-

bility, and thus make legible that the conditions for reading the work do not involve a 

quest for authorial intentionality. The play of the poetic text cannot escape the pull of 

ethico-analytic responsibility any more than philosophy can escape the effects of literature 

and the ‘nonserious.’ What the structure of iterability shows is that any internality of an 

‘expressed’ meaning is already marked by an externality that consists of a textual spacing 

of differences and a citational network of referrals to other texts. This is no less true for 

the work of art. Expression, or the meaning to be expressed is, as Derrida maintains, ‘al-

ways already carried outside itself. It already differs (from itself) before any act of expres-

sion. And only on this condition can it “signify”’ (Pos 33). What is given in a work of art 

is irreducible to an artist’s intention. Consequently, the model of intentional expression 

cannot be a reliable means to accessing what is given in the work of the work of art, and 

authorial responsibility is at best a limited responsibility. 
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10. Conceptual Art as Poetry 

 

Throughout the last few chapters I have attempted to elucidate various forms of philo-

sophical naivety, which have attracted the attention of both Heidegger and Derrida. In 

chapter eight and nine we saw how Derrida identified, in the metaphysical aspect of Hus-

serl’s phenomenology, a consistent recourse to a pre-linguistic stratum of sense that forms 

the basis of expression. In chapter nine we saw a similar dismissal of the transparency of 

language in Heidegger’s argument against the ‘kegs and buckets’ view of language as a 

simple conduit for pre-existing meaning. Further, we saw, in chapter nine, how the 

transparency of utterance to intention—as a wanting-to-say—is displaced in Derrida’s 

notion of iterability. We should also be able to see that the traditional notions of truth as 

either a simple unveiling (alētheia), or as resemblance (homoiōsis, adaequatio) rely on a 

form of linguistic transparency. The naivety of transparency belongs to what both 

Heidegger and Derrida, in different ways, ascribe to a certain natural attitude. However 

this attitude towards language, or towards things, is certainly not the same as the natural 

attitude that the Husserlian epochē puts into suspension. My argument throughout this 

thesis has been that the work of art displaces this natural attitude towards language, 

things and experience. This work of estrangement, as my argument goes, would be the 

philosophical work that the work of art carries out. What I am saying is that works of art 

raise our vigilance toward our constant tendency to slip back into the natural attitude. 

 
Towards the end of  “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger proclaims that all 

art is in essence poetry (Dichtung). Heidegger does not mean poetry (Poesie) in the narrow 

sense of poetry of the page and the voice but, rather, ‘poetic composition in the wider 

sense’ (HW 60-61, BW 198): composition which does not necessarily have to take lin-

guistic form. Yet, Heidegger still claims a privileged position for the linguistic work in the 

realm of art. In order to see why this is so, Heidegger argues we need a concept of lan-

guage which, employing words, and not terms, is non-transparent. However, this opacity 

of the poetic word, rather than just closing in on its own self-referentiality, and locking 

out the world, instead, in an act of naming, brings entities into the open for the first 

time. Openness is the consequence, not of a direct encounter with things, where, in the 

process of truth, the signifier effaces itself but, rather, it is an encounter with a certain 
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materiality or solidity of the word.  ‘Where there is no language,’ Heidegger maintains, 

‘there is no openness of beings, and consequently no openness of nonbeing and of the 

empty’ (HW 61, BW 198). Language is thus, as Heidegger puts it in Unterwegs zur Spra-

che, ‘the house of Being (Die Sprache ist das Haus des Seins)’ (US 166, OWL, 63). 

 

10.1 Poetry as Conceptual Art 

The language use of the avant-garde, Gerald Bruns argues, ‘…is not a purely differentiat-

ed species confined to the realm of the aesthetic, neutral, or disengaged dimension of 

human culture. Rather, precisely by virtue of its materiality, poetry enjoys a special onto-

logical relation with ordinary things of the world.’1 This ontological relation, however, 

involves an estrangement that breaks open an open place, and thrusts the ordinary into 

the unusual. Poetry, as Bruns argues, gives us access to the self-assertive thing by shatter-

ing the objectifying hold that we impose upon it, revealing its ‘radical singularity.’2 In 

Heidegger’s conception of Dichtung, Bruns observes, ‘poetry opens thinking to the with-

drawal of language—holds open the possibility of a “thinking experience with lan-

guage.”’3 This true thinking experience (Erfahrung) is thought in terms of a journey, an 

experience that transforms us, as Heidegger says: ‘Experience means eundo assequi, to ob-

tain something along the way, to obtain something by going on a way… He [the poet] 

obtains entrance into the relation of word to thing’ (US 169, OWL 66). Rather than be-

ing a way to gaining knowledge, Heidegger maintains, ‘Thinking cuts furrows into the 

soil of Being’ (US 173, OWL 70). 

 
Bruns sees poetry as a kind of conceptual art, which ‘is philosophically interesting 

when it is innovative not just in its practices but, before everything else, in its poetics 

(that is, in its concepts or theories of itself)’.4 A poem that is ‘philosophically interesting,’ 

is, for Bruns, one that ‘is not self-evidently a poem but something that requires an argu-

ment, theory or conceptual context as a condition of being experienced as a poem…’5 In 

a certain way this corresponds to Heidegger’s conception that the work of art possesses a 

certain autonomy, in the extended sense that it opens up a space for its own happening. 

The work founds its world and thus generates the conditions of its own reception. This 

autonomy of the work of art is not one that closes off, in the sense of art for art’s sake, 

but an autonomy that always comes back to a questioning of the nature of art. According 

to this way of thinking, what counts as a work of art, is never a work that is self-evidently 
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a work of art but, rather, works that throw their own conditions of reception as art into 

question.  

 
Bruns’ consideration of poetry—or at least philosophically interesting poetry—as a 

species of conceptual art, by which he means that a poem produces a theory of itself by 

articulating the enabling conditions that allow it to be experienced as a poem—where 

what determines a poem is not its superficial resemblance to other poems but the argu-

ment that it provides for itself in terms of ‘counting’ as a poem—has much in common 

with Joseph Kosuth’s argument, in “Art After Philosophy,” that a conceptual work of art 

is a proposition which is a definition of art. As Kosuth says, after Duchamp, all art is con-

ceptual. And as Bruns notes, Duchamp’s unassisted readymades indicate the ‘degree zero’ 

of what counts as art. The readymade reduces the work of art to an act of pure nomina-

tion, such as in Robert Rauschenberg’s telegram artwork This is a Portrait of Iris Clert if I 

Say So; or Donald Judd’s line, quoted by Kosuth: ‘If someone calls it art, it’s art.’ Alt-

hough both Kosuth’s authorial-nominal conceptualism, and the tradition of modern and 

contemporary poetry that Bruns argues for—from Gertrude Stein to John Cage to the 

Language poets—can be linked to Duchamp’s thinking about art, the two interpolations 

have serious philosophical differences. The major difference between the two involves the 

conception and the use of language. 

 
10.2 Transparency and Opacity of the Word 

As we have seen in chapter two, the investigation of art’s language game required, for 

Kosuth, and Art & Language, self-reflexive models consisting of transparent and analyti-

cal language. In both Kosuth’s writings, and those of Art & Language, the opposition 

transparent/opaque is deployed with great regularity. The ‘post-philosophical’ activity of 

Conceptual Art, in constantly privileging the ‘transparent’ over the ‘opaque,’ would seem 

to keep alive the ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry. For, in their view, poet-

ic language is characterised not only by opacity to meaning, but also a kind of false pro-

fundity that is, as they see it, the result of such opacity to reference. Yet their own investi-

gations into language, which aim at a certain transparency of meaning-generating opera-

tions, would seem to advocate a model in which the word, or sign—the very object of 

investigation—effaces itself in its own production. As Kosuth says: ‘I’m using language to 

go beyond language.’6 It would seem that both of these opposing Duchampian legacies 
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have at least one philosophical reference point in common: the later writings of Wittgen-

stein. In this final chapter I wish to ague not only for poetry as conceptual art, but, more-

over, conceptual art as poetry. This, however, means to argue not only against representa-

tional thinking, but also against aesthetics and expression. In short: against both forms of 

transparency: transparency to reference, and transparency to innerness. This also entails 

arguing for a certain materiality, which involves not only the materiality of things but also 

the materiality of language.  

 
Is it possible to read Kosuth’s work as poetry? Certainly not in terms of the way 

Kosuth thinks of poetry, where he objects that it utilises ‘common language to attempt to 

say the unsayable.’7 In such a way, in Kosuth’s view, poetry prioritises the form of language 

over its power of signification—in Kosuth’s terms: opacity over transparency. If the ‘un-

sayable’ constitutes, for Wittgenstein, that which cannot be verified by language, the 

work of art, according to Kosuth, draws on a relation between art and language which 

performs the function of circumventing the limits of language by ‘showing’ rather than 

‘saying.’ In a text from 1989, “The Play of the Unsayable: A Preface and Ten Remarks on 

Art and Wittgenstein,” Kosuth observes that the later Wittgenstein of the Philosophical 

Investigations, ‘attempted with his parables and language-games to construct theoretical 

object-texts which could make recognizable (show) aspects of language that, he could not 

assert explicitly. This aspect of philosophy, as a process to be shown, resists the reification 

of the direct philosophical assertion.’8 But the object-text’s capacity to show would seem 

to depend on the capacity of language to draw attention to itself rather than efface itself 

in the act of reference. Thus the kind of language that would constitute a play in the lan-

guage-game of art would seem to require a certain self-referential opacity rather than the 

self-effacing transparency of pure denotation. 

 
10.3 Materiality and Concrete Poetry 

Despite his insistence that material elements function in his work as mere props, it would 

be difficult to exclude a certain relation to materiality in Kosuth’s later ‘public’ text 

works, where place and context play such an important role. Yet as we have seen, Kosuth 

has never had any time for poetry, particularly poetic activities that would seek to make 

incursions into visual art. In wanting to say the unsayable, Kosuth argues, in 1970, con-

crete poetry presents ‘a kind of formalism of typography—it’s cute with words, but dumb 
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about language. It’s becoming a simplistic and pseudo-avant-garde gimmick, like a new 

kind of paint.’9 Kosuth’s hostility to concrete poetry has by no means diminished over 

time. In his recent diatribe against Lawrence Weiner he maintains: 

  
Words as objects suffer along with the rest of concrete poetry by having neither the 

integrity of a Juddian ‘specific object nor the essential quality of language… the 

transparency of meaning-generating relations. …concrete poetry… reifies language 

into dumb decoration at best… exploiting the authority of language but without 

generating any actual new meaning, parasitically hoping some myth of profundity 

can be simply borrowed from art history to mask its emptiness.10 

 
But does concern with the morphology of words, and their spatial relation to each other, 

equate to a ‘dumb’ and merely ‘decorative’ use of language? Does it equate to merely an 

aesthetic, and non-semantic play with words? 

 
It would be wrong to consider concrete poetry as a monolithic practice, as Marjorie 

Perloff argues, ‘not all concretisms…are equal.’11 As Perloff maintains, there is a case to 

distinguish between the extreme reductive concrete poetry of (the Swiss) Eugen Gom-

ringer, or that of (the Scottish) Ian Hamilton Finlay, and the more linguistically complex 

work of the Brazilian Noigandres group (Décio Pignatari, Augusto, and Haroldo de Cam-

pos). Even though the poets of Zurich and São Paulo shared some common ground, 

Haroldo de Campos clearly differentiates the Brazilian concrete poetry of Noigandres 

from the austere orthogonal constructions of Gomringer. The work of Noigandres, in 

comparison, is, he says, much more complex, it is ‘baroque, pluralist, multifaceted.’12 

What Haroldo means by ‘baroque’ is a deeply ingrained linguistic and bodily eroticism, a 

‘ludic space of polyphony and of language in convulsion,’ of the Brazilian psyche.13 But 

above all, Brazilian concrete poetry is intersemiotic: it is concerned with the complex 

semiosis between the sound, shape, and semantic charge of the word-elements. The aim 

of Noigandres was not to empty the word of its semantic charge, but rather, to utilise that 

charge—in the politically enervated context of Brazil in the 1950s and 60s—in conjunc-

tion with the other elements, and thus, to not subordinate linguistic signification to 

sound and visual form. Thus sound, graphic shape, and semantic charge were considered 

to be of equal importance: the relation is, in the words of Noigandres, verbivocovisual. As 
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Haroldo maintains, ‘The word-element is used in its entirety and not mutilated through 

the unilateral reduction to descriptive music (Léttrisme) or to decorative pictography (Cal-

ligrammes).’14 The concrete poetry of Noigandres, as Augusto de Campos maintains, ‘may 

be differentiated from other experiences (zaum, lettrisme, phonetic poetry) for not reject-

ing semantic values but rather placing them on equal footing with other material, visual, 

and sonorous parameters of the poem.’15 The concrete poem, according to Noigandres, is 

not a transparent vehicle for transmission of the objective world. Rather what it com-

municates is its structure. Its structure is its content. Moreover, the visual ideogrammatic 

syntax of this structure functions as a voluntary constraint, where ‘graphic space’ func-

tions ‘as structural agent.’16 The radically reduced format of the concrete poem serves as a 

constraint that enables a particular exploration of language, where the aim is, against 

transparency, to develop ‘an instrument capable of bringing language closer to things.’17  

 
10.4 A Science of the Trivial 

The historical point of departure for Noigandres—although it refrains for the ideology of 

Symbolism—is Mallarmé’s Un coup de dés [“A Throw of the Dice”] of 1897, where syn-

tax is exploded, and the white spaces of the page function as structural-semiotic elements. 

Traditionally, throughout the history of Western metaphysics, syntax has played a subor-

dinate role to semanticism. For Derrida, the poetry of Mallarmé opens up, through its 

spacing, the possibility of displacing the opposition between truth and literature; model 

and mimēsis. In the Western philosophical tradition, what is regarded as real has always 

been the imitated, not that which imitates. Although, in the history of this tradition, the 

hierarchy of values has at different times been reversed, the temporal order of appearance, 

Derrida claims, has always remained the same: the imitated precedes the imitator, the 

double always comes after the simple which is always regarded as more real, more essen-

tial, more true. Mimēsis, for Derrida, is bound up with the system of truth, whether truth 

is conceived as alētheia (Derrida here thinks this as a simple unveiling, not as Heidegger 

thinks the term), or as homoiōsis or adaequatio, that is, in terms of resemblance. But in 

Mallarmé’s poem Mimique, Derrida argues that the reference to truth is displaced by a 

certain syntax. Reference, that is, a certain transparency taking the form of either truth as 

simple unveiling, or truth thought in terms of idea conforming with the essence of a 

thing—or transparency as it is described in Of Grammatology, as the ‘effacement of the 

signifier’ in the ‘undecomposable unity of the signified and the voice,’ which is ‘the con-



 

 

196 

dition of the very idea of truth’ (OG 20)—is, according to Derrida, ‘displaced in the 

workings of a certain syntax’ (Diss 193). This discreet and absolute displacement occurs, 

according to Derrida: 

 
…whenever any writing both marks and goes back over its mark with an undecida-

ble stroke. This double mark escapes the pertinence or authority of truth: it does 

not overturn it but rather inscribes it within its play as one of its functions or parts 

(Diss 193). 

 
Mallarmé’s syntax in Mimique provides us with, as Derrida argues, a non-

metaphysical, non-dialectical form of mimēsis, which—in a displacement without reversal 

of the metaphysical ideas of truth; a displacement which is ‘always an effect of language or 

writing’ (Diss 211)—no longer belongs to the system of truth. This displacement occurs 

in the writing, by way of an undecidable that derives—whether by combining contradic-

tory meanings under the same word, or a contextual relation with an external code—from 

their syntax. The undecidable that Derrida locates in Mallarmé’s poem—the hymen—

‘advances according to the irreducible excess of the syntactic over the semantic’ (Diss 

221). Although one might, as Derrida suggests, be tempted to suspect that the textual 

play of Mimique might constitute a closed system, Derrida maintains that its structure is 

both open and closed. It constitutes a double writing ‘that refers back only to itself carries 

us at the same time, indefinitely and systematically, to some other writing’ (Diss 202, Der-

rida’s emphasis). The self-referential, determinate, structure of its textual elements allows 

it to be ‘grafted onto the aborescence of another text’ (Diss 202). The supplemental struc-

ture of the graft, which Gregory Ulmer links to the collage, has as its principal effect, as 

he puts it: ‘the problematization of all referentiality and all inside/outside oppositions.’18 

 
Rodolphe Gasché, observes that Derrida’s undecidables—which he calls ‘infrastruc-

tures’—resemble syncategoremata (expressions that cannot be used by themselves but on-

ly in conjunction with other terms, such as: and, or, not, if, every, some, only, in between), 

which for Husserl, ‘in contradistinction to categoremata, are unclosed expressions that 

have no determined and fixed meaning…’19 But this resemblance is only superficial, Gas-

ché observes, since syncategoremata ‘never relate to themselves in the complex manner’ of 

the undecidable.20 Derrida’s undecidables, which as Gasché argues, are ‘syntactically re-



 

 

197 

marked syncategoremata articulating prelogical and lateral possibilities of logic,’21 contin-

ue Heidegger’s and Husserl’s investigations into ‘the a prioris of meaning (including that 

of Being).’22 

  
By opening up its radical possibilities, Derrida, in a certain way, extends Husserl’s pro-

ject of a ‘pure logical grammar’23—elaborated in his Logical Investigations—which at-

tempts to fix the primitive essential forms of meaning, or the a priori laws that regulate 

knowing. Gasché’s insight is to recognise that Husserl, on a number of occasions, refers 

to these forms as ‘trivia’: instances of the most obvious. He remarks: ‘Yet these trivia, 

which are “intrinsically prior in the sense of Aristotle,” behind whose obviousness “the 

hardest problems lie hidden,” and which have never been thematized by the logicians, 

become the true object of the project of a pure logic…’24 They are also, according to Gas-

ché, ‘what Heidegger has thematized under the name of the most obvious or most sim-

ple.’25 Indeed, as Jeff Malpas observes, Heidegger’s thinking, through the 1930s and after, 

proceeds by way of ‘a mode of language that is itself essentially “disclosive” (and so also, 

in a certain fundamental sense, “phenomenological”).’26 Gasché’s point is that Derrida’s 

undecidables extend this investigation into the most obvious by way of a syntactical ex-

cess—that is irreducible to the semantic—that carries out a reinscription of the logical, in 

which it is only considered as one form of linguistic functioning among others. This rein-

scription occurs, as Gasché observes, by ‘privileging the syntactical’—which has always 

been assigned a secondary or lateral place in the Western philosophy—‘in the sense of re-

marked, doubled syntactic structures no longer suspended from semantic subject matters 

of whatever sort.’27 

 
It would be difficult to argue that the work of art, however—the poem, or works of 

visual and sound art that utilize language—proceeds so far as Derrida’s project of arche-

writing and dissemination in reinscribing the undecidable in the text of philosophy. That 

would be the task of the philosopher, and it constitutes an immense interminable labour. 

Rather, I am arguing that what the work of art does is to turn our vigilance toward what 

is trivial and most obvious, and that one of the ways in which it does this is, not only by a 

use of language that attends to the word’s opacity, but by an intervention at the level of 

syntax that shatters transparency through a syntactic excess. 
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10.5 Syntactical Excess 

The argument for the opacity and the materiality of the sign, over imagistic transparency, 

is examined by Marjorie Perloff in Radical Artifice: Writing Poetry in the Age of Media. In 

a chapter appropriately titled: “Against Transparency: From the Radiant Cluster to the 

Word as Such,” she compares a passage from Ezra Pound’s early Cantos, with the opening 

lines of Clark Coolidge’s poem At Egypt (1988).28 Perloff observes that while in Pound’s 

poem, syntax is characteristically subordinated to the image—as Pound famously puts it: 

‘radiant node or cluster’ —such imagery is entirely absent from Coolidge’s poem, which, 

in its use of ordinary, everyday, language carries out a kind of Wittgensteinian language 

game, where the relationship between the ‘denaturalized’ and ‘decontextualised’ words 

becomes a kind of puzzle. Coolidge’s poem makes language strange but it does so, Perloff 

suggests, not at the level of the image, but ‘at the level of phrasal and sentence struc-

ture.’29 For Perloff, Coolidge’s poem is exemplary of the more radical poetries that have, 

since the 1960’s, ‘turned to the deconstruction of the image,’ displacing the revelatory 

power of the image with syntax, and the materiality of language. This, she argues, ‘is the 

mode of Clark Coolidge… Lyn Hejinian, Charles Bernstein, Rae Armantrout, and Bruce 

Andrews among others; it come to us from Gertrude Stein, from whom image was never 

the central concern, via Louis Zukofsky and George Oppen.’30 In a similar way, Krzysztof 

Ziarek argues that the poetic language use of the avant-garde ‘attempts to inscribe in lan-

guage, as a form of an intralingual translation, the trajectory of the unfolding of the phe-

nomenal.’31 Ziarek maintains that Heidegger’s investigations into the nature of language, 

and especially his texts on poetry, have had an important impact on the American avant-

garde poetic tradition spanning from Oppen to the language poets. 

 
Oppen, during his twenty-five year break from poetry between 1937 and 1962, had, 

as Perloff observes, immersed himself in the philosophy of Heidegger and Maritain (Per-

loff, who has recently expressed her distaste for Heideggerian thought infiltrating the 

study of poetry, does not develop this observation further).32  As far back as 1929, Oppen 

had been particularly interested in Heidegger’s conception of the mood, or disposition of 

boredom (Langeweile), and incorporated this idea into the first poem in Discrete Series. He 

had come across it in Heidegger’s Acceptance Speech for the Chair of Philosophy at Frei-

burg in 1929. In an interview concerning that poem, Oppen recollects: 
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It says, “The knowledge not of sorrow, you were saying, but of boredom/ Is… Of 

the world, weather-swept, with which one shares the century.” The word “bore-

dom” is a little surprising there. It means, in effect, that the knowledge of the mood 

of boredom is the knowledge of what is, “of the world, weather-swept.” 33 

 
Oppen’s poetry, influenced by Heidegger, as Burton Hatlen observes, seeks the imagist 

‘direct treatment of the thing.’34 However, Oppen offers us a very diferent direct treat-

ment than that of Pound or Williams: one which refuses the transparency of the image. 

Consider the second poem of  Discrete Series: 

 

     White. From the 
     Under arm of T 
 
     The red globe. 
 
     Up 
     Down. Round 
     Shiny fixed 
     Alternatives 
 
     From the quiet 
 
     Stone floor . . .35 
 

Rather than presenting an image of an elevator—the poem's subject matter—Oppen 

gives us an arrangement of discontinuous plain ordinary words. Perloff observes that Op-

pen's poems are ‘composed primarily of deictics [words—like syncategoremata— whose 

reference depends on the circumstances of their use], the “little words I like so much” as 

Oppen called them.’36 Perloff continues: ‘…here the possibilities of syntax rather than of 

image or metaphor are put into play.’37 In this way Oppen’s poetry concerns the trivia 

that Husserl speaks of: the small change of ordinary words and things, rather than the big 

bills of philosophical thematics. For Hatlen the pure discontinuity, which is in a certain 

way a pure continuity, ‘lies less in its deconstruction of the connectives between things 

than in its deconstruction of syntax itself.’38 Syntax, for Oppen, Hatlen observes, ‘consti-

tutes the most stubborn variety of mind-imposed order.’ ‘Thus,’ Hatlen continues, ‘if we 

are to preserve a fidelity to the thing as its actually offers itself to us, we must be prepared 
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to abandon syntax itself. What will we find when we strip away all the false forms of “or-

der” that our minds impose upon the world?’39 

 
For Ziarek, avant-garde poetics emphasises that language intends itself, or as 

Heidegger says ‘language speaks,’ (Die Sprache spricht), ‘language exhibits precisely the 

ways in which the world gains its being, and becomes “real,” through language.’40 This 

does not mean that avant-garde poetic language performs a self-absorbed, self-referential, 

play of the word for its own sake—a suspicion that perhaps would be held by Kosuth. 

The point is that these poems of Coolidge, and Oppen, which explore, in very different 

ways, the possibilities of syntactical excess, are not at all meaningless. Although their con-

tent seems to be purely syntactic, they still signify. In this sense they not only reverse the 

priority of the semantic over the syntactic, but they break down the distinction altogeth-

er. 

 
10.6 Conceptual Writing 

After half a century of language poetry practice, a number of younger poets felt that a 

state of exhaustion had come into effect. The optimism of the project that Steve 

McCaffery once described as ‘poetic research into the endless possibilities of language,’41 

seems to have been replaced, for some, by the feeling that everything had been done, or at 

least as far as poetry on the page can go. This feeling of completion, along with the new 

ease afforded by the technological means to digitally conduct, by means of the most basic 

search tools, obsessive-compulsive textual operations (see appendix), has resulted in the 

recent phenomenon of ‘conceptual writing.’ The aim of the Conceptualists— to name a 

few: Kenneth Goldsmith, Craig Dworkin, Caroline Bergvall, Christian Bök, and Jan 

Baetens—is to replace emotional expression, and the image in poetry, with strategies re-

lating to the presentation of found texts, rigorous LeWittian processes, and a direct 

presentation of language in ‘uncreative writing.’ In what functions as a manifesto for con-

ceptual writing, “Sentences on Conceptual Writing,”42 Kenneth Goldsmith overtly ‘pla-

giarises’ LeWitt’s “Paragraph’s on Conceptual Art,” Substituting the words ‘writing’ for 

‘art,’ ‘uncreative writing’ for ‘conceptual art,’ etc. The found text, as an assisted, or unas-

sisted readymade, constitutes one of the mechanical procedures specific to the ‘uncreativi-

ty’ of conceptual writing. In the recently published anthology, Against Expression An An-

thology of Conceptual Writing, Craig Dworkin, in an essay entitled “The Fate of Echo,” 
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frames the argument for conceptual writing with an exposition of the practices of Con-

ceptual Art. He writes: ‘I coined the phrase “conceptual writing” as a way both to signal 

literary writing that could function comfortably as conceptual art and to indicate the use 

of text in conceptual art practices.’43 

 
In association with the readymade, Dworkin emphasises the activities of nominalism 

and choice over making; the conceptual work’s self-description and self theorisation; the 

presentation of raw information; the non-retinal shift to ‘art as idea’; the privilege of pro-

cess over product; the de-skilling, distance from the artist's hand; the refusal of originality 

and aesthetic values; and, most importantly, the nomination of writing as primary art-

work (in place of painting and sculpture) rather than secondary text. However, Dworkin 

observes that in Conceptual Art ‘the supposed dematerialization of the art object was 

bought at the cost of the rematerialization of language.’44 As we have seen many of the 

conceptual artists insisted on the transparency of language, but, as Dworkin insists, ‘posit-

ing language as an alternative sculptural or painterly material cut both ways.’45 

 
Conceptual art—which required language, in order to replace the art object with the 

idea—gradually became aware of the inevitable materiality of the printed words in the 

gallery, however much some of those artists wished to resist such conclusions. Perhaps a 

good illustration of this is Kosuth’s One and Eight—A Description series—conceived by 

Kosuth in 1965 but constructed and exhibited much later—consisting of sentences in 

neon, such as “FIVE WORDS IN RED NEON,” “NEON ELECTRICAL LIGHT 

ENGLISH GLASS LETTERS RED LIGHT,” and  “NEON” (Plate 9) which depend 

upon a certain materiality—or at least their status as objects—to succeed at all. For con-

ceptual writing, on the other hand, as Dworkin observes, the materiality, or opacity of 

language was already assumed. He writes: 

 
In conceptual poetry, the relation of the idea to the word is necessary but not privi-

leged: these are still poems made of words; they are not ideas as poems. A procedure 

or algorithm organizes the writing, but those procedures do not substitute for the 

writing.46 

 
Though I have stated the case put forward for conceptual writing, I wish to propose the 

obverse. Rather than pursue the issue from the side of poetry in the way that the concep-
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tual writers do—in order for literature to benefit from the lessons of Conceptual Art—I 

wish for contemporary art (which, to some extent, learned these lessons in the 1960s) to 

benefit, in as much as it deals with language, from the tradition that culminates in Lan-

guage Poetry. But this does not necessarily mean a turn (again) to texts as primary art-

works. Rather, I am proposing that thinking contemporary art as a kind of poetry in-

volves thinking it, as Heidegger says, as poetic composition in the broad sense. But then, 

how does an intervention at the level of syntax take place in visual art? 

 

10.7 Between Word and Thing 

Certain installation practice can perhaps be conceived as a poetic placing of objects beside 

each other in a reconstructed syntax, reminiscent of words on the page—Kosuth, in his 

diatribe against Weiner, cites Haim Steinbach as an artist that makes a new contribution 

to the use of language in art in such a way, without using words. What I am particularly 

interested in, however, is the space between word and object; between word and thing; or 

between text and image. The late 1960s and early ‘70s work of Marcel Broodthaers con-

stitutes not only an investigation of the space between words and objects, but also a use of 

language that is antithetical to that of the historically adjacent practices of Conceptual 

Art. This is hardly surprising since before turning to visual art, and abandoning his for-

mer practice in 1964, Broodthaers was a poet, moreover a poet under the spell of Mal-

larmé. Broodthaers’ ‘abandonment of poetry,’ however, should be seen as turn from the 

idea of poetry in the narrow sense to the idea of poetry in the wider sense. As I see it, his 

work is essentially a (broadly) poetic form of conceptual art. Benjamin Buchloh notes 

that the extent to which Broodthaers wished to maintain a distance between his own use 

of language and that of Conceptual Art, can be seen in one of his ‘open letters’: 

 
Thus the first letter from the “Section Littéraire,” addressed in English to a concep-

tual artist, begins with the reversal of the first of Sol LeWitt’s “Sentences on Con-

ceptual Art,” so that it reads, “Conceptual artists are more rationalists rather than 

mystics… etc…”47 

 
LeWitt’s first line in “Sentences on Conceptual Art” reads: ‘Conceptual artists are mystics 

rather than rationalists. They leap to conclusions that logic cannot reach.’ 
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Broodthaers’ turn away from poetry, formally announced in 1964, is inaugurated in a 

work that consists of encasing his remaining copies of his last volume of poetry, Pense-

Bête, in plaster. However, even before this act of destruction, Broodthaers had been eras-

ing his poems by gluing rectangles of coloured paper that almost completely obscured the 

poems, preventing them from being read. As Buchloh observes, this ‘erasure’ anticipates 

his later intervention into Mallarmé’s Un coup de dés jaimais n’abolira le hasard, in 1969, 

where all of the lines of text are replaced by black bands which ‘appear simultaneously as 

erasures and as elements of increased visual emphasis and spatial presence.’48 

From the beginning, Broodthaers was ‘haunted by a certain painting by Magritte,’ La 

Trahison des images (Ceci n’est pas une pipe), 1928-29, ‘the one in which words figure.’49 

This painting of Magritte’s displays an image of a tobacco pipe beneath which is written, 

in cursive script in French: ‘this is not a pipe.’ In this work the shown (the depicted pipe) 

and the said (the text) are put into an unstable relationship. As Michel Foucault observes: 

‘Ceci n’est pas une pipe exemplifies the penetration of discourse into the form of things; it 

reveals discourse’s ambiguous power to deny and to redouble.’50 W. J. T. Mitchell com-

menting on the incommensurability of Rene Magritte’s La Trahison des images (Ceci n’est 

pas une pipe), 1928-29 writes: ‘It isn’t simply that the words contradict the image, and 

vice versa, but that the very identities of words and images, the sayable and the seeable, 

begin to shimmer and shift in the composition, as if the image could speak and the words 

were on display.’51 Magritte’s ‘real aim,’ Mitchell observes, ‘is to show what cannot be 

pictured or made readable, the fissure in the representation itself, the bands, layers, and 

fault-lines of discourse, the blank space between the text and the image.’52 Broodthaers’ 

Industrial Poems (1968-70), utilising vacuum formed plastic, that he describes as ‘rebuses,’ 

transform Magritte’s incommensurability between text and image toward a radical disas-

sociation of text, image and material-object. The Industrial Poems, due to their process of 

fabrication, resemble communicational or advertising signs—which are designed to be 

easily read—but instead, as Perloff observes, the image-like quality of the words, and the 

word-like quality of the images impede a clear reading either way. As Perloff notes: 

 
Since the plaque (Livre-tableau)… supplies no useful information, it cannot func-

tion as a signboard, but neither does it make the slightest concession to aesthetic 

value, as has been the case in Futurist or Dada typography. The aim, on the contra-
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ry, seems to be to force the viewer/reader to “see” what he or she in fact always does 

see… as if for the first time.53 

 
 What is seen for the first time are, again, in Husserl’s terms, the trivia, the most obvious, 

behind which the most ‘deep-lying, widely ramifying problems’ lie hidden (LI 2 76 §14, 

note 3). A concern with these forms of meaning, that are foregrounded by the work of 

art, have been, as Husserl says, neglected by the science of logic, due to their ‘supposed 

narrow obviousness and practical uselessness’ (LI 2 76 §14, note 3). Broodthaers’ work 

dissolves the habitual, as Anne Marie Freybourg observes, by reorganising and recontex-

tualising the conventional relations between object and concept, at the level of ‘insignifi-

cant abstracta.’54 

 
10.8 Word and Image 

Les Animaux de la Ferme (Farm Animals, 1974), a lithograph which parodies the illustrat-

ed book or classroom poster, consists of illustrations of fifteen breeds of cattle. Rather 

than, for example, being labelled ‘Hereford,’ ‘Friesian,’ ‘Jersey,’ etc., they named ‘Chevro-

let,’ ‘Cadillac,’ ‘Chrysler,’ ‘Maserati,’ and so on. The incommensurability between word 

and image is extended to the juxtaposition of two systems of classification. Broodthaers’ 

practice of affixing figures to miscellaneous objects or images (see Plate 10) can be read, as 

Rosalind Krauss points out, ‘as both a curatorial practice and an emptying out of the very 

meaning of classification.’55 Rather than functioning as an absurd conjunction of signifi-

cation, the work, as an exercise of remapping, invites multiple crossings between word 

and object and the space between. As Foucault writes, in “This is not a Pipe”:  

 
On the page of an illustrated book, we seldom pay attention to the small space 

running above the words and below the drawings, forever serving them as a com-

mon frontier for ceaseless crossings. It is there, on these few millimetres of white, 

the calm sand of the page, that are established all the relations of designation, nom-

ination, description, classification.56 

 
A work that would seem to explore the opposite direction to incommensurable text-image 

relationships is John Baldessari’s Blasted Allegories (1978), which consists of a number of 

panels containing two rows of photographs taken of random television images. Superim-

posed on each photo is a single word—on one panel: ‘stern, stoic, streak… you, obscure, 
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rest.’ Each word seems to have a determined relation to its image, yet both image and 

word had been arrived at by aleatory means, according to Baldessari’s set of complex 

rules.57 Roland Barthes speaks of an historical reversal that differentiates the word/image 

relation of the contemporary press photograph with that of earlier instances, such as the 

illustrated book. He argues that whereas previously the picture served to illustrate the 

text, now the text serves to delimit the meaning of the image. Thus he says, in the 1961 

essay, “The Photographic Image”: ‘…the text constitutes a parasitic message designed to 

connote the image, to “quicken” it with one or more second-order signifieds.’58 In the 

1964 essay, “Rhetoric of the Image,” this process of connotation, in which the text serves 

‘to fix the floating chain of signifieds in such a way as to counter the terror of uncertain 

signs,’59 Barthes names as anchorage. The linguistic message directs and guides the reader 

towards certain significations thus limiting the inherent polysemy of the photographic 

image. At the same time, however, the denotative status of the image—according to its 

construal by the natural attitude, which would regard it as a message without a code—

naturalises this connotative work of textual anchorage, and in the process naturalises its 

message, rendering, in the same movement, the text as secondary and parasitic. Here 

Barthes’ analysis extends beyond a standard structuralist account. The two messages en-

counter each other in an interactive game where the connotative (ideological) text pre-

tends to clarify the image (guides identification, telling us what we are looking at), direct-

ing our reading to a singular interpretation, but the real work of the text-image composite 

proceeds in the opposite direction.  The denotative image naturalises, or as Barthes puts 

it, ‘innocents’ the connotative text. This leads him to say much later, in S/Z (1970), that 

connotation precedes denotation even though denotation pretends to be ‘first.’  

 
The work of image text relations in advertising forms the basis of a project that I be-

gan in 2010. Caprice Lulu America (Plates 10 & 11.) utilises aleatory and constraint based 

methods60 to explore the relationships between word and image. It conforms to standard 

block format magazine-newspaper layout, which is drawn, in part, from J. G. Ballard’s 

text collages of the late 1950s (Plate 12) for ‘a new kind of novel.’61 Ballard’s set of four 

collages, I would argue, represent a species of ‘conceptual’ concrete poetry. They employ 

typography, but unlike the topographical formalism of Dadaist collages, or concrete poet-

ry, these works follow the structure of bulletins, advertisements, and other communica-

tional presentations. 
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My own collages work through the interplay of headline(s) to other textual and visual 

elements, and aim to estrange the ideological workings between text and image, and jolt 

the reading out of the natural attitude by disrupting the process that would innocent the 

supposed denotative text. These modest pieces—that constitute the elements of a larger 

work—are an attempt to disrupt the natural attitude that would always assume transpar-

ent denotation as always prior to connotation. Barthes describes this attitude as a ‘return 

to the closure of Western discourse (scientific, critical, or philosophical), to its centralized 

organization, to arrange all the meanings of a text around the hearth of denotation (the 

hearth: centre, guardian, refuge, light of truth).’62 I would suggest that the jump out of 

the natural attitude is assisted, if not dependent on, coming across unexpected relations. 

Moreover, the incommensurability where the text (word + image) works at the limits of 

meaning, serves to foreground the systems of connotation that constitute the construction 

of meaning according to a certain syntax. 

 
These collages, however, were made as a way of thinking through the construction of 

media works that involve the indeterminate playback of images and texts (see appendix 

2). That is, the media pieces utilise computer scripting to order the spatial and temporal 

placement of visual, textual and audio components in real time according to aleatory pro-

cedures.63 The media artist Bill Seaman uses the term ‘recombinant poetics’64 to describe 

his work that utilises computer programming in order to generate continuously emerging 

combinations of text, images and sound. Projects such as Architecture of Association (2008 

– ongoing), and Passage Sets / One Pulls Pivots At The Tip Of The Tongue (1995) (Plate 

13) continuously decontextualise and recontextualise words and images according to rule-

based constraints. In Seaman’s work, textual anchorage is set adrift in order to hook up 

word and image in new associations according to a loose grammatical and syntactical 

structure within the bounds of certain limits. As Anchorage is destabilised, its work is re-

vealed, which, in turn, disrupts any monolithic reading of the image.  

 

10.9 Work as Keeping Vigilance 

There is a tendency within ambitious media art, such as Seaman’s, however, to aim for 

greater and greater levels of complexity, and ultimately attempt to bring the structuring 

and ordering operations of computer scripting closer to intuitive human thinking. When 
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work tends toward this extreme, the functional notion of the constraint tends to lose its 

relevance, and the way that the constraint is seen to operate in the work—in a self-

reflexive way—tends to become obscured. This is particularly noticeable when compared 

with much more modest works such as Sandra Selig’s, where the constraint functions as 

part of the work. Selig’s work, Surface of Change (2007), consists of 15 cut book pages, 

taken from children’s science texts from the 1960s and 70s. Each page is presented in its 

original form (always it consists of an image and a slab of text) except that most of the 

text has been meticulously sliced out, leaving a number of scattered words and sentences 

connected by slim bridges of the blank parts of the page. One piece (Plate 13.) consists of 

two figures dwarfed by a large white wall containing a grid of black dots (it could be part 

of a nuclear reactor). The image takes up roughly half the page. What remains of the cut 

out text consists of two elements separated from each other: (i) ‘time,’ and (ii) ‘must be 

kept in very thick metal,’ which are, due to placement, read in that order. Surface of 

Change functions as a series of poetic image-text ‘subtractive’ collages—much along the 

lines of Baldessari’s work with images— that demonstrate semi-random connotative an-

chorage. The text and the image, and the relation between them, have been found rather 

than formulated. Moreover, Selig’s choices have been constrained by a rule of only sub-

tracting elements from a given page. But unlike most poetic procedures that utilise meth-

ods of constraint, the method that Selig employs—her subtractive cutting—is left materi-

ally embedded in the work. 

 
The inclusion of text over, in, or beside photographic images would seem to limit and 

refine their absolutely saturated, and, at the same time, absolutely empty, field of signifi-

cation. Does this mean that the text must always force closure on the interpretation of the 

image, or is it able to rescue, or draw out the unexpected? I would suggest that language 

can work with the photographic image in such a way but it requires a special use of lan-

guage, or better, a special relation between the images and the words; a relation of Gelas-

senheit, such as in Selig’s de-collages; a relation that might be called poetic. If, as Derrida 

maintains, the givenness of first hand experience is deficient, in need of help from the 

differential network of signs, then the analogue presentation of the photograph is in 

much the same way ‘deficient’ and in need of help to settle its overflowing polysemy (as 

direct registration of the flux). But if words anchor the image and reduce it to a univocal 

reading, the complexity, or flux, of the image is stabilised. The challenge then, in working 
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with the image-text, is to utilise language (the trace, the supplement) to assist the image, 

to articulate it, but at the same time, not to recollectively stabilise its flux, but to keep it 

in motion; to keep the play of signification open.  

 
But one can anticipate an objection here. If the differential fabric of iterability makes 

possible endlessly recombinant, associative, phonic, graphic, semantic, semiotic, and psy-

choanalytic linkages which are infinitely repeatable, does the unconstrained celebration, 

or exploitation, of this unavoidable state of affairs, by a recombinant poetics, get us any-

where? Does the mere performance of a condition that has traditionally been suppressed 

by metaphysics help us twist free from metaphysics and representation? Does the dissem-

inative drift and free play of Joycean repetition generate a limitless polysemy, which is 

ultimately bereft of meaning and productive only of nonsense? These are all valid ques-

tions, and I suggest that at a certain limit such recombinant strategies become problemat-

ic in this respect. I would argue that what is required of the work of art is a certain inter-

vention that, rather than simply reproducing or unconditionally celebrating the tissue of 

differential traces, performs a reflexive operation that in foregrounding the illusory struc-

ture of the natural attitude, raises our vigilance toward it.  In this way the work of art 

works to disrupt what Pierre Bourdieu calls the ‘habitus’: a unitary set of default disposi-

tions, classificatory schemes, or tastes.65 This natural attitude consists of, as we have seen, 

the belief in the transparency of the signifier; where words are considered as containers 

which hold pre-linguistic sense directly intuited from the immediacy of lived experience; 

the belief that intention is the final guarantee of meaning; and the belief in the innocence, 

or naturalness of the photographic message. The task of the work of art is to perform an 

estrangement that prevents us from falling back immediately into the habitual illusion of 

the natural attitude, while at the same time keeping questioning open. Yet, to avoid a 

meaningless drift into unlimited semiosis, the work would seem to require some guiding 

conceptual direction. But rather than being strictly determined as a concept, this directive 

would not only be generative of the work, but, to a certain extent, be generated by the 

work. George Quasha and Charles Stein, writing on the work of Gary Hill, make a dis-

tinction between ‘principle-based art’ and conceptual art. A concept, they suggest, is 

something that is ‘substantially in place prior the execution of the work,’66 and reductively 

governs the reading of the work. The principle, on the other hand, can be prior to the 

work but it can also be discovered in the process of making the work but at the same time 
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generates and limits the meaning of the work, functioning, as Sol LeWitt says of the idea 

in the work, as ‘a machine that makes the art.’67 

 

 
 
Plate 9. Joseph Kosuth, Neon (Self-Defined), 1965, neon tubing; wire and trans-
former, Tony Shafrazi Gallery. Image courtesy of Larry Qualls Archive. 
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Plate 10. Marcel Broodthaers, Panneau A, 1974-75, photographs, drawings, and water-
colours. Image courtesy of Larry Qualls Archive 
 

 

Plate 11. Ian Andrews, pages from Caprice Lulu America, 2011. 
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Plate 12, J. G. Ballard, Collages from late 1950s for a kind of new novel. 
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Plate 13. Bill Seaman, Passage Sets/One Pulls Pivots at the Tip of the Tongue, 1994-95. 
Interactive audio-visual installation, exhibited at the Guggenheim Museum, Fall 1996. Im-
age: Larry Qualls. 
 
 

  
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Plate 14. Sandra Selig, Surface of change 
2007, cut book pages, acrylic, 15 parts, 
each 35 x 25 cm.
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Conclusion 

In arguing for a post-aesthetic approach to the work of art I am not advocating a certain 

form of art, nor an historical continuum or genealogy of artists or art movements that 

might constitute a grouping that would be labelled ‘post aesthetic’ and assigned a particu-

lar periodisation. What I have argued for is a post-aesthetic way of thinking about the 

work of art. That is, I have argued against the dominant conceptions of the artwork, or 

what might be called a metaphysical view of the work of art: one that is governed by, on 

one side, the idea of art as the celebration of form, or of subjective expression, and, on the 

other side, the notion of art as communicative message bearing vehicle, utilising the hard-

line conceptualist model of logical and transparent language. In pursuing a post-aesthetic 

approach to the question of how the work of art can perform philosophical work I have 

argued that it is necessary to overcome both representational thinking, and the aesthetic 

irrationality of art for art’s sake formalism. This overcoming cannot, as Vattimo argues, 

be achieved by means of a synthesis of these two poles in order to institute a form of aes-

thetic reason, or a political aesthetics. In taking this direction, which involves a third way, 

rather than a synthesis, and a twisting free rather than a decisive overcoming, my argu-

ment has become quite complex and is characterised by a number of turns. I will attempt 

to reiterate this argument here in simple terms. 

 

Provisionally I have argued for the conceptualist/Duchampian necessity for conceiving of 

art as primarily dealing with meaning as opposed to the expression or exploration of pure-

ly formalistic concerns. Yet, at the same time, I am highly critical of the turn taken by 

certain conceptual artists toward a textual practice governed by an extremely analytical 

and logical model of language use, which entails the supposed dematerialisation of both 

art object and text. Moreover, in opposing the primacy granted to authorial intention by 

Kosuth, and Art & Language, I have explored the possibilities opened up by the proces-

sal/aleatory approach of artists such as Cage, Brecht, Higgins, MacLow, Haacke, LeWitt 

and Broodthaers. I contend that the theory associated with such practices finds conso-

nance with Heidegger’s notion of letting—which could be described as the enabling of a 

basic phenomenological disposition. Thus I argue that these approaches initiate a rather 

different kind of phenomenological reduction: one which exceeds the Husser-

lian/Schaefferian eidetic reduction, not only because it puts out of play all aesthetic pre-
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suppositions (judgments of taste) but because it maintains a contextual relation to the 

world of the work. But, at the same time, I find Cage’s approach a little naïve when it 

insists on the desirability of an empty mind—equating to the assumption of a presupposi-

tionless phenomenological starting point: an experience characterised by a unique and 

unrepeatable encounter with the phenomenon, brought nearer through an aesthetic at-

tuning of the sensory faculties. Rather, I have argued that such an experience is never 

simply empty but—if thought in terms of Heidegger’s (and to some extent Husserl’s) 

conception of experience—is always already contextualised through a horizontal structure 

involving predelineations. 

 
Analytical Conceptual Art carries out a suppression of the modernist beholder, to 

which it denies all aesthetic satisfaction. It shifts the concern of art from morphology and 

taste to a consideration of other possibilities, and investigates the language use of the dis-

course of art in an open and constructive dialogue. But this overturning (in Kosuth and 

Art & Language) prescribes an interrogation of language from the perspective of an ex-

tremely analytical and logical approach. It seeks to master the language game of art, striv-

ing for a completely neutral and transparent descriptive language, making intention and 

self-consciousness agency the centre, assigning to it the first and final word when it comes 

to the meaning of the work of art. On the other hand, the more recent reaction to for-

malism of the last few decades, which appears to have forgotten some of the valuable in-

sights of Conceptual Art, has generally assumed a journalistic form of representationalism 

where the work is seen as vehicle for a socio-political, or personal, message. The value of 

post aesthetic theory, in its Heideggerian form, is that it strives for a third way between 

representation and formalism, between Vorstellung and Erlebnis.  

 
As I have shown, Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology attempts to think back 

behind Western metaphysics. His Destruktion of the history of Western ontology has the 

purpose of loosening up ossified concepts, and of locating the crucial historical, cultural, 

and linguistic turning points where philosophical thought, from particular turning points 

in the history of the tradition, is condemned to proceed in a certain direction—where 

certain questions become centralised and others become excluded. Our thinking towards 

art and the artwork is caught up in this tradition. However, because we do not possess a 

neutral and innocent philosophical language, there is no means by which we can simply, 
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and radically, begin again from a pre-metaphysical standpoint. My purpose, however, in 

engaging in a rather lengthy explication of Heidegger’s dismantling of the tradition, has 

been to uncover, in the most rigorous way, the alternative possibilities for thinking the 

work of art outside what Samuel Weber calls the ‘enabling limits’ of Western thinking. 

Thus it is always necessary, in the consideration of art or phenomenology, to interrogate 

the tradition which, for Heidegger, culminates not only in representational thinking but 

also aesthetic Erlebnis. As we have seen, the notion of Erlebnis arises in the nineteenth 

century as an emotional countermeasure to the logic of representational thinking, consti-

tuting the subjective pole of the subject-object opposition. Both together constitute the 

will-to-will of modern thinking. In the English language art discourse of the early twenti-

eth century, this is encapsulated in Bell’s notion of significant form. But if we do not 

simply wish to invert the opposition and claim that art is purely a rational cognitive en-

terprise we need to think art differently. To think beyond and before this history, in-

volves a twisting free from the tradition, to displace it rather than simply overcome it. 

This is, as I see it, the objective of post-aesthetic theory. 

 
Heidegger retrieves the Greek terms technē and poiēsis, which link the production of 

art to an ontological-phenomenological, epistemological, modality, prior to a production-

ist conception of the work of art (and a productionist interpretation of Being) that is in-

stituted at the inception of the metaphysical tradition. I have argued that Heidegger 

thinks technē as a modality of knowing linked to epistēmē, and to the basic disposition of 

wonder (thaumazein). As a letting be, the work of art opens up a clearing in which the 

event of truth can happen. What this means is that art is thought not in terms of aesthetic 

experience, nor as the transmission of concepts or information, but ontologically—

somewhere between a phenomenology and a poetics. The work that the work performs as 

an event is suspended between a phenomenological mode of revealing and letting—that is 

not ontologically innocent but horizonal—that involves a suspension of the will, as well 

as a projective mode of poetic saying and setting in place. On the one hand, the work 

opens up a clearing by making unusual the most usual, in terms of the world of human 

relations bound up with history and language. On the other hand the work, in its earthly 

dimension, engages us with materiality, with the self-concealment of the flux. The prac-

tice of art, in terms of Heidegger’s analysis, is a kind of letting that is prior to, and coun-

ter to, the metaphysical idea of production (the forming of matter in accordance with a 
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preconceived idea, or image, in the mind). In accordance with this view, making art, ra-

ther than being thought as ‘creation,’ is thought in terms of letting something already ex-

isting emerge from out of concealment. In one sense this constitutes an argument for the 

found object or text, and the indeterminate or non-intentionally generated work. The 

reception of art is thought by Heidegger as an indwelling preserving, which, I have ar-

gued is a non-aesthetic and non-conceptual mode of encounter with the work. 

 
The ‘letting’ that Heidegger proposes in “The Origin of the Work of Art,” and the 

non-willing thinking that he strives for in the later works, can be seen as a basic phenom-

enological disposition that suspends the imposition of interpretive bias. My contention is 

that this ‘letting be’ finds consonance with John Cage’s abstention from taste and 

memory, carried out by the imposition of the chance operation. Yet, this is no simple pas-

sive abandonment of will. There is always the intention to make a work; to first conceive 

of the system; to determine its mapping onto material elements, determine its scope and 

rules, etc. Moreover, what we encounter is the decision to stand behind the work, to take 

responsibility. However, at a certain point in the process of the work, it is essential that 

there occurs a letting go of intention, after which all subsequent willing is suspended but, 

at the same time, this consists of a certain steadfast resolve to continue at all costs regard-

less of outcomes. 

 
Because the investigation of sound not only engages in a direct encounter with the 

flux, but further, paves the way to conceiving phenomena in non-visualist, non-

objectivist, terms, it would seem to provide a unique phenomenological starting point, 

and bridge the disciplines of phenomenology, art and aesthetics. However, I have located 

certain problems with Pierre Schaeffer’s phenomenological approach to sonic research. 

First, reduced listening in disassociating the sonic event form its world leads to the eidetic 

essentialism and objectification of ‘first’ phenomenology. Second, while aspiring to be a 

presuppositionless methodology—which in itself I have argued is untenable—sonic re-

search would seem to be contaminated by aesthetic presuppositions. I have suggested that 

one response to the first issue—which forms the basis of the contextual debate in sound 

art—comes in the form of post-Cagean sound art practices that maintain a resonance be-

tween sound field and place. The second issue, I contend, is answered by Cage’s own ver-

sion of the phenomenological epochē: the chance operation, or constraint, as an absten-
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tion of the will. The outcome of such a shift in perspective is that all sound, for Cage, is 

available for consideration, and that a certain figure ground reversal occurs where back-

ground noise shifts to the foreground.   

 
Cage’s wish to introduce further variations into his pieces, by creating compositions 

that would be indeterminate of their performances, tends to run in a counter direction to 

his abstention. Here two radically incompatible notions of freedom are placed together: 

the composer’s freedom from aesthetic decision-making, and the performer’s freedom of 

choice to do whatever: a freedom from the dictates of score and composer. Rather than 

falling back on humanistic spontaneity, it would seem that indeterminacy might best be 

carried out during the work by the processes themselves that are set off at the beginning 

of the performance and allowed to run their course unobstructed by human volitional 

agency. 

 
Cage’s legacy poses a particular set of problems for the phenomenological consequenc-

es of sound art. First, we must consider Steve Reich’s objection that Cage’s processes are 

concealed and not audible in the work. The consequence of keeping processes mysterious 

is that the audience cannot access the work in the same manner as the artist/composer. 

Rather than obtaining access to the sonic flux, the audience are left to flounder in it, or 

else simply to encounter the work in terms of aesthetic experience (Erlebnis). Unless we 

consider works such as 4' 33" simply in terms of an aestheticisation of life, their ontologi-

cal validity would seem to be undermined by a naïve assumption that a bare encounter 

with the flux is possible in the immediate presence of the here and now. What I have ar-

gued for, following Husserl and Heidegger, is a conception of experience that is never 

simply and immediately present, but is pre-delineated according to a structure of shifting 

horizons, repetition, and the fore-structures of understanding. Moreover, as Derrida has 

demonstrated, experience is not only constituted by repetition, but by signification and 

language, where cognition, as Samuel Weber observes, is always already re-cognition. 

 
In view of these observations, Cage’s listening experience, where we are always led 

back to a zero state of mute blankness, where ‘there is nothing to say,’ becomes untena-

ble. One way forward is for sound art to concern itself with the pre-delineatory situated-

ness of place and the historical horizon-structures of experience. In this sense, one can see 
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correspondences between certain practices of sound art and visual Minimalist works that 

attempt to shift the encounter with the work away from an emphasis on form-for-itself, 

and toward the relationships between work, environment and audience, and by playing 

on relations, situatedness, and place in terms of an interplay between the work and the 

implicit historical, spatial, horizon-structures constituting localised experience. However, 

the radicalisation of this phenomenological model, as we have seen, brings language into 

the very act of constitution. If there would be no pure sensual experience of the work that 

is ultimately free of the implicit inscription of discursive traces, as Derrida suggests, does 

this mean that we must necessarily re-evaluate the experience of even the most recalci-

trantly formalist works? If so, it must be argued that such a shift in perspective would be 

far from automatic. To jolt our encounter with things, and with the work of art itself, out 

of a certain natural attitude requires, I would argue, a turn towards language. This does 

not mean replacing the materiality of the work of art with the abstraction of the text. Ra-

ther it means allowing the play between word and thing to be brought to the surface. 

 
I propose that this involves an implicit and explicit play of the materiality of the work 

with language.  Not the mastery of language involving the analytical interrogation carried 

out by Conceptual Art, but, rather, a letting go of language that would constitute a play 

between the implicit fore-structures of experience and the explicit and material produc-

tion of semiosis. As Heidegger insists in “The Origin of the Work of Art”: ‘All Art, as the 

letting happen (Geschehenlassen) of the advent of the truth of beings, is, in essence, poetry 

(Dichtung),’ (HW 59, BW 197, Heidegger’s emphasis).  But poetry here must not be 

thought, in the Romantic sense, as the irrational other of rationality, nor in terms of the 

logocentric privilege given to the ideality of speech and the word. Rather, in order to 

twist free form metaphysics, poetry necessitates a leap into another thinking. To engage 

in this thinking—and to encounter the work of art in ways that are other than aesthetic, 

or logico-discursive—means putting art into a relation with philosophy where they might 

be considered as neighbouring disciplines. As Heidegger says in Introduction to Metaphys-

ics, ‘Philosophy can never belong to the same order as the sciences… Only poetry is of the 

same order as philosophical thinking, although thinking and poetry are not identical’ 

(EM 20, IM 28). However, we must remember here that Dichtung (poetry in the broader 

sense) does not exclusively refer to linguistic models of art, or spoken and written verse 

(poetry in the narrower sense).  
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I have opposed the idea that the generation of meaning in and through the work of art 

should be governed by the primacy of authorial intention: the privilege given to con-

sciousness, the present, and conscious meaning in self-presence. Since intention is not an 

absolute determinant of meaning, and context is never constraining enough to prohibit 

aleatory swerves or deviations, there is, as Derrida says, ‘always the chance open to some 

parenklisis or clinamen’ (MC 4). I have argued that poethical works open themselves up to 

the Epicurean clinamen, which, as Joan Retallack suggests, counter the silent persistence 

of the habitus by redirecting the geometry of attention. Rather than producing simply 

meaningless and ethically negligent texts, poethical works inhabit language at the limits of 

meaning, and the responsibility of authorial intention is, as Derrida argues, limited, ra-

ther than absolute. 

 
I have argued that such works, where imagistic description and linguistic transparency 

is abandoned in favour of an interrogation of syntax, engage in an encounter with the 

‘trivia,’ the most simple and obvious, behind which the most difficult problems lie. Alt-

hough one could argue that there is an element of this in Kosuth’s early work (e.g. the 

Protoinvestigations, 1965), and the work of Art & Language (e.g. Ramsden’s 100% ab-

stract (1968), these works are too often quickly shut down by a will to mastery where au-

thorial intention has the final say—if not in the work itself, at least in its support lan-

guage. However, in line with Kosuth’s argument, we must also think of this encounter 

with language as an encounter with art itself; in terms of the work’s argument for itself as 

art. As we have seen, in line with this argument, Gerald Bruns, and the recent theoretical 

work of Conceptual Writing, asks us to think poetry as a species of conceptual art. I sug-

gest that we might also think conceptual art—in the broader sense—as poetry. Not as 

poetry in the traditional sense, but rather as an expanded notion more in line with the 

non-transparent use of language adopted by a tradition that runs from Gertrude Stein 

through to language poetry—that is, in terms of the materiality of language, and a struc-

tural excess of syntax over semantics. However, to conceive of conceptual art—or any art 

that thinks—‘poetically,’ does not necessitate that such works need be comprised exclu-

sively, or even partially, of words. Rather, a poetic conceptual art might be one utilises a 

spophisticated approach tthat contextures sensate experienceand involves an implicit and 
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explicit play between language and materiality. that is, in terms of non-transparency, or 

the materiality of language, and of a structural excess of syntax over semantics. 

 
Finally, I have suggested that the contemporary poethical work of art performs a mate-

rial-linguistic perspective shift that raises our vigilance toward the illusory structure of a 

certain natural attitude. Here the work works to dislodge the natural belief in the trans-

parency of language and the effacement of the signifier where, in lived experience, pres-

ence to consciousness occurs in perfect efficacy. Further, it works to resist the idea that all 

interpretation is subordinate to authorial intention. Where the poethical work of art 

combines word and image (or word and sound), I contend that such works suspend the 

belief in the natural transparency of the supposedly denotative analogic registration or 

image, and put into question the tendency to assume that the image's denotation operates 

prior to any connotation. 

 
To be clear, displacing aesthetic experience does not mean consigning aesthetic pleas-

ure to a position of worthlessness. Although, as I have argued, aesthetic experience may 

not provide us with a way of engaging in a thinking through the practice of art, or 

through the reception of works of art, this does not mean that it does not have a place. 

This thesis leaves off with a final question: would it then be possible to re-think ‘aesthetic 

experience’ itself outside of the metaphysical framework? This is a question that occupied 

Heidegger in his later years when he suggests, in “A Dialogue on Language between a 

Japanese and an Inquirer,” that if his project is one that leaves metaphysics behind, it 

‘leaves it behind in such a way that we can only now give thought to the nature of aes-

thetics…’ (OWL 42). Such a re-thinking of aesthetic experience is something that re-

quires further examination. 
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Appendix 1 

What follows is a piece of ‘conceptual writing’ that utilises this dissertation as a source 
text. It simply lists in order all the instances of ‘I’ whether they be in reference to this au-
thor or appear in quotations from other authors. 
 
 
 
I certify 
I also certify 
I have received 
I certify 
I offer 
I owe  
I am thankful 
I thank 
I began 
I came across 
I want to argue 
I want to examine 
I examine and evaluate 
I concentrate on 
I am concerned with 
I am referring to 
I find it necessary to 
I am more interested 
I examine 
I would argue 
I borrow the term 
I am aware 
I wish to emphasise 
I want to draw attention 
to 
I would propose 
I propose 
I argue 
I would like to argue 
I am not, however, re-
ferring to 
I am thinking of 
I consider 
I wish to argue 
I thus argue for 
I will show 
I argue for 
As I see it 
I examine how 
I aim to establish 

I turn to a consideration 
I provisionally place 

I set out to show 
I suggest 
I detail 

I propose 
I prepare 
I begin 
I argue 
I ask 

I suggest 
I argue 

I am not attempting 
I am not advocating 
Nor am I wishing 

I am not arguing against 
I give the impression 

I am against 
I am arguing for 
I am convinced 

I want to emphasise 
I propose 
I argue 

I use the word 
I am referring to 

I argue 
I would argue 

I find 
I identify 
I conceive 

I see it 
I do not believe 

I will attempt to show 
The point I wish to 

make 
I wish to argue 
I want to claim 
I can’t pretend 
I would suggest 

I think it is possible to 
say 

I seemed to swallow 
I wish to acknowledge 

I have indicated  
I have identified 

I will examine 
I agree 

I propose  
I unpack 

I would like to mention 
I would argue 

I prefer to refer to 
I wish to demonstrate 

I wish to show 
I think 

I represent  
I think 

I perceive 
I think 

I perceive 
I wish 

The ‘I’ 
I would go so far as to 

suggest 
I am not suggesting 

I would argue 
I want to examine 

I want to argue 
I have chosen to call 

I want to call attention 
to 

I want to emphasise 
I propose 

I will examine 
But I think 

I have chosen 
I would suggesting 

I am arguing 
I do not wish 
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I would argue 
I do not disagree 
I would argue 
I will try 
I propose 
I would argue 
I wish 
I wish 
I wish 
I would never 
I would not agree 
I would suggest 
I wish 
I would suggest 
I suggest 
I had to beware 
I would maintain 
I give the impression 
I am against 
I am against 
I Ching 
I would like 
I did 
I am giving 
I would suggest 
What I would hope for 
I Ching 
I understand 
I would suggest 
I would suggest 
I would argue 
I will examine 
I have been examining 
I want to give I ask 
I examine 
I have indicated previ-
ously 
I work 
I work 
I would argue 
If I had something to 
say 

I would say it 
I would like to argue 

I would argue 
I would suggest 
I wish to argue 

I begin to perceive 
I can sustain 

I must again emphasise 
I wish to make 

I will summarise 
I will suggest 

I suggest 
I would suggest 

I examine 
I examined 

I have argued 
I have argued 

I shift my attention 
I went 

I didn’t like 
I don’t know 

I will find 
I’m looking 

I can see 
I use the word 

I’m in the position 
I think 
I want 
I agree 
I think 

I would like to suggest 
I would like to propose 

I want to insist 
I agree 

I would further argue 
I try to 
I try to 

I have argued 
I have attempted 

I am saying 
I say so 

I’m using 

I wish 
I am arguing 

I like so much 
I coined the phrase 

I have stated 
I wish to propose 

I wish 
I am proposing 

I am particularly inter-
ested 

I see it 
I began 

I would argue 
I would suggest 
I would suggest 

I suggest 
I have argued 
I have shown 

I accuse 
I see 

I have argued 
I have argued 

I have suggested 
I contend 

I have argued 
I would argue 

I propose 
I have opposed 

I have argued 
I have argued 

I suggest 
I have argued 

I consider 
I still contend 
I would argue 
I would argue 

I have been arguing 
I have been insistent 

I see it. 
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Appendix 2 
 
 
Media Works on CD  
 
1. Ian Andrews, Drive Time 1, 2010, random video and text, duration: infinite. 
 
Peak hour traffic seems like a special kind of performance when seen from the air. But at 
the same time it seems kind of senseless. If it were not heating up the earth and making 
dirty air we could perhaps appreciate it in terms of non-productive expenditure, the pro-
digious waste of a potlatch, something like Albert Speer’s cathedral of light. 
 
 
2. Ian Andrews, Banding (Blackband-whiteband), 2010, duration: infinite. 
 
This piece utilises sine waves of 22 frequencies related to a logarithmic series. These tones 
are played and superimposed in a random order that continues indefinitely. Each tone is 
compressed according to a specific compression algorithm independently in both left and 
right channels. The piece utilises the various idiosyncrasies, inadequacies, and ‘primitive’ 
audio capacities of the Adobe™ (Macromedia™) Flash authoring system and player, in or-
der to achieve its compositional and textural complexity. 
The visual component involves the generation of graphic patterns out of iterations of the 
words ‘black armband’ and ‘white blindfold’—derogatory terms for the supposedly op-
posing versions of Australian history—and black and white bands (rectangles, lines), on 
alternating black and white backgrounds. 
 
http://ian-andrews.org 
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Readymade Boomerang: Certain Relations in 20th Century Art, Catalogue for the Eighth 
Biennale of Sydney, 11 April -3 June 1990 (Sydney: Biennale of Sydney and the Museum 
of Contemporary Art, 1990), 127. 
55 Rosalind E. Krauss, “A Voyage on the North Sea”: Art in the Age of the Post-Medium 
Condition (London: Thames & Hudson, 2000), 33. 
56 Michel Foucault, “This Is Not a Pipe,” in Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology (New 
York: New Press, 1998), 193-4;  cited in Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and 
Visual Representation, 69. 
57 Baldessari used a timing system to take photographs of live broadcast television at regu-
lated intervals, words were shuffled and ordered by colour-wheel codes to obtain ‘visual 
order by word order, and word order by visual order; to avoid my own good taste by let-
ting the order of language, colour, and other systems take over.’ John Baldessari, Works, 
1966-8 (exh. Cat.), (Eindhoven: Stedlijk Van Abbemuseum and Essen, Museum Fol-
wang, 1981), p. 6, quoted in Howard Risatti, ed. Postmodern Perspectives: Issues in 
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58 Roland Barthes, Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1977), 25. 
59 Ibid., 38. Barthes’ emphasis. 



 

 

244 

                                                                                                                                                  
60 Words and images are drawn from a collection randomly one at a time, and pasted 
down as soon as drawn starting at the top of the page. Placement is determined by rela-
tion of word to image, graphic focal points, etc. as one would work on magazine / news-
paper layout, except that placement must be made permanent before all the elements are 
selected. Images and words are drawn until piece is considered complete. The title of the 
work was generated by the process. 
61 Re/Search No 8/9 San Francisco 1984, 38-40. Ballard tells us that they are sample pag-
es, which suggests that the project was abandoned. 
62 Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller, 1st American ed. (New York: Hill and 
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