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Preface

Historically, phenomenology began in Edmund Husserl’s theory of mathematics and
logic, went on to focus for him on transcendental first philosophy and for others
on metaphysics, philosophical anthropology, and theory of interpretation. The con-
tinuing focus has thus been on knowledge and being. But if one began without
those interests and with an understanding of the phenomenological style of approach,
one might well see that art and aesthetics make up the most natural field to be
approached phenomenologically. Contributions to this field have continually been
made in the phenomenological tradition from very early on, but, so to speak, along
the side. (The situation has been similar with phenomenological ethics.) A great deal
of thought about art and aesthetics has nevertheless accumulated during a century and
a handbook like the present one is long overdue.

The project of this handbook began in conversations over dinner in Sepp’s apart-
ment in Baden-Baden at one evening of the hot European summer in the year 2003. As
things worked out, he knew more about whom to ask and how much space to allocate
to each entry and Embree knew more about how to conduct the inviting, preliminary
editing, and prodding of contributors who were late returning their criticized drafts
and copyedited entries and was able to invest the time and other resources from his
endowed chair. That process took longer than anticipated and there were additional
unfortunate delays due to factors beyond the editors’s control.

The contributors are thanked first of all for their contributions from which we
editors have been the first to learn a great deal, but also for their patience with the
delays. We regret to say that one of our authors, Anna Blume, died in 2008 in the age
of 41. Her article on Hermann Schmitz reflects her great interest in subjectivity, art,
and aesthetic experience from a phenomenological point of view. We thank Steffen
Kammler (Rostock) for correcting the proof on the copyedited final version of this
article.

Dr. Daniel Marcelle, Embree’s research assistant at Florida Atlantic University,
is thanked for his quick understanding of the tasks involved and his utterly reli-
able efforts. And Maja de Keijzer of Springer Publishers was her usual cheerful,
understanding, and supportive self.

Prague, Czech Republic Hans Rainer Sepp
Boca Raton, Florida Lester Embree
November 2008
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Introduction

Hans Rainer Sepp
Lester Embree

What happens when the traditional philosophical subdiscipline of aesthetics is
approached phenomenologically? Is it changed? What are the consequences for phe-
nomenology? Aesthetics is a late emerging subdiscipline within philosophy, and
during the last three centuries has been for the most part considered inferior to logic
and epistemology, as well as to ontology and ethics. To some extent it has also suf-
fered the same fate within phenomenology, where it has yet to attain the same status
as ethics. Nevertheless, it is astonishing to see how many phenomenologists have
previously worked in aesthetics and how aesthetics is of central interest for such a
considerable group of them today. Thus not only students, but also phenomenologists
of different specialties as well as colleagues in different philosophical traditions may
find the contents of the present handbook interesting.

Due to several factors, the rise of phenomenological aesthetics has been compar-
atively rapid. First, there is the important part that intuition plays in both aesthetics
and phenomenological research. The visibility of the phenomena that phenomenol-
ogy deals with not only raises the question of invisibility, but already contains most
aesthetic themes. Then again, phenomenology prefers nearby things, things that are
experienced in everyday life and shaped in action. The world near us, the lifeworld,
is obviously an aesthetic one in this sense. Of course, this does not yet belong to
the core of aesthetics as concerned with the fine arts. But phenomenology clearly
analyzes phenomena of the lifeworld and the artistic relation to that world; hence
phenomenological and artistic reflection are connected insofar as both “neutralize”
the original attitude of experience and practical action in order to focus on it explic-
itly. In addition, phenomenology occasionally resorts to artistic standpoints in order
to clarify other problems of a phenomenological nature.

Aesthetics has not only acquired esteem within phenomenological research, but
evinced a certain philosophical explosiveness. The explosive tendency lies first in the
fact that due to its rising status, the borderlines of aesthetics have begun to fade away,
a process that also affects the sharply demarcated disciplines of logic and ethics. This
does not signify that everything is now considered aesthetic. Rather, it means an open-
ing in which the field of the sensuous, the sphere of aisthēsis, has been integrated into

H.R. Sepp (�)
Charles University, Prague, Czech Republic

L. Embree
Florida Atlantic University, Boca Raton, FL, USA

xv



xvi Introduction

the problematics of phenomenology. Aisthēsis marks the realm in which aesthetics
as a traditional discipline meets phenomenology—a meeting in which aesthetics has
changed and phenomenology has expanded its framework. At the same time, phe-
nomenology has cleared the way to ideal spheres in relation to aesthetic phenomena.
And finally, aisthēsis and aesthetic behavior are bound to the sensuous concretum that
is the human body in its relation to world and history. These points are to be kept in
mind when phenomenological aesthetics is in question. What is grasped with the new
concept of aesthetics can no longer be grasped by the traditional sense of this word.

Outwardly considered, aesthetics has been changed more by phenomenology than
vice versa. This impression results from the fact that phenomenology has long and
deeply dealt with aesthetics, but mostly without exploring the broader philosophical
connections of these treatments. And because the frames of reference themselves have
more often been expanded in an operative than in a thematic way, the phenomenolog-
ical tradition contains a variety of heterogeneous or even opposed topics. This should
also be taken into account when phenomenological aesthetics is in question.

This handbook is the first attempt to present in print an extensive overview of this
philosophical subdiscipline as pursued in the century-old and worldwide tradition
begun by EDMUND HUSSERL.1 Because it is not an encyclopedia, this handbook
does not cover all facets of its subject matter. Instead, it aims, first, to cover the main
aspects of phenomenological work done in the past, and second, to indicate some of
the new results. In other words, the concern is to foster insight not only into historical
developments, but also into current efforts. Within this framework, authors were given
discretionary power in how to compose their entries. It is to be hoped that future
accomplishments will be motivated on these bases. Some comments about the future
will be offered here after some discussion of basic concepts as well as figures and a
sketch of the history of phenomenological aesthetics.

Figures and Basic Themes

Where figures are concerned, this handbook is devoted to the core of phenomenology.
Central are MORITZ GEIGER, ROMAN INGARDEN, FRITZ KAUFMANN, JEAN-PAUL

SARTRE, MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY, and MIKEL DUFRENNE. Then there are
authors who are not centrally focused on phenomenological aesthetics but never-
theless make major contributions. These include Husserl and a long list of others:
ANTONIO BANFI, SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR, OSKAR BECKER, JACQUES DERRIDA,
EUGEN FINK, HANS-GEORG GADAMER, NICOLAI HARTMANN, MARTIN HEIDEG-
GER, MICHEL HENRY, DIETRICH VON HILDEBRAND, EMMANUEL LEVINAS, MAU-
RICE NATANSON, NISHIDA KITARŌ, JOSÉ ORTEGA Y GASSET, JAN PATOČKA, PAUL

RICOEUR, HEINRICH ROMBACH, MAX SCHELER, ALFRED SCHUTZ, GUSTAV ŠPET,
and FRANCE VEBER, as well as WALDEMAR CONRAD, who wrote mainly on aesthet-
ics but died young. Finally, there are those whose work is still unfinished because they
are alive, as is the case of HENRY MALDINEY, JEAN-LUC MARION, MARC RICHIR,
and HERMANN SCHMITZ.

1 As here, the figures on whom there are entries are referred to on first occurrence in each part of
this handbook, in this introduction to begin with, by use of SMALL CAPITAL LETTERS. The family
names of East Asians are written in ALL CAPITALS.



Introduction xvii

There are a number of other widely known phenomenologists who have also
had important things to say that are relevant for phenomenological aesthetics, e.g.,
Hannah Arendt, Hans Jonas, Hedwig Conrad-Martius, and Jean-Luc Nancy, and
there are, in addition, some who are not yet well-known internationally—e.g.,
HISAMATSU Shin’ichi in Japan, Luciano Anceschi, Dino Formaggio, and Luigi
Pareyson in Italy; and Maximilian Beck in Germany. Such figures could not be
afforded separate entries, but are mentioned in the sketch history of phenomenolog-
ical aesthetics below (and included in the index); their most pertinent writings on
aesthetics are listed in the bibliography of this introduction.

Not considered in this handbook are philosophers who are related to phenomenol-
ogy in a broader sense, such as Gaston Bachelard, Walter Benjamin, Gilles Deleuze,
Michel Foucault, Luce Irigaray, or Julia Kristeva; philosophers who developed orig-
inal theories of appearance, such as Heinrich Barth; or philosophers who represent
the psychology of art, such as Rudolf Arnheim, or cultural theory of art, such as
Jean Gebser. To study the connections of such figures and their environments with
phenomenology exceeds the scope of this handbook, but they deserve this mention.

Basic themes have been selected for entries with the goal of focusing on themes
that have already been covered in relevant research. From the beginning, phenomeno-
logical aestheticians have reflected on the correlation of an object and its AESTHETIC

EXPERIENCE,2 and it is precisely phenomenological aesthetics that has pointed out
the limits both of traditional relations between subjectivity and objectivity and of the
model of prototypes and their images.

Phenomenological aesthetics includes above all the processes of CREATIVITY and
the relation of the WORK OF ART to humans, NATURE, RELIGION, and PLAY. There
are also the modes of sensation or AISTHĒSIS, IMAGINATION, and the different ways
of realizing the mode of imagination in phantasy and (day) dreaming as well as in
art. DREAM, for example, is relevant not only for the interpretation of modern art,
above all of surrealism, but because consciousness builds its own imaginary worlds
in dreaming.

In the light of these and further basic themes such as BEAUTY, EMPATHY, ENJOY-
MENT, APPEARANCE, METAPHOR, REPRESENTATION, and STYLE, it can be shown
how phenomenological thinking supplements or even transcends traditional aesthet-
ics. It also deals with recent themes of aesthetic thinking, e.g., with developments
in highly technological civilization such as VIRTUAL REALITY or, in the wider con-
text of new perspectives on the phenomenology of the body, with touching, smelling,
tasting, which are the long-neglected SECONDARY SENSES. Then again, topical fields
and themes like POLITICAL CULTURE, ECOLOGY, GENDER, and interculturality (see
INDIA AND INTERCULTURAL AESTHETICS) are also of interest for current research.
And finally, a meditation on how aesthetics can be pursued in a phenomenologi-
cal manner, i.e., the METHODOLOGY of phenomenological aesthetics, must not be
omitted.

Apart from reflecting on such basic concepts, questions of methodology, and cur-
rent fields of aesthetics, phenomenologists also reflect on the different ways in which

2 Within this introduction, titles of entries other than on figures are also given in SMALL CAPITAL

LETTERS on first mention in order to orient the reader to the scope of this handbook. However, in
the entries themselves, only names of figures on whom there are entries are treated in this way.
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art becomes manifest in genres, styles, and movements, which can lead to anal-
yses of particular works of art. In this handbook the reader will find articles on
ARCHITECTURE, DANCE, FASHION, FILM, LITERATURE, MEDIA, MUSIC, PAINT-
ING, PHOTOGRAPHY, and THEATER. The extensive phenomenological research done
on music in particular disproves the widely held opinion that phenomenological
research is exclusively confined to the visual.

Because it is not possible to cover all of the particular types of art and art
movements, two cases are offered as samples: CUBISM and aesthetics in East Asia,
especially in CHINESE AESTHETICS and in JAPANESE WORLDS. This selection is in
no way by chance. Cubism is the movement most intensely analyzed by phenome-
nologists in different countries and periods thus far. Moreover, the phenomenon of
cubism evokes the genuine phenomenological problems of the perception and rep-
resentation of the world encountered within a picture. Phenomenological art theory
in China is a new and prosperous branch on the trunk of worldwide phenomenologi-
cal research, and it looks back on several thousand years of China’s vast tradition in
artistic creativity. Moreover, considering the aesthetic of Japanese lifeworlds presents
a concrete contribution to intercultural phenomenology: it helps facilitate insight into
the ways in which phenomenological research is established in non-Western cultures
and reveals their modes of aesthetic understanding.

One can find further information on aesthetic concepts in entries on persons.
Overlappings show how the same theme or problem of phenomenological aesthet-
ics is seen from different points of view. The reader is again encouraged to use the
index for this purpose.

The Historical Development of Phenomenological Aesthetics

Phenomenological aesthetics can be found in the work of the founder of phe-
nomenology, Edmund Husserl (1859–1938), and in the circle of young philosophers
around the Munich philosopher and psychologist Theodor Lipps (1851–1914) (see
Schuhmann 1997). While Husserl himself was mainly interested in questions of per-
ception, imagination, and image-consciousness, most members of the Munich circle
had interests in problems of aesthetics and art. This insistent presence of aesthetics
and art in the research done by the early phenomenologists results, first, from the
reaction of both phenomenology and art to the deep mood of crisis that came over
Europe at the turn of the century, and second, from an initial tendency focus on visual
perception.

Theodor Lipps wrote on aesthetics from a psychological point of view within
the framework of his theory of empathy. Some of his disciples connected their
teacher’s psychological method with Husserl’s phenomenological approach, espe-
cially in research into values. The most famous representative of Munich school
aesthetics is Moritz Geiger (1880–1937). He focuses in his phenomenology of aes-
thetic enjoyment on the aesthetic experiencing that receives values that are not
relative to it.

Still less well known is the work of Johannes Daubert (1877–1947). He introduced
the Munich phenomenologists to Husserl and left behind unpublished manuscripts
on aesthetics. In his interpretation of impressionism, he emphasizes that the human
being as a whole is no longer a theme; the sheer mode of appearing is at the center
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of interest, and the human being is considered only insofar as s/he is looking, feeling,
tensing, etc. (Schuhmann 1998).

Theodor Conrad (1881–1969) supported the position that only phenomenological
research is able to keep aesthetics from psychological interpretation and to establish it
as an independent discipline (Scaramuzza 1998). This contrasted with Aloys Fischer
(1888–1937), who made use of a mixed phenomenological–psychological method
in order to analyze both the aesthetic object and aesthetic enjoyment (Rollinger
1998).

The senior figure of the Munich phenomenological group, Alexander Pfänder
(1870–1945), wrote only a few reflections on aesthetics, but one of his disciples,
Maximilian Beck (1887–1950), went further in Chapters V–VIII of the first book of
his Wesen und Wert (1925). For both Beck and Geiger, the aesthetic object is a value,
but Beck claims that values cannot be analyzed phenomenologically. Such an analysis
is for him an analysis of eidetic structures, and value is not an eidetic species, but “in
contrast to the sphere of species as a sphere of the rational it is the irrational itself,”
the “pure that of being.” (1929: 314). Hedwig Conrad-Martius (1988–1966), the wife
of Theodor Conrad and famous for her phenomenological ontology of nature, also
contributed an essay on the irreality of the artwork.

Edmund Husserl’s lecture course on “Main parts of a phenomenology and
theory of cognition” (Hauptstücke aus der Phänomenologie und Theorie der Er-
kenntnis), which was delivered at the University of Göttingen during winter semester
1904/1905, contains detailed analyses of phantasy and image-consciousness. This
research provided important elements for the great plan of the new critique of reason
that he wanted to develop. In his later work, this aim was transformed into the con-
ception of a transcendental “logic of absolute science.” The foundational part of such
a logic is transcendental aesthetics. Aesthetics in this sense is the theme of both an
eidetic and a constitutive-phenomenological investigation that discloses the world of
“pure experience” in correlation with its constitution by transcendental subjectivity.

Husserl’s work contains, however, only a few remarks on topics of art. Waldemar
Conrad (1878–1915), his disciple at Göttingen and not to be confused with Theodor
Conrad (see above), also dealt with the correlation of aesthetic object and aesthetic
experience, yet his work, published in 1908–1909, emphasizes the correlation of artis-
tic genres—including both the correlation of music with arts realized by words and
within space and its correlation with theater.

Wilhelm Schapp (1884–1965) also studied with Husserl in Göttingen, and his doc-
toral thesis of 1909 is on the phenomenology of perception. His later works on the
“philosophy of stories” were published during the 1950s and refer occasionally to
aesthetic themes, especially when he examines the status of the story in fairytales,
legends, and myths. His thoughts about telling and hearing are fundamental for a
phenomenological inquiry into narrative structures.

Dietrich von Hildebrand (1889–1977), son of the sculptor Adolf von Hildebrand,
studied with Theodor Lipps and Alexander Pfänder and wrote his doctoral thesis
under the guidance of Husserl. He carries out eidetic analyses of the value of beauty
from an ontological-metaphysical point of view in the two volumes of his Ästhetik
(1977, 1984). He stresses that beauty as a value can be immediately grasped by
intuition, but since it is a quality of the object, it is not relative to the one who
grasps it.

To a certain extent, Max Scheler (1874–1928), Roman Ingarden (1893–1970), and
Nicolai Hartmann (1882–1950) also belong to the intellectual milieu of the Göttingen
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group. Whereas Ingarden studied with Husserl, Scheler taught at the University of
Munich from 1906 to 1910 and linked the Munich phenomenology with the younger
generation at Göttingen. His aesthetic fragments mainly focus on an aesthetics of the
creative processes and cover three themes: a theory of aesthetic values, an aesthetics
of nature, and a philosophy of art.

Just as Scheler contends that an artwork develops its representative character only
within the process of its creation, Hartmann too pointed out the incompleteness of a
work, but stresses that this applies only to its reception: the diversity of ways in which
an artwork can be interpreted is infinite, whereas the work in its presence does not
change.

After its beginnings in Germany, phenomenology spread throughout the world.
The first countries in which it took root were Poland, Russia, Japan, and Spain.
Since the roots of phenomenological thinking betray its affinity to aesthetics, it is no
accident that the carriers of phenomenological research to other nations were often
interested in problems of aesthetics and a philosophy of art. Thus there were Ingarden
in Poland, Špet in Russia, NISHIDA in Japan, Ortega y Gasset in Spain, Banfi in Italy,
Veber in Slovenia, and Sartre and Merleau-Ponty in France.

The first reception of phenomenological thinking by Polish philosophers goes back
to the year 1905. For Ingarden, the most prominent representative of that reception,
research in aesthetics is only one part within his whole position, but an essential one.
He inquires into the structure of the literary artwork only to differentiate the artistic
object as “purely intentional” from real objects on the one hand and from ideal objects
on the other, and to show that the latter cannot be attributed to the pure intentionality
of consciousness. He founded an ontology of the artwork in his aesthetic investiga-
tions, analyzed the work of art in correlation to its being-grasped, and emphasized the
mode of value pertaining to each kind of work.

Roman Ingarden’s investigations in aesthetics met with a wide response in his
country. Evidences for that influence can be seen in the research work of Danuta
Gierulanka (1909–1995), Andrzej Póltawski (1923–), and Wladyslaw Strózewski
(1933–), as well as in the artistic work of “colorists” like Waclaw Taranczewski
(1903–1987) and his son Pawel (1940–). Outside Poland, Ingarden’s studies had
a substantial effect both on the phenomenological aesthetics of Nicolai Hartmann
and Mikel Dufrenne and on the literary theories of Emil Staiger, Wolfgang Kayser,
Käte Hamburger, René Wellek, and Austin Warren; they also influenced the theory
of reception developed by Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss. In the recent past,
Jósef Tischner (1931–2000) in Kraków was famous for his study of drama within the
context of his theory of intersubjectivity.

Phenomenological thinking in Russia was primarily introduced and propagated by
Gustav Špet (1879–1937). He studied with Husserl in Göttingen and pursued phe-
nomenological investigations in the field of the cultural sciences. With regard to the
relation of aesthetic consciousness and the structure of its object, he is convinced
that aesthetic reality is fictitious but nevertheless correlates with empirical reality.
He is particularly concerned with hermeneutical analyses of poetic forms. Regarding
words, he differentiates between the aesthetic meaning and the emotional content; the
latter correlates with a “sympathetic understanding,” and requires a common context
of understanding.

Mediated by Špet, Husserl’s phenomenology inspired trends of Russian formal-
ism and early structuralism. In Prague during the late 1920s and early 1930s and
encouraged by Roman Jakobson (1896–1982) in particular—structuralism met with



Introduction xxi

phenomenology again (Holenstein 1975, Chvatík 1987, Mathauser 2005 and 2006).
Aleksei Losev (1893–1988) wrote on aesthetics and theory of language and devoted
himself to the phenomenology of music.

NISHIDA Kitarō (1870–1945) founded phenomenological thinking in Japan
before World War I. He is also famous in Japan for his artistic calligraphy and art
is a major theme of his later work. NISHIDA’s concept of basho (place or locus),
central for his late philosophy in general, means a sphere where the conscious I has
been realized; this concept is the basis of his studies of art, especially the process of
artistic creation. Art is for NISHIDA not only the individual action of an artist but
the self-production of the historical world taking place within the artist him/herself
as well as in his/her creation.

Philosophy of art is also an important topic in the work of many representatives
of the Kyoto School (OHASHI 1990) founded by NISHIDA, e.g., for TANABE
Hajime (1885–1962) and HISAMATSU Shin’ichi (1889–1980). TANABE studied
with Husserl in Freiburg and developed a theory of poetry focused on Paul Valéry
and Stéphane Mallarmé. He emphasizes that art has a dialectical function for ethics,
religion, and philosophy by virtue of its being a “symbol of nothingness,” an abso-
lute mediating on account of self-denial. Hisamatsu, a master of Zen Buddhism and
founder of an association for Zen praxis, also wrote on aspects of a “religion of
awakening” from the standpoint of a philosophy of art. His opinion is that Zen art
leaves every kind of formation behind. Like the religion of awakening Zen art should
promote the “formless self.”

José Ortega y Gasset (1883–1955) was the important pioneer of phenomenological
philosophy in the Spanish-speaking world. His aesthetics contains three main topics:
a general theory of art; studies of literary genres; and the attempt to prove his own
theories by analyzing concrete works of art by, e.g., Diego Velázquez and Francisco
Goya. Artistic creation for Ortega gives rise to an unreal, “virtual” world. The poetic
metaphor is key to such virtuality as long as it takes human reality away from the
object and links it to a new world without any references to the real.

Rafael Dieste (1899–1981) wrote on such themes as authorship, reception and
aesthetic experience, modes of literary reason, the place of myths within literary and
philosophical discourses, the semiotics of theater, and the connection of tragedy and
history.

Like the situation of phenomenological philosophy in general, the realm of phe-
nomenological aesthetics has not yet been completely determined. Phenomenological
aesthetics has its roots in phenomenological-psychological investigations and
amounts to a large extent to investigations of values. However, it has gradually
become clear that for phenomenological research as a whole, neither the relation
between subject and object nor the reference to values had been clarified. The
result for phenomenological aesthetics is that the center of analysis has shifted from
the correlation of experience and object to the historical horizon within which the
aesthetic experiencing of an artwork is anchored in relation to its creator and its
recipients. After World War I, phenomenological research in all its early tenden-
cies turned increasingly towards ontological and metaphysical perspectives on human
existence, and it is no contradiction that problems of historicity were simultaneously
approached.

Phenomenological aesthetics in Germany was at that time developed above all by
representatives of the Freiburg group, who were mainly inspired by Martin Heidegger
(1889–1976). Heidegger did not deal with problems of art before the 1930s, when
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he wrote “Der Ursprung des Kunstwerks” (1935–1936) and interpreted Friedrich
Hölderlin, but already in his early Freiburg lectures he encouraged other phenomenol-
ogists to develop new conceptions of aesthetics. His ontological way of interpreting
artworks radically challenges the positions that understand the experiencing of an
artwork from a subjective standpoint. For him, by opening the world and hiding the
earth, the artwork testifies to an initial kind of truth as a-lētheia.

Fritz Kaufmann (1891–1959) was a student in Husserl’s Göttingen group before
the war, but during the 1920s he tried to combine Husserl’s and Heidegger’s positions.
His doctoral thesis under Husserl is an analysis of the consciousness of the picture
from a specific point of view. Oriented to a phenomenological history (“phänomen-
geschichtlich”) of the development of seeing something as a picture, it also shows
Heidegger’s influence. Such influence can further be noticed where in referring to
Heidegger’s concept of mood, Kaufmann remodels the early theories of empathy in
the direction of an existential ontology.

Oskar Becker (1889–1964) also drew on Heidegger insofar as he forced
Heidegger’s historical-hermeneutical conception open by transcending the sphere of
the world into cosmic dimensions. His thesis is that an outer suprahistorical sphere
complements the dimension of history, and that in its “fragility” the artwork is
stretched between both spheres.

Through his “cosmological” philosophy, Eugen Fink (1905–1975) went beyond
Heidegger in a similar way. The ground of Fink’s philosophy is an interlocking of
visualization, phenomenality, and transphenomenality. His theory has its roots in his
doctoral thesis (directed by Husserl) wherein he presents a new version of a theory of
the picture-consciousness. The way that the environment is co-present within such an
image Fink calls “transparency.” This determination marks the starting point for the
theory of representation he developed later under the title of “play.” His interpretation
is of play as a “symbol” (in the original Greek sense of fragment) of being not only
in the world, but also toward the world. This concept of symbol moves away from
the traditional understanding of phenomenality as a representation depicted from a
prototype.

Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–2001) similarly established his philosophical
hermeneutics on the foundations laid by Husserl and Heidegger. He assumes an infi-
nite process of interpretation, as his teacher Nicolai Hartmann did, but unlike Hart-
mann, he emphasizes how an artwork comes to pass for each concrete understanding.

During the 1930s, Hannah Arendt (1906–1975) occasionally studied the person-
alities of the writers Karen Blixen, Hermann Broch, Nathalie Sarraute, and Bertold
Brecht, but she also wrote short texts on Dostoevsky, Proust, and Kipling (cf. Arendt
2007). Together with her first husband Günther Anders (1902–1992), whose disser-
tation was directed by Husserl, she also published an article on Rilke’s Duineser
Elegien (Anders and Arendt 1930). Anders published books on Kafka (1951) and
Brecht (1962b), as well as writing on the painter George Grosz (1961).

In his late work, Karl Löwith (1897–1973) investigated the philosophical structure
of Paul Valéry’s work that TANABE Hasime had already dealt with. And aesthetic
problems are also central in the case of later representatives of Freiburg phenomenol-
ogy such as Walter Biemel (1918–). The comprehensive studies that he has written
on temporality and the structure of the novel, on particular artworks, e.g., the Bau
(1923/1924) by Franz Kafka, and also on trends in art are influenced by Heidegger.

Heinrich Rombach (1923–2004) developed his “philosophy of the picture” within
the frame of his ontology of structure founded mainly on the basis of Husserl’s and
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Heidegger’s thinking, but going decisively beyond both of them to “read” works of
art as evidences of structural phenomena. In his “hermetics” he also analyzes pictures
of non-European cultures, especially works from Asian cultures. Rombach’s thinking
radicalizes the encounter of human being and world that had already played an impor-
tant role in the later work of Heidegger by referring to the “con-creative” origin in
which the human and nature or the human and the artwork participate.

The aesthetic theory of Hermann Schmitz (1928–) is embedded in his phenomenol-
ogy of bodily feeling. Since the flesh is the medium for having atmospheres as modes
of feeling, art for him undertakes a revolt against the defeat of the power of feeling
by objectification.

Inspired by Michel Henry’s phenomenology of life, Rolf Kühn (1944–) asks the
question of an aesthetics of current interest. With respect to aesthetic phenomena in
painting, architecture, landscape, and cultural processes, Kühn not only demonstrates
the close alliance between art and life within the invisible immediacy of flesh, but
reflects on the possibilities of aesthetics as self-enhancement of life in view of the
general situation today that tends more and more to flaunt their phenomena.

Antonio Banfi (1886–1957) introduced phenomenology into Italy at the end
of the 1920s and saw in phenomenological research an opportunity to realize an
open-minded behavior toward the various fields of experience. He objects to the neo-
idealistic aesthetics of Benedetto Croce and Giovanni Gentile, and made an effort
both to distinguish different spheres of aesthetic experience and to fix their demarca-
tions. He also pays attention to relations with other cultural spheres as well as to the
historical place of aesthetic object without giving preference to historical moments
over a priori—ontological features.

Banfi’s research was continued primarily by Dino Formaggio (1914–) and Luciano
Anceschi (1911–1995). Formaggio analyzes the process of artistic creation and dis-
tinguishes between art and aesthetics, both as a theory of sensation and a theory
of art. Anceschi offers a phenomenological theory of poetry and literature. Enzo
Paci (1911–1976) wrote a book on Kierkegaard and Thomas Mann. Luigi Pareyson
(1918–1991) characterizes the artistic process by the term of “formativity,” which is
an intensified interaction of creation and discovery, a process that invents its manner
of acting within the very course of its own realization. Umberto Eco (1932–) and
Gianni Vattimo (1936–) rank among his disciples.

Finally, Giovanni Piana (1940–) has published a very large book on Filosofia
della musica (1991) in which he draws on Husserl’s theory of time-consciousness.
Phenomenological aesthetics is thus a particularly important subject in Italy. A num-
ber of phenomenologists are currently dealing with problems of aesthetics from a
phenomenological point of view at the Università degli Studi di Milano, where Banfi
once worked.

The regional school of Slovenian phenomenology is to a large extent characterized
by investigations in aesthetics. This discipline is already central to the philosophi-
cal research of France Veber (1890–1975). He studied with Alexius Meinong and
long wrestled with the positions of Husserl and Heidegger. His Estetika (1925) also
examines the relation of aesthetic experience and its object, just as various phe-
nomenologists had done before him, but he includes reflections on the artwork and
distinguishes a threefold function of art: art as realization of irreal figures, art as
liberation of passions and emotions, and art as a link with science and religion.

The philosophers who followed Veber absorbed Heidegger’s later philoso-
phy. Dusan Pirjevec (1921–1977) published analyses on the European novel,
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including works by Miguel de Cervantes, Feodor Dostoevsky, Franz Kafka, Alain
Robbe-Grillet, and others, and Tine Hribar (1941–) published studies of the artwork,
primarily religious contexts. Hribar makes a sharp distinction between the aesthetic
object and the artwork: only the latter can open the dimension of the “holy play of
the world.”

The thinking of Jan Patočka (1907–1977) in the former Czechoslovakia was also
beholden to Freiburg phenomenology, to the tension of Husserl’s late philosophy and
Heidegger’s thinking as well as to impulses given by Fink. His studies of Hegel’s
Ästhetik, along with his essays on great representatives of Czech art as well as on
such works as Sophocles’ Antigone and Goethe’s Faust are only facets of his exten-
sive work. But they are important insofar as they are central elements of his great
philosophy of European history.

Representatives of phenomenological aesthetics in the Czech Republic today are
Zdeněk Mathauser (1920–2007) and Antonín Mokrejš (1932–) (Blecha 2003). As a
successor of Jan Mukařovský (1891–1975), Mathauser linked Prague structuralism
with Husserl’s phenomenology and developed his own conception of the structural-
phenomenological interpretation of artworks, especially of poetry. Art for Mokrejš
is the form of human existence itself, an expression of the creative power of life. In
contrast with the objectifying sciences, art helps to discover new perspectives but also
new conflicts arising within the world.

Phenomenological aesthetics has made great headway in France. A distinguishing
mark there is the inclusion of the human body into the theory of art and aesthet-
ics. Pioneering studies on phenomenological aesthetics were L’imagination (1936)
and L’imaginaire (1940) by Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980). Both works deal with the
relation of sensation and imagination to presentation and representation. The later
Sartre is known for his essay on committed literature, his writings on theater, and his
voluminous work on Gustave Flaubert.

Simone de Beauvoir’s (1908–1986) work includes reflections about the status of
the artist and about the nature of fiction. For her philosophy and literature both aim
to understand the condition of human existence; however, while philosophers use
fiction to analyze the essential structures of experience, novelists use fiction to present
individual lives as “singular universals” (Beauvoir 1972: 163).

In Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s (1908–1961) investigations aisthēsis and aesthetics
are deeply intertwined. For him art stands for the realm in which the bodily contact
with reality presents itself in an original and vivid way. Reflections in aesthetics can
be found especially in his collection of essays, L’oeil et l’esprit (1961). His aesthetic
analyses are particularly concerned with the progresses of the creation of artistic
work. He points to a reversibility between artist and artwork, a network of exchange
between body and world.

The work of Mikel Dufrenne (1910–1995) is of fundamental relevance for a
phenomenological aesthetics. In his main work Phénoménologie de l’expérience
esthétique (1953), he analyzes aesthetic experiencing and the close intertwining of
aesthetic object and artwork: through its bodily affection, the aesthetic experiencing
“liberates” the motion implied in the work and facilitates the genesis of the aesthetic
object.

Picking up the thread of Husserl and Heidegger, Henry Maldiney (1912–) inves-
tigates poetry and painting, draws on psychoanalysis and existential analysis, and
examines the relationship of creativity and eroticism.
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Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995), though, reacts to Heidegger’s ontological anal-
yses of the work of art. Rather than being the establishment of a kind of world in a
sensational medium, Levinas shows us how an artistic image works instead as a sym-
bol in reverse. Art does not reveal some truth of the world, but instead obscures it and
celebrates its absence, revealing instead existence in general.

Paul Ricoeur (1913–2005) approached aesthetics from the standpoint of narrative
and was especially concerned with the structure of the metaphor as well as with the
relations of time and narration. A three-fold mimesis mediates between time and nar-
rative: the projection into the context of the world of actions, the textual structure of a
fictive work, and the reorganization of a text during reading by the pre-understanding
of the course of events. By thinking the relationship of reception dialectically—so
that a work affects its reader, and s/he fits it into his/her ethical criteria and value
system—Ricoeur also calls attention to the relation of poetics to ethics and politics.

Michel Henry (1922–2002) interprets Wassily Kandinsky’s work from the posi-
tion of a phenomenology of life. He shows that this work uncovers a primary,
non-intentional affectivity that becomes manifest in original self-affection.

The “deconstructionism” of Jacques Derrida (1930–2004) challenges the border-
lines of disciplines like philosophy and theory of literature; it had an enormous
influence on the self-image of the latter discipline, and especially affected a group
of literary critics in the United States, including Paul de Man at Yale University.
Derrida’s reflections on art are particularly concerned with the problem of “frame”
that is seemingly able to separate realms in an obvious way.

Jean-Luc Nancy (1940–) analyzes the relation between image and the sacral,
which he calls the “distinct.” Accordingly, the image is understood as an opening
that is inseparably presence as well as distance, and since it tears up every secluded
immanence, the extreme violence of cruelty lurks at its margins.

Marc Richir (1943–) recognizes that since aesthetic experience is based on the
body in its affectivity and capacity for imagination, such experience opens itself to
incalculable and inexhaustible possibilities. And for him, the exuberance of these pos-
sibilities is equivalent to the sublime in Immanuel Kant’s philosophy. The rhythm of
the subject being swallowed up by the immeasurable object and reappearing once
again increasingly corresponds to the phenomenalization of the phenomenon that
cannot be fixed in principle.

Confronting icon and idol, Jean-Luc Marion (1946–) distinguishes two modes of
phenomenalization. In later writings he uncovers the philosophical as well as the
religious-theological contexts of both and deepens his analyses about visibility by
studies devoted to the problem of the donation of phenomenality.

Influenced by Husserl and by Heidegger in particular, Jean-Louis Chretien (1952–)
analyzes the relation of call and response and asks how responses to art shape human
life. In this context he examines the work of such poets and painters as Ferdinand
Delacroix, John Keats, Edouard Manet, Rembrandt van Rijn, and Paul Verlaine.

Aesthetics in the United States was initially of only marginal phenomenological
interest. First there were contributions by those who fled Nazism. Thus there is the
work of Fritz Kaufmann and Siegfried Kracauer (1889–1966), who had also attended
lectures by Husserl and dealt with sociological problems of film theory. Then Alfred
Schutz (1899–1959) left some indications, especially for music in its various contexts
of social relations and strata of meaning, but also for the forms of literature, and Hans
Jonas (1903–1993) offered reflections on a theory of the picture in an article on homo
pictor.
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But there have been other figures more recently. CHO Kah Kyung (1927–) is
Korean by birth, a disciple of Gadamer and Löwith, and teaches at the State University
of New York in Buffalo. He began with a critical analysis of basic thoughts by
Heidegger, and has gone on to forge links between Western philosophy and East
Asian aesthetics. Others born in the United States include Arnold Berleant (1932–),
who has developed an ecological aesthetics phenomenologically. Eugene Francis
Kaelin (1926–) who followed Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre in pursuing
aesthetics within the context of a philosophy of existence and has written on aes-
thetics for art teachers; and Maurice Natanson (1924–1996) who wrote about the
phenomenology of literature and the artwork as such, distinguishing between the
phenomenology manifested in a literary work (and uncoverable by phenomenolog-
ical means) and the phenomenology that analyzes the artwork. Finally, as in France
and Italy, there has also been phenomenologically inspired film theory in the United
States, particularly in writings by Allan Casebier and Vivian Sobchack (1940–).

About the Future

Worldwide there are over 180 phenomenological organizations today and phe-
nomenological exchanges transcend the borders of cultural complexes far more than
they did in the past. Thus we have the chance to clarify and transform our own tra-
ditions through dialogue. This of course concerns phenomenology in general, but
regarding phenomenological aesthetics a specific possibility of further development
has emerged. The history of phenomenological aesthetics already shows that inter-
culturality provides many different aesthetic starting points. Such starting points tend
to be more specific than occur in logic, in epistemology, or even in ethics, and once
again demonstrate how deeply rooted aesthetic themes are in different lifeworlds.

Accordingly, one of the main goals of future phenomenological research in aes-
thetics may be the attempt to bring different cultural efforts regarding aesthetic topics
together. Phenomenological investigation is able not only to lay bare the various con-
tents of aesthetic thinking embedded in their cultural foundations, but also to promote
ways toward intercultural understanding. This is far from a simple comparison. It is
rather a reciprocal existential relation in which by facing the other, one discovers
one’s own roots.

Seen in this light, the tendency to contrast historical and original philosophi-
cal research is evidently inadequate. But the alternative is not simply carrying out
both approaches side by side. A sharp distinction between historical and systematic
research does not yet see that a philosophical position is always strictly bound to
a particular realm, yet at the same time always transcends this sphere so that oth-
ers can participate in it. Because from its beginnings phenomenology defined itself
as a community of researchers, individual positions may be starting points for other
phenomenologists to develop these positions further and take them up into their own
research, not in the interest of a conservation of historical standpoints, but in service
of an interest in the things themselves. Phenomenology is not an antique shop, an
omnium-gatherum of curiosities.

This is true for phenomenological aesthetics in particular insofar as many of its
results are included in investigations done in a more operative way, in the sense that
the assumptions of many different treatments made at the intersections of aisthēsis,
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aesthetics, and philosophy of art have not yet been thematically elucidated. Many
basic questions are still unanswered, and what may have been thought through in
some places—for instance, on the relation of experience and its content, on modes of
representation, and on the lifeworldly function of imagination—might be unknown
elsewhere. The topics of image and place may be mentioned here as two concrete
examples.

One of the great themes of phenomenological research in aesthetics is the topic of
image. Phenomenology has propounded about fifteen theories of the image to date.
But the fundamental ideas and consequences of most of them have yet to be ana-
lyzed within phenomenology, not to mention in intertraditional research. Should a
16th version be added? Or is it sufficient merely to list the existing theories, or at
most to continue some of them? This cannot be a judicious alternative for future
phenomenological research because the topic of the image (and many other basics)
is not only implied within the whole Western tradition from Plato to the present, in
Buddhist thinking, and in the religions of Judaism and Islam, but is also integrated
into all facets of the lifeworld. It belongs to all strata of basic culture as well as to the
regions of the so-called higher levels of cultural activity in art, science, and religion.
This suggests that aesthetics is not at all a fringe area of philosophical thinking. On
the contrary, it is anchored within the core of the lifeworld where all human activities
are intertwined with one other.

Aesthetics also has a fundamentally ethical relevance. Future phenomenological
research should clearly demarcate the ethical significance and force of aesthetics.
Some first indications of this development can be seen in gender analysis and in the
realm of ecological aesthetics. First of all, the connection between ethics and aes-
thetics at the basis of these efforts should be clarified: it is necessary to demonstrate
how the sojourn of human beings in the world is formed by both ethical and aes-
thetic factors from the outset. Starting from the non-interchangeable place to which
every human life is bound in its particularity, it can be asked how the specific ethos
of such places imply a primary capacity to reflect on their roots and conceive of them
in traditions, norms, and rules by imaginative faculties and their aesthetic potential.
Furthermore, it is possible to analyze how the establishment of ethical measurement
is mediated by aesthetic categories as well as how every aesthetic formation of a
worldly place is con-substantiated in ethical principles.

Phenomenological aesthetics in particular could analyze the genesis of different
modes of experiencing space and time; the relations of inner and outer; and—as a
main theme of an intercultural aesthetics—the relations of the own, the alien, and
the oikos (living space). Up to now, such themes have been concentrated on by either
ethics or aesthetics. Yet there have been some exceptions: phenomenological analyses
done by NISHIDA on “basho” within the framework of his “logic of place,” by the
late Heidegger on “Ort,” or by WATSUJI on “fūdo” offer perspectives combining
both ethical and aesthetic analyses.

Such cooperation should not only be realized by an inner-phenomenological or
inner-philosophical dialogue, but should also include other disciplines and intercul-
tural exchange. Interdisciplinary and intercultural discussions could certainly spur
fruitful phenomenological research. Since phenomenology is not burdened with the
ballast of a closed school tradition, then as long as it does not degenerate into
an epigonic continuation of singular standpoints, the so-called phenomenological
“movement” will continue to be one whose movement possesses genuine motive
power, a faculty of mobility and flexibility. Phenomenological analyses work out



xxviii Introduction

modules at their times and their places that can be absorbed by others, and thus
allow new connections and networks of ideas to arise. Such flexibility will be relevant
for future phenomenology inasmuch as it can gain access to other disciplines where
phenomenological analyses can be applied; conversely, phenomenology can provide
impulses by these contacts with disciplines that will then define themselves in new
ways.

We might also speculate about what results might be obtained through cooper-
ation between phenomenological aesthetics and such diverse fields as art, history,
sociology, political science, biosciences, and theology, on the one hand, and the cre-
ative process of artistic work on the other. In doing so, however, one should not lose
sight of the fact that fruitful phenomenological research, like the breath of life, can
creatively bring established research work back into its own while simultaneously
propelling it forward into newly opened horizons.

Note: The items listed below are either by authors cited in this introduction or
by writers discussed above who do not have entries on them. Bibliographies on the
others, whose names are in SMALL CAPITAL LETTERS above, are attached to the
entries on them.
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vědě. Prague: Univerzita Karlova v Praze, 2005.
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Aesthetic Experience

Edward S. Casey

Immanuel Kant held that the judgment of taste bears
on formal features that inhere in works of art as these
inspire certain feelings in the subject. “Taste is the
faculty for judging an object or a kind of representa-
tion through a satisfaction or dissatisfaction without
any interest. The object of such a satisfaction is called
beautiful” (Kant, 2000: 96). According to Kant, in
matters of knowledge, it is the object that is primarily
at stake; in the case of taste, it is the experience that
counts. His Kritik der Urteilskraft (1790) opens as
follows: “In order to decide whether or not something
is beautiful, we do not relate the representation by
means of understanding to the object for cognition, but
rather relate it by means of the imagination (perhaps
combined with the understanding) to the subject
and its feeling of pleasure or displeasure” (ibid: 89).
Despite this emphasis on the indispensability of the
subject’s experience in aesthetic judgment, Kant’s
overall presumption is that the domain of art is to be
understood in terms of the two poles of subject and
object, experience and thing.

The predominance of this bipolar model is insep-
arable from the era of representationalism in modern
Western philosophy. A “representation” (Vorstellung)
is the response of a human subject to the appearance of
discrete entities in space and time; the parade of these
entities would be lost on a given human subject unless
s/he had some capacity for representing them in mem-
ory or projecting them in imagination. This twofold
activity of representation forms the very medium for
the experience of art, where “experience” (Erfahrung)
signifies the immanent relationship between such
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activity and its proper objects. But is such experience
adequate for grasping the actuality of art?

MARTIN HEIDEGGER thinks not. In “Der Ursprung
des Kunstwerkes” (1935–1936), he maintains that
the modernist emphasis on experience as the basis
for the creation and enjoyment of art is misguided:
“Everything [has become] an experience. Yet per-
haps experience is the element in which art dies”
(Heidegger, 1971: 79). From the 18th century onward,
recourse to experience has meant the subjectification
of the artwork in the abyss of mental representations.
Neglected are dimensions of the artwork that surpass
the domain of subjectivity and representation, e.g.,
Being and the Open, Earth and World. Rather than
being the contents of any possible subjective experi-
ence, these factors transcend such experience. From
the very start, they take us somewhere else.

Nevertheless, the matter is not quickly settled.
Phenomenological accounts of art, from EDMUND

HUSSERL to MIKEL DUFRENNE, insist on the perti-
nence of the experience-object schema to the appre-
ciation, creation, and understanding of artworks. This
suggests that that there is something right and relevant
about thinking of art in terms of its being experienced
by human subjects. Once the dogma of representation-
alism is removed from the schema, there is room for
a more constructive and expansive notion of aesthetic
experience and its contents. The major phenomenolog-
ical aestheticians offer us a model for experiencing art
in enriched and nuanced ways without being commit-
ted to the primacy of representation and its associated
subjectivism.

Edmund Husserl’s analysis of Dürer’s engraving
Knight, Death, and the Devil, one of his rare allusions
to art, is concerned with depiction and imagination.
Depiction is certainly a matter of representation, yet

1H.R. Sepp, L. Embree (eds.), Handbook of Phenomenological Aesthetics, Contributions to Phenomenology 59
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not in the narrow modernist sense. Husserl’s focus is
not upon the generation of representations in human
subjects. Instead, he stresses the depictive proper-
ties of the engraving, and in particular how its lines,
though perceived as physical entities on one level,
are grasped as only quasi-existing on another: “this
depicturing picture-Object is present to us neither as
existing nor as not existing, nor in any other posi-
tional modality; or rather, there is consciousness of it
as existing, but as quasi-existing in the neutrality mod-
ification of being” (Husserl, 1982: 262). At stake here
is imagination (Phantasie), conceived as the neutral-
izing of “positing” presentiations or presentifications
such as memories and perceptions. (This is not to con-
fuse neutrality modification with phantasy, since every
phantasy is such a modification, but the modification
itself has universal application; cf. ibid., §111, “The
Neutrality Modification and Phantasy.”)

Husserl singles out a visual work of art composed
of lines, with no color. Linearity is well suited to bring
out issues of depiction, given that contour lines often
stand in for the edges of objects. It does not mat-
ter that these objects do not come directly from the
artist’s (or the spectator’s) personal experience. What
matters is the effort to delineate all that is depicted in
the engraving, thereby demonstrating that the realm of
“objects” may include wholly imaginary entities such
as the Devil or the Knight. Thus the spectator as well
as the artist is invited to engage in an imaginative activ-
ity whose contents exceed the deliverances of ordinary
perceptual experience. By invoking this invitation to
imagine freely under the guidance of linear depictions,
Husserl extends the notion of experience in art beyond
the narrow limits of “objective representation,” which
is tied to definite objects in a spatiotemporal field that
pre-exists the representing subject. This is a crucial
step toward formally acknowledging the pertinence of
a much more expansive model of experience than was
permitted in early modern thought under the regime of
mental representation.

ROMAN INGARDEN provides a more comprehen-
sive view of aesthetic experience than does Husserl.
Where Husserl had been content to remark that lit-
erature allows unusual latitude in the employment of
imagination (ibid.: 160), Ingarden carefully analyzes
what a literary work and its experience consist in. Das
literarische Kunstwerk (1931) opens with a critique
of psychologistic interpretations in which the meaning

of a literary work is equivalent to the mental experi-
ences of the author or the reader. He considers this
an “absurdity” that refuses to recognize that the work
has a being of its own: “each literary work of art is
something that in itself is one and identical” (Ingarden,
1973a: 16). This identity relies upon “ideal meaning
units” and cannot be reduced to any set of psychic
experiences, no matter how wide-ranging and com-
plete they may be. Such experiences do not belong to
the literary work. Not even imagined objects can make
up the fabric of the literary work, for these remain
part of the psychic life of the author or reader, and
are disparate from the meaning-formations and repre-
sented objects that make up a given work’s distinctive
identity. Nothing that is psychic, whether as actual
experience or as imagined object, can be a proper con-
stituent of the literary work. It must be excluded as
ruthlessly and surely as a thinker’s actual thoughts
from logic or mathematics. Thus scientific truth and
artistic creation, once purged of their psychologis-
tic reductions, converge despite their many manifest
differences.

What distinguishes the literary work from a sci-
entific theory is its peculiar structure: every work of
literature presents itself to the reader as a series of
strata that, though organically bound together in the
reader’s experience, are distinguishable upon analysis.
These strata are: linguistic sound formations, meaning
units, schematized aspects, and represented objects.
Each stratum conditions all the others in the conjoint
action that makes up the work as a whole. Inspired
by MAX SCHELER’S model of the stratification of
value in ethical life, Ingarden holds that each stra-
tum bears its own particular form of value. “There
thus arises a manifold of aesthetic value qualities in
which a polyphonic yet uniform value quality of the
whole is constituted” (ibid: 30). Such value qualities
are no more reducible to experiences than are the ideal
meanings that guarantee the coherence of represented
objects. Together, such meanings and qualities ensure
that the literary work is neither the physical object,
e.g., the perceived page, nor the subjective experience
of its author or reader. Nor is it the mere repository
of representations at stake in the Cartesian subject;
the final stratum of represented objects contains enti-
ties that are the creation of the work itself, not of
any human subjectivity that purports to capture the
perceived world in ideational or pictorial formats. On
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Ingarden’s conception, the only objects that matter are
the “purely intentional objects projected by units of
meaning” (ibid: 218).

This model has had considerable influence, e.g., on
the formalist school of New Criticism in the United
States, but is not without its complications. Ultimately,
the ideal identity and unity of the work are not inde-
pendent of the reader’s intervention. The animation
of all four strata, above all the intentional objects they
variously support, requires the interventions of con-
sciousness to such an extent that these objects exhibit
an “ontical heteronomy.” “The purely intentional
object in its total existence and essence is dependent
on the existence and essence of the appertaining act
of consciousness” (ibid.: 122). To avoid subjective
idealism, Ingarden immediately qualifies this claim
by denying any “creative power” to consciousness.
“We say that it is ‘projected,’ ‘created’ by intentional
thought: but, in accordance with the proper essence
of the intentional act of thought, this creation is not
genuine creation” (ibid.). Ingarden wants to have it
both ways: he maintains at once “the total submission
to the sphere of influence of the ‘I’ of consciousness”
and yet a “lack of a genuinely creative power of pure
consciousness” (ibid.).

Not that human beings are never creative—where
this means that what is created “immanently contains
the determinations assigned to it by the [creative] act”
(ibid.)—but in the case of reading a literary work
(and, by extension, looking at paintings, listening to
music, etc.), no such creativity is at play. At most, as
Ingarden concedes in Vom Erkennen des literarischen
Kunstwerks (1968), we can speak of a “co-creative
attitude” when we are reading “actively” (Ingarden,
1973b: 40). We collaborate with the author in actively
moving through the stratra of the work toward its
“portrayed objectivities,” and in this way we discover
“its peculiar, characteristic structure in its full detail”
(ibid.: 41). Indeed, we may even “supplement” what
we thus animate by adding “various details explicitly
indicated by the sentence meanings” (ibid.). And yet
this latter contribution does not amount to creation in
any strong sense, i.e., any sense comparable to the cre-
ation effected by the author of the work when s/he was
in the process of writing it. For the reader, there is noth-
ing like creating from whole cloth, much less creation
ex nihilo: the text presents itself as a verbal plenum
that saturates his/her field. This is not to say, however,
that the text is an entirely determinate entity. There are

“spots of indeterminacy” in every text; (1973a: 246,
250, 280, 331).

In the end, the reader is involved not in “a purely
receptive reading” (ibid.: 41), but in what we might
call a co-performance in which the reader depends on
the text of the literary work even as s/he animates it.
The text gives readers every essential stage direction,
and we have no choice but to follow its lead, however
actively we enliven and supplement it along the way.

Ingarden provides a theory of aesthetic experience
that is true to its Husserlian origins in its respect for
the purely intentional character of consciousness. It
construes aesthetic experience exclusively in terms of
this character and the objects of this experience in
keeping with their sheer noematic core of sense. His
groundbreaking work shows the wide applicability of
the original Husserlian model. Yet it also shows the
limits within which there is little room for the detailed
actualities of lived experience, the genuine creativity of
the reader’s imagination, or the systematic ambiguity
of many texts. The consistency and rigor of inten-
tionality means the exclusion of much that art brings
with it.

Mikel Dufrenne’s Phénoménologie de l’expérience
esthétique (1953) is the preeminent and most fully
accomplished work in phenomenological aesthetics. It
illuminates all the major arts, while taking account of
aspects of aesthetic experience neglected by Ingarden,
e.g., reflection, feeling, and expression. Dufrenne
insists on the rich diversity of aesthetic experience
for the spectator, “a subject who, instead of making
himself a consciousness in general so as to think the
objective world, responds to the subjectivity of the
work through his own subjectivity” (Dufrenne, 1973:
198). Without falling into psychologism, he empha-
sizes a depth of feeling that rejoins the depth of the
aesthetic object in a special bond of “reciprocity”
(ibid.: 483).

If the spectator of the artwork, whose point of view
is here admittedly privileged (ibid.: xlv), is broadened
and deepened, the artwork is expanded in scope by an
emphasis on the “world” of the aesthetic object. No
longer just a sum of represented objects, the world is
an open whole with no prescribed limits. “The aes-
thetic object is, like subjectivity itself, the source of a
peculiar world that cannot be reduced to the objective
world” (ibid.: 197). The world of the work is a lived
world (Lebenswelt in Husserl) fabricated from cultural
and historical strands.
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If Ingarden proposes a one-many model of aesthetic
experience in which one subject links up with several
levels of the artwork, Dufrenne’s strategy is to show
how an initial one-one dichotomy between subject and
object gives way to a deeper connection that includes
both. This dissolution of a provisional dualism is also
evident in the distinction between the aesthetic object
and the work of art. While the latter is the existing
thing, art in its physicality, the former is the work
as experienced, and more particularly, as perceived.
While the work of art can be considered an ordinary
thing (e.g., a painting as an object to be packed), when
it is perceived for its own sake, it becomes an aesthetic
object. As he puts it, “the aesthetic object is the work
of art perceived as a work of art, that is, the work of
art that gets the perception it solicits and deserves”
(ibid.: 14; cf. 16). Thus it is by means of perception that
work and object conjoin in a common bond: “aesthetic
object and work of art are distinct in that aesthetic per-
ception must be joined to the work of art in order for
the aesthetic object to appear” (ibid.: lxv).

More importantly still, the augmented subject and
object rejoin across their very differences. As poles
of one and the same aesthetic experience, they are
linked by a shared sensuousness that is “the act com-
mon to the sensing being and to what is sensed” (ibid.:
225). The sensuous (le sensible) is an intensification
and epiphany of perception. A work of art delivers to
us “the sensuous in its glory” (ibid.: 14). Reinforcing
the annealing role of the sensuous is feeling (senti-
ment), a key term that is bilocated between subject
and object: Dufrenne links the affectivity of feeling
with an “affective a priori” that belongs to subject
and object alike: “feeling, itself affective, knows the
affective [quality] as the primary sign of the object”
(ibid.: 441). Between aesthetic object and appreciative
subject there is a sensing-feeling “communion” (ibid.:
50–1, 63, 70, 375).

The result of such synthesizing of otherwise
diremptive dichotomies between aesthetic object and
work of art, subject- and object-pole, is that we can
consider the aesthetic object a “quasi-subject.” Far
from subjectivity being confined to the individuated
human being, in the actual experience of art it is also
found in the aesthetic object: “a subject always appears
in the aesthetic object . . . [which] contains the subjec-
tivity of the subject who has created it and expresses
himself in it, and whom in turn it manifests” (ibid.:
196). Here, finally, is the proper place for the creator

of art, not merely as efficient cause but as manifested
in the work s/he brings forth. Such manifestation is in
turn made possible by the world of the work, which
is roomy enough to contain the subjectivity of the cre-
ator as well as the various traits that belong properly
to the aesthetic object. The spectator’s subjectivity is
also contained in the same world—not by psycholog-
ical projection, but by an inhabitation or immersion
in this world that is at once affective and expressive.
Creator and spectator rejoin, and another dichotomy
is dissolved, when each comes to feel and express
him/herself in the world of the work.

We have come a long way from anything like “men-
tal representation”! Not only have we exceeded the
domain of mind—the traditional repository of such
representations—but we are into an arena where world
has replaced mind and the work its own creator or
spectator. This is the realm of aesthetic perception
as such: “aesthetic experience, which is a form of
perceptual experience, furnishes evidence that the per-
ceived is not just the mentally represented” (ibid.:16).
Rather than being enclosed in the dank den of sub-
jective representations, such outgoing but intensive
perceptual experience engenders “the apotheosis of the
sensuous” (ibid.: 339), where expressivity rather than
representation is the guiding force.

The culmination of aesthetic experience lies in
expression, which carries the intensification of feeling
to a new (and strictly post-representational) level. In
Dufrenne’s striking formulation, we “read expression
by means of feeling” (ibid.: 384). Expression is at once
“inexhaustible”—a matter of depth—and yet “given to
me immediately” and “in a single stroke” (ibid.: 379,
386). In the accomplishment of expression, all parts of
a work of art play an active role, nothing is irrelevant
to expressivity. When expression has been attained, it
takes the form of affective qualities that are the artic-
ulation of feeling, qualities that give to each work its
unique expressive identity. Such identity is no longer
built on meaning units, as in Ingarden, but consists
instead in an evolving expressive matrix of affective a
priori structures. This affective-cum-expressive nexus
allows the aesthetic object to be a quasi-subject, i.e.,
to occupy a world that is the embodiment of its cre-
ator’s aims while calling to its percipient to valorize it
as a single work of art. But this can happen only if our
acquaintance with the aesthetic object derives from our
concrete perception of it, if our finding it fully expres-
sive is “rooted in the perception of the sensuous aspects
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of the work, culminating in the feeling that thrusts us,
within the heart of meaning, into a world immanent in
the work” (ibid.: 212).

Dufrenne achieves what cannot be found in
MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY—that is to say, a sys-
tematic aesthetic theory based upon the primacy of
perception. Merleau-Ponty’s brilliant forays into art,
starting from “Le doute de Cézanne”(1948) and culmi-
nating in “Le langage indirect et les voix du silence”
(1960) and “L’Oeil et l’Esprit” (1961), are of immense
suggestive value. But they do not offer a theory of
art as such, or even a consistent model for its expe-
rience. In this respect, he is in much the same position
as JACQUES DERRIDA, despite the enormous dif-
ferences in emphasis and approach between them.
Derrida fiercely resisted constructing any comprehen-
sive, much less complete, aesthetics, instead choosing
to emphasize factors like trace, frame, and other “par-
ergonal” elements that lie outside the domain of expe-
rience or subjectivity. His most developed treatment of
art, La vérité en peinture (1978), contends that, despite
this title, there is no truth in painting in any classical or
conventional sense.

For Dufrenne, however, art attains truth in the
guise of an ontological signification that belongs
to aesthetic experience itself, not to Being or the
Open, language or Region, nearness or gathering. The
last chapter of his magnum opus is entitled “The
Ontological Signification of Aesthetic Experience.”
His final recourse to experience endorses the very
term expressly abjured by Heidegger in “The Origin
of the Work of Art.” But the term itself is differ-
ently construed by the two thinkers. Rather than aes-
thetic experience being a form of passive containment
within a merely receptive representational subject, as
Heidegger had charged, it is for Dufrenne the very
point of active access to the world of the work in its
full nuance and annuciatory truth

This leaves us with at least two major questions:
What is finally the place of “experience” in art? What
are its ultimate “objects”?

(1) Concerning objects: not only are the objects of art
not to be confined to represented objects, but they
are also not to be construed as perceptual objects
alone, as in Merleau-Ponty, or as such objects in
their affective and expressive aspects, as Dufrenne
proposes. These latter expansions of earlier senses
of the aesthetic object take us in the right direc-
tion, but they do not go far enough. We should

replace the notion of “object” with other more
capacious terms such as “place,” “region,” and
“landscape.” Aesthetic objects are never wholly
isolable, but exist only in relation to these more
generous parameters, which furnish the appropri-
ate and effective settings for artworks. JEAN-PAUL

SARTRE tended in this direction with his idea of
“situation” in L’être et le néant [1943], where this
idea is accorded primary significance; it is also
explored in his early essays on art, especially as
published in Situations (Sartre 1947–1965).

(2) For art to work on us, to take effect there (and not
merely through the pristine pleasure or displeasure
underscored by Kant), our own appreciative stance
as spectators needs to be rethought. This means
that aesthetic experience itself is to be construed
differently from the models inherited from Kant,
Husserl, Ingarden, and Dufrenne.

Several non-phenomenological aestheticians—Otto
Baensch, R. G. Collingwood, and Susanne Langer—
are of assistance here. Each of these authors singles
out the role of feeling in the experience of art. Like
Dufrenne, each points to the larger dimensions of feel-
ing; they suggest its diverse place in the experience
of art not only as underlying the affective a priori, as
Dufrenne holds, but also as making possible the idea
of the spectator as co-performer (Collingwood, 1938)
and as deeply allied with form in art (Langer, 1953).
In particular, Baensch suggests that feeling inheres not
just in human subjects, but in the larger world to which
they belong: “feelings, like all qualities, are built into
the structure of the world as dependent parts or char-
acteristics of objects” (Baensch, 1958: 22). They are
also built into artworks, “definitely embodied there”
and “molded in conformity with the works that con-
tain them” (ibid.: 23). This is to locate feeling not just
in human subjects and their creative or appreciative
processes, but outside them, in the very situations in
which artist and audience alike are emplaced from the
beginning—i.e., in the very particular places, regions,
landscapes, and worlds to which they belong, collec-
tively as well as individually. When we begin to think
in this direction, the very idea of experience is trans-
formed. It is now understood in terms of the various
ways in which we inhabit these place-worlds, whether
as incorporated into artworks as their inherent “world,”
as stressed by Heidegger and Dufrenne, or as dis-
played in the open texture of everyday dealings in the
human life-world. “Experience” is not anything purely
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psychic, much less psychological, nor is it sheerly
“intentional” in Husserl’s and Ingarden’s strict sense;
it is “operative,” as EUGEN FINK might put it, exhibit-
ing an active intentionality that is at once affective and
corporeal, meaningful and expressive.

One consequence of this approach is that the place-
worlds at stake in art cannot be held to be het-
eronomous (i.e., dependent on human consciousness);
nor, for that matter, are they autonomous (i.e., self-
sufficient). They are the products of a creative collabo-
ration between the places and the people who collude
in art-making and art-appreciating, in a veritable sen-
sus communis of collaborative activity, a theater of
co-performance in which aesthetic experience and its
objects exchange positions, with “subjects” located in
“objects” regarded as quasi-subjects, and “objects,”
reinterpreted as place-worlds, relocated in “subjects”
via co-immanent feeling (Casey, 2002, 2005). What
Merleau-Ponty says of the body, i.e., that the inside
and outside are inextricably intertwined, should be
said of aesthetic object and experience: we witness
one as “the outside of its inside” and the other as
“the inside of its outside” (Merleau-Ponty, 1968: 144).
It is a matter of a chiasmatic crossover in which
the entrenched binaries of modern philosophy—so
pervasive in Kant and still evident in Husserl and
Ingarden—no longer control aesthetic discourse and
theory.

The subject-object schema is not just an innocent
gesture or a matter of epistemic convenience. It has
held an entire epoch in its thrall, and all the more
grippingly for being so closely affiliated with the rep-
resentationalism characteristic of modernist thought.
When it comes to art and its experience, this same
bipolar model is all the more tempting, e.g., with
respect to the need for objectivity of judgment and
agreement with others, and yet it is much too confining
for an enterprise like art that prizes freedom at every
turn. Early modern aesthetics, most notably that which
came to fruition in Kant’s Kritik der Urteilskraft, was
compelled to privilege this model in its passion for
objectivity and consensus. But maintaining such a priv-
ilege is no longer called for in the late modern and
postmodern era. Already Husserl lessened its stran-
glehold by maintaining that the noema has several
layers, including those of emotion and phantasy, and
thus that the corresponding noetic acts of conscious-
ness are differentially structured. Ingarden continued
in this expansive vein by demonstrating that the literary

work of art is stratified and thus has an irreducible
polyphonic structure.

But shadows of mentalism and representationalism
persist in Husserl and Ingarden, and it is only when we
move to Dufrenne and Merleau-Ponty that these van-
ish definitively. The exorcism happens mainly through
an emphasis on the concrete complexity of perception
that takes us out of our minds and into the environing
place-world whose analogue is the world of the art-
work: a world that is no mere assemblage of things
but a poignant actuality that bristles with imaginative
possibilities.

Heidegger draws us still farther out—out into the
Open, where the event of Being occurs. However, this
ontological liberation comes with a price: the com-
plete elimination of experience as indissociable from
art. I have suggested that this is too high a price to
pay, and that we can retain a valid role for aesthetic
experience and its objects if we can reimagine these
basic terms in a less polarizing way. We accomplish
this by opening up the aesthetic object to the ingression
of place-worlds while reconceiving aesthetic experi-
ence as a form of feeling that not only ties subject
to object but melts down their very difference. Then
the diremptive bipolarity inherent in representational-
ism gives way to a more ample vision of what art and
its experience can mean in expressive artworks.
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Aisthesis

Jagna Brudzińska

The Greek concept of aisthēsis refers both to phe-
nomena of sensuous perception that relate to the five
senses and to sensuousness in general. This ambi-
guity reflects the complexity of the concept. Early
modern empiricist theory of knowledge considered
aisthēsis primarily from the point of view of the epis-
temological function of sensation. As such, it also
became established as a theme for sensuously ori-
ented psychology. Phenomenology refers back to these
different significations. From the starting point of a
concept of sensation (Empfindung) with an empiri-
cist coloring, sensuousness reaches a position of very
high importance in phenomenological theory as the
region of original experience. It is not least through the
acknowledgment of phantasmatic and kinaesthetic sen-
sation that an implicit broadening and differentiation
of aisthēsis is brought about. This is important for the
understanding of experience in general and of aesthetic
experience and aesthetic subjectivity in particular. It is
the phenomenology of EDMUND HUSSERL that intro-
duces this broadening and differentiation and thus lays
the foundation for a modern phenomenological theory
of sensuousness.

There are four perspectives on sensuousness in
Husserl’s phenomenology. First, in the context of the
analysis of intentional experience in the Logische
Untersuchungen (1900–1901), sensation is analyzed
with respect to its function in the structure of inten-
tional acts. Secondly, there is the perspective of object-
constitution, where the “apprehension-content” model
comes into question and a systematic differentiation

J. Brudzińska (�)
Universität zu Köln, Köln, Germany

Translated by Matthew Boss, University of Sydney

between the concepts of sensation and phantasma is
introduced. This perspective is of particular impor-
tance for aesthetic experience. Third, there is the view-
point of the constitution of inner time-consciousness
or the transcendental theory of primal constitu-
tion and temporalization. In this perspective, sen-
sation is termed primal impression and acquires a
transcendental function. Fourth, we have the phe-
nomenology of the body that was strongly echoed
in second-generation phenomenology and has been
taken further—most recently, in the phenomenology of
material or instinctive-affective genesis.

Husserl begins the critical discussion of the con-
cept of sensation in the Fifth Logical Investigation.
He distinguishes between real content (reeller Inhalt)
and intentional content. The intentional content is to
be understood as that which appears in the experience
(e.g., a brown table), and the real content as that of
which the experience is composed (e.g., sensible qual-
ities such as the table’s color). The latter functions
as something that lacks independence and needs an
objectifying or animating interpretation or apprehen-
sion (Auffassung). Sensations are indeed experienced
in the intentional acts, but do not themselves exhibit
intentional characteristics. “Sensations, and the acts
‘interpreting’ them or apperceiving them, are alike
experienced, but they do not appear as objects: they are
not seen, heard, or perceived with any sense. Objects,
on the other hand, appear and are perceived, but they
are not experienced” (Husserl 1984: 399).

This distinction is made with the initial intention of
correcting the psychologistic confusion in the concept
of experience that takes both concepts as referring to
actual occurrences in the world. In opposition to this
assumption, Husserl makes it clear that the intentional
content of an experience is not an actual occurrence
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in the world, but an intuitively given structure of
sense belonging to the appearances; this is always
based upon the activity of an objectifying or animat-
ing apprehension. The same sensations can be given an
interpretation that objectifies them in a variety of ways:
the same material sign can be interpreted as a word, as
a sign-figure, or as a sign in an unknown script. But
these various possibilities of interpretation are not to
be attributed to changes in the sensuous material. This
means that apperception always represents a surplus
in comparison with mere sensations. This discovery
translates to the problematic of object-constitution,
which is understood in the Logische Untersuchungen
as an intentional process of objectification in virtue of
which apperception always goes beyond the content of
the mere sensations when it objectifies this content.

In the Logische Untersuchungen, this thesis is
developed into the first model of constitution: the
so-called apprehension-content model (Auffassung-
Auffassungsinhalt-Modell) (Husserl, 1984: Part 1, B
392; Part 2, B 91ff.). This conception is deepened and
further differentiated in Husserl’s study of intuitive re-
presentations (anschauliche Vergegenwärtigungen). At
issue to begin with is the analysis of various inter-
pretive activities that exhibit different structures in
the various kinds of experience (simple perception,
picture-consciousness, recollection, phantasy) and are
in part founded in one another. Thus, for instance,
the re-presenting (vergegenwärtigende) apprehension
of recollection is based upon a presenting (gegen-
wärtigende) perceptual interpretation. And picture-
consciousness, in the case of a physical image, exhibits
a threefold structure of apprehension involving (1) the
physical image (e.g., a picture of a landscape hanging
on the wall); (2) the mental picture awakened by the
image, or the picture-object, as the objectivity that in
fact appears (a vividly given representation of the land-
scape); and (3) the actual picture-thing that the picture
represents—that which is intended, i.e., the sujet (the
landscape) (Husserl 1980: 29).

Hence we are dealing here with three objectivities
or object-apprehensions, but at the same time only
one appearance. Through the fact that the sensuous
material is only sufficient to present one objective
meaning, Husserl explains the circumstance that in
spite of the presence of several object-apprehensions
constructed upon one another, only one appearance
comes to light in the representation (Vorstellung) of
an image (ibid.). He also insists that there is only

one sensuous foundation to the lived experience. This
foundation is conceived as having an originally per-
ceptual nature—which expresses the precedence of
sensation over phantasma. The phantasmatic, which
functions as the content of an apprehension and so
as a source of intuitions for re-presenting experi-
ences, Vergegenwärtigungen, is, however, conceived at
first as a mere modification of sensation (the source
of intuitions for presentations, Gegenwärtigungen—
ibid.: 96f.).

It is only the difficulty of distinguishing between
simple perception and simple phantasy that makes it
necessary to deepen the inquiry into the difference
between the contents of these apprehension, since
the difference between the two kinds of experience
cannot be attributed to a difference in their interpre-
tive structures—they both exhibit the same interpre-
tive structure. Hallucinations, visions, or even dreams
count for Husserl as examples of simple phantasy. It
is from here that insight into the original distinction
between the sources of intuition, i.e., into the orig-
inal heterogeneity of aisthēsis as either sensation or
phantasma, is gradually obtained.

Hence two different ways to understand sensu-
ousness emerge in the Phantasie, Bildbewusstsein,
Erinnerung lectures of 1904/1905 (Husserl, 1980).
They allow us to speak of an original heteronomy in
the concept of aisthēsis as sensation and phantasma.
This heteronomy is to be interpreted from three dif-
ferent points of view: (1) descriptive-functional, (2)
structural, and (3) genetic.

From the descriptive-functional viewpoint, sensa-
tion, as the actual (the belief-moment) in the course
of perception, is assigned the task of accredita-
tion or “certification”; phantasma, in contrast, that
of discrediting the actuality in experience. Hence the
contents of sensation enter into the constitution of
reality; the phantasmatic contents, in contrast, yield
non-reality (non-itself-giving) or quasi-reality. To
sensations there essentially belongs perceptual appre-
hension. To phantasma there belong imaginative
apprehensions (remembering, picture-consciousness,
phantasy), which are understood to begin with as
modifications of the perceptual consciousness that is
founded in sensation (i.e., as sensation-phantasma).

With this understanding of the invalidating function
of phantasma as that which is non-itself-giving, what
is grasped, however, is a merely negative moment of
this function. How it is to be determined positively
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remains open. Around 1917, Husserl discovers such
a determination when he reveals the phantasmatic as
the mode of sensuousness of the experience of the
possible, and phantasy as the originally giving con-
sciousness of the possible—as a neutral conscious-
ness, i.e., a consciousness in the mode of the as if,
as opposed to positional consciousness (for instance
perception— Husserl, 1987: 170). The phantasmatic is
thus acknowledged as an original source of intuition.

The descriptive-functional perspective received
attention particularly within phenomenological aes-
thetics. Here the work of MORITZ GEIGER and
FRITZ KAUFMANN, above all, deserve considera-
tion. Kaufmann in particular succeeds in deepening
the descriptive-functional understanding of aesthetic
experience. He takes Husserl’s analyses of picture-
consciousness as his starting point and investigates
the various effects of original sensuousness. Treating
the pictorial artwork as an aesthetic phenomenon, he
interprets the meaning of this phenomenon’s sensuous
component—from the viewpoint of the apprehension-
content model—as the materially mediated effects of
impressions. In this conception the sensual contents
do not function as merely passive moments of the
objectifying process.

Kaufmann shows to what degree the issue is, on
the one hand, the subjective receptivity for the impres-
sion, and on the other hand, the way the impression
itself exerts an influence and has its effect in the
objectifying processes. He thus combines the effect-
moments of form with the originally hyletic modes
of effectiveness that are expressed in aesthetic expe-
rience as the medium of aesthetic form (Kaufmann,
1960: 11ff.). Hence the interpretive activity cannot be
made comprehensible independently of the modes of
effectiveness belonging to the sensuous. Rather, a spe-
cific reciprocity between content and apprehension has
been made plain: through being interpreted, the con-
tents exert their influence, and thus play their part in
determining the dynamics of the interpretive process.

This functional differentiation is accompanied by
a structural differentiation. Here sensation turns out
to be that which is bound to the bodily self of
perception—and so determines the structure of itself-
giving. What is taken from phantasma, in contrast,
is rather a medial or transitive structure. Already
in the 1904/1905 Lectures Husserl holds that phan-
tama can only function representatively (repräsenta-
tiv), while sensations always exhibit a structure that is

presentative (präsentativ) (Husserl 1987a: 107). This
phantasmatic moment permits one to speak of a struc-
tural permeability of experience that always mediates
something that is other than the bodily pregivenness of
sensation. The dynamic structure of the affectivity of
phantasmatic sensuousness consists in the releasing of
the bodily self of sensation and its opening of itself to
the other or the foreign.

Through the phantasma of empathetic re-
presentation, qualities of another’s experiences
and states of being are given (e.g., the anger of
another, which I can understand immediately without
being angry myself); in phantasmatic formations
of symbolic consciousness, the individual structure
of significance of the implicitly intended, given
associatively as the other of what is explicitly rep-
resented, appears (e.g., the raising of the national
flag at sporting events evokes patriotic feelings). But
above all, the other manifests itself in the corporeal
body as instinct or drive in phantasmatically given
strivings, willings, and tendencies. Thus, the cor-
poreal drive is expressed as the immediate sensible
givenness of what is wanted or desired. This makes it
immediately experienced as an original consciousness
of representations (Repräsentationsbewusstsein). Its
influence reaches to the processes of self-affection
of original temporalization in the genesis of subjec-
tivity. In the case of re-presentations of another’s
states of being, what makes the mediating struc-
ture of the phantasmatic possible is an imaginative
(reproductive and imitative) activity. In the case of
original representative consciousness (ursprüngliches
Repräsentationsbewusstsein) such as that of the drive,
on the other hand, it is a phantasmatic imaginary
activity (Brudzinska, 2004: 86ff.).

At the end of the 1920s, the mediating function
of imaginative consciousness was treated in the con-
text of a first phenomenological theory of media by
a Polish phenomenologist: LEOPOLD BLAUSTEIN. His
research lies on the boundary between psychology and
aesthetics and deals with the phenomenology of cin-
ema, theater, and art. Following Husserl’s analyses of
re-presentative consciousness, Blaustein distinguishes
between original perceptual and imaginative sense
data, and describes a specific kind of imaginative intu-
ition that is accompanied by the imaginative attitude.
The change from the perceptual attitude into the imag-
inative has a role in determining aesthetic experience
(Blaustein, 1930: 5ff.).
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In spite of a precisely differentiated understanding
of sensuous experience along with careful descriptive
and structural distinctions within the realm of aisthēsis,
the apprehension-content model could not successfully
clarify the question of the difference between percep-
tion and phantasy. It became apparent that the division
between the content and the apperceptive interpreta-
tion from which the content is not independent, a
division the model presupposes, lacks a foundation
in intuition when it comes to simple sensuous expe-
riences. Moreover, the characterization of a sensuous
experience, e.g., the presentative or re-presentative
experience of a color, has its basis in an activity of
original sensuousness, not the activity of an interpre-
tation. A fundamental deepening in the understanding
of the structure of experience and the function of the
sensuous was therefore introduced, leading to a new
interpretation of the significance of the sources of intu-
ition as sensation and phantasma, and bringing with
it a further genetic differentiation in the concept of
(self-) experience, of (self-) constitution. The contents
of sensation and phantasma, once conceived as non-
independent, as merely “picturing” and needing objec-
tifying interpretation, were found to have an original
function as an immediate intentional consciousness.
On this point Husserl states in 1909: “‘Consciousness’
consists of consciousness through and through, and
even sensation is ‘consciousness’ as is phantasma.”
(1980: 265) Hence when it comes to both sensation
and phantasma, we are dealing with original modes
of constitutive experiencing that have no need to be
first awakened to subjective life through animating
acts, but in fact function as the first manifestations of
this life.

Besides the previously understood duality of per-
ception-consciousness and phantasy-consciousness, an
equality of level of sensation and perception, or—
in parallel to this—of phantasma and phantasy, has
been discovered. This equality must not be under-
stood as an identity of kind; rather, what is empha-
sized is the originally intentional character of both
forms of experience (perception and sensation, or
phantasy and phantasma). In the intentional struc-
ture of these forms a fundamental difference stands
out. In the case of perception, what is at stake is
the re-presenting, intending, or doxic intentional activ-
ity of presenting consciousness, which is marked
by a reflective character. But in the case of sen-
sation, as active consciousness, with the structure

of the non-or pre-reflective (self-) consciousness as
an immediate manifestation: the (self-) experience
of the flowing stream of consciousness precedes all
reflection.

The phenomenology of the pre-reflective form
of consciousness is the theme of Husserl’s study
of inner time-consciousness. This reveals a new—
transcendental—perspective on sensuousness. In these
analyses the aisthetic is thematic initially as the pri-
mal impression and its retentional modifications. Zur
Phänomenologie des inneren Zeitbewusstseins (1905)
sheds new light on the question of the content of sensa-
tion, although at first only the perceptual-impressional
contents are treated and the distinction between sensa-
tion and phantasma seems blurred. At issue here are
not only the (constituted) experiences, but also the pri-
mordialay constituting functions of consciousness and
the stream of inner time-consciousness itself. Husserl
addresses the question of the way a present act (an act
of perception), which itself exhibits a temporal dura-
tion, is able to grasp a temporal object, i.e., a temporal
extension.

This question is worked out in a critical discus-
sion with certain theorists of psychological experi-
ence (Johann Friedrich Herbart, Franz Brentano, and
Hermann Lotze), who, as Husserl shows, want to
understand the intuition of an enduring object or pro-
cess as restricted to an isolated perceived “now.”
Against this view Husserl argues, in harmony with
other psychological authors (above all William Stern,
Carl Stumpf, William James), that intuition itself has a
temporal structure. The analysis of perception shows
that the now is not to be identified with the cur-
rent present and cannot be understood as an isolated
point in experience whose actuality is exhausted in this
punctuality; rather, the now functions as the ideal ref-
erence point of the experience of the present (Husserl,
1966a: §16).

From a formal point of view, the now is inter-
preted as a structural moment of the complex occur-
rence of the present it is understood as a limit, an
approximation, an ungraspable boundary in experi-
ence; considered from the dynamic point of view—as
the “eternally retreating boundary-point between past
and future” (ibid.: 162). To be sure, the primal impres-
sion of hyletic givenness retains a privileged position.
Husserl acknowledges that this moment of the primal
impression (sense impression) has considerable sig-
nificance, since it anchors experience in the common
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spatiotemporal world. Nevertheless, in spite of this
privileged position of the now in terms of content—
i.e., as the moment of the primal impression, hence
the hyletic moment that has the primordially estab-
lishing (urstiftende) function in the constitution of
the flowing present—he interprets it as a structural
moment of experience that is not independent and con-
tinually remains in a relationship of mediation with
the not-now: that is to say, the now is borne by the
retentional-protentional structure of the present past
(retention) and the present future (protention). Thus the
first transcendental function of sensation in the con-
stitution of the consciousness of enduring objects is
brought to light.

The primal-impressional structure of immediate
sensation is to be distinguished from this and func-
tions on the level of the constitution of imma-
nent time-consciousness as the primal consciousness
(Urbewusstsein) of the stream of primal impres-
sions, a consciousness that must be understood as a
pre-objective manifestation of the flow of life itself
(ibid.: 119). This expresses the original transcenden-
tal function of sensuousness as activity, characterized
by a pre-reflective implicit moment of the itself-
giving of transcendental subjectivity or self-affection
as a field of primal experience or primal conscious-
ness. Unlike the retentional-protentional constitution
of the objectifying consciousness that is fundamen-
tally borne by the structure of transverse-intentionality
(Querintentionalität), immediately pre-reflective pri-
mal consciousness turns out to be characterized
by the activity structure of horizontal-intentionality
(Längsintentionalität—ibid.: 379f.; Husserl, 2001:
15ff.).

The immediacy of self-experience likewise became
a theme for the phenomenology of the body and
of genesis, providing a further perspective for the
aisthetic. Husserl increasingly made sensuous experi-
ence a theme from the viewpoint of sensuous bodili-
ness. It is the discovery of kinaesthetic sensuousness
that in 1907 makes the understanding of thing- and
space-constitution accessible as a subjective occur-
rence. Here the concept of kinaesthetic sensation is
formulated as the moment of perception that makes
presentation (Darstellung) possible without presenting
itself (Husserl, 1973: 159ff.). It refers to that which
is self-moving, not to a moved thing. In Ideen II, the
aisthetic is confirmed as a subjective factor in thing-
constitution, and the aisthetic body is established as a

theme for egological phenomenology (Husserl, 1952:
55ff.).

The aisthetic body proves to be doubly given, from
without and from within, as something corporeal in
space and as a sensing body. As a spatial thing, it is
subject to the laws of Euclidean geometry and dis-
tinguished by qualities and conditions linked together
causally. As a sensing body, it is always experienced
in relations and expressive qualities. It situates sen-
suous subjectivity spatially as the zero-point of all
orientation (ibid: 158). As a self-moving body, it func-
tions not only aisthetically, but also kinaesthetically. In
the Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und
die transzendentale Phänomenologie, Husserl wrote,
“The kinaestheses are different from the movements
of the body which exhibit themselves corporeally, yet
are somehow one with them and belong to one’s own
body in this two-sided way [inner kinaestheses—outer
corporeal actual movements]” (Husserl, 1954: 164).
Hence the kinaestheses are interpreted not as noematic,
but as noetic moments of experience belonging to the I.
Later in the 1930s, Husserl addresses kinaesthetic sen-
suousness in the context of instinctive-affective genesis
and drive-intentionality.

In the 1930s, the connection between sensing and
self-moving was also deepened by the German psy-
chiatrist and phenomenologist Erwin Straus. Through
a criticism of atomistic and behavioristic psycholo-
gies, whose highpoint he saw in Ivan Pavlov’s theory
of the conditioned reflex, he recognized sensing as a
self-movement realized synaesthetically and as fun-
damental to communication between world and self,
although it is not an objectifiable element of knowl-
edge of the world (Cf. Straus, 1935: 149). His favored
field of intuition is the experience of rhythm, music,
and dance.

Straus’s results were taken up by Husserl’s assistant
Ludwig Landgrebe, for whom kinaesthetic sensuous-
ness is decisive. Landgrebe understood kinaestheses
as the significant moment of the being conscious of
one’s own self that makes all sensing into a self-
sensing. In this he follows MARTIN HEIDEGGER’s
conception of Befindlichkeit. Following Husserl, he
shows, with regard to the intentional structure of con-
sciousness, that sensuousness as a kinaesthetic sensing
of one’s own self functions not as mere receptiv-
ity, mere suffering or being affected, but as an ele-
mentary form of activity within passivity (Husserl,
1972: §17). Tactile experience makes clear that the
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having of sense impressions cannot be explained as
a receptive accepting of data. It functions as the
experience “of an activity [Aktivität], be it latent
[‘not chosen’], or patent, as the activity of ‘I move
myself.’ It is the experience of a self-moving which,
in accordance with the intention of perception, is
directed towards the optimum of what can be sensed”
(Landgrebe, 1963: 117). Thus although the concept
of aisthēsis taking shape in Landgrebe’s reflections
does not consider the difference in content between
impression and phantasma, it leads to a concept of
sensuousness as the subjective mode of being-in-the-
world.

MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY also takes sensing (le
sentir) as a living communication with the world
(Merleau-Ponty, 1945: 64). Sensing precedes the
cleavage of subject and object. The communicative
moment of sensing is realized synaesthetically (ibid.:
260ff.) and reveals a peculiar kind of intentionality—
one that must be understood as pre-reflective. He
speaks of an intentional complex or an intentional
arc. The example of sexuality or erotic understand-
ing makes the structure of sensing particularly clear. It
exhibits a mode of perception different from objective
perception. Erotic perception is not to be understood
in terms of cogitatio and cogitatum, but is the direct
intending by one body of another body (ibid.: 183).
His special achievement is the description of the spe-
cific incorporation of consciousness that constitutes
the bodiliness of aisthēsis and the immersion of self-
consciousness in sensuousness.

This trail is followed today in Germany by the phe-
nomenology of the body of Bernard Waldenfels, who
interprets sensuousness through the experience of the
foreign, with Husserl as his starting point, but also
taking into consideration a wide spectrum of recent
work. Here the sensuous moment functions as het-
eroaesthesis, whose chiasmatic structure demonstrates
that there can be no coinciding of kinēsis and aisthēsis
(Waldenfels, 1999: 69f.).

In France, it is above all the radical phenomenol-
ogy of the body of MICHEL HENRY that turns an
understanding of immediate sensing, as affective ema-
nation and its reincarnation, into the foundation of a
critique of culture (Henry, 2000: § 22). Starting with
a bodily-hyletic understanding of aisthēsis, Henry and
his German interpreter Rolf Kühn reveal a dimension
of material genesis. Kühn speaks of a radical self-
affection of life as temporal flow and refers back to

Husserl’s results on affective genesis and drive (Kühn,
1998: 92).

Drive and sensuous experience as affectively deter-
mined by it are the great themes of psychoanalysis.
Since its foundation by Sigmund Freud, it has accorded
particular importance to sensuous experiencing, and
can be understood as an implicit theory of the aisthetic
of the sexual that consists in the discovery of sexual-
ity as the basic dimension of psychic experience; the
conception of libido as a psychic energy of sexual ori-
gin, and the analysis of the basic forms and phenomena
of psycho-corporeal expression in infantile sexuality,
as well as the analyses of the biographically condi-
tioned destinies of the drives, which first make the
individual forms of human sensibility and its modes
of effectiveness comprehensible. What Freud perceives
here are fundamental spheres of sensuous unconscious
experience. These can be understood phenomenologi-
cally in the context of phantasmatic-imaginary experi-
ence as the spheres of an eruptive genesis, or as the
phantasmatically founded consciousness of original
representation (Brudzińska, 2004: 223ff.).

In his late work, Freud developed a theory of cul-
ture in which aesthetics, as an activity occurring within
culture, is treated in terms of its genesis in the drives.
Here aesthetic comportment is understood as the result
of a tendency that is kept in check or modified (Freud,
1942b: 140f.). Its most prominent mechanism is subli-
mation, which functions as the destiny of a drive when
the object and the goal of the drive are exchanged, “so
that the originally sexual drive now finds gratification
in an activity no longer sexual and more highly valued
socially or ethically” (Freud, 1942a: 231).

The preferred field for research into the activity of
sublimation is the motivation for artistic creation. The
transference of bodily sexual energies to nonsexual-
ized or desexualized fields can be interpreted as lawful
transformations in the aisthetic; seen from a psycho-
analytic viewpoint, these are unconscious structures of
affectivity. This perspective is deepened in the morpho-
logical theory of aesthetics of the German psychologist
and cultural theorist Wilhelm Salber, who is some-
what influenced by both psychoanalysis and Gestalt
psychology. Salber (1986) takes sensuousness as the
affect-moments and expressive qualities involved in
the processes of the formation and transformation of
psychic structures. Hence morphology establishes a
concept of aisthēsis that is to be understood in terms
of the dynamic of form.
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Appearance

TANI Toru

What are the essences of “appearance,” “fiction,” and
“illusion” as they apply to the field of aesthetics? The
task of this entry is to shed light on this problem
from the standpoint of phenomenology. This position
already specifies our task. For example, a mirage is a
kind of illusion, but it is not necessarily an aesthetic
phenomenon. It belongs, no matter how beautiful it
may be, to the field of “physical phenomena” in the
sense of Franz Brentano. In contrast to this, aesthet-
ics is concerned only with “psychic phenomena,” or
better, “intentional phenomena,” which is the field that
concerns phenomenology.

MAX SCHELER clearly distinguishes these two
types of phenomena and says that “illusions”
(Täuschungen) occur when physical phenomena are
drawn into the sphere of the psychic, whereas the two
should properly be kept separate. Phenomenological
analysis should confine itself to psychic phenomena,
and even illusions must and can be analyzed only
within that sphere if their essence is to be made clear.
Although a historical approach—such as Jonathan
Crary’s, who suggests that the “science of illusions”
contributed to the formation of the “subject” by set-
ting it apart from the world in the capacity of an
“observer”—is also interesting, such an approach is
excluded here so that the essence of the illusion itself
can be addressed.

From the phenomenological point of view, Scheler
points out that illusions occur in the field of intu-
ition (direct cognition), and he distinguishes them from
“errors” (Irrtum), which arise from indirect cogni-
tion or inference. The aesthetic phenomenon clearly
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belongs to the field of intuition rather than that of infer-
ence, he says. In this sense, Scheler provides a useful
model for the phenomenological analysis of aesthetic
phenomena, although he himself is speaking mainly of
theoretical and ethical judgments in his reference to
illusions.

For the problematic of this essay, however,
EDMUND HUSSERL, the founder of phenomenology, is
more important than Scheler. A student of Brentano,
he conducts a more pure and radical analysis of psy-
chic phenomena. Some may think that the effective
range of his analysis is theoretical or logical, with lit-
tle relevance for aesthetics. But for Husserl, “reason
allows for no differentiation into ‘theoretical,’ ‘practi-
cal,’ ‘aesthetic,’ or whatever” (Husserl, 1976b: 275).
There is no isolated aesthetic world. It is part of
the phenomenologist’s intention to analyze aesthetic
phenomena in close relation to theoretical or logical
phenomena.

With regard to psychic or intentional phenom-
ena, Husserl analyzes the correlation of “appear-
ances” (Erscheinungen) and “that which appears”
(Erscheinendes). This analysis will be extended in this
entry to visual art—specifically, Renaissance paint-
ing, impressionism, and cubism. He also analyzes the
notions of “sense” (Sinn) and “absurdity” (Widersinn)
in the dimension of logic. In perhaps an unprecedented
attempt, this entry will apply this logical analysis
(together with the notions of appearances and that
which appears) to the work of surrealists such as René
Magritte and of illusion artists such as Maurice Escher.
This will lead to a specific description of the essences
of appearance, fiction, and illusion.

Already in his very early years, i.e., in 1882–
1983, Husserl discovered the correlation between “that
which appears” (or object) and its “appearances,” if
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only in perception (although he later universalized
this correlation). He says: “The representation of the
identity of the object [is] mediated. I have a sen-
sation of unequal angles, yet judge them as equal.
The square must ‘appear’ with unequal angles [in
such and such relations], when it should have equal
angles. The parallelogram is the appearance of the
square, and represents the square to me” (Husserl,
1983: 282). The square here corresponds to “that
which appears” (object), while the parallelogram is
its “appearance.” We see the former “mediated by”
or “through” the latter. That is to say, “mediated by”
or “through” the sensation-parallelogram, we perceive
the object-square. This “mediatedness” or “through-
ness” is an essential determination of “intentionality.”
The sensation-parallelogram and the perceived object-
square are inseparably linked, yet the two are not
the same.

This, however, does not mean that the object is
already there, independent of its appearances. (For how
could we confirm it, even if it were there, since we see
everything mediated by or through its appearances?)
There is no object outside of its mediatedness. The
object is constituted for the first time in this mediation-
relationship, in correlation with its appearances. In
this sense, intentionality, as a relationship of medi-
ation, precedes the experience of the object and is
the condition for its possibility. Here we see that this
notion of “appearance” does not fundamentally mean a
“mere appearance” unrelated to the thing itself. “Mere
appearance” will be treated later in the consideration of
fiction (which is neutral in being) and illusion (which
is negated in being). We must first clarify the aesthetic
relevance of the “appearance.”

In his early years Husserl went on to say that
each appearance is not given in itself, but that such
appearances are linked to each other to form a tem-
poral series. “To the intuitively given are connected a
series of intuitions, which confer the various moments
of the non-proper representations of the object . . .”
(Husserl, 1983: 283). The “series of intuitions” is
later elaborated as the series “retention,” “impres-
sion,” and “protention.” Thus to be more precise,
we can say that we perceive an object intention-
ally mediated by or through the series of retention,
impression, and protention. This temporal constitu-
tion of the object is also referred to as the “synthesis
of transition” (Übergangssynthese)—(Husserl, 1985:
242, 267).

Now is it possible to extract a pure impression in
itself, separated from its link to the temporal series?
Husserl says: “In the ideal sense, perception (impres-
sion) would then be the phase of consciousness that
constitutes the pure Now . . .. But this is only an ideal
limit, something abstract, that can be nothing in itself”
(Husserl, 1966: 40). That is, an instantaneous impres-
sion is no more than an abstraction, even though it is
necessary for the description.

Regarding the relationship between appearances
and that which appears, Descartes said in his Optics
that to follow the rules of perspective, we should prop-
erly use an oval figure to express a circle and a rhombus
for a square. If we replace Descartes’s rhombus with a
parallelogram, it is easy to see the connection between
his idea and Husserl’s. This is the central problem of
perspective, and it takes us back to the paintings of the
Renaissance.

Leonardo da Vinci drew a picture of the artist view-
ing an object in perspective through a hole in a board
and then a sheet of glass some distance away. He writes
in explanation that perspective is like looking through
a piece of glass, then copying all the things that lie
beyond the glass onto its surface. The objects beyond
the glass are seen as if through a pyramid, with the
eye positioned at the top (in this case, the hole in the
board) and the sheet of glass at the bottom (da Vinci,
1970: Ms. A/lV).

What we see on the glass surface is a parallelogram,
“appearance,” which is essentially the appearance of a
“form.” What Leonardo did by means of this perspec-
tive apparatus was to thematize the form-appearance,
which is usually not thematic in itself, but which medi-
ates that which we thematically perceive. Inasmuch as
Renaissance painting concentrates on expressing the
appearances on the glass surface, it can be understood
as a stepping away from the thing itself, and in this
sense, as an abstract style of art, despite its normally
being regarded as supremely concrete.

Husserl developed the concept of appearance fur-
ther into that of “adumbration” (Abschattung) and he
went on in Ideen I (1913) to distinguish between
“adumbrations of form” (Gestaltabschattungen) and
“adumbrations of color” (Farbenabschattungen—
Husserl, 1976a: 85). Where the perspectivism of the
Renaissance focuses primarily on adumbrations of
form, the impressionists gradually pushed form into
the background in favor of highlighting the impres-
sion of color. While this can be understood as bringing
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forth an aspect of the object neglected in Renaissance
perspectivism, these paintings still failed to attain
the perception of the object in the phenomenological
sense, inasmuch as they represented only the adum-
bration of color. Furthermore, the visual impressions
of the impressionists were instantaneous and point-
like in the temporal sense, whereas from the phe-
nomenological point of view, we perceive the object
through a temporal series of intuitions. Thus impres-
sionism was just as abstract as Renaissance art in
its stepping away from our actual perception of that
which appears. They both represent (mere) appear-
ances. (Cézanne is an exception. MAURICE MERLEAU-
PONTY says: “Cézanne knew already what cubism will
say again” [Merleau-Ponty, 1964: 65; cf. 1948: 22ff.,
1969: 210f.])

Let us now follow the notion of “abstract” to the
cubist paintings of Pablo Picasso, who was a gen-
eration younger than Husserl, but whose life over-
lapped with much of the latter’s. Let us consider
what a phenomenological interpretation brings to
cubism.

It is well known that cubism was presented as
a challenge to impressionism. Phenomenologically,
cubism can be regarded as a challenge to the limi-
tations of the adumbration of color. Furthermore, it
can be seen as an attempt to portray the cube itself
(the “that which appears”), and as an attempt to break
through the limits not only of color-appearance, but
also of form-appearance. Cubism clearly made a dis-
tinction between appearances and that which appears,
although not as theoretically as Husserl. For him, this
distinction is part of the universal structure of expe-
rience, but it is typically clear in the case of the
perception of a cube. He often cites the example of a
die, which is a typical cube. Mediated by or through
appearances, our intentionality intends an object such
as a “cube” (Husserl, 1983: 283). In normal percep-
tion, this “intention” is harmoniously “fulfilled” by
new appearances (for example, the other sides of the
cube), so that the object is constituted more adequately,
although perfect adequation to the physical thing itself
is impossible.

Here we must clearly distinguish between per-
ception and lived experience. The former includes
something more than the latter. In contrast to mere
lived experience, Husserl characterized perception
in his early writings as an “intellectual synthesis”
(gedankliche Synthesis—ibid.).

Hans Rainer Sepp, quoting Picasso, says that
the cubists attempted to paint “not such subjective-
psychic, instantaneous lived experiences [Erlebnisse]
as in the case of the work of the impressionists, but an
‘a priori,’ ‘mental’ insight” (Sepp, 1995: 301). These
words gain new meaning through phenomenological
analysis. That is, the theme is not an instantaneous
impression or lived experience, but a “mental” insight
that is also “a priori.”

For example, Picasso’s Girl Before a Mirror (1932)
presents at least two appearances (the side and front
profile of the face) that are synthesized and that burst
out (durchbrechen) into a cubistic object—the “that
which appears.” That is, it shows us lived experiences
being synthesized and bursting into perception. This
perception is not a mere lived experience, but rather
something “mental” (in a similar context, Descartes
wrote in his Optics that “what sees, is not the eye
but the soul”; we can discern the same implication
here)—although, phenomenologically speaking, the
word “mental” should be replaced by “intentional,”
just as Husserl’s own word “intellectual” should be
so replaced. Lived experience and perception are
correlated through this synthesis and bursting-out,
which always and already occur through intentional-
ity itself, and which are therefore “essential” and “a
priori,” meaning that such a structure is not merely
contingent.

Picasso did not theorize about his own work in
this way, but his artistic “intuition” may have led
him to a parallel nontheoretical version of Husserl’s
thinking. Sepp reports that Picasso recognized him-
self as a realist. If “realism” is taken to mean fidelity
to the “things themselves,” this statement is easily
understood. Picasso was not abstract. It was rather the
Renaissance painters and the impressionists who were
abstract. Husserl, incidentally, characterized the aes-
thetic as an “interest in appearance” that is also linked
to an emotional orientation that takes “pleasure in the
appearance” (Husserl, 1980: 145)—a characterization
that is applicable to both Renaissance and impression-
ist art. Taking this characterization further, we can say
that the cubistic tendency goes on to take interest and
pleasure in that which appears.

The surrealist movement was founded in the 1920s
as an attempt to go beyond realism, and drew heavily,
especially in literature, on Sigmund Freud’s theory of
free association. The following will subject the move-
ment to a phenomenological interpretation in order
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to clarify the concept of “absurdity.” This interpreta-
tion will lead, further, to a discussion of the work of
Maurice Escher.

Husserl conceives his phenomenology as having
two stages. The first stage is the foundation of an a
priori “pure logic” on which all other (a posteriori) sci-
ences are based. The second stage of phenomenology
is the grounding of the first stage itself. This is “tran-
scendental phenomenology” in its proper sense, and
includes the theory of the constitution of being as a
condition for truth. Now how can such a rigorously
scientific, logical conception be useful in the under-
standing of aesthetic phenomena? The nature of the
latter seems very far removed from the idea of a rig-
orous science, and hence it is easy to overlook the
important implications that phenomenology can have
for aesthetics.

Let us return to the manuscript of 1882–1983. There
Husserl writes of the need to distinguish between (1)
the intuition initially given in perception and phantasy
and (2) the various series of intuitions that are able to
link themselves to that intuition by means of certain
“signs” (“Zeichen”) to be found in earlier series of
intuitions (Husserl, 1983: 283). These “signs,” which
Husserl himself sets off with quotation marks, refer to
“appearances.” That is, “appearances” are “signs” that
point to “that which appears.” Whereas linguistic or
logical signs are totally different in nature from what
they refer to, intuitive “signs” are similar to their refer-
ents and form a unity with them, although they are not
identical with them. Again, when Husserl speaks of a
“so-to-speak sign for itself” in Ideen I (Husserl, 1976a:
113), he is using the term “so-to-speak” (gewisser-
maßen) in almost the same way that he used quotation
marks in the earlier example. In such a sign relation, he
says, “intuitions and thoughts are . . . most intimately
connected” (1983: 283).

Husserl analyzes the semantic structure of the
sign from the logical viewpoint in his Logische
Untersuchungen (1900–1901). As is well known, he
distinguishes two types of signs: the “indication”
(Anzeichen) and the “expression” (Ausdruck). An indi-
cation has no “sense” or “signification” in itself, while
an expression does. (To reduce the possibility of confu-
sion, the sense of an expression will hereafter be called,
following Ideen I, §124, “signification” [Bedeutung]).
For example, branding is the indication of a bond
servant. Almost all words are expressions. However,
“abracadabra” and “green is or” have no signification,

and are therefore not expressions. “The morning star”
has a signification. Mediated by or through this signi-
fication, an object is intended—it has an object that it
intentionally refers to. This intention is fulfilled by the
perception of the fulfilling object that we call “Venus”
(“that which appears”). This is also the case with the
“the evening star,” fulfilled by what we know now
to be the same “Venus.” “Golden mountain” is also
an expression possessed of a signification. Like “the
morning star,” it refers to an object, mediated by or
through this sense—there is an object intentionally
referred to. But in this case, it does not in fact have a
real existing object (a perceptual “that which appears”)
to fulfill it. The intention can be fulfilled only by
phantasy, as a fiction, with a phantasy object.

We should understand the semantic or logical rela-
tion between signification and object as a variation
of the intuitive relationship between appearance and
that which appears. Later, when Husserl develops the
notion of (intuitive) noema, he says that “the noema in
general is nothing more than the generalization of the
idea of signification [Bedeutung] to the overall sphere
of the act” (1971: 89). More precisely, we should say
that after the 1890s, Husserl grasps both semantic and
intuitive relationships in term of “a universal a priori
of correlation” (1976b: 169 n.). They have the same
structure.

More interesting is the case of “a round square.” It
has a signification—an object is intentionally referred
to. But this intention can never be fulfilled, neither
by perception, nor even by phantasy or as a fiction.
It is a priori unfulfillable. It has no fulfilling object.
This is a case of “the ideal impossibility of sense ful-
filling” or “the a priori impossibility of a fulfilling
sense” (Husserl, 1984: 61) and is called an “absurdity”
(Widersinn), despite its having a sense and belonging
to the category of expressions.

With regard to image-phenomena such as
paintings and statues, Husserl distinguished three
aspects: the “physical image” (physisches Bild),
the “image-object” (Bildobjekt), and the “image-
subject” (Bildsujet). Furthermore, with regard to the
being-character of such phenomena, he speaks of
“neutrality modification,” which is a modification
of the being-character of the perceived object and
which is applicable to both phantasy and image
consciousness.

Generally speaking, something which has a being-
character of neutrality is not related to existence and
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truth (cf. 1976a: §109f., 254 n.; Husserl, 1950: 93).
ROMAN INGARDEN also focused on this matter from
the aesthetic position in Erlebnis, Kunstwerk und
Werk (1969). But Husserl said: “The novel, the the-
ater piece, has an intersubjective ‘existence’ . . .. Thus
the descriptive statements, the judgments about the
characters and about their probable development and
so on, have also a kind of objective truth, even if
they relate to the fictive” (Husserl, 1980: 520). This
new understanding enables the distinction between
the “image-fiction” (Bildfiktum), which has a kind
of truth, and the illusory, which is discarded in its
truth because of the contradiction of positing it with
external reality. Husserl says, “The image-object is
fictive, but not illusory, because it is not, as in the
case of illusion, an in-itself-harmonious [appearance]
that is contradicted by the surrounding actuality [or
in the positing, where the harmonious contradicts
with the harmonious].” (ibid.: 490) In other words,
because the illusory “requires the double-positing of
that which appears as a whole” (ibid.: 491), a contra-
diction arises between positive and negative positing,
and therefore its positing is discarded and its truth is
negated.

The “physical image”—in the case, for example,
of the relief of Husserl that graces the town square
of Prostějov, his birthplace—is a metal plate. Without
a physical image, image-consciousness is not possi-
ble, whereas phantasy is especially free in this regard.
However, image-consciousness is not synonymous
with the perception of the physical image. The former
is based upon the latter, but goes on to grasp an image
that is not simply metal, but emerges from the physical
image. This second image is called the “image-object”
(for example, the image of a person). But the image-
object points further, to something else—in this case,
to Husserl himself.

Here we find the perceptual relationship between
appearances and that which appears extended once
again. It is thus possible to extend the structure of
perception to that of image-consciousness, since the
image-object is a kind of appearance (of the subject)
in the widest sense. But according to Husserl, it is a
“theoretical fiction” to understand perception from the
starting point of image-consciousness (Husserl, 1979:
305). For while we can see the image-subject sepa-
rately outside of the image-object, we cannot see that
which appears separately outside of the appearances in
the perception.

We may say that, mediated by or through the image-
object, we “intend” the image-subject, although in this
case, the image-object is neither ideal nor real. On
the other hand, the subject itself lies outside of the
image-object, so we can fulfill this intention either by
perceiving the subject itself, or by pure phantasy.

In the case of Husserl’s relief, the subject (Husserl)
has the being-character “real.” And it (he) also has the
time-character of “past.” It (he) has a place in “objec-
tive time.” But to cite another example, the image-
subject of The Little Mermaid in Copenhagen does not
have a similar place in objective time. Accordingly,
neither does it (she) have the being-character “real.”
More precisely, it (she) has a time-character of a kind;
however, the time is not objective time, but quasi-time,
which does not belong to the one objective time. It
is not incorporated into objective time; therefore it is
floating. But it (the mermaid) is at least fixed in a place
in quasi-time. This fixedness corresponds to the being-
character “neutral,” and if the quasi-time is constituted
intersubjectively, as in the case of a theater piece, it
makes possible a kind of truth. This leads us to an
understanding of “neutrality modification.”

The physical image has its place in objective time.
For example, Husserl’s relief has a place in time that
begins in November 2000. Correspondingly, it has
the being-character of “real.” But the image-object
does not, and the image-subject need not, have such a
place in objective time or the being-character of “real.”
In essence they are “neutral,” whereas the perceived
object must always be “real.”

But this does not mean that the image-object and
image-subject are simply ideal or a priori. “Ideal” and
“a priori” are synonymous with having no place either
in objective time or quasi-time. Precisely because of
this, the ideal or a priori can always and everywhere
appear as the same. It is “everywhere” and “nowhere”
(Husserl, 1985: 313).

The being-characters (“real,” “ideal,” and “neutral”)
are attributed to each object through an operation of
consciousness. Since being is transcendent, this oper-
ation is said to be “transcendental.” And because
Husserl recognized that the constitution of being (in
this sense) is the most fundamental condition for the
possibility of experience and for the cognition of truth,
his usage of the word “transcendental” partly overlaps
with that of Kant.

Let us digress somewhat and consider the prob-
lem of phantasy. A phantasy-object itself is not ideal
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or a priori. It is neutral and belongs to quasi-time.
Nevertheless, it can relate to the “essence” of an object.
(To be more precise, we should actually distinguish
between formal and material essences. Here we mean
only the latter.) In order to recognize an essence, we
must first perceive various individuals possessing that
essence and then extract what is common to them. But
perceptions are (numerically) finite. In phantasy, on
the other hand, we are free to vary the object in infi-
nite ways. We can extract the indispensable moment
from infinitely varied objects, omitting what is unnec-
essary, in an operation somewhat similar to finding the
“greatest common factor.” By means of this operation,
which depends on the fiction of phantasy, we can also
discover the indispensable, “essential” moment where,
if the phantasy is taken further, the common factor is
lost. This operation is called an “eidetic reduction.”
Concerning this reduction, Husserl says: “So we can
say in all truth that if one loves paradoxical speech, or
if one understands ambiguous meanings, then ‘fiction’
is the vital element of phenomenology as of all eide-
tic science, and fiction is the fountain from which the
cognition of the ‘eternal truth’ draws its nourishment”
(1976a:148).

Now let us return to the matter of “neutral” image-
subjects such as that of the mermaid in Copenhagen.
In the painting of another Mermaid by surrealist René
Magritte, the creature is reversed and has a fishlike
upper body and human legs. Although not a “nor-
mal” mermaid at all, we can grasp the image-object
and moreover fulfill its “intention” by phantasizing
its image subject. This is similar to the case of the
“golden mountain.” Magritte’s painting creates the
image-object of a fictive image-subject. In other words,
he has freely expanded the relationship of the appear-
ance and that which appears, and given us the pleasure
of a new fiction.

But there is another type of work that is (purely)
illusory, rather than fictive. In the normal illusion, its
being is discarded because of its inconsistency with
the “real” being of things in the surrounding world. It
is given a negated being, but the negation, i.e., “not-
being,” is still a kind of positional being. It belongs to
“positionality,” not to “neutrality.” In the case of fiction
(even Magritte’s), the image-object is inconsistent with
the actuality of the outside world, but is nevertheless
not discarded. It has the character of an “image-fiction”
(Bildfiktum), as a kind of “neutrality.” More precisely
speaking, although the image-object has in itself a

conflict in two senses—that with the physical image
and that with the image-subject (Husserl, 1980:51)—
itself, as an image-fiction, is not discarded. Many of
Escher’s works are, as images, image-fictions, just
like Magritte’s. They are posited in contradiction to
external reality, yet are acceptable as fictions. But
they are also more than simply fictive, because they
also contain so to speak internal contradictions within
themselves.

For example, in Ascending/descending, four stair-
cases encircle a castle parapet, and people ascend in the
clockwise direction and descend in the counterclock-
wise direction, both endlessly. We can “see” it as a
physical image, and also “view” it as an image-object.
It is acceptable as an image-fiction, which is indepen-
dent of inconsistencies with reality. Nevertheless, we
cannot fulfill the “intention” of the image. We can-
not arrive at the image-subject, even by free phantasy.
Our mental gaze, which has a tendency to transcend
toward the subject, loses its way and finally collapses
on itself. This drawing corresponds to the idea of a
“round square.” Although it has a meaning-intention,
the intention is unfulfillable a priori, either by percep-
tion or by phantasy. In this sense we can characterize
the work of Escher as an “absurd image.” It is illu-
sory in its very essence, because it is contradictory in
itself, not in relation to an external reality. As an image-
object in itself, it is a self-contradictory, purely illusory
appearance. But just because it blocks the transcend-
ing tendency of our gaze, it shows (intuitively) limits
of our experience that we are normally unaware of, or
rather, we encounter (visually) the conditions for the
impossibility of experience. (Some psychiatric cases
demonstrate such conditions to us in another way. I
believe that the investigation of such conditions is a
new task for transcendental phenomenology.)

The work of surrealism shows us how free our phan-
tasy can be. It expands the range of our constitutive
ability, which is often limited by our everyday habits
of thinking, by using the method of “free” associa-
tion. But the work of Escher shows us further that our
constitutive ability is limited by a priori and ideal con-
ditions, and that we cannot go beyond those limits. He
is not a surrealist who attempts to surmount realism by
his freedom; on the contrary, he is a paradoxical tran-
scendentalist who attempts to point out the limits of
the possibility of our experience. Consciously or not,
he has achieved a new type of transcendental reduction
and acquaints us with the pleasure of illusion.
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In conclusion, Husserl acknowledges no differentia-
tion of reason. Correspondingly, our world is not sepa-
rated into various realms, but is a single, united world.
Philosophy and art and every activity are expressions
of this world. Therefore the essences of appearance,
fiction, and illusion in the arts should be clarified from
the universal structure of our world experience. In light
of this structure, we find that the “aesthetic” relates
not only to “aisthēsis” (intuitive sensation), but also
to “logos” (logic). This viewpoint demonstrates in a
renewed way the infinite horizon of phenomenological
research. The present essay is a mere suggestion of this
infinity.
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Architecture

Timothy K. Casey

It is an astonishing historical fact that the divorce
of art from life that first appeared in the nineteenth
century extended even into the realm of architecture.
After all, unlike the so-called “useless” arts, buildings
must be lived in, regardless of whether they actually
meet basic human requirements. Many have lamented
this divorce. But phenomenology is arguably better
equipped than, say, orthodox Marxism or American
pragmatism to provide the kind of theoretical frame-
work necessary for reconciling the aggrieved parties
and so for making art and architecture central to our
understanding of the world and our place in it once
again.

According to Karsten Harries (1997), the historical
failure of “art for art’s sake” to rescue us from the drea-
riness of modern life suggests that in the end art cannot
exclusively serve the demands of beauty. Harries’ full-
frontal attack on architectural aestheticism in particular
clearly owes a debt to MARTIN HEIDEGGER’s under-
standing of building as a special mode of dwelling
that intensifies and deepens our being-in-the-world by
means of material, formal, and spatial interpretations
of lived concerns. Harries, like others in the phe-
nomenological tradition, is anxious to remind us that
art’s traditional role was never strictly aesthetic, and
that its primary purpose was never to excite pleasure in
a detached viewer or listener. Rather, artworks always
served functional needs ranging from the religious and
festive to the social and political. Nor, on the other
hand, were craft technology’s concerns purely func-
tional. Attention to appearance and beauty has always
been integral to handicraft, a tradition whose influence
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University of Scranton, Scranton, PA, USA

is still apparent in such modern industrial works as
the Brooklyn Bridge and the great railway stations of
Paris.

With these considerations in mind, Harries argues
for a renewed historical sensibility that would not sim-
ply repeat the architectural forms of the past, but would
instead learn from them as exemplars of the integra-
tion of form and function. By redirecting our attention
toward the wholeness of buildings and landscapes,
Harries brings into view what he calls the ethical func-
tion of architecture. Here “ethos” is understood not
as a set of rules or unchanging moral principles, but
as a way of life that inspires architectural styles such
as the Gothic or baroque. By style Harries means an
ornamentation that, in contrast to the arbitrary deco-
ration of nineteenth century eclecticism and twentieth
century postmodernism, is nothing less than a micro-
cosm of the work as a whole, and hence the artistic
representation of a world.

On this rendering, architecture goes beyond the
mere provision of shelter. Buildings are both disclosive
and normative in nature: that is, they incorporate and
promote quite specific ways of perceiving and valuing
the world. The social function of ornament—far from
being the “crime” alleged by functionalists who fol-
low Adolph Loos—is in fact to interpret the cultural,
social, and natural significance of our lives. How it
accomplishes this task is what the phenomenology of
architecture attempts to describe and account for.

Given the economic and technological threat to the
planet endemic in our own time, Robert Mugerauer
(1994) believes it especially important for architecture
today to address ways in which we can re-establish
a closeness to the natural that would ignite a col-
lective ecological conscience. Mugerauer understands
that ecology is not separate from the built world. He
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thus enlists the environmental dimension of building
as the organizing idea of his rich phenomenological
descriptions of contemporary architecture. Taking his
clue from EDMUND HUSSERL, he posits a lifeworld
that encompasses modern science but is not reducible
to it, a move that in turn enables him to locate our
current difficulties in the modern technological con-
cealment, if not denial, of a physis that is self-emergent
and hence outside human control.

But in searching for a “fitting placement” that
can re-constitute an “attunement” between humans
and “natural patterns,” Mugerauer suggests we work
with modern technology, not against it, by turning its
tendency toward concealment to nature’s advantage.
Echoing Heidegger’s tool analysis in Sein und Zeit
(1927), Mugerauer proposes we look to the strate-
gies of camouflage and display—imaginatively utilized
in green architecture—because of their responsiveness
to the particularities of place and region. Examples
include such mundane but instructive structures as
parking garages in Zürich that are set back into hill-
sides, quite literally camouflaged by trees, grass, and
shrubbery. For Mugerauer, a skillful application of
these ontological maneuvers ultimately must work
in tandem with an eye to human scale and a com-
mitment to dwelling within nature and its perennial
patterns.

In my view, the problem of aestheticism and its
compartmentalization of art and life can be traced to
an even more vexed issue: the modern inversion of the
traditional priority of use over production. This inver-
sion, so apparent in the productionist metaphysics of
Marxism and capitalism, helps to explain our indif-
ference to dwelling as the inevitable consequence
of reducing technology to questions of mere tech-
nique and efficiency. Le Corbusier’s well-known and
influential definition of houses as “machines for liv-
ing” typifies this approach. It is certainly noteworthy
from a phenomenological perspective that the mass
production spirit initiated by Corbusier in the 1920s
heralded an aesthetic formalism alarmingly ignorant
of the human lifeworld—in effect atomizing form
and function, and leaving architects with the unhappy
choice between an irrelevant aestheticism and a soul-
less technicism.

To affirm with HANS-GEORG GADAMER (2004)
that “[a] building is never only a work of art”
is not, however, to surrender to a strict function-
alism. Regardless of the intentions of builders, an

aesthetically neutral architecture is in reality a practi-
cal impossibility. Even modernist boxes speak to us of
our technological prowess and faith in scientific objec-
tivism. The real question here is whether the machine
aesthetic captures the depth and rich diversity of lived
experience. And the answer to this question depends
on resolving the larger query of how form and function
are actually integrated in the built world.

The architect is first and foremost devoted to solv-
ing functional problems. This means, of course, that
form does follow function in some sense, but only
when function is understood in more than a bare util-
itarian way. What is more, such an understanding
presupposes an intimate familiarity with the lifeworld
as a background of meaning against which the archi-
tect idealizes individual forms that both mirror and
enhance the various uses or functions to which build-
ings such as schools and churches can be put. (Note,
for instance, the way in which the vaulted ceiling of a
medieval cathedral orients one’s gaze heavenward, or
what the campus of an Oxford or Princeton University
says about the place of history and tradition in higher
education.)

It is hardly surprising, then, that architects such
as Louis Kahn see themselves not just as a builders,
but as poets and philosophers as well (Lobell, 1985).
In the right hands, architectural design begins with
what Kahn calls a “strong idea” about the functional
task (e.g., education or worship) the building is to
house. It is this conception—evidently philosophical
in nature—that inspires the creation of an architectural
form envisioned on the basis of a broad knowledge
of traditional architectural styles. To be sure, form
here is no eternal, Platonic idea. Rather, it is histori-
cally arrived at and, even more important, is tested and
reconsidered in light of the spatial, cultural, and natural
context into which it will be inserted. To be effec-
tive, architectural form must always be “de-formed”
by subjecting it to a hermeneutical violence that brings
it down to earth and makes it relevant for builders
and dwellers alike. Still, form does not literally fol-
low function but instead, in the suggestive language
of Paolo Portoghesi (1982), “satisfies” it by artistically
developing and adding to its commonly understood
meaning and importance in human life. Good archi-
tecture is simply a question of the degree to which this
satisfaction is achieved.

Clearly, this approach requires an expanded notion
of function that includes those cultural, historical, and
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natural forces that constitute a world. The ability artis-
tically to express human moods and aspirations within
the limits inscribed by these forces goes to the heart of
the architectural task of creating a sense of history and
pride of place that links us in everyday ways to each
other and to the institutions that make up our public
life together. It is in this sense that beauty is integral
to the solution of specific building problems. Beautiful
architectural forms can thus be said to embody human
functions by making visible their various meanings and
values.

Since Immanuel Kant and the Enlightenment, the
tendency has nonetheless been to construe art as
useless and architecture as a puzzling anomaly that
presents an irresolvable contradiction between aes-
thetic disinterestedness and involvement in the practi-
cal. This is a way of thinking that has been historically
reinforced by the removal of artworks from their func-
tional contexts to museums whose main purpose, it
seems, is to pose as islands of culture in a sea of crass
utility and economic hegemony. But perhaps the ten-
sion between form and function, beauty and use, can
be seen in a more positive light. Perhaps it is precisely
by means of this tautness that architecture evokes in its
perceptive users a participatory disinterestedness that
binds us to the world, but not so tightly that we lose
sight of what makes it significant and livable for us.
Experienced in this way, architecture becomes unique
among other technologies in that through its artistic
element, it illuminates the lifeworld as a space of intel-
ligibility that largely goes unnoticed in our habitual,
day-to-day manipulation and use of equipment.

One finds a similar defense of architectural
beauty—and of ornament specifically—in the work
of the critical theorist Theodor W. Adorno (1997).
Adorno, however, attacks the problem from the stand-
point of the inadequacy of a pure functionalism.
Though Marxist in orientation, he rails against the
impractical character of the “mercilessly practical,”
since even the most prosaic of objects are symbolic
and capable of speaking to human needs and con-
cerns. In architectural terms, this means that buildings
are necessarily ornamental, no matter how “function-
alist” they may appear. Indeed, from this perspective
even the Loosian absence of style turns out to be just
another style.

Architects are artists by necessity, though not in
the pure sense as Le Corbusier claimed. Potentially,
all works of art have a role to play in the social and

political life of humanity. And yet, as Adorno empha-
sizes, this role can easily be misunderstood, since no
aesthetic form can be “exhaustively determined” by
its social or political utility. Art in its own way is
philosophical critique, and so always retains a utopian
element opposed to the status quo. This goes to the
heart of Adorno’s rejection of functionalism in modern
architecture, for he sees it as the natural complement
to a bourgeois “culture industry” that, in confusing
art with mass culture, mistakes escapism for authentic
transcendence.

Like Harries and Alberto Perez-Gomez (1985),
Adorno links the alienation of art from life to the
“rational objectification” of existence disseminated
through modern science and technology. In turning
this objectification into an absolute, instrumental rea-
son works to suppress a natural “mimetic impulse”
that seeks a human resonance in the objects around
us. The neutralization of this impulse, Adorno claims,
has led to a disenchanted, uninhabitable world emptied
of beauty and moral worth. Consequently, he looks to
the artistic imagination to revive the power of mimēsis
as an aesthetic antidote to an increasingly “adminis-
tered” environment. That architectural beauty should
perform this kind of civic function implies neither
submission to ideology nor surrender to stark utility.
Quite the contrary, it would signal the production of
pre-geometrical, pre-Newtonian spaces that could once
again give voice to a just and more humane social
order, as well as to human possibilities yet unseen.
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Antonio Banfi

Gabriele Scaramuzza

Antonio Banfi (1886–1957). Banfi’s aesthetics begins
with an unprejudiced opening toward aesthetic and
artistic experience in all its vitality and complexity, and
with the assertion that this experience is compromised
by current ways of theorizing (especially by theories
influenced by the neo-idealistic philosophical tradition
where Italy is concerned). The remedy to this situa-
tion is not connected, in Banfi’s reflections with some
intuitive form of abandoning oneself to lived immedi-
acy, but rather with an investigation exploring worlds
of knowledge presented by history.

From this activity the necessity of a philosoph-
ical aesthetics emerges as the demand for an idea
that can collect the results of inquiries around a
coherent point, and hence not in a merely empiricist
way. Pre-philosophical forms of reflection on aesthetic
and artistic reality—sometimes characterized pragmat-
ically (evaluatively and normatively), sometimes ana-
lytically and descriptively—not only run the risk of
inflexibility, but operate with unclarified assumptions
and call for a uniting principle in which it is possi-
ble to find a constant ground for aesthetic and artistic
experience. This principle, this “idea di esteticità”
(the transcendental idea of aesthetics), characterizes
the differences between the aesthetic sphere and the
other spheres of culture and makes it recognizable. It
has a methodical value by itself, it does not consti-
tute the goal, but rather the beginning of inquiry. It
expresses its worth in order to be an effective way of
orienting the description of the aesthetic sphere, and it
works only to this goal.

Since it does not characterize the aesthetic experi-
ence in a univocal way, this idea in particular has an
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antinomic structure (Banfi’s aesthetics differs deeply
from any form of essentialism) and is marked by a spe-
cific mode of encounter (that is, with an independent
and immediate intuitiveness) between the opposite
spheres of subject and object. In this form it opens
up to the real phenomenology of the aesthetic world
through which the need for things to speak for them-
selves can be fulfilled without prejudice and without
evaluative or moralistic frameworks that obstruct its
life. But how is this specifically phenomenological
sphere characterized?

The categorial web that sustains this sphere is the
result of an interlacement of some variably relevant
constants in everchanging reciprocal relations. Briefly,
the “phenomenological” is not an independent knowl-
edge that subordinates the other spheres of knowledge,
perhaps hierarchizing them. Once satisfied, the “neces-
sity of philosophy” that emerges from those spheres
of knowledge does not produce a sphere of knowledge
sui generis that replaces them. Instead, it collects and
valorizes them, in their limits of validity and mean-
ing within a specific space that is the space of the
connection between different spheres of knowledge
relative to the various problems that experience offers.
Phenomenological description is also “open” because
it makes different points of views confront and react to
one another: the spheres of knowledge become relative
by mutual comparison, and the process that Banfi calls
“de-dogmatization” properly goes on. In this way the
vitality of experience is preserved and its complexity
and variety obtain adequate recognition.

The spheres of knowledge that are considered are
those connected to the traditional components of aes-
thetic experience, those that gradually prove to be
its substantial concepts: aesthetic subjectivity (cre-
ative and contemplative) and objectivity (forms and
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structures), the aesthetic and the artistic; intuition
and expression; materials and techniques; inspiration
and work, distinctions between arts (fine and minor
arts) and genres; beauty and other aesthetic cate-
gories; autonomy and heteronomy; relations with other
cultural dimensions; historicity and supertemporality,
etc. Historical contextualization is certainly one of
these spheres of knowledge; nevertheless, it is not
the only one, nor the most relevant. To “understand”
a cultural event also means—and not secondarily—
to reconnect it to the historical perspective in which
it has been produced; relativization is also a histori-
ographical enterprise (the phenomenological and the
historical spheres are not contrasted in this respect).
Nevertheless, historicization does not exhaust the tasks
defined by phenomenology: historicity is only one of
the many dimensions of events, and it does not cancel
out other dimensions. The sphere of phenomenolog-
ical knowledge also resolves, in Banfi’s opinion, the
ontological-structural concerns, and it does not can-
cel other questions concerning meaning and value that
cannot be satisfied exclusively by the sphere of the his-
torical knowledge. Aesthetics cannot exhaust itself in
historiography or in other forms of reflection on art.

Moreover, the phenomenological opening to which
the idea points works on past experiences and stud-
ies; nevertheless it is generally oriented (in its ten-
dency systematically to question its own results)
toward a future “never-ending task,” yet this is not
its only future-oriented task. It also envisages possible
“utopian” meanings of experience, and it becomes the
project of an “endless” work of constructing reality.

The last phase of Banfi’s reflection, coinciding with
the most politically engaged period of his life, empha-
sizes aspects of aesthetic experience (also considered
in its aspects of diffused aesthetic character and of
lesser or functional artistic character) that—even out-
side any perspective of engagement—that can deeply
influence social life and help raise its value, thus
becoming an exhortation to a fuller life for everyone.

Where the connections to other contemporary tra-
ditions of aesthetics are concerned, it is necessary to
point out that Banfi’s aesthetics was first presented
in a cultural climate dominated, in Italy, by the neo-
idealistic aesthetics of Croce and Gentile (the former
especially) and that he polemicized against them. If
Croce’s aesthetics is ruled by an essentialistic and eval-
uative attitude—oriented toward a univocal definition
in which an independent essence of art is expressed,

but in which a value-judgment concerning works of art
can also be found—Banfi’s thought shows, on the con-
trary, the phenomenological commitment to describe
reality in the complexity of its aspects, without over-
simplifying it and without evaluative frameworks or
normative presumptions that repress or consume its
very life.

Nevertheless, his aesthetics is rooted in a sound
knowledge of European culture, to which he always
compared his own positions; his philosophy is incom-
prehensible without considering this. His remote influ-
ences are Kantian and Hegelian; a crucial year in
his formation was 1910–1911, when he studied in
Berlin, came into contact with the ideas of Heinrich
Wölfflin and Ernst Cassirer, and—most importantly in
the development of his aesthetics—met Georg Simmel
and Max Dessoir (who introduced him to allgemeine
Kunstwissenschaft and then to the study of Konrad
Fiedler and Emil Utiz). Other remarkable influences
came from Wilhelm Dilthey; from the philosophers of
the Marburg school (in particular Hermann Cohen and
Ästhetik des reinen Gefühls), from Wertphilosophie
and from the philosophy (and theology) of the cri-
sis, the philosophies of life and so-called “irra-
tionalism,” from Friedrich Nietzsche to Ludwig
Klages, from Stefen George to August Strindberg,
from Lucian Blaga to existentialism (which he crit-
icized). Finally, his dialogue with Anglo-American
thought (from Francis Herbert Bradley to George
Santayana, from Alfred North Whitehead to John
Dewey) and with contemporary French thought (from
Charles Renouvier to Henri Bergson) were rich in
consequences.

In phenomenology, Banfi began to reflect on
EDMUND HUSSERL early in the 1920s, and was the
first to appreciate MORITZ GEIGER’s studies of delight
and aesthetic experience and WALDEMAR CONRAD’s
inquiries into the aesthetic object (only many years
later were these philosophers and ROMAN INGAR-
DEN’s aesthetic work rediscovered in Italy, thanks to
Elisa Oberti). Banfi definitely follows the objectivistic
attitude (antinaturalistic and antipsychologistic) shared
by the allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft and the first stud-
ies in phenomenological aesthetics (against which he
claims to develop the topic of the idea significantly).
His aesthetics can certainly be included to some extent
among the first attempts to point out the influences
of phenomenology on aesthetics. Yet it can also be
concluded that his work is born from an original
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combination of phenomenological influences and top-
ics derived from neo-Kantian transcendentalism.

Banfi’s aesthetics was not received favorably in
Italy, especially by the neo-Idealistic and the neo-
Scholastic traditions, against which he polemicized
throughout the course of his philosophical reflections.
Yet his thought was also received rather coldly by
the very left-wing tradition that he supported, since
it was remarkably different from the current orthodox
Marxist (even Lukcásian) tradition. On the contrary,
his thought was welcomed favorably, as well as signif-
icantly developed, by his students, and also influenced
the thinkers indirectly connected to them and the cul-
tural movements close to journals such as Corrente
and Il Politecnico. It contributed to a reconsideration
of issues (such as technique and genres, the auton-
omy of art and its relations with the historical and
social reality) that the Crocean culture had largely
ignored.

In the field of the philosophy of art, Dino Formaggio
(1914–) draws the most fertile consequences from
some of Banfi’s ideas, whether from the general
methodical formulation of aesthetic language, or from
the valorization and the deeper analysis of particular
topics. Thus he rediscovers the value of the technical
side of artistic production, confirming the dichotomy
between art and aesthetics (and between aesthetics
as the theory of perceptible phenomena and aesthet-
ics as the theory of art) that Banfi had hinted at, but
had partly neglected if compared to some of Max
Dessoir’s most radical conclusions. Formaggio devel-
oped the topic of artistic production in conjunction
with some themes in Husserl, MAURICE MERLEAU-
PONTY, and MIKEL DUFRENNE concerning reflection
on the project-oriented and communicative praxis of
the body, which acts as the fundamental constitutive
principle for the reality of art.

Beginning in 1936 and with reference to the notion
of pure poetry, Luciano Anceschi (1911–1995) veri-
fies the inextricable complexity of the autonomy and
heteronomy of artistic reality that Banfi had already
theorized. His intention is to characterize the nucleus
that marks the artistic reality and the web of relations
that connects it to various experiences. He confirms,
moreover, the aspects by which Banfi’s aesthetics par-
ticipates in pragmatic reflection, in inquiries directed
to the revaluation of literary theory, such as reflections
on the artist and his/her art, as well as the question of
the fundamental starting point for the reconstruction of

the entire web of institutions, structures, and questions
that mark the particular sphere of literature.

The relationship between autonomy and heteron-
omy (seen in its more problematic aspects, which
connect it to the disturbing topic of deformation)
is extremely significant in the original and restless
inquiries of Miro Martini (1908–1951). Other philoso-
phers connected to Banfi’s thought who were engaged
in aesthetic reflection can also be mentioned including
Fulvio Papi (1992), who offers a genuinely philosophi-
cal interpretation of art, (and of poetry and literature in
particular), and Guido D. Neri (1935–2001) who inves-
tigates the visual arts in his essay on Erwin Panofsky
and in his reflections on Caravaggio. Further aesthetic
insights can be discovered even in the work of those
philosophers who were engaged in altogether differ-
ent theoretical questions, such as Giulio Preti (1911–
1972), although they play a central role in the work
of his student Ermanno Migliorini (1924–1999), who
combines phenomenological and analytic motifs in his
often remarkable inquiries into important phases and
authors of contemporary art, such as Marcel Duchamp
and conceptual art.

Nevertheless, the centrality given in Banfi’s thought
to the topic of crisis produces extremely significant
results not only in the reflections on art of a notable
number of his followers, but also in the activity of
several artists: in the poetry of Antonia Pozzi (1912–
1938) and Vittorio Sereni (1913–1983), and in the
novels of Guido Morselli (1912–1973). Faithful to his
teacher, Formaggio interprets the so-called “death of
art” as an artistic renewal, and consistently uses it as a
way of understanding various works of contemporary
art (especially visual art). The topic of crisis is also
deeply significant for other followers who use it for
reinterpreting literary or artistic events, even far from
Banfi’s preferences. In this way, Luciano Anceschi’s
inquiries examine almost exclusively the symptomatic
phases of the “crisis,” from decadentism to the avant-
gardes, to literary neo-avant-gardism. Remo Cantoni
(1914–1978) reconsiders Dostoevsky in a problematic
way and is among the first to bring the name of Franz
Kafka to the attention of Italian culture. Enzo Paci
(1911–1976) focuses his studies on the cultural affini-
ties between Thomas Mann and Marcel Proust, Rainer
Maria Rilke and Paul Valéry, T. S. Eliot, and con-
temporary architecture. Luigi Rognoni (1913–1986)
strengthens Banfi’s open ideas and phenomenological
suggestions in his musical studies, in particular about
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the school of Vienna, but also in his essays on cinema.
Giovanni Maria Bertin (1912–) shows great sensitiv-
ity toward the culture of the crisis from a pedagogical
point of view. Finally, Giosue Bonfanti (1915–2000)
also chiefly focuses on the literary world.
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Beauty

Simone Neuber

Traditionally, philosophy has been concerned with
logic, the epistēmē of the true; ethics, the epistēmē of
the good; and aesthetics, the epistēmē of the beautiful.
So we can say that the beautiful is what aesthetics is
about. This definition, however, does not get us very
far as we do not yet know what aesthetics is, much
less which specific flavor phenomenology can add;
and complicating the issue, contemporary aesthetics
explicitly questions that it is dealing with the beautiful
at all. In the twentieth century aesthetics may well pro-
ceed without even touching on the question of beauty.
But what exactly is the beautiful so that it can become
a questionable object of our perception of the sensible
world (aisthēsis) and the rather new field in philosophy
called aesthetics?

To come to a more “substantial” definition of
the beautiful that cannot be arrived at acontextu-
ally on purely phenomenological terms, it is use-
ful to survey the emergence of aesthetics as being
about sense-related beauty in Alexander Gottlieb
Baumgarten’s Aesthetica (1750–1758). With his
definition—“aesthetices autem est finis est perfectio
cognitionis sensitivae, qua talis. Haec autem est pul-
chritude” (the aim of aesthetics in the perfection of our
sensual cognition as such. This, however, is beauty—
Baumgarten—1750–58: §14, emphasis added)—he
relates the beautiful to our sensuous (non-conceptual)
understanding, and divorces it for subsequent gener-
ations from the good and the true to which for Plato
to kalon still inseparably belonged. From a Platonic
point of view, to kalon as to ekphanestaton is more
than a pleasing physical entity. The eros of beauty cor-
responds to the eros of truth whereby beauty closes

S. Neuber (�)
Eberhard Karls-Universität Tübingen, Tübingen, Germany

the gap between the apparently existing “two” Platonic
“worlds,” the real and the ideal. Knowing the ideal of
beauty is knowing the true.

Immanuel Kant is far from Plato when in his
Kritik der Urteilskraft (1790) he turns the beauti-
ful into the object of an aesthetic judgment that,
as Reflexionsurteil, is to be separated from an
Erkenntnisurteil and thus from the logical realm. The
beautiful is that which perceptually pleases according
to its form. In spite of its formedness, however, the
beautiful is not conceptualizable by theoretical reason.
Instead, it leads to the latter’s free play with the imagi-
nation resulting in Lust, pleasure, or Wohlgefallen. The
term interesseloses Wohlgefallen (disinterested plea-
sure) is the condensed formula of what happens in
approaching the beautiful that pleases in itself with-
out feeding the subject’s greed, be it cognitive (the
judgment is not conceptual) or material (it is not inter-
ested). Since judging the beautiful requires Geschmack
(taste) and since even the creating genius cannot pro-
duce anything durable and acknowledgeable unless
it is tasteful (ibid.: §50)— and furthermore, since
Geschmack can be considered a form of “sensus com-
munis” (ibid.: §40)—then the beautiful, in spite of
its non-conceptuality, is “subjectively universal”; it
transcends the subjective realm (something that will
become crucial for HANS-GEORG GADAMER and will
be criticized by Jean-François Lyotard). Formed, dis-
tinct, measured, and interactive with theoretical reason,
the beautiful has its other in the unformed, unmeasured
sublime that is linked to practical reason and undergoes
a renaissance in contemporary aesthetics.

Little has been added to those pivotal benchmarks
from the phenomenological side. We can assume two
major reasons. A first is contextual: phenomenology is
a rather new “method” emerging contemporaneously
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with art’s explicit refusal to be beautiful. If its is true
that, as Felix Guattari and Gilles Deleuze observe, “la
phénoménologie a besoin de l’art” (phenomenology
needs art—1967: 54), then phenomenology confronts
artistic movements such as cubism, expressionism, and
surrealism that start to question the classic “ideal” of
the Kunstschöne (beauty in art); contemporary art does
not offer a soil where beauty-flourishes either. And
the second reason, which we will meet in relation to
French phenomenology, is inherent to the phenomeno-
logical approach: phenomenology has to ask itself
whether “the stuff that beauty is made of” is also the
“stuff” that phenomenology deals with.

Turning from the godfather of aesthetics, Kant, to
the godfather of phenomenology, EDMUND HUSSERL,
we see that “aesthetics” for him has nothing to do with
an aesthetic judgment, but with the sensible world as
such of which the beautiful is only a small aspect.
Husserl rarely considers it at all. Many if not most of
his allusions can be found in the posthumously pub-
lished Phantasie, Bildbewusstsein, Erinnerung (1980).
Unsurprisingly, whenever he comes to speak about
the beautiful, he takes a thoroughly Kantian stance. A
footnote to a Beilage dating from approximately 1906
is only symptomatic: “see text and Kant’s lessons”
(Husserl, 1980: 145). Although the beautiful keeps
its Kantian definition, Husserl’s project is completely
different. For Kant, the Urteilskraft is to form the
essential bridge from Verstand to Vernunft, but Husserl
is not interested in this relation. Rather, he touches
on the beautiful in his inquiry into the modifications
that the originally given undergoes when being repro-
duced in imagination, memory, etc. He asks for the
difference between dealing with an immediately given
object (its appearance) and dealing with its sujet per-
ceived in an aesthetic experience. The latter experience
is distinct from, e.g., the theoretical approach, since it
abstains from positing the “object” (Seinssetzung)—a
“disinterestedness” certainly echoing Kant.

The focus of a Beilage dating from 1926 asks for the
transcendental conditions or guarantee of the objectiv-
ity of the beautiful: why is the beautiful not a merely
singular experience, something fading away once we
have experienced a thing to be beautiful? Why do we
continue to experience the thing to be like that over
and over again? Husserl assumes that the beautiful
must be a more or less “perfect idea,” an “identical
fictum.” “Identical” qua “ideal,” it is given a sensu-
ous body (Verleiblichung) by the artist and thereby

becomes intersubjectively accessible. It forms a realm
oscillating between the real and the phantasmal that we
as perceivers can “live into.”

It is unfortunate that Husserl does not consider the
potential that beauty might have had for his strug-
gle with affectivity in Analysen zur passiven Synthesis
(1918–1926), where he describes different ways in
which objects call for our attention. The affective
power of a beautiful Anmutung (enticement) remains
unthematized until MIKEL DUFRENNE comes to deal
with it forty years later. Husserl leaves us with a skele-
ton or a bundle of ideas that certainly deserves further
investigation, be it beauty as the bridge between the
phantasmal and the experiential world, the specific
experience of “living into,” or the unique character of
“as-ifness.”

Other than Husserl, his pupil DIETRICH VON

HILDEBRAND explicitly poses the ti esti question
about beauty in the first volume of his Ästhetik.
Less inspired by Kant, although acknowledging his
achievements (above all “disinterested pleasure,”) von
Hildebrand draws his inspiration from Augustine,
adopting the latter’s conception of the deep metaphysi-
cal roots of beauty: it is a spiritual experience. For von
Hildebrand, then, the beautiful in its objective being is
not merely a being among other beings, but the very
reflection of God’s glory: as an extraordinary value it
brings us in conspectu Dei. Von Hildebrand takes it to
be the only source of human happiness and finds it irre-
placeable for practical-philosophical purposes; today’s
“depoetization” of the world becomes a great danger.
An antidote can only be found in the contemplation of
beauty.

Von Hildebrand does not consider beauty to be
monovalently identical but rather differentiates three
kinds: metaphysical beauty, which is the byproduct
of other values (e.g., the glory accompanying truth-
fulness); primitive or first-order beauty, which merely
affects on a sensuous level; and, finally, second-order
beauty. It is the latter that is the focus for von
Hildebrand. Other than Kantian beauty, which finds
its antipode in the sublime, von Hildebrand’s second-
order beauty seems itself to be of a sublime quality:
it is the sublime beauty “beyond” beautiful objects. In
that very respect it resembles metaphysical beauty, but
is distinct in that it is not an Abglanz, a spinoff-shining
of other values, but a higher beauty that opens up if
we genuinely perceive things of first-order beauty. In
this ontological “beyondness” it creates the bridge to
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the transcendent. It is “speaking of” a higher truth and
forms the realm in which all other values “inhere.”

Concerning the potential “bearers” of beauty, von
Hildebrand distinguishes values, which have their own
“aroma” of metaphysical beauty, and thematic and
nonthematic beautiful things: Examples of the for-
mer are artworks and all things that explicitly exhibit
beauty; the latter are beautiful things that, like archi-
tecture and nature, also have other potential teloi.
Regarding the beauty of nature, it is noteworthy that
unlike what is suggested both by artworks and by
the claim of disinterestedness, abstaining from posit-
ing existence does not hold in this case, and neither
does openness of interpretation: von Hildebrand makes
sure that nature may not “betray” us, but really has to
be what it purports to be. A beautiful mountain loses
its beauty if we find out that the object is in fact a
cloud. Moreover, once we have discovered our mis-
take, the cloud cannot even turn into a beautiful one.
Beauty cannot change its bearer in the same way that
a squirrel can change a tree. The reason for this lies
in von Hildebrand’s assumption that different objects
embody different “degrees” of second-order beauty, so
that a mountain having “much” second-order beauty
has to undergo a digression if we find out that it is in
fact only a sublime cloud. Its beauty degenerates and
disappoints us.

The evanescence and rarity of beauty implicit in
von Hildebrand’s hierarchy of second-order beauty is
emphasized by another phenomenologist in Husserl’s
circle, OSKAR BECKER. He focuses on the “fragility”
of the beautiful that he regards as a being on the
edge. Like an asymptote, it is not only the rarer the
nearer it gets to the vertical axis, but also increas-
ingly endangered the steeper the slope. He uses the
English adjective “thrilling” to express the immense
affective power and the essentially agonal character of
the beautiful. Bringing the brutality of the real into a
silenced and tamed form, it is as fragile for its rela-
tive rarity as it is for the struggle within: it is formed
chōra always about to implode. With “thrillingness,”
Becker distances himself from a Schopenhauerian mis-
understanding of Kant’s “disinterested pleasure” and
extrapolates the attention-demanding character of the
beautiful.

Another student of Husserl offers a less theological,
but more alethological interpretation of beauty. In his
“Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes” (1935–36), MARTIN

HEIDEGGER arrives at an unsurprisingly Platonic defi-

nition of the beautiful: “Das ins Werk gefügte Scheinen
ist das Schöne. Schönheit ist eine Weise, wie Wahrheit
als Unverborgenheit west” (The shining set into the
artwork is the beautiful. Beauty in a way truth pres-
ences as unconcealment—1950: 44). Beauty is disclo-
sure echoing ton ekphanestaton, the shining forth of
the truth of being (a-lētheia) that gains presence in and
through the beauty of the artwork. Its superlative status
can be explicated with Heidegger’s reference to Kant
and Nietzsche in his lecture on the latter. With Kant’s
“pleasure without [further] interest” beauty comes to
have its means in itself. To paraphrase JEAN-PAUL

SARTRE, beauty leads to a “néanisation de l’autre”
(nullification of the other) so that there is nothing left
that could compete with its shining forth. It is not
dis-traction, but rather con-centration.

The second superlative trait is much more character-
istic of Heidegger and is developed out of a rather one-
sided interpretation of Nietzsche that overemphasizes
the latter’s Apollo-Dionysos pathos. Its remodulation
by Heidegger is often contextualized within the situa-
tion of Nazi Germany, a situation from which he never
managed to distance himself completely. Beauty is not
just what shines forth most fully, but also the climax
of the possible in a certain era. It is a harmony under
the surface of which there is a power play between the
actual and the possible. It is the same agonal struc-
ture exhibited by the strife of earth and world in his
artwork essay. The beautiful is no longer a pleasing
answer. It is the answer to our most profound and least
bearable expectation: Beauty is the least that humans
can still stand (aushalten) and in that respect becomes
a measure: it is our ultimate Zumutung, spanning our
very possibility. It is evident that beauty in this under-
standing is not atemporal, but changing in response
to present-day demands, which made this conception
susceptible to allusions to Nazi ideology.

Later in his career, and especially in his reflec-
tions on technology, Heidegger disendows beauty of
those “superhuman” traits and instead regards art
(especially poetry) as the “saving power” answering
the challenges of calculative thinking and enframe-
ment (Gestell). This shift affects his notion of beauty:
The etymological proximity of das Schöne and das
Schonen (sparing) gains prominence. Beauty moves
towards the Ereignis mirroring Heidegger’s rather
meditative late thinking. It is not to be willed, but freie
Gunst, the free giving that can only be awaited and
prepared for thoughtfully. It is crucial that Heidegger
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never situated his notion of the beautiful within aes-
thetic theory, which he wished to overcome due to its
metaphysical heritage. The beautiful is not a “thing” or
an “object” opposing a “subject,” but is the happening
of truth; as such, it is not an “other,” but the appearing
of the grounding of all.

What for Heidegger becomes an intellectual striving
for the revealing and especially the saving character of
the artwork, which he will later conceptualize as the
arrival (Anblick) of the Göttliche, is made fruitful for
and applicable to aesthetics by his student Hans-Georg
Gadamer, who disburdens beauty of its aletheological
and terminological heaviness, but without rendering it
less “Greek.” Unlike Lyotard, for whom present art
has outlived the beautiful, Gadamer is convinced by its
“Aktualität,” its relevance, or rather its up-to-dateness.
Seeking the common feature of all artworks no mat-
ter what their origin, Gadamer develops his tripartite
structure of Spiel, Symbol, and Fest, (play, symbol,
and festival), stressing not only the universal charac-
ter of the beautiful, its “standing in good standing”
(Gadamer, 1977: 140), but also the fact that it is anthro-
pologically rooted in the play of human beings, and
therefore cannot be outdated.

As symbol, going back to Aristophanes’ speech
in the Symposium, beauty has a mnemosynic func-
tion: it is humanity’s other that is nevertheless a part
of humanity, sought for and immediately recognized.
Experiencing beauty means undergoing a reunifica-
tion, a healing (Heilen). As symbol, the beautiful does
not “signify” a universal, it does not “represent” a
meaning (like an allegory) that could have other means
to appear, but it is what it “points at.” Furthermore, it
not only is but is always more: It is its own expansion
of being. The symbolic unification of the particular
with its lost other is accompanied by the gathering
dimensions of Spiel and Fest that echo Kant’s sensus
communis. Yet Gadamer takes this universality even
further: It is not just that we witness the beautiful thing
and all agree on its beauty, but that we join it and
relate to it. We become players in the play of the art-
work and in that very activity we experience a unity
that is “other” than our ordinary, fractured being-in-
the-world. This otherness goes along with an otherness
of time: ordinary time makes a place for the arrival of a
sacred temporality, the time of festivity. Experiencing
beauty becomes a celebration of unity, of belonging-
ness, and of a kosmos, in which we have our place not
as singled-out beings, but as parts of a whole. Beauty

is accordingly an “aesthetic non-differentiation” (ibid.:
118) celebrating the holy/whole.

If the German tradition builds on the metaphysi-
cal importance of the beautiful—be it aletheological,
the Freude (or enjoyment) in the presence of God, or
the gathering of festivity—the French phenomenolo-
gists almost ignore beauty. They merely practice, as
Mikel Dufrenne puts it, a “digression sur le beau”
(digression on the beautiful) (1967: 18). Either the
beautiful is not thematized at all, as in MAURICE

MEREAU-PONTY’s oeuvre, or it is addressed merely
tangentially (Dufrenne), or its contemporary validity
is negated altogether and the beautiful is replaced by
something apparently more appropriate to the time;
i.e., the sublime (Lyotard).

The middle route between ignoring beauty and
replacing it is chosen by Mikel Dufrenne, whose
Phénoménologie de l’experience esthétique (1967)
certainly offers one of the most important contributions
to phenomenological aesthetics. Bringing his concep-
tion into dialogue with Jean-Paul Sartre, we see that
the “place” of beauty is not self-evident at all. Does
beauty have its “seat” in the object (artwork) or in the
aesthetic object? And more urgently, is it an object
for phenomenology? Dufrenne differs from Jean-Paul
Sartre, for whom “le réel n’est jamais beau” (the real
is never beautiful—Sartre, 1940: 245), leading him to
banish the beautiful to the imaginary. Dufrenne cer-
tainly agrees that the beautiful cannot be objectively
defined: “le beau n’est pas un critère objectivement
définisable et universellement valuable” (the beautiful
is not a criterion which can be defined objectively and
which has universal value—Dufrenne, 1967: 32). Yet
this may not lead us to conclude that it is in no way
objective. In fact, it is only due to its objectivity that the
beautiful can become an aesthetic object “sous notre
regard” (in our eye). Aesthetization does not happen
out of the blue, but “il faut que l’object se prête à cette
esthétisation” (it is necessary that the artwork lends
itself to that aestheticization—ibid.: 20).

Dufrenne joins the choir with Heidegger and
Gadamer in opposing the formal definition of beauty
that he harshly criticizes as “un dogmatisme arbitraire
et stérilisante” (an arbitrary and sterile dogmatism—
ibid.: 19). He escapes from that standardization by
reducing beauty to authenticity. Once we regard an
object as being what it purports to be, we can say
that it is authentic—and then that it is beautiful: “son
essence lui est une norme” (its essence posits its
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norm—ibid.: 22), or as we can certainly add, its only
norm. Even if beauty is reduced to authenticity, they
are not the same, but differ in their respective given-
ness: “le beau désigne la vérité de l’object lorsque
cette vérité est immédiatement sensible et reconnue”
(the beautiful signifies the truth of the object whenever
that truth is immediately perceivable and recognized—
ibid.: 20). The root of beauty is nothing but a thing’s
energeia. Beauty comes to be truth rendered sensible,
or truth in actu. Dufrenne calls his theory a “une the-
orie qui reconnaît la beauté sans faire une théorie de
la beauté” (a theory which recognizes beauty without
giving a theory of beauty). Indeed, he does not have
to deal with the beautiful expressis verbis, since only
authentic, i.e., beautiful things can become aesthetic
objects. And it is crucially the latter and not the former
that aesthetics is about for him.

Inspired by what he takes to be Husserl’s point,
Sartre claims that the beautiful results in “une néan-
tisation du monde” (a negation of the world—1940:
245), concluding that there can no longer be an object
that could host beauty and that therefore beauty has
its realm in the imaginary. Lyotard, however, comes to
the conclusion that there is no place in the world for
the beautiful for another reason. It is not because the
beautiful negates reality that it cannot be an “object,”
but because reality has rendered the beautiful obso-
lete. With this diagnosis, Lyotard answers an urgent
question of (post)modernity that came up at the lat-
est after World War II: Is there a place for beauty in
art after Auschwitz? In contrast to what Kant thinks,
does not art have to undermine mere pleasingness?
Does it not have to be inherently critical, critical of
its age and society? If the experiential character of
an aesthetic object is potentially ambivalent—does
that not oblige art to actively evoke this ambivalnce,
thereby preventing the subject from merely usurping
the object? If beauty results in Lust, does not the sub-
lime then satisfy the essentially critical function proper
to current art precisely to the extent that it results
in the mixed emotional state of Lust and Unlust?
More recent voices deemphasize political usurpation
in favor of the leveling-down of beauty in its omni-
presence: Regarding the aesthetization of the world
in which more and more is “design,” and beautiful
things—and above all, kitsch—are all around, must
not art then remain the reflexive other? Does it not
have to be incommensurate to have a place in society
at all?

In his profound reflections on the sublime, Lyotard
finds the answer to modernity in the Kantian
Widerstreit. Concluding with Barnett Newman that
“The Sublime is Now,” he modifies both Newman
and Kant. He stresses the first moment of the Kantian
sublime, the “disaster suffered by the imagination”
(1988a: 136), and sees no aspect of reconciliation.
“Now, that is the sublime”—the thatness of the always-
arriving new, the never-ending il y a, is the sublime
that confronts “intelligence” with its radical inability to
synthesize. As a micrology inscribing the occurrence
of a thought into metaphysical thinking, the sublime
shows that there is always a remainder of the to-
be-thought. This act of inscribing is the achievement
of avant-garde art: “The artist attempts combinations
allowing the event [i.e., the il y a]” (ibid.: 101) even
though s/he knows that the now is the to-be-expressed
inexpressible. The aesthetics of the sublime is nega-
tive. What it is dealing with is “a negative sign of the
immense power of ideas” (ibid.: 98).

Kant’s universalizing dimension of “taste,” or the
apparent “sensus communis,” becomes the target of
Lyotard’s critique. If the experiencing subject only
apprehends and reproduces—without, however, sub-
suming the beautiful under a conceptual category—
then its presumed immediate quasi-objectivity, Kant’s
“subjective universality,” is a mere illusion. There is no
consensus; instead, as Lyotard puts it, there is “a cloud
of community” (Lyotard, 1988b: 38). Since modernity
does not provide a metanarration that would legitimize
any pretended universality, and since the beautiful in
its very structure is incapable of achieving by itself any
“aesthetic progress” toward a “republic of taste,” an
aesthetics corresponding to that non-synthesizability
can only be provided by the sublime’s constant striv-
ing, its differing. The sublime “traces the way for
thinking to get in touch with clouds of thoughts”
(ibid.: 40) or ideas. This way is no longer immediate,
but rather mediated by practical reason. The artistic
progress called forth by the sublime—“The arts, what-
ever their materials, pressed forward by the aesthetics
of the sublime in search of intense effects, can and
must give up the imitation of models that are merely
beautiful, and try out surprising, strange, and shocking
combinations” (1988a: 100)—has a political dimen-
sion paralleling the moral development of society. The
sublime and practical reason proceed hand in hand.
When ready-to-hand forms that “have already been
thought” and “calculated” (1988b: 42), are all around
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us, art— unlike the technology of which Heidegger
is so skeptical—is free to develop new technai capa-
ble of getting in touch with (moral) ideas. Sublime
art no longer pretends to achieve a sensus communis,
“allusive and elusive” (ibid.: 38), but triggers off a “dis-
sensus” (ibid.: 44), a differing of differences in which
the poliformity of a changing society is not negated,
but affirmed.

This postmodern version inspired by a phenomenol-
ogy filtered through Kant does not have the last
word, but is itself criticized by recent phenomenol-
ogists trying to revive metaphysical beauty. Damir
Barbaric points out that even if the omni-beautification
via design and kitsch leads to a leveling-down of
beauty, this only affects aesthetic and not metaphysical
beauty. So does the apparent opposition by the Kantian
sublime: the overwhelming, non-consumable beauty
only opposes and replaces a beauty that does not
exhibit those traits itself, whereas metaphysical beauty
seems to be a still valid—or even especially valid—
“measure.” After all, not only Dietrich von Hildebrand
but also Oscar Becker and Martin Heidegger have
endowed beauty with traits of the sublime. Barbaric
(2002) concludes that beauty is not only the mea-
sured, but that it is a measure itself (Heidegger), or a
corrective of the misunderstood aestheticizations and
beautifications of our contemporary lifeworld. The
other and inherently critical dimension, then, does not
have to be sought in the sublime, but is provided by the
achievements of metaphysical beauty.

The beautiful that was to reconcile so much in
its history has become a problem itself. Part of
the problematicity lies in the fact that John Cage,
Barnett Newman, Jackson Pollock, video-installations,
or ready-mades certainly have other aims than merely
to arouse pleasure. But are they sublime? Or does
their sublimity make them beautiful in a metaphysi-
cal sense? If art is to seek refuge in the sublime by
preventing capitalistic or political abuse, as Christine
Pries (1988) among others suggests, does this refuge
in its apparently “critical dimension” not eclipse the
problem that it is a preliminary art of a sublime charac-
ter that is especially susceptible to heroic propaganda?
And is the sublime “now,” or is it not also “outlived”
by the now? Is not our age not only one of omni-
aestheticization but also one of omni-shock and omni-
sublimization? Can we still be rendered speechless by
something sublime, or has the sublime itself undergone
a leveling-down? Is Barbaric perhaps right when he

points out that beauty may well remain a corrective
even if our definitions of beauty undergo a change in
time? As attractive as his suggestion might be to save
a refuge for beauty, this raises the objection of whether
Heidegger, who nurtures his notion of “beauty as mea-
sure,” would agree with a “metaphysical” beauty if his
aim was to overcome metaphysics.

Is there a metaphysical beauty in a postmetaphys-
ical era? And do we need that? If we consider the
metaphysical function in the reconciliation of the real
with the ideal, has not history caught up with art
(Barbaric, 2002: 173)? Can information technology
not turn being into mere appearing and appearing into
being, so that all those simulacra, whether pretty or
ugly, no longer need any reunion at all—be it “meta-
physical,” or in this case rather meta-virtual—since
they are already de-dichotomized? As much as those
questions may affect all approaches to aesthetic theory,
one question is especially virulent for the phenomeno-
logical method: It has to ask itself if beauty is its
potential object at all. Is there any beauty left after
a Husserlian epochē? If we understand phenomenol-
ogy as rigid constitutive phenomenology concentrating
on aesthetic objects, is beauty then not left out of
that set of possible objects, merely functioning as an
“aesthetic-object-maker”—a point that Husserl fails to
make and that Dufrenne practices in a “guidebook-
like” way? Aesthetics following a Husserlian method
and having a rather narrow sense of phenomenology
and not the broader one including, e.g., hermeneuti-
cal ontology, certainly travels safely if it regards itself
as “une theorie qui reconnaît la beauté sans faire une
théorie de la beauté” (a theory that recognizes beauty
without making a theory of beauty).
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Simone de Beauvoir

Sara Heinämaa

Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986). Beauvoir is not a
systematic or academic writer and she does not present
any theory of art or any doctrine of aesthetic experi-
ence. She is, however, a philosophical thinker, and her
works include original reflections on the task of the
artist and the novelist. These she develops not only
in her existential-phenomenological essays, but also
in her great novels, L’invitée (1943) and Les man-
darins (1954). Even her multivolume autobiography
(1958–1972) includes philosophical discussions of the
nature of fiction and literature. Thus Beauvoir trains
our thinking on art and literature both by her scholarly
texts and by her fictional works.

The usual notion is that Beauvoir chose art and left
philosophical reflections to JEAN-PAUL SARTRE. This
is a misconception based on superficial readings. In
truth Beauvoir did not think that such a choice was nec-
essary, but struggled to combine critical thinking with
fictional and poetic forms. She believed that philo-
sophical reflections and artistic constructions are not
in opposition, but serve the same end: the expression
of the metaphysical truth about the human condition.
Beauvoir abandons what she calls “systematic philos-
ophy” ([1946] 1948: 103–4; [1985] 1999: 93). By this
she means the attempt to build a conceptual system that
would cover the totality of life, knowledge, and being.
This is part of philosophy but not all of philosophy;
there are other alternatives open for those who wish
to serve reason in its self-inspection. Instead of con-
structing a theory or a doctrine, the philosopher can
“experiment” with experience and study its variations
and limits. Moreover, philosophical thinking and liter-
ary constructions can merge to form a “metaphysical
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novel.” The paradigmatic example of such hybrid
forms is the Platonic dialogue, but Beauvoir also refers
us to the works of Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855),
Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821–1881), and Franz Kafka
(1883–1924) (Beauvoir [1946] 1948: 117–8).

Beauvoir’s view of the relation between literature
and philosophy is indebted to her close contempo-
raries, Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980) and MAURICE

MERLEAU-PONTY (1908–1961), but more fundamen-
tally to Kierkegaard’s philosophical-literary work.
Kierkegaard’s concept of existence is the source of
Beauvoir’s basic view of human life as an ambigu-
ous movement between two poles: eternity and fini-
tude, particularity and ideality, solitude and social-
ity, subjective and objective (Beauvoir, 1947: 119).
She explicates her existential approach in Pour une
morale de l’ambiguïté (1947). In “Littérature et méta-
physique” (1946), she argues that philosophy and
literature both aim at understanding the paradoxical
condition of human existence in their own peculiar
ways. A purely philosophical work aims at capturing
the essential structures of human life, and a purely fic-
tional work discloses individual lives and alternative
perspectives “in their complete, singular, and tempo-
ral truth” (Beauvoir [1946] 1948, 119). However, the
greatest works in the traditions of philosophy and lit-
erature serve both ends: they succeed in grasping “the
essence at the heart of existence.”

Moreover, the philosopher who pursues essences
depends on the work of the novelist. Philosophical the-
orists need fiction to widen their view of what can
be experienced and how. The theorist begins his/her
reflections by using the results of his/her own imag-
ination, but in the attempt to discover unfamiliar
forms of experience, she soon runs to the limits of
his/her own capacities. Beauvoir argues that personal
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memories, dreams, and observations are weak and
limited resources when compared to the power of liter-
ature. It is only written fiction that opens to us fields of
experience that overcome what we can see and remem-
ber (Beauvoir [1946] 1948: 107–9; 1955: 195). In this
way, Kafka’s novels and Lewis Carroll’s storybooks as
well as the Marquis de Sade’s pornography all serve
philosophical ends (Beauvoir [1946] 1948: 115, 123;
1955, 64). Novels and other fictional works help us to
overcome the limits of actual experience, memories,
perceptions, and dreams.

Beauvoir also argues that the work of the novelist
is itself an experimental enterprise. The writer does
not know or determine in advance what will happen
in the novel. The story is a result of experimentation
with language, reasoning, and imagination. The nov-
elist sets up the stage and outlines the characters, but
rather than inventing their lives, the writer lives with
them, discusses with them, takes sides, and runs risks.
Thus as the work proceeds, the novelist sees new truths
appear and new questions unfold (Beauvoir [1946]
1948: 112–3).

The main difference between the writer and the
theorizing philosopher is in relation to language. The
theorist forms abstract concepts by defining and limit-
ing the meanings of ordinary language and thus aims at
capturing the essential structures of all experience. The
novelist, on the other hand, accepts ordinary language
expressions in their full richness and ambiguity and
uses all their resources to communicate the complexity
of particular lives, as well as their mutual separa-
tion and dependence. The aim is not to idealize any
particular life or experience, but to communicate the
unavoidable singularity of life itself.

Literature and philosophy also relate to the essential
forms of experience differently. Whereas the theoriz-
ing philosopher uses fiction to train him/herself to
intuit the essential structural features of experience, the
novelist uses fiction, reality, and language to present
lives as singular wholes, as “singular universals,”
to use Beauvoir’s existential terminology (Beauvoir
1972: 163, cf. Sartre, 1947). This does not mean that
the novel merely describes an internal reality or a
closed world of a solipsistic subject. On the contrary,
the world and others are implied in any individual
life, however solitary, private, or self-centered it may
be. Even the life of Gregor Samsa, the main charac-
ter of Kafka’s Die Verwandlung (1915), is a life with
others—a life in their disdain and rejection.

In “Le roman et la métaphysique” (1945), Merleau-
Ponty argues that Beauvoir’s L’invitée is a paradig-
matic example of the metaphysical novel: it reaches the
fundamental structures of intersubjectivity by bring-
ing together the lives of three individuals, Françoise,
Pierre, and Xavière. The book is not just a story of
a triangle or of two rivals; it is composed of three
incompatible but simultaneous couples, Françoise and
Pierre, Françoise and Xavière, and Pierre and Xavière.
Moreover, each couple is presented from two separate
perspectives. The experiences of love, jealousy, and
deception are not framed for any psychological ends,
but in the interest of understanding the dependence that
we all have upon other persons. Merleau-Ponty argues
that Beauvoir’s novel discloses the tension between the
couple having a shared universe and full intersubjec-
tivity having the world as its environment. Beauvoir’s
work shows that the problem of the other is merely a
particular case of the problem of others—in the plural
(Merleau-Ponty, 1964: 113)

In Beauvoir’s account, the intersubjective relation is
always also a relation between sexed bodies—men and
women. In Le deuxième sexe (1949a), she develops an
existential-phenomenological analysis of the relation
and hierarchy between the sexes. The main argument is
that philosophy and literature—as well as science and
religion—neglect women’s experiences, and thus offer
falsely universal and falsely objective accounts of the
human condition. The task of a feminist thinker is then
to attend to women’s expressions and experiences.

For Beauvoir, women’s literature is largely under-
developed. There is no alternative literary or schol-
arly tradition of women (Beauvoir, 1949b: 241).
This view was later challenged by Beauvoir’s fol-
lowers in America and on the Continent. Sandra M.
Gilbert and Susan Gubar, for example, traced out a
“female literary tradition” in their extensive work, The
Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the
Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (1979). On
the Continent, Beauvoir’s reflections on sexual differ-
ence and literature were developed further by Luce
Irigaray (1930–), Hélène Cixous (1937–), and Julia
Kristeva (1941–). In contrast with the Americans, the
French feminists connected the Beauvoirian heritage
to HEIDEGGER’s idea of destruction, and argued that
the task is not so much to discover or establish a fem-
inine tradition, but rather to destroy or deconstruct
the concepts as they are handed down to us by the
androcentric tradition. Thus, feminist scholars should
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study genealogies of women writers rather than try to
establish an alternative tradition. In this vein, French
feminists sought a way of writing, l’écriture féminine
(feminine writing), that was based on the rhythmic
and stylistic forms of the feminine body and that
challenged the androcentric dogma and the forms of
traditional philosophy.

The early texts of Cixous, Irigaray, and Kristeva
function as instances of feminine writing, but also
reflect on the nature and genesis of this stylistic form.
The best known of these texts are Irigaray’s “Ce sexe
qui n’en est pas un” and “Quand nos lèvres se par-
lent” (1977). Cixous’ well-known essay, “Le rire de
la méduse” (1975), was originally written for a spe-
cial issue of the journal L’arc dedicated to Beauvoir.
Cixous starts her reflections on feminine writing by
stating: “Woman must write herself: must write about
women and bring women to writing, from which they
have been driven away as violently as from their
bodies—for the same reasons, by the same law, with
the same fatal goal. Woman must put herself into the
text—as into the world and into history—by her own
movement” (Cixous, 1975: 39).
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Oskar Becker

Markus Ophälders

Oskar Becker (1889–1964). It is not necessary that
the foundation of all being be a unique origin;
it could be constituted by an antagonistic duality.
These are the terms in which Otto Pöggeler has
recently characterized the problematic that lies at
the base of Oskar Becker’s reflections on aesthet-
ics (Pöggeler, 1996: 29; cf. Sepp, 1998). This con-
ception, however, which Becker anchors mainly in
Schelling’s philosophy of nature, does not simply
put phenomenology aside, but rather pushes it to its
extreme consequences. Interesting in this approach is
not simply the fact that the rhizōmata panton, which
in “Philosophie als strenge Wissenschaft” (1911)
EDMUND HUSSERL indicated as the essential object
of philosophical research, might constitute in reality
a duality. Interesting above all is the attribute “antag-
onistic,” because it puts a different accent on the
problematic of foundation, which became more and
more important for phenomenology in the 1920s. In
this connection, Pöggeler focuses on the point where
Husserl, MARTIN HEIDEGGER, and Becker meet; it is
the same point, however, from which the two favorites
will subsequently leave their master.

Oskar Becker proceeds from the hypothesis that
Sein (being) and Wesen (essence) are opposed to one
another as ultimate principles defined as “Da-sein”
and “Da-wesen” (Becker, 1994: 39). He explains,
furthermore, that the historical, self-conscious, and
self-reflective Da-sein is opposed either to the lowest
stratum of natural instincts (defined as subhistorical)
or the highest stratum of the absolute spirit (defined
as suprahistorical). The third stratum in between those

M. Ophälders (�)
Università degli Studi di Milano, Milano, Italy

extremes does not constitute mediation (ibid.: 41). On
the contrary, in opposition to Da-sein, the suprahis-
torical spirit and the subhistorical nature find them-
selves in a reciprocal relation of paradoxical nearness.
Exactly this paradox finds its best expression in the
work of art. As a momentary unity intimately split
within itself the artwork stretches like a bridge over
the abyss that separates Da-sein and Da-wesen, history
and nature. The two extremes do not lie one beneath
the other, but interpenetrate (Ibid.: 50).

It is exactly the movement of their meeting each
other and its representation in the work of art that
constitutes for Becker the field of aesthetic phenom-
ena. In the arts, history should be considered as
nature and nature as history (cf. Adorno, 1973: 354f.).
The paradoxical, reciprocal penetration of nature and
history in art would turn once again on itself and
create, as Becker says, a “system of ontological-
’hyperontological’ tensions” (1994: 20). If the work
of art is the highest expression not only of the onto-
logical difference, but also of what Becker defines as
the “parontological indifference,” it seems a highly
paradoxical phenomenon: split in itself, instantaneous,
precarious (vergänglich), and fragile.

To characterize this central aspect of the artistic
phenomenon, Becker draws not only on Immanuel
Kant, but mainly on F. W. J. Schelling’s philosophy
of nature and Karl W. F. Solger’s theory of irony.
In the first respect, he refers to the statements that
emphasize the intimate contradictoriness and divided
character of the artwork. For Schelling, the artwork
represents the identity of conscious and unconscious
activity and is basically an unconscious infinity, a syn-
thesis of nature and freedom (Schelling, 1985: 687).
Thus infinity is represented in a finite way (ibid.: 688).
But Shelling does not resolve the problem that he so
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lucidly formulates and Becker therefore affirms that
it is only a part of the solution to the problem of
the aesthetic phenomenon, although an essential part
(1994: 19f.). What he misses in Schelling is the exis-
tential analytic and the point of view of “that being
[Seiendes], in which the possibility of a comprehen-
sion of being [Seinsverständnis] essentially lies”; an
“analysis of aesthetic existence [Dasein]” (1994: 20)
is needed, with an analysis of its temporality to open
up a presence in which infinity receives a natural and
finite body.

“The historical man dies as a historical one in every
moment of his existence” (ibid.: 23), and humans must
always project themselves anew into the dark future;
only the “‘instant’ indicates the unity of the ‘trans-
ports’ [Entrückungen] in the ‘thrown projection’ of a
‘future that has already been’ [‘geworfenen Entwurf’
der ‘gewesen(d)en Zukunft’]. In this instant the cre-
ative act of the spirit happens” (ibid.: 25). In the person
of the artist, thrownness (Geworfenheit) which means
historical reality, and the project, which opens up the
sphere of possibility, reach a limit (Grenze) in the inter-
vention of natural destiny. This means that historical
being, natural being, and the spirit meet each other in
the creative instant. Thus Becker alludes to Kant and
consequently redefines genius: the genius knows how
to proceed in the creation of an artwork, but if nature,
which is equally required for the success (Gelingen)
of the work of art, does not intervene, this will never
be sufficient. The temporal structure of the artwork is
thus that of the instant. We are concerned with a phe-
nomenon in the true sense of the word: it appears in a
mere instant and right afterwards is gone irrevocably
irretrievably. The “parontological indifference” real-
izes itself in this fugacious appearance, which means
a phenomenon in which “essence is similar to being
[Wesen gleicht Wesendem]” (ibid.: 39).

The aesthetic experience is only momentary: either
it is or it has always just been. It is in this sense that
Becker refers to the young György Lukács’s idea of the
Heraclitean structure of aesthetics: every artistic fig-
uration represents a monad that knows nothing about
other monads, which is a positive peculiarity rather
than a metaphysical limit established from outside
(Lukács, 1917–1918: 38). Described in more detail,
the temporality of aesthetic existence is “‘eternal pres-
ence,’ which exists only for itself: it is perfect and
self-sufficient. The characteristic of this ‘eternal pres-
ence’ is its imperturbability, its not being menaced

by other ‘figures of time.’ The ‘eternal presence’ is
without relation to the future and the past: it does
not have any horizons, it is ‘cosmically’ closed up
in itself. It is not standing still, but is ‘circulating’”
(Becker, 1994: 29). At the end of this analysis of aes-
thetic Da-sein, all these characteristics combine in the
paraexistential of Getragenheit (being carried and sus-
tained). Nevertheless, Getragenheit does not exhaust
the Da-sein of the artist, who remains within his-
toricity and self-consciousness. This duality of the
perfect reciprocal penetration of the natural and the
historical-spiritual now makes it necessary to introduce
another concept: irony, which Becker follows Solger in
conceiving.

Becker reflects on the temporality of irony, the tem-
porality of that “view that is suspended above every-
thing and destroys everything” (Solger, 1971: 387),
which is alert, sober, and reflective, but at the same
time suspended and dreaming. “The paradox is that
this futile and transitory ‘Jetzt’ [Now] shall be eter-
nal,” and “the moment of artistic irony suspended in
this way has cosmic, eternal presence” (Becker, 1994:
31). But we have to ask ourselves if the analysis of the
aesthetic Da-sein and its results synthesized in the con-
cepts of Getragenheit and irony have really maintained
the breadth of the aesthetic problematic exposed in the
beginning with the Heraclitean structure, the relation
between nature and history, and caducity.

Becker already uses one of Solger’s fundamental
concepts—the caducity or fragility (Hinfälligkeit) of
beauty—in the title of an essay originally published
in 1929 (“Von der Hinfälltigkeit des Schönen und der
Abentenerlichkeit des Kunstlers”). If there is anything
true, it has to find itself in what is most inferior, fuga-
cious, futile, and transitory, but on the other hand, even
the sublime height, the idea itself has to show itself,
in all its caducity and voidness (Solger, 1980: 216). If
the body of the idea is really what a body is, it is not
only mortal, but is mortality itself, because the idea is
everything it is entirely and completely (Solger, 1971:
366). Insofar as the idea becomes an appearance and
gains a living body (Leib) in the form of an artwork,
nothing remains outside: the suprahistorical becomes
entirely reality in the complete reciprocal penetration
with the subhistorical. The result of this is the system
of ontological-“hyperontological” tensions, in which,
as mentioned, Wesen gleicht Wesendem.

This “parontological indifference” is, however,
extremely thrilled and agitated in itself, so that it
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vanishes into nothingness in the same instant in which
it becomes an appearance: the unity of idea and appear-
ance in the appearance—as Solger puts it—means
implosion of the transcendent and the immanent in the
immanent. This instant of extreme caducity, where an
entire world always vanishes anew into nothingness,
is defined by Solger as the ironic moment, the most
fruitful and creative, yet the most terrible and tragic
moment of all human existence. And it is exactly the
concept of caducity that allows him to conceive a per-
fect reciprocal penetration of the historical and the
natural, i.e., to think both historical being as nature and
natural being as history: in the moment of the high-
est tension, the one turns into the other, and thus art
destroys itself in the same moment it comes into being
(Solger, 1971: 366).

The aesthetic experience is thus constituted by a
fragile constellation of tensions between the natural
and the historical-spiritual. Because of the antagonis-
tic duality of the foundation, it can take place only
in the temporal dimension of instant punctuality. If
we radicalize the concept of caducity down to its
ultimate consequences, it involves both Da-sein and
Da-wesen. And in the ironic instant the reciprocal pen-
etration becomes total, which does not allow us to
reach a dimension of Getragenheit suspended above
everything—at least not for Solger, who has defined
exactly this kind of irony as a cruel mockery, which
has nothing to do with tragic irony (Solger, 1973:
514; cf. Walser, 1996). Through the analysis of the
temporality of the aesthetic Da-sein, Becker recov-
ers at the end an “ontological difference” of a second
degree out of the “parontological indifference,” and the
rhizōmata panton remain separated (chorís) from the
phenomenon.

The Heraclitean structure of the aesthetic and of any
possible experience of it does not tolerate metaphysi-
cal limits beyond the phenomenon itself. In the words
of Schelling, if beauty is the infinite represented in
a finite way, this has to be perceivable concretely in
the phenomenon itself and is the genesis of romantic
irony, which contains important elements for a similar
approach. Like Novalis and Friedrich Schlegel, Solger
proceeds from Fichte’s concept of reflection, because it
recovers the immediacy of the object. Since this is only
possible in the paradoxical form of reflection on reflec-
tion, reflection is virtually infinite. For the romantics,
however, this infinite is not linear, but forms an infin-
ity of connections and complexities within the form

itself. Schlegel has defined this reflexive infinity with
the term “cyklische Methode” (Schlegel, 1988: 180; cf.
Strohschneider-Kohrs, 1977: 41f.), and for Solger, the
complexity of reflection is realized within the work of
art in the form of an infinite constellation of allegorical
references (cf. Benjamin, 1980: 26).

The incessant allegorical references continue, how-
ever, up to the point where they create a totality. This
is the moment of irony; here the infinite represents
itself in a finite way: the allegorical constellation com-
pletes itself in its being in this and no other way,
and this is the way it reaches its interior limit. Irony
is constituted by the extreme passage of the infinite
through the finite and of the finite through the infi-
nite; for an instant, this passage annihilates the infinite
reflection and recovers the immediacy of the particular
phenomenon. The spiritual becomes completely nat-
ural, immediately aesthetic, and the natural becomes
perfectly spiritual in a constellation that gives nature
its missing words and arrests the incessant develop-
ment (Werden) of the spirit. However, irony is tragic,
because in the perfect relation between the natural
and the spiritual an entire world is annihilated. Art as
promesse de bonheur realizes itself through death; only
such extreme mediation can recover the immediate,
and—just as for the Hölderlinian Empedocles—life
ignites into flame at the moment of death. The tempo-
rality of aesthetic Da-sein cannot remain self-sufficient
and calm, circulating within itself eternally, but exists
only for an instant; immediately afterward it explodes
again, and the cosmic time bursts into an irrelative
temporality of monads without windows. The aes-
thetic phenomena constitute a “continuous revelation”
(Solger), which disseminates its traces into the real
world. Yet in a truly Heraclitean manner it neither sig-
nifies nor hides, it just intimates. It is for this reason
that only irony can be fundamental, because “nemo
contra deum nisi deus ipse.”
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Chinese Aesthetics

CHEN Zhiyuan

In the strict and original sense, phenomenology and
aesthetics are not inherent parts of traditional Chinese
thought. Hence this entry surveys their introduction
and dissemination in China (including the development
of professional studies and expanded applications),
as well as the emergence of comparative studies and
cultural interaction between these areas and Chinese
thought.

The first comprehensive and accurate introduction
to EDMUND HUSSERL’s phenomenology in China
appeared in 1929. But the political disturbance of
several decades thereafter shattered any hope of con-
tinuing translation and research. The only exception
occurred in 1965 in Hong Kong when XU Fuguan
published his famous book The Spirit of Chinese
Art, where he contended that CHUANG-TZU’s heart
in the “fasting of the heart” (Xin Zhai) was analo-
gous to Husserl’s pure consciousness after the epochēs
and was therefore the “subject of the spirit of art.”
This began phenomenological aesthetics in China. In
1980, LI Youzheng’s introduction to ROMAN INGAR-
DEN revived research in this area. Through the
efforts of many scholars, including NI Liangkang
and SUN Zhouxing, both leading researchers and
reliable translators, some basic writings of Husserl,
MARTIN HEIDEGGER, MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY,
Roman Ingarden and MIKEL DUFRENNE have been
translated since then. In only 20 years, phenomenology
has replaced classic German philosophy and gain-
ing a prestigious status and invoking much enthusi-
asm and high expectations among literary theorists,
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many of whom have become its main upholders and
practitioners.

Chinese scholars give different answers to the ques-
tion: “what is phenomenological aesthetics?” For most,
it means, first, the eradication of the subject-object
dichotomy in aesthetic epistemology or ontology; sec-
ond, the method of aesthetic intuition in contrast to the
pursuit of essences in metaphysics; and finally, the use
of reduction in different ways. As with the ambiguity
of the concept of phenomenology itself the diver-
sity of views among Chinese scholars is the outcome
of different phenomenological resources or distinctive
perspectives.

XUE Hua pioneered the investigation of Husserl’s
aesthetics in his book Hegel and the Puzzle of Art
(1986), which relies on Phantasie, Bildbewusstsein,
Erinnerung (1980). He attempts to solve the prob-
lem of the origin of art and beauty by basing aes-
thetic judgment on imagination. ZHANG Zailing, a
scholar in comparative philosophy, holds that the later
Husserl’s work on intersubjectivity makes interac-
tion between Western and Chinese aesthetics possible
because the latter was already accustomed to view-
ing beauty as quasi-intersubjective. ZHU Liyuan, an
influential theorist in literary and art circles who
favors the ideas of the lifeworld and intersubjectiv-
ity, has also played an important role. However, the
transcendence of the subject in Husserl’s theory was
purposefully overlooked not only in ZHANG Zailin’s
interpretation, but also in ZHU Liyuan’s reading.
The translation of Zur Phänomenologie des inneren
Zeitbewusstseins (1966) into Chinese in 2000 gave a
new impetus to the further development of the already
popular phenomenology of music. At the same time
NI Liangkang’s “The phenomenology of image con-
sciousness” (2001), which was a new investigation
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into Phantasie, Bildbewusstsein, Erinnerung, attracted
such widespread attention that some authors have
come to regard the analysis of image-consciousness
as one of Husserl’s distinctive achievements in the
phenomenology of art.

When Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit (1927), Unterwegs
zur Sprache (1959), and Poetry, Language, Thought
(1971) were translated into Chinese, he began to enjoy
a high reputation in China. But in phenomenologi-
cally based studies in aesthetics which were in fact
carried out mainly in literary and artistic circles, he
was unfairly neglected, despite the success of his
works. His name was rarely mentioned, and even
omitted in the official narrative history of phenomeno-
logical aesthetics. In contrast, Heidegger’s thoughts
have had a significant impact in studies that were
not carried out under the name of phenomenologi-
cal aesthetics. ZHANG Shiying, an eminent scholar
of German philosophy, has argued that Heidegger’s
concept of being-in-the-world opens a road to under-
standing “the unity of heaven and human” in traditional
poetry from the land of poetry. Another example is YE
Xiushan’s famous work Thought, History, and Poetry:
An Investigation of Phenomenology and Existentialism
(1998). This book begins with an investigation into
the characteristics of phenomenology and ends with a
Heideggerian aesthetic conclusion.

The relationship between phenomenological aes-
thetics and the aesthetics of “Chan” also gives rise to
some discussions. When the realm of Chan is inter-
preted as a horizon of meaning, interpreters often resort
to Husserl’s conception of intentionality. When it is
interpreted as an original horizon of experience before
the split between subject and object, Heidegger’s the-
ory of being-in-the-world is often adduced as the
ground of it. It is said that the realm of Chan is an
unutterable realm of poetry, so Heidegger’s thinking
about art and poetry can once again afford access to the
cultural dialogue between East and West. Doubts often
arise in this context concerning Husserl’s view that the
value judgments are founded on objective judgments.
The sudden enlightenment of Chan is seen either as
Husserl’s eidetic intuition, which immediately changes
the Buddha nature into the human essence, or as a
return to hermeneutical understanding as the funda-
mental mode of being-in-the-world, which often leads
to the simple conclusion that Heidegger’s Being is to
be equated with the Buddha nature. When it comes
to the free Buddhist mind, some people insist on the

comparative study between this mind and the transcen-
dental subject of Husserl, while others are inclined
to integrate it with Heidegger’s concept of existence.
Both are fashionable topics in China.

The priority of traditional Chinese poetry over
sculpture, theater, and music, which were previously
seen only as the skill of people of lower social sta-
tus, lay in the fact that composing poems was not
only the mark of a really cultured person, but the
way to build one’s spiritual home. Drawing inspira-
tion from Heidegger, ZHANG Shiying analyzes the
poems of TAO Yuanming (365–421), the father of
Chinese pastoral literature, and points out that TAO’s
desire for authenticity and his hopes for transcending
experiences of failure was based upon his understand-
ing of death. YE Weilian also holds that the highest
level of Chinese landscape poetry is (or Tao, as in
Taoism, allowing the landscape full of the spirit of
Dao “to show itself”—namely, aletheia or physis in
Heidegger’s sense. And when he calls the landscape
“noema,” in spite of the parallelism between noesis
and noema, he distinguishes the latter from the former,
which for him is merely a lower cognitive function of
understanding. The most successful phenomenological
analysis of Chinese landscape poetry has been carried
out by WANG Jianyuan. In his view, landscape poetry
expresses spatial experiences in situations, and the spa-
tial processes of those experiences are manifestations
of temporalization. Since synthesis of spatial percep-
tion is in fact synthesis of time-consciousness, the
universal characteristic of Chinese landscape poetry
is to temporalize spatiality, and this is the source of
its life.

The interpretation and application of Roman
Ingarden’s theory has occupied the core position in
phenomenological aesthetics in China. In 1988, an
essay by YU Yunyang entitled “Roman Ingarden’s
music philosophy of phenomenology: Introduction and
commentary” caused such a sensation throughout the
world of musical theorists that musical phenomenol-
ogy soon became an influential school. Its influence
can be seen everywhere, not only in the general theory
of music, but also in comparative music study and in
music education. Ingarden’s thorough analysis of the
structure and layers of the literary work also imme-
diately captivated the theorists of literature. He was
often regarded as the first theorist who afforded an out-
standing analysis of the internal structure of the literary
work. Chinese theorists could learn much more about
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how phenomenological theories can be directly applied
to practices from him than from anyone else. For exam-
ple, in JIANG Yongji’s reflections on reading theory,
Ingarden’s thought plays a structurally instructive role,
though he also refers to Husserl and Heidegger. WANG
Yuechuan has constructed a new system in his Art
Ontology (2005), where we can find the influence of
Ingarden’s theses as well. And this is also the case
in ZHU Liyuan’s classification of the layers of the
literary work.

In China, JEAN-PAUL SARTRE was always labeled
as an existentialist aesthetician, but not a phenomeno-
logical one. The consequence of such an inflexible
distinction was the disappearance of his influential
phenomenological aesthetics. Nobody has provided
a serious analysis of Sartre’s theory of imagination,
which was in fact the basis of his theory of art. Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, a phenomenologist deserving more
attention in aesthetics, is typically always mentioned
in conjunction with introductions to Mikel Dufrenne’s
thought. But aestheticians in China have raised their
voices for theory reformation in aesthetics. The phe-
nomenology of perception and of the body would have
been a useful method to end the domination of spec-
ulative philosophy in so-called practical aesthetics in
China. It is regrettable that few writers have thought
highly of it.

Mikel Dufrenne’s works were introduced into China
almost at the same time as Ingarden’s works. The
Chinese editions of his Esthétique et philosophie
(1967, 1976, 1981), Phénoménologie de l’expérience
esthétique (1953), and some other works have
been published. Although his Phénoménologie de
l’expérience esthétique has often been acclaimed as
the climax of modern phenomenological aesthetics,
Dufrenne’s influence has primarily come from his
critical theory. If it is an exaggeration to say that inter-
est coming from the history of philosophy but not
from philosophy itself dominates contemporary phe-
nomenological aesthetics in China, it is also unfair to
assert that the problem may lie in the latent Western
horizon in Dufrenne’s analysis of an occidental aes-
thetic experience that is alien to the Chinese lifeworld.

The aesthetics of MORITZ GEIGER has been
regarded only as an early and immature phase in the
development of phenomenological aesthetics. His lim-
ited influence began around 2000, when his book Die
Bedeutung der Kunst. Zugänge zu einer materialen
Wertästhetik (1986) was translated into Chinese. More

interest has been focused on the Geneva school, espe-
cially on George Poulet’s criticism of consciousness,
but still without noticeable achievements.

The publication of a series of doctoral dissertations
since 2003 has marked a new stage of development
in Chinese phenomenological aesthetics. ZHANG
Xushu’s Investigations of the Phenomenological
Aesthetics of Ingarden (2003) is a thorough investi-
gation of the internal structure of Ingarden’s theory.
A new book about the phenomenology of music has
been written by HAN Zhong’en; in her Metaphysical
Manifestation of the Meaning of Music and a Study
on the Possibility of Intentional Being (2004), where
she argued that the meaning of music was an inten-
tional Being. An abundance of material is charac-
teristic of LIU Shuguang’s Heidegger and Aesthetics
(2004), which discusses this subject in more detail
than ever. The most macroscopic and comprehensive
thinking has been offered by TANG Yonghua in The
Limit of Western Phenomenological Aesthetics (2005).
WANG Ziming’s Phenomenology and Reflections on
Aesthetics (2005) is an effort to unearth the sublimi-
nal aesthetic meaning of Husserl’s phenomenology, his
many reflections drawing heavily on the conclusions of
Dufrenne and the Geneva school.

The Society for Phenomenology in China and the
Chinese Academy of Arts held an international con-
ference on phenomenology and art in 2002. Through
dialogue with foreign artists and domestic phenome-
nologists, the artists and painters who attended became
aware of the value of phenomenology for the ideas
guiding their artistic and literary creations. Since then,
the phenomenology of painting has been a widely
received theoretical term in the world of art. It seems
that the phenomenology of photography also bene-
fited from this conference. A visiting photographer has
become its major advocate and supporter. The appear-
ance of the phenomenology of film was surprising, but
its rapid achievements have been even more surprising.
This is attested by the book Film Phenomenology of
ZHOU Yueliang and HAN Junwei. The success of this
work lies in the phenomenological analysis of the basic
elements of film, especially in the analysis of artistic
symbols.

Phenomenological aesthetics, as well as phe-
nomenology, is a newly born discipline in China. There
is still a long way to go for its maturity. But after
a rocky start, both the scope and the depth of phe-
nomenological aesthetics have been greatly expanded.
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Waldemar Conrad (1878–1915)

Daniela Angelucci

Conrad’s analysis in Der ästhetische Gegenstand
(1908–9) is the first description of the aesthetic object
according to the method elaborated in the Logische
Untersuchungen of his teacher EDMUND HUSSERL.
Against subjectivism, his intention was to develop
the realistic aspect of phenomenology. Husserl’s later
transcendental-idealistic development was understood
by his first disciples as a departure from the original
tendency towards the “things themselves.” Conrad’s
thought has been underappreciated because it was con-
sidered merely a mechanical application of Husserl’s
method. But the importance of this text lies not only in
its pioneering perspective, but also in the clear method-
ological indications that guide his reflections. Aiming
at the specification of the differences between the nat-
ural and the aesthetic object, the analysis also defines
the latter as “ideal” which may be surprising for a real-
istic philosophical attitude. Plainly, his thought implies
a very productive complexity.

Conrad’s assumptions are the descriptive nature of
aesthetics and the intention to understand the pecu-
liar interaction between the work of art and the subject
who enjoys it. However, in order to allow the descrip-
tive method to be employed in the artistic sphere, it is
necessary to consider the system of everyday life as
well as the scientific causal laws that govern nature.
Hence the accent is always put on the peculiar relation
between subject and artistic object, based on the onto-
logical attributes of the object. In order to understand
the nature of this relation, a phenomenological analysis
is necessary that uses the terminology and the elabo-
ration of Husserl: the aesthetic evaluating act means,
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intends the work of art, is directed to it, while in its
turn the work guides the act.

Intentionality marks not only the act of evalua-
tion, but also the modalities of behavior fundamental
to judging the work of art, i.e., vision, understand-
ing, and enjoyment. In the same way, for Conrad the
reference to the object of intentional consciousness
also characterizes the subjective side of the aesthetic
production: the activity of the artist, which, in real-
izing his/her creation, imagines it “‘as an object’ . . .,
fixing it as identical while he transfers to reality its
parts one after the other” (Conrad, 1908: 74). Once
the intentionality of the aesthetic relation between
artist, or enjoyer, and object is affirmed, he can clarify
how this qualification—perceived with all the nuances
attributed to it by Husserl—is the element allowing a
“perfecting” of the descriptive method, i.e., the pas-
sage to phenomenology. Only in this way is it possible
“to bring the object near.” Only the gradual fulfillment
of the intention allows the description of the artistic
object’s essence, which is the principal task of aesthet-
ics. Conrad indicates the following steps to reach an
adequate comprehension of the object.

In the first place, “it is necessary to approach the
description without any presupposition” (ibid.: 75).
Therefore, since the meaning of phenomenology is to
avoid every transcendence and to grasp the immanence
of phenomena, it is unacceptable to admit the existence
of the world. In the second place “the objects that we
have to describe in a phenomenological way cannot
be ‘things,’ individual objects, concreta. . ., but only
ideal objects, of which we can affirm essential qual-
ities” (ibid.: 76). The intended objectivity (gemeinter
Gegenstand) is not the singular realization, hic et nunc,
but the essence of the object that is intuited in phe-
nomenological seeing. In front of a natural thing the
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question is “What is there?”—but in front of an ideal
objectivity, the question is instead “What is present
here at my perception . . . like this?” Finally, “it is
necessary to limit oneself to one’s own observations”
(ibid.: 76), leaving every communicative aspect out of
consideration.

As material of investigation, Conrad took individ-
ual works of art, the human attitude toward them, and
the similar attitudes toward objects of other kinds.
However, it is evident that for artistic realizations
intended as natural things, as well as psychic behav-
ior in front of them, a reflection confined to probable
judgment is sufficient. To go beyond materiality and
execution does not mean to dissolve the work of art
proper, but rather to address the idea that is realized in
it, as well as its essential properties—i.e., everything
that constitutes the object intended by the subject.

There are then three attitudes, different from our
usual perception, that can be assumed in front of
the work of art. The first represents the work of art
as really existing and as provided with qualities that
move and fascinate the spectator. This “psychomotor”
object, which operates in time and space, is called by
Conrad the wirkende Kunstwerk. According to the sec-
ond attitude, the object represented in the work of art
represents, in its turn, the ideal object. Finally, the third
possible behavior is the one where what appears rep-
resents, immediately and with evidence, the intended
ideal object. Only the latter interests an authentic
phenomenological investigation.

The artistic genre belongs to the series of ideal
aesthetic objects, e.g., there is not only a particu-
lar symphony, but also the specifically musical aes-
thetic object, “symphony,” and even the essence of
art in general. To this series, which is called objec-
tive, there is added a psychic or subjective one that
includes the correlative behavior of vision and evalu-
ation. Nevertheless, here the inquiry is limited to the
objective series, or rather Conrad wants “to study the
essence of the musical object, of the pictorial one,
etc.,. . . in order to establish the essence of the ‘aes-
thetic object in general’ as the immediately higher
genus” (ibid.: 80).

Hence the central part of the essay is dedicated to
the particular artistic genres (music, poetry, painting,
and sculpture) using the same methodological steps:
after the preliminary consideration of a single sound,
word, or sign comes a general analysis of a certain aes-
thetic object, and finally a more detailed analysis of

it. This detailed research allows recognition of a sort
of stratification inside the work of art, so its results
are composed from various elements. To the specifi-
cation of these essentially inalienable elements there is
added, necessarily, the question of the complexity and
the richness of the aesthetic object. In fact, Conrad is
then obliged to inquire into the limits of the variations
in the aesthetic object’s perception—the limits allow-
ing recognition of the same objective identity, beyond
which there is a disintegration of its structure. There is
a dimension, proper to the aesthetic sphere, subject to
alteration, but not compromising the objective identity:
the Irrelevanzsphäre.

Especially interested in the method, Conrad insists
on the distinction between three modes of apprehen-
sion (Auffassung): the naive, the natural (natürliche),
and the natural scientific (naturwissenschaftliche
Geisteshaltung). The first grasps the object and its
emotional components in an immediate way, without
the intervention of any kind of reflection. This kind
of spiritual attitude has a constant tendency to change
into the natural mode, which is a particular moment
of a more general causal conception based on the sep-
aration between appearance (Schein) and reality, as
well as between the effects produced by the object—
considered here as a psychic phenomena—and the
objective reality of the work of art. Finally, there
is the perspective of the natural sciences. However,
a material conception of the world consisting only
of pragmatic and natural realities inevitably leads to
a psychologistic aesthetics, one focusing on mental
events that are not included in that material, limited
vision of the world.

The identification of a different modality referring
to the aesthetic object’s existence, which is irreducible
to the merely natural reality and also to the status of
a pure concept, legitimates an autonomous field of
investigation. Following the above, Conrad reaches the
definition of the aesthetic object in itself: its “an ideal
one, for which it is essential to be realizable” (Conrad,
1909: 453). Its realization, its “concretization” in space
and time—and consequently its “sensuous vividness,”
which makes it different from an abstract geometri-
cal object—does not mean that it is part tout court
of the real world. On the other hand, the aspect of
the work of art that can be defined as “material” is
an inalienable structural aspect of it. Like the natu-
ral object, the aesthetic object is a whole composed
of several properties, but unlike the natural objects
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it is not offered to the totality of the senses (allsin-
nig): here only one aspect is intended. The majority
of interpreters concentrate on this attribution of the
characteristic of “ideality” to the work of art. Some of
them think that it does not at all mean relegating it to
the world of eternal ideas and pure thought. Using the
words of MIKEL DUFRENNE (1953), “idéal”‘ does not
at all mean “idéique.” Gabriele Scaramuzza, (1972)
also affirms that Conrad does not underestimate the
sensuous value of the aesthetic fact, but does want
to separate the object’s own unity from its numerous
concretizations. On this question Elisa Oberti (1962)
suggests that there is an unjustified metaphysical jump
over the sensuous dimension, which is where Conrad
wanted to start.

I think that an attempt to rebalance the question
should be made. In the first place, and with reference to
the concept of it proper to phenomenology, the object
is in no case mere materiality. It should be recalled that
according to Conrad, although the analysis of actual
data cannot be set aside, to grasp the phenomenon in
its authenticity means to understand its structure in
its essence, and not to stop at particular artistic real-
izations. In other words, the object is not identified
with the res. Second, in assuming the hard work of an
essential definition, there is a difficulty that cannot be
avoided—namely, that this type of reflection needs to
maintain a balance between two aims that sometimes
appear to be in conflict: the declared descriptive inten-
tion directed toward the reality, and the explicit will
to grasp the object’s essential nucleus. In reaffirming
both the importance of Conrad’s methodological indi-
cations and his brave attempt to define a double object
as ambiguous as the artistic one, the presence of some
elements able to agitate the water of phenomenologi-
cal realism also needs to be recognized. In my opinion,
these elements include not only the use of the term
“ideal,” but above all the reference to the function of
the subject.

Ultimately, Conrad himself feels the necessity to
refer to the correlative and indispensable investiga-
tion into the subjective act. In taking into account
that the object here is not intended simply as res,
but as an intentional object, the position “to be in
front of,” the subjective act, plays a decisive role. In
order to present aesthetic value, a peculiar behavior of
the subject is necessary—the subjective act does not
influence, for example, the perception of the geomet-
rical object in the same intensive way. On the other

hand, to make a problem of a firmly realistic posi-
tion may, in some cases, appear naive, but this seems
to constitute a richness, a vivifying outcome result-
ing from the meeting between speculative thought
and art.

In 1915 Conrad’s posthumous essay on the aesthetic
attitude of the subject was published, showing a radical
change of course in his thought.

The effort to consider the aspect of enjoyment,
which might have led to a phenomenological con-
ception, is traditional and thus problematic and even
dissonant. The results are reached not through a phe-
nomenological conception, but through an evaluative
one that does not consider the importance of the
structural “invariants” of the work of art. The posthu-
mous essay does not seem to add any new elements,
precisely because it is developed in a completely
different way.

Bibliography

Angelucci, Daniela. L’oggetto poetico: Conrad, Ingarden,
Hartmann. Macerata: Quodlibet, 2004.

De Caro, Eugenio. Note sulla fenomenologia dell’estetico.
Milan: ISU-Università Cattolica, 1996.

Conrad, Waldemar. “Der ästhetische Gegenstand, Eine
phänomenologische Studie.” In Zeitschrift für Ästhetik und
allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft 3, 1908, 71–118, 469–511;
and 4, 1909, 400–455.

Conrad, Waldemar. “Die wissenschaftliche und die ästhetische
Geisteshaltung und die Rolle der Fiktion und Illusion in der-
selben.” In Zeitschrift für Philosophie und philosophische
Kritik. 158, 1915, 129–167; 159, 1916, 1–61.

Dufrenne, Mikel. Phénoménologie de l’expérience esthétique.
2 vols. Presses Universitaires de France, Paris: 1953; The
Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience. Trans Edward S.
Casey et al. Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press,
1973.

Honecker, Martin. [Review of] Waldemar Conrad, “Der ästheti-
sche Gegenstand.” In Archiv für die gesamte Psychologie 20,
1911.

Krenzlin, Nicolas. “Il modo d’essere dell’opera d’arte letter-
aria.” In Annali dell’Istituto Antonio Banfi. Ed. Roberto Poli
and Gabriele Scaramuzza. Florence: Alinea, 1998.

Matteucci, Giovanni. “La relazione tra espressione e significato
come problema di una estetica fenomenologica.” In Annali
dell’Istituto Antonio Banfi. Ed. Roberto Poli and Gabrielle
Scaramuzza. Florence: Alinea, 1998.

Mazzoni, Augusto. La musica nell’estetica fenomenologica.
Milan: Mimesis, 2004.

Moos, Peter von. Die deutsche Ästhetik der Gegenwart. Berlin:
Schuster & Loeffler, 1931.



56 D. Angelucci

Oberti, Elisa. Estetica. Teoria dell’oggetto artistico come pre-
senza evidenziata. Milan: Marzorati, 1962; 2nd ed. Celuc,
1974.

Scaramuzza, Gabriele. “Introduzione.” In Waldemar Conrad,
L’oggetto estetico. Padua: Liviana, 1972.

Scaramuzza, Gabriele. Le origini dell’estetica fenomenologica.
Padua: Antenore, 1976.

Volkelt, Johannes. “Objektive Ästhetik.” In Zeitschrift für
Ästhetik und allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft. 122, 1917.



Creativity

Mario Teodoro Ramírez

In this entry we propose a definition of art as a “cre-
ation of reality.” First of all, we present a critique of the
classic theory that conceives art as “representation.”
We will try to show how it is possible to recover the
philosophical value in the idea of representation, a sort
of rational core: the problem of the relations of art to
reality, and of the relation of artistic activity to the real.
The theory of art as an activity of creation is superior
because it solves the problem that the theory of rep-
resentation acknowledges but is incapable of solving
properly.

Confronted with the problems that the theory of
representation presents, the theory of creation reformu-
lates the theory of art as creation of reality, i.e., as a
production that is representative neither of reality nor
of unreality. Representationalism is not truly opposed
by creation except through a new concept of creation, a
radical and consistent idea of creation. Art is a creation
of reality, what art does is create, and what it creates
is something real. We are not idealistically proposing
that art creates reality; we are saying that what it cre-
ates is real as opposed to unreal. Only through this
act of creation can our thought and action reach and
comprehend reality itself; only by creating reality do
we get to know reality. As affirmed with philosophi-
cal audacity by MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY: “Being
is what requires creation of us for us to experience it”
(Merleau-Ponty, 1968: 197).

In its simplest meaning, the theory of representation
conceives of art as a mimēsis, as a mere copy or repro-
duction of a previous reality. In principle the debatable
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thing about this theory is not so much its conception
of the artistic procedure—the function of representing,
reflecting, or reproducing something—but the suppo-
sition that there actually is a previous reality that we
know and value in anticipation of the artistic procedure
or the work of art itself. But is this truly the situation?
The theory of representation is naive because it fails
to realize that the valuation that it makes of the real at
the expense of art is generated by art itself. There is a
retroactive and sacrificial effect: the work of art sub-
mits itself to what it proposes in a way that makes us
believe in it as if it had always already existed indepen-
dently of the artistic act that brings it out. But the truth
is that the representation is first in relation to what is
represented. In any case, what the representation “rep-
resents” is not outside the work of art, but inside of it.
It is only possible to define it through this work itself.
HANS-GEORG Gadamer (1991, 96) says that in the rep-
resentation that is a work of art, it is not that the work
of art represents something that it is not; the work of art
is by no means an allegory, i.e., it does not says some-
thing leading us to think of something else, but can find
what it has to say only in itself.

The reality to which we return from art has thus
been opened and defined by the work of art itself.
By this manner, as Eugenio Trías indicates, it is con-
stituted “on a determined universal norm after which
it is possible a posteriori, to determine an entirety of
concrete situations that acquire signification from the
norm” (Trías, 1983: 135–36). The theory of represen-
tation, adds Trías, wrongly supposes as granted all that
has been revealed by the work of art. “In fact, Quixote
is frequently conceived as an allegory of that very thing
that he himself has revealed with explosive strength”
(Trías, 1983, 136). In fact it is only since the work of
Cervantes that we have found the quixotic in the world,
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just as magic realism is what turns the Latin American
landscape magical and just as Impressionist painters
created the bright fields or the foggy cities.

The theory of representation is the naive attempt to
explain the work of art by the very thing from which it
helped to raise the veil. Thus as Heidegger has master-
fully pointed out, “the road toward the determination of
the thingly reality of the work leads not from thing to
work but from work to thing” (Heidegger, 1971: p. 39).
It is not from the being of the object (of the “thing” as it
is perceived, utilized, or scientifically determined) that
we are able to comprehend the being of the “work of
art”; on the contrary: it is from the being of the work
of art that we “understand” the being of the thing.
According to Heidegger, none of the manners in which
Western philosophy has attempted to think the being
of the thing—as a carrier of its properties, as a con-
nection of sensations, as the unity of matter and form
(the tool)—are adequate to capture it without overtak-
ing and destroying it, to guard its being and authentic
truth. Only art is capable of respecting the silent reti-
cence and the dignity of the things, only art “gives” us
the being of the thing as such.

Any other human behavior distinct from art—
everyday perception, work, knowledge, moral action—
takes from the thing only the “part” that responds to
the “interest” that constitutes it and forgoes everything
else, turning it into an ominous silence. On the other
hand, the work of art prevents matter from being con-
sumed or remaining immersed in itself. It is only in the
work of art, says Heidegger, that “the rock comes to
bear and rest and so first becomes rock; metals come
to glitter and shimmer, colors to glow, tones to sing,
the world to speak” (Heidegger, 1971: 46). It is in art
that the matter of the things speaks and one can see
the proper and originary figure of the world. In sum,
Heidegger holds that “in the art work, the truth of what
is has set itself to work” (Heidegger, 1971: 39). In van
Gogh’s picture one can accordingly see what “a pair of
peasant’s shoes” is.

Art represents neither an exterior reality nor an inte-
rior reality; it does not represent a signification or an
accomplished thought, a given historical, cultural, or
social reality. Art creates all this. It neither represents
nor denies reality: it creates a new reality. The Italian
phenomenologist Luigi Pareyson has put it still bet-
ter: “Art does not supervene on an existent reality, it
creates a new reality; art does not reflect an already
shaped spirit, but shows us a new form of humanity; art

does not express a finished world, but discovers a new
world. And this is because art installs itself in the very
heart of the reality in motion, and because the work of
art is already a reality, a spirit, a world: its own real-
ity, its own spirit and its own world” (Pareyson, 1987:
57–8). Art must be thought, evaluated, and desired for
what it gives us, and not for anything else (previous
knowledge, existent reality, already established human
or social needs, etc.): whether it accomplishes its aim
or not, what it gives us is its claim, its invitation, its
order, to be once more in its own terms.

Nevertheless, we still can consider art as “represen-
tation,” on the condition that we do not understand it as
representing something real, but instead as represent-
ing the reality of something, as being a representation
of “reality” itself. Art goes to the essence of the real.
Artistic “imitation” does not, says MIKEL DUFRENNE,
“imitate the real, but imitates, from the real, the move-
ment through which it reveals itself” (Dufrenne, 1976:
62). And Gadamer (1996: 88) says that what becomes
visible in imitation is precisely the thing’s ownmost
essence. Probably this was the sense of “mimesis” from
the beginning: not the imitation of something real but
the imitation of what makes a thing real—the reinstate-
ment of the source, of the process of the real, of that
through which the entity is an entity, i.e., the being of
the real thing (cf. Bozal, 1987).

Now if art represents reality itself, if it is creation
of reality, how does it do it? How does reality evolve?
In the last instance, what is the real? In principle, the
mode of being of reality is paradoxical, since it is
what is “given” to us as something that is “beyond”
us. The real is what resists us, what surpasses us;
“the thing ignores us,” says Merleau-Ponty. It sub-
sists as a strange being, complete and mysterious. We
cannot say it is meaningless; rather, its meaning is
indistinguishable and inseparable from its being, and
this is uncompromising and indefinable. “The very
significance of the thing is built up before our eyes,
a significance which no verbal analysis can exhaust,
and which merges with the exhibiting of the thing in
its self-evidence” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 323). It is a
question of an incarnate sense that is inseparable from
the most ephemeral shades of color and of the most
microscopic variations of the object.

According to Merleau-Ponty, Cézanne reached his
maturity as a painter—and achieved what he wanted—
when he was able, in Emile Bernard’s words to “con-
tain the atmosphere, the light, the object, the relief, the
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character, the outline and the style” in every touch of
color (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 323)—that is to say, when
he was able to create something like the thing, some-
thing to be seen rather than defined, when he produced
a being irremediably sensible, insuperably visible. In
our perceptive experience of things, the sensuous qual-
ities (colors, sizes, shapes) are not presented as isolated
forms, but as ingredients in a complete totality. From
this, in agreement with Merleau-Ponty, a real thing
becomes indistinguishable from the total appearance
of the thing and gets confused with its being itself.

The signification of a vase perceived (when “per-
ceived” is contrasted with imagined, thought, etc.) is
dispersed all over it, shining forth in it. The fresh-
ness, the liveliness, the cheerfulness of a vase is not
located in a part of it, nor in any of its components,
but in the peculiar way in which the whole of it offers
itself to our perceptual experience. For the vase, hav-
ing a signification is nothing more than existing as it
exists. In general, for the real having sense is nothing
more than being as it is, since the real is what is irre-
ducible, interminable, and inexhaustible. Conversely,
to produce sense in art is nothing more than to create
something inexhaustible and irreplaceable, just like the
real, an open being that never ends, and that, like the
symbol of PAUL RICOEUR, always surprises what there
is to see, what to say, and what there is to think.

In this perspective, we can understand the rea-
son and specificity of the praxis of art and therefore
avoid confusing it with a technical or cognitive activ-
ity. Under the assumption of a prior reality to which
they refer, knowledge and technical work extract and
confine information, aspects, or results—but the con-
crete essence remains unreachable because in one way
or another, the difference, the indomitable and irre-
ducible singularity of the real is continually denied.
Only art apprehends the essence of the real, precisely
because it alone does not claim to transmit a certain
meaning, information, or concept “about” reality. Art
offers us the real as it is, it is a gift of reality, pro-
vided that the real is what is “given,” what is offered
to be seen, lived, sensed, or thought. The reduction of
this gift of reality, of its being-given, to a mere rep-
resentation winds up denying the reality of the real,
denying its very being and its original feature to which
is precisely the impossibility of representation. “Here
something disturbing manifests itself. That which in
the sciences is not at any time to be gotten around—
nature, man, history, language—is, as that which is

not to be gotten around [unumgänglich], intractable
and inaccessible [unzugänglich] for the sciences and
through the sciences” (Heidegger, 1977: 177).

Art can only effectively accede to the real when it
becomes creation, i.e., when it brings to appearance
something singular and unrepeatable, that—like the
real—cannot be represented; when it finds its place
in the genesis of the real and is therefore capable of
creating something, not similar to the real, but dissim-
ilar like the real; and ultimately, when it is capable
of creating a problematic sense: something that is
unquestionably lived, yet escapes from any ultimate
definition, something inexhaustible and indomitable,
real forever and never.

This was the latent question in the theory of
representation—namely, that art is related to reality,
that art works with the real, and that it intends to offer
it to us. But the problem that was valid in the begin-
ning got lost very quickly when the attempt was made
to solve it in the elemental terms of the theory of rep-
resentation. It can only be that art has something to do
with the real, but in a totally different way: as an urge
to be real, i.e., to create reality. And this is a princi-
ple of aesthetics: anything that is art has to be realized,
to be personified, to materialize. In a complementary
way, anything that we think about a work of art must
be thought immanently from its own reality— from its
most singular sensuous components, from its most evi-
dent materiality. Therefore, this thought does not come
from outside; it comes from the work of art itself as
never before thought, and as what is only thought out
of its own unrepeatable singularity.

From this point of view, and in accord with Clement
Rosset, the ideal of art cannot be other than music,
because only music is “creation of reality in the wild
state, with neither commentary nor contradiction, and
it is the only artistic object that represents a being as it
is” (Rosset, 1979, 63). Like any other form of human
expression, music possesses the ability to catch the
spectator, enfolding us in a completely autonomous
world. The listener is literally alienated, fascinated,
captivated, and delivered to this purely sonorous world,
where everything is a sound and nothing more than
sound.

The musician, explains Rosset, is the true demi-
urge, the true creator, for “he does not proposes an
image of the real, but imposes a flesh and blood real-
ity, furnished with its own matter and form. Music is
not a rival of the real but its emulation, its ‘model’:
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‘imitating’ the real effectively means imitating the act
of becoming real, not imitating something that has
already become real” (Rosset, 1979, 65).

Music is in this sense the ideal art, the non-
representational art par excellence, and has always
been the art most clearly opposing artistic practice
itself against the theory of representation. But one
could also consider architecture and the arabesque. It
is recognized that architecture is non-representational.
In a more concrete sense, it creates surroundings, an
atmosphere, a space that does not refer to anything but
to itself—a reality that is more than liveable or per-
ceptible, habitable. After all, what is more real than
the place where you live, your house? The architec-
tural work is not the result or representation of a story
or a space, but a basis for a story and a world. Since
ancient times, says Dieter Jähnig, “the buildings, town
squares, steles and furnishings were not the image or
expression of something preestablished, of something
factually or ideally preexisting. They were the scenery
of the formation of the course of time, the scenery of
the story. Or according to the modern mentality: they
were the foundation of history” (Jähnig, 1982: 14).

Certainly, the arts considered traditionally as rep-
resentational (painting, literature, cinema) require a
reinterpretation of their procedures to show how
even they—and even their stylistically representational
manifestations (realism, naturalism, etc.)—remain as
effects of a creative activity. The aim of painting
for example, is not—as it has long been thought—to
“reproduce the visible,” nor does it “abandon the vis-
ible,” as a certain interpretation of contemporary art
has made us believe. According to Paul Klee’s unsur-
passable formula, it “turns visible,” “makes visible the
invisible.” What painters do and have always done is to
copy not the visible things, but the visible being of the
things; they create visibility. Painting gathers, displays,
and exalts to the maximum degree the powers and
captivations of the visible thing, its luminous magic.
The painter does not copy a visible landscape, but
generates—with purely plastic means—a new land-
scape, a new and enriched visibility, i.e., a being where
any quality or characteristic—tactile or sonorous val-
ues, remoteness, distances or routes, happy moments
or worries, nostalgias, ideas or utopias—must be trans-
lated into visual terms, must be “seen.” The painter—
Renoir—does not copy a locomotive arriving at the
station, he “makes you see” the haze, the languor, and
the dark clarity of modern times.

The same is true for literature. A good novelist cre-
ates characters that surpass their creator, that impose
their story, vicissitudes, and character on the writer,
who does not know until then where they will wind
up. The writer creates his/her own world, the order of
which is not arbitrary: its logic is imposed on the writer
in such a way that ignoring it leads to failure as a cre-
ator. My tale, says a novelist, “seemed to arm itself.
Surprised, I saw it get integrated, dictate its own laws
and respect them, create its own plots and subplots, its
hidden relations. It seemed to me like hearing the voice
of the protagonists, detect their specific timbres. I func-
tioned as an amanuensis who took dictation” (Pitol,
1996: 126).

The novelist neither reproduces nor represents real-
ity, history, or life. S/he creates a new reality, a story,
a different life that is more intense, more focused,
and deeper. It is something to be lived and relived,
imagined and reimagined, thought and rethought—
something to be again. The poem is equally an artifact
of magic and enchantment that does not talk about the
night and the stars, but rather creates, with words and
rhythms, a starry landscape. The poet does not explain
or describe, but gives, creates:

La noche se abre / Granada desgranada / Hay estrellas
arriba y abajo / Unas son peces dormidos en el río / Otras
cantan en el extremo del cielo, (Paz, 1968: 133)

The night opens / Pomegranate seed scattered / Stars
up and down / Some are fishes sleeping in the river /
Others sing in the corner of the sky

Art is representation, but what it represents is reality
itself; it is a creation, but also creates a new reality. And
what art creates is real because, like every other real-
ity, it is something that always surpasses us, that resists
us, and that demands that we apprehend and compre-
hend it in thoughtful surrender, in active thought, in
re-creation.

In the end, artistic creation is not the creation of
a thing, an entity, or an image (this is mere fabrica-
tion, fetishism). Creation is essentially predicated of a
world, a world of spectators, of a historicity of sense,
and of a corporeal, personal, and collective existence.
That is the content, the idea, or the sense of a work
of art including everything it motivates, permits, and
promotes; the reality proper to its what is said about
it, and what only supervenes from it: ideas, but also
sensations, emotions, acts, encounters, worlds, etc. As
Heidegger says, “The work belongs, as work, uniquely,
within the real that is opened up by itself. For the
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work-being of the work is present in, and only in,
such opening up” (Heidegger, 1971: 41). This means
that the social and historical being of the work of art
is something intrinsic, immanent. It is not an exterior
and posterior fact. The work of art is an operator of
collective encounters and historicity. It is a creator of
history and not a mere historical product; it shows us
another reality and another sense of social life and of
the historical process of development.

The internal structure of the work of art is the
opening of a common and historical world. Unlike
the explicit, univocal and direct significances of other
cultural products, aesthetic significances, while incar-
nate and inseparable from sensuous materiality, are
constituted as implicit, open, equivocal senses and
manifolds, as necessarily exposed and open to inter-
pretation, to re-creation. The work of art does not exist
without the public, intersubjective, and communal pro-
cess that it unleashes. And the true reality of the work
of art is only to be found in this process, because the
artwork itself cannot be realized without its own work
as creation or institution. There is thus a circular and
internal relation: the historical community consecrates
the work of art, but the work of art also shapes the
community; it is its transcendental origin.

Beginning from the definition of art as a paradig-
matic form of human creative activity, we have sought
to defend, explain, and found the concept of creation
understood as creation of reality (rather than reduction
or representation of reality or creation of unreality).
This definition of the creative process finds its ultimate
telos in the concept of human auto-creation. There
cannot be creation or recreation without auto-creation.
What really matters in every act of creation is the
“being” of the human being (as an individual and as
a species). Unlike non-artistic reality, artistic reality
possesses a destiny of freedom and a dash of flexibil-
ity, an incomparable lightness suitable for performing
an experiment that seemed impossible: the “ontologi-
cal experiment,” which it is necessary for a being who
cares for him/herself and wants to obtain a “nature”
to perform. Who cares for him/herself, who wants to
obtain a nature, a reality? The one who wants this must
be an artist, which is to say, an explorer, a construc-
tor of sensations, a creator of reality. Art is the means
whereby it is possible to carry out that ontological

experiment, that reckoning of possibilities of being,
that practical speculation that can prepare us for the
realization of the task we are . . .

On a small scale, the human being is always prac-
tically a creator—in every “job,” every consideration,
every choice of a purpose and attempt to reach it. But
what is at stake here is being a creator on a grand
scale: one of creating historically for the distant future,
one of the great risk in which the human being wagers
itself—and can lose. In this struggle to create, in the
auto-creation of the human being, the revelation of the
artist plays its certain and irreplaceable role. (Hartmann,
1977: 549)
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Cubism

Andrea Pinotti

It is one of the paradoxes in the history of ideas
that cubism, which so greatly inspired philosophical
approaches among the twentieth century avant-garde,
was characterized by its representatives as an atheoret-
ical or even antitheoretical movement. Pablo Picasso
himself was aware that cubism had been explained
through mathematics, trigonometry, chemistry, psy-
choanalysis, music, and who knows what else. All this
was to him nothing but literature or nonsense, which
resulted in blinding people with theories (interview
with Marius de Zayas, 26 May 26, 1923, in Fry 1966:
168). What is the use of saying what we do—this is
Picasso’s position—if anybody can see it? Georges
Braque maintained that the only thing that matters in
art is that which you cannot explain. And Juan Gris was
no less lapidary: “. . . mieux encore, n’en pas parler du
tout” (. . . better yet, do not say anything).

Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, the famous gallerist and
theoretician so close to the cubists, whose text Der Weg
zum Kubismus (1920) offered one of the first theoreti-
cal readings of the movement, confirmed that no other
enterprise was less theoretical than cubism. In spite of
the cubists’ intentions, the history of ideas nevertheless
records that during the twentieth century, cubism was
linked to certain philosophies as their pictorial analo-
gon. The young Kahnweiler and later Arnold Gehlen
(1960) linked cubism to neo-Kantianism (contra see
Gadamer 1967). Henri Bergson and William James
were also evoked. And phenomenology.

Is there a reason why atheoretical or antitheoret-
ical cubism could be considered the incarnation of
such diverse philosophical doctrines as the ones just

A. Pinotti (�)
Università degli Studi di Milano, Milano, Italy

mentioned, doctrines that cannot be superimposed and
reduced to a common core? Moreover—a complemen-
tary question—what is the feature that makes the phe-
nomenological interpretation distinctive if compared to
the other philosophical readings of cubism? (See the
synthesis by Bayerová and Vlček 1991). Last but not
least, a question within phenomenology itself: what is
shared, and what on the contrary specifically marks
the relation between phenomenology and cubism, in
comparison with the connections instituted with other
moments of contemporary art (Klein 1963; Sepp 1988;
Escoubas 1991), e.g., expressionism (Fellman 1982) or
abstract art (Henry 1988)?

One might answer the first question as follows: the
impatience expressed by Picasso and Braque toward
the attempted explanations of cubism with theories
always went hand in hand with the description of
the perceptive practices (visual, but also tactile, and
even olfactory, i.e., synaesthetic) of figural representa-
tion of the space-time relations. Such a circumstance
might have represented a background of interest com-
mon to certain neo-Kantians and phenomenologists (as
well as to some Gestalt psychologists who so irri-
tated Picasso). Such a background could be defined
aesthetically—not in the sense of aesthetics as a philo-
sophical doctrine of art, but rather in the sense of
“transcendental aesthetics,” of aesthesiology and per-
ceptology. Thanks to its revolutionary approach to
the representation of space-time structures, cubism
would represent a pictorial response to Kant’s question
regarding the conditions of possibility of our sensible
experience, a question fundamental to Gestalt theory,
neo-Kantianism, and phenomenology.

The second and third questions might perhaps
be addressed through a preliminary consideration
of the history of phenomenological approaches to
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cubism. “One day people will certainly try to dis-
cover the connections between cubism and a philos-
ophy contemporary to it. It seems to me probable
that EDMUND HUSSERL will be taken into consider-
ation, since his phenomenology remains a transcen-
dental idealism” (Kahnweiler 1946: 267). But the
first reference to cubism and phenomenology occurred
much earlier and in an extra-phenomenological con-
text. The art historian Fritz Burger quoted passages
from Husserl’s “Philosophie als strenge Wissenschaft”
(1911) regarding the nature of the “vision of essences’
(Wesensschau) and its independence from matters of
fact, maintaining that “Picasso gave to such question
an artistic answer” (Burger 1913: I, 138). The indepen-
dence of essences from empirically existing objects,
stated by Husserl, induces Burger to point out an anal-
ogy with the autonomy of what is given in Picasso’s
paintings as opposed to the traditional objects of expe-
rience: what is seen would not be the object, but
rather the knowledge of the object, the representa-
tional acts. In its natural identity the object would
become a “mystery,” and here Picasso (and Husserl
too!) would finally be a meeting point between Kant
and mysticism. Burger’s suggestion was neglected by
the successive phenomenological readings of cubism,
but he quite precociously hints both at a general aesthe-
siological and at a particular phenomenological aspect.
First, one sees in Picasso’s paintings not so much the
object as the modalities of representation. Picasso’s art
is the representation of a representation—a metarep-
resentation. Second, because it is set free from the
appearance of the empirically existing object, what is
painted by Picasso would correspond somehow to the
essence described by Husserl.

Not less surprising than Burger’s mystic perspective
of such Wesen is the Platonic-Schopenhauerian ver-
sion of it given many years later by Guy Habasque
(1949), in what is usually but erroneously considered
as the first attempt to establish an analogy between
cubism and phenomenology. Habasque first empha-
sizes their common interest in the essence as opposed
to the appearances, in the universal against the partic-
ular, in the necessary rather than the contingent. The
cubists’ goal was in the end nothing less than “the
Platonic Idea, Husserl’s Eidos,” thus corresponding to
Schopenhauer’s statement that the task of art is to rep-
resent the eternal ideas. But the equation idea-eidos—
an improper equation rejected by Husserl (see how he
reacts against the charge of Platonic realism in the §22

of Ideen I)—would not be the only phenomenological
element in cubism.

Criticizing as insufficient its analytic phase, whose
application of the principle of multiperspectivity as a
way to provide information concerning the mere con-
cept of a thing, Habasque primarily emphasizes the
synthetic phase, which he proposes to rename “eide-
tic cubism,” whose pictorial method would correspond
to Husserl’s eidetic reduction. Here what is exalted is
what Burger had stigmatized, i.e., the autonomy of the
ideal object with regard to the existence of the empir-
ical object. Thanks to such independence, Habasque
can conclude that cubism introduces in painting a new
modality of knowledge that is a priori. Still, the cor-
relates of such a priori knowledge are not—and this
seems to be his authentic phenomenological issue—
the exact essences of the world of pure mathematics
and geometry, but rather the inexact essences typical of
the world of our concrete bodily experience, the same
ones that Ideen I (§§71–75) had explicitly vindicated.
Hence the deforming operations so characteristic of the
cubist style are related to its non-exactness and only
approximate definition.

The history of the rapprochement between cubism
and phenomenology is therefore inaugurated, with
Habasque and even earlier with Burger, at the cross-
road of a series of misunderstandings that nevertheless
hold some insights that hit the mark. Since such early
attempts, it is clear that the real point does not consist
in a phenomenological interpretation of cubism, that
could accompany other readings (hermeneutical, for-
malist, iconological, etc., all equally legitimate), but
rather in the hypothesis that cubism does the same
as phenomenology, that it performs a parte imagi-
nis the same operation that phenomenology performs
a parte philosophiae. Cubist painting is thus not an
object of phenomenology among other objects, but
is in itself phenomenological. Precisely this multi-
perspectivity (the simultaneous representation of the
object in its various aspects that would be offered to
perception only successively, gained through a rota-
tion of the object or of the subject around the object, as
described by Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger in Du
Cubisme of 1912), something that Habasque consid-
ered an insufficient method of analytic cubism, would
be underscored in the 1960s by Ksawery Piwocki
(1962) and above all by Walter Biemel (1966; reviewed
in Patočka 1999) as the pictorial analogon of Husserl’s
doctrine of perceptual adumbration (Abschattung) and
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of the kinaesthesia—a perspective judged by HANS

GEORG GADAMER (1962) as an “absurd idea.” Walter
Biemel nevertheless observes that if the progressive
seizing of one aspect after the other in Husserl’s
kinaesthesia is constitutively necessary to our experi-
ence of the identity of the thing as what remains stable
under the variations of its appearing, the multiperspec-
tive method, especially in the analytic phase of cubism,
runs the risk of breaking the object into a thousand
pieces and thus promoting its unrecognizability. And
it is not by chance that Biemel characterizes such frag-
mentation in terms of violence against the object, and
ends up by reading cubism through Nietzsche’s Wille
zur Macht.

Remaining closer to Husserl’s doctrines, the
most recent studies of phenomenology and cubism
(Escoubas 1991, Sepp 1995) emphasize not so much
the question of essences or of the kinaesthetic adum-
brations, but rather the issue of the epochē (we are
talking here of emphases, since such concepts are
strictly interconnected). Thanks to the complicity of
the dates—Husserl introduces the concept of epochē
in Die Idee der Phänomenologie (1907), the same year
that Picasso paints Demoiselles d’Avignon, considered
to be the beginning of the cubist movement—a par-
allel can be drawn between the cubist procedure of
progressively suppressing the reference to the object,
all to the advantage of the pure figural autonomy of the
image, on the one hand, and on the other, the suspen-
sion of belief in any form of transcendence (both of the
object and of the subject) required by the phenomeno-
logical reduction. As a practice of pictorial epochē,
cubism would thus realize at the highest level the affin-
ity between the aesthetic and the phenomenological
domain, an affinity that Husserl’s famous 1907 letter
to Hugo von Hofmannsthal had outlined in terms of a
suspension of any positing of existence. At the same
time, bracketing the object meant as motif or sujet,
cubism would practice the epochē of painting itself and
its whole history.

Wesen, Abschattung, and epochē: these are the three
fundamental concepts around which the game between
cubism and phenomenology has been played up to
now, a game that has still not been exhausted or
definitively understood. Their relation, very precisely
examined with regard to form, might deserve further
scrutiny as regards color. The cubist palette, in its sup-
pression of the chromatic richness of impressionism to
the advantage of neutral browns and greys, neutralizes

the colors of the world, exactly as our familiarity with
life does, transforming the vividness a of thousand
nuances into an obvious dullness. Yet at the same time,
this enables us to see our daily neutralization, makes
us aware of it, enabling us to once again be surprised
by mundane colors. From obviousness to surprise, to
thaumazein; losing the world in order to regain it: in
such a path we find the philosophical core of cubism,
which—like phenomenology—is an occasion to learn
to see.
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Patočka, Jan. [Review of Biemel 1966]. In Texte Dokumente
Bibliographie. Ed. Ludger Hagedorn and Hans Rainer Sepp.
Freiburg: Karl Alber, 1999, 441–448.

Picasso, Pablo. Collected Writings. Ed. Marie-Louise Bernalac
and Charles Piot. Trans. C. Volk and A. Besoussan. New
York: Abbeville Press, 1989.

Pinotti, Andrea, ed. Pittura e idea: Ricerche fenomenologiche
sul cubismo. Florence: Alinea, 1998.

Piwocki, Ksawery. “Husserl and Picasso” [1962]. In Aesthetics
in Twentieth-Century Poland. Ed. Jean G. Harrel and Alina
Wierzbianska. Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1973,
143–163.

Sepp, Hans Rainer. “Der Kubismus als phänomenologisches
Problem.” In Facetten der Wahrheit. Festschrift für Meinolf
Wewel. Ed. Ernesto Garzón Valdés and Ruth Zimmerling.
Freiburg: Karl Alber, 1995, 295–321.

Sepp, Hans Rainer. “Annäherungen an die Wirklichkeit.
Phänomenologie und Malerei nach 1900.” In Edmund
Husserl und die phänomenologische Bewegung. Zeugnisse in
Text und Bild. Ed. Hans Rainer Sepp. Freiburg: Karl Alber:
1988, 77–93.



Dance

Gediminas Karoblis

The founding phenomenologists mentioned dance only
casually as an example of bodily skill or entertainment,
and made no efforts at phenomenological understand-
ing or description of it. In comparison with other art
forms, dance was therefore included in phenomenolog-
ical aesthetics relatively late. Moreover, the initiative
was taken and supported mainly by dance practition-
ers themselves. It may be noticed that there are authors
who use the term “phenomenology” in dance research
while understanding it quite fluidly. Nevertheless, it
should be stated that a tradition of phenomenology
of dance is emerging, albeit thus far maintained by
individual attempts.

Phenomenology was systematically introduced into
the field of dance research in the 1960s. In The
Phenomenology of Dance (1966), Maxine Sheets-
Johnstone presents a descriptive analysis of a symbolic
dance as a “form-in-the-making.” She draws upon the
phenomenology of JEAN-PAUL SARTRE and upon pre-
vious work on the theory of art as symbolic form by
Susanne K. Langer, although the basic source of the
work was her experience of the choreographer and the
dancer. In the introduction to the second edition of the
book (1979), she notes that subsequent study of texts
by MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY had made her critical
of the dualism of Sartre and helped her concentrate on
an animate bodily form as the basic subject of dance.

In the 1970s, David Michael Levin published his
first essays on dance, and these attracted the atten-
tion of philosophers to the phenomenological approach
in the aesthetics of dance (Levin 1983). He presents
phenomenology as the first necessary step toward
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descriptive analysis of theatrical dance, the exemplary
form of dance criticism and aesthetics. In his later
works, he combines phenomenology with ideas of
social critique in dance, looking for the possibilities of
emancipation, decolonization, and democratization.

It was also in the 1970s that Sondra Horton Fraleigh
opened her scholarly path of existential phenomenol-
ogy in dance research, combining the phenomeno-
logical approach, somatic therapy, and her impressive
experience with studies of outstanding founders of
modern dance, such as Mary Wigman, Hanya Holm,
Alwin Nikolais, Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham,
and others. She published her first book in 1987,
presenting it as an exploration of the existential con-
text of modern dance and a descriptive aesthetics
of dance based on the concept of the “lived body.”
Continuing her interest in East-West cultural inter-
faces, she explores the philosophy of nothingness in
butoh dances (1999), discusses methodological issues
(1999), and, in the spirit of many other phenome-
nologists, often includes autobiographical notes. Algis
Mickunas (1974), who had studied with EUGEN FINK

and Ludwig Landgrebe, criticizes dualistic ontologies
of dance that interpret it as “superfluous” (Nietzsche,
Valéry) or as a revelation of “Being” different from
our “common” world (HANS-GEORG GADAMER). He
claims that the dancer is the dance, constituted not
as a being within the world, but as a world in a
spatiotemporal formation and deformation.

In the French tradition, contemporary phenomenol-
ogy of dance is impossible without reference to
the works of Paul Valéry and MAURICE MERLEAU-
PONTY. It has often been observed that the term “chi-
asm” brought into usage by these thinkers is extremely
useful for understanding dance. Michel Bernard (1993)
has developed this for the aesthetics of dance. He
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distinguishes three different chiasms: the intra-sensory
(between active and passive sides of sensation), the
inter-sensory (between different modalities of sensa-
tion), and the para-sensory (between expression and
perception).

The coming of new technologies created the pos-
sibility of experimentation with virtual environments
integrating the virtual and the physical (as in “ghost-
catching”). In recent decades, Susan Kozel integrates
new technologies with phenomenology, describing and
analyzing her performances in interactive installations
(Kozel 1998). There is a group of Scandinavian authors
(and already a few doctoral dissertations in Finland)
who address cognitive and ethical issues and the trans-
formative power of dance in the lifeworld of a dancer
(Parviainen 1998; Rouhiainen 2003). The path of the
hermeneutical phenomenology of dance is being devel-
oped by Joanne McNamara (1999).

Why and how is phenomenology relevant for the
aesthetics of dance? Let us concentrate on three fun-
damental issues concerning dance: appreciation and
evaluation (in “balletomania,” dance criticism, etc.);
education and performance (in dance classes, perform-
ing environments, dance therapy, etc.); and creation
and exploration (in choreography, dance research,
etc.). The heart of the phenomenological method is
the phenomenology of judgment, and this has conse-
quences for aesthetic judgment. The phenomenology
of dance explores the question of the adequacy of judg-
ments about a dance in the spirit of the “return to the
things themselves,” to use EDMUND HUSSERL’s cele-
brated formulation. To claim truthfulness, a judgment
about a dance should be based upon the immedi-
ate experience of perceiving, performing, or creating
dance.

Phenomenology asserts that this requires bracket-
ing any preconceptions that may be put in terms of “I
believe that...” (e.g., I believe that this is ballet and that
is modern dance, I believe that the choreographer has
style, I believe that the tango expresses jealousy, etc.).
According to the rules elucidated in contemporary
pragmatic phenomenology (Depraz et al. 2003), the
whole procedure should consist of suspending belief
about dance; redirecting attention to dance as it is expe-
rienced here and now or represented in memory as the
experienced event; and letting the dance reveal itself.

The phenomenology of dance includes the
project of the adequate verbalization or notation
(Labanotation, or any other type of notation of dance,
similar to notation in music) of kinaesthetic awareness,

not just movement of body parts. Besides the attempt
to translate kinaesthetic differences into linguistic
differences in dance criticism (open cycle), it also
aims at a translation of these differences from one
kinaesthetic subject to another. Thus the “I can . . .”
of a dance teacher becomes the “I can . . .” of a dance
student (closed cycle), until non-reflective ease of
movement is achieved. Quite often copying, repetition,
and the method of trial and error have no effect
without understanding. Therefore, in their practice,
choreographers or teachers of dance often encounter
the necessity to verbalize or notate (Hutchinson 2004)
some delicate aspects of movement based on the lived
experience of bodily kinaesthesia available only from
the first-person perspective (whether verbalizing or
notating is better remains a question).

This requires the deep understanding of the chiasm
between the body schema and the body image, as well
as practical knowledge about how the body schema
should be re-formed in order to re-form the whole pic-
ture most effectively. Dance leaders often warn their
followers: “If you want to follow me, do not copy
my body image; listen to what I say, and reform your
own body schema.” It is important that a choreogra-
pher cannot ask a human being “to turn one degree
to the left,” because this has no sense for the body
schematically.

Eventually, the deep understanding of this chiasm
between the body schema and the body image teaches
us that in dance the most important thing is not a
detailed phenomenological analysis, but a holistic phe-
nomenology. Quite often a delicate analysis creates the
situation in which, so to speak, we “do not notice the
forest for the trees,” i.e., we do not feel the dance
among the movements. Then a simple phenomenolog-
ical remark about “what is it like to dance like this . . .”
makes sense. For example, “The waltz is like waltz-
ing” (always turning in a couple) sounds trivial, but
has deep sense in dance classes.

Mickunas has pointed that a schema of the total
dance is present in each movement. Phenomenology
encourages a methodical exploration of the “I can”
and “I cannot” of the body from the epistemologi-
cal point of view. But this is exactly the practice of
a choreographer—exploring the body through his/her
creative inventiveness. The dance keeps its tradition
alive through the process of deformation/ formation.
As George Steiner expressed it in his ideas about
the utopian city, where art criticism would be pro-
hibited, a dancer in his/her dance interprets a dance
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choreography or a dance tradition (Steiner 1991), thus
becoming “the last interpreter” (Mickunas 2004).

Is it possible to formulate a phenomenological def-
inition of dance? There is more than one anthropo-
logical definition of dance. The definitions of dance
as mimesis or symbolic expression are in conflict
with the lived experience of abstract dances, which
deliberately do not imitate or express anything. The
definition of dance as play is persuasive enough, but
conflicts with the phenomena of sacred dance, and
needs a phenomenological clarification. It is also obvi-
ous that the oft-repeated formal definition of dance as
a “patterned, rhythmic movement in space and time”
suffers from metaphysical biases that were strongly
criticized in phenomenology. The concept of “move-
ment in space and time” presupposes the Cartesian
epistemology. But the dance very clearly shows the
shortcomings of that: the dance itself constitutes
the continuum of force-time-space and is constituted
through kinaesthetic awareness. The zombie cannot
dance, because it has no consciousness. Therefore,
as Mickunas concludes, the dance is the kinaesthetic
consciousness of the dancer. On the other hand, the
dancer is the dance. After these phenomenological
clarifications, it is possible to summarize that the
dance is kinaesthetic consciousness, which depends
on the structure of intentionality and which dif-
fers in dance as play, show, competition, therapy,
and magic.

How does the phenomenology of dance relate to
other contemporary trends in the aesthetics of dance?
For analytic philosopher Julie van Camp, the thema-
tization of dance in the systematic works of Monroe
C. Beardsley, Nelson Goodman, Joseph Margolis, and
Francis Sparshott seems tardy: “More philosophically-
inclined dance theorists, critics, and historians have
been especially preoccupied with phenomenology and
the work of Susanne K. Langer, while philosophers
have tended to simply include dance as an afterthought
in more comprehensive theories” (van Camp 1981,
online). The discourse of analytic philosophers reori-
ented in the recent decade from the efforts of setting
the linguistic framework and solving the traditional
questions—e.g., what does it mean to judge about the
beauty, identity, and authenticity of dance—to address-
ing dance as it is practiced, which had always been
the main impulse in the phenomenological discourse.
Action theory, which emerged in this tradition, was
first introduced into the field of dance by Beardsley.
The problem of intentionality as central in this theory

is also an important issue for the phenomenology of
dance.

In Continental philosophy, structural methods and
the semiotics of dance were discussed in the sem-
inars organized under the leadership of Algirdas
Julien Greimas, who was influenced by Merleau-
Ponty. Susan Leigh Foster, postmodern analyst of
dance, applied the semiotic square of Greimas in the
feminist analysis of the ballerina (Foster 1996). The
debates about postmodernism entered dance aesthet-
ics in the 1970s (Banes 1987). Postmodern discourse
is often related to the techniques of deconstruction
(which has the roots in phenomenology, but differs
from it). In dance aesthetics the deconstructive shift
of attention occurred as the critical rereading and the
“change of places” on the axes of gender, ethnicity, and
even the movement itself.

Women are leading figures in the philosophical dis-
course on dance, often supporting feminist theories and
disclosing the feminine dancer as “to be-looked-at” for
the man’s gaze, couple dances as the establishment of
the paternal family, etc. The other binary opposition of
“classic (global) vs. characteristic (local),” elaborated
in dance by Russian ballet analysts, was also reinter-
preted when Kealiinohomoku asserted that “ballet is
a form of ethnic dance” (1970). Postmodern choreog-
raphers often reverse an expected movement in dance
to a non-movement, etc. And thematizing of the body
in a way that relates the issues of phenomenology to
the studies of Michel Foucault has encouraged read-
ings of dance as the means and the medium of body
politics.

Evolutionary aesthetics and neuroaesthetics con-
sider cultural questions with reference to natural ones.
In her recent publications, Sheets-Johnstone integrates
her previous research with the evolutionary approach
(1999). Choreographer Ivar Hagendoorn (2002) has
systematically integrated the neuroscientific frame-
work into the dance research during the last few
years, and the possible application of phenomenologi-
cal method on this track is still to be explored.
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Jacques Derrida (1930–2004)

Terri J. Hennings

Of all the philosophers of the late twentieth century,
Derrida is probably the most influential and the most
widely misunderstood. His impact on the direction
literary criticism has taken has been enormous; the
reception of his work was to produce what has become
known as “deconstruction” and set the stage for the
debate between modernism and postmodernism. His
works have had a wide and diverse influence on many
disciplines, including fields as different as architecture,
art, feminism, filmmaking and film criticism, legal
scholarship, music, psychoanalysis, and theology.

It is especially in the United States, however, that
Derrida’s reception and influence has had the most
obvious effects on how philosophy is to be practiced.
It also split literature departments there into those who
“do” and those who “don’t” do deconstruction. This
rift would only widen with time as Derrida wrestled
with the problematic borderline between literature and
philosophy, a problem he broaches in his work on
EDMUND HUSSERL, La voix et le phénomène (1967),
where he seems to suggest that thinking must in some
sense choose between the pursuit of pure, univocal
concepts and unlimited semiotic free play. With the
publication of Glas (1974), which is in the form of a
Joycean intertextual commentary on Hegel and Genet,
many accused him of having lost interest in “serious”
philosophical work and misunderstood him to have
chosen the path of free play. As we shall see, however,
this is an unjust accusation. Although Derrida’s inter-
ests, if viewed in a strict sense, can perhaps be seen as
“marginal,” he was a rigorous thinker when he chal-
lenged deeply ingrained notions regarding language,
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writing, and experience in his relentless rereading of
canonical writers in the Western philosophical, literary,
and artistic tradition.

Derrida begins his more than 40-year-long inquiry
into our Western intellectual and cultural tradition with
a close and intensive reading of Edmund Husserl in
which he points to what he sees as several problems
in the phenomenological method. These “problems”
have to do with writing and the “metaphysics of pres-
ence” that subjugates writing to speech. He argues
against the possibility of a pure consciousness as
Husserl understands it, and thus against the existence
of the fundamentals of consciousness. His target is
Husserl’s preference for the universal at the expense
of the particular or contingent. When we focus on
the particular and the contingent, we can no longer
simply assume universal structures of consciousness.
Husserl’s faith in a transcendental consciousness is
marred by the presuppositions of a metaphysics of
presence. One of those presuppositions is about lan-
guage, which according to Derrida, Husserl reduces to
only those aspects that can be accommodated to pure
consciousness: forms, sounds, marks are all brack-
eted out. Meaning is the interior product of solitary
mental life.

The selection of a starting point for a history of
deconstruction is inevitably arbitrary, but the year 1966
has much to recommend it. For those interested in crit-
ical theory, that was the year when Roland Barthes’s
Critique et vérité. Michel Foucault’s Les mots et les
choses, and Jacques Lacan’s Écrits, among others
appeared. But for our purposes the most striking event
in 1966 was a symposium held at Johns Hopkins
University where a paper entitled “Structure, Sign
and Play in the Discourse of the Cultural sciences”
was presented by an unknown speaker named Jacques
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Derrida. In this paper he makes explicit his critique
of structuralism. Whereas structuralism had pointed
out that the problems of literary form, language, con-
sciousness, and intentionality dissolved when analyzed
through a structuralist method, Derrida countered that
this structuralist redistribution of categories was not
blind, but was itself susceptible to be questioned and
dismantled. Or rather, Derrida leaves us with a choice
between two ways of thinking: nostalgia for an abso-
lute foundation for truth, or an assent to a radical
dissemination at the heart of what thinking itself is.
This critique, and the choice it entails, marked the
emergence of what was to become known as decon-
struction.

The word first appeared in the published version of
Derrida’s lecture at Johns Hopkins whereby Derrida
takes the term from MARTIN HEIDEGGER who
carries out an Abbau (dismantling) or Destruktion
(destruction) of metaphysics. Downplaying the strong
connotations of Destruktion, Derrida understands by
deconstruction a dismantling, the purpose of which
is not to eliminate, but to unveil how something
like a text works. It is thus neither negative—like
a destruction—nor positive—as in a simple rear-
rangement. The deconstructed text remains as it was
before, although the economy of its meaning has been
unveiled, so that it cannot function as before with the
authority it enjoyed, the meaning it was granted, or the
place in the canon it had received. Derrida’s choice of
deconstruction thus designates a double move: both
disarranging and rearranging.

Derrida was never satisfied with the term “decon-
struction,” which became the preferred designator for
his re-marking of philosophical concepts, and he often
expressed dismay at how this word had become sin-
gled out—a word that was never intended to stand on
its own but rather was initially proposed as a link in
a chain of other words such as trace, difference, and
arche-writing. Exactly how and why the term decon-
struction was seized upon to describe his project is
not known. One theory that has been proposed is that
the word achieved such popularity because of “its
resonance with structure which was, in the 1960s,
the reigning word of structuralism” (Kamuf 1991:
vii). “Deconstruction,” Derrida said, “. . .is a word I
have never liked and one whose fortune has disagree-
ably surprised me” (Derrida in Montefiore 1983: 44).
Indeed, this “fortune” has been tied more to literary
criticism than to philosophy, resulting in the refusal by

many in the Anglo-American philosophical tradition to
take Derrida seriously.

Yet it is precisely Derrida’s emphasis on writing
that led him to question the founding assumptions
of philosophical discourse. As he stated during his
thesis defense in 1980: “For I have to remind you,
somewhat bluntly and simply, that my most constant
interest, coming before even my philosophical inter-
est I should say, if this is possible, has been directed
towards literature, towards that writing which is called
literary” (Ibid.: 37). Derrida opens, so to speak, lit-
erature and philosophy to a sort of “contamination.”
He displaces and destabilizes the boundaries between
them, questioning the categories of genres or discourse
and showing how language counteracts the unity a rep-
resentation strives for. This does not mean, however,
that we are simply to collapse the boundaries between
literature and philosophy just because they are both
writing.

In the metaphysical tradition, the philosophical
search for truth has claimed precedence over litera-
ture’s concern with style. Derrida did not simply want
to invert the hierarchical claims of philosophy over
literature, but rather to show the instability of their
boundaries. For him there is no assured essence of
“literature” or of “philosophy.” Both are unstable cate-
gories with no guarantees, and if they seem secure and
natural, it is only because they are governed by a pow-
erful consensus, premised on “foundational thinking.”
This “foundational thinking” is the “metaphysics of
presence”—the assumed priority of speech over writ-
ing that goes hand in hand with the idea of a pure,
self-authenticating knowledge.

Derrida’s offensive against metaphysical thinking
was worked out across two currents of contempo-
rary French thought: phenomenology and structural-
ism. For him, what is common to these apparently
incompatible methods is their reliance on the meta-
physics of presence. His writings on phenomenology
and structuralism, announcing his assault on meta-
physical thinking were published in 1967: La voix et
le phénomène, De la grammatologie, and L’écriture et
la différence. De la grammatologie’s enormous impact
on American academics, however, would come almost
ten years later with the publication of Gayatri Spivak’s
translation. Up until this point his influence was more
or less confined to either departments of French or
Comparative Literature, since most of his works had
not yet been translated into English. With Derrida’s
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thought now accessible to an Anglophone audience,
what started as a small tremor would increase to a
great quake—the aftershocks of deconstruction would
be felt for years to come.

One of the most formidable effects of Derrida’s
thought was the growth of critical theory in North
America, especially as practiced by those who became
known as the Yale Critics. This group of critics who
taught at Yale University—Harold Bloom, Geoffrey
Hartman, Paul de Man, and J. Hillis Miller—all
worked in relation to the deconstructive philosophy
practiced by Jacques Derrida. Literary deconstruction
sought to seek out the aporias, the blind spots (hence
the title of de Man’s seminal 1971 work, Blindness and
Insight), the moments of self-contradiction where a
text unknowingly betrays the tension between rhetoric
and logic. However, the form deconstruction took
as it was applied to literary criticism—an institu-
tion with its own specific needs and requirements—
resulted in a “domestication of Derrida,” a decon-
struction often at odds with his own interests and
concerns.

Since our concern is with aesthetics, let us now
briefly turn to Derrida’s meditations on art, mediated
by readings of Kant, Hegel, Heidegger, and Benjamin.
He posits that aesthetic theory has been structured by a
persistent demand—that of framing. For Derrida, “this
permanent demand—to distinguish between the inter-
nal or proper meaning and the circumstances of the
object in question—organizes every philosophical dis-
course on art, the meaning of art, and meaning itself,
from Plato to Hegel, Husserl, and Heidegger. It pre-
supposes a discourse on the boundary between the
inside and the outside of the art object, in this case,
a discourse on the frame” (Derrida 1978/87: 12).

Derrida locates this discourse in Kant’s Kritik der
Urteilskraft (1790). In his reading of Kant, he points
out that Kant’s notion of the aesthetic object is based
upon the opposition inside/outside—upon the notion
of boundaries, of framing. According to Kant, what is
essential in judgments of taste (the beautiful) is what
gratifies by its form. Kant goes on to state that “Selbst
was man Zieraten (parerga) nennt, d.i. dasjenige, was
nicht in die ganze Vorstellung des Gegenstandes als
Bestandstück innerlich, sondern nur äusserlich als
Zutat gehört und das Wohlgefallen des Geschmacks
vergrössert, tut dieses doch auch nur durch seine
Form: wie Einfassungen der Gemälde...” (even what
is called ornamentation [paragon], i.e., what is only

an adjunct, and not intrinsic in the complete repre-
sentation of an object, in augmenting the delight of
taste does so solely by means of its form–Kant 1974:
142) Kant’s aesthetic object must have intrinsic beauty,
value, and meaning, which are to be distinguished from
everything extrinsic such as its monetary value, loca-
tion, circumstances of production, etc. And he must
insist on a frame, enclosing an inside.

But in La vérité en peinture (1978), Derrida points
out, these frames, that these “parerga have a thick-
ness, a surface, which separates them not only, as Kant
would have it, from the inside, from the body of the
ergon itself, but also from the outside, from the wall
on which the painting is hung . . .” (Derrida 1978:
71). Although the frame encloses the work, focuses
attention on it, and plays a constitutive role, at the
same time it undermines this role by its definition as
a subsidiary ornament. The frame or the logic of the
frame is very much like the logic of the supplement
in which the marginal becomes central by virtue of
its marginality. The paragon cannot be defined—it is
undecidable: does it belong to the transcendental val-
ues, to the art work, or to the exterior contingent world?
Derrida shows that in spite of Kant’s efforts, there
can be no assured limits to the aesthetic object. And
if there is no assurance as to the limits of the aes-
thetic object, categories such as aesthetic judgment or
aesthetic experience cannot be definitively ascertained.

One of Derrida’s main interests has been the nature
of discourse about art, which he further explores in his
Les mémoires d’aveugles, a work commissioned by the
Louvre for an exhibition of the same name in 1990.
In it Derrida continues the “logic of the paragon” by
treating images as the permeable borders of his writing,
and at the same time addressing the traditional figure of
the artist as seeing and making visible.

Although Derrida’s thinking is most widely known
for its influence on the form and function of literature
and philosophy, it has also had an impact on other art
forms. Artists, art critics, and art historians have also
applied Derrida’s thinking to the visual arts. Examples
would be Sart Maharaj’s work on pop art (1992) and
Fred Orten’s work on Jasper Johns (1994), as well
as Jasper Johns himself (1996). Deconstruction shows
how every structure that organizes our experience (be
it literary, economic, social, political, religious, artistic,
or psychological) is constituted and sustained through
acts of exclusion that can become repressive. In a
move reminiscent of Freud, Derrida asserts that what is
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repressed does not just disappear, but always returns to
haunt and possibly unsettle every construction—often
with disastrous consequences. These repressive struc-
tures grew out of our Western intellectual and cultural
tradition that divides the world into binary opposi-
tions: right or left, good or bad, inside or outside.
Derrida struggled to find ways to overcome patterns
that avoided these diametrical opposites, and worked
to preserve difference and acceptance for the other. In
this respect, Derrida’s project was not, as many have
charged, apolitical, but rather is ethical to the core.
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Dream

Hans Rainer Sepp

Looking for attempts in the phenomenological tradi-
tion to analyze what happens in dreaming, one can
find many traces above all beginning in the late 1920s.
We will try to interpret these traces and then answer a
two-fold question: do phenomenological findings con-
cerning dreaming have a systematic coherence, and if
so, can they be applied to forms of art, surrealism in
particular?

Sometime after 1930, Jean Héring, a student of
EDMUND HUSSERL at Göttingen, wrote to his teacher
about a dream. He was walking together with friends;
eventually he realized that “they” were all dreaming
and he tried to convince them of this. Then it occurred
to him that it was nonsense to argue this point, since
there is no intersubjectivity in dreams. Next he tried to
prove to them that they did not exist, but the friends
said: “We are as convinced of the fact that we exist
as you are that you do.” He replied: “But I know for
sure that I am dreaming, whereas you do not even
know that you are being dreamt.” His efforts to con-
vince the others being unsuccessful, he proposed a bet:
“Nobody, except me, can remember this dream the next
day because there is no identity between the subject
being dreamt and the awakened subject.” When one of
the friends retorted that in this case the bet would be
stupid, Héring played his last trump: “I am tired and
will—wake up.” And he disappeared—much to their
astonishment—to wake up in his own bed as usual.
“Were my friends convinced? It is awkward, but I will
never get an answer. Or perhaps I will in the next
dream?” And he added: “Dear Master, next time you
absolutely must take part!” (Husserl 1993: 118).

H.R. Sepp (�)
Charles University Prague, Prague, Czech Republic

Perhaps it is not a coincidence that from the start,
the phenomenology of dreaming is connected to the
problems of intersubjectivity and idealism (and of
course, this connection is well known within the
Cartesian tradition).

Héring’s obviously fictional dream story may be
merely a pretext meant to provoke Husserl to show
how his phenomenological idealism differs from solip-
sism. At any rate, Husserl took Héring at his word
and provided an answer (cf. ibid.: 119f.). He insists
on the differentiation between the dreaming I and the
I being dreamt by the former I who dreams. The lat-
ter I appears, like the others being dreamt, only in
the dream. My awareness of the fact that I have been
dreaming is already connected with waking up from
dreaming. Thus Héring’s dreamt I is not able to prove
that his fellows do not exist because neither he nor his
friends are involved in the living sphere of the dream-
ing I. As ALFRED SCHUTZ later writes in his analysis
of dreams, “We cannot dream together and the alter
ego remains always an object of my dreams, incapable
of sharing them” (Schutz 1996: 43).

Certainly, the dreaming I and the I being dreamt are
both modes of consciousness, yet they differ in what
they accomplish: the dreaming I imagines the dream-
world, but the I being imagined is not imagining, s/he
lives in a state of awakeness. “The I of the dream world
does not dream, it perceives” (ibid.: 120). However, it
is contradictory to say—as Husserl does—that the I of
the dream world is a “pseudo-I” in a pseudo-world and
within a pseudo-intersubjectivity, and then simultane-
ously to say that it perceives. How it is possible that a
perceiving I is at the same time only a pseudo-I? This
question remains unanswered in Husserl’s work. In an
unpublished manuscript he notes that the dreaming I
produces a world, the pseudo-world of the dream; this
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I does not have a ground taken for being real but a
“quasi-ground” (Ms. E III 6).

In trying to analyze dreaming phenomenologists
at first got stuck in the futile alternative of whether
dreams are either the product of imagination or
the product of perception. Dorion Cairns reported a
conversation in September 1931 with Eugen Fink,
Husserl’s assistant at that time: “After we left Husserl,
Fink was speaking of dreams, which he understands
as Vergegenwärtigungen re-presentations rather than
as Wahrnehmungen perceptions, as I am inclined to
do” (Cairns 1976: 37). Nevertheless, the paradox that
the I of the dream world is a “pseudo-I” and that it
nevertheless perceives has been productive.

Later phenomenologists have tried to solve this
paradox by examining the relation between the waking
and the dreaming I against the backdrop of the ques-
tions concerning continuity and time-consciousness.
In his doctoral thesis of 1929, Fink took the view
that the worldlessness—the quasi-worldliness—of the
dreaming I is in fact a certain mode of being-in-the-
world, a “worldly being in the mode of engrossedness”
(Welthabe im Modus der Versunkenheit— Fink 1966:
64). If the dreaming I produces the quasi-world of the
dream, as Husserl said, then it follows from Fink’s
point of view that this quasi-world can only be estab-
lished because the normal structure of being-in-the-
world continues in the mode of dreaming, even though
modified.

In an article written in 1942, JAN PATOČKA pointed
out that this connection between the awake and the
dreaming consciousness must not be understood as
a continuous relation (Patočka 1991). If worldliness
is continued, in the strict sense, within the quasi-
worldliness of the dream, then there is no means for
determining what is actually real. There has been a ten-
dency in the philosophical tradition to suppose that our
waking state could in fact be a dream. For Patočka,
the fragmentary and fleeting structure of the dream is
an indication that the dream-world is built up of mate-
rial from the real world. Thus the experiencing within
the dream relates to real experience, but not vice versa.
Hence there is no strict continuities between the real
world and the dream-world.

Herbert Leyendecker, who studied with Alexander
Pfänder in Munich as well as with Husserl in
Göttingen, had already emphasized in his published
dissertation from 1913 that there is no continuity
between the waking state and dreaming (cf. 1913:

185f.). He was interested in the phenomenon of dream-
ing within the scope of his detailed analysis of the
different kinds of delusion. This forerunner of a phe-
nomenology of dreaming, though, only asks at the end
of his book a double question concerning the relation-
ship of dreaming and delusion: In what ways are we
deceived when we are dreaming, and which experi-
ences dissolve the delusion that has been produced by
dreaming? He doubts that dream experiences can be
disillusioned either within the dream or only by wak-
ing up. Anyway, his final answers are unknown: the
notes in which he dealt with these questions have been
destroyed during the First World War, and he never
came back to this topic.

In accordance with these positions, Alfred Schutz,
who additionally describes symbols and systems of rel-
evance in the dream world, asserts in “On Multiple
Realities” (1946; see Schutz 1962: Chapter 4, and cl.
1996: Chapter 4) that the relation between dream and
reality is a relative discontinuity: events in the dream-
world are seemingly disconnected from the order of
time, but in fact they have no place in objective time,
whereas the direction of time consciousness (irre-
versibility of the course of time) remains in dreaming.
“The happenings in dream life are the re-interpretation
of past experiences by transforming previously con-
fused experiences into distinctness by explicating their
implied horizons” (Schutz 1996: 42). Similarly, the
Freiburg phenomenologist Arnold Metzger remarks
that the form of the dream world is “below the conti-
nuity of remembering and expecting” (Metzger 1972:
246), and MARC RICHIR notes that the sleeping state
separates us from the order of time; the temporal mode
of the dreaming consciousness is presentive and gives
as such rise to senses, to “dream-thoughts,” but it does
not correlate with a presence as the flowing source of a
regular time structure (Richir 2000).

Like Husserl, JEAN-PAUL SARTRE also remarks in
his L’imaginaire (1940) that an actual experience of
dreaming is only possible when one is awake, but
unlike Husserl, he concludes that the dreaming con-
sciousness is not able to perceive, since it is locked
into its imagining attitude: everything is an image for it
(Sartre 2004: part 4, Chapter 4). As Marc Richir writes,
“The Dreamer feels, sees, hears, touches, but he does
not perceive, or rather, he does not perceive in the way
of perception” (Richir 2000). For Sartre, the charac-
ter of “pseudo” marking the world of the dream results
from a specific belief of the dreamer: the dreaming I
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believes that the complex of things it imagines is itself.
This leads to the impression that it is impossible to
escape from the fictitious dream: “I am caught.” For
Sartre, this belief has two stages: first the dreaming I
imagines a world, and then it relates its imagined prod-
ucts to itself. Thus he can argue that both the dreaming
I and the I being dreamt are in fact identical. Only by
analyzing the object phenomenologically is it possible
to differentiate them.

By only making a distinction between two kinds of
“I” that participate in dreaming, but also taking them
together, Theodor Conrad, who was also a student of
Husserl in Göttingen, collapsed Husserl’s and Sartre’s
ideas into one in order to propose a comprehensive
phenomenological theory of dreaming in his later work
Wesenslehre des Lebens und Erlebens (1968) (Conrad
1968: Chapter 3). He points out that all of the dif-
ferent kinds of representation—memory, prospection,
phantasy, and daydream—are marked by the feature of
shifting, i.e., imagining that the subject is both here and
over there in the region of the imagined context. The
dreaming subject is totally removed from its real place;
it is, so to speak, transplanted into the dream, and the
“here” is identified with the “there.” The dreaming I
gives rise to the imagination of a “there” to such an
extent that it is imagined as a real “here.” This illu-
sion of this dreamt reality is an “illusion” only for the
dreaming I that has produced this world, but is not illu-
sory in its own terms (and correlatively, not for the I
being dreamt) because it marks the new actual “here.”
As a product of the dreaming I, the dream-world is not
imagined, but presented. Thus it seems that in dream-
ing, the imagining subject paradoxically imagines in
such a way that it presents.

Conrad calls the subjective mode correlative to the
dream-world “dream experiencing” (Traum-Erleben)
and considers it the core of the phenomenon of
dreaming. The world around this dream experienc-
ing is the dreamt of the dreaming, and Conrad
insists that the existence of the dream-world imag-
ined by dreaming is feigned, but the dream expe-
riencing is “authentic.” In contrast to a daydream,
“hard reality prevails in the dream.” Thus the real
dream experiencing, the producing act of the dream-
ing, and the dreamt world around the dream experi-
encing form a “unity.” “Dream is an experience of
shifting disguised as an experience of non-shifting”
(Der Traum ist: ein als Nichtversetztseins-Erlebnis
getarntes Versetztseins-Erlebnis—ibid. 71).

While dreaming, consciousness hands itself over
to reality—in itself and by itself. Building a jail by
means of its own imagination, consciousness impris-
ons itself by the same means that waking conscious-
ness evades the crush of reality. Just as a picture
portraying a real subject absorbs the viewer, so s/he
experiences the reality imagined in the picture as
actually real.

All the theories summarized above are attempts to
describe dreaming as such. Their main relevance for
aesthetics is to show the role of imagination within
the phenomenon of dreaming. But there is a further
dimension of dreaming that opens up wider horizons
for phenomenological research regarding aesthetics.
This is the cultural function of dreaming, since differ-
ent cultural contexts contain different possible ways of
dealing with dreams.

In some unpublished manuscripts, Dorion Cairns
was one of the first within phenomenology to recog-
nize this aspect of the phenomenon. Already in the
1930s he contended that the validity or invalidity of
dreams is a question of cultural difference. “Indeed it
is perhaps only in Western Society and within the last
few centuries that there are many people who, even
at the theoretical level, deny objective truth to dream
experiences generally.” During the 1950s, Wilhelm
Schapp, another student of Husserl in Göttingen, pos-
tulated in his “philosophy of stories” that there are
flexible transitions between dream stories and the sto-
ries in which our waking life is involved (Schapp 1985:
152f.). The question of the status of awakeness there-
fore depends on the definition given by a stage of
history (Schapp 1981: 7f.). He does not speak about
the structure of the dream itself, but—like Cairns—he
points to cultural modes of interpreting that determine
the borderline between the dream-world and the world
of reality contextually.

On the basis of the reflections on dreaming that have
been discussed, one could say that the phenomenolog-
ical reason why the borderline between the validity
of dream experiences and waking experiences is cul-
turally fluid is that the dreaming I produces reality
by imaginative means. When the part of the imagina-
tively produced reality is stronger than the insight into
the imaginative process of that producing, there will
be a greater tendency for the dream experience to be
grasped as valid, even as real. As Cairns notes, “. . . the
primitive finds it easier to go taking dream-experiences
at their face value as experience.”
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Regarding the question of the validity of dreams,
one must of course distinguish between the belief that
the dream world is real in the same way as the real
world itself, on the one hand, and on the other hand,
the opinion that dream experiences contain their own
modes of truth. While the former is based on an attitude
in which the faculty of imagination has not yet been
discovered as such, the latter may be the result of an
explicit turn to imagination as well as of the discovery
that imagination takes root in reality. The opinion that
imagination stems from reality is the basis of Freud’s
psychoanalysis. Cairns’s remark that dreaming is “a
self-revelation” corresponds with the doctrine of psy-
choanalysis where dream is the disguised fulfillment of
a suppressed desire (cf. Ricoeur 1965, book 2, part 2,
Chapter 1).

Thus there are two conditions under which the bor-
derline between the validity and non-validity of dream
experiences is fluid: first, imagination and reality are
intertwined in dreaming so that imagination produces
reality; and second, the contextual determination of the
borderline as well as of the kind of validity depends
on which part of this whole structure will be empha-
sized in the state of waking, i.e., will be “reality”
(the imagined is actually real), or “not reality” (dream
“reality” is only imagined), or “a specific mode of
reality” (imagination has its roots in reality).

The described fact that dreaming is the unified
as well as complex process of de-realizing and re-
realizing by imagination does not merely overcome not
only the unsatisfactory alternative whereby dreaming
is held to be (more or less) imaginative or perceptive;
it also enables different possible modes of referring to
dreams within different cultural contexts. One extreme
position within this difference is the belief that dreams
simply present reality, while the other extreme posi-
tion means that dreams are only illusions. The latter,
a concomitant of all “enlightened” eras, is admit-
tedly an impoverishment of human possibilities. Cairns
also stresses in his manuscripts that “to buy a con-
sistent common world, even of mere things” is “at
the cost of throwing out certain presentive experi-
ences as invalid, because they conflict with the bulk of
presentive experiences, not only waking illusions but
dreams.”

All kinds of reaction to the field of that difference
are also a matter of dependence and independence:
the more dream is seen as presenting reality, the more
consciousness will depend on this, and the more dream

is seen as a fruit of imagination, the more conscious-
ness will be free of it. The phenomenological basis of
the dependence is twofold: the imaginative force of the
dreaming I limits imagination by imagining reality, and
it limits its “object,” the dreamt I. When the above-
mentioned second extreme position considers dreams
to be merely illusory, this double dependence has been
rescinded and is no longer important.

Arriving at this point, we begin a phenomenolog-
ical analysis of what happens in surrealism. Briefly
explained, surrealism—both as a way of life and as
a movement in art—favors greater freedom in con-
trast to the leveled clarity of a “consistent common
world,” and advocates for a restoration of the real force
of dreaming. Like psychoanalysis, surrealism detects a
specific mode of truth in dreams, but it does not iden-
tify this truth with rational clarity. What André Breton
proposed in his First Surrealist Manifesto (1924) is
even a reversal: for him, dream advances to the posi-
tion of being the only basis of reality. Awake states
are disparaged as phenomena of interference that inter-
rupt the continuity of dreaming. Like Patočka, Breton
stresses the discontinuity of the real world and the
dream world, but he anchors consciousness in the lat-
ter. The unity of life and world has been determined
by the dream state, and the alternation of being awake
and dreaming forms a kind of “absolute reality” called
“sur-reality.”

Insofar as surrealism combines a liberating attitude
and an experience of the real chasm of dreaming, it
also enters the sphere of difference explained by phe-
nomenology of dreaming. Thus the surrealistic attitude
tallies with the phenomenological analysis, but with an
enlargement: surrealism extends the relation whereby
imagination will be bound through its own imagined
reality to the relation whereby imagination sees that
to be bound by the reality of the dream is the highest
degree of liberation, because the basic mode of real-
ity presented in dreaming qualifies the fact of being
involved in real social conventions.

An interesting consequence follows from this.
Breton claims that for the dreaming I, the “worry-
ing” question about possibility will be brought to a
standstill. This means, from the point of view of sur-
realism, that everything that happens gets a special
kind of necessity like that of the facts of reality. Thus
the imagination most liberated from all conventions of
the logic of daylight gives rise not only to the real
power of the dream, but also—by its unchangeable
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presentations—to a renewed life and world attaining
the highest level of necessity, without being at the
mercy of reality and at the same time remaining inde-
pendent of the horizons in which real experiences are
embedded. Of course, the horizons in which the dream
experience lives are not really “open,” but determined
by their origin in the imagining achievement of the
dreaming I. The free state of imagination is, however,
also unchangeable due to the surrealistic extension that
the imagination of self-bounding by imagined reality
has been acknowledged to be as such without reducing
its product, the reality of the dream. This difference
between the imagination achieved (and limited) by the
dreaming I and the imaginative force of the surrealis-
tic attitude as a waking relation to the imagination of
dreaming is the twofold condition of the possibility of
creating surrealistic works of art.

When Ives Tanguy painted his mysterious imag-
inary landscapes— e.g., his Palace of the Window
Rocks (1942)—he was artificially recognizing a
tableau that shows never-seen, quasi-real imaginary
things within a quasi-real imaginary space. The imag-
ination that presents such things is totally free—
accompanied by “the feeling of an absolute freedom,”
as Tanguy said—whereas the product is a world that
not only looks as if it is real, but appears as a coher-
ence of facts established by unshakeable necessity. The
imagination is free because it undertakes the ultimate:
it creates imaginary products that give the impression
of being real. This imagination realizes as the dreaming
I does, but in a state of not limiting itself (better put: as
an imaginative force that both reveals and confirms the
self-limiting imagination); it thereby realizes a kind of
world-experiencing with correlative objects that seem
to be real (comparable to a trompe l’oeil) although they
can never have a place within the real world (contrary
to a trompe l’oeil).

The presentation of a necessity being based on
an “absolute” sphere that is neither reality itself nor
a representing picture of reality marks a common
aim of art and phenomenology at the turn of the
last century, and may be a reaction to the same
cultural situation in which contact with reality has
lost its natural status, its matter-of-factness. While
artists search for necessity—e.g., Wassily Kandinsky’s
“innere Notwendigkeit” (the inner necessity) of pure
colors and pure forms (Kandinsky 1952: 48, 75, 78)—
phenomenology turns to possibility, to the horizons
of experiencing. This possibility nevertheless retains

its relation to the real world and should display (as
at least desired in Husserl’s phenomenology) a strong
invariable structure, which is a kind of necessity, and
this very structure is itself to be detected by imagi-
nation. The “dream of phenomenology” (cf. Husserl
1954: 508) is, however, not yet over, since the central
question is still unanswered: what is the source of this
kind of necessity about reality and its possibilities?
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Mikel Dufrenne (1910–1995)

Edward S. Casey

The most distinguished philosopher of art in French
phenomenology, Dufrenne is faithful to his origins
in EDMUND HUSSERL, MARTIN HEIDEGGER, JEAN-
PAUL SARTRE, and MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY. He
brought phenomenological aesthetics to a yet to be
surpassed level of clarity and originality. His writings
were systematic and highly structured, yet fresh and
bold in their insights. He confronted classical issues
in aesthetics while being open to the new in the art
of his time. His students, e.g., Christian Metz, Louis
Marin, Olivier Revault D’Allonnes, Daniel Charles,
and Jean-Francois Lyotard, have risen to distinction.
He founded the department of philosophy at the
University of Paris, Nanterre, in the 1960s, inviting
EMMANUEL LEVINAS and PAUL RICOEUR to join
him there. Editing La Revue d’Esthétique and direct-
ing the book series entitled Collection d’Esthétique,
he disseminated a distinctively phenomenological aes-
thetics throughout the West. At his death, he was
the doyen of the philosophy of art in Europe, and
widely appreciated elsewhere, including the United
States and Quebec, where he taught during his last
decades.

Phénoménologie de l’expérience esthétique (1953)
is Dufrenne’s masterpiece. Parts I and II are enti-
tled “Phenomenology of the Aesthetic Object” and
“Analysis of the Work of Art.” The aesthetic object
calls for phenomenological treatment, since it is the
artwork as it appears in perception; it is the work of
art “perceived for its own sake” (Dufrenne 1973: 16).
Aesthetic object and work of art are intimately inter-
twined in aesthetic experience: “the aesthetic object

E.S. Casey (�)
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refers to the work and is inseparable from it” and can
be considered the work of art that “gets the perception
it solicits and deserves” (ibid.: lii; cf. 17). Thanks to
their close collaboration, the work is animated and the
object is anchored. The result is “the sensuous in its
glory” (ibid.: 14; cf. 339: “the apotheosis of the sensu-
ous”). Art consists in the generation of the sensuous (le
sensible), which is the integral flesh shared between the
artwork as experienced and the human subject as the
locus of that experience. The aesthetic object is their
conjoint creation, and arises whenever humans attend
to art, in opera or theater, museums or galleries, on the
street, in the park, etc.

Part III of the Phénoménologie is entitled
“Phenomenology of Aesthetic Perception.” Building
on Merleau-Ponty’s analysis of the primary and
secondary layers in perception, Dufrenne traces out
three levels in art: sheer bodily presence; represen-
tation (preeminently as imagination); and feeling
(culminating in expression). Where imagination can
be a distraction from the artistic process, feeling
is profoundly implicated. Far from being mute or
brute, feeling has its own intelligence that serves as a
bond between aesthetic subject and aesthetic object.
“Feeling is as deeply embedded in the object as it is in
the subject” (ibid.: 455). It exceeds mere immediacy
by virtue of its alliance with reflection: “feeling
is encompassed, at both its poles, by reflection....
Feeling can have a noetic function and value only as a
reflective act, in part a victory over former reflection
and in part open to a new reflection” (ibid.: 416). At
the same time, feeling involves a depth that links the
feeling subject and the felt artwork in a “communion”
and “reciprocity” (ibid.: 225, 483). Deep within
the aesthetic object, an adumbrated world attracts
and holds feeling—a world populated by events,
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characters, colors, and distances, but exceeding any
simple sum of these particular contents.

In the final part, “Critique of Aesthetic Experience,”
Dufrenne explores the transcendental dimension that
makes aesthetic experience possible, its a priori basis.
He finds this in affective qualities that specify the
world of the aesthetic object while being based in feel-
ings of the appreciative subject. Much as the sensuous
imbricates aesthetic object and subject within lived
experience, affective qualities pre-connect these two
poles on an a priori level. Rather than being experi-
ential, the a priori is constitutive: stemming from the
subject as the condition of any actual experience, it
structures the objects of that experience. In the case of
aesthetic experience, qualities such as exuberance or
tenderness are in the creator and the appreciator not
merely as psychological facts, but as states of mind
of a certain sort—as well as in the aesthetic object, as
“the soul of [its] expressed world” (ibid.: 446), as what
gives this world its incomparable character or identity.
Thus a quality, acting as an a priori condition, endows
the aesthetic world with a distinctive expressiveness
where “expression” is “that which reveals affective
quality as total and undifferentiated” (ibid.: 455). The
expressive is the display of affective quality in the
world of the aesthetic object. As Dufrenne puts it, all
parts of an aesthetic object “collaborate in achieving
expression and in contributing to the total effect that is
encapsulated in the affective quality” (ibid.: 424).

The affective a priori indicates a profound kinship
between the appreciator of an aesthetic object and its
world. What is expressed as a quality in that world is
at the same time grasped, pre-reflectively, within the
subject and through its feeling. This indicates that the
affective a priori, rather than being a matter of knowl-
edge alone (as in Kant), is “existential,” i.e., based
in human subjectivity at the deep level of feeling.
This same a priori is simultaneously “cosmological,”
i.e., it says something significant about the constitu-
tion of non-artistic lifeworlds of perception and his-
tory (Ibid.: 454). Both existential and cosmological
dimensions of the affective a priori are preconcep-
tual, yet they can attain a form of truth peculiar to
artworks: through them, we become acquainted with
otherwise neglected aspects of ourselves and the sur-
rounding world. The aesthetic object is self-contained
and self-sufficient, but it also speaks of what exceeds
its experienced limits: its own historical and material
conditions, its “environment.” Aesthetic worlds are at

once “true by themselves” (ibid.: 536), i.e., true in
their own affective and expressive terms, and yet also
true of the historically and culturally real factors they
arise from. This means that the artwork has, beyond
its phenomenological and transcendental dimensions,
an ontological bearing that resituates it in the real
with regard to its generation and effects—even as its
primary life lies in the experience that animates and
sustains it. Ultimately, the aesthetic object is, in terms
from Merleau-Ponty, an “in-itself for-us” (ibid.: 556)
that, while mainly meaningful in the experience of art,
also “reveals an aspect of the real” (ibid.).

Near the end of the Phénoménologie, Dufrenne
announces that “aesthetic experience itself calls for the
notion of the a priori” (ibid.: 437). Immediately after-
ward, he was preparing La notion de l’a priori (1959).
Building on MAX SCHELER, he set out a system-
atic theory—a theory supplemented in L’inventaire des
apriori (1981)—that discusses “the objective a priori,”
“the subjective a priori,” and “man and world.” The
objective a priori includes formal, material, perceived,
and constitutive forms of the a priori, while the subjec-
tive a priori involves the corporeal and social a priori
as well as “the a priori as known a priori.” The discus-
sion of these terms is elegant and economic, and sorts
out much that was merged in the Phénoménologie.
The primary thesis is that “the a priori is the mean-
ing present and given in both object and subject, and
it assures their communication while maintaining their
difference” (Dufrenne 1959/1966: 45–6).

The equilibrium and affinity between human and
world are also pursued, and in the end, the place of
the a priori in philosophy and poetry is outlined. “The
poetic” is not just an aesthetic category but an expres-
sion of the deep-lying accord between humans and
nature. It is an a priori that belongs to the natural world,
e.g., in the case of a beautiful landscape, as well as
to the poetry that invokes this world. Much as “feel-
ing is an aspect of the world” and not just a subjective
state of mind, so poetry releases feeling from a too nar-
row attachment to particular objects, thereby “allowing
[feeling] to manifest itself according to the measure
of a world” (1973: 237). Poetry expresses the natural
world in images rather than concepts and in a con-
crete speech that conveys the living sense of the natural
world. Thus poetry gives a vivid sense of what it is like
to inhabit the natural world, the world that is also is the
object of conceptual understanding. Philosophical and
scientific truths about nature “must first be sought in
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the feeling of nature” (ibid.: 236), and it is poetry that
most forcefully expresses this basic feeling.

Dufrenne’s Le poétique (1963) inaugurates a sec-
ond phase of his career. Not only does it provide a
detailed examination of poetry as such, with nuanced
accounts of reading and recitation, rhythm and har-
mony, but it also suggests a new model for art. In
this model, the role of Nature (now capitalized for
emphasis) becomes the predominant moving force,
the ultimate source, of aesthetic experience. Nature
emerges as an “inexhaustible reality,” “a reserve, an
animated source” (Dufrenne 1963: 152, 155) that is the
ultimate inspiration of the artist. It “preexists” the art-
work and “calls for it” (ibid.: 87). The priority of the
aesthetic object that earlier emerged in the close atten-
tion to aesthetic experience gives way to a paradigm
in which Nature as “the imponderable power of the
source” (ibid.: 164) at once provokes and precedes this
object. The earlier emphasis on the accord between
humans and the natural world—i.e., the basis of the
a priori in its major forms—shifts to the origin of the
accord itself. No longer the human subject but Nature
becomes the “a priori of the a priori” (ibid.: 164; cf.
175, 180).

In this model, the ecumenical attitude so evident in
the Phénoménologie yields to a stress on the virtues
and powers of poetry. In part, this is because poetry
treats its medium, language, as a natural given or
“matter” (matière) with its own necessity, transform-
ing it into poems that present themselves as necessary
in their verbal format, as having to assume the form
they do: “language becomes Nature by way of poetry”
(1963: 175). Further, the primacy of “the poetic” as
an aesthetic category since Aristotle reflects how “the
poetic state” is experienced not only when reading or
hearing, but as part of all aesthetic experience: hence
the widespread use of “poetic” as a term of general
approbation, not only for art but also regarding the nat-
ural world. Dufrenne proposes that the basis for this
priority of the poetic lies in the fact that the poetic
state in the poet corresponds to the poetic charac-
ter of Nature: “the poetic state is inspired by [the]
poetic being of Nature” (ibid.: 136). This state in the
reader is a response to a poem, and the poem is a
response to the inherent poetry of Nature, “this poetry
before the poem” (ibid.). Not that Nature is already
poetry—that would be to misconstrue it as natura nat-
urata and to attribute to it a settled form—but as a
creative source, as natura naturans, it is “poetizable”

(ibid.: 70). Thanks to the poet, Nature precipitates
into the “great images” that make up poetry of many
kinds: “The poetic designates the expressivity of the
images wherein the poiein of Nature expresses itself”
(ibid.: 180).

A novel view of expression emerges. No longer the
culmination of the path from below—from presence to
representation to feeling—it is now the first avatar of
Nature in a movement from above: “all art is expres-
sive like Nature, but it expresses Nature, while Nature
expresses itself” (ibid.: 180). Nature expresses itself
not just in certain archetypal images (e.g., “mountain,”
“ocean,” “plains”), but more generally in worlds, i.e.,
detotalized totalities of images that are spatiotempo-
rally open-ended. World, already important in the con-
text of aesthetic experience, is now the essential middle
term between Nature and the poet. On the one hand,
Nature sediments itself into world: “Nature becomes
world for human beings” (ibid.: 164)—a world that is
the accessible aspect of Nature, inaccessible in itself.
Yet it is “the world which the work expresses” (ibid.:
84); the work “says it” (ibid.: 67), and thus brings it
into language or another medium. The poetic signifier
“enlarges the signified into the dimensions of a world”
(ibid.: 72), and the world thereby expressed is the “true
subject” of poetry insofar as “the world is itself poetic”
(ibid.: 70, 72). In this way, world is the expressive
matrix where Nature “crystallizes itself” (ibid.: 175),
just as it is the place where poetry—indeed, every artis-
tic endeavor—consolidates itself, where art happens in
its most extensive evocative power. Nature “speaks to
us” (ibid.) in particular worlds, but we can speak back
to Nature by poetizing it from within (and in the terms
of) these same worlds.

While we have focused on Dufrenne’s major books
in phenomenological aesthetics, he published sev-
eral other books on art and numerous shorter pieces.
The appreciative reader will notice that Dufrenne’s
phenomenological approach continues even as he
explores contemporary movements in his later writ-
ings. His last book, L’oeil et l’oreille (1987), echo-
ing Merleau-Ponty’s essay “L’oeil et l’esprit” (1961),
argues that the ear deserves the same attention as
the eye; this book contributed significantly to the
intense debate concerning oculocentrism in the 1980s.
The book is a fitting finale to a remarkably fertile
and far-reaching engagement with art, an engage-
ment guided by phenomenology at every critical
juncture.
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Dufrenne’s many accomplishments in aesthetics
bespeak the elective affinity between phenomenologi-
cal method, broadly construed, and the experience and
creation of art. It is as if the latter, from within their
own diversity and complexity, called for the subtle
insightfulness of the former. During his career, Mikel
Dufrenne pursued and deepened this affinity in works
that bear his own uniquely congenial and immensely
creative stamp.
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Ecological Aesthetics

Ted Toadvine

The emerging subdiscipline of ecological aesthetics
concerns the aesthetic appreciation of the world in its
entirety, including both the natural and built environ-
ments, and is consequently the broadest category of
aesthetics. This area of study emerged as a distinct
field in the latter half of the twentieth century, although
its historical roots may be traced to eighteenth century
British and Scottish theories of natural aesthetics, espe-
cially their treatment of the picturesque in landscape
painting, which culminated in Kant’s analysis of the
beautiful and sublime in nature. During the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, aesthetic theory tended to
focus almost exclusively on artworks and other objects
of human design. But encouraged by increasing con-
cern with environmental issues among philosophers
and the general public, a new interest in the aesthetics
of nature and its relationship to the built environment
has emerged over the last several decades. Ecological
aesthetics today incorporates studies of the aesthetics
of nature, including natural objects and larger wholes
such as ecosystems, gardens and landscape architec-
ture, environmental and earth art, architecture and
urban planning, and the relations between the different
modes of aesthetic appreciation appropriate to these
different domains. This extension of aesthetic consid-
eration to both natural and built environments has led
to a reconsideration of traditional aesthetic categories
and of central tenets of aesthetic theory.

Explicitly phenomenological work in ecological
aesthetics is still in its infancy, but the insights of many
of the major figures in the tradition are applicable to
this new field of study. EDMUND HUSSERL’s concept
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of intentionality and his descriptions of the intuitively
given experiential lifeworld, for example, provide a
concrete framework for understanding aesthetic expe-
rience as a basic and pervasive quality of everyday
life.

MARTIN HEIDEGGER’s appreciation of the role of
earth in the formation of the artwork, his critique of
the enframing character of modern technology, and his
description of poetic dwelling as an alternative to mod-
ern technological civilization suggest parallels with
contemporary environmental concerns and a critique
of the humanistic limits of modern aesthetic theory.
MAX SCHELER proposes the aesthetic value of nature
as a paradigmatic example of the nonrelativity of val-
ues. MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY’s investigations of
embodied perception and his later ontology of flesh
hold implications for the epistemological and meta-
physical foundations of an environmental aesthetics,
and many of his writings on art address the relation-
ship between the painter’s vision and our perceptual
experience of nature. MIKEL DUFRENNE recognizes in
pure aesthetic experience an incipient phenomenologi-
cal reduction that brings to the fore the intentional bond
between subject and world, suggesting the particular
appropriateness of the phenomenological approach for
formulating a general aesthetic theory. His description
of aesthetic objects as expressive “quasi-subjects” and
of the sensuous as a common act of the sensing and
the sensed also pave the way for an elaboration of
aesthetics into a philosophy of nature.

Arnold Berleant, a leading figure in the devel-
opment of a specifically ecological aesthetics, has
been the strongest proponent of the phenomeno-
logical approach in this field. His “aesthetics of
engagement,” inspired by Husserlian intentionality and
Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions of embodied experience,
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challenges core assumptions of traditional aesthetics.
According to Berleant, the “doctrine of disinterested-
ness” that pervades aesthetic theory entails the separa-
tion of a spectator, conceived as passive and primarily
visual, from an aesthetic object lacking any practical
connections with the wider natural and cultural con-
text (Berleant 1988: 1992). In contrast, he holds that
the human perceiver is embedded in the aesthetic envi-
ronment and continuously interacts with it in an active,
engaged, and multisensory fashion. This “participatory
model” of aesthetic experience treats the environment
as “a field of forces continuous with the organism, a
field in which there is a reciprocal action of organ-
ism on environment and environment on organism and
in which there is no real demarcation between them”
(Berleant 1988: 93). This general model of aesthetic
experience is equally applicable, he suggests, to works
of art, the built environment, and the natural environ-
ment. In fact, given the continuity between the human
perceiver and the surrounding world, the cultural and
historical formation of the concept of nature, and the
extension of our technological influence to every part
of the natural world, it follows for him that there is
no real distinction between nature and culture: “the
natural world is no independent sphere but is itself a
cultural artifact” (Berleant 1992: 167). On the basis
of this aesthetics of engagement, Berleant develops a
theoretical framework for negative aesthetic judgments
and suggests a new model for education and aesthetic
community that gives central place to continuity, “con-
nectedness within a whole rather than a link between
discrete parts” (Berleant 1997).

Although Berleant has been the first to offer a
comprehensive phenomenological theory of ecologi-
cal aesthetics, other themes relevant to the field have
also received extensive treatment by phenomenologists
in recent years. Investigations of the role of place,
for instance, have combined philosophy with cultural
geography and environmental design to form a new
area of study that David Seamon calls “phenomenolog-
ical ecology” (Seamon 1993; Seamon and Mugerauer
1985). Edward S. Casey (1993) argues for a renewed
appreciation of the role of place in human experience,
which he sees as long obscured by our cultural and
philosophical privileging of space and time, and he
explores the lived body’s role in the formation of place
and the distinct characters of built, cultivated, and
wild place-worlds. His intellectual history of the hid-
den role of place from ancient creation myths through

the twentieth century devotes considerable attention
to the phenomenological tradition, especially the con-
tributions of Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty
(Casey 1997). Starting from the “originative thinking”
of Heidegger, Ingrid Leman Stefanovic (2000) grants
an ontological primacy to place in her proposal of
alternatives to received notions of sustainable devel-
opment. Gary Backhaus and John Murungi (2002)
present phenomenological analyses of the systemic
transformations of urban and suburban landscapes
through their dialectical interaction with human activi-
ties. Eduardo Mendieta (2001) maintains that our very
idea of philosophy, including its account of rationality
and social agency, is informed by urban spatializing
practices, a point that he illustrates by taking JEAN-
PAUL SARTRE’s phenomenology as a paradigmatic
example.

Other relevant topics of recent phenomenologi-
cal investigation include the intersection of built and
natural environments in gardening and environmen-
tal art, as well as the representation of the earth
within literature and the fine arts. Collections edited
by Anna-Teresa Tymieniecka (2001, 2003) address
the representation and role of earth in literature and
human existence and the phenomenological experience
of gardens, especially as figures of infinity and the
sublime, across a span of cultural and literary tradi-
tions. James Hatley (2003) finds in the Land Art of
Andrew Goldsworthy a renewed interrogation of the
relation between technē and physis that, rather than
leaving nature untouched, approaches nature “in such
a manner that our touching is also touched by what we
touch,” suggesting an aesthetics as well as an ethics of
wilderness (Hatley 2003: 14).

Central to contemporary ecological aesthetics is
the question of the relation between the aesthetic
appreciation of artworks and of nature. Berleant, as
noted above, stresses a continuity of all forms of
aesthetic appreciation that is grounded on the activ-
ity of the engaged and participatory human per-
ceiver. In contrast, Allen Carlson (1993, 2000, 2004,
emphasizes the difference between these two types of
appreciation, holding that common sense or scientific
knowledge is necessary for the aesthetic appreciation
of nature. According to his “natural environmental
model,” nature is “an environment and thus a setting
within which we exist and that we normally experience
with our complete range of senses as our unobtrusive
background” (Carlson 2004: 72). Nature becomes an
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aesthetic object when we shift our attention to cer-
tain foci within this all-embracing background, which
are then experienced as forming an “obtrusive fore-
ground.” Conceptual knowledge of nature is needed to
guide our selection of appropriate foci and boundaries
for this shift of attention.

Stan Godlovitch (2004), on the other hand, holds
that such positions as Berleant’s and Carlson’s arbi-
trarily adopt the human scale of perception, thereby
failing to appreciate nature on its own terms. As an
alternative, he proposes an “acentric” aesthetic aloof-
ness, the leveling of all viewpoints to an anonymous
uniformity within which the human standpoint holds
no particular privilege. Only such an acentric view
is capable of grounding moral respect for nature,
Godlovitch holds, since it leaves nature “fundamen-
tally inaccessible and ultimately alien” (Godlovitch
2004: 113). Clarification of this debate requires, first,
a phenomenological account of aesthetic experience
in general, and second, an account of what apprecia-
tion of nature “on its own terms” can mean within the
context of human experience.

Aesthetic experience always involves a perceptual
or sensuous core, which may take as its focus one
sense in particular or a combination of senses and
corporeal experiences. When viewing a painting or lis-
tening to a symphony, for instance, cultural convention
teaches us to exclude as irrelevant everything but what
the single focal sense conveys. By contrast, a stroll
through a stand of old-growth Douglas fir combines
sights, smells, sounds, tactile impressions, and the
kinaesthetic sense of movement in a single aesthetic
experience. (This sensuous core of aesthetic experi-
ence may also be supplied by memory or imagination
rather than by present perception, e.g., remembering
a musical performance or imaginatively anticipating a
walk through the forest.)

Because the core of an aesthetic experience is
always sensuous, such experience is always relative to
the perceiver’s spatial and temporal scale. The range
of human spatial and temporal perception is a function
of our sensory organization and may differ signifi-
cantly from the spatial or temporal organization of
the Umwelten of other sentient creatures. The aes-
thetic appreciation of works of art generally dictates a
certain spatial or temporal context: we look at a paint-
ing from a certain distance and listen to a musical
performance at a certain tempo. We may alter these
contexts at will in some cases, and they may also be

changed by habituation (familiarity with a city changes
our spatial context for appreciating the architecture of
a certain building) or conceptual knowledge (aware-
ness of geological timescales may alter our aesthetic
appreciation of erosion patterns on the rocky Oregon
coast). The spatiotemporal limits prescribed by human
perceptual organization may also be expanded tech-
nologically, e.g., by microscopes and telescopes or by
time-lapse photography, which requires the translation
or annexation of these broader or narrower spatial and
temporal contexts to those that we are able to experi-
ence directly. In addition to such spatial and temporal
contexts, the sensory aspect of our aesthetic experience
essentially involves “framing,” the selection of certain
foci as aesthetically relevant against a broader back-
ground or horizon. Such selection reflects traits of the
perceiver, such as concentration, attention span, expec-
tations, personal history, and habituation, and it may
also be guided by cultural norms and conventions.

Framing of artworks is typically guided by con-
vention, as with the literal frame of a painting or the
edge of a theatrical stage, and cultural framing con-
ventions are not entirely absent when we look beyond
the world of art: directional markers and rain gut-
ters are not the intended objects of appreciation on
a nature trail, and signs along the highway mark the
appropriate stops for a “scenic overlook” of the land-
scape. But aesthetic experience often extends beyond
objects designed for that purpose or scenes that are
culturally endorsed, leaving us with less well-defined
guidance in our framing selections. The appreciation
of sounds in nature, for instance, involves numerous
selections that may be shaped as much by individual
as by cultural preferences: how long we should lis-
ten, what counts as a foreground or background sound,
whether human-produced sounds should be excluded,
and even whether we should parse natural sounds into
relatively distinct melodies in a serial structure (Fisher
2004). The appreciation of landscape also highlights
the importance of such framing, since a landscape
exists only as seen from a particular point of view; the
landscape scene is a “subjective object” rather than a
real part of nature (Crawford 2004b: 257).

The sensuous core of the aesthetic experience is
therefore essentially relative to the perceiver. But aes-
thetic appreciation is not reducible to this sensuous
core, since evaluation, at least of a tacit sort, must be
involved. Although both Berleant and Carlson restrict
aesthetic appreciation to humans, we clearly share with
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many animals such sensory pleasures as basking in
the sun or enjoying a thirst-quenching drink, which
are candidates for rudimentary aesthetic apprecia-
tion. In many cases, human aesthetic experience will
also include what Ronald Hepburn calls a “thought-
component,” which is introduced “as we implicitly
compare and contrast here with elsewhere, actual with
possible, present with past” (Hepburn 1993: 66–67).
This “thought-component” is not limited to conceptual
thought and need not involve self-conscious awareness
or reflection. Rather, it indicates that the sensuous core
is accompanied by a mixture of emotion, imagination,
conceptualization, and metaphorization, and may also
include elements of what Hepburn terms “metaphys-
ical imagination,” a “seeing as...” that interprets the
present perception in terms of its metaphysical rele-
vance for the whole of experience (Hepburn 2004).
Watching a frog have its innards sucked out by a giant
water bug, as Annie Dillard describes in Pilgrim at
Tinker Creek, may provoke a grim realization of the
“chomp or fast” law of life, extending to a view of
the cosmos as essentially conflictual. A swim in the
warm and calm waters off the Florida coast, on the
other hand, might carry with it a sense of metaphysical
immersion and fluid interconnection with all things.

Such metaphysical imagination, and the “thought-
component” more generally, cannot be treated as a
superficial addition to the aesthetic experience; “it is
fused with the sensory components, not a medita-
tion aroused by these” (Hepburn 2004: 128). Despite
the terminology, such “components” are not separa-
ble parts or layers added on to an unchanged per-
ceptual substratum, but integral aspects of a single,
holistic experience from which they are separable
only abstractly. Emotions, imagination, and conceptual
knowledge may even guide the sensuous framing of
experience by directing one’s attention to what may
have otherwise escaped attention, so that the sensu-
ous components and the thought-components of an
aesthetic experience engage in a mutually informing
dialectic.

This account of aesthetic experience incorporates
in a limited way both the perceptual engagement
described by Berleant and the influence of concep-
tual information stressed by Carlson. But the emphasis
on spatial and temporal scale and the role granted to
framing underscores Godlovitch’s concerns: does aes-
thetic experience so described allow for appreciation

of nature in its own right, or is it merely an anthro-
pocentric projection? Donald Crawford (2004a) distin-
guishes between three senses of nature: (1) unrestricted
nature, a metaphysical view of nature as “unlimited
and all-encompassing” dating from the mid-nineteenth
century and including humans and cultural creations
such as works of art; (2) Aristotelian nature, charac-
terized by having an internal rather than an external
source of change and consequently to be contrasted
with the artifactual, which would include human nat-
ural functions but exclude contingent natural events
or “accidents” as parts of nature; and (3) pure nature,
defined negatively by the absence of any human influ-
ence whatsoever, which would exclude our bodies,
works of art, and culture, but would include what
Aristotle considered to be “accidents.” The claim of
Godlovitch that subjecting nature to our human per-
ceptual scale thereby degrades it therefore takes nature
in the latter sense as its ideal.

But nature in the pure sense cannot function as a
standard for aesthetic appreciation. It is questionable,
first, whether any part of the earth remains unaltered
by human activity, and the activities that we consider
to be aesthetic appreciation of nature are often directed
toward objects that bear the mark of human influence
(Crawford 2004a). More fundamentally, the emphasis
on “pure nature” suggests a questionable metaphysi-
cal division between humans and nonhuman nature,
as Berleant (1992) has noted. Finally, if respecting
“pure nature” excludes any relationship with a per-
ceiver or experiencer, then there would not seem to
be any reason to consider this relationship “aesthetic”
or even an “experience,” since the aesthetic relation
is an intentional one and involves a sensuous aspect.
Nevertheless, the notion of “pure nature” does have
a foundation in our experience. Our aesthetic experi-
ence recognizes a relative distinction between objects
of human design and those relatively free from human
intervention: an old-growth forest trail will show signs
of human intervention, but it remains less designed
than an arboretum, and this in turn is relatively more
natural than a potted Norwegian spruce. “Pure nature”
arises as an ideal extension of the experience of per-
ceived naturalness, much like the examples of meta-
physical imagination discussed above. Godlovitch’s
characterizations of nature as mysterious and aloof
thus remain tacitly indebted to our perceptual experi-
ences of nature.
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Furthermore, the relativity of aesthetic experience
to a perceiver does not entail that such experience is an
anthropocentric projection. The aesthetic significance
of a part of nature depends on the elements revealed
by the perceiver’s perspective and framing, but these
elements are still features of nature, not subjective pro-
jections. Crawford makes this point concerning the
appreciation of natural scenery: “A landscape, as an
object of aesthetic appreciation, is in fact an expanse
of the surface of the earth...; and although its quali-
ties are those we determine by looking at it from a
particular viewpoint, that does not preclude it from
being a part of nature” (Crawford 2004b: 257). We may
become aware, of course, that our perceptual experi-
ences are framed in an inappropriate way by limited
or inaccurate conceptual knowledge, or by the impo-
sition of personal or cultural expectations that fail to
accord with what nature actually presents. For exam-
ple, our appreciation of English ivy in a Northwestern
forest may alter when we learn that it is an invasive
species crowding out native trilliums, and we may lis-
ten to birdsongs differently after becoming aware of
the Western tendency to privilege narrative musical
structures. But this ability to revise our concepts and
framings relies on an expansion of experience, not
on the rejection of experience altogether in favor of
aloof mystery. Even our awareness of the limitations of
human spatial and temporal scale takes our perceptual
experience as its starting point, varying this imagi-
natively as we conceive of other possible scales and
perspectives. There is no contradiction, then, between
holding that all aesthetic appreciation is experiential,
i.e., relative to a perceiver, and that it may engage
with nature on its own terms. Each particular aesthetic
experience is open to evaluation concerning its success
in taking nature on its own terms, and our judgments
along these lines will always be open to revision in
light of further experience.

Among non-phenomenological contributions to
ecological aesthetics, the dominant line of develop-
ment has been the cognitive approach espoused by
Carlson, according to which scientific knowledge is
central to aesthetic appreciation of nature. He argues
that twentieth century philosophy of art downplayed
formal qualities to emphasize the role that art his-
tory and criticism play in art appreciation, so our
appreciation of nature should be guided predomi-
nantly by natural-historical and scientific knowledge

(Carlson 1993, 2001). This emphasis on natural-
historical knowledge follows in the tradition of John
Muir, Henry David Thoreau, and Aldo Leopold, who
tied the aesthetic value of nature to its ecological har-
mony and integrity, a position that has been refined
in Baird Callicott’s “land aesthetic” (Carlson 2004,
Callicott 1987). Because of its prioritization of sci-
entific knowledge, the cognitive approach has drawn
criticism for underestimating the importance of non-
conceptual factors in our aesthetic appreciation of
nature, such as emotions (Carroll 2004), imagination
(Brady 2004, Hepburn 2004), and the ambient dimen-
sion of experience (Foster 2004). Debate has also
centered on what forms of knowledge may be appro-
priate for aesthetic guidance, with suggestions that
scientific knowledge be complemented by Indigenous
traditions, folklore, and myths (Saito 2004), as well
as by literary treatments of nature (Sepänmaa 1993).
Carlson has refined his position in light of these sug-
gestions and proposes that the cognitive approach be
extended beyond consideration of natural aesthetics to
provide a model for aesthetic appreciation of the world
at large (Carlson 2000, 2001).

Carlson criticizes Berleant’s “aesthetics of engage-
ment” for focusing primarily on sensory and formal
qualities, thereby making aesthetic appreciation of
nature trivial and subjective and potentially isolat-
ing the appreciation of art from that of the larger
world, since contemporary art appreciation clearly
involves conceptual knowledge and understanding
that goes beyond the merely sensuous and formal
qualities of the object (Carlson 2001: 429). The
phenomenological approach to aesthetic experience
sketched above avoids these criticisms while incorpo-
rating the best features of both Berleant’s and Carlson’s
positions. Since all aesthetic experience is founded
on a sensuous core, Berleant’s descriptions of our
continuous perceptual engagement with an aestheti-
cally charged surrounding world are appropriate. But
Berleant overlooks the phenomenologically valid dis-
tinction between objects of human design and those
relatively free of human intervention. This distinction
suggests that aesthetic appreciation of these different
objects, and of the cases that range between them, may
be informed by conceptual knowledge, and even that
such conceptual knowledge may direct our perceptual
scale and framing of these objects. Contra Carlson, the
phenomenological view does not prioritize conceptual
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knowledge over the many other aspects of our com-
plete aesthetic experience, including emotional, imag-
inative, ambient, and metaphysical aspects, and does
not exclude other sources for conceptual knowledge
apart from the scientific, such as traditional knowledge
or literature.

While for Carlson, “Science is the paradigm of
that which reveals objects for what they are and with
the properties they have” (Carlson 1993: 219), phe-
nomenology sees natural science as an abstraction
from lifewordly experience oriented toward certain
theoretical and practical pursuits. The most funda-
mental disclosure of objects as what they are is as
they are experienced pre-theoretically within the life-
world, although this experience may be informed
by the conceptualizations and sedimentations of the
natural sciences. The contributions of the cognitive
approach to ecological aesthetics are therefore not at
odds with phenomenological insights, starting from a
basic description of aesthetic experience that would be
applicable both to art and nature. The two accounts
may be fruitfully combined for a richer understanding
of our holistic aesthetic engagement with the world.
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Empathy

Andrea Pinotti

There is no one empathy theory, but rather an
archipelago of authors and concepts organized around
a center that seems to escape a rigorous definition,
but has nonetheless inspired many conceptions in the
humanities (in metaphysics and aesthetics, religion
and ethics, psychology and psychoanalysis, sociol-
ogy and anthropology), as well as in biology and
zoology. Under the entry empatheia in Liddell-Scott’s
Greek-English Lexicon we read: physical affection,
passion. Its etymology is a compound of én (in) and
a derived form of pathos (affection). The German
term Einfühlung repeats the Greek compound: Ein
is a prefix meaning “in” and a movement of pene-
tration, immersion, or introduction from the outside
to the inside (hinein)—although it can also allude to
“one,” unity, unification, or fusion of two in one—and
Fühlung, from fühlen, to feel, means feeling.

The first occurrences of Einfühlung and the cor-
responding verbal form sich einfühlen (to empathize)
are to be found in romantic authors such as Johann
Gottfried Herder and Novalis, who are recognized by
the subsequent theorists as the godfathers of empa-
thy theory (for a critical discussion of this derivation,
see Perpeet 1966). In his Plastik (1778: Chapter 4),
Herder writes that beauty is human life and health
palpitating through the perceived body, and thanks
to an interior sympathy (innere Sympathie), we per-
form a transposition (Versetzung) of ourself into the
figure we are contemplating. In the same year he pub-
lished Vom Erkennen und Empfinden der menschlichen
Seele, where we find the theme of hinein fühlen: in
consenting sympathy we have access both to the other

A. Pinotti (�)
Università degli Studi di Milano, Milano, Italy

(Mitgefühl) and to ourselves (Selbstgefühl), because
we can only feel ourselves inside others (hineinfühlen).
In his nature novel Die Lehrlinge zu Sais (1798),
Novalis conceives sensation as a medium between the
self and the other thanks to Sympathie and Mitgefühl
and states that the human being understands nature
only if s/he empathizes in it (sich hineinfühlt)—a loca-
tion that departs from customary English (empathizes
“with” it), but emphasizes the movement from outside
to inside.

Thus in both cases—empatheia and Einfühlung—
we have (1) the movement from the subject towards
the other (the other subject—the stranger, the for-
eign human being—or the object, living or nonliv-
ing), according to a dual, bipolar structure, and (2)
the process of the cancellation of such alterity, dual-
ism, or polarity: the becoming one of two, exactly
thanks to such a movement of identification. Such
cancellation of duality is emphasized by the French
translation of Einfühlung proposed by Victor Basch
(1896): sympathie symbolique, an option in debt to
two Greek concepts very close to empathy (sym-
bolon, from sym-ballō, putting together, and sympa-
theia, from sym-pathein, feeling together). In contrast,
the first English occurrence, in Edward Titchener’s
Experimental Psychology of the Thought Processes
(1909; see Wispé 1987: 18), goes back directly to the
Greek: “empathy.”

The history of empathy in Western culture cov-
ers a large spectrum whose extremes are marked by
ancient Greek thought and contemporary science fic-
tion. The former is a perspective based on the cos-
mological intuition of the affinity of all beings (e.g.,
Anaxagoras’s statement that “everything is in every-
thing” [Diels-Kranz 59 B4]). In his Poetics (6, 1449b,
24–28), Aristotle describes the spectators’ ability to
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identify themselves with the tragic events represented
on stage: fear, which—together with compassion—
forms the affective basis of catharsis, is possible thanks
to a virtual projection into the actions and passions
performed by the actors. He is perfectly aware of the
empathic process when he writes: “For those who feel
emotion are most convincing through natural sympa-
thy with the characters they represent; and one who
is agitated storms, one who is angry rages, with the
most lifelike reality” (17, 1455a, 30–36). And in Philip
Dick’s Blade Runner (1968), the Voigt-Kampff test
used by the bounty hunter of androids in order to
distinguish a human from a cybernetic organism (the
deadly Nexus-6 that must be “withdrawn”) is based on
the hypothesis that androids are not able to experience
empathy toward other beings. More recently, a special-
ist in artificial intelligence, Roger C. Shank (1984) has
pronounced empathic understanding the ideal aim of
computer engineering.

From Aristotle to Philip Dick a complex evolution
of terms and concepts has developed. The phenomeno-
logical approach in its various declinations was and
still is fundamental to such an evolution. It stems
directly from analyses in eighteenth century British
thought and late nineteenth century German psychol-
ogy. David Hume is a key figure in the former respect.
In his Treatise on Human Nature (1739), he drew atten-
tion to the sympathetic relation, adumbrating some
constitutive elements that were to be found in the more
detailed nineteenth and twentieth centuries empathy
theories: hedonism, the doctrine of passions based on
the couple pleasure/pain, inference from the perception
of the other’s body; and the conception of sympa-
thy as a fundamental and mighty principle of human
nature founding both our taste for beauty and our moral
sense. To characterize empathy he suggests a musical
metaphor: “The minds of all men are similar in their
feelings and operations; nor can any one be actuated
by any affection, of which all others are not, in some
degree, susceptible. As in strings equally wound up,
the motion of one communicates itself to the rest; so all
the affections readily pass from one person to another,
and beget correspondent movements in every human
creature” (book 3, part 3, Section 1). The musical
metaphor is completed by a medical image of conta-
gion: “The passions are so contagious, that they pass
with the greatest facility from one person to another,
and produce correspondent movements in all human
breasts” (Section 3).

The translator of Hume’s Treatise into German
was the psychologist Theodor Lipps, who sought a
rigorous reduction of philosophy (1903a) and aes-
thetics to psychology (1903–1906). He elaborated
influential empathy doctrines, especially in the aes-
thetic and artistic field. Together with authors of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—
including such German psychologists as Friedrich
Theodor Vischer, Robert Vischer, Heinrich Wölfflin,
Adolf von Hildebrand, Johannes Volkelt, Karl Groos,
Wilhelm Worringer, and others—Lipps represents
the golden age of empathy, especially through his
aesthetic doctrine whereby aesthetic enjoyment is
objectivated self-enjoyment. Together with projection,
transfer, association, expression, animation, personifi-
cation, anthropomorphization, vivification, imitation,
fusion, identification, compassion, reliving and reviv-
ing, consenting, and sympathizing processes, objecti-
vation is the most frequent psychological characteri-
zation of empathy. Its constitutive elements founding
the empathic experience are, schematically speaking,
subject and object and the relation instituted between
them, moving from the sensible knowledge of the
object by the subject.

For orientation within this archipelago of empathy
theories the map offered by a pupil of Theodor Lipps
and EDMUND HUSSERL, MORITZ GEIGER (1911), is
still very useful today from both a historical and a
theoretical point of view. The first fundamental distinc-
tion is the one between empathy toward human beings
and empathy toward nonhuman entities. Perceiving its
object, the subject has first of all in front of itself a
body. If the object is another subject and the human
being perceives another human being, the body will
appear to him/her as expressing a soul, a character,
a personality: the “outside” will appear as expressive
of an “inside.” The question here will be: how can I
understand the other’s inside on the basis of the out-
side, which is all I have? If the object is a mere object, it
appears nevertheless to the subject as if it were expres-
sive of a soul, a character, or a personality, of its own
life. The question here will be: how can a mere object
present itself as if it were a subject?

The second basic distinction is between empathy
of activities (Tätigkeitseinfühlung) and empathy of
moods (Stimmungseinfühlung): the former refers to an
experience in which the subject feels a movement or an
energy in static objects (e.g., a flight of stairs or a rais-
ing column) and the latter to an experience in which the
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subject realizes an affective atmosphere as if the object
had a proper personality (e.g., a melancholy or cheerful
landscape.) For the specific case of artistic mood, see
FRITZ KAUFMANN’s dissertation on the künstlerische
Stimmung (1929).

Comparing various empathy theories, Geiger
notices that some authors maintain the principle of
actuality (Aktualität: when empathizing, I actually
and really feel the other’s feelings as my feelings),
while others support the principle of representation
(Vorstellung: the other’s feelings are not actually
lived, but are simply represented by the empathizing
subject). Moreover, theorists like Lipps interpret
empathy as a mainly spiritual and psychological
experience and tend to reduce at least the bodily
sensations to a secondary role. Other thinkers (such as
Robert Vischer or Adolf von Hildebrand) incline, on
the contrary, to understand empathy as chiefly a bodily
and physiological performance.

Such categorial couples are introduced by Geiger
in order to organize the extremely rich landscape of
empathy theories according to a phenomenological
method interested in describing the different layers of
sense implied by the empathic experience without feel-
ing tempted to reduce them to a single conception.
In conclusion, he ascertains a simple, incontrovertible
fact: the phenomenon of empathy has to be accepted
and described as an experience that cannot be reduced
to other, simpler components.

Phenomenology reserves a special position for
empathy. In Husserl, Einfühlung—released from
Lipps’s psychologism and reassigned to the intentional
correlation—plays a central role in the foundation of
intersubjectivity. Especially in Ideen II and in the Fifth
Cartesian Meditation (see also Husserl 1973a, b, c),
empathy becomes the condition of the possibility of
understanding the other that Husserl genetically recon-
structs as the experience of otherness and its different
layers of sense, starting from the heuristic fiction of the
solus ipse. Such a theoretical reconstruction of inter-
subjectivity only reaches it at the end of a sequence
of layers. But in itself intersubjectivity comes first as
transcendental intersubjectivity, since our experience
of ourselves, of others, and of the world as a shared
object is from the very beginning an intersubjective
experience.

The other phenomenologists who reflected deeply
on empathy are MAX SCHELER and Edith Stein. The
latter devotes Zum Problem der Einfühlung (1917)

to the basis of empathy rooted in the lived body
(Leib) and demonstrates its fundamental role in under-
standing the spiritual person. In Zur Phänomenologie
und Theorie der Sympathiegefühle und von Liebe
und Haß (1913)—and subsequently in the amplified
1923 edition, Wesen und Formen der Sympathie—
the former criticizes psychological empathy theories
for not distinguishing the different layers of sense in
non-homogeneous experiences—such as the apprehen-
sion of extraneous actions and passions, comprehen-
sion, identification, and sympathy sensu stricto—and
employs sympathy as an originary emotional founda-
tion for a general theory of the ethical sphere.

Moritz Geiger was the one phenomenologist who
showed a particular interest in the aesthetic impli-
cations of empathy (Husserl did know Lipps’s aes-
thetic empathy theory, but did not develop it—see
Scaramuzza and Schuhmann 1990). In his approach
we can find a radical criticism of a model supported
both by the “corporealist” Vischer and the “spiritu-
alist” Lipps and shared by most empathy theorists:
Einfühlung as Einfüllung or Erfüllung (empathy as
fulfillment). According to such a subjectivist and
“hydraulic” model, the object is neutral, a void con-
tainer. Through projection and transposition of his/her
own feelings and vital energies, the subject fills it up
like an empty vase, introducing into it the sense and
the feelings that subsequently s/he will perceive as if
they belonged to the object (i.e., the object is dead, but
the subject infuses it with life). The sense (the feeling,
the pathos) is on the side of the subject, and during the
empathic process it is transferred to an object that was
hitherto empty of it.

Against such a strong subjectivism, Geiger observes
that the object must always be taken into consideration:
not every landscape is empathizable in a melancholy
way, not every line is empathizable in an anxious way,
not every color is empathizable as “happy” or “sad.”
The object must be structured in a specific way in order
to be empathized in a certain way, in order to receive
my projection. Lipps himself oscillated on this point,
admitting that the object “claims” a certain Einfühlung
from me or has the “right” to it. An object tends to
move toward a certain direction: I can feel such ten-
dency in it (fühle in ihm) or empathize it into the
object (fühle in ihn ein) (Lipps 1908: 359). The differ-
ence between an accusative case (in ihn) and a dative
case (in ihm) determines the distinction between a rad-
ical subjectivism on the one hand and respect for the
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object’s rights on the other. I empathize an object, I
empathize myself in it, only if the object is structured
in a certain way.

The pathemic activity originating from the subject
and directed to the object (in ihn) is reflected in the
passivity of the subject, which accepts from the object
the motivation of its feeling as already present in the
object itself (in ihm). The pathemic movement derives
from the subject, but it must find a correspondence
in the object, in its essential features, to be verified
as a refilling of the object itself. Nevertheless, Lipps
immediately repeats that the ground of the aesthetic
valuation does not consist in the sensible qualities
of the object, but rather in my life empathized in it:
the feeling that comes from the object “appears” to
be connected to the aesthetic object, but it is actu-
ally my feeling. He synthesizes this conception in the
famous definition: Aller ästhetischer Genuß ist Genuß
des objektivierten eigenen . . . Ichs (every aesthetic
enjoyment is enjoyment of the objectivated self—
ibid.: 371).

Against such a hydraulic model, Geiger resolutely
insists on an analogical realm of sense (neither subjec-
tive nor objective, or both subjective and objective) in
which the sense itself is determined in the intentional
correlation set up between subject and object. In his
1911 essay on Stimmungseinfühlung (mood empathy),
he remarks that a serene color does not depend on my
subjective mood, but “is” serene. Nonetheless, there
must be something in common between mood and
objective quality to justify the use of the same name:
the objective character of the color shows an essential
affinity (wesensverwandt) with my mood. It is a qual-
itative affinity instituted between subject and object,
producing a mutual exchange between the objective
pathemic character and the subjective mood. The ana-
logical relation is established not only between mood
and landscape, but also between colors and temper-
atures (warm and cold colors), between sounds and
dimensions (wide or high sounds), so that on the basis
of analogy, the sphere of qualitative characters repre-
sents a bridge between the different sensory fields.

As Geiger states in his 1933 essay devoted to
Alexander Pfänder’s method, such an analogical
subject-object correlation founds the possibility of any
transposition and projection: if we characterize a per-
son as “leathery,” transposing upon him/her the nature
of leather, there must be a common quality shared by
the appearance of that person and leather and, just

as with empathy, we can discuss the justification of
each analogy—but we cannot contest the fact that anal-
ogy is an unavoidable instrument of all true descrip-
tion (Über die Berechtigung der einzelnen Analogien
. . . ist eine Diskussion möglich; nicht aber darüber,
daß die Analogie ein unentbehrliches Werkzeug aller
wahrhaften Deskription ist—Geiger 1933: 10–11).

A similar inclination toward an antisubjectivistic
understanding of empathy is to be found in the French
reception of Einfühlungstheorie, chiefly in MAURICE

MERLEAU-PONTY and MIKEL DUFRENNE. The for-
mer moves from the phenomenological description of
the experience of the other (1945: Part 2, Chapter 4)
to an ontological interpretation that joins the concept
of chiasm as an exchange between self and the other
and self and world with the concept of flesh as the
correspondence between Leib and nature (1964).

In Dufrenne, the concept of empathy again finds the
aesthetic ground on which it was originarily raised:
reinterpreting Victor Basch’s conception of symbolic
sympathy in a phenomenological key, Dufrenne char-
acterizes the work of art in terms of a “quasi-subject”
with whom the subject institutes an empathic relation
analogous to an interpersonal relationship. In its quasi-
subjectivity the aesthetic object reveals itself as an
object capable of autonomous expression, a physical
body deploying its own interiority and addressing the
subject on the level of feelings and emotions. In such
a process of deploying an affective inside in a sensible
outside, the aesthetic object, like an alter ego, displays
its endless infinity. Inclining to ontology and cosmol-
ogy in the evolution of his works, Dufrenne (1953,
1981) develops the empathic issue in terms of a natura
naturans (close to Schelling and Romanticism), seen
as an originary unity of nature and spirit, body and
soul, human being and world. So empathy returns to a
romantic core of Einfühlung that is still far from being
exhausted today.
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Enjoyment

Mădălina Diaconu

The concept of enjoyment and its approximate
equivalents (sentiment, emotion, pleasure, Genuss,
Wohlgefallen, etc.) play a central role in eighteenth
century philosophy of art and beauty, and afterward
in the psychological aesthetics of the late eighteenth
century. Phenomenological aesthetics never denies this
hedonistic component of aesthetic experience, and
relates it mainly to the perceiver’s experience rather
than to artistic creation. However, the specifically
phenomenological reaction against psychologism led,
particularly in Germany during the 1920s and 1930s,
to a critique of psychological aesthetics and of all
theories that considered enjoyment the culmination
of aesthetic experience (Theodor Lipps, Emile Utitz,
etc.). Phenomenological aesthetics emphasizes instead
the constitution of the aesthetic object through the sub-
ject’s acts; the structure of the aesthetic object; and
the issue of artistic truth. In addition, artistic devel-
opments in the past decades (particularly the fact that
contemporary art distances itself from the aim of pro-
ducing enjoyment and suspects the enjoyable to be
mere kitsch) has increasingly weakened the interest of
phenomenology in the topic of enjoyment.

Phenomenological aesthetics puts a special empha-
sis on the aesthetic attitude that neutralizes real-
ity, and asks how something imaginary can be
enjoyed and even influence “real” life (MIKEL

DUFRENNE). Common for the phenomenological
approach is also the belief that aesthetic enjoy-
ment is produced by harmonious forms and secluded
units, that is by the “world” of the object (OSKAR

BECKER, MARTIN HEIDEGGER, ROMAN INGARDEN),

M. Diaconu (�)
Institute of Philosophy, University of Vienna, Vienna, Austria

or by aesthetic configurations that correspond to the
human being’s “natural” psychic structures (Ernest
Ansermet). Phenomenological aesthetics thus seems
to be “classical” and conservative compared with art
theories of the avant-garde.

A rather weak point of the phenomenological anal-
ysis of (aesthetic) enjoyment, from the contemporary
perspective, consists in its considering the perceiver
as an isolated individual, engaged in a tête-à-tête with
his/her object; the social and communicative func-
tions of art are, with some authors, noticeably absent.
Consequently, the entire problematic of the media risks
being rejected a principio from the position of a certain
(initially even openly declared) elitism.

MORITZ GEIGER is the first to oppose an objec-
tive “aesthetics of value” (Wertästhetik) to a subjective
“aesthetics of effect” (Wirkungsästhetik). The latter
reduces the work of art to an instrument to produce
pleasant feelings; Wertästhetik, on the other hand,
intends to save the autonomy of the work and to set
free the immanent values of the object. For Geiger,
a phenomenological aesthetics that aims to become a
rigorous science should include both dimensions, but
with a focus on aesthetic objects. In order to resolve
the dispute between intellectualistic art theory (Conrad
Fiedler) and psychological aesthetics (Theodor Lipps),
Geiger defines aesthetic experience as an apprehension
(Erfassen) in feeling of aesthetic values.

And although he holds that the access to (phe-
nomenological) aesthetics goes through psychology,
Geiger criticizes psychological aesthetics for mak-
ing no distinction between aesthetic and common
enjoyment. His “Beiträge zur Phänomenologie des
ästhetischen Genusses” (1913) claims that pure delight
(Genuss) is self-sufficient, and that it builds an island
in the middle of the flow of feelings (Erlebnis-Enklave)
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due to the intensity of its moments. In contrast with
delight (Genuss) and pleasure (Lust), the satisfaction
produced by art and play breaks off this splendid iso-
lation and transcends its object. Moreover, delight is
essentially passive; it is only when the subject takes
up an attitude toward the object that we are deal-
ing with aesthetic delight or enjoyment (Wohlgefallen).
However, they are alike in that both common and aes-
thetic delight are able to maintain a certain inward
distance from their object.

Later on, in Zugänge zur Ästhetik (1928), Geiger
distinguishes between superficial and profound effects
(Oberflächen- und Tiefenwirkungen) of works of art.
Both are forms of enjoyment, but the first type implies
amusement and entertainment, pleasure (Lust) sought
for its own sake, and is caught inside the vital sphere;
on the other side, the profound effect of art consists in
filling the perceiver with joy (Beglückung) and moving
his/her soul (Erschütterung). Pleasure remains partic-
ular and vital; only joy affects the fundamentals of
the person. These two categories of effects are not
opposed, but interact and modify one another, build-
ing a psychological synthesis. The ideal work of art
produces both superficial and profound effects, joining
“profundity of the soul” (seelische Tiefe) and “intensity
of feeling” (Fülle des Erlebens), and thus addresses
human being in its integrity, as the classical humanis-
tic aesthetics (Kant, Schiller) demanded. The balance
between superficial and profound effects in a work
of art varies with the style, form, and the Dionysian
or Apollonian character of the art. Finally, from a
genetic perspective, profound effects emerge later than
superficial pleasures and build on these as a sort of
superstructure.

Geiger mentions two sources of aesthetic enjoy-
ment: immediate excitation in the attitude of “internal
concentration” (Innenkonzentration), and the quali-
ties of the object in the “external concentration”
(Außenkonzentration). At a time when art was the
battlefield between avant-garde and neo-romantic and
expressionist excesses of subjectivity, Geiger also
draws attention to two forms of perverted aesthetic
experience (“dilettantism”). The first characterizes
mainly uncultivated persons who miss the aesthetic
object because they focus only on the content of art
(e.g., the “patriot” or the “moralist”). The second form
of dilettantism (Innenkonzentration) refers to the sen-
timentalism of persons who turn to art only as a means
of awakening pleasant feelings; hence in seemingly

enjoying art, they are actually enjoying their own
feelings.

Typical for such an attitude of sentimentalism
(Gefühlsschwelgen) is music: Geiger recalls Eduard
Hanslick’s diatribe against sentimentalism, particu-
larly in Richard Wagner, yet criticizes Hanslick for
having fallen into the other extreme: formalism. The
internal concentration is not caused by ignorance or
by a lack of artistic culture, states Geiger; on the
contrary, it was legitimated philosophically by Jean-
Jacques Rousseau and early romanticism, which con-
ceived the world as an arbitrary creation of the subject
and as a playful manipulation of the object, and
it is still promoted in the Wirkungsästhetik and in
other irrational currents of contemporary philosophy.
Innenkonzentration also has a manifold psychological
and cultural origin; for example, it is characteristic of
the epoch of late romanticism, when the bourgeoisie
ascribed to art the function of relaxation and accord-
ingly cultivated melodramas. In addition, immature
and egocentric persons are predisposed to such an atti-
tude, as well as “feminine” natures and “self-aesthetic”
(narcissistic) individuals. Internal concentration takes
into consideration only the passive moments of art per-
ception, neglecting its active reflection. The correct
aesthetic attitude—accorded by Geiger only to a small
minority—pays attention to the object for its own sake
and derives aesthetic values from its intrinsic qualities.

Geiger’s critique of perverted aesthetic feelings
has found echos in Oscar Becker, Roman Ingarden,
and Ludwig Giesz; the latter even considers Geiger’s
considerations to be “doubtless the most complete
analysis of the aesthetic pleasure until today” (die
bis heute wohl gründlichste Analyse des ästhetischen
Genusses—Giesz 1994: 32). As for Becker, he
distrusts pseudo-aesthetic configurations (ästhetoide
Gebilde) that stir up, incite, and grip the audience by
all sort of stimuli, from the erotic and horrible up to
the sublime emotion of mystical religiosity. These art
forms contain what he calls a “thrill,” an empathic
element that provokes vivid emotions and excitement
(Erregung). Conversely, Becker admires the miracle
by which art achieves the conversion of the brutal-
ity of real life into the serenity of classical beauty, as
ancient Greek art did. For that, art must somehow “par-
alyze” the intensity of the affective effect (the thrill)
by “catching” it in a cathartic form; form and style
enable contemplation and an inward distance from
the object. Geiger relates the psychological synthesis
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of thrill and catharsis to the fragility of beauty, and
grounds it in a dualistic ontology of being (Dasein)
and nature (Wesen, Dawesen, Para-Existenz). The con-
cept of Getragenheit may also be mentioned as an
interesting contribution of Becker to the theory of aes-
thetic enjoyment; by that he means the artist’s life,
its unstable equilibrium between the happy moments
of creation, when the artist lets him/herself be carried
away by inspiration like a natural being, beyond death,
conscience, and guilt, and the moments when s/he falls
back again into the flow of history and vulnerability.

In his elaborate investigation of the aesthetic expe-
rience, Roman Ingarden criticizes its usual reduction
to a momentary feeling of liking and disliking associ-
ated with sensory perception. On the contrary, aesthetic
experience is for him a complex process extended in
time, having various phases and containing heteroge-
neous elements, such as emotions (aesthetic excite-
ment), active perceptual and categorial forming (the
construction of an aesthetic object), passive perception
of qualities, etc. The aesthetic process starts when—
against the background of a real object—a peculiar,
striking quality is perceived that focuses attention and
induces in the observer a special state of excitement.
This preliminary vague emotion (Ursprungsemotion)
is akin to astonishment and becomes a sort of desire
(“eros”) to gain possession of this quality, to increase
to satiation the delight produced by it, and to consoli-
date this intuitive possession. In other words, this pri-
mary feeling sets the subject in motion and inaugurates
the process of aesthetic perception. Moreover, it leads
to a “check of the course of daily life” (Ingarden 1985:
116), which implies important changes: the practical
interest in the real world is removed or temporarily
extinguished; the field of consciousness is narrowed to
the perceived object, while the surrounding world loses
its importance and vividness and seems to be forgotten.
In case the preliminary emotion is not strong enough to
maintain the interest in the object, the subject returns
to the affairs of daily life; if, on the contrary, it lasts, it
determines a change of attitude, specifically the transi-
tion from a natural (practical or investigative) attitude
to an aesthetic one. The aesthetic attitude “neutral-
izes” reality (EDMUND HUSSERL), in the sense that it
is no longer interested in facts, but in a pure intuitive
intercourse with qualitative essences.

Emotions are present also in a second phase, when
the subject builds up the subjective aesthetic object
around the objective work of art. Enjoyment now

acquires the meaning of being pleased with, of rejoic-
ing and luxuriating in the presence of the quality;
the perceiver lets him/herself be charmed and even
intoxicated with it. Conversely, if the object presents
qualitative defects or deficiencies in the uniform har-
monization of its qualities, if, in other words, the
perceived object does not correspond to the imagined
aesthetic object, then a negative emotional reaction of
displeasure and deception occurs, and the work of art
is declared “ugly.”

Following Ingarden, there are two forms of emo-
tional response of the subject to the aesthetic object
formed. One is the sentiment by which the subject
manifests empathy (with Lipps: Einfühlung) with the
objects represented and projects psychic properties
onto the objects; this empathy is an act of communal
emotional experience. The other form is the building of
a qualitative structure of harmony, in which the coex-
isting qualities modify one another within a coherent
whole. Only the second type is an aesthetic emotion
sensu stricto, according to Ingarden. Moreover, for
him, to attain a uniform harmony of qualities is the
final aim of the whole aesthetic process.

In the last phase of the aesthetic experience, the
previous efforts, the sometimes “painful proceeding”
(ibid.: 125) to form the object and the general search-
ing disquietude, give way to satisfaction and con-
templation of the entire object. This final emotion
contains intentional feelings (with MAX SCHELER:
intentionales Fühlen) and involves an acknowledg-
ment of the value of the formed aesthetic object,
even the proper response to the value (DIETRICH VON

HILDEBRAND: Wertantwort). In other words, every
evaluation of a work of art has to be grounded, accord-
ing to Ingarden, in the subject’s emotional reaction to
the work, and every judgment should try to express
this vivid emotional response as accurately as possi-
ble. In its positive culmination, enjoyment manifests
itself as being pleased with, as admiration, rapture, and
enthusiasm; the negative response to value may take
the form of rejection, aversion, abomination, indigna-
tion, or simply boredom. Despite this detailed analysis
of aesthetic pleasure, Ingarden warns that enjoyment is
only a derivative phenomenon of aesthetic experience,
not its main moment, and condemns those who seek
only empathic delight in art, but are not capable of the
specific aesthetic feelings.

Martin Heidegger’s critical position towards feel-
ing (Erleben) and aesthetic enjoyment has to be
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understood in the context of his “destruction”
of aesthetics and contemporary art theory. He
rejects, for example, the formalist science of art
(Kunstwissenschaft) as well as the art establishment
(Kunstbetrieb); none of these has access to the “work”
of art as such. But above all he denounces aesthet-
ics for being a subjectivistic theory, like the whole of
modern philosophy within which it was founded as an
autonomous discipline. As a matter of fact, aesthet-
ics already begins, according to Heidegger, with Plato,
after the end of “great art,” once beauty is no longer
conceived as the unveiling of being, but as what carries
us away and beguiles (entrückend-berückend)—which
means that beauty, as such, is linked to the human
being’s subjective shape. Aesthetic theory generally
deals with momentary feeling (Gefühlszustand) in its
relation to beauty and with the beauty of art in its
relation to the feelings of producing (hervorbringend)
and enjoying (genießenden). Aesthetics is a form of
epistēmē (knowledge), specifically the knowledge of
the human being’s “sensorial and affective comport-
ment” (sinnliches, empfindungs- und gefühlsmäßiges
Verhalten) and of its object—the beautiful (Heidegger
1961: 92). Aesthetics puts the subject-object rela-
tion front and center, but reduces it to an affective
(fühlende) relation, i.e., to Erlebnis.

In the 1930s, Heidegger reacts critically to an
alleged contemporary omnipresence of sentiments
(Erlebnis) in the “aesthetic” society of the masses, in
which events (Veranstaltungen) replace authentic life
(Leben) through collective feelings (Erleben—ibid.:
450). He sobers his audience by recalling the Hegelian
thesis about the death of art: Doch vielleicht ist das
Erlebnis das Element, in dem die Kunst stirbt (but
feeling may be the element in which art dies—ibid.:
66). Delight cannot determine the value of art (ibid.:
505); moreover, mere feeling degrades art to an excit-
ing stimulus. What Heidegger seeks is to regain for
art the high position it had in romanticism, and for
that he emphasizes the cognitive function of art in its
relation to truth, although he never denies the pres-
ence of feelings in art. To a hyperintellectual approach
(Zerdenken), for example, which insists on “explain-
ing” poetry, he objects that it misses the specific
emotion (Rührung) that poetry provokes and destroys
its object (1959: 173). But it was Heidegger’s con-
ception in Sein und Zeit (1927, §29) of affective dis-
positions (Stimmungen, Befindlichkeit), which opens a
world as a whole, that has been especially productive

in phenomenological aesthetics (FRITZ KAUFMANN,
Mikel Dufrenne, Ludwig Giesz, etc.).

No later than two years after Heidegger pub-
lished Sein und Zeit, Rudolf Odebrecht published his
Gefühl und schöpferische Gestaltung. Leitgedanken
zu einer Philosophie der Kunst (1929), in which he
places “mood” (Stimmung) at the core of the aes-
thetic impression. Fritz Kaufmann then took over
the concept of mood and applied it to art. Mood
means for him neither the principle of a vague sen-
timentalism (Gefühlsseligkeit), nor the aestheticism
of delight (Geschmäcklertum), but a manifestation of
humankind’s essence. Concretely, affective disposi-
tions express or open the world and help us understand
it. Kaufmann also suggests that the difference between
common and artistic moods is simply gradual, consist-
ing in the higher specificity of artistic moods. And this
specificity is precisely what makes possible a commit-
ted art that becomes aware of the latent discontent of
daily life.

At a time when German art was dominated by
expressionism, Kaufmann regards the work of art as
an objectified disposition, and even anticipates the
Heideggerian conception of art as “the truth set-
ting (itself) to work” (das (Sich-)Ins-Werk-Setzen der
Wahrheit) when he describes the artistic “realization”
(in Cézanne’s sense) as “the mood setting to work” (ins
Werk setzen der Stimmung—Kaufmann 1960: 108).
However, creation transgresses the artist’s particular
subjectivity, so that the work seems to speak for itself.
As for the perceiver, his/her experience relies on empa-
thy (Transposition) with the artist and requires open-
ness to the work instead of narcissism. In this way,
the experience of art produces a consonance in moods
(Einstimmigkeit) between artist and audience and has
beneficial effects on everyday life in general, partic-
ularly in its harmonizing social function. In contrast
to Heidegger, who condemns the (collective) audience
for its inauthentic art experience, Kaufmann praises the
unity of the interpersonal accord, the community of
affective disposition, and the profound communication
enabled by art.

Before assuming the role of the engaged intellec-
tual, JEAN-PAUL SARTRE outlined a phenomenologi-
cal psychology of emotions in Esquisse d’une théorie
des emotions (1939), in which he describes emotions
as magical transformations of the world, though with-
out special reference to art. Later he distances himself
from this conception and refutes it as an individual
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escapism. Nevertheless, this does not hinder Ernest
Ansermet from relying on Sartre’s interpretation of
phenomenology (especially Husserl’s) in his music
theory.

Musical aesthetics, including its phenomenological
variants (ALFRED SCHUTZ, Ernest Ansermet), regards
music as a purely psychic phenomenon, feeling as its
“content,” and enjoyment as the natural reaction to it.
However, specific to the phenomenological theory of
music is the emphasis put on the intentional attitude of
the listener, that is to say, on his/her activity in forming
musical representations, instead of the common thesis
about the subject’s passive delight and self-oblivion.
For instance, Ansermet not only explains the emo-
tional effect of listening to music through the genesis
of music from the composer’s sentiments, but also
notes that the same listener’s feelings confer mean-
ing to a tonal sequence. However, these sentiments
(e.g., joy) exist only in certain concrete modalities, like
those expressed musically by Ludwig van Beethoven,
Gioacchino Rossini, or Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.
These ways of feeling are, in turn, individual ethi-
cal modalities of the composers. In short, music is an
aesthetic expression of ethics, and the experience of
music is the activity in which human beings enjoy the
imaginary realization of their ethical norms.

To continue, musical consciousness contains three
levels: on the first level are perceived sounds; on
the second, aesthetic level, musical images are rep-
resented; and finally, these images are recognized as
the affective modalities of an ethical essence. The dif-
ferent positions of sounds and their relations on the
tonal scale produce specific acoustic tensions and thus
express various feelings. Moreover, the structures of
tonal music—argues Ansermet—are not created arbi-
trarily nor even artificially, but are given by nature.
That is the reason why this music produces pleasure—
because it brings human beings into consonance with
the world, in contrast to alternative currents in contem-
porary music (e.g., atonal, dodecaphonic, and concrete
music); as mere techniques, these can neither be under-
stood nor enjoyed, and for Ansermet they express the
death of God.

Mikel Dufrenne, meanwhile, has worked out an
original interpretation of sentiments in art. Like
Ingarden and other phenomenologists, Dufrenne con-
siders aesthetic enjoyment as a secondary effect of
art, derived from reflection, although no access to
art is conceivable without feeling. Furthermore, he

distinguishes between a “reflection that separates and
a reflection that adheres” (une réflexion qui sépare et
une réflexion qui adhère) and a “sympathetic reflec-
tion” (réflexion sympathique—Dufrenne 1953, vol. 2:
487, 490); the latter is close to feeling and requires a
devoted and passionate attention, as well as empathy
with the object, in order to reach the inner essence
of the work. A successful approach to art is condi-
tioned not only by an adherent reflection, but also by
the attitude of letting be and openness to the art-worlds
(see also Heidegger and Kaufmann, among others.).
The profundity, i.e., the infinity, of the aesthetic object
makes reason insufficient to exhaust the object. The
profundity of the world and of the perceiver’s own
existence, with his/her entire past, are disclosed by
the (aesthetic) sentiment, which implies the subject’s
total presence and participatory attitude in the art expe-
rience. In addition, aesthetic profundity is grounded
in art’s capacity to express affective essences; each
work of art opens a particular world, whose essence
is given by general and a priori affective qualities.
These sentiments, experienced in art, may afterward be
rediscovered and recognized in daily life, and therefore
“illuminate” it.

Like Ingarden, Dufrenne also distinguishes between
two kinds of feelings in art: the immediate sentiment
only prepares for the encounter with art, whereas the
“authentic” sentiment emerges through the whole pro-
cess of aesthetic experience, as the work of art becomes
fully present to the perceiver as an aesthetic object.
During this process, the critical and the sentimental
attitude alternate and interact in a dialectical progres-
sion, in which the comprehension of the object and
self-awareness advance in tandem.

Unlike the theoretical attitude, observes Dufrenne,
the aesthetic sentiment constantly needs the object’s
presence and cannot survive if it disappears. As com-
pensation, art moves (“shakes”) the subject more
deeply than do works of truth. The pleasure and pride
caused by the knowledge of the truth consist in posses-
sion and require self-oblivion; art delectation, however,
does not necessitate the sacrifice of subjectivity, even if
it is true that the more the subject dedicates him/herself
to the object, the more productive is his/her investiga-
tion of the object. Aesthetic admiration is akin to love,
insofar as both acknowledge the object’s power over
the perceiver; still, the aesthetic object remains imagi-
nary, and as such, more or less “in my power,” whereas
the object of real love enjoys a higher autonomy.
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Concepts like enjoyment and aesthetic pleasure also
play a significant role in interpretations of aesthetic
experience which are related to phenomenology, like
those of NICOLAI HARTMANN, Luigi Pareyson, and
Hans Robert Jauss. Every perceptual activity has an
emotional dimension, asserts Hartmann; this emotion
may be then neutralized, transformed, and elevated
(aufgehoben) to an aesthetic perception. Consequently,
the satisfaction (Wohlgefallen), ecstasy (Entrückung),
and fascination (Hingerissensein) with art are not
reducible to the affects provoked by vital or ethical
values, even if these underlie the aesthetic enjoyment,
for the latter is still mediated by contemplation and
intuition. Hartmann is also aware of the limits of lan-
guage to express the qualitative richness of aesthetic
enjoyment. In his admiration for Kant’s and Geiger’s
considerations on this matter, he binds the aesthetic
pleasure to the object as its cause even more closely
than they do, and—like Jauss and HERMANN SCHMITZ

after him—describes the aesthetic attitude as a simul-
taneous involvement with the object and distance from
it. Authentic aesthetic enjoyment does not mean to
become one with the object, not even in music; on the
contrary, it is conditioned by a double self-liberation:
from the pleasure at the object’s practical value, and
from the enjoyment of feelings for their own sake.

Pareyson describes art interpretation in its dynamics
as a succession of movement and rest, of the disqui-
eted search for meaning and the satisfaction of a filled
expectation when the subject lingers in the contempla-
tion of the formed object. At the end of this process,
the tensed attention and the investigating efforts are
loosened and replaced by feelings like calmness and
peacefulness, ecstatic vision and quiet possession—in
short, by joy. Aesthetic pleasure consists in wonder,
a sentiment composed of surprise and contemplation:
(preliminary) surprise puts the subject into motion and
so opens the process of interpretation; in contrast,
(final) contemplation is somewhat immobile.

If Pareyson “naturally” sets forth the tradition
that associates art with beauty and harmony, Jauss’s
Rezeptionsästhetik polemically defends the concept
of enjoyment (Genießen) against its modernistic den-
igration, especially in Adorno’s aesthetics of nega-
tivity. In order to rehabilitate aesthetic enjoyment,
Jauss invokes, as hermeneutics traditionally does, a
vast philosophical, theological, and humanistic her-
itage, including phenomenological authors like Geiger,

Sartre, and Giesz. Although he appreciates enjoy-
ment as the aesthetic experience par excellence, this
is not the same as elementary sensual delectation.
Aesthetic enjoyment involves not only communica-
tive identification with the hero (empathy), but also
aesthetic distance, both disinterested contemplation
and interested participation. More specifically, each of
the three components of the aesthetic experience—
poiēsis (creation), aisthēsis (sensation), and katharsis
(purification)—provides enjoyment: the artist enjoys
his/her own productivity and work, as well as the
knowledge acquired through them (poiēsis); the per-
ceiver enjoys art’s regeneration of his/her image of
reality and of him/herself (aisthēsis); and finally, the
perceiver also enjoys art’s rich offering of models of
identity and communication with others (katharsis).
Jauss captures the nature of aesthetic enjoyment in
the formula: “self enjoyment in the enjoyment of the
other” (Selbstgenuss im Fremdgenuss).

Given the cultural developments in the past few
decades, phenomenological aesthetics also discusses
the issue of aesthetic enjoyment in the context of
sentimental kitsch and its opposite, disgusting art.
Ludwig Giesz relies in his analysis of the “pleasure
of kitsch” (Kitschgenuss) on Heidegger, Sartre, and
Helmut Plessner, but especially on Geiger’s “Beiträge
zur Phänomenologie des ästhetischen Genusses,” and
contrasts the aesthetic distance in art with the senti-
mental self-enjoyment (Selbstgenuss) in experiencing
kitsch. The kitsch amateur chiefly enjoys him/herself
while consuming the object, and is moved by the very
fact of being moved by the object (rührselig); there-
fore Giesz considers this pleasure (Genüsslichkeit) to
be inauthentic and quasi-aesthetic. In other words, the
reaction produced by kitsch is a specific hesitation
between “pure” (i.e., common) and aesthetic delight;
its perceiver enjoys precisely this vague in-between. It
is often said that kitsch is cheap; this means that delight
can be easily achieved and remains superficial. The
sentimental kitsch attitude is idyllic and finds delight
even in desperate situations (Grenzsituationen—cf.
Karl Jaspers) by playing down their negativity or by
converting them into sensational and melodramatic
experiences. The kitsch lover represses the “real”
moods that strike one suddenly and in an uncontrol-
lable manner; instead of them, s/he expects kitsch
to provide him with surrogate moods and “diminu-
tive moods” (diminutive Stimmungen). Nevertheless,
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as Giesz sees it, behind such a person’s exclusive open-
ness for the pleasant sides of life, s/he suspects the
fragility of happiness.

The analysis of kitsch has shown that an excess of
pleasantness causes disgust. Other aestheticians more
closely inspect the disgusting as such and its aesthetic
potential. Carole Talon-Hugon, for example, works out
a phenomenological investigation of disgust (dégoût)
and notes differences between this and the negative
emotions (e.g., the tragic) that are accepted in art. She
concludes that disgust is a primary, involuntary emo-
tion and that it is therefore basically impossible to
plead for its admission into art.
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Fashion

César Moreno Márquez

Unlike many themes in phenomenological aesthetics,
that of fashion has not been abundantly investigated.
The brief essay by Georg Simmel (1905), already a
classic though in many ways still quite relevant, or the
study by Eugen Fink (1969), published nine years after
his Nietzsches Philosophie and Spiel als Weltsymbol,
these are not specifically phenomenological. Fashion
has chiefly been studied by structuralists, semioticians,
and sociologists. Indisputable classics are the studies
by Roland Barthes (1967), which addresses the theme
in an indirect manner through study of fashion mag-
azines, and Gilles Lipovetsky (1987), which is quite
sociological in style and passionately vindicates the
contribution of fashion to postmodern democratic indi-
vidualism. In addition, the contribution made by Jean
Baudrillard (1976) asserts the semiurgy of fashion. It
would not be easy, however, to speak of hermeneutical
currents that express sufficiently clear opinions on this
theme.

Perhaps the most irreducible truth concerning fash-
ion is the inability of our presence in the world,
understood as that of bodies rendered meaningful in
public or private everyday life and in various contexts,
to allow our nakedness to suffice. And yet this does not
convey enough. The phenomenon of “fashion” does
not depend, as does mere clothing, upon our need to
cover our nakedness. Rather, it depends on the fact that,
having been able to remain naked, human beings did
not do so. Perhaps this is because our nakedness was
impregnated with a sort of a significance (Hegel) and

C. Moreno Márquez (�)
University of Sevilla, Seville, Spain

Translated by Marina P. Banchetti-Robino Florida Atlantic
University

left a lot to be desired in the realms of our multidi-
mensional possibilities for expression. Or because this
basic fact of our nakedness, of this excessive and raw
truth, was not at the level of playfulness, of luxury, and
of transcendence, to which our culture has destined us.
Nor does fashion depend upon our very circumstantial
and oscillating sense of shame. Rather it depends on
the fact that, having the possibility of being radically
shameless, the human being freely opts to play with
nudity, beyond its sexual significance, by refusing it
in order to immediately and gradually unveil it. Thus
although we could resort to physical protection and to
shame as explanations for clothing, fashion surpasses
the weak explanations of it as a playful and imaginative
solution to the problem of our presence.

Perhaps we could better approximate the phe-
nomenon of fashion if we consider the degree to which
human beings have always been preoccupied with their
appearance-for-Others in all of its richness and com-
plexity, so that within the horizon of sociality and cul-
ture, appearing-as-clothed (rather than being-clothed)
has been transformed into a decisive vector of our
presence. Beyond any rigorous requirement within the
natural, moral, or aesthetic orders, this preoccupation
is encountered in the foundational moment of being-in-
fashion, for although fashion is tied to certain notions
of “good taste” or aesthetic sensibility, it cannot prop-
erly be reduced to the requirements of “beauty.” On
another note, in order for the phenomenon of “fash-
ion” to become more essentially evident, it has been
necessary to go against nature, even if only slightly
(remember, for instance, the discomfort of certain fash-
ions). This is evident in the excessive luxury of certain
styles of dress (in haute couture and in the parapher-
nalia, eccentricity, and theatricality of the runways). It
is also true that when we overcome any pretension that
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fashion “contributes more truth” to our presence, we
see that fashion is beyond any truth or falsity. None
of this means that the phenomenon of fashion negates
the concept of protection (against the “weather”), of
moral and aesthetic sensibility, of expressive authen-
ticity, or of beauty. However, these do not constitute
the irreducible core of this phenomenon.

The phenomenon of being-in-fashion presents
itself, above all, as a sort of assembly in which cor-
poreal presence, intersubjectivity, and semiosis are
almost perfectly conflated, as if fashion were in some
sense—and because of our corporeal presence—the
indispensable complement to the expressivity of our
(naked) face. Fashion confirms, through its possibili-
ties, that it is not merely with cloth that our nakedness
or presence is adorned (rather than merely covered),
but with a vestment of the signs of culture: colors,
forms, folds, openings, décolletage, cloths, ornaments,
etc. This protects our presence not only from the
changing climatic phenomena or from nudity, but also,
more profoundly, from its own a significance.

And without doubt, it is completely necessary
at least to understand that fashion assembles many
diverse meanings and worlds. It could also be said
that fashion “expresses” meanings and worlds (both
to spectators and to the “subject” who “wears it”), but
only if this notion does not imply a prior referential
truth (a quo) acting as a support for the authenticity
of the expressive exteriority of fashion. What fash-
ion evokes is not so much an “interior” (subjective)
reality as limits and worlds, doing so through multi-
ple codes—and always as an agreed-upon game. This
assembly is “artificial,” an expression of a “possible
world.” And this is not because fashion cannot express
a truth or a subjective or social reality (e.g., a state
of mind or membership in a social class). Rather, it
is because in affirming that fashion expresses a possi-
ble meaning or world, we are situating it in a prior and
more essential terrain. This is why fashion can approx-
imate farce (simulacrum, masquerade, disguise) when
it evokes a possible world in which the “actor” is not
necessarily me-as-I-am, but rather the possible-I that I
become or into whom I am transformed.

The decisive aim of expression in fashion is not
to tell the truth about a real interiority, although in
other contexts this is the decisive aim of expres-
sion. Rather, the aim is to provoke impressions, to
arouse horizons of expectations in accordance with
semiotic codes. If fashion could express a truth, this

truth would be that of cultural codes. This is why
one of the ultimate meanings of being-in-fashion is
that of pretending-to-be (including pretending-to-be-
oneself). The attention to appearing or resembling
being dressed potentially requires both continuity and
discontinuity between subjectivity and what clothes
it (and it is discontinuity that permits disguise). This
is why the perfect subject of fashion is not the one
who seeks to express him/herself through it (an inter-
pretation that tends to psychologize “fashion”), nor
is it the one who accepts it as a good consumer by
mimicking the majority (an interpretation that tends
to sociologize “fashion”). Rather, it is a subject who
plays with fashion’s resources. For such a subject,
being-in-fashion requires a certain circumspect intel-
ligence that asks “What does one wear in this place
and at this time?” and “How (who) do I wish to appear
(resemble)?” In this sense, the impulse to be-in-fashion
favors reflexivity, not simply through my appearing-
externally to an Other (including to that “Other” that
I am to myself in the intimacy of my mirror), but also
and especially through (the awareness of) my resem-
bling another (simulacrally) through the resources of
fashion, attention to which consumes my time. Thus
it is not strange that as a consequence, fashion incor-
porates body-building and the entire scope of make-up
and cosmetics (including cosmetic surgery).

Yet unlike these “arts” that are contrived against
the “defects” emanating from our corporeal engage-
ment with time (erosion, aging), it is not against time
but, rather, with it that fashion happily unfolds, as
though, in effect, our corporeal presence could leave
our “flesh and blood” body behind—almost forgetting
it—in order to offer itself to the becomings of fashion
(the sex-appeal of the inorganic of Walter Benjamin
and Mario Perniola). Perhaps in no other cultural
space does presentism in the horizon of the ephemeral
(without such ephemerality arousing discomfort) show
itself more intensely. In effect, being-in-fashion is a
being-in-novelty, as in a being-in-the-future that is nev-
ertheless not a projecting, but rather, a leaving-behind,
a letting-pass and a letting-arrive, and a “being-in-
the-latest-style.” It is not in vain that, unlike fashion
in its structural dimension, fashions are constitutively
phenomena “of the surface,” irremediably ephemeral
and with self-destructive inclinations, yet occasion-
ing not discomfort, but rather bringing the pleasure
and amusement of metamorphosis; we happily sacri-
fice fashions on the pyre of the ephemeral, ecstasies
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arise before the scaffold of the superfluous or of a taste
upon which “nothing has been written” (which leaves
fashions open to all possible inconstancies).

And it is in that movement of the transitoriness of
fashions that fashion, with its profound playfulness,
becomes a sort of vital celebration of the life-and-death
process by virtue of the powerful dynamism that char-
acterizes it, an uninhibited seduction by the accidental
and an attraction for the periphery in the dismissal of
“substance,” of “interiority,” or of the “thing-in-itself.”
And this is true, perhaps, because fashions bring out
the need for a light and playful, although persistent,
contact with contingency that is all the more intense
when the “wearers” have a heightened awareness that
they are living contingently and theatrically. In its own
way, fashion responds to the arationality of existence,
almost opposing the being-ostentatiously-visible to the
not-asking-to-be-seen of the rose without reason (ohne
warum) of Angelus Silesius and Martin Heidegger (we
remember that in Der Satz vom Grund, the rose of
the mystical poem “does not ask if it is seen”—fragt
nicht, ob man sie sieht). In accomplishing this, fashion
is assisted by the many different ways of being-seen
(besides “in the street” or “at the party,” etc.): in the
catalog, at the parade, behind the display window, on
the runway, etc. As an antithesis to everything that
gratifies concealment, the characteristic of fashion is
exhibition, presentation, “maing a scene,” arriving at
a sufficient elevation of perceptive frequency to over-
flow the field of vision (and to camouflage differences)
or distinguishing itself “by calling attention” (in its
extravagance).

This is why its detractors emphasize fashion’s con-
tagious vanity and frivolity, whether the banquet of
appearing/resembling in appearances consumed by
fashion involves a “majority,” as in a massive prolifer-
ation of a certain kind of appearance in the perceptual
field, or an extravagant minority. Certainly, we must
underscore fashion’s background of “arationality,”
because on many occasions the development of fashion
is very “reasonable” and can be easily explained, but
we must situate ourselves within the absence of reason
(or of a reason other than the mere pleasure of being-
in-fashion), in order to understand the autonomy of this
phenomenon. What would be the sufficient reason for
the fact that a certain “complement” to our clothing or
to our presence becomes fashionable, e.g., the wear-
ing of spectacles, a certain width to the seam of our
trousers, a certain combination of colors, or a certain

texture? It would be easier to appreciate what fash-
ion is through its acceptance by the majority (which
does not mean that this would help to find a better def-
inition of fashion) than if it were concentrated on the
individual and one could infer that biographical rea-
sons, or personal taste, etc., explain the adoption of
a certain fashion. However, when acceptance (includ-
ing subconscious acceptance) involves imitation of the
majority, the wearer does not even know why a par-
ticular fashion becomes fashionable. This increases
the arationality of fashion and would remain undra-
matic if one could keep taste-and-playfulness, the
mechanisms that are decisive for the always euphoric
design-machine.

If we seek to discover the “subject”/wearer of fash-
ion, we must not use the criterion of that subject
who uncritically accepts the dictates of fashion. The
phenomenon of fashion has experienced such eclo-
sion within the realm of design and within pluralistic
democracy that, in order to qualify the comportment
of the specific subject of the fashion phenomenon,
it would not be sufficient from a specifically soci-
ological perspective to guage the homogeneity that
characterizes massive adoption. We must instead sit-
uate ourselves in the care about presenting myself as
appearing-dressed in a horizon of sociality (being-
with). Such is the relevance of fashion as much as
the stereotypical comportment of the individual who
relies upon him/herself (Heidegger) as it is to that of the
extravagant individual. This explains why the subject
who is-not-in-fashion is not the one who consciously
adopts a fashion against the reigning fashion, but rather
the one who is indifferent to his/her appearance-in-
society according to the possibilities offered by this
or that garment. The antithesis of such an outsider is
the fashion-victim. And the forefront of the subject of
fashion, although s/he can be potentially anyone, is
especially represented by—at least in our culture—one
of the two modalities of subjectivity that best embody
(at the moment) the Western ideals of seduction and
futurism: woman and youth.

Whence, however, does the care-for-appearing/
resembling emerge? It does not emerge simply from
the increasingly acute need to escape boredom in the
realm of phenomena (especially if this is associated
with our personal presence). Rather, and above all, it
emerges from the urgency to-be-recognized by more
than the presence of the face and beyond the insignif-
icance of nakedness. If the escape from boredom
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excessively explains the sometimes frenetic changes of
fashion and its self-destructive and regenerative pow-
ers, the urgency for recognition is interlocked with
the human need for acceptance. To adopt/participate
in fashion means to feel recognized as integrated (in
many senses), and especially as “being with the times,”
as “belonging to the present”: I belong to my time, fash-
ion carries me and, in the case of my clothes, they
demonstrate not my ideas, not my personal tastes, not
my beliefs, but my intercorporeal presence; by being-
in-fashion, I am one among many. However, I do not
feel devalued by this, but clothed by it, since I feel
that I participate in a (“triumphant”) majority. I do
not have the impression of feeling out: isolated, seg-
regated, “discolored,” “out of time,” “impertinent,” or
untimely.

In truth, being-in-fashion through clothing is the
easiest way to be-in-fashion. To be seen in this way,
to be recognized as integrated in this or that group,
will require waiting for a more circumstantially ade-
quate communicative fluidity. The sociological reading
becomes an existential interpretation when instead of
simply speaking of “integration” and “recognition,”
it speaks of the rejection of solitude. This is, how-
ever, secondary, since what fashion can offer as a way
of combating loneliness is either a gregarious com-
portment or an individualistic eccentricity that would
dress what I believe to be my irreducible and “pres-
tigious” individuality with the glances of others—as
is frequently the case in haute couture. Fashion is as
perfectly at home in democratic systems that protect
the prestige of minority fashions as it is in totalitar-
ian systems (e.g., the voluntary or the forced uniform:
in a totalitarian system there could be a Nazi, Fascist,
or Maoist uniform, whereas in a democracy there
could be an “existentialist,” “postmodern,” “hippie,”
or “punk” uniform).

Fashion seems to be a game with a resolution that
is not so much pragmatic as imaginary and playful, a
resolution that presents itself in a horizon of perpetual
intercorporeality. It is a resolution that is imaginary
and playful, rather than properly “real” (for which
mere clothing would suffice), since, with fashion, our
diversity comes into play dressed, within time and soci-
ety, in the deferred appearance of our unencumbered
nakedness as a mere animal truth of the thereness of

our presence. It is true that we dress ourselves not
only to stop being naked, but also to undress our-
selves. However, we know that, by passing through the
masquerade (which takes us from “having” and from
“being” to “wearing”), we have made a transition from
that first (animal) nakedness of the flesh to a nakedness
that is no longer simply animal or erotic, but rigor-
ously moral instead. This would indicate that we have
crossed back from the footlights and the fireflies into
the limelight.
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Film

Elena del Río

The rigorous and systematized application of phe-
nomenology to the study of film has been a com-
paratively late development in film studies. Vivian
Sobchack’s ground breaking book, The Address of the
Eye: A Phenomenology of Film Experience (1992), has
brought to light the relevance of MAURICE MERLEAU-
PONTY’s existential phenomenology to major aesthetic
and theoretical aspects of the film experience. In so
doing, her work has also made apparent the reduc-
tive and deterministic nature of the prevalent models
of film theory used to date, namely, the psychoana-
lytical and Marxist/ideological approaches. Thinking
about film through such phenomenological notions
as the lived body (applied to both film and spectator),
the embodied and synaesthetic nature of perception,
the reversibility of perception and expression, and the
material and sensuous operations of the technologi-
cal film apparatus, The Address of the Eye seeks to
overcome, on the one hand, the sexual objectifica-
tion performed by psychoanalytical film theory, and
on the other hand, the reifying approach to existence
practiced within the Marxist model.

To counter the deterministic bent of the psycho-
analytical unconscious and of the social/political
relations of a Marxist theory of commodity fetishism,
a phenomenology of film experience emphasizes the
radical openness and unfinished nature of both the film
medium and the spectator. Instead of the subject-object
relations that prevail in other theoretical accounts of
spectator and film, phenomenology considers both
medium and spectator as always already enworlded,
always mutually implicated and inclusive of each
other.

E. del Río (�)
University of Alberta, Alberta, Canada

One of the many radical ways in which The Address
of the Eye reconfigures our thinking of cinema is its
granting of equal perceptive and expressive agency to
the viewing subject and to the film itself. The film
projected on the screen is not a ready-made and fin-
ished object waiting passively to be perceived by the
spectator’s consciousness, but rather an anonymous,
yet present “other” that carries out its own activity of
seeing, hearing, and moving. The film is thus not just
a viewed object, but, just like the spectator, it is also
a viewing subject in its own right. For Sobchack, the
experience of perception and expression is mutually
possessed by filmmaker, film, and spectator, insofar
as they share “common structures of embodied exis-
tence . . . [and] similar modes of being-in-the-world”
(Sobchack 1992: 5). Distancing its perspective from
EDMUND HUSSERL’s phenomenology of the transcen-
dental ego, The Address of the Eye claims to be
informed by the premises of existential, semiotic phe-
nomenology. But while structures of language and
meaning are crucial to the analysis of the film expe-
rience, these are not, as in the psychoanalytical model,
radically at odds with a pre-linguistic or pre-reflective
realm (what Merleau-Ponty would call “wild mean-
ing”). Instead, language and meaning are rooted in the
perceptive body, continuing or extending its intentions
in and toward the world. In other words, while lan-
guage for psychoanalysis functions “as a substitute for
being,” a kind of fetishistic representation of presence,
existential phenomenology considers language “as an
extension of the experience of being-in-the-world”
(ibid.: 102).

One of the most valuable and persuasive critiques
of contemporary film theory found in Sobchack’s book
targets the illusory and coercive nature of the film-
viewing experience as postulated by the combined
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accounts of psychoanalytical and Marxist/ideological
theories. While these theories describe the cinematic
apparatus as a substitutive and illusory orchestration of
mirror effects, ultimately providing the spectator with a
deceptive experience of reality that has regressive ide-
ological and political consequences, her phenomeno-
logical model stresses the expansive and disclosing
possibilities of the cinema as an ongoing negotiation
between film and spectator’s perceptive and expressive
acts. The spectator’s experience of the film thus alter-
nates between intentional agreement and intentional
argument with the film’s own visual and visible expe-
rience. As Sobchack puts it, “the spectator’s significant
relation with the viewed view on the screen is mediated
by, inclusive of, but not dictated by, the film’s viewing
view” (ibid.: 278).

Within Marxist/ideological accounts of the cinema
such as that of Jean-Louis Baudry and psychoanalyt-
ical accounts such as that of Christian Metz, the film
is construed as a disembodied, hence transcendental,
tyrannizing influence that subjects the spectator to a
kind of “paranoid delusion.” Vision for these theorists
is not situated within specific existential and embod-
ied parameters, for it springs from a kind of men-
tal, incorporeal/invisible locus. By contrast, Sobchack
contends that (film) vision can never occur in a state
of disembodiment or passive absorption. Our access
to the (film) world cannot bypass either embodiment
or active engagement, however physically inert or
static our bodies may seem during the film-viewing
experience. Equally crucial to the reconfiguration of
perception carried out by Sobchack’s phenomenologi-
cal model is the idea that perception is not only always
attached to corporeality, but is also synaesthetic and
synoptic. That is, perception is not grounded in one
single sense (vision) in an isolated fashion, nor are
our different sensory modalities fragmented and sep-
arated from each other. Instead, they form a system of
cooperation and commutability whereby any resulting
perception is undoubtedly more than the sum of the
different senses participating therein. Merleau-Ponty’s
statement that “[the] body is a ready-made system
of equivalents and transpositions from one sense to
another” (Merleau-Ponty 1945: 271) is particularly rel-
evant to the rich sensorial spectrum that emerges in the
perceptive encounter between the world of the film and
the spectator.

Besides making numerous references to Merleau-
Ponty’s major works (Phénoménologie de la

perception, Le visible et l’invisible, etc.), The Address
of the Eye also mentions “Le cinéma et la nouvelle
psychologie” (1948) as his most explicit and focused
meditation on the cinema. In this essay, Merleau-
Ponty lays the ground for the correspondence between
cinematic technology and cinematic ontology. Simply
put, technological instrumentation and mediation
generate a certain way of being-in-the-world. As
mentioned earlier, a phenomenological description of
the cinematic situation considers the film as a lived
body. Just as the human lived body forms the basis
for intentionality, perception, expression, and action
in the world, the film’s body—its technological and
instrumental dimension—forms the basis for the film’s
perceptual and expressive engagement with the world.
Technology is thus no mere inert and objectified
matter, but rather an intentional field that extends and
alters the existential projects carried out by humans.
Technological methods and processes thus correlate
with modalities of thought and consciousness.

Prior to Sobchack’s focused attention on the
phenomenological correspondence between cinematic
technology and ontology, this question had already
been a central concern of French film theorist and critic
André Bazin. Although Bazin did not characterize his
comments on the matter as an explicit phenomeno-
logical position, his desire to investigate the specific
ontology of the cinema and the precise nature of the
film apparatus as a form of perceptual and expres-
sive mediation was certainly driven by an inherently
phenomenological impulse. In the four-volume col-
lection of essays written in the 1950s, Qu’est-ce que
le cinéma? Bazin argues, if somewhat idealistically,
that cinema possesses a unique capacity for giving
us access to the world without the forms of subjec-
tive mediation proper to the other arts. In this regard,
as Gregory Flaxman argues, Bazin’s position is, like
Sobchack’s, diametrically opposed to such Marxist-
informed film theorists as Jean-Louis Baudry and Jean-
Luc Comolli “for whom the technology was always
already ideologically determined” (Flaxman 2000:
105 n. 8).

Bazin’s task of examining the essential proper-
ties of the cinema in relation to the other arts was
prefigured by the work of the philosopher ROMAN

INGARDEN. Ingarden situates the film play on the bor-
derline between literature and painting. Unlike the
literary work’s essential dependence on words, the film
play must use words only as a supplement to the more
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inherently cinematographic visual aspects. And unlike
the static nature of painting, the film play consists of
a continuously unfolding and changing production of
events. One of his most insightful contributions to a
theory of film aesthetics is his transposition of musi-
cal aspects to the organization of both space and time
in the film play. Further, without adopting the negative
tone of later psychoanalytical film theory, Ingarden’s
Husserlian description anticipates several important
ideas of theorists such as Christian Metz and Jean-
Louis Baudry. Like these theorists, Ingarden refers
to people and things presented onscreen as phantoms
“that feign to be personally present,” and as an illusion
that “takes on the character or the phenomenal habi-
tus of a reality” (Ingarden 1962: 328). Such statements
establish a clear divide between real and reproduced/
represented objects, thus paving the path for modern
film theory’s engagement with film as representation.

At the level of subjectivity (the way in which the
film not only constructs the viewing subject, but is
also altered and affected by it), the inherent open-
ness espoused by the phenomenological approach has
some radical and profound implications that are worth
examining. Much has been made in film debates and
analyses conducted in recent decades of the cultural
and social markers that constrain the body within
a specific set of power relations. Psychoanalytical
and Marxist-based analyses of film have identified
bodies according to preselected binary categories
(male/female, white/black, etc.) whose effect is to
homogenize bodies, thereby eliding what Sobchack
calls the lived body’s “excessive, ambiguous, and over-
running semiosis” (Sobchack 2004: 144). Let us take
the issue of sexual difference as a relevant exam-
ple. Reacting against the patriarchal domination and
repression of the female body prevalent in classical
narrative cinema, 1970s feminist film theory unwit-
tingly tended to reinforce and extend such repres-
sion by reducing the female body in the cinema to
the Freudian concept of fetishism. Thus feminist-
informed theorists and critics did not account for the
all-important distinction between the female fetishized
body resulting from masculinist codes of represen-
tation and a specific female lived body that might
significantly exceed “the historical and analytic sys-
tems available to codify, contain, and even negate [the
body]” (ibid..: 147).

Sobchack’s attempt to situate film theory within
phenomenological, fundamentally philosophical,

parameters and grounds has been followed by more
specific studies—undertaken by both Sobchack herself
and others—that apply phenomenology to particular
cinematic concepts, genres, or modes of filmmaking.
Thus, for instance, her essay, “Lounge Time: Postwar
Crises and the Chronotope of Film Noir,” uses Mikhail
Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope to explore the
specific spatiotemporal “thereness” of the film noir
genre. The idiosyncratic spaces/places and temporal
rhythms that ground the film noir story emerge in
Sobchack’s analysis as this particular genre’s form of
embodiment, its unique being-in-the-world. “Lounge
Time” is an excellent example of the multiple ways
in which the kind of phenomenological attention
to ontological and spatiotemporal description may
resonate with, and indeed be inextricable from, the
historical and sociopolitical conditions that under-
pin a particular film or genre. It is this necessary
interdependence between the ontological and the
epistemological and/or ideological levels that can
rescue phenomenology from the kind of charges of
idealism or naiveté that have been levelled against
former phenomenologically oriented critics such as
Bazin, Stanley Cavell, or Jean Mitry.

Jennifer Barker’s The Tactile Eye: Touch and the
Cinematic Experience (2009) makes another impor-
tant contribution to phenomenological studies of film
in its description of the film experience as a tactile
interaction between film and viewer. Barker locates
tactile behavior in three sites of the spectator and the
film bodies: the skin, the musculature, and the viscera.
Barker’s study is indebted to existential phenomenol-
ogy’s descriptions of perception and subjectivity, as
well as to descriptions of the relationship between
the senses that have emerged in disciplines such as
philosophy, anthropology, and art criticism.

Kevin Fisher’s 2004 dissertation, Intimate
Elsewheres: Simulations of Altered States of Consci-
ousness in Post WW II American Cinema, addresses
the phenomenological and cultural-historical signif-
icance of films that attempt to orient the spectator
within the subjective experiences of characters whose
consciousness has been altered by “substances” (from
alcohol to LSD), “techniques” (such as brainwash-
ing and hypnosis), and/or “technologies” (such as
cybernetics and virtual reality).

Like Barker’s and Fisher’s, my own work has
been decisively and extensively influenced by the phe-
nomenological account of cinema developed in The
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Address of the Eye. I have found phenomenological
theory to be most valuable and illuminating when
applied to the areas of technology, performance, and
affect.

The questions of cinematic technology and ontol-
ogy raised by the phenomenological perspective find a
suitable match in those films that are self-reflexively
inclined to probe into the effects of technology on
its user. In “The Body as Foundation of the Screen:
Allegories of Technology in Atom Egoyan’s Speaking
Parts” (1996), I apply the phenomenological premise
of embodied perception to the screen-mediated interac-
tions that take place among the characters in Egoyan’s
film. Speaking Parts insists on the inherent affinity or
continuity between the human body and the techno-
logical artifact. In considering the body’s extension
through/ into the technological, the issue of the user’s
engagement, concern, or affect is of the highest pri-
ority. As his films make clear, the user may utilize
the screen as a way of either exposing or masking
his/her vulnerability, dispossession, pain, or loss. Thus
Speaking Parts showcases the technological as the
environment where ontological conditions of embodi-
ment, temporality, and mortality are played out. These
time-related aspects of human loss also suggest the
relevance of MARTIN HEIDEGGER’s thought to a phe-
nomenological approach to film (Dasein as a being-
toward-death), not to mention the applicability of his
attention to the ontological effects of modern technol-
ogy in such essays as “Die Frage nach der Technik”
(1954) and “Die Zeit des Weltbildes” (1950).

If, as phenomenology teaches us, embodiment is an
inescapable condition of human perception, it must be
present in all forms of perception, even in those, such
as voyeurism, that allegedly take place in a disem-
bodied state. In “The Body of Voyeurism: Mapping a
Discourse of the Senses in Michael Powell’s Peeping
Tom” (2001), I dispute psychoanalytical film the-
ory’s traditional separation between corporeality and
voyeurism by exploring the ways in which this film
intertwines a discourse of touch with its acclaimed
thematics of voyeuristic vision. In Peeping Tom, the
spilling over of fetishism from sight to touch supports
the idea of the body as a sensual unit or synaesthetic
structure. Through its protagonist’s childlike bodily
gestures and linguistic incompetence, the film also
instantiates the continuity between corporeal semio-
sis and verbal semiosis. What critics tend to consider
as three distinct and alienated spheres in the realm

of voyeurism—vision, the body, and language—thus
emerge in Peeping Tom as cooperative reinforcers of
the same voyeuristic and repressive dynamics.

The interlacing of vision and touch is also one
of the grounding concepts in Laura Marks’s anal-
ysis of Middle Eastern video works as featured in
her book The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema,
Embodiment, and the Senses (2000). Marks uses the
term haptic visuality as a comprehensive and alter-
native approach to the theoretical reduction of the
viewing experience to vision and to the correspond-
ing fragmentation of the senses. Marks’s second book,
Touch: Sensuous Theory and Multisensory Media
(2002), pursues a similar line of investigation in its
analysis of experimental films and videos.

Sobchack’s most recent book, Carnal Thoughts:
Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (2004),
extends her former phenomenological investigations
of film with essays that emphasize the role of bodies
“in making sense of today’s image-saturated culture”
(http://www.ucpress.edu/books/pages/10172.html).
This work takes on a more personal and popular
stance, showing the relevance of phenomenologi-
cal philosophy to a broad range of popular media
experiences. Carnal Thoughts thus shows that the
application of phenomenology, and philosophy in
general, need not be restricted to those films informed
by a certain level of self-consciousness; instead,
as she implies in “What My Fingers Knew: The
Cinesthetic Subject, or Vision in the Flesh” (2004:
53–84), phenomenology is equipped to account for all
kinds of sensual/sensational pleasures of film viewing,
those provided by Hollywood film no less than those
we encounter in less popular cinematic styles.

Building upon the thoughts on sexual difference
provided in The Address of the Eye and in the work
of other phenomenological feminist scholars, I have
also been interested in the ways phenomenology helps
us redefine the female body onscreen by expand-
ing its potentialities for self-reinvention and agency.
In this sense, the kind of phenomenology practiced
by Merleau-Ponty falls short of considering the body
in particular gendered ways by simply assuming the
white, male body as the universal measure of all
bodies. In “Politics and Erotics of Representation:
Feminist Phenomenology and Valie Export’s The
Practice of Love” (2000) and “Rethinking Feminist
Film Theory: Counter-Narcissistic Performance in
Sally Potter’s Thriller” (2004), I try to challenge both
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the neglect of gender within traditional phenomenol-
ogy and its rigid parameters within essentialist fem-
inist theory by examining the ways in which certain
women filmmakers have reconfigured the female body
onscreen as something other than a fetish serving male
interests and desires.

Performance studies is yet another area within
film that can benefit from the findings and meth-
ods of phenomenology. The theoretical fit between
phenomenology and a critical focus on performance
hinges largely upon two factors: first, the descriptive
emphasis they share; and second, their mutual inter-
est in bodily/ gestural language as both distinguishable
from and continuous with the operating modes of ver-
bal language and symbolic systems. In Falling for You:
Essays on Cinema and Performance (1999), editors
Lesley Stern and George Kouvaros adopt an inher-
ently phenomenological stance when they argue that
the act of analyzing cinematic performance is closely
dependent upon questions of description—questions
that have been taken for granted within the critical lex-
icon and standardized protocols of film scholarship.
Thus for both phenomenology as a research proce-
dure and for such performance critics as Stern and
Kouvaros, descriptive acts are crucial to the act of
bringing to consciousness that “which has been lost
to our reflective knowledge through habituation and/or
institutionalization”(Sobchack 1992: 28).

Although the descriptive focus advocated by Stern
and Kouvaros is radically phenomenological in nature,
neither the editors nor the contributors in Falling
for You adopt an explicitly phenomenological focus.
Instead, some of the essays in this anthology make
extensive references to Gilles Deleuze, whose ideas
on cinema and the body they find rather resonant
with the aims of performance analysis. The reliance
of these critics on Deleuze’s philosophy is not coin-
cidental, for as I will argue presently, one can find
enough areas of overlapping interest between Merleau-
Ponty’s existential phenomenology and Deleuze’s phi-
losophy of transcendental empiricism to warrant an
approximation.

The phenomenological notion of the lived body as
expressive bearer of meaning lays the ground for yet
another compelling connection between phenomenol-
ogy and performance studies. As a complex and multi-
layered array of signs, the body’s gestural and kinetic
acts make available a crucial, and as yet untapped,
resource for the understanding and analysis of film.

The notion of subjective intentionality central to the
phenomenological project is closely linked to the lived
body’s power of movement. This power lies between
the temporal and spatial limitations of embodied con-
sciousness and the body’s capacity to transcend these
limitations through an intentional selection, transfor-
mation, and concretization of temporal and spatial
abstractions. Physical action and movement are thus
some of the most powerful tools the body has of
inscribing its agency in the world. In this regard, the
virtually unexplored field of body performance in film
can build upon the research done in other disciplines
such as (feminist) philosophy (Iris Marion Young),
performance art (Amelia Jones), and dance studies
(Susan Leigh Foster). Not coincidentally, some of the
most fruitful applications of performance and dance
studies to film concern the analysis of the female
body. Insofar as objectification has been the prevailing
mode of representation assigned to the female body,
movement can surely function to counteract it.

As I mentioned earlier, some scholars working on
body issues in film seem to favor a Deleuzian over a
phenomenological perspective (Jodi Brooks, Laleeen
Jayamanne, Lisa Trahair [in Stern and Kouvaros 1999];
Marks 2000, Marks 2002). The shift from Merleau-
Ponty to Deleuze is based upon solid affinities between
their philosophies. Notwithstanding Deleuze’s indict-
ment of phenomenology, his and Merleau-Ponty’s
philosophies and their implications for a theory of cin-
ema remain close in many important respects. Both
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception and
Deleuze’s transcendental empiricism dismantle episte-
mological systems that are grounded in non-corporeal
acts of signification or cognition. The drive to deter-
mine a clear dividing line between subject and world,
perceiver and perceived, objective reality and subjec-
tive experience, is equally suspected and accordingly
undermined by both thinkers. In the continuity of
human body and world that both these philosophies
propose, a sensuous/sensational and affective approx-
imation to the world replaces the purely mental and
visual methods of the disembodied cogito.

Both Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze share a view of
cinema and art as performing a revelatory function vis-
à-vis being. The cinema functions as consciousness
does (or in Deleuze’s words, “the brain is the screen”).
Merleau-Ponty’s belief in the revelatory function of the
gesture is equally at work in Deleuze’s cinema books,
where the body figures as the constantly moving and
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deterritorializing surface that can put us directly in
touch with the unthought. Deleuze’s attention to the
close-up as an instance of the expressive powers of
faciality in L’image-mouvement (1983) is matched by
his concern with the bodily attitudes and postures that
form the locus of affection in L’image-temps (1985).

But despite the many ideas Merleau-Ponty and
Deleuze share, it is also important to acknowledge the
difference that separates them—a difference that ren-
ders their respective modes of thinking unique and
therefore equally necessary. As many commentators
have noted, Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze part ways at
the juncture where sensation and affect are variously
theorized as either belonging to the realm of subjectiv-
ity or as operating in a desubjectified field of forces.
Thus while for Merleau-Ponty sensation and affect are
subjective phenomena arising out of an intentional and
individuated rapport with the world, Deleuze regards
the sensational and the affective as material flows
whose individuation and exchange do not rest upon
subjectified intentions, but rather upon the workings of
a non-organic, anonymous force or life.

As is apparent from the recent and developing work
by film scholars in the field, phenomenological theory
has much to contribute to the innovation and expansion
of cinema studies, even in those areas such as gen-
der, cultural, media, colonial, and historical studies that
were previously deemed off-limits to the purview of a
serious philosophical discourse such as phenomenol-
ogy. This breakdown of disciplinary and institutional
boundaries shows, in fact, that there is hardly an area
of cultural or human concern that can be bracketed off
from the interests of the phenomenologist—the lived
body is no doubt here to stay.
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Eugen Fink (1905–1975)

Hans Rainer Sepp

In EDMUND HUSSERL’s later life, Eugen Fink was
his most important assistant (see Bruzina 2004; van
Kerckhoven 2003), and Fink was influenced by his
teachers Husserl and MARTIN HEIDEGGER. But from
his early beginnings developed his own concept of phe-
nomenologically inspired philosophy (Böhmer 2006).
Although he did not establish a phenomenological
aesthetics as such, his work contains many singular
analyses relevant for phenomenological research in
aesthetics. Two topics in Fink’s work are important
above all for aesthetics: his theory of image and play,
and his attempt to come to terms with the relation of
poetry and philosophy. Both topics are located in the
field where philosophical anthropology is related to
what Fink called “cosmological thinking.” Thus his
studies of aesthetic themes are not separable from his
reflections on the world as such.

The last part of Fink’s 1929 dissertation, Verge-
genwärtigung und Bild (1930; rpt. 1966), is a short
phenomenology of the image as a picture in its real
surroundings. At the same time, it marks the begin-
ning of Fink’s own conception of a philosophy of the
world. This concept of “world” is neither a total hori-
zon (Husserl) of worldly experiencing as the form of
mundane subjectivity, nor the way in which Dasein
is in the world (Heidegger). While for Husserl the
givenness of a picture is a result of a neutralization
of perception, Fink speaks of a modification not of the
act, but of the contents of an act (Gehaltsmodifikation).
He therefore characterizes “perceiving a picture”
(Bildwahrnehmung) as a “medial act,” i.e., an act
whose real medium (e.g., a real piece of paper) con-
tains an unreality (Unwirklichkeit), namely, the world

H.R. Sepp (�)
Charles University, Prague, Czech Republic

of the image drawn on the paper. When we take up
an attitude toward this imaginary world, the real world
in which this picture has its real place does not dis-
appear. But the real object (e.g., the piece of paper) is
hidden (verdeckt), and hidden in a specific way because
the givenness of the real object is not the same as the
indirectly given surroundings co-presented by a per-
ceived object: When we contemplate an image, the
real paper of the picture is not given in the mode of
a non-thematic horizon. Instead, Fink says the real
object is co-present in the mode of “transparency”
(Durchsichtigkeit) and functions as a medium between
the imaginary and the real world (ibid.: 72–78).

This model—namely, that the givenness of a pic-
ture is neither a result of two different acts (perception
and neutralization), as Husserl thought, nor realized
within a homogeneous realm, but is rather a whole
that encloses an unbridgeable difference—marks the
starting point for how Fink understands the relation of
world and inner worldliness. Already in his disserta-
tion he remarks that the perception of a picture is only a
sample for medial acts; as another sample he mentions
“play.”

Thirty years later, in Spiel als Weltsymbol (1960),
Fink interprets the worldly state of human existence
by the model he first developed in his analyses of
perceiving a picture. “Play” means the epitome of
the style in which existence lives and acts in the
world. In this sense, “play” is a so-called “basic phe-
nomenon” (Grundphänomen) of human existence and
can be analyzed by a phenomenological anthropology
(Fink 1979: 352–419). But play is not the only way
to describe the “innerworldly” circle of human being-
in-the-world, it also stands for the fact that human
existence is put into the movement that the world
as such “plays” (cf. Sepp 2005a). Analogous to the
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image, play has the ability to function as a symbol:
whereas the image symbolizes nonpresent parts of the
real or parts of a possible world, play as the phe-
nomenon of being-in-the-world is also a symbol of the
world itself.

In both cases Fink goes beyond the traditional mode
of representation or the relation of a prototype and its
reflection because he makes use of “symbol” in the
original Greek sense of the word as a symbolon, a
fragment. A fragment not only reveals itself by visi-
bility, but also manifests its “whole” by invisibility. In
the case of human existence, the “whole” of the world
itself is present to innerworldly relations, but present
in a nonpresent way that can never be taken into pres-
ence within the world. To think about this complex
relation of human existence and world marks for Fink
the responsibility of a “cosmological” philosophy. The
cosmological meditation ascertains the so to speak
negative givenness of the world as a way in which
world phenomenalizes of itself: world lifts human exis-
tence to a higher level, since world is shining back
(relucent) into itself.

One could say (although Fink does not explicitly do
so) that here the concept of transparency characterizes
the mode of phenomenalization that mediates world
and innerworldliness. And one could state (which Fink
also did not do) that there is at the same time a sec-
ond mode of transparency. While in the case of the
image the hidden givenness of the real picture func-
tions as a mediating transparency, in the case of the
two-fold play of human existence and world the real
substrate would be the personal body in its unique real
flesh that mediates between being-in-the-world and
the world as a real world. Here is the starting point
not only for a phenomenology of the flesh as rooted
in reality, but also for a phenomenology that covers
up the relation of the flesh to non-representational
symbolizing, especially to the givenness of the
image.

Rainer Maria Rilke’s view of the world in his later
work is one of the great sources of Fink’s own philo-
sophical standpoint. In the winter semester 1939/1940
he held a course on Rilke’s Duineser Elegien at the
University of Leuven where he had emigrated, and
after the war, in 1947–1948, he gave a series of lectures
on Rilke’s Sonette an Orpheus within the adult educa-
tion program in Freiburg. During this time he toyed
with the idea of writing a book on Rilke—a plan that
he never realized. However, in his Nachlass there are

about 150 pages of handwritten notes from this period.
One part of these papers contains reflections on the sta-
tus of poetics, and the other is dedicated to concrete
analyses of Rilke’s poems.

For Fink, the goal of poetry is not an embellishing,
but rather a “hierophantic” expression. Thus poetry
realizes “the transcendence of man toward the superhu-
man.” Such transcendence reveals not only the finite-
ness of human existence, but also the divine. Although
every interpretation establishes for Fink a non-essential
relation to an artwork, he concedes that interpretation
is a legitimate procedure, since it is able to decipher
the traces that transcending experience leaves behind.
In this way, the interpreter should be a witness who
testifies as a “mediator” to the work that reveals the
condition of human existence. The basis of reflec-
tive interpretation is a kind of emotion: “enjoyment”
as the ability to repeat the transcending experience
enables “the translation of poetics into philosophical
reflection.” Transcending within the realm of art means
being able to mediate the being-in-between of the not
definitively anchored human existence, which—since
the human being is neither a nonhuman animal nor a
god, but instead is a creature that belongs solely neither
to nature nor to freedom—is not definitively anchored.
Thus the artist and philosopher have to undertake this
transcending anew, i.e., they must mediate between
worlds (or between innerworldliness and the world as
such) like Orpheus or Hermes.

Fink’s small book Epiloge zur Dichtung (1971)
contains four studies: on the mask and cothurnus,
the two essential stage props of ancient Greek the-
ater; the garden of Epicurus as a specific kind of
artificial work within nature; on Franz Grillparzer’s
tragedy Ein Bruderzwist in Habsburg; and on Cesare
Pavese’s Dialoghi con Leucò. Fink calls his attempt at
an interpretation of Pavese’s literary work “an exper-
iment” in philosophical interpretation that explains
“the poetic interpretation of existence” (dichterische
Existenzdeutung—Fink 1971: 54). This means an
interpretation that asks philosophical questions and
tries to formulate them by concepts that have been won
from the poetry in question (ibid.: 57). As in his anal-
yses of Rilke’s poetry, Fink is also here particularly
interested in the multiple tensions that result from the
fact that existence is involved in freedom and nature.
Corresponding to this “deconstruction” of traditional
antagonisms, in the essay “On Epicurus” he criticizes
philosophical dichotomies such as the opposition of
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matter and mind and emphasizes that “incarnated exis-
tence” (inkarnierte Existenz—ibid.: 26) precedes such
opposites. Accordingly, Epicurus was not voting for a
materialistic lifestyle, but trying to found thinking on
the sensitive body.

As in his papers on Rilke, Fink also stresses in his
essay on Grillparzer’s tragedy that the artist becomes
a gateway for superhuman power (Einfallspforte einer
übermenschlichen Macht—ibid.: 37) so that the work
will be a place for epiphany. The topic of the feud
between brothers gives Fink the opportunity to expose
such a conflict as a symbol of the world: the sto-
ries of Cain and Abel and of Oedipus’s sons Eteocles
and Polyneices, as well as Hegel’s interpretation of
the treatment of the latter by Greek tragedy, show
that an insight into human being (anthropology) is
accompanied by an insight into the world (cosmology),
into the ludus mundi as a “counter-image of the play
of man” (Gegenbild des Menschenspiels—ibid.: 52).
These essays are “epilogues” not least because Fink
uses poetry to formulate problems of his own thinking.
For him poetry can help philosophy “to come into a not
yet entered land” (ibid.).

A special case of Fink’s interest in aesthetic matters
is the book on fashion he wrote on behalf of the Swiss
fashion house Spengler in Basel (Fink 1969). There he
is also interested in the specific mode of incarnation
of human existence, since for him fashion simultane-
ously covers and reveals the body. When he remarks
that fashion creates a sphere of mediating and, with
reference to Sandro Botticelli’s Birth of Venus, that
the nature of clothing is the “transparency of the cov-
ered” (Durchscheinen des Verhüllten—ibid.: 56), he
comes close to the realm mentioned above, namely,
to analyzing the body in its flesh as the medium
between the horizons of understanding and the real
world. But he does not actually grasp this thematic
field.

The traces of a phenomenological aesthetics that
can be found in Fink’s work are not yet a theme of
a comprehensive study. Basic elements of Fink’s the-
ory of the image are discussed by Zechner (1999)
and Sepp (2005b). Above all, it may be necessary to

deal with the role that Nietzsche plays in the aesthetic
outline of Fink’s thinking, as well as to develop the
implications of Fink’s work into a phenomenological
aesthetics of the relation of flesh and world by dis-
closing deeper strata and broader connections (cf. Sepp
2010).
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Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–2002)

Mirko Wischke

In oneof his central claims in Wahrheit und Methode
(1960), Gadamer asserts that the “mode of being” of
the work of art cannot be captured by its “presence-
at-hand” (Vorhandenheit). But what is its “mode of
being”? Is it not characteristic for artworks to exist in
a seemingly timeless present? These questions are jus-
tified by the observation of NICOLAI HARTMANN, one
of Gadamer’s mentors, that artworks are inexhaustible
in that they can always be experienced differently and
always beg for new interpretations (Hartmann 1953:
468). But is this not the inexhaustibility of art due to
its “presence-at-hand”? Does not the uniqueness of art
consist in the fact that it exists in a way that goes
beyond the temporal distance between yesterday and
today?

Gadamer’s intention is not to reject the seeming
atemporality of the artwork even though he regards
Hartmann’s account of this phenomenon as insuffi-
cient. According to Gadamer, the artwork is always
there in its specific presentation (Darstellung), e.g., in
the performance of a play or an opera or in the reading
of a poem, silently or aloud. He derives the essential
feature of an artwork from the fact that it is always
there, however it may be presented. By being repro-
duced in a particular presentation, it is always given
new life. Gadamer does not simply share Hartmann’s
critical reservations about the concept of presentation
(ibid.: 456), he gives it a new meaning.

The presentation of an artwork is like the image one
sees in a mirror; it is inseparable from the present that
the image reflects. What is crucial for Gadamer is not
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the relation between the image and what is depicted
in it, but the various possibilities for being reflected in
the image. After all, the performance of a dramatic or
musical work does not remain the same from era to
era or occasion to occasion. Assumed here is that what
belongs to an artwork is a manifold in opposition to
which any particular presentation is always “deficient.”
The essential feature of this manifold is its possibility
of being different. For this reason, any representation
of an artwork in a particular presentation is a one-sided
bringing-into-being and emergence of what lies hidden
in the artwork.

The potentiality for being different is expressed at
the phenomenal level for Gadamer in our unique expe-
rience of the artwork as contemporaneous with us.
It is contemporaneous not because we have learned
to understand the artist’s intention, but because we
experience the artwork as if there were no temporal
distance, i.e., as having an absolute present. That we
can experience it in this manner, as if it had no past,
leads him to the view that the artwork depends on the
repeatability of our experience of it. How should we
understand this?

Certainly, the basis of the experience of art for
Gadamer is the immediately sensuous encounter with
the artwork in the form of witnessing a theater or
opera performance or the reading of a poem silently or
aloud; the singularity of the artwork comes to fruition
in the unmistakable coloring and phrasing of words
or sounds. Yet at the same time, the possibility of
grasping the totality of the artwork (all of its possi-
ble presentations) is precluded. Every experience of the
artwork is unstable and amenable to revision. Because
it is always presented in a new manner, one and the
same artwork can become the source of very dif-
ferent and always new experiences. He grounds the
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limitlessness of the possibility of presentations not in
the performer or the recipient of the work, but in the
incompletability of the artwork itself. For this reason,
he regards poetry, theater, and music as art only inso-
far as they are brought to presentation. An artwork is
only an artwork when it is experienced as such. For
him a piece of music or theater is only music or the-
ater, rather than a historical document preserved in an
archive or museum, when it is performed, just as a
poem is a poem rather than a mere text only when it
is read.

No explanation has yet been given of the necessary
conditions for the capacity of an artwork to be pre-
sented in ever new ways. It is not sufficient to say
that every presentation—whether a performance or a
reading—is always already an interpretation through
which, for example, a poem is presented as a poem.
What Gadamer describes and places at the center of
his thinking is the idea of the “deep mystery” of art
(Gadamer 1991: 267), for which there is nothing anal-
ogous in science or philosophy. The mystery lies in the
fact that artworks are not only inexhaustible and under-
standable in many ways, but become ever richer in
meaning and speak to us more and more compellingly
with our growing familiarity with them.

Against other authors such as Hartmann, Gadamer
regards the inexhaustibility of the artwork as proof of
the fact that the seemingly timeless present of, say, the
poetic word is not sufficiently explained if the artwork
is taken as present-at-hand or objectifiable. Because art
is neither unchangingly present-at-hand nor an inde-
pendent object into which a subject simply projects
his/her concerns, Gadamer cannot accept the idea that
art is characterized by its “in-itselfness.” Instead, he
speaks of the “mysterious presence” of the artwork that
occurs through its presentation by which it is brought
into its “true being.” Kant, of course, regards aesthetic
pleasure as disinterested. He has two reasons for this.
First, the object of taste is neither a matter of usefulness
nor of moral goodness; second, human beings do not
contribute anything to the artwork. Gadamer finds con-
firmation in Kant for his own view that the experience
of works of art contradicts the notion that art can be set
over against the subject as a completely independent
object.

While in Wahrheit und Methode art is continually
present only in its performance, because the individual
work of art becomes itself only through it such per-
formances, Gadamer prefers to speak of “execution”

(Vollzug) in his essay from 1992, “Wort und Bild—so
wahr, so seiend.” Art is art only in its execution, and
only in its execution as interpretation does an artwork
have its “being.” This formulation brings out more
sharply the idea with which Gadamer is concerned: the
character of artworks as a kind of execution.

This idea has received little attention in aes-
thetic theories of recent years. Gadamer’s philosoph-
ical hermeneutics has attracted much interest for
decades and Gadamer’s Plato interpretations have been
intensively studied in Anglo-American circles (James
Risser, Brice R. Wachterhauser, Cathrin H. Zuckert,
P. Christopher Smith). And in German-speaking coun-
tries, Gadamer has received wide attention ever since
the publication of his main work in 1960. After some
philosophers raised objections to his claim for univer-
sality (Karl-Otto Apel, Jürgen Habermas), Gadamer’s
difference from “traditional” hermeneutics and his
understanding of the Platonic dialogue has become
a central concern of his conception of hermeneutics
(Hans Kramer, Thomas A. Szlesák, Gunter Scholtz,
Frithjof Rodi). Yet his theory of the artwork has not
received similar attention, despite certain studies of
his concept of play (Jean Grondin, Ruth Sonderegger).
There are various reasons for this. His frequent appeals
to his teacher MARTIN HEIDEGGER have only led to
the blurring rather than the clarification of the dif-
ferences between their theories of art. The emphasis
on the closeness between the two has not necessarily
helped the understanding of Gadamer.

One should keep in mind his relationship to
Heidegger when addressing the question of his
relation to other streams in contemporary non-
phenomenological aesthetics. More than Heidegger,
Gadamer has been and still is present in the con-
cern with the truth of the artwork in philosophi-
cal aesthetics—though often only as a disciple of
Heidegger. But that is not the actual reason for
Gadamer’s relative absence from aesthetic discussions.
New tendencies in aesthetics stress other topics than he
does. At the center of attention of new aesthetic work
is the wide variety of possibilities in aesthetic experi-
ence rather than the putting-to-work of the artwork or
its ontology in his “phenomenology of the appropria-
tion of tradition” (Theunissen). Due to the emphasis
of the latter on the cataloguing of possibilities of
aesthetic experience as opposed to the alleged limita-
tion of theories of modernity, it may be unlikely that
Gadamer’s hermeneutical approach to the explanation
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of the seemingly timeless present of artworks can be
taken up in the contemporary discussion, and it might
seem improbable that his observations about the char-
acter of execution of artworks will receive particular
attention. Nevertheless, Bruce Benson’s phenomenol-
ogy of music (2003) demonstrates that Gadamer’s
theme of the ever new execution of the work is still
a fruitful point of departure today.
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Moritz Geiger (1880–1937)

Licia Fabiani

Moritz Geiger studied experimental psychology with
Wilhelm Wundt in Leipzig and then changed to
Theodor Lipps in Munich, who introduced Geiger to
his refined descriptive psychology. Beginning in 1895,
Lipps’s students were organized in the “Akademischer
Verein für Psychologie.” After the publication of
EDMUND HUSSERL’s Logische Untersuchungen
(1900–1901), which criticized Lipps’s psychologism,
Lipps defended his position before his students. The
result was just the opposite of what he intended.
His students adopted theories and methods from the
Logische Untersuchungen and formed the circle of
Münchener Phänomenologie. The Munich Circle
intended phenomenology to be an inquiry into the
objective and essential structures of the phenomena.
Geiger’s first theories must be considered in this
light. On the one hand, his methodology refers to the
Logische Untersuchungen, and on the other hand, his
interest in psychological analysis and in the problem
of aesthetic value derives not only from Lipps, but
also from the lively cultural and artistic atmosphere of
Munich. He was interested in mathematics as well as
aesthetics.

Moritz Geiger qualified for a professorship with
his “Methodologische und experimentelle Beiträge
zur Quantitätslehre” (1907), a work in experimental
psychology inspired by Gustav Fechner’s research.
This work nevertheless demonstrated the need for
a conceptual clarification of what has to be mea-
sured. This achieved with an investigation modeled
on those of Husserl in the Logische Untersuchungen.
Moreover, Geiger introduced the distinction between
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act and object into the psychology of sensation. The
way he confronts this problem goes beyond that
of empirical psychologism. Geiger was at Munich
from 1908 to 1923, where he became an untenured
professor in 1915. During this period he wrote
essays that are classic examples of phenomenological
research; “Beiträge zur Phänomenologie des ästhetis-
chen Genusses” (1913) is of particular significance.

In general, Geiger’s methods are opposed to those
of the naturalistic attitude toward an aesthetic reality
that is to be explained as a physical or a psychic event.
He contrasts the relativism of Tatsachenästhetik—also
seen in a critical manner by Husserl—with an aes-
thetics that highlights the value of the artistic object
(Wertästhetik). Aesthetics, as he points out in the pref-
ace of his unfinished Die Bedeutung der Kunst, is
marked by an internal antinomy. As science, it can
only deal in general concepts, while its subject mat-
ter is only accessible through immediate experience.
Nevertheless, sensuousness and analytic rigor are not
incompatible, and this antinomy can therefore be over-
come.

The method by which aesthetics can appropri-
ately express its specificity is phenomenological; it
is neither inductive nor deductive, but consists in
the intuition of essences. This intuition has the aim
of grasping the structure and value of an event.
The intuition of essences establishes laws and rules.
As Gabriele Scaramuzza remarks, eidetic intuition
has its own logic, which is, however, different
from that of theoretical demonstration. It has been
intimated that Geiger’s aesthetics—like the aesthet-
ics of Münchener Phänomenologie in general—is
object-oriented. Nevertheless, acceding to the object
necessarily implies the subject and psychological
introspection. Indeed, a great many of Geiger’s
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investigations—which are mostly fragmentary—are
limited to trying to grasp in its purity the way in which
aesthetic experience is given.

This particular attention to aesthetic experience is
the key to the “Beiträge zur Phänomenologie des
ästhetischen Genusses,” published the same year as
Husserl’s Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und
phänomenologischen Philosophie I (1913). The lat-
ter’s turn toward transcendental philosophy was not
shared by Geiger. Like others among Husserl’s first
students, he adheres in a series of particular inves-
tigations to phenomenology as a method. He aims
in the “Beiträge” at describing specifically aesthetic
enjoyment and at distinguishing it from the merely sen-
timental effusions of those who use art as a sort of drug,
i.e., for temporary emotional gratification. Moving
beyond the confused world of more or less aesthetic
Erlebnisse, thus requires clarifying the features char-
acteristic of the specifically aesthetic experience. In
substance, as Scaramuzza emphasizes, enjoyment is
an Erlebnis of pleasure. It is, however, different from
other agreeable experiences, such as joy. The aesthetic
Erlebnis is identifiable neither with cognitive acts nor
with indefinite emotions, but has its own peculiarities.
Joy has a sudden outbreak and implies an imbalance
with regard to the object, while aesthetic enjoyment is
perfectly balanced, recognizes itself in other persons
and in other things, and extends in principle to all of
existence.

From 1923 to 1933, Geiger was a full professor at
Göttingen. During this period he published his most
important writings. In them the second and final redac-
tion of “Phänomenologische Ästhetik” (1925)—later
collected with other essays in Zugänge zur Ästhetik—
defined the field of inquiry of aesthetics from a
methodological point of view. Aesthetics can be prac-
ticed as (1) a particular autonomous science; (2) a
philosophical discipline; or (3) a field of application for
other sciences. For Geiger, phenomenology finds its
privileged sphere in aesthetics as intended in the first
meaning. “Value” distinguishes aesthetics from other
fields of inquiry.

The Zugänge zur Ästhetik (1928) again pro-
posed some of the themes of the “Beiträge zur
Phänomenologie des ästhetischen Genusses,” devel-
oping them under the title “Vom Dillettantismus im
künstlerischem Erleben.” As in the “Beiträge,” so also
in the Zugänge he tried to remove the main obstacles

that interfere with the purification of the aesthetic
Erlebnis. These obstacles are the simply sentimental
enjoyment of art and the confusion that derives from
it, namely between deep effects and superficial effects
of art. He deals with this theme in “Oberflächen-
und Tiefenwirkung der Kunst” (1927), an essay in
which he not only defends the authenticity, depth,
and fullness of aesthetic experience, but also grasps
the functionality of “superficial” moments within this
kind of enjoyment. Geiger also republished this essay
with slight modifications in the Zugänge. “Die psy-
chische Bedeutung der Kunst,” intentionally written
for that volume, tries to comprehend art in its deep
meaning for human existence, i.e., as an irreducible
spiritual process, comparable only to the emotions
of religious experience and metaphysical knowledge.
As Herbert Spiegelberg (1942–43) notes, this essay
is illustrative of Geiger’s existential criticism. In sum,
the Zugänge zur Ästhethik has the purpose of collect-
ing phenomenological investigations within a system-
atic structure, and by proposing existential themes,
it partially anticipates the subsequent development
of his thought. Geiger’s analysis of aesthetic enjoy-
ment will be received and further developed in works
such Ludwig Giesz’s Phänomenologie des Kitsches
(1971) and Hans Robert Jauss’s Ästhetische Erfahrung
und Iiterarische Hermeneutik (1984). Essays written
by Italian scholars and devoted to Geiger’s aesthet-
ics can be found, among other philosophical studies,
in Il realismo fenomenologico: Sulla filosofia dei cir-
coli di Monaco e Gottinga (2000). Also significant is
Marc Richir’s introduction to the recent French edi-
tion of “Beiträge zur Phänomenologie des ästhetischen
Genusses.”

Geiger’s 1933 essay about Alexander Pfänder’s
method clearly formulates the interpretation of phe-
nomenology accepted not only by Pfänder, but by the
whole Munich circle. That is why Geiger’s interpreters
consider this work a well-grounded start for explicat-
ing the philosopher’s methodology: phenomenology
wants to let things speak freely, without interposing
any preliminary construction between them and the
self that is studying them. He thought that empiri-
cism always wanted to do something very similar, but
that although it begins with facts, it does not hold
to them strictly. Thus phenomenology wants to ful-
fill promises that empiricism cannot keep. But it is
possible to do so only by giving expression to pure
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itself-givenness, without intuitionistic and idealistic
prejudices. If phenomenology sacrifies the expression
of itself-givenness to the exigency of systematization,
the description must nevertheless render the connec-
tions between groups of events. In its inner structure,
nature is supported by a weft of essences.

Geiger long entertained the project of developing
his own comprehensive vision of aesthetics in a sin-
gle work. Klaus Berger contends that this idea dates
back to the beginning of the 1920s. It is certain that
the introduction of the Zugänge announces the publi-
cation of Die Bedeutung der Kunst, a book that would
come out only in a posthumous and fragmentary way.
As a Jew, Geiger was forced out of Germany in 1933
and emigrated to the United States, where he obtained
a chair at Vassar College.

At his death in 1937, Geiger had written only the
first part of Die Bedeutung der Kunst, devoted to
“Grundlegung der Wertästhetik.” The other parts of
the book are only partially written. The “Metaphysik
der Kunst” with which the entire work should have
culminated is only outlined. “An Introduction to
Existential Philosophy”—published posthumously by
Herbert Spiegelberg—dates from this period. Wolfhart
Henckmann asserts that Geiger’s aesthetics remained
fatally fragmentary. But the very notion of a “frag-
ment” already indicates a relation between the part
and the whole. We can accordingly perceive the ten-
dency toward a coherent and complete theory in
Geiger’s work. Nevertheless, a progressive variation
of accent is evident: from psychology to phenomenol-
ogy to philosophy. This change, Henckmann contends,
is strong enough to make inner unity questionable.
“An Introduction to Existential Philosophy” clearly
shows that by the time of that essay, human existence
had become Geiger’s main interest. In this case too,
Geiger shows a tendency to analytic rigor. Stressing
the necessity of not confusing the ontological and the
existential plane, he defines his own thought as “kri-
tische Existenzphilosphie,” distinguishing it from the
“prophetische Existenzphilosophie” of Karl Jaspers, an
author whom he greatly appreciated, and from the
“hermeneutische Philosophie” of MARTIN HEIDEG-
GER. In these works Geiger goes beyond phenomeno-
logical description. Because he had only enough time
to outline his existential philosophy of art, a defi-
nite evaluation of the last phase of his thought is not
possible.
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Gender Aesthetics

Gayle Salamon

The relationship between aesthetics and politics has
long had a contested history, and this contestation con-
tinues in contemporary receptions of aesthetic theory.
Within feminism, debates about the nature and use of
aesthetics often engage this larger framework, in which
aesthetics and politics are often considered mutually
antagonistic. Feminism has both extended and con-
tested this portrayal of aesthetics. In The Ethics of
Ambiguity, SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR criticizes the aes-
thetic attitude as one of “detached contemplation,” and
understands aesthetics to be “a position of withdrawal,
a way of fleeing the truth of the present” (1948: 75–
76). Construed in this way, the danger of aesthetics is
that it seduces us away from the material conditions of
life, and risks making us insensible to suffering there.

Phenomenology, however, articulates aesthetics in a
way that helps us see it otherwise, and allows us to
understand aesthetics and politics as mutually impli-
cated. In “Cézanne’s Doubt,” MAURICE MERLEAU-
PONTY’s formulation of aesthetics would seem at first
to be aligned with Beauvoir’s; he says of Cézanne
that “painting was his world and his mode of exis-
tence” (1964: 9). This led inevitably to “the loss of
flexible human contact” (ibid.: 10), and Merleau-Ponty
describes the aesthetic world as that which opens only
as a result of the contraction of the human world.
But Merleau-Ponty cautions us against understanding
aesthetics only as a mode of disengagement with the
political and social aspects of the world, for aesthet-
ics in its phenomenological sense must be understood
not only narrowly—as the contemplation of the work
of art—but also more broadly as the enlivening of
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our perception as it is derived from sensation. Sensory
experience is thus implicated in aesthetics, where both
of these find their grounding in the body.

Phenomenological aesthetics can be understood as
a way of attending to the relation between subject
and object. This perceptive acuity can be achieved
by creating a work of art, by viewing or contem-
plating a work of art, or more broadly by adopting
an aesthetic comportment toward the world in which
relations between subject and object are seen from a
new perspective, a perspective that requires the dis-
orientation of our habitual modes of seeing. In this
re-visioning of the world through the prism of the
object, the subject herself is changed, and the world
is given back to her anew through the mediation of
the object. Aesthetics in its phenomenological mode
offers us a way of radicalizing our perceptions and thus
our relations to the objects—and indeed, subjects—
that populate the world in which we are embedded. If
the naturalistic attitude is one in which “we become
used to thinking that all of this exists necessarily
and unshakably” (ibid.:16), aesthetics is the means by
which that reflexive certainty is shaken, and thus we
as perceiving beings are transformed. This transforma-
tive power of aesthetic vision is part of what makes
us human, Merleau-Ponty suggests. He advances even
further and gives us an aesthetics that, rather than
persisting as estranged from the social order, takes
the social order itself as its purview: “Indeed, only a
human being is capable of such a vision, which pene-
trates right to the root of things beneath the imposed
order of humanity.” The marvel of aesthetics, from
a phenomenological standpoint, is that it asks us to
immerse ourselves in the object in order that we
might grasp the essence “beneath the imposed order of
humanity.” We break through the patina of the familiar
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by “remaining faithful to the phenomena” (ibid.:14)
that appear before us. Thus transcendence is achieved
not through abstraction away from the object, but by
deliberate attention to the object itself.

We find that gender as an inquiry operates by this
same phenomenological principle. It is only through
attending with utter carefulness to the phenomena
of gender as they appear that we might be able to
imagine them otherwise, to see that the structures of
gender as they manifest in all of their seeming neces-
sity and unshakability are in fact the result of an
externally imposed order whose ontological solidity
must not be equated with necessity or inevitability.
With these additional articulations of a phenomenolog-
ical aesthetics—an emphasis on sensory experience, a
grounding of experience in the body, a careful and par-
ticular attention to the mutually constituting relations
between the subject and the object, and a radical dis-
ruption of familiar and habitual subject positions—the
resonances between the projects of phenomenology,
aesthetics, and feminism become clear.

Like the fields of feminism and aesthetics from
which it emerges, “gender aesthetics” cannot properly
be thought have a single referent, but can rather be seen
as a way of apprehending and interpreting art, beauty,
appearance, performance, and perception. Gender aes-
thetics might best be grouped into three different but
related approaches to aesthetics, in the realms of crit-
icism, art practice, and theory. An understanding of
structures of gender is central to each of these, as is
the importance of the body as both gendered object
and gendered subject. If phenomenological aesthetics
can be described in part as a critique of the naturalistic
attitude toward the work of art, then gender aesthetics
might be viewed as advancing a similar critique against
the perceived naturalness of gender as read through
critical and artistic practices.

The first approach to gender aesthetics is a mode
of diagnosing and interpreting the absence of women
from the history of art. This exclusion has been read
in painting, sculpture, music, and literature. The cri-
tique has sometimes advanced by suggesting that artis-
tic genius is characterized by androgyny rather than
masculinity, offering aesthetic practice as a way to
transcend the specificity of gender, but it has also been
suggested that a denigration of the feminine is canon-
ized in the history of Western literature and art (Woolf
1929; Heilbrun 1974; Battersby 1990). Some feminist

art historians have engaged in recuperative readings
of the history of art, attempting to rectify the absence
of women by championing the contributions of lesser-
known women artists and writers, where those recu-
perations have themselves become inextricable from
artistic practice. Other feminists problematizing the
absence of recognition for women’s artistic production
have argued that women’s exclusion points to a more
intractable difficulty, that, in the words of Barbara
Johnson, “Literature is not only a thwarted investiga-
tor but also an incorrigible perpetrator of the problem
of sexuality” (1984: 13). Luce Irigaray has argued that
this unmarked absence of the feminine has haunted
the philosophical and psychoanalytic subjects, that the
whole of the philosophical tradition is a history of the
displacement and disavowal of the feminine.

The second approach to gender aesthetics aims to
describe and enact a specifically feminine sensibility,
experience, or mode of being. Within the realm of the
literary, the French feminist écriture féminine is an
attempt to write the specificity of the feminine into
language, where this writing stages a struggle against
what is understood to be language’s inevitable phal-
locentrism. Finding a way to write or speak “as” a
woman in this regard involves the reconfiguration of
language, an aesthetic project that aims to capture or
transmit absence within the relentless presence of lan-
guage. Within the visual realm, phenomenologies of
vision—particularly JEAN-PAUL SARTRE’s formula-
tion of the gaze and the relational structures of power it
establishes—have profoundly shaped understandings
of female spectatorship, authorship, and feminist film
theory. Feminist criticism has also supplemented a pri-
marily visual way of apprehending the world with an
emphasis on auditory and haptic models of perception
and relation (Silverman 1988; Irigaray 1985a; Irigaray
1985b).

Feminist Body Art works through each of these
registers at once in order to fundamentally reconfig-
ure the way that the female body is perceived. For
example, in her performance piece Tapp und Tast
Kino (Touch Cinema), Valie Export wanders through
a crowded street with her naked torso covered with
a box-like structure, curtained to suggest a theater.
She then offers passers-by the opportunity to enter
the “cinema” with their hands, with this cinema struc-
tured in such a way that in order for the (mostly male)
passers-by to touch her breasts, they are forced to look
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directly into her eyes while doing so. Export thus ren-
ders her body available to be touched, a haptic object,
only to the extent that she herself retains control over
the gaze and the power of mastery over the visual
field. Export’s body becomes not the fetishized part-
object of masculine fantasy, but a materialization of the
Merleau-Pontian body, comprised of distinct yet inter-
twined and inseparable aspects, object and subject,
touching and touched, haptic and optic.

The third approach to gender aesthetics is markedly
different from the first two; this approach understands
gender itself to be an aesthetic practice. Joan Riviere’s
“Womanliness as Masquerade” (1929), for example,
contends that femininity is a carefully cultivated mask,
a deliberate performance, and this characterization is
resonant with the place of the feminine as aligned with
appearance (where “mere” appearance is opposed to
the ontological solidity of the masculine position) and
with artifice. This sense of the feminine as a culti-
vation, a never fully realized becoming, is suggested
too in feminist philosophy, which has charted both
the absence of woman and the feminine from univer-
salized, and presumptively masculine, conceptions of
personhood and the constitutive force of its absence.
It is this making, crafting, and becoming as a specif-
ically feminine condition that is marked in Simone
de Beauvoir’s claim that “one is not born a woman,
but becomes one,” which suggests just this making of
the self as particularly characteristic of the feminine
subject.

Perhaps the most influential explication of gender
as an aesthetic practice has come from Judith Butler’s
theory of gender performativity. In opposition to con-
ceptions of sexual difference that understand gender
to follow inevitably from the sexed specificity of the
body, Butler understands gender—and ultimately, sex
itself—to be the effect of ritualized and repeated acts,
and suggests that we become the gendered subjects that
we are only through performance. Performativity shifts
the relations between gender, sex, body, performance,
and ontology from one of sameness to one that allows
for difference, in order that one must not always follow
determinatively from the other. This “theatricalization
of identity” suggests that gender, in Butler’s words,
is “the practice of improvisation within a scene of
constraint” (2004: 1), emphasizing the ways in which
gender must not be understood only as an act of radical
freedom, as the willful assertion of a freely choosing

agent. Butler has insisted, following Nietzsche, that
there is “no doer behind the deed” of performance in
this way, and that the acts by which we establish our
gender are successful only to the extent that they are
socially legible and temporally situated. Other femi-
nists have advocated the use of Foucault’s late work on
the aesthetics of the self as a model for feminist inquiry
into the question of identity and/as aesthetic practice,
and a way to contest binary and heteronormative con-
figurations of gender and sexuality through counter
discourses that are sometimes linguistic and some-
times bodily (McWhorter 1999; Seppä 2004; Taylor
and Vintges 2004).

The idea of gender as an aesthetic practice that can
act to disrupt, destabilize, or resist normative config-
urations of gender has also been taken up by writers
who read the transgendered body as exactly evidence
of that destabilization. Sandy Stone (1992) has claimed
that the transgendered body can be read as a text that
not only resists normative discipline, but transforms
the violence with which that normativity is enforced
into a “reconstructive force.” The suggestion that the
transbody is a site of resistance finds its culmination
in the work of trans writers who have argued that
the phenomenological body is a “site of resistance to
sex and gender ideologies,” suggesting that gender as
an aesthetic practice is able to overcome gender as a
normative ideology (Cromwell 1999; Rubin 2003).

Some work in aesthetics has suggested that the con-
cept of the sublime relies for its coherence on the
denigration of the feminine, a region of being that
resists description (Freeman 1995). The structure of
the sublime and the structure of gender identification
are indeed in some senses parallel. If sublimity is,
as Longinus suggests, a kind of ec-stasis—a traveling
outside of oneself toward something vital, something
terrible and tremendous in the object in order to return
to the self moved—then gender too might be read as
a departure from the self in that the external forms of
gender in which we are bound, and by which we are
constituted, produce their effects by resonating inter-
nally, irresistibly, even as their structure and force is
overwhelming and at times terrifying. In each of these
domains, feminist aesthetics is motivated to dispute the
common place that the effect of aesthetic engagement
is a matter of escaping the body through transcendence,
suggesting instead that aesthetic engagement may be
precisely a means of more fully engaging with it.
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Nicolai Hartmann (1882–1950)

Mirko Wischke

Nicolai Hartmannstarts a renaissance in metaphysics
and ontology and continues to exert a silent influ-
ence on his early pupil HANS-GEORG GADAMER in
hermeneutics (Wischke 2001: 119–95) when he dis-
tances himself, in the name of closeness to the phe-
nomenon, from neo-Kantian idealism and its fixation
on epistemology. This reorientation toward the phe-
nomenon begins the departure from the idea of form in
aesthetics. In Kants Grundlegung der Ästhetik (1889),
Hermann Cohen (together with Heinrich Rickert, the
founder of the Marburg school of neo-Kantianism)
attributes a systematic and central role to this idea
(Cohen 1889: 360). Cohen’s view that it is funda-
mental to characterize aesthetic content as form, must
have seemed to Hartmann a reduction of the com-
plexity of aesthetic phenomena, leading, for example,
to the phenomenon of the apparent a historicity of
artworks.

Why does a work of art always give the impression
of inexhaustibility and incompletability? Art almost
seems to lie beyond the time of its existence. As a work
that is let loose from its creator, art fuses history and
the present moment in a unique manner. But how can
this phenomenon be explained?

These questions run though the aesthetics of Nikolai
Hartmann. Like his student Gadamer, Hartmann is
convinced that these questions cannot be answered sat-
isfactorily with reference to the genius of the artist.
The artist disappears, as it were, in the work of art and
the observer sees the “artwork in complete separation
from its creator.” The work of art “has eliminated the
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subjectivity of the creator” (Hartmann 1953: 258). For
this reason, concern with the personality of the artist
and the genesis of the work is irrelevant to the ques-
tion of the inexhaustibility and incompletability of the
work of art.

The seeming a historicity of the artwork leads
Hartmann back to the “incompleteness” of art result-
ing from the indeterminacy and generality of the work,
which requires the imagination of the viewer, per-
former, or interpreter. According to him, artworks are
characterized by the fact that something about them
needs to be completed. Because the “great” works of
art are only fixed in outline, one must finish writing,
painting, or composing them, regardless of whether
this “occurs in seeing, hearing, or reading or in their
theatrical or musical performance” (ibid.: 469). The
mere reception of a work becomes an active process
of completion. Hartmann assumes that the artwork
is unchangingly present in its incompleteness, while
varying understandings are due to the reader, viewer,
or listener and his/her imagination. Yet even when
Hartmann offers a quite plausible explanation of the
way in which an artwork gives rise to inexhaustible
understandings, his account is always limited to the
recipient of the artwork. This limitation leaves unclear
whether Hartmann regards the hermeneutical comple-
tion as something belonging to the artwork or separate
from it.

The attempt to explain the inexhaustibility and
incompletability of art in this way brings aesthetics
into confrontation with a set of questions that Gadamer
characterizes in his survey of the history of aesthet-
ics as its subjectivization. Gadamer regards this at the
attempt to understand the aesthetic object not on the
basis of its being, but on the basis of the activities
exercised by the subject on the object.
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Hartmann deals with this problem in the context
of his doctrine of ontological levels. With the help of
this doctrine he explains the aesthetic observation of
an artwork as a transformation (Umschaffen) that the
observer carries out only for him. Whatever belongs
to the artwork itself—according to Hartmann, the
actual entity and its perceivable formation—remains
unchanged. In the process of being observed, the art-
work meets with its “fate” (Schicksal), which does not
affect its seemingly timeless “contents” (ibid.: 494).
Contrary to this timelessness is the fact that a poem
can lie forgotten in the dusty shelves of a library. In
that case what persists is not an actual artwork, but
only the written text as such (ibid.: 427). Nevertheless,
Hartmann believes that a handwritten document that
lies lost for centuries in a cloister library, or an antique
image of a god that is buried under ruins, remains an
artwork. The question is whether an artwork exists at
all when it lies forgotten under ruins (Hartmann 1949:
423). His answer is that art depends on a “living spirit”
that always allows it to be brought back again as an
aesthetic entity. What does he mean by “spirit”? How
does this spirit effect the reactualization of an artwork?

According to Hartmann, art in its essence has two
levels. The artwork exists at a “sensuous and real
level” as well as in the form of a spirit that compre-
hends art. The spiritual content fixed on the sensuous
level requires a spirit that comprehends it and that
is the source of the artwork’s seeming a historicity.
Hartmann clarifies this thought with the terms “fore-
ground” and “background.” While the foreground is
the “sensuous level of an independent,” in-itself onti-
cally real entity, the background is the actual spiritual
content that does not have an autonomous mode of
being, but rather always exists only “for” an observer
of art (Hartmann 1949: 426). In this sense one can say
that the background is unreal and the spiritual content
of the artwork its the real aspect. For example, the rep-
resentation of a landscape in a painting is only real for
the view of the observer, but it would not occur to such
an observer to regard it as an actually existing state of
affairs.

Without oversimplifying his thought, one might
object that Hartmann treats the processes of the appro-
priation of art as merely secondary, i.e., purely as
repetition. Nevertheless, his basic ideas are quite far
from the positions developed in Germany at the end

of the 1950s. His points of emphasis—the recognition
and incompleteness of the artwork—continue to exist
implicitly in Gadamer’s hermeneutics, but have not
received much attention in recent aesthetic research.
Although Hartmann analyzes the particular givenness
of art by appealing to exemplary experience with spe-
cial aesthetic objects, he does not make use of the
concept of aesthetic experience—the key concept that
marks the discussion of aesthetics in Germany during
the late 1960s and early 1970s. This could be the rea-
son why he has no significance for such discussions. In
contrast to Hartmann, recent discussion distinguishes
the experience of the objects of art from the traditional
aesthetics of the work. While Hartmann is concerned
to bring the experience and the artwork epistemolog-
ically into a conceptual unity, these discussions go
beyond a theory of art in their attention to the aesthetic
experience of a multiplicity of non-artistic objects.

Nevertheless, Hartmann’s aesthetics has continued
to have an influence, particularly on György Lukács’s
The Distinctiveness of the Aesthetic (1963). He may
have had an influence on Arnold Gehlen and Jean-
Paul Sartre as well. It is possible that Sartre attended
lectures by Hartmann during his stay in Berlin in
1933–1934.
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Martin Heidegger (1889–1976)

Françoise Dastur

Heidegger’s most important work, Sein und Zeit
(1927), includes no reflection on art. But in the mid-
1930s, he studied Hölderlin and began to see an impor-
tant ontological phenomenon in art and poetry. His
conception of art breaks radically with the aesthetics
that understands art and beauty in a subjective manner
and is part of the modern metaphysics of subjectiv-
ity. In his course on “Der Wille zur Macht als Kunst”
(1936–1937), he undertakes the analysis of the essence
of aesthetics, its role in Western thought, and its rela-
tion to art history. After having recalled that the word
“aesthetics” as reflection on art and beauty dates only
from the eighteenth century, he points out six basic
facts in history.

(1) Great art in Greece does not know or require aes-
thetics. (2) Aesthetics begins only when great art and
great philosophy came to their end, at the time of Plato
and Aristotle. (3) In modern times, when all certitude is
grounded on human self-consciousness, reflection on
art and beauty unfolds in relation to human sensibility,
to aisthēsis, and simultaneously the decline of great art
begins. (4) Aesthetics achieves its greatest height with
Hegel’s acknowledgment of the end of “great art.” (5)
With Wagner there is an unsuccessful attempt at the
reunion of all kinds of art in the collective artwork,
which gives the major role to music and seeks to dis-
solve feeling in sheer passivity; at the same time, art
history arises and aesthetics becomes part of the pos-
itive science of psychology. And (6) what Hegel said
about the end of art is with Nietzsche applied to all
superior values, i.e., religion, morals, and philosophy;
aesthetics then falls under the complete domination of
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the natural sciences and becomes the physiology of art.
For Heidegger, art and aesthetics are not compatible,
and aesthetics flourishes only when great art declines.

Heidegger expounds his conception of art in the
three different versions of the lecture of 1935 and
1936 on “Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes.” In the last
version, published in Holzwege (1950), he begins by
showing that the work of art is not a thing or a product,
i.e., it cannot be understood as the unity of form and
content, of sensible matter and spiritual meaning. By
referring to a van Gogh painting of shoes, he wants
to show that the work of art is not the mere imita-
tion of a pre-existing object, but the revelation of the
world of a specific human existence—in this case, the
world of the peasant women wearing the shoes. The
work of art is not a work because it is fabricated, but
because it brings Being to a showing. Art can therefore
no longer be understood as coming after nature, but on
the contrary as the initial opening of the world.

The artist is the cause of the work of art, whereas
Heidegger’s question is about its origin, i.e., about
what makes it possible and necessary. By selecting
another, non-representational example, a Greek tem-
ple, he shows that the origin of the work of art is
the opening of the clearing into which human exis-
tence can unfold. Art can therefore be defined as the
“setting-itself-into-work of truth.”

There are other ways in which truth establishes itself
besides art, such as the act of founding a political state
or the questioning of the thinker. Heidegger sees in
art a special mode of alētheia, of truth in its Greek
meaning of a coming out of the lēthe, of oblivion and
dissimulation, and therefore considers the work of art
itself to be the locus of a struggle between openness
and seclusion, world and earth. The world is not for
him the sum or the container of all possible objects,
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but a free space opened by the fundamental decisions
of a people, which implies that world is in his view
always a specifically historical one. In the same way,
the earth on which the historical world is erected is
what remains concealed and secluded each time in a
specific historical manner.

Heidegger declares that art, as a becoming and a
happening of truth, is in its essence poetry (Dichten).
But this does not mean that primacy is given to poesy
(Poesie) as a special kind of art. Poetry in the wider
sense of the word is thought here in its intimate unity
with language and word; language itself is not consid-
ered as a mere means of communication, but as what
brings beings as beings into the open for the first time.
Art can be defined as the poetic projection of truth.

Heidegger emphasizes, however, that nowadays
works of art belong to the domain of tradition and
conservation, and that in becoming objects of the art
business, they have lost their capacity of initiating
a world. But would this imply, as Hegel said, that
“art is for us something past”? In a letter written
on the April 25, 1960, to Rudolph Krämer-Bardoni,
Heidegger explains that when he quoted Hegels’s say-
ing in his 1936 lecture he did not mean that art was
finished, but rather that the essence of art had become
worth questioning for us. One question concerns the
status that Heidegger gives to modern art. Rudolph
Krämer-Bardoni considers that Heidegger “intention-
ally overlooks” the period of abstract art. Heidegger
answers in the same letter that abstract art is not ana-
lyzed because nothing can be said about it as long as
the essence of technology and the essence of truth that
it implies are not sufficiently clarified.

Heidegger opposes his own conception to the meta-
physical conception of art in a three-fold manner:
(1) by rigorously differentiating artistic creation from
handicraft production; (2) by making clear that the fun-
damental relation to the work of art is not the pleasure
aroused by the presence of art objects, but the knowl-
edge of the truth established in the work; and (3) by
showing that initiation of truth, and not representation,
is the essence of the work of art.

Heidegger’s “Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes” has
received many critiques, especially with reference to
Hegel’s conception of art (Taminiaux 1982), to the
history of modern art (Granel 1995), to the polit-
ical component of the text (Lacoue-Labarthe 1987,
Bernasconi 1999), or to the different versions of
the lecture (Dastur 1999), as well as to being the

source of a new perspective on art (Haar 1994). It
has even received adverse criticism, such as Meyer
Shapiro’s objection to Heidegger’s use of van Gogh
in “Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes” (Shapiro 1968).
In La vérité en peinture (1978), JACQUES DERRIDA

discusses the assumptions shared by Heidegger and
Shapiro, who both attribute the shoes to someone (to
a peasant women for Heidegger, to van Gogh himself
for Shapiro), and calls into question the possibility of
art effecting a restitution of real experience.

Among other theories of aesthetics in the twenti-
eth century related to Heidegger’s position, we find
the aesthetics of MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY, which
emphasizes the role of the body. Through his/her body,
the painter is in contact with the realm of the visible in
such a way that s/he is able to experience the world
in a more originary manner than in daily life. The
“phenomenology of art” of HENRI MALDINEY is sim-
ilarly based on the idea that “art is the truth of feeling”
(Maldiney 1973: 153), which means that the artwork
reveals the truth of what remains dissimulated in the
perceptive act.

Whereas Merleau-Ponty and Maldiney describe the
aesthetic experience as the primordial experience of
world before knowledge and perception, in Wahrheit
und Methode (1960), HANS-GEORG GADAMER shares
with Heidegger the idea that art is an ontological
phenomenon. For him the notion of an aesthetic con-
sciousness is an artificial creation of the eighteenth
century, one that has to be deconstructed in order
to regain a more adequate comprehension of art. He
shows that with Kant art already becomes the object of
a subjective experience; then art and reality are com-
pletely opposed with Schiller. His term for the process
of abstraction from everything that relates the work
of art to its cultural environment is “aesthetic distinc-
tion.” For both Gadamer and Heidegger, art is a kind
of knowledge and not merely an experience concern-
ing sensibility. Artistic experience is an experience of
understanding, not just of sensation, and constitutes in
itself a hermeneutical phenomenon.

A conception of art and aesthetics somewhat related
to Heidegger’s is developed by Walter Benjamin and
Theodor Adorno, the leading figures of the Frankfurt
school, which emphasizes the sociohistorical condi-
tions of art and culture. In his reflection on the
present state of art, Benjamin develops a theme that
is at the same time expressed in “Der Ursprung des
Kunstwerkes,” namely, that art has lost its “aura,” i.e.,
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the radiance emanating from the works of art through
their existence in a single point of space and time
(Benjamin 1935). Art has been transformed by mod-
ern technology, which allows both the endless repro-
ducibility of the works of the past and the appearance
of new forms of art that are by nature reproducible,
such as photography and cinematography. For Adorno,
the most eminent representative of “critical theory,”
the belief that art is an autonomous phenomenon is
an illusion that can be explained only by the sociohis-
torical conditions at the end of the eighteenth century
(Adorno1970). He criticizes what he calls “the cultural
industry” of art, but also confers on art a political and
social value and sees in the true work of art a protest
against reality that can contribute to the regeneration
of society.

It is possible to see a continuation of Heidegger’s
question concerning the essence of art in contempo-
rary reflection on art, because today the definition of
art has become problematic and nobody can tell with
certitude what is and what is not a work of art. Under
the influence of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s last philos-
ophy, the question is no longer “What is art?” but
merely “What use do we make of the word ‘art’?”
And contemporary analytic aesthetics focuses also, in
opposition to Heidegger’s and Gadamer’s critique, on
aesthetic experience, holding that there are no aes-
thetic objects as such, but only objects that become
aesthetic through the aesthetic attitude adopted toward
them. Aesthetics is again called into question at the end
of the twentieth century, but in a way different from
Heidegger’s. Should it not take into account the socio-
logical conditions of art (Bourdieu 1979)? Should it be
a metaphysical discourse on art that does not start from
the works themselves, but only from a general idea of
what art should be (Schaeffer 2000)?
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Michel Henry (1922–2002)

Ruud Welten

Art plays a central role in Henry’s phenomenology.
Since every form of art makes something appear, art
always already presupposes a phenomenology. His
phenomenology of art, like those of MARTIN HEI-
DEGGER and MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY, does not
thematize art as an empirical object in its own right, but
discloses the phenomenological quality of art. “Art” is
not so much a particular field of objects or a special
human activity, but a kind of attitude. For him, the phe-
nomenology of art is not just about certain things in
the world, as mimetic theories teach. Art does not rep-
resent phenomena. What art makes visible is not the
mere form of phenomena, but the very manifestation
of their appearance as such. This manifestation is the
core of Henry’s phenomenology.

According to Henry, Western philosophy acknowl-
edges only the visual appearing of objects. This “onto-
logical monism” is biased in equating phenomenality
with visibility and thus with truth, thereby failing to
explore the possibility of manifestation as such (Henry
1963: §1). Within transcendental phenomenology, see-
ing is always seeing something and consciousness is
consciousness of something. Due to this primacy of
intentionality, EDMUND HUSSERL does not succeed
in describing how appearance itself appears. In other
words, appearance is elucidated in terms of something
other than itself, namely, what appears, instead of its
appearing. Henry’s field of interest is not what appears,
but how appearance as such is possible and can be
described.

Appearance is possible only because it manifests
itself. This manifestation of appearance cannot be
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explained by intentionality, since it is precisely not a
manifestation of something. It remains invisible within
the horizon of intentional consciousness. It is a rad-
ically immanent épreuve de soi and nothing but the
enduring of life itself, it is enjoyment and suffering
of itself. Life is not a concept, but auto manifes-
tation. Life itself is phenomenological. It manifests
itself incessantly as what Henry calls pathos. This
auto manifestation cannot be described in terms of
either transcendental phenomenology (Husserl, JEAN-
PAUL SARTRE) or difference (JACQUES DERRIDA).
Consequently, Henry’s phenomenology is defined by
the primordial role of non-intentional sensuality and
affectivity. In later works, this absolutely immanent
auto manifestation is God.

From this viewpoint, representation is always
already alienated from this auto manifestation.
Abstract art, says Henry, implies nothing less than
the abstraction of the mere form realized by a rad-
ical phenomenological reduction. In abstract art, the
image is no longer understood as “an image of some-
thing,” as it is in Sartre. It is not phenomena as such
that are depicted, but the pathos that makes them
appear (Henry 1988). In the theoretical works of the
painter Wassily Kandinsky (1866–1944), Henry dis-
covers a pure phenomenologist who penetrates the
heart of radical appearance, appearance as such. The
“self” in self-experience does not refer to any psy-
chological entity, but to the self of auto manifestation,
and is described by Kandinsky as an “inner pulsation.”
The subjective interior cannot be objectified, but is
the enduring experience of subjectivity itself. In other
words, Kandinsky does not depict the worldly appear-
ance of the outward form of things, but their inner,
primordial appearance, the colors and forms as such.
He discloses the inner revelation of appearance. His
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painting captures the inner pathos of life itself, invisi-
ble in its essence. Art is not primarily representational,
but the disclosure of the inner pulsation of what is
ultimately life itself. Thus art is an “intensification of
life” (Henry 1996: 259). All art is “abstract art,” i.e.,
abstraction from the merely visible phenomenality that
results from intentionality (Henry 1988: 13).

The question is not how to experience auto mani-
festation, because we always already undergo it, but
how to disclose it, to bring it forth from oblivion.
Henry makes use of Kandinsky’s Point and Line to
Plane (1926), where a crucial distinction is already
made: “Every phenomenon can be experienced in two
ways. These two ways are not random, but bound
up with the phenomena—they are derived from the
nature of the phenomena, from two characteristics of
the same: External-Internal” (Kandinsky 1994: 532).
As Kandinsky elucidates, if I look through my window
at the people on the street, my look is exterior. I see
things and life outside me, but if I walk through my
door and make my way to the street, into the thick of
the crowd, the street and its life are no longer an object
before me, since I am now involved in it, in its “pulsat-
ing life with all one’s senses” (Kandinsky 1994: 532).
In Henry’s terminology: I am this seeing, I am this per-
ceiving. The internal perception discloses subjectivity
itself, a subjectivity not to be understood in dialectical
relation with some object, but fundamentally as pure
self-experience.

This distinction is reminiscent of Henry’s analysis
of Meister Eckhart in L’essence de la manifestation
(1963). Eckhart distinguishes between “two eyes of
the soul,” the inner and the outer. The inner eye is
the eye that immediately perceives God, while the
outer eye looks at things in the world. God is there-
fore without any image (Eckhart 1979: 203). Henry
and Kandinsky both recognize in mysticism a funda-
mental quality of inner revelation (Henry 1963: §§39–
40). Initially, Kandinsky was fascinated by theosophy
because of its disclosure of the inner life. Henry’s anal-
ysis remains phenomenological in that he appeals only
to givenness. According to him, Kandinsky discloses
the inner non-intentional tension of life itself, and not
that of living things as such. Due to its ontological
monism, Western thought cannot recognize this invis-
ible manifestation. For Henry, this manifestation is
nothing else than life itself, which can only be “known”
through life. Art discloses the inner structure of this
manifestation.

Since abstract art does not represent a tree or a man
on a horse, but the colors, forms, and tonalities, it basi-
cally makes the invisible visible, as is intimated by
the title of Henry’s essay on Kandinsky, and he says
“Painting is a showing (faire-voir), but this showing
intends to show what we do not see and what cannot
be seen” (Henry 1988: 24). Auto manifestation does
not make itself manifest outside itself, the “interior”
never shows itself externally (Ibid.: 17). It is not the
visibility of the world, but pathos. Since here there is
no longer any difference between noema and noesis,
the colors and abstract forms on the painting are the
inner pulsations of the work itself (Kandinsky 1994:
533). This leads to a highly tautological discourse:
Interior = interiority = life = invisible = pathos
(Henry 1988: 18).

Henry focuses on Kandinsky’s “principle of inter-
nal necessity,” which liberates art from merely outward
forms (Kandinsky 1994: 207). For Kandinsky, this
principle leads to rules entailing that the artist must
free him/herself of the accidental elements in the work.
Only in such a way can art be authentic, that is, approx-
imate the inner pulsation. Henry’s interpretation of
this principle is entirely as a radical phenomenolog-
ical reduction. That art follows nothing but its own
inner rules means that all outer relations are abandoned
(Henry 1988: 48). What exactly does Kandinsky paint
when he paints mere colors and sounds? This is an
important issue in art theory and history of art. Is his
art and theory an iconoclasm that rejects all forms of
representation?

Henry seems to disagree with some, such as the
Kandinsky scholar Hajo Düchting, who maintains that
Kandinsky writes and paints a kind of “iconology”
close to symbolism. For Düchting, abstract art is in
search of a new image-language freer than represen-
tational art. Abstract art expresses inner psychological
phenomena, yet remains representational, since the
inner is expressed in a language of images. Iconology
is only possible in a representational language. Henry’s
interpretation goes far beyond iconology, since phe-
nomenology starts from the primordial inner man-
ifestation that is in itself not mimetic. This does
not automatically mean that Henry’s interpretation
is “iconoclastic.” Iconoclastic art simply rejects all
images. But Henry’s phenomenology cannot merely be
described in a negative way, as if it simply exhausted
itself in not revealing external objects. He empha-
sizes the essentially inner mode of manifestation, life,
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which is in fact nothing but a positive presence, often
described in L’essence de la manifestation (1963) as
parousia (presenting).

Kandinsky paints not the external things out there
in the world, but the inner pulsation. As becomes
clear in John Golding’s description of Kandinsky’s
development, abstraction is not a merely iconoclastic
dogmatism. Kandinsky “worked towards the abolition
of recognizable images” (Golding 2000: 94), which
means that his paintings are not focused on outward
forms, but, as Henry says, “make the invisible appear.”
To look at Kandinsky’s abstract paintings, such as his
Composition IV (1911), is not to look at represen-
tations of things, but to look beyond their outward
appearances into their inner manifestations.

Alain Besançon, however, has criticized Henry on
this point. He objects that Kandinsky does not paint
“abstract art” at all, since he does not paint phantasms,
and is not “abstract” in the way Henry describes. The
principle of “internal necessity” is not Kandinsky’s
only guide, according to Besançon. In his paintings
there is also a resemblance with things seen by the
eye. Only because of this are we able to see the figures
on his paintings. In this way Besançon seeks to refute
Henry’s thesis that Kandinsky makes the invisible vis-
ible (Besançon 1994: 472). Ultimately, Besançon’s
argument does not seem convincing, because it ignores
Kandinsky’s own stress on “internal necessity” and
“spiritual dimensions.” Henry remains much closer
to Kandinsky’s own intentions in On the Spiritual
in Art by strongly affirming the forgotten “spiritual”
dimension of art. This “spirituality,” however, is now
understood in a radical way, liberated from the all-
overpowering mathematical reduction of the world in
Western culture. The world understood from a math-
ematical viewpoint is a world without emotion, or
experience, and therefore far removed from our origin,
which is life itself. Art can help us to undo the alien-
ation of our original, non-representational experience
of life.

This is the purpose of the cultural critique offered
in La barbarie (1987), in which the healing role of

art is emphasized. Every kind of representation, most
notably the Galilean mathematization of our world-
view, removes us from our original inner manifesta-
tion. Thus according to Henry, the representationalism
inherent in geometrical reduction and mimetic cul-
ture is the ultimate cause of our culture’s fundamental
crisis (Henry 1987). In this respect, Kandinsky is a
philosophical revolutionary, urging a radical change
in our phenomenology, saying in a letter to Will
Grohmann of November 21, 1925, “I want people to
see finally what lies behind my paintings” (Kandinsky
1994: 776).
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Dietrich von Hildebrand (1889–1977)

John F. Crosby

Dietrich von Hildebrand was born in Florence in
1889, and the circumstances of his birth are signif-
icant for his later work in aesthetics. His father was
Adolf von Hildebrand, one of the best known German
sculptors around the turn of the century. The young
von Hildebrand inherited keen sensibilities for art
and enjoyed an upbringing that was ideally suited to
awakening and developing them. He grew up in his
father’s villa in Florence and lived his earliest years
immersed in the beauties of Renaissance Florence.
Great artists from all over Europe visited the von
Hildebrand villa, including Richard Wagner, Henry
James, Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Rainer Maria Rilke,
and Richard Strauss (who was visiting on the day of
Dietrich’s birth). In 1906 he was invited by the widow
of Richard Wagner to the festival of Wagner’s operas
in Bayreuth, Germany; it was the beginning of his life-
long passion for the music of Wagner. If it is true
that a philosopher can do fruitful work in aesthetics
only if s/he brings to the issues of aesthetics some real
aesthetic sensibility and some real understanding of
art, then Dietrich von Hildebrand was uniquely well
prepared to do work in aesthetics.

The phenomenological aesthetician also needs, of
course, a phenomenological formation, and this von
Hildebrand received directly from EDMUND HUSSERL

and MAX SCHELER. He began the study of philosophy
at the University of Munich in 1907, where he imme-
diately came in contact with the Munich phenome-
nologists, who were enthralled by Husserl’s Logische
Untersuchungen (1900–1901). Drawn by this epoch-
making work, he studied with Husserl in Göttingen
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for several years, completing his dissertation, Die Idee
der sittlichen Handlung, under Husserl’s direction in
1912. Husserl esteemed it so highly that he wrote in
his evaluation: “I almost want to say that the genius
of Adolf von Hildebrand has been inherited by his son,
the author, as a philosophical genius.” He also said that
von Hildebrand “astonishes the reader by an incompa-
rably intimate knowledge of the various formations of
affective consciousness and their objective correlates.”
Recent research at the Husserl Archives in Leuven
has shown that Husserl made repeated use of von
Hildebrand’s dissertation in his own research. Husserl
published the whole of the dissertation in the Jahrbuch
für Philosophie und phänomenologische Forschung in
1916. In later years, von Hildebrand, along with all of
Husserl’s Göttingen students, distanced himself from
the master because of the latter’s turn to transcenden-
tal phenomenology; von Hildebrand remained from
beginning to end a philosophical realist.

Yet although von Hildebrand owed much to the
early Husserl, he owed far more to Max Scheler, whom
he first met in Munich in 1907 and with whom he was
bound in a very close friendship for some 15 years.
Von Hildebrand entirely shared Scheler’s interests in
an ethical personalism and in the philosophy of reli-
gion. His doctoral dissertation, dedicated to Scheler,
owes much to Scheler’s value-based ethics, even if
von Hildebrand departs in some important ways from
Scheler’s concept of value. Scheler was also instru-
mental in von Hildebrand’s conversion to Catholicism
in 1914. It must be remembered that von Hildebrand
had received no religious formation at home; every-
thing had centered on high aesthetic culture. But he
had displayed an unusual religious sensibility from a
very early age. When Scheler spoke to von Hildebrand
about the phenomenon of personal holiness as lived
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by the Christian saints, he encountered a great recep-
tivity in the young man. But von Hildebrand was
different from other Catholic converts of the time, like
Jacques Maritain, in that he felt no need to remake him-
self into a Thomist. He remained entirely faithful to
his phenomenological roots, and in fact much of his
work in ethics is conducted in debate with Thomistic
philosophy. Most of the works that von Hildebrand
published during his lifetime deal with issues of ethics
and philosophy of religion (though there are excep-
tions, such as his Metaphysik der Gemeinschaft [1930]
and his epistemological treatise, What is Philosophy
[1960]). Among the works that he published, only one
deals with aesthetics, a short book entitled Mozart,
Beethoven, Schubert (1962).

But he was deeply concerned from the beginning
with issues of aesthetics. His strong ethical and reli-
gious interests and commitments never weakened in
any way his lived relation to beauty and art in any way,
nor did they weaken his passion for the problems of
aesthetics. And so in the last years of his life, when he
was in his mid-1980s, he set out to write the treatise
on aesthetics that had been growing in him through-
out his life. It came to a work of 1,000 pages and
was published posthumously in two volumes under the
title Ästhetik. The first volume offers a philosophy of
beauty, the second a philosophy of art and the arts (this
second volume is not entirely finished, von Hildebrand
was still working on it at the time of his death in
1977). It is surely one of the richest phenomenological
achievements in aesthetics, though it remains relatively
little known. Let me survey some of the main insights
of this work, giving particular attention to what von
Hildebrand saw as his greatest single contribution to
aesthetics.

The first thing to be said about von Hildebrand’s
aesthetics is that it is embedded in his value phi-
losophy. The concept of value that he had already
developed in his doctoral dissertation and employed
throughout his ethics, is taken over in the aesthet-
ics. By “value” von Hildebrand means the intrinsic
worthiness or excellence or nobility or dignity of a
being. And according to him values are not scat-
tered and random phenomena, but are gathered into an
ordered whole, a cosmos, which he expresses when-
ever he speaks of “the world of values.” Value for
him differs from the traditional bonum in that bonum
expresses the idea of the “perfective of” someone, or
the “beneficial for” someone, whereas value lacks this

relation to a perfected or benefited person, express-
ing instead a non-relational or absolute worthiness.
Whenever von Hildebrand discusses value he usually
inserts it in the larger whole that he called value-
response (Wertantwort), by which he means a response
given to some valuable being in the consciousness that
my response is merited by it, or is due to it. Thus when
I express a value-responding admiration for someone, I
am not primarily trying to benefit or enhance that per-
son, but rather am filled with the consciousness that,
due to his/her value, the person is worthy of my admi-
ration. Now in the first volume of his aesthetics, he
speaks of aesthetic values, of their relation to beauty,
of their main kinds, of their unity, of their antitheses,
of the ways of experiencing them, and of course of the
aesthetic value-response.

Von Hildebrand finds a path from value in general
to specifically aesthetic value in the following way.
Take moral values, such as generosity, faithfulness, and
truthfulness; all of these, though not themselves aes-
thetic values, have a certain radiance or splendor of
beauty, and thus have aesthetic value. They are not
in the first place aesthetic values, but they also have
aesthetic value. Now von Hildebrand finds that with
all values that are not in the first place aesthetic val-
ues, there is this radiance of beauty, and thus that all
these values also have aesthetic value. For example,
we speak of the dignity of human persons; though this
is certainly not what is called an aesthetic value, it
“gives off” its own beauty and thus also has its own
aesthetic value. He gives a name to this aesthetic value
that arises everywhere in the world of value, calling
it “metaphysical beauty.” By the way, this metaphys-
ical beauty played a large role in von Hildebrand’s
religious conversion; what Scheler disclosed to him in
the saints was precisely the beauty of their holiness.
His conversion was not just based on the “apologetic”
arguments in behalf of Christianity, including various
historical arguments; it was also, and perhaps above
all, based on this sacred beauty. It was the metaphys-
ical beauty of Christian holiness and of the God-man
of Christianity that caught and fired von Hildebrand’s
religious imagination.

It is worth noting that metaphysical beauty also
plays a role in von Hildebrand’s magisterial treatise on
the nature of love. He insists at the beginning of this
work that love is a value-response, which means that
it is awakened by the sight of some personal value in
the beloved person. He then develops the idea that this
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value, though not a value that is in the first place an aes-
thetic value, is perceived by the one who loves as being
radiant with beauty, and that it is only in this aestheti-
cally potent way that it awakens love. In other words,
von Hildebrand explores the connection, first studied
by Plato, between love and beauty, and the beauty at
stake in interpersonal love is what in his aesthetics he
calls metaphysical beauty.

Now from metaphysical beauty he distinguishes all
those values that are in the first place aesthetic values;
these arise without the mediation of any other kind of
value. For example, a well-formed human face may
have a loveliness that is not the radiance of, say, the
worthy moral character of the person, or of the dignity
that the person has as a person, but appears immedi-
ately in and on the face; here we have what we call
an aesthetic value. A lovely melody gives us another
example of an aesthetic value that is nothing but an
aesthetic value. Von Hildebrand tries to capture these
aesthetic values under the heading of “the beauty of
the visible and the audible.” Thus he begins his work
in aesthetics by dividing the realm of beauty into meta-
physical beauty and the beauty of the visible and the
audible.

Von Hildebrand also engages in debate the claims
of aesthetic subjectivism, giving particular attention to
the subjectivism of Hume, Santayana, and W. D. Ross.
Against all these subjectivisms he argues forcefully for
the objectivity of aesthetic value. By objectivity he of
course means, to begin with, that aesthetic value is
not given to us as a component of our experiencing
(as if it were a part of our conscious experiencing, or
Erleben), but is given over against us, as an intentional
object, in or on some being. But he also means more
than this: he means that beings having aesthetic value
really do have it, so that they show themselves for what
they really are when we experience them as beauti-
ful, which means that people who fail to experience
them as beautiful also fail to experience what is really
there. Thus his philosophical realism is manifested in
his account of the ontological status of aesthetic val-
ues. He shows himself quite mindful of the special
difficulties that one encounters in arguing for such
objectivity precisely in the case of aesthetic values. For
instance, he is fully aware that the visible and audible
bearers of many aesthetic values are things of appear-
ance, existing only in their being seen or being heard
by human subjects. He argues that the appearance-
character of the bearer does not interfere with the full

objectivity of the aesthetic value that is based on the
appearances. But von Hildebrand does not pay atten-
tion to the issues of cultural and historical relativity
that are often raised by way of challenging the objec-
tivity of all value (Scheler was more sensitive to these
issues than was von Hildebrand), including aesthetic
value.

We now come to what von Hildebrand regarded, and
rightly regarded, as his greatest single contribution to
aesthetics. It is situated within his discussion of the
beauty of the visible and audible. Take the beauty of
the streaked colors appearing in a clear sky at dawn;
von Hildebrand is struck by the depth and sublimity
that can be found in this beauty, and also struck by
the fact that the beauty does not seem to be proper
to, or proportioned to, the light and colors and spa-
tial expanse from which it arises. He means that this
sublime beauty surpasses by far the “aesthetic capac-
ity” of light and color and spatial expanse. He even
suggests that this sublime beauty is somehow akin to
the aesthetic dimension of the greatest moral value. In
the case of moral value, we at least understand where it
comes from; we understand the value, and the beauty
of the value, of a person exercising his/her freedom
and committing him/herself to the good. But with the
comparably sublime beauty appearing in the sky at
dawn, we cannot achieve the same kind of understand-
ing, for the qualities of the visible appearance seem
to be ontologically too modest to give rise to such
beauty.

Von Hildebrand recognizes that visible and audi-
ble appearance-qualities do have some modest aes-
thetic value proper to them; he speaks here of
Sinnenschönheit, or sense-beauty, examples of which
would be the beauty of a circle, or of the rich mel-
low sound of a well-tuned cello. But this is for him a
more primitive beauty, or what he calls a “beauty of the
first power,” which he contrasts with a “beauty raised
to the second power,” which is the beauty that mys-
teriously exceeds the aesthetic capacity of the visible
and audible elements out of which it arises. The first
and more primitive kind of beauty is the natural efflu-
ence of these elements; the second rests on them as
on a pedestal. It is, of course, not only in nature but
also in art that this mysterious beauty is found. Thus a
haunting melody of Schubert that moves us deeply and
makes us shudder within ourselves seems not to grow
out of its musical elements but, as it were, to descend
on them from above.
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Von Hildebrand considers and rejects as unphe-
nomenological two ways of dealing with this phe-
nomenon. There is first of all the view that all beauty
of the visible and audible can only be a thing of sense-
beauty, and that the feeling we have in some cases of
an “excess” of beauty must therefore be an illusion.
He objects that one is simply not letting this excess
come to evidence, that one is suppressing it because
one feels that it is so inexplicable that it ought not
to exist. But von Hildebrand also rejects the idea that
this excess of beauty is to be explained by associat-
ing it with some great reality other than the audible
and visible bearer of it. For example, some say that
the mysterious beauty of a mountain as seen in a cer-
tain light arises only for a viewer who is reminded by
the mountain of the immensity of God; one thinks that
the sublime beauty of the mountain is now intelligi-
ble as being grounded not just in a physical reality,
but also in a divine reality. Von Hildebrand objects that
there is no phenomenological basis for such a supposi-
tion; a viewer of the mountain can fully experience its
sublime beauty without any such theological thought
in the back of his/her mind. He ends by marveling at
the “sacramental” relation that exists between certain
visible and audible things, on the one hand, and the
sublime, unearthly beauty that is attached to them and
exceeds them on the other. The result he achieves dis-
plays a kind of paradox: by staying very close to the
experience of this beauty, he discerns in it a mysteri-
ous “signal of transcendence,” which does not, as one
might at first think, come from some unphenomenolog-
ical construction, but which on the contrary is blocked
by unphenomenological constructions and is brought
to evidence by letting the beauty show itself for
what it is.

The account given so far of von Hildebrand’s aes-
thetics has neglected one remarkable aspect: the con-
creteness of the aesthetic phenomena he analyzes. I
have so far presented some fundamental divisions that
he makes within the realm of beauty, and one particu-
larly significant structure that he tries to understand,
but the reader would never know from this presen-
tation of fundamentals that throughout his aesthetics
he deals with very concrete aesthetic phenomena such
as the poetic, the festive, the elegant, the trivial, the
prosaic, the aesthetically boring, and the comical. Nor
would the reader suspect that von Hildebrand exhibits
great phenomenological sensitivity in expressing the
aesthetic values that belong to the different times of

day, such as morning, evening, and night time. Thus
von Hildebrand’s work in aesthetics conveys a much
stronger “taste” of the aesthetic world than we find in
the aesthetics of ROMAN INGARDEN, who stays for the
most part at the level of rather abstract logical theory
in his treatises on the literary work of art. If Scheler
tried to bring to light a “material a priori” in ethics, von
Hildebrand has tried to bring it to light in aesthetics.

We see more of this concreteness of von Hildebrand
in the second volume of his aesthetics, in which he
discusses five different realms of art: architecture,
sculpture, painting, literature, and music. In connec-
tion with these he tries to characterize particularly
significant individual works of art, such as Beethoven’s
Fidelio or Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, an undertak-
ing that is akin to the project of his earlier work,
Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, in which he tries to do a
phenomenology of the spirit and genius of the music
of each of these composers. Of course, he cannot
achieve with respect to individual composers the same
kind of essential insight that he tries to achieve as a
phenomenologist throughout the first volume of his
aesthetics. But everyone who reads von Hildebrand
on the composers or on individual works of art will
recognize his studies as genuinely phenomenological
achievements.
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Edmund Husserl (1859–1938)

John B. Brough

The founder of the phenomenological movement is
not known as an aesthetician, but he exerted decisive
influence on a number of important philosophers of
art working within that tradition. Furthermore, posthu-
mous texts reveal that Husserl himself had important
and interesting things to say about art and aesthetic
consciousness, which, while not amounting to a full-
blown aesthetic theory, chart directions in which one
might be developed.

The central tenet of Husserl’s phenomenology is
his doctrine of the “intentionality” of consciousness.
“Intentionality” refers to the fact that consciousness is
always the consciousness of something. Husserl’s own
reflections on art and the aesthetic are tied to his inves-
tigations of image-consciousness, the kind of inten-
tional experience we have when we look at a painting
or photograph, contemplate a sculpture, or see a film or
play. Image-consciousness is a form of re-presentation
(Vergegenwärtigung), which distinguishes it from ordi-
nary perception or presentation and places it in the
same class of experiences as memory and phantasy.
It is a peculiar kind of re-presentation, however, since
unlike memory or phantasy, it has a foot in both the
perceptual and imaginative worlds. Hence Husserl also
calls it “perceptual re-presentation,” “perceptual phan-
tasy,” or “physical imagination,” all terms pointing to
imaging’s complexity. In contrast to simple perception,
which has only one object, image-consciousness has
three objects, each intended in a different way.

A painting, for example, possesses what Husserl
calls a “physical image,” by which he means the paint-
ing’s physical support made from wood, canvas, and
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pigment. The physical image is a material thing like
any other; it can hang askew on the wall and deteriorate
with age. It differs from ordinary physical things, how-
ever, in that its maker intentionally created it to awaken
the consciousness of an “image-object” in the per-
ceiver. The image-object, or simply “image,” is what
one actually sees when one looks at a painting; it is
the image, not the pigment and canvas, that appears
and that depicts or represents. Awareness of the paint-
ing’s material substrate, while necessary if one is to
have an image, recedes into emptiness in the image’s
presence. Images may represent actual persons, places,
or events, or they may represent purely fictional things
such as centaurs. To the extent that images have sub-
jects, they involve a third moment, which Husserl calls
the “image-subject.” If the subject of the image is an
actual person or event, it will be absent in its reality but
be intended in its absence through the present image.

Unlike phantasy objects, which fluctuate and are
resolutely private and subject to the whim of the phan-
tasying individual, images, thanks to their rootedness
in a physical support, enjoy a stable existence and
public availability to multiple observers. Furthermore,
the fact that the physical support has real colors
and textures means that the image grounded in them
appears with “the full force and intensity of percep-
tion” (Husserl 1980: 57, 60). Of course, the conscious-
ness of the image is not a normal perception, since the
image and what appears in the image are not taken to
be actual things. The image itself is indeed there in
person and actually seen, but I do not take the image-
person I see to be real in the way in which I take
the wall on which the picture hangs to be real. The
image has no existence inside my consciousness or
outside my consciousness; it is “a nothing,” “a nul-
lity,” in comparison with real spatiotemporal things or
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mental acts. Thus in gazing at the bronze sculpture of
a runner, I do not take the represented figure to be a
real person; I am aware, unambiguously, that it is an
image-person.

The capacity of the image to represent something
within itself—a human being, a landscape, actions and
events—depends on the fact that it is not something
real. Merely real things simply are what they are and
do not represent. The image is able to appear in its
peculiar perceptual nonbeing, Husserl argues, because
it floats in a play of conflicts. When I look at a painting,
for example, I am conscious of a conflict between the
image-landscape I see and the real pigment and can-
vas that support the image. The result is that I take
what actually appears—the landscape in the painting—
as something that is not real, that is, precisely as an
image. Since the image is not a real object, Husserl
characterizes it as “ideal.” The ideality of the image
involves a second direction of conflict with the real.
The ideal world the image represents has its own space
and time, which means that it conflicts with the percep-
tual world surrounding it. The depicted landscape does
not extend beyond the picture’s frame; if I attempt to
fulfill my empty landscape intentions by looking to the
left or right of the painting, I will see only wall, fur-
niture, and windows. Again the conflict with what is
actual lets me experience the appearing landscape as
an image and not as a real thing. Finally, the image
and its subject can conflict. A child in a sepia photo-
graph appears in quite different colors from the actual
child the photograph depicts. The differences between
the child as s/he appears in the image and the child
him/herself signal that it is an image I am experiencing.
The conflicts involved in image-consciousness, unlike
the conflicts that sometimes arise in ordinary perceiv-
ing, are never resolved by the triumph of one over the
others, since it is precisely the preservation of conflict
that insures the preservation of image-consciousness.

Essential to imaging is what Husserl calls “seeing-
in” (Hineinschauen). Seeing-in operates in two ways.
First, I can see something in the physical support:
a human face in lines drawn in ink on a sheet of
paper, for example, or a runner cast in the bronze of
a sculpture. Seeing-in carries me beyond the percep-
tion of ink and paper or bronze to the consciousness
of an image-face or image-body. I can also see some-
thing in the image itself, in the sense that I take
it to have a subject. Thus I see Bismarck in the
image-face before me. This is a case of meaning

what is absent—Bismarck himself—in what is actually
present and appearing—the image of Bismarck. It is
seeing-in that distinguishes image-consciousness from
symbolic consciousness, the kind of awareness I have
when I recognize an overhead sign in an airport as indi-
cating the direction of a restaurant. Images represent
things internally. I see the restaurant in the painting of
the restaurant and am not carried beyond it. The sign or
symbol, on the other hand, represents its subject exter-
nally; it points me toward something else that is not
contained within it. Husserl also thinks that images can
in addition contain moods or affective states. One can
see compassion in a depicted face, and an entire image
can be enveloped in a quasi-mood, such as melancholy.

Husserl intends his phenomenology of image-
consciousness to apply to all images, whether works
of art or not, and hence the features of imaging do not,
by themselves, distinguish art from non-art. Husserl
does insist, however, that all works of art are images,
and to that extent, all of them have a physical sub-
stratum, an image object, and a subject. From the
Husserlian perspective, then, it is a necessary condi-
tion that something be an image if it is to be a work of
art. Husserl additionally holds that if something is to
be art, it must be capable of being contemplated aes-
thetically, although aesthetic consciousness can also be
directed toward things that are not works of art, such
as actual landscapes. These two conditions—being an
image and also being a target of aesthetic experience—
taken jointly would constitute Husserl’s answer to the
question about what distinguishes art from non-art.

Husserl takes aesthetic consciousness to be con-
cerned with the way in which an object appears and not
with its existence. In the case of an artwork, aesthetic
delight is directed toward what presents itself simply as
it presents itself in the depictive image. It is not inter-
ested in the actual existence of what is represented,
but only in the existence of its ideal presentation. The
physical materials from which the work is made, to the
degree that they appear, can also play a role in aesthetic
delight, as can such features of the work as the artist’s
brushstrokes.

Husserl distinguishes different types of art accord-
ing to their foci and the artist’s intention. There can
be “realistic” art, which attempts to capture in images
and in literary fictions the characteristics of a partic-
ular time and place. The point of realistic art is not
to be beautiful, although, like all art, it is the tar-
get of aesthetic appreciation, which suggests that for
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Husserl beauty is not a necessary condition of the art-
work. In contrast to realistic art, whose motive is a kind
of artistic empiricism or positivism, stands “idealis-
tic” art, which does aim at beauty through embodying
values and their collisions in fictional characters and
situations. Husserl also claims that art can be philo-
sophical, even metaphysical, elevating one “to the
deepest world ground and uniting one with it” (Husserl
1980: 542), which anticipates aspects of the aes-
thetic theories of MARTIN HEIDEGGER and MAURICE

MERLEAU-PONTY.
Among aestheticians in the phenomenological tra-

dition, ROMAN INGARDEN explicitly acknowledged
a deep indebtedness to Husserl in the development
of his own aesthetics. Ingarden seems to have been
influenced chiefly by the central Husserlian doctrines
of intentionality, eidetic insight, and ideal or irreal
objectivities. His analysis, however, also coincides
with and develops many of Husserl’s specific views
about art, unpublished during the latter’s lifetime,
but with which Ingarden may have been familiar
as Husserl’s student and lifelong correspondent. He
echoes Husserl’s claims about the distinction between
and mutual dependence of the work of art and its physi-
cal support, for example, but also advances distinctions
that were, at most, only implied in Husserl’s texts. He
distinguishes, for example, between the work of art
and the aesthetic object, and between artistic qualities
and values and aesthetic qualities and values. He also
sees differences between Husserl’s conception of ideal
objects, such as mathematical entities, and works of
art, although Husserl would probably agree that works
of art form a unique class of ideal objects. JEAN-
PAUL SARTRE and Maurice Merleau-Ponty carry the
analysis of art in more “existential” directions, but
both also investigate the connections and differences
between ordinary objects and the work of art. MIKEL

DUFRENNE joins Ingarden in distinguishing between
the aesthetic object and the artwork, but particularly
exploits the possibilities opened up for aesthetics by
Husserl’s notion of intentionality, exploring in depth
the correlation between aesthetic consciousness on the
one hand and the aesthetic object on the other.

Husserl’s discussion of images and image-
consciousness also has relevance for and affinities
with a number of themes in recent analytic aesthet-
ics, particularly representation, resemblance, and
depiction. Husserl’s discussion of seeing-in and the

relation between the art work’s physical support
and its image is especially interesting in connection
with, for example, Richard Wollheim’s independently
developed discussions of seeing-in and “twofoldness.”
Furthermore, Husserl’s late (1936) work, Die Krisis
der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzen-
dentale Phänomenologie, although not concerned
with art or the aesthetic, offers possibilities for linking
phenomenology to the current discussions of the “art-
world” and the institutional theory of art through its
rich analysis of history and the complex constitution
of cultural worlds and objects.

Husserl wrote that art offers us an infinite realm of
perceptual fictions. His phenomenological legacy pro-
vides us with an equally infinite realm of possibilities
for aesthetic theory.
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Imagination

Natalie Depraz

Even if EDMUND HUSSERL never created such a
research field as phenomenological aesthetics, a great
number of his first generation students did. Why?
Either they felt that Husserl was about to develop one,
or they were tempted enough by the phenomenology
of imagination he invented to apply it to aesthetics.
It is therefore worthwhile coming back to Husserl’s
understanding of the act of imagining as well as to
his apprehension of images. Such an analysis is to be
found very early in a 1904/1905 lecture course that he
devoted to the relationships between (1) imagination
as an act of imagining (Phantasie), (2) our conscious-
ness of images (Bildbewusstsein), and (3) the act of
remembering (Wiedererinnerung) (Husserl 1980).

Two remarks proceed directly from what has just
been said. (1) Imagination is an act of our conscious-
ness, which means that it is not a faculty as in the
classical (Kantian and Cartesian) view: in short, it is
a move directed toward the world, and not a closed-
up mental state. Imagining is an activity of produc-
ing a new reality, the reality of the images, directly
related to previous perceptions or indirectly linked
to them (namely, via remembering), which enables
the subject to enlarge his/her own inner world. (2)
Consequently, imagination is not an isolated activ-
ity, which would, again, trap the subject within itself:
it is closely related to perception, remembering, and
empathy, since all of these acts of consciousness are
identified as intentional, that is, as directed toward
their object (imagined, perceived, remembered, or
empathized) and opened up toward the world.

As early as 1904–1905, Husserl’s original contri-
bution with regard to the experience of imagination

N. Depraz (�)
Université de Rouen, Rouen, France

is to make a new distinction between two differ-
ent acts of imagination: on the one hand, Phantasie,
which corresponds to an act through which the imag-
ined object appears directly to me; on the other
hand, Bildbewusstsein, which is the re-presentation of
an imagined object much like the perceived object
(Sallis 1989). Such a clear-cut distinction between
two different intentionalities of imagination has deep
consequences for the relationship between perception
and imagination in both cases. On the one hand, in
the experience of Bildbewusstsein, my experience of
images is necessarily and experientially founded on
my experience of previous perceptions; on the other
hand, in the experience of Phantasie, my direct vision
of images founds a renewed vision of perception. Both
approaches to images therefore lead to specific and
original apprehensions of aesthetic pictures, as Husserl
mentions. They correspond, for example, to two differ-
ent ways of looking at a picture: in the first case, you
may look at Monet’s painted sunsets as being founded
on the painter’s own previous perceptions of sunsets; in
the second case, you will see them as a new creation of
an unknown reality, that is, as the opening of the way
for another perception of sunsets for both the spectator
and the creator.

The methodological tensions emerging around 1913
are especially telling with regard to Husserl’s quest
for a radically renewed understanding of imagina-
tion. Indeed, in the first book of Ideen, and above
all in §§111–12, he provides us with an intrinsic
link between imagination and the very method of
phenomenology, namely, the epochē. Contrary to per-
ception, which is directed toward an object considered
as being effectively existent, imagination suspends the
actual existence of the object and is directed toward
the pure possibility of the latter, that is, toward its
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ineffective modality. Imagination therefore paves the
way for the free openness of multifarious possibilities,
whereas perception traps us in a closed and limited
unique reality. Now the method of the epochē similarly
operates as a gesture of suspension of preconceived
and taken-for-granted realities, so as to question them
as “being able not to be.” Epochē and imagination are
therefore structurally linked by their common concern
for freedom from facts and their quest for unlimited
possibilities.

Consequently, such a methodological understanding
of imagination paves the way for the primacy of imag-
ination with regard to perception in the early 1920s.
During these years (Husserl 1980: No. 18 [1918], No.
19 [1922–1923], No. 20 [1921–1924]), the dynamic of
experience that is emphasized demonstrates a strong
continuity between perception and imagination, which
goes hand in hand with a phenomenon of gradual-
ity between them—hence the numerous intermediate
experiences of dreams, lucid dreaming, and daydream-
ing, but also modalized perceptions (doubt, negation,
probability, uncertainty), or motor imagination. The
genetic-phenomenological experience of imagination
stresses the process of imagining rather than the act
as it is directed toward images; in contrast, the found-
ing experience of perception that is given a privilege
during the first decade of Husserl’s philosophical activ-
ity echoes a clear (hierarchized) stratification of the
different acts of consciousness (Casey 1976).

In Vergegenwärtigung und Bild (1930), EUGEN

FINK is the first phenomenologist to provide us with
a view of Husserl’s 1905 phenomenology of imagina-
tion. Indeed, the early lecture course was unpublished
then. Fink stresses the primacy of Phantasie by once
again taking up the Husserlian distinction between
Vergegenwärtigung (representation)—among others,
imagination, but also for example, remembering
and empathy—and Gegenwärtigung (presentation)—
exemplarily perception—and by showing that percep-
tion corresponds to a full but static and therefore rigid
and limited presence of the object, whereas imagi-
nation entirely creates its object—the image—while
characterizing it by its inner distance from the full pres-
ence of the perceived object: the mode of being of
the image lies in its fragmented presence, its consti-
tutive dimension of possible nonpresence. Fink there-
fore emphasizes the relationship of imagination with
the dynamic of its becoming present, starting from
the abyssal reality of absence. In short, imagining is

a process of creation founded on nothingness as a
starting point. This is why he is led to use another
word for such a dynamic of absence: he calls it
Entgegenwärtigung. The “Ent-” is meant to identify
the move of “absentification.” Thus as a process of
creation rooted in the experience of nothingness, imag-
ining is the very matrix of every aesthetic experience,
which literally presents a wholly unknown reality to
our eyes, radically intensifying our primary sensations.

Finally, it turns out that imagination intrinsically
has the power of transforming our habitual reality
(Depraz 1996a). Such a powerful transformation can
be accounted for in two ways: (1) Husserlian imagina-
tion is in itself a fragmented reality, where images may
take up different forms, literally being trans-formed
through each other; and (2) imagination contains in
itself the originary experience of altering perceptual
reality, and it is therefore a leading thread of much
meditative visualization.

(1) I is possible to distinguish four aspects of imag-
ining (Depraz 1996b). (a) The first aspect cor-
responds to the imaginative eidetic variation of
an object (external or internal), through which
the different perceptual data are distinguished into
essential or contingent ones. The process of vary-
ing sensory perceptions is primarily imaginative,
for it not only lets the different possibilities of
the existence of the object appear, but helps us to
leave the sole level of effective factuality, which is
in principe unique. (b) The second aspect has to
do with the genuine link between perceptions and
imaginations—hence the multifarious experiences
of perceptual imaginations or imaginary percep-
tions we may have. This includes dreams on the
one hand and their different forms (daydreaming,
deep sleep, lucid dreaming, nightmares), and hal-
lucinations on the other hand (hypnotic images,
deliriums, drug like images). (c) The third aspect
deals with the epochē as a neutralization of validi-
ties, and with the possibility of understanding
epochē in terms of imagination as a neutralizing
modification of effective perceptions. And (d) the
fourth aspect finally puts empathy to the fore as an
imaginative self-transposal, thus involving a par-
ticular relationship between self and other via my
ability to imagine the thoughts, and the entire exis-
tence, of others. In short, imagining is a complex
process that does not seem to possess a strong and
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solid (a substantial) unity. But such an absence is
neither a deficit nor a weakness: it defines the very
identity of imagining, which is not state-like, but
process-like.

(2) As a consequence, there is an intrinsic power of
imagining that goes hand in hand with its spe-
cific embodiment. If imagination aims at altering
sensations, at modifying perceptions, at neutral-
izing preconceptions, and at self-transposal (in
the case of intersubjective experience), it literally
contains a transformative dimension that inher-
ently involves a deep criticism of every grounding
temptation. Interestingly enough, in contemporary
debates that put together different approaches to
imagination (scientific, spiritual, and philosophi-
cal), this is exactly what is stressed: in a pioneering
article (Varela and Depraz 2003), it is shown how
imagining is an embodying transformative process
at the crossroads of mental imagery in neuro-
science; of perception and imagination in Husserl,
Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty; and of meditative visu-
alizations in Buddhism. Now such an embodied
metamorphic power seems to be exactly what is
needed for the subject in the world as a general
aesthetic ability of creation.

Whereas the German circle of phenomenologists
involved in aesthetics worked directly under the direc-
tion of Husserl and developed a phenomenological
aesthetics immediately inspired by his methodology,
the French generation of philosophers who were “sum-
moned” by phenomenology did not meet Husserl him-
self (except for Emmanuel Levinas, Jean Hering, and
Gaston Berger). Jean-Paul Sartre himself discovered
Husserl’s phenomenology in the 1930s in Berlin while
reading Levinas’s Théorie de l’intuition (1930) and
his translation of Husserl’s Méditations cartésiennes
(1931). As for Maurice Merleau-Ponty, he read some
of Husserl’s D Manuscripts on space in the Husserl
Archives in Leuven during the war.

In short, none of them was able to see Husserl
directly at work with the phenomena and therefore
appreciate the way they could be inspired by his
methodological praxis. Such a difficulty, however, may
be considered in the light of its benefit for the very
study of imagination and of images. In that respect,
Sartre is highly representative for the double ability to
deal with methodological issues and to engage in con-
crete thematic analysis. And in addition, the author of

L’imaginaire (1940) is early enough in his discoveries
to remain a permanent surprise for his readers.

In L’imaginaire, Sartre develops a phenomenolog-
ical psychology of the consciousness of the image.
He therefore links together the two main (so may one
think) requirements of a phenomenological aesthetics:
first, a concern for the phenomenological method as it
may be illuminating for aesthetic experience (a con-
cern shared by the early German phenomenologists
after Husserl); and second, an interest in the experi-
ence of imagination and of images, an interest that is
the heart of such an aesthetic experience (a concern of
Husserl himself). These two threads come to be knot-
ted together in the analysis of what Sartre calls the
“conscience imageante” (imagining consciousness),
the adjective being representative for the second the-
matic interest, the substantive for the first methodic
concern.

Contrary to the classical representationalist view
that erroneously understands the image as an object
within consciousness, the image is for Sartre a partic-
ular kind of intentional consciousness that is charac-
terized by its ability to intend an absent or nonexistent
embodied object via a psychic or physical content that
is not given itself, but plays the part of an “analogical
representation” of the intended object. But image-
intentionality is not a matter of the kind of empty
intention that we can find in the case of the conscious-
ness of meaning. Nor is it embodied like perceptual
consciousness, which directly presents its object in
flesh and blood. Hence the requirement is to find an
analogical representation of the embodied perceived
object, be it a physical or a psychic content.

Such a general definition of the imagining con-
sciousness opens up the way for a description of a
great number of images, be they natural or artistic.
Hence a very great richness and diversity becomes
possible for phenomenological aesthetics, both themat-
ically and methodologically: the realm of imaginary
experiences includes not only psychic images, be they
pathological, kinetic, affective, or linguistic, but also
images that are built on the basis of a physical content:
a painting, a sculpture, a photograph, the play of an
actor, a piece of music. And this does not merely have
to do with an adaptation of the phenomenological (here
intentional) method to works of art, insofar as the expe-
rience of images exceeds that of artistic images to the
point of integrating the internal world of dreams, hal-
lucinations, and emotions and thereby contributing to
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a more encompassing theory of aesthetics (not limited
to art although including it).

Nevertheless, what is striking in Sartre’s phe-
nomenological analysis is the structural duality
between perception and imagination. Whereas the for-
mer is an activity that is situated hic et nunc, the
latter refers to an irreal space and time. My con-
sciousness is the producer of images, which do not
possess any directly embodied content. In this respect,
Sartre is faithful to Husserl’s own static delimitation
of both activities, but incredibly blind to their con-
stitutive reciprocal permeation. Such an experiential
mixture would unavoidably pave the way for another
access to aesthetics—perhaps one that is less delim-
ited and stabilized, that is, more chaotic and also more
fluctuating.

In a sense, Maurice Merleau-Ponty clearly made
such a second choice. Although his Phénoménologie
de la perception (1945) deliberately focuses on the
perceptual access to the world—primarily via kinaes-
thetic experience—and tends to push imagination to
the rear as a less embodied experience, the entire
description of our perception of the world is laden with
the pregnancy of the memories, emotions, and encoun-
ters of the individual subject. Perception is therefore
neither formal nor theoretical, as in a certain narrow
understanding of Husserl’s phenomenology: it is orig-
inarily permeated by the images that inhabit me as
a human subject. Hence detailed descriptions of day-
dreaming, for example, provide an exemplary case of
the loose boundary between perception and imagina-
tion: daydreaming plays the role of an intermediate
condition between dreaming as such and everyday
perception insofar as the unique characteristic of day-
dreaming is that it manifests as imagined emotional
meaning (Morley 2000). In this respect Merleau-Ponty
is more akin to Husserl’s genetic analysis of imag-
ining as an affective and kinaesthetic process of my
becoming-conscious.

Such a mobile relationship between perception and
imagination gives way to an access to literature and
painting where the very distinction between reality and
irreality, between spatiotemporal perceiving and irre-
alized imagining, is completely blurred. In L’oeil et
l’esprit (1964), Merleau-Ponty offers a radical criti-
cism of the image understood as a representation. More
than music or literature, his leading thread is paint-
ing, and more precisely, the art of the impressionists.
Cézanne is his privileged case study: far from imitating

the nature painted in a realistic style, he aimed at
expressing nature as it directly appears to the embodied
subject.

Now Merleau-Ponty’s use of metaphors as genuine
expressions of the lived experience of the subject show
how his very way of writing is a remarkable aesthetic
experience of the writing process (Simon and Castin
1997). So it is not exaggerated to assert that Merleau-
Ponty’s metaphorical expression of experience is as
such experiential. In other words, imaged expressing
is an experience of language. In short, his language
seeks to be the very language of perception itself,
while perception is originarily permeated with an
immanent expressivity. The metaphysical distinction
between concepts (categories) and images (metaphors)
is superseded by an experiential expression where the
genuineness of images refers to the originarity of our
experience of the world. In this respect phenomenolog-
ical writing is the immanent and continuous creation
of an imminent meaning that is already given to us, but
needs to be re-created each time (Depraz 1999).

Though he too wrote in the 1960s, MIKEL

DUFRENNE is quite an original phenomenologist com-
pared to others of his generation (Sartre, Merleau-
Ponty). Indeed he is the first French phenomenologist
to complete a systematic phenomenological aesthetics,
Phénoménologie de l’expérience esthétique (1953).
In this respect he shares a common concern with
the early German Husserlian circle. Like Sartre and
Merleau-Ponty, though, he considers phenomenolog-
ical analysis as a description of an embodied meaning
(sens sensible). Aesthetic experience, i.e., the sensory
perception of the work of art, is accordingly an expe-
rience of sensuousness at its height. On the part of
the spectator (viewer, listener, etc.), the aesthetic rela-
tionship with the object of art is affective, grounded
on the affective a priori qualities of the artistic work
and on the expressed feelings of the attending subject;
on the part of the creator, the relationship is one of
performance: the artist makes of his/her work a “quasi-
subject,” i.e., a being endowed with expressivity, like
other human beings showing emotions.

MICHEL HENRY goes one step further with his
account of contemporary painting as radically non-
representational. Whereas previous representational
painting during the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies only offered a “representation” of the world and
is thus an objectifying artistic phenomenon, Henry’s
contention is that the artistic revolution conducted by
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Kandinsky, who founded so-called abstract painting,
freed human beings from our perplexity, once again
furnish us with what we had lost. We therefore have
to find our inner life as subjects once again Instead
of seeing lines and colors as lines and colors, as we
usually do while looking at paintings, we will contem-
plate lines as so many ongoing forces, colors as so
many emotional tones. If we see primarily force and
affect, we see less geometrical form than a pure and
moving expression. Abstract painting therefore para-
doxically paves the way for a new popular vision of
painting, since it is not ruled by language and con-
cepts, i.e., mediation: it is a fully immediate pathic
expression of the invisible. Beneath any idea of rep-
resenting, i.e., of representing objects and people in an
ideally scientific true way, such painting is an expres-
sion of our most archaic desires and impulses. In Voir
l’invisible (1988), Henry opens the way for a truly
radical phenomenology of primordial aesthetics.

In a sense, this is also JEAN-LUC MARION’s purpose
in La croisée du visible (1991). Indeed, the challenge
is to become aware of the genuineness of visibility
as such. In this respect painting does not belong to
painters or to people dedicated to aesthetics. It is every-
body’s possession insofar as one learns to look at
things a bit differently. As he rightly puts it, “voir ne va
pas de soi” (seeing is not an activity that can be taken
for granted)—which means that our looking at things
needs to be worked out, cultivated, and submitted to an
exercise of vision. And since phenomenology endeav-
ors to help us in seeing how things are given to us,
rather than what things are as being visible, it offers
the most adequate approach to avoid taking visibility
for granted.

In contrast to Henry’s emphasis on abstract painting
as the source of the most archaic affective pulsions of
the subject, however, Marion relies on the tradition of
religious iconography in order to reveal the multifari-
ous modes of givenness that make the depth and variety
of the visible: it is “saturated presence.” In particular,
whereas the icon appears as a force of self-irradiation
that opens up visibility from itself as a full subject, the
idol is what is being looked at according to its finitude
and limitation as object.

Although not phenomenologically inspired,
both Jaussian reception aesthetics in Germany and
Balthazarian theological aesthetics in France begin
with close links to phenomenology understood as
a ruled experience and as a descriptive method for

approaching experience where style is governed by
certain regularities.

Wolfgang Iser and Hans Robert Jauss developed
what they called an “aesthetics of reception” in the
1960s. Whereas the latter applied such an aesthetics
within the framework of numerous literary works, the
former stresses the activity of reading as an intrinsic
part of the aesthetic process. The reader is thus con-
structing the text as a literary work. By leaving space,
the author enables the reader to play an active part in
the elaboration of the literary process. Thus the author
is not the only creator of the work of art, for it is co-
generated by the reading process. In a sense, the reader
is the one who truly completes the creative role of the
author. He is re-creating his/her own story within the
written one, which is actually not entirely written, but
needs to be continuously unwritten and rewritten. So
we have to do with a dynamic process of co-generating
the written work, which structurally echoes the phe-
nomenological co-generativity of the subject and the
world.

As far as Urs von Balthazar’s thrust in theology
is concerned, it is characterized by a new approach
that puts aesthetics to the fore. Instead of consider-
ing revelation from the viewpoint of the true or the
good, the divine is seen as beautiful. Theology is a
science that puts the divine glory at the center: divine
beauty is its glory, a glory that only appears to the
faithful and is paroxistically manifested with the cru-
cifixion of Christ. In this respect such an aesthetic
theology is not a theological aesthetics insofar as the
divine is seen as a beautiful phenomenon, not beauty
as a divine experience. Such a contrast is also what
radically distinguishes icons from idols. Whereas the
latter are looked at as representations of the absolute,
thus untruly absolutizing what is actually only a lim-
ited representation, the former are direct presentations
of the absolute, thus showing the divine manifesta-
tion as such. And with this, Balthazar displays close
links with the phenomenological approach to the phe-
nomenon as opposed to the classical representative
process.
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India and Intercultural Aesthetics

Ram Adhar Mall

In combination with the intercultural philosophical
orientation developed in India, the concept of an inter-
cultural aesthetics prepares the way for well-founded
comparison and a new dialogue among different aes-
thetic traditions of the world. And it unmasks the myth
of the total purity of a culture.

The present entry attempts to address the following
points: (1) It is imperative to delineate the important
concept of interculturality as clearly as possible and
to work out the related concept of an “analogizing
hermeneutics” of intercultural thinking and under-
standing, thereby avoiding a hermeneutics of total
identity and radical difference. (2) It is necessary
to apply an intercultural orientation to what is here
termed the “situated unsituatedness” of an intercultural
aesthetics. (3) Such an intercultural orientation will
allow us to deal with the discipline of aesthetics within
the comparison of cultures, thus enabling us to find
basic similarities and illuminating differences among
different traditions and theories. This will further allow
us to use the term “aesthetics” in its generality as well
as in its cultural specificity. (4) Intercultural aesthet-
ics is thus the presupposition of a genuine comparative
aesthetics. Any comparison worthy of the name must
abstain from any absolutist, exclusive, and essential-
ist claim. And what an intercultural aesthetics aims at
rejecting is exactly the two fictions of a total commen-
surability and of a radical difference among aesthetic
traditions and theories.

R.A. Mall (�)
Department of Philosophy, Ludwig-Maximilians-University of
Munich, Munich, Germany
Department of Philosophy, University of Cologne, Cologne,
Germany

The present globally intercultural context today
has made one thing abundantly clear: the de facto
intercultural hermeneutical situation has outgrown the
Greco-European and Judeo-Christian interpretation of
culture, philosophy, and religion. It calls for a decon-
struction of an exclusive relation between truth and
tradition. Truth of the tradition and truth in the tradi-
tion are two different things and must not be confused
with one another.

The word “hermeneutics” is, no doubt, Greek and
Western, but the idea and the practice of it is an
anthropological constant. Indian thought, for exam-
ple, possesses a very rich hermeneutical tradition.
The science of hermeneutics as an art of under-
standing and interpretation is undergoing a fundamen-
tal change in the global context of interculturality
today and experiencing an unprecedented widening
of horizons that does not necessarily go hand in
hand with a real fusion of horizons (HANS-GEORG

GADAMER’s Horizontverschmelzung). This means that
every hermeneutics has its own culturally sedi-
mented roots and cannot unconditionally claim uni-
versal acceptance. Any dialogue—most importantly, of
course, any intercultural one—has to begin from this
insight.

The way that continents address each other today
is of a different quality, for it takes place in the
spirit of reciprocity. The de facto hermeneutical sit-
uation is characterized by a 4-fold relation. Let us
apply this relation to an interculturally oriented dis-
course between European and non-European thought.
First of all, there is the self-hermeneutics of the
European mind. Second, there is the European under-
standing of the non-European mind. This has been
the case since Alexander the Great’s invasion of
India and the discovery of America by Columbus.
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Third, there is the self-hermeneutics of non-Europeans.
Fourth, however—and this is something novel for the
European mind—there is the non-European under-
standing of Europe. Hermeneutics is thus no longer
a one-way street, and the question arises of who bet-
ter understands whom, when, how, and why. Europe is
often surprised today to see itself critically interpreted
by non-Europeans.

The concept of an “analogizing hermeneutics” that
does justice to such a de facto hermeneutical situation
is neither the hermeneutics of total identity that reduces
the other to an echo of oneself and repeats its own self-
understanding in the name of understanding the other,
nor is it a hermeneutics of radical difference that makes
the understanding of the other quite impossible. It does
not put any one culture in an absolute position of gen-
erality, reducing all others to some form of it. There is
no one universal hermeneutical subject over and above
the sedimented cultural and historical subject; what
is needed instead is a reflective-meditative attitude
accompanying the different subjects with a warning
against reductionist tendencies. Such a hermeneutical
attitude helps us to overcome the feeling of our being
hopelessly involved in the hermeneutical circle. It fur-
ther frees us from our tendency to define truth in terms
of one particular tradition and that tradition in terms of
truth.

Such an “analogizing hermeneutics” of overlapping
structures beyond the two fictions of total identity
(commensurability) and radical difference (incommen-
surability) also leads to a healthy concept of compar-
ative philosophy that does not absolutize a particular
philosophical convention (cf. Mall 1992, 2000). It
rejects not only the idea of an absolute text, but also
that of an absolute interpretation. Comparative philos-
ophy worthy of the name presupposes an intercultural
orientation in philosophy.

The concept of an intercultural world stands for a
system or framework that consists of various positions
of the Lebenswelt or lifeworld. An intercultural aes-
thetic orientation does not allow any one particular
Lebenswelt to put itself in an absolute position. The
universality of an intercultural perspective is not the
universalization of any one particular cultural perspec-
tive. It is rather an attitude that requires abstaining
from any universal claim of a system of categories
embedded in a particular culture. Only such an attitude
enables us to see the primordial manifold of cultures.
Any aesthetics of an intercultural world thus has the

task of steering between the lack of any cultural pattern
and the tendency to homogenize.

It is aesthetic experience as an anthropological
constant that functions as a primordial response con-
necting us with the aesthetic value of beauty. What
coincides among cultures is the aesthetic response
itself and not so much the manifold of cultural patterns
accompanying this response. It is only the manifold
of our ways of response that points to the vari-
ous ways in which aesthetic experience is culturally
embedded.

The method that we follow here is a faithful phe-
nomenological description of what we intend (mean)
when we talk of aesthetic value, experience, and enjoy-
ment. Such a method must avoid the temptation to
ontologize. It is true that there is a necessary circle
of cultural embeddedness—but recognizing this helps
us further to recognize that situatedness is situated-
ness after all. There is no exception to it except our
intercultural aesthetic orientation.

Aesthetics in an intercultural perspective enables us
to see that there is an overlapping universal response
that does of course show signs of cultural specificity.
Such a view overcomes the tendency to put one par-
ticular aesthetic tradition in an absolute position. The
science of aesthetics always deals with the subject and
the object of aesthetic rapture, and the main concern
centers around the relation and tension between the
two. In the case of a painting as a work of art, for
example, the painting may undoubtedly be a represen-
tation, but it is never just a mere echo of the subject.
Conversely, the subject fails to find its full realization
in the painting. The painting is thus neither totally dif-
ferent from the noetic intentions nor fully identical
with them. The following question then arises: how
can we overcome the so-called ontological relationship
between the painter and the painting? This can be done
by refusing to accept the circle of identity between the
intended (noetic) meaning of the constituting subject
and the intended (noematic) meaning as the constituted
object.

The central factor of sedimentation is always at
work here too. This helps us bid farewell to a rigid form
of structuralism in aesthetics and emancipates the sub-
ject and the object of aesthetic experience from abso-
lutizing any one particular Lebenswelt-situatedness.
What does this emancipation mean, i.e., what does it
amount to? It does not mean that we do away with the
subject who creates the work, for a picture without an
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artist is no picture at all. A painting needs not only a
painter, but it also points to something beyond it. It is
true that there is an essential relation between art and
the artist, but in our acts of understanding, interpreting,
and evaluating, we do not merely repeat the relation
between the artwork and the artist; instead, we consti-
tute a new relation. This applies to an interculturally
oriented aesthetics very well.

The Western aesthetic tradition from Plato to
Adorno via Nietzsche is a case in point for the
bankruptcy of absolute aesthetic value. Europe knows
both a very powerful essentialist and also a relativistic
approach to the question of a foundation of the science
of aesthetics.

Our concept of an intercultural aesthetics denies any
essentialist interpretation that starts from the presuppo-
sition of a universally valid fundamental norm, call it
God, nature, Weltgeist, or whatever. In a debate regard-
ing aesthetics from above (deductive, a priori, specu-
lative, etc.) and an aesthetics from below (inductive,
empirical-experiential, open, and tolerant), our inter-
cultural aesthetic orientation takes sides and pleads
for aesthetics from below. This does not mean that
an interculturally oriented aesthetics must land in a
total relativism because it steers between essentialism
and relativism and pleads for the discovery and cul-
tivation of the overlapping presence of an aesthetic
response that shows signs of cultural embeddedness
the moment it takes a concrete shape. An intercul-
tural aesthetics thus rejects the tendency of modernity
to overrate the importance of unity as well as that of
postmodernity to overrate the importance of plurality.
The situated unsituatedness of an intercultural aesthet-
ics makes room for cultural embeddedness, but also
transcends it. Intercultural aesthetics appeals to a cer-
tain common and overlapping structure of feeling that
is capable of manifold manifestations in and among
cultures.

As application of our intercultural orientation in
aesthetics, I would like to refer to the two most
central concepts of Indian aesthetics (Rashashastra)—
namely, the concept of Rasa, which stands for the
artifact as well as the aesthetic experience (rasota-
patti and rasasvadana)—and that of Dhvani, which
does not denote but rather suggests. The Indian aes-
thetic tradition speaks of eight primordial aesthetic
emotional states (Rasas). These are: erotic (shringara),
comic (hasya), compassionate (karuna), furious (rau-
dra), heroic (vira), terrifying (bhayanaka), disgusting

(bibhatsa), and awesome or wondrous (adbhuta). A
ninth rasa (shanta) is a later addition to the list and
stands for the summum bonum, a state of equilibrium, a
unique experience of bliss (ananda). It is the beginning
and end of all the other Rasas.

This 9-fold Rasa-system tries to explain even the
most complex aesthetic experiences and emotions as
manifolds of manifestations and organizations of dif-
ferent Rasas. Some form of their coexistence is always
at work when a work of art is produced and viewed
(cf. Bharata Natya Shastra, 1971–1981). Indian the-
ories of aesthetic experience steer between the two
extremes of the subject (the appreciator or reader) and
the object (the artwork or work of literature). They nei-
ther declare aesthetic feelings to be merely fleeting and
changeable qualities nor make them something fully
independent of convention. Indian aesthetics pleads for
overlapping contents in the spirit of an interculturally
oriented analogizing hermeneutics allowing for funda-
mental similarities and illuminating differences among
intra- and inter-cultural traditions.

Rasa-theory goes hand in hand with the theory of
Dhvani or suggested meaning. The technical term used
here is Vyanjana. Normally two kinds of meanings are
ascribed to words we use: the primary or denotative
meaning, and the secondary meaning, which, though
related to the first, covers different forms of literary fig-
ures of speech. But Indian aesthetics speaks of a third
meaning that is merely suggested and not denoted.
It cannot be deduced from the other two meanings.
This suggested meaning is really the intended mean-
ing lying deeper than the literal meaning, yet ready to
be experienced by a cultivated reader. In this sense, all
poetic meanings are suggested. Literal meanings, on
the other hand, are apprehended and understood with
the help of syntax and semantics.

Many Western critics have maintained that Indian
aesthetics is far too religious and mystical because it
aims at the realization of an aesthetic summum bonum
that is equivalent to bliss, eternal peace, and liber-
ation. It is true that Indians speak of an aesthetic
rapture called “Shanta Rasa” that really stands for a
state of calm and repose. The Indian aesthetic theo-
ries of Rasa and Dhvani do presuppose the importance
of psychological factors, but there is no psycholo-
gism. Such theories plead for the presence of per-
manent moods (Sthayibhavas) without ontologizing
them. “The idea of universalization,” Mohanty cor-
rectly remarks, “as a step in the constitution of rasa
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overcomes psychologism, while not falling into the
opposite trap of Platonism” (Mohanty 2000: 136).

Since Indian philosophical thought tries to combine
a way of thought with a way of life, it deliberately
does not exclude the religio-spiritual dimension of
emancipatory aesthetic experience. Under the influ-
ence of Christianity, philosophical wisdom in Europe
was not given the status of a liberating wisdom. In this
sense, Patnaik rightly maintains that “Shanta Rasa... is
perhaps the most unique contribution of India to aes-
thetics...” (Patnaik 1997: 252). Thus cultures such as
the Chinese, Japanese, and Indian, in which the final
liberating wisdom is not an exclusive domain of reli-
gion, all pursue a goal that is quite close to the Shanta
Rasa of Indian aesthetics.

Intercultural aesthetics defines aesthetic value to be
a dispositional quality of the object of art and litera-
ture, a quality that gives rise to aesthetic experience in
that it produces, under appropriate conditions, a certain
type of response in observers—namely, the aesthetic
response. All experience is, by nature, contextual, and
this general contextuality of human experience applies
to aesthetic experience as well. But this does not mean
that aesthetic experience is bound to be purely subjec-
tive. What is common to human nature is the aesthetic
response that does take different—but not radically
different—shape under the influence of cultural tra-
ditions. Aesthetic responses may be contrary or even
contradictory, but they overlap in that they are still
aesthetic responses.

In the spirit of intercultural aesthetics, different aes-
thetic traditions and theories meet to differ and differ
to meet. And this is one of the central contributions of
an intercultural aesthetics in the field of aesthetics East
and West. Intercultural aesthetics deconstructs narrow-
minded fixations and binary division, and it urges all
aesthetic traditions to find ways and means to come to
terms with the perception of the real beyond all merely
ideological constructions claiming to be an a priori of
universal taste. The aesthetic subject can accordingly
be characterized as a kind of “situated unsituatedness.”

Imaginative recontextualization is always needed
when comparisons are made, and this holds true in
both inter- and intra-cultural discourses. Aesthetic per-
ception, experience, and enjoyment are beyond the
dichotomous evaluation of high and low, refined and
primitive. The conceptual framework of modernity was
in favor of Western theories of aesthetics and of art.
Theodor Adorno and Gilles Deleuze are the exceptions

in providing us with a theoretical and practical per-
spective to see the beautiful and the sublime in all
cultures.

The theory and practice of intercultural aesthetics
in the field of comparative aesthetics rejects the idea
of an essentialist conception of aesthetic experience
developed in one particular culture. It is also critical of
the view that aesthetic experience is something purely
self-sufficient and beyond all change. An applied inter-
cultural aesthetics presupposes two forms of relativity:
first, any work of art is a specific cultural product; and
second, the different ways of viewing and interpreting
it are contingent and relative to the context in which
the viewer is situated. Different artistic performances
such as painting, drama, dance, music, and film artic-
ulate artistic meanings that are not simply copies of
some sort of Platonic ideas; instead, they are authen-
tic expressions of nondiscursively cognized products
of our thinking, feeling, and willing.

Nearly all Western theories from Plato to Hegel
conceived of semblance (Schein) as something of
second-rate importance in relation to metaphysical and
speculative ideas as the real originals. Our postmeta-
physical and postmodern view takes semblances as
the originally given phenomena. The given here also
means an aesthetic experience that is the result of
our reflection and contemplation of the products of
art. The well-known triad of truth (Satyam), good-
ness (Shivam), and beauty (Sundaram) found in many
cultures is sometimes taken to be the goal of a holis-
tic aesthetic experience. Whereas European aesthetic
thinking about this triad remained more or less meta-
physical and speculative, Indian theories of aesthetics
suggested in their meditative literature ways and means
to realize it. The ultimate aim is the realization of a
state of calm or of equilibrium (Shanta Rasa). Indian
aesthetics may be spiritual in the sense of this aesthetic
summum bonum, but it does not belittle the impor-
tance of the human body and the different nuances of
sensation.

Intercultural aesthetics believes in an anthropologi-
cal anchorage of our aesthetic feelings, judgments, and
enjoyments. Just as we receive the sensations of certain
colors, sounds, tastes, etc., and this from the very con-
stitution of our natures, so do we aesthetically approve
or disapprove of certain actions and objects. This
means that aesthetic judgments are primarily based on
sensations and feelings, not on abstract and specula-
tive definitions of beauty in works of art and nature.



India and Intercultural Aesthetics 165

Deleuze does not posit an opposition between art and
technology; rather, he argues for the thesis that the
science of aesthetics provides us with a direct knowl-
edge of what is beyond the reach of merely discursive
thinking. Thus, he distinguishes a logic of thought and
a logic of sensation (cf. Deleuze 1969). This means
that there is an epistemological dimension of aesthetic
experience that is amply verified by various media,
such as photography, painting, and film. Of course,
aesthetic epistemology lays more emphasis on some
sort of visual anthropology in contrast to metaphysical
and purely rationalistic theories of knowledge. Added
to this, aesthetic epistemology does not start with the
presupposition that aesthetic consensus is the precon-
dition for aesthetic communication. On the other hand,
with their universalistic tendency, Kant and Hegel
do plead for the universality of aesthetic judgments
and do in fact universalize the Eurocentric aesthetic
framework.

Intercultural aesthetics today is more empirical,
experiential, and experimental and it possesses a philo-
sophical breadth in comparing examples of art from
different traditions and cultures. Intercultural aesthet-
ics is thus rightly suspicious of the claim of a theoreti-
cal supremacy of any one particular aesthetic tradition.
Even in the age of postmodern pluralism, there is, no
doubt, a de facto acceptance of non-European works
of art, but when it comes to judge the conceptual
frameworks, the adjective “European” still claims uni-
versality and supremacy. But intercultural aesthetics
does not and cannot give a privileged treatment to any
one particular adjective, be it “European” or not.

In spite of the unparalleled service phenomenologi-
cal method, particularly the phenomenology of percep-
tion (cf. MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY), has done for a
philosophy of art and also for an aesthetics of nature,
and in spite of the method of the epochē (particularly
in the spirit of an intercultural orientation), the claim
of reaching the most primordial given beyond all cul-
tural, religious, and linguistic sedimentations betrays
a tendency toward some sort of essentialism. Such
a tendency neglects the irreducibility of our percep-
tual legacy as a culturally and historically contingent
phenomenon. It seems that the very idea of a given
beyond all sedimentations, of a context beyond all con-
texts, is a philosophical assumption. The only way
out here seems to be to have recourse to some sort
of an “anthropology of an open question” (Helmuth
Plessner’s Anthropologie der offenen Frage). There is

no synthetic a priori faculty, and we are committed to
a phenomenologically oriented empirical approach in
the genuine spirit of an intercultural philosophy.

It is true that human beings always have a feeling
of uneasiness in their contact with the bare reality as it
is there to be confronted. There are mainly two moves
to come to terms with such an experience. We either
engage in a therapeutic process of freeing ourselves by
developing a conceptual distance and forcing the real
to fit into it, or we delve deeply into the intensive per-
ception of the real (and do so with different degrees
of commitment). This is where the purely philosoph-
ical and the aesthetic perception of the real differ.
Whenever a particular tradition of thought emphasizes
the role of ethics more than that of aesthetics, it fails to
do full justice to aesthetic actions that claim to have a
direct, unmediated approach to reality. Non-European
traditions seem to have treated the two fields of human
activity on an equal footing. A philosophical tradition
that claims a special position for the human species in
the greater household of cosmic nature tends to treat
an aesthetics of nature as a stepmother. Cultures with
the conviction of a general constitutive embeddedness
of the human species along with other species on an
equal footing tend to speak of a culture of feeling in its
own right.

The Taoist aesthetics of “emptiness” is full
of suggestiveness, simplicity, and faith in an all-
encompassing cosmic nature, and rejects the idea of
a nature sui generis of aesthetic judgments as a human
prejudice. While taking a leisurely walk with his friend
Hui Tzu along the dam of the Hao River, Chuang Tzu,
the famous Taoist philosopher, spoke of the “happiness
of the fish.” He said, “the white fish are swimming at
ease. This is the happiness of the fish.” “You are not a
fish,” said Hui Tzu. “How do you know its happiness?”
“You are not I,” said Chuang Tzu. “How do you know
I do not know the happiness of the fish?” Hui Tzu said,
“Of course I do not know, since I am not you. But you
are not the fish, and it is perfectly clear that you do not
know the happiness of the fish.” “Let us get at the bot-
tom of the matter,” said Chuang Tzu. “When you asked
how I knew the happiness of the fish, you already knew
that I knew the happiness of the fish, but asked how. I
knew it along the river” (CHAN 1969: 209f.).

In this simple allegory lies the deep-rooted epis-
temological principle that the like knows the like, a
principle that binds not only all human beings beyond
cultural boundaries, but all things and beings in the
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greater household of cosmic nature. Even Kant, in spite
of his transcendental move in the field of epistemology
and his idea of a higher meaning behind all forms of
nature, speaks of the bird’s song telling us “of joyous-
ness and contentment with its existence” (Kant 1952:
§42, 161f.).

It is art, then, that fulfills the promises that nature
makes. To try to understand the beauty of nature in
terms of art has always been a Western move in aes-
thetic theories claiming to redeem and correct nature.
However, such an attitude seems to be quite arrogant
toward nature. Intercultural aesthetics tries to bridge
the gap between the philosophy of art and the aesthet-
ics of nature at large (cf. Deutsch 1997, Patnaik 1997,
Waldenfels 1987, Paetzold 1997).

To idealize the beauty of nature merely according to
the model of human wishes and desires entails some
type of human prejudice. Added to this, such a way
of looking at the beauty of nature is far too anthro-
pocentric. Any experience of the beauty of nature
has hardly anything to do with promises made by
nature; it is rather an experience of unity with nature
that is, no doubt, both beautiful and ugly, peaceful
and wild. The beauty of nature experienced without
preconceived plans is, in the long run, full of con-
solation. The real spirit of an aesthetics of nature is
against any total instrumentalization of nature whereby
nature has no right to exist on its own. Nature is there
to be perceived, felt, and understood with a deep-
rooted hint at a reciprocal bond between human art
and the beauty of nature. Cultivation of an aesthet-
ics of nature is an imperative today more than ever
before because of a deadly anthropocentric and arro-
gant attitude toward nature at large (cf. SASAKI 1997,
Böhme 1997).
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Roman Ingarden (1893–1970)

Andrzej Gniazdowski

The foundations of Ingarden’s aesthetics were formed
in the context of his polemic with EDMUND

HUSSERL’S transcendental idealism (Ingarden 1929).
The critical function and productive employment of the
phenomenological method determines the autonomy
and theoretical relevance of his aesthetics. Aesthetics
is a basic domain of his ontology (i.e., investigations
into the necessary connections between pure ideal
qualities by means of intuitive analysis of the con-
tents of ideas). He first offered this definition in Das
literarische Kunstwerk (1931), where he also indi-
cated its object, thereby determining his later inves-
tigations: aesthetics should be a realm of intentional
objects, as contrasted with objects of the real world
(1973a: lxii). The eidetic investigations of the literary
work of art prepared the starting point for an analy-
sis of the idea and mode of real being in Ingarden’s
fundamental work, Der Streit um die Existenz der
Welt (1964).

Ingarden’s aesthetic reflections concern three basic
areas: (1) the ontology of the various types of works of
art (Ingarden 1989); (2) the problems of the aesthetic
experience and the cognition of works of art (e.g.,
Ingarden 1937); and (3) axiological topics and their
establishment in works of art (Ingarden 1957a: 167–
173). He also deals with questions of aesthetic system-
atization, and his studies of aesthetic criticism and the
history of aesthetics are yet another category (Ingarden
1985: 45–79). In general, he attempts to overcome both
“objectivistic” aesthetics, which focuses on the work
of art, and “subjectivistic” aesthetics, which focuses
on the experiencing subject, and he critically examines
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Institute of Philosophy and Sociology of the Polish Academy of
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psychologism and reductionism in aesthetics (Ingarden
1985: 79–91). Based on the ontologically reinterpreted
category of intentionality, aesthetics has as its object
the unity of the aesthetic situation as a whole, and ana-
lyzes both its sides as constituting themselves in this
situation (ibid.: 30).

Acknowledging the purely intentional mode of
being of the work of art, Ingarden distinguishes
between the artwork as an aesthetic object and as an
artistic object. Aesthetic objects, as distinct from exis-
tentially autonomous individual objects, are existen-
tially heteronymous, i.e., derivative and existentially
dependent on the acts constituting them—the creative
acts of the artist and the receptive experience of a
reader, listener, or spectator. Although an aesthetic
object arises as the object of an aesthetic experience,
it is at the same time an existentially separate object:
it forms a complete whole transcendent of the acts
(Ingarden 1964: §50).

As an intentional object built on its material basis,
the work of art is a schematic formation: it con-
tains areas of indeterminacy and potential moments.
A separate object does not constitute itself before the
process of its concretization. Ingarden’s category of
concretization (actualization of the areas of indetermi-
nacy of the aesthetic object in the aesthetic experience)
underlines the creativity of aesthetic reception. He set
the identity of the work of art against the multitude
of its possible concretizations: the shape they take
is determined by the work itself as well as by the
epoch’s cultural features. Each concretization is some-
thing in which the work manifests itself, and this is
the basis of its historical life (Ingarden 1973: 251,
247, 343). The verification of the subjective charac-
ter of concretization is conditioned by the possibility
of a theoretical, cognitive (re-creative) approach to the
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work that goes beyond its purely aesthetic perception
(Ingarden 1957b: I, 191).

The work of art is stratified from the lowest stratum
founded in the material properties of its substrate to, in
the case of a literary work, the stratum of represented
objectivities and schematized aspects. This builds a
framework of the work involving close, organic con-
nections with the other strata that form its existential
foundations (Ingarden 1958: II 210). On this stratum
alone, which is autotelic to a certain degree, spe-
cific metaphysical qualities can arise: the sublime, the
tragic, the grotesque, etc. (Ingarden 1973: 290). The
number of those strata and the character of those con-
nections depend on the type of artwork and the kind of
material in which it is executed, from the single stra-
tum of a musical work to the multistratified structure
of a literary work as a cultural formation of high com-
plexity. Besides the stratified structure, some types of
work have a phasic structure, e.g., a literary or musi-
cal work, play, film, etc., as quasi-temporal objects
(Ingarden 1973: 306). The temporality immanent in the
concretizations of those works of art has a qualitative
character and does not join in the continuum of real
time (Ingarden 1986).

Another dimension “interwoven” with the stratifica-
tion is the qualitative structure. The system and typol-
ogy of aesthetically relevant qualities are important.
The distinction between artistic qualities, existing in
the work itself, and aesthetic qualities, appearing in its
aesthetic concretization, is also significant (Ingarden
1969). Among the aesthetically neutral qualities fall
artistically valuable qualities significant for the con-
stitution of aesthetically valuable qualities that build
the aesthetically valuable skeleton of the work. Thus
selection and mutual connections allow aesthetically
valuable qualities to appear that lead to the emergence
of an overall aesthetic value in the work as a whole
(Ingarden 1985: 105).

Ingarden’s conception of aesthetically relevant qual-
ities reformulates the question of the objectivity of
aesthetic values. He defied those according to whom
aesthetic values and estimations are subjective and
unverifiable. For him, aesthetic valuation is founded
on “seeing,” i.e., on an intuitive grasp of the quali-
ties themselves in the process of aesthetic experience,
on the emotional response to the value in its final
phase. The condition of possibility of this experience
is the adoption of an aesthetic attitude and the prelim-
inary emotion that triggers the process of perception

of the qualitative structure of the work and of its con-
cretization. An aesthetic experience that constitutes a
positively or negatively valuated aesthetic object is a
composite process containing many phases and involv-
ing many factors: perceptual, emotional, imaginative,
and intellectual. For Ingarden, only aesthetic judg-
ments based on the achievement of the entire aesthetic
process are sufficiently grounded (ibid.: 107–132).

The phenomenological aesthetics of Roman
Ingarden was a constant source of inspiration for
Polish representatives of many branches of the study
on art, despite the absence of any clearcut “Ingarden
school.” As early as the 1930s Ingarden’s students
Bolesław Lewicki and Zofia Lissa, while making
use of his ideas, presented their own approaches to
the work of film (Lewicki 1935, Lissa 1937). After
World War II, his methodological approach was
continued by, for example, Janina Makota (1964),
Jerzy Gałecki (1962), and Maria Gołaszewska (1973),
who relates Ingarden’s ontological analysis of the
aesthetic situation to research in empirical sociology.
The course of the continuation as well as of the critical
reception of Ingarden’s aesthetic views increased after
the publication of previously untranslated work into
English, in the three-volume Studies in Aesthetics
(Ingarden 1957b, 1958, 1970). There was a debate
about his ontology with the Marxist position of Stefan
Morawski, Bohdan Dziemidok (a theoretician of lit-
erature), Henryk Markiewicz, and Michał Głowiński.
Noteworthy is the polemic against Ingarden launched
by semiotician Jerzy Pelc, who does not accept
Ingarden’s conception of the literary work of art as an
intentional object, and by the Polish writer Stanisław
Lem (1968).

Ingarden’s aesthetics has exercised considerable
influence in Europe and North America. The first influ-
ence was on NICOLAI HARTMANN, who applied the
concept of stratum to other art forms. Ingarden empha-
sized his affinities with Emil Staiger and also influ-
enced the works of Günther Müller, Julius Petersen,
and Wolfgang Kayser. In Germany after World War
II, research on the structure, morphology, and truth-
value of the literary work develops in constant dialogue
with Ingarden’s views. This involves, for example,
Franz Stanzel, Käte Hamburger, Frank Maatje, Joseph
Strelka, and Erwin Leibfried. Ingarden’s ontology
of the literary artwork also provided useful frame-
works for Hans Robert Jauss’s reception theory and
Wolfgang Iser’s reader-response theory. In contrast to
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the traditional interpretation, which sought to eluci-
date a hidden meaning in the text, Iser, like Ingarden,
wanted to see meaning as an effect that is experienced,
not an object that must be found (see Holub 2001:
659). MIKEL DUFRENNE adopted many of Ingarden’s
central concepts; Harold Osborne sympathized with
Ingarden’s phenomenological approach; and Jerome
Stolnitz developed his distinction between artistic and
aesthetic values. In the United States, there are echoes
in the work of René Wellek and Austin Warren
(1949), who are translated into many languages, and
Wellek’s later book (1981) offers an extensive analy-
sis of Ingarden. The terminology of Tzvetan Todorov
(1967) goes in a direction similar to Ingarden’s aes-
thetic theory. Dietrich Steinbeck (1970) continued his
phenomenological approach in his theory of the the-
ater, but in opposition to Ingarden’s conception of the
theatrical artwork as a “borderline” phenomenon of
literature.

The most instructive confrontation is between
Ingarden’s ontology and the doctrines of Russian for-
malism (Victor Shklovsky, Jan Mukarovsky, Roman
Jacobson), which was also influenced by Husserlian
phenomenology. They share antipsychologism; they
focus on the literary work itself; they exclude such
factors as biography, history, sociology, etc.; acknowl-
edge the fictionalness of the literary work of art based
on the “quasi-judgmental” character of literary sen-
tences; and they are concerned with its “structure.”
What is unacceptable for Ingarden, however, is the
formalist definition of the literary work of art as a
“linguistic formation,” i.e., a verbal product, and the
reduction of its analysis to “stylistic studies” (Ingarden
1957a: I, 337). He challenges the formalist and the
Prague structuralist rejection of “form” and “content”
in the literary work (Ingarden 1958: II, 357–494) and
differs with the formalist view whereby the “form”
of a work is perceivable only as a “deviation” from
the “canon” (Striedter 1969). For Czech structuralism
(e.g., Felix Vodicka), Ingarden took into consideration
neither the dynamics of the total literary process nor
the changes of social structure in the various periods
of its reception.

His theory of the artwork was also criticized from
Marxist and semiotic orientations, e.g., the semiotics
of culture as introduced by the Tartu school (Jurij
Levin, Jurij Lotman, and Boris Uspenskij). The main
objection is against the primary topic of investiga-
tions being the structure and essential features of the

work treated as an isolated objectivity, rather than
as a mere component of communicative acts within
the framework of a particular language of artistic
conventions.
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Japanese Worlds

ŌHASHI Ryōsuke

In the strict sense of the word, there has been no
“aesthetics” in Asia, as has also been the case with
“philosophy.” If “aesthetics” in the traditional sense is
applied in observing Asian lifeworlds, the phenomena
of these worlds are looked at through colored glasses,
i.e., in a way of thinking that is alien to them. A gap
between interpretation and fact will be inevitable. Such
a gap was pointed out when the Japanese thinker KUKI
Shūzō ( ) (1888–1941) visited MARTIN HEI-
DEGGER in Marburg around 1926. At that time KUKI
was writing his book (Iki no kōzō, The
structure of “iki,” 1930), which became renowned in
Japan, while Heidegger was preparing Sein und Zeit
(1927).

“Iki” ( ) is an aesthetic expression in gestures,
speech, styles of dress, architectural space, color,
design, and so forth. It was formed in the lifeworld of
the late Edo period. (although Heidegger did not record
his recollections of the dialogue with KUKI until
1953–1954; see Heidegger 1985: 79–146). Because
Heidegger saw that KUKI tried to explain “iki” with
the method and concepts of European aesthetics, he
asked whether it is necessary and right for Asians
to accept and follow the conceptual systems that
evolved out of European traditions. He had misgivings
about the language with which Western metaphysics
was built, and which was also used in the dialogue
(Kuki spoke German and French fluently)—a language
that inevitably transferred everything into something
European.

ŌHASHI R. (�)
Ryûkoku University, Kyoto, Japan

In the published version of their dialogue, KUKI
attempts—perhaps because of Heidegger’s caution—
to approach to “iki” in a hermeneutical way, though
he still uses the traditional metaphysical categories
of causa finalis or causa materialis. If phenomenol-
ogy is understood as an approach that takes a critical
attitude toward the self-evident superiority of reason,
and is characterized with the motto “to the matters
themselves” (Zu den Sachen selbst), it is also to be
understood as a fundamental methodology of letting
the matter “iki” be visible from itself, as it is implied
in every philosophical argument.

Our topic is the Japanese world. How can a phe-
nomenological hermeneutics be employed in elucidat-
ing this topic? It will not be a matter of collecting data
from these various worlds and analyzing them to pro-
duce an image. The image thus produced might give
a bird’s-eye view of the phenomena in these worlds,
but it cannot make these phenomena visible directly in
their own being. The approach taken here is to treat
individual phenomena directly in such a way that their
essential character and meaning are made visible. That
goal requires anticipating an entire horizon.

This horizon can be addressed under the title of
“climate.” It is the most fundamental element in deter-
mining a lifeworld in general. In addition to the
ordinary meteorological understanding of climate, we
say that climate is also determined historically and
socially. It must be differentiated from the mere nat-
ural surroundings, and can be regarded as the natural
world as determined by social history. Pioneers in this
approach are Johann G. von Herder and WATSUJI
Tetsurō ( ) (1889–1960). I am influenced by
WATSUJI, but he did not develop the notion of “cli-
mate” as the basic determination of the field of aes-
thetic sense.
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The aesthetics of the Japanese world addressed in
such a phenomenological approach is different from
the research presented in the classic literature on paint-
ing, poetry, calligraphy, etc. Literature supports the
argument here, but it is neither the topic nor the starting
point of the analysis. This is because lifeworlds often
remain behind the documents, which are written with
letters or characters, reaching abstract thought at very
high levels, and are usually produced on the side of
those in power. Therefore we should seek the starting
point not in literary works, but in “climate” as a basic
element of the lifeworld.

The concept of “climate” at stake here is taken from
WATSUJI’s (Fūdo; Wind-Earth, 1935), which
he wrote under the influence of Herder’s “climatol-
ogy,” but mainly as a critical response to Heidegger’s
Sein und Zeit. He argues that Heidegger pays atten-
tion to “time” but almost ignores “space.” Although
this objection against Heidegger cannot be maintained
today, WATSUJI’s idea of “wind-earth,” the Japanese
word for climate, still deserves attention. Climate in
his sense is differentiated from the mere natural envi-
ronment. It is the natural circumstance as formed by
culture and history, which are in turn conditioned by
mere nature. It is a cultural, historical, and environ-
mental concept of the lifeworld. He tries to character-
ize and categorize lifeworlds according to their type of
climate. Yet he did not apply his own concept to his
own aesthetic reflections in his many essays on art.

As the first step, let us direct our attention to “earth,”
“water,” “fire,” and “wind,” which are the four natural
elements—not in the sense of mere objects, but of life-
worlds. Within the tradition of metaphysics, they were
conceived as materiality, something that has no life and
has a low rank in the hierarchy of ontological values.
They were therefore not regarded as aesthetic topics.
But as long as they make up the basis of lifeworlds,
they deserve more attention, and the human experience
of them differs from region to region.

Due to limitations of space, we shall confine our-
selves to “water,” but the following reflection could
also be developed for “earth,” “fire,” or “wind.” As
Gaston Bachelard attempted in La psychanalyse du feu
(1949), excellent reflections on the phenomena of fire
are possible, and while he limited himself to fire, he
believed it possible to extend his approach to all other
natural elements. He treated fire not as an object of sci-
entific research, but as—to say it with our term—an
element of the lifeworld, because fire has determined

human life in the psychoanalytical dimension since
ancient times.

“Water” is not only a possible subject for aesthetics,
but is of course a fundamental element of any life-
world as well. In his Patterns in Comparative Religion
(1963), Mircea Eliade has collected various images of
water that are common to religions all over the world:
life, inundation, purity, salvation, monsters, fairies, etc.
In this regard, Bachelard’s L’eau et les rêves (1969)
supports the same result. But we offer a case study
to show what is possible for a “climatologic aesthet-
ics” and we limit ourselves to the geographical area of
Japan.

It is still too early to conclude that the experience
of “water” is the same all over the world. In Europe,
Thales, the founding father of the philosophy of nature,
said that “the principle origin of everything is water.”
Inasmuch as this saying triggered the beginning of
speculation, one can say that an experience of water
contributed to the beginning of philosophy. This expe-
rience was developed into a philosophy of nature that,
through the long process of the history of alchemy in
the Middle Ages, became the matrix of modern natu-
ral science. In this cultural tradition in Europe, water
was always seen as a material thing. Thus one can find
811 proverbs in the Deutsches Sprichwörter-Lexikon,
all of which mention “water” with regard to its material
character.

The water experience in China is different. A
striking tendency of expressions including the word
“water” in ancient Chinese literature is that it is often
seen in a moralistic viewpoint. The comparison that
Chuang Tzu ( ) makes of the way wise men keep
company with the image of flowing water is only one
example. It is well known that Lao Tzu ( ) tells the
secret of living in the world with the image of water,
often together with images of babies and women.

Specialists in art history will remind us of the fact
that there is a long Chinese tradition of so-called
“mountain-water painting.” But the deep motif of this
painting is mostly shown in small human figures in the
middle, usually Taoist monks walking up the moun-
tain. The motif is religious and moralistic, because the
inner experience of the monks is expressed with the
environmental features of mountains and rivers.

What about Japan? To anticipate the conclusion,
water experience in Japan is extraordinarily aesthetic,
and this fact already suggests the specific climate in
Japan. In the middle of the mainland between the
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Pacific Ocean and the Sea of Japan, mountainous
regions extend through the greater part of the island,
where a humid climate is formed by the rainy season
before summer, typhoons in summer and autumn, and
snowfall in winter. This climate is of course quite dif-
ferent not only from that of a desert area, but also from
that of the Asian continent. It is no wonder that the sen-
sitivity of the Japanese to “water” is also different from
that in the other climates.

At first we may pay attention to a group of expres-
sions in which the Japanese word “water” (“mizu,”

) is contained. “Mizu-mo-shitataru-yoi-otoko”
( ) means “handsome boy.” But the
description “handsome” (“mizu-mo-shitataru,”
( ) tells us nothing when translated literally
into English: “as-if-water-is-dripping down.”
Similarly, the expression “mizu-kusai”, ( ),
literally the smell of water, has nothing to do with
smell; instead it has a slight nuance of blame for a
close friend who is distant and will not be open. Thus
behind the expression there lies a particularly sensitive
comparison of people to water, flows on without
becoming attached to anything. “Mizugiwa-datta”
( ) means “outstanding,” but this English
word does not need to be supplemented by the word
“water.” The Japanese expression alludes to the beauty
of “mizugiwa” ( ) the water landscape on the
shore of a pond or the sea. “Mizu-shobai” ( )
—literally, “the water business”—means the profes-
sion of a hostess in a bar or club. This expression
is combined with the image of an unsteady state of
flowing water, that is, of someone who often changes
his/her partner, and has a nuance of decadence.

A term used in Kabuki theater, “nure-ba”
( ) or “nure-goto” ( )—literally, “wet
scene” or “wet thing”—means a love scene. Such
usage may come from the hot summer in Japan, when
trees and grasses are caught in a sudden shower and
become wet and refreshed. The feeling can be com-
pared with that of the lovers sitting close together, with
the direct expression of love rather moderated.

“Mizuho” ( ) the beautifully ripe rice, is written
with a Chinese character that originally meant “gem.”
What the ancient Chinese found especially beautiful
was the gem, while the ancient Japanese found the
corresponding beauty in “mizu” ( ), water. “Mizu-
e” ( ) means beautiful and young twigs, “mizu-
gaki” ( ) means a pretty hedge, and “mizu-ha”
( ) means a the healthy tooth. “Mizu-mizu-shii”

( ) means a certain quality of being fresh and
shiny with dew; the literal translation into English
would be “water-water-like,” which does not make
sense.

Additionally, we should recollect some Chinese
characters formed with the left-hand side meaning
“water”—for example, those for “pure” ( ) “dirty”
( ) and “muddy” ( ) None of the equivalent
European words developed out of expressions origi-
nally pertaining to “water.” As mentioned, these words
in Chinese are often used with a moralistic nuance, but
in Japan they are often used in an aesthetic context.
The so-called “purifying” or “pure and light heart” in
Shintoism is written with the character “pure,” whose
left-hand side means “water.”

The traces of these verbal expressions can also be
confirmed in the plastic arts and architecture. A typ-
ical example is to be found in the Ise Shrine, which
is rebuilt every 20 years on the neighboring site kept
vacant during this period. The form of the roof is
the prototype of the style named “nagare-zukuri”
( ), the flow style. The name is surely derived
from the flow of water in rivers, which, in contrast with
those on a continent, are relatively short in Japan and
flow rather swiftly, particularly in fields near moun-
tains. It thus expresses the climate in Japan.

The climatic-cultural element of water is to be seen
in every Shinto shrine. To enter the ground, one must
cross a bridge, which divides the secular and the puri-
fied worlds. Being beyond a river or a brook, the
precinct is sacred, because it is sanctified by water.
Therefore visitors should wash their hands with water
at the entrance before they enter the precinct.

Let us now turn to painting. The motif of “water”
is dominant in Japanese art history. The most remark-
able phenomenon is the painting of “rain.” This motif
is quite rare in European painting, while it is quite pop-
ular in Japanese woodcuts. Usually it is the rain in the
afternoon in summer, called “yu-dachi” ( , sum-
mer afternoon shower). When it comes, the trees and
grasses that were drooping and wilted because of the
heat become fresh again, while passers-by caught in
such a shower run into or shelter under the eaves of
a house. Vincent van Gogh once tried to copy a work
by the woodcut painter HIROSHIGE Ando ( )
(1797–1858). The scene shows a bridge caught in a
summer afternoon shower, over which passers-by are
running, which is a typical summer afternoon scene
in Japan. The long and fine lines of the rain cross the
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picture from right above to left below. Painters knew
that these lines can be a good motif for wood-cut paint-
ing. But van Gogh did not know the feeling of the
lifeworld related to the shower that is called “yudachi.”
What he painted on the canvas was an exotic landscape
put into a drowning frame, not the summer afternoon
shower that is familiar to the Japanese.

Of course, there is an Austrian painter who
repeatedly painted rain as a main subject: Fritz
Hundertwasser (1928–2000). But it was after his visit
to Japan in 1961, and as a result of his cooperation
with Japanese woodcut painters, that he began to paint
rain. He married a Japanese woman and named himself
“HYAKUSUI” ( ) which means “hundred water.”
What he expressed, however, was phantasy-like rain,
and not the rain experienced in the lifeworld in Japan.

After the Meiji era, the motif of rain was also
pursued by modern Japanese painters. In a work
by FUKUDA Heihachirō ( ) (1892–1974)
entitled Rain, we see the moment when it has begun to
rain on the tiled roof. The first drops of the rain reach
the roof tiles forming a line associated with the works
of so-called formalist painters. In this moment, the oth-
erwise inorganic tiles begin to live with the shining
freshness expressed in the term “mizu-mizu-shii.”

The examples above are all drawn from the realm of
the arts, which seems to distance them from everyday
life, hence from the “lifeworld.” But it is not so diffi-
cult now to overcome this distance, since the “water”
experience in these artistic expressions is originally the
same as that in everyday life. The most refined but
at the same time the most direct expression of this
experience can be found in the way of tea, the tea cere-
mony. In the canonical text “Nampōroku” ( )—a
text on the tea ceremony in the form of notes of the
words spoken by the tea master RIKYŪ (1522–1592),
presumably recorded by his disciple NANBŌ Sōkei
( )—it is said that the essence of the way of tea
is “nothing but to make fire, boil water, and drink tea”
(§2 of Chapter “Metsugo” [ ]). The tea ceremony
will perform nothing that is not done in the everyday
lifeworld.

A possible aesthetics of a Japanese lifeworld could
be developed if one could find the “climate”-character
in it with the experience of the natural elements
“earth,” “water,” “fire,” and “wind.” It must be pointed
out that there are many texts treating the practical eti-
quette and secret of the tea ceremony or way of tea,
albeit without developing a systematic theory. This is

the same as in other art-ways, because in all these fields
the way of “art” is always combined with that of life,
and the distance needed for a theoretical reflection has
often been regarded negatively. The weakness of being
undeveloped in theory is the obverse of the strength of
practical training. But phenomenological description
can cope with this dilemma.

Let us consider the specifically aesthetic expres-
sions of “water” experience in the tea-way. It is no
wonder that drinking water of special quality is sought
and chosen. If it is found, the transport must be done
extraordinarily carefully, so that the taste is not spoiled.
If normal well water is used, “the water fresh from
the well in the morning is used,” and “the water of
the afternoon is not to be used,” because the water in
the morning is “in the beginning of the Yin-part and
the clear air is on the surface,” while the water in the
afternoon and night is “in the Yang-part, into which air
has sunk, and something harmful is contained” (§12 in
Chapter “Oboegaki” [ ]).

The next concern is for the water to be sprinkled in
the garden and on the path to the tea house. There is
what is termed the “three-times-water,” i.e., the sprin-
kling of water in the morning at noon, and in the
evening, or before, during, and after the visit of the
guests at the tea ceremony. The water sprinkling should
not be taken too lightly. “The [sprinkling of] water in
the morning, at noon, and in the evening is all deeply
significant” (§5 in Chapter “Oboegaki” [ ]) for this
three-times-water requires the watchfulness of the host
who performs the “once-ness of the meeting” (ichigo-
ichie, ). The same watchfulness with regard
to aesthetic sense is performed when the host uses
water to extinguish the footprints of the guests left on
the snow. The purity of the snow can thus be restored.

It should be added that this watchfulness is also
directed toward keeping the lavatory clean. “As to
the lavatory at the tea room path, the detail of the
rules follows that of a Zen monastery, determined by
HYAKUJŌ” ( ), who was a Zen master during the
Tang dynasty, 749–814 (§21 in Chapter “Metsugo”.
[ ]). The lavatory must be purified with dry sand
and water. The book Nampōroku ( ) describes
the astonishing carefulness of the tea master SEN NO
RIKYŪ in keeping the lavatory clean for his guests.
This alertness seems to be dispensed with today, since
the lavatory is replaced with a flush toilet. But the spirit
will remain the same today when a tea ceremony is per-
formed, a spirit dedicated to realizing the uniqueness
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of a meeting between host and guests. The manner of
a party and how refined conviviality is developed in
Europe has a long history, but so far as the present
author is informed, there is no example of a special
rule for keeping the lavatory clean in using water with
an aesthetic watchfulness.

Finally, to suggest that this aesthetics of water in
the way of tea can be extended to that of other ele-
ments such as earth and fire, some sentences need to
be added. The aesthetic sense regarding the “earth” can
be seen first, for example, in the way in which mud
is arranged on the wall inside and outside of the tea
room, as well as in the disposition of rocks and the
undulation of the ground in the garden. In addition—
and this is quite important—tea cups are made from
special clay and “fire” is also a decisive element for
achieving their artistic color and form. It is perhaps
unconceivable in the tradition of metaphysics that a
natural element like “earth,” the lowest rank in the hier-
archy of cosmological values could become an object
of subtle and aesthetic sense. This is to be understood
as a phenomenon in the context of the cultural and
historical “climate” in Japan. The same can also be
said to the element of “fire,” as is mentioned in the
following.

The watchfulness of arranging “fire” in the way of
tea is just as essential as that of “water.” The “fire
arrangement” (hi-ai, ) for boiling water is also
made three times: in the morning, at noon, and in
the evening, or according to another interpretation,
before, during, and after the tea meeting. This so-
called “three-times-coal” signifies the hospitability of
the host who meets the guest, just as the three-times-
water does, so that the expression is often paired with
the latter: “Three-times-coal; three-times-water.” With
this watchfulness, the meeting should offer the chance
for the host and the guests to enjoy and exercise the
once-ness of the meeting, unique in their life (ichigo-
ichie, ). Every act and every thought should
be refined as the aesthetic-spiritual expressions of this
exercise.

The fire in “three-times-coal” is not all the fire
involved in the tea-way. The fire as the “light” in the
lanterns in the room and the stone lanterns in the gar-
den is indispensable for a tea meeting in the evening.
When it snows, says Rikyū, the lanterns on the path
to the tea-house should not be kindled. The sight of
the snow in the garden will otherwise be spoiled. This
also demonstrates the aesthetic sensitiveness to the

light of the lantern, which should be seen in its own
atmosphere.

If the different characters of “climate” in Asian
regions are observed, analyzed, and described with
hermeneutical attention, the aesthetics of Asian life-
worlds could be developed in various ways. This
lifeworld is very diverse; the variety of religions
(Buddhism, Islam, Hindu, Confucianism, Taoism,
Shintoism, and missionary Christianity, etc.) and of let-
ters (Chinese characters, Japanese alphabets, Korean
alphabets, Sanskrit) form a contrast with the Western
European world. The description of these lifeworlds
will not only lead to a special case of aesthetics,
but also bring Western-born aesthetics itself in ques-
tion concerning above all its range and meaning. This
has partly been done by some contemporary Western
authors. Yet other viewpoints are to be expected as
well if careful attention is paid to the experience of
the Japanese lifeworld, which is mostly inherited with-
out philosophical reflection, but is characterized by
a practical mind and by a concern with embodiment
in particular. One simple question will be enough to
suggest the possibility of questioning aesthetics in a
conventional meaning: is the way of tea an “aesthetic
art,” and what do “art” and “aesthesis” mean in this
case?
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IMAMICHI Tomonobu ( ). [Tôyô no
bigaku, The aesthetics of the orient]. Tokyo: 1980, Chapters
1, 2.

Malraux, André. Anti-Aesthetics. Trans. Robert Harvey.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2001.

MURAKAMI Yoshimi ( ).
[Dokyo shiso to sansui-ga; Taoistic thoughts and river-

painting]. [Toho shukyo; The Journal of Eastern
Religions, Nippon Dokyo Gakkai (Society of Taoistic
Research)] 45, 1975, 1–14.
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Fritz Kaufmann (1891–1958)

Christian Lotz

In his short but brilliant “Art and Phenomenology”
(1940) Kaufmann gives a comprehensive overview of
the relation between phenomenology and art. He was
concerned with finding a way that combines elements
of EDMUND HUSSERL’s phenomenology, e.g., tran-
scendental reduction, and elements that can only be
uncovered by a hermeneutics of facticity, such as the
wholeness of one’s life and existential affectivity. In
his Freiburg lectures, MARTIN HEIDEGGER, as a fol-
lower of Dilthey, tried to develop a hermeneutics of life
that understands all phenomena as rooted in one’s con-
crete historical life-project and its coherency, which is
produced by care, trouble, and temporality. The dual-
ity that Kaufmann found in Freiburg explains why his
original thought can be seen as an attempt to transform
Husserl’s concept of intentionality into an existential
category. Put briefly, Husserl conceived intentionality,
which is formally indicated by the relation between
cogito and cogitatum (noēsis and noēma), as the pri-
mal and a priori dimension of experience. But Husserl
still conceives this relation as a belief. Having accepted
from Heidegger that intentionality in Husserl is an
empty abstraction of life, Kaufmann conceives inten-
tionality as a relation between the factical life of a self
and the historically situated world of this self, which
is ultimately characterized not through a “belief,” but
rather through an ontologically conceived “openness,”
the form of which can be traced back to Aristotle’s
noein (Vernehmen—Kaufmann 1960: 18).

The aesthetic experience, according to Kaufmann,
goes back to this primal structure out of which it
emerges and to which it returns. As he puts it, the
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vision of art and the artist is to gain insight into
the relation between “life and world” (Kaufmann
1940: 187). In contrast with Husserl’s phenomenology,
Kaufmann, generally speaking, is more concerned with
emotions and moods, which are indicators of the whole
life situation, and they are expressed, created, and ren-
dered visible in art. Though not explicitly stated, the
intersubjective nature of art, as it comes to the fore
in its connection to religion, celebration, ritual, and
play, functions as the mediator and exudes the “binding
power” (HANS-GEORG GADAMER in Kaufmann 1960:
400) between the poles of life and world.

The relation of life and world becomes visible in a
mood “tuning us” (Kaufmann 1940: 188) in such a way
that an entire life-experience becomes expressed in art.
In this vein, the purity, depth, and greatness of art is
dependent on how the artwork is able to uncover (pas-
sively) and create (actively) this wholeness. If success-
ful, art creates an image “of things unknown” through
the ideal expression of what Kaufmann calls “mood,”
which is where the intentional relation between life
and world becomes visible as such. A work of art
“does not substitute, but institutes an original aware-
ness of existence on the whole; it does not so much
reproduce and represent as produce and present a
total experience” (ibid.: 191). In this vein, Kaufmann
claims that the artwork “suggests an undivided feel-
ing of the whole of being” (ibid.). Mood or attunement
(Stimmung) becomes a central term for Kaufmann;
the “basic attunements” (Grundstimmung—ibid.: 129,
194) of human life display basic attitudes of and
towards life as a whole, which are present in art (see
ibid.: 97). Put differently, world and lifeworld as the
whole of “all of our intentions” (ibid.: 388) is at stake
in art. Art is, so to speak, a world concentrate; it “con-
denses” (dichtet), and invents the world as something
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we live in. Since basic attunements are shared with
others, and since basic moods are interconnected with
basic attitudes as well as with “life and world concep-
tions” (Kaufmann 1960: 128), the artist can be seen
as a creator of community and history, the thread of
which leads Kaufmann—as heir to Hölderlin, Hegel,
and Schelling—to suggest a connection between art
and religion, which is the topic of “Art and Religion”
(1941).

Due to a similar structure, art and religion have a
relation to the absolute, which becomes expressed in a
feeling of the whole that art uncovers and at the same
time creates. Unfortunately, Kaufmann remains ulti-
mately unclear about the nature of this feeling. Both art
and religion remove us “from the inferences of actual
life” (Kaufmann 1941: 467), although art is unable
to give us any hope regarding the possibility of over-
coming the “misery of life” (ibid.: 467). Whereas art
glorifies life, religion transcends life, even though both
forms deal with a removal from our everyday struggles
and the imperfection of life. The pull toward perfec-
tion, according to Kaufmann, is based on a fascinosum
for the perfect and beautiful, the idea of which he prob-
ably gleaned from Rudolf Otto’s Das Heilige. Besides
the religious dimension, Kaufmann is also aware of
the dimension of play that is present in art, leading us
to the feeling of freedom and removing us from our
everyday struggles. The aesthetic experience is a cel-
ebration of our being, in which “the facts of life lose
their absolute weight and ultimate seriousness” (ibid.:
1941: 468). And this idea becomes very important in
Gadamer’s theory of aesthetic experience presented in
Wahrheit und Methode (1960).

The religious aspect of art is visible in its com-
municative structure as well. As early as 1924,
Kaufmann’s thought already implicitly points forward
to Heidegger’s essay on art; in addition, it points
back to the ideas not only of the early Hölderlin, but
also of Hegel and Schelling as expressed in the so-
called “Das älteste Systemprogramm des Deutschen
Idealismus” that they wrote together (see Hegel 1796).
As Kaufmann points out in his essays “Das Bildwerk
als ästhetisches Phänomen” and “Kunst als Feier,” art
discloses possibilities of understanding our life and
world within a unity that we share with others. Put dif-
ferently, art is deeply communicative, especially since
it creates an openness that can be shared with oth-
ers in and as a community (Kaufmann 1960: 38),
even though we might be separated in our everyday

lives. In his later essay on “Artistic Communication,”
Kaufmann goes so far as to call the creation and cel-
ebration of being through art a “church service” or
“mass” (Gottesdienst), a “eulogy” (Lobpreisung), and
a “glorification” (ibid.: 335, 337, 311).

In addition, poetry such as Rilke’s can only be
understood by its metaphysical and ontological dimen-
sion, a dimension through which things are shown as
they really are (ibid.: 280). Quoting Rilke, he states
that language “makes holy and celebrates” finite being
(ibid.: 166). The artist becomes God-like by re-creating
the world and by showing us its inner meaning in rela-
tion to life. Art repeats and celebrates the creation of
the world; it revolutionizes our perception in the form
of a “conversion” (ibid.: 331). The great artist and
great art are, according to Kaufmann, deeply charac-
terized by a “religious seriousness,” for and in which
the whole of our existence is at stake. As Kaufmann
points out in “Universale Representation bei Thomas
Mann” (ibid.: 316), although art can never fully reach
the perfection of the universe, the artist, like the
philosopher, is concerned with the absolute. Indeed, as
Kaufmann empathically writes, “God is enthroned on
the songs of his people” (ibid.: 337), that is to say, in
poetry.

The presupposition for the successful expression
of an entire attitude toward the world is the sus-
pension of and “listening to” (Kaufmann 1940: 190)
life through artwork, which leads Kaufmann back to
Husserl’s epochē, as well as back to Kant’s “intu-
ition without interest.” Kaufmann primarily interprets
the aesthetic attitude as an antipractical attitude and
a bracketing of everyday human life: “The produc-
tive receptivity and documentary value of aesthetic
experience accounts for life holding its breath and
having a rest in this interval of attentive concen-
tration” (ibid.). Kaufmann’s idea of interpreting the
aesthetic attitude as an inhibition of our (everyday) life
is already indicated in his early essay “Das Bildwerk
als ästhetisches Phänomen.” As he puts it, aesthetic
experience is characterized by an attitude that eases
“the burden of reality” (Wirklichkeitsentlastung). To
put it differently, aesthetic experience is characterized
by a double structure: on the one hand, it pushes us
into a direct confrontation with what shows up in art,
while on the other hand, it removes us from our “usual”
and normal modes of life. Our practical and theo-
retical lives and their interests become bracketed in
such a way that the person who lives in an aesthetic
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attitude becomes elevated in his/her viewpoint, which
in turn allows one to view the phenomena in a
“pure” way. He characterizes this attitude as a “hold-
ing open toward” (Sich-ihm-Hinhalten—Kaufmann
1960: 13).

Within this openness toward what is shown in the
aesthetic object, the experiencing subject is able to
receive what Kaufmann calls a pure “impression.”
Interestingly, although he does not pursue this path any
further, he characterizes the aesthetic double structure
of openness and neutralization as a form of forgetting
(ibid.: 18), which could lead to a Heideggerian anal-
ysis of the temporality included in the aesthetic shift
from our everyday life into the aesthetic mode. The
connection between art and philosophy, or between
the phenomenological attitude and the aesthetic atti-
tude, becomes immediately clear: both the philosopher
and the aesthete can reach a point of view that has
the whole world embodied in either philosophy or art.
“The aesthetic experience,” as Kaufmann puts it, “is
not bound to a single region” (ibid.: 19). In this way
art and the correlating aesthetic experience pushes the
self into a new dimension of understanding life—a
dimension that is usually leveled down and suppressed
in its everyday mode. Art, so to speak, makes visi-
ble what is hidden behind our everyday concerns. It
allows the world to be seen. In other words, art holds—
as philosophy does—a connection to truth and cannot
be reduced to a “subjective” expression of feelings,
moods, or impressions; rather, it displays the world
and our life in a new perspective (though it does not
change them).

Kaufmann elegantly transforms some of
Heidegger’s insights into aesthetic language: art,
we might say, deals with the fundamental tendencies
of life in its full and empty modes of meaningful-
ness. Consequently, art is a form of life itself; it
can be conceived as a “self-understanding of life”
(Selbstverständigung des Lebens—Kaufmann 1960:
26), as well as a self-realization of life (Kaufmann
1960: 90). Life expresses itself in the form of “basic
experiences” (Grunderlebnisse—ibid.: 91) in art, and
art therefore possesses the foremost power to express,
to deal with, and to fulfill the tendencies of factical life.
Accordingly, the artist in Kaufmann’s theory receives
a Nietzschean status: rather than contemplating and
reflecting on life, the artist is the creator of the mean-
ingfulness, the tendencies, and the directions (ibid.:
35) that life can take, as well as of its unity (ibid.: 37).

Creativity is the metaphysical center of the universe,
and the artist is the originator of it. A similar status can
be reached in religion and philosophy. This Hegelian
scheme is present in all of Kaufmann’s writings, and
it finds its center in his analysis of poetic and creative
speech, insofar as imagination as the organ of art and
philosophy needs language in order to exist.

Kaufmann’s analyses of Rilke and Thomas Mann
accordingly deserve special attention, since they shift
the focus of aesthetic theory to an ontological dimen-
sion that manifests itself through the poet and the artist.
As we have seen, according to Kaufmann, art visi-
bly renders the relation between life and world by
means of moods and attitude, which, through the inclu-
sion of language, leads to a superior function of art
as a “world-forming power” (weltbildend—Kaufmann
1960: 141). Language plays an important role in this
process, especially since, as Kaufmann puts it, the
artist does not merely use a given language; instead,
language becomes part of the creative process itself
and as such the artist is not only the creator (Bildner)
of language (ibid.), but consequently the creator of a
world.

Although the scope of philosophy and phenomenol-
ogy is, according to Kaufmann, is broader than that
of art (especially since the former is able to cover
transcendental consciousness as such), both art and
philosophy are revolutionary and deeply creative in
their character. Both “break through all conventions
in order to realize the original meaning of being”
(Kaufmann 1940: 192). Connecting it to Husserl’s con-
ception of eidetic variation, Kaufmann claims that the
artwork should be understood as an “artistic varia-
tion” (ibid.: 194) through which a feeling is produced
that leads us to potencies of our world instead of to a
rational insight into pure possibilities and conceptual
schemes, as is the case in phenomenological variation.
In this connection, as he points out, the phenomeno-
logical variation of essences is based on imagination
(see Kaufmann 1947: 372ff.). Given that imagination is
also the originary power of the artist, both philosophy
and art can be traced back to the same roots, the idea
of which Kaufmann finds within the German tradition
of aesthetics, such as in Kant’s Kritik der Urteilskraft
and Schiller’s Briefe zur ästhetischen Erziehung des
Menschen, as well as in the early romantics. And in
a letter to Kaufmann, even Thomas Mann acknowl-
edges the importance of this category (see Kaufmann
1943–1944: 3).
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Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995)

Daniel Marcelle

When reading the works of Emmanuel Levinas one
cannot help but to note the rich and insightful aes-
thetical references and allusions to painting, sculpture,
drama, and literature that are prominent and plenti-
ful throughout. While he does at certain points focus
on aesthetical themes and has even developed interest-
ing and controversial positions concerning the artistic
image, expression, and criticism, these discussions are
never solely meant to be contributions to aesthetics for
the sake of aesthetics. Rather, it plays a supportive role
in the context of his phenomenology and are properly
understood within this context. The role that aesthet-
ics plays enables the phenomenological description of
alterity that is beyond traditional ontology.

Levinas’s descriptions begin on the level of ontol-
ogy with a subject in a world of objects intending
to them and living its life in various natural ways.
While it is his claim that this subject and its worldly
existence tend to mark the limits of traditional phe-
nomenology, he strives to show that there is a deeper
kind of existence revealed through certain happenings
or moments in one’s life, aesthetics being one such
possibility. Aesthetics meant in the original sense of
aisthesis, i.e., sensation without form, reveals what he
calls the il y a, literally the “there is,” which is a limit-
less and world less being in general that is indifferent
to individual beings and threatening for the subject
in its hypostasis, the advent and occasion of its own
existence. Art, accordingly, does not reveal, represent,
or express a world or one’s place in it, but extracts
and removes objects from their place in the world;
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Katholieke Universiteit Leuven; Florida Atlantic University,
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rather than representing or expressing, art sensation-
alizes and erodes form and worldly context in order
to reveal these things as they are. Art has a deworld-
ing function, rather than the enworlding often found in
phenomenological aesthetics, such as that of MARTIN

HEIDEGGER.
In order to understand how Levinas conceives of

aesthetics, it is necessary to set the stage, so to speak,
with his understanding of the subject’s existence in the
world according to traditional ontology. The world in
general is the theoretical and practical context within
which the objects of our intentions are meaningful and
understood. For him the world includes both the life-
world and the transcendental subject of phenomenol-
ogy, both of which are interestingly encompassed by
a kind of natural attitude that is naïve with respect to
any genuine sense of alterity. He uses the metaphor of
light to describe our being in the world; our intentional
activity illuminates the world according to its own cat-
egories of understanding. This is important because
art is described by him as a descent into night and
darkness away from the world.

The world and its objects are not perceived as they
are in themselves, but as they appear to the subject
within the context of the world. It is not that one is
anonymous in the world, rather one is, in a sense, the
center of the world for which all things are relevant.
Levinas writes: “Things refer to an inwardness as parts
of the given world, objects of knowledge or objects of
use, caught up in the current of practice where their
alterity is hardly noticeable.” (1947: 52) The subject
approaches the world and reduces it to its own mea-
sure and disposal: “Property constitutes the world.”
(48) It is in this way that he understands our being in
the world as one of consumption and totalizing assim-
ilation; “Nourishment . . . is the transmutation of the
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other into the same.” (1961: 111) In its natural activ-
ity, then, the subject consumes the world and all of its
objects and totalizes them according to its own the-
oretical and practical understandings. This totalizing
activity amounts to a kind of violence to alterity about
which the subject is naïve; it is taking the other object
or person not as they are in themselves but according to
the role they are assumed to play in the world. Without
knowledge of its own violence and oblivious to gen-
uine alterity, the subject is comfortable in this world
and in a sense uses it to escape from its ontological
realities and ethical responsibilities.

Regarding ontological realities, the being of the sub-
ject is not something like a substantive or noun, but
rather that of a verb, a miraculous kind of activity
named “hypostasis” by Levinas. It is through this activ-
ity that a private or individual being is established in
the expanse of anonymous being in general, an interi-
ority or position from which the subject may approach
the world or from which the subject may retreat into
itself. The anonymous and impersonal infinity of the
il y a is suspended by this effort in order to create an
instant of interiority. Existing is essentially an activity,
a kind of personal occasionalism in which existence
must be continually renewed, and the il y a is ever
threatening to erode the borders of this interiority and
collapse it again into exteriority. This activity effects a
kind of dreadful duality and tragedy within the subject.
Levinas describes a doubling of being, an unbear-
able weight and too-muchness for the subject that is
ineluctably enchained to existence; the existent is riv-
eted to existence for which there is “no exit.” Existence
is not a choice; being cannot be evaded even by death.
He emphasizes this with Hamlet’s soliloquy “to dye, to
sleepe, perchance to Dreame,” and Phaedra’s dilemma
“Where may I hide?” This creates the drive for the
existent to either excend or transcend itself.

The world and art therein offer the possibility of
excendance; the ecstasies and economy of the world
partially and temporarily compensate for this need to
leave oneself, but the stay in the world is and can only
be a sort of sojourn. With art, there is the possibility of
evading responsibility in enjoyment; art offers a point
of escape and frees us from these worldly bonds “To
make or to appreciate a novel and a picture is to no
longer have to conceive, is to renounce the effort of
science, philosophy, and action.” (1948: 141) One can
be carefree in enjoying the colors of a painting or the
ruse of a literary plot and forget about the problems of

the world. This is irresponsible because there is self-
ishness in placing oneself ahead of the other, living
at the expense of the other, or not answering to the
distress of the other. “There is something wicked and
egoist and cowardly in artistic enjoyment. There are
times when one can be ashamed of it, as of feasting
during a plague.” (1948: 142) As art is enjoyed there
are preventable wars and starvation rampant in the
world.

The artistic image itself also offers the possibility of
excendance, but one that reveals the truth of existence
rather than evading it. Levinas’s aesthetics, to a great
extent, concerns the function of images, which begins
with the work of art, but he shows how this can extend
to even practical and theoretical works. Images have
traditionally been understood to be representations or
symbols of some sort that stand for objects or states of
affairs and serve as a kind of window for our contem-
plation of these things; it has been assumed that images
reveal the place and meaning of objects and events in
the world, and there have even been attempts to under-
stand the musical arts in this way. This is a conception
of the work of art that places its function and being
firmly within the domain of the world.

Levinas’s understanding of the function of the
image in art is quite contrary to the traditional under-
standing. For him, an image does not stand for an
object or state of affairs in order to reveal, express, or
represent the meaning of some object or event within
the context of the world, but instead he holds that
images work in the opposite direction. Substituting an
image for a being has the function and effect of loos-
ening or obscuring the connection of these things to
their place in the world. This is the genuine function
of art according to Levinas. Art is exotic in the ety-
mological sense of being something outside or from
the exterior; it is not an object of this world or any
world. Art objects do not reveal things as they appear
through the illuminations of intentionality, but as they
are; being in itself, the il y a, is revealed. Thus it has
been pointed out that there is a kind of phenomeno-
logical reduction at work in art. (Visker 1999) Such a
reduction is passive and not sought after, it is the aes-
thetic quality of art, its sensationalism, its musicality,
that invades the subject with its revelations of being
in general like a catchy tune that cannot be put out of
one’s head.

Works of art are certainly encountered in the world
and it is possible to deal with them as worldly objects
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as do art dealers, collectors, security guards, and
department stores with their aisles of framed decor.
Art can be shipped around, sold, or even burned for
heat. But Levinas points out that the truth of art is that
there is something essentially unworldly about it: “The
elementary function of art . . . is to furnish an image
of an object in place of the object itself. . . . This way
of interposing an image of the things between us and
the thing has the effect of extracting the thing from the
perspective of the world.” (1947: 52) Furthermore, “A
painting, a statue, a book are objects of our world, but
it is through them the things represented are extracted
from our world.” (ibid.) In art an image is not some
independent reality that stands in place of or repre-
sents the original, rather it is substituted for being and
amounts to a kind of double or shadow, i.e., an image
in the Platonic sense (1948: 134–35).

An art image is a symbol, but with a reverse func-
tionality. Levinas writes: “In the absence of the object
they do not force its presence, but by their presence
insist on its absence.” (1948: 136) The image does
not somehow transport our understanding to the absent
object, but forces us to realize that the object is not
there and instead mires our gaze in the aesthetic, sen-
sational element of the work that is present. It is in this
way that art extracts objects from the world and ren-
ders them exotic; the worldly perspective is brought
to collapse by sensationalism marking the foray of
the il y a.

It is in this way that we can understand how what
we may call the aesthetical gaze or contemplation does
not work along the lines of intentionality according
to Levinas. It is not that one intends these art objects
and comes to know them as objects of the world. Art
images are exotic in the sense that they are exterior to
us and maintain their alterity in that they resist becom-
ing the property or knowledge of the subject; “The
‘objects’ are outside, but this outside does not relate
to an ‘interior.’” (1947: 52) The image neutralizes the
relationship to the object; it renders the real relation-
ship into a “magical” one (1948: 132). The circuit of
intentionality is broken and our gaze becomes lost in
the aesthetic element of art. Our interests become dis-
interested. Levinas describes this in the following way:
“Instead of arriving at the object, the intention gets lost
in the sensation itself, and it is this wandering about
in sensation, in aisthesis, that produces the aesthetic
effect.” (1947: 53) Like in the alliteration or rhyme of
a poem, it is the sensation that comes to the forefront. It

is in this way that he speaks of a kind of elementalism
of art.

Such aesthetical exoticism is not limited to artistic
expression, but, according to Levinas, extends through-
out human work. “Yet we might wonder if we should
not recognize an element of art in the work of crafts-
men, in all human work.” (1948: 131) When we
confront the ruins of civilizations these temples and
buildings have lost their worldly functions and appear
as sensations without form or impaired form, much like
works of art. As present work loses its presence, so to
speak, we must deal with these things indirectly, we
are dealing with an image or representation of what
once was. “The whole of our world, with its elemen-
tary and intellectually elaborated givens, can touch us
musically, can become an image.” (1948: 134) Levinas
points out that modern painting is especially attune to
the destruction of representation in sensationalism: “In
contemporary painting things no longer count as ele-
ments of a universal order . . .. On all sides fissures
appear in the continuity of the universe. The particu-
lar stands out in the nakedness of being.” (1947: 56)
Modern art arises from a feeling of the end of the
world; images no longer represent and the subject is
no longer secure in its interiority with no exits and no
place to hide.

It is the elemental quality of art that invades the sub-
ject. This is readily apparent with music. The abrasive
aggression of speed-metal, the hypnotic qualities of
trance electronica, or the moods of orchestral compo-
sitions from Beethoven’s 9th to Stravinsky’s Le Sacre
du printemps can but do not have to be sought after;
“they impose themselves on us without our assuming
them. Or rather, our consenting to them is inverted into
a participation.” (1948: 132) It is just the presence of
these sensations that carries the subject away and is
difficult to resist. Levinas identifies the same kind of
musicality at work in images; “An image is musical.”
(1948: 132) It is the rhythm of sensations that music
and images share, and invades the subject in both cases.
This amounts to a kind of hostility to the subject.

The ecstasy of musicality carries the subject away
and becomes a “passage to anonymity.” (1948: 133)
The aesthetic experience is anonymous in the sense
that the subject has lost its freedom and cannot retreat
to some depths within itself; it is being transported
to exteriority. The bubble of interiority has become
invaded by exteriority; “Their entry into us is one with
our entry into them.” (1948: 132) It is in this way
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that art works as a kind of revelation, not of some
object or world, but of being in itself or being in gen-
eral; art opens up a kind of “metaphysical intuition”
and through which we can gain “knowledge of the
absolute.” (1948: 130)

There is a kind of ambiguity about this metaphysical
intuition. On the one hand, there are passages in which
Levinas seems to be saying that art reveals things-in-
themselves, and, on the other, he seems to be saying
that it reveals being in itself, i.e., the il y a. In the
first regard, he writes: “Sensation and the aesthetic
effect thus produce things in themselves.” (1947: 54)
Thinking about artistic creation, he writes: “There is in
all that the common intention to present reality as it is
in itself.” (1947: 56) It would seem that he is discussing
the revelation of objects in their nudity of form. But it
is not the case that art enables some kind of Kantian
noumenal intuition that perfectly grasps the Ding an
sich, rather it turns out that reality as it is in itself is the
impersonal il y a.

The movement of criticism, though, is reverse that
of the image. Levinas conceives of art criticism and
history as intellectual attempts to find some role or
place for art objects in the context of the world. As
art is a movement away from the world, criticism is
the attempt of a return or restoration. It is a kind of
scientific approach to works of art in which the goal is
to explain their expression in worldly terms. Levinas
explains this critical approach in the following way:
“It enters into the artist’s game with all the seriousness
of science. In artworks it studies psychology, charac-
ters, environments, and landscapes—as though in an
aesthetic event an object were by the microscope or
telescope of artistic vision exposed for the curiosity
of the investigator.” (1948: 130) It is assumed that art
is some mysterious expression that can be understood
if we know the influences, history, friends, and char-
acter of the artist. But it is the power of images and
their revelation of the il y a that forever haunts the
critic; “the most lucid writer finds himself in the world
bewitched by its images . . . [and] nonetheless plays the
fool.” (1948: 142–43) Criticism leads a kind of para-
sitic existence preying on a metaphysical intuition that
is beyond the power of conceptual intelligence.

We have seen how art works to obscure and erode
the forms of the world, but I will conclude by alluding
to the way in which aesthetics also offers the possibil-
ity of transcendence. The excendance made available
by the artistic image or any image, as we have seen,

is a dangerous affair. The danger is double—there is
the possibility of the loss of one’s self and subjec-
tivity in the ecstasy of enjoyment, on the one hand,
and the danger of irresponsibility, on the other. It is
interesting that for Levinas aesthetics makes possible
a kind of salvation from these dangers in the form of
literature that works beyond the level of ontology at
the level of ethics. The value of literature is that it
is not beholden to the schemes of the world and can
reveal the ethical lesson of the Other. The Other calls
attention through “face to face” accusation to the vio-
lence and irresponsibility of one’s own existence for
its objectifying and totalizing acts. Alterity is revealed
without the dangers of excendance, in this way ethi-
cal transcendence brings the subject to its genuine self.
Literature can capture this call to ethical responsibility
without totalizing it unlike logical discourse.

Bibliography

Caruna, John. “The Drama of Being: Levinas and the History
of Philosophy.” In Continental Philosophy Review 40, 2007,
251–73.

Heidegger, Martin. “Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes” [1935–36].
In his Holzwege. Frankfurt am Main: Klostermann, 1950, 7–
68; “The Origin of the Work of Art.” In his Poetry, Language,
Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. New York: Harper &
Row, 1971.

Levinas, Emmanuel. De L’existence a l’existant. Paris: Editions
de la Revue Fontaine, 1947; Existence and Existents. Trans.
Alphonso Lingis. Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978.

Levinas, Emmanuel. “L’autre dans Proust.” In Deucalion 2,
1947, 117–23; “The Other in Proust.” Ed. and Trans.
Seán Hand. In The Levinas Reader. Cambridge, MA: Basil
Blackwell, 1989, 160–65.

Levinas, Emmanuel. “La realité et son ombre.” In Les Temps
Modernes, 38, 1948, 771–89; “Reality and Its Shadow.”
Trans. Alphonso Lingis. Ed. Seán Hand. The Levinas Reader.
Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell, 1989, 129–43.

Levinas, Emmanuel. “La transcendance des mots: A propes
des ‘Biffures’ de Michel, Leiris.” In Les Temps Modernes
44, 1949, 1090–95; “The Transcendence of Words.” In The
Levinas Reader. Ed. and Trans. Seán Hand. Cambridge, MA:
Basil Blackwell, 1989, 144–49.

Levinas, Emmanuel. Totalite et Infini: Essai sur l’exteriorite.
Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1961; Totality and Infinity.
Trans. Alphonso Lingis. Pittsburgh: Duquesne University
Press, 1969.

Levinas, Emmanuel. “La sevante et son martre: A propos de
L’attente l’oubli.” In Critique 229, 1966, 514–22; “The
Servant and her Master.” In The Levinas Reader. Trans.
Michael Holland. Ed. Seán Hand. Cambridge, MA: Basil
Blackwell, 1989, 150–59.



Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995) 185

Tallon, Andrew. “Nonintentional Affectivity, Affective
Intentionality, and the Ethical in Levinas’s Philosophy.”
In Ethics as First Philosophy: The Significance of
Emmanuel Levinas for Philosophy, Literature, and Religion.
Ed. Adriaan Peperzak. New York: Routledge, 1995,
107–21.

Visker, Rudi. Truth and Singularity: Taking Foucault into
Phenomenology. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers,
1999.

Wyschogrod, Edith. Emmanuel Levinas: The Problem of Ethical
Metaphysics. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1974.

Wyschogrod, Edith. “The Art in Ethics: Aesthetics, Objectivity,
and Alterity in the Philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas.” In
Ethics as First Philosophy: The Significance of Emmanuel
Levinas for Philosophy, Literature, and Religion. Ed.
Adriaan Peperzak. New York: Routledge, 1995, 137–50.

Wyschogrod, Edith. “Levinas’s Other and the Culture of the
Copy.” In Yale French Studies 104, 2004, 126–43.



Literature

Pol Vandevelde

The practice of literature has always been resistant
to conceptualization. The notion has changed in the
course of time, what we understand as “literature”
being a fairly recent concept. In addition, the fact that
it is, before all else, a practice entails that the qualifica-
tion and categorization of works as literary result from
two opposite forces: the constraints of the canon and
the challenge of the avant-garde. The established prac-
tice of literature imposes constraints and encourages
the production of works conforming to the implicit
rules of the practice, while any particular work can
challenge any implicit rule of the practice and force a
rearrangement of these rules. Literature is thus both a
retrospective qualification of works once produced and
the result of some groundbreaking works.

The current use of the term “literature” encom-
passes many types of texts. Two of the most important
are: (1) the revered canon of formative texts, such as
Thucydides’ The History of the Peloponnesian Wars or
Voltaire’s Le siècle de Louis XIV; and (2) a body of
works, mostly written, produced by imagination and
with aesthetic qualities. The latter sense is the most
common and appeared at the end of the eighteenth and
beginning of the nineteenth century.

Theoreticians thus have many options for approach-
ing the phenomenon of literature. They can focus on
our current and common concept of literature as a body
of texts produced by imagination with aesthetic proper-
ties, and try to determine whether it is a kind of mental
product (ROMAN INGARDEN), a type of discourse with
specific features (Michel Foucault), a kind of writing
called “text” (Roland Barthes, JACQUES DERRIDA),
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a special use of language (Mikhail Bakhtin, Roman
Jakobson), or a specific art form. Or instead of taking a
synchronic approach, theorists can opt for a diachronic
one, offering historical accounts of how literature has
evolved or what its previous forms were.

The advantage of combining the synchronic with
the diachronic approach is to identify those features
that have remained constant through the vicissitudes of
the conceptual history of literature and the names the
practice has received over time: literature has always
been regarded as an institution, and as a source of
a particular type of knowledge. It is an institution in
the sense of a socially recognized practice in which
the writer enjoys a certain status of authority. It also
conveys a particular knowledge that is more than the
craft of making verses: poets were inspired by the
muses or had a genius. The way the practice works
and the type of knowledge such a practice provides
has changed quite significantly in the course of time
and is still the subject of much discussion today. But
these two features of institution and knowledge seem
to be good constants among all the variations that have
affected what literature is, what it is called, and in what
it consists. I will address both aspects, starting with
the institutional character of literature and will discuss
some phenomenological approaches in the second half
of this entry.

Because the practice of literature is an institution, it
is embedded in the social and cultural web of beliefs
and mental attitudes of particular periods of time.
Besides the prescriptive role it exercises on writers,
who have to fit between the margins of the practice,
literature also has an influence on this web of beliefs
and mental attitudes, while at the same time being
influenced by it (a modern version of literature as insti-
tution is defended by Lamarque and Olsen 1994). This
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explains why literature necessarily changes along with
the web of beliefs and mental attitudes in which it is
entangled.

In Greece, Plato already ascribed to poetry (poiesis),
which included tragedy, lyric poetry, and epic poems
like The Iliad or The Odyssey, the two features of
being an institution and involving a particular type
of knowledge. However, he claims, on the one hand,
that the authority of poets is in fact detrimental to the
city, because they encourage the lowest types of pas-
sions and, on the other, that the knowledge poets have
is not genuine, but is of a derivative type. Aristotle
offered the positive view on these two aspects and gave
to the practice of literature its intellectual legitimacy:
it is a representation (mimēsis)—and thus a specific
type of knowledge superior to history and inferior to
philosophy—and it has a direct and positive effect on
the audience as an institution: the audience is involved
in what is represented and can be transformed.

“Poetry” remained the name for the general prac-
tice of literature well into the seventeenth century, the
word “literature” taking over around the end of the
eighteenth century. In the mean time other forms also
existed, some of them marginally: for example in the
French practice of the Middle Ages there were “songs”
like La chanson de Roland, forms of theater called
Mystères and Jeu, and the roman, such as Le roman
de la Rose by Guillaume de Lorris. In the Renaissance,
Rabelais published his Pantagruel and Gargantua as
parodies of the historical Chroniques. These forms of
literature came under the term bonnes lettres, which
became belles-lettres in the seventeenth century.

The English word “literature” appeared in the four-
teenth century and the French word littérature in the
sixteenth century. In both cases the word does not
mean what we understand now by that term. In Samuel
Johnson’s dictionary, “literature” means the charac-
ter of a well-read person. In French, “littérature”
designates “discipline,” as in the second volume of
Montaigne’s Essais: “Julian the Apostate ... was excel-
lent in all sorts of literature” (quoted in Escarpit 1973:
47) or the culture of the educated person. Literature
can also name a set of past works, representing a
canon that one needs to learn and appropriate. The
social role of such a literary canon consists in cement-
ing the unity and identity of a nation. “Without trade
and literature, mutually commingled,” Coleridge says,
“there can be no nation” (1853: 458). For Madame
de Staël in De la littérature, literature names the art

of intellectual expression: “The progress of literature,
that is to say, the perfecting of the art of thinking
and expressing oneself, is necessary for the establish-
ment and conservation of liberty” (quoted in Escarpit
1973: 47).

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century
a change takes place in the distribution of intellectual
disciplines. With the ever growing specialization of
the sciences, it becomes less and less common to sub-
sume the specialized writings in the sciences under the
term “literature.” This concept more and more serves
to name the nonscientific intellectual productions of
imagination. The criteria used to identify a work as lit-
erary are its aesthetic qualities, especially through the
use of a special technique of writing.

The change that took place in the eighteenth and
nineteenth century regarding the status of literature
as an institution was caused by the convergence of
many different factors. Some are extrinsic to literature,
while others are intrinsic. Among the extrinsic factors,
two seem prominent: the recognition of the semiotic
autonomy of language, and the emergence of copyright
laws.

The Grimm brothers, Raynouard, August Wilhelm
Schlegel, and Humboldt, among others, were instru-
mental in the recognition that languages have their own
specific systems, so that before words can designate,
they owe their existence to systematic links to other
words in the closely connected web of a language.
Literature becomes a particular use of language not
just for aesthetically pleasing effects, but also as the
manifestation of the genius of cultures. It is no coinci-
dence that the rise of literature as an aesthetic product
of the imagination takes place at the same time as the
emergence of “national” literature. The romantic age
became the age of translations. In Germany, Hölderlin
translated Sophocles and Pindar, Schleiermacher trans-
lated Plato, and August Wilhelm Schlegel translated
Shakespeare.

Another extrinsic factor for the rise of the mod-
ern concept of literature is the formulation of copy-
right laws in England in 1710—upheld in 1774 (Ross
1992)—and in France in 1777, which reinforces the
two aspects of institution and knowledge. By recogniz-
ing authors as owners of their labor, and thus having
their own specificity and genius, these laws turn the
literary work into a product for consumption. At the
same time, the laws recognize the rights of the audi-
ence to enjoy those products by limiting the author’s
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rights in time. After 50 years, literary works would
belong to the public domain. Besides turning literature
into the canon of works that have an obvious cultural
and educational value, the law also encourages literary
originality. Because ideas separated from their formu-
lation are deprived of any objective social presence, the
law can only protect the very formulation of ideas, i.e.,
their linguistic embodiment (Ross 1992). Authors are
thus strongly, albeit implicitly, encouraged to empha-
size their individuality and uniqueness, the “literary”
character residing in their manner of writing. In the
eye of the law, literature has become an “aesthetic”
enterprise.

However, the major change in the conception of
literature came from within the practice of litera-
ture itself. Romanticism, and German romanticism
in particular, is one of the most important intrinsic
factors in the emergence of modern literature (Lacoue-
Labarthe and Nancy 1978). Under the traditional term
of Dichtung (poetry, literary production), Friedrich
Schlegel and other romantics promote a new way of
practicing literature both in its forms and its content.
There is a keen awareness that writers are those who,
like sculptors, shape the very semiotic material out
of which ideas and thoughts are made. “Language or
the word, when thought originally in its identity with
the symbolic force, is the first immediate tool through
which the spirits exert their effect and enter in a magi-
cal encounter” (Schlegel 1967: 354). Expressions, uses
of words, qualifications, ideals, feelings, and the ways
of characterizing things are all both described and
molded by literature. The “universal poetry” Schlegel
advocates is not only a new mode of expression, but
eine Urkraft der Menschheit (a primordial power of
mankind—Schlegel 1967: 285).

What the new “romantic” literature involves is quite
complex and has not been fully conceptualized. I will
only mention one crucial characteristic of the institu-
tional aspect of literature: it explicitly claims to be a
type of knowledge as a critique or a criticism.

“The romantic way of doing poetry,” Schlegel
writes, “is still in becoming. Such is, in fact, its real
essence: that it should forever be becoming and never
be perfected” (Schlegel 1978: 91). Literature becomes
the practice of producing a discourse that asks to be
continued. It might well be an aesthetic genre, but it
claims to shape and organize the world by bringing out
its intelligibility. However, because it is incomplete,
literature works essentially by invitation, so to speak:

it asks readers to colonize the text and thus insure its
survival.

The fact that the power of literature largely con-
sists in the invitation extended to readers to colonize
it has led to many efforts to identify the mechanisms
involved in a literary work for achieving such a result.
One of the most comprehensive attempts in the twen-
tieth century to understand the inner workings of a
literary work was made by Roman Ingarden, a student
of EDMUND HUSSERL, in his works Das literarische
Kunstwerk (1931) and Vom Erkennen des literarischen
Kunstwerks (Polish 1937, German version 1968). He
considers the literary work as a purely intentional prod-
uct of a subjective creative act that can be studied
independently of its author and readers. The identity
of the work, he claims, transcends the mental acts and
the physical reproductions (as in a play). Concretely,
he sees the work as a composition of different strata
that enter into a polyphony: words and phonic con-
figurations lead to meaningful unities, which in turn
provide schematized aspects under which the objects
represented in the work appear and, in the strict sense,
can be read. However, these aspects contain points
of indetermination; they need to be made concrete
for represented objects to become quasi-real objects
and for the work to reach a real existence. It is from
the polyphony of these strata that the aesthetic qual-
ity of the total work is constituted. (Other similar
attempts had also been made before—for example, by
the Russian formalists and Roman Jakobson, who try
to identify the features of what they call “literariness.”)
This focus on the autonomy of the work does not go
against the status of literature as institution, but rather
defines this institution as aesthetics.

The second constant aspect of the literary practice,
besides being an institution, is the belief that writers
provide a type of knowledge to their readers. While the
practice of literature or poetry had always been seen as
educational, pedagogical, or enlightening, with roman-
ticism, especially German romanticism, it is literature
itself that claims to have such a power. This second
constant in the history of the literary practice could
be qualified as an ontological dimension: if literature
offers ways of knowing or understanding things, the
world, or others, it has an impact on what is known
or understood. Literature’s ontological claim is seen
most clearly through its confrontation with another
practice: philosophy. Plato mentioned an ancient quar-
rel between the two, since they seem to compete for
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access to true knowledge. The more modern form of
this quarrel—the issue about the kind of knowledge
literature provides—concerns one of the key elements
of literature: fiction. The way philosophy has formu-
lated the question consists in asking how fiction can
somehow lead to truth.

Gottlob Frege formulated this question quite force-
fully, arguing that a fictitious sentence like “Ulysses
disembarked at Ithaca” can be neither true nor false,
since the name “Ulysses” does not have a referent.
He concluded, and with him stands a large part of
contemporary philosophy, that literature provides aes-
thetic pleasure, but is not concerned with the truth.
J. L. Austin and John Searle keep this frame of ref-
erence and see literary fictions as parasitic: literature
is a pretense to the truth. But the weakness of consid-
ering literature as a modification of established usages
of language is that it does not explain why literature
can be so influential and why it appeals to readers
who sometimes think while reading a novel that “it is
so true.”

The most prominent philosopher who granted
poetry and art in general a claim to truth was MARTIN

HEIDEGGER. According to him, poetry has the power
to open a new world. Such a world disclosure issuing
from poetry significantly reformulates what conscious-
ness is and how it relates to the world. Consciousness
is in essence a matter of interpretation, and the world
in its phenomenality is a discursive formation (Rede)
that has to be deciphered and read. Because the lan-
guage we use bears the layers of hermeneutical deci-
sions made by generations preceding us, it cannot be
stripped of its historical heritage and turned into a sim-
ple linguistic garment for our thoughts. Our thoughts
themselves lack transparency to the extent that they
are formed by the use of concepts and notions con-
veyed through language and laden with historical and
cultural residues. When we go to the well, when we go
through the forest, Heidegger claims, we go through
the word “well,” through the word “forest.” Poetry thus
becomes the original language (Ursprache) of a peo-
ple, and poetry has this extraordinary power to disrupt
the order of the world by unsettling its building blocks:
the words themselves.

In Heidegger’s philosophical practice this disrup-
tion has taken at least three forms. (1) Mostly in the
1930s, he sees some poets as being privileged in their
perceptions of fundamental shifts in the way we under-
stand the world. Hölderlin was one such poet granted

a metaphysical mission: in his poems he articulates the
end of metaphysics—i.e., the Western way of relat-
ing to things in their origin, use, and values—and in
so doing, he paves the way toward another manner of
thinking—what Heidegger calls another beginning. In
the 1940s and 1950s, Heidegger abandons this mas-
sive ontology, which foretells an end to metaphysics
and envisages a history of being, in favor of local
ontologies.

(2) One of these more limited powers of poetry con-
sists in making use of familiar words in unfamiliar
contexts or combinations. A poem causes the evi-
dence of the specific organization of our daily world
to explode. In interrupting the transitive scheme where
we live and use things or words, art shows that their
self-evidence is the result of a familiarity that has a
long provenance. What is self-evident to us because it
is familiar then appears instead as the result of cus-
toms and habits that have eroded and trivialized the
role of things, which, as Heidegger says, “gather a
world” and crystallize the unity of a world. Art with-
holds the world we commonly take for granted and
by creating this wedge in our common understanding,
renders it strange and so unsettled that it can yield to
transformation.

(3) A third power of poetry consists in offering
a sequence of words that gives traction to another
manner of thinking. This is in part how Heidegger pro-
ceeded in some of his philosophical essays, using some
verses by Hölderlin, George, or others to prime his own
reflection. For example, George’s verse “Kein Ding
sei wo das Wort gebricht” (“No thing be where the
word breaks up”) has been a formidable inspiration for
Heidegger’s views on the power of language. Poetry is
an original language in the sense of the original arising
of a way of ordering our world, and thus becomes the
disclosure of a new world.

The view that literature has a power of disclo-
sure gained currency in phenomenological circles.
In Qu’est-ce que la littérature? (1948) JEAN-PAUL

SARTRE considers literature as an action that generates
history. Author and reader are engaged in a contract
in which two freedoms fight any form of mystification
for the sake of progress and peace. In his “existen-
tial psychoanalyses” of Baudelaire, Jean Genet, and
Flaubert, Sartre attempts to show that the literary work
is the story of a liberation through writing. He wants to
show that the works these authors produced were the
means they themselves used for coming to terms with
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their own existence. JAN PATOČKA (1987) also sees
art as a manifestation of human freedom. As reflec-
tion, critique, or disruption, literature is directly locked
onto the social and historical praxis in which human
existence comes to its realization.

Another powerful and original version of literature
as disclosure is offered by PAUL RICOEUR in his theory
of narratives. The disclosure takes the form of narra-
tives and scenarios that articulate what can happen.
Taking from Aristotle the notion of emplotment, he
shows that narratives are not just stories told after the
fact, but the very articulation of what structured the
action itself or what could structure a future action.
Narratives make explicit what already lies implicit
at the heart of any action or event. There is a pre-
narrative quality in actions and events that make them
susceptible to be narrated. When an action unfolds,
it is a narrative in its nascent state or an inchoate
narrative. This ontological aspect of narratives means
that actions are symbolically mediated—through what
Ricoeur calls a symbolics of action—in the sense
that they unfold in time with a beginning, a trans-
formation, and an end through the involvement of
goals, motives, agents, circumstances, and other sub-
jects with or against whom something is done. By
fleshing out those components and concatenating them
in a story, narratives bring to the fore the intelligi-
bility of the action and its meaningfulness. Thus an
action offers a readability and can be deciphered as a
quasi-text.

The lucidity that narratives provide can in turn play
an enlightening role by making readers of those nar-
ratives aware of what they only feebly perceived in
actions and events, or by offering readers the oppor-
tunity by proxy to live new experiences, exotic or
horrific. As a set of narratives, then, literature functions
as a “laboratory for moral judgments”: by reading sto-
ries, readers can pass judgment on characters, evaluate
situations, formulate what they would have done, and
decide to try or avoid those situations. Literature opens
a world in the sense that it makes available to read-
ers a richer pool of beliefs, mental attitudes, and moral
judgments, as well as more sophisticated scenarios for
acting and behaving.

An analogous view of literature as world disclo-
sure can be found outside phenomenology in Nelson
Goodman or Richard Rorty, for example, who consider
literature as a version of the world, thereby seeing the
notion of truth itself as a construct.

Another way literature claims to be a form of
knowledge can be characterized as bearing witness. To
illustrate this, I appeal to the heuristically rich notion
of differend as presented by Jean-François Lyotard
(1983). A differend is a situation of conflict where there
is a feeling on one side that a wrong has been inflicted,
but this side does not have the means to formulate and
articulate what the wrong is clearly. As a result, no lit-
igation is possible because of the lack of a common
idiom between those who suffer and those who are in
power. What remains is a vague feeling, a silence, or a
suffering. What literature has done in many instances
is to bring the wrong into a narrative form, thereby
providing some means to start identifying the wrong
itself. We can think of the literature of former colonies
embedding in plots the experiences of those who lost
and could not make their own story intelligible in
the dominant discourse. In a similar vein, several of
Günter Grass’s novels were in this regard instrumen-
tal in forcing postwar Germans to come to terms with
their past and with what they or their parents did during
the Nazi period. Through novels and their characters,
J. M. Coetzee has notably depicted and debated
apartheid and its aftermath in South Africa. This role as
witness has sometimes been called ethical, in a some-
what broad sense of ethics: by allowing stories to be
told that were not intelligible in terms of a dominant
discourse and often not permissible, a first step is made
toward the reconciliation of antagonistic communities.

With the ever expanding power of the media, espe-
cially in their electronic forms, literature now faces an
institutional crisis, manifested by the crisis of publish-
ing houses and the instability of the literary product,
which can be downloaded, copied, and modified by any
“reader.” And with the institution shaken, the knowl-
edge that literature possesses is also questioned. But
the practice is not and has never been dependent on
one institutional form. Greek tragedies and epic poems
disappeared, only to leave room for other forms of lit-
erature. The fate of literature, under whatever name the
practice may be carried out, is in the hands of readers.
And judging by its history, it has had good fortune.
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Henri Maldiney (1912–)

Eliane Escoubas

Maldiney elaborates a phenomenology of art within the
horizon of themes opened up by EDMUND HUSSERL

and MARTIN HEIDEGGER, while avoiding any sort
of systematization. His texts concern painting and
poetry.

The gap between an aesthetics of “feeling” (aes-
thesis in the sense of aisthēsis) and an aesthetics of
art is that of truth: “Art is the truth of feeling,” and
the mediation between the one and the other depends
upon the notion of rhythm: “Art is the truth of feeling,
because rhythm is the truth of aesthesis” (Maldiney
1985: 193–195). However, the point of departure is
the irreducible opposition between sensation and per-
ception. Relying upon the analyses and terminology
of Erwin Straus and Ludwig Binswanger, Maldiney
describes sensation as non-intentional, and therefore as
not intending an object. Sensation is a pathic or thymic
moment, whereas perception is intentional and con-
stitutes an objective or epistemic moment. Maldiney
also writes: “Art is the truth of feeling . . . in which
the objective perception that suppresses aesthesis is
cut off. The word ‘aesthetic’ has two meanings: one
relates to art, the other to sensible receptivity. Artistic-
aesthetic is the truth of sensible-aesthetic, in which
being has its revelation in the being-an-artwork . . . in
which the directions of sense are the spatiotemporal
articulations of presence” (Maldiney 1973: 16). Here is
rooted the Maldineyan distinction between two types
of art: “illustrative art, which confers epithetic quali-
ties upon objects, and existential art, which shows the

E. Escoubas (�)
Department of Philosophy, Université de Paris XII—Val de
Marne, Paris, France

Translated by Marina P. Banchetti-Robino, Florida Atlantic
University

‘presence’ that we are” (1985: 10). Only existential art
is “art.” “Existing” is what the artwork and the human
being have in common. Thus we must define two types
of “images.” The image as imitative image, i.e., as per-
ceptive and cognitive image, is deprived of any artistic
function. In this sense, the artwork is not an “image.”
The image in art has nothing in common with the imi-
tative image. The image, in art, “does not have the
function of imitating but of appearing” (1973: 155).
And painting, as artwork, “is not made to be seen but
to see” (1973: 123).

This is continuously the very sense of
phenomenology—and of “phenomenon”—that is
implied here. The first sense of “phenomenon” is the
sense of the Greek term “phainesthai”: Appearing.
Appearing is an emergence without preliminaries,
without a “before.” “The Appearing of a thing cannot
result from something ‘prior.’ The Appearing of the
‘phainesthai’ does not have a ‘before’” (Maldiney
1993a: 17). It is thus that “Cézanne’s Mont Sainte
Victoire emerges . . .. It renders visible the invisible
dimension of reality: the there of there is” (Ibid: 32).
Appearing, in art, rejects all chronological temporality,
that is, all precedence and all causality. A second sense
of “phenomenon” is implied: the phenomenon as
“Event,” and the “Event” “is not that which is pro-
duced in a world, it opens a world” (Ibid: 21). It is thus
that the Cézannian “motif” is not an object in a world
of objects, but an aspect of a world that is appearing.
“The Cézannian space is not a receptacle, a container
of images or signs. It is a field of tensions. Its elements
or formative moments are themselves occurrences:
outbursts, ruptures, encounters, modulations . . . the
rhythm that pulls them together confers upon these
elements their formal dimension, that is, the dimension
according to which a form forms itself” (Ibid: 131).
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Form in the process of formation is “rhythm.” This
is at the root of the distinction between “form,” “sign,”
and “image” that Maldiney elaborates with regard to
the emergence of the “phenomenon/rhythm” in the
work of art. Whereas a sign and an image implicate
an intentional aim and reach a epistemic moment, a
form, on the other hand, “is neither intentional nor sig-
nitive.” This is because a sign or an image both point
to something other than themselves, a referent or a
model, which they replace or recall or commemorate.
This assumes that they are indifferent to and inde-
pendent of the space in which they are found. They
are indefinitely transportable and repeatable. “When
transported, a sign remains unchanged . . .. On the con-
trary, a form is not transposable within another space,
it establishes the space in which it occurs” (Ibid: 259).
The singularity of the “form” and the manner in which
an artwork abides by the notion of “form” is elaborated
in a few lines. Without referent and without model—
or rather, indifferent to any referent or model—“form”
is that which forms itself while forming the space in
which it forms itself. It is inseparable from the space
that it forms while forming itself. Not transposable
and not transportable, it brings and bears its space
with itself. Maldiney writes that “it opens a space. It
does not represent, it manifests. In it, signification and
manifestation are one. It implicates a pathic moment.”
This difference between the gnosic moment (sign and
image) and the pathic moment (form) is concretized
within pictorial space. Forms are never “made” but
are always ‘“making themselves,” always in formation.
Artistic form coincides with its genesis: it is always
form in formation—Gestaltung, to use Klee’s term,
and not Gestalt, incessant metamorphosis or mutation
of artistic forms, forms always in motion. Thus the
notion of rhythm becomes the central notion of Henri
Maldiney’s phenomenological aesthetics: “Gestaltung
and rhythm are linked” (1973: 155–56).

In the very beautiful chapter of Regard, parole,
espace (1973) entitled “The Aesthetic of Rhythms,”
Maldiney appeals to the analyzes of Benvéniste on
the Greek term rhythmos: “The Greek term rhyth-
mos . . . means form, like schēma, but another type of
form than schēma”; whereas smhēma means “fixed
form, realized and composed like an object, rhyth-
mos . . . designates form in the instant that it is
assumed by that which is moving, mobile, fluid” (Ibid:
157 f.). Taking support from this Greek notion of
rhythmos, Maldiney superbly demonstrates, in this

chapter, how simultaneously “a form is not but light
in the Byzantine works of Ravenna or the relation-
ship between mountains and water” in Chinese Sung
painting. Some 20 years later, in L’art, l’éclair de
l’être, this notion of rhythm continues to resonate. We
read, again, that rhythm does not occur in space but
“implicates” space, “opens” space. As pre-objective
fabric of the world that is prior to the disassociation
of subject and object, rhythm founds an aesthetic that
could be described as without subjectivity or objec-
tivity. Moreover, Maldiney writes that “a rhythm is
non-objectifiable. It can only be lived” (1993a: 362 f.).
But what does the term “lived” mean in this context? Is
it an act of consciousness? Not really, because “rhythm
is the articulation of breath” (Ibid). At this point, we
can affirm that rhythm is, at the same time, the reality
of the real and “the constitutive abstraction of all art.”

We should then read the magnificent description
of Goya’s painting Marquesa de la Solana in which
Maldiney notes the three “whites” that constitute the
picture: “They are, together, the axis around which
the work emerges. But this axis by itself is nothing:
if it liberates itself, the painting becomes mechanical.
The ‘whites’ exist only with reference to the whole
that is articulated around them and that internalizes
them as it articulates itself” (Maldiney 1985: 200). Two
remarks must be made. Such a description of the paint-
ing plainly manifests the way in which a figurative
picture is also perfectly abstract—and why the dis-
tinction between figurative and abstract is inessential
in art. We must, on the contrary, agree with Maldiney
that “abstraction is the vital act of art” (1993a: 29). A
second remark is that what Maldiney shows us here is
not the “image of reality,” but rather the “reality of the
image.” This is what he also writes when, with regard
to the emerging Sainte Victoire mountain, he states that
it is “in the real” (Ibid). It is strange when painting or
art is that which plunges us into the real! Perhaps it is
one of the great merits of Maldiney’s aesthetics that it
elaborates a new concept of “reality,” one that the his-
tory of philosophy has never brought to light: the real
is not the objective. The real is the surprising: “The real
is that which we did not expect but, once it appears, it
seems it has always been there” (Ibid: 250).

In Maldiney’s latest book, Ouvrir le rien. L’art nu
(2000), there is a powerful focus on abstract painting.
Thus beyond the luminous chapters on “emptiness”
or “the space of the landscape” in Chinese paint-
ing or in the khaki monochromes of Mu Ch’i, the
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largest section of the book focuses on twentieth cen-
tury Western painting by being devoted primarily to
Kandinsky, Jawlensky, Malevitch, Klee, Delaunay, and
Mondrian, as representatives of “creative abstraction,”
and to Bazaine, Nicolas de Stael, and Tal Coat as rep-
resenting “three clearings of Openness.” But it is an
entire general investigation of abstraction that is at
work in Ouvrir le rien: L’art nu, to the point that
“abstraction” is no longer restricted to the limits of an
epoch, an aesthetic doctrine or procedure, or a pictorial
method. It is “enlarged” into a fundamental existen-
tial determination that constitutes the essential access
to the phenomenon of art, and more particularly, to the
pictorial phenomenon. “Abstraction is neither a system
nor a method, it is a manner of existence” (2000: 197).
Thus Ouvrir le rien: L’art nu invites us to a general
theory of abstraction.

The Maldineyan phenomenology of painting is
articulated according to the fundamental themes of
the Husserlian and Heideggerian phenomenologies.
However, it inscribes itself immediately in the rejec-
tion of two central themes of these phenomenolo-
gies, the Husserlian theme of intentionality and the
Heideggerian theme of the project. “The motifs (in
Cézanne) are not the structures of intentionality or
of the project” (Ibid.: 421). Thus Maldiney displaces
in an essential manner the status of the pictorial
work as Husserlian or Heideggerian phenomenol-
ogy would describe it. Maldiney’s concern is that
of articulating four notions: Nothingness/One and
Openness/Emptiness. Let us conclude by referring to
the notion of “openness” by which we designate the
being-human of a human being and the being-a-work-
of-art of a work of art. It has neither the banal and trite

sense of receptivity nor of impressionability. “The aes-
thetic tonality of the work is inherent in its Appearing
and cannot be reduced to the impression produced by
a constituted object” (Ibid.: 328). Openness is what
Maldiney calls “transpassibilité.” For Maldiney, the
issue is the logic of aesthetics, and this logic of aesthet-
ics is fundamentally a logic of “feeling.” But “feeling”
does not mean “having sensations.” It means “keeping
oneself open.”
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Jean-Luc Marion (1946–)

Michael Staudigl

Through his critique of metaphysics and ontotheology,
Marion seeks to retrieve the possibility of accessing
God differently (Marion 2001). Since the “death of
God” only consisted in the death of idolatry (Marion
1991: 25ff.), the distinction between idol and icon has
paramount importance for him. In the beginning, he
defines an idol as a form that approaches God by
retaining the proximity of his divinity (ibid.: 10ff.).
The icon, however, names a relationship that preserves
God’s distance by retraining the gaze to find itself
envisaged by his unenvisageable invisibility (ibid.:
18ff.).

A shift in interest from this theological setting to a
more phenomenological perspective is achieved in La
croisée du visible (1996). There Marion analyzes see-
ing and visibility in painting and its “exceptional visi-
bility.” Investigating perspective and the “autonomous
glory” of painting, he discloses the paradoxical rela-
tionship of visibility and invisibility that is constitutive
for its very phenomenality. Marion shows that a fun-
damental invisibility—one that arises from the work of
what cannot be fixed visibly in the plane presence of
the painting—determines both the “life of an authentic
painting” (Marion 2004: 41) and its relationship to the
gaze upon which it imposes itself by way of fascination
and terror (ibid.: 31): inasmuch as the “autonomous
glory” of the painting is assigned by the rush of the
unseen (l’invu—ibid.: 25ff.), which imposes itself in
its internal rhythm but can only be recorded and framed
by the painter, both the painter’s activity and the spec-
tator’s capability to objectify come upon limits. That
the unseen “exerts a demand to be seen” (ibid.: 25)

M. Staudigl (�)
Institute for Human Sciences (IWM), Vienna, Austria

and imposes a “pure desire to see otherwise” (ibid.:
33) shows that the visible “gives itself to be seen.”
As becomes fully intelligible in the painter’s purified
sight, “to see” consequently means “to await a dona-
tion” (ibid.: 44), which due to its novelty exceeds
conceptual understanding.

Against this background, the distinction between
the idol and the icon has the highest importance for
a theory of the image. In the case of the idol, the visi-
ble glory of the given saturates the intentional aim, but
only to the point that it becomes an “invisible mirror”
of the gaze (ibid.: 33). The idol therefore amounts to a
“first visible” that captures the look and requires adap-
tive attention, but due to the intuitive excess set free
by its splendor, it prevents the gaze from transpiercing
and consequently from abandoning it (Marion 2002b:
60f.). By a systematic impoverishment of the visible
spectacle offered to the gaze (conceived alongside the
clue of the Christological kenōsis), the icon contrar-
ily exceeds the scope of expectation (Marion 2004:
33), subverts the ego’s intention, and finally subjugates
it to a “counter-gaze” that performs the paradoxical
“monstration of the invisible in the visible” (ibid.: 58).

Marion’s radically iconic account of the image and
the arts are his answer to the iconoclastic temptations
of our televisual epoch of “self-idolatry” (ibid.: 81ff.).
But even if the icon is assigned priority here, it is also
obvious that he considers both the idol and the icon
as possibilities of intentional consciousness to open
itself to the intuitive excess of what gives itself in
a non-objectifiable way. This consequently leads him
to admit them as different forms of “sense bestowal
from outside” (Drabinski 1998: 51ff.). Without any
recourse to a constituting I, such a Sinngebung is
exerted solely by the lesson the pure given—here,
the painting—teaches in exposing us to a “nonobject”
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(Marion 2004: 42). Since the irresistible excess of intu-
ition provided by the ascent of the unseen cannot be
measured conceptually, the painting displays itself as a
“privileged case of the phenomenon” that is no longer
characterized by the requirements of a constituting
I and a fixed horizon, but—as Marion subsequently
shows—intrinsically by givenness.

In the wake of this nontheological option offered
by the artistic procedure, Marion not only acknowl-
edges the concept’s weakness, but starts to analyze it
with respect to the relation of intention and intuitive
fulfillment. Exposed to the unforeseeable “jurisdiction
of the invisible,” as it is articulated by the “autarchic
authority” of the work (ibid.: 33f.), the possibility of
an adequation of intention and intuition (a possibility
presupposed by Husserl’s phenomenology) collapses.
For Marion, this result does not, however, break with
phenomenology, but rather announces an “irreducible
excess of intuition” (cf. Marion 2002b) over the power
of conceptualization. Marked by this excess, “satu-
rated phenomena” are a type of phenomena different
from so-called “poor” or “common-sense phenom-
ena,” where intuition either never fulfills the intention
but assures certainty through abstraction, or on the con-
trary, establishes objectivity due to intuitive deficiency
(cf. Marion 2002a, 221ff.).

In as much as the painting can neither be considered
adequately in the horizon of objectivity and with ref-
erence to a transcendental I (EDMUND HUSSERL) nor
in the horizon of Being’s disclosedness (MARTIN HEI-
DEGGER) (cf. ibid.: 39ff.), Marion reconceives it based
on the autonomy of its pure and unconditioned given-
ness. Since it is not, but yet appears, it shows itself only
inasmuch as it gives itself, which attests to Marion’s
ultimate phenomenological principle: “so much reduc-
tion, so much givenness” (Marion 1998: 203f.). This
insight has consequences for our understanding of the
spectator and foremost the painter, whom Marion char-
acterizes as the one who “tries to receive” (Marion
2002b: 69; cf. 2004: 43f.) whatever effect the painting
“gives off” (ce que cela donne—Marion 2002a: 51; cf.
2004: 44f.). As painters render themselves witnesses
of the creation of a still unknown world, they not only
risk losing themselves in the work, but liberate “the
look from all inscription in the world” (Marion 2002b:
61). By imposing the “barbaric force” of the unseen
(Marion 2004: 29) on the one who tries to receive,
the painter subsequently gives to see more than has
been visible thus far, and so by the act of painting

becomes engaged in a “matter of moral choice”
(ibid: 27).

In the wake of this exemplary analysis of the paint-
ing, which indicates a new conception of the phe-
nomenon in terms of intuitive saturation, Marion by
a “third reduction” (cf. Marion 1998: 192ff.) discloses
givenness (donation) as the innermost horizon of all
phenomenalization (cf. Marion 1998; 2002a). Here,
finally, the distinction between the idol and the icon
loses its acuity, but becomes of major importance for
his systematic reconfiguration of phenomenology as
such. Besides the “event” and the “flesh” (which sat-
urate according to quantity and relation respectively),
he now conceives of them as two other generic modes
of intuitive saturation according to the Kantian cate-
gories (Marion 2000; 2002a: 199ff.), which interrupt
and possibly blind the intentional aim (Marion 2002a:
221–33). In a “topics of the phenomenon,” the “work
of art” is now analyzed exclusively with respect to
the completely positively evaluated figure of the idol,
which in the last analysis always masks the human
drama it renders visible (cf. Marion 2002b: 75ff.).
But still the unbearable intuitive excess exerted by
this work’s pure visibility (i.e., saturation according
to quality) demands an ongoing change of our gaze
(ibid.: 230), which attests to the fact that it needs to
be “re-seen,” since we can “never see it once and for
all” (ibid.: 70ff.). On the contrary, the icon—which is
assigned priority among the modes of saturation and
foreshadows “revelation” as the maximum degree of
saturation (Marion 2002a: 234ff.)—is used to account
for the Other as the “saturated phenomenon par excel-
lence.” As in Emmanuel Levinas’s thinking of the
Other, the counter-intentionality provoked by his/her
face not only overcomes all horizontal determinations
and so gives rise to an “infinite hermeneutics” (Marion
2002b:126), but also renders the Other irregardable and
irreducible to the I (i.e., saturates according to modal-
ity), who is thereby converted into a “witness” (Marion
2002a: 216f.).

Altogether Marion’s “phenomenology of given-
ness,” which discloses the possibility of intuitive sat-
uration as the innermost horizon of all phenomenal-
ization (cf. ibid.: 221), offers a radically aesthetic
understanding of reality as such (Alferi 2002: 89ff.).
Because it permits conceiving of the reversal of the
transcendental I into a “giving of oneself up to”
(adonné—ibid.: 248ff.) that is receptive, and because
of the care it devotes to a fundamental “interdonative”
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dimension of givenness (Marion 2002a: 323) in the
light of (God’s) love, it can be understood as a non-
foundational phenomenological aesth-ethics.

Due to its novelty—and perhaps due to its place-
ment in the so-called “theological turn” of French
phenomenology (Janicaud 2000: 50ff.)—distinct lines
of reception of Marion’s aesthetics are difficult to dis-
tinguish. Some interest in this work and its relationship
to Marion’s undertaking radically to reformulate phe-
nomenology can be found only very recently (Horner
2001: 165ff.). Still, the majority of commentators
remains interested in disclosing the undoubtedly far-
reaching theological consequences of his distinction
between idol and icon (e.g., Esterbauer 1997), as can
also be seen in some rising reception in theological dis-
cussions concerning a theory and critique of Christian
painting (e.g., Wohlmuth 1994: 42ff.).

On the contrary, works concerned with the “per-
fectly non-theological option” (Horner 2001: 175)
of Marion’s phenomenology of the work of art, as
well as critical works concerning internal problems,
e.g., the dismissal of the painter’s “creative produc-
tivity” (Steinmetz 2000: 123), are nearly as excep-
tional as are monographs making a productive use
of his aesthet(h)ical insights. Alferi’s (2002) attempt
to bridge the gap traditionally dividing the theory of
art and the didactics of religion is an extraordinary
exception.
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Media

Paul Majkut

Phenomenology has occupied a significant though
peripheral place in the development of media and
communication studies in the last century. Such stud-
ies have centered on technology. Consequently phe-
nomenology has only recently contributed insights
into media art and aesthetics as such. Historically, its
importance in media studies and aesthetics has been
indirect, providing fundamental grounding in episte-
mology and ontology. And while interest in issues
current in contemporary media studies dates back to
the first quarter of the twentieth century, this interest
was seen as phenomenological investigation and not
explicitly as media study as it is understood today.

The strength of phenomenology has been its con-
centration on the audience and the aesthetic experi-
ence, not content or aesthetic evaluation in terms of
formal analyses of the object in its own terms. Studies
have recently looked at media in the broadest sense,
including the aesthetics of architecture, gardens, and
the human body as well as mass media. Traditional art
media have received attention within the last decade,
and studies of new media have also started to appear.
Aesthetics is concerned with all media, from illustrated
manuscripts, the book, comic books, dance, drama,
film, and other traditional art media, to contempo-
rary technologies, including blogs, computer games,
cyberspace, iPods, the Internet, digital games, instal-
lations, and mobile phones. Media have their meaning
as intermedia, so applying the substance of aesthetics
to one medium without accounting for its relation-
ship to a medium from which it arose or is related to
(as in the case of historical development and various
multimedia) debilitates its study.

P. Majkut (�)
National University, La Jolla, CA, USA

Phenomenological media studies begin with
ROMAN INGARDEN’s investigations into the ontology
of a literary work, but extensions of ideas that were
confined to print media are easily made to other
media. Ingarden himself extended his theoretical view
to include music and architecture. Das literarische
Kunstwerk. Eine Untersuchung aus dem Grenzgebiet
der Ontologie, Logik und Literaturwissenschaft
(1931) covers the same ground as contemporary,
non-phenomenological theorists, but Ingarden’s intro-
duction of EDMUND HUSSERL’s eidetic description
marks a departure from previous aesthetics.

Wolfgang Iser revived Ingarden’s ideas in a series
of literary and media studies, most importantly Der
implizite Leser. Kommunikationsformen des Romans
von Bunyan bis Beckett (1972a), which established a
phenomenological tradition initiated by Ingarden and
HANS-GEORG GADAMER. “The Reading Process: A
Phenomenological Approach” (1972b) was a seminal
essay that introduced reception theory to literary and
media studies and brought phenomenology into the
mainstream of literary and media aesthetics. Together
with his colleague, Hans Robert Jauss, Iser brought
the mediated reading experience to theoretical center
stage. His work on the process of the reception of a
work and the relationship of mediation and aesthetics
was soon taken up by others interested in spectatorship,
audience-centered aesthetics, and detailed analyses of
mediated modes of consciousness.

In Technology and the Life World: From Garden to
Earth (1990), Don Ihde provides three phenomeno-
logical insights into the mediated world: (1) the
essential distinction between analogue and digital
media; (2) a structure of media-consciousness mod-
eled on the theory of intentionality; and (3) the
notion that digital transformation “lies embedded in
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the preferred quantitative praxis of science” (1990: 91).
Speculations about “garden” and “earth” place him
among phenomenologists concerned with the aesthet-
ics of nature seen in the garden (de Certeau, Irwin,
Majkut, Tilley), as well as among those investigat-
ing artificial media such as digital communication and
games.

With the English translation of Vilém Flusser’s
Towards a Philosophy of Photography (2000) and The
Shape of Things: A Philosophy of Design (2006), his
ideas on media have become increasingly important.
The powerful observation with which he begins “What
is Communication?” sets the approach: “Human com-
munication is an artificial process. It relies on artistic
technology, on inventions, on tools and instruments,
that is, on symbols ordered into codes” (1999: 3).
This insight, based on his understanding of history
as a print-medium phenomenon, finds syllogistic rea-
soning to be the consequence of the act of reading a
book. “Technical images” (photographs, films, videos),
he claims, have referential meaning in relation to
texts, and texts present information in a linear fashion.
Media not only shape meaning, a thought similar to
McLuhan’s “the medium is the message,” but the very
reasoning we apply to understand phenomena arises
from the structure of the print medium. In “Images
in the New Media,” this framework leads to the con-
clusion that “new media can turn images into carriers
of meaning and transform people into designers of
meaning in a participatory process” (2002: 73).

Christopher Tilley extends the meaning of media to
the natural world in A Phenomenology of Landscape
(1994). Inspired by Michel de Certeau’s walking as
a “reading of a narrative structure,” Tilley brings
phenomenological analysis to descriptions of specific
places. Unlike Flusser’s insistence on visual per-
ception, Tilley finds that “movement through space
constructs ‘spatial stories,’ forms of narrative under-
standing” (1994: 31). Whether communication as a
natural process is pre-predicative or initially takes the
form of a naming of places during a walk understood
as a “reading” of the book of nature, Tilley’s break-
through is to understand that spatial stories employ
landscape for the ends of the art of narrative.

In Being and Circumstance: Notes Towards a
Conditional Art (1985), Robert Irwin, the creator of
the Central Garden at the Getty Center in Los Angeles,
openly embraces MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY’s ideas
on perception. In an interview, Irwin claimed that “A

garden is by its basic nature phenomenological and
it defies... ideas of confinement.” He believes that he
stands in a pivotal position in the history of Western
art, arguing that “the history of modern art is essen-
tially phenomenological history, that is, moving away
from intellectual structures. . .” (1998).

Two publications have focused phenomenological
research on media in general and media aesthetics in
particular. The American Journal of Semiotics, pub-
lished by the Semiotic Society of America, draws
from phenomenology as well as semiotics. Glimpse,
the publication of the Society for Phenomenology
and Media, deals more narrowly with phenomeno-
logical approaches, introducing new voices on media
and media aesthetics in technologies such as mobile
phones, e-mail, computer games, and the Internet, in
addition to traditional media.

Beginning at a conference in 1999 on the visual
arts in the twentieth century in Kiev, where I deliv-
ered a paper later published as “The Monster in the
Maze: A Phenomenological Glimpse at the Aesthetics
and Ontology of Cyberspace” (Majkut 1999c), I
sketched a post-phenomenological concept that drew
on influences as diverse and seemingly contradic-
tory as Althusser, Lukács, Marx, Tran Duc Thao, and
above all, EDMUND HUSSERL. Having made Husserl’s
transcendental turn, other varieties of phenomenol-
ogy seemed incomplete: narrowly sociological (eide-
tic “realist” phenomenology), spiritually perceptual
(existential phenomenology), or excessively subjective
(hermeneutical flights of rhetoric). The transcendental
turn led me back to the world of things and “Husserlian
Marxism.” I concluded with Tran Duc Thao’s observa-
tion that “we end with dialectical materialism as the
truth of transcendental idealism” (Majkut 1999c: 66).
Along the way, I found that I had a great deal in com-
mon in spirit (if not approach, terms of analysis, or
interpretation of facts) with neo-Luddites and joined
Jean Baudrillard, Guy Debord, Jacques Ellul, Neil
Postman, and Marshall McLuhan (after he renounced
his earlier enthusiasm for technology) in pointing to
the ominous destructiveness of “post-modern” elec-
tronic technology.

The reader-response or reception theory presented
by Wolfgang Iser and easily extended to other media
is as useful to Marxist and neo-Marxist aesthetics that
assume that being precedes consciousness as it is to
idealist phenomenology. Reception theory is particu-
larly useful in fleshing out Marxist and neo-Marxist
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aesthetics, which hold that all art arises from and is
directed to a class. Further along this line, a readable
text (print, film, the Internet, games, garden, etc.) is
the location of an ideological struggle for control of
that text. Contending theories are seen as “reading”
strategies in this struggle.

Visual representation of motion in various media—
photography, film, video, digital imaging, etc.—as
discrete perception as opposed to motion qua motion,
continuous movement, is a primary concern in my
recent work. Specific genres, I argue, are closely
aligned to the media in which they appear. For exam-
ple, digital “film” leads to a preference for phan-
tasy over realism, the result of the ease with which
what were postproduction analogue “special effects”
of filmstrip technology are manipulated in digital pho-
tography, which has effects built into its technology
as a recording mode. These effects, no longer “spe-
cial” in digital technology because they are not add-ons
but located in a mode of image production that favors
phantasy genres (The Matrix, Lord of the Rings), pro-
vide a fanciful escape from transcendent reality. The
text—in this case, visual representation—becomes an
ideological battleground.

Questions concerning the nature of the visual per-
ception and representation of motion and its aesthetics,
whether discrete or continuous, and motion per se
are taken up in “Cool Media, Cold Consequences”
(Majkut 2007). This consideration is necessary
because art in the 21st century, whether digital or phys-
ically constructed, has committed itself to movement
as an essential aesthetic quality, though much of the
movement is little more than directionless motion for
its own sake. Neurologically, cognitive science reveals
that visual perception is a series of discrete snapshots
that yields the illusion of motion. Vision is an inade-
quate representation of the continuous movement that
takes place in nature.

With this in mind, I discuss visual perception as
an abstracting process of discrete images, a process
that is further abstracted in turn by visual-media rep-
resentation. Muybridge’s early photographic studies of
motion and filmstrips are prime examples.

In order to find the most generalized message
of television, I propose the concept of “metaTV,” a
“viewing-totality that is obfuscated by attention too
closely fixed on autonomous programming” (Majkut
2006: 86). Channel-surfing clicking is a disruption
of disruption, an act of viewer empowerment in the

struggle to control the text by viewer disruption of
commercial disruption of an autonomous narrative—
a news program, a sitcom, a drama, etc. The voice of
the narrative disruption of autonomous programming
is the voice of the corporate sponsor; the voice of the
clicker is that of the consumer.

My approach to media aesthetics is broadly phe-
nomenological because it begins with reception and
the participant’s ability to constitute to some extent—
and the extent is the key factor here—the message,
but diverges from a phenomenological approach in its
emphasis on a medium as a mode of production and on
the instrument itself, as well as in finding in technolog-
ical structures the determinants of (meaning though not
their source). Audience constitution and determination
of message are found primarily to rely not on cultural
and social construction, but on economic class, endors-
ing the Marxist notion that all art arises from and is
directed to a class.

The quantitative density of superfluous information
and impenetrable mediation of new media distance the
participant to a degree that a qualitative dissociation of
empathy and perception is unavoidable. “Apparently,
the new dark ages are to be brightly lighted, though
the lighting is artificial. Describing this light and the
cyberspace it illuminates is an unenviable task. . . . The
purpose is to describe what is seen in cyberspace and I
prefer to begin with light, a light that not only illumi-
nates virtual reality, but is virtual reality. What is called
for is a descriptive phenomenology of dirty light”
(Majkut, 1999c: 1) In order to begin this description,
I bracket assumptions about electronic media based
on bad metaphors such as “superhighway,” “win-
dow,” “net,” “web,” etc., and fashion new descriptive
terms—”dirty light,” “electronic iconostasis,” “media
zombification,” etc. (Majkut 2007: 47).

The ontology and aesthetics of new media, the
Internet, virtual reality, and computer games begin
with an essential distinction between digital and ana-
logue media. Digital objects, including objets d’art
electronique, are rendered impregnable and static
behind mathematical walls, and as a consequence, the
structure of digital media lacks humanist values histor-
ically associated with the aesthetics of art. Electronic
media anaesthetically distance the observing subject
from transcendent reality. Digital media, I argue,
extend the object of consciousness into the subject,
reversing the constituting direction of analogue media
and leading to zombification of the participant. Digital
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technology is unable to carry empathy (in the Internet,
in a game, in computer imagery, etc.) unless face-to-
face communication existed prior to digital encounter,
or possibly when face-to-face meeting is established
after electronic communication begins. The speed of
electronic switching creates a delusion of simultaneity,
and the power or robustness of the medium gives off
the illusion that mediated distance has no empathetic
distance.

The anaesthetics of speed and power that have
developed out of observations on new media practice
are not new. They are unrecognized rediscoveries of
older values that can largely be seen as a continua-
tion of the fascist aesthetic values of speed and power
proclaimed in the early 20th century, values originally
associated with artistic and ideological admiration of
American mechanization, and a little later by fascist
philosophers who drew inspiration from German ideal-
ism, above all Hegel’s ideas on the state. The aesthetics
of speed and power, today as well as in the twentieth
century, confronts its rational and historical antithesis,
humanistic aesthetics.

While phenomenological analyses of media and
media aesthetics today partake in themes preva-
lent in other contemporary media studies, phe-
nomenology is markedly distinct in its approach.
Consideration of questions of identity, embodiment,
and gender reveal phenomenology as thematically
a twentieth century aesthetics, but its grounding
in intuition and experience distinguishes it openly
from cognitive, feminist, and overtly political and
sociological approaches, specifically Marxist and
neo-Marxist aesthetics. Phenomenology’s descrip-
tive strength, as fulsome as that found in any
approach, has gained considerable attention among
non-phenomenologists—aspects of its theory such as
intersubjectivity and embodiment being appropriated
by other approaches—but its weakness in ethical, his-
torical, and political investigations has been sharply
criticized or ignored by postcolonial, narratological,
material-culture, and Marxist theorists.

As the speculative analyses of Vilém Flusser on
media history and mediation gain a wider audience,
these criticisms may be overcome; moreover, when
the implications of Tran Duc Thao’s discovery of the
origin of language in the “indicative gesture” are revis-
ited, theoretical bridges to other approaches to media,
mediation, and media aesthetics are sure to be built.
Flusser and Thao demonstrate that phenomenology has

the potential of overcoming the criticism and misun-
derstanding on the part of other approaches, criticism
stemming, for example, from a rejection of MARTIN

HEIDEGGER’s failure to grasp the meaning and use of
technology in our times.

Phenomenology has long had a reciprocal rela-
tionship with subjectivist French feminism, partic-
ularly in themes taken up by Luce Irigaray, Julia
Kristeva, and Hélène Cixous, although Lacanian psy-
choanalysis, because of its reliance on the unconscious
(whether buried in linguistic or Freudian repressed
memories), is at odds with the theory of intentionality.
Phenomenological media aesthetics has placed greater
emphasis on how a work is received by an audience
than on its auctorial source. Lacanian psychoanaly-
sis, unlike Freudian psychoanalysis, does not derive
its aesthetics from implied intentions of the artist as
the underlying subtext of an object of art, committing
what formalists consider an “intentional fallacy,” but
the subjectivity introduced in its discourse is at odds
with Husserl’s observation that “residue” of the psy-
chological ego, as well as the natural ego, remains to
be bracketed after the natural attitude is set aside.

The most comfortable interchange of ideas that phe-
nomenology has is with semiotics. Of particular note
is the convergence of ideas employed by American
semioticians such as Richard Lanigan. Also signifi-
cant is the radical extension of reader-response theory
by George Landow in Hypertext: The Convergence of
Contemporary Theory and Technology (1992), one of
the first full theoretical treatments of the decentered
text in new media.

Some hermeneutical approaches to the media aes-
thetics of process have cast phenomenology as the
antithesis to Marxist and neo-Marxist aesthetics. Louis
Althusser, who claimed that he “detested any philos-
ophy which claimed to establish a priori any tran-
scendental meaning and truth at a fundamental level,
however prepredicative it might have been” (1993),
expresses a double distrust directed toward Husserl and
Merleau-Ponty. Phenomenology, it can be foreseen,
will do little to overcome such objections as it moves
closer to psychoanalysis. It will nevertheless continue
to gain respect from other media theorists by the way
in which it differs detailed descriptions of how an audi-
ence receives a message; focuses on the structure of
messages embedded in a communicative code; and
demonstrates how this affects the participant, thereby
showing how the structure of the message and its
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meaning are made possible. And there is ample room
for theoretical cooperation with projects proposed, for
example, by Walter Benjamin—more specifically, with
his observations on the “aura” of a work of art and the
impact of electronic technology on media aesthetics
and “art.”
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–1961)

Galen A. Johnson

Merleau-Ponty’s signature contribution to aesthetics is
L’oeil et l’esprit (1961). Like his two earlier essays
on art, “Le doute de Cézanne” (1945) and “Le lan-
gage indirect et les voix du silence” (1952), L’oeil
et l’esprit exhibits two remarkable aesthetic features:
the arts are the gateway for philosophical thought
above the sciences; and modern art, more than classi-
cal or Renaissance art, uniquely merges with the effort
of phenomenology “by reason of the same kind of
attentiveness and wonder, the same demand for aware-
ness” (Merleau-Ponty 1945: xvi). In “Le doute de
Cézanne,” he was interested in Cézanne for the latter’s
attempts to paint the “lived,” prescientific experience
of the world as a painterly analogue to phenomeno-
logical “seeing.” He had qualified his endorsement of
EDMUND HUSSERL’s epochē in Phénoménologie de
la perception (1945), but he was nevertheless struck
by Cézanne’s insistence on a peculiar kind of “ger-
minating” (germinait) with nature in which the artist
comes to be present “at the world” (l’être au monde).
The landscape “thinks itself in me” (se pense en moi),
Cézanne would say.

In “Le langage indirect,” Merleau-Ponty studies the
structures of language and history in relation to the the-
ory of signs developed by Ferdinand de Saussure and
the theory of history developed by André Malraux, as
well as the existential philosophy of literature artic-
ulated by JEAN-PAUL SARTRE in Qu’est-ce que la
littérature? (1948). The essay is obviously multilay-
ered and complex. It was intended to appear as the
third chapter of Merleau-Ponty’s unpublished La prose
du monde, in which the philosopher was concerned

G.A. Johnson (�)
University of Rhode Island, Kingston, RI, USA

with a general theory of expression, language, and
signs. He argues for an expressive theory of art that
rethinks the notion of style focused on the artist’s pro-
cess of painting (peindre) rather than on the works, the
paintings (les peintures) that appear in museums and
galleries and turn artists into rivals. Institutions should
be understood in Husserl’s sense as fecund foundations
(Stiftung) that open fields for investigation. Thus style
is historical and intersubjective; it is the special way in
which our living body experiences, practices, and takes
up a tradition of gesture and meaning, both to perpet-
uate it and to challenge it in a “coherent deformation.”
Sartre was wrong to claim that, in contrast with the
writer, the painter is “mute.” The silence of painting
is not an absence of meaning, but a silence pregnant
with the style of a painter at work intermingled with
the structures of the world that are figured.

L’oeil et l’esprit deploys a gallery of artists to
develop a new theory of vision and a new ontol-
ogy that would be further elaborated in Le visible
et l’invisible (1964). The essay includes photographs
of eight artworks by Giacometti, Cézanne, de Stael,
Matisse, Klee, Richier, Rodin, and the unknown Alain
de la Bourdonnaye. The range of artists upon whom
Merleau-Ponty draws is remarkable in spite of his
own humble comment that he is a “layman” who
lacks “both competence and space” (Merleau-Ponty
1961: 63) to draw upon art history properly. In
addition to these eight artworks, he refers through-
out L’oeil et l’esprit to at least another dozen art-
works, including the Lascaux cave paintings and
works by Rembrandt, Henry Moore, Duchamp, Marey,
Gericault, Caravaggio, Roualt, and Ingrès. The domi-
nant new artistic voices are Auguste Rodin, especially
Rodin’s conversations in L’art: Entretiens réunis par
Paul Gsell, and above all, Paul Klee. The multiple
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references in L’oeil et l’esprit to Klee’s notebooks,
journals, and nature studies (Wege des Naturstudiums,
1923) indicate that Klee had become the most influen-
tial artist for Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of vision and
Being. Volume I of Klee’s notebooks, Das bildnerische
Denken (translated into English by Ralph Manheim as
The Thinking Eye), prefigures Merleau-Ponty’s own
title and theme. Part IV of Merleau-Ponty’s essay
ends with Klee’s words written at age thirty-seven and
inscribed on his tomb: “I cannot be grasped in imma-
nence” (“Je suis insaisissable dans l’immanence”).

L’oeil et l’esprit has five parts. Parts I and V are
brief. Part I is a prelude, arguing that modern painting
and sculpture bring us closer to Being, the “there is” (il
y a), than does the operationalism of contemporary sci-
ence. Part V is a postlude, drawing the essay to a close
with reflections on the durability of the artistic quest in
which, from Lascaux to our own times, there is never
“progress” toward a “universal painting” or a totaliza-
tion of painting. This is not a disappointment or failure,
Merleau-Ponty argues, but the endless quest for the
confirmation, exaltation, and re-creation of Being. The
truly substantive and original parts of L’oeil et l’esprit
are parts II, III, and IV. Part II discusses the meanings
and enigmas of vision, particularly the painter’s vision.
Part IV plunges us into the original ontology for which
modern art provides the inspiration. Part III is the hinge
between the philosophy of vision of Part II and the
ontology of Part IV, and contains the philosopher’s cri-
tique of the philosophy of vision and metaphysics in
Descartes’ Optics.

Cartesian rationalism, Merleau-Ponty argues, was
unable to grasp the central artistic dimension of
depth, either bringing the world too close to the
eye by reducing vision to thought, or shifting to
the divine perspective of God in which the world
is surveyed from above (survol). When one is too
close or too far, Being is flattened and Merleau-Ponty
argues that this is why Descartes favored drawings
and etchings over painting and sculpture. This argu-
ment pertaining to vision and depth is supplemented
by a metaphysical-epistemological argument against
Cartesianism: as flattened, the visible world is reduced
to mere representations or icons for the mind to know
as ideas or thoughts, rendering problematic the relation
between mental representations and things. Finally,
Cartesianism mistakenly takes for granted the per-
spectival techniques of the Renaissance as yielding an
“exact and infallible art of painting” (Merleau-Ponty

1961: 49), while Leonardo’s own studies of linear per-
spective themselves involve competing and sometimes
contradictory claims. This tripartite critique and rejec-
tion of rationalism enables the philosopher to surpass
Cartesianism toward a new ontology with depth as the
central problem, and Flesh (la chair), Merleau-Ponty’s
innovative ontological notion, is introduced in Parts II
and IV.

Painting “scrambles all our categories” (Merleau-
Ponty 1961: 35)—essence and existence, real and
imaginary, visibility and invisibility, and activity and
passivity. There is a reversibility between painter
and painted that has led painters so often to say, as
did Cézanne and Klee, that the landscape or the for-
est was speaking in them. It must be that there is a
system of exchanges between body and world such
that eye and hand become the obverse side of things,
the inside of an outside in which both are enveloped.
This is not a logical reversibility of the biconditional,
but an aesthetic reversibility that is best exemplified in
the phenomenon of the mirror and in self-portraiture
where there is reversibility with difference, without the
implication of symmetry or substitutability. In the mir-
ror, the right hand is transposed as the left. The one
who sees is also visible, yet there is no coincidence
between seer and seen. This envelopment, generality,
and anonymity Merleau-Ponty named Flesh (la chair),
a term he compared to the Greek idea of element,
which is neither substance, nor mind, nor matter.

We are held by a speech and a thought that have
us. The world and the painter are the inverse and
obverse of one sole Power that breaks open in an
unending generosity of creation and expression. This
ontology of Flesh and reversibility may be interpreted
approximately as a new neutral monism, but a loosely
knit monism that both (1) preserves the gaps (écarts),
strife, and differences among colors and things and
between self and world, and (2) prioritizes genesis
and process over substance. Verbs and adverbs replace
nominatives. The incarnate principle of Flesh imbues
life and the world with a longing for unity that is
deferred, but a deferral that keeps open the genesis and
metamorphosis of expression.

The gains for Merleau-Ponty’s aesthetic theory
offered by L’oeil et l’esprit are multiple, for the work
includes discussions of color, iconography, etchings,
sculpture, mirrors, self-portraits, motion, depth, volu-
minosity, line, and abstraction. His discussion of line
emphasizes the flexuous line and cites Klee’s ability to
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“let a line dream” (laissé rêver une ligne), as well as
Henri Michaux’s phrase “to go line” (aller ligne). The
reflections on line and abstraction, as well as on color
as a dimension, indicate that Merleau-Ponty’s aesthetic
ontology is not limited to the artists and works at the
turn of the 20th century and in the mid-century he him-
self knew so well, but extend to the more abstract and
experimental artistic works of contemporary times.

The influence of Merleau-Ponty’s aesthetics has
been profound and is not easily summarized in a
few sentences. In France, his theme of visibility and
invisibility underlies the work of Michel Foucault,
especially the famous opening of Les mots et les choses
(1966) that analyzes Las Meninas by Velázquez,
and the theme of blindness and invisibility is taken
over from Merleau-Ponty by Jacques Derrida explic-
itly in the catalog for the Louvre exhibition entitled
Memoires d’aveugle: L’autoportrait et autres ruines
(1990). From Italy, the recent work of Mauro Carbone
has led to the founding of a trilingual international
journal, Chiasmi International, devoted to Merleau-
Ponty studies with important work in aesthetics. In the
United States, Véronique M. Fóti (1996) has extended
Merleau-Ponty’s aesthetics toward abstraction in paint-
ing, and an important study of landscape painting
by Edward S. Casey, Representing Place: Landscape
Painting and Maps (2002), is inspired by Merleau-
Ponty’s rethinking of the meaning of representation
and horizon.

Merleau-Ponty’s aesthetics now crosses over as well
into other non-phenomenological philosophical tradi-
tions. The influences on postmodernism are direct and
immediate. Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida are
already transitional figures in this regard. Merleau-
Ponty’s influence continues while the rupture widens
in the writings of Jean-François Lyotard, author of
La condition postmoderne (1979). In Discours, Figure
(1970), Lyotard develops an aesthetic philosophy
beginning from Merleau-Ponty’s elevation of Cézanne
and the presentation of pictorial space as depth, but
at the same time is critical of insufficient attention
within Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological aesthetics,
he argues, to the contributions of desire and pas-
sivity in artistic creation. Gilles Deleuze’s Francis
Bacon: Logique de la sensation (1981) is influenced
by Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of Cézanne and phe-
nomenological themes such as sens, figuration, body
and spirit, and eye and hand, even though Francis
Bacon (1909–1992) is a very different painter than

Cézanne and Deleuze’s aesthetic logic stresses its
departure from phenomenology and notions such as
the “lived body” (le corps proper) in favor of concepts
like force, rhythm, and chaos. Contemporary femi-
nism incorporates appreciative and critical readings
of Merleau-Ponty, especially Luce Irigaray’s Ethique
de la différence sexuelle (1984), which grows from
a critical reading of the idea of Flesh introduced in
L’oeil et l’esprit. Merleau-Ponty’s critique of Cartesian
representationalism and his new accounts of depth
and movement in L’oeil et l’esprit have been taken
up within cognitive science and philosophy of sci-
ence through the work of both Shaun Gallagher and
Hubert Dreyfus, and in the journal Phenomenology
and Cognitive Science. Moreover, links with prag-
matist theories of art, especially John Dewey and
George Herbert Mead, with Friedrich von Schelling,
Henri Bergson, Alfred North Whitehead, and Ludwig
Wittgenstein are being researched and discussed, all
demonstrating the vitality and fecundity of Merleau-
Ponty’s aesthetic thinking.
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Metaphor

Annamaria Lossi

Etymologically, the meaning of the word metaphor can
be traced back to the ancient Greek word composed by
the prefix “meta,” implying a change, and “pherein”
meaning “to carry, to bear.” In modern Greek the word
“metaphor” also exists and can be translated with
“transport” or “transfer.” In general it can be said that a
metaphor makes a qualitative leap from a comparison
to an identification or fusion of two objects. Thus one
thing is not like or as something else, but one thing is
something else.

More precisely, Aristotle defines a metaphor as fol-
lows: “The greatest thing by far is to be a master of
metaphor. It is the one thing that cannot be learnt from
others; and it is also a sign of genius, since a good
metaphor implies an intuitive perception of the sim-
ilarity in the dissimilar.” (Poetics 1459a 3–8). Thus
according to him, a metaphor is the recognition of that
which two things might have in common. Nietzsche
defines metaphor in a similar way, stating: “Metapher
heisst etwas als gleich behandeln, was man in einem
Punkte als ähnlich erkannt hat” (metaphor means to
treat a thing as another that is recognized as similar in
some respect—1869–74: §19 [249], 498.). Hence sim-
ilarity is the basis of the metaphorical transposition.
In fact, in Ricoeur’s words, metaphor is the trope of
similarity par excellence (Ricoeur 1975).

Throughout the history of philosophy, there has
been considerable interest in the concept of metaphor.
In general, the use of metaphor in philosophical argu-
mentation is not positively valued by many philoso-
phers. Aristotle accuses Plato of not being precise
because he uses to many metaphors (Metaphysics D,
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9, 991a 19–22); Hegel, in his lectures on Aesthetics,
describes metaphor as an image that brings together
the clarity of allegory with the pleasure of an enigma.
According to him, metaphor is a shortened compari-
son whose meaning reveals itself only thanks to that
connection. Metaphor has a purely ornamental mean-
ing for him, since it is the result of a progressive loss
of sensuous meaning.

But the creation of new metaphors opens new pos-
sibilities for the formation of meaning, it discloses
new rules in linguistic behavior, rules related to the
symbolic sphere. Accordingly, the concept of sym-
bol has to be related to that of metaphor. Nietzsche
defines symbol as “die Übertragung eines Dinges in
eine ganz verschiedene Sphäre” (the transposition of
one thing into another completely different sphere—
1869–74: §3 [20], 66). This implies that metaphor
reveals to us the relationship between two different
areas that were completely separated up until that
moment. Since metaphor is due to the “perception
of a similarity,” it means that it relies on the human
faculty of mimesis. And if mimesis is understood as
the human capacity to perceive similarities in the sur-
rounding world, then language is the highest level of
mimetic behavior. In “On the mimetic faculty” (1933),
Walter Benjamin analyzes “the archive of nonsensuous
similarities” concealed in human language (Benjamin
1999, 696). The linguistic gesture is the transformation
of the image produced by an artistic movement such as
dance, whose original function was essentially that of
reproducing similarities.

In EUGEN FINK’s Spiel als Weltsymbol (1960), the
role of symbol and metaphor appears in paradigmatic
connection. In fact, the concept of Weltspiel (the play
of the world) is “primär ein spekulatives Symbol, um in
Analogie zum Menschenspiel die Gesamtbewegung der
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Weltwirklichkeit zu ‘deuten’” (primarily a speculative
symbol using an analogy with human play to “indi-
cate” the whole movement of the world’s actuality—
(1960). Metaphor is interpreted by Fink expressly
as “eine Entsprechung zwischen einem innerweltlich
Seienden und der Welt selbst. Die ‘Übertragung,’ sagt
man vielleicht, hat ihre Basis im Spielphänomen, das
ja eine menschliche Realität ist” (a correspondence
between an intraworldly being and the world itself.
What one might call “transferral” here has its basis in
the phenomenon of play, which of course is a human
reality—1960).

The use and understanding of metaphors is also
paradigmatic in Franz Kafka’s works. As Günther
Anders (1951) emphasizes, Kafka interprets metaphors
literally, that is, they do not create something new,
but—coming from the linguistic field itself—they are
the world as a given. In this sense, metaphors do not
replace concepts, but situations.

In “Ensayo de estética a manera de prólogo” (1914),
JOSÉ ORTEGA Y GASSET proposes another way to
think about metaphors. In his interesting analysis of
poetic metaphor, he confirms the tendency to look at
metaphors as meaning-generators. He calls metaphor
“the aesthetic cell” that links the object to a new
reality in which its real features no longer count.
Through metaphors, the artist is able to generate a new
world.

The relationship between philosophy—or more pre-
cisely, metaphysics—and metaphor is one of the main
themes developed by MARTIN HEIDEGGER in his
work Der Satz vom Grund (1957). According to
him, the power of metaphors can only be revealed
in metaphysics. Metaphors are what makes such
word pairs as “sensuous-rational,” “true-false,” and
“physical-ideal” meaningful. Searching for the ori-
gin of metaphor means searching for something that
escapes its own definition. JACQUES DERRIDA too
states in his essay La mythologie blanche (1971)
that metaphors have their own origins and ends in
philosophical speech. The origins of words has to be
identified with their proper sense. When philosophi-
cal speech begins, metaphors are already implied. A
double cancellation therefore occurs in philosophical
speech, a double effacement takes place: the original
sense, which a metaphor cancels, goes with the cancel-
lation of the metaphor itself, which is meant in a proper

sense. For Derrida, as for Heidegger, metaphors can
occur only in the white mythology, i.e., metaphysics,
where metaphors remain active, even if cancelled.
Consequently he states that “We are unconscious meta-
physicians in proportion to the use and of the wear
of our words,” for metaphors are like the light, which
is there and nevertheless cannot be seen in showing
the other things (Derrida 1972, 35; see also Marrone
1991b).

PAUL RICOEUR also understands metaphor as the
creative dimension of language itself, but in a different
way. In opposition to the traditional idea of metaphor
as substitution, Ricoeur points out that metaphor does
not take the place of a “proper” expression, but is a new
source of signification: a metaphor is a rhetorical pro-
cess liberating the capacity of a fiction to redescribe
reality. In La métaphore vive (1975), Ricoeur com-
pares metaphors and models. To bring metaphor close
to the model makes it possible to develop the theory
of metaphor in the referential dimension. According
to him, the central argument of Max Black’s “Models
and Metaphors” is that with respect to the relation to
reality, metaphor is to poetic language what the model
is to scientific language. In this sense, Ricoeur also
speaks of a metaphorical expression in which a seman-
tic innovation is the main character. This is literally
the result of a metaphor manifesting itself as a log-
ical contradiction or, as Beardsley writes, a “logical
absurdity” (Beardsley 1966). Nevertheless, it is only
as a such a logical contradiction that does metaphor
does indeed realize a semantic innovation; in other
words, metaphor manifests a new linguistic meaning
that cannot be achieved in other ways.

In is sense a metaphor can be what Marrone, para-
phrasing Ricoeur, calls an event of meaning (Marrone
1991a). This event has to be understood in a dou-
ble sense: on the one hand, the metaphor establishes
a new literal meaning; on the other hand, it also
contributes to relating two different realities with
each other. In fact, for Ricoeur (1975) every linguis-
tic expression has at its own origin a “fundamental
metaphoric,” which is the way in which new rela-
tions and new perspectives on reality can be revealed.
He therefore also speaks of a “metaphorical truth”
(Ricoeur 1975). Accordingly, he understands philo-
sophical speech as a living area in which the con-
cepts must not be understood as a progressive “white
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mythology” in Derrida’s sense. In other words, here
he is arguing against Derrida’s own idea of philos-
ophy as a series of “dead metaphors” (ibid.). For
Derrida, the creativity of a metaphor is spread in its
own desperate misuse. Ricoeur’s phenomenological-
hermeneutical perspective in La métaphore vive is
therefore paradigmatic. As a result, it is reasonable to
consider La métaphore vive as an answer to Derrida’s
work (Marrone 1991a).

According to Ricoeur, philosophical reflection has
the particular function of taking poetic-metaphorical
expressions into consideration and elaborating them
with its own rational tools. Metaphors contribute to
understanding what philosophical speech means and
how it has to be comprehended (Tischner 1982). Some
examples of philosophical metaphors make this evi-
dent: Plato’s cave myth, Descartes’ image of the evil
genius, or—as Ricoeur points out—the stain as sym-
bol of guilt. All of these metaphors create an image of
philosophical reflection that cannot manifest itself in
other ways. Thus the pregnancy of metaphor in philos-
ophy consists in expressing the intentionality proper
to thinking itself. In other words, metaphor permits
thoughts to express themselves and to be understood
thanks to a new visualization of things. According
to Ricoeur, this is the task of metaphor, and in this
respect he distinguishes himself from Derrida. The
intentionality that characterizes philosophical think-
ing cannot do without metaphors (Tischner 1982).
Metaphors describe a reality outside of reality itself.
As the etymology indicates, a metaphor transfers us
from an “old” meaning to a “new” one allowing a dif-
ferent understanding. The function of metaphors is to
convey attention to something different in order to be
able to understand how something was given.
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Methodology

Lester Embree

While the appreciation of art is itself typically unreflec-
tive or straightforward, phenomenological aesthetics
is, at the very least, reflective, intuitive, analytic, and
descriptive. In order to produce the methodology of
this orientation in this discipline, one reflects on the
already reflective practice, and thus engages in reflec-
tion on reflection. Cartesianische Meditationen (1931)
and other works of EDMUND HUSSERL contain quite a
few methodological passages, but those of most post-
Husserlian phenomenologists—MARTIN HEIDEGGER

and MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY to begin with—
contain hardly any. The post-Husserlian paucity of
methodology also shows that reflective analysis of the
way in which research results are obtained is not a
necessity. This difference does not preclude the phe-
nomenological tradition differing from other traditions
by its broadly if implicitly shared approach.

Nevertheless, when an approach can be followed
more or less successfully and a description of it is
also available, it is easier to obtain improvements in
future results, whether by the same investigator on
later occasions, or by others in the same or later gen-
erations of what is then an explicitly method-based
tradition. Methodological reflections are thus valuable
and useful, and this is as true for aesthetics as it is for
epistemology and ethics. It helps to know how results
have been obtained.

The present entry sketches a methodology for phe-
nomenological aesthetics that is derived from Husserl’s
mature philosophy, i.e., the constitutive phenomenol-
ogy that first clearly emerged with his Ideen zu einer
reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen
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Philosophie (1913). Constitutive phenomenology is
not the only version of phenomenology, but reflections
on procedures followed in other versions—e.g., realis-
tic phenomenology or hermeneutical phenomenology
(cf. Embree et al. 1997, Introduction, and Embree
1998)—can be developed through comparison with an
account of constitutive phenomenological method. The
present account of Husserlian methodology is indebted
to Dorion Cairns (1960, 1973), but there are some
differences in terminology and emphasis (cf. Embree
2003).

Aesthetics has to do with art, or better, the arts.
The number of arts is large enough to invite efforts at
classification. For example, one can distinguish those
that focus on human performance, such as dance, film,
and theater, from those that do not. But the distinc-
tion to be discussed here differentiates arts relying on
representation from non-representational arts. In the
broad signification of “thing” whereby anything is a
thing, film, opera, photography, and theater typically
involve things that stand for other things in what can
be called a depictive way, which is to say that what
is seen and/or heard stands for something else that is
similar. Such depictive representation is frequent but
not obligatory in painting, and is also possible but
not necessary for sculpture, music, and dance. On the
other hand, fashion and architecture (including gar-
dens) rarely depict. However, they can still stand for
such things as wealth and power in non-resembling
or indicative ways. Similarly, the mental processes of
characters do not resemble the bodily movements of
actors, but are indicated by them, and music can indi-
cate feelings or moods without depicting them in the
way a musical sleigh ride might depict a real one.
Note, however, that what is represented in much rep-
resentational art does not actually exist, while what is
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represented in most photographs, documentary films,
and portrait paintings at least did and may still exist.

Literature is representational through the reference
of the things called words to the things spoken and
written about. Words regularly occur in film, opera,
song, and theater, and words are sometimes included
in paintings, buildings, etc. That the title “aesthetics”
derives from the Greek word aisthēsis may suggest
that the whole discipline is about sensuous experi-
ence, but thematizing the experience of seeing letters
on surfaces (or hearing sounds in mouths) is not cen-
tral in the specifically literary arts. And while stories
and poems are typically about characters and events
that do not exist, there can be beautiful descriptions of
things that do.

Art so often involves things standing for other things
that one may wonder if non-representational art is even
possible. Yet some paintings, e.g., some by Jackson
Pollock, are composed of colors and shapes that do
not stand for anything beyond themselves, although it
has been suggested that these can indicate the viewer’s
mental processes, which arguably holds for all objects
and is hence not specific to representational art. The
same can be the case with sculpted shapes and with
patterns in carpets, and cinematic art is still possible
even if nothing more is projected on the screen than
colors and unfamiliar shapes. In sum, there can indeed
be non-representational art in the basic ways sketched
above, but most arts have perceived things standing for
other things.

Let us now reflect on the last few paragraphs.
The above discussion certainly pertains to aesthetics,
but it is not especially phenomenological. The state-
ments in it can be expressed and comprehended in a
chiefly unreflective or straightforward attitude, which
is to say in an attitude in which neither the man-
ners in which artworks are given to, and posited by,
appreciators, artists, critics, art historians, etc., nor
the experiencings and positings distinctive of such
professions are focused on; they are, as it were, over-
looked. However, one can do more than just describe
the thing-determinations (e.g., colors, patterns, etc.) or
the relations of representations with the represented
things (as in the brief sketch above). For example,
there is the phenomenological issue of how in com-
parison with the representation, the representatum is
given only emptily (or at best, fictively) and correla-
tively, the issue of the relation between the perceiving
of the thing that represents and the different (fictive

or blindly serious) experiencing of what it represents.
Such matters require reflection.

Now phenomenological aestheticians do occasion-
ally proceed in a straightforward way, and phe-
nomenology is certainly not the only philosophical
tradition in which reflection occurs. But phenomenol-
ogy is arguably more thoroughly reflective in its
approach than are other orientations. And the approach
is methodical, its methodology can be produced. The
approach of phenomenological aesthetics has at least
four but possibly seven distinct procedures.

(1) To characterize phenomenology as reflective, it
may first be remarked that reflection can be theoretical,
but it is not coterminous with theorizing because the-
orizing can be—and most often is—straightforward,
and because reflection may serve more than cogni-
tive purposes. What is reflected on in phenomeno-
logical aesthetics? There is what can be called the
aesthetic or appreciating attitude; correlatively, there
is that toward which this attitude is taken up, which
may be called the artwork. This attitude is formed of
encounterings—or more specifically, enjoyings—and
correlatively, the thing-as-encountered is the thing-
as-enjoyed or the thing-as-appreciated. Aesthetics is
then about the appreciating and the appreciated-as-
appreciated.

Appreciating also plays a role in artistic production,
art history, and art commerce, but seems clearest in
the attitude of someone who does not have the other
concerns that those professions involve. This typically
straightforward appreciation may occur in the same
person who additionally reflects on it aesthetically, and
that same person may furthermore reflect on this aes-
thetic reflection methodologically, but these functions
may also be performed by different people who resort
to reflection on others, which will be discussed below.

(2) It would be an error to believe that what has
been said thus far must necessarily be intuitive. This
is because the existence and essence of appreciat-
ing might be constructed in arguments for subjective
conditions of objects. But phenomenological method
is indeed fundamentally intuitive, not argumenta-
tive (although phenomenologists do offer arguments
now and then, particularly for polemical purposes).
Intuiting can be straightforward or reflective, and it
is usually perceptual, but can be (or include) rec-
ollection. A phenomenological aesthetician does not
need to haunt the museum or concert hall. S/he can
do much not only with recollection, but also with
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photographs and sketches, to say nothing of musical
scores and recordings. Yet if differences arise between
the work-as-recollected or the work-as-represented and
the work-as-perceived, the latter decides.

(3) Phenomenological aesthetics includes more than
the reflective intuiting of appreciating and things-
as-appreciated. It is also analytic. Thus the abstract
components called experiencings and positings can be
reflectively distinguished and intuited within concrete
encounterings; then at least three species of positing
components can be distinguished and called doxic,
pathic, and praxic. Moreover, each of these has posi-
tive, negative, and neutral modalities, and their positive
and negative modalities—but not the neutral ones—
are observably firm or in some degree shaky. In this
way, fifteen subspecies of encounterings can be recog-
nized that range from firm positive believing to neutral
willing, the last mentioned not being irrelevant in aes-
thetics, where appreciating typically prompts neither
striving for nor against the actual or possible existence
of anything.

There are in addition fifteen correlative positional
components analytically discernable on this level in the
concrete things-as-encountered. This species includes
belief-characteristics, values, and uses, which can
all be called subspecies of positional characteristics.
When particular positional characteristics are objecti-
vated, i.e., discerned and believed in, they can then be
attributed to things in judgments such as “This is exis-
tent,” “This is good,” and “This is useful.” Assertions
in which the values of beauty and ugliness are signified
are essential to aesthetics.

Three types of attitudes can be recognized on the
basis of what has been said so far. When the doxic
component predominates, the attitude can be called
cognitive; when the pathic component predominates,
the attitude can be called valuative; and when the
praxic component predominates, the attitude can be
called volitional or practical. (“Believing,” “valuing,”
and “willing” and synonyms derived from Greek roots
are here used in broad significations that include not
only primarily passive or automatic positings and sec-
ondarily passive or habitual-traditional positings, but
also active or operational positings.)

On the basis of this reflective analysis, it can further-
more be asserted that the appreciating or aesthetic atti-
tude is valuational, although it is different from another
attitude in which what can be called moral valuing
predominates. But just as there is moral approval and

disapproval, there is positive and negative aesthetic
valuing (even though the dispositions to act that can
follow, including laissez faire willing; are typically dif-
ferent). In addition, comparative valuing occurs in the
aesthetic as well as moral spheres, so that there are
better and worse artworks as well as deeds.

(4) Some remarks must now be offered about
how the approach of phenomenological aesthetics
is descriptive. Not only have reflection, intuition,
and analysis been used in the characterization of
one another above, but description has already been
employed as well. Describing can be recognized to be
a species of accounting for things and distinguished
from another species called explaining.

Explanation can be said to be a way of accounting
for things in terms of other things, which can include
purposes and causes, and the subspecies of teleological
and aetiological explanation can thus be recognized.
Under the influence of practical concerns, there is a
strong interest in explanations that can guide attempts
to influence events, as well as a strong tendency to
consider all accounts explanations. But if explaining
is telling why something is, only a little pondering
can lead one to recognize that it is necessary to know
what something is before its cause and/or purpose is
sought. What describing focuses on is what things are.
For example, that an aesthetic attitude is a valuational
attitude and that values can be positive, negative, and
neutral are descriptive and not explanatory claims.

Two sorts of description can be distinguished and
described reflectively. One sort of describing is focused
on individual actualities or facts, such as a particu-
lar statue being appreciated in the inner garden of a
museum. The statue can be recollected, but it will prob-
ably be intuited more clearly if it is perceived under
normal conditions (if a heavy rain is falling, however,
recollection may offer more clarity). As intuited, the
statue has either perceptual or recollectional manners
of givenness that are discernable through reflection
on the thing-as-encountered, which Husserlians call
noematic reflection. Of course, the perceiving and
recollecting of realities are not the only types of expe-
riencing in the broad signification; mathematicians
speak of beautiful formulae, and there may be an aes-
thetics of ideal things. For real things (i.e., things in
time), however, experiencing also includes expecting,
which is not a species of intuiting, but nevertheless
ought not to be neglected. There is foreshadowing
in literature (including theater), and how things have
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been anticipated is not irrelevant to how they are
encountered.

Phenomenological aesthetics not only recognizes
the intuiting of subtle thing-determinations, such as
the texture of brush strokes that the viewer of a paint-
ing can want to touch, but is also concerned with the
manners of givenness of what is appresented by what
is presented; with what is represented obscurely as
well as clearly; with what captures and guides atten-
tion; and with the positional characteristics, especially
beauty, of that which is encountered. In the factual
direction, describing seeks to be ever more specific
and detailed, but it can never fully capture the unique
work in all its nuances. Factual description can facil-
itate more sophisticated appreciation, but there is no
substitute for going back to the artworks themselves.

Except for those expressed in proper names, the
concepts used in factual descriptions result from a
second type of description. What is described in this
second type are eidē or universal essences (by con-
trast, the individual has its individual essence, what it
uniquely is). Eidē are formal or material. Formal eidē
are of central importance in grammar, logic, mathe-
matics, and music, but of less concern in most areas
of aesthetics. Material universals form taxonomies, so
that, e.g., sound, color, and texture are species of the
genus of sensuous property and what they all share is
alluded to when shapes or movements are said to be
sensuous. Then again, the statement “This is a white
building” presupposes the experiencing, in the widest
signification, of what it is in general to be white and
what it is to be a building. And what may be called
eideation is necessary for recognizing art movements
such as Cubism and Impressionism, as well as to what
it is to be an art movement.

Interest in the method of describing universal
essences arose in the beginning of the phenomeno-
logical tradition and has always been widely accepted
there. Yet philosophers have been relying upon what is
here termed eideation since long before phenomenol-
ogy began, going back in methodology at least to Plato
and standing behind all general nouns in language. The
advance of phenomenology lies in methodologically
recognizing the roles (a) of eidetic epochē or refrain-
ing with respect to the actuality of the particular case
taken as a point of departure in order to consider it
as merely possible; and (b) of the free varying of fic-
tive as well as serious possibilities of the same sort in
order to make the universal essences they exemplify

clearer. Eideation can be performed straightforwardly,
but is always employed reflectively in phenomenology.
Phenomenological aestheticians rarely reflect on in the
method of eideation itself, but are consciously under
its influence.

Phenomenologists usually analyze and describe
their own appreciative attitudes and what is appreci-
ated in them. This is what they have direct access
to in self-observation. Yet there is also what can
be called reflection on others. This is still a species
of reflection because it thematizes encounterings and
things-as-encountered, even if they do not occur in the
mental life of the person reflectively observing them.
Encounterings that go on in the mental lives of oth-
ers are accessed indirectly on the basis of what those
others say and do. Things-as-encountered by others
and the correlative encounterings are not presented, but
appresented. However, when there is conflict between
what is presented and what is appresented, the former
decides.

A factual statement by an aesthetician about an
artwork—e.g., how a shadowed background makes
the illumination in the foreground brighter and more
exciting—is not merely a private note meant only for
its author, but is addressed to an audience of others
who are thereby urged to consider whether this is so in
their own encounterings of things that can be described
in the way stated. Then again, whether a case of
encountering and things-as-encountered is indirectly
observed in another or directly in oneself, both are
examples of universals, and universal as well as fac-
tual claims are sought in aesthetics. Through reflection
on others, the methodologist can be a different per-
son than the artist and even than the aesthetician who
proceeds methodically, who in turn can be different
from the person experiencing and appreciating things
aesthetically.

A methodologist ought not to think that people
skilled in the attitude of a discipline, e.g., aesthet-
ics, and in an orientation, e.g., phenomenology, are
continually considering procedural steps to take, like
someone following a cookbook while preparing a
new dish. “Being skilled” signifies that the attitude
has been well learned, is deeply habitual, and is, if
shared, traditional. This skill can be taught through
instruction, but it is also often taught with examples
and by example. What has been said thus far about
reflection, intuition, analysis, and eidetic as well as fac-
tual description should find wide acceptance among
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phenomenological aestheticians if they reflect on the
approach that they take (which they are, of course,
under no obligation to do).

Now since intuiting, analyzing, and describing can
be straightforward as well as reflective, the crucial
feature is reflection, and the method of phenomeno-
logical aesthetics is best characterized concisely as
reflective. The emphasis in it is most often on the thing-
as-appreciated, i.e., the thing-as-valued as well as the
thing-as-experienced. But reflection on appreciatings
of the appreciated helps, at the very least, to maintain
the reflective attitude.

(5) Other procedures may not be so easily recog-
nized, especially by colleagues subscribing to other
versions of phenomenology. Thus there is the possi-
bility of approaching aesthetics transcendentally with
the aim of ultimate grounding. One can indeed refrain
from accepting the status of the aesthetic attitude as
intramundane and recognize its original non-worldly
status. But without denying that possibility, it seems
sufficient at this stage in the history of phenomenolog-
ical aesthetics merely to consider phenomenological-
psychological epochē, reduction, and purification.

The attitudes of oneself and others are originally
found as parts of the world, and thus as having so-
called real relations with other realities. These include
temporal relations of simultaneity as well as suc-
cession and the if-then relations of causation, above
all between the bodily organism and the surrounding
sociocultural world. Few moderns doubt that photons
bounce off physical things into eyes and stimulate
neurological events. In performing the psychological-
phenomenological epochē, however, one refrains from
accepting such real relations (which are still there,
albeit disregarded). As thus psychologically purified,
the reflected-upon appreciating attitude and what is
intended to in it, can more easily be analyzed and
described in their own right. One can then see that
mental lives have their own temporalities apart from
the spatiotemporality of nature. Furthermore, this
epochē helps one to get clearer about the intention-
ality of encounterings: it is not a real relation, which
requires that the relata actually exist, but rather a
quality of pointing. The things encountered are then
nothing more than things-as-intended-to or things-
as-encountered—they can also be called intentional
objects—and may include, for instance, spherical
cubes, which cannot exist. Has conscious or uncon-
scious recourse to such a psychological epochē not

played a significant role in the rise and advance of
phenomenological aesthetics?

(6) Another procedure is regressive inquiry. In it
one takes the thing encountered as a clue and searches
reflectively for the encounterings intentively correla-
tive to it. These make up syntheses in which iden-
tities and similarities are said to be “constituted.”
Regressive inquiry thus produces analyses of consti-
tution, thereby giving constitutive phenomenology its
name. By this procedure, which has also already been
implicitly relied upon above, the variety and roles of
types of sensing in perceiving can be distinguished;
the types and relations of valuings to perceivings can
be recognized; and the problematic of representation
unreflectively discussed at the outset of this entry can
be analyzed phenomenologically.

Consider, for example, representational films as
well as photographs and paintings. Beginning from
what is represented and what represents it on the
screen, print, or canvas, one can delve into the way in
which the perceiving of the representing thing founds
and motivates the encountering of the representatum.
The former experiencing is typically intuitive, and the
other is blind, or at best fictive. There are also two
valuings involved, one accompanying the experienc-
ing of the representation and the other accompanying
the founded experiencing of the representatum; there
can be a beautiful picture of an ugly thing, e.g.,
one of Las desastres de la Guerra by Goya, or a
badly done picture of what is nevertheless a recog-
nizably beautiful thing. In other words, more than the
thing-determinations—i.e., properties and relations—
of things standing for other things in various ways are
to be recognized.

(7) Finally, there is a procedure called intentional
analysis of horizons. An actual encountering has a
horizon of potential encounterings of the same thing;
for example, while one view of a thing is presented,
other possible aspects of it—how it would look from
various other standpoints—are appresented. Braque
and Picasso seem to have tried to paint not only the
presented, but also the appresented aspects of things.
Actualized seeings “predelineate” inactual touchings
possible in the future, and perceivings likewise pre-
delineate rememberings that can be actualized. Thus
it would be an error to describe a thing merely in
terms of the actualized encounterings and the aspects
that are presented, for the thing encountered richly
correlates with the inactual as well as the actualized
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encounterings. Clarification requires either actualizing
the inactual, or feigning the other encounters in the
horizon; this might include, for example, feigning a
statue or building from a different point of view.

Lest it be thought that the foregoing analysis is
complete with respect to the scope of phenomenolog-
ical aesthetics even on its rather general level, two
more topics may be mentioned. In the first place, noth-
ing has been said above about appearances. These are
important for aesthetics, and are also disclosed through
reflective analysis. Thus a building can be presented
from the same side, but the appearance gets larger as
one approaches it, and there is an optimal distance
as well as an optimal angle from which to appre-
ciate the building. A painter such as Velázquez can
be said to have tried to emphasize appearances, and
when they are recognized the question arises concern-
ing their relations to the thing that appears. Then again,
the appearance of a play or symphony to sight and/or
hearing is optimal from what are considered, for this
very reason, the best seats in the hall.

Second, while the traditional classification of the
senses into five does not need to be challenged on
this occasion, when cloth woven of silk or cashmere
is run over one’s fingertips, it can be beautiful; when
one smells perfume, it can be beautiful; when one eats
and drinks fine food and wine, it can be beautiful;
and there are many things heard or seen that can be
beautiful. What is especially interesting is that things
sensed in different sorts of sensings do not occur sepa-
rately. Thus one can walk into a building and feel (and
hear) a distinctive floor under one’s feet as one pro-
ceeds, encounter a smell different from outside, and
above all, see much in the way of walls, ceiling, deco-
ration, and furnishings. Then there are the kinaestheses
involved as one walks around, stands, and looks at
the building from without or within. Hence architec-
tural encountering is synaesthetic or intersensorial, but
then all encountering of art is—like all encountering—
intersensorial, and phenomenology is able to show
this.

What, finally, is pursued in the methodology of aes-
thetics? Is the goal knowledge, and is it thus a science
in the strict signification, i.e., a strictly cognitive dis-
cipline? If so, then it would not be valuative. But it
is at least implicit in what has been said above that
one indeed ought to reflect, intuit, analyze, describe,
etc. For Husserl in the Prolegomena zur reinen Logik
(1900) of the Logische Untersuchungen, “A warrior

ought to be brave” is equivalent to “A brave warrior is
positively valued.” Analogously, “Aesthetics ought to
be reflective” implies that this discipline is normative.

Norms are often ambiguous. Sometimes they are
expressive merely of advice, i.e., suggestions about
what it would be good to have happen. On other occa-
sions, however, they express imperatives, i.e., what
one is commanded—including self-commanded—to
be and to do. Cognition of what is actual and possible
is fundamental; then there is the valuing of alternatives,
e.g., reflective vs. straightforward intuiting, analyzing,
and describing. But the culmination in methodology
is volitional action, which includes affecting courses
of events indirectly through research, writing, and
teaching. Phenomenologists have been employing their
reflective method in aesthetics for a century, receiving
influence in this regard and in turn transmitting it. But
methodology produced through explicit reflection on
that reflective practice can advance it still further.
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Music

Augusto Mazzoni

EDMUND HUSSERL left no specific contribution to
musical aesthetics. Nevertheless, there are references
regarding sound and music scattered throughout his
writings. Early references chiefly bear on the subject of
the part-whole relationship, with some influences from
Carl Stumpf and Christian von Ehrenfels. According to
Husserl, a melody, as a musical unit, is an example of a
whole of which the different tones are parts. Similarly,
the qualities of pitch and loudness are parts of tones
(Husserl 1900–1901: III. Untersuchung, § 19).

The topic of the part-whole relationship in sound
and music is of considerable significances, but
Husserl’s investigations of time are also of great
importance. The research on the consciousness of
internal time often includes musical examples. Time-
consciousness is the fundamental place where melodic
or rhythmic units arise. In fact, every musical sequence
is a temporal object phenomenologically constituted
by an interrelation of acoustic impressions, retentions,
and protentions. This constitution concerns the formal
temporal synthesis of hyletic data and the passive syn-
thesis of their contents (Husserl 1966). Perceptual units
can emerge because—quite apart from any relation-
ship in time—tones are associated with each other by
“fusion” (a term also used in Stumpf’s theory of con-
sonance). Other Husserlian observations deal with the
status of a musical work. He thinks that a work of
music is not a real object, but an ideal (unreal) object
that can be reproduced many times in many perfor-
mances (Husserl 1929: §3). The distinction between
the real acoustic object and the musical work implies
the distinction between mere acoustic hearing and
musical hearing.

A. Mazzoni (�)
Istituto musicale “O. Vecchi”, Modena, Italy

Beyond the scattered hints in Husserl’s writings,
extensive contributions to musical aesthetics come
from his students (Mazzoni 2004). In this regard,
WALDEMAR CONRAD’s study of the aesthetic object
is particularly remarkable (Conrad 1908–1909). He
examines the aesthetic musical object in depth. After a
preliminary analysis directed toward the essential qual-
ities of sound (pitch, duration, loudness, and timbre),
he considers two different approaches to the musi-
cal object. A naive approach tends to describe it as
a natural acoustic object, i.e., as a pure collection of
physical sounds, while a phenomenological approach
tends to describe it as an intentional object. Like
Husserl, Conrad affirms that the aesthetic object is an
ideal object and not a real object. It has intentional
properties and not natural properties. A phenomeno-
logical description analyzes a complex network of
meanings that are inherent directly or even indirectly
in the musical object. This intentional field presents
different levels of prominence. For instance, a sim-
ple melody exhibits its linear shape and its psychic
characteristics (expressive or emotional characteris-
tics) in the foreground, while the secondary elements
(its dynamic or timbric course) stay in the background.
Moreover, the melody is articulated into two kinds of
musical units: units of rhythm (metric units) and units
of meaning (phraseological units). Such an articulation
is constituted by two distinct even if interlaced musical
structures.

Sometimes Conrad’s observations enter into tech-
nical discussions that engage questions of musical
theory (in so doing, he undertakes a comparison with
the famous musicologist Hugo Riemann). This espe-
cially happens when his analysis concerns tonality.
According to Conrad, tonal relationships within a
melody entail the need to refer every melodic tone
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to a fixed point. All tones are to be related to the
tonic, so they acquire a specific meaning within a
harmonic scheme of reference. The aesthetic musical
object is a meaningful network of relationships that
are to be realized. Not just any perception can grasp it,
because it arises only when the exact relationships in
question are accomplished. Conrad therefore says that
the aesthetic object is a task. In realizing the musical
object, this perceptual task is as important as a per-
formative task. In fact, beyond a restricted “sphere of
irrelevance” concerning both the performative and the
perceptual aspect, each correct realization has to yield
the same intentional object, so that the aesthetic object,
as an ideal object, maintains its identity in spite of its
possible incorrect realizations.

Other researchers among the first phenomenologists
also produced reflections on music. MORITZ GEIGER’s
investigation of concentration in the face of art is sig-
nificant in this regard (Geiger 1928). He thinks that
music, like any other art, requires an attitude of exter-
nal (and not of internal) concentration. Listening to
music involves concentrating one’s attention on the
musical work and not on oneself. Dilettantish senti-
mentalism is to be avoided.

ROMAN INGARDEN’s discussion of the ontological
status of a musical work is perhaps the most com-
plete of the phenomenological researches on music
(Ingarden 1958). Its results have absolute value not
only for phenomenology, but also for musicology. On
the other hand, the ontological problem examined by
Ingarden is quite similar to some questions sketched
earlier by Husserl and Conrad. His analysis proceeds
by essential distinctions between: (1) a musical work
and its performances; (2) a musical work and subjec-
tive experiences; and (3) a musical work and its score.
For Ingarden, musical works are neither real objects
(real acoustic processes) nor ideal objects (eternal
ideas). He concludes that ontologically a musical work
is a purely intentional object that is heteronomous in
its being and depends on specific psychic acts and
other specific objects (score and performative acoustic
processes).

According to Ingarden, every work of (absolute)
music is a monostratified object, namely, an object
constituted by a single layer. It presents a great vari-
ety of elements: melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic
properties; agogic, dynamic, and timbric properties;
quasi-temporal structure; movement, form, emotional
qualities, aesthetic qualities, and so on. Nevertheless,

all of these elements belong to a single fundamental
layer. In this regard, his opinion is opposite to that of
NICOLAI HARTMANN, who affirms that every musical
work is constituted by at least two layers (Hartmann
1933, 1953).

Ingarden also says that when it is fixed in writ-
ing, the musical work is correlated to its score, and
as such, appears as a schematic construction. In fact,
many agogic, dynamic, and timbric properties are not
indicated by the musical notation, so there are innu-
merable points of indeterminacy in the work. On the
contrary, during its performance, the musical work
appears in concrete form (concretization), although
even then, it remains a purely intentional object, dis-
tinct from the acoustic process, which is a real and
totally determined object. For each performance, many
concretizations are possible, because every one of them
depends on several objective and subjective factors.
Aesthetic concretizations, in particular, depend on the
listener’s experience, which is constitutive of aesthetic
values. The problem about the ontological status of a
musical work is linked with the problem of its iden-
tity. A musical work, in its historical life, maintains a
firm identity, in spite of its different performances and
concretizations. As Ingarden observes, such an iden-
tification is based on the score to which the work is
correlated as a schematic construction with innumer-
able points of indeterminacy. In fact, the historical
variety of performances and concretizations emerges
as realizations of new potential forms of a unique
invariable scheme. The scheme guarantees the iden-
tity of the work, but also permits its variable life in
history.

In his considerable contribution to the study of
music, ALFRED SCHUTZ was concerned with addi-
tional phenomenological questions. A musical work is
regarded by Schutz as a meaningful context, namely,
as an ideal object (Schutz 1976). However, music is
not bound to a conceptual frame of reference, so a
musical meaning cannot be grasped monothethically,
in one single ray of consciousness, but can only be
grasped polythetically by reproducing it step by step.
In grasping the meaning of a musical work, the lis-
tener has to reproduce its polythethic constitution.
Schutz connects the polythethic constitution of a musi-
cal meaning to the essential temporality of the musical
experience. During the musical experience, the flux of
consciousness and flux of music are interrelated and
simultaneous. The experience of music originates in
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the “stream of consciousness” (William James), in the
inner dureé (Henri Bergson), where retentions, repro-
ductions, protentions, and anticipations are constitutive
of it. In other words, the flux of consciousness and
musical experience arise together. The listener must
therefore assume a specific attitude, ceasing to live in
acts of daily life and changing his/her tension of con-
sciousness, relaxing this tension and surrendering to
the musical flux that is interrelated to that of the stream
of consciousness in inner time.

As long as the listener lives in these acts of listening,
s/he is directed toward the ongoing flux of music as it
flows. In so doing, the listener can experience the musi-
cal units, but is not yet able to grasp their meaning.
According to Schutz, the listener must stop participat-
ing in the ongoing flux and turn back to his/her past
experiences, making the acts of listening the object
of reflection as soon as the flux of the music itself
(by its articulation) invites this moment of reflection.
A reflective glance then enables the listener to dis-
cern the mechanism of retentions and protentions by
which the musical units are constituted—a mechanism
that become accessible when the listener reflects on it,
allowing the musical units to be perceived as a mean-
ingful context. And for Schutz, music is a meaningful
context that can be communicated as such. In his opin-
ion, musical communication presents a complicated
structure of social relationships among composer, per-
former, and listener (Schutz 1964). The relationship
between composer and beholder (performer or listener)
is founded upon the reconstruction of the original
musical meaning, namely, upon the establishment of
a quasi-simultaneity between the stream of conscious-
ness of the composer and that of the beholder. On the
other hand, the sharing of the same flux in inner time
is characteristic of any musical relationship (relation
between performer and listener, or face-to-face relation
between performer and co-performer) and of any social
relationship in general.

Phenomenological investigations of music are not
limited to these efforts by Husserl’s students. Indeed,
in their musical studies, several philosophers and musi-
cologists were influenced by phenomenology. Some
phenomenological considerations have also come from
eminent musicians (Ansermet 1961, Schaeffer 1966).
The phenomenology of music is increasing. In recent
years there has been a conspicuous production of
researches regarding this subject, particularly in the
United States (Smith 1979, Ferrara 1991) and in

Italy (Piana 1991). Today, the framework in which
phenomenology operates is quite enlarged; in fact it
comprehends a rich, but perhaps a bit too eclectic,
complex of interests concerning music.

A phenomenological attitude can have significance
not only for the philosophy or the aesthetics of music,
but also for music theory and music analysis. This
happens because phenomenology focuses its attention
on essential elements that are basic for any theoretical
account of music. Thomas Clifton’s reflections on
musical time and musical space, for instance, indicate
the importance of a phenomenological foundation for
music analysis (Clifton 1983). Those who analyze
music can be considerably helped by a phenomeno-
logical approach. Very frequently, traditional methods
of music analysis examine the musical structure from
a rigid point of view. The piece of music is dissected
into its formal elements (phrases, chords, intervals,
and rhythmic patterns, which are abstractly ordered
and classified). Thus music is reduced to its static
architectonic aspect. On the contrary, a phenomeno-
logical attitude can restore the dynamic aspect of the
vivid experience in which the musical units arise as
meaningful units. Once again, time is the central topic.
Conventional methods of music analysis neglect the
study of time when they explain musical structure.
Concrete structures of sound are often condensed in
abstract schemes and formal diagrams, which totally
expel time. Thus a phenomenological analysis may be
necessary in order to apprehend the temporal element
of music and to examine it in depth. Above all, it can
be considered as lived time, in its interrelation with the
listener’s experience, and not merely as chronological
time.

As mentioned, time-consciousness is the place
where the musical units are phenomenologically con-
stituted. Sounds associate with each other by a passive
synthesis that concerns both their temporal determi-
nation and their contents. Acoustic impressions are
interlaced with retentions and protentions. The phe-
nomenological network of intentional functions cre-
ates a manifold temporal horizon. Retentions and
reproductions determine protentions and anticipations,
which are empty intentions requiring a perceptual ful-
fillment. The examination of this intentional network
is fundamental both in order to understand how the lis-
tener perceives the musical structure and in order to
understand how the structure arises during the musical
experience.
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Syntactic aspects can also be explained in relation
to the listener’s experience of time. For instance, every
musical sense of accomplishment (phraseological clo-
sure, harmonic closure, and so on) is to be connected
to the perceptual fulfillment of specific protentions
and anticipations; every musical sense of astonishment
is to be connected to the lack of such a fulfillment.
In general, a different fulfillment of protentions and
anticipations produces or inhibits musical tension and
determines the different syntactic meanings. Syntactic
structures are perceptually established, and can refer to
music of any kind when it is heard. Temporal musi-
cal structures can therefore refer not only to tonal
music, but also to contemporary (post-tonal or atonal)
music (Lochhead 1986). In other words, from a phe-
nomenological point of view, musical syntax is a
matter of temporal perception and not of compositional
grammar.

As regards musical time, phenomenological analy-
sis is opposed to traditional methods of music analysis
and seems closer to post-Schenkerian methods. Apart
from any philosophical question, a common charac-
teristic is attention to perceptual aspects. In analyzing
the musical structure, all these methods deal with a
perceived temporal structure. The respective technical
languages are indeed different: phenomenology chiefly
considers the perceptual fulfillment of protentions
and anticipations; music theory describes such inten-
tional mechanism by turning, for instance, to the so-
called “implication-realization model” (elaborated by
Leonard B. Meyer and Eugene Narmour). But there are
no great differences between the protention-fulfillment
model and the implication-realization model. Musical
implications are phenomenologically constituted by
intentional protentions, so any realization depends on
their perceptual fulfillment.

Phenomenological analysis and post-Schenkerian
analysis have been compared by many scholars. David
Lewin’s comparison is based on an attempt at formal-
izing a model for musical perceptions (Lewin 1986).
Potential links with Artificial Intelligence are also
sketched in his attempts. Thus the phenomenological
study of music is of interests within a wide framework
involving both music theory and cognitive science.
Strong relationships between phenomenology and the
cognitive sciences have frequently been noted and
the investigation of music perception confirms such
a theoretical connection. By focusing on this sub-
ject, phenomenological analysis follows the guidelines

of a non-empirical psychology that is very close to
cognitive psychology. In any case, the perspectives
of a phenomenology of music are manifold. Beyond
cognitive sciences and psychology, they can include
sociology, semiotics, hermeneutics, and so on. Often
all these perspectives are at least indirectly implied
by a phenomenological approach, so different theo-
retical suggestions are available. Sociology, semiotics,
and hermeneutics can offer conspicuous spurs for phe-
nomenology and vice versa.

In order to develop a phenomenological reflection
about musical aesthetics, it seems useful to unfold
some of Ingarden’s ideas. The process of musical com-
munication can be described as a complex network of
relationships among composer, performer, and listener,
as Schutz indicated. Nevertheless, such a commu-
nicative network is regulated by specific relationships
to the musical object. There are several intentional
correlations between musical subjects and the musical
object, according to the sequence: composer—
compositional idea—score—work-scheme—reader
—performer—performative project—acoustic proc-
ess—concretization—listener (the terms in italics
denote purely intentional objects).

This sequence is articulated in four phases accord-
ing to the personal role of the musical subject:
composer, reader, performer, and listener. (1) The com-
poser elaborates his/her compositional idea little by
little, creating the musical work and fixing it in writing.
In the end, the complete score is settled. (2) The reader
deciphers the signs of the score, reading the score
and obtaining the work-scheme, namely the schematic
construction designed by the musical signs. (3) The
performer elaborates his/her performative project and
realizes it making explicit or implicit decisions about
the agogic, dynamic, and timbric properties that are
not designed by the score. In the end, the acoustic pro-
cess is produced. (4) The listener hears the acoustic
process, obtaining a concretization—namely, a con-
crete form of the work, with its musical properties and
values.

These four phases are not to be thought too rigidly.
In popular music or ethnic music, for instance, some
phases coincide or do not exist. Sometimes music is
not fixed in writing, so the score and the work-scheme
(like the reader) do not exist. In musical improvisa-
tion the composer is also immediately the performer,
so the compositional idea and the performative project
coincide. The sequence, in a way, does not represent
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a mechanical series. In the process of creating a musi-
cal work, the composer is often the reader, performer,
and listener as well. During the performance, the per-
former is also listener and often reader. During the
listening, the listener can also be a reader. In general,
the communication of music presents a confusion (or
better, an interchange) of roles. Moreover, these roles
are often collective. The public includes many listen-
ers. A musical ensemble includes many performers
(co-performers). Sometimes a single musical work can
have many authors (composer, arranger, and so on).
Another special case regards the technological repro-
duction of a performance on disk, tape, etc., when
performative project and acoustic production are no
longer directly connected.

Some important characteristics are to be noted.
Score and acoustic processes are necessary means in
order to approach the musical work. They are dif-
ferent means, although in classical music they are
strictly coordinated. In any case, a musical object (a
musical work) cannot intersubjectively exist (namely,
exist after its creation) without a score and/or a per-
formative acoustic process. In fact, beholders cannot
have access to music if they are not readers and/or
listeners. In spite of its identity, a single musical
work has manifold forms of manifestation depending
on its intersubjective communication: compositional
idea, work-scheme, performative project, and con-
cretization. The musical object maintains the mode of
existence of a purely intentional object. However, the
quantity of its points of indeterminacy is changeable
according to its form of manifestation. The work-
scheme, for instance, has many more points of inde-
terminacy than a concretization or even a performative
project.

All these purely intentional objects (forms of man-
ifestation of the same musical work) are related to
the different musical subjects and sometimes to a spe-
cific means of access (score or acoustic process). The
compositional idea is correlated to the composer’s
intentional acts when s/he creates the work and writes
the score; the work-scheme is correlated to the reader’s
intentional acts when s/he deciphers the score; the
performative project is correlated to the performer’s
intentional acts when s/he projects the performance
and produces the acoustic process; and the concretiza-
tion is correlated to listener’s acts when s/he hears the
acoustic process. Thus the work of music (a purely
intentional object) appears through intentional acts,

and the different forms of manifestation of the musi-
cal work are based on the specific intentionality of the
acts. The composer’s intentional attitude is a creative
attitude, even if, in general, it is not a practical attitude.
The performer’s intentional attitude is a re-creative and
practical attitude. On the other hand, the reader’s and
the listener’s attitude is a receptive (even if not passive)
attitude.

The analysis of these relationships suggests further
links with other contemporary contributions to musical
aesthetics. Above all, the comparison with hermeneu-
tics seems significant. Concepts like “work-scheme,”
“performative project,” and “concretization” are very
useful for the study of musical interpretation and
musical understanding. Phenomenology of music and
musical hermeneutics deal with the same topic. The
reader’s acts (referred to the work-scheme) are acts of
interpreting and understanding musical signs. The per-
former’s acts (referred to the performative project) are
acts of reproductive interpretation of the musical work.
The listener’s acts (which refer to the concretization)
are acts of comprehensive interpretation of the musical
work. Musical hermeneutics (in either its musicologi-
cal or philosophical aspects) is concerned with several
questions about the performer’s or the listener’s tasks.
Frequently, theoretical contrasts arise between the need
for fidelity to the work and the need for interpretive
freedom. These opposite needs can be explained and
justified by using phenomenological concepts (cf., e.g.,
Benson 2003). The need for fidelity to the musical
work is related to the respect of limits indicated by
the score, namely, by the work-scheme. Nevertheless,
the work-scheme, as schematic construction, is not a
definite object, so it permits a variety of interpreta-
tions because there are many points of indeterminacy
in it. Therefore, beyond any interpretive fidelity, an
interpretative freedom is also guaranteed, because in
deciding the agogic, dynamic, and timbric properties
(which are not determined by the work-scheme), the
performer can choose among innumerable potential
performances.

Similarly, in the act of hearing the acoustic process,
the listener can choose among innumerable poten-
tial concretizations, all founded on the same acoustic
process. Every single concretization is a form of mani-
festation in which the musical work concretely appears
to the listener. The listener has to grasp the work
with its concrete properties. However, such properties
necessarily appear through an interpretive perspective
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depending on personal and cultural factors. The musi-
cal hearing has to be adequate to the work. It has
to be appropriate to its properties. But these prop-
erties, even if concrete, are not properties that are
completely determined. Above all, they are not the real
properties of the acoustic process; they are intentional
properties, namely, musical contents and meanings.
Thus an interpretive variety is always at the listener’s
disposal.

As observed, the listener’s intentional attitude, like
the reader’s intentional attitude, is not a passive atti-
tude. The listener is neither productive nor creative.
Nevertheless, s/he has to grasp the musical properties
of the work, namely, to understand its contents and
meanings, so a listening attitude is a receptive attitude
that entails an activity of interpretation. The exami-
nation of this aspect reveals the connection not only
between the phenomenology of music and hermeneu-
tics, but also between phenomenology and the theory
of reception. Those who hear and understand music
realize an act of musical reception. A listener’s con-
cretization is correlated to his/her personal reception
of the musical work. Therefore the phenomenological
study of musical concretizations can contribute both to
an aesthetics of musical reception and to the history of
musical reception.
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Maurice Natanson (1924–1996)

Michael D. Barber

Natanson devoted most of his aesthetic writings to
linking phenomenology with literature. He distin-
guishes the philosophy of literature from philosophy in
literature. The former explores literature’s categories in
relationship to the being of the artwork, and addresses
such issues as the ontological status of a literary micro-
cosm, the truth of art works; and the strata of meaning
and their interaction—as did ROMAN INGARDEN in the
formal aesthetics of The Literary Work of Art (1973).
Philosophy in literature, by contrast, makes explicit
the philosophical achievement of an already realized
literary work. Self-admittedly inclined to this task,
Natanson the existentialist turned to literary experience
to reconstruct it, not thereby diluting “real” philosophy,
but extending it (Natanson 1962: 87, 98–99, 123; 1996:
8–9).

In pursuit of this project, Natanson conceives phe-
nomenology and literature as mutually illuminating.
For instance, literature, like phenomenology, presup-
poses a world taken for granted, so taken for granted
that one is not aware of even taking something for
granted until rhetoric “draws us up to face what hith-
erto in seeing we have always ignored” and authors,
by inviting us to learn all over again how to see,
“return us to ourselves” (Natanson 1962: 97, 129,
139–142, 186). In addition, upon entering the fictive
world, readers engage in an analogue of phenomeno-
logical reduction by “suspending”—not denying, but
attending more carefully to—their ordinary believing
in the world (Ibid.: 96–97), and thereby encountering
the “miracle of the ordinary, a theme more brilliantly
developed in literature than in philosophy” (Natanson
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1969: 109). As is the case with phenomenology, fic-
tion does not so much reflect the world as reveal its
experiential foundation by engaging in a directional
activity of consciousness (Natanson 1962: 97), just as
art explores the familiar by exhibiting its structure in
forms that disclose the taken-for-granted in a unique
moment of aesthetic contemplation (Ibid.: 112, 186).
However, one ought not to underestimate the risk of
self and its achievements, when, through phenomeno-
logical reduction or reading literature, one strives to
appreciate the reality of transcendences such as birth,
sociality, and death in mundane experience. Hence
Natanson (1970: 122) takes the irruption of literary art
in everyday life to upset readers’ bad-faith subterfuges
and to invite them to appropriate their own world by
eliciting from them a “perpetual willingness to agree
to undertake the having of a world.” The phenomeno-
logical recovery of intentionality thereby converges
with existential self-appropriation (Natanson 1962:
32–33).

In developing literature as a phenomenological ana-
logue, Natanson (1962: 64, 107; 1974: 19; 1984:
258–59; 1996: 21) manifests his own understanding of
phenomenological reduction, which involves no flight
from this world to another, but rather a more care-
ful seeing of that in which one had previously been
unreflectively immersed. To avoid viewing literature
as merely derivative from phenomenology, however,
he argues that the models of the theorist and those of
the imagination each contain enclaves within which lit-
erature and philosophy irradiate each other (Natanson
1986: 136). Furthermore, one who reduces literary
style to mere ornamentation for philosophical con-
cepts would be likely to believe that “despair is a
neurological frailty and Gregor Samsa someone with
a periodontal problem” (Ibid.: 138).
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In The Erotic Bird, Natanson masterfully mod-
els the project suggested by the book’s subtitle,
Phenomenology in Literature, by exploring philosoph-
ical themes in Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot,
Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain, and Franz
Kafka’s The Metamorphosis. Though spatial con-
straints prohibit discussion of these rich analyses,
omitting such details might mislead one into reducing
literature to a dispensable adornment for philosophical
ideas. But it is precisely Natanson’s view of phe-
nomenology that corrects such excessive rationalism.
For phenomenology, “every fact can be thought of
merely as exemplifying a pure possibility” (Natanson
1996: 130) that results not from theoretical defini-
tion based on negative qualifiers, but on an intentional
seeing that reveals the impulse of what is given.
Thus Hans Castorp, who earlier dismissed form as
“folderol,” comes to see it as the fundamental adven-
ture of his life insofar as the running off of time
is comprehensible only within the immutable form
of temporality itself (Ibid.: 104). Likewise, Gregor
Samsa, suspended as an insect from the ceiling and
thereby viewing the world through a novel, inverted
perspective, discovers that everyday life, sociality,
and familiarity are essentially unstable and conceal
an essential and inescapable solitude (Ibid.: 118,
121–22, 126).

In sum, one can discern essences precisely through
that combination of nearness to everyday experience
and reflective distance that literature affords. For this
reason, phenomenology was always closer to Plato,
the erotic bird, which takes flight by deeper pene-
tration within the eros that might at first seem pro-
hibitive of flight itself (Ibid.: 126). The literary symbol
mediates between concrete typifications and forms of
transcendence, between the existentially concrete and
the phenomenologically essential, such that the univer-
sal becomes the “lucidity of the particular” (Natanson
1970: 107, 114–19).

Though concentrating on philosophy in literature,
Natanson also addresses formal problems of the phi-
losophy of literature by examining the object of art,
which requires of the philosophical aesthetician an atti-
tude distinctively different from that of an art critic
(Natanson 1962: 80). To explore the epistemological
grounding of the aesthetic object, whether from the
viewpoint of its artist or audience, one first under-
takes a particular kind of reduction, separating by
self-conscious attention the art work from the rest

of experience, recognizing, for example, the stage
cordoning off the play Hamlet (Natanson 1962: 80–
83). The artwork also depends upon “reconstruction,”
that is, the intentional acts of synthesis by which the
artist unifies the work and its underlying constitutive
activities, whether such synthesis is achieved through
critical self-consciousness or with minimal cognitive
direction. Just as the audience participates in the
reduction, so it must reconstruct the meaning-complex
of the art work, which presents a world not neces-
sarily coincident with the artist’s and which would
be stillborn without the potential infinity of inter-
pretations it generates (Ibid.: 83–85, 90, 110; 1970:
111–12).

By recognizing that the artwork embodies meanings
beyond the artist’s cognitive grasp or deliberateness,
Natanson shows himself attuned to questions typically
raised in Marxist, psychoanalytical, structuralist, and
poststructuralist circles. In addition, his awareness of
the intersubjective character of art and the need for
audience interpretation alerts him to the indispensable
creativity of interpreting and reading that is empha-
sized in deconstructionism (Natanson 1962: 110, 142).
Insofar as he emphasizes an infinite number of recon-
structions without explaining in depth the notion of
the “objective interpretation” of an artwork (Ibid.: 85;
1996: 36; 1974: 281), he risks succumbing to the rela-
tivism frequently attributed to JEAN-PAUL SARTRE’s
L’être et le néant (1943). However, Natanson does
limit the creativity of the reader who must still be
responsive to the text (Natanson 1962: 110); and
thus, for instance, “Kafka demands that we become
responsible for his world, but that world remains his.”
Furthermore, the Sartre of Verité et existence (1990)
resists relativism, which permits one to escape easily
the risks and contingency of responsibility involved
in assuming a position and justifying it—possibilities
to which Natanson (Ibid.: 110) alludes when citing
Sartre on how one assumes responsibility for the book
one opens.

This Sartrean basis for objectivity, though, still
remains a bit too subjectively oriented and could
profit from inclusion within a more fully intersub-
jective ethics of interpretation, in which interpreters
are accountable to artists and other interpreters, with
whom they ought to disagree responsibly if neces-
sary. Moreover, the fact that one always interprets
from the sociohistorically determined “fore-having”
that MARTIN HEIDEGGER (1962: 191) has described
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and that exceeds one’s rational comprehension does
not preclude one from arriving at a weakly holistic ver-
dict about a work’s aesthetic merits (Bohman 1991:
124–26). Such a verdict, undertaken in responsibil-
ity to many interlocutors, does not seek to determine
which interpretation is infallibly correct, but which
interpretation is better or worse with reference to other
interpretations and to the text.

In later reflections on the art object, Natanson
(1970: 110–13) emphasizes how it “requires” the
implementation of the aesthetic reduction, setting in
abeyance our usual ways of seeing. As a result, the art
object appears distinctive in that in its unity of mean-
ings (as opposed to its character as a physical object),
it cannot be changed, possessed (although as a physi-
cal object it could be owned by someone), or used (as
persons cannot either) without being “degraded.” By
stressing this “nonfunctional and irreducible indepen-
dence” of the art object, Natanson draws out parallels
between aesthetics and ethics, as did Immanuel Kant
in his Kritik der Urteilskraft (1790).

In addition to studies on philosophy in litera-
ture and on the object of art, Natanson (1986: 92,
126–27; 1974: 186–87) also explored phenomenologi-
cal themes in literature, especially the transcendental
ego, which, existentially interpreted, lies at the root
of one’s own uniqueness, and which for ALFRED

SCHUTZ was “the most profound prime suppressed”
or negated when the “anonymous [e.g., role] replaces
inwardness.” This ego, or “current of existence”—
taken for granted in everyday life, thematized in
phenomenology, and reconstructed in transcendental
phenomenology (Natanson 1962: 97, 140)—provides
“the phenomenological clue to the essence of lit-
erature” (Natanson 1996: 20) whose irruptive force
confronts readers with their individual birth and final
destruction (Natanson 1970: 122). Hence he approv-
ingly cites Sartre that “the literary object has no other
substance than the reader’s subjectivity” (Natanson
1962: 110). This ego, though, is not merely an “object”
disclosed through literature, but is presupposed as the
condition of the possibility of such disclosure, which
phenomenology, ever “attending to the circumstances
and conditions of its own procedures,” reveals. Thus
Natanson describes the ego as both object disclosed
and subject disclosing insofar as “the transcendental
ego in this sense is the condition of my being able to
find out, through the performance of my life, who I
am” (Ibid.: 47).

Two distinctive features of Natanson’s aesthetics
serve as junctures for praise and further considera-
tion. First, just as he reconciles EDMUND HUSSERL’s
abstract transcendental ego with Sartrean existen-
tialism, so in his nonrationalistic approach to phe-
nomenology, understood not as fleeing this world but
as attending more carefully to it, he permits phe-
nomenology’s fruitful collaboration with literature,
never conceivable as dispensable ornamentation for
philosophical ideas. Occasionally, however, Natanson
(1974: 19) falls prey to this rationalism, ever endan-
gering phenomenology, when he suggests that the phe-
nomenologist starts with experience and then mobi-
lizes language to comprehend it, as if language did not
frequently and unconsciously structure the intention-
ality through which experience is given, as MAURICE

MERLEAU-PONTY observed. Finally, one does not sub-
tract from the sophisticated phenomenological existen-
tialism that Natanson developed and used to interpret
literature when one questions whether he has the whole
picture, especially given his endorsement of Sartre’s
striking comment that “the literary object has no other
substance than the reader’s subjectivity.”

On the contrary, one could imagine taking as
an interpretive key to literature the suffering of the
other, which Emmanuel Levinas has developed and
which would expand the meaning of the transcen-
dence of sociality to which Natanson refers. Then
one might read Natanson’s chosen works differ-
ently, with Gregor Samsa, for example, represent-
ing the quintessential experience of being excluded.
Furthermore, one might have selected other works as
paradigmatic for exploring the theme of philosophy
in art, such as Leo Tolstoy’s Twenty-Three Tales, José
Clemente Orozco’s and Diego Rivera’s murals, or Toni
Morrison’s Beloved. But insofar as one cannot think
the suffering of the other apart from the ego to which
it appears and from whom it elicits a freely chosen
response, in the end one will never be able to bypass
Natanson’s phenomenological existentialism, or the
fecund relationship with art he has shown it entails.
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Nature

Cathrin Nielsen

In Greek, the word “nature” derives from the verb
phyō, to come forth, to grow, to become. It is life
independent of thought, and non-constructed. Aristotle
calls physis “the coming-to-be what it is” (1960:
193a). Nature as physis contains both the movement
of emergence and the specific growth, becoming and
being, productivity and product. Growth in this con-
text implies that withering and demise belong to it;
genesis is always phthora, decay is integral to the act
of coming-to-light. In pre-Socratic thought, the human
being is seen as part of physis, which contains the
human as a whole and in his/her individuality. The
focus of the Roman words nasci and natura is, how-
ever, on being conceived and being born. Natura now
means “native” and “inherent,” but is also defined in
terms of the right of disposal, which influenced the for-
mation of the modern term of object (cf. Picht 1998:
90). Nature as the quintessence of objects is nature as
the sum of everything that is at our disposal in thought
and action.

Nature and spirit or freedom diverge with the
emergence of modern natural sciences. Nature now
becomes a mathematically calculable substance in con-
trast to the imaginative subject. Descartes posits nature
as an extended, quantitatively measurable substance
(res extensa) as different from the mind (res cogitans).
By reverting to Galileo and Newton, Kant coins the
term nature as that of a natura formaliter spectata; it
determines the being of things as long as this being
adheres to the parameters of general laws devised
by reason. This type of nature shows no marks of
inwardness, i.e., being for its own sake, purpose-driven
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liveliness, spontaneity, etc.; it is only the transcenden-
tal subject that can grow beyond itself. This definition
has created an as yet unresolved chasm between the
realm of nature as an externalized system of laws and
the inaccessible realm of freedom to which the human
being, as a creature of reason and thus purpose itself,
exclusively belongs.

German Idealism, as it is called, explicitly tried
to reconcile reason and nature. In this attempt, the
focus alternates between spirit and nature as the all-
encompassing principle. In his Aesthetics, Hegel views
nature as the integral idea, but “in terms of being an
other,” i.e., nature is spirit in its “externality.” While
the spirit’s activity consists of tracing the external back
to inwardness, nature is ultimately also “sublated” in
the absolute. Hegel studies the process of “sublation”
into which natural materiality vanishes by means of
a type of retranslation of spatial dimensions as this
occurs in the various arts. While object-oriented arts
such as architecture and sculpture represent the libera-
tion of spatial restrictions and matter, the art of painting
limits itself to the surface dimension and the line. The
subjective arts of music and poetry present a point of
finality as the spatial dimension contained in them dis-
appears into time. They point to the “end of art” as a
sensory representation of the idea. For Hegel, the beau-
tiful, in the explicit sense of the word, only springs
from the mind of the observer who leads nature to free-
dom. Hegel thus ranks the beauty of art higher than
beauty in nature because the beauty of art is beauty
born of the spirit and born again (cf. Hegel 1986: 14).

In contrast, F.W.J. Schelling’s speculative philoso-
phy of nature takes the approach of a poietic ontol-
ogy that conversely states that reason is incarnate in
nature. Nature is “subject-object.” Reason is invisible
nature, just as nature is visible reason. Taking on the
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identity of nature and spirit, nature contains both the
passive side of materiality and of a product (natura
naturata) as well as the active spiritual side of pro-
ductivity (natura naturans). It is not only the product
of an incomprehensible creation, but is this very cre-
ation itself (Schelling 1985: 378). In daily interaction
with nature, we are inclined to see nature in terms of
its characteristics as a product, i.e., in a finished or
completed state; philosophy, however, seeks nature’s
hidden inner productivity. Philosophy uses art as a
guideline because in the artistic approach, the “uncon-
scious,” i.e., nature, and the “conscious,” i.e., freedom,
interact until they have reached a common identity;
it is the artistic approach that achieves the miracle of
temporarily bridging a seemingly insuperable polarity.
Schelling sees unconscious nature as the older ele-
ment that is always inside us as in all things as well.
Anticipating Nietzsche, he interprets the eighteenth
century as an era that wrapped original nature in theory
and thus presented it divorced from its dark creativity.

Poietic ontology—i.e., the idea of an original pro-
ductivity of nature that encompasses the spiritual,
as devised by Schelling—proved decisive for vari-
ous phenomenological concepts well into the twen-
tieth century. Friedrich Nietzsche (1988), for exam-
ple, initially identifies two irreducible roots of art as
“Apollonian” and “Dionysian.” While the Apollonian
represents the measured and figuratively defined idea,
Nietzsche interprets the Dionysian as the chaotic,
boundless, and non-pictorial act of becoming that
destroys the Apollonian pattern at the same time as
it determines its creative foundation. Later, he defines
both impulses in the formula of the “will to power”
(Wille zur Macht) that is also a “will to art.” This will
is what shapes the inaccessibly natural core of our
appropriation of reality, a core that our conscious prin-
ciples never reach. The “physiology of art” originating
from the body as “great reason” finds its bearings in
the physiological actions of consuming, digesting, and
energizing. Beauty is no aesthetic category elevated
above life but the “Stimulanz” (stimulation) of life.

MAX SCHELER picks up on this approach to nature
in a note in his literary estate on the subject of
Metaphysik der Natur when he refers to the “urge”
(Drang) that initially motivates the mind to create
ideas, values, and purpose. This is a creative, con-
structive urge without which the mind would remain
unproductive; conversely, this urge must form a coali-
tion with the mind in order to have a reasonable

goal. Nature itself thus contains an imaginative force
based on two principles without forming a dualistic
relationship (Scheler 1979: 185ff.).

For French phenomenologist MIKEL DUFRENNE

(1973), the creative expression (le poétique) that takes
shape in works of art is likewise based in the origi-
nal creativity (poiesis) of nature. At the same time,
it echoes nature’s action, just as nature conversely
discloses itself as the origin only in the continuous
renewal of the creative process inspired by it. Aesthetic
experience, aside from presence and representation, is
defined by the sensuous dimension of sensation. In this
dimension, we reach the limits of our conceptualizing
and analytic capacities; instead, our affinity to nature
steps forward.

In an explicit recourse to Schelling, MAURICE

MERLEAU-PONTY advances into the unconscious in
the context of a phenomenology of pre-reflective
being. The philosophy of nature is no theory to him, but
life within nature (cf. 1995: 73); nature is not simply
inaccessible material (and as such the subject mat-
ter for natural sciences), but a pre-objective, “wild”
(sauvage), or “brute” (brut) being, and as such is a
type of material source of any meaning that eludes
any and all laws. This earthly material is ontologi-
cally conceivable as “chiasm” in which consciousness
and thing, subject and object are interwoven. Through
this interweaving, the structures within conscious-
ness are reintroduced into the flesh (chair), which, by
means of corporeal existence, expands into the “flesh
of the world” (chair du monde; carnalité); as flesh,
nature is conversely receptive to the mind (cf. 1964b,
1995). This subjectivity inherent in nature does not
result from projection. On the contrary, Merleau-Ponty
asserts that what we call I and that what we call a liv-
ing being share a common root in the pre-objective
sense. Art, and painting in particular, draw on this
“third dimension” between subject and object in which
the nature of the I and the inner life of things are as yet
undivided (cf. 1964a).

In phenomenology based on EDMUND HUSSERL’s
Ideen and its focus on the problems of constitution,
nature emerges initially only tangentially as an “exis-
tent in and of itself” (von sich her Seiende). In this
context, nature refers primarily to the field of objects
in natural sciences (cf. Husserl 1952: §11). Despite his
later insight into the inaccessible lifewordly structures
and the corporeity to which the core of the theorems of
modern natural sciences must be traced back, Husserl
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never saw nature as an entity that exceeds conscious-
ness or even encompasses it. Nature constitutes itself
as material and animate, originating from and for the
subject: “Nature is a unity of appearance posited by
subjects and to be posited by them, to be posited,
specifically, in acts of reason” (Husserl 1952: §47).
Early aesthetic phenomenology as a whole is caught
up in the tension attributed to the term “thing itself”
(Sache selbst), i.e., the tension between retracing the
beautiful, including nature, to subjective contempla-
tion (as in receptive aesthetics) on the one hand and
its constitution through the being of the object on
the other.

It is initially ROMAN INGARDEN who places into
ontological question the complete suspension of the
material moment during the subjective perceptual pro-
cess and emphasizes it instead as a pivotal moment of
the object’s constitution (Ingarden 1931).

In his analysis of natural beauty DIETRICH VON

HILDEBRAND points, albeit in a different context, to
the concept of an “independent state” (Eigenstand) of
nature. He stresses the reality of the natural object
as definitive; the visual entity of appearance is not
enough because in it, natural beauty’s own “dimen-
sion of validity and enchantment” is left out (1977:
312 ff.). What is “real” in this sense is therefore not
the material layer of nature accessible in principle,
but instead its authenticity, volatile as it is. It vanishes
“when what we see appears to have a different dimen-
sion of reality than it actually has” (1977: 313). Thus
the temporal volatility and instability of a sunset, for
example, contain beauty, while artificial flowers do not.
In this context, von Hildebrand differentiates between
“appearance” and “aspect”; the appearance misleads
us, while the aspect refers to another infinite wealth
of beauty valid in and of itself.

Within the context of ontological questions with
regard to nature, we also find the large-scale project
of “Real Ontology” by phenomenologist Hedwig
Conrad-Martius (1944) that pursues essential struc-
tures in the self-organization of nature (Selbstaufbau
der Natur) based on empirical material and entelechy.

While here nature taken in terms of ontologi-
cal characteristics such as entelechy again moves
to the forefront, standing in opposition to the one-
dimensional appropriation of modern sciences while
remaining within the context of established European
thought, MARTIN HEIDEGGER focuses on the espousal
of nature in the sense of the ancient Greek physis. It too

is explicitly impacted by the overcoming of modern-
day subjectivism. Just as nature currently appears to
be dissipating into science, the essence of art is in the
process of fading into subjective aesthetic experience.
This act of withdrawing or vanishing Heidegger also
called “abandonment of being” (Seinsverlassenheit).
Nature in the sense of physis, however, is “being itself,
by virtue of which essents become and remain observ-
able” (1959: 17). The act of disclosing is what itself
specifically becomes evident in this luminous process
of unfolding and growth toward daylight (phyein)—for
instance, in the way a flower opens, but also in the way
something gathers into a gesture or a word and emerges
from there. In this context, Heidegger focuses pri-
marily on the fundamental connection between physis
and alētheia that is the occurrence of disclosure or
unconcealment (Lichtung) as well as on its contro-
versial connection with the basic experience of the
withdrawnness of nature.

This counter-strife is discussed in “Der Ursprung
des Kunstwerks” (1935–36) as the struggle between
rising world and withdrawing earth. Here Heidegger
refers to the manner, characterized by struggle, in
which being is exposed—like an oeuvre—as that
which is “beautiful.” “The shining that is set into the
work is the beautiful. Beauty is one way in which
truth as unconcealment comes to presence” (1950: 44).
“Beauty” in this instance does not refer to our aesthetic
sensitivity but is an ontological attribute; its opposite
is not “ugly,” but “non-being.” The work of art is
paradigmatic because the inaccessibility of the dawn
of the world becomes especially evident in it. The
“world” as a known, historically explored context of
meaning arises in relation to the “earth,” which, as its
dark soil and foundation, enables the world at the same
time as it withdraws from visibility and access. Physis
in its complete interpretation therefore encompasses
both the act of showing and the act of hiding while both
continue intermittently to refer to each other. Later on,
Heidegger (2000) expands the interplay of world and
earth into the concept of the fourfold (Geviert) of earth
and heaven, the divine and the mortal.

A critical continuation of the contemplative focus
on the withdrawnness of physis can be found
in the phenomenology of OSKAR BECKER. In
Becker, we revisit the antagonistic principles of
nature and freedom and find the wide-open cen-
ter in which he places art. While the artist real-
izes him/herself in historical existence, s/he is
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simultaneously subject to para-existential demands of
“sustenance” (Getragenheit) that creates a dependency
on the laws and goodwill of nature. Later, Becker
(1963) coins the term “Dawesen” for the sustenance
that stands in opposition to the historicality of being
(Dasein); it is not characterized by ecstatic transcen-
dence, but by the withdrawnness of the subhistorical
and prehistorical Da (There) of the existence of nature.
The aesthetic appearance that is thereby based in an
intransmutable tension of nature and freedom is utterly
fragile and frail, since it can only be maintained tem-
porarily. The work is only momentarily complete; the
artist surrenders to the “adventure” (Abenteuerlichkeit)
of its explicit success.

In the context of his cosmological rephrasing of
Heidegger’s thoughts on being, EUGEN FINK also
emphasizes the traditionally marginalized dimension
of “earth” (cf. Fink 1992). The point is to base thought
not simply in disclosure, but equally in physis in the
sense of withdrawn nature as the darkness concealed
from that which is uncovered or disclosed. Physis not
only adds a privative counter-pole to the historical
world, but also provides a second ontological princi-
ple, i.e., a dimension that runs counter to the luminous
and the open. The disclosed world has “a power on
the earth that overpowers brightness” (Heidegger and
Fink 1982: 48), the “circuit of lights is surrounded by
the night” (ibid.: 53), and “alētheia is surrounded by
lēthe” (ibid.: 131). From an elemental point of view,
human beings are permeated by nature as physis even
in this nocturnal terrestrial sense. Human beings are
not only uncovered beings, but also natural beings; we
are not only world-open, but also “open to the earth.”

In contrast to Heidegger, Fink does not necessarily
see “earth” as a type of boundary to the phenomenal.
Instead, within both areas of being, there are things
that are visible and that can be expressed as well as
things that remain inaccessible to historical compre-
hension. All that is visible and can be expressed (or the
“innerworldly”) refers symbolically, as a fragment, to
that which is elusive to the phenomenal presence, to the
whole of the world as a pairing of heaven and earth, of
light and night. This symbolic reference occurs among
other things in Fink’s Spiel als Weltsymbol (1960).

Korean phenomenologist CHO Kah Kyung also
pursues the concept of the symbolon that, in its frag-
mentary characteristics, illuminates that which with-
draws from phenomenal presence. The primary con-
cept in this context is the Taoist notion of a creation

in letting be, of achievement in the non-self (cf. 1987:
313). The focus is less on the intentional emphasis on
an element within the work than on the suspension of
all laws in favor of the nonmaterial, the fundamental
reason for being that underlies all that is discernible
(Tao). The passive attitude of letting be thus turns into
the positive motif of artistic work; the original, “art-
less” natural being becomes the measure of artistic
beauty. The central term of this type of aesthetic is not
beauty as an assembled appearance, but the “void” as
a manner of implication, reserve, and empty space for
all that is as yet unsaid and unfilled (cf. 1987: 324).
Cho continues to expand this thought pattern in terms
of ecology based on the gentle, preserving approach to
things.

Several attempts are made to counterbalance the
modern dichotomy between freedom and history on
the one hand and nature as subject-object opposites,
a dichotomy based in the Lichtmetaphysik arising from
the occidental tradition on the other. Strategies include
(1) attempts to negotiate the two divergent areas of
being or a re-translation of one into the other; (2) by
highlighting the correlation, reflected in the authentic
matter of thought (Sache selbst), between transcenden-
tal subjectivity and materiality (primarily as detailed
in the problems of constitution in early phenomenol-
ogy); and (3) stepping back into an area that pre-
cedes the dichotomy, as for instance in the case of
poietic nature as raised by Schelling, or Nietzsche’s
thoughts on the body as a “great” reason comprising
humankind and nature in thought, or Husserl’s “life-
world” (Lebenswelt), or Heidegger’s physis thought
in terms of a radical upgrading of the dimension
of withdrawnness (lēthe) that had vanished from the
metaphysical tradition. In all of these conceptions,
the term “nature” is directly woven into the core
issues of occidental philosophy, including questions
of appearance and reality, of space, time, and motion,
of the nature of truth, and last but not least, of the
role of sensuous perception, along with the closely
related question of aesthetics in its original meaning
of aisthēsis. But it is especially certain newly estab-
lished aesthetic theories—those in particular that are
based on the philosophy of nature and see themselves
as theories of sensuous perception—that acknowledge
the human need for nature, affirming as Gernot Böhme
states, “that there is something present which is of
itself and touches human beings through its indepen-
dent being. Human beings have a profound need for
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the other, different from themselves. They do not wish
to live in a world where they only meet their own kind”
(Böhme 1989: 92).
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NISHIDA Kitaro (1870–1945)

KANATA Susumu

NISHIDA is one of the most influential philosophers in
the modern Japan and the founder of the Kyoto school
of philosophy. He was probably the first to introduce
EDMUND HUSSERL’s phenomenology into Japan, and
his many students so sympathized with it that they
went on to study abroad under Husserl, MARTIN HEI-
DEGGER, and EUGEN FINK. NISHIDA started from
analyses of what can be called, prior to the differen-
tiation of noēsis, praxis, and poiēsis, (action
intuition). Besides, he had had a world-class thinker
of Zen Buddhism, SUZUKI Taisetsu, as a friend since
boyhood, and he himself practiced also Zen meditation
in temples. His philosophy consists in the East Asian
tradition, in Buddhism, and intended to fuse it with the
European philosophy all his life.

NISHIDA’S first major work, (Zen no
kenkyu; A study of good [1911], 1987–89) determined
the subsequent directions of his thought. It has four
topics: (1) pure experience, (2) real being, (3) the good,
and (4) religion. “Pure experience” is the most fun-
damental consciousness and is immediate and imper-
sonal. The term “pure experience” was borrowed from
the introspective psychology of William James, but
under this concept NISHIDA understands a transcen-
dental reality that is an undifferentiated subject-object
or consciousness-matter unity persisting through tran-
sient streams of consciousness.

NISHIDA devoted his philosophical life to the
worldwide twentieth century philosophical movement
that tried to replace the dualism of mind and mat-
ter accepted since René Descartes with a new sys-
tem based on their interrelation. In order to reach

KANATA S. (�)
Hiroshima University, Higashihiroshima, Hiroshima, Japan

this goal, he established a logic of “locus” (place).
The concept of “locus” is also a central term of his
aesthetics. Already in his
(Hatarakumono kara mirumono he; From that which
acts to that which sees, 1927), against the logic of
the thing or object, he proposes a logic of the nothing
that can be filled with things and yet seems to remain
itself a void-space, turning this into a logic of activ-
ity. Since ancient Greece locus has been an important
theme, as we know from Plato’s chōra (Timaeus) and
Aristotle’s topos (De Anima and Topica). Especially
the latter inquired into the topos as that wherein there
is the being of things, but there he inquired into the
isolated topos of the individual thing. In early mod-
ern times, Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz treated the
monad as a new concept of the individual thing, which
is itself an isolated unity without any windows and yet
simultaneously mirrors other monads and the world on
its surface. A monad has its own place where its func-
tion is to mirror the reflecting-reflected relation not
only of other monads, but of the world.

For NISHIDA, locus means the place in which the
conscious ego is realized. What exists must be in some
place, a wherein, otherwise existence could not be dis-
tinguished from nonexistence. And yet the relation
between locus and thing does not mean the external
relation between a vessel and the water it contains, but
an internal relation in such a way that the thing pos-
sesses some shared quality of locus (methexis). The
judgment, “this apple is red,” is not logically correct.
“The color of this apple is red” or “this apple is red in
color” ought to be said instead. In this case, a property
“red” (the individual) of this apple is recognized in the
locus “color” (the general). It is also said that the same
apple is round (individual) in shape (general), which is
another locus.
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When NISHIDA says that “I know myself in
myself,” a definite difference is revealed from “I know
this tree.” While “this tree” is entirely object, “myself”
is the objectified subject, which makes possible the
relation of “I” (subject) and “myself” (object) on
the foundation of the locus “in myself.” What does
not become subject at all, but becomes predicate is
revealed as the foundation of consciousness, and thus
can be developed in breadth and depth into more and
more articulated knowledge.

With respect to the subject-predicate judgment,
NISHIDA also called the logic of locus the “predica-
tive logic” in contrast with the logic of the subject
(= the logic of the thing). Predicative logic is devel-
oped in the locus as concretization of the general
concept. Consciousness and thing are not opposed to
one another in the locus, but enveloped in themselves.
Recognition means that the self (A) reflects the self (B)
in the self (C). The self (A) means consciousness, the
self (B) the individual, and, finally, the self (C) is gen-
eral. Three kinds of self are thus identified in the logic
of the locus. And yet in order for this sentence to be
reasonable, recognition needs to be joined with prac-
tice. This too needs to be realized in a certain locus.
For NISHIDA’s philosophy, locus is the most signif-
icant concept. It consists of three strata: (1) the locus
of being; (2) the locus of relative nothingness, which
occurs between two beings or around them; and (3)
the locus of absolute nothingness, which is the endless
openness in the foundation of all beings.

“Constitution” is a very important and essential con-
cept in the transcendental phenomenology of Husserl.
It is not that consciousness constitutes any object, but
that the object constitutes itself in consciousness. This
means that the property of locus is shown in the phe-
nomenological “constitution” of consciousness. There
constitution is equal to the appearance or the revealing
of itself. Husserl’s constitution can be conceived also
near the level of ontology.

Now NISHIDA’s locus is equal to corporeal con-
sciousness and consists of horizontal extension and
vertical depth. (1) Horizontally, locus is the substratum
of being that extends to surroundings, unconscious-
ness, community, etc. This has some affinity with
Husserl’s Lebenswelt, Heidegger’s In-der-Welt-Sein,
Sigmund Freud’s unconscious, etc. Consciousness
extends through the medium of the body to the material
world and the world opens the self to consciousness.
(2) Vertically, the locus is the human body. The human

body takes part in the genesis of the world through
negation of the self by making the body .medium of
expressing others.

NISHIDA’s logic of locus is above all adequate to
the process of artistic creation. When a painter (sub-
ject) draws a line on a paper in front of a model (object)
(= the logic of the thing), the picture space (locus
as consciousness) comes into appearance through a
drawn figure (locus as individual) on the picture plane
(locus as general). The figure possesses the property of
the shared picture plane. The logic of the predicative is
more adequate to artistic creation, because it does not
matter what one draws (= the logic of the subject), but
how one draws it (predicative logic).

NISHIDA’s aesthetics is an aesthetics of pure will,
which penetrates the entire process of artistic activity.
This is why he opposed the aesthetics of Alexander
Gottlieb Baumgarten, who named aesthetics the sci-
ence of sensuous knowledge, because aesthetic truth
should be considered as a preparation for epistemo-
logical truth. Baumgarten separated judgment of fact
(what is) and judgment of value (what ought to be).
The judgment of aesthetic taste belongs to the lat-
ter and is opposed to idiosyncrasy, which belongs to
the former. NISHIDA does not regard the proverb
“tastes differ” as right. He thinks that aesthetic judg-
ment can differs from taste in the sense of the proverb
“tastes differ.” If this differentiation were to hold
good in aesthetic taste judgement, one could not claim
that another person should have the common judg-
ment of taste. He insists that the artwork should
have aesthetic value in common and that both we,
Japanese and non-Japanese people, can share aesthetic
values.

NISHIDA loved the style of Japanese painting in
India ink and of short poems consisting of several lines.
He says that the space of mind is better comprehended
in oriental art, while space of things is better depicted
in occidental art. He also says that oriental aesthetics
does not express the mind in the thing, but expresses
the thing in the mind. “To grasp human life in the
middle of the present,” “to see it in a point of instan-
taneousness,” is characteristic of oriental art. To forget
the past and not to hope for the future, but to see and
practice in close touch with the present is character-
istic of the Japanese people. They try to depict one
side of human life intuitively with only several lines,
not to understand it in concepts, in didactics, or in
satirical art.
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NISHIDA agreed with Schopenhauer that rhythm
is the essence of life and is realized in music as the
deepest art. He referred to Japanese calligraphy (“sho,”

) as art with less objective restriction and more
expressive vibration of life. He thought that French
impressionism is similar to the oriental style in that it
refuses to depict external things with clear-cut features
and represents instantaneous impressions instead, but it
also depicts the external view as reflections of physical
sunlight. It is thereby only a matter of relations among
the surfaces of nature. On the contrary, he sympathized
with expressionism, e.g., van Gogh, Gauguin, Matisse,
and Hodler, who gave a dynamic and symbolic power
to colors and thus succeeded in spiritualizing nature
and in composing the lyrics of nature in terms of
color. In this he found a lively activity of human
feeling.

In the theory of art, he sympathized with the
“Kunstwollen” (the willing of art) in Alois Riegl, who
criticized the three concepts of material, technique, and
purpose in Gottfried Semper as belonging to a past
phase of art creation and emphasized “Kunstwollen” in
its active phase. NISHIDA also considered the impulse
of abstraction in Wilhelm Worringer’s Abstraktion und
Einfühlung (1908) to be an original property of all
sorts of artistic creation, and not just a stylistic concept
found only in non-European modern arts.

Above all, NISHIDA felt an affinity with the art
theory of Conrad Fiedler (1887), who considered the
bodily activity of an artist as a natural development
of his/her visual act (= intuition). Fiedler saw the ori-
gin of artistic activity in expression carried out with
the hands and the body, through the process of which
vague and unstable images and ideas mature into clear
and distinct forms. In the opposite direction, when
vision is intuitive without any prejudice or judgment,
it makes the immediate visual representation develop
into its own expression, which will be connected with
the activities of the hands and the body. In Fiedler’s art
theory NISHIDA saw (shin-shin-ichijo, as if
mind and body were one).

In his last years NISHIDA wrote
(Reki-shiteki

keiseisayo toshiteno geijututeki sosaku; Artistic
creation as historical form activity, 1941), where he
considered the subjectivity of expression as “historical
existence,” not as superhistorical “reality itself,” which
was argued under the influence of MIKI Kiyoshi, who

had studied with Heidegger in Freiburg and tried
to fuse the latter’s philosophy of existence with the
Marxian philosophy of history. Miki published a mas-
terpiece, (Kosoryoku no ronri; Logic
of imagination, 1946), and, mainly on the ground of
Kant’s Kritik der reinen Vernunft (1781) and Kritik der
Urteilskraft (1790), used the originality of imagination
in life to analyze the structure of artistic activity and
later endeavored to re-establish the human existence
as historical existence by Marx philosophy.

HISAMATSU Shin’ichi belonged to the Kyoto
school, and along with SUZUKI Daisetsu and
NISHITANI Keiji, was a representative Zen Buddhist.
HISAMATSU studied religious philosophy under
NISHIDA and explained the identification of the self
with the absolute through spiritual awakening. He
expounded the world of visual arts, the tea ceremony,
the art of flower arranging, and Japanese calligraphy in
the life of Zen Buddhism.
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José Ortega y Gasset (1883–1955)

Javier San Martín

Ortega includes reflection on art as an integral part
of his philosophical work. This is because his mis-
sion was to help import European high culture into
Spain, where an absence of the fundamental fruits of
enlightenment, science, and necessary public morals
was clear. As for art, the third pillar of high culture,
he believed that Spain was a teacher of Europe dur-
ing modernity, and he intended to write on aesthetics
focused on Spanish art for that high European culture.
This is the objective of an early text (1910) where he
aims to develop that aesthetics and opposes nation-
alism, because the object of art is not for particular
human beings, but for “Adam in paradise” (Ortega
1983: I, 473ff.).

We can summarize Ortega’s contribution to aesthet-
ics in three ways: first, to the general theory of art;
second, to the study of literary genres such as the novel
and the theater; and third, applications of his theories in
concrete cases, as much in the literature of the moment
as in painting, with splendid commentaries on Goya
and Velázquez, on El Greco, or on such contemporaries
as Ignacio Zuloaga.

Moreover, aesthetics was what directed Ortega to
phenomenology, because the interpretation of Ignacio
Zuloaga’s painting was the driving force for his shift
from neo-Kantian philosophy—into the framework of
which he could not fit Zuloaga’s painting—to phe-
nomenology. During his stay in Marburg in 1911,
Ortega understood that as a constructivist philosophy,
neo-Kantian philosophy was obliged to adapt the facts
to the theory. In that sense, Zuloaga was more a soci-
ologist who worked not with words but with colors.

J. San Martín (�)
Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia, Madrid, Spain

The subject matter of art was the human being in
general, while Zuloaga depicted particular problems
of Spain. Then Ortega understood that it was neces-
sary first of all to approach the things just as they are,
and to analyze the work of art in itself. Thus for him,
encountering phenomenology was “good luck” (1983:
VIII, 42).

Ortega’s general contribution to aesthetics is given
mainly in two well-known texts, one in connection
with poetry and the other with painting. The first one,
“Ensayo de estética a manera de prólogo” (1914), is
a foreword to a book of poetry, and in it he proposes
the function of art as the creation of unreal or vir-
tual worlds that grant us access to the intimacy of
being—something that neither thought nor action do,
since the latter remains caught up in utility, while the
former subsumes it under the concept (or into a vir-
tual network of connections, which amounts to the
same thing). Art gives us the things in their being
made, in their performance, in what they are in and
from themselves. Ortega describes the mechanism of
production, first, of the virtual world and, second, of
aesthetic pleasure. The analysis of poetic metaphor,
“the aesthetic cell,” is a key contribution of his aes-
thetics. Eliminating the human reality of the object, the
metaphor links it to a new reality in which the real fea-
tures no longer count, so that we have a cypress that
is a flame or tongue of fire. With these metaphors the
artist generates a new world.

The second great text, La deshumanización del arte
(1924/1925), continues the previous one with a reflec-
tion on vanguards. Ortega presents three ideas that
have their origin in the intent of explaining the new
music of Claude Debussy (1983: III, 353). First, art has
the task of creating virtual worlds that are not linked
exclusively to the human being, and for that reason
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they are dehumanized worlds. Second, art appears in
its purity in the vanguards. Here another of his main
ideas appears: the necessity of art lies in the need that
the human being has of amusing oneself, of diverting
oneself from serious business, and for that one dupli-
cates one’s life. The sporting sense of life will appear
in connection with this tendency of art. Ortega will end
up interpreting human life from this idea (1) because
his ethics will be inspired by this sporting character
and (2) because his life is a willing of style. Third, and
already at the end of his productive life, he will con-
sider that, displaced from nature, the human being will
be seen in terms of the necessity of producing ideal
worlds. Technology is a consequence of this situation.

But Ortega also made important contributions to
the concrete arts, mainly to literature and painting. In
Meditaciones del Quijote (1914), his first work and
a book of complex genesis (see Fox’s introduction in
Ortega 1988), several topics are included, among them
comments on Pio Baroja and on Azorín. But a discus-
sion with Miguel de Unamuno (San Martín 1999) led
him to change the goal of the manuscript and to use it
to speak about Don Quixote.

The positivism of the nineteenth century had taken
Don Quixote as a shallow book. Ortega, on the con-
trary, shows the depth of what, like everything in the
world, has a latent structure. But on this occasion
he also shows the meaning of the novel as a genre
in contrast to epic poetry. One of his fundamental
achievements is thus to offer a philosophical perspec-
tive on that book (and one that has not yet been refuted)
that is useful for the study of literary genres. In Don
Quixote the common reality is indeed mastered by
poetry, and this is the creation of the genre “novel.”
Until then, poetry centered on lyric and epic poetry,
but did not look at ordinary reality.

The study of Don Quixote also has yet another
function, namely, to show, against Descartes, the com-
plexity of reality. The Spanish baroque, exemplified in
Cervantes’ work, offers Europe a modernity beyond
the one established by Galileo and Descartes. For that
reason Ortega says in 1920 that reading Don Quixote
in the secondary schools (obligatory in Spain until
recently) was inappropriate because it is “too modern”
a book.

Ortega’s aesthetic theory is not unconnected with
comments on his contemporaries. The mechanics of
creating virtual worlds by means of metaphors can be

seen in Antonio Machado’s poetry. Ortega highlights,
first, how art is able to notice the most insignificant
things and, then, removing them from time, can eter-
nalize them, making them live forever. Reflection on
Pío Baroja’s novels shows to what extent the novel,
as soon as it novelizes, should forget about being a
treatise of sociology. Art must be autonomous and the
novel hermetic.

Although Zuloaga’s painting was decisive in the
development of Ortega’s philosophy, Ortega dwells
more on Velázquez, Goya, and El Greco. Like
Cervantes, and when painting the painter’s study in
Las Meninas and the workshop in Las Hilanderas,
Velázquez knows on the one hand how to elevate con-
ventional reality to a pictorial reality. Realities that
were not previously pictorial topics become subject for
the painter’s work and demonstrate the complexity of
reality. Las Meninas includes the painter who painted
it, that is to say his representation of himself, just as
the crazy Don Quixote imagines the adventure in his
own mind.

Ortega wrote many pages about Velázquez and
Goya, whom he will interpret from the convic-
tion that “Todo hecho humano concreto . . . sólo es
intelligible . . . si lo integramos en su todo de real-
idad humana . . .” (Every concrete human thing . . .

is only intelligible . . . if we integrate the totality of
human reality into it . . .—1983: VIII, 583). He tries
to interpret the painter from his life within its social
context. The change from a popular context to the
court, the nobility, and illustrious people shows a great
revolution in Goya’s life that Ortega includes in an
interpretation of his paintings after 1790, when his
paintings lose their voluminous or sculptural aspect
and appear “virtualized and ironic.” Goya disregards
tactile experience, hence the ghostly, disturbing, and
elusive appearance of his figures, because, contrary to
what is sought in Italian art, the object is never there
completely. In this respect Goya resembles Velázquez,
who had eliminated the tactile element as much as
anybody.

But Ortega is best in his interpretation of Velázquez.
He did not propose him in vain as the prototype of the
Spanish baroque in contrast with European modernity.
Velázquez paints purely visual individualities, eternal-
izing the instant, eliminating any reference to tactile
elements. His art is the art of distance. The elimina-
tion of the tactile makes his figures intangible, distant,
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inapprehensible, unreal. Velázquez de-realizes the real
things—not by elevating them to ideality, which was
the classical method, but by eliminating the tactile
element, liberating painting from submission to sculp-
ture. And since it is not stopped from being itself,
“reality itself . . . acquires the prestige of unreal being,”
and he paints it as a pure ghost, like an unfinished real-
ity in contrast to a mythical reality that is already made,
finished (1983: VIII, 477). It is not that Velázquez
paints the air, as is usually said, but rather that he leaves
reality without finishing it. He will also oppose myth-
ical painting by painting the “logarithm of the reality”
of myths, i.e., painting myths in relation to the real-
ity that can exist in the myth, and that is “volcar del
revés el mito” (to turn the myth on its head—1983:
VIII, 481). “But at every moment Velázquez produces
comfortable pictures in which the spectator can rest.
They are unlike what happens in other pictures of the
Baroque, such as with El Greco, with this pure expres-
sion, its dynamis” (Ortega 1988, 245), or as he will
say in another place, “puro movilismo formal” (1983:
VIII, 576) or incandescent matter, as can be seen in El
caballero con la mano en el pecho.

In the history of Spanish literature, Ortega is a mem-
ber of the generation that is called “Novecentismo”
and located between the generation of 1898 and that
of 1927. But he transcends his generation completely,
because the generation of 1927 read La deshuman-
ización del arte as a manifesto or as the critical
description of the aesthetics of that generation. Rosa
Chacel (1898–1994) deserves special mention (López
2003) because, faithful to the ideal of a speculative
and self-absorbed artistic story, she found inspiration
in Ortega’s aesthetic theories. She was also the only
one among his novelist followers who did not aban-
don him after the Civil War. But the young followers
for whom he created the collection Nova Novorum
in the Editorial Revista de Occidente were divided
between those who understood the “dehumanization”
as an absence of political commitment and those who
see in it the recovery of commitment. In this context
José Díaz Fernández stands out; he refers to Ortega
in his El nuevo romanticismo, where he proposes not
“dehumanized,” art but what will be recognized in the
“generation of 1930.” María Zambrano belongs to this
group; she developed an entire philosophy in which
thought is linked to poetic reason. Exiled to Cuba,
she contacted the writer Lezama Lima, who remained

close to Ortega. Special mention is also due in this
context to Rafael Dieste, who developed a wide range
of artistic and theoretical work no matter how much he
is ignored in Spain.

Thus Ortega’s aesthetic work had influence not
only in Spain, but also in Latin America through
exiles such as María Zambrano in Cuba and José
Gaos in Mexico. It had a direct influence on Latin
American aesthetics, although in a critical way due
to his rejecting of an art for the people and for his
being rather Eurocentric. Although Ortega’s theory is
apparently incompatible with the search for a national
identity that characterized much of Latin American
modernism and the avant-garde movement, his theory
actually inspired the fundamental theorists of cultural
identity, e.g., José Vasconcelos, Samuel Fields, and
Leopoldo Zea, even though they were influenced not
so much by his aesthetics as by his idea of the neces-
sity of saving the circumstances in order to survive
oneself.
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Painting

Eliane Escoubas

In L’Oeil et l’esprit, MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY

writes, “I would be at pains to say where the picture
is that I am looking at. For I do not look at it in the way
one looks at a thing, I do not focus on it in its place, my
gaze errs in it as in the nimbus of being, I see by way of
or with it rather than seeing it” (Merleau-Ponty 1964a:
23). The expressions, “to see by way of” or “to see
with” mark the gap between “mere seeing” and “see-
ing” in painting; they mark the gap between the thing
as thing and the thing as tableau, the gap between the
space of perception or representation (the space of the
copy-image or of the reproduction-image) and pictorial
space. If “seeing by way of” or “seeing with” are the
conditions of the constitution of the tableau as tableau,
it is precisely because pictorial space is neither a space
of the representation-reproduction of the real, nor an
après-coup or a doubling of the real. But what then
does painting paint? And what does the space of the
tableau put to work?

The answer is that painting paints the conditions of
visibility in accordance with their historical modali-
ties, and not the conditions of the reproduction of the
real. The space of the tableau is above all a space of
appearing and of manifestation, and not a space of rep-
resentation. Pictorial space is the putting to work of
the exercise of the gaze in accordance with its histor-
ical modalities. “Exercise of the gaze” means putting
the gaze in movement, putting it to work, its energeia.

What do we mean when we speak of the historical
modalities of the exercise of the gaze? The space of
the tableau, pictorial space, the space “according to” or

E. Escoubas (�)
Université de Paris XII—Val de Marne, Paris, France

Translated by Hakhamanesh Zangeneh and Susanne Schilz

“with” which we see is plural: the history of painting
attests to this. Indeed, how can we deny that the space
of Uccello’s Battle of San Romano is different from
that of Rembrandt’s Nightwatch or that it differs from
the space of one of Cézanne’s Mount Sainte-Victoire
or from the space of Braque’s Houses at l’Estaque?
However, if we want to show that painting paints not
the conditions of the reproduction of the real, but rather
the conditions of visibility in accordance with their his-
torical modality, then it will not be enough to establish
a chronology or history of painting. We will rather have
to unfold the being of the space at play each time.

Merleau-Ponty points us in the right direction:
“Essence and existence, the imaginary and the real,
the visible and the invisible, painting blurs all our
categories in unfolding its oneiric universe of carnal
essences, of efficient resemblances, and of silent sig-
nifications” (ibid.: 35). If the categories blurred by
painting are among the most important in philoso-
phy, must we not say that painting is primordially
inscribed in a history of philosophy? Ex-ercise of the
gaze—ec-stasis of the gaze: the space of the tableau
puts to work a meaning of being as appearing. In the
space of the tableau, the phenomenon of the world (in
Greek, phainesthai: to appear and to shine forth) is
exposed more visibly than the recognizable or express-
ible things of representation are. This is to say that an
analysis of pictorial space is essentially rooted in a phe-
nomenological elaboration that is a disclosure of the
ontological foundation in each case of the ex-ercise of
the gaze—of the ec-stasis of the gaze.

What then are the ontological foundations of pic-
torial space? In §24 of Sein und Zeit (1927), MARTIN

HEIDEGGER writes that “Dasein is spatial.” The spa-
tiality of human Dasein is an existential, an essential
characteristic of this singular being “that is concerned
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in its being with its own being” or of this being
“whose ontic privilege consists in its being ontolog-
ical.” The spatiality of Dasein can only be expli-
cated in opposition to the Cartesian notion of space:
the extensio as “omnimodo divisibile, figurabile et
mobile”—homogeneous extension, divisible (“partes
extra partes”) and describable in terms of “figure and
movement.” The spatiality of Dasein, on the other
hand, can only be understood from out of its mode of
being: Dasein’s mode of being is being-in-the-world.
The spatial characteristics of Dasein are rooted in the
“in-the-world” of being-in-the-world. In §§22–24 of
Sein und Zeit, Dasein’s being-in-the-world is above all
practical being-in-the-world (in the modes of concern
[Besorgen] and of circumspection [Umsicht]).

Dasein’s spatiality is thus inscribed in a pragmatic
ontology. The being of a pragma-thing is rooted in its
usage, and the thing is above all a tool. It is only within
this pragmatic ontology that the existentials of the spa-
tiality of Dasein can be described and can become
meaningful: de-distancing (Entfernung) and direction-
ality (Ausrichtung). This de-distancing does not refer
to the distance of Cartesian extension; de-distancing,
for Dasein, is removing farness, it is nearing. The same
goes for directionality. In looking there, hearing over
there, going there, Dasein is not here but there, yon-
der (there where it sees, where it hears, where it is
going). In contrast with the Cartesian ego, which coin-
cides with its here and now, Dasein is outside of itself:
it is there and comes here from over there. Dasein’s
spatiality is thus from the outset a de-localization—
what Merleau-Ponty will call ubiquity. Dasein is also
not beyond distances and directions, but rather carries
them along with itself; this is why space is not that
in which Dasein finds itself, but that which Dasein
opens: it is region (Gegend). Region is the network of
de-distancing and of directionality; from the pragmatic
ontology of Sein und Zeit onward, region is a topos
(place).

It is still the notion of “region,” which—beyond the
pragmatic ontology of 1927—constitutes the space of
art in Die Kunst und der Raum (1969). The concept of
region is here unchanged, although the characteristics
by which it is determined are no longer de-distancing
and directionality, but rather spacing (das Räumen)
and placing (das Einräumen). This means that space
will have been, from the beginning, not dimensional
but topological. “Spacing” and “placing” then means:
“freeing places.” A “place,” however, is a “taking

place” (Geschehen). Thus “place” happens, “place” is
not pre-inscribed in the totality of the “objects” of the
world, place is nothing other than the happening of that
which happens: it is, strictly speaking, the phenomenon
of world. At the heart of this topological space, defined
in terms of event, is the property of the work of art to
incorporate places. An ontology of pictorial space is
not centered around the notion of the representation-
reproduction of volume, but rather around the instau-
ration of corporeality: the instauration of “bodies” as
events.

Consider Jan van Eyck’s The Virgin and Chancellor
Rolin, where the tabella plana, governed by the law of
transparency and volume, presents three or four suc-
cessive vertical planes. In the foreground, a big plane,
we see the Virgin, the child, and the donor chancel-
lor in their sumptuous garments. On the second plane,
much smaller than the foreground, a small wall with
two people are seen from behind looking at the third
plane. This third plane is a city around a river, and in
the distance there is a fourth plane of blurred hills. The
four planes, whose objects, figures, and constructions
converge toward the same vanishing point, are juxta-
posed without interfering with one another, without
one reaching over into the other. We can add that the
people looking at the third plane are like a reminder or
a replica of us looking at the entirety of the tableau.
Are they not here the mark of the abstract (Cartesian)
equivalence of the parts of the tableau? In other words,
do perspective and measure prohibit the putting into
work of topos (place) and the event of “place?” Must
we not say, on the contrary, that the bodies are not
essentially “parts” of space, but rather places?

The tableau presents postures, and these pos-
tures are, in Renaissance painting, nothing other than
“places.” They are places because they are of the order
of the event. What sort of event? The event that van
Eyck paints here is the suspension of representation—
which is the suspension of time as necessary condition,
in representation, for the gazing of the gaze and the
happening of painting. Painting happens in this sus-
pension, before the swallowing up of everything in
the vanishing point. It is neither solely nor firstly the
extension of “partes extra partes” that unfolds around
the vanishing point, as the point that engenders per-
spectival construction, but rather and above all time
as the mode of appearing and disappearing. Can we
then not say that the moment of epochē (in the sense
of EDMUND HUSSERL), as the moment when we leave
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the thing to its mode of unfolding, is precisely that
by which pictorial space presents itself as the phe-
nomenon of the world? Here painting would put into
work the “how” (das Wie)—the eidos (aspect)—insofar
as the aspect is no being, but the appearing of that
which appears.

Turning now to Heidegger’s “Der Ursprung des
Kunstwerkes,” three lectures given in 1935–36, we
shall discover a circularity in the search of an origin
that is neither a chronological beginning nor a causal
anteriority, i.e., the artist makes the works, but the
work also makes the artist. Circularity formulated in
this banal fashion is nonetheless the mode in which his
analysis works. Here circularity will be played out on
many levels, and these will be designated by him as
the “step back.” On the first level, we ask whether the
work is a thing (or basically the conjunction of a mat-
ter and a form, as are the tool and the product). But
if the answer is no, then this does not mean that the
work is something other than a thing, that it is to be
found somewhere beyond the thing, as in “allegory”—
since Heidegger refuses all division of the work into
two (form-content, sensory-spiritual).

The work must be sought in a “unity”: “the thing
must be allowed rest in itself.” Thus it is that the
work—for example, a van Gogh painting of a pair
of shoes—shows not another particular thing, but the
world of this thing and the world of the peasant
who wears these shoes. The tableau thereby refers to
the “disclosure of beings,” to their unveiling—what
the Greeks called alētheia—truth as unconcealment,
Unverborgenheit. It is thus truth as unconcealment
that is at work in the work of art: the work of art
is the “putting into work of the truth.” Here then,
art is neither an illustration nor an embellishment of
existence—neither a copy of nature, nor an allegory of
something beyond nature, nor a sensory manifestation
of the beautiful. The different possibilities found in tra-
ditional aesthetics are invalidated. What is at work in
the work of art is the happening of truth—but of which
truth? As we have said: truth as “alētheia”—and hence
we must deal with the question of the essence of truth:
what is truth?

This is dealt with in the rest of Heidegger’s investi-
gation with the example of a Greek temple. Examples
from architecture, which (it is claimed) has no natural
model, are found frequently in aesthetics. Heidegger
states basically this same position: the temple is not
the image of anything. But it uncovers a world—not a

natural world, but a historical world. What is a world?
Neither a mere collection of objects nor a mere frame
for things, world is the “site” where the human being
exists and which the human being makes exist. Here
we find the circularity again. A world is always “his-
torical,” made by human beings, which in turn it brings
into existence. This double play is what Heidegger
will affirm as the play of truth: the (circular) play of
concealment and unconcealment that he will desig-
nate as “the struggle between earth and world,” the
struggle between unconcealment and withdrawal. The
confrontation between “world” (historical) and “earth”
(ahistorical) is the naming of the tension immanent
to art, as the struggle of unconcealment and conceal-
ment is immanent to truth itself. Truth carries within
its very essence un-truth (the lathon, lēthe, oblivion).
Hence the essence of truth coincides with the essence
of art. Beauty, traditionally attributed to art, is one of
the modes of the dwelling of truth as unconcealment
(the city or the state being another mode of unconceal-
ment). The work of art thus does not refer to aisthēsis,
but rather to alētheia. Such is the Heideggerian critique
of aesthetics, which accords to painting a status that
French phenomenologists, such as Merleau-Ponty and
HENRI MALDINEY, would then develop further.

When Merleau-Ponty speaks in L’oeil et l’esprit
of “the concentration and coming-to-itself of the visi-
ble,” he describes this moment when the thing is left
to its mode of unfolding, he describes the instaura-
tion of appearing as such in painting itself. What do
we mean when we say that what painting paints is the
appearing of that which appears, appearance as such?
What does this mean other than that appearing is not
something among appearing things? That appearing is
the visibility of things—their invisible visibility, which
only painting makes visible. Painting does not paint
this visible thing here or there (painting is neither the
reproduction nor the representation thereof), but rather
it paints the invisible visibility of this visible thing here
or there. Painting (all painting, even figurative) paints
a world without object, since the world that it gives
birth to in the gaze does not take place in the objectiv-
ity of objects, but rather in visibility as such—that is,
the event of their appearing.

Painting makes us see that which we do not ordi-
narily see—that which we do not see at all: it paints,
in each case, the birth of the world in the gaze—that
which has always already begun when we begin to see
that which there is to see. “The coming to itself of the
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visible”: the visible coming to itself, what does this
mean? “The coming to itself of the visible” is noth-
ing other than the inseparability of the “seeing” and
the “seen,” the unique event through which both hap-
pen. It is nothing other than their reciprocity—and thus
of their reversibility: painters, according to Merleau-
Ponty, often affirm that they were being looked at by
things. “The coming to itself of the visible” is this
inversion by which the seeing is seen and the seen is
seeing. This is the intertwining or the chiasm of the
seeing and the seen, whose site is the “region.” To paint
is thus to be seen by that which we see.

It is precisely this “coming to itself of the visi-
ble,” this world in its nascent state, this world with
neither subject nor object that defines pictorial space
and constitutes its difference from scientific, techni-
cal, or everyday space. This is why the phrase used
by Merleau-Ponty to describe Cézanne’s space, “rays
of space,” proclaims the eidos of pictorial space in
general—the inaugural definition of pictorial space and
its difference from every other space (for example,
technical space). In painting space is not extended, it
beams forth. To beam forth, to ray out is the eidos
of pictorial space (its “how”). Would the putting to
work of the “beaming” of space not be the sole motif
of painting (regardless of its historical modalities)?
There where the thing is left to its mode of unfolding,
where space beams out, there is pictorial space, there
is painting.

It is this “concentration and return to itself of the
visible” in pictorial space that, in Regard, Parole,
Espace (1973), Henri Maldiney explicates in terms
of rhythm. “Art is the truth of the sensible, because
rhythm is the truth of aisthēsis.” What is rhythm?
Maldiney defines it in terms borrowed from the linguis-
tics of Emile Benveniste: “rhythm is the form assumed
by that which is moving, mobile, fluid.” Rhythm is thus
the implication of time in space—but a “time that is
not a time of the universe, but a time of presence,” the
time proper to that which he names the pathic, non-
objective dimension. Thus we can say that rhythm is at
once form and event. As form/event, rhythm does not
take place in space: “it implies space, it opens space,”
it is the articulation of pictorial space. The constitutive
notion of pictorial space is hence in no way the concept
of “part,” but that of rhythmic articulation. Maldiney
shows that rhythm takes place beneath physical phe-
nomena, its founding elements—which “are neither
events of the universe nor events of consciousness . . .

neither a sequence of sounds according to the laws of
physics, nor successive profiles of a same thing or a
same state of affairs . . . nor the lived experiences of
consciousness as parts of the one and only individual
flux. Hence we must eliminate a theoretical illusion,
the theoretical illusion according to which all human
experience is structured by the subject-object polarity”
(Maldiney 1973: 164).

Painting is thus the coming to itself of rhythm in
space—or rather, the becoming-rhythm of space. And
this upsets the status of representation in art, above all
the status of the image. We find a remarkable formu-
lation in this regard in Maldiney: “In art, the function
of the image is not to imitate but to appear.” Due pre-
cisely to the ambiguity of the image, he will have to
distinguish “aesthetic vision” from “imaging vision.”
“The distance that separates imaging vision, vision
by objects, from aesthetic vision, which lets itself be
guided by the rhythm of forms or of light, measures
that which is rightly called the creative abstraction of
the painter” (ibid.: 9). It is necessary to separate the for-
mal and the imaging dimensions of painting. In L’art,
l’éclair de l’être (1993), Maldiney additionally distin-
guishes, on the one hand, form, and on the other hand,
the sign or the image. Sign and image “imply an inten-
tional object that opens onto a gnoseological moment,”
whereas form, on the contrary, “is neither intentional
nor signitive.” Form, “nonetheless signifying, but oth-
erwise than the sign, implies a pathic moment, a way
of carrying itself and of relating itself to the world and
to itself.” More precisely, “A form is nontransposable
into another space, it instaurates a space in which it
takes place” (Maldiney 1993: 359).

This is why Maldiney writes: “Cézanne’s space is
not a receptacle. Its elements or formative moments
are themselves events, bursts, ruptures, modula-
tions, encounters . . . . The Montagne Sainte-Victoire
emerges. There is no where preceding its appearing,
where we could say that it takes place. It appears in
itself in the open. The two in one . . . . It makes vis-
ible the invisible dimension of reality: “the y in il y
a” (ibid.: 31–32). Hence in art, forms coincide with
their taking place: they coincide with their formation
and with nothing else—they are no things, no beings.
This is why he dedicates his latest work, Ouvrir le rien.
L’art nu (2000), to pictorial abstraction (Kandinsky,
Delaunay, Mondrian, Nicolas de Stael, Tal Coat, etc.)
and shows that all painting, even figurative painting, is
“abstract.” It is not by chance that Maldiney orients his
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analyses toward those of OSKAR BECKER in “Von der
Hinfälligkeit des Schönen und der Abenteuerlichkeit
des Künstlers” (1963). The fragile, in fact, is “that
which we do not expect,” the fragile is the unexpected
that is an event, the work of art is fragile because of the
absolute temporal discontinuity it puts into work. But
at issue are not partial events that one could enumerate.
The event that is at issue in art is the event of being—
what Becker calls Getragenheit or being carried, which
would be prior to all existentiality and to all thrown-
ness (Geworfenheit) in the Heideggerian sense, as well
as prior to all intentionality in the Husserlian sense.

One could, at first sight, make an important objec-
tion to the phenomenology of painting: one could
oppose it to a “history of painting.” For there exists
a plurality of types, forms, and modalities of picto-
rial space, there exists a history of painting. But to
gaze at a tableau as tableau is in no way to consider
a document that one could classify in a chronology
and then to evaluate its particularities. The tableau that
we gaze at as tableau is incomparable and unclas-
sifiable. The mutations and the ruptures recorded by
the history of painting according to a typology (for
example, Renaissance space, baroque space, impres-
sionist space, cubist space, abstract space) are merely
recorded by that history, not produced by it. And they
are not explained by this history either. For the muta-
tions in pictorial space are mutations in the “coming to
itself of the visible,” or otherwise put, in the exercise
and the ec-stasis of the gaze—or again, in the epochal
moment where the thing is left to its mode of unfolding.
All pictorial spaces are historical aspects of being, of
being that does not have a history but rather is history.
We cannot be surprised to find that a Giotto fresco or a
tableau by Uccello can still put the gaze in ex-ercise
and ec-stasis, can make the “thing-in-itself” emerge
in the gaze, the “phenomenon,” the appearing of that
which appears.

German art historians of the early 20th cen-
tury (known under the label of Kunstwissenschaft)
understood all this quite well and this explains
why such a fruitful confrontation can take place
between their interpretations and those found through-
out phenomenology. Let us consider Wölfflin’s oppo-
sition between classical (van Eyck, Leonardo, Dürer,
and others) and baroque space (Rembrandt, Rubens,
Vermeer, etc). Must we then not say that it is the eidos
of the visible that gives itself to be seen in paint-
ing in two completely different modalities of pictorial

space and of visibility? The eidos of the visible is the
“coming to itself of the visible” as substantialist immo-
bilization in classical space and as an appearing that is
always also a disappearing in baroque space.

We can confront this Wölfflinian opposition with
the one elaborated by Merleau-Ponty in L’oeil et
l’esprit between properly figurative space and mod-
ern space. The latter is for Merleau-Ponty the space
of Cézanne, as well as that of the cubists and Braque,
or the abstract space of Klee or de Stael. Figurative
space, which is characterized by divisibility and exte-
riority (the Cartesian space of “partes extra partes”)
and is induced by vision at a distance, is opposed by
Merleau-Ponty to Cézannian, abstract space, which is
“a being of envelopment,” a space of inherence and
latency, a space of interweaving and of chiasm. Here
vision is no longer from a distance, but “in touch,” and
it is proper to it to “crack the spectacle-form.” Does
not the “coming to itself” of the visible always happen
between manifestness and latency (in the Wölfflinian
sense)? Regardless of the diversity of its historical
modalities, pictorial space is never a portion of space: it
is a mode of appearing. Birth and emergence of a world
in the gaze—that of “an operating, current and actual
body,” as Merleau-Ponty writes—this is the enigma of
painting.
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Jan Patočka (1907–1977)

Ludger Hagedorn

Patočka did not develop a systematic theory of aesthet-
ics. However, reflections on art and literature not only
constitute an important component of his philosophi-
cal work, but are integral to his overall conception of
human existence and its main questions. The two vol-
umes of the Sebrané spisy (Collected works) include
43 major articles written between 1935 and 1975,
complemented by an almost equal amount of shorter
writings and fragments. Throughout their diversity
and heterogeneous origins, his aesthetic essays cen-
ter quite clearly around the core issue of temporality
or historicity and its meaning for artworks and their
reception. Accordingly, one of the methodologically
most insightful articles, a 1968 essay entitled “Umĕní
a čas” (Art and time), lent its title to the collected aes-
thetic writings in Czech as well as to the corresponding
selections in French and German.

Patočka’s view on art and literature has to be under-
stood within the larger framework of his existential
thinking and the conception of existence as a life in
possibilities, including the ultimate possibility of a
“breakthrough” to a certain kind of truth or authentic-
ity. Art is not the only way to such a breakthrough—
Patočka also traces such phenomena in philosophy,
politics, religion, and science—but it is one of the
most privileged ways. The “truth” that, for example,
the literary figures of Dostoevsky experience, which
they embody in their fates, is no particular truth, it
is no knowledge that can be objectively communi-
cated or formulated in the shape of a commandment
or an instruction. Instead, what they live through is an
existential shock, in which, paradoxically, at the very

L. Hagedorn (�)
Czech Academy of Sciences—AV CR, Prague, Czech Republic

moment when all meaning, all relative meaningful-
ness, appears lost, another, new meaning takes shape,
an understanding of what our life is based on, an open-
ness to being (one could also say love). This openness
is, as Patočka puts it, the fundamental gift of mean-
ing, a gift that is given free of charge and whose value
cannot be estimated, a gift that stands beyond all cal-
culation of debt and credit. The breakthrough to this
heightened sense of life does not take place without or
against human beings, but only with them; it is some-
thing to which we must commit, to which we must
dedicate ourselves. It is nevertheless a meaning that
transcends the individual, that presents the fullness of
a new life, and that is not limited to the pursuit of
subjective interests.

Besides the obvious inspiration by the phenomeno-
logical and existentialist tradition, it is Hegel’s concept
of aesthetics that is the most important point of ref-
erence for Patočka. He explicitly shares Hegel’s con-
viction that art (and also every individual work of
art) is subjected to and dependent on the conditions
of its historical time: “The cave man of Lascaux, the
citizen of Athens in front of the Parthenon, or the
medieval Christian facing a Romanesque tympanum—
they all did not consider these objects to be works
of art” (Patočka 1987: 55). Their immediate, non-
intellectualized perception of the artwork is very dif-
ferent from what he calls the “aesthetic” approach of
modern times.

Hegel indicated this loss of the imperative and
binding character of art with his formulation that art
belongs to the past (“Vergangenheitscharakter der
Kunst”). In this sense, Patočka believes that Hegel
foresaw the revolutionary crisis of art at the beginning
of the twentieth century. Contrary to Hegel, however,
this crisis in a certain kind of art (Patočka calls it
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imitating or mimetic art) does not indicate for him
the end of art as such. Leaving aside Hegel’s claim
for absolute knowledge and merely thinking instead
“about finite truth in the form of philosophy, science,
and art” (ibid.: 54), Patočka sees in this negation of
imitating art an act of liberation and the opening of a
new time that he calls the epoch of “style.”

Patočka’s references to other aesthetic theories can
only be briefly indicated. Starting with the phenomeno-
logical background, his attention to ROMAN INGAR-
DEN and his “ontology of the work of art” deserves
emphasis. Although his own approach to art and litera-
ture is obviously quite different, Patočka appreciates
Ingarden’s discovery of the various intentional “lay-
ers” of the work of art and its “polyphonic” effect.
Regarding Arnold Gehlen, he stresses the importance
of reflections on the role of art in the process of
anthropogenesis, but rejects biologically founded argu-
ments for the necessity of institutions and its overall
conservative character. Jakob Burckhardt’s conception
of the complete novelty of the Renaissance (“birth
of the individual”) is criticized for its one-sidedness
and for missing the inherent and productive tensions
of the medieval worldview. And in the case of the
early aesthetic writings of the 19th century Czech
historian and politician František Palacký (“father of
the nation”), Patočka hints at their hidden connec-
tion to Friedrich von Schiller’s 1795 Briefe über die
ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen.

Literature in Patočka is often referred to as one of
the main sources and illustrations of existential motifs.
In one of his strongest essays, an article entitled “Co
je existence?” (What is existence?), he almost exclu-
sively founds his argumentation on examples taken
from literature and refers in particular to William
Faulkner’s Wild Palms, to Thomas Mann’s Doctor
Faustus, and to novels by Dostoevsky (mainly The
Idiot, and elsewhere, The Brothers Karamazov). Also
very important in this context is ancient Greek tragedy,
with the Sophoclean drama, and especially Antigone,
being most intensely considered. At the same time,
Greek tragedy is decisive for Patočka’s concept of
myth as a “question that is asked by one human
being to another, coming from a depth within the
human being that is prior to the logos” (Patočka 1987:
201). For the same reason, he was especially fasci-
nated by the Faust legend and the sense of the pact
with the devil in modern literature. And, not least,
one should also mention his profound interpretations

of Czech and Slavic literature, the most prominent
example being the essays on the outstanding roman-
tic poet Karel Hynek Mácha, the furious Nietzschean
thinker Ladislav Klíma, the expressionist writer and
artist Josef Čapek, and in Russian literature, Chekhov’s
Ivanov.

Very important and insightful parts of Patočka’s
reflections on phenomenology and its relevance for
art (especially the phenomenological conception of
time and space) can also be found in his correspon-
dence. Most remarkable are his letters to the art his-
torian Václav Richter that have been published in the
Sebrané spisy, including 106 letters written between
1947 and 1970, thus far not translated into any foreign
language.

As for the reception of Patočka’s aesthetic writings,
the situation mirrors the political and historical circum-
stances of his time: since he was banned from teaching
and publishing for most of his life in Communist
Czechoslovakia, Patočka’s influence was mainly lim-
ited to the participants of his “underground” seminars
and the small circles of the Samizdat. It was there-
fore difficult to develop any profound treatment and
critique of his ideas. As an exception to this in the
Czech context, the names of Antonín Mokrejš and
Zdeněk Mathauser have to be mentioned. Both of them
are familiar with Patočka’s work, but as philosophers
they are at the same time quite independent in their
systematic exploration of how to apply phenomenol-
ogy to aesthetic questions: Mathauser uses the con-
crete methodological results of phenomenology for a
“demarcation of basic concepts such as aesthetic value,
aesthetic object, or the function of a text, a sign, or a
picture,” while Mokrejš examines “the proper condi-
tions of art as a form of human existence in the world”
(Blecha 2003: 161). Based on EDMUND HUSSERL’s
idea of eidetic variation, Mathauser develops, espe-
cially in his later writings, a theory of “rational vision”
that not only tries to see the beauty of a concrete
object, but also “beauty itself, the aesthetic value itself”
(Mathauser 1995: 19). And for Mokrejs, who relies
upon Nietzsche to a considerable extent, art is above all
a creative impulse of life itself; in this sense he is not
so much interested in the philosophical interpretation
of a particular work of art, but rather in the question of
what it is that makes art one of the fundamental forms
of human activity and creativity.

A broader reception of Patočka started only in the
late 1980s and early 1990s, when his writings could
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first be officially published and when translations into
French and German made them accessible to an inter-
national readership. Since then, there has been an
increasing interest not only in the political and histor-
ical dimensions of his work, but also in its aesthetic
implications.

Finally, any picture of Patočka’s reflections on art
and literature would not be complete without taking
into account his own close relations with artists and
writers, some of whom are clearly influenced by his
ideas. Among others, and to mention just the most
famous ones, Patočka was close to the writer Ludvík
Vaculík and the poet Jaroslav Seifert (winner of the
Nobel Prize for literature in 1984). After Patočka’s
death in 1977, Vaculík was among those who published
a book in his memory in Samizdat.

Quite well known is Patočka’s influence on the
playwright Václav Havel, later president of the Czech
Republic. Some characters of Havel’s dramas come
very close to embodying traits of Patočka’s personal-
ity. And what Havel praises most in Patočka—his deep,
real, and authentic language—could serve as a coun-
terexample to his own critique of the hollowness of lan-
guage and the automatic talking of people that he paro-
dies in his plays. At the Divadlo Na Zábradlí (Theater
on the Balustrade) that Havel worked for, Patočka also
cooperated with the artistic director Ivan Vyskočil, the
pioneer of open dramatic plays in Czechoslovakia (see
his essay Svět Ivana Vyskočila [The World of Ivan
Vyskočil] in Patočka 2004).

For Otomar Krejča, director of another famous
Prague theater, the Divadlo Za Branou (Theater behind
the Gate), he wrote an article on the question of truth
in the Sophocleian tragedy (also in Patočka 2004).
In the visual arts, the internationally renowned col-
lage artist Jiří Kolář contributed a series of collages to
an 1987 issue of the journal Promĕny that was dedi-
cated to Patočka on the 10th anniversary of his death.
And in music, the Czech avant-garde composer Marek
Kopelent conceived his Symphony for orchestra, writ-
ten in the late 1970s and first played in Basel in 1982,
as an homage to Jan Patočka.
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Kohák, Erazim. Jan Patočka. Philosophy and Selected Writings.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989 [includes a
“Philosophical Biography”].
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Jan Patočka, Umĕní a čas. Ed. Daniel Vojtĕních and Ivan
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Photography

CHEUNG Chan-Fai

Photography literally means “writing with light.” It
was almost simultaneously invented by Louis Jacques
Mandé Daguerre and William Henry Fox Talbot in the
1830s. Since then, photographs have become taken-
for-granted facts of everyday life. According to Vilém
Flusser, we have already arrived at the second most
important cultural and historical stage of humankind,
after the first stage of the invention of writing: the
age of the technical image. We are “inhabitants of the
photographic universe” (Flusser 2000: 65) in which
photographs as “technical images” dominate nearly
all human discourses. In The Photographic Reader
(2003), Liz Wells defines the photograph as “a particu-
lar sort of image, one which operates through freezing
a moment in time, portraying objects, people, and
places as they appeared within the view of camera
at that moment. Photography has thus contributed to
the dislocation of time and space, enlightening and
enlivening history and geography. As such, it has
attracted scrutiny from philosophers concerned with its
semiotic structure and its phenomenological impact”
(Wells 2003: 1). Since the invention of photography,
the debate over the ontological status of the photograph
purporting to be the record of reality has been the focal
interest of the theorists of photography.

Photography has already been around for over 50
years when phenomenology began. The early phe-
nomenologists did not, however, pay much attention
to this cultural phenomenon, and indeed, it has never
been a major theme of phenomenological research.
To be sure, EDMUND HUSSERL, MARTIN HEIDEGGER, and

CHEUNG C.-F. (�)
Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong

JEAN-PAUL SARTRE mentioned photographs as an illus-
tration in the discussion of imagination. For Husserl,
the photograph is served as an example of a picture
(Bild) represented in our imagination. In “Phantasie
und Bildliche Vorstellung” (1898), the essential dif-
ference between perception and imagination lies in
the different modes of consciousness, i.e., in the pre-
sentation of something present (gegenwärtigen) and
in the re-presentation (vergegenwärtigen) of some-
thing nonpresent. A photograph or a painting is one
moment of the complex structure of the imagining con-
sciousness. Husserl distinguishes the photograph as the
perceived physical object; the photographed object as
sheer appearance (Erscheinung); and the subject of
the photograph. The example of the photograph of his
child demonstrates this essential difference (Husserl
1980: 109).

Of course, what Husserl has suggested is that the
content of the photograph merely serves as the pre-
sented image of the original object. The image on the
photograph does not exist. However, he does not make
any distinction between the image in photography and
the image in painting. The difference between photog-
raphy and painting is well debated in the history of
photography (Scharf 1974: 233–248). The question at
stake here does not concern whether photography is
an art, but the ontological status of the photographic
image. In painting, the painter can create images out
his/her own pure phantasy or imagination with or with-
out any reference to the physical world. The objects
in Dali’s surrealistic paintings can be found nowhere.
However, the objects in the photograph must be pho-
tographed from real things found in the physical world.
No matter how artificial the objects seem to be, they are
real things. Hence there can never be a completely fake
photograph.
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In Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik (1929),
Heidegger uses the photograph to illustrate the differ-
ent meanings of the word “image” (Bild) as employed
by Immanuel Kant. The difference between the death
mask and its photograph lies in the nature of the
photograph as a copy (Nachbild). “Now the photo-
graph, however, can also show how something like
a death mask appears in general. In turn, the death
mask can show in general how something like the
face of a dead human being appears. But an individ-
ual corpse itself can also show this. And similarly, the
mask itself can also show how a death mask in gen-
eral appears, just as the photograph shows not only
how what is photographed, but also how photography
in general appears” (Heidegger 1990: 64). He goes on
to ask the difference between the look (Anblicke)—the
image in the broader sense—of the corpse, the death
mask, and the photograph. By asking this question,
Heidegger enters into a phenomenological critique of
Kant’s concept of making-sensible (Versinnlichung).

In L’imaginaire (1940), Sartre examines the phe-
nomenon of the photograph in a way similar to
Heidegger’s. A photograph is different from a men-
tal image in that it is both the object of apprehension
and an image: “a photo functions at first as an object
(at least theoretically). A mental image gives itself
immediately as an image . . . . Mental images, carica-
tures, photos are so many species of the same genus.”
(Sartre 2004: 19) Yet the relationship between the
object and the image has become a problem: appre-
hending a photograph, it has to explain how and why
can the imaginative consciousness differentiate the
“real” object in perception and the image shown in or
on the photograph?

It is certain, then, that Husserl, Heidegger, and
Sartre did take note of the phenomenon of photogra-
phy. Yet even though the distinction between a photo-
graph and a painting or another image is observed, the
nature of photographic activity and photographic real-
ity seemingly did not warrant phenomenological inves-
tigation. One of earliest phenomenological works on
photography is by Hubert Damisch. In “Five Notes for
a Phenomenology of the Photographic Image” (1963),
he calls for a phenomenological analysis of the photo-
graphic image. The photograph is more than a picture
of an external object, but a “cultural object” that is
historically constituted. As such it requires an eidetic
analysis. “The photographic image does not belong to
the natural world. It is a product of human labor, a

cultural object whose being—in the phenomenologi-
cal sense of the term—cannot be dissociated precisely
from its historical meaning and from the necessarily
datable project in which it originates” (Trachtenberg
1980: 288). The cluster of problems now includes not
only the photograph as a piece of paper on which
an image is inscribed, but the photographic activ-
ity, i.e., the interaction between the photographer,
the photographing act, the camera, the production of
the photograph, and the photograph itself.

One of the main issues of photography is the
ontological status of the photographic image. The
debate over whether photography is an art misses
the ontological distinction between photograph and
painting. In his classic essay on “The Ontology of
the Photographic Image” (1967), André Bazin clearly
states: “Originality in photography as distinct from
originality in painting lies in the essentially objective
character of photography. For the first time, between
the originating object and its reproduction there inter-
venes the instrumentality of a nonliving agent. For
the first time an image of the world is formed auto-
matically, without the creative intervention of man.
The personality of the photographer enters into the
proceedings only in his selection of the object to be
photographed and by way of the purpose he has in
mind” (Trachtenberg 1980: 240–41). “Objective char-
acter” not only means the objectivity pertaining to the
relationship between the image and the external world,
but also points to the fact that photograph must be
produced through the lens (Objektiv in German and
objectif in French) of the camera. For every photo-
graph there must be given object to be photographed.
The photographer, unlike the painter, never creates
the object. Photography begins with the object given.
Then the photographer decides how to take the photo.
As Henri Cartier-Bresson, the great French photog-
rapher, poetically remarks: “Photography is, for me,
a spontaneous impulse coming from an ever-attentive
eye, which captures the moment and its eternity . . . .
Photography is an immediate reaction, drawing a med-
itation” (1999: 45). Taking a photograph depends on
“the decisive moment,” and the challenge is how to
capture the object and to reduce its four-dimensionality
of space and time onto the two dimensions of the
photographic paper.

Photography thus begins with the Sache selbst.
In Camera Lucida (1980), Roland Barthes takes this
ontological status of the photographic “referent” as
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the “founding order of Photography” (1980: 77). He
distinguishes the photographic referent from all other
systems of representation. He explains: “I call ‘pho-
tographic referent’ not the optionally real thing to
which an image or a sign refers but the necessar-
ily real thing which has been placed before the lens,
without which there would be no photograph. Painting
can feign reality without having seen it. Discourse
combines signs which have referents, of course, but
these referents can be and are most often ‘chimeras.’
Contrary to these imitations, in Photography I can
never deny that the thing has been there. There is a
superimposition here: of reality and of the past. And
since this constraint exists only for Photography, we
must consider it, by reduction, as the very essence, the
noème of Photography . . . . The name of Photography’s
noème will therefore be: ‘That-has-been,’ or again: the
Intractable” (ibid.: 76–77).

All photographs begin with the absolute given-
ness of things in reality. However, these things are
photographed through the programmed camera into a
specific frame reducing time and the three-dimensional
space to the film or digital data through which the pho-
tograph is produced and multiplied. Yet the things so
transferred into photographic images have been unmis-
takably altered. Barthes explains further: “What I see
has been here, in this place which extends between
infinity and the subject (operator or spectator); it has
been here, and yet immediately separated; it has been
absolutely, irrefutably present, and yet already deferred
(ibid.). The difference between the thing photographed
and the photographic referent is therefore ontologi-
cal. On one hand, the referent is referred back to the
original givenness of the thing; on the other hand, the
referent as “noème ‘That-has-been’ ” (ibid.) becomes
the photograph itself. The existence of the referent
must be taken in the past. The photographic image on
the photograph however is always in the present when-
ever it is re-presented (vergegenwärtigt). Whether the
original things or human beings so photographed exist
or not in the present is no longer the question. For
Barthes, no writing or painting can give the certainty
of photograph. As he says, “Photography never lies: or
rather, it can lie as to the meaning of the thing, being by
nature tendentious, never as to its existence . . . . Every
photograph is a certificate of presence” (ibid.).

However, the “historical” existence of the photo-
graphic image is only the ontological ground of the
photograph. The significance of its existence cannot

be shown. The presence of the photographic referent
is to be seen and to be interpreted. To be sure, what
we want to see in any photograph is not the mere exis-
tence of the thing, but the “message” from the image,
which, as photographic referent, points beyond itself
on the paper to a distinct past, yet re-presents itself
in the present seeing. John Berger comments on this
phenomenon: “A photograph arrests the flow of time
in which the event photographed once existed. All
photographs are of the past, yet in them an instant
of the past is arrested so that, unlike a lived past,
it can never lead to the present. Every photograph
presents us with two messages: a message concern-
ing the event photographed and another concerning a
shock of discontinuity” (Berger and Mohr 1995: 86).

Indeed, the photograph is a record of a particular
adumbration of the world in which time and space were
taken as the ontological frame. In the event of pho-
tography, this aspect of the world, in which a certain
event or person (or anything) is presented, is framed
from a certain actual space and by a certain fragment
of time. Hence like memory, a photograph preserves a
moment of the world in time and space. But between
the moment recorded and the moment of seeing the
photograph, there is “an abyss” (ibid.), where the time
and the space, so recorded, is in discontinuity. The
fundamental difference between the image in memory
and the photograph is, according to John Berger, that
“whereas remembered images are residue of continu-
ous experience, a photograph isolates the appearances
of a disconnected instant” (ibid.: 89). When we see any
photograph, we know it is about a past event, “a certain
what has been.” The where, when, why, and how it was
taken is, however, beyond this bare fact. The message
of the photograph is to be seen and to be understood.

In seeing the photograph, Barthes’ distinction of
studium and punctum serves as two basic but not nec-
essarily contrary themes. The studium refers to a kind
of general interest, “but application to a thing, taste for
someone, a kind of general, enthusiastic commitment,
of course, but without special acuity” (Barthes 1980:
27). On the other hand, a photograph’s punctum is that
which pricks, stings, and is poignant to the spectator.
What Barthes suggests in these two ways of seeing
a photograph is to differentiate two noetic intentions
to the photographic image. In most photographs that
we encounter everyday, we see the presentational con-
tents as a general eidos, i.e., we identify the images as
human beings, as cars, as general objects in the world.
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Of course, we may be pleased by the color, contrast,
and the composition of the objects in the photograph.
We may understand what the presentational contents
mean in a general way. Yet these photographs do not
arrest our attention as punctum, as something with a
special affective effect on us.

The meaning we can read from the photographs
depends on the recognition of the context of the photo-
graph. To see the photograph is to read the photograph
not simply as an image, but as a text. But to read
the text requires an effort to enter the complexity of
the context. As Victor Burgin insists, “The intelligibil-
ity of the photograph is no simple thing: photographs
are texts inscribed in terms of what we may called
‘photographic discourse,’ but this discourse, like any
other, engages discourses beyond itself, the ‘photo-
graphic text,’ like any other, is the site of a complex
‘intertextuality,’ an overlapping series of previous texts
‘taken for granted’ at a particular cultural and historical
conjuncture” (Burgin 1982: 144). If seeing a photo-
graph means not a casual looking or inspection, but a
conscious and conscientious act of hermeneutical dis-
course between the spectator and the photograph, then
this seeing is to reveal the invisible complexities and
ambiguities arising from the visible images. This rev-
elation is to enter into a series of inter-relationships
between the text as image and the spectator. These
may be aesthetic, cultural, social, ideological, or sim-
ply idiosyncratic. But there is never a complete reading
or a total understanding of any photograph. The dialec-
tical relationship between studium and punctum will be
displayed endlessly as long as the seeing is in process.

A photograph is the product of a photographer.
According to John Berger, “A photograph is a result
of the photographer’s decision that it is worth record-
ing that this particular event or this particular object
has been seen . . . . A photograph is already a message
about the event it records . . . At its simplest, the mes-
sage, decoded, means: I have decided that seeing this is
worth recording” (Trachtenberg 1980: 292). The fun-
damental distinction between photography and paint-
ing, besides the ontological difference in the givenness
of their objects, lies in the means of production. All
previous artwork, like painting or sculpture, is based
on the hands’ dexterity. But in photography, the pri-
mary act is seeing. The means of production is taken
care of by the camera with all of its built-in programs.
Indeed, the seeing is not directly from the eyes, but
through certain lens (Objektiv) with a particular setting

of speed, a particular aperture, and a particular kind of
film. The camera so programmed would determinate
the outcome of the photograph. Hence the photograph
is more the result not only of the photographer, but
also of the production of the technological devices and
programs of the camera. In fact, the modern camera
can be programmed to take photographs automatically.
The photographer is not needed to produce a photo-
graph. In this case, however, the nature of photography
is changed. If there is no photographer behind the cam-
era, there is no photography, but only mechanical or
electronic image-copying.

At its early inception, photography was considered
as what Fox Talbot called a “pencil of nature,” and the
term “photography” signified, as mentioned, writing or
drawing with light. Light is then the essential element
of photography. Without light, there is no photogra-
phy. But without “drawing,” there is no photograph
produced. “Drawing” with light is of course only a
metaphor. To draw with light means to see the world
through the lens of the camera. Hence the significant
part of photography certainly does not concern the
camera, but is a matter of how to see photographically.
Edward Weston, one of the most important modern
photographers, stresses the importance of this seeing.
He says: “Hence the photographer’s most important
and likewise most difficult task is not learning to man-
age his camera, or to develop, or to print. It is learning
to see photographically—that is, learning to see his
subject matter in terms of the capacities of his tools
and processes, so that he can instantaneously trans-
late the elements and values in a scene before him
into the photograph he wants to make” (Trachtenberg
1980: 173).

Photographic seeing is seeing through the
viewfinder of the camera. Hence it is in essence
a restricted seeing and not seeing in the natural atti-
tude. The frame of the viewfinder determines a priori
the scene of the photograph. The infinitely extended
perceptual world is framed into a particular view; thus
this particular adumbration of the world in its original
three-dimensional space and time is transferred, or to
borrow the terminology of phenomenology, “reduced”
to the two-dimensional film. To see photographically
is to reduce the perceptual world to a photographically
framed world. This is the first step of photographic
reduction. Within the reduced frame, and depending
on the seeing of the photographer, the subject matter
can be further reduced to itself by bracketing all of
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the unnecessary elements surrounding it. The subject
matter must be situated in a definite horizon. Hence
the background and foreground may be altered; the
contrast of light and use of color may be controlled, so
that a definite composition is formed by the conscious
intention of the photographer through his/her seeing.
To let the subject matter show itself from the manifold
of the natural lifeworld as well as to give the subject
matter an order and meaning embedded in the compo-
sition is the work of photographic seeing. Things and
events that are seen photographically as they appear
through the reduction of camera programs can be man-
ifested in ten thousand ways. As such, photographs
are indeed phenomena in the phenomenological sense.
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Play

Cathrin Nielsen

The etymological origins of the word are murky; its
initial meaning appears to be “dance” or “dancing.”
Heraclitus in Fragment 52 of world-processes (aiōn)
refers to a child at play that moves pawns back and
forth and is thus in possession of a kingdom. In Plato′s
later works, human beings are toys of the gods (Laws
II 644 d; VII 803 c), whose purpose remains unclear.
In accordance with what is still “best” in their nature,
i.e., their sense of rhythm and harmony, and the joy
associated with both, they feel compelled to play use-
less and beautiful games. Play is pivotal in the process
of soul-formation; it takes on the role of early educa-
tion, teaching children as early as possible to anticipate
which laws the state will declare as binding (Laws II
659 d). At the same time, artistic play as the play-
ful imitation (mimēsis) of the sensory components in
poetry and music is seen by Plato as entering a prob-
lematic relationship with philosophy, which attempts
to approximate dialectically the “things themselves”
(cf. Republic X; on “game” in Plato, compare with
Derrida 1972: II, 9).

Play and playfulness continue to be defined by illu-
sion into the eighteenth century. In-lusio—being at
play—means stepping into the imaginary sphere for
a specific time without fully surrendering to it. Play
and the illusion that emerges from it are instead seen
as standing in contrast to true cognition. Kant refers
to the noncommittal character of imaginative play that,
he alleges, is without foundation in truth; he defines
play as an activity pleasing only for its own sake
(Kritik der Urteilskraft, § 43). The activity of playing,
devoid of obligation and purpose, and its goal, free-
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dom, were in one positive aspect addressed mainly by
Friedrich Schiller, who expanded them into an ideal-
istic concept of play. According to Schiller, a human
being acts playfully exactly in those areas where he
or she is truly human, and is only entirely human
where s/he plays, “But how can we speak of mere play,
when we know that it is precisely play and play alone,
which of all man’s states and conditions is the one
which makes him whole and unfolds both sides of his
nature at once?” (Schiller 2000: 62). The connection
of beauty and freedom refers to the ability of sponta-
neous beginnings, which contradict the laws of nature,
and therefore refers to the specific range of the human
ability of being free.

As early as during the romantic era, philosophers
distanced themselves from the narrow view of play as
an activity and creative practice of humans alone, and
interpreted play instead in the sense of “world play”
(Welt-Spiel). Friedrich Schlegel sees human play as
analogous to the play of the world as a self-creating
work of art (Schlegel 1968). Friedrich Nietzsche, too,
speaks of the world as a “self-bearing work of art” and
interprets “the playful assembly and destruction of our
individual environment” (das spielerische Aufbauen
und Zertrümmern der Individualwelt) as an “excretion
of primordial Urlust” (Ausfluss einer Urlust—1988:
153). His “artists’ metaphysics,” intended to sepa-
rate traditional metaphysics and its antithesis from the
true and illusory world and interprets the world order
according to the aesthetic order which is freely put in
place and again discarded.

In a critical inquiry into Nietzsche’s metaphysics
of play EUGEN FINK takes the anthropo-cosmological
view of play involving a comprehensive redefini-
tion of the basic metaphysical terms of space, time,
and motion as being, truth, and world. In this
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context, “play” identifies the “game” as an ontologi-
cal metaphor that expresses a relationship to the self;
the human behaves at play in an exceptional manner
toward his own being, which in turn refers back to
the world. Play is no longer only one manner of com-
prehension, but rather an ontological mystery, which
became hidden in the Platonic tradition of mimesis
that supposedly replaced play (Spiel) with mirroring
(Spiegelung). Play turns into a symbol for the cosmo-
logical paradox of the world (Fink 1960) that occurs
between “heaven” as the realm of light and of outlines
and “earth” as the soil and the grave of all individuated
form. All is at stake in its counterplay—a game that is
simultaneously “no one’s game” because “in it, some-
one, people, human beings, and gods come to exist.”
Everything that exists “is a cosmic plaything but all
players are also just being played. The appearance is
a mask behind which no one and nothing is hiding”
(Fink 1960: 241f.). While the adults reside in a closed
time that can be dated, the child first enters into time;
it is equally still in transition from the nightly cradle
of physis into the bright day of the individuated world.
Child’s play in its timelessness and lack of intent thus
becomes an ontic model for the transition of the world
from nothing into being. It is not merely “appearance,”
but “apparition” (Erscheinung) in the larger sense.

For MARTIN HEIDEGGER, play appears at first as
an abyss or nothing that gives being space for its
creative impulses (possibilities). The “play of transcen-
dence” (Spiel der Transzendenz) of human existence
proves itself by measuring its existence against the
cognitive horizon of the abyss, i.e., as a precursor to
death (Vorlaufen zum Tode) or on the playing field of
a purposeless world. From about 1930 onward, this
approach is reformulated by honoring tradition as the
“history of being,” yet without abandoning the orig-
inally existential approach. In contrast to other play
theories that separate the ontological-transcendental
principle (play) from the empirical-actual activity
(game), Heidegger interprets this difference instead
as originating out of play itself and as play: “Only
for as long as man himself is brought into play and
put at stake is he able to engage truly in play and to
stay at play” (Nur insofern der Mensch in dieses Spiel
gebracht und dabei aufs Spiel gesetzt ist, vermag er
wahrhaft zu spielen und im Spiel zu bleiben—1997:
186). The late Heidegger interprets the whole of the
world as having an irreducible, self-reflection of the
abyss at its core, a “mirror game” (Spiegel-Spiel; cf.

Heidegger 2000: 181 f.) of earth and heaven, the divine
and the mortal. The play has no reason and is without
“why,” just as the world is world without any implicit
reason, play is play because it plays.

The hermeneutics of HANS-GEORG GADAMER

interprets the term “play” as an original form of under-
standing; it takes on the role of a guide to uncover
art’s fundamental hermeneutical demand for cognition.
In it, any purpose-oriented reference points of daily
life become unhinged, and the playful motion ulti-
mately refers only to itself. Further, it is not a being
ruled by any one subject, it is its own “subject” in
the sense that it predates any possible players that join
it. Consequently, Gadamer interprets the term symbol
as distinct from allegory. The symbolic does not sim-
ply point toward a meaning, it is meaning. At play, as
within a work of art, its own meaningful depth is to
be found specifically in the unique characteristic of its
“increase in being” (Seinszuwachses) as encountered
through self-representation (Gadamer 1977: 49, 1986:
35). Gadamer finds this same “closed circle of mean-
ing” (Gadamer 1960: 118) that is detached from daily
concerns in “celebration.” It is present in the fluidity
of a playful gathering that encompasses the whole cos-
mos. In it, we find a connection to a specific structure
of experiencing the passage of time that Gadamer char-
acterizes in contrast to the physically “empty time” as
“fulfilled time” (erfüllte Zeit) or “autonomous time”
(Gadamer 1977: 55, 1986: 42). Games, works of art,
and celebrations invite time to linger. The time spent
playing, the time of art or celebration, is neither eternal
nor the never-ending flow of successive moments in the
here and now. It is instead an internally structured unit
of time that, much like a piece of music, gains shape
through a rhythm of its own.

The relationship of play and truth that, in a
hermeneutical interpretation is brought to a positive
point, finds its negative counterpoint in the postmod-
ern interpretation of JACQUES DERRIDA. Liberation
of language is advocated against the backdrop of
Nietzsche and the deconstructive writing in which the
metaphysical claims of reference to a defined object
disappears in the infinite play of significant factors
(Derrida 1967). It is no longer a matter of meaning,
recognition, or understanding, but a matter of the tran-
scendental play of différance: “Le jeu joue toujours
la différance sans référence, ou plutôt sans référent”
(Derrida 1972: 248). On the one hand, it radically alters
the phenomenological approach to see the essence of a
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thing in the how of its being that the “thing itself” or the
“text” are disappearing into through the endless play of
its directions. With play, no historical world emerges
or is donated as with Heidegger, Fink, and Hans-Georg
Gadamer; rather, it presents itself in all its shifting, mir-
roring, and distorting facets as a pure deconstructive
motion. On the other hand, the aletheiological mean-
ing of play becomes once again dependent on truth qua
correctness—“good play” (Derrida 1992: 64 f.)—even
if it appears as its negation, i.e., the subversive fact
(“bad play”) that truth, also as aletheia, does not exist.
Ruth Sonderegger (2000) spoke out against the outside
definition of art by means of aletheiological as well as
deconstructivist concepts, and in favor of the aesthetic
object’s own meaning. Thus its “aesthetic difference”
evolves out of the term “play.” Aesthetic experience is
a game not of truth and its negation, but one that plays
with truth.

Detaching the term “play” from its cosmologi-
cal, or rather its aletheiological and phenomenological
dimensions, and bringing it to a point under anthro-
pological aspects also defines its continued develop-
ment. Even within early twentieth century anthropol-
ogy, the term “play” had gained meaning, primar-
ily with regard to evolution and theory of culture.
In this vein, F.J.J. Buytendijk (1933) limits play to
the creaturely-biological range of the child, which is
defined by unrestrained motive drive, ambivalence, and
a pathic demeanor. Arnold Gehlen also attributes play
to an overabundance of motive energy, whereas Gustav
Bally (1945) bases the possibility of its existence on
the free range in the world that arises out of the pro-
curement of a safe living environment. Jan Huizinga
(1938) points out that play itself is an elementary
function of human life and its culture, in fact it is
its origin. The pedagogic concepts of Hans Scheuerl
(1979) and Axel Horn (1987) in part refer back to the
phenomenological conceptualizations of play.

The phenomenological studies of Polish author
Józef Tischner (1989) deserve mentioning as an sep-
arate idea in that they aim to uncover human existence
as a “dramatic existence.” For Tischner, the existence
of a dramatic being means “to experience the world
as a stage within a specific time and surrounded by
other human beings” (Tischner 1989, 22). In criti-
cal discussion of the monologic phenomenology of
Husserl and Heidegger, Tischner designs the philos-
ophy of a drama that uses two “openings,” that of
intentionality that must be seen as the “intermediate

space of the stage” (Zwischenbereich der Bühne) and
that of the dialogic opening to the other whose chasmic
“in between” takes precedence, as Tischner empha-
sizes in reference to Levinas, over all other relational
constructs.

Play has operated as a social or societal category
primarily since the 1950s (Bateson 1973), especially in
light of its interactive, structural, and experimental fea-
tures. To a much greater extent than phenomenology,
structuralism and system theory define the understand-
ing of play in twentieth century art (Bätzner 2005).
Following the dissolution of the mimetic representa-
tional principle and the focal point, the avant-garde
pursues the fundamental destruction of the inherited
concept of art in favor of an experimental dissolution
of boundaries and a reinterpretation of the rules. The
nonintentionality based on random principle marks
an open structural principle in this instance. Thus, as
Umberto Eco (1962) notes, the modern work of art
appears programmatically as fragmentized with, again,
an open goal of encouraging the viewer to acts of con-
scious freedom. It does not merely rest on its own
objective structure, but puts itself as a structure of open
receptive relations at risk.

If we were to take one look at the current spec-
trum of meaning of the term “play,” we notice both its
inflationary as well as its indifferent usage. Rendered
through structuralism, system theory, and postmod-
ernism, the term “play” loses its decidedly human as
well as its ontologic-cosmologic contour in favor of a
vague universal definition of a model of society and
nature that can be formalized. In the name of play,
sociological, aesthetic, scientific, and humanistic dis-
cussions become fused and often with the intent of a
“playful” redefinition of culture (Künsting 1990). So
it is that we hear more and more often of a “ludenic
age” (Combs 2000) or even of a transition from “homo
ludens to ludo globi” (Rötzer 1995). From the phe-
nomenological viewpoint, it can be critically asserted
that under close observation, a mathematical-economic
play theory is dominant that subjects the “universe,”
which as a whole is supposedly at play, including
its world of life, to a scientific method that attempts
systematically to integrate randomness as a calculat-
ing factor into its set of tools (von Neumann and
Morgenstern 1944; Eigen and Ruthild 1990). Contrary
to the phenomenological interpretation of play, with
its human commitment to a cosmic, chasmic transcen-
dence, the strategic self-reference of scientific play
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theory seems more concerned with once more casually
controlling the world of nature and society as a whole.
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Political Culture

Helmut Kohlenberger

Through the central placement of the magic word “phe-
nomenon,” EDMUND HUSSERL was able to open new
perspectives that would lead out of the sterile dead-
lock into which the philosophical schools vying for
recognition in the nineteenth century had fallen. This
is true despite the word’s unclarified status and seduc-
tive power, of which Husserl (1921: 244) himself was
fully aware. He openly admits that the word was an
invitation to make reference to experiences and the
objects of appearance and to commingle them. This
especially applies to the “images of productive phan-
tasy” (he mentions paintings, statues, poems), which
exist as acts with their intentional content, while the
experienced color and formal content are genuine,
and not merely supposed “really intrinsic elements”
of consciousness. With the breaking of the opposi-
tion between empiricism and variations of “idealism”,
the problems present themselves anew, freed from the
entangling of methods in these positions themselves.
The intertwining of the passivity of circumstance and
the “intrusiveness” of active self-manifestation allows
that which is carefully described in distanced observa-
tion to become clear in the describing. In contrast to
the “true world” of mathematical formalization seen as
a “technical artwork,” the “lifeworld” appears in the
“universal research mission of transcendental reduc-
tion,” along with its essential forms, but also in forms
of actuality of things in self-conscious communities
(Blumenberg 2002: 169ff.).

The relations with the political in the figures of the
phenomenological tradition stemming from Husserl

H. Kohlenberger (�)
University of Salzburg, Salzburg, Austria,

Translated by Christopher Barber

can best be seen in connection with convergent
reflections from other European thinkers. Friedrich
Nietzsche’s work stretches out like a long shadow over
the twentieth century and beyond. His maxim that
existence is only eternally justified as an aesthetic phe-
nomenon set the theme of Europe’s future (1969: I,
40). He understood Wagner’s attempt to found a reli-
gion based in the spirit of music and subjected it to
scathing critique. The primacy of aesthetics can be
traced through all phases of Nietzsche’s thought. In his
late works (1969: III, 753), the aesthetic condition is
par excellence “the highpoint of communicativeness
and transferability between living beings—it is the
source of the languages”—including acoustic, gestu-
ral, and visual languages. World War I is the focus of an
atmosphere of aestheticization precipitously express-
ing itself in cinema and other forms of technological
presentation. In addition to MAX SCHELER, to whom
the dictum “He who wants to look should go to the cin-
ema” is frequently attributed, primarily Franz Kafka,
Walter Benjamin, and Siegfried Kracauer are among
the first who were able to account for this.

That film, the new art form in the twentieth Century,
“adjusted” people to technology was instantly seen by
Benjamin (1974: 503ff.). In a self-alienation height-
ened to the maximum, the film actor becomes “him-
self” in his acting. Benjamin even speaks of a general
right to reproduction. Film speaks to a mode of recep-
tion anchored in the dissipations of the everyday—it
functions through shock and creates masses—leading
to an atmosphere of hypnosis in the emptiness follow-
ing the World War I. He saw the perfect aestheticiza-
tion of politics in Fascism, which rapes the masses by
mobilizing them and driving them into war, as was
paradigmatically formulated in Marinetti’s manifesto.
The denunciation of total war in Picasso’s Guernica
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also participated in the aestheticization of the politi-
cal. The avant-garde carried out the politicization of
aesthetics in Communism, acting under the spell of
the emptiness of the symbolic, which was paradigmat-
ically manifested in Malevich’s Black Square.

And yet the supremacist movement was nothing
more than an undirected aesthetic excitation (Ingold
1994). Art becomes the playing field of the technical-
economic world that peaks in the Gesamtkunstwerk
Stalin (Groys 1988), which sought to cause a new
world to arise from nothingness. In Vienna during the
1930s, Hermann Broch and Elias Canetti began to ana-
lyze the death drive as it manifests itself in organized
mass insanity. While Canetti depicted the formation of
masses in flight from the order to kill, Broch (in Der
Tod des Vergil) put the poet’s nearness to death under
the jurisdiction of the court of truth, which obliged
him to write against totalitarian madness. Against this
backdrop, MARTIN HEIDEGGER’s view of the artwork
seems like a translation from being coopted by tech-
nology back into premodernity actually legitimizing
technology. It is not until JAN PATOČKA that this view
is cast in a dimension that does justice to the age of the
world wars.

Let us now turn back to the phenomenologi-
cal movement in particular: with aesthetic and also
sociological intentions, Scheler speaks of a correla-
tion and partial identity of the elements of phantasy
images (Erscheinungsverhalte) and “perceptual con-
tent.” In contrast, ROMAN INGARDEN remains strictly
grounded in logical structural analysis, which dif-
ferentiates layers of intentional objectification in lit-
erature (phonological forms, meaning, sense, object,
views) and emphasizes the “quasijudgmental,” whose
uncertainty provokes various concretizations as “value
answers.” His analyses are primarily intended to make
the difference between such an approach and the liter-
ary criticism that emerges from “aesthetic experience”
accessible to literary scholarship.

In France, JEAN-PAUL SARTRE took up the phe-
nomenological direction Husserl had opened. Here the
dominant question is that of how the image in the
sense of a reflective outlook, understood as an indu-
bitable psychic reality that cannot be reduced to the
sensuous, is different from the perceived image. The
background of this question is the ability of conscious-
ness to hold the real at a distance. The idea is for him a
world negatively focussed from a clearly defined point
of view. It is not a general negation that is at issue, but

a very certain one that is analyzed in the context of
Heidegger’s “being-in-the-world.” Actuality is trans-
gressed with a view to the imaginary. In the work of
art, the imaginary is not realized, but rather becomes an
object. The pleasure of beauty is without interest in that
it applies to the irreal; beauty is marked by the Nichten
der Welt (tendency toward annihilation in the world).
For MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY, the question of per-
ceiving, seeing, and thinking comes to a head in the
issue of the general affiliation of the human with the
world. On the level of unprocessed sensory experi-
ence, the devouring eye lets the objects arise within
us. In the “imaginary fabric of reality” (1964: 320), the
things are given to us in the view of which we recog-
nize ourselves. Here the “zero point of being” shows
itself—the junction where the multifarious entrances
into the world intersect (1964: 314).

The link between aesthetics and politics is estab-
lished beyond doubt with the Heideggerian turn of the
phenomenological question to the historical world of
the human being and it is only in comparison with
Husserl’s approach that Heidegger’s has the advan-
tage of “descriptive diversity” (Blumenberg 2002: 178)
with regard to the negation grounded in the openness to
being, which is a fundamental character of Dasein. In
digging deeper than the Cartesian reduction, that which
has yet received little attention comes to light: silence,
listening, rhythm, light. In all of these the “im Logos
wesende Eine” comes into view. Heidegger locates the
work of art in the occurrence of truth, in the primal
struggle of the world standing out in the open with
the protective and enclosing earth. Art is thus “truth’s
setting itself into the work” in the context of the origi-
nal gift, founding, and instigation. From the endowing
gift of the poet’s speech springs truth. It opens a hori-
zon of thought in which premodernity reaches over
into modernity. At the same time, the consequences of
modern reductionism are manifested in the objectifi-
cation of art, where the aesthetic experience becomes
the determining source of art creation and appreciation.
“Everything is experience (Erlebnis). And yet maybe
experience is the element in which art dies” (Heidegger
1950: 66).

EUGEN FINK sees the primordial dimension of
the human being in “world play” (Welt-Spiel), which
shows itself in love, death, work, and struggle. In
play as “ ekstasis of the human to the world,” the
fundamental trait of the world, its “alien and puz-
zling purposelessness,” becomes apparent and Fink
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sees the cosmological meaning of nihilism therein
(Fink 1960).

Heidegger’s relation of the artwork to the event
of truth inspired Jan Patočka’s conception of art. He
points to a fundamental difference between premod-
ern art and modern art. At one time the intention
of the work of art was oriented toward the essence
of all things; in art the infinite was reconciled with
the finite. In contrast, it becomes clear in connection
with Hegel’s teaching of passing away of art that the
present receives a past character through modern art,
that art becomes an aesthetic enjoyment and experi-
ence that provides motivation for study and collection.
And yet art also becomes an absolute game that surges
into appearance—and thus points beyond itself: therein
Being itself becomes an event; freedom becomes pos-
sible, but so does nameless suffering. It is from here
that the aesthetic dimension of the political events of
the twentieth century comes into view, which Patočka
deals with in relation to what took place at the front
during the World War I. Here the “zero-point of human
aspiration” becomes clear, and the question arises as
to “whether the historical human being still wants to
avow his relationship to history” (Patočka 1988: 145).

With art we remain attached to the cold gleam and
silence of the façade, as Emmanuel Levinas shows.
In the dominance of aesthetic enjoyment as an atti-
tude toward life he sees a return to the elemental and
the uncertainty it entails, which lies in the uncertainty
of the future. It corresponds to the characteristic of
“phenomenon,” which for him is reality that “is still
infinitely far away from its Being” (Levinas 1980:
156). This conclusion is also manifested in, for exam-
ple, JACQUES DERRIDA’s twisted reflection on the
“remainder” in painting. That the remainder can dis-
charge itself in violence is a realization that is now
emerging in the academic field as well, albeit in rela-
tive disconnection from the general phenomenalization
in modernity (Seel 2000: 295ff.).

That nothing is self-evident anymore and that it
is impossible to simulate undamaged life in art was
already the point of departure for Theodor Adorno’s
thought on aesthetics, which was highly influential for
a long period following World War II. That in a false
life (damaged by totalitarian discourse and its political
consequences) no true life is possible was a verdict for
aesthetic consciousness. The student revolts of 1968,
which were also characterized by surreal motifs and
the “power of imagination,” were born under this sign.

To this day, this ambiguity determines the “floating”
atmosphere that can be seen more and more clearly in
the West. But we are far from a condition in which
“body and picture space so deeply interpenetrate” that
a new form of life arises that owes its existence to a rev-
olutionary eruption (Benjamin 1977: 310). Of course,
a complete aestheticization of the lifeworld “could not
be distinguished from terror” (Boehm 1993: 358).

The (post)modern cultural atmosphere is deter-
mined by the reflexivity that is co-constitutive in
artistic work, which takes in everything with a tech-
nically focusing gaze. Already in the baroque era, the
alienation achieved using technologized painting tech-
niques became evident in art that depicts that which
cannot possibly exist (Polanyi 1970). We see ourselves
and the world in “profane enlightenment” (Benjamin
1977: 310), in the “city lights” standing in contrast
to the “dark ground of nature” (Henry 1989), in that
we ourselves are formatted by film, television etc.,
by these “mental automatons” (Deleuze 1983, 1985).
The demarcation of the boundary between the real,
the symbolic, and the imaginary discussed by Jacques
Lacan leads to the (evil) eye captured by fascinum,
in which the artist seeks to spellbind us. The evil
eye is tamed in the image. This shows itself in the
depictions of violence in art, which are fundamentally
different from those of terror or pornography (Seel
2000: 316ff.). The paradox of our intermediate posi-
tion entails the fact that in our lifestyle shaped by art
(Ziehe 1993), only art itself seems to be able to pro-
voke us to “truth.” If all aspects of life understand
themselves from the perspective of art and play, then
art becomes a relic from bygone times—then the mat-
ter at hand is primarily the overlooked, the unseen, and
the anti-fiction (Marquard 1989: 113ff.).

Thus it becomes necessary to differentiate a
“science of images” from general semiotics—
corresponding to the distance between art and
philosophy (Boehm 1993: 355ff.). The entire band-
width, from the mirror game to the disappointment of
the gaze in modernity (in Duchamp, for instance), must
be seen anew in context of the aestheticization that is
taking place. Taking Plato’s critique of art as a point
of departure, Eugen Fink (1960: 83ff.) examined the
pictorial in contexts ranging from reflection in water
to depiction and poetry. Today the locus of poetry,
for Heidegger the locus of foundation (Stiftung), has
become questionable. What is always emphasized is
the “remainder” that cannot be translated from the
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image into the word. The self-evident narcissistic
disposition found in the technical reproduction of art
lets the beholder become a “locus of images” (Belting
and Haustein 1998: 34ff.).

Now the position of photography and film in the
collective memory (and its politics) is determined.
Benjamin already stated that photography is an aspect
of the historical process—and not only in the sense of
evidence in a court proceeding. A film like Schindler’s
List raises the fundamental question of the “truthful-
ness” of a cinematic presentation. Here the events of
the Holocaust are treated like current war reporting
from Bosnia, without being touched by the events of
a war. The memory of survivors is put in an aes-
thetic frame. Verbally stated memories are integrated
into a quasi-ritual presentation that sounds like artistic-
religious self-salvation in the tradition of Wagner’s
Parsifal (Beiweis 1995). Thus the aesthetic lifeworld
becomes an interior space that seems unbridgeable—
even in view of the events of the Holocaust, which
are considered unrepresentable. Significantly, Peter
Eisenmann’s Holocaust monument stele project in
Berlin contradicts a symbolic-political expiation, virtu-
ally becoming an “image for the prohibition of images”
(cf. Neue Zürcher Zeitung, December 18–19, 2004).

In any case, one would be drawing too hasty a
conclusion in taking the atmosphere (of the aestheti-
cized lifeworld) as the self-evident point of departure
for critique, as Böhme (1995) proposes. This may be
valid for that which mediates “between” individuals
and “society” and enters the discussion in intercultural
dialogue. That which mediates must find its expression
in language—in the sense of Picasso’s dictum: “I do
not search; I am finding.”

Boehm (1993) stresses the “iconic difference” expe-
rienced in the unexpected, which draws the beholder
of art beyond aesthetics into fundamental philosoph-
ical questions in the sense of the old “rescue of the
phenomena” that is in danger of being lost in the
aesthetic-narcissistic inner space, especially since this
inner space is governed by a seemingly uncontrollable
technologically instrumentalized biopolitical network,
to which already the designer babies belong. Here
the revolutionary state of emergency in modernism
has become the rule. The prevailing cynicism would
like human life to be sacred, but at the same time it
is legally possible to be killed right away (Agamben
2003). Benjamin (1977: 201ff.) clarifies this open con-
tradiction: he sees the “dogma of the sacredness of life

as the last aberration of the weakened Western tradi-
tion.” He sees the open contrast to the old mythical
traditions, in which mere life is the bearer of guilt.
However, he says, this is put in question by divine law.

The floating of aesthetics, a theme already dealt
with by Søren Kierkegaard, is discussed by Levinas
in its significant temporariness—as a path from the
phenomenon to that which is not yet known. A pure
phenomenalization remains in danger of overlook-
ing the violence inherent in the aesthetic dimension.
The phenomenological view, of course, belongs to
this “mythical tradition” (of our political thinking)
denounced by Benjamin. Its transcendence by divine
law (Benjamin) might become an open question in
intercultural discourse.
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Religion

Bálazs M. Mezei

Art and religion in phenomenology may be com-
pared to two intersecting circles. The exact range
of the intersection varies in the works of differ-
ent authors. Philosophers like MARTIN HEIDEGGER

and/or MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY offer phe-
nomenologies in which the range of intersection is
relatively wide; for others, like MAX SCHELER and/or
EDMUND HUSSERL, the intersection of the two circles
is either minor or unperceivable. Phenomenology has
contributed to the theory of art and religion in impor-
tant ways, but a common phenomenology of art and
religion has not been developed in a systematic way.

The fundamental problem for an organized
treatment of art and religion is the multifaceted
meaning of the terms involved. The Latin “ars”
functioned in many ways as the translation of the
Greek “technē,” the meaning of which is skill or
cunning of hand in the production of certain useful,
sometimes artistic objects. The “liberal arts” of the
Middle Ages—grammar, rhetoric, logic, arithmetic,
geometry, astronomy, and music—were understood as
highly developed skills without any explicit aesthetic
dimension. The aesthetic dimension of the arts became
expressed emphatically for the first time in Charles
Batteux’s term “les beaux arts” in 1747. These
“fine arts” were painting, sculpture, music, poetry,
dance, architecture, and rhetoric. While defining the
autonomy of the sublime and the beautiful, Immanuel
Kant emphasized the important role of rules that is the
character of arts as skills. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich
Hegel’s systematization of arts into architecture, epic,
sculpture, painting, music, and, most importantly, poe-
try reflected the classical approach to the branches of
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art. Although Martin Heidegger also understood poetry
as the highest form of art, painting possesses a theoret-
ically more important place than the forms of literature
in contemporary theories of art (Tatarkiewicz 1980).

The term “religion,” a unique development of
Western cultural history, cannot be precisely equated
either with ancient Greek conceptions or with sim-
ilar conceptions in the Chinese or Indian cultures.
Signifying not only a world order, but also a moral atti-
tude, not only a subjective form, but also an objective
arrangement of individual and collective actions, “reli-
gion” has gone through significant changes of mean-
ing, while not losing the most important dimensions of
the earlier stages of its development. Conveying orig-
inally a notion similar to that of “taboo,” “religion”
became the expression of the peculiarly subjective
connection between God and human beings in St.
Augustine, medieval mysticism, and Protestant spiri-
tuality. Simultaneously, “religion” retained its objec-
tive meaning, which became emphasized during the
political rivalries among various confessions during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In spite
of the ingenious writings of Friedrich Schleiermacher,
the word “religion,” as Ludwig Feuerbach put it,
became identical with “politics” in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Hegel’s theory of religion signifies the climax of
a long development in which the various meanings are
summarized and systematically ordered. In contem-
porary theories of religion, the many-sided meaning
of the term is expressed in all of the ways in which
religious phenomena, society, individual, culture, and
human biology are subject to ever more specialized
investigations (Woodhead and Heelas 2000).

If art is understood as “technē,” then its rela-
tionship to religion is not intrinsic or related to the
essence of religion. “Religion” is fundamentally not
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representation, but rather that which is represented in
various ways. If art is understood as representation
of some sort, then it cannot be related to religion
intrinsically. For art to be intrinsically related to reli-
gion, representation and what is represented should be
symmetrically interdependent. But it belongs to every
important conception of religion that religion precedes
and surpasses any possible representation. Religion,
either in its historical or its contemporary forms,
remains the name of a mystery that cannot be entirely
represented. If art is understood in terms of aesthetic
experience, then religion and art are related in a more
important way inasmuch as some form of religiosity
may play a role in aesthetic experience. If works of art
have religious meaning, then aesthetic experience is
related to religion intrinsically, but even in experiences
of natural beauty there can be moments very close to
the essence of religion, such as the experience of the
sublime (Kant 1956: V, §27f.) or the experience of the
face of another person, as Emmanuel Levinas points
out (Levinas 1982: 86). Still, religion as such is not
merely an experience caused by an external object, aes-
thetic or otherwise. Religion is always an organically
united whole in which the various external, internal,
objective, subjective, and historical dimensions are
arranged into a unity. In such a conception, art—
understood in terms of aesthetic experience—is linked
to religion in a non-intrinsic, although significant
way.

Phenomenology has produced a number of detailed
accounts of art (Ingarden 1931, Heidegger 1950,
Dufrenne 1953, Kaufmann 1960, Merleau-Ponty
1964a, Henry 1988, etc.) and of religion (Scheler
1933b, Van der Leeuw 1933, Walther 1955, Duméry
1957, Otto 1958, etc.), but only in some cases do we
have the outlines of a phenomenological theory of
art and religion. Among such theories we find two
basic kinds. The first kind emphasizes the connec-
tion between art and religion, artistic and religious
experience, and again a phenomenology of art and a
phenomenology of religion, but refuses to consider
them to be intrinsically connected. The second kind
accepts the opposing view and stresses the intrinsic
connection between art and religion, artistic and reli-
gious experience, and thus the phenomenology of art
and religion.

In some cases the overlapping circles of art and reli-
gion are obtained by defining religion as some sort of
art or by defining art as intrinsically religious. In other

cases the intrinsic relationship between art and religion
is a consequence of a radical, as opposed to a conven-
tional, understanding of the important terms involved.
According to the conventional conception, art is given
first of all in a physically distinct work of art; similarly,
religion is a well-formed complexity of historically
determined patterns of behavior. According to the rad-
ical conception, however, art is, above all, that which
is opened up in aesthetic experience, and religion is the
fundamental disclosure of reality that can be perceived
in forms close to or sometimes identical with forms of
artistic experience.

Some of the earlier notions of art and religion in the
phenomenological movement fit in with the first kind
of theory. Husserl considers works of art as belong-
ing to the same group of cultural objects as those of
religion; their real existence is thus bracketed at the
beginning of the process of performing various reduc-
tions. On the other hand, Husserl emphasizes that the
reduction carried out in aesthetic experience is similar
to the phenomenological reduction (Husserl 1976: 122,
252, cf. Kaufmann 1960: 198).

Rudolf Otto’s phenomenology of the Holy, fol-
lowing to some extent the Husserlian method, offers
various connections to a phenomenology of religious
art, especially poetry. For Otto, religious art is a central
expression of the Holy. For Scheler, art and religion are
different realms of reality inasmuch as art is about the
“production” of a particular work of art, while religion
is “to will, to love, and to know in God” (Scheler 1979:
36, 218). Geradus Van der Leeuw points out that the
close connection between religion and art is based on
the need of religion to reveal and hide God at the same
time; he emphasizes, however, the difference between
a phenomenology of religion and that of art (van der
Leeuw 1933, § 65, 3).

In FRITZ KAUFMANN’s words, artistic and reli-
gious “revelations” can be thus termed because both
offer intuition into what may be called the ultimate
ground of reality. An artistic revelation becomes reli-
gious as soon as revelation is not considered to be
merely objective without subjective relevance, but
rather as vitally important for the receiving subject.
There is moreover a fundamental difference between
artists and saints inasmuch as the latter consider their
experiences as ineffable as opposed to the former.
Religion is expressed in art and art is rooted in religion,
but they are not intrinsically connected (Kaufmann
1960: 181, 186, 191).
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Heidegger’s “Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes”
(1935–36) exemplifies the second kind of theory.
While he writes on the problem of the origin of the
work of art, he in fact proposes a metaphysical view
in accordance with or even going beyond the perspec-
tive given in Sein und Zeit (1927). The work of art is
understood as possessing an ontological significance
with regard to the recognition of the essence of being.
Art, in Heidegger’s words, is the “Ins-Werk-Setzen der
Wahrheit,” the coming to pass of truth. In the course
of explaining the precise meaning and theoretical con-
sequences of this formula, he not only introduces a
long list of new terms (like Earth and World) instead
of the vocabulary of Platonic-Aristotelian origin, but
also offers a perspicuous interpretation of one of Van
Gogh’s paintings, C. F. Meyer’s poem, “The Roman
Fountain,” and an ancient Greek temple.

The work of art is not only the framework in which
truth functions, but above all an instance in which truth
originally opens up. A world becomes created in the
disclosure of truth where various specifications of the
original truth can be realized. Heidegger also points out
here the paramount importance of poetry understood
both as a literary genre and as the original “poiēsis” or
“Dichtung” in which truth becomes manifest. As he
indicates in the appendix to the text, his writing on the
origin of the work of art is ultimately about the essence
of being as such. “Art is not a realm of cultural achieve-
ments, not even an appearance of the spirit; it belongs
rather to the Act of Being (Ereignis), on the basis of
which the meaning of being (see Being and Time) is
first of all defined” (Heidegger 1950: 73). Such expres-
sions as “being” or “Act of Being” are unmistakably
meant to substitute, in a revised form, for the central
conceptions of the traditional theism of religion.

Various phenomenological conceptions of art and
religion have emerged in the wake of Heidegger’s
theory of art. I will consider only two examples
here. MICHEL HENRY’s radical philosophy of life
is, in the last analysis, a phenomenology of religion
in which “religion” is understood as the fundamen-
tal self-disclosure (auto-révélation) of reality or, with
Henry’s characteristic term, “life.” A work of art can-
not be understood in terms of its material constituents,
but only in terms of its artistic significance that is
expressed in, but not constituted by, the physical exis-
tence of a given artwork. Explaining Kandinsky’s the-
sis to the effect that the nature of a work of art lies in its

sensuous character, Henry offers a phenomenological
analysis of human sensation. Sensation is understood
as the human expression of “life,” the exploration of
which is realized in artistic experience in general and in
the work of art in particular. Inasmuch as art is under-
stood in such terms, genuine art can be preserved. But
if the various scientific means of the new “barbarism”
of technology are used to maintain and to restore
works of art—by “restoration” Henry means both the
sophisticated process of material restoration and the
process of producing something secondary instead of
the original—then the consequence is the loss of gen-
uine art. Art, in accordance with Kandinsky’s view, is
an expression of the inner resonances of life in the
“abyssal subjectivity of being,” a response given by
life itself to its own inexhaustible inner dynamism or
“self-affection” (Henry 1988: passim).

In JEAN-LUC MARION’s view, painting offers not
only an interesting but possibly optional example of the
phenomenological method of reduction—as Husserl
writes (Husserl 1976: 252)—but radically accom-
plishes phenomenology. Thus painting as a branch of
art becomes unified with phenomenology. Marion’s
analyses of art present examples of how art can be con-
sidered the realization of phenomenology in general
and of the phenomenological method in particular. The
phenomenology of the “idol” as an instance of total
visibility in a world permeated with instances of invis-
ibility is indeed a characteristic way in which Marion
points out the phenomenological difference between
the visible and the invisible. The icon, however, does
not offer total visibility; it points rather to the ultimate
icon, to the “living icon of charity,” who is the second
person of the Christian Trinity.

The antagonism between the idol and the icon,
between a “work of art” and the image of God, is
not a category of conventional aesthetics; it is much
more a self-disclosure of reality itself, the revelation
of religion in the radical sense of the word. It is
through this antagonism that the true nature of reli-
gion is expressed. The contemporary disaster of the
image—in the age of “audiovisual civilization”—is
only a particular aspect of the barbarism of technol-
ogy. This barbarism, however, has its ultimate meaning
in the redemptive economy of religion (Marion 2002:
54, Marion 2004: 80).

The close theoretical and historical connection
between art and religion was most systematically
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developed in Hegel’s Aesthetics. This work, as
Heidegger points out, is the most encompassing reflec-
tion on the essence of art we have so far. For Hegel, art,
religion, and philosophy are modes of the expression
of the absolute concept; art and religion are closely,
although not intrinsically, connected. While art is the
expression of spirit in a concrete empirical form, reli-
gion is an expression as an idea and philosophy is an
expression of “free thought.” Philosophy is the unity
of art and religion, inasmuch as the objectivity of art
and the subjectivity of religion are merged in the free-
dom of thought. On a historical scale, art belongs
to antiquity, where it was the highest expression of
the spirit; religion similarly belongs to an age already
passed away in the “age of philosophy.” Hegel’s thesis
concerning the past character of art comes from this
historical understanding, but also from his notion of
art as the empirical expression of spirit in the form of
beauty (Hegel 1970: XIII, 127).

Heidegger accepts Hegel’s thesis, but his text on
the origin of the work of art has a different message.
Here the work of art is characterized as belonging
to the Act of Being (Ereignis) in such a way that
it is through the work of art—in the final analysis,
through reality as a work of art—that the truth of being
is implemented. The difference between Hegel’s and
Heidegger’s understanding is rooted in their differing
conceptions of art. For Hegel, art with its sensual form
is the lowest level of the expression of the spirit; for
Heidegger, however, it is not the sensual existence of
a work of art that is essential, but rather its disclosure
of truth in a concrete form. When Heidegger empha-
sizes that art is in its essence “poiēsis” (Dichtung),
then he does not consider the empirical form of a con-
cretely existing poem, but rather its poetical meaning
as expressing the original dynamism of being.

As opposed to Hegel, Merleau-Ponty suggests that
it is art that belongs to the present and perhaps to the
future. In contrast, religion belongs definitely to the
past of which two thousand years were dominated by
religious themes (Merleau-Ponty 1964a: 13, Merleau-
Ponty 1953: 157). One such theme—incarnation—is,
however, the central topic of Merleau-Ponty’s thought
in which the theory of art has its own particular
importance. Art has primacy over science, but it is
in philosophy that this hierarchy becomes visible. On
the other hand, art—especially painting—shows the
importance of the central theme of incarnation. Just as
art needs bodily action, philosophy, too, leaving behind

the Husserlian world of the epochē, needs to return
to the bodily world (Merleau-Ponty 1964a: 16). It is
the objectivity of painting—an objectivity that looks
at everything without being obliged to appraise what
it sees (cf. Merleau-Ponty 1964a: 161)—that makes
the invisible visible. Philosophy is similarly obliged to
be objective without rejecting the importance of reli-
gion as “one of the most important expressions of the
central phenomenon of reality” (Merleau-Ponty 1953:
48). Philosophy not only discovers the importance of
painting for its own theoretical use, but also “relocates
and redefines the Holy” (Merleau-Ponty 1953: 49).
Merleau-Ponty clearly understood his phenomenology,
especially in the final period of Le visible et l’invisible
(Merleau-Ponty 1964c), as an attempt to give a new
definition of or at least a new approach to what had
been considered the Holy of religion.

The reason why the phenomenologies of art
and religion become amalgamated in the works
of Heidegger, Marion, Henry, and to some extent,
Merleau-Ponty is ultimately their radical understand-
ing of phenomenology. Scheler distinguishes his “phe-
nomenology of act” from Husserl’s “phenomenology
of essences” by pointing out that only acts, but not
essences, can be put into phenomenological brack-
ets (Scheler 1933a: 80). But he did not notice that
Husserl’s phenomenology of essences expresses a rad-
ical philosophy hardly present in Western philosophy
previously. The total reduction of reality to the tran-
scendental ego is a radical step that has characterized
phenomenology in its most important achievements.
Although Heidegger changed some of the most impor-
tant emphases of Husserlian phenomenology, he deep-
ened its radical character. We find this character in
various forms in the phenomenological tradition prop-
erly so called up to the “radical phenomenology of life”
of Michel Henry. It is this character that explains the
fact that a phenomenology of art can be at the same
time a phenomenology of religion.

It may be critically observed that a radical phe-
nomenology of art and religion is not able to account
for the differences already pointed out by Kaufmann
between an artist and a saint. An artist is interested in
some sort of appearance; the saint, however, is inter-
ested in being united with a reality that infinitely tran-
scends any kind of appearance. Even if their ways may
cross at certain points, they proceed in opposing direc-
tions: the artist wants to realize works of art of some
kind; the saint wants, however, to withdraw from the
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realm of appearances. Religion in the historical sense
is certainly more than its mystical tendencies, but with-
out such tendencies we cannot speak of religion even
in a minimal sense. On the other hand, art displays,
especially in aesthetic experience, something similar to
mystical experiences (James 1958: 225, Marion 2000:
195). If, however, we do not make the necessary dis-
tinctions, we risk losing the characteristic features of
both art and religion.

As a description of the relationship between art and
religion, Merleau-Ponty’s expressions “intertwining”
and “chiasm” seem to be particularly useful (Merleau-
Ponty 1964b: 172). Art is about making the invisible
visible; religion, however, is much more about making
the visible invisible. Art and religion are intertwined
in various ways, and their common occurrence in
religious art, for instance, can be seen as a kind of
“filigree” (Merleau-Ponty 1964b: 269). The common
effect of art and religion, just like the visual effect of
filigree, is something unique as compared to the effects
of the separate existence of the parts. In this common
existence, a chiasm is revealed between art and reli-
gion inasmuch as their movements are grasped in a
dynamic unity of opposition and parallelism, conflict
and agreement, disharmony and harmony.

While emphasizing the opposing directions of the
movements of art and religion, we may recall the
two ways, one ascending, and the other descending,
in Plato’s simile of the cave. One way leads to the
unity of light, the other leads to the realm of the
appearances. The cave is thus the realm of intertwining
and chiasm. Ways therein intersect, split, and merge;
parallelisms and oppositions are built, changed, and
destroyed. What counts as being visible in one perspec-
tive becomes invisible from another and vice versa.
And while the description of the cave seems to be
just a simile, it is in fact a philosophical, religious,
and artistic metaphor that, in the understanding of
Heidegger, has proved to be the most influential model
of truth in the history of Western thought. For him,
the central message of the cave is that it is the place
of “Bildung” or formation. Nevertheless, formation—
didactic, artistic, or any other kind—reveals and hides
at the same time the ultimate source of truth that
is beyond any appearance (Heidegger 1976: 203). In
this ultimate asymmetry between appearance and real-
ity, expression and truth, or art and religion, we may
be given an insight into what is called by Merleau-
Ponty “brute being” (être brut) or “wild being” (être

sauvage)—a possible candidate for the Holy relocated
and redefined.
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Representation

John B. Brough

Mimesis has played a key role in aesthetics since Plato
and Aristotle. Earlier philosophers tended to defend the
view that art is mimetic, while thinkers in the mod-
ern and postmodern periods have largely rejected it.
Much depends, of course, on how mimesis is under-
stood. Those who have rejected mimetic theories have
often taken mimesis to mean a literal imitating or
copying, resulting in a work of art capable of fool-
ing the eye and tempting the spectator to mistake the
work for what it depicts. A more sophisticated ver-
sion of the mimetic theory held that the work copied
the essence or idea of an object rather than its sensu-
ous appearance. If the term is taken in a broader and
more flexible sense, however, then mimetic theories—
or to use a term more palatable to their defenders,
“representation” theories—have by no means vanished
from the aesthetic landscape, and certainly not from
phenomenology. Generally, the issue for aestheticians
in the phenomenological tradition is not whether art-
works depict or represent objects from the perceptual
world. They will grant that they often do. Their posi-
tion is rather that representation properly understood
is not mimesis in the sense of copying. If it is taken
instead to mean the representation of a world within
the work of art, which may or may not have a relation
to the larger world beyond the work, then virtually all
phenomenological aestheticians have representational
theories of art.

EDMUND HUSSERL, for example, criticizes lit-
eral imitation of sensuous appearances as an adequate
account of what happens in art, but gives every indi-
cation of embracing a richer notion of representation.

J.B. Brough (�)
Georgetown University, Washington, DC, USA

Husserl views the work of art as a complex object
consisting of a physical support, an image grounded
on the physical support, and a subject. The image is
what one actually sees when one experiences the work,
and it can represent within itself objects from the per-
ceived world. Husserl suggests that one recognizes
what the image represents thanks to its resemblance to
the object, but this resemblance merely lets one iden-
tify what is represented in the image and does not turn
the image into a work of art. Furthermore, Husserl
observes that resemblance is ordinarily strictly lim-
ited in the sense that the colors, sizes, and shapes of
the forms appearing in the image will depart more or
less radically from those of the original. Indeed, for
purposes of recognition, the bare outline of an object
with no color at all will usually suffice. The image
will also include areas of stopgap that do not depict
anything in the object at all. Finally, even if all of
these limitations to the resemblance between image
and reality were to be overcome and one were tricked
into thinking that one is perceiving a real thing, as
might happen during a visit to a wax museum, this
would still not nudge the imitation into the realm of
art. From Husserl’s perspective, if the goal of art were
to copy sensuous appearances, then in truth its goal
would be to replace image-consciousness with sen-
sory deception. But since art for Husserl necessarily
involves conscious imaging, to imitate successfully in
that sense would be to leave art altogether. In fact,
Husserl thinks that the effect of trompe l’oeil art is
coarse and crude, the very opposite of genuine aes-
thetic experience. “Aesthetic effects are not the effects
of annual fairs” (Husserl 1980: 44).

Husserl, then, is no more enamored of literal depic-
tion than Plato is. He argues that the image, resist-
ing integration into the real space and time of its
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surroundings, secures its image-being through its con-
flict with the real. Precisely what it must not do, if it
is to be an image, is fool the eye and masquerade as
an actual thing. The image may rightly be said to be
an “illusion,” but not a sensory illusion. It fools no
one. It is a “show” (Schein) or “fiction,” and known
to be such.

Husserl does not deny that certain images are
intended to be copies. Small photographs in a cata-
logue advertising handsome reproductions of paintings
would be examples, but in such cases the image serves
to provide information and is not itself taken to be a
work of art. An original picture by Titian, on the other
hand, does not have the function of copying something
else, and it is taken to be art.

What makes Titian’s image a work of art, accord-
ing to Husserl, is that the artist has so structured it
that it constitutes an ideal world of its own in whose
presence a spectator can experience aesthetic delight.
Aesthetic consciousness is directed toward the appear-
ance of the object in the image and is not interested in
the object’s existence outside the work, which means
that accuracy of depiction is not essential to the work’s
aesthetic appeal. Hence not only can a highly realis-
tic photograph possess aesthetic qualities and thereby
enjoy the status of art, but the inevitable passages in an
image that depict nothing at all can also have aesthetic,
and therefore artistic, value. Husserl’s conception of
art as representational emerges in his notion that a
work holds a world within itself, with its own space
and time, which may or may not refer to a particular
external subject. The subject of the work is represented
within the world of the work, a closed domain of sheer
appearance that is not taken as actual, but as some-
thing that exists only for sight or hearing. In the case
of Shakespeare’s Richard III, for example, an actual
historical figure is represented, but the accuracy of its
portrayal is not the point. It is the “show,” Richard sim-
ply as he appears in the drama, that counts artistically
and aesthetically. A play can also be about completely
fictional characters and events. In that case, the actors
and props do not signify anything beyond the roles they
play and whatever meaning the artist has embodied in
them. Even if reality does enter into the fictional world,
it does not do so in a way that involves a comparison
between copy and original. A real chair may be present
on stage as a prop, but it will not imitate a throne; it
will appear as the king’s throne, not in reality but in the
mode of representation, just as the actor will represent

Richard III or some purely fictional ruler by becoming
him in the world of the work. The props and actors do
not imitate a world distinct from the play, but create
the world belonging to the play itself—a world not of
external signification, but of internal representation.

Husserl’s student ROMAN INGARDEN developed
key themes in the former’s aesthetic theory, among
them Husserl’s views about art’s relation to mime-
sis and representation. Ingarden subscribes to the
Husserlian idea that the work of art is a complex object
consisting of a physical stratum supporting an image
with aesthetic qualities. One can see situations and
objects in the work of art. These may or may not enjoy
an existence transcendent to the image itself, but even
if they do, Ingarden argues, the image does not liter-
ally copy them. There are profound differences, for
example, between the ways in which we experience
a picture and an ordinary thing. One cannot actually
touch or smell the fruit and flowers appearing in a
painting, and one cannot move around to the back of
the painting in hopes of obtaining a new perspective
on what it represents. If a work does depict something
definite, as a portrait does, the physical resemblance of
the image to the original is not necessarily its defin-
ing feature; the vital element may instead be spiritual
similarity. In some cases, we may know that the work
is a portrait but know nothing about its model, and so
be unable to determine whether the image is similar
either physically or spiritually to the original. Since
we nonetheless take the work to be art and to be aes-
thetically valuable, we may say that similarity is not
essential to the picture as a work of art.

Although Ingarden does not think that a work of art
must resemble something else in order to be art, he
acknowledges that certain pictures do depict, and that
this depiction is a kind of copying or imitating based
on similarity. He follows Husserl, however, in insist-
ing that the similarity is not between two things of the
same ontic type, but between an image, which depicts
but never becomes or embodies all the determinations
of what it depicts, and something real. The image pre-
tends or plays at being its model, but never actually
becomes it for the perceiver.

When, on the other hand, depiction is not a stratum
of the work and the work is a “pure picture,” there is
no issue of similarity between what appears pictorially
and objects in the real world. Of course, if the work is
to present recognizable things—human beings, trees,
and so on—the image must show a certain consistency
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in its portrayal of the objects. Using painterly means,
the artist reconstructs in the work aspects of a thing in
such a way that we see the thing in the picture. These
“reconstructed aspects” represent or render present
features of an object—a human eyebrow, for example.
These reconstructions can be complex or simple, and
the artist may vary them freely in order to achieve artis-
tic or aesthetic effects. Such reconstructed aspects are
never exhausted by whatever imitative function they
may have, since artistic motives also come into play,
and it is these, not the mimetic features, that move the
image into the domain of art.

This means that for Ingarden, as for Husserl and
other phenomenological aestheticians, to bring reality
into a work of art does not necessarily signal an inten-
tion to copy or imitate reality. The fact that something
is recognizable in a picture does not entail that the
work is an imitation of what is recognized. The artist
reconstructs aspects of perceived reality in the picture
in order to create a world within the work, one that is
unique to the work and purely intentional, not real. The
glow of the world created within the work may indeed
illuminate the world beyond its boundaries, but that is
not to copy it.

Ingarden observes that the realistic or naturalistic
tendency in art is to present in the work objects that
are modeled after, or imitate as closely as possible,
objects present in the natural world. Those who adhere
to this position are apt to take thoroughness of imi-
tation to be the condition for the value of the work.
Hence every departure from imitative fidelity to the
original would be viewed negatively. The opposite ten-
dency, with which Ingarden sides, rejects the idea that
exact depiction of what is present in nature is a neces-
sary condition of artistic or aesthetic value. The artist
is therefore perfectly prepared to accept deformations
in the cause of creating aesthetic value. On this view,
the artist seeks to establish an artistically valuable
gestalt quality in the work, a unitary style and organi-
zation, for which departures from strict imitation will
be inevitable. The artist seeks an aesthetically valuable
work with a qualitative, harmonious unity, not a precise
copy of some natural phenomenon. Escaping bondage
to nature, the artist creates a unique work with a world
of its own.

MARTIN HEIDEGGER claims that the tradition of
Western art, at least until recently, has been mimetic
in character, understanding by mimesis the imitation
either of the sensuous appearances of natural things or

of the essences of those things. In that sense, he holds
that Western art and aesthetic theory have mirrored the
Western tradition of metaphysics with its infatuation
with beings, whether natural or supernatural, and its
forgetfulness of Being.

In his effort to uncover the essence of art, Heidegger
argues that the artwork is not a mere thing, but has its
being in its “work,” which is not mimetic. Heidegger
addresses the issue of imitation in terms of two com-
peting conceptions of truth. One is the notion of truth
as correspondence or agreement, to which he ties the
mimetic theory; the other is the idea of truth as uncon-
cealment or disclosure. In the case of a painting of a
peasant’s shoes by van Gogh, Heidegger argues that it
would miss the point of the work, and the point of art
itself, to take the work as a copy of the appearance of
a particular pair of shoes that the artist happened to
come across in his encounters with the world of every-
day things. The criterion for the work’s success in that
case would be how well image and original agreed.
But that is not true of van Gogh’s painting. The paint-
ing speaks, Heidegger says, and what it utters is not a
copy of shoes but a revelation of what the shoes are
in truth; it discloses both their being as equipment and
the world of the peasant woman who wears them in
her toil. It does not correspond to a world, but opens
up a world, unconceals it. Truth happens or sets itself
to work in the painting, disclosing the Being of beings.
Heidegger offers a Greek temple as an even more vivid
illustration of what a work of art does and why it can-
not properly be understood as an imitation. A Greek
temple copies nothing, imitating neither some partic-
ular sensible thing in the world nor an essence, for
it is altogether unclear with what thing or with what
essence the temple could be said to agree. Instead, the
temple discloses the world of a particular culture, not
copying but establishing and centering it. “The temple,
in its standing there, first gives to things their look and
to men their outlook on themselves” (Heidegger 1971:
43). The temple sets up the world of the community
that built it and sets forth the earth that grounds the
community’s world. This is also true of the statue of
the god in the temple. The statue is not a copy intended
to give an idea of what the god looks like. Rather, it
is the revelation, the coming to presence, of the god
itself. In all of these cases, art is truth, in the sense of
unconcealment, setting itself to work.

If art were simply a matter of imitation, Heidegger
holds, it would stand outside history. He thinks this is
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how aesthetics in the West, with its stress on mimesis
and beauty, has traditionally viewed art. Heidegger’s
rejection of the mimetic theory obviously does not
mean that he takes art to be detached from the world;
instead, he replaces the notion of the copying of a
ready-made world with the idea of the constitutive dis-
closing of the world of a historical community. Such
worlds will inevitably perish, and when they do, the
artworks that opened them up will cease to work. The
truth of a world will no longer happen in them, even if
they remain present at hand. It is then that the Greek
temple becomes a site for tourists and scholars rather
than worshippers, or a painting migrates from the
church for which it was made to the museum, where
connoisseurs admire it for its beauty and have private
aesthetic experiences in its presence or assess whether
it agrees with some reputed original, whether real or
ideal. Object-being has then replaced the work-being
that distinguishes art from things.

If Martin Heidegger focuses on the disclosure of
Being through the artwork, MAURICE MERLEAU-
PONTY, whose aesthetic theory shows the influence
of both Husserl and Heidegger, is concerned above
all with painting as the art that renders visible the
phenomenon of visibility itself. No other phenomeno-
logical aesthetician ties his views as closely to percep-
tion and the re-creation of perception in painting as
Merleau-Ponty does.

Merleau-Ponty rejects Cartesian dualism and argues
for the primacy of an embodied subject in whose pri-
mordial perceptual experience, preceding all objective
thought, the world first organizes itself. This anti-
Cartesian stance immediately suggests that Merleau-
Ponty would no more interpret a painting as a copy of
an object in nature than he would follow Descartes in
maintaining that knowledge of what exists depends on
connecting opaque ideas or mental images with things
outside the mind. The painting does not copy the sen-
suous appearances of things—instead it makes visible
the very process of seeing itself.

The artist, far from imitating the world, in effect
transforms it in painting, and does so by lending his/her
body to the world. Seeing and moving, which are
the body as lived in perceptual experience, blend for
Merleau-Ponty in life and in painting. The painter con-
stitutes the painting in the same way as the perceiver
constitutes the visible world. In perception, there is
no pure mind containing ideas that serve as internal

pictures of an external and unseen world, and in paint-
ing pictures are not seen objects copying a world
beyond them. A painter such as Cézanne creates a
work in which others can recognize their own process
of engaging the world perceptually. Something visible
of the second power appears, an icon of a primordial
making-visible. This icon, however, is not a more or
less successful copy of an original. What occurs is
not representation in the sense of one thing copying
a second thing “outside” it, but a re-enactment of the
living body’s perceptual engagement with its world.
Paintings are thus “the inside of the outside and the
outside of the inside” (Merleau-Ponty 1964c: 164).

With Husserl and Ingarden, Merleau-Ponty affirms
that there can be resemblances between work and
world, but the resemblance is not a matter of doc-
umentary copying. Citing Giacometti, Merleau-Ponty
argues that the resemblance characterizing art lets one
discover more of the world, which a sheer imitative
device would not do. The painter’s world is a purely
visible world. The visible lets us possess things, and
this is what painting, as visible, does. It does not make
visible by copying what is otherwise visible; rather, it
makes visible what “profane” vision misses. There is
a kind of dialectic between painting and world through
the painter’s “fleshly eyes,” which see the inadequacies
that keep the world from being a painting and a paint-
ing from being the world. The painting opens up or
makes visible a texture of being in which one dwells
as in a house, which means that one does not stand
outside the painting and judge how well it agrees with
another thing that it is supposed to imitate. The world
becomes visible in the painting, and hence the work
is at once a world within itself and a revelation of the
becoming visible of the world. The painter does not
create an image, a thing, that mirrors another thing.
Rather, the painting is the child of the marriage of
painter and world, and in it one sees its parents, not
as distinct elements, but as perfectly blended in a new
creation.

Painters achieve their goal, not by imitating, but
by interrogating and unveiling the visible means—
light, shadows, reflections, color—by which an object
makes itself into an object before our eyes. The painter
makes visible that first play of appearances out of
which things emerge and that we ordinarily go straight
through to get to the objects themselves, which is
what a literal imitation would do. Art in that sense
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has affinities with phenomenology itself, making vis-
ible the spectacle that we live in but overlook in the
natural attitude. To look toward these ways of mak-
ing something visible is to look toward a “secret and
feverish genesis of things in our body” (Merleau-Ponty
1964c: 167). Painting is not a matter of Cartesian
objective thought. A painting is not a series of signs,
like a text, intended to lead us to think of what it rep-
resents. The painter is not concerned with color as
representational or imitative, but with color as creating
identities, differences, textures, the stuff at the heart
of the visible. Line and color do not imitate the visi-
ble; they render visible, enabling the painting, through
the eyes and hands of an artist such as Cézanne, to
capture the object in the very act of appearing as it
organizes itself before us. The painting breaks through
the ‘“skin of things” to reveal how, in our percep-
tion, things become things and the world becomes
world. The imitation theory, on the other hand, takes
the object as already organized and claims that the
artwork only offers a replica of it. Painting, however,
confuses all such categories. The painted smile of a
long-dead king, Merleau-Ponty observes, is no mere
image of something past; it is there as itself, alive in the
work. Painting does not replicate things; it embodies
the living perception of things.

HANS-GEORG GADAMER devotes significant
effort to uncovering the original sense of mimesis,
arguing that it is present not only in the visual arts, but
pre-eminently in poetry. He develops a conception of
representation that captures, he claims, the authentic
Greek understanding of mimesis, which is by no
means exhausted by the notion of imitation.

Gadamer argues that “mimesis” means simply let-
ting something be there or present. Mimetic represen-
tation is genuinely itself when what it represents is
“emphatically there.” When this occurs, what is rep-
resented is known in the sense of being recognized
as what it is essentially, which agrees with Husserl’s
notion that art is a form of re-presentation rather then
presentation, or with Heidegger’s claim that the statue
of the god discloses the god. This act of recognition
does not entail a distinction between a copy and an
original, which, Gadamer argues, fails as an appropri-
ate account of the real ontological meaning of mimesis.
The recognizing is more aptly described as an act of
identification. In the case of imitative representation,
then, comparing or judging the extent to which a work

of art agrees with what it is taken to imitate may be
possible, but it is always secondary. When one takes a
work as art, one rests in it as a representation and does
not go beyond it.

The fact that the consciousness of what is repre-
sented is recognition implies a relation of the work to
the world, even if it is not one of copying. In origi-
nal experience, things are given in specific and never
repeatable spatial and temporal circumstances. When
something is represented in the work of art, however,
it has undergone liberation from the contingent condi-
tions of its original encounter, and yet is recognized
as the same. It is neither lost nor merely imitated
by the work; it is there in the work. It is this iden-
tification with what is represented, rather than any
distinction between representation and original, that
constitutes the true nature of mimesis. In the identi-
fication, the distance between the representation and
what is represented vanishes. A kind of “aesthetic non-
differentiation” between representation and original
marks the work of art.

MIKEL DUFRENNE’s richly developed phe-
nomenology of aesthetic experience owes much to the
positions of Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty,
and, like the latter, rejects the notion that the work
of art is essentially mimetic in character, if mimesis
is understood to be an imitating of a reality outside
the work. He accordingly refuses to identify the value
of a work with the degree of accuracy with which it
represents something else. Works of art do possess
and disclose truth, but their truth does not consist in
the verisimilitude of copy to original, as the liberty
that visual artists take with appearances amply attests.
This is not to deny that aesthetic objects can and do
signify, but their signifying does not have the function
of providing information to the viewer or offering a
substitute for the original. The signifying character
simply indicates that something is represented in the
work, that it has a subject, even if the subject is not
some definite and identifiable person or thing. Indeed,
the aesthetic object can only emerge when the signi-
fying function of the work along with the question
of similarity disappear. It is then that the aesthetic
object comes forward as “the source of a world which
is its own” (Dufrenne 1973: 167)—a formulation
that may also serve as an apt description of what
phenomenological aestheticians have generally taken
the essence of representation to be.
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Marc Richir (1943–)

Jürgen Trinks

Richir describes the vitality involved in creating
and perceiving a work of art. Its vitality is main-
tained by phantasy (in the Greek sense of phantasia),
which differs from a clear, determined, and repeat-
able mental picture of imagination or perception. He
adopts the characteristics of phantasy that EDMUND

HUSSERL worked out in Phantasie, Bildbewusstsein,
Erinnerung. Zur Phänomenologie der anschaulichen
Vergegenwärtigungen (1898–1925), but, distinguish-
ing it from imagination, he insists on its special mode
of time and lack of intentionality. The time of phantasy
does not concede priority to the moments of present
time on which their protentions and retentions will
depend. In opposition to the time of perception, the
time of phantasy takes place before any actualization
in recognizable and distinguishable points of present
time. Living in this irregular kind of time before any
institution of present time, phantasy must be con-
sidered the most archaic register of consciousness.
The transformation of non-intentional appearances of
phantasy to intentional fictions must not suspend phan-
tasy’s vitality.

Accordingly, “perceptual phantasy” becomes
Richir’s most important concept for describing
the work of art and the specific mode of aesthetic
experiences moving between fiction und reality:
consciousness of fiction means, on the one hand,
reduction of reality-consciousness and liberation from
habitual experiences, and on the other hand, it may
consider even the real as fictional—characteristics
in common with child’s play in the sense of Donald

J. Trinks (�)
Österreichische Gesellschaft für philosophischen
Ost-West-Dialog, Vienna, Austria

W. Winnicott. It is called perceptual phantasy insofar
as this apperception by phantasy needs realities,
but only in a non-positional way, i.e., passively and
unfinished, which transforms them into aesthetic
appearances. In theater, for example, the real (the
actors, the objects on stage) is not perceived as
actual and identifiable persons or objects; they are
not even pictures representing real objects or events.
On stage and in all the other aesthetic contexts, real
objects lose their character of reality; they change
their function in becoming constituents of fiction, and
are now phantasy-objects like the transitional objects
in the play of children. Thus the transitional space
of perceptive phantasy is experienced as potential,
and aesthetic experience not subjected to any kind
of rigid determination. As in unregulated play, the
self of aesthetic experiences forgets its habits in
order to open itself totally to adventure. The aes-
thetic pleasure of this non-positional self consists
largely in enjoying a free, unregulated play opened
to incalculable possibilities without the necessity of
representing itself by imagination within the work of
art. Nevertheless, the non-positional self feels itself,
but with affections exclusively related to the aesthetic
process.

Aesthetic consciousness cannot be reduced to con-
sciousness of the appearance of the appearing, i.e.,
to phenomena of something, for as MORITZ GEIGER

pointed out, it consists of non-conceptual reflec-
tion on the modes of appearances within appear-
ance itself. Aesthetic enjoyment consequently does
not concern subjective needs that are directed toward
objects of satisfaction. Instead of subjecting itself to
desire and its stimulating objects, aesthetic recep-
tion opens itself to unpredictable and inexhaustible
possibilities.
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The self-reflecting aesthetic experience is consti-
tuted by its distance from the object and equally from
any preconceptions of the ego, whether imaginative,
affective, or conceptual. This distance creates the free
space that allows the self-reflection of reception, as
well as the delight of exceeding ordinary sensation.
This enjoyment of abundance—and of the subject’s
capacity to receive it—is characteristic for the expo-
sure of the subject (whether artist or public) to the
sublime in the sense of Immanuel Kant. In this situ-
ation it is not the ego that receives the object; on the
contrary, the immeasurable object submerges the sub-
ject that reemerges afterwards as a new and an enriched
one. This pulsation corresponds to the unceasing phe-
nomenalization of the essentially undetermined phe-
nomenon as it is conceived by Richir. Exceeding the
consciousness of only given objects, the sublime gives
us an impression of the phenomenal in its infinite
variety. Aesthetic enjoyment in this sense takes plea-
sure in phenomenalization and the phenomenon. The
pleasure of pulsation between appearances and move-
ments of phantasy elevates us beyond all ordinary
experiences.

This experience cannot be conceived without the
Leiblichkeit that essentially includes phantasy and
affectivity. Artists create out of their Leiblichkeit, but
this Leiblichkeit itself cannot be represented voluntar-
ily and directly. It remains in its undefined vagueness
and may only be felt during its unintentional activity,
characteristics that in the German tradition were con-
centrated in the notion of grace (Anmut). Therefore,
artistic creation and aesthetic reception never come
to their end and the inconceivable Leiblichkeit does
not cease to challenge their activities, although they
know that they will never be satisfied by any accom-
plishment. Artistic creation does not have its telos
either in convincing illusions (recognizable and con-
firming fictions) or in rhetorical effects, but in opening
our minds for the unconceivable: its telos lies in acti-
vating non-intentional phantasy and as yet unshaped
affectivity.

Far from seeing the work of art as a structure of
significations, but following his meditations on the
phenomenology of language, Richir describes it as
a composition of germs of sense that are not yet
defined and thus allow a free development of sense.
The beauty of a work of art consists in a harmonious
composition or pleasing associations of these germs of
sense, which advance each other without being forced

into a unilateral signification. Art is looking for sense
in unknown regions, and thus inspires phantasy to
develop sense that is not subjected to any convention or
institution. Along this line, Richir considers music as a
phenomenon of language, one characterized by a spe-
cific temporality and a total absence of conventional
significations. On the one hand, it consists in a distri-
bution of intensities and durations of tones measured
by regular rhythms, but it would be mechanical with-
out other rhythms that are found neither in the printed
notation nor in the normal stream of time. They are
created out of the musician’s Leiblichkeit, intimately
connected with phantasy and affectivity, which never
express themselves by conventional signs and there-
fore allow for a never-ending variety of interpretations.
Music gives form to affectivity. By a mutual harmo-
nization of impulses, music composes affects that are
not related to common interests or emotions. Music
and other kinds of art do not reveal their implication
at one stroke; painting, for example, gets its vivacity
by the multiple temporalizations of looks. A beautiful
work of art consists in the pleasurable association of
these movements.

Art has an outstanding social significance in mak-
ing us conscious by aesthetic experience in pub-
lic that the primary dimension of intersubjective
communication is lived when we meet and accept
each other on the basis of undetermined interests
or aims, rules, or institutions, i.e., reactivating free
phantasy.

Concerning the pre-phenomenological tradition,
Marc Richir is influenced by Plato and Kant. His
reflections on theater take into consideration Diderot
and his conception of perceptual phantasy, as well
as being inspired by Winnicott. Husserl and Geiger
are the most important phenomenological authors he
refers to. Considering the classical tradition of aes-
thetics, comparisons between Richir’s theory and the
aesthetic reflections of Friedrich von Schiller and
Heinrich von Kleist would be very fruitful. Referring
to contemporary non-phenomenological aesthetics, the
most promising results would be produced by dis-
cussing correspondences and differences between him
and Theodor W. Adorno. He shares with the latter
an appreciation for the sublime in art, but the most
important difference must be seen in Adorno’s prefer-
ence for the intellectualization of art, whereas Richir
insists on Leiblichkeit and phantasy as its essential
characteristics.
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Paul Ricoeur (1913–2005)

Yvanka B. Raynova

Ricoeur is a hermeneutical phenomenologist who con-
tinues the reflective tradition by questioning the self.
His aesthetics constitutes a moment of reflection that
tries to understand the various experiences of the sub-
ject in their unity: the experiences of perception and
volition, of intellectual, spiritual, and aesthetic insight,
and of ethical and political engagement. Since this fea-
ture is a specific trait of Ricoeur’s thought, the problem
of the intersection of aesthetic theory with other areas
of hermeneutical phenomenology should be especially
articulated, as well as the mediation between phe-
nomenological and non-phenomenological accounts.

Unlike MIKEL DUFRENNE, Ricoeur has not pub-
lished books on aesthetics. Nevertheless, there are fun-
damental elements of an aesthetic theory. In an inter-
view, he remarks that he develops the aesthetic in the
perspective of narrative (Ricoeur 1995: 259). But one
should not forget that in his first works—influenced by
EDUMND HUSSERL as well as by Marcel, Jaspers, and
Freud—he approaches aesthetics in relation to the will,
freedom, and transcendence. It is therefore very impor-
tant to trace his aesthetic views through his gradual
development. In this way we will see how Ricoeur’s
aesthetics emerges and is based on poetics.

In his first philosophical works, Ricoeur pays spe-
cial attention to the relation between aesthetics and
metaphysics (Ricoeur 1948: 392–425). In Le volon-
taire et l’involontaire he defines poetry as “the art to
conjure the world of creation” (Ricoeur 1950: 32).
The order of creation discloses the illusion accord-
ing to which the subject is the center around whom

Y.B. Raynova (�)
Institute for Philosophical Research at the Bulgarian Academy
of Sciences; Institut für Axiologische Forschungen, Vienna,
Austria

the world is organized. Husserl stresses the transcen-
dental subject and disregards the poetic dimension,
but this abstraction from incarnation, which forms a
kind of “primary reflection” (Marcel), is necessary
for the development of an eidetic theory of the vol-
untary and the involuntary. According to Ricoeur, in
a “second reflection” phenomenology should, by a
“poetics of freedom,” restore the mystery of the incar-
nation that constitutes the living bond between the
voluntary and the involuntary. This poetics includes
the decentralization of the cogito and the assertion of
the transcendence that makes it possible to imagine the
delivery of freedom in an eschatological process (ibid:
33). Admiration of nature alone can lead to alienation.
Only a poetry that causes conversion can deliver and
purify us (ibid: 448–49). This approach, also called the
“poetics of will,” should have been developed in the
third volume of La philosophie de la volonté (ibid: 35),
which was never written; however, such a poetics was
partly elaborated in Ricoeur’s theories of imagination
and metaphor (Ricoeur 1986: 213–236).

In L’homme faillible and La symbolique du mal,
Ricoeur shows that self-consciousness is constituted in
its depth by a symbolic system grounding myths and
knowledge. The symbol is the structure of a multiform
significance where a direct, primary, and literal mean-
ing indicates by a surplus another indirect, secondary,
and figurative meaning that can be understood only in
connection with the primary meaning (Ricoeur 1969:
16). Each authentic symbol unites three dimensions:
cosmic, indicating the signs of the sacred; oneiric, indi-
cating the archaic symbols of the unconscious, and
poetic, i.e., the rising-up in language of the sacred
and the oneiric (Ricoeur 1960b: 17–21). The struc-
ture of the poetic image is that of the dream drawing
from our past a prophecy for our future, and also
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that of the hierophanies, which manifest the sacred
in cosmic images. A hermeneutical approach should
therefore relate the poetic theory of Bachelard that
shows how the poetic image leads to the origin of
language and symbolic creation with psychoanalysis
(Freud, Jung), with the phenomenology of religion
(Van der Leeuw, Eliade), and with the kerygmatic exe-
gesis of Barth and Bultmann (Ricoeur 1965: 549). He
further explains that poetics can not only be used as
source for a hermeneutical philosophy, but can also
lead to a “poetics of freedom” exceeding the possi-
bilities of philosophical anthropology, which itself is
unable to clarify the genesis of divine life. In this new
form, poetics would open the doors of “Christology”
(Ricoeur 1960b: 304–305).

In his Freud studies (Ricoeur 1965: 174–89, 537–
47, Ricoeur 1969: 19– 207), Ricoeur shows that in
psychoanalysis, art is conceived as the non-neurotic
form of substituted satisfaction. Just as in a dream,
poetry is produced by a dissatisfied person, who seeks
to realize a desire by the phantasm. But the fiction and
creative imagination used in artistic production dif-
fer from the purely unconscious phantasm that aims
for something absent. Fictional creativity masks the
selfish element of the daydream by providing suit-
able tangents and veils so that we can enjoy our own
phantasms without scruple or shame. The artwork
creates meanings and aesthetic values that did not pre-
viously exist. It contributes to self-knowledge because
it projects not only the conflicts of the artist, but also
his/her solutions. Aesthetics is therefore Bildung in
both senses of the word: the construction of images
(Bilder) and the rebuilding of human nature through
education.

The conception of poetics as semantic innova-
tion and live redescription of reality is developed by
Ricoeur in his “twin works”: La métaphore vive and
Temps et récit. His concept of the “live metaphor” con-
stitutes a hermeneutical alternative that exceeds the
fragmentary explanations of the rhetorical (Aristotle),
the structural (Ulmann), and the semantic (I. A.
Richards, Max Black, Monroe Beardsley) conceptions.
Unlike these accounts, he brings forth a new issue
that is no longer based upon the form of the metaphor
as a figure of speech, nor even just the sense of the
metaphor as a founding of a new semantic pertinence,
but the reference of the metaphorical statement as the
power to “redescribe” reality (Ricoeur 1975: 10). In
this sense, the metaphor is “a strategy of discourse that,

while preserving and developing the creative power of
language, preserves and develops the heuristic power
wielded by fiction” (ibid.). The poetic work is an
ordered, generic, and singular totality that should be
understood in the same way as that of heuristic fic-
tion and redescription in the theory of models. There
is a lyric redescription where the mood created by the
poem is a sort of model for “seeing as” and “feeling
as,” so poetic feeling develops an experience of real-
ity in which invention and discovery cease to be in
opposition and where creation and revelation coincide
(ibid.: 309–10). Poetic discourse as semantic innova-
tion is therefore constituted by “lively” metaphors: it
is “a lively expression of existence as alive” (ibid.: 61,
391) and a breakthrough of ordinary language—i.e., of
dead metaphors in literal meaning.

In Temps et récit Ricoeur stresses that the poetic
sphere incorporates metaphorical discourse as well
as narrative speech, which have a similar referential
function: if the metaphorical statement redescribes a
reality inaccessible to direct description, the mimetic
function of the plot applies the metaphorical refer-
ence to the sphere of human action. Because the plot
is the mimēsis (representation) of an action (Aristotle),
the notion of mimēsis is close to mythos (narration).
The mimesis-mythos pairing forms the “melody cell”
of poetics, where poetics is defined as the art of com-
posing plots, i.e., “emplotment” (1983: 69). The plot
is a synthesis: it gathers goals, causes, circumstances,
and opportunities under the temporal unity of a com-
plete action. Ricoeur relates time and narrative such
that time becomes human to the extent that it is articu-
lated through a narrative and such that the plot reaches
its full significance when it becomes a condition of
temporal existence (ibid: 105). The mediation between
time and narrative is explored by means of the three-
fold mimesis: mimēsis 1 is the pre-comprehension that
we have about the order of the world and the order
of the action; mimēsis 2 is the configuration of the
text in a completed work of fiction; and mimēsis 3 is
reconfiguration by the reading of the text and the plot
of the pre-understood order of action. Hermeneutics
should reconstruct the entire arc of operations by
which experience provides itself with works, authors,
and readers.

Ricoeur characterizes mimēsis 2 by its mediating
central function: the textual configuration mediates
between the prefiguration of the practical field and
its refiguration through the reception of the work. He



Paul Ricoeur (1913–2005) 293

shows that the reader is the operator par excellence
who takes up through the act of reading the unity of
the transition from mimēsis 1 to mimēsis 3 by way of
mimēsis 2 (ibid.: 106–7). “Emplotment” is produced
by judgment and productive imagination as a con-
joined work of the text and its reader. It is only at the
intersection of the world projected by the text and the
lifeworld of the reader that the text becomes a literary
work. This conception opens the possibility of a new
aesthetics able to ground two different approaches to
the object-subject problematic: the phenomenology of
reading (ROMAN INGARDEN, Iser) and the dialogical
theory of reception (Jauss) (ibid: 146, Ricoeur 1985:
303–28). Ricoeur shows how both approaches inter-
sect by (re)defining aesthetics as aisthēsis (perception,
sensation) through the key concept of reading: aesthet-
ics is the exploration of how a work affects a reader.
The reader as an active subject implies the dialec-
tic between the reception of the text and the action
of reading. This also clarifies the complex relation
between poetics, ethics, and politics. Poetic invention
is not real action, but by depicting the different char-
acters as being noble or vile, good or bad, etc., the
narrator introduces an ethical criterion and a hierarchy
of values (Ricoeur 1983: 74, 116).

The reception of Ricoeur’s aesthetics occurs prin-
cipally through his narrative hermeneutics, which not
only influenced literary theorists, but found applica-
tions in history, sociology, ethnography, and theology.
Most of the objections to his theory concern the
nature of “aesthetic” perception, the role of narra-
tive, mimēsis, and metaphorical truth. Eugene Kaelin
criticizes Ricoeur for treating “catharsis as if it were
a purely intellectual phenomenon” and for reduc-
ing poetic pleasure and the liberation of feelings to
mere learning and a purified intellectual understand-
ing (Kaelin 1995: 242–43). In a similar way, Julia
Kristeva challenges Ricoeur’s thesis that fiction is an
“apprenticeship of signs” by claiming that it is tran-
substantiation, i.e., the transferal of the author’s body
and world over to the narrative, opening therewith the
field of emotions, compulsions, and desires (Kristeva
2004: 148). David Carr scrutinizes Ricoeur’s thesis
that time becomes human to the extent that it is
articulated through a narrative mode. He asks if this
means that peoples with no history or literature are
not fully human, since humanity depends on narrative
(Carr 1986: 61, cf. Wood 1991: 181). While Wolfgang
Iser suggests, with Theodor Adorno, that performance

turns against fiction and interrupts the mimetic circle
(Iser 1991: 492–95), JACQUES DERRIDA describes
metaphor as a virtuality that has to “retreat” in order
that the truth of Being can appear (Derrida 1978).

Ricoeur’s narrative theory is received positively by,
e.g., Richard Kearney, who considers the link between
aesthetics and ethics in the theory of imagination
an issue for the postmodern crisis of consciousness
(Kearney 1991: 371, 199), and Hayden White, who
declares Temps et récit the most important synthesis
in the twentieth century between the theories of liter-
ature and history (White 1987). Finally, Vera Frankl’s
video installation, . . . from the Transit Bar, is a pro-
ductive reception of Ricoeur’s narrative hermeneutics
in the arts (Frenkel 1994).
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Heinrich Rombach (1923–2004)

Georg Stenger

Having grown up in the Freiburg school of phe-
nomenology, the philosopher Heinrich Rombach
developed a “structural thinking” that goes beyond
fundamental ontological and phenomenological ques-
tions, calling forth a “thinking of movement” and
“genesis.” He studied philosophy with MARTIN

HEIDEGGER, EUGEN FINK, Wilhelm Szilasi, and Max
Müller, and was able to make fruitful philosophical use
of his scientific inclinations (studies of mathematics
and physics), together with his interests in history, art,
and anthropology (studies of history and art history,
psychology, and education). Rombach’s philosophy of
the human creative faculty is embedded in his “struc-
tural thinking” and “philosophical hermetics.” Thus
both the conception of “concreativity” developed by
the “structural ontology” and the theory of hermetics
as an alternative to hermeneutical understanding are of
immediate relevance for his aesthetics.

Rombach’s “structural thinking” is, on the one hand,
clearly distinguished from “structuralism,” which still
carries many systematic implications, while on the
other hand, it is related to “poststructuralist” aspects
that he did not discuss. It is an attempt to bring
together “substance” and “system” on a new level.
Strukturontologie (1971) has the significant subtitle “A
Phenomenology of Freedom,” and is the fundamental
“systematic” and “methodical” work of this approach
(see also Rombach 1994b).

Rombach focused on dimensional “structure” in
terms of its structure-phenomenological implications,
at the same time elaborating the intrinsic cre-
ative fundamental quality of everything that happens.

G. Stenger (�)
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The “structural state” passes over into “structural
dynamics”—which can also be found by all means in
the “system”—in order to be transformed into “struc-
tural genesis.” It is the basic form of the “genetic
curve” that depicts not only human existence but all
living structures, i.e., life as a whole. In “structural
genetic” thinking, “becoming” and “emergence” take
over the vital position formerly held by “being,” “sub-
ject,” and “system,” to mention only a few of the most
important traditions of thinking (see 1988: 361f.).

This emergence is an “event of freedom” that
Rombach calls “autogenesis.” This “genetic curve” has
the shape of a “meander”: it starts from the zero-point,
rises, curls into itself again at the top, the peak (Akme),
taking itself back into itself, so as to rise again from the
zero point, from the “source,” “ab ovo” (see 1994b:
138ff., especially 148).

What the “early Rombach” still discussed under
the notion of “freedom” (Rombach 1971) increas-
ingly gave way to the “con-creative event” (Rombach
1994b). By and by, the neologism con-creativity
advances to the key notion of his thinking. With it, he
wants to make clear how something emerges from a
shared event in such a way that it only then becomes
what it is, or rather becomes what it is known as in a
substantiated form, starting from the way in which one
normally conceives it. The phenomenon of an artistic
event receives its philosophical and ontological conse-
cration here, insofar as both the artwork and the artist
come into being together and from each other, which
also means that they are led beyond their hitherto
existing self-conception. The human being no longer
stands opposite the world, but actively participates in
the creation of the emergence of humankind and world
(Rombach 1994b: 25f., 133f.; 1994a: 153–61, 1996:
117ff.; 1987: 127ff., 1983: 146–50).
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The con-creative viewpoint means, for example,
that one moves toward the other in such a manner that
within this encounter, the respective world-feature is
triggered toward its emergence. This means that the
accompanying value-ground itself may be ready to be
at the disposal for the events, which means nothing
less than that it too emerges from the encounter and
from this event. It is only in the con-creative event itself
that the very conditions of the event emerge in the first
place. Thus the focus is on comprehending the other
not only within this other’s world, but moreover—
or previously—on helping the other into this world
and on looking into it. A new, common world then
emerges, a world from which both arise, rather than
both participating in such a world to begin with.

Rombach perceives in this con-creative moment
the decisive basic characteristic of every event, inso-
far as one starts here before any achievement of the
subject and condition of the object, before any pri-
ority on the part of the human being or of reality.
This again has consequences for the overall position
of humankind. Human beings do not stand opposite
nature, but rather understand themselves as part of
a more inclusive nature. Humanity and nature have
always replied to each other in a con-creative event, at
the same time leading beyond their momentary possi-
bilities. The “exceptional position of humankind” turns
out to be a metaphysical notion that can no longer
be held because nature already emerges from itself
as a process of self-birth and self-creation (Rombach
1994b: 87–109, 2003: 143–46, 1990: 237–50).

Besides structural thinking, Rombach has also
developed a “picture philosophy” that not only calls
on other traditions, but also understands itself as
an approach that starts before every concept. For
Rombach, a “picture” is the “presentation of a whole”
that can be “seen” and that actually, enables the world
presented here to become visible only through this
“seeing,” “emerging” in its references. All that is spo-
ken can at best speak from and into the picture, but
remains a mere mentioning of what comes into behold-
ing here. Just as Cézanne spoke of painting as being a
“parallel to nature,” language could be understood as
the attempt at a parallel equivalent of the picture.

Rombach has presented innumerable interpretations
of pictures, from artifacts of art history to images of
everyday life and everyday tools from cultural history
and the environment. In the pictures he finds a more
direct approach to the cultural worlds, discovering their

genuine “fundamental philosophy” that appears at best
as rudiments in texts—even in philosophical ones. The
active life of humanity has been preserved much bet-
ter in modes of building and living, in mythologies,
religions, and rituals, in works of art, and in the tools
of daily life. All of these are “pictorially” before us,
but they nevertheless want to be “seen.” Insofar as
such a language of pictures can take a more funda-
mental approach than all theoretical evaluation, this
picture philosophy is most closely related with his con-
cept of “fundamental history” (Rombach: 1977, 1983,
1991, especially 124–41, 1994b: 15–24, 74ff., and on
Japanese culture 1996: 37–89).

The explosive force of “seeing pictures” especially
emerges at the foundation sequence of historical under-
standing, which is a matter of the deep structures of
existence. In all events of exchange and relationship
with one another, Rombach nevertheless perceives dif-
ferent dimensions of motivation in terms of history
and historicity. If the “current life” perceives itself as
being integrated into “social conditions,” which again
are encompassed by “epochal consciousness” and are
clearly preserved by means of the history of ideas and
concepts, such a history of the concept is held up by
the “history of being” (Heidegger), which no longer
speaks via concepts, but in “fundamental words” that
are something like coagulated kernels, giving an era its
meaning. Even “deeper” goes the approach of “funda-
mental history,” which, beyond both concept and word,
lets the “picture” talk, which brings before us a world
in innumerable ways there are visual presentations, not
representations. On this note, temples and churches are
pictures of a world, a defined world, as are gardens or
cities, cars or the newspaper.

With “philosophical hermetics,” Rombach set yet a
third approach in motion, one that fed by the two pre-
vious ones, but follows a different course in crucial
aspects (Rombach 1983, 1991). There are a num-
ber of constellations of phenomena—and if one looks
closely, one notes that it is especially those phenom-
ena that are close to, and vital for, life—that remain
hidden and withdraw from every attempt at grasping
them from the outside. Indeed they withdraw precisely
to the extent to which they want to be grasped, com-
prehended, and understood. This becomes especially
obvious when looking at phenomena of sensuality, inti-
macy, art, religion, and so forth, where gazes from
the outside not only miss but remove exactly what is
most decisive for the hermetic experience. Hermetic
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phenomena generate their own “world” into which one
must find the way in order to perceive their luminosity
from the inside. Only then do they “speak” at all.

Rombach speaks of the “hermetical stroke” that
befalls one and that is not at anybody’s disposal;
however, it means that something completely new,
unthinkable, breaks in. The great founders of religions,
and the artists who have broken into the hermetics of
their world and thus speak only from that world, show
us in an exemplary way that something unfolds its own
space—a space that can only speak from and to the
inside—and that something happens there that is expe-
rienced as a gift, as a copious present, as a happening of
an opening that can neither judged nor be talked about,
at least not in an adequate way. In this way every artist
tends toward hermetics.
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Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980)

Philippe Cabestan

Sartre is probably more famous as a writer than as a
philosopher. Everyone knows novels such as La nausée
(1938) or Les chemins de la liberté (1945–1949), as
well as the short stories collected in Le mur (1939);
his contributions to theater are also important and titles
such as Huis clos and Le diable et le bon Dieu are
really well-known even today. Even if the films are
now relatively forgotten, we can also mention Sartre’s
screenplays such as Les jeux sont faits (1947) and Les
sorcières de Salem (1957). But many think that Sartre
was first of all a philosopher who was deeply influ-
enced by phenomenology, particularly by EDMUND

HUSSERL and MARTIN HEIDEGGER, and who wrote
an essay on phenomenological ontology, L’être et le
néant (1943). His aesthetics is therefore the product
of a philosopher who is at the same time a writer. He
not only knows what he is talking about, but he has
the intellectual tools to understand it. And his aesthetic
thought does not only concern literature. He also wrote
also about music (he was quite found of music and
played the piano remarkably well), about painting
and painters like Tintoretto, Lapoujade, and Masson;
and about sculpture and sculptors like Giacometti, as
well as about theater and poetry, even though he never
wrote poetry himself.

Sartre did not actually take time to develop his aes-
thetics, but it is possible to assemble a sketch from
the different texts he devoted to this question. From
this point of view, two books, L’imaginaire (1940)
and Qu’est-ce que la littérature? (1948), are impor-
tant. At the end of the first one, Sartre describes the
contemplation of a work of art phenomenologically
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and maintains that aesthetic consciousness belongs to
what he calls (rejecting the old faculty-psychology)
image-consciousness (conscience d’image). In order to
understand this, we have to remember Husserl’s inves-
tigations of imagination. According to the founder of
phenomenology, there are differences of kind, and not
merely of degree, between what we imagine and what
we perceive, between imagination and perception,
which are not merely two modes of “objectivating” in
which the appearance of an object occurs. The crucial
differences are differences in modes of consciousness.
While perceptual consciousness gives its content as
real and actually there, imagining consciousness gives
it as non-actual, as merely represented. In the first case
we speak about presentation (Gegenwärtigung), in the
second about re-presentation (Vergegenwärtigung).

In L’imaginaire, Sartre also keeps perception and
imagination rigorously separate, but merges acts of
pure “phantasy” (Phantasie)—i.e., pure image, usually
regarded as a “mental image”—and acts of image-
consciousness (Bildbewusstsein), i.e., external images
based on a “bearer,” which both belong to the same
“image family”—into one continuous experience. In
fact, each type of image needs either a psychic or a
physical medium, or a mixture of material and psychic
media. From this point of view, it is wrong to say that
we “perceive” a painting, a symphony, or a tragedy,
because we imagine them by grasping the physical
thing as an analogon for a purely imagined object.
For example, the actor’s body, gestures, costume, and
expressions serve as material or physical media that
allow spectators to imagine Hamlet, Ophelia, or King
Lear. In the same way, the sounds produced by the
orchestra are the basis for imagining the symphony
as a purely imagined object. At the same time, we
understand that what matters most is not the medium
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of imagining, much less its objects (Hamlet), but the
precise attitude of consciousness or intentional stance
(Einstellung) that we take up. Thus it is possible either
to imagine Hamlet speaking to the ghost of his father,
or—especially when the play is boring, to perceive
Laurence Oliver and the scenery. We also understand
that imagination opens a kind of de-realized “anti-
world” with unreal objects in an unreal space and time
unconnected with our real spatiotemporal world. This
anti-world is the “world” of image-consciousness and
the “world” of art.

Sartre’s aesthetics also has roots in his phenomeno-
logical ontology. According to L’être et le néant, the
human being is cast into the world in an ontologi-
cal situation of radical and unconditioned freedom.
Existence precedes essence. Human existence is there-
fore burdened with a total responsibility to choose
itself and simultaneously the world, and the decision to
write, for example, represents the project of express-
ing one’s situation through the creation of literary
works. Since literature originates in response to the
basic condition of freedom, the problem of freedom
also provides the authentic theme for literary expres-
sion. From this, we can understand Sartre’s call for
a literature of “engagement.” Writing is both a per-
sonal action and a political action. One writes not only
for oneself, but also for the sake of others. What is
decisive in a literature of engagement is the extent to
which the issue of freedom is presented as a prob-
lem. If the act of writing is to succeed as an authentic
appropriation of freedom, then it must result in works
that engage the reader’s attention to his/her own situa-
tion as a radical responsibility to choose. It must also
call attention to the alienation of human freedom that
results from humanity’s situatedness in political and
social orders of enslavement. From this point of view,
Sartre’s theater is, in contrast to the traditional psycho-
logical theater, a theater of situations that presents a
free human being in a particular social environment in
which s/he makes an irrevocable choice. This concep-
tion commands Sartre’s dramatic aesthetic. He writes,
“Our plays are violent and brief, centered around one
single event; there are few players and the story is com-
pressed within a short space of time, sometimes only a
few hours. As a result they obey a kind of rule of the
three unities that has been only a little bit rejuvenated
and modified” (1973, 19).

Sartre presents and expounds the main features of
his aesthetics in Qu’est-ce que la littérature? This

includes the distinction between art and literature, i.e.,
between music, painting, sculpture, and dance, on the
one hand, and theater, movie, novel, short story, and
opera, on the other hand. It is based on the role of
language in each case. According to him, music, paint-
ing, and sculpture are totally independent of language
and have no meaning. The music that accompanies a
text in a song, an opera, or a hymn gains meaning in
this way, but this depends only on the words, and a
musical note is in itself meaningless. Sartre therefore
refuses to class colors, gestures, or notes as linguis-
tic signs—otherwise it would be possible, in listening
to a piece of music, for example, to understand its
meaning as if we were reading a text. On the con-
trary, there is absolutely nothing to understand in a
painting or in a symphony. As for imagination and
perception, we find again Sartre’s tendency to make
sharp dichotomies about art and literature. However,
the fact that a work of art is meaningless does not
imply that it is senseless. If a color has no meaning,
it still has a sense, but the sense, unlike the meaning,
lies in the color or in the different colors of the paint-
ing and is not distinct from it. Colors or notes do not
refer to something else, but refer to themselves, while
words in the case of literature do express distinct mean-
ings. The case of poetry is ambiguous because the poet
uses words more like a musician uses notes, while the
writer does not write to write, but first of all to say
something.

If we compare Sartre’s aesthetics with other phe-
nomenological reflections on art and artworks, we can
first recognize his distance both from Husserl and
from the Polish phenomenologist ROMAN INGARDEN.
As we have seen, the artwork obviously does
not exist by itself, but is for Sartre a product
of image-consciousness, while aesthetic contempla-
tion is for Husserl fundamentally based on per-
ception. About Dürer’s engraving Knight, Death,
and the Devil, Husserl distinguishes, in Ideen zu
einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologi-
schen Philosophie (1913), normal perception and
picture-consciousness. The former grasps the engrav-
ing as a physical thing, while the latter focuses on the
figures, “knight on horseback,” “devil,” and “death.”
Husserl emphasizes that the perceptive consciousness
of the engraved figures is a “neutrality modification”
of the initial perception of the material work of art.
Thus although the latter is posited as a really exist-
ing thing, the pictorial object itself is given neither
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as existing nor as not existing. For Ingarden, picture-
consciousness remains a perception. But the concep-
tion expressed in his Untersuchungen zur Ontologie
der Kunst (1962) is slightly different insofar as picture-
consciousness is in fact a “near perception” (ein quasi-
wahrnehmungsmäßiges Erfassen) and Ingarden also
objects to Husserl’s theory of neutrality modification.

We can also compare Sartre’s aesthetics and
Heidegger’s reflection on art. In his famous essay, “Der
Ursprung des Kunstwerkes” (1935–36), Heidegger is
concerned with the coming-to-pass of truth in the work
of art. The artwork is a privileged site in which the
understanding of Being of an epoch is disclosed; the
work has the power to gather a world and Being
comes to unconcealment in it. Despite the way in
which Sartre follows Heidegger in giving phenomenol-
ogy an existential turn, their problematics are different.
Sartre insists on the absolute freedom of conscious-
ness, and this freedom is the only proper theme of art.
Thus Heidegger’s focus on the coming-to-pass of the
truth of Being, which is certainly not a function of
Dasein’s action or decision, is replaced by an empha-
sis on unconditioned human choice and by the call for
engagement.

Throughout his career, Sartre’s aesthetics fights
against the same enemy, i.e., Théophile Gautier and
his theory of art for art’s sake (“l’art pour l’art”). For
Sartre this theory represents the most absurd concep-
tion about art. But his conviction does not mean, as
it is often said, that the work of art has to be useful
and to serve a political aim as if it were a propa-
ganda work. He certainly did not want to be considered
as a follower of Andreï Alexandrovitch Jdanov. For
Sartre, the artist as being-in-the-world is condemned to
express his epoch and committed to the enhancement
of humanity’s self-realization of freedom.

Bibliography

Cabestan, Philippe L’être et la conscience. Recherches sur
la psychologie et l’ontologie sartriennes. Brussels: Ousia,
2005.

Embree, Lester, et al., ed. Encyclopedia of Phenomenology,
Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1997.

Husserl, Edmund Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und
phänomenologischen Philosophie. Erstes Buch. Allgemeine
Einführung in die reine Phänomenologie [1913] Ed. Karl
Schuhmann. Husserliana 3/1. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff,
1976; Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and
to a Phenomenological Philosophy. First Book. General
Introduction to a Pure Phenomenology. Trans. Fred Kersten.
The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1982.

Heidegger, Martin.“Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes” [1935–36].
In his Holzwege. Frankfurt am Main: Vittorio Klostermann,
1950, 7–68; “The Origin of the Work of Art.” In his Poetry,
Language, Thought. Trans. Albert Hofstadter. New York:
Harper & Row, 1971, 15–87.

Ingarden, Roman Untersuchungen zur Ontologie der Kunst.
Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1962.

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. “Le langage indirect et les voix du
silence.” In his Signes. Paris: Gallimard, 1960, 49–104;
“Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence.” In his Signs.
Trans. Richard C. McCleary. Evanston, IL: Northwestern
University Press, 1964, 39–83.

Sartre, Jean-Paul L’imaginaire: Psychologie phénoménologique
de l’imagination. Paris, Gallimard, 1940; The Psychology
of Imagination. Trans. Bernard Frechtman. New York:
Philosophical Library, 1948; newly trans. as The Imaginary:
A Phenomenological Psychology of the Imagination. Trans.
Jonathan Webber. New York: Routledge, 2003.

Sartre, Jean-Paul L’être et le néant: Essai d’ontologie
phénoménologique. Paris, Galllimard, 1943; Being and
Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology.
Trans. Hazel Barnes. New York: Philosophical Library, 1956.

Sartre, Jean-Paul Qu’est-ce que la littérature? Paris: Gallimard,
1948; What is Literature? Trans. Bernard Frechtman.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988.

Sartre, Jean-Paul Un théâtre de situations. Paris: Gallimard,
1973; Sartre on Theater. Trans. Frank Jellinek. New York:
Random House, 1976.

Sartre et les arts. Revue Obliques, numéro dirigé par M. Sicard
(1981).



Max Scheler (1874–1928)

Wolfhart Henckmann

Scheler never published a book or article on aesthet-
ics, but he was very much interested in questions of
aesthetics and the philosophy of art, and this through-
out his life. Many of his writings contain shorter
or longer reflections on various aesthetic problems,
which delineate almost a whole system of aesthetics.
The latter consists of three loosely connected main
parts: (1) a theory of aesthetic values, (2) an aesthetics
of nature, and (3) a philosophy of art. His aesthet-
ics extends not only horizontally over a vast field of
problems, but also vertically through several levels of
reflection—namely, a fundamental level of principal
problems, mainly understood as a phenomenology of
aesthetic value and of the basic conceptions of art;
an anthropological-hermeneutical level of individual
and cultural experiences; and a level of metaphys-
ical problems of value and art in the evolutionary
dialectics of spirit (Geist) and life-drive (impulsion,
Lebensdrang).

Methodologically, Scheler’s aesthetics is neither
inductive nor deductive; moreover, it is not always
intuitive, as MORITZ GEIGER characterizes phe-
nomenological aesthetics, but rather follows an anthro-
pological hermeneutics, by which he also differs from
the ontological aesthetics of ROMAN INGARDEN.
Scheler’s later phenomenological and metaphysical
aesthetics leaves behind his early conception of aes-
thetics as a normative science in the neo-Kantian
sense given to it by Wilhelm Windelband and Heinrich
Rickert. His later aesthetics follows the movement
of objectivity, which Max Dessoir pronounced early
in the twentieth century, by which the subjective
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movement, commonly traced back to Immanuel Kant,
was to be overcome. The aesthetic attitude, i.e., disin-
terested contemplative appreciation, which is a funda-
mental concept in subjective aesthetics, is in Scheler’s
view of art nothing but a sign of the decadence of
modern art and art appreciation (2000b: 329f.), but
with respect to the sphere of aesthetic phenomena, it
is nevertheless constitutive (1976a: 30).

(1) In his main work, Der Formalismus in der Ethik
und die materiale Wertethik (1913/1916), Scheler out-
lines a hierarchy of five value-ranks, reaching from the
rank of (a) sensuous and pleasurable values through
the ranks of (b) pragmatic (useful, instrumental val-
ues), (c) psychic (sad, gay), and (d) spiritual (just,
beautiful, true) values up to (e) the rank of religious
values (holy, profane). Aesthetic values are essen-
tially spiritual values. Therefore, Scheler denies that
the pleasurable belongs among aesthetic values in the
strict sense, though in his later years he adopted a
somewhat Platonic view whereby with the pleasur-
able the human mind begins to open up for the higher
spiritual and religious values (2000a: 230). All values
correlate with specifically receptive and active poten-
tialities of the human being, which come into function
when it meets with specific value qualities. Aesthetic
values in the strict sense correspond to the “inten-
tional feeling,” by which a specific value-quality and
its objectivity is experienced (“erlebt”). The quality of
a higher- or lower-ranking value-quality is experienced
by the intentional feeling of preferring or the feeling of
a given value-degree being lower than expected, i.e.,
the feeling of an objective disappointment. Compared
to ethical values, which are founded in personal acts,
aesthetic values are founded in objects. These need
not be real, but may be fictitious; they are charac-
terized by a plastic spiritual clearness (“anschauliche
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Bildhaftigkeit”—2000a: 103f.), which is not to be
mistaken for sensuous visibility.

All spiritual acts, including aesthetic acts, are
founded in a fundamental spiritual openness and desire
to come into contact with what is given, with the
world in its immanent value profile. Scheler defines the
fundamental openness and value-aspiring drive rather
ambiguously as “love.” Love is prior to all acts of
the human mind (“Geist”); it is the answering act to
the love by which God has created and loves the uni-
verse. In the 1920s, when Scheler distanced himself
from the Christian concept of a Trinitarian God, he
withdrew some of the Catholic implications of his con-
cept of love, but never gave up this term to denote the
basic universal openness and affirmative attitude of the
human mind with respect to the value-profile of the
world; this basic attitude he calls also “world-love”
(“Weltliebe”—2000b: 307ff.). All aesthetic phenom-
ena belong to a realm of spiritually bright appearances
transcending the sphere of daily life and natural reality.
And the negative aesthetic values (ugly, horrible, etc.)
also belong to this aesthetic realm.

(2) In harmony with his objectivism, Scheler
opposes the modern concept of natural beauty as a
projection of subjective human experiences by his con-
cept (which is not exactly that of EDMUND HUSSERL)
of the correlativity of objects and acts, in which the
objects are prior to the acts in so far as they evoke the
human mind to respond in correspondingly specified
acts (1976a: 39). In Vom Ewigen im Menschen (1921),
he calls this process of forming and expanding the
human mind within the evolution of the universe the
“functionalization [Funktionalisierung] of the human
mind” (198ff.). Since it is evident that nature displays
many kinds of beauty in landscapes, animals, plants,
minerals, etc., it is necessary to develop a general phi-
losophy of nature (which is the least known part of his
philosophy) that accounts for the possibility of natural
beauty.

For Scheler, who had read Henri Bergson’s philoso-
phy extensively, all the different spheres of nature and
their objects are, ontologically, “images” (“Bilder,”
natura naturata). They are set into being by the cre-
ative power of nature (natura naturans). He calls this
power the image phantasy of nature (“Bildphantasie
der Natur”). As a consequence of this concept of
nature as a cosmic and universal artist and of his phe-
nomenological thesis of correlation, he declares that

there are also prehuman forms of experience of natu-
ral beauties, i.e., forms of aesthetic attraction between
flowers and insects, male and female animals, etc.
(2000b: 431f.). And to a certain degree, there are
also different aesthetic qualities produced and experi-
enced in the prehuman spheres of nature, namely, in all
cases of a suggestive “precise shape”; in accordance
with Austrian Gestalt theory, he speaks of “prägnante
Gestalt” (1987: 199). The artistic and aesthetic power
of nature produces at last in its highest possibilities the
different races of humankind, the generic and individ-
ual schemes of the natural appearance of human beings
in the different stages, and the corresponding customs
of their lives. It is not clear enough in Scheler’s writ-
ings if a precise shape is sufficient to account for the
beauty of natural objects, or if it is only one of the
necessary conditions of natural beauty.

(3) Scheler distinguishes—as did Conrad Fiedler,
Max Dessoir, Emil Utitz, Richard Hamann, and
others—between aesthetics as philosophy of aesthetic
value and philosophy of art: aesthetic values can also
be experienced outside the arts, and not only in nature,
but also in science, social life, and religion, while art
can be authentic art without being beautiful (2000b:
332). While modern philosophy of aesthetic art tends
to look at the arts from the angle of recipients—
suggesting along with Theodor Lipps, for instance,
that artists also strive to create nothing but beau-
tiful works—Scheler learned from Fiedler’s famous
essay on the origin of artistic activity (1887) to recon-
struct the processes of representation and expression as
special forms of cognition.

Scheler mainly discusses the concept of art in three
aspects: as a monopoly of the human spirit, in contrast
to the artistic activities of certain animals, which are
carried out by instinct; with respect to the structure
of human existence, and with respect to the (meta-
physical) process of becoming of the absolute Ens
a se. With respect to the structure of human exis-
tence, art is based first on love, second on transvital
values perceived in an emotionally permeated vision,
third on the perception of an idea, and fourth on the
function of representation “Darstellungsfunktion,”—
(1987: 199). Therefore, the work of art is not a rep-
resentation of anything outside the artwork playing
its double, but develops its special character and con-
tent of representation only in the process of creation
itself. By the creative act of the artist, which Scheler
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distinguishes from rational work and from creation by
God, the value-aspect of something represented comes
into an emotionally impressive and suggestive appear-
ance. This coming-intoappearance originates in a cer-
tain “conception” by which the genius—the highest,
paradigmatic type of artistic creation—is driven to find
an equivalent form for it in order to free him/herself
from its obsessive power. Thus Scheler’s philosophy
of art is mainly a philosophy of the creative process,
a “production aesthetics,” as Nietzsche has called it,
that is conceived as being prior to an aesthetics of the
produced work and to the subsequent appreciation of
works of art by any recipients. Relying on Nietzsche’s
aesthetics, Scheler conceives of the work of art as
a dynamic harmony of Dionysian and Platonic, i.e.,
Apollonian formative powers (2000b: 331).

In essence, art can only be one and the same,
as Scheler claims against Wilhelm Worringer. In
Abstraktion und Einfühlung (1908), Worringer distin-
guishes two kinds of art: art is based either on empathy
or on abstraction. For Scheler, however, the realm of
art is differentiated by the different materials forming
the medium of the creative process and allowing the
artistic expression to be perceived by others (1976a:
35f.). He accordingly accepts the common distinc-
tion between visual, auditory, and “haptic” arts, and
he does not object against all possible forms of their
cooperation—he was enthusiastic about theater, opera,
and the newly established art of film.

Scheler is convinced that although art is based on
transvital values and spiritual creativity, it is an essen-
tially historical phenomenon. Originating in time, a
work of art is subject to the dominating style of artis-
tic creation (“Kunstwollen,” Alois Riegl). Therefore,
there cannot be progress in the creation of art, but
rather an inner growth of a culture with art as one of
its essential organic parts. The center of art history
is the change in style-feeling (“Stilgefühl”) brought
about by the geniuses, who create the paradigmatic
models that inspire their followers, not the changes
in taste and art appreciation (1976a: 40). There are
different sets of realistic factors (race and gender,
economic, technical, political factors), which, in coop-
eration with the ideal factors (religion, moral systems,
hierarchy of value systems, the changes of the feel-
ing of style), bring about the development of art within
the growth of cultures. By a slowly growing intercul-
tural exchange of artworks, the artistic potentialities

of cultures are inspired to develop, and all cultures,
none of them replaceable by any other, are neces-
sary for the expression of the artistic potentiality of
humankind.

Metaphysically, Scheler is convinced that the cre-
ative process of the artist is a representation and
symbol of the creative process of nature or even of
God (2000b: 330), and ultimately, a representation
of the struggle between spirit and life drive in God.
Therefore, the art of the human race is an essential
medium for the realization of God himself. His inner
struggle is executed in the evolutionary process of
the present universe, which is only one of the innu-
merable worlds that may or even will evolve from
God’s eternal struggle (and entirely different worlds
might have already existed). All creative processes
tend to find an equilibrium (“Ausgleich”) in which
antagonistic energies build up a significant configu-
ration that symbolizes the possibility of the harmony
and reconciliation of God and his creation, a har-
mony that the artistic creativity of humankind helps
develop.
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Hermann Schmitz (1928–)

Anna Blume

Hermann Schmitz is the founder of the New
Phenomenology. Between 1964 and 1980, he pub-
lished his ten-volume System of Philosophy, in which
he discloses and describes the broad field of involun-
tary experiences by means of a method that diverges
considerably from classical phenomenology. The the-
oretical core of his work is the body (Leib) or bodily
experience; its scrutiny in the New Phenomenology
is important for many other areas, including the phe-
nomenology of aesthetic experience. The concept of
Leib must therefore be discussed first in what follows.

Schmitz distinguishes Leib (personal body or
flesh, corporeality) from the concept of Körper
(physical body) in a more nuanced manner than
do EDMUND HUSSERL and MAURICE MERLEAU-
PONTY. A Körper is a visible and palpable object,
and ultimately also the abstract, atomized object of
the natural sciences. By contrast, a Leib is the stratum
of involuntary and immediate feelings (Verspürungen)
that everyone, Schmitz assumes, has independently of
perceptual or tactile experiences in the sphere of his
or her Körper. According to Schmitz, the fundamen-
tal categories of bodily feeling include: narrowness,
broadness, tension, swelling, intensity, rhythm, direc-
tion, and their corresponding derivations (cf. Schmitz
1966: 19–36). On the basis of these categories, “bodily
stirrings” (Regungen) such as desire, pain, fatigue, or
vigor, and spatially or atmospherically situated “emo-
tions” (Gefühle), such as joy, sadness, love, hate, and
shame, can be differentiated, classified, and newly
determined phenomenologically. Thus, for example,
anxiety-laden emotions are as a rule “narrowing or
constricting,” whereas happy emotions are “broaden-
ing or expansive.”

The phenomenological method operative in this
approach is no longer transcendental-egological, as

it was for Husserl. While Schmitz did begin with
Husserl’s method, he modified and simplified it con-
siderably; indeed, as Günter Schulte (2001: 151) has
noted, Schmitz freed that method from its exaggerated
claims and artificial features (absolute insight into truth
and essence, restriction to immediate self-experience,
starting from a so-called lifeworld, and the dogma of
consciousness as intentional).

Schmitz is closer to Merleau-Ponty’s approach,
though he finds that the latter lacks a consistent, dis-
cussable theory. If we compare Schmitz with Merleau-
Ponty, we find, for example, that the latter does not
precisely define his central concept of le corps any-
where in his Phénoménologie de la perception (1945);
its meaning comes into view only in the course of
the book by a process of elimination. If one exam-
ines the relevant passages, it becomes clear that le
corps is a kind of hybrid of Leib and Körper; and
the clear, conceptual differentiation of both phenom-
ena, which Schmitz was the first to achieve, is lacking
there. Le corps is the sensuous Körper that is acces-
sible to eyes and hands, where “fingernails,” “ears,”
and “lungs” also belong to Körper (cf. Merleau Ponty
1945: 492–93). He does not mean the objective Körper
of the natural sciences that is treated in physiology
textbooks (cf. ibid.: 403–4), which he regards as an
extract from le corps deriving from an impoverish-
ment of the primary phenomenon (cf. ibid.). Thus le
corps is by no means equivalent to Schmitz’s con-
cept of Leib, for as Merleau-Ponty says: “Neither le
corps nor existence can be regarded as the original
of being human, since they presuppose each other,
and because le corps is solidified or generalized exis-
tence, and existence a perpetual incarnation” (ibid.,
194). Le corps seems to be something in or to which
intimate existence “surrenders” judgment by general
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standards, whereas Leib—from the standpoint of the
New Phenomenology—is the locus of being-affected,
including subjectivity (i.e., one’s involvement in such
being affected), that is to say, as the “epicenter” of
all resonance and initiative, Leib is existence from the
very beginning. In express contrast to the doctrines of
Merleau-Ponty, Husserl, and MARTIN HEIDEGGER,
Schmitz discusses the interconnections between cor-
poreality, subjectivity, and existence in his works Was
ist Neue Phänomenologie? (2003) and Husserl und
Heidegger (1996). His aesthetic theory is based on his
understanding of these interconnections.

Prior to grounding his theory in the Leib, Schmitz
addressed the array of aesthetic theories that to this day
are taught uncritically in universities. In his 1980 essay
“Herkunft und Schicksal der Ästhetik,” for example,
he says that “aesthetics” is, strictly speaking, what has
been synthesized under this concept in the nineteenth
century after Hegel, namely, (1) the arts (poetry, music,
architecture, the fine arts, and dance) with their works,
production (artists), and reception (public); (2) the aes-
thetic attitude, that is, the multifariously differentiable
modes of approaching works of art, in particular the
modes of approaching, and attitudes toward the beau-
tiful and the sublime; (3) the objects disclosed in the
aesthetic attitude that are not “works” of art, especially
natural beauty; and (4) “Beauty itself, the capstone in
the arch of bourgeois aesthetics” (cf. Schmitz 1980:
397ff., 1990: 455ff.).

While today, according to Schmitz, these disci-
plines are by no means obsolete, their synthesis—with
which the nearly century-long domination of aesthet-
ics in high bourgeois culture began—disintegrated at
the dawn of the twentieth century, and did so in such
a way that especially two fundamental tendencies in
particular—tendencies that had led to the synthesis
of those disciplines—once again became visible in
their difference: “idealistic” and “rhetorical” proto-
aesthetics, as Schmitz calls them. Schmitz defines
idealistic proto-aesthetics as the demand made, since
Plato, Cicero, and Plotinus, on the fine arts that they
integrate the idea of the beautiful into the sensuous
material; he defines rhetorical proto-aesthetics as the
task given to the arts of managing the affects, a task
modeled on rhetoric (cf. Schmitz 1980: 390ff.). His
own theory of the aesthetic and thus also of art is—as
antimetaphysical and anti-idealistic—closest to rhetor-
ical proto-aesthetics, albeit with a radically new aspect.
For Schmitz does not regard affects as states of the soul

(“there is no soul”: Schmitz 1990: 199f.), but rather as
bodily sensed atmospheres that are present in the sur-
roundings. Thus corporeality is the medium in which
to “have” atmospheres as emotions.

Leib and emotion determine Schmitz’s aesthetic
theory insofar as art—differently than, say, the cul-
tural system of science—is a vehicle for counteracting
the overpowering of emotional forces by reification.
From the perspective of the phenomenology of the
Leib, the meaning of cultural systems in general con-
sists in just such a possibility of distancing oneself
from emotion. In contrast to the reductive and abstract
procedures of science, art makes it possible to per-
mit emotions, namely, to organize them into works of
art, and through these works to make them endurable,
aesthetically experienceable, and perhaps enjoyable.
Art makes possible “distance in (emotional) affect-
edness,” as Schmitz (1990: 459) puts it. In view of
the foregoing, we note that the traditional categories
of aesthetics, particularly the beautiful and its oppo-
site, the ugly, assume a completely different signif-
icance in the context of the dynamic between Leib
and emotion: with the aid of the corporeal categories
noted above, Schmitz describes the beautiful as a “pri-
vative broadening” (i.e., a broadening or expansion
that is in most respects freed of narrowing or con-
striction; a “tensionlessness”); by contrast, the ugly
is said to be a “privative narrowing” (cf. Schmitz
1977: 662ff.). This suggests Kant’s formula of “dis-
interested pleasure” taken in the beautiful. However,
insofar as the tensionless beautiful is merely relieved
of emotions instead of conveying emotional demands
in aesthetic distance, it is neither necessary nor suffi-
cient for art or aesthetic objects from the perspective
of the New Phenomenology; at best, it represents an
epiphenomenon. Aesthetics, says Schmitz, “makes do
without considering the beautiful.”

In view of a “progressive aestheticization of real-
ity,” of everyday life, politics, and the economy, and
in view of the question concerning nature compelled
by environmental problems, Gernot Böhme extends
the phenomenal field of aesthetics, conceived along
the conceptual lines of the New Phenomenology, far
beyond the scope of the experience of art. He does
so based on the insight that a fixation of aesthetic
theory on art is obsolete due to art’s rapid develop-
ment. “Distance in being affected” by atmospheres
thus would also be required in the wider field of
aesthetic demands and impositions. With his books
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Atmosphäre. Essays zur neuen Ästhetik (1995) and
Für eine ökologische Naturästhetik (1989), Böhme
makes strides towards a new aesthetics whose basic
theme, “finding oneself in environing worlds” (Böhme
1989: 9), is simultaneously intended as part of a
new philosophy of nature. Here, too, Böhme refers
expressly to a key sentence in Schmitz, who defines
philosophy as “man’s reflection on his finding himself
in his surroundings” (Schmitz 1990: 3). In addition,
the atmospheric, in its abbreviated form as “sphere,”
is a vivid and powerful concept in Peter Sloterdijk’s
three-volume theory and critique of culture (Sloterdijk
1998, 1999, 2004). Thus one is justified in claim-
ing that Hermann Schmitz’s New Phenomenology has
given new impulses and inspiration to other important
theoretical approaches.
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Alfred Schutz (1899–1959)

Andreas Georg Stascheit

Contributions to aesthetics were not a primary goal for
Schutz. Likewise, it was not his concern to develop
studies dedicated to specific genres of art. But he does
reflect on human experiences of the aesthetic dimen-
sions of the world in the sense of a frame of reference
for understanding sociality.

Thoughts about aesthetic phenomena remain largely
implicit. Except for the two widely known essays
(Schutz 1951, 1956), most of Schutz’s studies on
music and literature were left as preparatory notes. But
the Schutz Papers include a clipping that announces
his Peabody Conservatory lecture “Mozart and the
Philosophers” and contains the most concise précis
of his self-defined intentions: “His principal fields of
endeavor are philosophical interpretations of the social
world through language and the arts, especially music”
(Schutz Papers: 13019). Schutz archived this clipping
as the first page of a collection of notes on music, and
the same article gives definite information about the
project these notes were dedicated to: “The speaker is
preparing a scholarly study of ‘The Phenomenology
of Musical Experience.’” Schutz started working on
this project at Lake Placid in 1944 (Schutz 1976),
planned to continue it in 1945 (Schutz and Voegelin
2004: 261), touched on it in “Making Music Together”
(1951), and took it up again after completing “Mozart
and the Philosophers.” The 101-page documentation
of this last phase is being published in the Alfred
Schütz Werkausgabe VII, along with notes for lec-
ture courses that provide clues to his reception of
Henri Bergson, William James, and Ernst Cassirer.

A.G. Stascheit (�)
Dortmund University of Applied Sciences and Arts,
Dortmund, Germany

Work on the Nachlass on music and literature and
the exploration of the relation to Schutz’s publica-
tions began with Fred Kersten (Schutz 1976) and Ilja
Srubar (Schutz 1981). It continued with Lester Embree
on Schutz’s approach to literature from the standpoint
of sociology (Schutz 1998), and has been recently
followed with analyses of the relevance of aesthetics
for the phenomenology of the social (Stascheit 2003,
2007, 2008). The reinterpretation of Schutz from the
standpoint of aesthetics was already encouraged by
Emanuel Winternitz: “Alfred Schutz’s concern with
the phenomenon of music deeply influenced his phi-
losophy. It will be a task for his philosopher friends
to explore this connection and to continue his work”
(Winternitz 1970: 271).

The Leitfaden for the exploration of Schutz’s oeu-
vre as “philosophical interpretations of the social world
through language and the arts, especially music” can
be established via the analysis of correlations between
Schutz’s musical practice and theoretical positions,
and by tracing the influences of the Nietzsche-Wagner
and the Bergson-Einstein debates within the cantus
firmus of his work: the nexus of time, action, and
the plurality of rationality. The crucial “through” in
Schutz’s self-interpretation can best be understood if
music and literature are considered the source of oper-
ative questions and, with counterpoint for one exam-
ple, operative concepts (Fink 1957). Schutz himself
expressed the core relevance of his musical roots in
a letter to Gurwitsch: “A difference—and I hope not
an opposition between us—lies in the fact that you
take perception or mathematics as the point of depar-
ture and model in all of your works, whereas I like to
think through phenomenological problems in terms of
the states of affairs of music and of human action in the
social sphere” (Schutz and Gurwitsch 1985: 306).
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The meaning of music for Schutz was shaped by
making music, his piano-based perspective being com-
plemented by extensive practice in chamber music. His
musical scope was formed by the ubiquitous presence
of music in the Vienna of 1900–1930 and qualified
by forty years of weekly four-handed piano sessions
with Emanuel Winternitz and regular chamber music
rehearsals; by a good reputation as a prima vista player
(sight-reader) in spite of “little technique” at the piano
(Winternitz 1970: 270); by the ability to read not
only piano music, but entire orchestral scores (Barber
2004: 151); by integrating piano practice into daily life
in spite of being overloaded with professional duties
(Schutz Papers: 13020ff.); and by acquaintance, out of
a beholder’s perspective, with a remarkable variety of
music performed by world famous artists in Vienna’s
concert halls and state opera.

How far Schutz is from simply taking music as
a “model” for social relationship becomes obvious,
however, when he writes that with regard to the author-
listener relationship, poetry is an “Autarlogique Art,
the loneliest after music” (Schutz 1998: 4). The dif-
ference between musical processes and social inter-
actions is also marked in “Making Music Together”
when Schutz specifies as his central topic social inter-
actions connected with the musical process (Schutz
1964: 159), and consequently adds: “It is by no means
our thesis that a work of music (or of art in general)
cannot be understood except by reference to its indi-
vidual author or to the circumstances—biographical or
other—in which he created this particular work” (ibid.:
169). The emphasis on the difference between musi-
cal processes and social interactions reveals that the
author-beholder relationship is relevant for Schutz not
with regard to the constitution of the work of art, but
because it transposes the fundamental question of any
verstehende Soziologie into the fields of literature and
music.

Owing to the lack of a “conceptual scheme” (Schutz
1964: 159), reflection on music is synonymous with
reflection on the pre-predicative dimensions of expe-
rience. But simultaneously, music as “a meaningful
context” (ibid.) raises the questions of a hermeneu-
tics of music, and more radically, of a hermeneutics
of the pre-predicative sphere. The Mozart essay ded-
icated to the amalgam of music and drama (Schutz
1956) is designed to sound the depth of this dif-
ficult scenario rendered by a virtuoso performance

on the keyboard of the history of philosophy. This
performance already starts with the essay’s title, an
allusion to Schopenhauer’s metaphysical variation on
Leibniz: “Musica est exercitium metaphysices occul-
tum nescientis se philosophari animi” (Schopenhauer
1859: 332). This late essay takes up discussions Schutz
had been engaged in since his early manuscripts
(Schutz 1981): Bergson’s critical attitude toward lan-
guage, Nietzsche’s questioning of the primacy of
the word, and the controversy between Wagner and
Nietzsche (cf. Zeeb 2004) can be traced through
the whole text. Interpreted against this background
and read along with “Sign and Symbol,” a lec-
ture presented while the essay was being prepared,
“Mozart and the Philosophers” reveals its relevance
with regard to a Schutzian genealogy of meaning. It
further suggests the task of exploring how Nietzsche’s
thoughts on music and the musical dimensions of
language (cf. Ungeheuer 1990) have migrated into
the sociology of knowledge (Berger and Luckmann
1967: 17) via the Schutzian analysis of “commu-
nication in the life-world” (Schutz and Luckmann
1989: 148ff.).

Concerning the relationship between language and
music, Schutz probes the phenomenon of rhythm
as a potential anchorage and turns to the Greek
conception of mousikē (cf. Georgiades 1955;Schutz
Papers13082ff.) and to the studies of rhythm by
Aristotle’s student Aristoxenos (1883), who provoked
an epistemological revolution in musicology by claim-
ing that specific musical qualities rather than numerical
ratios are essential to music. Rhythm also represents
the conceptual hinge with regard to Schutz’s pivotal
thesis: the principal relevance of temporal structures
for the genesis and understanding of social relation-
ships. The focal concepts of simultaneity, tension,
polythetic articulation, and synchronization are not
adequately interpreted if regarded as mere adapta-
tions of concepts of temporality from Henri Bergson,
Edmund Husserl, and William James, but as chal-
lenges, manifest, for example, when Schutz discussed
Husserl’s notion of the synthesis of identification with
regard to the auditory realm (Schutz 1976: 50ff., cf.
Kersten 1976, Stascheit 2003). Schutz’s temporal con-
cepts epitomize the results of a dialogue nourished
by phenomenological reflection on the experience of
music from the standpoint of the practicing musician.
This dialogue is initiated by two cardinal issues: the
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problem of the coherence of a multiplicity of dis-
tinct streams, and the question of the constitution
of an intersubjectively, mutually shared (or at least
compatible) temporal articulation.

The coherence of a multiplicity of distinct simul-
taneous streams is a problem for the practicing
pianist, programmatically demonstrated by Bach’s
Das Wohltemperierte Klavier and by his Goldberg
Variationen, 31 variations of an aria that Schutz knew
by heart (Winternitz 1970: 270). With the fundamen-
tal independence of the hands, the piano opens up a
challenging experience of polyphony and its specific
variant, counterpoint, for the moving animate body,
modeled by the piano’s physical and instrumental
structure and typicalities of sound-production.

A first idea concerning the significance of this inde-
pendence of the hands might be acquired via a simple
experiment while listening to a piece of music built
upon the most elementary form of polyphony, dyapho-
nia. The experiment consists in taking up a musician’s
perspective by focusing alternately on one of the two
parts: what was experienced as a unity in “naive”
listening now appears as different meaningful pro-
cesses, either part being experienced as moving in a
different manner, exhibiting correspondingly different
temporal qualities. Evoking a conceptualization of this
experiment’s quintessence, Bergson says: “I call two
flows “contemporaneous” when they are equally one
or two for my consciousness, the latter perceiving them
together as a single flowing if it sees fit to engage in
an undivided act of attention, and, on the other hand,
separating them throughout if it prefers to divide its
attention between them, even doing both at one and
the same time if it decides to divide its attention and
yet not cut it in two” (Bergson 1999: 35).

It is in this “same precise sense” (Schutz 1962:
173) that Schutz uses the term simultaneity, follow-
ing Bergson’s distinction of quantitative and qualitative
multiplicity (cf. Bergson 1970: 56ff.). Within the con-
text of Bergson’s idea of simultaneity, the concepts of
polyphony and counterpoint, taken in a twofold sense
from a phenomenological and musicological point of
view, reveal their relevance as operative concepts in
Schutz’s understanding of sociality: “The problem of
simultaneity, taken not merely as a common Now in
objective time but also as a community of two inner
flows of time seems to me to be of the greatest signifi-
cance for the problem of intersubjectivity, and that not

only in regard to transcendental but also to mundane
intersubjectivity” (Schutz 1966: 88).

An exemplary situation for the analysis of the con-
stitution of an intersubjectively, mutually shared (or at
least compatible) temporal articulation is provided by
the chamber ensemble, as the requirement of begin-
ning with and maintaining a shared tempo pertains to
the fundamentals of ensemble performance (similarly
to marching, dancing, and making love, to cite other
Schutzian examples).

This synchronization of tempo is neither established
nor maintained simply with the flux of music. Its
precondition can be specified as commonly shared
tension, as the level of tension determines the den-
sity of the intervals by which the ongoing flux is
structured in what Schutz, alluding to the bodily
metaphor of the natural stride, calls “steps.” He fre-
quently discusses this topic with reference to the
Husserlian distinction between polythetic and mono-
thetic constitution, claiming that polythetic formations
are exclusively in play where the nonlinguistic forms
of expression are concerned. But the straightforward-
ness of this opposition is questioned by Schutz himself
in a late meditation on the reproductive acts under-
lying larger musical structures: “Re-produktion als
abgelaufen, quasi-monothetisch möglich, Antizipation
(statt Protention). Es ist der Rhythmus der größeren
Formen, Perioden, Strophen. . .” (Re-production quasi-
monothetic possible, anticipation (instead of proten-
tion). It is the rhythm of the larger forms, periods,
verses. . .—Schutz Papers: 13068).

The accomplishment of a synchronized tempo is
finally founded upon an active orientation (“tuning-
in”) toward a mutually shared quality of tension; in
chamber music performances, this becomes evident,
including via expressive movements, in the phase
before the first sound is produced. Schutz considered
this tuning-in relationship (or in his own translation,
Einstellungsbeziehung)—a “relationship” not pertain-
ing to the same dimension as the relationship of ego
and alter ego—to be the constitutive origin of the We.
While in his drafts for “Making Music Together” he
still recognizes a “problem which has to be inves-
tigated: Is the communicative process really at the
origin of social relationship or is there a preceding
layer?” (Schutz Papers: 3090), the primacy of tuning-
in has become definite in the Seeligberger Notizbuch:
“Nicht erörtert bisher: Einstellungsbeziehung, die der
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Etablierung aller sozialen Beziehungen, auch Sprache,
vorhergehen muß” (ibid.: 2035; Schutz and Luckmann
1984: 286) “Not discussed so far: The attitudinal
relationship that must precede the establishment of
all social relationships, including language” (Schutz
and Luckmann 1989: 226). The conceptual nexus of
simultaneity, tension, and tempo in conjunction with
the notion of an active orientation derived from the
Husserlian concept of attitude is what constitutes the
phenomenological heart of the Einstellungsbeziehung
or tuning-in relationship, thus forming the fundamen-
tal theorem of Schutz’s phenomenology of the We.
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Secondary Senses

Mădălina Diaconu

In opposition to the “theoretical senses” (Hegel) of
sight and hearing, the secondary senses are touch,
smell, and taste. “Secondary” refers to the minor
importance these senses have held in philosophy and
phenomenology, even if genetically they should be
rather considered as “primary.” Leaving aside the
vagueness of tactility, which is often intermingled
with the sense of movement, force, and kinaesthe-
sia, phenomenologists have mainly investigated touch
from three perspectives (albeit rarely in an aesthetic
context): (1) touching objects and moving; (2) appre-
hending tactile qualities; and (3) touching persons.

EDMUND HUSSERL distinguishes the perception
of touching (Tastwahrnehmung) from its feeling
(Berührungsempfindung). In touching, the subject con-
centrates on the impressions that emerge from objects;
in feeling, one pays attention to one’s own kinaesthe-
sia. Both impressions merge together in joining one’s
own hands. In addition, self-touching is the beginning
of the constitution of space through both movement in
place and locomotion. Touch is for Husserl the sense
of corporeal activity, motility, reality, and presence,
whereas Erwin Straus stresses the absence out of which
each touched object comes and into which it falls back
again. MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY defines visuality
itself as a palpation at a distance and describes the I-
world relation according to a tactile model (Irigaray),
as a chiasm in which the clear Husserlian distribution
of the passive and active roles becomes ambiguous and
is replaced by a universal reversibility. For Straus and
MICHEL HENRY, there is no touch without movement.
Henry develops Husserl’s principle of “I can” into
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a fundamental mobility of the subject; this “ability-
to-move-oneself” (pouvoir-se-mouvoir) is not merely
empirical, but is an immanent force of life and of
transcendental affectivity.

JEAN-PAUL SARTRE reinterprets tactile reciprocity
as the existential-traumatic mood of nausea, in which
the subject experiences the feeling of being touched
by inanimate objects. Sartre’s and Gaston Bachelard’s
dialectics of softness and hardness analyze in detail
and with literary examples the feelings of consistency,
depth, and resistance of matter. However, whereas
Sartre is obsessed with negative tactile qualities (stick-
iness, mud) that—despite an apparent “obedience”—
take the subject into possession, like some sort of
revenge of the thing “in itself” (en soi) against the sub-
ject’s “for itself” (pour soi), Bachelard converts the
tactile qualities from signifiers of a muscular force into
positive symbols of intimacy and a happy regression to
infancy.

Emmanuel Levinas, Henry, and JEAN-LUC

MARION consider touch the key experience for
differentiating things and humans. Still, in contrast
to Levinas (for whom caresses have neither intention
nor meaning inside of a horizon), for Marion touching
people is overloaded with meaning (geste saturé de
sens): namely, it transforms the passive body (corps)
into living flesh (chair), and is therefore demateri-
alizing. In its highest, Christian forms, touch loves
and heals at the same time. Both Marion and Luce
Irigaray suggest the possibility of religious knowl-
edge through touching and being touched by God.
Irigaray also grounds irreducible gender difference
on a tactile experience; she focuses on the organic
mucous substance (le muqueux), which is expandable
but innumerable, tangible but invisible, and which
multiplies the chiasms inside the female body.
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Phenomenology has taken smell and taste into con-
sideration rather infrequently and incidentally, such as
in Sartre’s L’être et le néant, where taste and diges-
tion exemplify the general dialectic of en soi and
pour soi. Systematic analyses of these two sensory
modalities are carried out by Hubert Tellenbach in his
phenomenology of the oral sense (comprising smell
and taste) and by HERMANN SCHMITZ with his theory
of atmospheres. The sense of smell can be intransitive-
emanative or receptive-transitive; the latter is further
divided by Tellenbach into an aesthetic smell that pro-
vides pleasure and a theoretical smell that warns of
dangers. Schmitz and Tellenbach conceive of “atmo-
spheres” as the unity of the presence and the sense
of an experienced reality. Atmospheres inspire confi-
dence or distrust, are apprehended only if one “enters”
them, and cannot be fully grasped by concepts. Feeling
them spontaneously homogenizes the subject’s mood
and attunes it (Tellenbach: einstimmen) to the envi-
ronment, even if one can to some extent maintain an
inward distance from atmospheres and describe them.

Any attempt to work out an aesthetics of art forms
apprehended by the secondary senses is rendered
difficult by their ephemerality, synaesthetic inclina-
tion, embeddedness in the sociocultural field, and
strongly hedonistic and vital character, as well as
by terminological poverty, the immediacy of their
effect on the perceiver, their loose structures, etc.
Still, artistic and technical developments in the last
decades—e.g., intersensorial installations and perfor-
mances that address the body as a whole, Land Art,
Eat Art, the “haptic-organic” or “weak” architec-
ture that has rediscovered the tactile and olfactory
dimensions of buildings and sites (Kenneth Frampton,
Juhani Pallasmaa, Marc Crunelle), the awakening of
a theoretical-aesthetic consciousness among perfumers
(Edmond Roudnitska, Groupe Colisée), as well as the
present Information Technology research on the sec-
ondary senses—indicate a vast, almost unclassifiable
area of artistic and quasi-aesthetic phenomena await-
ing an aesthetic theory. Such phenomena blur the orig-
inal distinction between fine and applied arts, between
beauty and “mere” pleasantness (MORITZ GEIGER),
and render futile the search for a “pure” aesthetic
consciousness and an isolated aesthetic value.

Instead of that, coming from a phenomenological
perspective, Gernot Böhme has applied the concept
of atmosphere to aesthetics and raised the possibil-
ity of modifying or deliberately creating “characters”

(moods) through an “aesthetic work” (in theater,
design, gardening, architecture and urbanism, make-
up, etc.). Issues similar to those of a phenomeno-
logical aesthetics of the secondary senses are also
discussed in environmental and cultural aesthetics
(Arnold Berleant), in Martin Seel’s Ästhetik des
Erscheinens, in ecological aesthetics, etc.

But above all, a phenomenological aesthetics that
takes into account manifestations of all the senses
and thus rehabilitates the “lower” senses (yet with-
out seeking to reverse the former hierarchy of senses)
would be related to the program of Aisthetik, which
demands a return to aesthetics as the theory of sen-
sory perception (Wolfgang Welsch, Gernot Böhme).
More precisely, such a phenomenological aesthetics
would be grounded on a theory of the experience spe-
cific to each sense. For example, unlike sight and
only partially like hearing, the secondary senses pro-
duce fragmentary or incomplete representations. Their
subject is extremely active kinaesthetically, yet affec-
tively more vulnerable than the seer. The traces left
by such a subject (fingerprints, body smell) are at the
same time strictly personal and impersonal, collec-
tive and involuntary. Beyond all differences between
sensory modalities, their object (environment) is artic-
ulated as a map (“smellscape,” etc.) that is like a
dynamic field of attractive/repellent forces, or as a
receptacle in which the subject is immersed and which
can be filled or emptied. Time is essential for the
secondary senses, particularly a time flowing slowly,
in long processes of accumulation. Accordingly, their
aesthetic apprehension requires a fine sense for dif-
ferences and nuances; sensibility represents the pri-
mary condition of an aesthetics of the secondary
senses.

Exemplary in this respect are the phenomena of
patina, atmosphere, and aroma, which are originally
related to the secondary senses, but may also be
understood in a broader sense, as general aesthetic
values. (1) Signifying the sensible modifications of
artifacts caused by human touching or by weather,
patina appears in all those art forms that use degrad-
able materials, and often embodies time as a positive
aesthetic factor. The aesthetic character emerges grad-
ually through the “cristallisation” (Merleau-Ponty)
or poetic condensation (Verdichtung) of infinitesimal
traces left by anonymous agents, and conceals a his-
tory of the object. (2) The atmospheres emanated by
certain places also literally condense the smells of



Secondary Senses 319

inhabitants, materials, and actions; metaphorically, the
“air” refers to pervading, yet only vaguely describ-
able moods. (3) Aroma circumscribes the infinites-
imal details (para micron) of the aesthetic form,
the “grain of salt” of a rhetorical-literary discourse,
and the subtle deviation from standard—in brief,
the aesthetic difference. In other words, following
MIKEL DUFRENNE and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, aes-
thetic character is to be considered, structurally and
dynamically, as a diacritical difference within a defi-
nite cultural field and as a quality that pervades and
metamorphizes its environment. The aesthetics of the
secondary senses, then, requires a “soft” hermeneu-
tics, a contextual and complex interpretation, due to
the sociocultural implications of these senses and to
the “applied” character of their art forms. Finally,
a theory of the secondary senses cannot completely
avoid metaphorical language, and will have a par-
ticular and justifiable predilection for narratives and
anecdotes.
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Gustav Gustavovich Špet (1879–1937)

Tatyana Schedrina

The term “phenomenological aesthetics” was never
used by Špet. Yet his approach to aesthetic problems
must be defined as phenomenological. As both an
analysis of his published works and a historical
reconstruction of his manuscripts in the archive
show, his treatment of consciousness remained
phenomenological throughout his creative work.
It was particularly so in his hermeneutical turn
toward objects of the cultural sciences, such as
linguistics, history, philology, psychology, and
aesthetics. Thus his version of phenomenological
aesthetics might best be illustrated by his most sig-
nificant and model works in this field, namely the

(Ehsteticheskie
fragmenty; Aesthetic fragments, 1922–1923),
as well as his article “Problemy sovremenn
stetiki” (“Problemy sovremennojj ehstetiki”;

Problems of contemporary aesthetics, 1923).
Špet is an advocate of a philosophically grounded

aesthetics that is not reduced to a mere psychology of
aesthetic experience. Philosophical aesthetics should
study aesthetic consciousness, both in its actual struc-
ture and in its relation to other kinds of consciousness.
The subject matter of phenomenological aesthetics is
to be found in the borderline sphere between the aes-
thetic object (Gegenstandsphänomenologie) and con-
stitutive acts (Aktphänomenologie). Hence aesthetics
is a “doctrine of aesthetic consciousness correlative to
an ontological doctrine of the aesthetic object” (Špet
1989: 410–11), something that seems akin to ROMAN

INGARDEN’s phenomenological aesthetics. The aes-
thetic object is a correlate to aesthetic consciousness,
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which is one aspect among other aspects of cultural
and historical consciousness as a whole.

This approach conforms to Špet’s general philo-
sophical principles, which find their expression in three
problematic: (1) problems of meaning and of the cor-
responding act of conceiving a meaning or sense; (2)
problems of the socially and historically given being
conceived as culture; and (3) problems of logic as a
science of the word. Each of these three problematic is
treated in the Ehsteticheskie fragmenty as well as in the
“Problemy sovremennojj ehstetiki” and in Špet’s other
works of the 1920s. But the fundamental approach or
institution that determined his subsequent interpreta-
tion of aesthetic phenomena is already revealed in his
early works.

While discussing EDMUND HUSSERL’s Ideen
I (1913) in (Javlenie i smysl;
Appearance and Sense, 1914), Špet poses the problem
of apprehending social being that can only be grasped
through a verbal expression. The latter is given histor-
ically, and consequently demands an interpretation of
its sense. A sense is not an abstract form, and is not
given from outside. It is hidden in the depths of an
object. “Understanding” as an immediate comprehen-
sion of sense constitutes the core of the logical contents
of an act of thinking. This posing a problem leads
him to an elaboration of hermeneutical principles, or,
as he put it himself, principles of the “dialectical
interpretation” of concepts expressed in a verbal form.

In the Ehsteticheskie fragmenty Špet defines the
sphere of problems. In opposition to Husserl, who
worked within the epistemological dimension of phe-
nomenological problems, Špet seeks to develop phe-
nomenology within the concrete problems of the social
and cultural sciences. He seems to have actually
introduced a new object of phenomenological research
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in the context of the social world, i.e., the aesthetic,
including the aesthetic attitude. Fundamental clarifi-
cations of the nature of the aesthetic object are given
in the “Problemy sovremennojj ehstetiki,” and he dis-
cusses specific features of the aesthetic object while
defining its ontological status. One specific particular-
ity, as compared to the scientific, is its direction or ten-
dency to become an object of fiction and detachment,
i.e., an object outside the system of ideal relations and
empirical reality. The aesthetic object is real, but it is a
reality of a specific mode. He analyzes aesthetic con-
sciousness as an object of social being. He defines aes-
thetic reality as a “quasi-reality” or “fictive reality” that
is at the same time in correlation to empirical reality.

In his treatment of the aesthetic object, Špet moves
away from the traditional way of posing the problem
of the aesthetic as such in its relation to the problem
of art. He immerses this problem in a hermeneutical
context and proposes an analysis of the linguistic struc-
ture, which is where the real aesthetic object can only
in fact be found. This also means that the most effective
way of understanding the aesthetic object expressed in
a word seems to be through a fundamental analysis of
its verbal structure as a concrete whole. Separate the-
matic parts of this integral whole can more or less be
developed, but they must be there, at least potentially,
unless the whole falls apart. Therefore, in the second
volume of the Ehsteticheskie fragmenty, he analyzes
verbal structure in its relation to an aesthetic context,
i.e., he reveals ontological layers hidden within the
verbal structure itself; these ontological layers seem
to have aesthetic significance. The phenomenological
tendency of the research method directed toward the
aesthetic object leads him to a revision of the problem
of a correlation between form and content. It is not the
form-content dichotomy as such taken in a purely the-
oretical approach that matters. What is at stake here
is the problem of understanding this dichotomy in
a concrete investigation. Within the phenomenologi-
cal approach, the “form-content” problem is removed
because the content of the aesthetic object given in a
word is only possible within a system of forms and
aesthetic content, and as such, is disposed according
the stages of inner forms founding each other.

The concept of the “inner form of the word” is
of major importance in Špet’s phenomenological aes-
thetics. He uses it to designate fundamental meaning-
ful connections and relations. Under inner form he
conceives stable algorithms of language, i.e., laws of

word formation. These forms are inherent not in lan-
guage as such (as in Wilhelm von Humboldt), but
rather in a word as a concrete object of the sociohistor-
ical science of language. Špet does not accept the idea
of an inner form of language as a ground for studying
an aesthetic object, because he is quite aware of the fact
that language as a phenomenon (as a whole) cannot be
taken as a unit for an analysis of aesthetic phenom-
ena. Some other “part” (i.e., a word) is needed here,
for if we study an aesthetic object without a word, lan-
guage loses its meaning or sense, as well as its major
significant function as a context. In fact, while giving
reasons for making a “word” the fundamental element
for an analysis of aesthetic consciousness, he empha-
sizes the following indications. In the first place, a
word is a “separate word,” i.e., “some final, indivisible
part of language, an element of speech” (Špet 1996:
82). But then he clarifies that this separate word has
a definite meaning or sense in every particular con-
text. It is this relation, “word/sense” that becomes a
fundamental element predetermining the subsequent
course of his manner of posing aesthetic problems. The
diffuculty here is that a “word” has an additional mean-
ing, namely, “a word is used in the meaning of entire
speech, both oral and written.” This also means that the
relation “word/sense” can be interpreted as a relation
of “language (speech)/sense.” Thus a word is no mere
reflection of some “preestablished order of being,” nor
is it an instrument for constructing the whole world
of being. A word is dialectical by nature. It is in this
point that Špet’s hermeneutics and Hegel’s dialectics
converge methodologically.

For Špet, the dialectical quality of a word acquires
peculiar significance in the process of the formation
of the concept of the “inner form of the word,” con-
ceived as a system of relations providing a basis for a
complex verbal structure wherein the very concepts of
form and content, form and matter, wind up blending
or interweaving, and in the end, losing their absolute
character: the one becomes the other. The inner form is
the law, and the path of its development is a movement
contained in a word; it is a dynamic power that reflects
the dynamic character inherent in the thought and
activities of the human spirit. The inner form seems to
be the creative element and to possess a great variety of
different strategies: intensity of a sound, a morpholog-
ical form, etc. Špet distinguishes between the logical
and the poetic inner form. The logical form seems to
be a law of forming a particular concept; it strives to
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exhaust its sense and to explain all the possible ways
in which it can be used. But it is the poetic inner form
that actually bears aesthetic functions in a full sense,
for it is this inner form that extracts a sense or a mean-
ing from objective relations and includes it in other
connections that are subordinated not to logic, but to
phantasy. Thus inner poetic form can be motivated by
the logical form without losing its primordial creative
character. Where there is one logical form, there might
be more than one inner form, e.g. “the earth is covered
by snow,” “under snowy shrouds,” “under a blanket of
snow,” i.e., diverse poetic forms are “threaded” on one
logical form.

While analyzing inner poetic forms, Špet comes to
the conclusion that it is necessary to distinguish an
aesthetic sense of the word from its emotional concen-
tration. Expressive nuances or shades of expressions
do not, strictly speaking, contain in themselves an
aesthetic sense, though they are present in artworks.
Emotional concentration within a word or an expres-
sion corresponds to a cognitive act that Špet defies as
“sympathetic understanding.” Expressiveness seems to
be given in emotionally concentrated contacts; it pre-
supposes a common context, i.e., a context of under-
standing. This “sphere of conversation” is a kind of
metaphorical construction, which seems to allow him
to specify a problem of communicative space in which
more takes place than understanding and an interpreta-
tion of the word as a sign; in this communicative space
or sphere the “I” itself, as a “social thing,” becomes
the product of that space. Yet neither an investiga-
tion of “sympathetic understanding” nor the question
of the significance of emotional effects of the work of
art prevails in Špet’s aesthetic conception, for they are
presented in a “scheme of further possibilities” of the
development of aesthetic problems.

Špet’s aesthetic ideas invoked genuine interest in
the Russian humanitarian community of the 1920s and
1930s and won a great number of followers. His semi-
otic approach to phenomena of social being actually
formed a basis for the methodological constructions of
some prominent linguists and theoreticians in the field
of poetic language (Grigoriy Vinokur, Boris Gornung,
Rosaliya Shor, Roman Jakobson). At the same time,
Špet’s project of the phenomenological investigation of
artistic elements in art was taken up and developed by
the Moscow phenomenological school “The Quartet”
(Nikolay Volkov, Nikolay Zhinkin, et al.).

But due to objective reasons, further development
of research in the field of phenomenological aesthetics
in Russia was violently interrupted. Špet’s project of
investigating aesthetic phenomena as “word signs”—
a project he could not completely realize—was long
buried in oblivion. Current interest today seems to be
not only in Špet’s substantive analyses and in compar-
ative analyses, but also in producing new research in
the field of phenomenological aesthetics.
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Style

Andrea Pinotti

The theory of style was out of fashion for a while—for
example, in The Shape of Time (1962), George Kubler
requests that we avoid both the term and the concept—
but in recent decades has come back to the center
of the discussions within cultural studies (Gumbrecht-
Pfeiffer 1986) and has become a major instrument
of philosophical and scientific discourse (Frank 1992,
Heinz 1986).

The history of the idea of style is quite ancient.
There was a progressive generalization from the stilus,
the stick for writing on wax tablets, to the ductus, the
physical movement of handwriting, and finally to the
way of writing, including writing on poetic and aes-
thetic issues (Sauerländer 1983). Already in the eigh-
teenth century Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1789)
opposed style to mimesis as a mere imitation of what is
pregiven. He vindicated it as a cognitive category and
it was extended to embrace a general anthropological
modality, as is synthesized by the Count de Buffon’s
maxim “Le style est l’homme même” (1753). With
Friedrich Nietzsche (1873, 1874) style refers to the
artistic and cultural unity of all of the manifestations
of a people.

The golden age of theorizing about style dates from
the mid-nineteenth century. In 1860–1863 the archi-
tect Gottfried Semper published Der Stil, which was
to become the term of comparison for the German-
speaking Kunstwissenschaft around the turn of the
century, an age of fruitful innovations for the so-called
critical art historiography (Podro 1982) that exerted
a remarkable influence much beyond its disciplinary
field (Feyerabend 1983–1984). Semper’s often misun-
derstood “materialistic” approach aims at emphasizing

A. Pinotti (�)
Università degli Studi di Milano, Milano, Italy

the conditioning of materials and techniques on the
development of styles, provoking theorists such as
Heinrich Wölfflin and Alois Riegl to privilege a more
“spiritual” reading of the phenomena of style. Still,
all share a reference to anonymous bodily practices
(vision and touch, hand and eye) operating at the base
of figural representations.

Employing in a historical sense the descriptive cate-
gories adapted by the sculptor Adolf von Hildebrand
(1893) from Hermann von Helmholtz’s Optik (tac-
tile vision related to a near image vs. optical vision
related to a distant image), Riegl (1901) interprets
ancient Egyptian art as tactile or haptic (haptomai, to
touch) representation, based on the clear silhouette,
as opposed to late Roman art, which is more opti-
cal and impressionistic, and is based on chiaroscuro
effects. Similarly, Wölfflin (1888, 1915) distinguishes
between a linear-tactile Renaissance and a pictorial-
optical baroque period. But how should one understand
the relation between bodily gestures and historical
styles? Wölfflin was quite cautious. He recognized the
variation of artistic representations as fact and declared
himself doubtful as to the constancy of perceptive rep-
resentation. Kunstwissenschaft thus ascertains a plu-
rality of figurative styles and suspects that in their
aesthetic nature such styles are correlated to perceptual
styles, namely, tactile and optical.

Such an aesthetic question found opposed solutions
in Erwin Panofsky and Walter Benjamin. Interpreting
“aesthetic” in the sense of purely “artistic” and fol-
lowing neoKantianism, the former (1915) denies that
the eye involved in Wölfflin’s and Riegl’s discourses
is the physically perceptive eye. It is rather a metaphor
hinting at cultural and historical stylizations, whereas
the bodily eye in its physiological neutrality remains
constant. Accepting an aisthesiological meaning of
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“aesthetic,” the latter (1936) argues that during long
historical periods what changes is not only figura-
tive expression, but also perception. Both solutions are
highly problematic. Panofsky seems to accept a dual-
ism of nature vs. culture and a questionable physiologi-
cal neutrality “before” any symbolization; Benjamin is
not clear with regard to the changes of the sense organs
and risks omitting the differences between perception
and figurative representation.

Does phenomenology have anything to say about
such an impasse? It is well known that EDMUND

HUSSERL did not take much interest in aesthetics
as a philosophy of art, nor was he much involved
in artistic discussions. But starting from the main
two Kantian axes of time (Zur Phänomenologie des
inneren Zeitbewusstseins, 1893–1917) and space (Ding
und Raum, 1907), and also considering their rela-
tion with imagination and phantasy (see Phantasie,
Bildbewusstsein, Erinnerung, 1980), Husserl was cer-
tainly deeply concerned with transcendental aesthetics
as a theory of the conditions of possibility of sensu-
ous experience. It is therefore important that in 1898
(see Husserl 1980: 120–23) he read von Hildebrand’s
Das Problem der Form in der bildenden Kunst (1893),
which emphasizes the necessity to consider in their
essential correlation the aesthetic issues of artistic rep-
resentation, on one hand, and on the other hand, the
aisthetic issues of perception. This reading did not
stimulate Husserl to develop a theory of art, but it cer-
tainly contributed to his reflection on the nature of
the modifications of the positing of the world within
artistic imagination and the artistic representation,
which—as we know from his 1907 letter to Hugo von
Hofmannsthal—he conceived as closely similar to the
phenomenological reduction because of the common
suspension of positings of reality.

These circumstances are sufficient to make the fol-
lowing question legitimate: what does Husserl mean
when he employs the term Stil in his writings? Is it
a mere alternative to “modality” or “way,” which are
often used in daily language as well, or does it assume
the peculiar meaning of a terminus technicus? And if
so, then in what sense? Certainly not in the sense of
stylistics as a branch of linguistics or of the theory
of literature and the visual arts. MAURICE MERLEAU-
PONTY (1969: 56) was sure of its peculiarity when he
stated that “Husserl introduced the notion of style to
translate our original relation to the world.”

Merleau-Ponty connects Husserl’s meaning of style
to another fundamental concept, that of Typik or

typical scheme, a theme of infinite possible variations.
The ultimate theme is the world insofar as we know it
as a unity, although we always only perceive parts of
it (Husserl 1931: §21), and this theme has its correlate,
the body, in its typical identity: “the Body, throughout
all the changes it undergoes, still remains within the
compass of an identity of type” (Husserl 1952: §18c).
Husserl therefore also designates as “style” the relation
between world and body, as is expressed by the concept
of attitude (Einstellung) in the following passage in the
Vienna lecture:

Attitude, generally speaking, means a habitually fixed
style of willing life comprising directions of the will or
interests that are prescribed by this style, comprising the
ultimate ends, the cultural accomplishments whose total
style is thereby determined. The individual life deter-
mined by it runs its course with this persisting style as
its norm. The concrete contents of culture change accord-
ing to a relatively closed historical process. Humanity
(or a closed community such as a nation, tribe, etc.), in
its historical situation, always lives under some attitude
or other. Its life always has its norm-style and, in refer-
ence to this, a constant historicity or development. . . .

Universally considering the historicity of human exis-
tence in all its communal forms and in its historical
stages, we now see that a certain attitude is essentially
and in itself the first, i.e., that a certain norm-style of
human existence (speaking in formal generality) signifies
a first [type of] historicity within which particular factual
norm-style of culture-creating remain formally the same
in spite of all rising, falling, or stagnating. We speak in
this connection of the natural primordial attitude, of the
attitude of original natural life, of the first originally nat-
ural form of cultures, whether higher or lower, whether
developing uninhibitedly or stagnating. All other atti-
tudes are accordingly related back to this natural attitude
as reorientations [of it]. (Husserl 1954: §1, italics added)

Quite similarly, Merleau-Ponty (1962: 327) has
recourse to the concepts of style and typical scheme in
order to characterize the whole body as a theme of all
perceptual variations and the natural world as a typical
structure of all intersensorial relations:

“The natural world . . . is the schema [la typique] of
intersensory relations. . . . I experience the unity of the
world as I recognize a style”; moreover, “The natural
world is the horizon of all horizons, the style of all possi-
ble styles, which guarantees for my experiences a given,
not a willed, unity underlying all the disruptions of my
personal and historical life. Its counterpart within me is
the given, general and pre-personal existence of my sen-
sory functions in which we have discovered the definition
of the body” (1962: 330).

The later work of Merleau-Ponty also keeps faith
with the central role of the concept of style: “I am a
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field of experience where there is only sketched out
the family of material things and other families and the
world as their common style, the family of things said
and the world of speech as their common style, and
finally the abstract and fleshless style of something in
general” (1968: 110 f.). Its complex density was able
to hint to him of the intertwining of the realm of ideas
and the flesh of the world: “As the nervure bears the
leaf from within, from the depths of its flesh, the ideas
are the texture of experience, its style, first mute, then
uttered. Like every style, they are elaborated within the
thickness of being and, not only in fact but also by
right, could not be detached from it, to be spread out
on display under the gaze” (1968: 119).

Does such a phenomenological-aesthesiological
meaning of style have any connection to style as it is
understood in aesthetics as a philosophical reflection
on art? It is necessary here to address Husserl’s med-
itation on the theory of spatiality in its whole range:
it embraces a wide temporal and thematic spectrum,
from the preparatory notes taken for the publication
of a Raumbuch (which his first arithmetic investiga-
tions had to develop), through the lecture course of
1907 collected under the title Ding und Raum, to the
late phase of the 1930s examining a possible over-
turning (“Umsturz”) of the Copernican doctrine in a
text whose genesis and themes are close to the famous
Beilage III of the Krisis devoted to the origin of
geometry (1936). Yet throughout this complex path,
Husserl certainly never focused on the link between
the “natural” experience of space and its figurative
rendering.

What attracted his descriptive attention was rather
the relation between the constitutive processes of spa-
tiality as developed within the context of the lived
kinaesthetic body (Leib), on the one hand, and on the
other hand, the objectivating rationalization of space
as conceptualized in the natural sciences. The core
of his discourse in the Philosophische Versuche über
den Raum of the 1890s was the comparison between
intuitive and geometrical space, both Euclidean and
non-Euclidean (Husserl 1983: 262–310), while in the
manuscript of the “Umsturz” (1934), the focus moves
on to the relation between the irresistible inclination
to geocentricism proper to our naive and natural inter-
course with the spatial world, and the objectivating
heliocentric correction performed by Copernicanism
as a scientific truth.

Through forty years, in spite of this thematic
shift, Husserl’s effort remains constant in examining
how scientific rationalization is prepared on the pre-
categorial ground of the natural attitude, which is to
be grasped not as a historical-chronological terminus a
quo surpassed by the progressive processes of concep-
tualization, but rather as the genetic ground of sense to
which we return again and again (immer wieder), reac-
tivating it, as to an inevitable anchorage (Ankergrund)
for the constitutive originarity of experience rooted
in the Leib. Any modification of the natural attitude,
any “new representation of the world” (included the
scientific and theoretical one), must be verified in
its legitimacy through a consideration of its genetic
relation to this genetic ground.

Developing such indications offered by Husserl
toward a phenomenological theory of style would
hence mean understanding by “new representation of
the world” not the Weltanschauung of the geometrical
and natural sciences, but rather the Weltanschauungen
of the figurative styles, i.e., of the different declina-
tions of figurative space that followed one upon the
other in the course of art history. Such a develop-
ment would open a horizon of possible descriptions
that could focus on each figurative style in such a way
as to grasp its intimate correlation with the operative
praxis of the lived body (as is somehow already sug-
gested, although within a psychophysiological frame,
by von Hildebrand, Riegl, and Wölfflin). Such a cor-
relation between representation and figuration would
therefore appear as a variation of that “solid style”
(1934) in which—according to Husserl—the world is
immer wieder constituted.

The comprehension of figurative style would hence
be possible starting from the comprehension of the
style of my vital processes (Lebensstil), a style that
I am familiar with in its approximate typical scheme
(ungefähre Typik—Husserl 1931: §54) beginning with
those investigations into the perceptual world that
could be collected under the title of “transcendental
aesthetics” in a much wider sense than the Kantian one
(ibid.: §61).

Husserl examines how geometrical spatiality
(which in itself is never given as an object of intuition,
but only of thought) is rooted in the intuitive experi-
ence of space (which in the concrete perceptual praxis
is never given in its totality, but always in the dialectic
of core and adumbration, of Kern and Abschattung,
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promising and at the same time always indefinitely
postponing a total intuition). And in the notes for the
Raumbuch, he interprets geometry in its Euclidean
version as the most direct idealization of natural
spatiality, distinguishing it from the non-Euclidean
geometries, which may be possible in a mathematic-
formal sense, but lack a correlation to the prescientific
experience of space.

In addition, Husserl argues in the Prolegomena zur
reinen Logik (1900: §70) that if we call space the usual
form of order of the world, it is naturally absurd to talk
of spaces in which the axiom of the parallels is not
valid. And equally absurd would be to talk of different
geometries, since geometry is defined as the science of
the space of the phenomenal world. But if we mean by
space the categorial form of the world-space and by
geometry, correlatively, the categorial form of the the-
ory of geometry taken in the common sense, then space
is subordinated to a genus, to be defined according
to laws of variation determined in a purely categorial
way. If we admit geometries of spatial varieties differ-
ent from the Euclidean one, according to Husserl in
the Logische Untersuchungen, this is possible only if
their justification is based on an exclusively formal and
categorial level.

Nonetheless, in a crucial letter to Paul Natorp
(September 7, 1901), Husserl seems to remove such a
limitation: “I admit (against my preceding opinion) the
possibility of other intuitions of space that would lead
to other idealized geometrical spaces” (Husserl 1983:
399). Here multiplicity and variety would involve not
only the domain of pure categorial formalizations in
the sense of ideal geometries, but also the ground of
the concrete experience of spatiality as announced in
the intuitive modalities of the constitution of the exter-
nal world, a ground that Husserl subsequently called
the Lebenswelt (lifeworld).

Transposed into the perspective of the phenomenol-
ogy of style, such a project might consist in the attempt
genetically to correlate the variety of figurative styles
to the variety of the intuitive forms of spatiality. The
history of the eye-categories (Wölfflin) or of the visual
modalities (Riegl) should avoid the exclusive polariza-
tion between tactile and optical in order to embrace
the wide spectrum of the operations of the lived body
in its synaesthetic and kinaesthetic complexity (e.g.,
as suggested, with direct reference to Husserl’s and
MAX SCHELER’s phenomenological analyses, by the
art historian August Schmarsow in 1919).

The history of the artistic configurations related to
the history of spatial experiences should be strictly
linked to the theory of the general experience of
space, both in its orthoaesthetic and in its pathologi-
cal structures, as was attempted in the 1930s, e.g., by
Erwin Straus (1930, 1935). This is a direction that has
been followed by HENRI MALDINEY. Elaborating on
the phenomenologies of Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, and
Straus—and also including MARTIN HEIDEGGER’s
ontological approach, on the one hand, and the sug-
gestions of critical historians of art on the other—
Maldiney (1967) aims at outlining a philosophy of
style in terms of a theory of the rhythmic appear-
ance of phenomena, resulting in an ontology of style.
German Kunstwissenschaft entered the domain of
contemporary French philosophical aesthetics, both
phenomenological—cf. MIKEL DUFRENNE (1987)—
and non-phenomenological (Deleuze 1981), thanks to
Maldiney’s writings.

In this way the oscillation that characterized
Wölfflin’s prudence would find a solution in the con-
text of a historical-genetic investigation of style (both
of the art-world and of the lifeworld), a solution that
presents the task of infinite descriptions of ascending
degrees of typical schemes, from the primary stage of
the Typik regarding the simple perception of a sensi-
ble object, to the individual Typik of my Lebensstil, to
the intersubjective and macrocultural Typik (including
the domain of artistic styles), and finally to the style
of humanity as a whole. And all of these levels are
rooted in the pre-categorial and prescientific ground of
the aesthetic Typik, of the style in which our bodies live
on the earth, theme of infinite variations, of “coherent
deformations” or “systems of equivalence” (Merleau-
Ponty 1973: 61), of an Ur-Stil that is never given in
itself, but always in perspective. And in fact Husserl
explicitly talks of a “perspektivischer Stil” (perspecti-
val style) and of “der konkrete Erscheinungsstil” (the
concrete style of appearance) of the present lived world
(1950 324).

This might be the task of a phenomenology of style,
among whose most fruitful consequences we would
have the obliteration of the rigid alternative between
aesthetics as a theory of art and aesthetics as a the-
ory of perception, since—as Merleau-Ponty (1973: 60;
cf. 1952) very appropriately emphasizes—“perception
already stylizes, that is, it affects all the elements of a
body or behavior with a certain common deviation with
respect to some familiar norm that I have behind me.”
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Theater

NUKI Shigeto

In order to clarify the fundamental condition for the-
ater to be realized, phenomenology of theater analyzes
how a theatrical performance is concretized with the
words and bodies of actors. This mode of analysis is
different from traditional philosophy or literary stud-
ies that identify theater with drama and focus almost
exclusively on its structure. Aristotle even said that
actors are not essential for drama. Contrary to the
traditional view, phenomenology distinguishes theater
from drama and analyzes the stage performance per se,
which proves to be quite useful since “post-drama the-
ater,” theater without drama, has been present in the
development of modern theater since the beginning of
the twentieth century.

After surveying some traditional theory of theater,
the phenomenology of theater developed by ROMAN

INGARDEN and Stanton Garner will be examined. In
the context of modernism, the advantage of a phe-
nomenological approach will be demonstrated for the
basic (“transcendental”) structure of theater.

A dictionary of aesthetics characterizes theater in
its multilayered structure. (1) Theater presents or rep-
resents drama, a dynamic flow of human events (or
their description) dominated by destiny. (2) Drama is
represented by means of the dialogue or monologue
of actors on stage. (3) Theater is concretized by liv-
ing human bodies. And (4) a theater piece is realized
as a spatiotemporal construct presented for the audi-
ence. The first feature describes a theater piece as a
kind of literary work, while the other features, espe-
cially the third and the fourth, can lead to a view of
theater performance as a kind of plastic art.

NUKI Sh. (�)
Senshu University, Tokyo, Japan

It is not surprising, therefore, that literary stud-
ies stress the first feature, and traditional philosophy
of theater differs little in this respect. In his theory
of tragedy, Aristotle regards drama as a temporally
structured unity with “beginning, middle, and end.”
Drama consists of the actions of characters, while
characters are shaped only through a story in which
they are embedded. Tragedy terminates in discovery
(peripetēia) that illuminates the weakness of human
beings overcome by their fate, and the audience expe-
riences ecstasy (catharsis) in the discovery. When the
king of Thebes cries, “It was I who killed the for-
mer king!” in the tragedy of Oedipus, for example,
the audience discovers the awful destiny involving
the royal family, and, feeling deep sorrow with them,
experiences ecstasy.

It is useful to see the phenomenological or exis-
tential views on theater in the work of JAN PATOČKA

and JEAN-PAUL SARTRE in this context. According
to Patočka, European philosophers from Aristotle to
Hegel understood tragedy or drama in the light of
the epos, which it grounds on objective morality
(Sittlichkeit—Patočka 1987: 85 f.). Drama depicts a
dark side of human being according to Hegel. Aristotle
characterizes tragedy by catharsis instead of objective
morality. In the modern age, especially since the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, however, the objectivity
of the epos loses its validity and, paradoxically enough,
subjectivity has been regarded as the only ground of
objectivity, as is observed, for example, in the novels
of Dostoevsky.

While Aristotle suggests a static concept of drama
in which the characters are determined by the story
and involved in an overwhelming destiny, Sartre urges
a dynamic concept of theater: the theater of situa-
tion. In the theater of situation, the individuals on
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stage are always forced to make a choice or deci-
sion after their own deliberation and finally to form
themselves in a given situation, while the audience is
required to commit itself to the choice presented on
stage. Mirroring Sartre’s philosophical claim that exis-
tence precedes essence, his theatrical works are called
existential theater.

After existentialism declined, the text-oriented ana-
lytic method appeared in the 1970s. It is worth noticing
that Aristotle’s analysis can also be seen as the pre-
cursor of the formalist or structuralist text analyses
of Vladimir Propp, Tzvetan Todorov, Claude Lévi-
Strauss, or Algirdas Julien Greimas and others, on the
one hand, and of the hermeneutics of HANS-GEORG

GADAMER and PAUL RICOEUR, on the other hand.
Greimas, for example, analyzes the narrative text
as a construct with various contrasts of presuppo-
sition/conclusion or deficiency/satisfaction, while the
hermeneuticists focus their attention on the mecha-
nism by which the audience interprets the meaning of
a work.

Since Aristotle, text analyses have certainly been
useful in capturing the complexity of actions appear-
ing one after another. We miss, however, the analysis
of the performative aspect of theater. A theater piece
is not completed with its textual meaning, but with its
performance on stage realized through the voices and
bodies of living actors. As Bert O. States (1985) says,
those who are interested only in the meaning of the
story of Macbeth can stay home and read the text.

States shows quite intuitively the use of phe-
nomenology for understanding the formal structure of
theater performance. Child actors in Hercules and his
Load, for example, enjoyed a great success, but they
owed their success to the phenomenological structure
of “double vision” by the audience, which enabled
them to see the non-identity of the characters repre-
sented and the appearance of actors representing them
(States 1985: 31–2). The same also holds with a dog on
stage that barks or yawns independently of the serious
story played by human actors (ibid.: 33). According
to States, semiotics, which regards the objects on
stage solely as signifiant, should be complemented by
phenomenology (ibid.: 6).

As the dictionary of aesthetics indicates, the theater
piece as performance is concretized by means of the
words and/or bodies of actors, which were analyzed
phenomenologically by Ingarden and Garner respec-
tively. For Ingarden, theater differs from other sorts

of stage performances, such as abstract dance, in that
the world a theater piece produces exceeds the per-
ceived objects on stage by means of the function of
words. According to him, the world of theater consists
of three dimensions: the actions or the appearances of
actors and the objects that are perceived by the audi-
ence; a condition or a mental state of persons that are
perceived and mentioned by words at the same time;
and persons or events that are only mentioned but never
appear on stage. In the case of Oedipus, the surprised
face of the king is perceived visually, and his despair is
indicated by his bodily expression and his words, while
the situation in which the previous king was killed is
only referred to by the words of Jocasta.

After determining the world of a piece in this widest
range, Ingarden sorts out various functions of words
inside and outside this world. Inside the world, words
have four kinds of function. Words uttered by persons
can be used to present something to another person, to
express their state of emotion or thought, to communi-
cate to each other, or to influence a person represented.
The above-mentioned words of Oedipus can, namely,
present an accident that occurred many years ago to
another person on the stage, express the deep despair
of the king, and thereby convey his emotion to his
wife or daughters (communication), in order to alter
the vision of his family members about the whole
situation (influence). All these utterances, combined
with each other, are regarded as actions comprising the
sequence of a piece: every single utterance works as a
step of communication or debate; even monologue can
have its consequence, for example, in the self-influence
involved in developing a person as a mature citizen.

The most important result of Ingarden’s analysis is
that all the functions mentioned of words have com-
pletely different effects on the audience, which, being
outside the world of the piece in an aesthetic atti-
tude, participates in the piece without taking any active
action. No matter if the piece is open for the audience,
as in ancient Greek tragedy or Shakespeare, or closed
as in modern naturalistic works, where the audience
and the stage are said to be separated by the “fourth
wall,” words used in theater pieces are organized to
draw attention of the audience and control its emotion.
The audience must accept the world as reality in unre-
ality, must be led to be sympathetic with the person
represented or the course of events, and finally, must
be moved strongly by destiny, which involves the per-
son represented, or at least moved to see harmony in
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the course of the sequence, such as in the case of the
pseudo-classical pieces of the eighteenth century.

In his general theory of literary works, Ingarden
regards all words as multilayered: they have strata
of sounds or higher phonetic formations, of meaning
units, of schematized aspects of represented objects,
and of represented objects. The four strata must work
together so that a dramatic world is produced on stage
appropriately: a word must be uttered in the right tone,
for example, to avoid contradiction or inconsistency
with the personality or mental state of the person rep-
resented, which is already established by the course of
actions and utterances of the actor who represents it,
because it is the tone that makes the sense (“C’est le
ton qui fait la chanson!”).

This “anatomy” of theater allows us to evaluate
theater works ontologically. Ingarden regards literary
arts—including theater—that are constituted in the
multilayered structure as an intentional objectivity in
the most appropriate sense. According to him, both
real and the ideal objectivity are autonomous, while
the literary work is heteronymous, being dependent on
human activity or creativity.

Though he is seen as producing the classic of
phenomenological theater analysis, Ingarden himself
regards theater as the “borderline case of literary
works” (Ingarden 1965: 325), and lacks a serious anal-
ysis of theater as performance. But Stanton Garner
characterizes theater as “bodied space,” a space con-
stituted and articulated by the bodies both of actors
and audience, and also seeks to avoid the objection of
deconstructionism against phenomenology. According
to him, because the bodies of actors are involved in
the duality of actual, physical bodies and of illusion-
ary bodies, as Suzanne Langer maintained (1953: 44),
their bodies are inevitably involved in different kinds
of ambiguity.

For example, the actors’ bodies on stage are not
only the objects of the audience’s observation, but
are also habitual bodies, centers of a “readyto-hand”
nexus (Zusammenhang des Zuhandenen) in the sense
of MARTIN HEIDEGGER (Garner 1994: 47), and cen-
ters furthermore of orientation in the sense of EDMUND

HUSSERL’s “Kinästhese” or of MERLEAU-PONTY’s
“bodily existence” (existence corporelle), so that with
the entry of an actor onto the hitherto empty, flat
space of the stage, this space is oriented and artic-
ulated according to the habitual horizon projected
by the body (ibid.: 46). Furthermore, the articulation

formed by an actor’s body can be modified or dou-
bled with the entry of another actor. The visible order
presented for the audience can be disturbed when the
actor looks at the audience, or the ambiguity of the
actor’s body can be stressed when the audience’s gaze
is made explicit. With all these structures, a peculiar
ambiguity or oscillation around actors’ bodies emerges
(ibid.: 51).

Not only the phenomenology of a “normal” body,
but also that of an “abnormal” body can aid our
understanding of an avant-garde piece. The phe-
nomenological description of a disordered body, e.g.,
Merleau-Ponty’s description of the effects of mesca-
line, resembles the deformation of body and space on
the stage of Samuel Beckett (ibid.: 34).

Beyond all these subtle analyses, the fundamen-
tal structure of theater is also clarified by analyses
of bodies. Representing a character, the actors’ actual
bodies on stage are hidden from the audience, which
watches only the character represented (ibid.: 44),
while the bodies of the audience are not present for
themselves either. Theatrical presentation is made pos-
sible by this structure of twofold nonpresence. In this,
the phenomenology of theater can avoid the criticism
of JACQUES DERRIDA in La voix et le phénomène
(1967), where he claims phenomenology is a meta-
physics of presence insofar as it tries to ground every-
thing on the basis of presence.

Garner’s analysis has the further merit of cover-
ing not only the classical theater pieces treated by
Ingarden, but also the contemporary theater that begins
in the 1960s. To see how phenomenological analy-
ses of theater are useful to capture the development
of theatrical activities since the end of the last cen-
tury, however, a general view in a wider context is
necessary: the transformation that the theatrical activ-
ities have undergone in these several decades can be
observed as a branch of the wider development of art
in general, namely the modernism movement.

To put it differently, the post-drama theater that
appeared at the end of the twentieth century as the suc-
cessor to the avant-garde movement prevalent since the
beginning of the century is characterized by an appar-
ent rupture with its predecessor. While not only the
classical theater but also the avant-garde theater con-
tinued to focus on the drama or text as the essence of
theater, the post-drama theater regards the text but as
one of the components of the stage, which also include
not only the words or the bodily movement of actors,
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but also lighting, costume, stage setting, and so on
(Lehman 1999). As a result, while the classical mod-
ern theater uses the words or the bodies of actors as the
medium to represent or to express a drama in narrative
form, post-drama theater sheds light on the medium,
which no longer has a representing function.

Through a slow-motion body in beautiful scenogra-
phy, Robert Wilson has shown scenes with dramatic
density or sometimes even with a “hypnotic” effect
(Levin 1975–1976) without appealing to any narra-
tive story. Ariane Mnouchkin of Théâtre du Soleil has
stressed dramatic density with strong ensemble move-
ments. Tadeusz Kantor has presented personal history
with statue-like figures carried by each actor. The
movement of “drama reading” brings the voice artic-
ulated by words to the fore. And we cannot omit the
metatheater of Heiner Müller, etc. Post-drama theater
is, in short, a theater that got rid of narratives. On the
one hand, this secession from narrative is parallel to the
“end of great narrative” in the postmodern situation;
on the other hand, however, it has been accelerated by
another great movement, the modernism movement, as
mentioned above.

It is Clement Greenburg (1966, 1970) who devel-
oped the discourse of modernism in the field of fine
art. According to him, the history of the fine arts since
the end of the nineteenth century can be regarded as
the process where the ideal of modernism was sharp-
ened. Referring to Kant, he maintains that the ideal of
modernity lies in self-criticism: In the field of art, self-
criticism took the form of reflection to find the essence
of each art genre. The “essence” of a genre means
something that is indispensable to the genre concerned
that, however, is not to be found in any other art genre.
Because works of different genres can easily share a
theme or subject, the pursuit of essence cannot but lie
in the purification of the medium used to represent the
subject. As a result, modernist arts led to a reflection on
the medium that characterizes each art genre. On the
other hand, modernity was the time when people were
obsessed with the continual search for something new,
as Jürgen Habermas (1985) has said. These two motors
of the modern accelerated the modernism movement in
every art genre.

In the fine arts, which since impressionism have
rejected sharp-edged contour and display light and
shadow as conditions of perception, various new styles
appeared one after another that unceasingly denied the
canons held by the former generations as orthodoxy

and sought to discover the medium of painting in
a more purified way than in the earlier phases of
development. Cubists such as Georges Braque, who
wrote alphabet letters on canvas, have made the tension
visible between three-dimensional space represented
by the surface and the two-dimensional surface rep-
resenting the space. Abstract expressionists such as
Kandinsky gave up drawing three-dimensional things
and presented the contrast or the harmony of shape
and color on the two-dimensional surface of canvas.
Finally, minimalists such as Barnett Newman have
presented only huge monochromatic surfaces.

David Michael Levin has applied Greenburg’s idea
to dance. According to him, modernism in dance is
represented by the formalism of George Balanchine:
Balanchine’s pieces, such as Serenade or Symphony
in C, make a strong contrast with those of classical
ballet, such as Swan Lake, or of modern dance, such
as Martha Graham’s Night Journey, which use bodily
movement represent something outside the stage. The
formalistic pieces of Balanchine, which are said to be
“visible music, acoustic movement,” are modernist in
the sense that the medium of dance is presented in its
purest form, namely, the forms built by dancers’ bodies
and the dynamics of their movement. Because audi-
ences see the full-blooded bodies of dancers as well,
there exists a peculiar ambiguity of illusion and living
body on stage, which Levin regards as the medium of
dance.

It is not surprising, therefore, that post-drama the-
ater such as the works mentioned by Wilson, Kantor,
or Mnouchkin, which emphasize the medium of the-
ater, appeared in the 1990s. This is to be considered as
the realization of the modernist movement in the field
of theater.

Now we come to the clarification of the develop-
ment of theatrical activities with phenomenological
instruments. In the situation where post-drama the-
ater has appeared, for theater to be theater, what is
important is neither what it represents, nor how it rep-
resents something, but the fact of presentation itself.
The mechanism of the presentation cannot be analyzed
with the philosophical traditional since Aristotle, but
only with the phenomenological method of Edmund
Husserl, which can clarify the diversity of post-drama
theater as well.

It is noticeable that both Ingarden’s analysis, which
discovers the different functions of the same words
inside and outside the world of a piece, and Garner’s



Theater 335

analysis of bodies as objects and centers of orientation
are both based on the duplication of words or bodies.
The mechanism of duplication and its significance for
artworks can be clarified with Husserl’s help.

The phenomenological analysis of the work of
art in terms of the theory of image-consciousness
(Bildbewusstsein), is the only type of analysis that
has been mentioned in the phenomenological litera-
ture. Yet by about 1918, Husserl had developed another
analysis that can be called the theory of “perceptive fic-
tion” (perzeptive Fiktion—Husserl 1980: 515). While
the old theory applies only to traditional pictures,
which depict something outside the canvas in three-
dimensional space, his new theory has the advantage of
covering paintings without a subject (Bildsujet), such
as abstract expressionism or minimalism, and also of
being relevant for literature and theater pieces.

When we observe a painting of a landscape, the fig-
ures of mountains or woods are surely perceived, but
they do not exist in the museum room. They are only
in this room as a perceived fiction. Perceptive fiction is
constituted through a “consistent unity” (ibid.: 587),
a “unitary formation” (ibid.: 524), or a synthesis of
appearance that is cut off from the ordinary course of
perception with kinaesthetic synthesis and restricted
within a frame (Rahmen) of a piece (ibid.: 588). A
perceptive fiction is surely awakened (erregt) by a
physical condition, but the perceptual content of physi-
cal objects is concealed (verdeckt) by perceptive fiction
(ibid.: 516–17). We have double perceptual apprehen-
sions (ibid.: 519), but because the physical perception
has only the function of awakening perceptive fiction
and is to be concealed, we are shifted (versetzt) into a
perceptive fiction or “artistic illusion” (ibid.: 516).

In the case of theater pieces, like Richard II or
Wallenstein, the gesture, the mime, and the appear-
ance of actors produce (erzeugen) a tragedic course of
events, so that audiences are shifted into artistic illu-
sion, which conceals the content of physical perception
concerning the actors or stage setting. The theater
building works as the “frame” to avoid any confu-
sion of actual perception with the perception awakened
through the stage performance. Thus Husserl writes,
“when we visit a theater, we understand the intention
completely, so that we can only enjoy performances
and aesthetic satisfaction” (ibid.: 518).

Put in the context of modernism and the further
development of theater activities, Husserl’s analysis
can account not only for the diverse evolution of

theater, but also for its transfiguration. For this purpose,
however, it is illuminating to compare different sorts of
stage performance in the light of this phenomenologi-
cal instrument.

The structure that Husserl calls perceptive fiction
can also be observed in the mechanism that Levin has
discovered in the case of dance: theater and dance
share the same mechanism of perceptive fiction or illu-
sion awakened by bodily activities of performers, but
the structure of the illusion differs in each case.

Illusion or perceptive fiction in ballet can be
regarded as a perceptual gestalt. A gestalt is a consis-
tent figure that emerges from within the relationship
between elements yet exceeds the total sum of ele-
ments and makes a clear contour thanks to the figure-
ground relationship with its surroundings. In the case
of the arabesque in ballet, for example, the figure made
by the arced line from the raised foot through the
curved back to the stretched arm and the foot pierc-
ing the floor forms a perceptive gestalt, where a new
dimension of illusion emerges.

Physical human bodies play the same role as trig-
gers of illusion in the case of theater as in dance, which
is concealed by the gestalt or perceptual fiction as well.
However, the Gestalt produced by actors is not a per-
ceptive, but a narrative gestalt formed by the story that
obeys the principle of three unities or the condition
of the pregnancy of narrative analyzed by Greimas.
Phenomenologically seen, the narrative gestalt is not
a representation that depicts (abbilden) an event or a
person already existing outside the stage, but is formed
(erzeugt) and presented by the words or the actions of
actors, and experienced by the audience.

It is often said that the semiotic difference between
the objects on stage as signifiant and the events or
the person represented as signifié is essential for the-
ater, but does not hold for dance. Phenomenologically
seen, however, the double vision awakened by bodily
movement can be observed in both dance and theater,
and even the narrative gestalt has its function in sev-
eral pieces of dance, such as a number of works in
classic ballet or modern dance. Narrative dance pieces
and theater pieces are structured both by perceptual
gestalts and by narrative gestalts, but the two sorts
of gestalts are located in different places within the
figure-ground structure of the stage. In narrative dance
pieces, the perceptive gestalt formed by the dancers’s
bodies works as figure, while in theatrical pieces the
narrative gestalt appears as the figure. The semiotic
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difference, which characterizes theater in contrast to
dance, is formulated only after this phenomenological
structure sets to work.

Now Husserl’s analysis leads to a radical transfigu-
ration of our view of theatrical performance. Theatrical
performance was traditionally understood as a real-
ization of drama with actors, where drama or text
plays a role of “ideal essence,” as if theater perfor-
mance were its “concrete individualization,” or at best
with a “medium/subject” model, where words or bod-
ies were regarded only as the medium to represent a
world of drama as signified. In light of Husserl’s anal-
ysis, however, theater can be understood as a structural
whole in which narrative, words, bodies, or other stage
components such as costume, lightning, or setting are
embedded. In this structure, the words, bodies, and
other components work as the physical triggers that
produce the duality of perception. It is no surprise,
then, that in the course of the modernist movement,
instead of narrative as represented, other components
have been brought to the fore to show the “essence”
of theater in its purified form. And the movement has
accordingly led to the countless variations of style in
post-drama theater, where bodies, words, scenography,
or the existence of actors are adopted one after another
to awaken in each case different sorts of illusion or
perceptive fiction.

If it is correct to regard theater as a structural whole
with narrative, words, bodies, and other elements, then
the course of the “development” of theater from clas-
sical or modern theater via avant-garde theater to
post-drama theater can be regarded as a process of
the transfiguration of structural constellations, where
some components are emphasized one after another
while others are withdrawn in a different manner in
each case. The movement itself, however, proves to
be a spontaneous transformation in consistency, as
Merleau-Ponty would say, so that in the 1990s even
a theater without illusion appeared—which was pos-
sible, however, only against the background of a long
history of theater with illusion.

Paradoxically enough, the more the “essence” of a
genre was pursued, the less distinct the borders of each
genre became. Because everything, including lighting
or setting, can be the trigger of illusion, a theatri-
cal performance can come quite close to plastic art
or dance. In this contemporary situation, the borders
between genres are relevant only in the institutional
sense.

The phenomenology of theater shows us the dimen-
sion where the traditionally accepted separation of
various genres loses its legitimacy and many hidden
paths from one genre to another come to light. Hence
it enables us to perceive the horizon for the coming
theater to develop. To see the possibility of a phe-
nomenological analysis of theater in its full-fledged
form, however, we must analyze each performance or
author concretely to find the phenomenologically rel-
evant structures (see Tymieniecka 1982, 1984), which
remains a task to be done.
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France Veber (1890–1975)

Dean Komel

Veber’s major work in the field of aesthetics, which
is believed to be his most important philosophical
work, was published in 1925 under the title Estetika:
Psihološki in normativni temelji estetske pameti
(Aesthetics: Psychological and normative grounds of
aesthetic reason). According to him, this work fol-
lows systematically from his Etika. Prvi poskus eksak-
tne nagonske pameti (Ethics: The first attempt of
the exact instinctive reason, 1923). In Estetika, as in
all his works of 1921–1925, he first critically devel-
ops the philosophical doctrine of his Graz teacher
Alexis Meinong, the establisher of the so-called
“Gegenstandstheorie” (object theory), which repre-
sents the Austrian strand of phenomenology. In this
respect the main stress is put on the systematically
developed theory of the irreal gestalt (Sajama: 2005).

The work consists of the “Introduction” and four
parts, “Psychology of Basic Aesthetic Experience,”
“Psychology of Complex Aesthetic Experience,”
“Normative Aesthetics,” and “Art.” The introduction
follows a foreword in which Veber already responds to
the reviews of critics who were able to read the book
in advance, among them Alma Sodnik, Veber’s assis-
tant at the University of Ljubljana. He was the first to
present Veber’s aesthetics abroad, and at the same time
developed Veber’s views on aesthetics further.

Veber analyzes aesthetic experience as grounded
in aesthetic emotion, with representation being its
indispensable psychological foundation, while it is at
the same time directed to what representation objec-
tively represents as basic. The basis is the appropriated
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object of the aesthetic emotion, whereas its own object
coincides with aesthetic value as represented through
emotion. The representational bases can be material,
figurative, and relational, but only gestalts can form
appropriated aesthetic objects. Their facticity is inde-
pendent of the facticity of the lowest object base, that
is to say, their genuine representation does not demand
the genuine representation of the lowest psychological
bases.

The irreal gestalt theory forms the core of all
Veber’s further analyses of aesthetic phenomena,
such as basic aesthetic gestalts, aesthetic categories,
the relationship between the aesthetic and the non-
aesthetic, and the classification of the arts. Basic aes-
thetic gestalts are classified according to the quality of
the indispensable object grounds. Aesthetic categories
are always given together with complex gestalts, while
their disposition depends on the way the gestalt rests
on object bases. In this context, he establishes ana-
lytic relationships between aesthetic and other types
of emotions and the corresponding desires (hedonis-
tic, logical, axiological, eleutheric, and hagiological),
which can all form the basis for aesthetic emotions.
There is an empirical associative link between aes-
thetic and other emotions precisely where the aesthetic
emotion does not reveal values in the irreal gestalt
itself, but rather in the phenomena outside the gestalt,
which he terms “parallel feeling.” On this ground,
he can clearly distinguish between the aesthetic and
the extra-aesthetic field of experience. And he advo-
cates the universality of aesthetic objects in that any
phenomenon can become the basis for an irreal gestalt.

After elaborating these psychological-analytic the-
ses, Veber moves on to the normative side of aesthetics
with aesthetic judgment as the first issue. He writes in
favor of the nonpsychological notion of beauty, which
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is not tied solely to emotionally subjective experience.
Beauty is a phenomenon of its own; the relationship
between beauty and the irreal gestalt is the relation-
ship between a higher- and a lower-level object. In this
respect, he criticizes the psychological notion of the
correctness and incorrectness of aesthetic judgment.
Here he introduces into the field of aesthetics his theory
of the autonomy and heteronomy of rational experi-
ence. The autonomy or correctness of the representa-
tion of the irreal gestalt implies that its genuineness
stems from the facticity of the irreal gestalt, whereas
incorrectness and heteronomy imply that its genuine-
ness stems from secondary psychological factors. And
the same applies for aesthetic emotion itself.

His advocacy of the objective criterion for aesthetic
judgment and values leads Veber into the realm of the
“logic of aesthetic reason,” by which he has in mind the
disposition for inner autonomous and genuine aesthetic
feeling, analogous to cognition. Just like logic, which
provides the ground for reason, aesthetics is supposed
to provide in its normative aspect the basic axioms
of aesthetic reason. Its axioms rest on the distinc-
tion between autonomous (correct) and heteronymous
(incorrect) aesthetic feeling.

In the last and least developed part of the Estetika,
Veber concentrates on general issues, introducing
among other things his critique of Bergson’s theory of
laughter, and devotes special attention to the structure
of artistic creation and the function of art. He attributes
a triple function to art: (1) an aesthetic function, in
that art realizes irreal gestalts; (2) a biological func-
tion, in that it ennobles human beings by liberating
them from confinement in emotions and passions; and
(3) the function of bridging the gap between science
and religion. Here Veber introduces his notion of tran-
scendence as the fundamental mystery of the universe.
In contrast to religion and science, which approach
transcendence in a correctly differentiating manner, art
strives for transcendence in a correctly indifferent man-
ner, and by doing so functions as the mediator between
science and religion. The claim that artistic creation
is a realization of the bases of the irreal figure gestalt
implies that it is genuine only if transcendence dwells
in the bases of the irreal gestalt as the unrecognizable
ground of all actuality. Art can reach this realm inso-
far it has no cognitive interest in it; it reaches it in its
disinterestedness.

In her work Zgodovinski razvoj estetskih proble-
mov (Historical development of aesthetic issues, 1928),

Veber’s student Alma Sodnik undertakes a broader
interpretation of his theory of aesthetics, including
the historical context that to a great extent is missing
in Veber. Individual treatises lay particular stress on
Veber’s theory of the irreal gestalt, placing it within the
context of the extant theories of the gestalt, especially
in gestalt psychology. After Veber’s forced retirement
in 1945, interest in his phenomenological aesthetics
declined.

Interest was finally reawakened in the beginning
of the 1970s by the literary theorist and philosopher
Dušan Pirjevec, renowned for his original theory of
the European novel (Pirjevec: 1979), where he related
MARTIN HEIDEGGER’s thinking of Being to Hegel’s
aesthetics and to contemporary phenomenological the-
ory of art in ROMAN INGARDEN, JEAN-PAUL SARTRE,
and MIKEL DUFRENNE, as well as to structuralist crit-
ics. This is where his interest in the reactualization of
Veber’s aesthetics in the direction of “overcoming aes-
thetics itself” stems from (Pirjevec 2004), insofar as
the basic concepts of aesthetics are rooted in Western
metaphysics itself. He saw the opportunity for this in
Veber’s concept of transcendence as related to a hagi-
ological feeling of the fundamental mystery of the
entire universe, which is presupposed by philosophy
and evoked by art. According to Pirjevec, this forms
the analogy with Heidegger’s conception of ontolog-
ical difference and with the possibility of grasping
beauty from the experience of Being as such, under-
stood as aisthēsis in the original pre-aesthetic and
premetaphysical sense. In this context he reinterprets
aesthetic disinterestedness as the disclosure of Being.

In his notes to Pirjevec’s study of Veber’s Estetika in
1989, Ivan Urbančič emphasizes that Pirjevec brought
Veber’s aesthetics to the ultimate articulation of its
possibilities, and simultaneously criticizes Pirjevec’s
understanding of Veber’s notion of transcendence in
relation to the Heideggerian concept of ontological
difference—and with it, the possibility of transcend-
ing the metaphysical framework of aesthetics, where,
in his opinion, the emphasis on the irreal gestalt ren-
ders the experience of beauty as the disclosure of Being
impossible (Urbančič: 2004).

In his reception of Veber’s and Pirjevec’s aesthetic
thought, Tine Hribar points to the necessity of distin-
guishing between the aesthetic object and the work
of art, which essentially implies the dimension of the
“holy play of the world” (Hribar 1990). His insights
into the structure of the work of art were further
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developed in his interpretations of Slovene literature
and of the painting of Janez Bernik (Hribar 2002).

Dean Komel discusses Veber’s aesthetics within the
context of the artistic revolutions of the twentieth cen-
tury, bearing witness to the crisis and overthrow of
humanity in general (Komel: 2003). He draws attention
to the element of destruction, which is characteris-
tic both of poetic approaches to twentieth century
art and of the method of phenomenological philoso-
phy. Despite destruction, however, contemporary art
still manages to preserve the mysterious character of
existence, thus acquiring the existential form of the
labyrinth.

Despite Pirjevec’s attempt at the reactualization of
Veber’s aesthetics, which drew attention to its key
issues, there remains the question of whether it is
at all capable, in its subjectivist starting point, to
bear witness to art as the event. In Veber’s time, this
question was raised particularly due to the advent
of avant-garde movements. In 1924, Ljubljana saw
the constructivist exhibition, which Veber’s Estetika
explicitly mentions. Srečko Kosovel, the leading avant-
garde poet, attended Veber’s lectures. The relevance
of the question became evident in the 1960s, with the
advent of neo-avant-gardes, when Dušan Pirjevec felt
the need to reactualize Veber’s aesthetics. Here we can
bear in mind the congeniality of Verber’s approach
with the hermeneutical transformation of philosophi-
cal aesthetics as evinced by HANS-GEORG GADAMER

in his Wahrheit und Methode (1960); with the semi-
otic theory of art (Umberto Eco, Roland Barthes,
Julia Kristeva); and with the sociocritical theory of
avant-gardes (Peter Berger), which all open up the pos-
sibilities for postmodern views of art. Obviously, the
problem is rooted in the very philosophical presuppo-
sitions of the formation of the aesthetic theory of art
(Kante 2001), so that our path of thinking eventually
leads back to Hegel’s aesthetics.

The attempts at freeing aesthetics from a philosoph-
ical framework and placing it in an independent posi-
tion can be traced particularly in the phenomenolog-
ical and structuralist theories of aesthetics (Lotmann,
Mukařovský). On the other hand, these attempts are, in
their postmodernist variant, closely related to the aes-
thetization of life forms, which can be the subject of
philosophical and social criticism. The second ques-
tion in this context is the relationship between artistic
creation and technological production of art, which
cannot be solved within the field of psychology or

sociology of creativity; rather, this takes us back to the
question of the meaning of humanity in general.
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Virtual Reality

Christian Rabanus

Since virtual reality already plays a role (and can be
expected in future to play an ever larger one) in art and
several other domains of public interest, it needs to be
understood by aestheticians. The goal of this article is
to provide such a basic understanding.

The adjective “virtual” is derived from the Latin
“virtualis,” an adjective of “virtus” that means “man-
hood,” “strength,” and “virtue.” Thomas Aquinas used
“virtualiter” in his writings about causality to desig-
nate one kind of “being contained in” in opposition
to “essentialiter,” “materialiter,” and “actualiter.”
From the French “virtuel,” the word “virtual” was
formed as a loan-word. Since the fourteenth century,
the Latin “virtualiter” and then the English “vir-
tual ”were often used synonymously with“implicit”.
According to Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary,”
virtual“ means” being“ such in essence or effect
though not formally recognized or admitted.”

The adjective “real” is borrowed from the medieval
Latin “realis,” which signifies “essential,” and which
itself is derived from “res,” which signifies “thing,”
“object,” or “being.” John Duns Scotus coined
the meaning of “realitas” as a set of properties
that constitute the essence of a thing (the German
“Sachhaltigkeit,” sometimes translated as “substan-
tiality”). For him, the “realitates” did not have an inde-
pendent existence, but added elements to the complete
determination (“quidditas”) of a thing as “realitates
rei.” This meaning has all but disappeared in modern
English. The adjective “real” is nowadays often used
in opposition to “artificial,” “fraudulent,” “illusory,”
or “apparent,” and means something like “occurring in
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fact.” “Reality” as a noun formed from “real” means—
as the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary puts it—
“the quality or state of being real.” The words “reality”
and “actuality” are often used synonymously.

Putting the meanings of “virtual” and “reality”
together, virtual reality appears to be “an event or entity
that is real in effect but not in fact, not actual”—
but this is not very enlightening. Returning to the
Scholastic meaning of “virtualiter” and “realitas”
enables a better understanding: in this context, “vir-
tual reality” means “being an essence or a quidditas
in effect but not in fact, not actual.” To avoid mis-
understandings, here in this article the word “reality”
is used synonymously with the Scotist “quidditas.”
Otherwise, if “reality” in the sense of “being in fact”
is meant, the word “actuality” is used.

The first known usage of the term “virtual reality”
was by the French artist and theater theorist Antonin
Artaud. In an essay written in 1932, he used “virtual”
in opposition to “material” and mentioned the “virtual
reality of theater” (Artaud 1994: 28). He advocated
theater as an intellectual stand-in for material reality.
For today′s usage of the term “virtual reality,” the con-
text of computer technology and science is relevant. In
this context, the first usage of “virtual” occurred in the
late 1950s in the term “virtual memory.” “Virtual mem-
ory” means the main memory of a computer, which
is assembled from a combination of the fast, expen-
sive, and small random access memory (RAM) and the
slower, but cheaper and larger other types of memory
(normally hard disk space). RAM and the other types
of memory are fused using a single unique address-
space. In this way, the virtual memory simulates one
memory consisting of different hardware components.
This usage of “virtual” is very common nowadays
in computer technology: terms like “virtual machine”
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or “virtual storage” denote entities that do not fulfill
all criteria of entities of a certain kind, but simulate
them.

The term “virtual reality” first appeared in English
in 1987 as the title of a paper by Yaakov Garb. From
Garb’s point of view, virtual reality is the ability to
represent portions of the world with visual symbols.
According to him, representation and substitution of
the world by means of virtual reality form a certain
kind of simulation: because of the representing system
of symbols, it is possible to handle even temporally and
spatially distant events and things very easily. Virtual
reality in Garb’s sense is not immediately given, but
built out of imaginative acts of a subject based upon
the presented symbols that refer to something different.
In contrast, in computer technology, “virtual” means
something immediately given.

In relation to computers, the term “virtual real-
ity” stands for a special technology. According to the
Encyclopaedia Britannica’s Premium Service, it is a
“computer modeling and simulation to enable a person
to interact with an artificial three-dimensional visual or
other sensory environment.” This meaning was coined
by the computer scientist Jaron Lanier. In an interview
in 1989, he referred to the “virtual” as something that
exists only as an electronic image without any material
existence. He called “virtual reality” the technology
that enables the experience of a reality consisting only
of such an electronic concreteness.

Immersion and options for interaction are the two
aspects that distinguish virtual reality from ordinary
modes of visual or audiovisual presentation of events
and facts such as pictures and movies. Immersion
means that an observer or an agent sees, hears, and
even senses the presented reality. In an immersive envi-
ronment, the observer or agent finds him/herself inside
the presented world. Options for interaction are given
when the observer is able not only to observe, but also
to act. Thus it is possible for the agent to affect the evo-
lution of things in the virtual world—and vice versa:
the evolution of things in the virtual world also affects
his/her representation in the virtual world.

The level of immersion is a good criterion to divide
virtual reality systems into two classes. First there
are Window-on-World systems (WoW). These are the
most simple and most common systems for generating
virtual reality: they open an insight into a virtual world.
To create such a type of virtual reality, an ordinary

computer monitor connected to a computer that gener-
ates virtual reality is sufficient. Such computers could
be personal computers on which a MUD (multi-user
dungeon) or a MOO (MUD object-oriented) or similar
applications run. On the one hand, the frame around
the virtual reality allows a clear differentiation between
virtual reality and actual reality, and on the other
hand, it causes a very low level of immersion, which
may be improved by applying any one of a number
of three-dimensional techniques and shutter-glasses or
the like.

There is only one perspective possible on such
a presented virtual reality, namely, the perspective
on the presenting display. It is possible to change
what happens on the display, i.e., inside the presented
world (common interfaces are joysticks, keyboards,
and mouses), but it is not possible to explore the
virtual reality by bodily movements and correlative
perceptions, i.e., by acts with what EDMUND HUSSERL

calls “kinaestheses.” Every change of perspective
caused by a bodily movement results in a shift of the
visual field and a corresponding exit from the virtual
world.

Second, there are “Immersive Systems.” These are
virtual reality systems that immerse the perceptual
field of an observer or agent in the virtual world by
using such devices as head-mounted displays or data
gloves; the pioneer in developing such devices was
Ivan Sutherland. If a sufficient reproductive fidelity is
provided, a user of an immersive system has many
more difficulties differentiating between virtual reality
and actual reality than an observer or agent who uses a
Window on the World (WoW)—even if the immersive
system serves only the visual and the aural senses and,
with certain limitations, the sense of touch. Via several
sensors, the immersive system transfers bodily move-
ments inside actual reality into virtual reality and so
simulates kinaestheses.

A version of an immersive system that is nowadays
quite commonly used, especially for testing and train-
ing purposes, is a closed room, the windows of which
are actually displays. On these displays virtual reality
is presented—modern flight simulators, for example,
belong to this class of systems. Such a room is called
a “Cave” (an acronym for “CAVE Automatic Virtual
Environment,” an allusion to Plato’s allegory of the
cave) when four, five, or six inner surfaces of the room
act as displays for presenting virtual reality.
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Paul Milgram and Fumio Kishino propose the
notion of a continuum of “Mixed Reality” between the
two poles of pure virtual reality and pure actual reality.
Systems that present mixed reality are, for example,
special helmets for pilots with half-silvered visors. The
pilot has a direct view onto actual reality that may be
augmented by additional information projected onto
his visor. In the television and film industry, video
mapping methods like the Blue Screen or Chroma
Key techniques are often used. Mixed reality is also
commonly used to visualize a possible world, i.e., to
act as a model of the world given a certain set of
conditions.

In all kinds of virtual reality, telepresence plays
an important or even an essential role. Telepresence
means that a person can—usually with technical
mediation—act and perceive in a remote place in
virtual (or actual) reality as if s/he were there.
Telepresence is called “transparent” when the presen-
tation of the remote reality is absolutely immersive.

There are two classes of systems that provide telep-
resence: the first involves both perceptions and actions,
the second only perceptions. An example of the first
class is a robotic device controlled remotely, which
accesses macroscopic and microscopic areas other-
wise inaccessible. As long as such systems are used
for a specific scientific or technical purpose, they are
not designed to create transparent telepresence. The
awareness of the difference between the actual here
and now, on the one hand, and the remote site where
the robotic device acts, on the other hand, enables
the proper fulfillment of the coordinated tasks. If the
telepresence takes place in pure virtual reality, e.g., in
MUDs and MOOs, the goal of the vendors of coor-
dinated systems is transparent telepresence. In MUDs
and MOOs, human players create virtual identities
that are their representatives in the virtual world, the
so-called “avatars.”

The most common system that enables only percep-
tual telepresence is television. The agent is reduced
to an observer and experiences the presented real-
ity. Television and movies work perfectly as long as
the observer forgets about his/her not being where
the presented plot takes place. A critical analysis of the
power of such systems of telepresence, which are
increasingly becoming a part of everyday life and pen-
etrate the actual perception of every human being, has
been provided by Neil Postman, Vilém Flusser, Paul

Virilio, and Jean Baudrillard; according to Baudrillard,
we are confronted with a “perfect crime,” which is
the “murder of reality” (Baudrillard 1996: preface).
According to him, the continuity of reality is ensured
by simulacra, which conceal the fact that there is
no truth.

If one speaks of avatars, normally one also speaks
of cyberspace. The term “cyberspace” was coined
by William Gibson and popularized in his novel
Neuromancer. Gibson characterizes cyberspace as
“consensual hallucination experienced daily by bil-
lions of legitimate agents, in every nation” and as
a “graphic representation of data abstracted from
the banks of every computer in the human system,”
one endowed with “unthinkable complexity” (Gibson
1984: 51).

At the time Gibson wrote his novel, the World Wide
Web (WWW) had not been developed, but his charac-
terization of cyberspace reads like a description of the
WWW. Nowadays, “cyberspace” means a virtual real-
ity that is generated in a large computer network like
the Internet. Although “cyberspace” and “Internet” or
“WWW” are often used synonymously, this is erro-
neous:“cyberspace” is a metaphorical denotation for
the spatial aspects of virtual reality while “Internet”
stands for a physical network and the “World Wide
Web” is the name of a service provided by pro-
grams running on the machines that together form the
Internet.

Certain kinds of virtual reality devices—namely,
immersive systems-are directly capable of enabling the
experience of actuality. Experiencing actuality means
that one believes in the objective existence of the expe-
rienced. According to Husserl, every perception and
every belief in the objective existence of the perceived
things is based upon an intuitive presentation that is
accompanied by a complex system of active and pas-
sive syntheses. In these syntheses, the perception of
a thing, as determined in a certain way, occurs. He
points out that each thing is given in a horizon belong-
ing to the perception of the thing. Connected with all
such perceptions and accompanying horizons are, on
the one hand, expectations of further experiences of the
thing and, on the other hand, possible operations on the
thing. Since the perceiving and acting subject (together
with other subjects) is in a situation, every perception
raises the expectation that the situation will evolve in a
certain way.
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From a phenomenological point of view, actuality
is the continuum of sense that results from a subjective
constitution based on perceptual material that is given
by original intuition. By definition, there is only one
actuality for every subject. But there may be different
realities that constitute this unique actuality. As soon
as intuitive material of a certain kind forms a system,
it is possible to call this a reality.

What kind of material the directly experienced actu-
ality consists of, and whether the constituted objec-
tive meaning proves itself in further experience, only
becomes clear in retrospect. Therefore the determina-
tion of a reality as virtual reality is also only possible
in an act of deliberation in retrospect—and it must be
possible to contrast the virtual world with a non-virtual
one. The term “virtual reality” turns out to be a concept
arising in reflection.

Husserl did not analyze virtual reality, of course,
but he examined perception and the consciousness of
images. It was important to him to understand why we
are conscious of a pictured object as part of the image
and not in the mode of itself-presence. According
to him, the reason for this is a twofold conflict: on
the one hand, he points out a conflict of the pic-
tured things with respect to continuity of time and
space, and on the other hand, he recognizes empirical
conflict, e.g., the fact that human beings in photo-
graphic colors do not exist. This twofold conflict is
not the result of deliberation; instead, it is immediately
experienced.

Perceiving an image involves a twofold objectiva-
tion. In the first, the image is perceived as an image
object in the mode of itself-presence; in the sec-
ond, the pictured subject is “viewed into” the image-
object, as Husserl puts it, resulting in a re-presentation
(Vergegenwärtigung) of the pictured thing. The pre-
requisite for this twofold conflict, and hence for the
consciousness of images, is the fundamental supposi-
tion of continuity and consistency of perception—and
this involves yet a third sense, namely, regarding the
behavior of the perceived thing in a situation.

A device that is able to generate a reality suitable
for being experienced as immediate actuality must be
capable of guaranteeing consistency and continuity of
perception in the threefold sense mentioned: The real-
ity generated must show consistency with regard to
content (note that this does not mean that this real-
ity must stick to the social rules of everyday life, or
even to the laws of nature), it must fit into a continuous

progress of perception, and it must preserve this con-
sistency and continuity in further perceptions, actions,
and interactions.

Generating virtual reality with complete immersion
is not possible with today’s technology. The immer-
sion of virtual reality is ultimately broken when the
observer or agent performs bodily actions in such a
way that the device generating the virtual reality can-
not reproduce them in virtual reality. The character
of his/her living body chains an observer to the com-
monly experienced world of everyday life with all
of its immediately experienced reality—including the
neediness of the living body. As long as there is no
possibility of digitizing a human body, it will remain
impossible to create virtual worlds as all-embracing
lifeworlds. If it were possible, then such a world would
no longer be virtual for its inhabitants; as soon as a
reality is all embracing, the property of being virtual
disappears for the observer. Therefore the assumption
that a virtual world is a kind of parallel world or paral-
lel actuality—Philippe Quéau, for example, argues in
this way—is erroneous. This misunderstanding results
from disregarding the fact that it is one and the same
subject who experiences material from different real-
ities and constitutes its unique actuality based upon
this. Without a new kind of actuality, it is neither nec-
essary nor reasonable to postulate a new ontology of
virtual reality or to speak, as Michael Heim does, of
an “ontological shift” (Heim 1998: 50). It is possible
to develop an ontology of virtual worlds within the
already existing framework of phenomenology. From
a phenomenological point of view, virtual reality is-
as Stefan Münker puts it-a kind of aesthetic reality
that may act-alongside of other kinds of reality—
as an ontic fundament of the ontological category
“actuality.”

As a totally immersive and interactive system, vir-
tual reality transcends reality presented by images or
windows on the world by presenting not a reality in the
world, but a world itself. Immersion in such a virtual
world means the (normally unconscious) extension of
the general thesis of the natural attitude to the pre-
sented virtual reality. As Sybille Krämer points out,
this means a shift of the role of the observer or agent
(Krämer 1995: 135). While the observer of an image,
for example, or the agent in a virtually augmented actu-
ality is external to what is presented, s/he becomes
an internal observer or agent in the immersive and
interactive virtual reality. According to Baudrillard, the
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agent or observer is then able “to ’enter’ the image”
(Baudrillard 1995: 92). While the common image is
an appearance in the world, the immersive, interac-
tive virtual reality is an entire world as an appearance.
As mentioned earlier, he is convinced that in the
Postmodern world the ongoing process of virtualiza-
tion results in a complete disappearance of the real.
He argues that representation gives way to simulation,
reality shifts to hyperreality, and “an age of simulacra
and simulation [is inaugurated], in which there is no
longer ... any last judgment to separate truth from fic-
tion” (Baudrillard 2001: 173 f.). Actuality based only
on virtual reality refers to nothing else outside itself, he
continues, and the simulacra mask the fact that there is
actually nothing.

This point of view is not really convincing. With
Krämer, it seems to be better to talk of a disappear-
ance not of the real, but of “the border between the
real and the purely imaginary” (Krämer 1998: 241).
Mixed reality gets more and more involved in our actu-
ality. But despite all the virtualization of everyday life,
the living body chains everyone unconditionally to an
actuality in which every human being “is a person, who
is able and liable to account” (Krämer 1998: 241).

The artificiality of the world based upon virtual
reality nevertheless has consequences that do indeed
separate the virtual world from the non-virtual in
retrospective deliberation.

(1) The world of everyday life is a world of intuited
data. The virtual world is in contrast a world of
artificially produced entities. Speaking with Vilém
Flusser, it is a world of facta—even more, tak-
ing Baudrillard’s analysis into account, it is a
world of simulacra appearing as facta. This world
enables new options for perception and interaction,
in particular the possibility of changing one’s iden-
tity. Because it is a world of facta, everything is
possible in the virtual world.

(2) The common laws of time and space in particu-
lar are suspended. As Quéau points out, “virtual
space is never stable,” hence “it is no location,
no topos” (Quéau 1995: 64). Although time and
space are forms of sensible intuition, even in a
virtual world, these forms are subject to human
disposal: In the virtual world we are where we act,
observe, and think. He therefore speaks of a shift
from a spatial and local conception of being to an
intentional or transcendental one. The same is true

regarding time: time also loses its irreversible and
a priori structure; we are when we act, observe, and
think.

(3) Because of the new concept of time and space
in the virtual world, the meaning of kinaesthesis
changes. Again, while even in the virtual world
perception without kinaestheses is not possible,
movement in the virtual world does not mean that
the observer or agent him/herself moves. Rather,
the horizons move and align themselves regard-
ing the observer or agent. Paul Virilio calls this
“an invention of mobility on the spot” (cf. Virilio
1990). Husserl’s dictum of the body as the “zero-
point for all orientation” (Husserl 1952: 158) gains
a literal meaning.

(4) Because agents in the virtual world have no bod-
ies, temporality and spatiality in the virtual world
depend on human arbitrariness. The virtual world
itself is artificial and the humans in it are, in short,
omnipotent: because the virtual world is a sim-
ulation without bodily risks, responsibilities, and
illocutionary aspects of face-to-face communica-
tion, all acting and interacting in the virtual world
is, as Krämer points out, a kind of game.

A special reflection analogous to the phenomeno-
logical epochē and reduction is necessary to discover
the character of a world as virtual and to describe the
properties of the virtually presented material as well
as of the structure of the virtual world. This reflection
is much easier to perform than are the transcendental
deliberations Husserl employed to describe the nature
of our common understanding of the world. This is
because human beings are not committed to a virtual
world in the same way that they are to the world of
everyday life. There is no “Geworfenheit” into the
virtual world in the sense meant by MARTIN HEIDEG-
GER—not even regarding the ongoing penetration of
everyday experience with aspects of virtual reality. All
these aspects are parts of the natural world, but they
do not form a complete new world. Therefore the per-
formance of a specific epochē in order to determine
the character of a virtual world as a virtual one is not
hindered by the resistances one is faced with while
attempting to bracket the general thesis of the natural
attitude. Quite the contrary, getting into cyberspace and
not getting pushed out of it is still sometimes a techni-
cal problem. On the other hand, stopping a simulation
is normally done by a mouse click—and if this does
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not work, pulling the power plug will terminate any
computer generated virtual reality.
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Work of Art

Cathrin Nielsen

EDMUND HUSSERL addressed the artwork or, more
specifically, its aesthetics only tangentially. His work
on aesthetics compiled in the folder Ästhetik und
Phänomenologie is a slim collection comprised of sev-
eral texts written between 1906 and 1908 (Husserl
1980; cf. Scaramuzza and Schuhmann 1990). His crit-
icism of the psychologistic or naturalistic approach, as
we find it in Logische Untersuchungen (1900–1901),
leads methodically, even in the aesthetic sphere, to the
demand to view the essence of a work of art in the
most general manner. At the same time, a painting
is an image only to the image-constituting conscious-
ness which, upon seeing a primary and perceivably
apparent object, attributes “validity” or “significance”
to the image only through its imaginative appercep-
tion (Husserl 1984: 423). Phenomenological aesthetics
up to ROMAN INGARDEN takes a similar approach
(Fischer 1907, Conrad 1908, Odebrecht 1929): the
focus is neither on the random subjective experience
nor on empirical facts, but on the immanent regularity
of the aesthetic object and its constitution.

The transition from any common thing perceived as
a sensuous datum to the aesthetic object occurs through
a collaboration of the subjective approach and the com-
plex structural layers of the thing. Rudolf Odebrecht
(1929) and MORITZ GEIGER had already distin-
guished between the aesthetic and the non-aesthetic
approach; the latter, borrowing from Kant’s Kritik
der Urteilskraft, identified aesthetic concentration as
“disinterested interest” (uninteressiertes Interesse—
Geiger 1913: 647). He rejects pure “inner concentra-
tion” as simply a merely pseudo-aesthetic pleasure
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in the work of art. Thus he stresses the aesthetic
category of the work itself, but his approach occurs
primarily through subjective experience, focusing on
an empirical rather than a transcendental subject. It is
no random assembly of psychic data, but an insight
into the general essence, arrived at through “intuitive”
methodology. The observant subject and the material
object in this case—as in phenomenological aesthetics
as a whole—form a tensed relationship of intentional
dependency: on the one hand, the viewer needs to stay
open to what the thing provides; on the other hand, it
is evidently not the thing in question, but the type of
approach that determines whether or not any aesthetic
pleasure is derived from it (cf. ibid.: 632 ff.).

Yet the central problem of constitution remains.
How is the material thing, in this case of the work
of art, constituted beyond the subjective grasp as it
is being perceived? To what extent do we see col-
ors, shapes, and sounds as those of a material thing?
Which are the moments that allow us to distinguish
between the aesthetic and the common object? While
Geiger in some way circumvents the question of con-
stitution, it becomes the main focus in the work of
Roman Ingarden, a Polish student of Husserl. Das li-
terarische Kunstwerk (1931) is considered the pinnacle
of theory during the first phase of phenomenology
stemming from Husserl’s Logische Untersuchungen.
Contrary to Husserl’s transcendental idealism, which
attempts to view the real world and its elements as
purely intentional actualities, Ingarden focuses pri-
marily on ontological questions of principle, i.e., the
representational moments of sensation, and thus on the
“multiple layers” of the artwork. The work of art origi-
nates, on the one hand, from the intentional acts of the
creative consciousness and, on the other hand, from
the “actualities” of ideal concepts and substantiality.
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But it must also be taken in real phonetic or descriptive
terms—in other words, as a material thing. Each work
of art is an autonomous entity. Its space and time differ
from “real” space or “objective” time (1972: §§34 ff.).

He thus differentiates the represented space both
from the orientational space necessary for material
things to be perceived and from homogeneous phys-
ical space, as well as from intellectual space. While
the represented space is structured similarly to all
other types of space, to “have” this space requires
an enactment that has to be brought forth specifically
through the medium of orientational space. And the
appropriate center of orientation is based in the rep-
resentational realm. We must therefore put ourselves
in its place imaginatively and to some extent forget
our own “real” center of orientation, achieving a cer-
tain necessary detachment from the world. Likewise,
the circumstances and material items represented are
located in their own represented time, which is iden-
tical neither with the objective time of the real world
nor with the subjective time of an absolute subject in
consciousness (cf. Husserl 1966).

Roman Ingarden characterizes even the structure of
represented time as “an analogon, a modification” of
real time (1972: 248). In experiencing a work of art,
the peculiar present that is called in actu esse, which
determines past and future from then on, corresponds
with the autonomous order of the artwork, and is there-
fore only a “quasi-real” or “feigned present” in relation
to our actual time experience (Ibid.: 250). The phe-
nomenon of temporal perspective takes on a key role
in the concretization of the work of art (cf. Ingarden
1968: §17, 1972: §36). It becomes an analogon to spa-
tial perspective inasmuch as shifts and transformations
in the “views” occur in both cases as and when per-
ceptual circumstances shift. In this way, time presents
itself in phenomenal extension; its length and brevity
cannot be objectively measured. Instead, it gains its
extension in its qualitative alteration. The dynamic
character of this occurrence develops during its for-
mative process and is directly experienced as such,
while the same appears in its condensed, specifically
shaped quality when viewed in memory. The structural
laws emerging in the static-dynamic play of repre-
sented time form an organically whole and integral
structure.

Thus the claim that the work of art can be cap-
tured in a time of “now” containing all phases and
layers contradicts the nature of the artwork. Even

after the constitution has been completed, the work
itself remains transcendent (Ingarden 1968: 150) to
the conscious processes. A type of ontological differ-
ence exists between it and the aesthetic thing that has
emerged in the process of concretization. This onto-
logical basis significantly differentiates Ingarden from
any one-sided focus on psychological acts or aesthetic
experience. Simultaneously, the question of the sta-
tus of the being of the aesthetic item becomes more
pressing: the real, material thing is placed in paren-
theses (eingeklammert) during the shifting aesthetic
approach. What is being viewed is a purely intentional
thing with a concrete meaning not corresponding to
anything in reality. As a matter of principle, objectivity
remains the same; even purely intentional representa-
tional art opens a view to a world toward which we are
geared. Even if the circumstances have been proposed
as “real,” they are not intended to be seen as “really
existing.” What is missing is their moment of “existen-
tial positionality.” Everything is therefore conditional
on the “quasi” (Ingarden 1972: 169 ff.). The “quasi”
that liberates the poetic fiction from the pressure of fac-
tuality is for Ingarden exactly the mysterious effect of
the work of art.

DIETRICH VON HILDEBRAND also focuses on the
ontological nature of the artwork, i.e., the relationship
of the work as a spiritual reality to its material basis.
In his study, he separates the spirituality contained in
the artwork both from personal conscious spirituality
and from the existential form of general entities. The
work of art is an individual “quasi-substance” (von
Hildebrand 1984: 20); it lacks the wealth of being
of a fully realized substance, yet without sliding into
the accidental. At the same time, he rejects the opin-
ion that the artwork objectifies the artist’s personality
and is therefore based in the artist’s personal expe-
rience. While a spiritual person is a prerequisite for
the spirituality of artwork, the “inner logos” (Ibid.:
27) of the work is impersonal and independent. In the
tradition of Hegel, Schelling, and Schopenhauer, he
engages in a comprehensive analysis of the various
forms of art, starting with architecture and sculpture
as spatial art and culminating in music as the tempo-
ral, non-imitative, and therefore most spiritual art. He
also devotes much attention to the inherent problem
of painting and literature as being the “representation
of something” that von Hildebrand defines as a “ren-
dition” (Wiedergabe) of likeness, a replica copy, or a
reproduction (Ibid.: 187 ff.).
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Aside from the decidedly Husserlian aesthetic phe-
nomenology of Donald Brinkmann (1938) and the
posthumously published Ästhetik (1953) of NICOLAI

HARTMANN, the tradition of phenomenological aes-
thetics, which had reached a high point with Ingarden,
takes a sharp downturn in Germany during the 1930s. It
next becomes established in France, where it develops
its own path.

In 1940, JEAN-PAUL SARTRE introduced
L’imaginaire, a work in phenomenological psy-
chology that is based in large part on examples from
the arts and closes with a chapter about the work of
art. Sartre sees the artwork as a result of a conscious
act: it has to be brought forth simultaneously out of
the real material thing and into existence through
the imagination. A radical conversion is pivotal in this
regard: the aesthetic object emerges precisely at the
moment of conversion, i.e., when the real temporal-
spatial world has been negated and the imaginative
world of consciousness has been constituted. The
aesthetic item emerging out of such a negation of
the world, and its resulting consciously immanent
constitution—is accordingly something utterly unreal
(l’oeuvre d’art est un irreal—1940: 239), and the
imaginative act a type of magic act. As in Theodor
Lipps’s psychological aesthetics (1903/1906), the
aesthetically bound receptivity alone is responsible for
the aesthetic moment.

But how does Sartre explain the difference aris-
ing between the real artwork and the aesthetic object
of consciousness? The material work of art serves as
a mediator between the spheres of the real and the
imaginary. It is merely the silent material basis that
requires imagination in order not to remain “empty.”
The material thing (la chose) only presents itself as
an aesthetic object by means of the imaginative efforts
of consciousness that merge and synthesize the psy-
chic and physical materialities and infuse them with
life. To some extent, Sartre concurs in this instance
with Husserl’s differentiation of the sensory hylē from
the intentional morphē, which adds an “animating”
layer conveying meaning onto those sensory moments
(Husserl 1976: 172). While MARTIN HEIDEGGER in
particular criticized and fundamentally redefined the
interpretation of the artwork in terms of material and
form, Sartre’s harsh separation between objective real-
ism and the imaginary—a separation that leads to
a reduced definition of reality—primarily met with
criticism from MAURICE MERLEAU-PONTY.

In 1953, MIKEL DUFRENNE published his
Phénoménologie de l’expérience esthétique as a
follow-up of sorts to Sartre. He views the correlation
characteristic of phenomenological aesthetics between
aesthetic object and aesthetic experience as the
original methodological problem. The primary goal
ought to be to break the correlation by confronting
the aesthetic object (objet, en tant qu’esthétiquement
perçu) with the real artwork (chose objectivement
connue ou produite—Dufrenne 1953: 9). They differ
in that the aesthetic effect of the artwork is only a
potential, while it is imperative in the aesthetic object.
The work of art “appeals” to its viewer to awaken it
as an aesthetic object. But what exactly differentiates
the work of art from any common item in daily life?
The substance or aesthetic structure of the work of
art is, according to Dufrenne, first its sensuously
accessible truth or beauty. It requires a certain richness
(plénitude) immanent to the material structure. The
sensuous layer of the work is guided by the artistic
expression, which during the twentieth century moved
away from its replicating function and into itself
(1953: 168).

Notably close in thought to Merleau-Ponty—except
that here the relationship of word and material item is
no longer only of being symbolically entwined, but one
of evocative and actually experienced resemblance—
Dufrenne defines the authentic artwork as an original
word (parole originaire) that is much more likely
to evoke a feeling and simultaneously conjure up a
presence than it is to divulge a conceptual meaning
(1953: 184). The observer participates in conjuring
up this presence by his/her empathetic understanding
(sentiment) of the internal organization of the work.
And despite his analytical concentration on the object,
this participation in the awakening of the artwork
into an aesthetic object is the central focus. He also
describes the aesthetic experience as a type of “imi-
tative dance” and “departing dance” of the motion
captured inside the work (1953: 174).

The question of art plays a role in Martin
Heidegger’s thought as well, beginning in the 1930s.
Of particular interest is his essay “Der Ursprung des
Kunstwerkes” (1935–1936), which explicitly defines
the essence of art through the “work” of art. The ini-
tial task is to overcome the neo-Kantianism that had
split the artwork into two spheres, a material sub-
structure and an aesthetic superstructure. Heidegger
disagrees by saying that material things never present
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themselves phenomenologically as “existing objects”;
this scientific perspective is a derivative mode of an
originally more extensive revelation. How can the tan-
gible quality of the material thing be captured in its
unspoilt, original form without scientific encroach-
ment? To answer this question, Heidegger takes as an
example a visual image, the 1886 painting “Boots with
Laces” by van Gogh. The peasant shoes do not stand as
a pair of things in a room that subjects them to its own
rules. Instead, the room—in this case the environment
of peasantry—rises out of the artistically created work
and its truth. The work of art is nothing but this type of
evocation. It is not an object divisible into matter and
form, substructure and superstructure, but stands by
itself and is therefore open to an independent existence
of its own.

At the same time, Heidegger interprets the open-
ing of such a world as a passage into the concealment
or seclusion (Verborgenheit) of the “earth” because
only in its earthbound existence does the shape gain
its character of a self-contained world. The tension or
“struggle between world and earth” encompasses the
tumultuous, inscrutably meaningful nature of the work
of art. It is therefore ontologically embodied neither
in material existence nor in the subject’s experience;
the peculiar impulse it represents with regard to itself
and to all common actualities makes it more like a
“clearing” (Lichtung) in its own world, a world with-
out precedent. This also means that the nature of art
is not mimetic, but original and open to the present.
Heidegger also calls it an epiphany. In Heidegger’s
study of Klee’s art (cf. Seubold 1993) he focuses on the
terms “revealing” (Sichtbarmachung) and “showing”
(Sehenlassen), in accordance with Klee’s dictum that
art does not reproduce the visible; rather, it makes us
see. These considerations should be seen in connection
with the new definitions of actuality and non-actuality,
temporality and spatiality, stemming from the artis-
tic initiation experience of “chaos” and “void” or
“nothing.”

Martin Heidegger later assigns to every thing the
characteristic of a space- and time-expanding compo-
sition of a world within. For Heidegger—in contrast,
for example, with Ingarden—the artwork does not rep-
resent a privative modification of reality or a presence
subject to the “quasi.” Instead, “reality” appears as a
decaying form or a derivative mode in light of the
eventful character of the artwork: what occurs in the
work of art makes up the essence of its being and of

truth in general. He developed his thoughts on the orig-
inal character of art primarily in his study of poetics
(Hölderlin, Trakl, Rilke, George) where the work of
language brings the nature of art as naming and found-
ing to light in exceptional fashion. In Die Kunst und
der Raum (1969), he discusses the artistic relationship
between place (Ort) and space (Raum) in distinction
from the physical-technical paradigm. While indiffer-
ent and “empty” homogeneous space is seen negatively
on account of its absence of material, or as an encom-
passing hollow space or gap between different objects,
artistic space has to be viewed positively in its essence
as a release of space (freigebende Einräumung) or as
a release of places (Freigabe von Orten). The revealed
“emptiness” of space appears in this case as a gather-
ing process of capture and release, and can therefore
be regarded as having its own definitive quality. In
sculpture, motion oscillates with release; it is motion
in a standing position. Numerous scholars see such
withdrawal from the representational character so sig-
nificant in Western art as an approximation to East
Asian art. And this is further supported by Heidegger’s
views on speech, which increasingly base the act of
speaking on quietness and silence.

The question of spatial depth in the work of art
as well as of the “release of the invisible” is also
at the center of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s investiga-
tion. His examination of art should be seen in direct
connection with his attempt at an indirect ontology
of the (in)visible. For him, relativity encompasses the
entire field of intersubjectivity and corporeality. And
he too sees the paintings of Cézanne in particular as
an excellent case in point. In contrast to anatomizing
an image into a relationship of essence and replica,
Merleau-Ponty is more concerned with the original and
ongoing “birth” of seeing and being seen in the emerg-
ing dimensions of space, time, light, and color that in
daily life fade until they become inconspicuous. By
retreating, it is they who let the object and its space
emerge. According to Merleau-Ponty, this new con-
cept of spatial depth can no longer be captured in a
specific, measurable ratio of dimensions as defined in
the sciences. It is instead the experience of a place-
based dimension that implies unmeasurable height,
width, and distance, a type of “non-extensive exten-
siveness” that is expressed in the “being-there (être-
là)” of an object (cf. Merleau-Ponty 1964b). Following
Heidegger’s assertion of truth as an reciprocal depen-
dency of presence and absence, Merleau-Ponty takes
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the approach—central to subsequent phenomenolog-
ical aesthetics—that each presence is threaded with
absence, and that each “same” in its identity simulta-
neously remains the other. This approach is directed at
the “invisible” of the world that defies objectification
and that gives structure to all visible elements in their
fissures, indentations, and absences (Merleau-Ponty
1964b).

If one were to summarize the analyses sketched
above, essentially three separate areas relating to the
work of art warrant further discussion. Aside from the
problem of aesthetic constitution discussed in early
phenomenology, these areas are (1) the question of the
work in contrast to the ordinary material thing, (2) the
question of the relationship between the visible and the
invisible, and (3) the question of the interplay between
time, space, and motion.

(1) The quest for visual qualities in the work of
art, so characteristic of phenomenological aesthetics,
and the assumption contained therein that the thing
itself demonstrates the artistic status of the object,
fundamentally need to address the prominent twen-
tieth century trend toward the disintegration of the
traditional term “artwork.” The focus on formal or
visual qualities and thus the visibility of art is rendered
ad absurdum by the programmatic attention paid to
Duchamps’s “ready-mades” or “objets trouvés.” From
that point on, art is no longer a characteristic of an
art object, but the result of a contextual constellation.
Not only can anything function as a work of art at a
specific point in time and at not other times, but its
character is no longer tied to its corporeal presence and
instead functions exclusively, and finds meaning, as a
“symbol” (Goodman 1978). In trying to escape from
the “things themselves,” art in the twentieth century
almost appears to be a “counter-movement to phe-
nomenology” (Wiesing 2000: 134). On the other hand,
to reduce the artistic object to its symbolic character
would be to lose sight of the suspension of the oppos-
ing forces of materialism and idealism so characteristic
of phenomenology.

A phenomenologically based aesthetic approach
today describes the current potential as evolving from
this type of tension: the point is not that the work of
art represents something it is not, but instead that it
does contain what is being referred to. Inasmuch as the
artwork does not represent something “by-something-
else,” but renders visible “something-as-something,” it
has its own presence and obligation. Strictly speaking,

it is no different in its character of “something-as-
something” from any other phenomenon. And this
raises the question of whether phenomenology views
the world as a work of art, and has always done so,
which would mean that phenomenology is nothing but
an aesthetic theory (Ibid.: 146). The coincidence of
artwork and common object in this regard leads to a
“transfiguration of the common” (Danto 1981), which
can be interpreted on multiple levels.

(2) In response to Heidegger’s consideration of
the actual kernel of truth in art, HANS-GEORG

GADAMER’s hermeneutics attempts to liberate this ker-
nel from the dualism of “beauty in being” and “prac-
tical reality” so prevalent in German idealism, and to
restore an original way of comprehending it (Gadamer
1960: 84 ff.). Insight into the specifically recognitive
character of art is not only intended to transcend the
subjectification of aesthetics, but simultaneously aims
at the hermeneutical conclusion that every encounter
with art is an encounter with an incomplete event and
in itself part of the event, bringing about not only a
mnemosynic recognition, but a healing reunification.
In expanding the ontology of artwork, he uses the term
“play.” Its essential enactment is the insubstantial and
aimless movement of “to and fro,” and play’s specific
framework grows out of this. The order forming from
play’s motion creates the time and space of play; it
has no purpose other than itself and refers to nothing
but itself. The work of art therefore finds its being and
its obligation exclusively in its representation of itself.
For a temporal interpretation of the artwork, this means
that artwork expresses no “idea” of a supertemporal
present, but instead expresses its own temporality—a
point that Gadamer makes in distinction to the art his-
torian Hans Sedlmayr’s interpretation of temporality in
the work of art.

Hans Sedlmayr distinguishes between a historical,
an existential, and a superhistorical, “incorruptible”
temporality. The artwork participates in both forms
of time, but is able to refer to historical time as a
modus deficiens of “true time.” In its attained equi-
librium, the artwork is part of ousia a-idios. However,
in order to reach the “real present time,” the observer
needs to recreate it in his/her mind. In the event of
such an encounter, the observer experiences a tempo-
rary invasion of incorruptible time into the historical
present. An epiphany of the artwork can therefore not
be forced and is not continuous (cf. Sedlmayr 1958:
140 ff.). It is in this discontinuous moment of epiphany
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that Gadamer detects the perplexities of aesthetic con-
sciousness. He elucidates the temporal structure of the
artwork based on the “celebration” (Fest) characterized
by the specific present which he calls a while (Weile)
(cf. Gadamer 1977: 29 ff.).

We find the beginning of a phenomenologically
based, thoroughly traditionally rendered discussion of
the relationship between the visible and the invisible
in the work of Georges Didi-Hubermann (1990). He
rejects the academic attempt to subject the image to
the “tyranny of legibility” and simultaneously to for-
get the mysterious immediacy of its first encounter.
The aim ought instead to be to let oneself be cap-
tured by the sensuous uniqueness of the image. The
point is the work’s activity that intersects with the
observer’s existing knowledge. As such, it provides a
fissure-like window of opportunity to gain insight into
its pre-representational character. This insight eludes
translation, but opens up an infinite realm of interpre-
tation. It is exactly the genesis of the visible rising out
of the thought process of the image that could simul-
taneously evoke a type of “opening to logic,” because
(referring back to Heidegger) traditional logic is too
derivative in this context. Instead of focusing on the
labor of the concept (Arbeit des Begriffs), as Hegel
demanded, Didi-Hubermann calls for the “work of the
negative,” which shreds the visible, or for the “materia
informis,” which marks the shape with depth of color
and renders it visible for the first time.

(3) The question of the interplay of time, space, and
motion touches on the question of rank and location as
well as on the question of the work’s inner structure.
While the trend has increasingly been toward a the-
matic weaving of art into the social context as we saw
in the tradition of performance art during the 1960s and
the installation and locale-based art of the 1970s and
1980s, art itself has noticeably developed toward its
own temporality and spatiality. The concept has found
expression in, for example, the insistence on a pure,
abstract, nonmaterial, timeless, non-spatial, unchang-
ing, unreferenced, and disinterested image (Reinhardt
1992), whose only appropriate location is inside the
“white cube” of the museum.

The interactive tendencies of space, time, and
motion in “kinetic art” aim primarily at disassociating
motion and rhythm from their natural circumstances
and bringing their own aesthetic impact to the fore-
front. Adding time as a fourth dimension to the three
spatial dimensions plays a central theoretical role in

this context. Space by itself and time by itself dissi-
pate into mere shadow; instead, the term “space-time”
(Raum-Zeit) gains importance. The reach of rhythmi-
cally perceived time in each instance could be seen
as a gauge for measuring the spatial properties of the
kinetic structure. The term “vibration” or “oscillation”
enables the implication of a more profound reference
to kinetics: the transition from quietness in motion that
defines modern art is particularly evident in relation
to the material thing or the transition from replica to
réalisation. And even in impressionist art, the present
time had already appeared as a momentary gathering
in which the material thing dissolves into a potentially
infinite number of circumstances.

The successive dematerialization of inanimate
objects (bodies/forms) gains further significance in the
evolving role of light and color. Color no longer is seen
as quality, as it had been for centuries, but is demoted
to the status of substance. Its specific vibration pre-
cedes any actual spatial item, structuring and gathering
it, and thus becomes a sculptural base element. Even
painters such as Kandinsky and Klee were already on
the track of the motion of release. According to Klee,
it is in particular the (straight) line in comparison with
other sculptural elements that, using itself as an exam-
ple, is able to illustrate the evolution from motion. He
speaks (1956) of “active lines” to indicate that this gen-
esis occurs without a material precedent. It is always
the image-immanent decisions that are without prece-
dent, these evocative means that enable the leap out of
chaos into order. The work of art never falls back on a
preexisting order; it begins beyond any dependence on
the familiar, static form of daily life.

Heinrich Rombach (1994) sets the artwork apart
precisely on account of this abrupt opening of a new
dimension; contrary to mere creation, creativity is
actively engaged wherever the focus is not only on the
event, but on the emergence of an entire vital dimen-
sion. “Con-creativity’s” breakthrough can accordingly
be traced back neither to the subject nor to the object
itself.
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Diaconu, Mădălina. Tasten, Riechen, Schmecken.
Eine Ästhetik der anästhesierten Sinne. Würzburg:
Königshausen & Neumann, 2005.

Dieste, Rafael. El alma y el espero. Textos e crítica de
arte. Madrid: Alianza, 1981; rpt. Vigo, 1995.

Dufrenne, Mikel. Phénoménologie de I’expérience
esthétique. Vols. 2, [1953]. 2nd ed. Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France, 1967; The Phenomenology
of Aesthetic Experience. Trans. Edward S. Casey
et al. Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
1973.

Dufrenne, Mikel. Esthétique et philosophie I–III. Paris:
Klincksieck, 1967, 1976, 1981.

Dufrenne, Mikel. Art et politique. Paris: Presses de la
Cité, 1974.

Escoubas, Eliane. L’espace pictural. La Versanne:
Encre Marine, 1995.

Escoubas, Eliane. L’esthétique. Paris: Ellipses, 2004.
Fink, Eugen. “Vergegenwärtigung und Bild“ [1930].

In his Studien zur Phänomenologie 1930–
1939. The Hague: Martinus Nijjhoff, 1966,
1–78.

Fink, Eugen. Mode—ein verführerisches Spiel. Basel:
Birkhäuser, 1969.

Fink, Eugen. Epiloge zur Dichtung. Frankfurt am
Main: Vittorio Klostermann, 1971.

Fischer, Aloys. Zur Bestimmung des ästhetischen
Gegenstandes. Munich: Stein, 1907.

Flusser, Vilém. Lob der Oberflächlichkeit. Für
eine Phänomenologie der Medien. Mannheim:
Bollmann, 1993.

Flusser, Vilém. Towards a Philosophy of Photography.
London: Reaktion Books, 2000.

Formaggio, Dino. Fenomenologia della tecnica
artistica. Milan: Nuvoletti, 1953; rpt. Pratiche,
1979.

Formaggio, Dino. L’idea di artisticità. Milan:
Ceschina, 1962.

Formaggio, Dino. Arte. Milan: Isedi, 1973.
Gadamer, Hans-Georg. Die Aktualität des Schönen.

Kunst als Spiel, Symbol und Fest. Stuttgart: Reclam,
1977; The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other
Essays. Ed. Robert Bernasconi. Trans. Nicholas
Walker. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1986.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg. Ästhetik und Poetik, Vols. 1–2,
Gesammelte Werke, Vols. 8–9, Tübingen: J.C.B.
Mohr, 1993.

Galecki, Jerzy. Problematyka estetyki. Kraków:
Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1962.

Garner, Stanton B. Jr. Bodied Space: Phenomenology
and Performance in Contemporary Drama.
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1994.

Geiger, Moritz. “Beiträge zur Phänomenologie
des ästhetischen Genusses.” In Jahrbuch für
Philosophie und phänomenologische Forschung 1,
1913, 567–684.

Geiger, Moritz. Die Bedeutung der Kunst. Zugänge
zu einer materialen Wertästhetik. Ed. Klaus Berger
and Wolfhart Henckmann, Munich: Wilhelm Fink,
1976; The Significance of Art: A Phenomenological
Approach to Aesthetics. Trans. Klaus Berger.



The Core of Phenomenological Aesthetics: A Suggested Bibliography 361

Washington, DC: University Press of America,
1986.

Giesz, Ludwig. Phänomenologie des Kitsches.
Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1971; 1st complete ed.
Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1994.

Golaszewska, Maria. Zarys estetyki: Problematyka,
metody, teorie. Warsaw: Państwowe Wydawnictwo
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