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Abstract

Following the secularization of the world in modernity, art’s

concomitant fate was the separation of form and content, which

has founded art on a split that has entailed the inheritance of an
abyss of incommunicability. Secularization, however, has not
liberated art from the model of representation, which has now
assumed the form of the identification of a self-referential
beauty. Moreover, the modernist doctrine of autonomy has
deprived art of the possibility of infusing the vital powers of

being and society, subsuming it to the demands of the
institution and the art market. Nevertheless, twentieth-century
art is driven by the will to overcome the schism (form/content,

art/society), to touch the viewer, and to become an experience

rather than merely an object of vision.

Responding to this problem, this thesis explores the

notion of rhythm, drawn from Bergson’s concept of la durée and

Deleuze’s rethinking of immanence as difference and repetition.
Rhythm, which grants the communicability of the work of art,
emphasizes that art can only live in the experience; to conceive
it solely in-itself as modernism has done unavoidably leads to
its reification. Rhythm considers art in terms of intensity of the
work and of the encounter, rather than in identifying art’s
spatial qualities. It tests the work of art and the encounter, but
immanently in the life generated for the body. For this latter is
also a rhythm, that is an affective surface which creates itself

and reflects the world. Art then lives in the body but it also
infuses life to the body.



Aspects of the work of a film-maker (Theo
Angelopoulos) and a video-artist (Bill Viola) are also elaborated,
in order to show how their singular implementation of time in
images takes them beyond their representational content and

opens them to rhythm as an affective, embodied experience.
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Introduction

L. The context: experience and modernity

The modern era has been founded on the recognition of
an absolute separation between immanence and transcendence,
which has subsequently structured the world and experience on
a split. Although it is not entirely correct to say that the
Enlightenment introduced the schism to a previous wholeness

of life, we can nevertheless validly claim that the Enlightenment
firmly established this division in consciousness by

institutionalizing it. Accordingly, as Simmel notes, earlier
intimations of the rift were significantly found in at least two
historical instances: first, during the Classical era, when Plato’s
doctrine of Ideas conceived the world of truth and eternal Ideas
as a ‘beyond’ the empirical world of things, which is only the
imitation or copy of the original world. Such an intimation of
the rift was expressed again with the rise of Christianity, which
condemned the flesh as the origin of sinful desires and exalted
instead the aspiration for the attainment of a state of purity for
the soul. However, “being a religion, it offered reconciliation

with the same hand that had created the rift. It was only after
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having lost its unconditional power over the soul, only after its
solution to the problem had become questionable at the
beginning of the modern period, that the issue could emerge in
its full extent”.l It was only after the Renaissance that the
recognition of the fundamental dualism became dominant and

reorganized the world and experience according to a polar

structure.

The complete separation of the metaphysical from the

physical was expressed in modern philosophy and science, and

this had a most significant consequence: not so much the

‘disenchantment’ of the world but the recognition that the
world had no end, finality or redemption; there was no
transcendent point from which the world would be illuminated
and existence ascribed a meaning. As we will see in the course

of this thesis, the Baroque expresses vividly how, emptied from

(transcendent) meaning, the world collapses into an image of

inert matter.

To be sure, it is not that before the schism the world had

a self-evident meaning, but by being a whole, and participating

in both the physical and the metaphysical simultaneously,

nature - the animate and the inanimate - communicated in the

single life of creation. Before the split the world had no meaning

simply because it did not need one; it was, and existence did not

need justification because it was the expression of God's

creative will. However, the need for meaning emerges once it 1s

recognized as lost.
The shift that has taken place in the modern view of the
world was practically expressed in the structure of experience.

As Benjamin has pointed out for us, nothing renders more

1 Georg Simmel, “Kant and Goethe: On the History of the Modern
Weltanschauung”, in Theory, Culture and Society, forthcoming.
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evident the different status of experience in pre-modern
communities and modern societies, than the story and the novel
as their respective modes of communicating experience. The
story is embedded in the life of the storyteller so that it can be
passed on as experience, continuously molded in the flow; “the
experience that is passed and the experience that the storyteller

has, i.e. the way in which he experiences, are inseparable”.2 This

fusion does not testify to the actuality of what is narrated but
rather to its plenitude. As opposed to information - which ties
itself to the surfacing instant only to be discarded at the
following one - the story is anchored in the long past of the
community. Its origins become lost in space and time, but such
dispersion adds to its authority, not simply because of an
abstract, long past but rather because of the repeated deaths it
has survived and carries all along. Benjamin wrote that “not
only a man’s knowledge or wisdom, but above all his real life
[...] first assumes transmissible form at the moment of his
death”.® Death punctuates the story,* embedding it more firmly
into what Benjamin calls a ‘natural history’, and endowing it
with an aura, as if it had momentarily glimpsed another world
and come back. Death opens up the story to its continuation in
life and disperses the dead within the living. Finally, the story is
not narrated merely for pleasure or for the pleasure of telling it;
the thread of the past that it carries does not have a historical
interest but a practical interest: embedded as it is in the life of

the community it always contains a kernel of wisdom.

As opposed to the story, which is grounded in the

community, the novel is the “form of the transcendent

2 Scott Lash, Another Modernity, A Different Rationality (London: Blackwell,
1999) p. 314.

3 Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt,

trans. Harry Zohn (London: Fontana Press, 1992) p. 93.
¢ Scott Lash, supra, p. 316.
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homelessness of the idea” and that is why “it includes real time
- Bergson's durée - among its constitutive principles”.> Once the
idea has fallen from its transcendent home, time also falls from
eternity and assumes the form of “a sluggish, yet constant
progress”. The man whose life has been deprived of an afterlife,

is deprived of continuity both temporal (I continue something
from the past and I'll be continued by something in the future) and

spatial (communal) ties. As opposed to continuity as wholeness
of experience (Erfahrung), which is true of the story, the
continuity that Lukacs describes is that of fragmentation, the
succession of instants (Erlebnis). When meaning ceases to be
immanent in life, it gives rise to a concept of time as an abstract

form, distinct from the events that materialize it. But the

problem with such a conception is not merely that it ‘spatializes’
time in the Bergsonian expression, but mainly that events are no
longer embedded in a whole, but individualized, contingent
and only externally connected; they become meaningless and
cannot be incorporated in present experience. The novel strives
to come to terms with such a condition by creating meaning
subjectively and reflexively. Death in the novel comes as a

closure as it frames an individual life, but it also appears to give

meaningful form to an otherwise scattered life, retrospectively in

the epic form of a redemptive memory.

Emptied from its immanent value, the living event
becomes identified with mere fact. This identification is not
natural and fact is not neutral or value-free. Rather it marks the

imposition of a rational meaning (rather than spiritual or

> Georg Lukacs, The Theory of the Novel: A Historico-Philosophical Essay on the
Forms of Great Epic Literature, trans. Anna Bostock (London: Merlin Press,
1978) p. 121. Although Lukacs’ use of the Bergsonian term of la durée is rather
unsuccessful here, this neither changes the meaning nor delimits the
significance of his point.

6 Ibid., p. 124.
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metaphysical) upon events. Although modernity turns
instrumental rationality into its own mythology,” the aim of this
thesis is not to argue against this assumption in favor of the
irrational and its disruptive force in experience. Instrumental
rationality presupposes a Newtonian universe of an abstract
space and time, but it also takes this conception further: having

abstracted the event from the spatio-temporal whole and

therefore stripping it of its immanent meaning in the whole of
life, it is able to impose an external meaning according to the
criteria of utility. Although utility is significantly implicated in
life, life’s interest is much broader than utility. But for

instrumental rationality life bears no immanent reasons. It is an
empty biological substratum upon which we structure and

organize our activity. This is how Erlebnis gradually substitutes
Erfarhung, thus marking the increasing rationalization of

experience and its reduction to knowledge.
But it is also the structure of experience that follows this
tendency. Practically, the status of experience in a given socio-

historical context cannot be diagnosed in-itself but, as Benjamin

has shown, it is reflected in the modes of communication: “[t]he
replacement of the older narration by information, of

information by sensation, reflects the increasing atrophy of

experience”.® The modes and technologies of communication

7 This is one of the central arguments of Adorno’s and Horkeimer's
Enlightenment project. Thus they write: “Man imagines himself free from
fear when there is no longer anything unknown. That determines the course
of demythologization, of enlightenment, which compounds the animate with
the inanimate just as myth compounds the inanimate with the animate.
Enlightenment is mythic fear turned radical. The pure immanence of
positivism, its ultimate product, is no more a so to speak universal taboo.
Nothing at all may remain outside, because the mere idea of outsideness is
the very source of fear” in Theodor W. Adormo and Max Horkheimer,
Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming (London, New York: Verso,
1999) p. 16.

8 Walter Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire”, in llluminations, supra,
p. 155.
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are the virtual mirrors or reflexive surfaces of the mode and
value experience assumes. Benjamin with his consideration of
the story and the novel (but also of Baudelaire’s lyric poetry,
and photography) has opened the field for us to consider art as

a mode of communication, which implicates aesthetic

experience within experience.

I.  The problem: aesthetic experience

The exclusion of the absolute from the immanence of
experience also had a major impact on art; it redefined its
function and its distinct field which gave rise to aesthetics. The

secularization of art has inherited the split as the separation of

form and content and has opened up an abyss of

Incommunicability. Moreover, the modernist conception of
autonomous art that is free from material constraints (such as
economic, moral or political concerns) did not emancipate art

but on the contrary, disempowered it and rendered it all the

more dependent on the art market.

The paradox of art in modernity consists in that although

art has freed itself from external references and the need to refer
to something other than itself, nevertheless, it has not
emancipated itself from the model of representation. The idea of
representation has haunted western art since the Classical era
and has its origins in Plato’s doctrine of mimesis: Plato
considered art as the copy of reality, which was in turn the copy
of the only original and external world of Ideas. Since then, the

doctrine of mimesis has been recurring in various guises and
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sophisticated accounts. Thus the modernist account of self-
referentiality, according to which art refers to and questions
itself, assumes the existence of a formal artistic essence which
determines the particular work of art. The separation of form
and content establishes their (impossible) relation in terms of

activity/passivity and results to the reification of the work of art

and the spatialization of beauty.

Art's identification with ‘pure’ beauty renders it pictorial;
it makes art an object of vision and perception, but no longer a

living experience. Art becomes disembodied, that is, it loses its
amplitude, expansiveness and vitality in favor of the specialized
perception or of a distinguished visual sensitivity, which can
specify the point of perfection. In this evolution aesthetic
experience loses its body, together with its struggle, its passion
and its falsity, in order to become sight, more specialized, more

perfect and more...object.? Criticizing the isolation of art in the

sphere of the aesthetic and the indifference of beauty in its
bourgeois conception, Surrealism posed the idea of beauty as

intensity, expressed in Breton’s phrase “beauty will be

CONVULSIVE or will not be at all”,1 and evoked the necessity
that it be an (immaterial) event of the body.

Art in the twentieth century is marked by the will to
overcome its reification and to become something that matters.

Art strives to become life, and even though that has always been

9 The question of vision, not merely as a ‘natural’ but as a culturally
implicated sense perception, that structures a relation to the world and is also

structured by it, has been extensively elaborated in cultural theory.
Nevertheless, the critique to the scopic regime had permeated the whole
twentieth century in both art and philosophy. See Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes:
The Denigration of Vision in Twentieth Century French Thought (Berkeley, Los
Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1993). For a discussion of
the entanglement of vision and visuality, as the distinct historical
manifestation of visual experience in its possible modes, see Hal Foster (ed.),
Vision and Visuality (Seattle: Bay Press, 1988).

10 André Breton, Nadja, trans. Richard Howard (London: Penguin Books,
1999) p. 160.
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its aspiration, maybe now it has more reasons and chooses more
complex ways to attain this. Thus, very often art is driven by an
inclination to touch the viewer - her body. There is a quite
powerful tendency to physicality expressed in various ways:
from expressionism to the incorporation of technology in art
and the reproduction of time in the image, and from the

installation to performance art, just to mention some few and

obvious examples. Similarly, the reception of art has shifted
from contemplation and distance to different models such as
distraction, interaction, shock etc. In all these expressions art
seeks to become life, to exceed the walls of the museum and
regain its vital powers. However, is it enough for art to actually
touch the body in order to fulfill its role as a promise of
happiness?

The aim of this thesis is to grant art life, not in-itself but

in the singularity of the experience and moreover to indexically

weave this experience in the body. More specifically, although
the work of art is in-itself, it can only live in the experience, and

it lives in the body; it cannot live within the body as a container

of the innermost substantial self but enveloped in the body as a
whole, as ungraspable becoming. Art can only touch the viewer
not simply through perception but rather through affect. Affect -
which is neither sensation nor affection - forces us to. rethink
and reinvent the reality of the body. In our account, affect is the
rhythm of the body. This means that the body is not given as
capacities, properties and qualities, but it is a constant
becoming, a singular mode of creating the pathways through
which it feels, apprehends, and lives the world. Affect as
rhythm is no more within the body than on the surface, or

rather it is endlessly repeated at all modalities of being as an in-

between, at the encounter.
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With the notion of rhythm we distance ourselves from
‘touch’, the evocation of tactility and the haptic eye. A most
famous and influential account of this is Merleau-Ponty’s essay
on Cezanne’s painting.! However, such an account remains
implicitly entrapped in the idea of art as mimesis, for it cannot
avoid assuming that the image of the rotten apples in front of
my eyes reflects itself in a transcendental consciousness, which
redistributes it in the sensory modalities. This approach remains
on one hand an empirical description, which in order to grant
the communicability of the senses with each other and within a
whole (or equally the communicability of the painting and my
body) needs a prior ground of consciousness, even if
consciousness becomes now the flesh. On the contrary, the

notion of rhythm that we will try to elaborate, following
Bergson and Deleuze, attempts to implicate the transcendental
within the immanence of experience; to envelop consciousness
within the body itself, in the same way that suspension is
enveloped in the flow of rhythm.

Moreover, the consideration of art and aesthetic

experience as rhythm also distinguishes itself from

psychoanalytic accounts of art. These latter by referring the
experience of art to a disruptive unconscious (i) cannot escape
the model of representation but they only render it unconscious,
and (ii) they fail to consider how aesthetic experience takes us
beyond the subject, exemplified in the gaze, to the event. Such a
theoretical model has been particularly dominant in film
studies; and despite its relevance to the paradigm of narrative

Hollywood films, it nevertheless fails to consider how the film is

11 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Cezanne’s Doubt”, in Galen A. Johnson (ed.), The
Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader: Philosophy and Painting, translation editor

Michael B. Smith (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1993)
pp- 59-75.
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not only structured on the basis of a narrative content but much
more on the level of images, of movement and time and how
therefore, cinematic experience is irreducible to a model of
perception/comprehension and becomes an enveloping
affective experience.12

Consequently, in the unfolding of our theoretical
argument we will interweave the consideration of the work of a
film maker (Theo Angeolpoulos) and a video-artist (Bill Viola).
Their work will constitute for us surfaces that will reflect,
illuminate and test our idea of rhythm. More specifically,
although these artists work with different media (cinema,
video) they both create moving images and attribute a primary
role in the implication of time in the image. Our discussion
aspires to show how this implication of time assumes an

expressive role and opens up the experience of film and video
beyond the image as representation to a rhythm-image of
intensity.

Rhythm constantly repeats itself at all levels: on the level
of the work of art, on that of our encounter with it, or on the
level of the body. Art as rhythm is not so much the work of art,
but the event of its experience - the body - in which alone it
lives. Through the implication of time, cinematic and video
technologies envelop the viewer and structure experience as
event rather than as a subject and an object. Nevertheless,

rhythm does not appear as such anywhere, since it cannot be

12 Especially film studies have been dominated by a psychoanalytic model of
interpretation, which fragments the experience in active gaze, passive object
of desire. Probably the most influential account has been provided by Laura
Mulvey’s, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, in R. Stam and T. Miller

(eds.), Film and Theory: An Anthology (Malden, Massachusetts: Blackwell,
2000). As the title already indicates, her analysis only envisages film in terms
of its narrative content. Currently, she has revised the psychoanalytic model
through a consideration of time in film. See Laura Mulvey, “Passing time:

reflections on cinema from a new technological age”, in Screen, Vol. 45, no 2,
summer 2004, pp. 142-155.
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objectified as a property or quality of the image or of
technology; it always remains implicated as a mode of

enveloping the caesura.

III. The exposition

In the first chapter we will present the problem in terms

of the secularization of experience and aesthetic experience.
More specifically, we will begin our discussion by presenting
Benjamin's critique of the Kantian concept of experience. For
Benjamin the new concept (i) would account for an immanent
absolute manifesting itself indirectly, in distorted or even

violent ways and therefore (ii) it would also enfold both the

subject and object of experience. Such a concept of experience
would also correspond to the creation of a higher form of

knowledge. We will then elaborate these philosophical points in
the concrete terms of experience. Following Benjamin’s reading

of the German tragic drama, we will look at how the recognition
of immanence did not simply alter the metaphysical
presuppositions, but actually led to the reorganization of
experience, and redefined the field of art. The Trauerspiel comes
to appear as the origin of art’s secularization and then also
opens to new possibilities for overcoming it. Finally, we will
turn to Henri Bergson and we will try to present some of the
main aspects of his philosophy of time. Bergson first
distinguished between intensive and extensive states in order to
establish an irreducible difference in kind between the two.
Taking this difference in the field of experience he dissociated -

21



in principle - the role of the body from memory in order to re-

associate them anew in the affirmation of a single reality of
duration. In this conceptualization, Bergson opened for us an
entirely new point of view for the concept of experience.

In the second chapter we will suspend our theoretical
discussion in order to explore how the Bergsonian ideas about
temporality, duration, movement reflect themselves in cinema'’s
moving-images, and particularly in the work of Theo
Angelopoulos. Although Bergson himself, witnessing the
technological evolution of early cinema envisaged it as a
paradigmatic instance of what he called ‘the spatialization of
time’, we will attempt to show that it is again with the same
technology that new possibilities for the singular experience of
time become available. More specifically, we will focus our
discussion on the ways in which time is implicated in the image,
through the alternation of camera movement and stasis,
different types of shot and editing, but also colours or music or
silences. We aspire to show that far from being the
representation of a narrative content and the perception of

spatial qualities, the film becomes a dynamic organization of a

whole, which is implicating the viewer in an enveloping
rhythm.

In the subsequent chapter we will return to the
theoretical elaboration of our argument and we will attempt to
create a notion of rhythm as the interstices of time and matter.
However, rhythm is not outside of time and matter, but rather it
envelops both and grants communicability. We will begin our
discussion by presenting Giorgio Agamben’s account of the fate
of art in modernity, according to which art’s secularization
founds art on a split and entraps it in circular structure where

self-referentiality becomes self-annihilation. Agamben evokes
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rhythm as the original structure of the work of art but, by
distinguishing between an ordinary and an original order of
time, he cannot avoid assuming an ontological difference
between the two. Thus we will turn to Deleuze’s account of
Difference and Repetition in order to develop the notion of
rhythm as immanent becoming, where difference is in-itself and
becomes affirmed in repetition (for-itself). The implication of
difference in repetition as affirmation gains its consistency not in
the identity of the whole but in a crack; synthesis is a disjunctive
synthesis. This is the caesura of time and the suspension of
rhythm. By being an intensity rather than temporality it cannot
be lived as such (as object) and at the same time it can only be
lived (as rhythm) in the difference it produces; it is itself the
condition of transformation. We will conclude the chapter by

arguing that rhythm is the mode of existence of the work of art;
that is, the work of art is in-itself but it is also bound to the

viewer who repeats it. It is repetition, or the event of the

encounter as an opening to the viewer, which wills the work of

art and allows it to become.

The fourth chapter will mark a pause in our theoretical

analysis and will unfold aspects of the work of Bill Viola.
Further aspects of time in the image will be presented and
discussed. Although video also reproduces moving images, its
technology ditfers significantly from cinematic technology in
the way time is incorporated. Video materializes time in the
electronic signal and therefore creates a different temporal

paradigm to film. Even though Viola’s work also favours
slowness as a temporal quality of the image, it achieves a quite

different experiential effect. His video pieces invent various

ways - ambiguous as well as ambivalent - in order to render
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time ‘touch’ the body, and at the same time, they make the body
the site of art’s contestation.

Finally, in the last chapter we will attempt to create the
body as a rhythm, prior to sensations, perceptions, capacities
and actions. In our view, the body does not simply interact with
the world but it is constantly becoming with the world, in

implicating the world. It is an affect, a reflective and enveloping

surface which by giving time, deepens its affection and renders
more complex its response; it differentiates itself by inventing
itself in a poly-rhythm. We will sustain our argument by
presenting the neurobiological account of the body and the
process of perception. According to Gerald Edelman and Jean-
Pierre Changeux’s evolutionary models, whether at the level of
morphology or at the level of its actions (i.e. perception), the
body is not given as something determined in advance. It is
unveiled rather as a variability which becomes determined in
experience (action) by selection of neural circuits, which then
become retrospectively strengthened. In this account,

perceptual recognition is achieved by the body alone by

selection rather than by identification with a prior model

provided by a transcendental consciousness. By creating the

amplitude of perception, that is the process, the body opens
itself to the world and is taken by it in order to recover and

implicate the world in its own becoming.
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Chapter 1

Secularization and art: reconfiguring aesthetic

experience

I. Introduction

The Enlightenment’s recognition of reason as the
foundation of valid knowledge has brought about significant
changes in the field of knowledge and experience. Not only has

it opened the way for the advancement of science and rational
thought but it has also restructured the concept of ‘experience’.
This is because such recognition reflects the radically different
metaphysical presuppositions that found modernity compared
with those of pre-modern societies. Furthermore this
reorganization also came to be considered as a crisis in
experience.

In this chapter, we shall explore how the new

metaphysical framework has affected experience. More

specifically, we will trace the problems that emerged for
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aesthetic experience, through Walter Benjamin’s reading of
Trauerspiel, together with the ©possibility of a new
reconfiguration of experience that Henri Bergson opened. As it
will become apparent, the notion of time will become central to
our account. We will begin our discussion by re-examining
Benjamin's critique of the Kantian concept of experience.

Benjamin's critique was twofold and addressed the exclusion of

the absolute from experience and the separation of the subject
and object of experience. Indeed Benjamin’s position is that of
an immanent absolute but which manifests itself only indirectly,
and in tortuous forms.

In the following section III, we will examine Benjamin'’s
study of German tragic drama. The book is divided in two
parts: “Trauerspiel and Tragedy” and “Symbol and Allegory”.
Our discussion will focus on the first in which Benjamin argues
that the German tragic play is not simply a decadent version of
Greek tragedy but that it is founded on radically different
metaphysical presuppositions, which convey a distinctly
different expression. Our analysis of Benjamin will show how
the new framework is not external to baroque theatre but
informs it from within; baroque sensibility is formed by the
recognition of an immanent world beyond redemption and its
struggle to come to terms with it; it coincides with art’s ‘fall
from truth’ which became the founding condition for modern
art. Our discussion will also aim to reveal how some of the
principal problems that haunt art in modernity (i.e reification
and aestheticization) originated in the baroque and are

implicated in a much broader shift that had taken place in the

modern era.

The exclusion of the absolute - the separation of the

physical from the metaphysical - brought about the
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secularization of the world and experience. Secularization
subsumed the world to physical laws identified by science (as
rational thought) but deprived it from being anything more
than this mechanistic operation; similarly, it externalizes and
reduces experience merely to the event lived. Bergson
attempted to grant the immanence of the absolute in experience
in the creative reality of time. Thus, he countered the ‘spirit of
rationalism’ by insisting upon the difference in kind between
states that are intensive (states of consciousness) and extensive
(states of matter). But then, he significantly extended this idea;
although it appears as if he repeated the mind/body dualism, in
fact he had radically altered the terms. He acknowledged a
single plane of images onto which he posed the distinction in
terms of time and space, virtual and actual. In this

reconceptualization, he opened up a view of the world as an

immanent plane of virtual existence and of continuous self-

creation.

II. Prolegomena to a coming concept of experience:

Benjamin reassesses Kant

The question of ‘experience and its disintegration in
modern societies of both early and high capitalism forms the
core of Walter Benjamin’s theoretical reflections. This question
inspired his various writings ranging from language, to art and
literature, to cities and architecture. As early as 1918, and in the
essay On the Programme of the Coming Philosophy, he
programmatically traces the lines of his philosophical
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preoccupations, concentrating upon the extension and
transformation of the Kantian concept of experience. This was
the only explicit formulation and delineation of the main terrain
of his effort to argue both with and against Kant.

The concept of experience is intimately linked with
knowledge, and the relation between the two concepts - that is,
to what extent we recognize experience as valid knowledge -

also measures the richness and limits of both notions. In his

essay, rather than merely criticizing the Kantian system for an
overwhelming rationalism, Benjamin acknowledged its distinct
significance among contemporary philosophies, in that he
discerned that what “mattered was not primarily the scope and
depth of knowledge but first and foremost its justification”
[SW1, 100]. Kant did not substitute philosophical depth for

scientific certainty, but rather he conceived of the demand for

depth as the demand for justification.!> However, Kantian
epistemology, under the austerity of the a priori, managed to
account for the certainty of an a-temporal knowledge, if only by

sacrificing “the question of the integrity of an experience that is

ephemeral” and therefore, “singularly temporal” [SW1, 101].
This quest for certainty becomes especially articulate in
The Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics in which Kant
establishes the principle of experience as being borrowed from
the natural sciences, though he recognized that experience in-
itself could not coincide with the objecthood of the scientific

realm. The result of, or rather the prerequisite for, such an

13 This is one of Kant’s most innovative moves in the history of philosophy
and it can be found in the Kantian distinction between quid facti? and quid
iuris? If contemplation, reflection etc. are more than just opinions about
thought at a particular time, then the image of thought retains only what
thought can claim by right, and not by mere fact. Immanuel Kant, Critigue of
Pure Reason, trans. Werner Pluhar, (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing,

A83/B116; see also Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s support of such a
distinction in WP, 37-38.
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identification was a view of experience or of ‘a world’ that was

r 4

“of the lowest order”, “an experience virtually reduced to a
nadir, to a minimum of significance.” As Benjamin argues:
“[ilndeed, one can say that the very greatness of his work, his

unique radicalism, presupposed an experience which had

almost no intrinsic value and which could have attained its (we

may say) sad significance only through its certainty” [SWI1, 101].
The reduction of experience’s significance is expressed by two
complementary movements: the first consists in its
identification with cognitive experience, while the second, in the

inevitable stripping from internal criteria of value and the
subordination of experience to knowledge.

The first point stresses the increasing rationalization of
experience. By founding itself on the belief that the standard of
true knowledge is empirically measurable knowledge, the
victory of rationalism has simultaneously resulted in the
banishment from the scope of acceptable theoretical discourse of
the ultimate questions of human existence - those concerning
the true meaning of life, man’s station vis-d-vis the absolute.

Such questions were traditionally the province of the now

discredited field of metaphysics.14

Accordingly, the spirit of rationalism dismissed as
irrational magical practices, religious prejudices, rituals,
hallucinations and all which cannot be empirically proven and

verified. But much more than that, what could not be

1 Richard Wolin, Walter Benjamin, An Aesthetic of Redemption (New York:

Columbia University Press, 1982) p. 32. However, it was only a certain strand
of neo-Kantian rationalism - which Benjamin was well acquainted of as a

student of Heinrich Rickert and a reader of Hermann Cohen - responsible
for excluding from its horizon the whole field of metaphysics and
establishing its dominance upon this act of repression. Benjamin'’s (and our)
revision of the Kantian notion of experience is addressed more against a neo-

Kantian rationalist reading than initially engaging with the potential of
Kant’s own philosophy.
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scientifically (ap)proved was also deprived of existence or
reality. At best, these came to be considered as psychological
aspects of an empirical consciousness, systematized into types
of madness. Moreover, in the rise of rationalism, psychological
explanations gained significant ground in order to account for
‘disruptions’ of rational behavior and action. Even more than

the natural sciences, it is psychology which stands at the

antipodes of magic.

However, what clearly separates psychology from magic
is not so much the principles of operation, but rather the
worldviews they respectively express and presuppose. Magical
practices are only possible in a world which is not yet divided

into subject and object, where man is intimately connected to

the world. This has very little to do with the supposedly
primitive belief in an animate world and much more with the
coincidence of action and signification in the ritual.l> Although
magic and ritual are not possible in a state of absolute unity
between man and the world, but only emerge in a created
distance or gap between the two, nevertheless this was not yet
an objectified world. On the contrary, not only does psychology
presuppose a subject-consciousness and an object-world, but
also establishes two realities, namely a subjective or inner, and
an objective or outer. What was intensively fused in the ritual

becomes now clearly separated and enclosed; the dissociated

worlds have no means of communication, but external

mediators.

15 Wittgenstein's critique of Frazer’s anthropological study in magic was that
Frazer, entrapped in the mythology of humanity’s heroic scientific progress,
failed to see how the ritual was not science at its naive stage, and theretore
not a mistaken conception, but something quite different altogether. For ritual
practices do not stand like causes for the wished results but rather stand
materially for the wish; see Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks on Frazer’s Golden

Bough, ed. by Rush Rhees, trans. A. C. Miles, (Harleston, Norfolk: Brynmill,
1979).
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The Kantian organization of the parameters of all
possible experience, as constituted by the faculties of intuition,
understanding and reason established in the Critique of Pure
Reason reflects this segmentation of experience. This
fragmentation is not a result of Kant's analytic approach to
experience through the doctrine of the faculties, for he
acknowledged the de jure character of his distinctions.
Nevertheless, Kant's most notorious problem lies in the
complete dissociation of reason and the absolute from
experience. Critical philosophy admits of the possibility of
establishing a relationship between intuition and understanding
following which the materials of sensibility intuited through
space and time are subsumed under the categories of the
understanding. It denies, however, legitimacy to any supposed

direct relationship between intuition/understanding and the

ideas of reason, to which alone the absolute manifests itself.
Benjamin's recasting of the Kantian concept of experience
consists not only in questioning its structure but also its basic

assumptions namely, that (a) there is a distinction between the
subject and the object of experience, and (b) there can be no

experience of the absolute.l®¢ These assumptions point towards

the thesis that the whole Benjaminian project is inspired by the
idea of an immanent absolute, which “manifests itself in

spatiotemporal experience, but indirectly in complex, tortuous
and even violent forms”.17 In this way, he attempts to enfold the
absolute within experience but in an account capable of

sustaining its discontinuity.18 Benjamin’s anti-Hegelianism - his

16 Howard Caygill, Walter Benjamin: The Colour of Experience, (London:
Routledge, 1998), p. 2.

17 [bid,

18 H. Caygill argues that Benjamin’s philosophy is an “anti-Hegelian but
nevertheless speculative philosophy of history” in the sense that his project
explores “the possibilities of a discontinuous experience of the absolute”
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refusal to succumb to a developmental history of the spirit -
does not only reject a linear conception of progress but mainly
emphasizes, following Kant, the impossibility to grasp the
infinite through an extension of the finite, or in other words, the

impossibility of making the absolute an object of knowledge.

This thesis was most evidently reflected in the clear distinction

he drew between knowledge and truth, in the ‘Epistemo-

Critical Prologue’ in The Origin of the German Tragic Drama.

The consequences of such a thesis complicated further
his position in that he aspired to affirm both the immanence of
the absolute as the possibility of its being experienced, while
simultaneously granting its non-empirical character. As such, it
could not be the object of a psychological consciousness, but
only related to a “pure transcendental consciousness”, one
which is “stripped of everything subjective”. Moreover,
Benjamin accepted the philosophical presupposition that “the
structure of experience lies within the structure of knowledge
and is to be developed from it”, which means that although he
had criticized the reduction of experience into cognitive
experience, he envisaged the development of a new, higher

concept of knowledge as capable of intimating and establishing

a new concept of experience:

The task of future epistemology is to find for knowledge the
sphere of total neutrality in regard to the concepts of both subject
and object; in other words, it is to discover the autonomous,
innate sphere of knowledge in which this concept in no way

continues to designate the relation between two metaphysical
entities {SW1, 104].

which means that he “refuses the comprehension of the absolute through
finite categories”; ibid, pp. 2-3.
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The task does not really consist in extending our
knowledge but in transforming it into a higher knowledge,
which will not be established upon (and itself establishing) the
subject/object division, but will envelop both in a field of
differentiation.l® The problem he faces is not how we can arrive

to know the absolute, but how our knowledge can account for
the absolute. Ultimately, his argument concerns the possibility
of creating a concept of knowledge, which will not envisage the
world merely as a bundle of finite objects, but rather as an

organization of the finite which implicates the infinite. This is

defined by his following formulation:

Thus, the task of the coming philosophy can be conceived as
the discovery or creation of that concept of knowledge which,

by relating experience exclusively to the transcendental
consciousness, makes not only mechanical but also religious

experience logically possible. This should definitely be taken to
mean not that knowledge makes God possible but that it

19 Kant sounds similar to Benjamin when he writes: “[...] it will be a concern
of pure reason to guide its use when it wants to leave familiar objects (of
experience) behind, extending itself beyond all the bounds of experience and
finding no object of intuition at all, but merely space for intuition; for then it is
no longer in a position to bring its judgments under a determinate maxim
according to objective grounds of cognition, but solely to bring its judgments
under a determinate maxim according to a subjective ground of differentiation
in the determination of its own faculty of judgment. This subjective means still
remaining is nothing other than reason’s feeling of its own need
[Bediirfnisses].” Immanuel Kant, “What Does it Mean to Orient Oneself in
Thinking?” in Immanuel Kant: Religion and Rational Theology, trans. and ed.
Allen Wood and George di Giovanni (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1996) pp. 9-10; my emphasis. Deleuze and Guattari point out that “to
orientate oneself in thought implies neither objective reference point nor

moving object that experiences itself as a subject”; in WP, 37. The passage
quoted shows that Kant is not merely the thinker of scientific knowledge’s
certainty, but is interested in a critical metaphysics that allows ‘space for
intuition’ something that is unveiled in the ‘subjective ground of
differentiation’, indeed termed a feeling [Gefiihl]. Benjamin’s own
reassessment of the Kantian philosophy began with his effort to provide us
with a richer account of such a feeling, that is, a richer account of the

‘Transcendental Aesthetic’ in the Critigue of Pure Reason, thus his
preoccupation with experience.
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definitely does make the experience and doctrine of him

possible in the first place [SW1, 105; my emphasis].

Benjamin here retains a critical metaphysics. He is still
maintaining the tension between understanding and sensibility
or form and matter, rather than simply collapsing the former

into the latter, even if what will emerge by the transformation

into a higher knowledge will decisively affect both concepts.20
This can be traced in the short essay The Doctrine of the Similar
and its revised version On the Mimetic Faculty, where the
dualism between a subject of experience and an object of it is
greatly complicated through a notion of experience - going
between the ‘mystical’ and the ‘material’ -~ which tries to
incorporate and bring forth a notion of the transcendental that
makes available immanent totality as something completely
new: a contour, a rhythm or a warp in experience.!
Accordingly, the transcendental has to be conceived in terms of

the complexity of appearance, and has to lie not in the depths or

the heights, but on the surface under the novel

20 Benjamin will entrust this form of knowledge not to science but to
language. This is because science has to work with a limited concept of
experience. His theory of language undergoes significant variations in the
course of evolution of his philosophical and critical thought, ranging from a
religious/theological to a materialist conception. Nevertheless, what remains
constant is his opposition to semiotic linguistic theories as well as to the
instrumental view which regards language as a means for the expression of a
content. Instead, for Benjamin, language became a transcendental surface
(field) enveloping and communicating an immanent absolute. Benjamin’s
theory of language is developed mainly in three essays: Walter Benjamin,
“On Language as Such and on the Language of Man” (1916) in One-Way
Street and other Writings, trans. Edmund Jephcott and Kingsley Shorter,
(London, New York: Verso, 1979), pp. 107-123; “The Task of the Translator”
(1923) in Illuminations, ed. and with an introduction by Hannah Arendt,
trans. by Harry Zohn, (Fontana Press, 1992), pp. 70-82; in the “Epistemo-
Critical Prologue” in The Origin of the German Tragic Drama, trans. Osborne,
(London: Verso, 1999), pp. 27-56; and in “On the Mimetic Faculty” in One-
Way Street and Other Writings, supra, pp. 160-163. Nevertheless, one should
point out that Benjamin’s concept of experience is richer, and thus

incorporated into his theory of language, and his critique of Kant is not just a
linguistic meta-critique; see Caygill, supra, pp. xiv-xv, 13.
21 Ibid,, p. 7
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reconceptualization of it as paradoxically being both bounded

and infinite. Both of the above essays develop genealogies of
perception as reading; thus, the transcendental conditions
would refer here to the possibility of legibility of a surface, in
other words, to the addressing of the question ‘in virtue of what
can something qualify to be read?’

Benjamin transforms Kant's transcendentalism in the
way he conceives of it as an infinite configuration of surfaces;
the transcendental becomes a fold in the surface of absolute
configuration. Perception and experience as reading is not just
coming from an active reader - as the subject of experience -
who imposes a - reading on the ‘read” - as the object of
experience. Neither is perception the mere receptivity of
impressions. What is ‘read’ is always already constituted and
makes a contribution to its being read by the reader. The thrust
of the argument is therefore that the transcendental, that is, the
conditions of possibility of reading itself, are themselves part of
an infinite set of possible surfaces.22 This infinite set of possible
surfaces is not the mere consequence of an intended meaning
imposed by the subject of experience, but is based on what
Benjamin calls the discovery of a ‘non-sensuous similarity’

between different and infinite patterns of configuration. In both
essays Benjamin uses the example of dance in order to highlight
certain important features of such an experience [Erfahrung]: (a)
in the experience of dance the most important point is that these
patterns of configuration are temporal, and have metrical and
rhythmical aspects, and (b) the dissolution of the distinction
between subject and object (or the reader and the read) is itself a

mode of configuration and not just a mediator. One does not

2 Ibid., p. 4
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just use dance as a means of perception and reading, but is

dissolved into that experience.

Benjamin’s aspiration was to develop a reflection on time

and space in which totality is immanent to experience, but
presented in oblique, distorted forms. Benjamin reassesses both
Kant and neo-Kantianism in the way he makes an effort to show
transcendentalism to be both concrete and a priori. Aesthetic
experience is the topology of the Benjaminian project, and the

locus of such an exploration would be retrospectively in his

work on the German tragic drama.

III. Trauerspiel: art configures its immanence

Following our discussion, the problem of modernity is

rooted in the (im)possibility of an immanent absolute in
experience, and is represented in the subsumption of experience

to the rules of knowledge or, what amounts to the same thing,
the dissociation of a theory of knowledge from a theory of life.
At the core of this reduction lies a significant distortion of the
concept of time. Clearly, the problem is not merely a dispute
among philosophers about the authentic meaning of a concept.
On the contrary, it is rooted in the reality of modernity and in
the ways it restructures experience primarily through a
reorganization of lived temporalities. Henri Bergson, as we will
see later on, was primarily preoccupied, from a philosophical
perspective, with the elaboration of a new concept for the
inventive reality of time, instantiated in the notion of la durée,

Benjamin on the other hand, followed a different route which
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led to the transformation of philosophy into cultural history,

through the extension of his method of immanent critique.

The idea of the possibility of an immanent critique
emerges from Benjamin’s reflections on the task of literary and
art criticism. In the “Epistemo-Critical Prologue”, “he is trying
to determine and to instance, at precisely the same moment, the
modes of intellection and argument proper to aesthetic-
historical discourse”.? The possibility of criticism presupposes
criteria and categories which become applied to and test their
object. However, given the (by definition) singularity of the
artistic-literary object how is it possible to apply pre-existent,
generalizing criteria? Benjamin refuses the external application
of given aesthetic categories, which would “measure” and

objectify the work of art. Instead, criticism needs to invent the
criteria which would be integral to each work. Benjamin
acknowledged and embraced the circularity involved in such a
stance as that characteristic bond of intimacy binding together

interpretation and its object.

Moreover, he redefined the tendency of all philosophical

conceptualization and criticism vis-a-vis the work as such: “to

establish the becoming of phenomena in their being” [O, 47].
Knowledge proceeds to the universal directly and ignores the
being of truth as embodied singularity; on the contrary,
criticism of individual works of art aspires to allow for “the
universal to unfold from within the boundaries of the particular
itself - the work of art”, while at the same time safeguarding its
distance from its sensuous immediacy.?¢ Benjamin’s critical
essays not only mediate between philosophy and art, but also
extend art history into cultural history in order to embed the

B George Steiner, “Introduction” in O, 20.
24 Richard Wolin, supra, p. 87.
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work and illuminate its spatio-temporal context in order to
transcend it. Thus, Howard Caygill argues that Benjamin
dissolves the unity of the object ‘art’ by dispersing it spatially
into the world which “contained and is contained in works of
art”, but also temporally in the past history which renders it
possible and in the future interpretations which unceasingly
renew it.25 Benjamin’s idea of transcendence of the work of art
becomes significantly different from the classical notion. Instead
of safeguarding the absolute value of the work of art for
eternity, Benjamin distributes it in the world and he therefore
measures transcendence in dispersion.

In this first part, a reading of Benjamin’s work of literary
criticism on the German tragic drama will be undertaken with a

view to regarding it as a moment of immanent critique not of
the individual artists and works but rat<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>