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by Marcella Tarozzi-Goldsmith 
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A distinctive trait of American Pop Art is that its images are recognizable in 
any city or suburb of developed countries. These familiar images reflect 

the desires of people who know that these objects can be functional in at least 
two ways: first, they are a reminder of their produced origin, and second, they 
can also be admired. This does not mean that Pop artists focused only on 
the commercial side of their art, but, by presenting itself as the product of a 
specific social reality, Pop Art reveals its adherence to the present, providing 
the general public with a display of familiar images, a duplicate copy of the 
quotidian, in tune with that portrayed by the media.

But to limit a study of Pop Art to the canvases depicting commercial items 
and celebrities as Warhol profusely did would be misleading and reductive. 
Thus, the first question that must be answered concerns the appellation 
itself of “Pop,” what this term indicates and, moreover, whether it refers to 
the specific type of public these artists had in mind. Art is art—and Pop Art is 
no exception—if it can be conceptually described with aesthetic categories 
that place it in a precise context inclusive of its contents and techniques. In 
an artwork, there is something compelling that demands to be interpreted. 
In the case of American Pop Art, its modernized Picturesque element has to 
do with an apparent casualness and an appeal to a public that looks at its 
surroundings with both eager participation and disenchanted eyes.

The Picturesque artistic movement, to place it in its historical context, 
flourished in eighteenth-century England. Among its first theorists were the 
Reverend William Gilpin, who characterized the movement as being an 
expression of beauty that is the source of a pleasant effect on the viewer, and 
Sir Uvedale Price, who drew a distinction between picturesque beauty and the 
sublime.

If one takes the Picturesque to be the vivid art genre that availed itself of—as 
well as responded to—the natural resources of the English countryside (valued 
and safeguarded at that time by the nation), then the Picturesque is indeed 
an aesthetic category that can be applied Pop Art. Through their portrayals of 
scenes of rustic charm and beauty, the British painters of the era celebrated 
a particular type of society that was admired because it was intrinsically 
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expressive of values—one of which was nature. The Picturesque evokes 
landscapes and charming scenes, often overtly sentimental, so as to bring to 
mind warm, pleasant feelings in such a convincing way that the viewers are 
captivated by similar feelings. Picturesque art bore witness to nature and life 
as it was lived then, so that nature became a legitimate source of art, devoid 
of mythological embellishments and complications. But this apparent simplicity 
does not mean that nature was represented in its immediacy. It was, rather, 
transformed by the vision of these artists thanks to colors and shapes that 
stand in-between a direct approach to nature. In other words, nature is not 
depicted in its primal aspect; it is, instead, seen as already worked by human 
hands and tools. The importance of nature to the eighteenth-century artist is 
comparable to the importance of our current urban environment.

The picturesque countryside of the past was idealized by painters and writers; 
among the painters, John Constable is one of the most important, and among 
the writers who theorized about the Picturesque, the most prominent in the 
eyes of art critics and art historians was Gilpin. To define an art movement in 
its generality risks limiting the originality of the styles of individual painters, 
but in the case of the Picturesque movement it is possible to detect some 
distinctive characteristics, most notably the soothing glorification of beauty, 
coupled with the cult of nature. Both add to an aesthetics of the beautiful. 
But nature is not viewed with nostalgia by these artists. Nostalgia, although 
permissible, would not be a “rational” emotion if the world were thought of 
remaining always, or at least for a long period of time, the same. 

It is not surprising that beauty, being one of the most complex concepts of 
the art world, is the subject of debate among scholars. And the parallel I 
am establishing here between the Picturesque and Pop Art is centered on 
the concept of beauty. The Picturesque of the past considered beauty a 
combination of the pleasing, the tasteful, and the psychologically soothing. 
Present day Pop Art is one of the forms of the beautiful, or at least an attempt 
at representing beauty in a different guise. It reverses the ideal of beauty 
predominant in the Picturesque of the eighteenth century by disregarding 
nature but still retaining the idea of beauty as agreeable. To the extent that 
this is true, the parallel I draw here between the two different forms of the 
picturesque is based on a similarity of function and a dissimilarity of content.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, beauty had been put aside as an 
artistic ideal. Therefore, the fact that Pop Art reinterpreted it and made it a 
crucial component of art is a remarkable event. Being post avant-garde, Pop 
Art declared itself a style to be consumed like the objects represented by the 
Pop artists. In contrast, the emotional experiences invoked are similar to those 
elicited by the media; that is, they are “mediated” to the point of losing their 
specificity. At the same time, Pop Art displays objects that are part of our lives 
to such an extent that they can be played with as desired. Yet, the result is not 
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pastiche. Rather, by extracting the most noticeable items from the most visible 
aspects of society, the style became ubiquitous and yet differentiated.

Now that the category of the beautiful has been modernized—because its 
classical ideal has become unsuitable for describing and explaining Pop Art’s 
significance—it is important to ask what categories best apply to Pop Art. The 
category of the picturesque is the one that, ex negativo, points to a similarity 
of function between the two artistic movements. Having similar conceptions 
of beauty, Pop artists and the artists of the Picturesque movement considered 
a robust concept of beauty unessential to making art an object of admiration. 
The reasons of this change are to be found in a shift in sensibility on the part 
of not only the artists themselves, but also the public and the critics. 

Pop Art draws its themes from modern society, from themes that are 
considered significant in and of themselves. It presents familiar objects to a 
public interested in the transformation of their current everyday life into art 
(lipsticks, planes, cakes, telephones) in such a way that they “become what 
they are,” i.e., emblems indicative of the way of living of the Western world. 
In this sense, Pop Art is a “local,” picturesque art. Yet, the fact that the West 
plays such a prominent role both historically and economically makes Pop 
Art a specific and sui generis form of the picturesque that depicts objects not 
previously thought to be viable objects for art.

Because of this approach, imagination does not play an important role for 
these artists, other than the initial one of conceiving something like Pop Art in 
the first place. What followed was the result of the transformation of objects 
and events of a given historical time into something made visible, yet, distant. 
Even taking into consideration the brand names of enlarged, edible things and 
the portraits of celebrities, Pop Art’s artworks—and Warhol’s in particular—rely 
on a semantic anonymity, a detached anonymity, whose persuasive effect 
depends on complex social processes. 

These varied and multifaceted artworks are there to testify that the past (that 
is, tradition) is something that must be overcome, if not altogether rejected. 
It is the present, in its repeatable variety, that supersedes tradition, whose 
influence is not denied per se, but it is set aside, maybe only momentarily. 
Warhol’s repeated images, for instance, are in tune with the insistence with 
which the contemporary media keeps presenting the same topics and the 
same images. That these repetitions do not contradict the overall significance 
of an art that sides with externality rather than interiority is a consequence of 
the fast pace with which the media present their images, which does not allow, 
or hardly allows, an in-depth consideration or comprehension of a given topic. 
In a similar manner, Pop Art does not hide anything: the objects and artifacts 
of daily life are there to be seen. Nothing is lost, except nature’s landscapes, 
which have been marginalized as an artistic theme and considered, not 
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actually useless, but at least dispensable, and, therefore, assigned a minor 
role. 

The indisputable emphasis on the present, in this case, brings the products 
of industrialization to the surface. The “landscapes” of Pop Art certainly do 
not depict nature in a wild state. As to Pop images, they are brought to the 
surface to be vividly enhanced. Their presence can be overwhelming, and the 
more familiar the painted object, the more convincing is its effectiveness at the 
emotional and visual levels. This is because the recognition of a familiar image 
is reassuring, and when it is seen in a different context, such as a museum or 
a gallery, it becomes all the more relevant. 

By insisting on the proliferation of objects already consumed (or ready to 
be consumed) by the media, Pop artists reduced, but did not eliminate, the 
distance between artworks and the general public. There is repetition, but 
also a new, different type of narrative that glorifies the surface of things, and, 
consistently, the paintings present flat surfaces and colors used in such a way 
that the effect of flatness predominates. This is how these artists detached 
themselves from their preferred themes: they dispensed with the poetic 
element, understood in the specific sense of involving “auratic” emotions, and 
thus they put in evidence the non-tragic aspect of art. 

Irony, instead, appeals to these artists who are detached from their own 
work. In this way they avoid overt sentimentality and affectation to the extent 
that irony, although it can be sentimental, is used to emphasize the reversal 
of accepted notions of what constitutes a prosaic reality. Their affectation is 
limited to a minimum, that is, to take note and to recognize—without really 
transforming—a reality that is thought to be already well-known, transparent, 
and ubiquitous by a public ready to consider reality at its disposal. Pop Art 
differs from what is displayed but does not negate the environment from which 
it originates. Indeed, irony plays a considerable role in the world of Pop artists, 
who operate within a given Zeitgeist. Their art is to be consumed in its own 
particular way, with a touch of irony, either sentimental as in commercials, or 
more critical, but still with an irony that does not hide itself but proclaims the 
legitimacy of its themes by reiterating them, just as commercials do. 

We have become accustomed to the changing images of today’s world, which 
replace the old images with ever-constant transformations. No doubt Pop Art 
has taken this development into account. The imagistic superabundance of its 
works, their scale and quantity—all aspects of our cities—are the first features 
that strike the viewer; yet, by insisting upon familiar images, they leave human 
imagination unaffected. In fact, all these desirable objects are presented in 
such a way that there is no need to contemplate them. Imitation and images 
show themselves for what they seem to be, with almost no residue. 

Although the intentions of these individual artists cannot be ascertained 
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with absolute certainty (notwithstanding their statements, diaries, and 
correspondence), their works, if one looks at the content, do not speak 
the language of open satire. Their irony is subdued and yet it makes its 
appearance in the very content of these paintings. 

Pop artists did not ask themselves “What is art?” in the abstract. Instead, they 
asked: “What can become art? What is at our disposal if we want to reflect 
our particular geographical and historical world?” Because of these questions, 
and the way they are answered, the paintings are explicit. There are no hidden 
meanings, no references to philosophy or mythical narratives. Rather, Pop 
Art’s narratives concern the quotidian aspects of life, whose impact is all the 
stronger because they are well-known and easily recognizable in an unusual 
environment, such as a museum. Moreover, the abstract ideal of beauty is no 
longer invoked. It is sufficient to avoid moralizing, sentimentality, and naïveté, 
that is, an approach to the painted canvas too close to a direct appropriation 
of their contents on the part of the artist. Since nature has no relevant role 
to play here, there can be no contrast between nature and art—as there is 
in sentimental picturesque art. Thus, being an anti-mimetic art, to the extent 
to which consumptive objects predominate, Pop Art revels in these mass-
produced, commercial objects instead of approaching themes with a touch of 
nostalgia. 

What, then, differentiates Pop Art as picturesque and the Picturesque 
movement? A comparison between two different societies—distant in both 
time and place—must be specified further but not carried to the point of 
indicating an identity. What is at issue is the juxtaposition of two ways of life: 
that of eighteenth-century England, valued because it was rural, pastoral, and 
(at least on the surface) serene, and that of a modern society, valued for being 
urbanized, “popular,” and accessible to all. 

Not only are Pop Art’s works as popular now as were those of the English 
countryside then, but both styles present images of a world that does not 
aspire to change. Still picturesque—but not nostalgic, as there is nothing to 
be nostalgic about—Pop Art, however, is not on the side of frugality as was its 
counterpart . . . out of necessity. Instead, Pop Art displays the abundance of a 
world that is sure of itself. It is for this reason that it presents, in its own vivid 
style, a kind of self-portrait of a global world, where the eye prevails over the 
mind. 

The fact that Pop Art has a picturesque side does not mean that it is the result 
of an uncritical approach to art. It results from artists having seen and thought 
about art and popular culture before venturing into art properly. Having learned 
from the world of advertising, some of them became full-fledged artists of a 
particular type. They combine different approaches and ideas in one stroke: 
they praise, they satirize, and they comment on their modern “picturesque” 
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world. Such is the 
rhetoric of Pop Art, 
which is well aware 
of its referents; the 
referents themselves 
are “popular,” that is, 
well-known at least to 
most American and 
European citizens. But 
they are popular also 
in another sense of 
the word: they are not 
meant to be grasped 
intellectually. 

Picturesque without 
being provincial, and 
rusticity aside, Pop Art 
is at one with a society 
interested in the values 
that bring together a 
global community. It 
became so by letting 
itself be inspired by 
everyday objects, by 
reiterating the quotidian 
and making it attractive to the urban middle and upper-middle classes. If one 
considers the extent of this phenomenon and the recognition it received, 
and still receives, what is striking is the indifference of Pop artists to an overt 
manifestation of feelings, which contrasts with what is usually meant by the 
word “picturesque.” 

But also Pop Art is a style that dwells on the most manifest aspects of its 
geographical area and historical time. The Picturesque art of the eighteen-
century played a similar role: That of making the public realize that the scenes 
represented on the “canvas” were speaking of its own specifi c, historical world, 
which considered the countryside a source of bucolic pleasures. And as such it 
was lived day after day; it was a public, accessible space. 

I now turn to Andy Warhol—the major fi gure of Pop Art style and constantly 
referenced by those art critics and philosophers who focus on the aesthetics 
of the last century. Warhol is also important to my point that Pop artists indulge 
in the reiteration of images to put forth their world view. Warhol is not the only 
one to do so, and, therefore, I will look, later, at other Pop artists who help 
substantiate my interpretation. 
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Aside from the actual content of Warhol’s paintings is the importance of his 
technique, indicating as it does a new and different method of dealing with 
the canvas. Specifically, Warhol utilizes photographs and silkscreens, thus 
opening the way to serial multiplication. This facilitated production, so much so 
that a considerable part of his work was actually done by assistants—as was 
the accepted practice, certainly since the Italian Renaissance, when painters 
enlisted the aid of assistants in their botteghe. Warhol painted his famous 
Campbell soup cans starting with photographs, and indeed everything in his 
work relates to photographs. Yet, there are differences between a Warhol 
silkscreen and a straightforward realistic photograph. Certainly the portraits of 
Elizabeth Taylor and Marilyn Monroe, reiterated many times, resemble these 
actresses, but, by repeating their images with the addition of colors and lines 
that underline the somatic traits of these visages, the impact on the viewer 
becomes stronger and more direct than if they were presented in a single 
image, especially considering the close resemblance to the initial photograph 
of these celebrities and the touches added by the artist. Such additions are all 
the more pleasantly effective because they are visually immediate and more 
noticeable than a black-and-white photograph. 

Although viewers may be indifferent to the actual number of the repeated 
image, they will make a point of noticing how identical they are to each 
other. One can perhaps speak here of a desire to insist on a déjà vu that is 
nevertheless attractive because it is widely known, and, as such, does not 
require as great an interpretative effort on the part of the viewer as would 
be the case with an image never seen before. Warhol’s paintings are also 
worthy of admiration because they may evoke in the viewers the desire for 
the perceived fame, beauty, and wealth of the subject. The celebrity may be 
someone who people would like to imitate many times for a variety of reasons, 
either out of rivalry or simply out of enjoyment. 

The theme of reiterations, which is part of the Pop Art’s technique and is also 
integral to its content, is not only used to glamorize the celebrities. It is also 
typical of Warhol’s Campbell soup cans, which speak of industry, commercials, 
and consumption. Their time is the now, which corresponds to an almost 
mythical reverence for the quotidian, spelled out with the sophisticated, 
smooth, and polished textures of the silkscreens. 

From the formalist viewpoint, Pop Art’s aesthetics, especially in the work of 
Warhol, isolates objects from a potential background to put into relief their 
quality of frivolous and striking imagery. They are far from being chaotic even 
when juxtaposed one to the other with the overall effect of evoking vastness in 
all its virtual ambiguity.

There is a critical element in Pop Art: Its multiple images are narrated with 
detachment but not indifference. Warhol, for example, presents repeated 
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images of Elizabeth Taylor—beautiful and haughty, as is necessary for an 
actress who must be protective of her image. But the artist, then, adds a 
few colored lines and blobs, so as to underscore the artificiality both of 
the photograph and of Taylor. However, Warhol did not—following Marcel 
Duchamp’s example—paint a defiling mustache on that beautiful face. 
Duchamp’s Mona Lisa had been a response to, among other things, the 
banalization of artistic icons. It was a provocation aimed at playing down what 
has been called “the most famous painting in the world.” But probably it was 
not a lack of courage that stopped Warhol from painting a mustache on the 
celebrity’s face, since, after all, it would have been merely an act of imitation 
on his part and nothing more.

Also, for Warhol the human element must be recognized for what it is, and 
resemblance must be in evidence. Consequently, he portrays the human face 
faithfully in his silkscreen paintings, even though it is elaborated in such a 
way by the artist’s creativity that it mirrors his own vision of what constitutes 
resemblance. The portraits must be instantly recognizable if they are to be 
seen as the icons of a mythical star system, and so the faces are shown 
preferably in close-up in order to have the strongest possible impact on the 
viewer. These public figures inhabit a world of material wealth that encourages 
them to stay in the public eye. They are far from the humble, self-effacing, and 
silent peasants of the British Picturesque paintings. The depicted celebrities 
inhabit the crowded city or the screen, they monopolize the paintings’ space 
in which bucolic landscapes have no role to play and where animals do not 
constitute a major element. 

In Pop Art, landscapes have been replaced by appliances and other objects, 
sometimes hugely altered from their realistic sizes, like the telephone by 
Oldenburg, which is huge, black, and floppy. His soft sculptures of food such 
as cakes and ice cream are also to be mentioned in this context. In this way, 
Pop artists are saying that it is useless to moralize, to withdraw from the 
contemporary world. They are also indicating that their picturesque artworks 
are far from being a sign of provincialism. It is not, then, surprising that scale, 
for them, becomes a crucial element. An expanding world and oversized 
canvases identify the external objects and make them so noticeable that 
these paintings and three-dimensional objects become the definition of the 
objects themselves. In a similar manner, the comic strips of Roy Lichtenstein, 
with their Ben Day dots, announce themselves without any hesitation as 
resembling the vacuity of the comic strip—a “low genre” that is nevertheless 
welcomed day after day by popular newspaper readers.

The analogy between the Picturesque style of the eighteenth century and 
the picturesque aspects of Pop Art is based on their similar conception of 
what it means to feel at home in a given place and at a given time. However, 
the analogy must not be carried beyond its limits: The differences between 
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the two styles are 
also to be taken 
into account. One 
difference concerns 
the fact that Pop Art 
is not sentimental, 
at least not explicitly 
so. This, in part, is 
because the public 
itself has changed: 
The not-necessarily 
sophisticated or classy 
public that fi lls the 
Museum of Modern 
Art in New York or 
wanders around the 
Andy Warhol Museum 
in Pittsburgh—and 
those who see the 
works of these painters 
reproduced in books 
and magazines—are 
absorbed in a specifi c 

social reality that has 
been expressed artistically through celebrated media fi gures. Pop Art, in fact, 
appropriates the ‘star system’ as it is displayed in magazines to indicate that 
luxury and frivolity are enjoyable matters. In this art there is no sentimental 
moralizing. As a matter of fact, there are not even heroes, notwithstanding 
Warhol’s portraits of Marilyn Monroe, Lenin, Elvis Presley, Freud, Queen 
Beatrix, and others. Instead, we have idols, often presented in provocative 
facial expressions or body postures. Yet, there is nothing offensive in these 
portraits. They tell us that art cannot dispense with the human face, although 
the artist can alter it with a few strokes of the brush, so that the realism typical 
of photographs is attenuated and the artistic element is, instead, intensifi ed.

Given that Pop Art is one of the contemporary artistic versions of picturesque 
beauty, it invites a comparison to the Picturesque conception of beauty of 
the eighteenth century. Picturesque beauty was a matter of controversy in 
the eighteenth century and often considered a low art form related to genre 
painting without encompassing a wider range of contents. The beauty of 
the Picturesque rests on the serenity it produces in the viewer. Its paintings 
soothe by combining beauty with the then popular pictorial aspects of nature. 
Similarly, the beauty of Pop Art, to the extent to which this appellation can 
be applied to it, rests on the appropriation of popular themes and their 
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transformation into sensuous images. The beauty of the Picturesque art of the 
past is, in effect, intensified by Warhol, who not only added zest to its images 
by dint of repetition, but also by enlarging them considerably in comparison to 
the original objects, as in the case of the soup cans or the Brillo box. 

Short of an all-inclusive definition of beauty, it is important to consider that 
at least since the avant-garde movements of the past century (most notably 
since Paul Valéry), the concept of beauty has been the object of devaluation, 
considered unnecessary to the art scene of the contemporary world. Pop 
artists are among those who took notice of this devaluation, evidenced 
by their transition from high art themes to lower themes. Specifically, the 
transformation has to do with how this “new” concept of beauty has left behind 
the classical and objective characteristic of beauty when it was the mark of 
a discernible perfection, universally appreciable. As a consequence, these 
changes have made the concept of beauty so variable that it has become 
applicable to almost all arts genres and art products, except when they are 
overtly horrific or repulsive. 

In addition, compared to the Picturesque beauty of the eighteenth century, 
Pop artists have transformed the idea of what can be beautiful. They have 
no reason to glorify the poverty of the cottages of the British countryside. 
Instead they glorify the abundance and affluence of the Western society of 
the twentieth century. For Pop artists beauty was not found in nature, it was 
always a matter of artificiality; and as to the painters and landscape artists of 
the Picturesque, their aim was to beautify nature not to disguise it. Why still 
picturesque, then? The answer is to be found in the fact that the concept of 
beauty has gone through a transformation whereby it is no longer considered 
exclusively linked to the grand style. It has become—like the picturesque 
described by Gilpin and Price—akin to the pleasant and even the pretty to 
which a potentially vast public can relate. Beauty, then, can still be beauty 
without putting forward grand narratives. It can be circumscribed to the 
quotidian, whether the quotidian is per se, that is, objectively, beautiful or, 
minimally, pleasant to the eye. It is a beauty that has been elaborated by Pop 
artists, who—not too differently from their predecessors of the Picturesque 
movement—no longer consider beauty the essence of the pictorial arts, but, 
more humbly, something that can be easily imitated. Similarly, the picturesque 
as interpreted by Gilpin and Price is not a particularly stable concept and is, 
therefore, applicable to many different contents and styles. What is retained 
from the classical concept of beauty as being objective and universally valid is 
the ideal of harmony and proportion, but, given the subjectivity of taste, these 
qualities take a new form, and as a result they become historically relevant 
and interpretable with different theoretical tools. 

So understood, the concepts of beauty and of the picturesque stand in sharp 
contrast with another aesthetic category, that of the sublime. 
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The idea of the sublime is no less controversial than the concept of 
beauty. Kant is still an authority on this issue, but it is an authority that has 
subsequently been “modernized.” Kant links the sublime to reason and 
imagination, and distinguishes the mathematical from the dynamical sublime. 
The first transcends human senses because of its magnitude; the second is 
elicited by the might of nature. Both elicit feelings of being overwhelmed by 
such immensity, and the pleasure it gives us differs from the pure pleasure 
elicited by beauty, which pleases without residual negative feelings. The 
combination of pleasure and pain makes the sublime ultimately beyond human 
understanding; it captivates the entirety of our being by evoking both negative 
and positive feelings.

The sublime presents us with a “beyond” of a spiritual nature, and since, 
for Kant, human knowledge is knowledge of phenomena, and therefore 
intrinsically finite, the sublime is not representable. Qua infinite, it has no 
epistemological value and, as a consequence, it is a sentiment that leaves 
reason bewildered. Such is the result of the lack of ontological foundation 
and the subsequent shifting made by Kant from the epistemological domain 
to the aesthetic one. For Schelling, the sublime is the excess produced by 
the crystallization of the infinite into the finite, and, although it is formless, it is 
intuited aesthetically, producing in us a catharsis. Hence, it relieves us from 
suffering and thus gives us a pleasure not different from that of beauty. For 
him, the sublime includes beauty within itself. It presupposes the absolute, the 
infinite; however, since these are never given in experience but only in intuition 
and feelings, the sublime only approximates the absolutely infinite. No wonder, 
then, that it is a rare occurrence. 

Yet, the sublime resurfaces abruptly thanks to the artists belonging to the 
Abstract Expressionism movement. Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko, 
to name just two, revolutionized the art scene in the Unites States and 
astonished Europe from the mid-1940s until the late 1950s by breaking 
decisively with all forms of Romanticism and the picturesque landscapes 
of previous American generations. The Abstract Expressionist artists’ quest 
for the sublime is explained by their pursuit of an absolute, abstract style 
lacking any decorative quality. It is a sublime style derived from a negative 
ontology, or even an ontological void that repudiates figurative art. Instead, 
it paints intricate lines or patches of colors that attest to the expressiveness 
of sublime feelings. The leap—no less radical, if compared to that brought 
about by Abstract Expressionism—that led to Pop Art’s return to figurative art 
represents a parenthesis, almost an anomaly, if one considers the minimalism 
that came afterward. The fact remains, though, that Pop Art is unique, 
unmatched in the following decades, given the originality of its subject matter. 
Pop Art is also anti-sublime in that it is a return to a simplified idea of beauty, 
presenting beauty by way of easily recognizable themes that exclude any 
allusion to the infinite and to the complexity of the grand style. 
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Some considerations are now in order to look at the philosophical meaning 
of the Pop Art movement as a whole. To begin with, Pop Art is, as it calls 
itself, popular, which is not per se a limitation. However, it does imply that its 
declared aims oppose an aesthetic of the sublime. It is an anti-sublime art, 
remote from Nietzsche’s ideal of the grand style. To understand and develop 
these points it is sufficient in this context to consider that a sublime art does 
not necessarily choose as its themes heroic, mythical events on a grand scale. 
Although this is an aspect of the sublime common to both Romanticism and 
Classicism, it is not the only significant trait. As to the sublime in general, it is 
a consequence of the human capacity to embrace and also transform human 
reality in its totality. And since, from a vitalistic viewpoint, human drives urge 
individuals to experience life at the limit and beyond, the sublime feeling is 
connected to a fundamentally tragic view of life. The tragic and the sublime are 
closely related. 

Pop Art is at the other end of the spectrum. It is an art that likes to please by 
presenting the images of beautiful people, attractive celebrities, and common 
objects. This makes Pop artists, especially Warhol, present an idea of beauty 
that is mainly decorative. As such, it is an art more concerned with entertaining 
than with understanding what it means to be human, or overhuman. 

The tragic Dionysian element that is a component of the sublime does not 
have any role to play in Pop Art, which prefers to present glossy images that 
can be easily compared to the similarly glossy photographs of magazines. 
The sublime demands more than a quick glance, because it explores the most 
profound aspects of a world in which the extraordinary and the uncommon 
predominate. Nor is the sublime close to the picturesque, the artistic style that 
finds in the present a way of gratifying the public, ready for a mitigated form 
of realism. However, inasmuch as Pop Art relates to a reality available to all, 
it cannot be considered nihilistic in the full sense of the word. That would be a 
negation of the human need for visual stimuli. All art, in the end, negates—to 
a greater or lesser degree—the potentially nihilistic tendencies of the human 
will. At the same time, art, whatever its style, does not and should not simplify 
reality. If truth is destructive, art’s function is to attenuate the impact of 
destructive, abysmal truths. Tragic art, then, although not salvific to the end, 
represents a response to life’s extreme experiences.

Thus, art is future oriented and has a salutary role to play in life even when 
it causes distressing feelings to the viewer. Self-congratulatory art may be 
satisfying for a given artist, but it reveals the weakness of its conception. It will 
not be remembered for long, and the future will not sanction it. Although Pop 
Art narrates its own time, and so lacks a specific futural dimension, it will most 
likely continue to captivate the public because it—like the eighteenth-century 
Picturesque art—speaks of a significant historical period that addresses a 
class of people in search of reassuring, recognizable, and pleasant emotions. 
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By addressing a wide public, Pop Art presents a conventional side that 
coincides with its chosen themes; yet, its images are convincing in that they 
present beauty in its manifest artificiality rather than in its less inventive forms.

Having examined the affinities between the categories of the sublime and of 
the Dionysian, we can still consider Pop Art not so much as a decadent form 
of art but as the result of an encounter between rhetoric and directness. This 
art only touches upon some of the aspects of the sublime that were prevalent 
in the past, especially in the nineteenth century, so it is worthwhile to ask why 
such repudiation of the sublime is the result of a change in the role of the 
artists themselves, who, in a society already flooded by media images, add 
those of their own making. By presenting what is already given in society, 
Pop Art is a period style that disowns the Dionysian sublime. It changes the 
traditional canons of high art to include and extol the well-known aspects 
of a society fascinated by artificiality. It also adds a sophisticated touch that 
distinguishes its works from the represented objects.

The Picturesque landscape paintings of the past and the picturesque of Pop 
Art’s “transfigured” billboards are indicative of the human inventiveness that 
has appropriated nature in the former case and industry in the latter. As an 
artistic movement, Pop Art is an expression of these artists’ attachment to a 
specific place and world in which they feel at ease because they have chosen 
a popular, reassuring, and non-elitist style. Such an approach does not detract 
from their originality, which is apparent in both their techniques and subject 
matter. A Brillo box on a silkscreen is not exactly the same Brillo box that a 
customer buys in a store; at the same time, reiterating that image is a way of 
bringing to mind the repeated gestures of customers who habitually purchase 
that same product.

Repetition, which is the opposite of novelty and of renewal, is, however, an 
old topos, a mythical element that may sound incongruous if applied to Pop 
Art. But this mythical theme is reminiscent of rituals that are not extraneous 
to popular culture. What emerges, then, is a persuasive mannerism ingrained 
in a world that is not in the making, that does not look at the future. Such 
mannerism suggests a utopia that considers itself already realized and, as 
a consequence, reiterates itself in the conviction that there is little else to 
express other than the polished, and at times gloomy, events displayed for the 
benefit of a public that fully participates in its own time.

William Butler Yeats’ famous saying “a terrible beauty is born” does not apply 
to Pop Art, but would, instead, apply to the Dionysian, where the terrible 
mingles with the unexpected, and the sublime mingles with the mesmerizing 
awareness that an unrepeatable fusion of compelling emotions has been 
experienced. Pop Art’s response to the sublime is a polite detachment even 
in the face of disasters. Tragedies happen, but their touched-up photographic 
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images have already been seen so many times that they do not elicit surprise 
or shock, even though they may be viewed with disquiet. History itself is a 
spectacle.

Pop Art differs from the sublime even when depicting themes that have 
a tragic resonance in the world, such as the silkscreen photographs of 
Jacqueline Kennedy after the murder of her husband. Similarly, the oversize 
paintings of James Rosenquist, who mixes the banal—a lipstick—with a war 
plane, are saying that high and low themes can coexist, with the consequence 
that the tragic loses its particular character of being terrible. Still, to be admired 
is the broad range of Warhol’s themes, from portraits, flowers, and Brillo boxes 
to his acrylics and silkscreens known as “Disaster” or “Catastrophe” works. 
His movies must also be mentioned as representing an additional artistic 
activity that made him the most accomplished representative of the Pop Art 
movement. 

But considering now the overall significance of Warhol’s “Disaster” silkscreens, 
we find them puzzling and difficult to reconcile with his better-known works. 
It is difficult to detect in them any emotional participation: they are cold and 
icily detached. These images, such as the electric chair in bright green and 
orange, or the explosion of an atomic bomb repeated many times, seem 
little more than documents on the silkscreens. There is no participation, no 
frenzied passion. Although they speak of tragic events, they do not elicit strong 
emotions.

If music is the most sublime and Dionysian of all the arts, paintings also can 
be sublime. Those of Caspar David Friedrich not only represent nature in its 
dreadful and tempestuous aspects, they are also remarkable because the 
human figures are invariably seen from the back—the faces are never visible. 
The figures appear to be saying that the face is not in itself as sublime as 
nature can be; the face can only be beautiful. Indeed, one can hardly imagine 
a painting of a movie star from the back. As such she would no longer be what 
she is. By being unrecognizable, she would lose her public, and personal, 
attributes. 

The celebrities so often portrayed by Warhol give pleasure just by looking 
at them; and pleasure has been the response to picturesque artworks for 
centuries. In the case of Warhol’s portraits, the pleasure is double: The movie 
stars are beautiful to look at, and in addition they remind the viewers of the 
entertaining films they have seen and admired. This additional element makes 
Pop Art even more innocuous, and in doing so it dissociates itself from the 
tragic to embrace a conception of beauty that sweetens and does not raise 
doubts about the predominance of the Self. By relating to a social reality 
and expressing their participation in it with a touch of picturesque artistic 
means, these painters combine art and life, art and movies, and thus highlight 

Hyperion—Volume IV, issue 1, April 2009   20



desirable and sometimes irreverent images that remain within the limits of their 
own period style. In other words, Pop Art is an art that rejects a philosophical 
stance, in that it is anti-intellectual by definition. It is popular and superficial 
in the sense that it dwells on the surface of things, their appearance, whether 
depicting consumer objects or commenting on contemporary events. Still, the 
human tendency to simplify could be approached in a less frivolous, playful 
manner.

To determine what is important to art, so that the endeavors of artists become 
relevant to the public, it is appropriate to ascertain how art has changed in 
the course of history. Philosophers ask themselves this question, and in a 
Nietzschean aesthetic vein, one can conclude, perhaps temporarily, that the 
sublime is going through a crisis from which it has not yet emerged. Putting 
Pop Art in a historical context, it becomes clear that it mainly addresses 
themes limited to the glorification of the present. As such it seems to be an 
isolated phenomenon, circumscribed in a given geographical area, and that, 
from the strict aesthetic viewpoint, has not brought about momentous future 
developments. Even so, the overall assessment of this style cannot be entirely 
negative in that it brought with it a new colorful vivacity, and had the courage 
to present ideas and new images to a general public that, in the 1960s, was 
untouched by art. At the time of the Picturesque art of the eighteenth century 
something similar had happened, but given the distance in time, the specific 
contents and images of their paintings were bound to be different. 

Favoring the prosaic and the corporeal, no object is lost, and with a hint of 
irony and satire these artists oscillate between the two opposing moods of 
the serious and the facetious without adopting either posture entirely. In this 
respect, Pop Art is more intellectual than it might appear at first, even though 
it remains within the boundaries of the immediate and the immanent. In this 
sense, it looks neither beyond itself nor at “auratic” manifestations.

These artists are at one with their world and with the advantages offered by 
urban life. It is living in an urban community that has favored the development 
of Western art, whether symbolic, classical, or romantic. In the case of Pop 
artists, the industrialized urban environment predominates to such an extent 
that nature loses its relevance in favor of narratives that relate to the world 
through the mediation of the media. Schiller’s lament that timeless nature had 
disappeared to make room for artificiality is true even now, and consistently, 
Pop artists glorify it to the point of no return.

As mentioned, Pop Art’s chosen themes spring from specific ideas about the 
home and the city, places that can be so abstract that it is unnecessary to 
add to them a metaphorical dimension. By insisting on themes reminiscent 
of domesticity and the quotidian, Pop artists contributed to a change in the 
sensibility of the public, but its overall significance is related to a way of life 
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that has no resemblance to the chaotic, sublime Dionysian world, nor to the 
formless chaos of primordial times prior to the Demiurge. Considering that the 
sublime is one of the “forms” of the über, Pop Art remains within the domain 
of the human without venturing “beyond,” even though it does not limit itself to 
portraying joyful visages or to painting commercial items. 

Its originality rests on the fact that it broke with tradition in more ways than 
one. Indeed, it took courage to paint the “portraits” of a Campbell’s soup can 
or a Brillo box as Warhol did, and no less courage then to tell the public that 
art is renewable with some degree of novelty. In order to bring forth novelty, 
it was crucial to present in a new way familiar experiences and themes, and 
to bring to fruition the formal aspects necessary for any art to be taken into 
consideration. Pop Art’s images satisfy the basic desires of “normal” viewers—
a well-established, yet captivating familiarity that satisfies their desire, most 
likely subconscious up to that moment, to have their taste elevated to the rank 
of art. This is why the collective aspect of this art makes it not only picturesque 
but also typical. There is something typical in these artists, even in the less 
typical ones of this “school,” because they typify a social reality in such a way 
that the images brought to the surface are not only accessible, they are also 
persuasive because they “speak” a casual and even redundant language. 
The results resemble what is broadcasted in the media; glamour, publicity, 
portraits, sexuality, violence, and politics are deliberately presented to the 
public in a matter-of-fact manner to the exclusion of the sublime, which would 
be too dangerously close to the Dionysian.

Pop Art, with all its pleasant traits, sends a message of enjoyment and even 
cheerfulness, but its impact must not make us forget that beauty had known 
better times, by which I mean that Pop Art has brought about a simplification 
of the concept of beauty. To a great extent, if looked at historically, Pop Art has 
eclipsed the aspiration to the sublime, which brings to art the highest level of 
intensity. To back away from the sublime indicates a loss of totality, both in art 
and philosophy, and, perhaps, in life itself. What prevails now, instead, is the 
fragmentary nature of reality, or if not of reality per se, of the way it is lived. 
A totalizing view of reality and a subsequent totalizing narrative are hardly 
in sight, even though what is in wait for us in the future is only an object of 
speculation. 

But leaving aside a final verdict on history, art history, and philosophy, it 
remains true that the concept and the ideal of artistic beauty are still with 
us. It has become a matter of mere enjoyment and not so much—or not any 
longer—a crucial value for every artist. Artistically, the tragic has still a role to 
play, but so has the comic. Pop Art stands in-between the tragic and the comic 
without being either. It is an outlook that puts the viewer in an ambiguous 
frame of mind, since Pop Art is an invitation to play with images and word ad 
libitum. 
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Whereas the sublime can leave us speechless, Pop Art encourages us to 
recognize the newly established interchangeability of words and images. 
This last aspect of Pop Art is a contribution to the art scene of the present, 
characterized by a passion for videos, photography, and installations. 
Even without calling for a predetermined reaction from the viewer, Pop 
artists advocate an art that is indefinitely accompanied by pre-established 
commonplace desires. Their motto could have been “repetita iuvant.” A 
suitable maxim, and highly applicable to our contemporary, organized society.
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I discover naïve impulses and images, raw products of my 
needs and of my personal experiences. It is my life itself that is 
surprised, and my life must, if it can, provide my answers, for 
it is only in the reactions of our life that the full force, and as it 
were the necessity, or our truth can reside.  
—Paul Valéry, “Poetry and Abstract Thought”

If someone looks into the mirror, a man, and in it he sees his 
image, as though it were a painted likeness; it resembles the 
man. The image of man has eyes, whereas the moon has light. 
King Oedipus has an eye too many perhaps. The sufferings of 
this man, they seem indescribable, unspeakable, inexpressible.  
—Hölderlin, “In Lovely Blue”

For Anna

Is the end not always already here? And thus the beginning? Yet if 
everything keeps happening again and again and again but happens only 

once and repeats, then there is no end and there is no beginning.—  —There 
is only an eternal circling through a circular labyrinth.

In turning, we keep pivoting toward the dark like Orpheus descending, down, 
down, down. And the moment of that turn, the instant of that anxious Ereignis, 
the crisis opening towards death, transfixes poets, invites them into the mise 
en abyme, which is an inescapable void, the still point of the turning world. 
There, the numbers on the clock have faded and the hands of time seem to 
have faded too, or been washed away as if by the sea. Or the mistral. When 
reflecting on how classical sculptures have been mutilated throughout history, 
both by men and by time—and what are men but agents of time—Marguerite 
Yourcenar accentuated the world of violence that turns about those calm 
forms. It is to violence that they in part owe their beauty, and we cannot elide 
that fact. “The classical work of art is thus infused with pathos,” she affirms, 
“the mutilated gods have the air of martyrs.” Are we, too, not akin to such 
classical works of art? Infused with pathos, mutilated, redolent with the air of 
martyrs? Are we not the trembling figures in Goya’s etchings? The pathological 
dreamers of Kubin’s Angst-ridden taxonomy? The whittled and fragmentary 
beings of Kafka’s drawings and Giacometti’s sculptures? Disfigured, mutilated 
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like the ruptured bodies of Bacon, we scream, wounded by that mighty 
sculptor time. Devastated, erased, and reconstituted, we collapse and return—
we are the hollow men, stuffed, headpiece fi lled with straw. Alas.

The battle to remember
the battle to death
the battle to life

Is every age not apocalyptic, thereby annulling the very notion of apocalypse? 
When asking if there was measure on earth, Hölderlin answered: There is 
none. Life is death, and death is a kind of life. The way upward and the way 
downward are the same. It is the turning inward and the turning outward, the 
ceaseless circling in the labyrinth.

The Hollow Men (2005), which is the focus of this essay, is one installation 
amongst a larger exhibition of work by Chris Marker featured at the Peter Blum 
Gallery in Chelsea. The other works include Koreans (1957), a series of 51 
black and white photographs, Crush-Art (2003-2008), a series of 16 black and 
white digital scans, “Quelle heure est-elle?” (2004-2008), a series of 36 black 
and white photographs from which the exhibition takes its title, an intriguing set 
of six photogravures, After Dürer (2005-2007), another complex installation, 
Silent Movie (1995), which is a response to the one-hundredth anniversary of 
the invention of cinema 
and also includes 18 
framed black and white 
photographs, and 
other miscellaneous 
works. This is, without 
question, a rich, 
provocative, and 
challenging offering 
that provides us with 
abundant passages 
for ruminating on 
subjectivity, beauty, 
death, war and its 
aftermaths, hope, 
hopelessness, cinema, 
and, as Marker himself 
asserts in the notes 
to the exhibition 
pamphlet, Time itself. 
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In asking what time 
it is, Marker may 
perhaps be asking 
what it is time for in 
addition to refl ecting 
on temporality itself. 
With this exhibition, it 
is time to encounter 
the hidden and the 
silent, that which 
has been obscured, 
that which has been 
ignored, that which 
has been eclipsed, 
that which has been 
disfi gured, and that 

which erupts from us without control, spontaneously, our becoming-animal, 
which is both beautiful and terrifying.

The Hollow Men was commissioned by the Museum of Modern Art on the 
occasion of its Manhattan re-opening in 2005 and is a prelude, the fi rst part 
of the still in progress OWLS AT NOON, a larger elaborate visual history 
of the 20th century that Marker refers to as “a subjective journey” through 
that epoch. As a refl ection on Eliot’s poem, the prelude to OWLS AT NOON 
concerns the First World War, the founding moment of the last century, one 
of the major events that ushered us into this new oblivion, an event that 
continuously unfolds into the present and the future. The Hollow Men consists 
of two synchronized 19 minute digital feeds alternating an AB pattern across 
a horizontal strip of six monitors (when presented at MoMA in its original 
format it included eight) that display images Marker gathered from the limbos 
of his memory, which is to say from the limbo of the 20th century, as well as a 
variation on Eliot’s poem that is at once an embodiment of and commentary 
upon it. What is especially conspicuous about the commentary is that it is 
not spoken but written—this is the fi rst time that a work of Marker’s does not 
feature spoken narration.

In itself, this marks a decisive turn for the artist. But then, conceptually, the 
work demands the commentary be written, and while the words that cross 
the monitors largely remain words, they also become images that Marker 
deploys cinematically, mobilizing but fragmenting and shattering them in 
order to further question the possibility of any narrative at all. This exploration 
of fractured time is accompanied by Toru Takemitsu’s “Corona” (1962), a 
menacing and unearthly aural soundscape performed by Roger Woodward. 
In its dissonance, the violence of “Corona” is palpable, and with its almost 
hostile rumbling and reverberations, which are often reminiscent of the napalm 
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bomb sound Mickey 
Hart and the Rhythm 
Devils created for 
Apocalypse Now, it 
sustains a continuous 
tone of disaster. 
Marker’s video essay 
is a profound attempt 
at thinking disaster, in 
particular the founding 
disaster of the 20th 
century and those 
following it, and evokes 
Blanchot’s similar 
endeavor, The Writing 
of the Disaster. As that 
work, Marker’s The Hollow Men embodies the fragmentary imperative, which 
it must. History does not end and it cannot be unifi ed. Narration is impossible, 
or only fragmentary narratives are possible, narratives that rupture any sense 
of beginning or end and are forever in extreme media res. Is it permissible to 
speak of beginnings and endings when the direction of time is not known? Are 
we not, like Yasuko in Black Rain, destined to reset the clock every evening? 
Narrative, said Blanchot, “is a forgetting, so that to tell a story is to put oneself 
through the ordeal of this fi rst forgetting that precedes, founds, and ruins 
all memory. Recounting, in this sense, is the torment of language.” In form, 
Marker articulates the anguish of ruptured time through the continuously 
recurring digital feeds of the video installation as well as through his refusal 
to close his text with periods—nothing ever ends and nothing ever can end. 
There are only brief pauses and questions. To truly experience the implications 
of the work then, to be jettisoned into timelessness, one must view it 
several times in a single duration, and its density warrants this continuous 
engagement. To refuse this imperative is to refuse to engage with the work on 
its terms, to encounter it only superfi cially, to reduce it to a consumable object, 
which is to say, something that isn’t actually art. Even art that isn’t concerned 
with disaster, or art that has less stringent demands, is challenging for it forces 
us to confront the problem of perception. Looking isn’t seeing. To see, to 
actually perceive, requires practice, for we are habituated against perceiving 
and are caught or deceived instead by the familiar and are thereby sightless, 
like the haunting fi gures in one segment of the installation whose eye sockets 
are but dead beams of light. Or Oedipus. It is as if the struggle to perceive 
results in sightlessness, but that risk must be taken.
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“Yet so simple, 
these images, so very holy, 
one fears to describe them.”
—Hölderlin, “In Lovely Blue”

Marker’s The Hollow Men is a demanding work and necessarily so for 
perception is demanding and he compels us to perceive, invites us into the 
recurring anguish of speaking and remembering, soliciting our complicity 
through what is being remembered, commanding us to surrender to the 
timelessness or repetition to recognize that our lives are folded into the events 
that we are witnessing for we are not merely witnesses but are also those 
who are being observed. The cosmos is the dreamer and we are fi gures in its 
dream; we are fi gures in death’s dream kingdom.

While asked again and again to remember the very impossibility of 
remembering is reinforced by what we are asked to remember as well as the 
challenge of perception that one undergoes in the encounter with Marker’s 
The Hollow Men. In Sans soleil, Marker’s alter ego Sandor Krasna conveys 
that he has spent his life “trying to understand the function of remembering, 
which is not the opposite of forgetting, but rather its lining. We do not 
remember, we rewrite memory as much as history is rewritten.” In The Hollow 
Men, Marker rewrites history in order for it to be remembered anew as the 20th 

century verges into the distance and we continue 
on into the 21st. Words, images, and words made 
images stream across multiple monitors: they 
disintegrate, are fragmented, bleed from monitor 
to monitor to monitor fl uidly crisscrossing in 
manifold directions. When the words are complete 
they are not always legible, for they enlarge, 
stretch beyond the frames of the monitors, are 
distorted, move swiftly, or are broken into syllable 
fragments, such as when the word “sightless” is 
broken into pieces. Once it decays, all that we are 
left with is a haunting remain: SS.

Due to their proliferation and mobility, as well as 
their multiplication, one cannot capture all of the 
words streaming across the monitors, nor can 
one read all of them, for memory is impossible 
and absolute perception is occluded by the limits 
of cognition as well as the form of the installation. 
In giving multiple trajectories to the text, Marker 
challenges cognition itself, but in particular, it 
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is through moving the text horizontally across the monitors from right to left 
that cognition and narrative are subtly undermined. In this reversal, there 
is a strong sense of disorientation, for the Western order of reading text is 
disrupted. Our ability to remember, to truly recount, is broken down. At one 
point, the word “RECOGNIZE” is dissembled and the word “COGNIZE” is 
made to briefly hover, trembling in blackness. Marker achieves another kind of 
disorientation through the constant movement of the still images and the text 
as well. Similarly, Jancsó employed complex choreographic cinematography 
in his early films in order to disrupt any notion of the real, forcing the viewer to 
question the verity of the seen, and constant movement is put to comparable 
effect in The Hollow Men.

But while we are bombarded with a proliferation of images and words that 
impede our ability to remember, they are simultaneously meant to aid the act 
of remembering. In fact, the beautiful and traumatic images that compose 
The Hollow Men are ones that Marker claims have escaped everybody, 
including their authors. Once he captures with his eye, and the eye is a kind 
of net, the 1/50th of a second that has eluded everyone else, those fleeting 
instances he professes become his. Through various processes of distortion 
they thereby become new images, and he makes them his own. “I claim, for 
the image,” Marker once said, “the humility and the power of a madeleine.” 
Modest and potent, the image is to function as a catalyst for memory, a vector 
on which we can travel and be carried to another realm, that instant perhaps 
of timelessness where past, present, and future become graspable, even if 
only for a fragile instant. We must, as Seneca counseled, annex every age to 
our own. “We are,” he believed, “excluded from no age, but we have access 
to them all; and if we are prepared in loftiness of mind to pass beyond the 
narrow confines of human weakness, there is a long period of time through 
which we can roam.” Now, with Marker, we roam through the long period of the 
20th century haunted by a war that surpassed the war that was to end all wars, 
haunted by the ghosts of Viet Nam, haunted by “THE BARE PLAINS OF THE 
SOMME AND THE SANDS OF IWO JIMA,” haunted by “THE DOGFIGHTS 
OVER DUNKIRK AND THE FINGER THAT TRIGGERED THE BOMB.” If to 
remember is to continuously live with things in our consciousness, the task is 
threatening.

The eyes that Eliot dared not meet we encounter again and again as Marker 
gently forces us—and himself—to confront the faceless horror, the sightless, 
the day without sun, the nuclear holocaust whose repercussions continue to 
endlessly recur. To feel the savagery, the utter savagery, we no longer have to 
go into the heart of darkness—the heart of darkness has entered us. We are 
the darkness. “The mind of man is capable of anything—because everything 
is in it, all the past as well as all the future. What was there after all? Joy, fear, 
sorrow, devotion, valor, rage—who can tell?—but truth—truth stripped of its 
cloak of time. Let the fool gape and shudder—the man knows, and can look 
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1 The name of Marker’s 
installation is The Hollow 
Men whereas the text used 
in the installation is given 
the title “OWLS AT NOON” 
in the accompanying 
pamphlet to the exhibition. 
Marker makes a similar 
but even more pronounced 
gesture with La jetée. 
The subtitle of that work 
is photo-roman whereas 
the subtitle of the book 
version, which Marker 
authorized, is ciné-roman. 
The latter difference is 
more significant though 
and is a naming that 
potentially destabilizes or 
raises questions about the 
nature of each document. 
Is La jetée a film, or a 
photographic-novel? And 
is the book strictly a book, 
or is it a cinematic-novel? 
These acts of naming are 
not innocent.



on without a wink.” 
Look on we must, 
perceive we must, fail 
as we may. If Marker 
never directly cites 
Conrad or Coppola’s 
phantasmagoric 
fi lm, the whispered 
words with which 
Kurtz’ life ends and 
the hulking enigmatic 
behemoth that Brando 
transformed Kurtz into 
haunt us like specters. 
The hor-ror, the hor-
ror. Rent in two, those 
fi nal words are breath 
escaping a sacrifi ced 
body, the body’s 
last gesture: gentle, 

fragile, broken. The tender roar of death, which is what, in part, we are made 
of, echoes silently within us, recurring like the incessant feeds of Marker’s 
installation. No one is innocent, no one distant from death, no one free of the 
horror. We are all born of the death interred earth. And that land, the dead 
land in which the bodies have been interred, is the site of the trauma that is 
emblazoned in the six monitors and emblazoned in our consciousness as we 
surrender to the images:

“THIS IS THE DEAD LAND” HE WROTE, AND
IMAGES OF TRENCHES OOZED FROM OUR CHILDHOOD
FOR THERE OUR FATHERS HAD MET FOR THE FIRST TIME
THE UNBEARABLE TASK OF BEING MEN

WHAT IS “CACTUS LAND” IF NOT BARBED WIRE ?
AND WHAT WOULD THOSE FADING STARS BE
IF NOT THE BLAZING TRAILS
OF BATTLESTRUCK AIRPLANES ?
—“OWLS AT NOON”1

As these words hover in the blackness of the monitors, images of “dead land” 
appear, but this is not mere barren land as we quickly discover. When Marker 
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closes in on each new image, we realize that they 
are battle sites, trenches compacted with bodies, 
trees forking into the sky like the contorted hands 
of Hijikata, trees with bodies that have become 
branches, and blood saturated earth. Literally, 
this is dead land. Strange fruit, indeed. The blood 
is not visible but the landscapes are afl ame, as if 
blood had turned to black and white smoke, as if 
everything were burning in gray tones, the color 
washed away by the horror. Bodies indiscriminately 
accrue in the earth, become part of it, part of the 
soil, part of the earth that bears us—this is the 
dead land that Marker goes deeper and deeper 
into, this is our inheritance, these the atrocities for 
which Marker makes his elegy. Do you remember 
“The Hollow Men”? The concatenation of images 
concurrently intensify and decay throughout the 
duration of the loop with victims, perpetrators, 
soldiers, and martyrs rising as if from the dead, or 
immobilized in death, their faces permanently rent 
in horror like the gnarled, twisted, and torturous 
fi gures of Pompeii. If the visages of the people 
in Marker’s installation are readily discernible, they are also disfi gured, 
burnt, or whittled like Giacometti’s sculptures, their once beautiful faces at 
times erased, mutilated through history. One thinks again of the wounded 
classical sculptures Yourcenar described. Life is ephemeral and fragile but 
in our fragility there is also resilience, the fortitude of the vulnerable, like the 
ever-receptive anemone Rilke found so astonishing. If we are sightless, the 
possibility for vision remains as Marker repeats:

SIGHTLESS UNLESS NEW EYES OPEN
AND LEAVE US WITH THAT CRYPTIC EPITHET
“MULTIFOLIATE ROSE”

We return, once more, to the question of perception, of remembering, and 
if it is possible in the labyrinth of atrocities. For Eliot, the multifoliate rose is 
an evocation of Dante’s beatifi c vision of heaven wherein the redeemed are 
arranged like tiers of rose petals. If loved has failed, in heaven it is transformed 
into spiritual awareness, a superior form of perception. For Marker, the 
multifoliate rose seems to signify the possibility of memory, of impossible 
memory, for one of the images that appears subsequent to this text is the 
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rose-like bun of hair of the unnamed woman from La jetée. In turning in on 
ourselves like the petals of the rose, we keep pivoting toward death and thus 
toward life, reaching toward the instant of that anxious Ereignis, the still point 
of the turning world where memory, if but for an instant, is possible. With the 
The Hollow Men, Marker has given us his most superlative and consummate 
work since La jetée and Sans soleil. This prelude to his visual history of the 
20th century only compels us to await the further segments as children await 
gifts: anxious and ready to burst with wonder. As the Turks say when someone 
sneezes: May you live long, Mr. Marker, may you live long ~
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Bangarra Dance Theatre 
Merrigong Theatre 

Illawarra Arts Centre 
Wollongong, NSW 

Australia 
July 4, 2008 

by Nicholas Birns 
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a review of 



Bangarra Dance Theatre was founded by 
the aboriginal Australian choreographer 

Stephen Page in 1991. The 17 years of its 
existence have been virtually coextensive with 
the massive increase of awareness with respect 
to Aboriginal issues in Australia, which was 
accelerated with the historic Mabo land-rights 
court decision in 1992, which held that Australian 
law must recognize traditional Indigenous 
custodianship of the land. It is the custom now in 
Australia for any sort of performance or speech to 
acknowledge this custodianship at the beginning. 
The Bangarra Company did so at the beginning 
of the performance as well; the story Mathinna 
told is the story of why this acknowledgment was 
necessary in the fi rst place.

Mathinna is the company’s fi rst full-fl edged 
theatrical piece, its fi rst attempt to be fully 
narrative as well as choreographic. This fact is 
astonishing as the piece works so seamlessly on 

the levels of discourse, gesture, and sound. It is 
an hour and 15 minutes of both ebullience and gravity—two qualities hard to 
combine in a single work of art. The story is that of Mathinna, an Indigenous 
Tasmanian woman in the nineteenth century. Tasmania was the one place 
in Australia where the Aborigines were, it was thought, totally exterminated, 
where the contention of the European invaders that the Aborigines were ‘the 
vanishing race’ was made literal. At the beginning, we see an unpeopled 
landscape, or so it seems, and then realize that the lump crouching at the 
center right and back of the performance space is a human being. Mathinna 
unfurls herself and explores her environment. An electric light springs on in 
the left of the space, and we read it as fi re. This exciting transposition, of the 
artifi cial for the natural, is a portent of the nimble reshuffl ing of tropes in Peter 
England’s set that occurs throughout the piece. Stone and wood, a large 
rock and several intertwining tree branches—stylized twigs—provide the dual 
elemental support of a world in which Mathinna is at home and experiences 
with thorough’ intensity and clarity.

Mathinna is played by Elma Kris, praised by Page for her “maturity.” Mathinna 
is not portrayed as an innocent naïf but as somebody fully adult and sentient in 
her own context. Like Vangeline’s recent Butoh performance at the Chashama 
Theater in New York, Kris’s maturity in both years and depth make us 
cognizant that the action is not gratuitous or trivial. The betrayal of Mathinna’s 
trust by the Europeans is, in a sense, even more reprehensible as it is a 
betrayal of adult trust and not juvenile credulity. Mathinna is attired in bright 

39   Hyperion—Mathinna 

E
lm

a
 K

ri
s 

a
s 

M
a
th

in
n
a



red, which contrasts at fi rst with the largely black, 
white, and dun-colored landscape behind her and 
then with the sedate blues, browns, and greens 
of the ballroom gowns worn by the European 
women after Mathinna is taken into the world 
of the whites. Jennifer Irwin’s costume designs 
show clothing as another register of the contrast 
embedded in the land and people. Mathinna 
stands out both against her original world and the 
one into which she is thrown, with the difference 
that this contrast is in the fi rst instance one of 
celebration, in the second of enforced difference.

The music by David Page, the brother of the 
choreographer, is stunning, and it is hard to 
think of two more talented siblings at work in the 
world of performance today. When Mathinna is 
in her own world at the beginning, we hear the 
whistling of wind, the rustling of stones, and the 
whispering of water. The effect is tranquil, lulling, 
until periodically the audience is quickened and 
challenged by chimes or bells that disrupt our 
absorption into the scene and heighten our attention to the possibility of crisis 
and rupture that indeed ensues. When Mathinna is brought to the world of the 
white occupiers, of Governor and Mrs. Franklin (this is the same Franklin who 
later explored the Arctic; in an earlier stage of his career, he ruled Tasmania 
for the British), things change. Beautiful strains of pastiche eighteenth-
century classical music, written so smoothly they could well be Boccherini or 
early Haydn, swell in simultaneous contention and complementarity with the 
elemental nature sounds that started the piece. Gradually, we realize that the 
melodic mellifl uousness of the music is a snare, that it represents danger for 
Mathinna, that what from a European perspective is the beauty of the music 
and of the white women’s gowns and their stately balletic movements is from 
the Indigenous perspective aggression, violence, doleful and bitter sorrow. 
As the audience, we are in the position of not liking the music we thought we 
liked; the music itself entails a dramatic revelation.

This opens up a fascinating area: the role of well-performed renditions 
of classical European forms in works oriented around other traditions of 
performative language. We are used to speaking of the relation between 
Western forms and subordinated identities as either one of integration or 
subversion, but what happens in Mathinna is somewhere between the two—
Stephen Page is at pains to get the choreography right, to showcase fi nely 
executed, athletic yet proportionate steps that would not have been out of 
place in middle-period Balanchine works such as Agon, while David Page’s 
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music might well have been commended had it been played at the court of 
Frederick the Great. But the ‘getting it right’ is contextualized within a frame 
where the larger cultural tendencies represented by this excellence are deeply 
problematic. This is different from the form either being subverted or infused 
with new content—both modes seen in Jan Lauwers’ recent multimedia 
treatment of Africa. for instance. The forms are brilliantly built up, only to be 
blown to smithereens by the dramatic action. It is as if they are parts of the 
set that are painstakingly built, then suddenly exploded—exploded by what 
happens to Mathinna once she reaches ‘civilization.’

Once brought to the Franklin’s household, Mathinna earnestly, if awkwardly, 
tries to imitate the movements and gestures of the whites to become 
acculturated and assimilated as she is advised she must. She finds, of course, 
that this has been wasted effort. The same Europeans who condescended to 
her nomadic lifestyle before now mock her attempt to be like them; she is in 
a no-win situation, where whether she is like or unlike her colonizers renders 
her equally unviable. Eventually, mocked and isolated, she takes poison. In 
this part of the piece, highly distorted images of European furniture—chairs, 
tables, pianos—surround Mathinna while inchoate scrawling on them display 
her foredoomed attempts to become literate in and negotiate in the ways of 
her captors.

It is the great triumph of Mathinna—that gestural language manages to convey 
cultural processes so that a social and anthropological story is told purely 
by means of movement and sound. So often, we think we need words as 
the intermediary, that the worlds of society and performance need language 
as a kind of translation zone. Mathinna demonstrates this is not so, and its 
consummate moment in this respect is when Mathinna tries to imitate the 
mannerisms of the whites; we see both miming and mimesis, imitation in the 
situational and theatrical senses. Modes of performance effortlessly image 
historical and cultural change without trying to conceal how over-determined 
this change is. 

On the night I saw it, Mathinna played to an older, largely white audience, 
which, in Australia as in the U.S., is probably a function of who can afford 
it, who has the time, and who has the comfort level with buying a ticket and 
entering a theatre. I worried that the piece would be lost on them, or that, 
conversely, they would have heard so much rhetoric about reconciliation with 
the Indigenous people in the media that they would have been jaded and 
anodyned. The reverse was true. They were profoundly affected, so much 
so that for several minutes after the piece ended no one in my row even 
moved; they were transfixed, awed, shaken. The easy gravitation back to 
the world outside the performance space had to wait a few minutes to occur; 
Page and his company had demanded, and received, that level of attention 
and interest. This is a tribute to the seamlessness, the ethereality, even a joy 
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that came not from the trauma and lament the piece chronicled but from the 
honesty of its transmission. But there was something more: the sense of being 
overpowered by art and performance that we associate with Western models 
of spectatorship from Aristotle and Longinus on had occurred, but on, as it 
were, the wrong side—if we were utterly taken in by it, we were on the side of 
Sir John Franklin. The need to dissent from what in conventional terms was 
most aesthetically moving is what transfixed and stymied the audience, and 
the production of this dissent is the Bangarra Company’s outstanding feat in 
Mathinna.
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“On va à Bayreuth comme on veut, à pied, à cheval, en voiture, 
à bicyclette, en chemin de fer, et le vrai pèlerin devrait y aller à 
genoux.”  
—Albert Lavignac, Le voyage artistique à Bayreuth (1900)

Few people travel to Bayreuth on foot—or horse, or bike, or even their 
knees nowadays. In the 21st century the traveller uses other, possibly 

more exhausting methods of getting from A to B. 

However that may be, in August of last year I made my way from the east 
coast of the United States to see and hear Richard Wagner’s Parsifal, the so-
called ‘“Bühnenweihfestspiel”’ at Bayreuth. I came by plane across the Atlantic, 
landed in Frankfurt and approached the ‘holy place’ as a sort of modern 
pilgrim, travelling by ICE, (German high speed train), and finally the regional 
railway.

In the late nineteenth century it still took more than 17 hours by train from 
Paris in order to get to Bayreuth. Today one needs about the same amount 
of time to travel from the American East coast to the little Franconian town, in 
Bavaria, South Germany.

Once embarked on the small, leisurely railway—which I joined, exhausted, 
after a 10 hour night flight and high speed train from Frankfurt to Munich—I 
began to consider how, nowadays, it is possible to overcome huge distances 
in such a short span of time, by prodigious speed. And the process of thinking 
about the shrinking of time in relation to space seemed to give the mysterious 
main motive of Parsifal—“here time becomes space”—a contemporary and 
relevant meaning. I had travelled thousands of kilometres at incredible speeds. 
I now understood Parsifal’s motto as my own, and felt well attuned to the 
opera.

The further I moved away from the nerve centres of the world, the closer 
I came to Bayreuth, the more the relation of space and time seemed to 
change. Time seemed to expand, space became smaller. After a while, the 
latter was only a tiny, provincial detail of the big wide world I just had come 
from. The train chugged through little villages, school children got in and 
out, mothers with babies in their arms made their way to the next town, the 
friendly conductor spoke the broad Frankonian dialect with the softly rolling “r”. 
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Undeterred by the turmoil of history, everything continued at its unchanging 
and peaceful pace.

The train crawled slower and slower with each kilometre. It seemed finally as if 
time was withdrawing from the future, beginning instead to reach back into the 
past. 

“On part le matin de Nuremberg et on l’arrive à Bayreuth à 1 
heure, en traversant de délicieux vallons, abondants en sites 
sauvages, avec des rochers étrangement déchiquetés par 
la nature ... ressemblant à des châteaux en ruine ou à des 
monstres l’apocalypse.”1

What a certain Gustave Fischbach described in the year 1882 has not 
changed much until today. 

Calmly traversing the gentle, hilly landscape and remote, wild valleys, admiring 
strange, naturally eroded rocks that seem to resemble mysterious ruins or 
apocalyptic monsters from primeval times, it becomes easier to understand 
that the deeper one wants to look into the world and its past, the smaller the 
detail one must choose to observe. Then, space and time take on a different, 
reciprocally deepening relationship, the linear passing of time opening up into 
an expanding moment.

I realized that I had to alter my previous understanding of the phrase “here 
time becomes space.” Time was not meant to shrink in order to overcome 
space as quickly as possible. Time had to become space, and therefore 
become wider, reach back further. 

I arrived at Bayreuth’s small train station and made my way to the hotel. 
Crossing the town by taxi I decided, as part of my journey back in time, to 
overlook the architectural sins of the present and concentrate my admiration 
on the pretty baroque sandstone buildings of the old town. Deliberately, I 
disregarded the pedestrian precincts of the city centre with their ugly, cheap 
chain shops and huge shop windows cut brutally in to the fragile 18th century 
facades, trying, on my way to the Best Western, to catch a first glimpse of 
the “House on the green hill”, as the Bayreuth opera house is nicknamed. 
Somewhere in the far distance, I had caught sight of it for a second, and 
realized that it was no longer located outside the city as in Wagner’s times 
but that the city had sprawled up the hill towards it. When Pjotr Ilitsch 
Tschaikowsky was working as a journalist for a Moscow newspaper and visited 
the festival in 1876, he reported that the opera house was a considerable 
distance from Bayreuth, surrounded by fields. Today the fields are almost 
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Notes des voyage et notes 
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1882): 14.



gone—apart from some free spaces for car parking. It certainly is not a place 
set down in the midst of nature, in “some beautiful isolation,”2 as Wagner had 
conceived and known it. But I hoped, due to my stubbornly idyllic imagination: 
I had heard that it was meant to be surrounded by a park—that once I was 
there, at least I would feel as if I was in a sort of countryside, even if that was 
an illusion.

My journey back in time came to a sudden end after arriving in the Best 
Western hotel. There was no pretence any more, I had to look the here and 
now in the eye. The unsatisfactory situation regarding accommodation in 
Bayreuth, already criticized in the nineteenth century, has not improved in the 
last a hundred and thirty years—it is just keeping up with the times. In the past, 
it was customary during the festival season for Bayreuthian citizens to offer 
accommodation in their living rooms, and thus make a little money. Nowadays 
one puts oneself in the mood for the Wagnerian “Gesamtkunstwerk” in a 
branch of a modern worldwide motel-chain surrounded by a car park.

In 1871, Richard Wagner visited the sleepy little town Bayreuth for the first 
time, searching for a suitable place to host his planned music festival. Since 
1850 and during the conception of the Ring der Nibelungen, he had been 
preoccupied with the idea of a festival that could present his operas in a 
completely new framework, a place surrounded by the natural world and far 
from the busy centres of modern life. “In a summery and free evening air,” as 
he wrote in his preface to the Ring der Nibelungen, the visitor to the festival 
was meant to experience in seclusion “a previously unknown understanding 
[...], which fills him with a new warmth, and inflames within him the light by 
which he becomes aware of things he had no idea of.”3

The insignificant yet idyllic little town Bayreuth was the place he was looking 
for, and the festival house’s foundation stone was laid on the 22nd of May, 
1872, Wagner’s 59th birthday. The Festival opened with the Ring-Cycle on 
the 13th of August in 1876. At Bayreuth, Wagner hoped that the regenerating 
forces of nature would free the festival visitor from the yoke of modern 
civilization and the destructive forces of its decadent social and cultural 
conditions. By connecting art and nature, Wagner hoped that his vision of 
the “human being of the future”4 would be fulfilled, that everybody could take 
part in the celebration of art. And the “Festspiele” was conceived as a “public 
festival of contemplation” for the “human being of the future”, created equal in 
his need for true art, and at the same time free and democratic.

Wagner’s missionary ambition, his demand for art to be regenerative in order 
to counteract a threatening modernity was born of the spirit of the 19th century. 
And the Romantic idea that art should educate and guide people towards ideal 
sensibilities, was fused with critical thoughts about the process of civilization 
according to the spirit of Rousseau. With Wagner, the call “back to nature” took 

2 Richard Wagner, “Letter 
to Franz Liszt,” Zürich, 30th 
of January 1852, in Franz 
Liszt—Richard Wagner, 
Briefwechsel, ed. by Emil 
Heckel (Leipzig: Breitkopf 
und Härtel 1912): 206. 

3 Richard Wagner, “preface 
to the Bühnenfestspiel Der 
Ring der Nibelungen,” in 
Dichtungen und Schriften, 
Jubiläumsausgabe in zehn 
Bänden, ed. by Dieter 
Borchmeyer (Frankfurt 
a.M.: Insel Verlag 1983): 
Vol. 6, 152.

4 Wagner, “Das Kunstwerk 
der Zukunft,” in Dichtungen 
und Schriften, Vol. 6, 152.
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on a new meaning.

It is diffi cult to tell 
if the Rousseauian 
vision of the “individual 
freed from the chains 
of civilization” had 
already manifested 
itself as the “human 
being of the future” in 
the festival visitor of 
the past, or only in the 
one of today.

Then and now it is 
the same ritual every 
year. Between the 26th 
of July and the 26th of 
August, faithful followers 
make their way from all over the country and across the world to Bayreuth. 
In Wagner’s time, artists and art enthusiasts of all kinds, from Tschaikowsky, 
Stravinsky or Debussy to Rudolf Steiner were visitors. Today, the public 
consists mainly of the money-aristocracy, politicians, and tv-talkmasters. Years 
of waiting for a ticket and the related, lucrative black-market which forces up 
the prices—unless you are well connected or a member of the festival society 
(“Förderverein”) and donate generously—seems neither democratic nor 
liberated from the chains of civilization.

The collection of cars that gathers every year for four weeks in front of the 
Best Western does not encourage the assumption that Bayreuth is a public 
festival for the common man either, but rather a vanity fair for the wealthy 
and educated privileged classes. That said, the brave idea of the new 
festival director and great granddaughter of Wagner, Katharina, to broadcast 
the performances live in the streets and under summery skies in order to 
be enjoyed by everyone, together with beer and sausages, seems, under 
the above mentioned circumstances to be an excellent starting point to 
reintroduce Richard Wagner’s democratic views.

A substantial amount of fresh air cannot do any harm—taking into account the 
length of the performances. They last up to fi ve hours and have to be endured 
on warm summer days in the sticky and hot opera house, which operates 
without such comforts for the modern man as air conditioning or comfortable 
seats. A week in Bayreuth, which is by no means unusual for the convinced 
Wagnerian, can become quite exhausting for anyone who is privileged enough 
to be in the possession of tickets.

Hyperion—Volume IV, issue 1, April 2009   48



Already Friedrich Nietzsche had observed the sickly and palish condition of 
the Wagnerian. He admittedly traced this sad state back to the music this 
species was exposed to. He found it to have the same effect as an “infection 
and the advanced use of alcohol”5 and therefore was able to knock over even 
“the strongest ones like bulls.”6 

Mitigating feelings of weakness relating to oxygen deficiency or the “ruining 
of the nerves” 7 due to being a victim of “Wagner’s mystery-art”8 (Nietzsche 
again), the two long intervals during the performances can help.

In both or one of these, the Wagnerian can strengthen himself with 
champagne and culinary delicacies on white laid tables under the blue sky. 
He can thus combine the enjoyment of art and nature (thank God the petit 
bourgeois terrace-houses that have settled on the green hill up the way to the 
“Festspielhaus” are not visible from here), and he can pretend to be totally 
in tune with Wagner’s intention to flee “our urban civilization”9 at the same 
time as exhibiting his and her festival finery! A first reciprocal gaze at the 
latest festival fashions is, of course, far more interesting to everybody than 
long civilized conversations about the fair art in general or the quality of the 
recent production. Wagner’s noble vision of spiritual and sensual immersion in 
the music during the performance, and the subsequent exchange about this 
experience in the interval, probably had already given way, even in his day, to 
the more primitive instincts of dressed up people at special occasions—i.e., 
to behave like rival gregarious animals who need to define their hierarchy. 
Intellectual reflections come later.

Concerning the question of fashion, it has to be mentioned that we are in the 
heart of Germany, and not for instance in elegant Paris or a little bit further 
East in Salzburg, where the local music festival takes place at the same 
time. We are in Bayreuth, and even the Austrians are more dashing than 
the Germans when it comes to dressing up their ladies—not to mention the 
French. One has to say that Bayreuth is not the centre of stylish elegance, 
lightness or even wit. But never mind. After all, one is there in order to be part 
of the “sublime, the deep and the overwhelming.”10 (Again Nietzsche, the 
cynic). What does it matter in view of this grand prospect, if one takes last 
place in Europe in terms of fashion and style?

Art is more elevated, and so the trumpet players step out on the so-called 
“King Ludwig roof” of the opera house to summon attention with their fanfare. 
The musicians take up a musical theme from the act that is about to follow, 
and we understand that their appearance signals the end of the interval, that 
the performance will shortly begin again. Chit chat ceases, one listens in 
reverence, and when the last sound dies away, the crowd moves towards and 
enters the temple of art. This is a moment of true solemnity. 

Wagner conceived his opera house following the model of the classical Greek 

5 Friedrich Nietzsche, 
Der Fall Wagner in 
Nietzsche Werke, Kritische 
Gesamtausgabe, ed. by 
Giorgio Colli and Mazzino 
Montinari (Berlin: de 
Gruyter 1969): Vol III, 38.

6 Ibid., 17.

7 Ibid., 38.

8 Ibid., 17.

9 Wagner, “Letter to Franz 
Lizst,” 206.

10 Nietzsche, Der Fall 
Wagner, 18.
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amphitheatre in Epidaurus, at least as far as the design of the building’s 
inner space is concerned. From the outside, the “Festspielhaus” is a simple, 
square block of unplastered brick and a few exposed wooden beams, and 
shows nothing of the usual 19th century belle-époque splendour. Wagner had 
taken over plans by Gottfried Semper for an opera house in Munich, adapted 
them according to his vision, and then had them realized by the architect Otto 
Brückwald.

The “House on the green hill” was built to represent democratic ideas. The 
auditorium, which consists almost totally of wood, is designed in amphitheatre 
form and describes an eighth of a full circle. In contrast to most theatres of 
the time, there are no elaborate decorations to be found, just some small 
gold leaf decoration on the walls and the ceiling, nor balconies or stands. No 
distractions were allowed to take attention from the stage, no hierarchies in 
the audience to create comparisons. This corresponded to the original idea of 
the festival: for each member of the audience to be completely devoted to the 
experience of listening and seeing—at least during the performances.

Each of the simple and rather hard wooden folding seats offers a direct and 
undisturbed line of sight to the stage. Visually, the so-called “Scherwände” (a 
sort of vertical beam), attached to the left and the right hand walls, shorten the 
perspective of the room. They are decorated with pillars and direct the view 
even more to the stage. But apart from their visual significance they are also of 
acoustic importance, enhancing both angle of reflection and the reverberation 
of the orchestra sound.

The heart of the Bayreuth festival house is the orchestra pit, the design of 
which Wagner considered with enormous care and attention. One of his most 
significant ideas was to remove the barrier between audience and stage 
created by the sight of the orchestra and the conductor. Wagner designed the 
orchestra pit to be much deeper than is usually the case, and made it appear 
sunken and invisible: a large part of it is located under the stage, with a shield 
built above so as to partly cover it. The pit is not only invisible due to the shield 
and its depth, but it also has room for a large orchestra of 124 members—the 
number of musicians needed for the Ring der Nibelungen: originally Wagner 
had designed the opera house especially for the Ring-Cycle.

The exceptional and unique sound of the opera house is achieved not only by 
the unconventional design of the orchestra pit but also by the unusual order 
of the orchestra. The weaker sounding instruments, such as the many strings, 
are placed in front under the shield, and the stronger sounding instruments, 
like wind, brass, and percussion, are located further back, under the stage.

Wagner defines his most important musical and dramatic aim as “the freeing 
of thought into sensuousness”—to be experienced in the “Gesamtkunstwerk”. 
And as a result of his design, initially the sound wave from the instruments at 

Hyperion—Volume IV, issue 1, April 2009   50



the back of the orchestra pit is thrown to the 
front, into the arched shield. There it merges 
with the strings, then reverses onto the stage 
where it unites with the singer’s voices and, 
fi nally, pours out into the auditorium which, 
at that moment, feels to the audience like 
a wooden resonance box. The listener is 
engulfed by sound, and believes himself 
to be in the inner body of an instrument. 
Thus, nothing stands as a barrier to the pure 
enjoyment of the great “Gesamtkunstwerk”—
the synthesis of the arts—which consists of 
the unity of what is heard, seen and spoken, 
and combines music, drama, and poetry as a 
whole.

The Wagnerian idea of “the freeing of thought 
into sensuousness”, as well as the mutual 
fusion and penetration of different genres 
into a whole, was certainly not realized in the 
most recent Bayreuth production of Parsifal 

in 2008 by Stefan Herheim. One recognizes 
that the intention was to create a “Gesamtkunstwerk”, yet the production failed 
because of its adaptations, which tried to do too much.

Herheim showed an interpretative theatre, acting on multiple levels, fraught 
with intellectual and visual concepts, and therefore sliding unwillingly into 
slapstick, Parsifal’s own story being combined with the recent political and 
cultural history of Germany, from Bismark’s time to the Federal Republic. 
His tortuous path through violence and compassion, his search for identity 
between coming of age and the simultaneous severance of an Oedipal 
relationship to his mother Herzeleide, are linked to Germany’s recent history.

The pure fool (der “reine Tor”) Parsifal stumbles, mostly clumsily and 
sometimes decorated with the large wings of a black swan, through pre-war 
and post-war Germany, and ends up as Jesus Christ the redeemer in the 
chamber of the federal republican parliament before spectacled members of 
the “Bundestag” (the choir of the last act). Here, Parsifal’s path as redeemer 
is fulfi lled, and his own fate meets once again with the fate of a violent 
and tormented Germany. Both are now redeemed from their destinies’ 
ghost stories and their role as supposed redeemer. The redemption of 
the redeemers, the fi nal call with which the opera fi nishes, happens in the 
chamber of parliament. World history has fulfi lled itself, and ends in peaceful 
and friendly mediocrity. 

W
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r
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The catastrophes of the 20th century appear on stage, as well as the 
precarious history of Parsifal-adaptations in Bayreuth. The idea and aim 
seems reasonable, but the implementation of both contained just too much of 
everything—causing death by suffocation. So the production obliterated not 
only the fulfilment of its own excessive requirements but also hindered the 
enjoyment of the opera as an interaction of drama and music.

The whole production was highly packed with symbolic metaphor from the plot 
as a whole to the many details. At the same time, scenes were brought on 
stage one after the other and without abstraction. The second act especially 
reminded one of a circus performance. Armies marched across the stage, 
nurses danced in a sick bay, Marlene Dietrich sang, Nazi flags were hoisted, 
war films projected, the mirror-room in Versaille suggested. A transvestite 
(“Gurnemanz”) appears, roses rain, wings flap, a large bed—seen previously 
in the “Vorspiel” as Herzeleide’s delivery and death bed—appears and then 
vanishes again.

In the jumble of political, social, art, and gender criticism, in the many different 
scenes and impressions, which continued simultaneously—behind, under, and 
above Wagner’s concept of the whole—his great unity of artistic endeavour 
got buried if not completely lost.

By the second act, one just wanted time to breathe, space to take in the 
music and understand what Parsifal actually is about. One longed for more 
transparency and permeability, for more breadth. The visual overstimulation 
and the material battled on stage, created barriers and confusion rather than 
clarity and awareness. Boundaries between the music and the events on 
stage, the forms of expression and plot, the audience and production, were 
built up further, rather than demolished.

Already in the “Vorspiel”, while Herzeleide lies dying in her bed, the boy 
Parsifal literally begins to build a wall at the front of the stage on the re-created 
grave of Wagner himself. Parsifal places brick after brick on top of each other 
and, during the first act, the wall continues to grow, to be seen again after 
a while on a large projection surface. The symbolism of building the wall is 
obviously manifold: the usual questions as to whether Wagner and his art 
can still speak to us (while offering a wonderful platform for self-indulgence 
and narcissism), to a strong hint of Pink Floyd’s spectacle The Wall, to the 
inner-German border and its fall, to inner walls, outer walls, and ignorance in 
general, and then, finally in the second act, to the destruction of a carefully 
built wall as an image of the devastations of war.

In the end and unintentionally, this wall proves to be a wall between the 
director and the members of audience, even though in the last act a mirror 
intended to diminish the barrier between audience and stage is held up to 
them: in the third act—staged in the chamber of parliament—a huge mirror 
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replaces the emblem of the federal eagle for a short 
while. It is presented to, and refl ects the auditorium, 
occupied to the last seat with expensively dressed 
people. The mirror also shows the normally invisible 
orchestra pit, which makes visible what is not meant 
to be seen. It looks impressive but in spite of the 
magnifi cent sight, one feels slightly embarrassed and 
caught, as one understands the purpose of the mirror: 
namely, to question the spectator for being so dressed 
up in order to be part of the social Bayreuth event, but 
also to question the boundary between seeing and 
being seen. What seems at fi rst a successful surprise, 
especially aesthetically—one has to admit that the 
dimly lit auditorium looks beautiful and mysterious 
refl ected on stage—after a short while takes on a 
rather stale aftertaste. It is easy to present to the vain, 
wealthy, and mainly federal-republican public what 
it means to be a member of a self-congratulatory art 
consuming affl uent society. But the self-satisfaction 
and intellectual arrogance of the director also becomes 
evident, and the intended shock-effect is quickly 

lost. That which is sunken or hidden, the orchestra pit, 
becomes a symbol of the dark and secretive history of Bayreuth, and must 
see the light of truth—as the Wagnerian is forced to look for once into his own, 
century-old face.

The mirror, the building of the wall, the Wagner grave, are only three examples 
of the over extravagant symbolism of a production that creates no free spaces 
for the seen and heard to unfold. The overambitious ‘meaningfulness’ of the 
production did not cause transparency; structures of plot and music were not 
made more accessible by the use of many symbolic devices. Rather, the aim 
should have been to bring an enlightened clarity to the already very complex 
interpretation of the medieval story of Parsifal by Wagner himself, and strive to 
show its modernity and relevance for today. Instead it became more and more 
obscure and disguised. Over-interpretation led to a conglomeration of clichés, 
and made the production look dated and provincial.

Wagner anticipated some of the psychological discoveries later defi ned at 
the beginning of the 20th century. And one of the main and modern aspects 
of Parsifal is its psychological dimension. In his production, Herheim reduces 
the psychological aspects mainly to the Oedipal confl ict between Parsifal 
and Herzeleide, which is too banal, and exchanges between Kundry’s 
and Herzeleide’s identity, which is scarcely original. There is much more 
to the story of Parsifal. For instance, it is about revealing the hidden and 
understanding the exposed. It is about diving into the deepest layers, down to 

53   Hyperion—Layers of the Past: Parsifal at Bayreuth 2008  



the ground of human energy and drive, showing the possibility of redeeming 
the eternal return of suffering. This is the territory of depth psychology, but 
it also reflects philosophical aspects relating to the philosophy of Arthur 
Schopenhauer.

The story of Parsifal is about a journey. The opera begins with the arrival of 
Parsifal at the mysterious castle of the Holy Grail after a long and difficult 
quest. At the castle, his real journey begins. He is led into the inner world 
of the self, and a new kind of consciousness is revealed. Here, the present 
permeates the furthest past; life and death, myth and religion unite, a new 
dimension of time and space opens up. This dimension of time and space 
cannot be measured chronologically or metrically, but reaches into the depths 
of the soul to realize what seems forgotten, make visible what seems invisible.

The eternal return of pain, guilt, and grief runs through human existence 
in a pattern of repetition. Only awareness leads to the severance of these 
patterns and to liberation. Nietzsche described Wagner’s “Weltabschiedswerk” 
(“world-farewell-work”) as the “epitome of moral and religious absurdity.”11 
However, Parsifal is far more than that. In it, Wagner shows the processes 
of psychological understanding, connecting them to religious experience as 
a related form of inner perception, and opening up a new kind of freedom: a 
freedom that develops from the release of painful entanglements, and reveals 
dimensions that lie beyond the visible and are ultimately beyond description.

Even Nietzsche, who was the greatest critic of Parsifal, and for whom 
the rift with Wagner became final when he read the libretto of the 
“Bühnenweihfestspiel”, could not help but be deeply impressed when, in 1887, 
he eventually listened to the “Vorspiel” for the first time in Monte Carlo. It was 
nine years after the first performance and two years before Nietzsche’s mental 
derangement, and in a letter to Heinrich Köselitz in January 1887 he admitted 
something astonishing: He not only confessed that the split with Wagner had 
caused him the deepest desperation all his life, but also that Wagner had 
never “made anything better” than Parsifal. For Nietzsche, Parsifal was meant 
to express the “highest psychological awareness and certainty concerning 
what is expressed, what is communicated.”12 His previous ridiculing of Parsifal 
gave way to a contrary opinion—at least as far as the music was concerned. 
He heard an extraordinary “feeling, experience, event of the soul in the depths 
of music [...], and a compassion for what is seen and presented. Something 
comparable only exists with Dante, and nowhere else. [...] Was there ever a 
painter able to paint such a melancholic look of love as Wagner has done with 
the last bars of his ‘Vorspiel’?” 13

If the music of Parsifal was composed to create spaces, perhaps it opened up 
a space for Nietzsche to experience again his probably never extinguished 
love and admiration for Wagner one last time. And shortly before his end 

11 Nietzsche, Der Fall 
Wagner, 15.

12 Nietzsche, “Brief an 
Heinrich Köselitz vom 
21. 1. 1887” in Friedrich 
Nietzsche Briefwechsel, 
Kritische Gesamtausgabe, 
eds. Giorgio Colli und 
Mazzino Montinari (Berlin: 
New York, 1984): Vol. 5, 
Briefe January 1887—
January 1889, S.12.

13 Ibid.
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Parsifal became a swan song for his life.

The tremendous transformation of material into the non-material, of time into 
space, of the hidden into the open, the transitions, transgressions, the various 
processes that take place as a continuous movement in the plot, in the change 
and development of the characters and in the music, require transparency in 
the theatrical representation. And the discrepancy between actual physical 
conditions in the theatre and the intentions implicit in the piece was a fact 
that Wagner himself was already very much aware of—presenting a huge 
challenge at the first performance in 1878 in Bayreuth.

In Stefan Herheim’s new, 2008 production exactly 140 years later, this 
discrepancy has not become smaller; it has become unbridgeable. And in view 
of the intellectually, interpretatively, and visually overloaded concept he has 
given us, it seems almost better to close one’s eyes in order to at least be able 
listen to the music, the excellent orchestra, and the choir undisturbed.

For Theodor Adorno, it is “the art of listening” that “has to be learned by the 
person who wants to understand the work.” In his essay “Zur Partitur des 
Parsifal” (“On the score of Parsifal”), Adorno emphasizes that Parsifal can 
only be understood in its “peculiarity and manner” if it is approached by 
“listening-after: by eavesdropping” (“des Nachhörens: Lauschens”). It seems 
that “the style of Parsifal does not only express musical thoughts, but it also 
tries to compose an aura for them at the same time, not in the moment of its 
performance (‘Vollzug’) but in the moment of its fading away (‘Verklingen’).”14

Adorno describes the moment when the here and now transmutes with its 
fading away into remembrance, where the course of time expands into inner, 
timeless space. In order to tune into this inner space, a special way of listening 
is needed: the “listening-after” or eavesdropping. This moment of change from 
outer to inner translates the motive of Parsifal— “here time becomes space”—
musically.

The contemporary German composer Wolfgang Rihm writes in his essay 
“Bemerkungen zu einem Axiom Wagners” (“Remarks on an axiom of Wagner”) 
on this particular manifestation in Parsifal. He calls it a “sound event which 
extinguishes and breaks off” but nevertheless remains “present as a growing 
past.”15

Understanding this concept and using a very slow tempo, Daniel Gatti, first 
time conductor at the Parsifal 2008 production, tried to support a conscious 
way of listening in order to transform the passing moment of the outer world 
into a lasting one of the inner. Perhaps he was attempting to counterbalance 
the over stimulation on stage? Nonetheless he was criticized and booed by the 
public.

Although the media gave a basically friendly reaction to Herheim’s production, 

14 Theodor W. Adorno, 
“Zur Partitur des Parsifal” 
in Musikalische Schriften 
IV, Gesammelte Schriften, 
ed. by Rolf Tiedemann 
(Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp 
1982): Vol. 17: Moments 
musicaux – Impromptus, 
47.

15 Wolfgang Rihm, Raum, 
Zeit, hier, Bemerkungen 
zu einem Axiom Wagners, 
für Claudio Abbado (Berlin 
1999): 116.

16 Nietzsche, Der Fall 
Wagner, 1.

17 Ibid., 38.
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the audience at 
Bayreuth was, at 
least in performances 
after the premiere, 
undecided; booing 
during some scenes, 
happier with others. 
Generally, the singers 
were considered 
moderate, good in 
some passages but 
certainly not excellent.

In the season of 2009 
in Bayreuth, things 
will no doubt continue 
the same as before, 
with mediocre to bad 
productions. And 
probably this will not 
change much with the 
new festival management 
of Katharina Wagner and Eva Wagner-Pasquier. One can see more exciting 
productions in Berlin, Baden-Baden, London, and New York.

Nevertheless, I will go again — I have already got hold of tickets for Tristan 
und Isolde. One gets addicted to Bayreuth. Maybe it is the way Nietzsche 
has described his relationship with Wagner and Bayreuth: “The instinct is 
weakened. What should be avoided, attracts.”16 Yes, and then I will send again 
the “typical telegram from Bayreuth: regretted already.”17 
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„On va à Bayreuth comme on veut, à pied, à cheval, en voiture, 
à bicyclette, en chemin de fer, et le vrai pèlerin devrait y aller à 
genoux.”  
(Albert Lavignac, Le voyage artistique à Bayreuth (1900) )

Zu Fuß, auf dem Pferd oder Fahrrad reist heute wahrscheinlich niemand 
mehr nach Bayreuth, auf Knieen wohl erst recht nicht. Dafür aber nimmt 
der Reisende des 21. Jahrhunderts Anderes, vielleicht nicht minder 
Anstrengendes in Kauf.

Ich jedenfalls machte mich von sehr weit her auf den Weg, um in Bayreuth 
das sogenannte ‚Bühnenweihfestspiel’ Parsifal zu sehen. Ich kam mit dem 
Flugzeug aus dem fernen Amerika quer über den Atlantik geflogen, landete 
in Frankfurt und näherte mich sozusagen als eine Art moderner Pilger der 
‚heiligen Stätte’ mit ICE und Regionalbahn.  

Im späten neunzehnten Jahrhundert brauchte man von Paris nach 
Bayreuth noch über 17 Stunden mit dem Zug, heute benötigt man etwa die 
gleiche Zeit, um von der amerikanischen Ostküste in das kleine fränkische 
Provinzstädtchen zu gelangen. 

In der geruhsamen Bimmelbahn, die ich völlig übermüdet nach zehn Stunden 
Nachtflug und anschliessendem Hochgeschwindigkeitszug von Frankfurt 
in Nürnberg bestieg, dachte ich darüber nach, wie man im 21. Jahrhundert 
in rasender Geschwindigkeit die grössten Distanzen in immer kürzerer Zeit 
überwinden kann. Die Erfahrung des Schrumpfens der Zeit im Verhältnis 
zum Raum schien dem mysteriösen Hauptmotiv der Oper Parsifal – „Zum 
Raum wird hier die Zeit” – eine aktuelle Bedeutung zu geben. Ich war also in 
unglaublicher Schnelle Tausende von Kilometer weit gereist, im Blickfeld allein 
den Raum, den es überwinden galt, die Zeit erfolgreich eliminierend. Das 
Motto des Parsifal verstand ich nun auch als das meine, ich war also gut auf 
die Oper eingestimmt.

Je näher ich jedoch nach Bayreuth kam, je weiter ich mich von den 
vibrierenden Zentren dieser Welt entfernte, desto mehr allerdings schien 
sich das Verhältnis von Raum und Zeit umzukehren. Die Zeit weitete 
sich immer weiter aus, der Raum wurde immer kleiner, er war nur noch 
ein winziger, provinzieller Ausschnitt der grossen, weiten Welt, aus der 
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ich gerade gekommen war. Der Zug tuckerte durch kleine Ortschaften, 
Schulkinder stiegen ein und aus, Mütter mit Säuglingen im Arm fuhren in 
die nächstgelegene Ortschaft, der freundliche Schaffner sprach das breite 
fränkische Dialekt mit dem so typischen starken, rollenden ‚R’. Alles ging 
unbeirrt von den Wirren und Geschehnissen der Geschichte seit ewigen 
Zeiten seinen unverändert geruhsamen Gang. 

Die nun kriechende Provinzbahn wurde mit jedem Kilometer langsamer, und 
schließlich schien alles nur noch Zeit, die sich Zentimeter für Zentimeter der 
zurückgelegten Wegstrecke immer weiter aus der Zukunft zurückzog und 
begann, sich in die Vergangenheit auszudehnen. 

„On part le matin de Nuremberg et on l’arrive à Bayreuth à 1 
heure, en traversant de délicieux vallons, abondants en sites 
sauvages, avec des rochers étrangement déchiquetés par 
la nature … ressemblant à des châteaux en ruine ou à des 
monstres l’apocalypse.”1

Was ein gewisser Gustave Fischbach im Jahre 1882 beschrieb, hat sich bis 
heute nicht verändert.   

Ruhig bewegt man sich durch eine sanfte, hügelige Landschaft, sieht 
abgelegene wilde Gegenden, bewundert seltsame Felsen, die von den 
Mächten der Natur zersetzt wurden und geheimnisvollen Schlossruinen oder 
apokalyptischen Monstern aus Urzeiten gleichen. 

Ich begann zu verstehen, dass man umso tiefer in Welten und Zeiten blickt, 
je kleiner man den Ausschnitt wählt. Raum und Zeit nehmen dann ein 
anderes, sich gegenseitig erweiterndes Verhältnis an. Sie ziehen nicht mehr 
linear vorüber, sondern eröffnen einen sich in alle Richtungen ausbreitenden 
Moment.

Nun war ich ganz auf Parsifal eingestellt, verstand aber jetzt, dass die 
Bedeutung des Motivs der Oper „Zum Raum wird hier die Zeit“ eine andere 
war, als zu Beginn gedacht. Die Zeit soll nicht zugunsten des Raumes 
möglichst effizient eliminiert werden, nein sie soll sich in Raum umwandeln, 
größer werden und so auch weiter zurückreichen.  

Ich erreichte den kleinen Bahnhof und machte mich auf den Weg zum 
Hotel. Ich durchquerte die Stadt mit einem Taxi und war entschlossen, 
auf meiner Reise zurück in der Zeit die hübschen Sandsteingebaude des 
Barockstädtchens zu bewundern und die Bausünden der Gegenwart zu 
übersehen. Die Fußgängerzonen der Innenstadt mit ihren großen, in die 
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fragilen Gebäude des 18. Jahrhunderts eingeschnittenen und mit grellen 
Werbefolien beklebten Schaufensterfronten übersah ich geflissentlich, 
und versuchte stattdessen auf dem Weg zum Best Western schon einmal 
einen Blick auf das ‘Haus auf dem grünen Hügel’ zu erhaschen. Irgendwo 
blitzte es dann auch kurz in der Ferne auf. Mir wurde schnell klar, dass es 
sich nicht mehr ausserhalb der Stadt befand, wie noch zu Wagners Zeiten, 
sondern die Stadt sich hinaus zum Festspielhaus entwickelt hatte. Pjotr Ilitsch 
Tschaikowsky, der als Berichterstatter im Jahre 1876 für eine moskauer 
Zeitung in Bayreuth war, beschrieb, wie das Opernhaus in beträchtlicher 
Entfernung zur Stadt zwischen Feldern lag. Die Felder sind heute fast ganz 
verschwunden, abgesehen von einigen freien Flächen zum Parken, und 
Wohnhäuser kästeln es ein. 

Ein Ort in der Natur, „in irgendeiner schönen Einöde”2, so wie Wagner es 
sich vorgestellt hatte, war das Festspielhaus also sicher nicht mehr, aber 
vielleicht fühlte man sich ja wie auf dem Lande wenn man erst einmal dort 
war. Immerhin sollte es von einem Park umgeben sein. Meine Zeitreise nahm 
allerdings mit Ankunft im Best Western jäh ein Ende und ich musste dem Hier 
und Jetzt ins Auge blicken. Die unbefriedigende Hotel-situation Bayreuths 
wurde schon zu Wagners Zeiten angeprangert und hat sich in den letzten 150 
Jahren kaum verbessert – sie ist nur zeitgemässer geworden. Übernachtete 
man früher meist privat in einem während der Festspielzeit zur Verfügung 
gestellten Wohnzimmer eines bayreuther Einheimischen, ist es nun die 
Dependance einer Motelkette, umgeben von einem grossen Parkplatz und 
direkt an der Ausfallstrasse gelegen, in der man sich auf das wagnersche 
‚Gesamtkunstwerk’ einstimmen lässt.

Richard Wagner hatte das verschlafene Residenzstädtchen Bayreuth erstmals 
1871 besucht. Er war auf der Suche nach einem geeigneten Platz für seine 
von ihm geplanten Festspiele. Bereits seit 1850, und zwar während der 
Konzeption des Ring der Nibelungen, beschäftigte er sich mit der Idee von 
Festspielen, in denen seine Opern in einem völlig neuen Rahmen dargeboten 
werden sollten. Wagner suchte hierfür einen Ort in der Natur, fernab von 
den betriebsamen Stätten der modernen Gesellschaft. „In sommerlich freier 
Abendluft”, so schrieb er in seinem Vorwort zum Ring der Nibelungen, 
sollte sich der Festspielgast in der Abgeschiedenheit an einem „bisher 
ungekannten Auffassungsvermögen“ erfreuen, „welches ihn mit einer neuen 
Wärme erfüllt und ihm das Licht entzündet, in welchem er deutlich Dinge 
gewahrt, von denen er zuvor keine Ahnung hatte.”3 In dem idyllischen und 
völlig unbedeutenden Städtchen Bayreuth hatte er diesen Ort gefunden. Die 
Grundsteinlegung für das Festpielhaus erfolgte am 22. 5. 1872 zu Wagner 
59. Geburtstag, und die Eröffnung der Festspiele am 13. 8. 1876 mit dem 
Ring der Nibelungen. In Bayreuth sollte der Festspielbesucher mit Hilfe der 
regenerierenden Kräfte der Natur vom Joch der modernen Zivilisation, von den 
zerstörerischen Kräften der dekadenten sozialen und kulturellen Verhältnisse 
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befreit werden, und 
sich ganz der 
Kunst öffnen. In der 
Verbindung von Kunst 
und Natur sah Wagner 
seine Vision von einem 
neuen „Menschen der 
Zukunft”4 sich erfüllen. 
Dieser ‚Mensch der 
Zukunft’ war frei, er 
war gleich in seinem 
Bedürfnis nach wahrer 
Kunst und er war 
demokratisch.

Jeder sollte an 
dem Fest der Kunst 
teilhaben können, ja, 
die Festspiele sollten ein Volksfest der Besinnung sein.

Wagners missionarischer Eifer, seine Forderung, die Kunst solle die 
Gesellschaft regenerieren, um so dem Zerfall durch eine als bedrohlich 
empfundene Moderne entgegen zu wirken, war aus dem Geist des 19. 
Jahrhunderts geboren. Die romantische Vorstellung, Kunst könne den 
Menschen erziehen und diesen zu idealen Empfi ndungen  anleiten, mischte 
sich bei ihm mit zivilisationskritischen Gedanken im Sinne Rousseaus. Der Ruf 
‚Zurück zur Natur’ bekam bei Wagner eine neue Bedeutung.  

Ob sich das ‚rousseauisch’ anmutende Ideal eines ‚von den Ketten der 
Zivilisation befreiten Individuums’ bereits im damaligen oder erst im heutigen 
Festspielbesucher als dem „Menschen der Zukunft” erfüllt hat, ist schwer zu 
sagen. 

Damals wie heute pilgert Jahr für Jahr für genau einen Monat, zwischen 
dem 26. Juli und dem 26. August eine treue Anhängerschaft aus aller Herren 
Länder nach Bayreuth. Zu Wagners Zeiten waren es von Tschaikowsky, 
Strawinsky oder Debussy bis hin zu  Rudolf Steiner, Künstler und 
Kunstbegeisterte aller Art, heute sind es vornehmlich der Geldadel, Politiker 
und Fernseh-Talkmaster. Das jahrelange Warten auf Eintrittskarten und der 
schwungvolle Handel, der die Preise in schwindelerregende Höhen treibt, es 
sei denn man hat gute Beziehungen oder ist Mitglied im Förderverein und 
spendet grosszügig, scheint jedenfalls weder demokratisch noch zivilisatorisch 
befreit. Die Riege der Autos, die für vier Wochen vor dem Best Western parkt, 
lässt ebenfalls nicht auf ein Volksfest für den einfachen Mann schliessen, 
sondern vielmehr auf einen Jahrmarkt der Eitelkeiten für ein wohlhabendes 
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Geld- und Bildungsbürgertum, das regelmäßig wiederkehrt. Da scheint die 
beherzte Idee der neuen Festspielleiterin und Urenkelin Wagners, Katharina, 
Live-Übertragungen der jeweiligen Aufführungen für jedermann mit Würstchen 
und Bier in sommerlich freier Luft auf der Strasse zu zeigen, ein guter Ansatz, 
die demokratischen Vorstellungen Richards umzusetzen.  

Reichlich Frischluft kann bei der Länge der Vorstellungen von bis zu fünf 
Stunden wahrlich nicht schaden, denn an warmen Sommertagen ist es im 
Festspielhaus, das ohne großen Komfort wie Klimaanlage oder gepolsterte 
Sitze für den Wohlstandspo auskommen muss, stickig und heiß. Eine Woche 
Bayreuth – durchaus nichts Ungewöhnliches für eingefleischte Wagnerianer 
– kann also für den, der das Privileg von Karten für das Opernhaus hat, 
anstrengend werden. Schon Friedrich Nietzsche hatte das Kränkliche und 
Blasse der Festspielgemeinde beobachtet, was er freilich auf die Musik 
Wagners zurückführte, von der befand, dass sie wie eine „Infektion und ein 
fortgesetzter Gebrauch von Alkohol” wirke,5 und selbst „die Stärksten noch wie 
Stiere” umwerfe.6 

Gegen Schwächeanfälle wegen Sauerstoffmangels oder „Verderbnis der 
Nerven”7 aufgrund zu langem Ausgesetzt-sein der „Geheimkunst Wagners”8 
(wieder Nietzsche) helfen die langangelegten Pausen, die zweimal während 
der Vorstellungen eingeräumt werden. Hier kann man sich bei Champagner 
und kleinen kulinarischen Köstlichkeiten an weiß gedeckten Tischen unter 
freiem Himmel im Park stärken. So kommt man nicht nur dazu, Kunst und 
Natur zu verbinden (Gottseidank sieht man von hier aus nicht die spießigen 
Reihenhäuschen, die sich auf dem grünen Hügel Richtung Festspielhaus 
angesiedelt haben, und kann so tun, als sei man ganz im Einklang mit den 
Absichten Wagners „unserer städtischen Zivilisation”9 entkommen), man 
kann auch seine Festspielrobe vorführen! Die gegenseitige Beäugung der 
Mode ist natürlich für alle Festspielbesucher erst einmal interessanter, als 
lange und zivilisierte Gespräche über die holde Kunst im Allgemeinen und die 
Inszenierung im Speziellen. Wagners hehre Vorstellungen in Bezug auf die 
geistige und sinnliche Versenkung in die Musik und der Austausch darüber 
in den Pausen, wich sicherlich auch zu seinen Zeiten den recht primitiven 
Instinkten von herausgeputzten Menschen bei besonderen Anlässen, sich in 
der Gruppe zunächst wie rivalisierende Herdentiere zu verhalten um dann 
die Rangordnung festzulegen. Der intellektuelle Austausch kommt danach. 
Was das Modische  betrifft, gilt es zu bedenken, dass wir uns im Herzen 
Deutschlands auf dem Lande befinden und nicht etwa im eleganten Paris, 
oder ein Stückchen weiter östlich in Salzburg, wo zur gleichen Zeit die 
dortigen Festspiele stattfinden. Selbst die Österreicher haben mehr Schmiss 
in der Ausstaffierung ihrer Damen als die Deutschen, von den Franzosen 
ganz zu schweigen. So kann man sagen, dass Bayreuth nicht gerade mit 
modischer Leichtigkeit, Eleganz oder gar und Witz glänzen kann. Sei’s drum, 
man ist ja schließlich gekommen, um sich „des Erhabenen, des Tiefen, des 
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Überwältigenden”10 anzunehmen (noch einmal Nietzsche, der Zyniker), 
und was macht es da also, in modischer Hinsicht europaweit einen unteren 
Platz zu belegen. Weit oben steht die Kunst, und so rufen die auf das König-
Ludwig-Vordach des Festspielhauses getretenen Trompeter mit dem Spiel 
der Fanfare, die ein Motiv des folgenden Aktes aufgreift, nach der Pause 
den Beginn der Vorstellung aus. Alle Plauderein verstummen, man lauscht in 
Ehrfurcht, und mit dem Verhallen des letzten Klanges tritt man in den Tempel 
der Kunst ein. Das ist von wahrer Größe.

Tatsächlich konzipierte Wagner sein Opernhaus am Vorbild des 
klassischen griechischen Amphitheaters von Epidaurus, zumindest was 
die Innenraumgestaltung betrifft. Von außen zeigt sich ein schlichtes, 
kastenförmiges Gebäude aus unverputztem Backstein, das nichts vom 
Belle-Epoque-Prunk seiner Entstehungszeit hat. Wagner hatte Pläne eines 
Opernhauses von Gottfried Semper übernommen, adaptiert und von dem 
Architekten Otto Brückwald umsetzen lassen.

Das ‚Haus auf dem grünen Hügel’ entsprach Wagners Vorstellung eines 
Theaters nach demokratischen Gesichtspunkten. Der Innenraum, der fast 
ganz aus Holz besteht, gestaltet sich in amphitheatrischer Form, die allerdings 
nur ein Achtel eines Kreises beschreibt. Es finden sich, ganz im Gegenteil 
zu den Theatern der Zeit, keine barocken Verzierungen, keine Tribünen 
und Balkone im Zuschauerraum, nichts sollte ablenken, es sollten keine 
Hierarchien entstehen. Das entsprach dem Urgedanken der Festspiele: dem 
Publikum zu ermöglichen, sich ganz dem Gesehenen und Gehörten hingeben 
zu können – zumindest während der Vorstellungen. 

Von den bekannterweise einfachen und recht harten Holzklappsitzen aus 
ergibt sich eine direkte Blickrichtung zur Bühne. Die gesamte Gestaltung 
des Innenraumes richtet sich auf die absolute Fokussierung des Zuschauers 
auf das Bühnengeschehen. Optisch verkürzen sogenannte Scherwände 
rechts und links die Perspektive des Raumes. Sie sind mit Säulen bestückt. 
Neben ihrer visuellen haben sie auch eine akustische Bedeutung, da sie den 
Ausfallwinkel und Nachhall des Orchesteraustrittes verstärken. 

Das Zentrum des Bayreuther Festspielhauses allerdings ist der 
Orchesterraum. Diesem hatte Wagner besondere Überlegungen gewidmet. 
Absicht war, keine Barriere zwischen Zuschauer und Bühne entstehen zu 
lassen. Diese wird normalerweise durch den Orchestergraben geschaffen. So 
liegt der Orchestergraben tiefer als gewöhnlich und wirkt völlig versunken. Ein 
großer Teil ist unter den Bühnenraum verlegt und ein Schutzschild darüber 
gebaut, der den Graben teilweise abdeckt. So ist dieser nicht nur unsichtbar, 
sondern hat auch jene Größe, die für ein Orchester mit 124 Mann nötig ist 
– die Anzahl, die für den Ring der Nibelungen gebraucht wird. 

Das besondere und in der Welt einzigartige Klangprinzip des Opernhauses 
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wird unter Anderem durch die ungewöhnliche Anordnung des Orchesters 
erreicht. Alle weniger stark klingenden Instrumente, wie etwa die vielen 
Streicher, sind vorne unter dem noch offenen Teil des Grabens plaziert, 
während alle stärker tönenden Instrumente, wie Blas- oder Schlaginstrumente 
in dem gänzlich abgedeckten Raum unter der Bühne spielen. Die Klangwelle 
der hinteren Instrumente wird unmittelbar nach vorne in den gewölbten 
Schalldeckel hineingeworfen, mischt sich dort mit den Streichern, läuft dann 
auf die Bühne, wo sie sich mit den Singstimmen vereint, um dann zum 
Schluss in den Zuschauerraum zu fliessen. Dieser wirkt wie ein hölzerner 
Resonanzkörper, der Zuhörende wird vom Klang umgeben und wähnt sich im 
Inneren eines Instrumentes.    

Dem reinen Genuss des großen ‚Gesamtkunstwerkes’, das aus der Einheit 
von Gehörtem, Gesehenen und Gesprochenem besteht, das Musik, 
Bühnendarstellung und Dichtung zu einem Ganzen vereint, und den 
Zuschauer die „Befreiung des Gedankens in der Sinnlichkeit”11 erleben lässt, 
wie Wagner seine Absicht formuliert, steht so nichts mehr im Wege. 

Von einer ,Befreiung des Gedankens in der Sinnlichkeit’ und der gegenseitigen 
Verschmelzung und Durchdringung der verschiedenen Kunstgattungen zu 
einem Ganzen war in der bayreuther Parsifalinszenierung 2008 von Stefan 
Herheim allerdings nichts zu spüren. Die gute Absicht war da, das war zu 
erkennen.

Gescheitert ist sie an der Umsetzung, die zu viel wollte. Zu sehen war ein auf 
multiplen Ebenen agierendes Interpretationstheater, das durch intellektuelle 
und visuelle Überfrachtung in den Klamauk abrutschte.  

Herheim verknüpfte Parsifals eigene Geschichte, seine Irrwege durch Gewalt 
und Mitleid, seine Identitätssuche zwischen Erwachsenwerden und Lösung 
aus der als ödipal ausgelegten Beziehung zur Mutter Herzeleide mit der 
neueren Geschichte Deutschlands vom Kaiserreich bis zur Bundesrepublik. 

Der ,reine Tor Parsifal’ stolpert also, oft tollpatschig mit großen 
Schwanenflügeln bestückt, durch das Bismarck-, Vorkriegs- und 
Nachkriegsdeutschland und steht am Ende als Jesus Christus 
im bundesrepublikanischen Plenarsaal vor schwarzbebrillten 
Bundetagsabgeordneten. (Es ist der Chor des letzten Aktes). Hier erfüllt sich 
Parsifals Weg als Erlöser, hier findet auch Deutschland Erlösung. Hier trifft 
sich noch einmal Parsifals eigener Schicksalslauf mit dem des gewalttätigen 
und gleichzeitig gepeinigten Deutschlands. Beide sind nun erlöst aus dem 
Spuk ihrer Geschichte und ihrer Rolle als vermeintliche weltgeschichtlicher 
Erlöser. Die ‚Erlösung des Erlösers’ (bei Herheim sind es zwei), der letzte 
Ausruf des letzten Aktes, findet im Plenarsaal statt. 

Die grossen Kriegskatastrophen des 20. Jahrhunderts wurden ebenso 
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auf die Bühne gebracht wie die prekäre 
Rezeptionsgeschichte des Parsifal refl ektiert. 
Idee und Ziel des Ganzen waren wohl hehr 
und redlich. Es war nur einfach ein Zuviel, 
das letztendlich den künstlerischen und 
intellektuellen Erstickungstod induzierte. 
Die Inszenierung vernichtete nicht nur 
die Erfüllung ihrer eigenen übermäßigen 
Ansprüche, sie verhinderte auch den Genuss 
an der Oper selbst, die ja als Zusammenspiel 
von Drama und Musik wirken soll.

Die gesamte Aufführung war hochgradig 
symbolgeladen, vom Handlungsablauf als 
Ganzes bis hin zu der Vielzahl an Details. 
Gleichzeitig wurden Szenen eins zu eins und 
ohne Abstraktion auf die Bühne gebracht. 
Besonders der zweite Akt erinnerte an eine 
Zirkusvorstellung. 

Heeresaufmärsche marschierten über die 
Bühne, Krankenschwestern tanzten im 
Lazarett, Marlene Dietrich sang, Nazifl aggen 
wurden gehisst, Kriegsfi lme projiziert, der Spiegelsaal von Versailles 
suggeriert. Rosen regneten, Flügel fl atterten, ein Transvestit erschien 
(Gurnemanz), ein grosses Bett, das bereits im ‚Vorspiel’ als Niederkunfts- und 
Sterbebett von Herzeleide eingeführt wurde, tauchte immer wieder aus dem 
Boden auf und verschwand. Und das alles symbolträchtig in der sich seit dem 
ersten Akt ständig wandelnden Kulisse der Villa Wahnfried. Diese war dann, 
wie im wahren Leben aufgrund des II. Weltkrieges zerstört (inklusive des 
Lotterbettes, von dem nur noch vereinzelte Gitterteile aus der verbrannten 
Erde stakten), regenerierte sich aber im dritten Akt zum Plenarsaal des 
Bundestages. Hier erschien dann Parsifal als leidender Christus, der 
Bundesadler wurde kurzfristig zum Spiegel, und der Sarg des Titurel öffnete 
sich.   

Im Gewirr von Politik-, Gesellschafts-, Kunst- und Geschlechterkritik, die in 
einem fort hinter-, unter und übereinanderlief, verlor sich die Konzeption eines 
Ganzen in eine Vielzahl von Szenen und Eindrücken.

Spätestens im zweiten Akt wünschte man sich einfach nur Raum und Zeit 
zum Atmen, zum Aufnehmen der Musik, zum Verstehen, was es eigentlich 
mit Parsifal auf sich hat. Man sehnte sich nach mehr Transparenz und 
Durchlässigkeit, nach Weite. Die permanente optische Reizüberfl utung und 
die Materialschlacht auf der Bühne schaffte Barrieren, sie führte nicht zu 

Hyperion—Volume IV, issue 1, April 2009   66



Klarheit und Bewusstwerdung. Grenzen zwischen 
Musik und Bühnengeschehen, Handlungsablauf und 
Darstellung, Zuschauer und Inszenierung wurden eher 
auf- denn abgebaut. 

Bereits im Vorspiel, das Herzeleide sterbend im Bett 
zeigt, beginnt der Knabe Parsifal denn auch tatsächlich 
eine Mauer im vorderen Bereich der Bühne zu bauen, 
und zwar auf das nachgestellte Grab Wagners. Immer 
wieder setzt Parsifal Stein auf Stein. Diese Mauer 
wird im Verlauf des ersten Aktes immer höher, und 
zeigt sich irgendwann auch auf einer projizierten 
Großbildfl äche. Die Symbolik des Mauerbaus ist 
offensichtlich mannigfaltig, von der üblichen und 
politisch korrekten Hinterfragung, ob Wagner und 
seine Kunst überhaupt noch zu uns sprechen kann 
(während sie gleichzeitig dankbar als Plattform für 
Selbstverherrlichung und Narzismus angenommen 
wird), über Reminiszenzen an Pink Floyds Spektakel 
The Wall, innerdeutschem Mauerbau und Mauerfall, 
inneren Mauern, äußere Mauern, überhaupt der 

Ignoranz und dann, im zweiten Akt schließlich die 
Zerstörung der so sorgfältig aufgebauten Mauer als Sinnbild der Destruktionen 
des Krieges. Letztendlich erweist sich diese Mauer aber in ganz direkter 
Weise und sicherlich nicht beabsichtigt, als Mauer zwischen Regisseur 
und Zuschauer, auch wenn diesem in dramatischer Weise im letzten Akt im 
wahrsten Sinne des Wortes ‚der Spiegel vorgehalten’ wird, und somit die 
Grenze zwischen Publikum und Bühne aufgehoben werden soll.

Ein riesiger Spiegel ersetzt im dritten Akt, der in einem bundesdeutschen 
Plenarsaal spielt, für eine kurze Zeit den Bundesadler und refl ektiert den 
Zuschauerraum, der bis auf den letzten Platz mit in festlichen Roben 
gekleideten Menschen besetzt ist. Im Spiegel sieht man aber auch das 
sonst nicht sichtbare Orchester, er zeigt, was sonst verborgen bleibt. Trotz 
des eindrucksvollen Anblicks ist man für einen Moment peinlich berührt und 
fühlt sich ertappt, da man die Absicht versteht und beginnt, sich in seiner 
Kostümierung für das Gesellschaftsereignis Bayreuth zu hinterfragen. 
Gleichzeitig soll die Barriere zwischen Sehen und Gesehenem gebrochen 
werden. 

Was im ersten Moment als gelungene Überraschung aufgenommen wird, auch 
in ästhetischer Hinsicht – man muss zugeben, dass der matt erleuchtet Saal 
auf die Bühne geworfen schön und geheimnisvoll wirkt – lässt jedoch schon 
kurze Zeit später den schalen Nachgeschmack der Selbstgefälligkeit und der 
intellektuellen Arroganz des Regisseurs aufkommen und verliert somit ziemlich 
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schnell die beabsichtigte Schockwirkung. Es ist doch ein Leichtes dem eitlen, 
wohlhabenden und vornehmlich altbundesrepublikanischen Publikum endlich 
einmal vorzuführen, was es mit der selbstzufriedenen, kunstkonsumierenden 
Wohlstandsgesellschaft so auf sich hat. Das von Wagner Versenkte, der 
Orchestergraben, wird zum Symbol für die dunkle, verborgene Geschichte 
Bayreuths und soll nun endlich dem Licht der Wahrheit zugeführt werden – so 
wie der Wagnerianer sich doch nun einmal selbst ins 130 Jahre alte Gesicht 
schauen soll.

Der Spiegel, die Errichtung der Mauer auf dem Grab Wagners sind nur 
wenige Beispiele der überbordenden Symbolträchtigkeit einer Inszenierung, 
die die Freiräume verbaut, in der sich Gesehenes und Gehörtes entfalten 
könnte. Die Bedeutungslastigkeit kreierte keine Durchlässigkeit, Handlungs- 
und Musikstrukturen wurden nicht sichtbar gemacht, sondern verkleidet. 
Aufgabe wäre es gewesen, aus der sowieso schon vielschichtigen 
wagnerschen Parsifal-Interpretation eine aufgeklärte Klarheit zu schaffen, 
somit das Moderne dieser Geschichte herauszustellen und zu zeigen, dass 
diese uns auch noch heute etwas sagen kann. Stattdessen entstand durch 
Überinterpretation ein Sammelsurium an Klischees, das auch optisch oft an 
Provinztheater erinnerte und sehr altmodisch wirkte. 

Das Moderne an Parsifal ist unter anderem seine psychologische 
Dimension, mit der Wagner einige der tiefenpsychologischen Entdeckungen 
vorweggenommen hat, die erst mit Beginn des 20. Jahrhunderts formuliert 
wurden. 

Den psychologischen Aspekt hauptsächlich auf eine ödipale Problematik 
zwischen Parsifal und Herzeleide zu beziehen, wie dies Herheim getan hat, 
ist zu banal, und die Identität Kundrys und Herzeleides zu vertauschen nicht 
originell genug. Es geht doch um viel mehr, nämlich um Bloßlegung von 
Verborgenem und Vergegenwärtigung von Erkanntem, um das Hinabtauchen 
in immer tiefere Schichten des Menschlichen zum Grund menschlicher Triebe 
und seelischer Vorgänge, und damit letztendlich um Erlösung von immer 
Wiederkehrenden. Dies ist eine tiefenpsychologische Vorgehensweise von 
philosophischer Dimension, denn sie beinhaltet auch Aspekte der Philosophie 
Schopenhauers. 

Die Geschichte von Parsifal ist die einer Reise. Mit dem Eintreffen Parsifals 
auf der geheimnisvollen, durch keine Wegbeschreibung erreichbaren 
Gralsburg, beginnt die Oper und beginnt auch Parsifals eigentliche Reise, die 
in die inneren Welten des Selbst führt und neue Bewusstseinsräume eröffnet. 
Hier dringt die Gegenwart in die fernste Vergangenheit, hier verbinden 
sich Leben und Tod, Mythos und Religion, hier eröffnet sich eine andere 
Dimension von Zeit und Raum. Diese ist nicht chronologisch oder metrisch 
messbar, sondern reicht in die Tiefen der Seele und vergegenwärtigt das, was 
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vergessen scheint, macht sichtbar, was unsichtbar ist. 

Immer wiederkehrender Schmerz, Schuld und Trauer durchwebt 
das Menschendasein mit einem Muster der Wiederholung. Erst die 
Vergegenwärtigung bewirkt die Loslösung aus sich immer wiederholenden 
Abläufen und führt zu Selbsterkenntnis und Befreiung. Dieser Vorgang ist nicht 
nur psychologischer Natur, sondern auch Teil religiösen Erlebens. 

So ist Wagners ‚Weltabschiedswerk’ weit mehr als der von Nietzsche 
bescheinigte „Inbegriff sittlicher und religiöser Absurditäten”.12 Indem es 
den Prozess psychologischer Bewusstwerdung aufzeigt und diese mit 
religiösem Erleben als eine verwandte Form der inneren Wahrnehmung 
verbindet, eröffnet Parsifal einen ganz neuen Raum von Freiheit. Eine Freiheit, 
die sich aus der Erlösung leidvoller Verstrickungen und seiner zeitlichen 
Abläufe entfaltet. Sie eröffnet Dimensionen, die jenseits des Sichtbaren und 
Aussprechbaren liegen, und die letztendlich nicht darstellbar sind.

Selbst Nietzsche, der, wie bereits zitiert, der grösste Kritiker des Parsifal war, 
konnte nicht umhin, nach erstmaligen Hören des Vorspiels in Monte Carlo, 
fast neun Jahre nach der Uraufführung und zwei Jahre vor seiner geistigen 
Umnachtung, zutiefst beeindruckt zu sein, von dem was er hörte. 1887 gab er 
in einem Brief an Heinrich Köselitz Erstaunliches zu: nämlich dass der Bruch 
zu Nietzsche ihn nicht nur Zeit seines Lebens in tiefste Verzweiflung gestürzt 
hatte, sondern auch die Erkenntnis, Wagner habe nie „etwas besseres 
gemacht“ als den Parsifal. Für Nietzsche sollte in Parsifal die „allerhöchste 
psychologische Bewusstheit und Bestimmtheit in Bezug auf das, was 
ausgedrückt, mitgeteilt werden.”13 Seine vorherigen Verhöhnungen wichen 
einer gegenteiligen Meinung, zumindest, was die Musik betraf. Nietzsche 
vernahm ein ,,ausserordentliches Gefühl, Erlebniss, Ereignis der Seele im 
Grunde der Musik […] und ein Mitleiden, mit dem, was da geschaut und 
gerichtet wird. Dergleichen gibt es bei Dante und sonst nicht. […] Ob je ein 
Maler einen so schwermüthigen Blick der Liebe gemalt hat als Wagner mit den 
letzten Accenten seines Vorspiels?” 14 

Wenn die Musik des Parsifal dazu angelegt war, Räume zu schaffen, eröffnete 
sie vielleicht für Nietzsche den Raum der wahrscheinlich nie versiegten Liebe 
und Bewunderung zu Wagner noch einmal nachzuspüren. So wurde Parsifal 
kurz vor Nietzsches Ende zu einer Art Schwanengesang auf sein Leben und 
der mit diesem so eng verflochtenen Beziehung zu Wagner.  

Die ungeheuren Transformationen von Materiellem in Ideelles, von Zeit in 
Raum, von  Verborgenem in Offenes, die Übergänge, die Transgressionen, die 
Prozesse, die sich in Parsifal als fortwährende Bewegung in der Handlung, in 
den Personen und in der Musik vollziehen, verlangen nach Durchlässigkeit, 
nach Transparenz in der Darstellung. Die Diskrepanz zwischen den realen 
Theatergegebenheiten und der Absicht des Stücks, Umwandelungen als das 
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Wesentliche offen 
zu legen, machten 
selbst Wagner bei 
der Erstinszenierung 
von Parsifal im Jahre 
1878 in Bayreuth zu 
schaffen.

Genau 130 Jahre 
später, in der 
Neuinszenierung 2008 
von Herheim, hat sich 
diese Diskrepanz 
nicht vermindert, 
sondern auf ein fast 
Unüberbrückbares 
gesteigert. Bei 
der intellektuellen, 
interpretatorischen 
und optischen 
Überfrachtung ist 
es fast besser, die 
Augen zu schließen, um wenigstens die Musik wirken zu lassen, und dem 
hervorragenden Orchester und Chor zu lauschen.

Für Theodor Adorno ist es denn auch die  „Kunst des Hörens“, die „lernen 
muss, wer das Werk begreifen will.“ In seiner Schrift Zur Partitur des Parsifal 
hebt er hervor, dass nur derjenige Parsifal in seiner „Eigentheit und Manier“ 
verstehen könne, der sich auf eine besondere Art dem Werk nähert, nämlich 
durch die des „Nachhörens: des Lauschens.“ Denn es ist, „als suchte der 
Parsifalstil nicht bloß die musikalischen Gedanken darzustellen, sondern 
deren Aura mitzukomponieren, wie sie nicht im Augenblick des Vollzugs, 
sondern dem des Verklingens sich bildet.” 15

Gerade dieser Moment, da das Hier und Jetzt mit dem Verklingen des Tones 
in die Erinnerung übergeht, also die zeitliche Dimension zu einer des inneren 
Raums wird, bedarf eines besonderen Hörens, eben des Lauschens in das 
Innere. Zeit wird in diesem Augenblick der Transgression zu Raum und setzt 
so das parsifal’sche Motto musikalisch um. Der Komponist Wolfgang Rihm 
beschreibt diesen Vorgang in seinen Bemerkungen zu einem Axiom Wagners 
als ein „Verlöschen, Abbrechen eines klanglichen Ereignisses”, das aber als 
„anwachsendes Vergangensein präsent” bleibt. 16

Der Dirigent der Parsifalinszenierung 2008, Daniele Gatti, der zum ersten 
Mal in Bayreuth am Pult stand, hat diese Vorstellung umgesetzt, indem er 



das Tempo sehr langsam wählte. Somit versuchte er, der bewussten Art 
des Hörens, die Vergehendes zu Bleibendem transformiert und Äusseres in 
Innenraum verwandelt, gerecht zu werden –  vielleicht um ein Gegengewicht 
zu der permanenten Reizüberflutung auf der Bühne herzustellen. Allerdings 
brachte ihm dies Kritik und Buhrufe aus dem Publikum ein.

Die Rezensionen in den Medien äußerten sich zur Inszenierung Herheims 
im Wesentlichen freundlich. Das Publikum in Bayreuth war, zumindest nach 
der Premiere, unentschlossen und buhte während einiger Szenen und freute 
sich während anderer. Die Sänger waren durchschnittlich bis gut in etlichen 
Passagen, aber sicherlich nicht durchgängig herausragend. 

In Bayreuth wird es wohl auch in der Saison 2009  weitergehen wie bisher: 
mittelmäßig bis schlechte Inszenierungen. Das wird sich wohl auch unter 
der neuen Festspielleitung von Katharina Wagner und Eva Wagner-Pasquier 
nicht ändern. Aufregendere Produktionen erlebt man in Berlin, Baden-Baden, 
London und New York. 

Nichtsdestotrotz werde ich wieder hinfahren, ich habe bereits eine Karte für 
Tristan und Isolde ergattert. Bayreuth macht süchtig. Wahrscheinlich ist es 
so, wie es Nietzsche in Bezug auf Wagner und Bayreuth geschrieben hat: 
„Der Instinkt ist geschwächt. Was man zu scheuen hätte, das zieht an.“17 Ja, 
und dann schickt man wieder ein „typisches Telegramm aus Bayreuth: bereits 
bereut.“18   
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Elodie Lauten’s The Two-Cents Opera is a work of art about the making 
of a work of art; but it is also about what makes art work, in its sinew, 

in what Yeats called its “deep heart’s core.” Lauten is well-known as one 
of a group of post-minimalist composers who have kept the repetition and 
imaginative austerity associated with LaMonte Young, Terry Riley, and 
most famously, Philip Glass. As in any “post-”, there is always a question 
as to whether post-minimalism, as an operative term, upends, subverts, 
amends, or perpetuates minimalism. Lauten shares minimalism’s rejection 
of academic serialism and of a cerebral, unemotional approach to making 
music, but allows for more chord changes, more of a role for language and for 
wordplay, and more sampling of traditional genres—Lauten’s work, like that 
of other post-minimalist composers such as Lisa Karrer, Corey Dargel, and 
Barbara Benary, is open to folk, rock, and world influences. Lauten’s music 
possesses a complex and unusual set of layers and odd combinations of 
instruments. Lauten’s work, though, is not at all a concession to mass taste; it 
is idiosyncratic, haunting, with a melancholy, quizzical quality all its own. The 
music, at just one remove from sweetness, remains in the interrogative mode, 
tantalizing us with the prospect of a wholeness it is too rigorous to incarnate. 

Lauten’s music has found consistent and well-placed champions, such as 
John Schaefer, Gregory Sandow, and Kyle Gann, but it is difficult to graph it 
on the current highly commercialized and conventionalized map of cultural 
history. There is a sense of not totally fitting into what is expected, which may 
well work to Lauten’s advantage. Lauten’s French-American background is 
important for understanding her work. She was raised in Paris and did her 
undergraduate work there in economics. This contributed to her ‘mathematical’ 
side, later evident not only, obviously in her musical composition in the 
influences of fractal geometry in her multimedia images. She then went to 
NYU for graduate training in electronic music and ethnomusicology. Her 
diverse influences—ranging from jazz to rock world music—all against the 
background of a demanding classical training in music—have arguably 
emancipated her from standard American mystiques: aesthetic, ideological, 
generational. Her previous work includes The Death of Don Juan, combined 
a feminist interrogation of the old paradigm with an experimental interest in 
seeing how far stories can be told without the crutch of traditional narrative 
unfolding. Revisionary impulse, comic verve, and a genuine belief in the 
continuing need for high art create a distinct, charming, slightly unnerving 
mélange. Perhaps her best known work is Waking in New York from the poetry 
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of Allen Ginsberg, which was showcased at the New York City Opera and 
listed by Sequenza21 as “one of the most influential works of the last three 
decades.”

The Two-Cents Opera, though, has the potential to be Lauten’s most intriguing 
and challenging work. The title of The Two-Cents Opera might indicate the 
work has more of a relation to the Threepenny Opera of Kurt Weill than it 
does. The title is less a devaluation of Weill’s—a depreciation by 33%—than 
a reference to the good old American idiom, “I am putting my two cents in.” 
Two cents may be all we have left in the financial sense, but it stands for our 
bedrock right of self-assertion in the imaginative sense. And in style Lauten 
is very different from Weill. Weill was a musical-comedy composer more or 
less, taking his sources from cabaret and popular song, and equipping himself 
with a consciously historical and already mythified scenario in what he drew 
from John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera. Lauten is interested more in opera per 
se: the work is in three acts, as a traditional opera might be, and it is a lineal 
albeit far descendant of opera going back through Monteverdi and Glück to 
Donizetti, Verdi, and Puccini. A subtext of Lauten calling this an opera is to 
call to mind that our usual assumptions of opera are gendered. We think of 
opera as the great male masterwork, the product of the solitary individual 
genius. Women composers write song cycles; men write operas. Lauten 
gives her work an operatic reach to cast into doubt these traditional frames of 
mind. Lauten’s opera does not depend on the extravagant plots of traditional 
opera. Instead of retelling grand stories, she anatomizes the creative process 
itself, the internal and external obstacles it faces. Yet the work’s greatest 
achievement—its depiction of plangent, unabashed emotion on stage and in a 
manner that is, within its own idiom and medium, decorous—is quintessentially 
operatic. 

There are five musicians on stage. Lauten herself plays the piano—she has 
composed frequently for solo piano and has a supple, chromatic approach. 
One feels in fact that in her piano playing she is trying to interpret, to make 
accessible, the complexity of her own composition—not only mediating it to 
the audience but in a sense becoming the first audience member, making 
sense of her own work on the keys just as we do so at a further remove. 
Andrew Bolotowsky’s flute has the task of communicating the looming tension 
of the tone; this it does persistently and cogently. Bill Ruyle’s percussion does 
not let the listener miss a beat, keeps us in line and also keeps our pulse 
going. There is also a guitar and a bass guitar. The string-players, Jonathan 
Hirschman and Steven Hall, provide the melancholy lyricism, the yearning 
for something better, which keeps our mind engaged at the same level as 
our senses. In the opera, the music is the hinge, but by no means the sole 
element. There is interpretive dance—the characters do not only sing, but 
move around, the language of gesture is one of the languages of the opera, 
one which it uses to express its tightly-wound disturbance and joy. 
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The fractal images 
Lauten generated on 
a computer are an 
important part of the 
opera. That chaos 
can be both uncertain 
and aesthetically 
pleasing, that it can 
jettison any sense of 
the foundational yet 
still intrigue, delight, 
absorb, and calm us, 
is a paradox the music 
and narrative line also 
instill but for which the 
viewer is, as it were, 
subliminally prepared 

by the fractal art. Poised 
on the precipice between being lulling and startling, the images allure us, 
yet keep us on edge. The fractals also provide an important compositional 
principle for Lauten, as they indicate a mode of arrangement that is not 
hierarchical or simply repetitive yet still presents an idea of order, although 
a very asymmetrical one, lacking any reassuring tradition behind it. Another 
wayward principle of order in the opera is text. Text is an important feature 
that Lauten exploits well beyond the superscriptions available at ‘mainstream’ 
opera performances—which are most often there as translations. Lauten uses 
text to orient the audience, to crystallize their attention. She does not provide 
too much text, which would make the experience too much like reading at 
home on a computer screen and elevate the linguistic over the work’s other 
register, and, if the signers articulate clearly, which here they do, would indeed 
add a layer of redundancy. She provides, though, enough text to serve as a 
kind of sideways commentary on the action, and also to note the continuing 
presence of the conscious even as we delve into the unconscious. All these 
elements—music, dance, text, images—were sutured together by Lauten’s 
own staging (and her conception of the work as a multimedia piece). Alex 
Bartenieff’s chiaroscuro lighting and Richard Reta’s audio-visual technical 
work are unifying elements without which the work’s different media would not 
be able to be held in a sustainable gestalt. 

Our point-of-view character—the prism through which we experience our 
own hallucination and reawakening—the composer (played by Jennifer 
Greene) is unable to compose. She consults seven psychiatrists; we see the 
eighth, ‘Shrink 8’ (played by Gregg Lauterbach). Shrink 8 does the best he 
can—this is not an anti-psychoanalytic jibe, despite the composer’s funny 
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protest, “I don’t want to talk about my childhood! Not my childhood!”—but the 
more primal aid of the psychic is more productive and unleashes a creative 
regression that elucidates all the fears and vectors of consciousness that the 
earlier aesthetic paralysis had blocked. The opera is both witty and mystical; it 
sounds the depths but sparkles on the surface. The ensemble worked so well 
together that, when a member of the audience, spurred by enthusiasm rather 
than any commercial motive, began to, unsanctioned, videotape the piece, the 
Shrink sung ‘No flash photography!” in such a confident, melismatic way that 
at least this audience member thought it was a totally preplanned disruption of 
the frame! 

The young Beethoven (played by Ulysses Borgia, who added a compelling 
operatic feel) is also prominent figure, incarnated in the first act. Beethoven 
is an interesting choice, as he famously wrote one opera. But he stands for 
the apotheosis of Romantic creativity that is not only old hat but conceptually 
implausible now; there lies a difference between “we don’t want to do 
Beethoven any more” and “we can’t do Beethoven any more,” and Lauten 
seizes upon the sense of crisis that is generated by this slippage. In addition, 
Beethoven’s deafness becomes a metaphor for the obstacles facing the 
contemporary composer. Beethoven could not hear himself compose, and 
composed brilliantly in spite of that. The contemporary composer cannot be 
heard by the world. (The work is done and I am alone/A woman, alone/What 
can I do to change the world?/Without the work I fade, I lose myself/I become 
anonymous/A nameless drone without a face.) Her audience is deaf to her. 
In both cases, deafness is a challenge; the opera, though, takes the tentative 
tack of hope that our deafness is partially treatable, that the work can serve as 
a sort of audio-therapy. Another ‘helping’ figure is the Eccentric Friend, played 
by Karmen Kluge, whose performative vivacity and operatic experience add 
considerable power to the opera. 

The second act is dominated by the Clairvoyant, sung spectacularly by the 
soprano Mary Hurlbut, a psychic who guides the composer through a past 
life regression. The ultimate result of this regression is the Trickster (Khao 
Boi Le, who dances uninhibitedly and superbly). The Trickster, a staple of 
native American legend—with analogues in other traditions such as, most 
obviously, Odysseus—as been written of with such acuity not only famously 
by Jung but also by Paul Radin, is subversive, amoral, not to be trusted—but 
also liberating and with a sense of fun that comes close to making up for all 
the risks he embodies. The Trickster, though, is not an amiable sprite, a kind 
of chthonic Ariel; he embodies all the negativity the composer must purge in 
order to complete her work. It is only when, in an occult healing ceremony, the 
Clairvoyant catches the Trickster’s spirit inside an egg—immuring, in a sense, 
the death instinct within a matrix of life and rebirth—that the composer’s 
path to seeing it through opens. The egg imagery recalled the importance 
of egg symbolism in J. J. Bachofen’s An Essay on Mortuary Symbolism, 
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which influenced Nietzsche’s ideas about Dionysus and Apollo in the Birth 
of Tragedy. The egg as an uncanny force of creation, of representing both 
division and unity, birth and death, embodies the dangers of the exhilarating 
creativity the composer seeks to recapture. Lauten’s treatment of the Trickster 
reminded me of Joan Jonas’s rendering of the collision of myth and alienation 
in The Shape, The Scent, The Feel of Things in its mixture of psychoanalysis, 
modernity, and multimedia, although Jonas is seeking or at least interrogating 
modernist ‘wholeness’ whereas Lauten is in search of just what it will take to 
create art, and no more; the Clairvoyant and the Trickster do not pretend to 
provide global solutions, although their individual healing—the restoration of 
the ‘balance’ that the Shrink originally warns the Composer she is in danger of 
losing—may be inferentially global. 

The partiality of the sustenance is demonstrated in the third act. The opera 
has been completed, Clairvoyant and Trickster have done their job, but 
here is no salvation. The Shrink’s warning, at the beginning, that the opera 
will drain rather than replenish the Composer is all too true. The third act 
also takes us into contemporary times—the economic downturn and the 
questioning of truths previously absolute it has entailed. In a sense, all we 
celebrate at the end is the realization of our own uncertainty. This could be 
waffling or indistinct, but as it is shown it is rousing and exuberant—even if 
the working-out has not solved every problem, still, there have been things 
worked out. Lauten reminds us that opera, etymologically, means ‘work.’ It is 
a form where all kinds of expression—movement, voice, scenery, music, and, 
in Lauten’s case, text—work together to create a work: there is a wonderful 
identity of process and product, Lauten is conscious of opera’s role as a 
popular form, something that as recently as the time of Puccini was one of 
mass-entertainment. But of course things cannot be entirely the same now. 
In “Crazy Time”, the third song from the end, we hear whispering voices, 
an ominous rifling of sound, and then the memorable ululation, “It’s a Crazy 
Time,” commences. This initially comical aria—“someone at the top has 
made a series of mistakes”—also has an underlying sadness as well as, 
oddly, a possibility of release, that this ‘crazy item’ can lead to a recalibration 
of sensibility, a new solidarity amid distress and even panic. The sense of 
instability can catalyze as well as convulse, and the infectious quality of 
the song owes a bit to both reactions. In the finale, titled, slightly ironically, 
“Closure,” the strings at once accentuate and in an odd way resist the rest of 
the instruments, indicating not only an instrumental dialogue but a sense of 
the doggedly unfinished, of a principle that will not consent to neat resolution. 
What is exhilarating is that this internal resistance within the opera can also be 
seen as a principle of external resistance—of the opera’s unwillingness to give 
in to the forces in the world that would contest its very existence.

The work was conceived before the current economic crisis and is not totally 
dependent on it for meaning, yet the recession provided a hook that is more 
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than convenient for 
helping us relate to 
the issues Lauten 
engages. The real 
occasion of the opera 
is the challenges art 
faces in our time. 
During the boom 
years, art, though 
inessential, was 
affordable. It did not 
cost much to give 
at least the illusion 
that we were an 
artistically thriving 
society, curious about 
forms new and old, 
rife with a proliferating 
set of talents and 
agendas. That the actual 
infrastructure of funding for the arts always lagged well behind what was 
economically available and the rhetoric of aesthetic prosperity was ignored. 
Now that the lid is off our illusions, though, we see how little art matters, how 
little it ever mattered, how few people genuinely care about it. For every one 
person genuinely interested in art, there are two who care about it only when 
convenient or self-fl attering, and four, alas, who literally do not care about it 
at all. Those who do care are an embattled minority: in the boom times, there 
was the illusion of the culture caring about the arts as a side-effect or self-
celebration; when this disappears in the lean times, those who care are faced 
with their own sparseness, its evidence rendering absent even the consolation 
of self-pity or inverse superiority. As an artist in mid-career, Lauten’s work 
particularly solicits our notice. We are always ready to applaud the hot young 
thing and to give a respectful nod to the éminence grise. What we forget is that 
yesterday’s hot young thing so often becomes today’s neglected midcareer 
artist, and that few of those will ever make it through to the éminence grise 
stage if they are not supported and given notice. How is creativity possible 
in this situation? How can someone actually create? There is an element of 
social protest here—and this reminded me a bit of Mimi Stern-Wolfe’s splendid 
restaging of Marc Blitzstein’s The Cradle Will Rock this winter at St Mark’s 
Church—but there is also a more fundamental ontological unease. Creativity 
is paradoxical because it is at once intensely personal and disinterested. This 
is why Lauten’s scenario, with its layers of progressively deeper and more 
collective counselors—Shrink Number 8, The Clairvoyant, the Trickster—got 
away from the merely personal—from simply talking about the composer’s 
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‘childhood’ in a specifically individual way—yet continued to call up the 
emotional, to sound as thoroughly as possible “the deep heart’s core,” but 
with a lightness and a flair that prevents the work from being preachy or 
ponderous. 

 The opera could not have had a better setting than the Theater for the New 
City, one of the few Downtown institutions to not only survive but expand in an 
era of gentrification and hyper-gentrification, in which the once-Bohemian East 
Village is a sea of Duane Reades, Chase banks, and seamlessly interoperable 
Yuppies. TNC’s dual dedication to downtown fun and to serious artistic pursuit 
made it the ideal venue. The work’s production was assisted by Lower East 
Side Performing Arts, represented by Carolyn Ratcliffe, one of Manhattan’s 
true champions of the arts and of imagination. Its successful run in March 
2009 was a singularly New York achievement. One hopes, though, that The 
Two-Cents Opera will not join the ranks of so many works that are staged in 
New York City to acclaim and then wither away, not seen in any of the many 
other sites that could prove fruitful for work and audience alike. The Internet 
(there are some clips available on YouTube) may alleviate this tyranny of 
distance, but this work really needs to be restaged, literally, on the ground in 
many other places. One way this could work is for it to be put on by colleges 
or even high schools; it is a perfect introduction to the concept of opera, to the 
procedures of contemporary multimedia art, to the capacity of our age to still 
have ‘composers’ who are sensitive to pop music but do not capitulate to its 
structures. This is a scenario by which The Two-Cents Opera could one day, in 
at least a figurative sense, be worth a million bucks. 
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Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics is seeking submissions. Essays may 
cover artists and art works in any of the arts: visual art, literature, music, 
theatre, dance, cinema, or any other form of art that contributors wish to argue 
possesses aesthetic legitimacy. Contributors should be mindful of Hyperion’s 
primary readership: professional philosophers, academicians in the arts, and 
practicing artists.

We invite submissions particularly from university faculty members and 
graduate students. However, independent scholars and working artists are 
welcome, as well. Our primary concern is with the quality of the thought and 
writing, not with the author’s credentials.

Please submit initially a proposal for an essay, which must be original work by 
the submitting author. Unsolicited manuscripts will be returned unread.

For further details, please see Hyperion’s Contributor’s Guidelines on our 
website.
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Introduction 

Rainer J. Hanshe

This is a law of fate, that each shall know all others, 
That when the silence returns there shall be a language too. 
—Hölderlin, “Celebration of Peace”

One should speak only when one may not stay silent; and 
then only of that which one has overcome—everything else is 
chatter, ‘literature,’ lack of breeding. My writings speak only of 
my overcomings: ‘I’ am in them, together with everything that 
was inimical to me, ego ipsissimus, indeed, if a yet prouder 
expression be permitted, ego ipsissimum.
—Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human

 . . . listen to the voice of the wind  
and the ceaseless message that forms itself out of silence 
—Rilke, Duino Elegies, “First Elegy”

In the midst of writing his monograph on Rodin, Rilke began recording in 
letters to sculptor Clara Westhof his encounter with Cézanne’s paintings in 
Paris in 1907. The painter had died the year before and Rilke attended in 
the month of October a memorial exhibition at the Salon d’Automne, which 
was to prove, as did his relationship with Rodin, a decisive experience for 
the poet. “Cézanne,” he revealed, “had the greatest influence on me.” Aside 
from cultivating a different mode of perceiving the world, one of the most 
momentous things Rilke learned from him was the necessity of the artist’s 
remaining in the center of his work and shunning because of devotion to one’s 
work all that may “interrupt and annihilate a disposition of mind and training 
that is by nature solitary.” To Rilke, such devotion keeps the artist’s work pure. 
When he learned that Cézanne didn’t attend his mother’s funeral because it 
would have meant not painting for an entire day, Rilke was struck as if by an 
arrow. The fact entered him he said like a “flaming arrow that, while it pierced 
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my heart through, left it in a conflagration of clear sight.” Few artists Rilke 
thought possessed such devotion; those without it he asserted would always 
remain “at the periphery of art.”

The poet Hölderlin lived in the absolute center of his art. Rilke acknowledged 
that Hölderlin’s influence on him was “large and generous as only that of the 
richest and inwardly most powerful can be.” In a letter Rilke mentioned that 
reading Hölderlin’s poetry was a “comfort” and that his poems “live and reach 
to one’s heart through all the tangle of apprehension.” Joy, despair, silence, 
death, these preoccupations of Hölderlin’s, if not to say of all true poets, would 
become Rilke’s too, as did Hölderlin’s unreserved receptivity. In “The Poet’s 
Courage” Hölderlin speaks of fearing nothing in life and welcoming all that 
happens, declaring, let it “be blessed to you, be an adept in joy,” and that 
poetic principle deeply resonated with Rilke. In a letter to Andreas-Salome 
he spoke of being as open and receptive as an anemone, that he was “as 
irremediably turned outwards” as the plant he was shocked by in a garden in 
Rome. Even at night, the petals of the anemone remained open, “still avid to 
take in—into its frantically-wide-open chalice; swamped by the night above 
it—inexhaustible.” In the same letter, Rilke proclaimed to refuse nothing and to 
give himself up to everything, including disturbances, alleging even to become 
whatever he gave himself up to. “Since anything that is focused on stimulus 
wants to be stimulated, I clearly want to be disturbed, and am so, without 
end.” This unreserved sensitivity, if not even risking of the self to the world is 
expressed poetically in the fifth sonnet of the second part of the Sonnets to 
Orpheus. There, Rilke writes of the muscle of the anemone as possessing 
“infinite reception”: 

muscle of infinite reception 
tensed in the still star of the blossom, 
sometimes so overmanned with abundance
that the sunset’s beckoning to rest 
 
is scarcely able to give back to you 
the wide-sprung petal-edges: 
you, resolve and strength of how many worlds!
We, with our violence, are longer-lasting 
But when, in which one of all lives,
Are we at last open and receivers? 
—Sonnets to Orpheus, tr. M.D. Herter Norton

If the question of influence is today rife with anxiety, Rilke spoke without 
reservation of what he felt influenced him, of what he was unconditionally open 
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and receptive to, yielding even to such an extremity that through becoming 
everything he gave himself up to, he put himself in peril. To do that though 
was to refuse the periphery, to embody the poet’s courage. If considering 
influences is theoretically or critically intractable, the poet was clearly impacted 
by things and found it important to register such impacts. He lived with and 
embodied the work of artists such as Cézanne, Hölderlin, and Rodin through 
continually revisiting and incorporating their work within himself, digesting it 
like a nutrient. In the conclusion to his monograph on Rodin, Rilke proclaimed 
that, “rather than dwelling, even if just periodically, in greatness, we must 
always carry around what is great in us.” Through his patient and disciplined 
act of silently ruminating on art, whether it be painting, poetry, or sculpture, 
Rilke beheld within himself everything that he thought was great.

Beholding and embodying things was of instrumental importance to Nietzsche 
as well, and his term for that praxis, and it is a praxis, is Einverleibung, 
incorporation. To digest and assimilate what is great is to permit oneself 
to change, to be transformed, to allow the malleable body (leib) to 
undergo transfiguration. Since philosophy itself for Nietzsche is the art of 
transfiguration, when declaring that only “changelings” can remain kin to 
him he is asserting a basic principle of his vision of life.1 The proverbial 
transfiguration of humanity is at the heart of his philosophy and it is a central 
theme of Thus Spoke Zarathustra. The titular figure of that book descends 
from a mountain to present to humanity a new meaning (Sinn) it must sense: 
“I want to teach humans the meaning of their Being: that is the Overhuman, 
the lightning from the dark cloud of the human.” When first presenting his 
teaching, Zarathustra pronounces that the Overhuman is also the sense of 
the earth, it is the sea, and that with the chaos that we possess within us, we 
will be able to give birth to dancing stars. Transfiguration is a central aspect 
of Rilke’s poetic vision, too, and it is exemplified most famously in the final 
line of his poem “Archaic Torso of Apollo”: Du mußt dein Leben ändern. With 
his art, Rilke sought to give life a new dimension, to keep it “open towards 
death,” which he conceives “as an altogether surpassing intensity.” This notion 
of surpassing is perhaps akin to what Nietzsche refers to as overcoming, 
which also entails going under, or a continual dying, for life to Nietzsche is 
in part continually shedding something that wants to die. In this openness to 
death, there is no morbidity, no derangement, that is, there is no descent into 
boundlessness, such as the yearning for immortality, which is the province 
of the believer, but the measuring of a sensible range. For Nietzsche the 
will to truth entails transforming everything into “what is humanly thinkable, 
humanly visible, humanly sensible!” Life as is commonly believed does not 
exclude death. Death is its proper limit. As Kerenyi observed in his book on 
Dionysos, “to a characteristic life belongs a characteristic death. This life is 
indeed characterized by the manner of its ceasing to be.” The one who dies 
“a characteristic death,” he notes, quoting Diodorus Siculus, “ends his life 
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with his own death.” And that is precisely what Malte seeks as opposed to 
an impersonal death when he urges, “grant to each his own death, the dying 
which truly evolves from this life where he found love, meaning and distress.”

Out of such events, through intensely living such crises, both Nietzsche and 
Rilke gave birth to singular creations, forging works whose tempers were tragic 
and infused with knowledge born of their profound immersion in solitude and 
silence. The correlation between their work is compelling but it has long been 
thought that Rilke was not familiar with Thus Spoke Zarathustra. The poet 
himself not only denied being influenced by Nietzsche but also claimed that he 
lacked knowledge of his works. In not one of Rilke’s letters is he mentioned, 
which in itself is peculiar and highly suspect, especially considering his 
extended relationship with Andreas-Salome. The former protégé’s letters to 
Rilke do not contain mention of Nietzsche either. In their edition of the Rilke 
and Andreas-Salome letters, Snow and Winkler presume that, when asking 
Andreas-Salome ‘how she remembers Rome,’ Rilke was alluding to the well-
known triumvirate of Paul Rée, Andreas-Salome, and Nietzsche.2 The legend 
of the time was that a ménage a trois occurred between the three figures in 
Rome. Andreas-Salome, with her prototypical furtiveness, evaded the question 
and mentioned neither man, speaking instead of mainly the architecture of the 
city and its sun—an allusion to Rée and Nietzsche? No. This total absence of 
the philosopher-poet in their correspondence certainly provokes the thought 
that a deliberate subterfuge was at work. The ashes of the numerous letters 
that they burnt might reveal something but, alas, those incinerated remains will 
keep their secret.

To date, critics have generally accepted Rilke’s denial and, even though 
numerous scholars have written on Nietzsche and Rilke, only one monograph 
devoted to examining the influence of Nietzsche upon Rilke exists. Recently, 
as some readers of Hyperion may be aware, scholar Katja Brunkhorst 
discovered with the aid of Hella Sieber-Rilke two copies of Thus Spoke 
Zarathustra in the Rilke archive, thus unearthing conclusive evidence that 
shatters what Brunkhorst asserts was a carefully manufactured myth of 
Rilke’s. One edition of the book was his, the other Andreas-Salome’s. Both 
contain numerous reading traces and marginalia that bear out careful reading 
of the text. Other evidence, such as an essay Rilke wrote on Nietzsche in 
his youth, which has only been published in a scholarly edition of his work in 
German in 1966, as well as a copy of Die fröhliche Wissenschaft (The Gay 
Science) in the Rilke Archive further verify that Rilke was in fact more than 
familiar with Nietzsche’s work.

If Rilke was forthright about many of what he himself referred to as his 
influences, his near total silence regarding Nietzsche could in fact signify 
the enormity of the impact the philosopher-poet had on him. It was perhaps 
more overwhelming than being struck by an arrow and therefore not 

Hyperion—Volume IV, issue 1, April 2009   88

2 See Rainer Maria Rilke 
and Lou Andreas-Salomé, 
Rilke and Andreas-Salomé: 
A Love Story in Letters, 
translated and annotated by 
Edward Snow and Michael 
Winkler (New York: Norton, 
2008): 90, 369.



communicable—it was instead something he sought to express poetically 
through a silent agonistic relationship with Nietzsche. If Rilke embodied and 
carried within himself whatever he thought was great, patiently incorporating 
it day after day, if he was as unguarded and yielding as an anemone and 
became whatever he gave himself up to, the carefully marked texts that 
Brunkhorst and Sieber-Rilke discovered testify to the poet’s profound silent 
communion with Nietzsche. “Rilke,” Brunkhorst states, “was not merely an 
interpreter as much as a productive transformer of Nietzsche’s thought” (78).

The essay that follows is a modified version of the epilogue to Brunkhorst’s 
‘Verwandt-Verwandelt’: Nietzsche’s Presence in Rilke, and it concerns at 
large an analysis of one of Rilke’s transformations of Nietzsche’s thought. 
In particular, it focuses on Rilke’s poem “Ausgesetzt auf den Bergen des 
Herzens” (“Exposed on the Mountains of the Heart”), which is in part an 
incorporation and transformation of Nietzsche’s poem “Einsiedlers Sehnsucht” 
(“Hermit’s Longing”). The essay is also concerned with what Brunkhorst refers 
to as two poets in crisis and examines a few instances of how Nietzsche 
and Rilke lived with and transformed into art their solitude, loneliness, and 
silence. Brunkhorst is concerned with the cognitive value of art and emotion 
and stresses what she believes is a decisive turning point in Rilke’s creative 
life, a shift from vision to what the poet in “Wendung” (“Turning Point”) called 
heart-work. “The work of the eyes is done. Go now and do the heart-work on 
the images imprisoned within you.” What makes this essay of particular merit 
and warrants its publication in Hyperion is the indispensable contribution it 
makes to Rilke studies, disrupting a long-held myth propagated by the poet 
himself. Brunkhorst’s compelling study examines the careful, patient, and 
deep immersion in Nietzsche that Rilke actually engaged in throughout his life 
and poetic vocation. As Angela Holzer stated in her review of the book in a 
previous issue of Hyperion, it “opens a fertile field for subsequent theoretical 
discussions” of Nietzsche and Rilke.3 Further, the sheer rarity of the text, which 
is only available through the publisher in Germany, predisposes it to relative 
oblivion and it demands greater recognition. “All art,” Rilke avowed, “is the 
result of one’s having been in danger, of having gone through an experience 
all the way to the end, to where no one can go any further. The further one 
goes, the more private, the more personal, the more singular an experience 
becomes, and the thing one is making is, finally, the necessary, irrepressible, 
and, as nearly as possible, definitive utterance of this singularity.” All along, 
Rilke possessed the very method he was in constant search of—incorporation. 
Through embodying and transforming everything he encountered, through 
risking himself in the very process, Rilke practiced the hazardous art of 
metamorphosis, transubstantiating everything he felt kin to into poetry.
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Abandoned on the Mountains of the Heart:

Silence and the Cognitive Value of Art and 
Emotion in Nietzsche and Rilke

Katja Brunkhorst

This essay is concerned with two philosophizing poets in crisis; namely, 
with Rilke during his phase of artistic silence, or “Verstummen,” in 1914 as 
mainly represented by “Ausgesetzt auf den Bergen des Herzens” (“Exposed 
on the Mountains of the Heart”), and with Nietzsche’s cries for help, 
which curiously always seemed to take the form of poetry, in “Einsiedlers 
Sehnsucht” (“Hermit’s Longing”), and the Dionysos-Dithyramben. Whereas 
Giorgio Colli, writing about the latter, maintains “Nietzsche the poet is none 
other than Nietzsche the philosopher” (KSA 6, 454),1 the editor of the KSA 
however simultaneously advises interpreters in spe to maintain a respectful 
distance from the philosopher’s lyrical output. According to Colli, Nietzsche’s 
poetry contains “impressive material,” but lacks authentic expression due 
to its inextricable interconnectedness with the prose work, “and many other 
elements behind it.” Employing the same adjective Heidegger used regarding 
the interpretation of Rilke’s “valid poem,”2 Colli’s verdict is that any kind of 
judgement, particularly on the aesthetic level, of Nietzsche’s poetry would be 
“conceited” as that poetry represents the philosopher-poet’s inner experiences, 
which cannot be verified nor repeated (455). 

Colli’s observations may help to provide a context for the only statement 
concerning Nietzsche’s poetry we have by Rilke, which, taken by itself, seems 
rather obscure: 

The beautiful almanac, however, has arrived, which I am 
interacting with a lot these days,—the Nietzsche poem is 
possible, after all, in turns becoming clear and refusing to 
be found in the contexts it is found in, corresponding to its 
existence and non-existence. . .  
 
Dafür kam der sehr schöne Almanach, mit dem ich nun viel 
verkehre,—das Nietzsche-Gedicht ist doch möglich und wird in 
den Zusammenhängen, in denen es sich findet, abwechselnd 
deutlich und unauffindbar, wie es seinem Dasein und 
Nichtdasein entspricht. . . (Briefwechsel, 33). 

1 All translations are my 
own.

2 See his essay “Why 
poets?” in Martin 
Heidegger, Holzwege 
(Frankfurt/M.: Klostermann, 
1980): 265-316.
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Rilke wrote this to Katharina Kippenberg on 31 October 1911 with regard 
to the Insel-Almanach auf das Jahr 1912, wherein “the Nietzsche poem,” 
“Hermit’s Longing,” is reproduced as follows (83-86):

O noon of life! O time to celebrate! 
O summer garden! 
Relentlessly happy and expectant, standing: — 
Watching all day and night, for friends I wait: 
Where are you, friends? Come! It is time! It’s late! [1]

Higher than mine no table has been set: — 
Who lives so near 
The stars or dread abysses half as sheer? 
My realm, like none, is almost infinite, 
And my sweet honey—who has tasted it? .... [2]

The glacier’s gray adorned itself for you 
Today with roses; 
The brook seeks you, and full of longing rises 
The wind, the cloud, into the vaulting blue 
To look for you from dizzy bird’s-eye view — — — [3]

—There you are, friends!—Alas, the man you sought 
You do not find here? 
You hesitate, amazed? Anger were kinder! 
I—changed so much? A different face and gait? 
And what I am—for you, friends I am not? [4]

Am I another? Self-estranged? From me? 
Did I elude? 
A wrestler who too oft himself subdued? 
Straining against his strength too frequently, 
Wounded and stopped by his own victory?— [5]

I sought where cutting winds are at their worst? 
I learned to dwell 
Where no one lives, in bleakest polar hell, 
Unlearned mankind and god, prayer and curse? 
Become a ghost who wanders over glaciers? [6]

A wicked archer I’ve become!—The ends 
Of my bow kiss; 
Only the strongest bends his bow like this. 
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No arrow strikes like that which my bow sends: 
Away from here—for your own good, my friends!— [7]

—My ancient friends! Alas! You show the shock 
Of love and fear! 
No, leave! Do not be wrath! You—can’t live here: 
Here, among distant fields of ice and rock— 
Here one must be a hunter, chamois-like. [8]

You leave?—My heart: no heart has borne worse hunger; 
Your hope stayed strong: 
Don’t shut your gates; new friends may come along! 
Let old ones go! Don’t be a memory-monger! 
Once you were young—now you are even younger! [9]

No longer friends—there is no word for those— 
It is a wraith 
That knocks at night and tries to rouse my faith, 
And looks at me and says: “Once friendship was—” 
—O wilted word, once fragrant as the rose! [10]

What once tied us together, one hope’s bond— 
Who reads the signs 
Love once inscribed on it, the pallid lines? 
To parchment I compare it that the hand 
Is loath to touch—discolored, dark, and burnt.— [11]

Youth’s longing misconceived inconstancy! 
Those whom I deemed 
Changed to my kin, the friends of whom I dreamed, 
Have aged and lost our old affinity: 
One has to change to stay akin to me. [12]

O noon of life! Our second youthful state! 
O summer garden! 
Restlessly happy and expectant, standing! 
Looking all day and night, for friends I wait: 
For new friends! Come! It’s time! It’s late! [13]

O Lebens Mittag! Feierliche Zeit! 
O Sommergarten! 
Unruhig Glück im Stehn und Spähn und Warten! 
Der Freunde harr ich, Tag und Nacht bereit: 
Wo bleibt ihr Freunde? Kommt! ‚s ist Zeit! ‚s ist Zeit! [1]
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Wer wohnt den Sternen 
So nahe, wer des Lichtes Abgrundsfernen? 
Mein Reich—hier oben hab ichs mir entdeckt— 
Und all dies mein—wards nicht für euch entdeckt? [2]

Nun liebt und lockt euch selbst des Gletschers Grau  
Mit jungen Rosen, 
Euch sucht der Bach, sehnsüchtig drängen, stoßen 
Sich Wind und Wolke höher heut ins Blau, 
Nach euch zu spähn aus fernster Vogelschau— — — [3]

Da seid ihr, Freunde!—Weh, doch ich bins nicht, 
Zu dem ihr wolltet? 
Ihr zögert, staunt—ach, daß ihr lieber grolltet! 
Ich bins nicht mehr? Vertauscht Hand, Schritt, Gesicht? 
Und was ich bin, euch Freunden bin ichs—nicht? [4]

Ein andrer ward ich und mir selber fremd? 
Mir selbst entsprungen? 
Ein Ringer, der zu oft sich selbst bezwungen, 
Zu oft sich gegen eigne Kraft gestemmt, 
Durch eignen Sieg verwundet und gehemmt?— [5]

Ich suchte, wo der Wind am schärfsten weht,  
Ich lernte wohnen, 
Wo Niemand wohnt, in öden Eisbärzonen, 
Verlernte Mensch und Gott, Fluch und Gebet, 
Ward zum Gespenst, das über Gletscher geht. [6]

Ein schlimmer Jäger ward ich: seht, wie steil 
Gespannt mein Bogen! 
Der Stärkste wars, der solchen Zug gezogen— 
Doch wehe nun! Ein Kind kann jetzt den Pfeil 
Drauf legen: fort von hier! Zu eurem Heil!— [7]

—Ihr alten Freunde! Seht! Nun blickt ihr bleich,
Voll Lieb und Grausen! 
Nein, geht! Zürnt nicht! Hier—könntet ihr nicht hausen! 
Hier zwischen fernstem Eis- und Felsenreich— 
Da muß man Jäger sein und gemsengleich. [8]

Ihr wendet euch?— —O Herz, du trugst genug! 
Stark blieb dein Hoffen! 
Halt neuen Freunden deine Türe offen,
Die alten laß! Laß die Erinnerung! 
Warst einst du jung, jetzt—bist du besser jung! [9]
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Nicht Freunde mehr,—das sind, wie nenn ichs doch?  
Nur Freund-Gespenster! 
Das klopft mir wohl noch nachts an Herz und Fenster, 
Das sieht mich an und spricht ‘wir warens doch?’ 
—O welkes Wort, das einst wie Rosen roch! [10]

Und was uns knüpfte, junger Wünsche Band,— 
Wer liest die Zeichen, 
Die Liebe einst hineinschrieb, noch, die bleichen? 
Dem Pergament vergleich ichs, das die Hand 
zu fassen scheut - ihm gleich verbräunt, verbrannt!— [11]

O Jugendsehnen, das sich mißverstand! 
Die ich ersehnte, 
Die ich mir selbst verwandt-verwandelt wähnte— 
Daß alt sie wurden, hat sie weggebannt:
Nur wer sich wandelt, bleibt mit mir verwandt! [12]

O Lebens Mittag! Zweite Jugendzeit! 
O Sommergarten! 
Unruhig Glück im Stehn und Spähn und Warten! 
Der Freunde harr‘ ich, Tag und Nacht bereit: — 
Der neuen Freunde! Kommt! ‚s ist Zeit! ‚s ist Zeit! [13]

This is a slightly altered version of the original poem, written approximately at 
the same time as most of the Dithyrambs (most of which, after all, were taken 
from Book IV of Zarathustra) and sent to Heinrich von Stein in late November 
1884.3 Another variant, inclusive of two additional final verses written in spring 
1886,4 features in Beyond Good and Evil as “From High Mountains. Aftersong” 
(KSA 5, 241-243). As such, the poem had a major impact on the generation 
after Nietzsche, one example being Schnitzler,5 who was “touched and taken” 
by it, further lauding it rapturously as “Nietzschean sentimentality!—Weeping 
marble! Passages which even have an effect on the ladies, without one having 
to take offence at the passages, or the ladies.“6 In contrast—also, particularly, 
with Gundolf’s enthusiastic judgement (“it is one of the greatest poems ever 
created”)7—Rilke’s assessment, uttered the same year as Gundolf’s, seems 
strangely restrained. Two potentially subtly negative remarks regarding 
Nietzsche as poet are immediately striking: provided the term “Nietzsche-
poem” is taken as reference to Nietzsche’s poetry per se, the word “doch” 
(“after all”) suggests that, so far, it had been assumed (by whom is unclear—
maybe, by Rilke as opposed to the Nietzsche-enthusiast Kippenberg) 
impossible, and hence, that Nietzsche was no poet. Moreover, in claiming 
that it cannot be found at times, according to its “non-existence,” Rilke in fact 
declares “the Nietzsche-poem” non-existent, at least temporarily. 
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3 KGB III.1, 564-567. In a 
letter of 2 October 1915, 
Katharina Kippenberg 
wrote to Rilke of Heinrich 
von Stein as “that friend 
of Nietzsche’s, you know, 
who first had an inkling of 
him” (Briefwechsel, 140; my 
translation). Indeed, von 
Stein replied to Nietzsche 
on 7 December 1884: 
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gehabt haben]” (KGB III.2, 
484).

4 [see end of article] 

5 In Die Entstehung des 
lyrischen Ich. Studien zum 
Motiv der Erhebung in der 
Lyrik (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
1970), Karl Pestalozzi 
lists numerous additional 
examples (n. 198).

6 From a letter to 
Hofmannsthal—and not, as 
wrongly claimed by Meyer-
Wendt (1973, 18), from 
a letter by Hofmannsthal 
to Schnitzler—of 27 July 
1891, in Briefwechsel, 9. 

7 From a letter to George 
written on 23 February 
1911, quoted in Pestalozzi, 
n. 198.



It is possible that in those problematic categorizations the poet implied the 
“lack of authentic expression” as diagnosed by Colli, and therein, the aesthetic 
limitations of the philosopher’s “poem.” Alternatively, he may simply have 
found himself unable to creatively repeat the inner experiences mediated 
in the poem at that point in his life, and hence failed to “understand” it—it is 
quite impossible to know for certain. What remains even more open to further 
interpretation is the precise meaning of “the contexts it is found in.” Whilst 
it would seem too simplistic, and therefore highly unlikely, for that phrase 
to merely refer to the context of the Almanach, it would amount to pure 
conjecture to suggest an alternative here. Suffice it to add, for the sake of a 
more balanced view, that the mature poet, at the very least, obviously enjoyed 
and valued Nietzsche’s verse: Marga Wertheimer, briefly Rilke’s secretary in 
the autumn of 1924, reports that her employer sometimes recited “poems [...] 
by Nietzsche” to her at Muzot, “before we started to work in the morning or in 
the afternoon” (13f.). Sadly, Wertheimer does not specify any further which 
Nietzsche poems exactly Rilke read to her. Therefore, “Hermit’s Longing,” 
“very close to his ‘Zarathustra’” (Pestalozzi 220) and demonstrably known 
to Rilke, will be examined more closely now, as shall selected Dithyrambs—
which, although the last of his works the author prepared for publication 
himself, actually largely stem from the same period as the tale of the Persian 
prophet’s wanderings.8 As “a series of immediate records of states of the soul” 
rather than philosophical abstractions (KSA 6, 458), those works shed a highly 
focused, “verdichtetes” (“densified”) light, as only “Dichtung,” poetry, can, on 
the artist-philosopher’s state of mind while composing his Zarathustra.

In case one wishes to argue that loneliness was the Leitmotiv of much of 
Nietzsche’s life, and, as a consequence, pervades much of his writing, it would 
be worth one’s while to examine the events of 1884. In the autumn of that 
year, Nietzsche was to write his best-known poem, “The Free Spirit. Goodbye,” 
better known as “Grown Lonely,” whose mood of autumnal gloom anticipating 
the loneliness represented by winter (particularly in the line “How lucky is he, 
who still has a—home!”; KSA 11, 329) is echoed in Rilke’s “Autumn Day”: 
“He who has no house now, will no longer build“ (SW I, 398). Already on 
22 February however, after having completed Book III of Zarathustra, the 
philosopher wrote to Rohde:

 

And this, friend, is how it is with everyone who is dear to me: 
everything is over, past, protection; one still sees one another, 
one talks so as not to be silent—, one still writes letters to 
one another so as not to be silent. The truth, however, is told 
by the eyes: and they tell me (I hear it well enough!) “Friend 
Nietzsche, you are now entirely alone!”
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Und so, Freund, geht es mir mit allen Menschen, die mir lieb 
sind: alles ist vorbei, Vergangenheit, Schonung; man sieht 
sich noch, man redet, um nicht zu schweigen—, man schreibt 
sich Briefe noch, um nicht zu schweigen. Die Wahrheit aber 
spricht der Blick aus: und der sagt mir (ich höre es gut genug!) 
“Freund Nietzsche, du bist nun ganz allein!” (KGB III.1, 478f.)

Here, a typically Nietzschean revaluation takes place: the spoken and written 
word has lost its meaning; it has become silent, whilst the normally silent 
glance speaks the truth—as far as the embittered philosopher’s subjective 
perception is concerned, at least (“der Blick […] sagt mir”; my emphasis). The 
wistful nostalgia of these lines mourning the breakdown of communication with 
those dearest to him finds such numerous echoes in “Einsiedlers Sehnsucht” 
that that poem must be seen as distinctly autobiographical. 

The middle part of its three-part structure in particular is clearly anticipated in 
the complaint to Rohde. According to Pestalozzi’s apt interpretation,9 verses 
one to three of “Einsiedlers Sehnsucht” constitute the exposition, setting the 
scene for the eagerly anticipated arrival of the friends. Alluding, once more, to 
the Bible (“für euch mein Tisch gedeckt”; “Mein Reich”), Nietzsche positions 
his lyrical I high up on a glacier: traditionally, the top of a mountain has always 
been the locus for divine revelation, and solitude its necessary precondition. 
The Nietzschean hermit, however, is not merely passively waiting, he is also 
an active explorer (“entdeckt” is repeated twice) proudly displaying his new-
found empire and longingly wooing his old friends to appreciate its beauty. 
Still, his particular discovery is not the replacement of the Christian God by 
himself (as the rather grandiose biblical vocabulary might suggest), but by 
the community of friends as a part of which, in turn, the “Einsiedler” defines 
himself, thereby justifying his hermit status.10 

However, in the middle part in verses four to nine—pre-emptively summarized, 
it would seem, by the lines to Rohde—the scenery changes dramatically: the 
young roses disappear, and the glacier once more becomes what it actually is: 
deadly and threatening. This is symbolic of the hermit’s disillusionment, whose 
friends have arrived but fail to recognize him as part of their group. At first, 
this makes him realize that he is by himself in his inhospitable surroundings, 
a “ghost who wanders over glaciers” in icy winds, for no reason. However, 
the six questions the “Einsiedler” then asks himself in verses four to six also 
indicate the chance for a re-positioning of the self as independent and self-
reliant (“Mir selbst entsprungen?”, unlike the English translation, “From me? 
Did I elude?”, clearly bears the connotation of “sprung from myself”), much 
as that situation is initially scary and loathsome to him. In the seventh verse, 
Philoktet, hero of antiquity, is alluded to,11 who united within himself the divine 
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9 Op. cit., see 201-208. 
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in the second half of the 
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notes “Zur Melodie der 
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(1988): 23.

11 See Pestalozzi, 205.



strength of the Heraclitean bow that he guarded and the weakness of the sick 
and abandoned hermit that he was. This implies that the Nietzschean hermit’s 
strength transcends himself; it is now beyond his control. As a consequence, 
he now even urges his friends to leave, almost threatening them. In the 
ninth verse, he addresses his own heart instead, and asks it to let go of old 
memories, to fully let itself in for the painful process of disillusionment, and to 
look to the future.12 

In consequence, in the last four verses, the hermit fights his self-pity: although 
he admits to being plagued by melancholic memories at night, he is no 
longer willing to regard himself as a spectre. Instead, he now sees his old 
friends as mere wraiths, ghosts of friends. The hermit’s realization of their 
stagnation symbolized by old age, as opposed to his renewed youth achieved 
by constant self-transformation, has exorcized them (or so the hermit would 
want to believe), and he maintains “one has to change to stay akin to me,” 
anticipating, it would seem, Rilke’s famous Orpheus-Sonett II/12.13 However, 
in the last verse, a utopia of new friends has replaced the memory of the old 
ones. According to Pestalozzi, this results in the “appearance of the poem 
having ended up flatter than it had originally been conceived” (206), because 
the self is still not defined self-sufficiently, after all. The “message“ of this 
Nietzsche poem thus remains: “Whoever wants friends must not climb high 
mountains. He ought to remain in the lowlands, where people live” (219). This 
is also expressed in the remorse felt by the wanderer in Zarathustra, “his heart 
raw as never before” (KSA 4, 195), who cries bitterly when thinking of the 
friends he actively left behind in order to find his self in his lone ascent to his 
highest mountain top. “Loneliness is a dangerous thing, the longer it lasts, the 
more dangerous it becomes,” the private person Nietzsche admits, while the 
philosopher’s “mask of holy loneliness” becomes less and less able to hide 
this danger, the more often he employs it.14

In consequence, Zarathustra finally finds himself no longer amongst humans, 
let alone friends, but birds of prey, “Zwischen Raubvögeln.” Following Colli’s 
advice, aesthetic judgement ought to be left aside when considering this 
Dithyrambus. Instead, it is best read as a prominent example of Nietzsche-
Zarathustra stripped bare in his own poetry:

Whoever wants to venture down here, 
how quickly the depths will devour him! 
—But you, Zarathustra, 
love the abyss still, 
doing as the fir tree does?
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Wer hier hinabwill, 
wie schnell schluckt den die Tiefe! 
— Aber du, Zarathustra, 
liebst den Abgrund noch, 
thust es der Tanne gleich? (KSA 6, 389)

That fir-tree, whom Zarathustra is literally equated with (“der Tanne gleich,” 
my emphasis), is further described as taking root at the edge of the abyss, 
“patiently conniving, tough, silent, lonely.” The only guest who would dare 
to visit is the bird of prey, who cruelly taunts Zarathustra: “one has to have 
wings if one loves the abyss,” unlike him, the “Self-knower!/ Self-executioner” 
(390) who clings to the edge, having bound and strangled himself with the 
rope of his wisdom. Once, the bird continues to sneer, Zarathustra was proud, 
“the hermit without God,/ cohabitating with no-one but the devil” (392). Now, 
however, he is nothing but a tired riddle, a question mark bent in between two 
nothings—by no one’s fault but his own: in “Der Wanderer,” Zarathustra had 
willed the identity of the summit with the abyss (“Summit and abyss—have 
now been resolved to be one!”; KSA 4, 194). This implies that that identity is 
not a natural one; and his statement “From the lowest, the highest must come 
to its height” already sounds rather forced than convinced. By the time of his 
arrival amongst birds of prey, “Zwischen Raubvögeln,” the merciless emptying 
of both heaven above him and the abyss of his self below him—“the heaviest 
burden” (KSA 6, 391)—have finally resulted in a total void in meaning bending 
the philosopher, once “the scarlet prince of every mischief,” double with self-
hatred and fatigue. Sick with the snake’s venom of knowledge, he is someone 
who knows, “ein Wissender,” high up on a mountain and simultaneously buried 
deep within himself, digging away at his very substance, hollowing himself. 
Indeed, as Peter Sprengel has observed, “Tanne” is an anagram of “néant,” 
French for “nothing.”

The bird at home in surroundings hostile to humans, the silent isolation 
associated with cognition, the mountain climber facing the abyss—these, and 
many more, elements from the Nietzsche works discussed so far feature in a 
well-known Rilke poem. “Exposed in the Mountains of the Heart” (“Ausgesetzt 
auf den Bergen des Herzens”), separated from “Einsiedlers Sehnsucht” by 
three decades—or by a generation—exactly, was written in September 1914. 
That year saw another turning point in Rilke’s development, both personal and 
poetic. Seven years before, he had been enjoying the beginning of his longest 
period of sustained creativity. Seven years later he was to be about to enter 
into the famous, feverish phase of the completion of the Duino Elegies and the 
outpouring of the Sonnets to Orpheus in only one month.15 At this point, which, 
seen symmetrically and metaphorically, constructs his “midst of infertility,” 
“Ausgesetzt...” came into being; three months after “a strange poem I could 
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not help but call “Turning” as it represents the turning point which has to come 
to pass if I am to live.”16 With a nod to his friend Kassner,17 to whom he was 
to dedicate his eighth Elegie in 1922, the poem which most clearly “reflect[s] 
Rilke’s grievous confrontation with his inability to love” (Kleinbard 215) bears 
the decidedly Nietzschean motto “the path from inwardness to greatness leads 
through sacrifice”:

TURNING

[...] 
For there is, you see, a limit to looking. 
And the more-seen world 
wants to flourish in love. 
 
The work of vision is done, 
now go and do work of the heart 
on the pictures within you, those captured ones; for you  
have overpowered them: but you do not know them now. […]

 
WENDUNG

[...] 
Denn des Anschauens, siehe, ist eine Grenze. 
Und die geschautere Welt 
will in der Liebe gedeihn. 
 
Werk des Gesichts ist getan, 
tue nun Herz-Werk 
an den Bildern in dir, jenen gefangenen; denn du  
überwältigtest sie: aber nun kennst du sie nicht. […] (SW II, 83)

“Ausgesetzt...” represents an answer to “Wendung”’s appeal to drop the 
cold and technical approach of “Anschauen” as practiced, under Rodin’s 
influence, mainly in the Neue Gedichte, in favour of a loving reflection on the 
“geschautere Welt.” Yet, Rilke had already anticipated the crisis which was to 
befall him in 1914 in a famous poem from that very collection, namely, in the 
last verse of “Der Panther” from 1902:

Only sometimes the curtain of the pupils 
soundlessly slides up—. Then an image enters, 
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goes through the limbs’ taut stillness— 
and in the heart ceases to exist. 
 
Nur manchmal schiebt der Vorhang der Pupille 
sich lautlos auf—. Dann geht ein Bild hinein, 
geht durch der Glieder angespannte Stille—  
und hört im Herzen auf zu sein (SW I 505).

Indeed, in the notion of a picture silently entering the caged animal’s pupil 
and progressing through its tense yet immobile limbs, only to cease to be 
upon its arrival in the panther’s heart, “Wendung”’s themes are all assembled: 
looking in relation, or even direct opposition, to the heart, as well as the 
interrelated topics of stagnation and imprisonment. Referring to Nietzsche’s 
Dithyrambus “Nur Narr! Nur Dichter!” (nearly identical with Zarathustra’s “Lied 
der Schwermuth 3”; KSA 4, 371), which states that “eagle-like, panther-like/ 
are the poet’s desires” (KSA 6, 379), Gunnar Decker sees the panther, always 
by Dionysos’ side in Greek mythology, as an analogy to the poet caught in a 
“Zwischenreich” or “anti-world which the bourgeois wants to see locked away” 
in the Rilke poem.18 Similarly, Phelan suggests that “we may indeed wish to 
understand the panther of the poem as an analogy for its author,” remarking 
on the self-referentiality of much of Rilke’s writing as represented by that 
particular poem (1992, 45). Such observations would seem to be supported by 
the poet himself: in a letter to Salomé dating from the same year as many of 
the Neue Gedichte, Rilke “realizes that an intellectual or spiritual appropriation 
of the world relying entirely on vision, as was the case with me, proves less 
dangerous to the sculpting artist as it is calmed more tangibly by physical 
results.”19 He had failed to differentiate sufficiently between the two art forms, 
poetry and sculpture; and he had failed to realize that unlike the sculptor’s 
ever present physical raw material, he had to create material to work with from 
the abstract, slippery things that are words. It was not only vital “to find the tool 
for my art, the hammer, my hammer,” (BW LAS 105), but also that which that 
hammer could work on.

Thus, Rodin’s motto that Rilke admired so that it cannot be repeated too 
often—“qu’il faut travailler, travailler toujours”20—could not be applied to his 
own art, which had to be more than the disciplined daily application of the self 
to becoming an objective recording instrument, a human camera, as it were. 
His poetry, formerly inspired by pure looking, “Anschauen,” now needed “love” 
to thrive: “And the more-seen world/ wants to flourish in love.” This reminiscent 
of Nietzsche’s dictum in the Gay Science that “all great problems demand 
great love” (KSA 3, 577); also, tellingly, when Rilke himself wrote about 
other artists, he required of himself not objectivity, but love. The motto of his 
Worpswede book was, “in Jacobsen’s words: “thou shalt not treat him justly; 
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for where would justice take the best among us; no; but think of him in the 
hour during which you loved him most deeply...’”21

Some years on—in a passage of a letter to Stefan Zweig from 11 August 
1907, which was to become his Cézanne-year, about Emile Verhaeren, 
the imaginary recipient of his Letter of the Young Worker (Brief des jungen 
Arbeiters)—the poet no longer separates justice from love, but, rather, sees 
love and admiration as a condition of justice. Criticizing his contemporaries’ 
inclination toward criticism rather than admiration, he writes, already 
foreshadowing the line from his Orpheus-Sonett II/23, “We, only just where we 
still praise” (“Wir, gerecht nur, wo wir dennoch preisen”, SW I 767): 

One does not exaggerate if, speaking of Verhaeren, one 
addresses all the love one has for his existence also at his 
work, as it is, the greater, the better. I also believe that one 
is never more righteous than in the moment of devoted 
admiration. 

Man übertreibt nicht, wenn man, von Verhaeren redend, alle 
Liebe, die man für sein Dasein hat, auch an sein Werk wendet, 
so wie sie ist. Je größer je besser. Ich glaube auch, daß man 
nie gerechter ist, als wenn man mit aller Hingabe bewundert  
(B I 263).

This development in Rilke points yet again to Nietzsche, who argues in 
love’s favour in the Zweite Unzeitgemäse Betrachtung, a work read by the 
poet that also advises against false objectivity. In the philosopher’s view 
“the eternalizing power of art” (which in real life he ironically gave up in 
favour of theory) joins forces with love (which he, ironically, never enjoyed 
in its guise as adult relationship). Together, both are believed to engender 
the “Self-forgetting” (KSA 1, 323) that makes room for honesty and, thus, 
true cognition.22 One is reminded once more of Zarathustra’s aversion, 
expressed in the chapter “On the Immaculate Perception,” to any pretension to 
objectivity. Nietzsche connects “On the Isles of Bliss” to “On the Pitiful” here by 
thematizing the problem of cognizance jointly with that of shame:

 

This parable speak I unto you sentimental dissemblers, unto 
you, the “pure discerners!” You do I call—covetous ones!

Also ye love the earth, and the earthly: I have divined you 
well!—but shame is in your love, and a bad conscience—ye 
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are like the moon!

To despise the earthly hath your spirit been persuaded, but not 
your bowels: these, however, are the strongest in you!

And now is your spirit ashamed to be at the service of your 
bowels, and goeth in by-ways and lying ways to escape its own 
shame.

Dieses Gleichniss gebe ich euch empfindsamen Heuchlern, 
euch, den “Rein-Erkennenden!” Euch heisse ich —Lüsterne!

Auch ihr liebt die Erde und das Irdische: ich errieth euch 
wohl!—aber Scham ist in eurer Liebe und schlechtes 
Gewissen,—dem Monde gleicht ihr! 

Zur Verachtung des Irdischen hat man euren Geist überredet, 
aber nicht eure Eingeweide: die aber sind das Stärkste an 
euch!

Und nun schämt sich euer Geist, dass er euren Eingeweiden 
zu Willen ist und geht vor seiner Scham Schleich- und 
Lügenwege. (KSA 4, 156).

As before in the Historie-essay, and as Rilke was to do later in poems 
such as “Wendung,” Nietzsche here states his belief in the superiority of 
an emotional cognizance over that achieved by cold, disinterested looking, 
expressing his violent distaste in highly creative and amusing terms such as 
“emasculated squinting” or “fumbling with cowardly eyes,” transporting obvious 
sexual connotations. In brief, anyone claiming an objective will to knowledge 
because of a fear of being associated with desire will only achieve less 
knowledge, along with the stain of dishonesty and shame. In “On Chastity,” 
the philosopher’s alter ego asks: “Has not merely your lust dressed up, calling 
itself pity?” (KSA 4, 70). The lesson to be learned here is obvious: sublimated 
drives can suffocate, as pity managed to kill even God. At the very least, they 
are hostile to creative processes.

Now, Rilke’s response to his new, unfamiliar surroundings, the “learning 
ground” of his heart where he has abandoned himself, ought to be examined:

EXPOSED on the mountains of the heart. See, how 
small there, 
see: the last hamlet of words, and higher, 
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and yet so small, a last 
homestead of feeling. Do you recognize it? [...]  
 
AUSGESETZT auf den Bergen des Herzens. Siehe, wie 
klein dort, 
siehe: die letzte Ortschaft der Worte, und höher, 
aber wie klein auch, noch ein letztes 
Gehöft von Gefühl. Erkennst du’s? [...] (SW II 94)

At first, the poet attempts to apply his old technique to his new-found inner 
landscape: looking (“siehe”). Despite the reminder given to himself in 
“Wendung” that the work of looking has been done, “Werk des Gesichts ist 
getan,” he is seemingly still trying to grasp such abstract things as language 
and emotion visually. However, the poem now exactly takes as its theme how 
that method cannot work any more since all the experiences he has gathered, 
all the pictures he has stored away within him have not fermented and 
developed into imagination yet. They remain foreign to him. Freud might have 
taken this as evidence for his theory of the resistance of pure “remembering” 
to consciousness.23 

Alternatively, apart from meaning “face,” “Gesicht” can imply something 
altogether different from mere “looking.” Especially in the sense of “das zweite 
Gesicht,” it also stands for the intuition of the visionary or prophet that is not 
rational, but emotional. However, this approach does not lend itself to the 
poem in question as Rilke quite clearly differentiates “Werk des Gesichts” 
from “Herz-Werk,” work of the heart; regarding the latter as secondary 
in chronological order, but primary in importance. Its “content lies in the 
transformation of suffering” (Görner 2004, 175); Rilke asking elsewhere: “Does 
being-heart not mean coping?” (KA 2, 128). Indeed, as a consequence of the 
isolation resulting from Rilke’s flight into an emotional, inward world—which 
was to come to fruition in the Elegien in the perfection of lines such as 
“Nowhere, beloved, will the world be but inside. Our/ life goes by in change” 
(SW I 711)—there is now the entire notion of communication to be rethought. 
On the mountains of the heart, only very few words can exist, and they are 
only barely visible. This, at last, implies Rilke”s rejection of his cold, impersonal 
“looking,”24 much like Nietzsche had done in Zarathustra, remarking in the 
guise of the “Wanderer”: “He, however, who is obtrusive with his eyes as a 
discerner, how can he ever see more of anything than its foreground!” (KSA 
4, 194). The few words the voice of “Ausgesetzt…” can still make out are 
of a disappearing smallness—such as that of a couple of houses lost in the 
vastness of a mountain-range. “Emotion” is now equated with “words,” it is 
small yet, “[auch] klein.” This levelling out of the two should strike one as very 
unusual, especially with regard to the commonplace of the heart being the 
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23 In Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle (Jenseits 
des Lustprinzips, 
Studienausgabe III, 235).

24 Although Rilke had 
apparently unlearned this 
again by 1914, his reading 
of Nietzsche arguably had 
already taught him the 
cognitive superiority of 
emotion over that of the 
eye back in 1900, as his 
“Marginalien zu Nietzsche” 
demonstrate: “As Greek 
culture came to pass 
through the eye, ours is 
maturing with emotion” (SW 
VI 1165). 



exclusive domain of emotion. Admittedly, Rilke does make a quite literally 
small concession to this cliché by setting “emotion” higher on the mountain, 
closer to the moral, true and silent peak. He thus expresses the belief that 
(silent) emotion lies deeper within the heart than (loud) speech, but it is also 
harder to recognise and potentially impossible to communicate.25 Emotion is 
primary to thought. It outlasts the latter, reaching further than language, as 
Nietzsche writes in The Gay Science (KSA 3, 502), once again preempting 
Rilke: “Thoughts are the shadows of our emotions,—always darker, emptier, 
simpler than the latter.” Accordingly, Storck remarks on the “discrepancy 
between expression and emotion” which is thematized in this Rilke poem.26 
The critic even maintains that emotion itself “remains behind faced with the 
height and ice-coldness of the absolute.” This, in turn, is rather reminiscent of 
Nietzsche’s self-appraisal in Ecce Homo:

Those who can breathe the air of my writings know that it is 
an air of the heights, a strong air. One must be made for it. 
Otherwise there is no small danger that one may catch cold in 
it. The ice is near, the solitude tremendous—but how calmly all 
things lie in the light! How freely one breathes! How much one 
feels beneath oneself! Philosophy, as I have so far understood 
and lived it, means living voluntarily among ice and high 
mountains—seeking out everything strange and questionable 
in existence […] Every attainment, every step forward in 
knowledge, follows from courage, from hardness against 
oneself.

Wer die Luft meiner Schriften zu athmen weiss, weiss, dass es 
eine Luft der Höhe ist, eine starke Luft. […] Das Eis ist nahe, 
die Einsamkeit ist ungeheuer—aber wie ruhig alle Dinge im 
Lichte liegen! wie frei man athmet! wie Viel man unter sich 
fühlt!—Philosophie, wie ich sie bisher verstanden und gelebt 
habe, ist das freiwillige Leben in Eis und Hochgebirge—das 
Aufsuchen alles Fremden und Fragwürdigen im Dasein […] 
jeder Schritt vorwärts in der Erkenntniss folgt aus dem Muth, 
aus der Härte gegen sich (KSA 6, 258f.).

It is by now clear that Rilke knew how to breathe the air of Nietzsche’s writings; 
after all, he was, at this point in his life, himself settling in the vicinity of that 
cold and silent peak of true cognition, or perhaps absolute honesty—albeit, 
unlike Nietzsche, not of his own accord, “freiwillig,”27 but rather, exposed or 
abandoned, “ausgesetzt.” To both, that ice-cold “Unbedingte,” the absolute that 
is inaccessible to emotion, is equated with the furthest possible reach of the 
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25 In relation to this, see 
Nietzsche’s statement on 
language in the Nachlaβ: 
“The most intelligible factor 
in language is not the word 
itself, but the tong, strength, 
modulation, tempo with 
which a sequence of words 
is spoken—in brief, the 
music behind the words, 
the passions behind the 
music, the person behind 
these passions: everything, 
in other words, that cannot 
be written” (1881-1884).

26 This, as well as the 
following quotes by 
Storck, are from “Poesie 
und Schweigen. Zum 
Enigmatischen in Rilkes 
später Lyrik” in Kunle, 111.

27 See KSA 6, 390, where 
the autobiographical lyrical I 
addresses himself as “Self-
executioner”; and KSA 4, 
193: “I am a wanderer and 
a mountain-climber [...], it 
seems as though I cannot 
sit still for long.”
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heart, “dem äußersten möglichen Ausschlagswinkel des Herzens,” and thus, 
confusingly, with emotion itself. This, however, would imply that “Ausgesetzt…” 
is exclusively a poem representing the inexpressibility of emotional intensity, 
when in fact it is also its two-fold opposite: a very accomplished expression of 
sadness and isolation triggered by one’s inability to feel.28

Theo Meyer assesses “that speech-scepticism of Rilke’s as part of his 
Nietzsche-reception, albeit of a hidden one” (206)—without doubt correctly, 
particularly given the following passage from Rilke’s essay Der Wert des 
Monologes (1898): 

But one will have to stop overestimating >the word< someday. 
One will come to realize that it is merely one of many bridges 
connecting the island of our soul with the great continent that is 
our shared life, the broadest it may be, but not the finest.

Aber man wird einmal aufhören müssen, >das Wort< zu 
überschätzen. Man wird einsehen lernen, daß es nur eine 
von vielen Brücken ist, die das Eiland unserer Seele mit dem 
großen Kontinent des gemeinsamen Lebens verbinden, die 
breiteste vielleicht, aber keineswegs die feinste (SW V 435).

However, serving the educational cliché or “Bildungsklischee” of the resistance 
of certain experiences to the grasp of language (see Lorenz 31) indeed does 
nothing to dissipate the suggestion that Rilke did not exactly overestimate his 
own capacity for emotion. Rather, he is abandoned in the vicinity of his last 
resources of connection to other human beings. Further below—further down 
the mountains of his heart, down in the valleys that, undoubtedly, represent the 
less conscious, or even the un-conscious—the speaker must surely assume 
a wealth of “villages,” maybe even “cities,” of words and feelings. Yet, even if 
they should exist, he is nowhere near them any longer. He is in the middle of 
a deep personal crisis which is leaving clear marks (of obscurity, in his case) 
on his work. Still, he is attempting a contact by asking a “Thou” whether he or 
she recognizes, knows, or is able to make out his last homestead of feeling: 
“Erkennst du’s?”, “do you recognize it?”, clearly mirrors Wendung’s “aber nun 
kennst du sie nicht,” “but you do not know them now.” He doubts whether he 
will ever be able to know what he sees because he fears that he might not 
hold the sufficient amount of love needed to achieve this aim. For the moment, 
he is captured within himself, all alone. 

It is vital here to point out that the contact with the reader is not only 
sought explicitly but also by means of an implicit appeal to our collective 
unconscious.29 Rilke uses a language which is fractured and which sometimes 
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28 It should be noted here 
that Nietzsche, in contrast, 
and particularly in his 
later poetry as discussed 
here, has the opposite 
problem, namely, too much 
emotion—a fact disguised 
only thinly by Ecce Homo’s 
grandiosity. 

29 It is of little importance 
here whether the “Du” is 
actually intended to be 
the reader, or Rilke, or 
somebody else; because 
the reader will respond 
to an appealing “Du,” 
anyway. In contrast, the 
“Du” in Nietzsche’s poetry 
unambigiously replaces 
the first person pronoun: 
more often than not, the 
poet-philosopher addresses 
himself.
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chooses to grow silent out of the dark memory of a time in which all words 
were still available, a time which stood for the experience of totality (see 
Lorenz 21). Hofmannsthal’s Lord Chandos, too, remembers that time when the 
entire being seemed to possess great unity and he felt nature in everything, 
and in all nature he felt himself.30 To the Rilke of 1914, a sense of a mystical 
communion between everything and everyone remains elusive. He is not 
familiar with himself at all, he keeps asking (“Erkennst du’s?”) an apostrophied 
subject and himself, and thus, also the reader, questions. He uses deictic 
expressions (“siehe”) to point out the remaining landmarks of his heart; he 
wants someone to recognize them with him, or even for him. 

The next section of the poem emphasises Rilke’s crisis as a poet. While the 
first section had connected language and emotion with a dialogical structure, 
there now is a slight thematic shift towards knowledge, or cognition, which 
has been prepared for by the question “Erkennst du’s?”, which immediately 
precedes this part:

Exposed on the mountains of the heart. Stoneground 
under your hands. Even here, though, 
something can bloom; on a silent cliff-edge 
an unknowing plant blooms, singing, into the air. 
But the one who knows? Ah, he began to know 
and is quiet now, exposed on the mountains of the heart. 
 
Ausgesetzt auf den Bergen des Herzens. Steingrund 
unter den Händen. Hier blüht wohl 
einiges auf; aus stummem Absturz 
blüht ein unwissendes Kraut singend hervor. 
Aber der Wissende? Ach, der zu wissen begann 
und schweigt nun, ausgesetzt auf den Bergen des Herzens.

“Aussetzen” has more meanings than merely “to abandon,” and in the 
sentence-fragment “ausgesetzt auf den Bergen des Herzens” framing this 
verse it is precisely the silence, or rather, the absence, of both a syntactical 
subject and a “non-perfected” verb, which, in a truly dialogical fashion, 
leaves room for an alternative choice. In this case, the context almost 
unmistakably suggests that of “to come to a halt.”31 The now resulting notion 
of unproductiveness is intensified by the “stony ground” at the end of the 
same line, which suggests infertility. Like Nietzsche does in “Of the Uses and 
Disadvantages of History for Life,” here, the poet contrasts dead intellectual 
knowledge with fertile emotionally integrated knowledge. Furthermore, since 
the first line of this second section is almost entirely a repetition of the first line 
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30 With regard to the 
“Chandos-Brief” and a 
letter written by Rilke to 
Salomé, Ferenc Szász 
sweepingly maintains, 
obviously unaware of 
Nietzsche’s actual, painful 
loneliness behind his mask 
of superhuman strength 
and holy “hermitdom”: 
“Both [Hofmannsthal and 
Rilke] passed through 
the school of Nietzsche, 
but do not know what to 
make of his ideas [...]. The 
lack of a consciousness 
of their identities renders 
loneliness, in contrast to 
Nietzsche, an unavoidable 
but painful sensation to 
them” (“Nur ein Brief? 
Rainer Maria Rilkes Brief 
an Lou Andreas-Salomé 
vom 25. Juli 1903,” in 
Schweikert and Schmidt 
1999, 329-349; here: 343).

On a different note, Rilke 
expresses his belief in 
the “Unspeakable behind 
all languages” most 
unmistakably in a poem 
for Witold Hulewicz (SW 
III 259), in which he also 
emphasizes the existence 
of “a bright in common,” 
“ein heiter Gemeinsames,” 
independent of modes 
of speech, to all human 
beings. Otto Lorenz 
observes (138) that such 
poems have to have “a self-
destructing gesticulation 
pointing beyond 
themselves.”

31 I chose this particular 
meaning (over either 
“to take a break” or “to 
break”) because it leaves 
room for the connotations 
of both “Freiwilligkeit” 
and “Fremdeinwirken,” 
simultaneously.
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of the poem, it is legitimate to draw a comparison between the two words that 
differ; especially since they are linked by alliteration. We have already seen 
how Rilke has renounced any attempt to grasp the abstract and the invisible 
(words and emotion) visibly. The equation of “Siehe” with “Steingrund” now 
again clearly denies the former’s productivity.

If, indeed, it is not only the lyrical I of this poem (which displays 
autobiographical features, anyway) who has been abandoned, one wonders 
who, or what, else has (been) “ausgesetzt.” Firstly, a process of (emotional) 
cognition, which implies him getting to know his feelings in the case of this 
poem, has come to a halt: “Ach, der zu wissen begann/und schweigt nun, 
ausgesetzt [...].” It seems as if that process has not simply come, but ground 
to a halt on this dead, stony ground. “Hier blüht wohl einiges auf” does not 
necessarily contradict this deadness, especially if the word “auf” is taken 
into account sufficiently. The ground itself on the mountains of the heart is, 
doubtless, infertile. The valley below, however, takes whatever has silently 
fallen down into its soil, which is so rich that the now singing, blooming herb 
grows all the way to reach the mountain’s peak.32 

Like Zarathustra’s “Wanderer,” “Der Wissende” seems like a mountain 
climber—after all, he has “Steingrund unter den Händen.” And like the 
“Selbsthenker” “Zwischen Raubvögeln,” a fellow “Wissender” who is “in 
eignen Stricken gewürgt” (KSA 6, 390), he has been silenced by his very own 
knowledge in the thin air of increasing mental instability. He is still a stranger 
up there (“Hier blüht wohl/ einiges auf”; my emphasis) who, unlike “ein 
unwissendes Kraut,” does not sing anymore. He cannot see things the old way 
any longer, and this makes one wonder along with Rilke’s Malte whether it is 
possible “to see everything differently and yet live.” Malte is afraid of change; 
like the mountain climber in “Ausgesetzt...,” he would gladly prefer the animal’s 
experience of a “verwandte Welt” to the constant “Verwandlung” of a world 
without names:

But I am afraid, I am afraid namelessly of this transformation. 
I had not yet been accustomed to this world which seems 
good to me. What am I to do in another one? I would so like to 
remain amongst the meanings which I have become attached 
to, and if something has to change at all, I would at least like to 
live amongst the dogs, who have a related world and the same 
things.

Aber ich fürchte mich, ich fürchte mich namenlos vor 
dieser Veränderung. Ich bin ja noch gar nicht in dieser Welt 
eingewöhnt gewesen, die mir gut scheint. Was soll ich in 
einer anderen? Ich würde so gerne unter den Bedeutungen 
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reminded of Nietzsche’s 
“Wille zur Zeugung” 
inherent in his cognizance, 
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bleiben, die mir lieb geworden sind, und wenn schon etwas 
sich verändern muß, so möchte ich doch wenigstens unter 
den Hunden leben dürfen, die eine verwandte Welt haben und 
dieselben Dinge (SW VI 755f.). 

Possibly both have climbed too high, too far away from that unconscious 
(“unwissend”), fertile totality of everything down below, there where song is 
being. The chances of survival are, after all, rather slim for someone who has 
been abandoned high up on a barren mountain range. 

Two contributing factors to the birth of the poem, and indeed of this verse in 
particular, are by now obvious. First, it is reminiscent of the “self-flagellation” 
of the intellectual as well as of the disgust with “Bildung,” or institutionalized 
education, that emanates from much of Nietzsche’s writing. To the philosopher 
thinking in 1873, the overly proud European of the nineteenth century is mad, 
for “his way of walking is climbing as a knower.” Having lost touch with both 
nature and his instincts, he who knows, “der Wissende,” is always in danger 
of slipping, for his cognizance is not a support, but merely spider’s webs, “nur 
noch Spinnefäden” (all KSA 1, 313). The biblical loss of innocence (before 
Nietzsche’s revaluation of cognizance as innocent in Zarathustra) springs 
to mind here, and indeed, a deep fall seems inevitable in the light of the 
duality to be felt in Nietzsche’s consideration and, due to a direct influence 
perhaps, in this poem. This, in turn, mirrors both Nietzsche and Freud’s 
analogous perception of the unsuitability of the traditional reasoning in binary 
oppositions.33 

The fragmented self of the, according to Andreas-Salomé, tendentially 
schizoid Rilke is another obvious analogy, as is his creative crisis at the time 
of the birth of this poem. According to Salomé, this probably would have been 
evidence of a lack of (self-) love to Rilke, without which he could not attain 
knowledge.34 And indeed, his “conception of a division in consciousness 
[between the feeling man and the introspective observer] resembles the 
psychoanalytic notion of splitting the ego” (Kleinbard 43). The sharp contrast 
between the state of mind Rilke aspires to and that which he actually inhabits 
is shown in the last part of the poem, which is also the hardest to grasp:

While, with their full awareness, 
many sure-footed mountain animals pass 
or linger. And the great sheltered bird flies, slowly 
circling, around the peak’s pure denial.—But 
without a shelter, here on the mountains of the heart . . . .  
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33 My translation of 
“Unangemessenheit 
des traditionellen 
Gegensatzdenkens,” in 
Gasser, 706.

34 In modern man, “who 
had renounced his own 
basis in what she called 
the primal ground of life or, 
later, narcissism,” Salomé 
located lack, envy, and 
need (for woman). See 
Martin, 5.
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Da geht wohl, heilen Bewußtseins,  
manches umher, manches gesicherte Bergtier, 
wechselt und weilt. Und der große geborgene Vogel 
kreist um der Gipfel reine Verweigerung.—Aber 
ungeborgen, hier auf den Bergen des Herzens . . . .

The speaker obviously envies the mountain animal for its secure sense of 
permanence in change, or “Dauer im Wechsel”35 (“wechselt und weilt”). 
This corresponds directly to a passage of the eighth, also called the silent,36 
Duineser Elegie, which presents, in the image of the animal, “vivid equivalents 
of genuinely human possibilities” (Lorenz 152):

 

If the animal moving toward us so securely 
in a different direction had our kind of 
consciousness—, it would wrench us around and drag us 
along its path. But it feels its life as boundless, 
unfathomable, and without regard 
to its own condition: pure, like its outward gaze. 
 
And where we see the future, it sees everything 
and itself within everything, forever healed. 

Wäre Bewußtheit unsrer Art in dem 
sicheren Tier, das uns entgegenzieht 
in anderer Richtung—, riß es uns herum 
mit seinem Wandel. Doch sein Sein ist ihm 
unendlich, ungefaßt und ohne Blick 
auf seinen Zustand, rein, so wie ein Ausblick. 
 
Und wo wir Zukunft sehn, dort sieht es Alles 
und sich in Allem und geheilt für immer (SW I 715).

Especially in the light of this passage, the poem has now moved from an 
individual’s crisis to a lamenting of the human condition in general. The lines 
in “Ausgesetzt...” describing the “Bergtier” are separated visually effectively 
from the final statement of resignation concerning the fate of the human being 
by a dash. Whereas the animal is “heilen Bewußtseins,” “geheilt für immer,” 
we have no “Ausblick,” because or view on “Alles,” on the totality produced 
by the unity of life and death, is blocked by our “Reizschutz Bewußtsein.”37 
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35 I assume the reader to 
be familiar with Goethe’s 
poem of the same name.

36 Lorenz (140) points out 
Rilke’s unpublished note 
on an envelope in which 
he calls the sixth, later to 
become the eighth, Elegie 
“die stille.”

37 Freud, Jenseits des 
Lustprinzips, in SA III, 237.
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The animal, however, cannot turn us around with him towards a healthier, a 
saner approach to life precisely because it lacks “Bewußtsein unsrer Art.” We 
can merely try to follow its direction by watching it, and learning from it. Once 
more, a decidedly Nietzschean presence would seem to be pervading Rilke’s 
thought here: in “Of the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life,” the artist-
philosopher equates both action and happiness (and, in consequence, silence) 
with the opposite of knowledge, or consciousness, namely, the (animal’s) 
ability to forget:

A human being may well ask an animal: why do you not speak 
to me of your happiness but only stand and gaze at me? The 
animal would like to answer, and say: The reason is I always 
forget what I was going to say— but then he forgot this answer 
too, and stayed silent: so that the human being was left 
wondering.

Der Mensch fragt wohl einmal das Thier: warum redest du mir 
nicht von deinem Glücke und siehst mich nur an? Das Thier 
will auch antworten und sagen, das kommt daher dass ich 
immer gleich vergesse, was ich sagen wollte—da vergass es 
aber auch schon diese Antwort und schwieg.38

This takes us and Rilke back to the original dilemma. Forced to abandon, to 
silence our longing for wholeness and unity with nature, we remain outsiders 
of life, condemned to “look,” to be its spectators: “—But/ without a shelter, 
here on the mountains of the heart. . . .” The poem runs out into silence. This 
literally points, once more, to “the unspeakable [...] behind all languages,”39 
but also to Rilke’s resignation concerning the possibility of a true communion 
with another human being. He is “ungeborgen,” which, unlike the translation 
“without a shelter,” also implies his not having been found.40 He realizes that 
now he has not been recognized by an Other, there is no need for language 
any longer. 

Last, a glance at his biography will serve once more to shed some light on 
Rilke’s psychological isolation. In a letter to Magda von Hattingberg written 
in the same year as “Ausgesetzt...,” “he complained that his father’s concern 
for him had taken the destructive form of “speechless anxiety,” against 
which Rilke had found it almost impossible to defend himself” (Kleinbard 
132). Rilke had already observed in himself his father’s emotional sterility, 
and now it becomes evident why silence and a lack of love are connected 
so inextricably in this poem. His father’s death had not relieved the burden, 
now Rilke’s likeness to him became even more compulsive. “The self, like 
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38 KSA 1, 248. See also 
250: “[it is] always one 
thing by which happiness 
becomes happiness: the 
ability to forget”; and: “All 
action requires forgetting.”

39 From “Für Witold 
Hulewicz,” in SW II, 259.

40 See Kleinbard’s (54) 
discussion on Winnicott, 
who comments that 
artists often experience 
both “the urgent need to 
communicate and the still 
more urgent need not to be 
found.”“



the poem, is a place of ambivalence where meanings are not given but must 
be made; the self, like the poem, reflects what is around it and yet must 
always be fashioned,” Jonathan Hufstader explains his idea of poetry as self-
fashioning.41 The ruptures in this poem reflect all too much what was around 
the poet by whom, tragically, a truly whole sense of self, as part of a natural 
totality, was never attained. It was attained only for him; in the unconscious 
silence of his own death. “Wechsel,” change, corresponds to our earthly 
life, and—despite the necessity “to find stability within time and determine 
one’s own identity from within its influence”42 he felt so urgently—Rilke never 
experienced any feeling of endurance in it. Thus “Dauer,” permanence, must 
mean death, as Lou Andreas-Salomé wrote to Sigmund Freud in 1927: 

The moment when Rainer was relieved of the flowing change 
and transformation of his existence, he acquired a solid outline, 
the most individual totality of his being emerged in the inward 
engagement with him [...]. No, one does not babble it into 
clarity for oneself. But there absolutely has been a desire within 
me, since Rainer’s death, to tell you of that.

Im Moment, wo Rainer dem fließenden Wandel und Wechsel 
seiner Existenz enthoben war, bekam er eine geschlossene 
Umrißlinie, seine eigenste Wesenstotalität hob sich, in der 
innern Beschäftigung mit ihm, heraus [...]. Nein, man schwätzt 
es sich nicht ins Klare. Aber in mir steckte unbedingt ein 
Verlangen, seit Rainer’s (sic) Tod, Ihnen davon zu sagen.43

111   Hyperion—Abandoned on the Mountains of the Heart

41 Jonathan Hufstader, 
Tongue of Water, Teeth 
of Stone. Northern Irish 
Poetry and Social Violence 
(Lexington: University 
Press of Kentucky, 1999): 
20.

42 Görner, in: Storck 
(1986): 164.
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4 This song is over—longing’s dulcet cry
 Died in my mouth: 
A wizard did it, friend in time of drought, 
The friend of noon—no! do not ask me who— 
At noon it was that one turned into two ...

Sure of our victory, we celebrate 
 The feast of feasts: 
Friend Zarathustra came, the guest of guests! 
The world now laughs, rent are the drapes of fright, 
The wedding is at hand of dark and light .....

Dies Lied ist aus, - der Sehnsucht süsser Schrei
Erstarb im Munde: 
Ein Zaubrer that‘s, der Freund zur rechten Stunde, 
Der Mittags-Freund - nein! fragt nicht, wer es sei - 
Um Mittag war‘s, da wurde Eins zu Zwei...

Nun feiern wir, vereinten Siegs gewiss, 
Das Fest der Feste: 
Freund Zarathustra kam, der Gast der Gäste!
Nun lacht die Welt, der grause Vorhang riss, 
Die Hochzeit kam für Licht und Finsterniss... 

[see page 94.] 
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Posthumous Papers of a Living Author 
Robert Musil 

translated from the German by Peter Wortsmann 

Archipelago Books, 2006

a review of 



Isn’t it inevitable that a book comprised of 30 separate texts written in a span 
of over 15 years cannot suppress the emergence of a portrait of its author? 

This is especially so in the case of Posthumous Papers of a Living Author by 
Robert Musil,1 because the texts in this little book do not fit into one formal 
category, as would, for example, a collection of newspaper articles written 
by a journalist over a similar span of time. Musil sorts these texts into three 
sections with the following headings: “Pictures,” “Unfriendly Observations,” 
and “Unstorylike Stories.” At the end of the book, another text, which has been 
described as a full-fledged short story, stands alone. This text, “The Blackbird,” 
has recently been the subject of several critical analyses.2

I bring up this theme of portraiture or self-portraiture—something more or less, 
or at least less, narrative than auto-biography—because so many of the texts 
pivot on the question of the discontinuity of self or “. . . around the identity of 
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in Robert Musil’s “Nachlaß 
zu Lebezeiten,”’ Oliver 
Pfohlmann, www.
literaturkritik.de/public/
rezension.php?rez_id=1593 
(24.01.2009).



as a precipitate in many of these stories and in many different contexts or 
framings.

In one review of Posthumous Papers of a Living Author, the reviewer3 
suggests that these texts somehow represent a lesser achievement when 
compared to Musil’s masterpiece, Mann Ohne Eigenschaften. In my view, the 
comparison is invalid. When one considers the action of a text—its effect—it 
becomes a futile task to compare an expansive novel with one-and-a-half-
page texts. Despite its philosophical and discursive qualities, Mann Ohne 
Eigenschaften is a novel. Page after page it creates the impenetrable opacity 
and seeming continuity of a world unto itself. M.O.E.’s Vienna has its own 
streets and houses, its own weather and light. These qualities are sustained 
over time. It even succeeds at creating the passage from city to country, today 
to tomorrow and night after night and characters whose identities can be linked 
to a given name and temporal existence. None of the prose texts in this book, 
and I will be mainly speaking of the prose texts in two sections titled “Pictures” 
and “Unstorylike Stories,” attempt to do this. The truly awesome aspect of 
these extremely brief texts is that they are both protean and far-reaching in 
their implications. Musil’s vision here is terrifyingly bleak and yet the prose is 
so tender—its images so precisely drawn, that we as readers are awakened 
by the intensity of expression which perseveres despite a bottomless 
powerlessness and uncertainty confronting the narrator. There is nothing 
resigned in these texts, but rather a vigilance that refuses sentimentality, the 
comfort of categories, and the simulacrum of clear boundaries.

And, as I began to trace recurrent themes in this book to construct a fragile 
and associative interpretation of several texts, I found that many texts 
aggregate around certain themes; they form couplets, or a dialogue across 
its pages, bypassing titles and the book’s formal sections. I will attempt in the 
following essays to tease these themes into view.

Posthumous Papers of a Living Author also includes a foreword that is a sort 
of sly disclaimer. Musil explains that he consented to publication in part to 
fund continued work on his major, though here unnamed, opus, Mann Ohne 
Eigenschaften. He continues to defend his decision by claiming that at least 
as a living author he could have authorial control over the publication, an 
oversight he would necessarily have to forgo were he already dead. Tongue 
in cheek, he points to the general kindness bestowed on posthumously 
published works as being an important impetus in his wording of the book’s 
title. He expresses his own misgivings on publishing these “little tales and 
observations” but finds justification in a quote from Goethe: “In one thing done 
badly you can see the simile of all things done badly.”4 Why does he take such 
pains to reveal and evaluate his motivations to publish? Although I certainly 
cannot answer this question, I found the following line from the foreword very 
peculiar and telling: 
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When this book was suggested to me, and the little parts out 
of which it was to be constructed lay once again before me, 
I recognized, or so I thought, that they were after all more 
durable than I had feared.5 

Musil here is speaking about a moment in his past, the time “when this book 
was suggested to me”—and his recognition then that the little parts of it 
were more enduring than he had expected. The words “or so I thought” melt 
away this temporarily reassuring impression and give the reader the sense 
that Musil does not consider an authorial voice—or the author himself—as 
someone who possesses the insights he has had in a given moment as 
enduring in perpetuity either in himself or in the world at large. 

The total loss of a humanist worldview is the theme in many of these texts. 
Therefore there is nothing to substantiate that a given moment’s perspicacity, 
or awareness of the presence of God, or sense of one’s relation to another 
human being, sensation of love, or filial loyalty persists in a subsequent 
moment and certainly not within the body of an individual. One might mourn or 
wonder at this loss, but one is helpless in insisting on a continuity of self. As 
Musil writes in the foreword, “Thus, at times we really are speaking of shadows 
here, of a life that no longer exists; and furthermore, in some mildly annoying 
way we are speaking of a life that can lay no claim to conclusiveness.”6

Although one can interpret this sentence superficially as a reference to the 
fact that many of the texts were originally published in newspapers and are 
thus tied to a particular date in time, and given the shortsighted context of 
the newspaper, are, after the fact of their first appearance, “outdated” or 
“obsolete,” it seems, given many of the texts’ philosophical leanings and the 
unrelenting satirical perspective on the absurdities of the modern condition, 
that Musil here is referring to a central theme in his vision of existence 
and in the production and life of the Dichter (poet/thinker). The prose text, 
“Awakening,” one of the “Pictures,” presents a portrait of a man passing 
through stages of an awakening to this discontinuity of self in little more than a 
page of text.

A man awakens in an enclosure. He abruptly pulls aside a curtain. Although he 
cannot actually discern the difference between the darkness of the night sky 
behind the window compared to the room’s darkness, he seeks and thereby 
perceives a contrast. 

Gott hat mich geweckt. Ich bin aus dem Schlaf geschossen. 
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Ich hatte gar keinen anderen Grund aufzuwachen. Ich 
bin losgerissen worden wie ein Blatt aus einem Buch. Die 
Mondsichel liegt zart wie eine goldene Augenbaue auf dem 
blauen Blatt der Nacht.

[God woke me up. I had absolutely no other reason to wake up. 
I was torn out like a page from a book. The moon’s crescent 
lies delicate as a golden eyebrow on the blue page of night.]7

Musil uses the word “page” (Blatt in German) twice within the same paragraph. 
It is as if the narrator were suggesting that God, the momentary author of the 
world, had ripped him out of the narrative of sleep—as one would a page in a 
book. This image of the given world as pages of a book—pages that can be 
read consecutively as a consistent narrative of identity and simultaneously, 
given the aleatory nature of things, the sudden appearances by a capricious 
God makes one aware of the page-to-page nature of the narrative, that is, 
its discontinuity. There is a second page—the expanse of night. But in which 
narrative can the narrator identify himself? He then starts to analyze where 
he is and thereby recognizes the indeterminacy of the bizarre boundary he 
occupies. 

The extrapolation from an instance of the extraordinary or supernatural into 
the ever-present being of God unto which one can entrust one’s identity/soul/
essence as if to a dependable keeper is in “Awakening” revealed to be a 
fallacy to cover the shockingly and disturbingly random nature of extraordinary 
experience, mystical moments, or moments of exceptional clairvoyance 
and truth as well as their often equally sudden and capricious retreat and 
dissolution. Musil reinforces the metaphor of the perceived world as consisting 
of “pages” of a book. Continuity is assured as long as the reader believes in 
this continuity and as long as it is the goal of the author. 

The “staging” of this story reinforces this sense of indeterminacy. The narrator 
describes an enclosure that has two windows. Beyond one of which it is 
still night, while through the other, the first signs of day are appearing. The 
room, like the narrator himself, acts like a stopgap, a hiccup, or an interval of 
neither/nor, both /and, the sensed/the seen. This little story, as do others in the 
collection, notably “The Blackbird,” proposes and gives evidence of the radical 
idea that God exists only as an instant rather than as being the stuff of eternity. 

Here, in passing it is interesting to note that God’s apparition as described 
in the bible offers examples of the momentary ecstatic meeting of a human 
being with a supernatural force in many different forms: voices, events in 
nature, dreams, and visions. What is in fact rejected by Musil, then, is the 
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extrapolation of the instance into a continuous unquestionable presence—the 
narrative of God’s existence. In other stories in the book, notably “Children’s 
tale,” and in a quite different form in “The Blackbird,” Musil evokes and 
satirizes the folly in the archaic notion of God speaking through an animal. 

The narrator’s concluding moments of awakening center around another 
theme: the conflict between the senses—the aural and the optic—and the 
idea that through each one of our senses a different reality can be constructed 
and wholeheartedly believed. As the morning light grows stronger and the 
view through his window becomes clearer, the familiar context of the street 
below is to him no longer familiar or reassuring. Its elements flicker back 
and forth between the recognizable and complex abstraction. The narrator’s 
ability to describe what he sees is necessarily but unsuccessfully mediated by 
metaphor and emotion. 

I discover strange fellows, the smokestacks. In groups of three, 
five, seven and sometimes  alone, they stand on the rooftops; 
like trees in a landscape. Space winds a river around them and  
into the deep. [. . .] The rod on the roof with the thirty-six 
porcelain heads, which I count without comprehension, stands 
as a completely inexplicable structure up against the early 
morning sky. I’m wide awake now, but wherever I look, 
my eyes glide over pentagons, heptagons and steep prisms: 
So who am I?8 

In this unresolvable perceptual never-land, the narrator’s aural sense then 
leads:

At last two legs come through the night. The step of two 
woman legs in my ear: I don’t want to look. My ear stands like 
a gateway on the street. Never will I be so at one with a woman 
as with this unknown figure whose steps disappear ever 
deeper in my ear.9

He wants only to trust his ears, his sight having already proved deceptive. But 
he is fooled again: The two legs turn out to be four, those of two old women 
dressed in black and headed for church. 

His own encounter with God is over, two believers pass under his window and 
he is fully awake and godless. The last line of the story: “At this hour, the soul 
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has long since been taken into custody, and so I won’t have anything more to 
do with it.”10

The story “Clear Hearing” continues this theme of our propensity to construct 
disparate realities through an isolated perceptual sense. It describes a certain 
state of perceiving when one’s sense of hearing intensifies as the other 
senses shut down—especially the visual. The first person narrator has gone 
to bed early because of a slight fever and in a state of half-sleep awaits his 
lover. In addition to his amplified sense of hearing creating a more precise 
picture of her activities, her actions seem to multiply exponentially—every 
task incessantly repeated. He doesn’t understand the repetition and feels 
progressively less confident about his own assessment and the meaning of 
her actions. According to his accounting, entire days could be passing by. 

Many writers have chosen to write a story from a dead person’s point of view. 
What is so fascinating and convincing about Musil’s approach here, is that he 
traces this desire to know the state of being dead (as the ultimate instance 
of discontinuity), resists the impulse to “assume” this condition and instead 
explores states of being which are just as perplexing and yet entirely plausible 
and familiar. One can ask whether one is in fact dead, or as Musil often does, 
if one has an identity or any steady consciousness of that identity and its 
presence in and as a body. The condition Musil describes in “Clear Hearing” 
is one in which we are entirely submissive to our physical condition and one in 
which we are at pains to understand phenomena in the world around us. 

The longest text in the book and the only text that doesn’t find its place in one 
of the three categories Musil has laid down is “The Blackbird.” Nevertheless it 
shares many themes with another text in the section “Unstorylike Stories”—“A 
Man without Character”—in that in both, two childhood friends meet later in 
life. The particulars of one of the friends’ life path is recounted to the other.

In “A Man without Character,” the friend’s changes are related to us by his 
friend, the first person narrator through observation of his friend during 
consecutive encounters. The friend’s changes are analyzed in relation to the 
accusations directed at him that he has no character. 

In “The Blackbird,” however, the friend himself recounts the key events that 
led to his present condition. The story’s narrator introduces the two friends as 
Aone and Atwo and from the irony in the opening paragraph it is clear that with 
the device of the mitotic division of A into Aone and Atwo is the inference that 
Atwo is really explaining himself to himself. 

The two men whom I must mention in order to relate three 
little stories, in which the narrative pivots around the identity of 
the narrator, were friends from youth; let’s call them Aone and 
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Atwo. The fact is that such early friendships grow ever more 
astounding the older you get. You change over the years, [. . .] 
but, strangely enough, your relationship with each other stays 
the same, fluctuating about as little as the communion we each 
carry on with the divers host of sirs successively addressed as 
I.11

The mystical story “The Blackbird” explores more fully the punctuated 
disequilibrium and discontinuity of identity and this concept’s isometric partner: 
the momentary existence of God. 

Atwo describes to his friend the three events or moments that became turning 
points in his life. As in the story “Awakening,” the first departure occurs during 
the indeterminate transition from night to day. The two stories also share other 
images and metaphors: darkness as a palpable material which subsumes 
our bodies and morning’s arrival marked by an irrepressible rush of the color 
green: “In the space between the curtains and the blind a dark greenness 
gushed forth; thin bands of the white froth of morning seeped in between the 
slats.”12 In Atwo’s waking dream, he hears the song of the nightingale, and with 
her flight impulsively decides to follow suit and leave his wife. Even though he 
reasons that the birdsong he hears is only a common blackbird’s imitation—it’s 
effect on him is undeniable. 

In his second tale, Atwo recounts how he foresaw during his stint in the 
trenches during WWI that an aerial dart was meant for him and how this 
knowledge gave him the sensation of God’s immanent presence. 

And this tone was directed at me: I stood in communion with it 
and had not the least little doubt that something decisive was 
about to happen to me. I had no thoughts of the kind that are 
supposed to come at death’s door, but all my thoughts were 
rather focused on the future; I can only say that I was certain 
that in the next second I would feel God’s proximity close up 
to my body—which, after all, is saying quite a bit for someone 
who hasn’t believed in God since the age of eight.13

In the last tale, Atwo returns to his childhood home after both parents have 
died. The blackbird returns, this time able to speak. The bird says: “I am 
your mother.”14 Atwo had earlier recognized that his actual mother had not 
only given him life but was also a kind of guardian of a constant image of her 
child—one which, although outdated, was unquestionable. Atwo cares for the 
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bird/mother as if the bird’s continued existence and presence were his only 
means to claim an identity over time. 

In addition to “The Blackbird,” a number of stories in this book make reference 
to World War I, in which Musil served with the Austrian army. The references 
are either literal and direct as in “The Blackbird,” which includes descriptions of 
life in the trench, elliptical and analogical as in “The Mouse,” or more general 
allusions to war and mortal surrender as in the text titled “Flypaper.”

Here I’d like to more thoroughly examine the analogical account of modern 
war in the story “The Mouse.” Again the text is little over two pages. In this 
“miniature,” the human being has already been shifted away from the center. 
The protagonists are instead a bench and a mouse. “On the Swiss Fodora 
Velda Alps, more than three thousand feet above inhabited ground, and still 
much farther off the beaten track: There in peacetime, somebody had put up 
a bench.”15 What for? One hikes up away from the close, noisy town to a quiet 
empty place. One sits down and follows the lay of the land from above. Yes, in 
peacetime, somebody had put up a bench. This type of action—that of seeing 
the world from up on high was considered and the necessary preparations 
taken to make this possible: someone had put up a bench: Civilization’s 
bench. 

During the war, the bench was abandoned, that is, the possibility of 
sovereignty—to take a position to contemplate a considerable extent of 
landscape—substantial enough to project a mapping of one’s life—became 
impossible. 

This bench stood untouched, even by the war. In a wide, right 
hollow. The shots sailed over it. Silent as ships, like schools of 
fish. They struck far back where nothing and no one was, and 
for months, with an iron perseverance, ravaged an innocent 
precipice. No one knew why anymore. An error of the art of 
war?16

During WWI and the voluntarily constructed horror of trench warfare, men 
went below ground like frightened and industrious rodents and abandoned the 
sovereign position on the Earth’s surface marked by the bench. Perhaps they 
preferred to no longer have this view from above, the view of sovereignty.

“The Mouse” begins: “This minuscule story, that in fact is nothing but a punch 
line, a single tiny tip of a tale, and not a story at all, happened during the first 
World War”17 and ends: “but that’s all for this little story, that had already come 
to an end every time you tried to end it.”18
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This is the tip of a story because it is the cap of human history up to the ever-
approaching point when a man, a human being—the socialized, civilized 
animal—will no longer be able to tell the story of the world. That man, that 
human being has already given up the position from which to speak, to see, 
and to ascertain. Civilized man—he who built the bench—had already thrown 
his lot into the trench where no one would know whether the war had come to 
an end and when one could return to the bench above. “Near the bench, which 
was seldom visited, a little mouse had dug itself a system of trenches. Mouse-
deep, with holes to disappear and elsewhere reappear. She scurried around 
in circles, stood still, then scurried round again. A terrible silence emanated 
from the sullen atmosphere. The human hand dropped off the armrest.”19 One 
was now dependent and relying on a being above—a director, a manager, 
a general, on the word from above; and even the mouse, whose traditional 
domain is the trench, might be in a better position when she takes short leave 
and climbs out of her below ground domain to ascertain her place in this 
moment in time and space. Thus: 

And for an instant you had such a strange twisted feeling, that 
you really no longer knew: Was it this tiny, living black eye 
[of the mouse] that turned? Or the stirring of the mountain’s 
huge immobility? You just didn’t know anymore: Had you been 
touched by the will of the world or by the will of this mouse...?20 

Or is the mouse a stand in for civilized man? The one who, after climbing up 
from her busy work in the trench encircling the bench is unable to ascertain if 
she is turning her head or the entire mountain is turning. In this reading, the 
bench takes on an even larger symbolic or metaphysical significance. Even 
though the mouse/man can no longer remember the bench’s function, nor 
even simply use it, it still is a geopolitical reference. 

During the war, the bench is left untouched, but depending on how a man 
uses the bench it is either a place of meditation or a place of oblivion and 
periodically the plinth/plateau of death. Perhaps, in its purely functional form 
it is the antithesis of the throne. It is a seat belonging to no one, and one that 
bestows no particular social status. It is just a place to sit. The bench does not 
augment identity in any way. It is the seat of waiting, uselessness, idle time, 
and at best, of meditation or because of its position, facing a majestic view or 
a great artwork, a functional support to prolong that meditation on something 
sublime. Already, lightly touching down on the ground—the bench is the place 
of hesitation, of nothing to do, of the world can now pass me by, because I’ve 
given up… I’m sitting on the bench, come what may. 
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Let’s propose that Musil is telling this story from the trench… What then is 
the bench? Can it be a stretcher, bearing a wounded man or a man near 
death? Can it support the moment when the bench and whatever minimal 
consciousness, or semi-consciousness that occupies it, can have a relation 
to the sun’s light—the cosmic. “The bench was abandoned by the war. All 
day long, from way up in its infinite altitude, the sun sent light to keep it 
company.”21

The shots sail over the bench in an arc and relentlessly strike the precipice—
the steep face of the rock. The place where there is no footing. The precipice 
up high in the alps could just as well be the wall of the trench. The topography 
of the land—its morphology—is innocent. It is the human being that has 
assigned value to topographical features and who has inscribed borders to 
define territories. 

The bench instead of being a place where one can take in the view, becomes 
a plinth of oblivion—forgotten by time and circumstance—upon which the 
body’s limbs forget that they once had the capacity to communicate with one 
another and make meaningful actions. The stories only mention of a human 
body/presence: “...The human hand dropped off the armrest.”

This is a very bleak and accurate view of the willfully destructive oblivion 
constructed repeatedly in modern warfare. 

An animal or group of animals play major roles in 10 of the 19 stories in the 
two sections of the book titled: “Pictures” and “Unstorylike Stories,” and of 
course in “The Blackbird.” The animal presence spans the naturalistic to the 
symbolic. “Can a Horse Laugh?” includes a detailed empirical account of a 
horse’s behavior, while in “The Blackbird” and “Children’s Tale” animals are 
supernatural and even prophetic entities. 

Animals portrayed in Posthumous Papers of a Living 

Author and a Portrait of a Living Author

I was sitting at my desk and a dusty brown and white bird landed on one of the 
walls that encloses the balcony, pecked at the wall, flapped its wings, pecked 
again, and then flew away. Still seated at my desk working, I saw a bird again 
land at the wall and peck at the same area. The paint there was lifting away. 
Later, I went out and swept away the fine white flecks of paint that littered the 
balcony. 

On another day, sitting at my desk, I saw a bird land on the same wall and 
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peck at the same area of paint. Later, still seated, I saw two birds pecking at 
the paint. The area of the wall without paint grew larger. Birds continued to 
land on the wall and peck at the loosened paint. One day—I can’t recall the 
exact date, although I think it was a day in the first week of June—I noticed 
that the area where the birds had pecked away the paint resembled the 
silhouette of a pecking bird. Since then, I haven’t seen any birds hovering at 
the wall outside my window. 

A blackbird arrives on the concrete parapet that surrounds the large circular 
planter built into the balcony. Several sparrows hop amongst the plants 
nipping at whatever it is they seek. Of all the birds that visit my balcony, I think 
the blackbird most closely resembles the portrait the sparrows had pecked into 
the wall over a month ago. The size of the silhouette and length of the beak, 
as well as the proportion of body to tail area, are a better match. I wonder, until 
I had thought of the two together—the blackbird and the wall portrait—why 
I would have assumed that the sparrows had pecked the silhouette of one 
of their own kind into the wall. The portrait on the wall could as easily be of 
another species of bird, the larger, more imposing blackbird, for example. 
Further, the image may represent a bird flying, falling, or any number of 
positions familiar only to a bird, and not be, as I had reasoned, a self-reflexive 
portrait of a bird pecking at a balcony wall. 

The point of this little story and its relation to Musil’s texts is this: Inevitably, 
in our reflections on the natural world, we more definitively draw a portrait of 
ourselves than of another being. Language and reference to visual information 
forms a hinge that links perception of self to another being.

Musil shrewdly insists on the inconclusive nature of the relationship 
between a man’s observation and the natural world. This view is realized 
with consummate wit in the story “Can a horse laugh?” Here Musil takes up 
argument with the following statement by a renowned psychologist: “...for 
animals don’t know how to laugh or smile”22 and then proceeds to describe 
his own observations of a horse going into a fit of uncontrollable laughter 
when tickled by an affectionate and playful stable boy. His account is richly 
described, detailed, and convincing. 

And suddenly it started to laugh. It flashed its teeth. With its 
muzzle it tried as hard as it could to push away the boy [. . .] 
And when with the currycomb he arrived in the vicinity of its 
shoulders, the horse could no longer control itself; it shifted 
from leg to leg, shivered all over and pulled back the gums of 
its teeth as far as it could. For a few seconds then, it behaved 
like a man tickled so much that he can’t even laugh anymore.23
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In the end, Musil slips in an additional twist after leading us to believe that he 
in fact had observed a horse laughing. Musil writes: 

The ability to whinny with laughter seems in fact to be a human 
talent. But nonetheless, the two of them were obviously playing 
together [. . .] there could be no doubt that the horse wanted to 
laugh and was already anticipating the sequence of sensations. 
So learned doubt defines the limitations of the beast’s ability, 
that it cannot laugh at jokes. This, however, should not always 
be held against the horse.24 

In addition to taking a swipe at the foolhardy “conclusiveness,” Musil is also 
taking great pleasure in signaling the extent that language and metaphor 
seduces us to give unwarranted weight—significance and truth value—to our 
interpretations of the natural world. 

 Musil quotes just a fragment of the psychologist’s statement: “…for animals 
don’t know how to laugh or smile.” Because this short text is both a ‘picture’ 
delineated with precise details of the horse’s physical transformations 
in mouth, shoulders, and hoof and an argument, can we say that the 
psychologist’s position is fairly represented? The psychologist is explaining or 
giving justification for something else, perhaps some qualification of ‘human’ 
psychology—we, in fact, don’t know. Musil then goes on to contradict this 
half statement offering the evidence of his own observations. Now, if this 
partial statement is inconclusive, as is the answer to the question, “Can a 
horse laugh?” what we are left with is a still pulsing doubt with regards to the 
psychologist’s position, the truth about horses, and even why Musil had gone 
to the trouble of writing down his careful observations—in other words, what 
had he meant to say, and in what context? I have no answers, but I did enjoy 
the story and Musil’s successful representation of the heat of the moment 
between horse and boy.

Another animal story: “Sheep seen in a different light” more than any other in 
this section of the book is a “picture.” If I were to assign it to a particular formal 
tradition, I would classify it as a triptych. Framed, with titles and an inscription, 
this picture is similar to a hinged panel that might tell the story about the life 
of Christ, or the birth of Moses. This triptych tells us the story of sheep, God’s 
chosen flock: religious man.

Let’s start with the introductory inscription (presumably painted in gold on 
black stained wood, the thin strip of which unifies the three hinged panels): 

125   Hyperion—Posthumous Papers of a Living Author 

24 Ibid., 16.

“



As to the history of sheep: Today man views sheep as stupid. 
But God loved it. He repeatedly compared man with sheep. Is it 
possible that God was completely wrong? 

As to the psychology of sheep: The finely chiseled expression 
of exalted consciousness is not unlike the look of stupidity.25

The inscription tells all and instructs the reader in how to look at this written 
text. This story is all about perceiving, as the title suggests: “Sheep seen in a 
different light.”

The first panel with the heading, “On the way to Rome,” depicts a landscape: 
the religious flock sings with one voice composed as if in a choir of the man’s, 
woman’s, and children’s voices. Despite the different registers, the song 
drives a singular view of time: its finality and its end on earth. With its thorough 
simplification of the human condition, the image here is like an extremely 
poetic Hallmark card in which earth’s end and Judgment Day simply and 
perfectly give way to Heaven and Hell.

In soft swells they lifted and lowered their voices; it was like 
a wandering train in the darkness, struck every second by 
light, and the children’s voices stood on an ever-returning hill, 
while the men strode through the valley. Day and night rolled a 
thousands time faster through their song and drove the earth 
onward to its end.26

The second panel “Once again in the South” encompasses the history of man 
in time. Sheep take the place of man: “Man is twice as big as usual in their 
midst and reaches like a church spire up towards heaven,”27 and man takes 
the place of God. Like a continually skipping LP, which hops from the first 
song to the last and then to any in the middle again and again, the images 
Musil describes skip time. ‘St. Peter’s time,” as in ‘wandering Odysseus’ day,” 
seem to suggest that, in their ignorant exultation, modernity evaporates. What 
persists is a single image that swallows the present into the recurring past.

The third panel: “Everywhere...” where the wish for the end of time congeals 
its subjects—the sheep,religious transcendent man—into a wheel. This wheel 
doesn’t move. It is a static wheel representing man’s subjugation to ignorance 
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and his belief in a story about time which accepts that time is meted out for us 
by a higher being.

What does this ‘triptych’ achieve? Composed of snapshots—to now use a 
modern term—it depicts three scenes of a play and, because of the miniature 
prologue and its provocative question about the roles and interchangeability 
of animal and man, sheep and man, God and sheep, and God and man, 
the story suggests that not only is God-fearing man meekishly playing an 
infantilizing role but he is in fact in a play—a passion play—in which he is 
occupying theatrical scenes. 

The text’s closing image is both chilling and condemning: 

They [the sheep] stick their heads together then, ten or fifteen 
of them, and form the spokes of a wheel, with the big heavy 
center point of heads and the otherwise colored spokes of their 
backs. They press their skulls tightly together. This is how they 
stand, and the wheel that they form won’t budge for hours. 
They don’t want to feel anything but the wind and the sun, and 
between their foreheads, the seconds striking out an eternity 
that beats in their blood and signally from head to head like the 
hammering of prisoners on prison walls.28

It is a picture of man banging his head on the walls of the prison house of 
religion and persisting in willful ignorance. This is also a brief history of the 
adjective of “sheepishness.” Modernity ridicules it; religion celebrates it. 
In modernity, however, both exist, side by side: one as a living panorama 
haunting us and the other as the necessity to accept an indefinable position in 
the world subject to sudden apparitions of God as if from the past. 

For the first of the “Unstorylike Stories,” “The Great Agoag,” Musil has written 
a strange tale that delves further into the theme of the inconclusive body. This 
story has a protagonist—a man—a weakling that is something less than a 
man: a lightweight, a man without presence who had “two arms as thin as the 
sound of a toy clock,”29 and too little physical substance to successfully woo a 
woman.

For an inexplicable reason, (and even here, the laughter begins—that even 
human affections do not always follow the crude status quo social plan that 
women must only be attracted to the full-bodied, muscular physique and 
sexual prowess of a strong man) one woman does show interest in him. 
This gives him cause to defy his natural disposition (or non-disposition) and 
begin his own bodybuilding program, one he develops himself and which is 

28 Ibid., 20.

29 Ibid., 113.
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therefore low-tech and appropriately thrifty. He harnesses every daily action 
into his exercise program to exert himself to the utmost. A simple action such 
as buttoning a shirt he performs with isometric acrobatics—and becomes a 
study in opposition, extension, and difficulty—and above all, strenuous action. 
There is something both pathetic and heroic about this character—who, as the 
narrator points out, will eventually, by continuing such a relentless vigorous 
program of self-improvement, get strong. He is pathetic in that his own body 
becomes a battleground without a wise leader or general at the helm. It is a 
muscular battleground and a battleground of impulse. But the hero’s program 
is aborted before he has reached his physical peak. The man is beaten 
miserably and sinks to his lowest. Unfortunately, the battleground is not only 
occurring within his own body, it is apotheosized in the crowd and the mobbing 
or beating he has to endure. That he is beaten at the hands of the crowd is 
an eloquent expression of a de facto condemnation of his body and even of 
his project to ‘change’ himself (from within). It is indeed a hopeless situation. 
Yet the man with the vanquished body and an already demented, vacant spirit 
is witness to an accident. An omnibus runs over an athletic man, and, given 
our protagonist’s already disembodied identity, we accept his nearly surreal 
decision, indeed infantile, but given the circumstances and his bereft state 
perhaps understandable, to clothe himself in the bus. “It was a sad sight but 
our man saw his chance and quickly climbed aboard the victor.”30 He crawls 
into the body of the giant. He rides the bus and is convinced that within the 
bus’s shell he can instill fear in physically strong men and earn their respect.

The bus’s name: Agoag—presumably the initials of a company name, 
A.G.O.A.G., is transformed here into the proper name Agoag. When 
pronounced the name sounds like baby talk, repeating a sound by vocalizing 
while opening and closing the lips. And if you will allow me to further play at 
the possible irony of the name AGOAG: from a visual perspective, the name 
consists of a “null”—“0”—framed by two “AGs,” which in German is a very 
commonly used abbreviation for the word Arbeitsgemeinschaft—in English, 
a consortium, association or partnership. The partnership, here, of course, 
entirely in the protagonist’s imagination, is between man: “0,” and bus: “AG—
AG.” Although these interpretations are in some sense frivolous, it is clear that 
the name has an uncanny quality.

The narrator makes fun of his character’s logic, reasoning, and inner dialogue 
and in so doing points out how deluded an individual can be in feeling 
stronger, of higher status, and even more righteous when part of a group. 
Although the narrator is describing the act/belief of a man who climbs onto a 
bus, the metaphor can surely be extended to men’s relations to military and 
industrial machinery of any kind as well as to political structures. 

Our hero himself could have also been run over by the omnibus—it is in fact 
an indiscriminate equalizer. Nevertheless, “He took his girlfriend along for the 

30 Ibid., 115.
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ride expecting that she would be able to appreciate intellectual masculine 
beauty.”31 What is intellectual masculine beauty? “Deriving one’s dignity from 
the reflected rays of an alien power that surrounds them.”32 Unfortunately, His 
girlfriend cannot understand the principle of transferred prowess. He cannot 
communicate his sense of respect for the great Agoag and he comes up with 
this final fallacy: “The strong are strongest alone.”33 

Through my reading and re-reading of the texts comprising Posthumous 
Papers of a Living Author, a view of Musil himself—1st person narrator, a man 
at the brink of dawn in the midst of a curiously intimate or private meditation—
repeatedly returns, and yet, I have the sense that Musil, with an ironic flick of 
the tongue, would most likely raise objection and find fault in my illusory wish 
for a portrait of the man, Musil. I imagine he would find my reading vulgar, or 
a symptom of a contemporary fashion to look at an author’s writing, or even 
worse, at all of his production as part of a history and account of self. 

Nevertheless, perhaps as an unintended effect, outlines of a thinker, social 
critic, visionary, and human being are pronounced in these texts. Like single-
ply veils, they reveal the contours of the author’s preoccupations—the 
discontinuity of self and identity, distorted by the inanity of modern society and 
cultural mores, and the co-existence of multiple realties. What is left behind? 
A series of arguments? Sirens? Alerts? Paradoxes, prophesies or parables 
(with or without a moral)? It is the author, deracinated and disembodied, who 
unclothes himself as if ridding himself of himself as a perpetual character.

31 Ibid., 116.

32 Ibid., 116.

33 Ibid., 117.
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Hyperion: On the Future of Aesthetics is seeking submissions for its section 
“Poetry in Translation.” We are looking principally for translations into English 
of poets who are of significant stature in their own cultures and whose 
works in English translation have not been published, are out of print, or are 
infrequently and inaccurately published.

All submitted translations must not have been previously in publication. 
Contributors need not be established translators with previous translations in 
publication.

All submissions should be accompanied by a copy of the translated poetry in 
its original language.
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I want to say right now, at the outset, that this is a work of extraordinary 
originality, a truly unique example of the practice of phenomenology. 

There is nothing like it—except the earlier books by the same author, always 
approaching his subject matter in the most rigorous phenomenological way. 

But, before I discuss the contents of the book, I need to address the 
limitations confronting this review: limitations bordering on the impossible. 
For besides the problem of summarizing in a review such as this a book 
of such sheer length and comprehensiveness, there is also a problem that 
stems specifi cally from the great virtue of this book, namely, its absolutely 
uncompromising phenomenological fi delity to the things themselves just as 
they show themselves. What I mean is that it is impossible to summarize 
a work that truly, methodically practices phenomenology, because what is 
distinctive of this method, this practice, in contrast to other philosophical 
methods and practices, is precisely its rigorous attentiveness, its careful 
description of our experience as we actually live it. Whence its peculiar 
concreteness, its specifi city, its micrological exactitude, its obsession with 
the detail. Instead of abstractions, generalities, and theoretically grounded 
analysis and argumentation, phenomenology is supposed to remain close 
to the experience in all its concrete richness, dimensionality, and subtlety. 
Phenomenology requires, therefore, an extraordinary patience, so that the 
phenomenon in question can unfold, can show itself, as Heidegger puts it 
without fully realizing the implications of his radical reformulation of Husserl’s 
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conception of the methodology, “from out of itself.” This arduous patience, 
extremely difficult, extremely rare, is a quality that all of Edward Casey’s 
books exhibit to an incomparable degree. I can think of no one else writing 
today whose contributions to the phenomenological project inaugurated by 
Husserl so beautifully, so creatively, so perfectly carry forward the practice 
and its principles, showing how fruitful the project can be once its idealism, its 
metaphysics, no longer dictate the recovery of experience. 

If phenomenology is to be rigorously descriptive, as the method requires, 
Casey’s writings give us descriptions with unequalled nuance, subtlety, 
richness of detail, and comprehensiveness. And precisely therein lies the 
problem for a reviewer—for me, at any rate—who must of course leave behind 
all this wonderfully rich texture. It is as impossible to do justice to such a work 
as it is adequately to summarize, and do justice to, a great novel or indeed 
any work of art. Actually, there is more than a little reason for this comparison, 
because, in Casey’s work, the experience in question—let’s say, the glance—
is always presented as situated, located in time, place, and the other co-
ordinates that constitute the relevant context. In other words, the experience 
is presented in an existential narrative, a narrative into which we can always 
insert ourselves. Casey’s narratives are invariably a pleasure to read, not only 
because they are so skillfully elaborated, but also because they are written in 
such an existentially engaging way. It is never difficult, and always rewarding, 
for us to put ourselves in the place of the subjects whose experience is 
being described. Indeed, since the truth in phenomenological description is 
necessarily also performative, this truth will be missed unless we attempt to do 
just that.

According to Husserl’s conception, phenomenology has three main phases 
or dimensions. In the first, we must, as much as possible, suspend, or put out 
of action, all our philosophical presuppositions and accumulated distractions, 
or prejudgments, in order to be as attentive as possible, and as openly 
receptive as possible, to the way, or ways, in which the experience and object 
in question present themselves. This is the so-called “phenomenological 
reduction.” In the second phase, the so-called “eidetic reduction,” we should, 
if we are following Husserl’s model, turn away from the matter of perception, 
from sensible experience and instead make use of our “free” imagination 
in an attempt to get at what is “essential,” deriving an abstract universal 
theoretically separated from its various contingencies and life-world contexts. 
So, for example, whilst it is essential that the glance be quick, darting, it is not 
essential that it be accompanied by a smile or a shrugging of the shoulders. 
In the third phase, that involving the so-called “transcendental reduction,” the 
task is to demonstrate that, and how, the experiences in question have been 
“constituted” as meanings by a transcendental ego.

Now, in Casey’s work, this third phase or dimension—the one that inevitably 
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draws us into the strictly philosophical problems entailed by transcendental 
idealism—is abandoned. Wisely, I think, since it yields nothing new, nothing 
of any interest for our living. It is, to state my point very bluntly, a dead end. 
So, leaving that phase to philosophical scribblers and squabblers, Casey 
concentrates on the first two phases or dimensions. In fact, for the most 
part, he concentrates on the first. And with regard to the second, he departs 
in a fundamental way from the Husserlian model, for, instead of imagining 
variations in order to get at an absolutely determinate essence, a universal 
abstracted from all particulars, a universal under which the particulars taken 
up for reflection by the procedure of imagined variations can be subsumed—
obtaining an entity quite rightly regarded, these days, with a good deal of 
suspicion—Casey endeavours to show us actualities, the richness of lived 
experience and its objects, using narratives to reveal the intriguing intricacies, 
unsuspected complexities, and marvelous subtleties: often things that are 
so familiar, so habitual, so common that we never before gave them any 
attention. Instead of a phenomenology serving the logic of subsumption, a 
logic that never does justice to the singularity of particulars, Casey follows 
the glance to show us a phenomenology that illuminates these particulars, 
presenting them in their contexts, revealed in the light of the glance. Casey’s 
attentiveness to the real in all its singularity is in this way rather like a work of 
poetry, compelling our own attentiveness and revealing what is extraordinary 
even about the most ordinary things in our lives. In fine, in his hands, it is 
principally into the first phase or dimension of phenomenology that he gently 
guides us, drawing out from the specifics all sorts of variations, differences, 
nuances, so that, in the end, what he gives us is an intricate weave of 
experience that we have never had before, even though it is, and has been, 
constitutive of our everyday life: something that seems unfamiliar because it 
has been all too familiar. Nothing is stranger than what is closest to us. 

In the discourse of philosophy, a discourse saturated with images and 
allegories pertaining to light and vision, it is the gaze that has been talked 
about, not the glance. Casey’s book is thus the first study devoted to the 
glance. In the history of philosophy, whereas the gaze has been taken to 
represent the paradigm of knowledge and truth, the glance has been either 
taken for granted, included without specific recognition in the generalizations 
about vision, or else marginalized, regarded as trivial, insignificant, and too 
light to serve as an experience of the ethical relation and as an aesthetic 
approach to works of art. In colourful vignettes and rigorous analyses of the 
phenomenological data, thinking at the limits of phenomenology and on the 
border between phenomenology and cultural studies, Casey shows us why we 
must not ignore the many roles of the glance. 

In Part I, “Approximating to the Glance,” he shows us the glance as it figures 
in everyday life. In Part II, “Glancing Earlier and Farther Afield,” this adventure 
in glancing continues, as we explore, with him, the fate of the glance in the 
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very different cultural and historical settings of the Athenian agora and the 
boulevards and arcades of nineteenth century Paris. In Part III, “Getting 
Inside the Glance,” we are led to give thought to the unique temporality and 
singularity of the glance. And finally, in Part IV, “The Praxis of the Glance,” 
Casey shows how the glance figures in our ethical, social, and political 
relations, before concluding with a no less compelling chapter on the role of 
the glance in aesthetic experience. If the gaze in its “spirit of gravity,” petrifying 
whatever it sees, has drawn the attention of philosophers across the centuries, 
Casey shows us numerous instances of glances that “grace whatever they 
look at.” Whereas the steadiness, constancy, and continuity of the gaze has 
encouraged a metaphysics of presence, encouraged the valuation of clarity 
and distinctness, certainty and predictability, philosophical recognition of the 
glance would encourage thought to attend to becoming instead of being, 
transience instead of constant presence, brevity instead of permanence, the 
surface of things instead of their depth, and discreteness instead of syntheses. 
If the gaze promotes contemplation, sobriety, a passive receptivity, the glance 
is a force of subversion, sudden, spontaneous, unpredictable, unruly: “the 
glance is the force of becoming in the field of vision.” (162 ff)

I said that Casey does undertake a modified kind of eidetic exploration: not 
exactly what Husserl, who really wanted essences in something very much 
like the mediaeval sense, proposed; but his eidetic investigations are also 
not entirely different. For Casey has a Renaissance passion for taxonomies, 
classificatory arrangements. He loves to gather different things and put them 
into some kind of rational order. But unlike Husserl, Casey is more interested 
in noticing all the varieties in their fascinating differences than in finding the 
common essence, the invariant one in the many. The apodeictic essence, 
or “eidos,” can be of interest only to a handful of transcendental idealists 
with a metaphysical cause to defend; the former is the very stuff that stories 
are made of. In the glances that appear in Part I, these are some of the 
character-traits we encounter: averted glances, furtive glances, admonitory 
glances, passing glances, inquisitive glances, distant glances, sidewise 
glances, abstracted glances, penetrating glances, inviting glances, seductive 
glances, accusative glances, open glances, forbidding glances and beady 
glances. With each characteristic, Casey treats us to some kind of story, some 
kind of setting. Simply cataloguing them in a dry order as I am doing here 
cannot do them justice at all. Casey’s ordering is prodigious. Glances have 
different forms; he mentions seven: empty, insufficient, mental, checking-out, 
discovering, reorienting, and confirmatory. And they have levels; he names 
three: free, bound, geographic. There are also “singularities”; he names three: 
those of feature, those of region, and those of character. Going through these 
catalogues, as I have done here, can only be a way of promising to readers 
that there are wonderful adventures awaiting them if they open Casey’s 
book and expose their glance to its surprising narratives. These catalogues 
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obviously prove my point, that phenomenology cannot be summarized, 
because, unlike other styles of philosophy, what is interesting in, or about, 
phenomenology is not what it can reveal of the skeleton, the deeply hidden 
taxonomy, but what it shows of the flesh, the surface: the stories it tells, the 
richness of the experiences it calls to our attention. Casey, in this regard, is 
unquestionably a master storyteller.

For me, one of the most fascinating features of Casey’s work, evident not 
only in this book but in all his writings, is that, as he reflects on the vastly 
different experiences that his investigations gather, he shows us how he finds 
himself compelled by his close attention to the experiences to search for the 
words that will most faithfully represent them—represent them not as pinned-
down truths, but as living events. Thus, in the course of his reflections on the 
temporality of the glance, Casey remarks that, like a bird, a glance “alights”: “It 
does not,” he suggests, “settle down, but perches precariously.” (277) Casey’s 
writings abound with such beautiful movements of articulation. (Near the end 
of the book, in his “Afterword,” he touches on the differences between staring 
and glaring, peeking and peeping, drawing words from situations. These 
illuminations are faithful to the experiences they name precisely by letting the 
experiences continue to interact with them.) The experiences he works with 
demand descriptive words or phrases that do not yet exist, words or phrases 
that can be brought forth only through the most exquisite, most patient, 
most loving attentiveness—an attentiveness and concentration that is, as 
Malebranche understood, akin to the devotion of prayer. The words or phrases 
must come from the experiences themselves; they cannot be imposed from 
outside. This is, in my opinion, the most intriguing and most challenging 
stage in the phenomenological process. And it is precisely here, at this 
point, that description reveals the fact that it is a performative, or formative, 
function. Whereas Husserl conceived of phenomenology as a purely, strictly 
“descriptive science,” Casey’s practice shows us that this “positivism” is 
deadening; it actually betrays the dynamic, living character of experience as it 
is lived. It turns a medusan gaze onto the phenomenon, compelling it to obey 
its methodological preconditions. The only way to work phenomenologically 
with our experience is to let the experience give us its own words. And the 
best way to solicit these words is to tell stories. Here, then, is one, selected 
because of its comparative brevity:

I am now on a bus in Wuppertal, and I glance at the person 
who has seated himself opposite me. My discernment 
of certain basic features is immediate: “heavyset”, “has 
been working all day”, “probably Turkish”, “middle-aged”, 
“melancholy, dark eyes”, “hands roughly textured”, and so on. 
These overtly stereotypical traits constitute my apperception 
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of my traveling companion as an individual who embodies a 
certain generic image: “a Turkish worker in Germany”. I also 
grasp him as someone who is not just a representative of a 
class or race or generation. I realize this not after my grasp 
of this man’s typicality (for we have to do with the cut of the 
instant in the glance, not with the amassing that occurs in 
prolonged perceptual looking.), but at the same time: I see right 
away his very singularity, his utter uniqueness, his difference 
from every stereotype (including those he seems to manifest 
so transparently). In other words, I take in at once both his 
exemplification of certain social and cultural, age and gender 
categories and his being himself, being the singular human 
being he is. [. . .] (269-70)

This exposition enables Casey to comment on the ways that other 
philosophers—Kierkegaard, Levinas, Nancy, and Nietzsche, for example—
have addressed the question of our perception of other human beings. This is, 
I think, one of the thorniest, most difficult experiences for philosophical thought 
to interpret. Casey touches on it near the beginning of his book (41-3, 48, 50, 
62) and returns to it much later, in the chapter on “The Ethics of the Glance” 
(350-62). Even in the merest instantaneity of a glance, he wants to say, what 
I see when I encounter another human being constitutes, simultaneously and 
immediately, both an acknowledgement of the other as a singularity and an 
acknowledgement of the other as a human being, a member of a common, 
shared humanity. Moreover, these two acknowledgements are really so 
intimately intertwined, so absolutely inseparable, each taking place, affirming 
itself, through the other, that they are, in effect, just one single moment of 
recognition. 

Kant believed that, when we encounter others, we see (into) their souls. For 
the skeptic, however, this does not help to dispel the enigma—if, that is, there 
is one to be solved. Wittgenstein, as we know, famously declared that the best 
picture of the soul is the human body. In effect, he was telling philosophers 
not to assume, not to posit, inaccessible depths. The humanity of the other 
is right there for all to see—right on the surface. No insight needed, no deep, 
penetrating gaze required; the quickest, merest glance is sufficient. The so-
called “problem of other minds,” a distinctively “modern” problem that never 
caused the ancients to lose one second of sleep, simply vanishes. The enigma 
disappears: there never was a real problem. Just as there are iatrogenic 
diseases, so there are unsolvable philosophical problems, illusory enigmas, 
generated by the peculiar turns and twists of a philosophical discourse that 
has wandered too far away from ordinary language and ordinary experience, 
getting lost in labyrinths of its own creation. Thus, the humanity of the other 
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is no mysterious property that requires a special gaze, a deep gaze. A glance 
suffices. . . . 

And yet, does our history not compel us to admit that, again and again, there 
have been pogroms, massacres, wars, and genocides, because—some 
people, some human beings, have not seen the humanity in some other 
human beings, have not seen that these others are also human beings? Or 
is this way of describing the situation totally misleading? Perhaps we should 
say, quite simply, that, whilst the violent ones certainly do see these others 
as human beings, do see that they are human beings, they are refusing 
to acknowledge what they see? And there is nothing more, philosophically 
speaking, to be said about the skeptic’s supposed enigma. This, it seems, is 
the conclusion at which Casey leaves us. But why, if this is correct, do ordinary 
people, not only some misguided philosophers, persist in using the vocabulary 
of vision to describe the tragic situations we should instead describe as 
refusals of acknowledgement? To understand what people see, what they do 
not see, and why (some) people are, as we say, “blind” to the suffering and 
misery of others, or “blind” to their humanity requires, I believe, something 
more than a glance. But whether or not the philosopher’s gaze, however 
penetrating, however steadfast it might be, is any more capable of answering 
these troubling questions is itself a question I must leave unanswered.

An analogous question arises in Casey’s very timely chapter on our 
relationship to the natural environment. Again: what do people see, not see, 
and why? Drawing on Levinas’s phenomenology of the face to suggest, but in 
a way that differs from him, an analogy between the natural landscape and the 
human face, Casey believes that, “the glance is capable of picking up distress 
directly from a facialized landscape, that is to say, from its expressive surfaces 
and elemental intensities.” (380) The glance, he thinks, can “apperceive” what 
is right and what is wrong in this environment. Quite so! But the decisive word, 
here, is of course “capable.” Obviously, the glance is equally capable of not 
seeing this distress, insofar as “seeing” is taken to involve the appropriate 
responsivity and not mere visual exposure. To see the distress of our polluted 
rivers and lakes, to see the distress of our forests, to see the distress in the 
wild animal species, without being affected, without being moved to action, 
a glance might certainly suffice; but to be deeply moved by the distress one 
sees, hence to experience the environment as soliciting our responsibility, 
requires, I think, more than an untutored glance. But also more than the 
Romantic gaze. Casey appreciates the force of these critical points and in fact 
brings them lucidly into focus: Turning to a Levinasian argument, he suggests 
that, “even if human subjects fail to pick up the ethical command, even if they 
are oblivious to their force, this does not mean that they are not subject to 
its call to responsible action.” (See, e.g., 384 ff) His argument is intended, as 
he says, only as a modest “prolegomenon” to an ethics of the environment, 
usefully pointing out that the glance can have an important, even perhaps a 
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decisive role in “alerting human subjects about things that need to be done.” 
(381) 

After the sobering discussion of the role of the glance in calling attention to 
our responsibilities to care for the natural environment, Casey’s penultimate 
chapter, “Glancing at the Image in Photography and Painting,” is indeed a 
pleasurable relief, filled with provocative arguments and interesting “apercus”, 
to borrow a word that Casey takes from Wallace Stevens. In this chapter, 
Casey argues that the more we recognize and appreciate the place of the 
glance in the making of our world, the more we will recognize and appreciate 
the place of the image in this process: For, “the truth is that each time my 
glance goes out to meet the visual allure or challenge of [the] situations [in 
which we find ourselves], it seeks an image.” (392) The glance moves, in fact, 
between the thing-world and its images, playing with the aesthetic ambiguity 
in the semblance that photography and painting set before us and celebrate. 
And in responding to the images that photographs and paintings proffer, it 
interacts with the gaze in numerous intricate ways—ways that Casey explores 
with admirable finesse. But, lest this summary give a wrong impression, I 
must hasten now to add that Casey’s phenomenology of the glance is not 
restricted to the spectator; he also considers in great detail the role of the 
glance both in the artist’s work-process and in the content of the artwork itself, 
nicely bringing out the contributions that only the glance can make. Thus, for 
example, he points out how, both for the spectator and for the artist, the unity 
and coherence of the work depends on the unifying operations of the glance, 
moving as it will to and fro. This is surely the peculiar “genius” of the aesthetic 
glance. And perhaps nowhere is it more necessary than in the experiencing 
of Abstract Expressionism, for, without the question of semblance to retard 
or arrest the glance, the painting solicits the eye’s spontaneous trajectories, 
yielding its pleasures in and through the movement and the freely composed 
patterns that they trace. In this regard, Casey’s discussion of works by 
Kandinsky, Klee and de Kooning introduces us to still more operations of the 
glance, so that, by the time we complete this chapter, we do not need his 
“Concluding Thoughts,” interesting and compelling though they are, to find 
ourselves already thoroughly convinced that the lively glance, ignored for too 
long, too long dismissed as insignificant, must finally share the attention that 
the more controlled, and more controlling gaze has enjoyed.

Elegantly written, this book, its erudition formidable, offers the reader an 
encyclopedic glance into a treasure-trove of information and knowledge 
bearing on vision: material in cinema studies, architecture, art criticism, world 
history, anthropology, urban studies, psychology, psychoanalysis, literature, 
and the natural sciences, as well as philosophy. To venture into its beckoning 
pages of stories is to undertake a richly rewarding journey, glancing at the 
world through configurations of time and space.
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