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Foreword.
Europe at war: almost eighty years later

FABR1Z10 DESIDERI', ANDREA MECACCI', FRANCESCO VALAGUSSA?

! Universita degli Studi di Firenze
2 Universita Vita-Salute San Raffaele, Milano
fabrizio.desideri@unifi.it; andrea.mecacci@unifi.it; valagussa.francesco@hsr.it

After almost eighty years, exception made for the conflicts in for-
mer Yugoslavia (which, however, nominally did not involve European
Union member states between 1990 and 2001), war has come knock-
ing at Europe’s doors again. Certainly, it can be said that during this
long period, the European continent has lost that “familiarity” with
the experience and the very idea of being able to participate in a war.
To this extent, the absence of an actual European army, resulting
from entrusting every military defense entirely to NATO, may have
nurtured this peculiar illusion of the European Union. Europeans
have believed that the various levels into which the notion of conflict
has historically been articulated - e.g. the military level, the cultural
level, the political level, but also the religious, ethical, values, and so
on - have all collapsed onto the economic level.

The general idea of replacing conflict with competition certainly
exercised not only great fascination, but also great influence: politics
itself was conceived as an ancillary dimension, inexorably reduced to
“ordinary administration”. One might just think to what the limit on
government deficit (3% of GDP) has represented in recent decades
in terms of economic value, becoming almost a kind of symbol; with
absolute value even from a political point of view.

The war that broke out two years ago now, in February 2022, and
in some respects also the one that broke out a few months ago, in
the first days of October 2023, reminded us how war expresses itself
at different levels and on a multiplicity of layers.

In this unfolding of new war scenarios, that could even pre-
lude a third world war no longer just “in pieces’, to cite Pope Fran-
cis’ recurring thesis, one cannot limit oneself to merely returning
to the claim of the autonomy of the political or to emphasizing the
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non-negotiability of certain basic values, howev-
er still crucial in the age of global trade. On the
other hand, the fallacious identification between
war and competition, which re-proposes itself in
the form of a sinister parody in the war between
gangs that plagues stadiums all over the world,
already invites us to step back from a psycholog-
ical-naturalistic interpretation of war, deriving
each of its cyclical reoccurrences from uncontrol-
lable impulses of human nature. It becomes neces-
sary, instead, to think about today’s wars without
surrendering to the temptation to unify them in
a single figure. To ponder them in the specificity
of their internal reasons, not only related to the
geopolitical order. Being aware that in both cas-
es it is worth neither resurrecting an improbable
classic form of war (already catastrophically dis-
proved by the First World War) nor lazily relying
on the incapable categories of post-modernism. It
is with this awareness that the critical tradition,
albeit fragmentary, of European thought can redis-
cover its vocation. First and foremost, by distin-
guishing between the different origins and forms
of ongoing conflicts. It is only to the extent of our
ability to discern and understand the conflicting
reasons that we will also be able to nourish with
political rationality the possibilities of a fair peace
not involving the annihilation or humiliation
of one side. It is precisely in this regard that the
good European philosophical tradition can do its
share. Thus, recognizing the seriousness of Putin’s
aggression against Ukraine may not preclude one
from conceiving its premises and imagining sce-
narios that would prevent the recurrence of such
events. Similarly, standing firm in condemning
the terrible pogrom suffered by Israel on 7 Octo-
ber 2023 cannot impede condemning the mas-
sacres of civilians (mainly women and children)
ordered by the government headed by Netanyahu,
without thereby endorsing those forms of old and
new anti-Semitism resurfacing both in Europe and
overseas, often also in completely unrelated places.

On the basis of these more general premises,
the very notion of an “aesthetics of war” needs to
be rethought in new forms. Above all, by relating
this notion to the thesis put forward by Novalis
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according to which “the real war is war of religion;
it even goes as far as extermination and the insan-
ity of men is revealed therein in its utmost com-
plete aspect” This requires the abandonment of
the Romantic perspective that assimilates war to
the chivalrous spirit of the duel, at least to under-
line that no bare economism would ever explain
not just the origin of war but its very persistence.
Always, even today, the ultimate motivations of
a war must be thought of in their asymmetrical
relationship with every soberly rational calcula-
tion: what is believed in it and through it, or - if
preferred - that quid of “bacchic melancholy” of
which Novalis, once again, speaks.

While talking about new forms of “aesthetics
of war”, we do not mean to refer to an anestheti-
zation of war, which according to Benjamin char-
acterizes fascism, as opposed to the communist
project of politicizing the masses. Instead, by “aes-
thetics of war” we mean the necessity, in the face
of the solicitation deriving from the events of war,
to thoroughly rethink a whole series of themes:
the notion of borders, that of propaganda and of
the mild boundaries between this latter and infor-
mation, the need for paradigms through which to
“read” and interpret the emergence and articula-
tion of war events, and so on.

In her article, Maria Filomena Molder reminds
us of the importance and role of art as an activ-
ity literally capable of tearing the mask off vio-
lence, but without ever hiding it. In this sense, the
link with Fransoni’s article, dedicated precisely to
the connection between war and image, between
judgement and propaganda, is profound. West-
ern culture has always claimed the autonomy of
judgement, but also the need for judgement to be
rooted in the context in which it operates, hence
Déborah Brosteaux seeks to investigate those
mechanisms of exoneration and detachment that
allow us not to feel involved in the phenomenon
of war. On the other hand, it is also a question of
identifying the paradigms through which to grasp
the phenomenology of war: in this sense, Antonio
Dall'Ignas article dwells on the paradigm of dom-
ination proposed by Ernst Jiinger and on that of
waiting suggested by Simone Weil. Another read-
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ing paradigm revolving around the motif of war in
Roger Caillois is proposed by Azzariti-Fumaroli.
More directly focused on the relationship between
art and war in an actualizing perspective is the
article by Alice Iacobone dedicated to the work of
Maria Kulikovka.

Inevitably the presence of war has the effect of
stimulating new overall conceptions, new Weltan-
schauungen, understood not so much as the claim
of “global visions”, but of more modest “world
intuitions” that allow us to find new ways through
the increasingly complex plots of contemporaneity.
Perhaps it is precisely in this sense that Heraclitus’
saying “war is father of all things” still retains the
capacity to resonate meaningfully in our world.

The contributions composing the Focus section
dedicated to the theme of a new “aesthetics of war”
are followed by two papers dedicated to the crucial
topic of the relationship between “Christian imag-
es and ancient culture” at the core of an important
work by Daniele Guastini published by Morcelliana
in 2021. These are the essay by Graziano Lingua,
dedicated to The secularizing nature of Christian
choice for images and a contribution by Guasti-
ni himself, From allegory to figure and back again,
which delves into some of the motifs of his book
(primarily the issue of the figure with reference to
Benjamin and Auerbach). To this focus, inaugurat-
ing a new direction of Aisthesis intervention - that
of the discussion of relevant contemporary works
— follow the contributions of a multifaceted and
highly interesting Varia section, with contributions
by Quentin Gailhac, Davide Mogetta, Deborah De
Rosa, Miranda Guerra.
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Una polemologia vertiginosa. Attorno al motivo
della guerra in Roger Caillois

A vertiginous polemology. Around the motif of war in Roger
Caillois

LuiGlr AzzARITI-FUMAROLI

Universita Telematica Pegaso, Napoli
luigi.azz@tin.it

Abstract. The essay is dedicated to war considered through the reflections of Roger
Caillois and in particular through certain motifs — feast, sacred, vertigo - that allow us
to grasp its ‘metaphysical’ intention, i.e. capable of looking at war as the point of chias-
matic reversibility of life and death.

Keywords: Roger Caillois, war, sacred, vertigo, metaphysics.

1. In uno dei suoi Exercises dadmiration Emil Cioran tratteg-
gia di Roger Caillois un ritratto impareggiabile, che ne cattura vivi-
damente leclettismo sfrenato, imposto da un'accidiosa impazienza
verso la «monotonia» della Scienza (Cioran [1986]: 145-150). Una
frettolosa incontentabilita che lo fa vacillare — come Caillois stesso
dovette confessare nella premessa a L'Homme et le sacré — fin oltre i
«limiti della conoscenza positiva» (Caillois [1950]: 13 [trad it. 11]),
perché non appena un tema si trova ad essere da lui abbordato, gli
fa difetto la costanza che sarebbe necessaria per unanalisi piu tere-
brante. Ad un puntiglio rimuginante, egli preferisce la suggestione
dellintuito, la dispersione fondamentale delle idee, lo sguardo di
sorvolo. Una scelta che peraltro sembra essere obbligata allorché sia
loggetto medesimo della ricerca a rivelarsi poco propenso a lasciar-
si «guardare fisso» (Caillois [1936]: 384). E questo, ad esempio, il
caso della guerra, il cui parossismo appare tale da sottrarsi necessa-
riamente ad una descrizione sistematica. Caillois vi dedica nel 1946
un primo, concentratissimo studio imperniato sulla tesi che la guer-
ra nasca da un cupio dissolvi ebbro e invasato, cui fa seguito, quasi
ventanni dopo, un altro lavoro, di maggiore ampiezza, concentrato,
in particolare, sulla guerra totale contemporanea, in quanto conflit-
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to che non «lascia esistere nulla al di fuori di sé»
(Caillois [2012]: 159 [trad. it. 118]). In entrambi i
lavori I'urgenza della dimostrazione cede il posto
ad una collezione di istantanee, come a voler dare
espressione, attraverso una giustapposizione a trat-
ti persino caotica, alla rigorosa causalita alla quale
sarebbe sottomessa leta moderna, e di cui la guer-
ra rappresenterebbe il «fenomeno totale» (Caillois
[1946]: 218 [trad. it. 159]), irriducibile ad ogni
forma di razionalismo, e per questo pill adeguata-
mente descrivibile solo se immerso in una dimen-
sione affine al «fantastico», in una forma di narra-
zione, cioe, che Caillois vuole capace di rivelare,
per mezzo d'un compromesso tra una concezione
razionale della realta ed il sospetto che la ragione
non sia onnisciente, la lacerazione di un «mondo
senza miracolo» (Caillois [1966]: 34; cfr. Affinati
[2004]; Coglitore [2016]: 15-16).

La rottura della «coerenza universale» (Caillois
[1966]: 20; cfr. Porro [2004]: 280) di cui il fantasti-
co registra l'accadere, lo rende d’altro canto appa-
rentabile a quel particolare momento festivo — da
Caillois accomunato a piu riprese alla guerra — nel
quale lordine cosmico ¢ soppresso, si da rende-
re lecita qualsiasi sfrenatezza (Caillois [1950]: 145
[trad. it. 105])!. Questa equivalenza fra guerra e
festa — che George Bataille ritenne «sconvolgente»
(Bataille [1951]: 324)? — era ispirata dagli interessi

! Questo passo ¢ menzionato pure da Horkheimer e
Adorno (1988: 113 [trad. it. 111]), i quali vi ravvisano
lattestazione di una volonta di fuoriuscita dal pensiero e
dalla civilta attraverso «orge primitive», in quanto «forze
trasfigurate dellorigine». Unespressione, questa, a sua vol-
ta, per Jesi (2013: 67-69), un po falsa, o, meglio, colorata
di Europa pre-quattordici, ossia ante «festa mondiale
della morte», e dietro la quale si celerebbe l'intenzione di
riportare all'interno uneconomia di discorso piti organica
«le membra sparse del conoscere scientifico applicato alla
festa». Quel conoscere che Caillois realizzerebbe attra-
verso un'«osservazione etnografica» e insieme «unesegesi
d’una societa diversa, ma ritenuta tale da poter fungere
legittimamente da modello conoscitivo della nostra».

2 Ma si vedano pure la lettera di Bataille a Caillois del
1° ottobre 1945, in Bataille (1987: 132-135); la nota in
Bataille (1957: 152 [trad. it. 184, nota 51]) e quella in
Bataille (1976a: 250-251(trad. it. 55, nota 2]), dove Théo-
rie de la féte & espressamente richiamata quale fondamen-
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piu spiccatamente antropologici coltivati da Cail-
lois negli anni della sua formazione (cfr. Felgine
[1994]: 74 sgg.). Sviluppando alcune ricerche sul-
le societa primitive, egli era pervenuto all'idea che
la festa fosse per queste un momento di «sregola-
tezza» (cfr. Caillois [1967]: 138 sgg. [trad. it. 106
sgg.]) affine a quel «tempo delleccesso» nel quale
la guerra parrebbe trovare la propria dimensio-
ne cronologica’. E sebbene - si afferma in Guerre
et sacré (Caillois [1946]: 218 e 224 [trad. it. 159¢
164]; ma cfr. pure Caillois [2012]: 213 [trad. it.
161]) - il loro contenuto ed il loro senso — rispet-
tivamente di gioia, la festa, di orrore, la guer-
ra — siano contrapposti, la loro funzione, la loro
«grandezza assoluta», le loro «analogie di forma e
di scala» indurrebbero ad accostarle. Esse — pun-
tualizza Caillois - rappresentano il climax che
smuove e trasforma le societa moderne, annullan-
do ogni spazio individuale attraverso una mobili-
tazione di tutte le energie collettive. D’accordo con
quanto espresso da Ernst Jiinger in Der Kampf als
inneres Erlebnis*, ma non mancando di richiamare
anche i nomi di Goebbels e di Ludendorft, Caillois
sostiene che sia soprattutto la guerra moderna,
nella sua «essenza ideale», a suscitare quegli istinti
primigeni normalmente celati dalla civilta (Cail-
lois [1946]: 222 [trad. it. 163]). Alla stessa stregua

tale fonte di ispirazione. Per una piu distesa disamina
dei rapporti fra Bataille e Caillois anche con particolare
riguardo al tema della guerra, si fa comunque rimando a
Galletti (2015: 118 sgg.)

3 Come ricorda Hollier (1979: 363), di Théorie de la féte
le diverse versioni (del 1939, del 1940 e del 1950) differ-
iscono fra loro, segnatamente nelle rispettive clausole. Il
pessimismo di Caillois muta infatti di tono, a seconda che
la sua riflessione si situi prima o dopo il secondo conflitto
mondiale. Prima di questo, Caillois «guarda con disgusto
il mondo moderno insabbiarsi nelle vacanze, languire in
uno slow stantio che nessuna festa potra piu ravvivare.
Dopo la guerra lo vede al contrario (e a cose fatte) con-
dannato alla...guerra». Cfr. Romi Mukherjee (2006).

4 Dimportanza di questopera del pensatore tedesco &
attestata specialmente in Caillois (2012: 193-199 [trad. it.
146-151]). Ma analoga esemplarita delle brutali descrizio-
ni di Jiinger del campo di battaglia e del suo orrore si tro-
va in Bataille (1976b: 251 [trad. it. 117]). In generale, sul
motivo della guerra in Jinger, cfr. Masini (1987).
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di quella che Furio Jesi ha chiamato «festa crude-
le», nella quale le energie mitiche si risvegliano in
unesperienza collettiva di violenza e di dolore che
ha qualcosa di numinoso (Jesi [2013]: 65-66), la
moderna guerra totale sembrerebbe essere I'uni-
ca pratica umana capace di «sedare» (cfr. Batail-
le [1971]: 557 [trad. it. 125]) uneccitazione priva
di limiti e di ricordare all'individuo chegli non ¢
padrone del proprio destino, perché forze a lui
superiori possono in ogni momento annientarlo
(cfr. Caillois [1946]: 226-227 [trad. it. 165-166]).
Occorrerebbe pertanto pensare la guerra come
unepifania del divino, o, meglio, essa sarebbe da
riconoscere come una nékyia, come una disce-
sa aglinferi a partire dalla quale I'uvomo si ritro-
va completamente trasformato, avendo scoperto
lessenza stessa del suo essere (cfr. Caillois [1946]:
228 [trad. it. 167]).

2. La guerra che Caillois descrive vede un
prevalere della forma meccanica o scientifica dei
combattimenti sull’«eroe titolato», con la conse-
guenza che le regole che informavano gli scon-
tri pre-moderni e che rendevano la guerra non
troppo diversa da un gioco, da un’'«occupazione
cameratesca», debbono cedere il passo alla perdita
dogni misura (cfr. Caillois [1946]: 229-231 [trad.
it. 160-169]). Le ragioni di questa dismisura sareb-
bero da ricercare nella civilta industriale, nello svi-
luppo degli Stati e nella meccanizzazione della vita
collettiva; ma, in primo luogo, esse sarebbero da
riportare alla graduale scomparsa del dominio del
sacro, inteso come cio cui ognuno dedica la parte
migliore di sé, cio che ognuno considera il valo-
re supremo al quale sacrificherebbe la vita (Cail-
lois [1946]: 236; [trad. it. 173]; cfr. Ries [1981]: 28
sgg.)’. Come tale, e dunque quale archetipo delle
scelte spesso drammatiche nelle quali 'uvomo ¢
coinvolto, al sacro sarebbe connaturata unam-
bivalenza per la quale ogni forza che lo incarna
tenderebbe a dissociarsi in un elemento santo ed
in un elemento profano. Se pertanto 'ambito del
profano, come sembra dimostrare levoluzione del-

> Per una puntuale analisi del motivo del sacro in Caillois,
si veda Ries (1981, pp. 28 sgg.)

la societa, si ampliasse al punto da abbracciare la
quasi totalita dellesistenza umana (Caillois [1950]:
69 [trad. it. 52]), occorrerebbe constatare come ad
imporsi sarebbe sempre piu lindifferenziazione,
I'uniformita, la parificazione dei livelli, il rilassa-
mento delle tensioni. Ad assicurare la persistenza
dell’antico alternarsi di ordine e caos permarrebbe
unicamente l'avvicendarsi della pace e della guer-
ra. Anzi, secondo Caillois, si dovrebbe ammettere
che sia solo nella guerra totale moderna a poter-
si riconoscere la sopravvivenza di quell’«energia
pericolosa, incomprensibile, poco maneggevo-
le, sommamente efficace» sprigionata dal sacro
(Caillois [1950]: 21 [trad. it. 16]; ma cfr. Caillois
[2012]: 232-235 [trad. it. 175-177])S.

A questo proposito ¢ stata pero a giusta ragio-
ne rilevata una contraddizione nell'argomentazio-
ne di Caillois: la descrizione della “guerra sacrale”
da lui proposta si attaglierebbe non gia alla guerra
moderna, quanto piuttosto a quella pre-moderna,
dalle cui caratteristiche, reali o immaginarie, essa
parrebbe essere stata desunta. Questerrore di pro-
spettiva sarebbe stato generato dalla reversibilita
della diacronia che permeerebbe la situazione cul-
turale della modernita nel suo rapporto col passato
(Scurati [2003]: 113, nota 7). Un tentativo di recu-
pero e di rivitalizzazione del preterito che, nel caso
di Caillois, si rivelerebbe non soltanto nell'adozione
d’'una postura intellettuale improntata ad un pas-
satismo aristocratico conforme alla scelta di perse-
guire in ogni campo del sapere la ricerca delle ori-
gini come intimazione deternita (Moebius [2018]:
264-366), ma anche, e pill scopertamente, nella
decisione di scegliere, per dar sostegno alla propria

® Bataille (1951: 325), constato, sul margine di questi
approdi della riflessione di Caillois, come «senza il sacro,
la totalita della pienezza dellessere sfugge alluomo che
sarebbe cosi solo un uomo incompleto; ma se il sacro
prende la forma della guerra, 'uvomo ¢ minacciato di
annientamento totale». D’altra pare, come Berns (2019:
273) ha recentemente osservato, il problema della reversi-
bilita del sacro e del profano e della necessita di cercare
unenergia asimmetrica al di la di questa reversibilita non
puo che trovare nella guerra, in quanto relazione reversi-
bile e percid asimmetrica e prettamente energica, il suo
naturale compimento.
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tesi, un insieme di opere appartenenti per la quasi
totalita ad autori annoverabili fra le fila della tra-
dizione reazionaria, e percio inclini a considerare
il passato come «una sorta di pappa omogeneizza-
ta che si puo modellare nel modo piu utile» (Jesi
[2011]: 287; cfr. Ginzburg [2000]: 230-232).

Ma se la caratterizzazione della guerra moder-
na come unica possibile manifestazione del sacro
nel mondo contemporaneo si presta ad essere
interpretata come la concessione alle inclinazioni
d’«un surrealista velleitario, un etnografo dilettan-
te, un agitatore confusionario», come Lévi-Strauss
(Lévi Strauss [1955]: 1219) ebbe ad apostrofa-
re Caillois’, & pur vero che la riflessione da questi
condotta nella seconda parte del Bellone assume
una connotazione metafisica, tesa, cio¢, dal fisico
al non-fisico e alloltre-fisico (cfr. Caillois [2012]:
159-168 [trad. it. 118-125]), tale da riscattarla dalle
panie di uniattardata erudizione storiografica nelle
quali avrebbe altrimenti potuto essere relegata. La
polemologia dispiegata da Caillois in queste pagi-
ne - la cui prima stesura risale al 1947 e nelle qua-
li & evidente I'influenza esercitata dalle Discussions
sur la guerre cui, nei primi anni Quaranta, si diede
vita da parte di alcuni intellettuali del College de
Sociologie e del gruppo «Esprit», animato da Mar-
cel Mor¢, Pierre Klossowski e Paul Landsberg (cfr.
Galletti [2015]: 116 sgg.) — si declina infatti accor-
dando alla guerra non pitt una densita storiografi-
ca, quanto un significato che ne accentua il carat-
tere di «trasformazione dellessere» in cui ciascuno
si rivela a se stesso (Caillois [2012]: 196 [trad. it.
148]). La guerra prende pertanto i tratti di un tur-
bamento che «dissipa i simulacri» che esprimono
le menzogne del sentimento e del pensiero (Cail-
lois [2012]: 215 [trad. it. 162]), e fa vacillare I'indi-

7 Mette conto ricordare che il grande antropologo replica-
va con tanto sprezzo alle critiche che Caillois aveva 'anno
prima rivolto al suo Race et histoire in un articolo, appar-
so sul n. 24 della «Nouvelle Revue Francaise», dal titolo
Illusions a rebours, nel quale attaccava gli etnologi in gen-
erale, e piu in particolare quelli che avevano mostrato
affinita con il Surrealismo (Lévi-Strauss, ma anche Leiris,
Métraux e Georges Henri Riviére), accusati di ingratitu-
dine verso la propria civilta. Al riguardo si fa comunque
rimando a Wendling (2010).
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viduo, consegnandolo ad una «vertigine» (Caillois
[2012]: 226 [trad. it. 170]) che lo proietta in un
universo di spaventosa intensita.

3. Questa nozione di “vertigine”, percorrendo
quella “diagonale” da Caillois in piul occasioni trac-
ciata fra ambiti diversi e tuttavia capaci di mostra-
re, in forza di somiglianze e corrispondenze sot-
terranee, una rete di riflessi, echi, riverberazioni e
ridondanze (cfr. Caillois [1960]; Caillois [1970],
nonché Guillaume [2018]: 410 sgg.), rivelereb-
be analogie con (e si rischiarerebbe attraverso) la
medesima nozione di “vertigine” che l'analisi feno-
menologica ha definito come la «situazione limite
in cui si ¢ in balia d'uno spazio «inabissato» (Mal-
diney [2012a]): il fenomeno della vertigine in tanto
manifesterebbe il venir meno dogni coordinazione,
in quanto rappresenterebbe un’inversione ed una
contaminazione di cio che ¢ prossimo e di cio che
¢ lontano. In questo senso esso — ¢& stato affermato
- non sarebbe altro che I'«automovimento del caos»
(Maldiney [2012b]: 205). Il quale si estrinseche-
rebbe nella violenza confessata della guerra nella
misura in cui questa sprofonda l'individuo nel nul-
la, la dove 'nvomo non ha centro, né lo spazio luo-
go (cfr. Maldiney [2012b]: 205), ovvero nella cata-
strofe conseguente alla sovversione dell'istinto di
conservazione e all'imporsi d'una tendenza a venir
meno a se stessi, a «disertarsi» (Caillois [1964]: 46
[trad. it. 37]). Si tratta, per Caillois, di constatare
Iirrompere d’'una smania di annientamento fomen-
tata e nutrita da forze che operano a far nascere il
conflitto, per quindi crescere, annettendosi via via
i risultati del loro sforzo, secondo un movimento
spiralato che si accompagna ad un franare percet-
tivo dello schema del mondo. Un movimento che
ripete il tentativo di confutare la legge di gravita
che ispira i giochi che poggiano su aerine deri-
ve, su «equilibri mantenuti per via di correzione e
minuti ritocchi» (Papetti [1992]: 209), e di cui pure
si legge, alla voce «Ilinx» («gorgo», da cui sempre
in greco, «ilingos», «vertigine»), nella tassonomia
dei ludi che apre Les jeux et les hommes (Caillois
[1967]: 67-75 [trad. it. 40-45]). La similitudine fra
i cosiddetti “giochi del capogiro”, che intendono
accedere ad una specie di spasmo, di trance, onde
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annullare la realta con vertiginosa precipitazio-
ne, e la vertigine della guerra non si esaurirebbe,
pero, nella comune ricerca del piacere instillato dal
terrore. A renderli fra loro affini contribuirebbe
anche, se non soprattutto, la perdita di coscienza o,
meglio, lo “spostamento” che questa conoscerebbe
al di fuori di sé, in uno stato ek-statico che non si
riduce a sragione, ma si dispone piuttosto come un
redoublement de soi, giacché cadere nella «deliziosa
angoscia» (Caillois [1964]: 49 [trad. it. 39]) che le
vertigini suscitano equivarrebbe ad avere una rap-
presentazione condizionata dallo sdoppiamento di
se stessi. Il determinarsi quindi - come gia rilevo
Robert Vischer (Vischer [1873]: 15; cfr. Caillois
[1964]: 49 [trad. it. 39]) - di un’auto-affezione che
intensifica una «sensazione vitale generale», e per-
mette uno scindersi della percezione fra un “vede-
re” ed uno “stare a vedere” in ragione del quale le
cose sembrano muoversi, sebbene in realta siamo
soltanto noi che ci muoviamo in loro e con loro.
Non a caso un poeta come Velimir Chlébnikov ha
ritenuto di cogliere nelle volute delle altalene che
da bambini si disegnano rincorrendo strambe fan-
tasie di traslazione una legge che prescrive «ora al
rinoceronte ed ora alluomo dessere signori della
terra» (Chlébnikov [1989]: 20), potendo ricono-
scere nel ritmico ondeggiare della biciancola unoc-
casione per «chiamare allesistenza, semplicemente
lasciandolo accadere, un aspetto appena prevedi-
bile di una materia sottoposta a unelaborazione
incontrollabile» (Caillois [1962]: 9): un rincorrersi
di alterazioni, dissolvenze, subitanee apparizioni.
Ma al contempo in questa repentina sovversio-
ne della stabilita della percezione parrebbe esser-
vi anche un rimedio al votarsi dellesistenza alla
distruzione. Nelloscillare a mezz'aria dogni gioco
che intende il movimento secondo le alternanze di
equilibrio e squilibrio non vi sarebbe infatti soltan-
to un offuscarsi della forma, bensi pure un tentati-
vo di stancare il tempo, impedendogli di essere un
divenire (Caillois [1938]: 130 [trad. it. 75]).

Al contrario, nella vertigine della guerra si
assisterebbe ad una intensificazione del tempo,
dovuta al suo procedere attraverso una cosi tanto
rapida successione di istanti da dare I'impressio-
ne chesso moltiplichi la sua carica travolgente e

precipite. Una dinamica, questa, che troverebbe,
secondo Caillois, nella frenetica economia bel-
lica il proprio correlativo oggettivo (cfr. Caillois
[2012]: 208-211 [trad. it. 158-160]), ma di cui
emblema sarebbe il tempo della trasgressione, il
quale tenderebbe ad esaurirsi e rinnovarsi nell’in-
stante stesso in cui viene ad essere oltrepassato il
limite al quale la trasgressione ¢ legata da un «rap-
porto di avvolgimento di cui nessuna effrazione
puo da sola venire a capo» (Foucault [1963]: 59),
poiché non vi ¢ trasgressione senza che si dia il
limite, la forma che consenta di farla agire. In que-
sta prospettiva la dismisura propria d’una trasgres-
sione a oltranza determinerebbe il conclamarsi di
unesperienza nella quale la «forma assoluta della
guerra» (Caillois [2012]: 189 [trad. it. 143]) ver-
rebbe ad essere sempre di nuovo superata: non gia
soltanto nella sua accezione discorsiva, di «vrom-
bissant verbiage»®, e neppure in quella che la vuo-
le sinonima di crudele patologia delle relazioni
sociali (cfr. Benjamin [1991]: 549-550), quanto in
quella che l'intende coincidere con «il vasto lim-
bo» d’'un vita rarefatta dalle fulminanti incursioni
della morte (Caillois [1977]: 53).

4. E a causa di questo stemperarsi fin qua-
si all'impercettibilita della soglia che separa vita e
morte che allobiettivita dell'analisi sarebbe impe-
dito di cogliere la deformita delle elaborate ago-
nie che la guerra reca con sé (Caillois [2012]: 151
[trad. it. 113]). Nondimeno, Caillois non rinuncia
a farsene esegeta, perché vi ravvisa il deflagrante
punto di intersezione nel quale il Caso e la Neces-
sita presiedono al destino umano appena prima
che subentri una scabra aridita, un’inerzia minerale
(Caillois [2008]: 167). La precarieta cui le dimen-
sioni delle guerre moderne costringono 'umanita
come mai prima era accaduto avvince Caillois, non
gia, pero, come pure & stato detto (Almansi [1990]:
87), per un cedimento al sadismo, insito in un’im-
placabile ansia di capire, bensi perché nel reale

8 Fu questa, piuttosto, la prerogativa d’altri autori francesi,
a cominciare da Céline, come ulteriormente (cfr. gia Pel-
lini 2020) dimostrano le pagine di recente pubblicate di
Guerre (Céline [2022]). Ma si veda Morot-Sir (1992).
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devastato egli sembra trovare lirripetibile possibi-
lita di descrivere la vita attraverso la sua assenza, di
penetrare nellabisso che separa eppure tiene insie-
me la materia vivente e quella inanimata (cfr. Cail-
lois [1960]: 12 [trad. it. 5]). Prodromo di quel ripa-
ro di fronte alla caducita umana che Caillois tro-
vera in Pierres, circoscrivendo un universo estra-
neo alla consunzione’, la sua polemologia intende
mostrare I'inebriante volutta di inabissarsi in quella
«vuota pienezza» che esige un continuo proces-
so di trasformazione della morte nel compimento
della vita e insieme in unesistenza che «muore di
non morire» (Caillois [1950]: 177 [trad. it. 128]).
Questo stare in morte aspettando la vita, di cui
annuncio si ha nellelezione del gioco quale model-
lo dogni combattimento e insieme dogni esercizio
irriducibile - contenendoli esso entrambi (ancor-
ché astrattamente, convenzionalmente) — ad una
qualche opposizione del vivere e del morire (cfr.
Caillois [1967]: 19-21 [trad. it. 11-12]), negli scrit-
ti sulla guerra sembra intridere ogni pagina alla
stregua della soprasignificazione, della funzione
uniformante in cui abita 'impersonalita dellopera-
zione conforme ad un centro propria della Storia'®,
ed in ragione della quale occorrerebbe riconoscere
come ogni guerra non sia altro che una sola guer-
ra, punto mobile e preciso in cui tutti gli eventi si
riuniscono in uno: la dove la vita e la morte si per-
dono in se stesse, trasmutandosi, penetrando l'u-
na nellaltra, dilatandosi «in una spirale di fragori
metallici e di polvere su tutta la crosta della terra»
(Calvino [1995]: 2000).
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Abstract. This article explores a certain type of affect that accompanied the post-1945
European dream: the feeling that an impassable distance separates us from worlds at
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L'Occident serait agressé pour ce qu’il est, la lumi-
ére qu’il porte, sa joie de vivre, de danser, de boire
et daimer. [...] la sidération de somnambules est de
rigueur. «Quand se réveilleront-ils enfin?» - autre-
ment dit: quest-ce que ces gens ont accepté de deve-
nir pour vivre si inconsciemment sur un tas de
ruines, pour ne ressentir la violence du monde et
nétre ébranlés qua cet instant, pour avoir attendu
cette atrocité, cette heure fatidique avant de consi-
dérer avec sérieux lexistence des fantomes qui les
entourent? Croyaient-ils vraiment que leurs espaces-
temps ne se croiseraient jamais? Qua force de march-
er les yeux fermés ils ne rencontreraient pas un de ces
fantdmes prét a leur faire la peau?

Louisa Yousfi (2022 : 53)
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1. LE REVE EUROPEEN!

Linvasion de I'Ukraine par la Russie a été, ici
a louest de 'Europe, présentée de maniere récur-
rente comme la fin d’'un réve - un réve qui a pris
forme en Europe aprés 1945 dans les ruines et les
cendres. Ce réve, qui plonge ses racines dans une
histoire bien plus longue, est né d’'une promesse,
dont I'Union Européenne a été présentée comme
lincarnation : apres les dévastations inouies, les
souffrances et les morts par dizaines de millions,
I'Europe se reconstruira en terre de paix. Mais a
y regarder de plus pres, ce réve européen a pris
une tournure bien étrange : car nous savons bien
stir que, dans les faits, 'Europe n’a jamais cessé
détre en guerre. Nombre d’Etats européens ont
participé aux coalitions qui ont envahi 'Afgha-
nistan et I'Irak, ont bombardé la Lybie, les Balk-
ans, la Somalie, le Mali, le Yemen, le Pakistan, le
Sahel, la Syrie... De fait, ces guerres sont aussi les
notres. Notre «paix» est engagée dans leur réali-
té. Et cette intrication des réalités ne sen tient pas
aux seules interventions militaires, mais passe par
des faisceaux de relations multiples et complexes :
héritages des passés coloniaux qui marquent les
guerres présentes, rapports économiques nord-
sud, industries européennes de l'armement, dévas-
tation des milieux et réchauffement climatique qui
étendent les déserts, font saccroitre les conflits
autour des ressources qui se raréfient...

Lannonce, en 2022, d’une « fin du réve euro-
péen » met directement en lumiére sa formula-
tion exacte : non pas « plus de guerre », mais «
plus de guerre... chez nous ». Le réve européen
est moins un réve de paix que la promesse d’'une
séparation : les peuples d’Europe nmauront plus
a vivre la guerre, mais la guerre peut étre menée
au loin. La guerre reste une évidence — on n'ima-
gine méme pas un monde sans guerre — mais cest
une évidence seulement en tant que réalité loin-
taine. Elle est ce que les Européens doivent regar-
der du dehors, tels les spectateurs a distance de

! Je remercie Benedikte Zitouni de mavoir indiqué la
place centrale du réve européen dans les questions abor-
dées dans ce texte, et de men avoir proposé la formula-
tion.

Déborah Brosteaux

quelque chose qui nest pas fondamentalement leur
affaire. Nos armées, nos économies, nos indus-
tries peuvent étre engagées dans ces guerres du
moment que leur réalité naffecte pas la notre.

Dans ce qui suit, je voudrais marréter sur les
affects qui se logent dans le tableau ainsi dressé du
réve européen, compris comme promesse de sépa-
ration. Un tableau dans lequel il semble y avoir
des mondes engloutis, possédés par la guerre, en
ruines — et notre monde qui y échappe, se tient
naturellement a distance. Un tableau dans lequel
nous regardons la guerre du dehors ; dans lequel
lexpérience de la guerre et de la paix se font face
a travers le globe tels des mondes étanches. Il ne
sagit pas de traiter ce tableau comme une sorte de
description massive qui viendrait nous « définir » :
ce tableau prend lui-méme des formes multiples,
et il communique avec d’autres histoires qui lui
sont hétérogenes. Il se superpose a de nombreuses
autres relations a la guerre qui traversent nos ter-
ritoires, ou entrent en conflit avec elles. Je propose
de faire opérer ce tableau comme une sorte de fic-
tion, qui ne forme pas un calque de la réalité, mais
qui nous permet de saisir certains de ses traits en
procédant a leur amplification : donner toute son
importance a tel et tel trait, l'amplifier afin de pou-
voir en raconter quelque chose. Il sagira ensuite
de reprendre chaque fois ce tableau pour le déplier
couche a couche, pour lui donner de Iépaisseur et
de la densité.

Ce que nous explorerons ce faisant, cest une
certaine strate affective : le sentiment qu'une dis-
tance en droit infranchissable nous sépare des
mondes en guerre. Cette strate affective ne nous
définit pas mais elle nous traverse, transpor-
tant avec elle des histoires plus longues (Sylvain
Venayre [2023] montre ainsi comment nous héri-
tons ici du XIX® siecle européen, siécle non pas
de paix mais de guerres lointaines). Quest-ce qui
donne vie a ce sentiment de distance ? Et com-
ment participe-t-il justement de nos maniéres
détre en guerre ? Poser la question en ces termes
implique quon ne cherchera pas simplement a
dénoncer cette distance affective afin den appeler
en retour a « se rendre plus sensibles » aux vio-
lences guerriéres qui nous entourent. Une telle
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exhortation nous ferait passer a c6té du probléme,
dans la mesure ou elle impliquerait de traiter cette
distance comme une simple absence de sensibili-
té qu’il sagirait alors de surmonter, en « rendant
visibles » des violences qui seraient restées occul-
tées. Le réve ne serait alors qu'une illusion dont il
nous faudrait sortir. Or, il y a un véritable enjeu
a sarréter sur cette distance elle-méme : elle nest
pas une absence de sensibilité, mais elle abrite au
contraire tout un monde d’affects (l'anesthésie, par
exemple, est tout un devenir de la sensibilité).

Nous ne sommes pas seulement reliés a
de nombreuses guerres malgré la distance qui
nous en sépare mais, bien plus, cette distance
nous raconte beaucoup de nos manieres détre
en guerre. La distance qui nous sépare de nos
guerres, ce nest pas la distance qui sépare la
guerre de la paix. Si nous ne pouvons en rester a
une compréhension de la paix comme un monde
qui se définirait par la séparation avec les espaces
en guerre, cest que les opérations de mise a dis-
tance font partie intégrante de nos maniéres détre
en guerre. Si nous regardons a distance, ce nest
pas simplement parce que la guerre sest «¢loi-
gnée». Elle est alimentée par des opérations
décartement actifs, qui sentremélent a plusieurs
niveaux : les séparations géographiques dans les-
quelles s’inscrivent les conflits armés contempo-
rains, qui prolongent et maintiennent les relations
coloniales ; les pratiques militaires des armées
occidentales, basées sur les tactiques de la guerre
asymétrique et sur les technologies de la guerre a
distance ; ou encore la militarisation des frontieres
européennes, qui tient une place centrale dans
ces opérations guerriéres décartement : mener la
guerre a lextérieur, tout en se barricadant contre
cet extérieur percu comme menacant. Dans ce
contexte, plus la guerre semble séloigner, plus il
importe de sarréter sur le caractére guerrier de cet
éloignement.

Cest depuis une telle situation que je voudrais
poser le probléeme de notre distance psychique
vis-a-vis des guerres dans lesquelles nos Etats, et
plus largement nos territoires, sont engagés ; ou
énormément de fils plus ou moins directs et indi-
rects nous relient a elles, et qui pourtant produit
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et entretient des différences profondes entre terri-
toires protégés et territoires dévastés. Quest-ce qui
nous empéche de sentir ces relations et de nous
y situer ? La ou le vocabulaire du « réve » pour-
rait laisser entendre que nous avons affaire a une
illusion de paix dont il faudrait sortir, il faut bien
plutdt voir, tout dabord, comment ce réve prend
place concretement dans nos expériences, qui
elles-mémes sancrent dans ces modalités spéci-
fiques de la violence. Nous savons combien nos
espaces en paix sont entremélés aux violences
guerrieres — en ce sens nous ne sommes pas « illu-
sionnés » —, et pourtant d'une certaine maniere,
nous continuons a vivre dans ce réve. Celles et
ceux qui, en Europe, nont jamais vécu la guerre
font concretement lexpérience de cette distance.
Nous savons que nos territoires sont hantés par
d’'innombrables morts, mais souvent nous ne sen-
tons pas leur présence. Ou encore, nous savons
que la guerre passe par les réseaux économiques et
marchands de notre vie quotidienne, par les nom-
breuses ressources que nous consommons et dont
les modes de captation sont guerriers (les aliments
cultivés dans les territoires occupés en Pales-
tine, les métaux rares extraits dans les mines du
Kivu...), mais il ne sagit pas moins de modes de
circulation diffus, qui souvent nous sont difficile-
ment perceptibles. Dans ces différentes situations,
le réve européen opere comme une trame de notre
expérience.

Mais ce nest pas tout : il y a plus qu'une
simple expérience « de fait » a l'ceuvre ici. Il faut
suivre également les opérations psychiques et les
types de cadrage perceptifs qui viennent ampli-
fier ces distances (Butler [2016]), tout en leur
faisant jouer le role d'une seconde nature. Le
réve européen apparait alors dans sa dimension
de désir, au sens ou il est activement nourri par
des gestes qui cherchent a le maintenir et a lui
donner vie. Pour cerner ces gestes, je reprendrai
dans ce texte certaines prises expérimentées, dans
un autre contexte, par Isabelle Stengers et Phi-
lippe Pignarre dans La Sorcellerie capitaliste. Les
deux auteurs y proposent de penser la multitude
de gestes qui fabriquent et maintiennent active-
ment, laborieusement, les flux capitalistes — ainsi
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que l'impression de ne pas pouvoir en sortir — en
termes d’« opérations de capture ». Plutot que de
voir dans la participation active a ces gestes lef-
fet d’'une idéologie aveuglante dont il faudrait
prendre conscience afin d'accéder au « bon point
de vue » (s’il suffisait de prendre conscience d’'une
aliénation, le capitalisme se serait effondré depuis
longtemps), Stengers et Pignarre proposent de
suivre les maniéres dont la capacité méme a pen-
ser et a sentir se retrouve ici capturée. « Etre
aveuglé implique que lon voit “mal’, ce qui peut
étre corrigé ; mais étre capturé implique que cest
la puissance de voir qui est affectée » (Stengers
et Pignarre [2005] : 62). Poser le probléeme en
termes de capture nous permet de poser les ques-
tions suivantes : quest-ce qui donne vie au réve
européen ? Par quelles opérations capture-t-il ¢ Et
en quoi nous transforme-t-il ce faisant ?

2. LES MONSTRES DE DISTANCE

Prenons la scéne suivante, scéne-cliché de la
vie dans la paix, qui a été décrite encore et encore :
un homme ou une femme, quelque part en France,
en Angleterre, en Belgique, en Allemagne, ouvre
les nouvelles du matin, encore a moiti¢ engourdie
par le sommeil. Elle voit passer un titre au sujet
de la guerre, elle parcourt larticle dans lequel sont
incluses des images, des photographies de ruines
ou de corps blessés. Ce pourrait étre en novembre
2023, Gaza transformée en champ de ruines ; en
avril 2022, les fosses communes a Marioupol; en
octobre 2015, les morts et les blessés de I'hopi-
tal bombardé de Kunduz; les immeubles en ruine
d’Alep en 2013 ou de Sarajevo en 1992; des enfants
brtlés par le napalm au Vietnam, en 1972... Ce
sont des images qui emplissent de tristesse ou de
coléere. Mais un instant plus tard son téléphone
sonne, ou elle doit se mettre en route pour aller
au travail, réveiller ses enfants, ou simplement
elle continue sa lecture du journal, passe a l'ar-
ticle suivant. Treés vite la guerre est déja presque
oubliée, chassée par des pensées plus pressantes.
Ces images paraissent surgir de loin, dun monde
de destruction qui nest pas le notre.
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Ce type de scéne - qui a été explorée, dans
plusieurs de ses variantes, par Susan Sontag® -
est souvent convoquée pour poser le diagnostic
suivant: celles et ceux qui ne vivent pas la guerre
finissent toujours par sen détourner, loublier, sen
lasser. On évoque alors la limite de nos capacités
a nous émouvoir, voire le caractére superficiel de
nos indignations lorsquelles portent sur des évé-
nements lointains. Cette situation apparait alors
comme un éloignement affectif, une difficulté a
se rendre sensible, qui est dii & lécart immense
qui sépare la situation de paix dans laquelle nous
vivons, et les mondes en guerre dont ces bribes
nous parviennent. Plus cest loin, moins nous en
faisons lexpérience, moins nous en sommes affec-
tées nous-mémes, plus il est normal que la réali-
té de la guerre nous apparaisse comme quelque
chose d’abstrait, que nous n’y soyons pas sérieuse-
ment sensibles.

Le probléme avec cette maniere de décrire les
regards du dehors, cest quelle les désactive. Or,
des quon entre plus précisément dans les modes
d’apparition médiatique des images de guerre et
dans les modalités de leur réception, on voit au
contraire combien ce dehors est activé, tout ce
qu’il peut y avoir de guerrier dans ses manieres
de se mettre a distance. Au moment ou jécris
ces lignes — novembre 2023 - les images de Gaza
dévastée circulent a travers tout le globe, relayées
par des mouvements de solidarité populaire d'une
rare intensité ; quand, dans le méme temps, les
efforts politiques pour ne pas faire importer ces
images se multiplient eux aussi. On voit ici tout ce
qu’il peut y avoir de guerrier dans le fait de « ne
pas se laisser affecter ».

Reprenons a nouveau la scéne qui dépeint les
images de la guerre vues du dehors, mais transfor-
mons-la, fictionnons-la autrement : rapprochons
au maximum ce quelle sépare. Lartiste améri-
caine et militante pacifiste Martha Rosler réalise
une telle mise en fiction dans sa série de collages
Bringing the War Home (Rosler [2009]), réalisée en
pleine guerre du Vietnam (une technique quelle a

2 Susan Sontag (2019) explore de nombreuses variantes de
cette description dans Regarding the Pain of Others.
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réitérée durant la guerre en Afghanistan). Rosler
a procédé en montant les uns aux autres des frag-
ments de deux sortes, découpés dans les mémes
magazines: les uns sont des images-clichés, sté-
réotypées, de la domesticité américaine, espaces
intérieurs, modernes et harmonieux de I’Ameri-
can Way of Life - cuisines hautement équipées,
belles et jeunes femmes blanches nettoyant leur
salon impeccable a l'aide déquipements ména-
gers dernier cri, splendides vérandas avec grande
vue pavillonnaire. Les autres sont des images de
la guerre américaine en cours au Vietnam, mili-
taires postés dans une tranchée, civile vietna-
mienne prise en otage — les mains en lair et les
yeux bandés —, corps inertes, convulsés ou accrou-
pis, aux aguets, soldats armés de lance-flammes...
En intégrant la guerre dans les foyers, les mon-
tages de Rosler font apparaitre lespace domes-
tique américain en tant qu’il est imbriqué dans la
machine de guerre: « We may posit that the home
is “a haven in a heartless world”, to use a victo-
rian phrase. But, in fact, it's as much part of the
war machine in the maintenance and reproduc-
tion of the soldiers, the society, the work force,
as the battlefield itself. » (Rosler [2017] : s.p.) Ses
collages rendent littérale cette imbrication: la vue
de [¢légant patio débouche sur une rue jonchée
de corps, aux facades criblées d’impacts, le long
de laquelle séloignent des tanks; la cuisine imma-
culée est fouillée de fond en comble par des mili-
taires en treillis; un homme - un civil vietnamien
- aux yeux écarquillés par la terreur, dans ses bras
le corps blessé d’'un enfant, avance dans lescalier,
tournant le dos au salon ou flottent des ballons
d’anniversaire. Lespace domestique américain, sa
version idéalisée et stéréotypée, est envahi par ces
bribes d'image: et pourtant il n'a pas du tout l'air
de s’y confronter, mais plutot de lui tourner obs-
tinément le dos tel un somnambule possédé par
de sombres résolutions. Ces collages produisent
comme un choc de la séparation obstinée entre
deux mondes pourtant intimement liés. Dans ces
images d’intérieurs en paix montées aux images de
guerre, on retrouve une nouvelle version du cli-
ché de la paix qui apparaissait dans notre premiere
description - un monde distrait et fermé sur soi,
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Figure 1. Martha Rosler, Beauty Rest, série House Beautiful: Brin-
ging the War Home. c. 1967-72, © Martha Rosler, Avec 'aimable
autorisation de lartiste et de Mitchell-Innes & Nash, New York.
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Figure 2. Martha Rosler, Vacation Getaway, série House Beautiful:
Bringing the War Home. c. 1967-72, © Martha Rosler, Avec l'aimable
autorisation de l'artiste et de Mitchell-Innes & Nash, New York.

tout a fait abstrait de la réalité vécue de la guerre.
Mais apparait en plus ce qu’il manquait dans cette
description: le caractére possédé de ce dehors.
Voila ce qui a présent, dans cette nouvelle
version de la scéne, saute aux yeux: l'indifférence
présente ici quelque chose dobstiné, de persé-
vérant, de tenace. Revenons au diagnostic selon
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lequel la guerre vue du dehors parait abstraite,
pour le réenvisager a l'aune de toute l'obstination
qui habite ces abstractions. L'écart demeure, mais
le tableau change de maniere décisive, dans la
mesure ol nous sommes a présent en mesure de
demander: quelles sont les opérations qui rendent
la guerre abstraite ici, et comment une part de la
réalité guerriere passe-t-elle dans ces abstractions?
Labstraction perd alors son caractere d’«irréali-
té», pour apparaitre dans toute sa férocité. Ce sont
des abstractions denses, opérantes et animées’. A
travers elles [écart prend un sens beaucoup plus
virulent, et demande a étre envisagé depuis ses
dynamiques et ses captations propres. Déplier les
relations que nous entretenons avec ces abstrac-
tions nous situe sur le fil ténu et en réalité plein
dépaisseur qui passe entre ces séparations. La dif-
ficulté, cest justement que ces abstractions a la fois
nous situent et rendent si difficile de sy situer.
Dire que le dehors est possédé par ses propres
mises a distance, cest nommer non pas un simple
état de fait, mais quelque chose qui nous arrive,
qui implique des devenirs actifs. J'aimerais ici
reprendre une formule utilisée par la réalisatrice
Sarah Vanagt, qui explore dans son film Dust
Breeding, consacré au Tribunal pénal internatio-
nal pour lex-Yougoslavie, les multiples couches de
distance qui forment le monde du Tribunal. Au
cours du montage des images d’archive du Tribu-
nal - entourée d’'images de fosses communes en
Bosnie et de cratéres dans les rues de Sarajevo -,
elle nous dit avoir eu 'impression que le « monstre
de distance» semparait delle aussi, et quelle sen
est sentie comme accablée, paralysée (Vanagt
[2023] : 128). Je voudrais ici lui emprunter cette
formule: le monstre de distance, cest quelque
chose qui peut prendre possession de nous, ou qui
nous possede déja au moins en partie. Mais cela
ne revient pas a décrire simplement une situation
dans laquelle nous serions «vouées» a ces abstrac-
tions. Il faut au contraire partir de la multiplicité
des relations quon peut entretenir avec elles: des
relations qui impliquent a la fois de prendre au

3Je dois cette formulation des abstractions en termes de
possession a Alice Mortiaux (notamment 2021).

Déborah Brosteaux

sérieux lefficacité de leurs effets, de demander ce
qui leur permet de prendre possession de nous, et
enfin de demander comment sen protéger.

Quest-ce qui en nous nous expose a de telles
captures? Dans son essai Rester barbare, Louisa
Yousfi demandait ce que nous avions accepté de
devenir pour parvenir a vivre inconsciemment au
milieu de la violence du monde comme si cette vio-
lence ne nous concernait pas, ne nous affectait pas
(Yousfi [2022] : 53). Si en effet se laisser posséder
par le monstre de distance implique de notre part
une certaine agentivité, implique que nous accep-
tions dentrer par lui dans un certain devenir, alors
la question est de savoir ce que nous y trouvons.
Comme lécrivent Stengers et Pignarre (2005 : 62)
dans La Sorcellerie capitaliste: «La capture fait prise,
et elle fait prise sur quelque chose qui importe, qui
fait vivre et penser celui ou celle qui est capturé».
Quels attraits le monstre de distance exerce-t-il sur
nous, pour que nous puissions le laisser prendre
possession de nous? Yousfi décrit une sorte de
bulle magique habitée par des somnambules, qui se
réveillent uniquement lorsqu'une bombe éclate au
milieu d’une de leurs stations de métro ou I'un de
leurs cafés. Et elle demande autre chose: que vous
est-il arrivé pour que vous puissiez vous dire alors:
«Ceux qui ont fait cela veulent nous détruire pour
la lumiére que nous portons, notre joie de vivre,
notre amour de la paix, de la liberté et de '’huma-
nité ?» (Yousfi [2022] : 53). Lanesthésie du som-
nambule et sa conviction d’incarner la paix tiennent
ensemble, cest cela qu’il faut arriver a penser. La
bulle envottante se referme sur lui quand il dit:
«Nous sommes la paix incarnée, la menace est ce
qui vient de lextérieur ou des traitres parmi nous,
et cest au nom de la paix que nous les combat-
trons» (Yousfi [2022] : 53). On commence a aper-
cevoir ce que le monstre de distance peut présenter
dattrayant. De quoi cette attraction est-elle faite, et
comment capture-t-elle?

3. LES GYGES MODERNES

Ce qui rend redoutables les monstres de dis-
tance, cest a la fois leflicacité des dispositifs guer-
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riers qui les mobilisent, et la maniére dont ils per-
mettent en méme temps de sen laver les mains.
Je voudrais dans ce qui suit donner consistance
a 'hypothése suivante: il y a la un art propre au
réve européen, qui en fait par excellence un réve
de la modernité. Certes, les alliances entre la vio-
lence guerriere et les opérations qui introduisent
de la distance nont rien en elles-mémes de spéci-
fiquement modernes. Séparer entre I'intérieur et
lextérieur, faire la guerre en dehors des frontieres
pour consolider la paix intérieure, en passer par
des dispositifs qui rendent la violence imperson-
nelle: tout cela n'a, en tant que tel, rien de propre
a la modernité. On peut méme avancer que cest
cela qui définit la guerre, en contraste avec d’autres
types de violences. Mais les modernes lui donnent
une tournure qui leur est propre. Jen retiendrai
ici deux traits, intimement liés: d'abord, lexacer-
bation inédite des dispositifs qui introduisent de
la distance, et la multiplication des médiations
entre la violence et ses acteurs ou bénéficiaires
- le nombre des grandes instances imperson-
nelles et des petits sous-traitants — qui a la fois
Iéloignent et en diluent l'agentivité. Ensuite, un
trait qui concerne les relations des modernes a
leur violence: leur propension a considérer que
la guerre, essentiellement, est en dehors deux. Les
modernes sont virtuoses dans l'art de multiplier
les gestes froids (Kohpeif8 [2023]), les gestes qui
éloignent affectivement, et de se blanchir («nous
n’y sommes pour rien») a travers eux. Nous pou-
vons nommer cela, avec Houria Bouteldja - qui
elle-méme marche ici sur les pas de James Bald-
win - un art de I'innocence, une habileté a s'inno-
center. Je peux garder les mains propres, car entre
mon crime et moi, il y a une distance immense :

Aucune justice au monde ne me trainera devant les
tribunaux. Mon crime, je le sous-traite. Entre mon
crime et moi, il y a d’abord la distance géographique
et puis la distance géopolitique. Mais il y a aussi les
grandes instances internationales, TONU, le FMI,
I'OTAN, les multinationales, le syst¢éme bancaire.
[...] Je suis séparée de ma victime - et de mon
crime — par une distance infranchissable. Cette dis-
tance sétire. Les checks points de 'Europe se sont
déplacés vers le sud. (Bouteldja [2016] : 24)
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Si cest un art dans lequel excellent les
modernes, cest donc aussi parce que leurs tech-
niques, leurs modes dorganisation et le type d'ins-
titutions dont ils dépendent sont caractérisés par
une prolifération considérable des médiations
a travers lesquelles tend a seffacer tout «sujet»
repérable de l'action et de ses effets. J'avancais
que se laisser posséder par les monstres de dis-
tance implique d’y mettre une certaine agenti-
vité, d’accepter dentrer par eux dans un certain
devenir... Le fait que cette possession en passe
par une prolifération de moyens et de procédés
concrets implique quon ne pourra pas la réduire
a un simple probléme de «mauvaise foi»: ou il
suffirait dés lors de nous prendre la main dans
le sac, de révéler nos crimes et nos complicités,
de nous mettre face a nos contradictions. Il faut
au contraire penser les gestes de blanchiment, et
lagentivité qu’ils requierent, en lien avec la pro-
duction dopérations concretes qui, de fait, ne
cessent de diluer l'agentivité.

Quel genre d'agentivité est a loeuvre, qui per-
met justement de ne pas se sentir impliquée? On
trouve, a ce sujet, une piste précieuse dans un
fragment de La pensanteur et la grace de Simone
Weil, qui nous permet de mettre le doigt sur un
certain art psychique, quon peut baptiser avec elle
lart des Gyges modernes. En pleine Deuxiéme
Guerre mondiale, elle réinterprétait en effet le récit
de l'anneau de Gyges. Le mythe de Gyges, cest
I'histoire de ce berger racontée par Platon dans
la République, qui trouve un anneau dor capable
de le rendre invisible. Se sentant immunisé par
ce nouveau pouvoir, galvanisé de cette immunité,
il se met a multiplier les crimes, assassine le roi,
sempare du troéne... Dans la réécriture quen pro-
pose Simone Weil, ce nest plus a présent celui qui
porte 'anneau qui devient invisible : cest 'anneau
lui-méme, 'anneau qui lui permet de commettre
ses crimes. Le Gyges moderne parvient a rendre
lanneau invisible a ses propres yeux. Cest, comme
Iécrit Grégoire Chamayou dans sa Théorie du
drone ([2013] : 138), une vertu pratique: le Gyges
moderne est un spécialiste dans la production de
psychismes compartimentés, un maitre dans l'art
de mettre a part. Weil écrit:
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Lanneau de Gyges devenu invisible, cest précisé-
ment lacte de mettre & part. Mettre a part soi et le
crime que lon commet. Ne pas établir la relation
entre les deux. [...] Gyges. Je suis devenu roi, et
lautre roi a été assassiné. Aucun rapport entre ces
deux choses. Voila T'anneau. [...] Cette faculté de
mettre a part permet tous les crimes. (Weil [1988] :
137)

Cet art psychique est a l'ceuvre dans la place
que tient la distance chez les modernes en guerre:
les modernes sont des experts dans lart de se
blanchir grace a l'acte de mettre a part, en faisant
proliférer les moyens organisationnels, procédu-
riers et matériels qui permettent de mettre a part
soi et le crime quon commet. Weil décrypte les
mécanismes étranges, retors, d’une telle agentivité:

On met a part sans le savoir, 1a précisément est le
danger. Ou, ce qui est pire encore, on met a part
par un acte de volonté, mais par un acte de volon-
té furtif a Iégard de soi-méme. Et ensuite on ne sait
plus quon a mis a part. On ne veut pas le savoir et,
a force de ne pas vouloir le savoir, on arrive a ne pas
pouvoir le savoir. (Weil [1988] : 137)

Les Gyges modernes font plusieurs choses,
étroitement liées: ils mettent a part et parviennent
a oublier qu’ils ont mis a part, expérimentant des
modes d’agentivité troubles, qui brouillent leurs
propres traces, se rendent opaques a eux-mémes.
IIs se blanchissent ce faisant, se dépeignent et se
ressentent eux-mémes comme de grands inno-
cents. Et ils justifient de nouveaux crimes au nom
de cette innocence.

Une premiére dimension: l'acte de mettre a
part. Lors des bombardements aériens et navals
de lopération Desert Storm, guerre-éclair menée
contre I'Irak par la coalition internationale diri-
gée par les Etats-Unis en 1991, un type d’images
jusqualors peu habituées des journaux télévisés
faisait son apparition dans les médias de la coali-
tion: ce sont des images aériennes, prises par des
caméras appareillées aux avions ou aux missiles,
directement intégrées a lexécution des frappes. On
ne voit personne sur ces images. UEtat américain
choisit de faire un usage abondant de cette ima-
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gerie militaire dans sa communication publique
de la guerre, lui permettant de mettre en scéne
sa puissance technologique et de véhiculer une
vision de la «guerre propre». Comme le décrit
Judith Butler, une telle délimitation du champ
visuel montre «les modalités par lesquelles les
champs visuels et discursifs participent au recrute-
ment et a la conduite de la guerre» (Butler [2016]
: VIII). Elle participe a délimiter ce qui va comp-
ter comme étant pour nous la réalité de la guerre.
Les images retransmises par les médias pendant
la guerre du Golfe avaient en commun de ne pas
montrer grand-chose des effets physiques et char-
nels de la violence, des massacres par les airs et
des destructions. Mais ce faisant, par cette appari-
tion visuelle de leffacement, elles montrent beau-
coup du mode opératoire de cette violence.

Dans la réécriture quen propose Simone Weil,
ce nest plus a présent celui qui porte I'anneau
qui devient invisible :, entre les abstractions de
langage (« guerre propre », « guerre zéro mort »
...), les abstractions visuelles et les technologies
de guerre a distance qui structurent la conduite
de cette guerre et les champs sensoriels a tra-
vers lesquels elle est percue ? On peut la formu-
ler en disant qua travers tout leffort pour mettre
de la distance entre soi et les effets de la violence,
I'Etat américain et ses alliés européens — et avec et
a travers eux, toute une série de puissances qui y
trouvaient intérét — tentaient de passer avec leurs
populations une sorte de pacte tacite : laissez-nous
mener la guerre, et nous vous assurons en retour
quelle ne vous affectera pas. Le pacte tacite : vous
n’y perdrez plus vos fils. Mais aussi : la mort de
lennemi ne vous pésera plus sur la conscience.
Vous naurez plus de sang sur les mains. Vous ne
devrez méme plus le voir.

Un tel pacte tacite, qui puise dans la longue
tradition des guerres impériales — massacres colo-
niaux perpétrés grace a une puissance de feu assu-
rant l'asymétrie des combats (Asad [2018] : 35), ou
encore, sous-traitance du sale boulot a des forces
indigénes (Chamayou [2013] : 254-259) -, sest
affirmé avec force au début des années 1990. Il a
rythmé depuis lors toutes les interventions mili-
taires des puissances occidentales en terres étran-
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geres. Il repose sur la mise en ceuvre de moyens
efficaces: lexternalisation des risques aupres dal-
liés locaux et le développement de technologies
militaires qui limitent drastiquement lexposition
des militaires nationaux - voire I'annulent com-
pletement dans le cas des drones armés, cette
arme qui, comme le résumait un officier de I'Air
force, permet de «projeter du pouvoir sans pro-
jeter de vulnérabilité » (Chamayou [2013] : 22),
de déployer la force militaire hors des frontiéres,
de blesser, de détruire et de tuer sans y risquer sa
peau. Le reformuler en termes de pacte implicite,
cest adresser la question: non pas seulement «que
sest-il passé ?» ; mais aussi «quaccepte-t-on ce fai-
sant de devenir ?».

Une deuxieme dimension: l'art de se blanchir,
et de commettre de nouveaux crimes au nom de
sa propre innocence. Weil nous dit encore que
lart de mettre a part, de séparer entre son crime
et soi, est au coeur des procédés par lesquels la
civilisation occidentale se contemple elle-méme.
Tandis quelle explique les tares des autres peuples
par leurs insuffisances, elle explique ses propres
crimes, le massacre des peuples dAmérique et
lesclavage des peuples d’Afrique malgré la perfec-
tion de sa propre civilisation. Lorsquelle sappré-
cie elle-méme, la civilisation moderne met le mal
de coté (Weil [1988] : 136). Pour se galvaniser de
sa propre beauté, elle met sa barbarie a part. Elle
peut alors sautoriser de nouvelles barbaries au
nom de sa propre innocence.

Tout le récit de la guerre contre le terrorisme,
qui depuis vingt ans vient justifier chacune des
interventions militaires occidentales, consiste a
se définir soi-méme comme incarnation de la
liberté, de la lumiére et de la paix, et de se don-
ner pour mission de défendre cette beauté dans
le monde contre des forces qu’il définit en retour
par la tyrannie, lobscurité et 'inhumanité. Nous
navons pas dennemi, nous voulons la paix, la vie
et 'amour - et cest pourquoi nous combattrons
férocement ceux qui voudraient détruire toute
cette beauté. Cest George W. Bush qui parle, au
lendemain des attentats de Madrid du 11 mars
2004 (cela fait un an que l'armée américaine
occupe I'Irak):
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Il n'y a pas de ligne de démarcation dans notre
monde, ni entre les nations, ni entre les religions ou
les cultures, sauf une ligne de démarcation entre deux
visions de la justice et la valeur de la vie. Sur une
cassette qui revendique les atrocités de Madrid, on
entend un homme dire «Nous choisissons la mort,
alors que vous choisissez la vie.» Nous ne savons pas
si cest la voix des vrais assassins mais nous savons
quelle exprime le credo de lennemi. Cest un état
desprit qui se réjouit du suicide, incite au meurtre et
célebre chaque mort que nous pleurons. Et nous qui
sommes de lautre coté de la ligne, nous devons étre
tout aussi clairs et certains de nos convictions. Nous
aimons vivre, nous aimons la vie donnée a nous et
a tous. Nous croyons aux valeurs qui défendent la
dignité de la vie, la tolérance, la liberté, dont la liber-
té de conscience. Et nous savons que ce mode de vie
vaut la peine détre défendu. Il n’y a aucun terrain
neutre - aucun terrain neutre — dans la lutte entre la
civilisation et la terreur, parce quil n'y a aucun terrain
neutre entre le bien et le mal, la liberté et lesclavage,
la vie et la mort. (Delori [2021] : 61)

Une troisiéme dimension: mettre a part et
puis oublier quon a mis a part. Weil: «Un patron
d’usine. Jai telles et telles jouissances cotteuses
et mes ouvriers souffrent de la misere. Il peut
avoir trés sincérement pitié de ses ouvriers et
ne pas former le rapport » (Weil [1988] : 138). 1l
faut ajouter que le patron ce faisant se réjouit de
sa propre capacité a sémouvoir, il shonore lui-
méme - cest une quatriéme dimension - pour
étre capable de tant de sensibilité et de pitié. Les
Gygeés modernes sont possédés par de telles dis-
sonances qui transforment leurs psychés en sortes
de créatures bicéphales. Mais comme on la vu, il
y a souvent une prolifération bien plus grande
dopérations qui mettent a part, des médiations
trés concrétes qui se multiplient entre eux et les
souffrances dans lesquelles ils ont leur part. Cette
situation les rend enclins a éprouver une émotivi-
té abstraite, amputée de ses relations. Prenons un
autre cas: un citoyen d’Europe. Il peut avoir tres
sincerement pitié des hommes et des femmes qui
meurent dans la Méditerranée, et ne pas former
de rapport. Les monstres de distance en ce sens
ne se contentent pas d’anesthésier: ils sont encore
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a leeuvre quand nous nous galvanisons trop vite
de notre propre émotion. Que Iémotivité huma-
niste puisse étre embrigadée dans les mécanismes
de la violence, cela napparait nulle part aussi clai-
rement que dans les réactions de nombreux gou-
vernants suite aux naufrages. Charles Heller et
Lorenzo Pezzoni (2020 : 106), qui portent le projet
d’investigation Forensic Oceanography autour des
naufrages en Mer Méditerranée, reviennent ain-
si sur les discours du président de la Commission
européenne Jose Manuel Barroso, en octobre 2013,
suite a la mort en mer de plus de 500 migrants en
lespace d'une semaine. Apres sétre ému publique-
ment et avoir affirmé que de tels drames étaient
inacceptables, il concluait son discours en ne pre-
nant aucune responsabilité pour ces morts, et en
annongant l'augmentation des budgets de Frontex.
Il alimentait ainsi toute la mise en scéne du ren-
forcement du contrdles des frontieres comme
mesure pour sauver les migrants. Lart de mettre a
part produit activement une incapacité a articuler
ce qui est pourtant étroitement lié.

En 2015 I'image du corps d’'un enfant échoué
sur une plage de Turquie faisait la Une des médias
en Europe, le corps d’Aylan Kurdi, Syrien dorigine
kurde, dont la famille fuyait Kobane. Les médias
titraient alors: «cest une véritable onde de choc
émotionnelle a travers I'Europe»*. Londe de choc
émotionnelle, cest le fait d’'une irruption, une
secousse liée a quelque chose qui surgit de lexté-
rieur et nous submerge par surprise. Limage-choc
en ce sens-ci, cest l'apparition soudaine des effets
de la violence et de la mort la ou les opérations
qui la produisent ont permis en méme temps de la
mettre hors champ.

Limage-choc ne dicte pas par elle-méme dans
quelle trame affective elle va étre incorporée. Elle
peut parfaitement s'insérer dans cette esthétique
de la désarticulation que Rosler rendait visible
dans ses montages : ou les regards du dehors et les
images de destruction et de mort, pourtant imbri-
qués les uns aux autres, se font face comme si
rien ne les liait. Mais on peut aussi revenir autre-

* Sur la circulation médiatique de cette image, voir
notamment LObs [2015].
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ment sur Iémotion qu’a suscité la médiatisation
de la mort de Kurdi, en déplagant le regard par
la question: que peut-on apprendre du fait que
pour beaucoup d’habitants d’Europe, cette image
ait pu étre vécue comme une découverte, un choc,
une prise de conscience? Quest-ce que cela nous
raconte de l'histoire de cette violence — par toutes
les opérations qui ont permis de ne pas voir, par
toutes les manieres de sen arranger?

Faire apparaitre les chemins que prend ici la
violence implique de construire la perspective
qui permet de faire compter la photo du corps
de Kurdi échoué sur une plage de Turquie occi-
dentale en tant qu’image de guerre: ou en tous
cas en tant qu'image par laquelle la guerre passe,
et ce justement dans la mesure ou elle n'y montre
pas son visage. Cest la guerre qui passe, opere
par la séparation entre dedans et dehors. Avec
toute lagentivité que cela requiert: myriade de
checkpoints infranchissables, camps de réfugiés
en dehors des frontiéres européennes et finan-
cés par 'Europe, centaines de kilomeétres de murs
de barbelés, pratique réguliere — quoique illégale
- du push back en mer par les garde-cotes grecs
soutenus par Frontex, qui consiste a refouler les
embarcations hors des eaux européennes. La mer
et ses noyés, cest toute Iépaisseur de cette sépa-
ration. La guerre, écrivait André Malraux, «cest
faire I'impossible pour que des morceaux de fer
entrent dans la chair vivante» (Malraux [2010] :
109). Voir par ou la guerre passe ici implique de
sattarder, dans cette définition, moins sur les mor-
ceaux de fer que sur le caractére obstiné de sa vio-
lence. Les morts en Méditerranée, cest encore et
toujours faire I'impossible, le résultat d’'une agen-
tivité énorme. Ici il faut pouvoir dire, devant une
telle image: non, ce nétaient pas des bouts de
métal, ni des gaz toxiques, ni les décombres d’'une
maison qui lont tué, mais il est mort de la guerre
par noyade, tué a des centaines de kilomeétres des
combats. Une histoire qui raconte ici une tenta-
tive de fuite hors d'une région en guerre, a feu et a
sang, et qui débouche sur la mort suite a des opé-
rations de séparation entre des espaces en guerre
et des espaces qui cherchent a se maintenir en
dehors, alors méme qu’ils sont impliqués dans ces



Lart de mettre & part. Autour d’un affect guerrier

guerres. Resitué de cette maniere, leffet de choc
peut effectivement devenir loccasion de réarticuler
le monde de relations qui nous engage dans cette
violence : cela fait d’ailleurs partie des effets qu’a
produit la circulation de cette image. Face aux vio-
lences guerrieres qui se nourrissent de liens ren-
dus insaisissables, et qui nous donnent les moyens
de ne pas sentir par ou la violence passe, créer des
prises exige de cultiver un art de larticulation. Un
art d’articuler qui nous rend capables de poser un
diagnostic engageant sur la situation®.

4. SE PLACER DANS UNE ZONE D’ INQUIETUDE

Les agirs guerriers qui fabriquent activement
leurs mondes d’innocence - en se revendiquant de
la paix ou encore de la vie, ou en produisant les
conditions de leur propre ignorance - ont en com-
mun une méme recherche d’irresponsabilité. Cha-
cun de leurs gestes dit : « laffaire est classée », «
il n'y a pas a en répondre », « pas de comptes a
rendre ». A la suite de Stengers ainsi que de Hou-
ria Bouteldja, jai cherché ici a situer la réflexion
dans une zone d’inquiétude, en cultivant des
maniéres — quelles ont nommées non-innocentes
— de penser ces violences, des maniéres de les
penser qui empéchent de sen laver les mains.

Clest pourquoi il importe de lier en une méme
scéne les différentes couches de distance qui tra-
versent le réve européen : nos existences au sein
despaces protégés; la maniere dont les puis-
sances occidentales conduisent leurs guerres a
distance; ou encore le durcissement militarisé de
nos frontiéres qui vise a renforcer la séparation
des «dehors» (ainsi que la sous-traitance de cette
militarisation aux pays qui entourent 'Europe - la
Turquie, la Lybie...). On ne pourra pas accuser du
dehors, tragant une frontiére entre « les coupables »
et « nous », ceux qui veulent la guerre et nous
qui aimons la paix, qui dénon¢ons leurs crimes
de loin. On ne le pourra pas, a commencer parce
que les meneurs de guerre, a les écouter, ne jurent
eux-mémes que par la paix. Mais il ne sagit pas

>Je dois ici encore ces formulations aux précieux retours
de Benedikte Zitouni.
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pour autant d’identifier les uns aux autres ces dif-
férents niveaux (chacun dentre nous serait «en
guerre» tout comme les militaires le sont, et ceux-
ci le seraient au méme titre que les dirigeants qui
prennent la décision de les déployer hors de nos
frontiéres etc.). S’il faut penser notre responsabili-
té face aux dynamiques guerrieres du dehors, cest
pertinemment dans la non-évidence de ces liens
quelle se joue. La proposition qui guide une telle
mise en rapport est qua vouloir trop rapidement
séparer ces dimensions, en affirmant que nous
navons pas de responsabilité dans ces guerres,
quelles se ménent et se décident sans nous, on
écarte justement le probleme qu’il sagit dadresser.
La proposition, cest davoir a «répondre» justement
de cette absence de «responsabilité», car I'absence
de responsabilité, l'absence apparente de liens entre
ces guerres et nous est au cceur des dynamiques
bellicistes qui les alimentent.

Faire importer la nuance entre la non-in-
nocence et l'identification aux agirs guer-
riers, cest marquer toute la différence entre
le fait de situer des devenirs quon ne se
contente pas de subir passivement, et le ver-
dict qui dirait: «tous coupables», «tous bour-
reaux». La nuance est importante, tant il
serait absurde de dire que nous sommes, a
nos petites échelles, en «maitrise» de la situa-
tion — que nous régnons en « chefs de guerre »
sur le monde. Ce serait méme un aveu de culpa-
bilité fort prétentieux et héroique: une sorte de
fardeau inversé de '’homme blanc, maitre puissant
sur qui pese, non plus la lourde tache de civiliser
les barbares, mais la toute aussi lourde tache de
prendre sur lui la faute de toutes leurs souftrances
(Despret [2012] : 27-28). Nous sommes empé-
trées dans des situations dont nous navons pas la
maitrise, et cest donc cet empétrement qu’il faut
penser, notre agentivité oui, mais une agentivi-
té empétrée, embarquée dans mille processus qui
nous dépassent. Ce nest pas l'agentivité du capi-
taine qui dirige son navire - ou alors seulement en
fortes tempétes, tentant de sorienter tant bien que
mal au milieu de flots puissants qui lemportent
a la dérive. Il peut agir depuis son bateau, mais
certainement pas s'inventer quil dirige les flots...
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Prendre sur soi toute l'agentivité de la violence, ou
la récuser tout a fait (« nous n'y sommes pour rien
») : la non-innocence est une attitude de pensée
qui s'invite lorsqu’il nest justement pas possible de
mettre de lordre de cette maniere. Il sagit de pen-
ser des modalités de pouvoir non pas en sy identi-
fiant, mais en tant quon est vulnérable a leurs cap-
tures, a leurs maniéres de nous mobiliser, de nous
recruter. Penser en termes de capture, comme
lécrivent Stengers et Pignarre,

cest utiliser un mot que nul ne peut prononcer
impunément, en se tenant a distance de ce qu’il ou
elle diagnostique. Cest initier un processus sur un
mode dont la vérité ne tient pas a l'accord des spé-
cialistes, mais a la maniere dont le diagnostic oblige
celui ou celle qui le porte. (Pignarre et Stengers
[2005] : 143)

Lenjeu - au plus loin de Tattitude du critique
triomphant: «nous savons et nous jugeons ou
éduquons ceux qui vivent encore dans lobscuri-
té» — consiste a nommer quelque chose auquel
nous sommes vulnérables, qui nous expose au
risque de devenir des «ames capturées» (Pignarre
et Stengers [2005] : 143). La non-innocence est le
nom d’une pratique qui consiste a poser le dia-
gnostic sur un mode qui ne permet pas de sépa-
rer celui qui le pose de ce sur quoi il est posé. Il
permet de se protéger de plusieurs poisons, logés
dans une série dattitudes: celle qui dit «tous com-
plices, tous coupables!», avec son lot de fatalisme
et de culpabilité collective; celle qui se met a la
recherche des «vrais coupables», se mettant elle-
méme a l'abri dans une posture d’innocence; ou
encore lattitude de paralysie revendiquée qui dit
«on n'y peut rien», «on ne peut pas faire autre-
ment que...» (¢a avance tout seul).

Situer ainsi la non-innocence permet de préci-
ser comment peut fonctionner ici le «nous» dont
jai usé abondamment: «Nous qui vivons dans
cette paix toujours en guerre», «nous qui multi-
plions les distances entre nos guerres et nous»,
etc. A partir du moment ol on pose le pro-
bléme en termes deffets de capture, dire «nous»
ne revient pas seulement a décrire une situa-
tion et a y assigner des positions. Il sagit moins
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d’'un «nous» descriptif (ou il sagit de se rendre
consciente de son positionnement, avec son lot
de privileges, de compromissions etc.) mais plu-
tot d'un «nous» pragmatique, comme permettent
a nouveau de le penser Stengers et Pignarre, qui
nenjoint pas a s'identifier a lui ou a le rallier, mais
qui exige de se situer avec attention et inquiétude
vis-a-vis d’'un probleme quon ne peut nommer
impunément, et qui en ce sens nous engage, dont
il nous faut répondre. Lorsquon se tourne vers
les mouvements antiguerres occidentaux, on ren-
contre d’autres types de «nous», dautres maniéres
de les faire fonctionner. Un célebre slogan pacifiste
de Iépoque du Vietnam dit par exemple: « Nous
ne sommes pas une nation de tueur» — un «nous»
qui se revendique de lessence d'un peuple que la
guerre vient défigurer, dénaturer. Temporellement
plus proche de nous, il y a «Not in our name»,
un «nous» qui, comme lécrit Grégoire Chamayou
(2012 : 53), fait sécession:

Not in our name

will you invade countries

bomb civilians, kill more children
letting history take its course
over the graves of the nameless®.

Chamayou défend le «nous» sécessioniste
contre le «nous» qui se revendique d’une essence
pacifique. Ce dernier endosse, dit-il, une essence
véritable du peuple américain qu’il sagirait de pré-
server. Or cette revendication repose sur un déni:
celui des massacres et des génocides des peuples
amérindiens qui est au cceur de la fondation de
la nation américaine. Cest a nouveau, peut-on
dire avec Weil, une maniére de mettre a part, de
défendre la beauté de son peuple en mettant a
part sa barbarie. Il me semble pourtant qu’il faut
ici nuancer, de maniére a ne pas prétendre pou-
voir faire le tri de maniére trop générale entre ce
qui devrait étre considéré comme de bonnes et
de mauvaises manieres de se situer collectivement
contre les guerres menées par nos Etats. Dans le

® Not in Our Name: Pledge of Resistance. A National Anti-
War Effort (2002-2007), [disponible en ligne] <https://
notinourname.net/> [consulté le 10 aotit 2022].
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cri «Nous ne sommes pas un peuple de tueur»,
on comprend bien qu’il n'y a pas seulement une
identification, la revendication d’une essence paci-
fique, mais aussi et peut-étre avant tout un désir
qui sexprime, un désir abimé: «nous ne voulons
pas étre un peuple de tueurs», nous refusons ce
que vous étes en train de faire de nous. Ils vou-
draient pouvoir honorer la beauté de leur peuple,
mais ils savent que cette beauté est défigurée. De
méme que faire sécession en disant «not in our
name» est tres différent du geste qui consiste
a sen laver les mains, a décliner abstraitement
toute responsabilité («cest vous — les dirigeants
etc. — qui étes coupables, pas nous»). Linquié-
tude pragmatique apporte quelque chose en plus,
dont ces maniéres de dire «nous» pourraient avoir
besoin aussi afin de se protéger des effets de cap-
ture: car elle exige de se demander ce qui malgré
tout se fait en son nom; ou la maniére dont nous
sommes malgré tout impliquées dans les violences
que nous voulons combattre. Cette inquiétude est
précieuse pour pouvoir se frayer des chemins qui
permettent d’honorer notre beauté a Iépreuve de
ce qui la défigure; ou pour pouvoir faire sécession
tout en se protégeant des gestes qui mettent a part
ce qui ne peut étre séparé.
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Alcuni aspetti del pélemos e della catastrofe
secondo Ernst Jiinger e Simone Weil

Some aspects of Pdlemos and catastrophe according to Ernst
Jiinger and Simone Weil
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antonio.dalligna@unito.it

Abstract. The present paper analyses the relationship between the figures of the Arbe-
iter and the Krieger, described by Ernst Jiinger, and their metaphysical context, that is,
the becoming in which the catastrophe of war takes place. The analysis is conducted
through a theoretical comparison with Simone Weil’s thought, in which war is con-
sidered as an extreme case of malheur, i.e., the manifestation of divinity as pure grace
devoid of power. Two useful paradigms are thus outlined to explain the condition of
the human being in the becoming: the paradigm of dominion (Jiinger) and the para-
digm of waiting (Weil). In the second part of the paper, those two options are associ-
ated with two art pieces, in order to visually represent the characteristics of dominion
and waiting, showing the dramatic issue of the choice for dominion in the face of the
catastrophe produced by technology.

Keywords: Der Arbeiter, Herrschaft, Malheur, Renato Bertelli, Adolfo Wildt.

1. NELLA BATTAGLIA

Richiamando un autore e unautrice collocati dalla vulgata su
fronti ideologici opposti, ¢ possibile valutare il diverso atteggiamento
umano nei confronti delle trame del divenire; in particolare, si puo
cogliere la differente disposizione dellessere umano di fronte alle
asperita del tessuto spazio-temporale e saggiare la sua tenuta interio-
re nel momento in cui si trova collocato in unapertura catastrofica,
segnata dagli effetti di quel pdlemos che regola il procedere vicissi-
tudinale degli enti. I pensatori in parola sono Simone Weil ed Ernst
Junger, la cui divergenza puo essere fatta risalire, dal dominio delle
considerazioni ideologizzanti, alle differenze di ordine metafisico.

Il presente articolo analizza alcuni aspetti del rapporto tra le
figure jiingeriane dell’Arbeiter e del Krieger e il luogo metafisico in
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cui sono collocate (il mobilitato paesaggio da offi-
cina, per il primo; il divenire solcato dalla tempe-
sta, per il secondo). E possibile affermare che il
lavoratore e il soldato sono la medesima figura, lo
stesso tipo umano declinato secondo i casi di una
minore o maggiore mobilitazione' di significati e
cose, secondo il grado di tendenza alla catastrofe
di tale mobilitazione e secondo il rilievo eroico
che anima la specifica disposizione umana. LAr-
beiter «ha un rapporto elementare con la guerra»
(Junger [1932]: 142-143)% nello sconvolgimento
del divenire causato dallevento bellico, «si rico-
nosce la forma delloperaio come centro immuta-
bile di una vicenda cosi complessa. Questa forma
promuove la Mobilitazione Totale» (Jiinger [1932]:
140-141), i cui effetti si verificano in «una diffusa
distruzione e una costruzione del mondo in for-
me diverse» (Jiinger [1932]: 141), in una continua
e profonda riconfigurazione dellelementare ori-
ginario. La presenza e l'intervento nel mondo di
queste figure umane ¢ mediata dalla tecnica - ed
é tecnica perché lo stile impersonale dell’azione,
seppur non eliminando la differenza tra essere
umano, mediazioni tecniche e piano del mondo,
assume una scansione che pretende di assimi-
larsi alla cadenza della macchina. Secondo il pri-
mo Jiinger, la battaglia traduce teofanicamente il
principio metafisico elementare da cui proviene
il divenire e pone lessere umano nelle condizioni
di intervenire nel modo piu scopertamente tecni-
co: «La guerra ¢ un esempio di primordine, poi-
ché rivela il carattere di potere innato nella tecni-
ca e ne esclude tutti gli elementi che si riferiscono
alleconomia e al progresso» (Jiinger [1932]: 147), i
quali, secondo lo scrittore tedesco, si muovono nel

! «Realizzare questo scopo ¢ il compito della Mobilitazio-
ne Totale, un atto con cui il complesso e ramificato pulsa-
re della vita moderna viene convogliato con un sol colpo
di leva nella grande corrente dellenergia bellica» (Jiinger
[1930]: 118-119).

% Per i riferimenti bibliografici sul lavoro e sul lavoratore
nel pensiero di Jinger, si rimanda a Riedel (2003). Nel
presente articolo si fa riferimento alla prima parte della
produzione jiingeriana, quella in cui sono poste al centro
le battaglie di materiali, la mobilitazione totale e la figura
del lavoratore.
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segno delle astrazioni tipiche del mondo borghese
e obnubilano un rapporto eroico, erotico e furioso,
con la vicissitudine®. La guerra ¢, dunque, unestre-
ma mobilitazione metafisica del mondo®, causata
dall'incontro del nucleo elementare del tutto con
lagire dellessere umano. Luomo ¢ un ente che ¢
chiamato ad assumere una forma funzionale alla
tecnica, Gestalt che gli permetterebbe di dominare
sia Jorizzonte tecnico sia il mondo mobilitato.
Come elemento di contrasto, al fine di appro-
fondire alcuni versanti del problema e per saggiare
la tenuta della costruzione jiingeriana, ¢ possibi-
le riferirsi a certi momenti della speculazione di
Weil, figura intellettuale profondamente diversa da
Jinger®. Ciononostante, si puo rintracciare un nes-
so filosofico tra la pensatrice e il pensatore nello
schema neoplatonico che sottende il loro pensiero:
il rapporto tra il principio e il principiato, lorigi-
ne e il divenire, tra Dio e la creazione (per Simone
Weil) e tra lelementare e il mondo (per Ernst Jin-
ger), nelle rispettive filosofie, puo essere ricondot-
to a dinamiche processuali di stampo neoplatoni-

3 Risulta proficuo utilizzare questi termini bruniani. In
particolare, fecondo & il concetto di vicissitudine utilizza-
to sia al fine di indicare il regno del divenire, la dimen-
sione del mondo, la natura naturata, sia per designare la
regola secondo cui si dispiega la trasformazione univer-
sale e che scandisce il multiforme configurarsi dellorigi-
ne: la vicissitudine ¢ il ritmo dellesplicazione del prin-
cipio. Sul concetto di vicissitudine, cfr. Blum (1999): 84,
86; Granada (1999): XC-CXVIII; Granada (2005): 215-
228, 245-258; Severini (2004); Severini (2014); Leinkauf
(2015).

4 Tessere umano ¢ sia soggetto, in quanto forma che rea-
lizza un dominio saldo ma dinamico, sia oggetto del-
la mobilitazione perché essa & un principio che impone
dall’alto una scansione alla dimensione umana. «La Mobi-
litazione Totale non ¢ una misura da eseguire, ma qual-
cosa che si compie da sé, essa ¢, in guerra come in pace,
lespressione della legge misteriosa e inesorabile a cui
ci consegna leta delle masse e delle macchine» (Jiinger
[1930]: 121); «La Mobilitazione Totale come misura orga-
nizzativa € solo un accenno di quella mobilitazione supe-
riore che il tempo esercita su di noi. Questa mobilitazio-
ne segue una propria legge, di cui la legge umana, se vuol
essere efficace, deve tenere il passo» (Jiinger [1930]: 129).

> Per il rapporto tra i due pensatori, ritengo significativi i
rilievi contenuti in Taibi (2009).



Alcuni aspetti del polemos e della catastrofe secondo Ernst Jiinger e Simone Weil 31

co che prevedono lespressione di un'origine divina
nel perimetro dei limiti formali. Si tratta di dina-
miche metafisiche che si dispongono all'interno di
una direzione comune, nella quale, nondimeno,
sono presenti alcune differenze essenziali perché,
rispetto a Jiinger, in Weil il darsi del principio pre-
senta un momento di sottrazione che alimenta il
suo neoplatonismo con notevoli tensioni gnosti-
che (le quali decretano unaccentuata trascendenza
della divinita, un forte anticosmismo e un mode-
rato antinomismo). Infatti, quando il principio
divino si manifesta per mezzo della sottrazione
della potenza e dell'affermazione della grazia, l'as-
setto teofanico subisce uno squilibrio che compor-
ta la coagulazione di forze radicalmente oppositive
al principio stesso®.

Per entrambi, il regno del divenire ¢ costitui-
to da limiti ed & colmo di asperita, ¢ mobilitazione
sempre piu accelerata e perfetta, tagliente e aggres-
siva, di congetture’ significanti e di enti di natu-
ra; secondo un certo rispetto, il divenire (il piano
del mondo di Jiinger e il livello della nécessité di
Weil) ¢ gia catastrofe perché rivolgimento peren-
ne, riconfigurazione vicissitudinalmente conti-
nua, avvicendarsi spietato e inesorabile di limiti.
Tale orizzonte catastrofico mostra le sue punte pit
laceranti nellevento della guerra e nel momento
della battaglia.

Per Jiinger, nellorizzonte della guerra si rive-
la la possibilita di esperire e di compiere quella
trasformazione della vita in energia che la mobi-
litazione totale comporta: il lavoratore della guer-
ra realizza la propria forma sia in una funzione
regolata da una scansione tecnica (che produ-
ce la Seconda coscienza)?® sia nel dominio di una

6 Per una valutazione del problema, cfr. Dall'Igna (2021b).
7 Riprendo questo efficace termine dalla speculazione
cusaniana, cfr. Cusano (1442).

8 Per designare la disciplinata oggettivazione della vita,
che dinamizzandosi come una funzione concretamente
mobilitante realizza il tipo umano nella forma del domi-
nio, Jinger utilizza lespressione «Seconda coscienza»:
«Questa Seconda coscienza, pit fredda [Dieses Zwei-
te und kdltere BewufStsein], si annuncia nella crescente
capacita di vedere se stessi come un oggetto [sich selbst
als Objekt zu sehen] [...] la Seconda coscienza & rivolta

porzione di tessuto spazio-temporale mobilitato.
Il modo epocale attraverso cui 'uvomo si allinea,
attivamente e passivamente, alla mobilitazione ¢
la tecnica: «Elemento di rivoluzione mondiale ¢ la
tecnica intesa come mezzo con cui la forma dello-
peraio mobilita il mondo» (Jinger [1932]: 201).
Nella catastrofe delle trincee la saldezza del domi-
nio sembra, spesso, vacillare perché «la battaglia
delle macchine ¢ cosi rintronante che I'uvomo per
poco non vi scompare. [...] Eppure: dietro a tutto
cio c& 'uomo. E lui a imporre alle macchine una
direzione, un senso» (Jiinger [1922]: 138).

La forma imposta dal lavoratore al mondo
comporta anche una decisione metafisica nei con-
fronti dell'infinita della natura perché il tipo uma-
no di Jiinger non sceglie lopzione razionalistica,
che consiste nel «proiettare all'infinito il progresso
della conoscenza» (Jiinger [1932]: 152), ma deci-
de per lapplicazione di un limite, posto secondo
la logica del dominio, che favorisce «lo sforzo di
affermare 'immagine del mondo come una totali-
ta in sé conclusa e ben delimitata» (Jiinger [1932]:
153). Cio si riflette nella considerazione e nell'u-
tilizzo della tecnica, che dovrebbe essere chiusa e
sorvegliata nel controllo dellessere umano, il quale
ne fruisce come diaframma mobilitante: «Levolu-
zione della tecnica non ¢ illimitata; essa si conclu-
de nel momento in cui la tecnica si presta, come
strumento, alle speciali esigenze che la forma
delloperaio le impone» (Jiinger [1932]: 153).

Il movimento dominante ¢ quello di un’au-
toaffermazione dellessere che comporta lesercizio
di una volonta di potenza intensiva nei confronti
di sé, ma distruttiva verso gli altri enti: si verifica
uno stare nella catastrofe del divenire che, nel con-
tempo, prevede la salda presa del dominio autoaf-
fermativo (una chiusura dell'illimitato nella pro-
pria totalita formale) e la propagazione del vettore
prevaricante e distruttivo (unapertura invasiva illi-
mitante verso l'altro). Nella prospettiva jlingeriana,
inoltre, questa scelta per l'illimitato della potenza
produce una logica di dominio che capta, al modo

a un uomo che & ormai estraneo alla sfera del dolore»
(]ﬁnger [1934]: 175).
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mistico dellopera interiore’, le sorgenti dellele-
mentare «la dove la vita e la distruzione si tocca-
no e s’intersecano» (Jinger [1922]: 29): «Ma chi
in questa guerra vede solo negazione e sofferenza
e non l'affermazione, il massimo dinamismo, allo-
ra avra vissuto da schiavo. Costui avra avuto solo
unesperienza esteriore, non unesperienza interio-
re» (Jiinger [1922]: 140).

La capacita di modificare 'ambiente circostan-
te maneggiando una forza catastrofica che ¢ effetto
del versante distruttivo dellelementare — capacita
che ¢ insita nel nuovo tipo umano del combatten-
te tecnico, della macchina da battaglia - produ-
ce una vibrazione magica nel paesaggio, frutto di
un’irradiazione di ordine metafisico che si propaga
all'interno del mondo e nella forma umana. Eser-
citando la propria volonta nell'apertura catastro-
fica, nel punto centrale del tempo in cui si espe-
risce un dionisismo elementare, il Krieger riesce
a connettersi a un principio a lui superiore, il cui
incontro lo sottopone a una trasformazione che
ricorda la eckhartiana Uberbildung'®. La presenza
vigile e dinamica del lavoratore e il suo interven-
to nel mondo degli enti si collocano sia secondo
una ricezione verticale dellelementare nella for-
ma umana (traduzione che caratterizza il versante
mistico della figura jiingeriana) sia secondo una
logica orizzontale regolata dalla volonta di poten-
za (logica che sottende la qualita magica della
forza dellessere). A prevalere ¢ il versante attivo
e interventistico della presa sul principio e della
sua gestione, declinazione che proietta I'irruzione
dellelementare all'interno della autoaffermazione
della volonta del soggetto. Nel fuoco della batta-
glia e nel paesaggio da officina, con il favore dal
mezzo tecnico, la potenza sviluppa e afferma les-
sere dellente nella forma della volonta di dominio
e nella riconfigurazione di una porzione di mon-
do, il cui scenario subisce vigorose scosse telluri-

11 termine misticismo ¢ qui utilizzato per indicare la
parte della filosofia che concerne gli stati pit elevati del-
la conoscenza (intelletto) e dellamore (volonta) e che
riguarda la conversione e il ritorno dellessere umano alla
propria origine metafisica.

10 Per l'utilizzo di questo termine in riferimento al misti-
cismo di Meister Eckhart, cfr. Dall'lgna (2017).
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che trascolorando magicamente: «Istruttiva ¢ qui
la vista della battaglia, in cui questo carattere di
potenza pura viene scopertamente alla luce» (Jin-
ger [1934]: 168).

Per quanto riguarda Weil, ¢ interessante rife-
rirsi al breve testo Projet dune formation d’infir-
mieres de premiére ligne. 1 piccoli gruppi di infer-
miere teorizzati da Weil sono votati a unazione
disperata, la cui «preparazione necessaria ¢ presso-
ché nulla» e per cui «non sarebbe necessaria alcu-
na organizzazione» preliminare (Weil [1942a]: 47).
Le infermiere si considerano esseri umani sacrifi-
cabili nella catastrofe del fronte e il loro impegno
risuona come una macabra scommessa: «In caso
di fallimento gli inconvenienti sono quasi nul-
li; [...] in caso di successo i vantaggi sono vera-
mente considerevoli. [...] Esse dovrebbero aver
fatto sacrificio della loro vita» (Weil [1942a]: 47).
Tuttavia, il coraggio richiesto in questa operazio-
ne ¢ quasi maggiore di quello profuso dal Krieger:
«Bisogna che esse siano pronte a trovarsi sempre
nei punti piu difficili, a correre lo stesso pericolo
e anche maggiore dei soldati piu esposti, e que-
sto senza essere sostenute dallo spirito offensivo»
(Weil [1942a]: 49). Si tratta di unautentica, perché
consapevole, collocazione nella sventura da parte
di un gruppo di donne, situazione che si trasfor-
ma in un simbolo lanciato contro le immagini
della propaganda che assecondano la forza'! e che
alimentano il totalitarismo. Leroismo delle S.S. &
marchiato dal coraggio della brutalita, un perver-
timento del cuore che «procede dalla volonta di
potenza e di distruzione» (Weil [1942a]: 55). La-
zione esemplare delle infermiere oppone alla forza
e alla prevaricazione, alla violenza e alla barbarie,
il compimento in forma umana del modello di
Cristo. Il piegarsi senza speranza sui feriti e sui
morenti'? ¢ la realizzazione di una radicale sottra-
zione della potenza al fine di affermare la facol-
ta soprannaturale: un’«évocation vivante» (Weil
[1942a]: 58) dell'amore nel punto centrale della
catastrofe. Un caso di piena accettazione, quindi,
della sventura.

11'Sul tema della forza, cfr. Weil (1940-1941).
12 Cfr. Weil (1942a): 49.
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Lorizzonte in cui si muove lessere umano di
Jinger e di Weil & caratterizzato dalla mobilitazio-
ne di enti di ragione e di enti di natura, di signifi-
cati che si prestano alla lettura'® del soggetto e di
determinazioni a cui si applica la volonta umana.
Nellesacerbazione catastrofica della guerra, l'atteg-
giamento auspicato dallo scrittore tedesco & vota-
to al dominio di una porzione di vicissitudine.
La meccanica dell’Herrschaft ¢ fondata nel nesso
mistico che si istituisce tra lelementare e il com-
battente: la Materialschlacht dispiega un potenzia-
le tecnico che tende a soverchiare lessere umano,
ma la connessione tra il nucleo elementare uma-
no (che, metaforicamente, risiede nel cuore)!* e
la forza elementare della terra sembra garantire
la resistenza e il dominio del nuovo tipo umano.
Nel saggio del 1922 Der Kampf als inneres Erlebnis
si afferma che lelementare risiede anche nell'inte-
riorita dellessere umano: infatti, «le vere fonti del-
la guerra sgorgano dal profondo del nostro petto
[springen tief in unserer Brust], e tutto lorrore che
poi inonda il mondo ¢ solo unimmagine riflessa
dell'anima umana [nur ein Spiegelbild der men-
schlichen Seele] che si palesa negli avvenimenti»
(Jinger [1922]: 59). E necessario aderire in modo
saldo e consapevole al corso della mobilitazio-
ne e allo sviluppo della tecnica al fine di portare
a coincidenza il quantum elementare dell'uomo
con il principio elementare del Tutto, connessione
radicale che realizza un incontro estatico'.

Per la pensatrice francese, lo sconvolgimento
vicissitudinale della guerra puo essere considera-
to una manifestazione della catastrofe che decreta
i limiti, lestensione e la configurazione dello spet-
tro metafisico: la morte in croce della divinita. La
Croce, modello della sventura (malheur) in cui
lessere umano ¢ collocato!®, stabilisce il margine

13 Sul concetto weiliano di lettura, cfr. Zani (1994): 90-92;
Fulco (2002): 93-128, 169-174; Vogel (2010): 201-213;
Chenavier (2012): 116-130; Dall'Igna (2021a): 152-166.

14 «Cose la comprensione del cervello rispetto a quella del
cuore [gegen das des Herzens]?» (Junger [1922]: 53).

15 Cfr. Jinger (1922): 73-74.

16 Paradigmatico, al riguardo, & Weil (1942b). «Il
“malheur” & la vera condizione dell'uomo», «condizio-
ne strutturale dell'uvomo & quindi il malheur» (Castellana

estremo del reale entro cui la divinita si rivela nel-
la forma della pura grazia priva di potenza: «Alla
distanza massima, la distanza infinita, ¢ anda-
to Dio stesso, poiché nessun altro avrebbe potu-
to farlo. Questa distanza infinita fra Dio e Dio,
lacerazione suprema, dolore senza pari, meravi-
glia dell'amore, ¢ la Crocifissione» (Weil [1942b]:
177)Y. Per mezzo di una dinamica sottrattiva che
afferma soltanto I'amore divino, la Croce da for-
ma al luogo metafisico del margine e stabilisce
un istante eterno di attesa, in cui il trascorrere del
tempo viene vinto e riassorbito in una dimensione
sospesa di teofania estrema.

Lessere umano che incontra un momento di
sventura — come le infermiere che si impegnano
nella linea del fronte in un'azione esemplare (per-
ché impersonale), ma priva di speranza - si collo-
ca all'interno di un solco di quella trincea meta-
fisica che ¢ il margine della Croce. Se il malheur
viene consapevolmente accettato, la situazione
umana si riconfigura in modo autentico nella
accettazione della grazia divina. Questa radicale
conversio si realizza mediante un atteggiamento
di umile attesa, che & accettazione perseverante e
riconoscimento subordinante della grazia sopran-
naturale, perfettamente manifestata nel sacrificio
della potenza divina che determina il supplizio
della Croce. E possibile citare questo passo, ani-
mato da un'immagine indubbiamente icastica:

Quando con il martello si batte un chiodo, il col-
po ricevuto dalla larga testa del chiodo si trasmette
alla parte appuntita per intero, senza alcuna perdi-
ta, sebbene questa parte non sia che un punto. Se il
martello e la testa del chiodo fossero infinitamen-
te grandi, capiterebbe la stessa cosa. La punta del
chiodo trasmetterebbe quel colpo infinito al punto
sul quale essa ¢ applicata. Lestrema sventura, che
¢ insieme dolore fisico, smarrimento dell’anima e
degradazione sociale, costituisce questo chiodo. La
punta ¢ applicata sul centro stesso dell'anima. La
testa del chiodo ¢ lintera necessita diffusa attraverso
la totalita dello spazio e del tempo. [...] Chi perse-

M. [1979]: 25, 48) e «tutta la sventura € su tutti» (Putino
[1997]: 50).
17Sul tema, cfr. Castellana F. (1985): 191-211.
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veri nel mantenere orientata la propria anima verso
Dio mentre un chiodo la trafigge si trova inchiodato
sul centro stesso dell'universo. E il vero centro, che
non sta nel punto mediano, che ¢ fuori dello spazio
e del tempo, che é Dio. Secondo una dimensione
che non appartiene allo spazio e che non ¢ il tempo,
una dimensione completamente altra, quel chiodo
ha aperto un varco nella creazione bucando lo spes-
sore dello schermo che separa l'anima da Dio. (Weil
[1942b]: 187-188)

Si evidenziano, dunque, due paradigmi per
spiegare la situazione dellessere umano nella
realta e di fronte alle asperita che vi si incontra-
no: il paradigma del dominio e quello dell’attesa.
Il dominio jiingeriano'® accetta l'accelerazione dei
significati causata dalla mobilitazione totale, inter-
viene in essa fruendo della trasformazione della
vita in energia'®, riconoscendovi le forme di una
totalita organica e applicandovi un controllo geo-
metrico, tecnico e matematico. Lattesa weiliana
riesce a vedere nella vicissitudine delle forme un
necessario disegno della precisione divina, ¢ in
grado di leggere il reale fino al suo fondo metafi-
sico, riconoscendo, esperendo e accettando la con-
traddizione della sventura (la Croce), comporta
un momento apicale di abbandono mistico in cui
si compie un allineamento salvifico tra il nucleo
divino dellessere umano e la meccanica perfetta e
rigorosa della grazia divina. Il lavoratore di Jiinger
asseconda l'accelerazione della mobilitazione tota-
le levigando e consumando le determinazioni in
una trasfigurazione magica; lo sventurato di Weil
sviluppa l'intuizione intellettuale in un margine
superiore in cui la lettura dei significati e latten-
zione verso le determinazioni cede il posto al vuo-
to dellamore soprannaturale®.

18 Per approfondire il concetto di dominio in questo sno-
do della speculazione jiingeriana, oltre a Jinger (1932),
cfr. anche Heidegger (2004).

19 «Si puo ora vedere meglio come la trasposizione cre-
scente della vita in energia, il volatilizzarsi progressivo
di tutti i vincoli a favore della velocita, conferisca all’at-
to della mobilitazione un carattere sempre pilti decisivo»
(Junger [1930]: 117-118).

20 Stadio designato da Weil con lespressione «non-lectu-
re», cfr. Dall'Igna (2021a).
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I1 compimento della forma umana puo essere,
da un lato, conquista e dominio del mondo, del-
la tecnica e dellelementare oppure, dall’altro lato,
attesa, accettazione e riconoscimento della grazia
divina. Secondo un versante, si opera nel mon-
do freddo e gerarchizzato delle forme, animate
da una scansione meccanica; secondo laltro, si
riconosce un ordine delle forme pervaso dalla-
more divino e collocato nella marginalita. Per
Jiinger, lesaltazione della battaglia ¢ unoccasio-
ne mobilitante a cui si applica il fermo dominio
della realta; per Weil, la stretta divina della sven-
tura ¢ riconnessione al soprannaturale per mezzo
dellesperienza della Croce. In Jiinger e presa, in
Weil ¢ apertura. Entrambi guardano al dovere di
riconnettersi allorigine, identificandone la presen-
za in interiore homine; tuttavia, prevedono forme
distanti di realizzazione mistica, e la differenza tra
le due opzioni deriva dalla diversa impostazione
metafisica della relazione tra lorigine e il mondo.

2. NEL DOLORE

E possibile utilizzare due figurazioni plasti-
che al fine di approfondire il tipo®! del lavoratore
e l'incontro dellessere umano con la catastrofe, il
momento in cui «raggiungiamo [...] un punto di
osservazione dal quale i luoghi della perdita e del-
la rovina appaiono alla vista come la massa petro-
sa che salta via dal blocco durante la lavorazione
di una statua. [...] una prospettiva nella quale la
forma, intesa come lessere non subordinato al
tempo, determina levoluzione della vita in diveni-
re» (Jinger [1932]: 109-110).

La prima opera a cui si puo fare riferimento
¢ la scultura di Renato Bertelli, Profilo continuo
(1933). Essa ¢ certamente un simbolo del regi-
me fascista, animato dall'intenzione di evocare
le presunte radici arcaiche del movimento nella
forma bifronte attribuita al suo capo storico. Lo-
pera € una rappresentazione della presenza totali-
taria del dittatore, un veicolo di propaganda dalla
forte caratterizzazione iconica. Seppur con alcu-

2L Per una sistemazione dei concetti di tipo e forma, cfr.
Jiinger (1963).
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ne riserve, la scultura di Bertelli potrebbe essere
unefficace raffigurazione del tipo umano teoriz-
zato da Jinger. LArbeiter ¢ dotato di un profi-
lo netto, squadrato, di unessenzializzazione dei
tratti del tipo che si oppone al carattere effusivo
dell'individuo; la scultura sembra collocarsi come
punto terminale di «un progressivo passaggio
dall'ambiguita all'univocita» (Jinger [1932]: 116)
e la sua ambivalenza si raccoglie in un nucleo
centrale granitico e stabile che manca, secondo
lo scrittore tedesco, nell'individuo borghese: «Il
raggio di luce cerca qualita diverse, cioé durezza,
esattezza e carattere oggettivo» (Jiinger [1932]:
116-117). Lopera ¢ in grado di portare a coin-
cidenza staticita e dinamismo, essendo essa il
risultato di un movimento rotatorio incardinato
sull'asse centrale: lo slancio circolare delle linee,
che segna la continuita e lonnipresenza del pro-
filo, e trattenuto da una tensione centripeta che
si coagula nella forma, dal richiamo dorico, del-
la base. La struttura dellopera ¢ prodotta in un
momento di equilibrio che si verifica all’inter-
no della dialettica di statico e dinamico, uno
Zeitpunkt in cui la spinta verso il centro ¢ la logi-
ca secondo cui si ottiene il dominio della mate-
ria e lespressione della forma. Come nell'imporsi
autoaffermativo dellente all'insegna della volonta
di potenza, sono qui allopera un incentramento
e un decentramento, una chiusura meccanica nel
proprium della filautia che stabilisce, nel contem-
po, unattestazione verso lesterno, la quale non &
soltanto rigida e virile profilatura dei tratti, ma
pure propensione all'urto e allo scontro.

Quel che nel mondo liberale era considerato un
“bel” volto era propriamente il volto raffinato, ner-
voso, mobile, mutevole e aperto agli influssi e agli
stimoli piu diversi. Il volto disciplinato ¢ inve-
ce chiuso; € un volto dallo sguardo fisso, univo-
co, oggettivo, rigido. Ovunque si dia uneducazione
orientata a un fine, si notera subito come l'interven-
to di norme ferree e impersonali si traduca in un
indurimento del volto». (Jiinger [1934]: 159)

Anche nella scultura in analisi la regola imper-
sonale che si vuole trasferire al fruitore sembra
assimilabile a un dinamismo tecnico, alloscillazio-

ne cadenzata, alla logica del congegno, alla scan-
sione inesorabile e perenne della macchina.

La costruzione del profilo continuo rappresen-
ta il dominio tecnico come esercizio della volonta
nello spazio e nel tempo, l'azione soverchiante della
potenza all'interno del trascorrere vicissitudinale del
mondo. I rivolgersi del profilo a tutte le direzioni
che dipartono dal suo nucleo significa il controllo
totalitario applicato allo spazio, una disposizione che
aleggia vigile nel cielo (le linee del profilo rimanda-
no a una struttura alata o a un ombrello protettivo,
e incombono sullo spazio circostante), ma che ¢ sal-
damente radicata e applicata alla terra (la base vale
da supporto e manifestazione dell'asse centrale). La
forma del dinamismo ottenuta da un movimento
di rotazione attorno a un cardine essenziale indi-
ca sia la presenza di un centro fisso ed eterno sia il
suo sviluppo secondo lordine del tempo: la struttura
dellopera rimanda all'archetipo dellalbero, in cui si
assiste a una crescita dellasse verticale fondato nella
terra lungo la direzione orizzontale del divenire.

In questo caso, a differenza del lavoratore jiin-
geriano, che mantiene lelemento organico e tellu-
rico al centro della sua visione, seppur mobilitan-
do il dionisiaco attraverso la costruzione tecnica,
lirradiazione del profilo mobile e continuo risul-
ta puramente meccanica, artificiale, tecnicizzata:
caratteristica che potrebbe valere da sporgenza
verso il razionale astratto, la misurazione imma-
teriale, il cedimento borghese?’. Un astratto che
potrebbe insinuarsi anche nelleroismo operaio,
rovesciando il rapporto di dominio tra il lavorato-
re e la tecnica®. Il carattere vigile e severo, tota-

22 «Questi eventi meritano di essere segnalati soltanto
se alle loro spalle s'indovina il dominio della forma che
utilizza ai propri fini il senso del tipo umano, e quindi
delloperaio. La forma non devessere concepita secondo
il concetto universale e spirituale di infinita, ma secondo
il concetto particolare e organico di totalita. Questa con-
dizione d’isolamento fa si che la cifra compaia qui a un
grado del tutto diverso, cioe in rapporto immediato con
la metafisica. E chiaro, ora, come mai nello stesso istan-
te la fisica sia costretta a mutare natura, ad assumere un
carattere magico?» (Jiinger [1932]: 130).

23 Caterina Resta scrive che «[...] se da una parte la
mobilitazione totale rimanda a quellenergia elementa-
re che attraversa tutta la materia, organica e inorganica,
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lizzante e totalitario della scultura puo rimandare
alla verticalita dell’Arbeiter perché «l'unica gerar-
chia di valori che qui ci interessi devessere cercata
all'interno del tipo di cui parliamo, cioe vertical-
mente, nel senso di un suo proprio ordine gerar-
chico, non orizzontalmente, in un confronto con
qualsivoglia fenomeno legato a un altro spazio e
a un altro tempo» (Jiinger [1932]: 109). Tuttavia,
il confronto diventa scontro e lattesa paziente
di un’alterita, anche nella traduzione del princi-
pio elementare, cede definitivamente il passo alla
volonta di dominio tecnica del soggetto.

Al fine di raffigurare lessere umano che acco-
glie, secondo Weil con lucida e perseverante atte-
sa, la forza deformante della sventura, all'imma-
gine associata alleroismo jiingeriano & possibile
contrapporre unopera dello scultore Adolfo Wildt,
Maschera del dolore (Autoritratto) (1909). Se il
profilo continuo di Bertelli era caratterizzato da
un taglio duro e freddo, proiettato verso lastratto,
in questa scultura il dolore procede da una lacera-
zione interiore paralizzante, a cui corrisponde una
concreta consunzione fisica che confina 'umano
nel labirinto di una vibrante disperazione. La vir-
tuosistica levigatezza della superficie non ha nulla
del rigore stilizzante e astraente: come nella preci-
sione della grazia weiliana, la chiara e netta posi-

dall’altra I'Operaio ¢ la sola figura in grado di darle for-
ma, ossia di “dominarla’, conferendo un ordine al suo
anarchico manifestarsi. Jiinger, tuttavia, non si nasconde
- nemmeno ai tempi dell'Arbeiter — il fatto che, in realta,
non sia tanto I'nvomo a servirsi della tecnica per impor-
re la propria forma alla Terra, ma sia piuttosto quest’ulti-
ma a servirsi dell'uomo o comunque a strumentalizzarlo
all'interno di un disegno piu vasto e impenetrabile, i cui
scopi ultimi, inevitabilmente, ci sono inaccessibili. Se
ancora nel testo del ‘32 egli ¢ convinto che I'Operaio riu-
scira a esercitare la propria imposizione della forma e con
cio il proprio dominio sulla terra [...], d’altra parte cé da
dire che esso sara in seguito ampiamente superato [...]»
(Resta [2000]: 88-89, n. 25). La studiosa individua nell’an-
no successivo a quello della pubblicazione di Der Arbeiter
lapparire delle «prime crepe» (Resta [2019]: 139). Secon-
do Volpi (1996): 110, «solo nel saggio Sul dolore del 1934
puo essere registrato uno spostamento di prospettiva. Per
la prima volta si fa spazio 'idea che la tecnica sia un fat-
tore di nichilismo [...]». Cfr. anche Amato (2001): 33-72.
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zione di un limite, curata fino allostinato detta-
glio del margine, modella un volto palpitante a tal
punto che si puo affermare che non di maschera
sovrapposta a un viso si tratta, ma di una persona
in cui maschera e volto coincidono.

Due delle caratteristiche del malheur sono
in questopera icasticamente ricapitolate: il dolo-
re del corpo e lo sradicamento dell’anima. Questi
due vettori disgreganti convergono nella linea di
superficie, il cui tendersi, grazie all'accurato lavo-
ro dell’artista, produce una dialettica di sporgenze
e rientranze, di pieni e di vuoti, di sussulti silen-
ziosi e di grida mute; dialettica posta in opera
dalla volonta di figurare uno scavo interiore nel
senso della sottrazione della potenza, per rianda-
re alla metafisica di Weil. Sembra essere un pro-
fondo svuotamento interiore la causa della forma
del volto, tesa tra la tristezza infinita degli occhi
e la disperazione raggelata della bocca. Allo stes-
so modo, in Weil, la forma della scultura ¢ causata
dal sovrapporsi e dallopporsi della gravita disgre-
gante, che spinge verso un illimitato prevaricante
e distruttivo, e della grazia discendente, che con-
ferisce nella forma il potere limitante dell’amore:
«Scultura - ogni cosa discende secondo la forza di
gravita (pietra fluida) e tuttavia il tutto sale» (Weil
[1941]: 296). Si noti la differenza tra questa con-
cezione della scultura e la lavorazione della statua
presa a modello nella citazione riportata all'inizio
di questo paragrafo: per la pensatrice francese,
la coagulazione della forma discende dall’azione
catecontica®* della grazia che, spogliandosi della
potenza e contenendo la dispersione, si rapprende
nella forma verticale dellopera; secondo Jiinger, la
costruzione formale deriva da un potente e preci-
so lavoro di toglimento del superfluo, di sottrazio-
ne violenta del materiale che occultava i contorni
formali del tipo. Il punto di equilibrio della conce-
zione metafisico-estetica weiliana ¢ la rivelazione
della grazia nella bellezza, che vale da leva per l'as-
soluto: una delimitazione formale governata dall’a-
zione dell'amore puro privo di potenza, dalla gra-

24 «Katechein, piu che latto del trattenere o raffrena-
re, significa contenere, comprendere in sé» (Cacciari
[2013]: 22).
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zia che trattiene l'illimitato disegnando i contorni
e i solchi di un volto sventurato.

La maschera di Wildt, nella sua tesa staticita
e nel suo incipiente sfaldamento, non privi di una
quieta e grandiosa serenita, rappresenta un uomo
che ha accettato lo sradicamento dellessere: la for-
ma del dolore ¢ situata in un punto di equilibrio
in cui l'accoglimento della morte dell'anima, la
compiutezza sofferta del grido, il distacco sospeso
e I'abbandono consapevole recano con sé i trat-
ti dell'impersonale realizzazione del vuoto di cui
parla Weil.

La figura del lavoratore, soprattutto nei sem-
bianti del Krieger, ¢ un'organische Konstruktion
che non cede al razionale astratto — anche se il
problema di una prevalenza della mobilitazione
tecnica sullessere umano ¢ gia avvertito —, ma che
realizza sovranamente il dominio umano nella
mobilitazione totale del concreto. Pure di fron-
te alla intensificazione catastrofica del divenire,
il tipo applica il controllo tecnico: per il Krieger
e per I'Arbeiter, lora della catastrofe ¢ lora del
dominio. Lo sconvolgimento della guerra rappre-
senta lesito di un'intensificazione tellurica, che si
verifica in una fenditura del mondo, della potenza
mobilitante: un’apertura che decreta la possibilita
di esperire la dimensione elementare della real-
ta. Gli effetti della sventura, nel «mondo eroico»
(Jinger [1934]: 152), devono essere gestiti attra-
verso il dominio di sé e della vicissitudine, della
tecnica (interiore ed esteriore) e del mondo. Per
quanto concerne lesperienza del dolore, «si tratta
di assimilarlo e di organizzare la vita in modo tale
da renderla pronta in ogni momento all'incon-
tro con esso» (Jilnger [1934]: 152-153)*. In que-
sto caso, si ottiene una forma suprema dellessere
umano perché «qui non si tratta di una superio-
rita su altri uomini, ma sull'intero spazio sotto-
posto alla legge del dolore. E questa la superiorita
suprema, che racchiude in sé tutte le altre» (Jin-
ger [1934]: 155).

In merito ai problemi della tenuta del profilo
tipico in una situazione catastrofica, si puo fare
riferimento a un passo di Feuer und Blut. Nel caso

%5 Sul dolore, cfr. Gorgone (2002): 29-69.

dello stordimento causato da un colpo molto duro
subito nello snodo narrato nel libro, Jiinger scrive:

E strano che, in attimi simili, il proprio corpo susci-
ti la sensazione di un oggetto estraneo [das Gefiihl
eines fremden Gegenstandes]. E come se si uscis-
se fuori di sé con l'intima forza vitale, e si prova il
desiderio di allontanarsi da sé stessi come da un’'im-
magine priva di senso. Mi spiego cosi anche la trac-
cia di nausea o di disgusto che cosi spesso si puo
osservare nelle maschere mortuarie [an den Toten-
masken). (Junger [1925]: 149)

Prendendo spunto da questo episodio, si puo
affermare che, quando la costruzione organica
incontra quella catastrofe che la sua funzione -
sebbene votata alla strada inedita, alla voce igno-
ta e allavventura perigliosa — dovrebbe gia preve-
dere e risolvere, essa potrebbe iniziare a vacillare
e il suo profilo finire in pezzi. E vero che «consi-
deriamo dunque un segno di alta efficienza il fat-
to che la vita sappia staccarsi da sé stessa, o, per
dirla con altre parole, sappia sacrificarsi» (Jiinger
[1934]: 167); nondimeno, quando il sacrificio non
¢ compiuto da una Seconda coscienza che si affer-
ma mantenendo compatta la costruzione organica
del lavoratore, e quindi preservando la sua integri-
ta e perfezionando la sua volonta, il profilo ogget-
tivo subisce uno sfaldamento. Jiinger sostiene che
il lavoratore vede sé stesso come oggetto e che la
Seconda coscienza pone I'uvomo in una dimensio-
ne non toccata dalla sfera del dolore; tuttavia, nel
caso delleffetto del colpo quasi mortale, & soltan-
to il corpo a essere percepito come un fremder
Gegenstand®S: si assiste alla risoluzione dellesse-
re in un fallimentare caput mortuum, a unestre-
ma deriva residuale della tecnica della Seconda
coscienza perché la realizzazione della funzione

26 Si tratta di un caso, ovviamente, diverso rispetto a
quello in cui, secondo la nuova coscienza, si verifica un
distacco che «si manifesta [...] nella capacita dell'vomo di
trattare il corpo, ossia quello spazio mediante il quale &
partecipe del dolore, come un oggetto. Tale pratica richie-
de certo una postazione di comando dall’alto della quale
il corpo venga considerato come un avamposto che I'uo-
mo, da grande distanza, ¢ in grado di impiegare e sacrifi-
care in battaglia» (Jiinger [1934]: 152).
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oggettivante si compie soltanto in una parte della
compagine umana. La componente vitale si sepa-
ra, la costruzione umana si sfalda, la parte che
reca una traccia di coscienza soggettiva prova
disgusto per la parte estranea, a cui si attribuisce
unoggettivita non riconosciuta o saldata nel nesso
di una totalita strutturale e organica: «E tuttavia
il dolore reclama i suoi diritti sulla vita con una
logica implacabile» (Jiinger [1934]: 149).

Nel caso di un simile sfaldamento?’, la
maschera del tipo non decade nella maschera
dell'uvomo borghese, che lascia trasparire I'indi-
vidualita e la multiformita dellessere, ma risulta
abbandonata o distrutta. Riprendendo lopera di
Wildt, nel caso ora in parola essa non rappresen-
terebbe pill una coincidenza di volto e di masche-
ra nel momento di accettazione della sventura e di
attesa della grazia, ma la maschera del/nel dolore
significherebbe il disgusto provato dalla forza vita-
le che, allontanandosi, guarda un volto oggettivato,
rigido e inerte. Si puo, cosi, affermare che sia l'in-
contro con la catastrofe sia il potere della tecnica
- o, per meglio dire, i diversi livelli della catastro-
fe tecnica — mettono in questione o mandano in
frantumi la sovranita del tipo umano sul divenire
delle forme del mondo e sul principio elementare
della terra.
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Abstract. There are excellent research papers in the field of visual studies that examine
the relationship between war and images. This paper has other and additional aims.
The first is to examine not so much how war is transferred from the ground to image
production, but how war, as intrusion of the real, forces a general reflection on image
techniques. The second is to examine whether there is an instance of art that is some-
how different from the instance of the mere image, which is always related to some-
thing that manifests itself in war, and which, especially on the occasion of a war, invites
a broader reflection on existence, judgement and the world. The paths taken for these
investigations are rooted in the idea that a (political) theory of art cannot be reduced
to an internal classification of image theory, since it investigates aspects that go beyond
the definition of the image itself.
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1. THIS WAR, ALL THE WARS

The world is somewhere always at war, and this is an obvious
and necessary premise. What follows, even though it has been occa-
sioned by the invasion of Ukraine and the ensuing conflict between
the invaders and the invaded, could be applied to all wars.

In any case, the event of war forces those who study aesthetics,
image theory or art theory to focus their attention on certain funda-
mental themes of these disciplines: the relationship between things
and images, the sense of reality, perception, and history.

Since the first days of the invasion, the current conflict has been
defined at all levels (from specialist essays to infotainment television
programmes) as a highly significant example of a “hybrid” war. In
truth, I do not believe that there has ever been a war that has not
been hybrid, if by hybrid we mean the combined use of weapons,
words, images, sabotage of all kinds, the use of all means to weaken
not only the enemy army but also the will of the civilian population
and the governments.
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There are excellent research papers in the field
of visual studies that examine these aspects. How-
ever, this paper has other and additional aims. The
first is to examine not so much how war is trans-
ferred from the ground to image production, but
how war, as intrusion of the real, forces a gen-
eral reflection on image techniques. The second
is to examine whether there is an instance of art
that is somehow different from the instance of the
mere image, which is always related to something
that manifests itself in war, and which, especially
on the occasion of a war, invites a broader reflec-
tion on existence, judgement and the world. The
paths taken for these investigations are rooted in
the idea that a (political) theory of art cannot be
reduced to an internal classification of image theo-
ry, since it investigates aspects that go beyond the
definition of the image itself.

2. THE WAR OF IMAGES, IMAGES AT WAR

A few weeks after the beginning of the Russian
invasion (24 February 2022), in the city where I
live (Rome), the Association for Ukrainian Catho-
lics “Saint Sofia” published an appeal to the popu-
lation to bring basic necessities (food, clothing,
medicines, etc.) to the collection centre set up in
the Basilica of Saint Sophia, to be sent to Ukraine
by convoys of some humanitarian organisations.
Although the collection was managed by a Chris-
tian association under the leadership of the Rector
of the Basilica, Father Marco Yaroslav Semehen, a
luminous figure of peace, bringing something to
this collection centre immediately took on a dou-
ble meaning. At the time, Putin’s propaganda was
offering Russian-speaking Ukrainians or Russo-
philes from the Donbass the opportunity to be
transferred to Russia, thanks to convoys of buses
organised for the occasion, in order to “save them-
selves” from the repression and reprisals of the
Kyiv army. Bringing food and medicine to Saint
Sophia thus meant both bringing aid to the civilian
population and helping to strengthen the will of
the population to remain in the towns close to the
front, at great risk. In other words, it was a joint
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Figure 1. Guerra totale, 2022. Leaflet for the St. Sophia war collec-
tion.

contribution to the civil and military resistance to
the invasion. This double meaning is made clear
in a leaflet I found by chance in an underground
station in those days. The anonymous leaflet shows
the famous Uncle Sam, designed by James Mont-
gomery Flagg for the First World War US recruit-
ment campaign, dressed in the yellow and blue of
the Ukrainian flag and pointing his finger: «I want
you to help». Above it, in capital letters, are the
words «Total War» and «It would now seem cer-
tain the futility of street protests». However, the
flyer does not invite people to enlist, but to take
part in the St. Sophia collection. The association is
thus confirmed: bringing food or medicine is tan-
tamount to contributing to the war effort.

The image of Uncle Sam pointing his finger
at the passer-by and glaring at him shouting “I
want you” is analysed by W.J.T. Mitchell in a well-
known essay significantly titled What do Pictures
“Really” Want?. Uncle Sam, with his tried-and-
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tested visual attributes, the gaze and the finger, is
an image that leaves no escape. It persuades you
by virtue of its lack, its senile sterility, or rather its
sterility as an image, as Mitchell suggests, which
as such has a grip on those who are in “flesh
and blood” and who can really go to war. In this
sense, the way images can participate in war is
exclusively to convince someone to go to war, i.e.
to perform no more and no less than their com-
municative and propagandistic function. How-
ever, Flagg’s Uncle Sam is truly the icon of any
recruitment campaign, and even if it lends itself
to the most diverse uses, it retains a precise refer-
ence. The anonymous leaflet calling for a mobili-
sation drive for the Ukrainian war relies precise-
ly on this reference: Uncle Sam calls to arms the
citizens of the democratic West, or “free world” as
they say, against the threat of dictatorships. It is a
crystallised image of the conflict between civilisa-
tion and barbarism, no more and no less than the
gigantomachies and amazonomachies of ancient
Greece, a transfiguration of the wars of the Greeks
against other peoples, first and foremost those
against the Persians. In other words, in the context
of the St. Sophia collection, with the appearance of
Uncle Sam, history begins to make its entrance.

3. PLASTIC VS. GRAPHIC: THE
COVER OF TIME MAGAZINE

There is another example of the use of images
that deliberately draws on memory and history,
and even more so, invites us to question the very
concept of history. In March 2022, Time maga-
zine dedicated a special issue to the invasion of
Ukraine (14 March). The issue provoked an inter-
national debate on many levels because of the top-
ics and, perhaps even more, because of the cover,
which shows a photograph of an advancing tank
under the title The Return of History. The refer-
ence of the image is quite direct, a double refer-
ence to the history of the 20th century. The first,
in reverse chronological order, is the invasion of
Czechoslovakia by Warsaw Pact troops on 20-21
August 1968, which put an end to the Prague
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TIME's new cover: How Putin shattered Europe’s dreams ti.me/3M2SwJ0
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Figure 2. “Time” magazine, 14 March 2022. Cover image appeared
on “Time”s Twitter account on 25 February 2022. Archived in
https://web.archive.org/web/20220228211419/https://twitter.com/

TIME/status/14970105665813463072s=20&t=nZ]B25NFUrNAwn2Z
SyhmBQ (last accessed 16/07/2023)

Spring. On the occasion of that event, Time pub-
lished a similar image, a drawing of an advancing
tank with the word Invasion at the bottom. The
iconographic reference is established by the conti-
nuity of the support, the cover of Time. The analo-
gies between the two issues are well analysed in a
fine article by Francesco Giosue in the magazine
Engramma (2022).

The second reference is further back in time:
the invasion of Poland by Nazi Germany on 1
September 1939. Shortly after its publication, a
take Time cover went viral. It makes an explicit
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reference to Nazi Germany. The fake cover, cre-
ated by the graphic designer Patrick Mulder (Das
[2022]), features an image of Putin ripped off at
the level of his nose, with Hitler's unmistakable
moustache in the background. The two images -
Putin in the foreground and Hitler in the back-
ground - are aligned to create a kind of decollage,
revealing Putins “true” face beneath his “mask”™
Putin is like Hitler.

The title of the original cover is maintained in
the one redesigned by Mulder: The Return of His-
tory. The title is extremely significant, an excellent
introduction to the magazine’s articles and in itself
a cue for other debates, as it refers directly to the
essay The End of History and the Last Man (1992)
in which Francis Fukuyama declared the end of
history after the fall of the Berlin Wall. However,
there is a significant difference in the modes these
two covers refer to the past and history.

In the case of the fake cover, it is a kind of
resurfacing by analogy. Hitler’s features replace
those of Putin, as happens in dreams when one
face is superimposed on another, revealing a hid-
den association, another level of truth. History as
“the past” returns to the psyche of the Western
world in the form of something repressed. Instead,
in the case of the original cover there is a kind of
direct re-presentation. The tank in the photograph
does not recall by analogy the tank of the Warsaw
Pact troops in 1968 or of the German troops in
1939, but is simply the same tank. What returns is
simply the tank. While Putin’s face and even Hit-
ler’s moustache are immediately recognisable to
the average reader, a reader who is not an arma-
ments expert cannot identify a tank by period or
model, or by belonging to one army or another.

In short, for the average reader, the tank could
be any tank used in any war or drill at any time
anywhere in the world. Only a caption could
confirm that it is a Russian tank photographed
advancing across the Ukrainian border at the end
of February 2022. But the beholder of the cover
does not need this information to know the true
content of the image. It is not “the past” that
returns, neither by analogy nor by actual return
(as if the old tank from 1968 or 1939 had been
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Figure 3. Patrick Mulder, Fake Time cover, 2022.

restarted for a new invasion), but it is history itself
that returns, as the title correctly states, that is, the
very concept of history, which finds a chosen pro-
tagonist in the image of the advancing tank.

In fact, however much one may wish to iden-
tify the domination of the air (Douhet [1921])
as the key point of modern mobile warfare, it is
on the ground that the final destiny of conquest
and the redefinition of borders between nations
is played out. And if history is this redefinition
of space, the tank is its engram, not as an image
but as a plastic, moving object. Images, by “flying”
rapidly from support to support, enter the war
in their own way; the plastic engrams of history,
must march on the ground.

4. ENTERING AND HOLDING THE SCENE

Whether or not they refer back to other
events, we believe it is appropriate to treat all the
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events as «jets of singularities» (Deleuze [1969]:
53), as Gilles Deleuze puts it. For Deleuze, this
definition is also a methodological tool that allows
us to get rid of any reading in terms of essences,
but also to restore the event to its “double” char-
acter, personal and impersonal, present and non-
present at the same time. For this reason, the
event par excellence would be the death, which
Deleuze recalls in precisely the terms in which
Maurice Blanchot describes it in his Espace litté-
raire (1955):

No one has shown better than Maurice Blanchot
that [...] death and its wound are not simply events
among other events. Every event is like death, dou-
ble and impersonal in its double. «It is the abyss of
the present, the time without present with which I
have no relation, toward which I am unable to pro-
ject myself. For in it I do not die. I forfeit the power
of dying. In this abyss they (on) die - they never
cease to die, and they never succeed in dying».

How different this “they” is from that which we
encounter in everyday banality. It is the “they” of
impersonal and pre-individual singularities, the
“they” of the pure event wherein it dies in the same
way that if rains. The splendour of the “they” is the
splendour of the event itself or of the fourth person.
This is why there are no private or collective events,
no more than there are individuals and universals,
particularities and generalities. Everything is sin-
gular, and thus both collective and private, particu-
lar and general, neither individual nor universal.
(Deleuze [1969]: 151-152)

Therefore, in view of the emergence of the
event of war, it is appropriate to introduce Death
or, better, a specific Triumph of Death, an extraor-
dinary fresco painted between 1440 and 1450 and
preserved in Palermo, in the Palazzo Abatellis,
home of the Regional Gallery of Sicily, a true mas-
terpiece whose author, despite decades of research,
is still unknown. The work is linked to the fear of
the plague (which had recurred in various parts
of Europe for a century, and in Palermo in 1430-
1431 and in 1437-1438), but it is nevertheless a
work that somehow found its way into the war.
The fresco was in fact in the courtyard of the 14th
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Figure 4. Triumph of Death, around 1440-1450. Detached fresco,
600x642 cm. Palermo, Regional Gallery of Sicily Palazzo Abatellis.

century Palazzo Sclafani, from the 1530s the home
of the Ospedale Grande e Nuovo (Great and New
Hospital), then in the 19th century used as a bar-
racks and finally as a gendarmerie. The palace was
severely damaged by Allied bombing in the first
half of 1943 and, after the war, it was considered
necessary to dismantle the fresco for conservation
purposes. In 1954, after a long restoration, it was
moved to Palazzo Abatellis as part of Carlo Scarpa’s
layout, in which it obviously played a central role.

The Death rides from the left on a skeletal
horse and bursts into a hortus conclusus, firing his
arrows. All social classes and ages are represented
in the scene: poor, rich, intellectuals, clerics, old
and young people. Historical figures can be rec-
ognised among the others: Pope Eugene IV, Anti-
pope Felice V, Cardinal Nicolo Tudeschi.

This fresco has been the subject of a book by
Michele Cometa (Cometa [2017]). Deliberately
leaving aside questions of art history, such as the
identification of the author, the core of the essay
is the analysis of the overcoming of the medieval
logic of death, to which the depiction refers the-
matically and iconographically, and the opening
up to very modern sentiments: nostalgia, aston-
ishment, expectation, indignation, consolation,
care (Cometa [2017]: 135-148). The author shows
how this new set of meanings is activated not by
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the figures themselves (which are in fact linked
to a largely traditional and international iconog-
raphy), but by the very rich interplay of glances
and hand gestures that weave a series of relation-
ships between the figures and engage the behold-
ers on this side of the surface of the picture. I
believe, however, that something can be added
to this admirably conducted reading in terms of
visual culture. In particular an analysis can be car-
ried out, that tries to go beyond the boundaries
of the theory of the image, in order to enter fully
into the field of the theory of art. An analysis that
addresses the question of the singular physicality
and specific presence of the work, the relationship
between figuration and this physicality and pres-
ence, then the relationship between interior and
exterior space, as it is also concretely given in the
margins of the fresco, and finally the instance of
the specific support.

Let us therefore read again the fresco from
this perspective. Death rides from left to right.
The string of the bow in Death’s hand is not taut,
the last arrow was shot before everything was fro-
zen in a static image. In particular, the last two
arrows shot are those that hit the young woman
in the foreground dressed in red, who collapses
to the ground supported by two other women,
and the man on the far right dressed in blue bro-
cade edged with ermine. Neither of the latter two
arrows are on axis with the bow in its current
position, which means they were shot when Death
was far to the left. This misalignment, which is a
simple detail when one looks at the reproduced
image, becomes a fundamental aspect of move-
ment when one observes the fresco on site and
finds oneself with the eyes more or less at the
level of these two figures and Death dominat-
ing from above. The viewer is led to imagine the
scene kinematically: the movement began before
Death gained the centre of the scene, the arrows
were shot and hit their targets when he was per-
haps even out of the frame. Only now, when the
man and the woman are resting their hands on
the ground, does Death reach the current position.

The insertion would be violent, but the art-
ist succeeds in restoring a sense of slow motion
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through the play of lines and soft contrasts, which
create the effect of a strange swaying of the fig-
ures. He forces us to follow the scene as it unfolds,
down to the last drop of paint: the gaze glides
slowly, capturing the dying of the figures moment
by moment. In her movement, the Death creates
a kind of depression around which everything else
is distributed, admittedly in a somewhat mechani-
cal way. The effect of the juxtaposition and disar-
ray of the levels and of the figures would be fatal
if the Death, and above all her horse, did not form
a plastic knot of extraordinary intensity among
them. The horse is skeletal or bony, but the neck
is indecipherable: a negative cast, almost as if the
skin had been sucked from within, highlighting
the nerves but not the cervical vertebrae, which
have disappeared. A play of concavities and con-
vexities links the advancing groups (the poor on
the left), the centrifugal movement of the figures
on the right, the other scattered figures and the
hedge in the background.

As an image, Death enters a hortus conclusus,
an enclosed garden. As a plastic phenomenon,
Death enters the physical left margin of the painted
scene, from a margin that is not part of the image,
but an integral part of the support, and therefore
of the work. The relationship between image and
work is a question of art. Would the plastic force
of this movement be fully perceptible without the
direct experience of the instance of the support? In
this case, support means the painting turned into
stone (with the fresco technique) and the relation-
ship with the base level, but also, inevitably, the
giving of the work to time: its patina, its wounds
and fragility, its having risked destruction. And so
the detachment from the original wall, with the
necessary cutting into four parts.

The American painter Cecily Brown was
struck by this fresco during one of her visits to
Palermo and painted her own version of it, her
Triumph of Death. The Palermitan painting is
practically reproduced in her style. But what inter-
ests us here is that her large painting is painted
on four canvases that were later reunited, a solu-
tion that has not technical but artistic reasons.
Brown’s work wanted to reproduce the caesuras
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Figure 5. Cecily Brown, The Triumph of Death, 2019. Oil on canvas,
in four parts, 534,6x534,2 cm. © Cecily Brown. Courtesy the artist
and Thomas Dane Gallery. Photo: Todd-White Art Photography.

of the fresco detached from Palazzo Sclafani evi-
dently because she sees in these an element that is
now, accidentally and in spite of itself, part, of the
instance of the support, and therefore an element
of plastic accentuation.

Ultimately, a dialectic of different spaces is
delineated. Death on horseback physically press-
es on the space of the beholder, on the one hand
because through the instance of the support it
plastically presses on the boundaries of the scene,
and on the other because it plastically creates and
articulates a space within the work towards which
we are sucked. We enter the scene ourselves and
participate in this atrocious slow-motion dance.
And then immediately we find ourselves here, in
the space of existence, together with the work,
with its potential fragility and durability, like that
of everything connected to matter.

Thus, if the interplay of gazes establishes a
visual relationship with the beholder (like Uncle
Sam, Putin-Hitler), the sense of movement, inter-
nal time, style, plasticity and the instance of sup-
port establish the incidence of the work of art in
space. It is not the death as image or medieval
or moral concept that interests us, but this very
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Death that rides, a plastic device in movement,
like the tank, that enters the scene and keeps us
there. It anchors itself to the ground and wedges
itself into the space of the viewer, but not from the
surface of a screen, but by bending the space in
front of it, thanks to the strong plasticity of inter-
nal spaces and the hard edges of its support.

If this triumphant Death and the tank of Time
are figures of history, it is not because they repre-
sent the way history enters the scene, but because
they enter the scene by showing something that
goes beyond being a mere “flying” image. An
entry into the scene that finds its analogy in the
peculiar way in which the work of art becomes
present and wedges itself into the world.

5. THE IMPOSSIBLE TESTIMONY
OF ART: I WAS NOT THERE

On 17 April 1944, on Herbert Kappler’s orders,
the SS carried out a brutal sweep in the Quadraro
district of Rome. Almost a thousand men from
this suburb, inhabited mainly by workers from
southern Italy, were taken from their homes and
deported to concentration camps in Germany. The
action, which was prompted by the killing of four
German soldiers, was intended to go beyond the
limits of reprisals and to inflict a punishment that
would serve as an example to the entire popula-
tion and discourage any form of resistance. The
Quadraro was defined by Kappler himself as a
“hornet’s nest’, precisely because of its widespread
collective participation in civil resistance, and was
therefore a perfect target. For this episode, the dis-
trict was awarded the Gold Medal for Civil Merit
in 2004. Every year on 17 April, a commemorative
ceremony is held, with tributes from the authori-
ties and the participation of local associations in
a series of events, including artistic and cultural
ones, under the title Q44. For Q44 in 2023, the
Roman artist Marco Bernardi presented a work
created for the occasion at the Camera Frigo gal-
lery. It is an installation consisting of an inscrip-
tion made by upholstered structure and an empty
armchair. The inscription reads «Io non cero»
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Figure 6. Marco Bernardi, Io non cero (I was not there), 2023.
Wood, foam, fabric, armchair, variable dimensions. Courtesy the
artist.

(“I was not there”), which is also the title of the
installation. The curator of the exhibition is the
critic Ilari Valbonesi, whose writings have for
years questioned the themes of presence and tes-
timony. In 2013, one of her articles appeared in
the magazine Arte e Critica, focuses on precisely
this theme: it is a path that links the film Real-
ity (2012) by Matteo Garrone, the famous perfor-
mance by Marina Abramovi¢ at MoMA, The art-
ist is present (2010) and a very interesting work by
Rabih Mroué presented at Documenta 13 (2012),
entitled The Pixelated Revolution.

Mroués work was a kind of lecture, supported
by video documents found on the Internet, that
explored a paradox of witnessing. The videos, shot
by ordinary citizens with mobile phones during
the war in Syria, showed soldiers firing on civil-
ians. Mroué was particularly interested in the vid-
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Figure 7. Rabih Mroué, stills from The Pixelated Revolution, Part I
of the series The Fall of a Hair, 2012. Courtesy the artist.

eos in which armed militiamen were filmed and,
as soon as they realised they were being filmed,
turned their guns on the filmmakers and fired.
In order to document the entire action, the wit-
ness must, of course, continue filming until the
very end. Hence the paradox: the testimony can
only be truthful if the person filming is killed by
the incoming bullet, but if the person filming is
hit by the bullet and his mobile phone is probably
destroyed or lost, how can he testify? If this testi-
mony reaches anyone, does it lose its truthfulness?

In short, these art forms tell us something
about the constitution of an «idea of reality itself
as an impossible testimony» (Valbonesi [2013]:
74). Indeed:

Obviously, either the filmmaker has just been
wounded or the mobile phone has been picked
up by someone else. What is being testified to is
the interruption of the physical continuity that
makes the evidence veridical, and this discontinu-
ity could cast a shadow of non-absolute truthful-
ness over the footage. But the impossible testimony
does not checkmate the real, which can only occur
at the moment when one accepts the testimony in
its intrinsic impossibility [...]. The solution, in fact,
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does not lie in the image, but in a logical or ethical
questioning: if we have a certain number of impos-
sible testimonies of assassinations, we would surely
have an infinitely greater number of assassinations
so real that they could not be recorded, because the
filmmaker was undoubtedly killed and his mobile
phone destroyed. (Valbonesi [2013]: 75)

Bernardi’s exhibition seems to follow the same
line of thought and offers an opportunity to com-
plete these reflections: art is always an impossible
testimony.

In a commemoration such as Q44, the protag-
onist is the memory of the survivors, the memory
of those who “were there” and saw with their own
eyes. As the years go by, the possibility of hav-
ing direct witnesses to the events of the Second
World War or the extermination camps inevitably
becomes rarer and rarer. The installation Io non
cero addresses the issue of a whole generation who
were not able to be there because of their age, but
who do not want to renounce the civic duty of
remembering.

This work is a complex machine, so much so
that its action is also difficult to place in the clas-
sification of speaking images one can find in
Bredekamp (Bredekamp [2010]: 41-69). At first
glance, it appears to be the artist taking the floor
and saying “I was not there” (and for Marco Ber-
nardi, born in 1969, it could not be otherwise).
However, the spectators are invited, if they wish, to
sit in the seat next to the inscription and also be
photographed. Then, that “I was not there” for a
moment becomes the phrase exclaimed or thought
(as in a comic book balloon) by the visitor. But
ultimately, as Valbonesi warns us in the exhibition’s
presentation text, «it is the work itself that takes
the floor». The armchair in front of the inscription
opens up a space within the work, an empty scene
in which all the elements create a play of cross-ref-
erences and slips that cannot be untangled. “I was
not there” echoes the words of the work in a space
occupied by an armchair that makes an absence
visible. We are not in front of a scene abandoned
by someone, nor is the work itself absent; on the
contrary, by pronouncing the words, by being
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these words, it makes itself maximally present. It
does not activate the easy paradox of declaring “I
am not here”, but pronounces an “I was not there’,
which makes absence and presence, past and pre-
sent, clash in a continuous shifting of planes.
This installation clearly exemplifies how the work
of art can show that “difference” that the Italian
critic Cesare Brandi called astanza, a «presence-
absence, for a trace that is only insofar as it is not,
but divides, detaches, incises: as presence, there-
fore, that does not refer to ousia. Parousia without
ousia» (Brandi [1974]: 72).

This presence and its action are characteris-
tic not of a simple image but of a work of art, as
a device that implies the creation of an interior
space, even a concretely inhabitable one, and at
the same time a plastic extension outwards, thanks
to the «specificity of a material and [the] continu-
ity of a support», as Valbonesi states always in the
presentation text of the exhibition. That is to say,
the upholstered material, which establishes pre-
cise plastic relations between the elements and
connotes the experience of contact, and the sup-
port as a figure of continuity. The latter enters into
the play of the “differences” of art, as fading and
consumption, as promise of a duration and risk
of destruction, and thus as the condition for that
testimony, impossible but effective, that only the
work of art seems able to transmit.

6. LAS MENINAS AND VOLODYMYR ZELENSKY

Las Meninas by Diego Velazquez (1656) is
perhaps one of the most studied paintings in the
world and the bibliography about it is enormous.
It is also an object of great interest outside the
sphere of art history, starting with the famous
pages dedicated to it by Foucault in his Les Mots
et les Choses (1966), for the complex mechan-
ics of the gaze it brings into play. The viewer
sees the back of the canvas at which the painter
(Velazquez) is intent, while next to him are dis-
tributed in space las meninas (the damsels) and
various characters from the court of Philip IV
and above all the infanta Margaret. Who is the
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Figure 8. Diego Velazquez, Las Meninas, 1656. Oil on canvas,
320,5%281,5 cm. Madrid, Prado Museum. © Archivo Fotogréfico
Museo Nacional del Prado.

painter looking at? Whose portrait are we seeing
on the back? Philip IV himself and his consort
Mariana of Austria, as we can deduce from the
mirror in the background of the painting, which
would reflect the foreground. This ought to be
questioned as it would not be congruent in terms
of perspective. Then it is Velazquez’s painting of
the Spanish Royals that is reflected in the mirror
in the background, as pointed out by other schol-
ars, as well reconstructed in Nova (1997). This
further confirms the comment by Foucault, for
whom the final result is in any case the evidence
of a sort of elision of the subject in itself (Fou-
cault [1966]: 30). On closer inspection, however,
the rules of perspective would not allow even this
last mirroring. But who cares, anyway? Is a paint-
er not allowed to depart from the strictures of the
rule to tell us what he wants to tell us? Surely it
is permissible for a painter like Velazquez, who
could have rendered the same image in a perspec-
tivally correct manner. In short, the painting is an
extremely complex machine, but what remains in
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the end? What remains is what comes to the eye
with the greatest visual evidence: the infanta Mar-
garet, luminous, at the center of the picture. This
complex interplay of relationships is functional to
her simple gesture of self-ostentation. In the end,
everything is annihilated and suspended before
her. The infanta gives herself up to the gaze and
everything becomes marginal: the Veldzquez-Fou-
cault concettism, the figures of the meninas. The
infanta is the “seeing” in itself, but not as a play
of gazes, but as attention. A firework that solidi-
fies as it continues to shine, thanks to a pictorial
texture that in some places verges on informalism
(as can be seen, for example, on the jewelled bow
that closes the dress on the chest). All the more
so because the gesture of self-ostentation, which
stops all in a pause that seems never to end, is
soon to be abruptly interrupted: in a moment
the Pyrenean mastiff, a big shepherd dog, one
of the most calm and protective breeds known,
and itself an image of temporal suspension, will
feel the footsteps of the court dwarf Nicola Per-
tusato, will move with sudden movement and the
whole scene will come alive with him. In none of
the analyses I have read of this painting I have
found the description of this simple kinematics.
But if you go to the Prado, the infanta immedi-
ately enchants you, whether you are a 21st cen-
tury tourist or the embodiment of Philip IV or
Mariana of Austria, she simply says: “Look!”. Her
simple gesture opens the scene, the dog in the
foreground will close it in a second. We are in the
middle. The whole play of mirrors and spaces is
contained in this interval of time. And the infanta
emerges from it, present, real.

The play of fake mirrors in Las Meninas seems
like a very distant reference, but one can detect in
it strange assonances with our era, in which the
means of digital manipulation of images are so
sophisticated. Today, any image that purports to
bear witness to the truth may soon be substituted
by another that demonstrate that it is fake. Gov-
ernments’ choices are supported by public opin-
ion, and the information and image war seems to
play a more decisive role the greater the invest-
ment in technology.
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Since the beginning of the war in Ukraine,
several videos have been made to document the
disasters of war and to call on friendly nations
to support the invaded nation. Some of them are
carefully staged, lit, edited and sometimes accom-
panied by a soundtrack. In short, they follow a
certain idea that visual intensification and per-
suasion go hand in hand. They aim to provoke
indignation and awaken consciences with a lan-
guage that is no more or less “filmic” than any
propaganda video. And like any propaganda vid-
eo, the visual intensification, in the sense of the
image, even in the absolute drama of the moment,
absurdly risks having the opposite effect, of giving
the impression of falsehood.

The first video Zelensky made after the begin-
ning of the conflict has a completely differ-
ent tone. A few days after the invasion, Russian
propaganda spread the news that the Ukrain-
ian president had fled Kyiv with the members of
the Government. On 25 February 2022, Zelensky
posted a video shot with his smartphone to show
that he had all but abandoned the capital and, far
from surrendering to the Russians, was organising
resistance from there.

This video should therefore be judged in its
own right. Not only because of its obvious his-
torical value (it communicates to the world that
Ukrainian resistance is effective), but because it
leads us to reflect on what elements strengthen
presence. Which was vital in that moment, as
through this video Zelensky had to demonstrate
that he was maximally present.

Zelensky films himself in a Kyiv street with
(from right to left) Davyd Arakhamia, Leader of
the Faction Servant of the People, Andrij Ermak,
Head of Presidential Office, Denys Smyhal,
Prime Minister and Mychajlo Podoljak, Advi-
sor to the Head of the Presidential Office. He
names each of his comrades declaring «is here»
and closes the round with «the President is here,
our troops are here, citizens are here. All of us
are protecting the independence of our country
[...]. Glory to Ukraine». At one point, Smyhal
shows the screen of his mobile phone, which
displays the time: 6.33pm. It is a timid attempt,
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Figure 9. Volodymyr Zelensky, Video posted on 25 February 2022.

and he almost immediately retracts his hand,
partly so as not to interfere with the President’s
speech, partly because he perhaps realises the
utter insignificance of his gesture. In the age of
digital forgery, showing a smartphone display to
certify the exact time of the announcement is
ingenuous. Smyhal’s smartphone is thus reflected
for a moment in another smartphone in a game
of mirrors, in which the real instead of being
reinforced dangerously uncovers the side of the
illusory. The key element of the shot is another:
it is the play of covering/uncovering the light
of the lamppost in the background created by
the movements of Zelensky’s smartphone and
those of the other people. The shot begins with
the light of the lamppost pointing uncovered
towards the lens, a beacon in the viewer’s face,
with elongated reflections disturbing the entire
image and making Arakhamia almost unrecog-
nisable against the light on the right. Towards the
middle of the shot, the movement of Zelensky’s
arm brings the lens out of the light of the lamp-
post, the light ratio changes, and Arakhamia fully
recovers his features.

The whole group is now best lit from the front.
Zelensky plasticly emerges in the foreground.
Towards the end of the shot, when the words
“our troops are here” are uttered, the lamppost is
uncovered again, the light again beats down on
the lens, the reflection expands, almost reaching
the centre of the frame with maximum interfer-
ence effect, until it is almost blinding at the final
words praising glory.
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The shot is spontaneous, but the effect, not
filmic but plastic, could not be more effective.
Although the characters are almost still in the
shot, the movement of the camera brings them
into the scene, thanks to the play of lights in the
background, and creates an internal space. A sen-
sitive space between the surface of the lens and
the people in the foreground, and between them
and the background. It is an interstitial space that
invites movement in itself. As the camera moves,
it pushes this interstitial space towards the behold-
er, dazzling him with the background lights.

This video thus seems to transcend the sphere of
the cinematic image: it shows a structural and plas-
tic surplus. It begins as political communication and
becomes politics tout court, a gesture that touches
us, a beacon that points at our faces. And with a
beacon pointed at our face, we either close our eyes,
or we feel “enlightened”, or we move, and in turn we
somehow enter the scene. In a play no less complex
than that of the works of art, the image is translat-
ed into a protrusion towards the space we inhabit,
together with others. And this protrusion forces us
to take a position. In other words, to judge.

7. CONFLICT AND JUDGEMENT

If the war in Ukraine so strongly invites us to
reflect, I think it is not so much because of some
inherent novelty in the use of images, but because
it invites precisely us (Westerners, Europeans) to
reflect. Because it is a war that touches us. This is
why my path, which began with the image of tres-
pass (the tank) and continued with the activation
of the margins and the entry into the scene (the
Death of Palermo), the impossible testimony, the
presence-non-presence of the work of art and the
plastic protrusion, naturally leads to the question
of judgement.

Personally, this war makes me think not so
much about the aestheticization of war itself or
its development, or even about the relationship
between images and war in general. It makes me
reflect on the fact that this war touches us, not
only because of the production of images that are
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“touching’, but in the literal sense of the word, in
that it pushes and crosses the boundaries of a space
that is the space we live in. When this happens,
aesthetics and the theory of the image must come
to terms with political theory, the theory of art, or,
directly with what I call a political theory of art.

In Hannah Arendt’s interpretation of the Cri-
tique of Judgement in her Lectures on Kant’s politi-
cal philosophy (1982), the well-known antinomy of
the judgement of taste has a pivotal role. This is
Kant’s text:

The second commonplace about taste, which is
used even by those who grant judgments of taste
the right to speak validly for everyone, is this: There
is no disputing about taste. That amounts to saying
that, even though the basis determining a judgment
of taste may be objective, that basis still cannot be
brought to determinate concepts; and hence even
proofs do not allow us to decide anything about
such a judgment, although we can certainly quarrel
[streiten] about it, and rightly so. (Kant [1987]: 210)

Taking it to the extreme, one could say that
the «claim to other people’s necessary assent»
(Kant [1987]: 211) seems to be based primarily on
conflict, on the possibility of quarrelling, on some-
thing that forces us to judge. And we are forced
to judge because something plastically protrudes
towards our space or breaks into it, and we are
forced to take a position, through and with respect
to it and with respect to others (Fransoni [2018]:
88). And this is another fundamental point that
marks the transition from aesthetic to political
judgement. Taking a position transcends the thing
being judged and is quite different from the dual
relationship established in the act of contempla-
tion or interpretation, in which a recipient relates
to originator through a “thing” It is a relation-
ship in which the beholder appeals to (and possi-
bly quarrels with) at least one further beholder. In
short, it opens up an interaction between many, a
political relationship.

Hence our insistence on the protrusion and
actual plasticity of the physical artwork, rather
than on the visual (two-way) relations between
(one) beholder and the image.



War, image, art: From vision to judgement

It is a fact that in the encounter with any
images there is always a kind of duplicity at play
that allows us to transcend the mere dimension
of the visual. This can be demonstrated through
a wide range of concepts developed by different
authors over the years. For example, the difference
between “seeing-as” and “seeing-in’, which we find
in Richard Wollheim (Wollheim [1980]), obliges
us to always consider the image in its dual nature,
e.g. as representation and support. In this respect,
Mitchell's well-known division between image and
picture (Mitchell [2007]: 71-73) is, in my opinion,
sufficient to define the entire field of investigation
as far as visual studies are concerned. It is also
interesting to mention Gottfried Boehm’s concept
of iconic difference (partly developed from the
Heideggerian concept of difference), that describes
the inherent duplicity of the images which «show
something, even simulate something, and at the
same time show the criteria and premises of this
experience» (Boehm [1994]: 63).

On the other hand, if we consider the encoun-
ter with the physical work of art, such concept
of duplicity involves also plasticity and the very
notion of presence. An actual presence and not
a mere “presence-effect”, which, taking up some
of Fischer-Lichte’s arguments can be said to be
typical of technological media (as opposed to live
performance) and hermeneutic and semiotic aes-
thetics ([2004]: 29, 164-166 and 177). In order to
better investigate this topic, it is also appropriate
to refer to methodological tools that we find in art
criticism, from the very beginning of its develop-
ment in the modern sense. The dialectical pairs of
Adolf von Hildebrand (Hildebrand [1893]) and of
Alois Riegl (Riegl [1901]) are worth mentioning:
vision from close/vision from a distance and the
optical/tactile couple are fundamental concepts
of modern art criticism. Michael Fried’s pairs
of terms (theatricality/objecthood or theatrical-
ity/absorption; presence/presentness) allow us to
extend the investigation by bringing into play the
temporal dimension and the space of the beholder
(Fried [1967] and [1988]).

The reference to art theory and political the-
ory helps to understand that the main point is
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not simply to establish the existence of different
modes of seeing, or even their coexistence or con-
flict within the framework of the visual experience
of the same object or image. With the physical
work of art, one experiences both the “internal”
difference of the image and the plastic insertion of
a difference (the work of art itself) into the world,
that is, a wholeness and singularity that simply dif-
fers from other things that are in the world (Fran-
soni [2018]: 36). And it forces us to take a physi-
cal position with the body and to recognise our-
selves as many. So, if there is something this war
forces us to think about in terms of aesthetics, it
is that the experience of difference as movement
and in movement can only be given exemplarily in
the work of art, and that the concepts used to ana-
lyse the mere images in their theoretical autono-
my from any support, acquire poignancy precisely
from such experience.
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Abstract. The paper addresses the work of Ukrainian artist Maria Kulikovska, who
resorts to military equipment as artistic materials and to destruction as an artistic
method. In the first section, I contextualize Kulikovska’s performative sculpture within
art history, claiming that it can be regarded as Destruction Art. In the second section,
I turn to Catherine Malabou’s concept of “destructive plasticity” as a philosophical tool
of an aesthetics of war, which offers a sound theoretical framework to further under-
stand the implications of Kulikovska’s artistic activity. In the third section, I focus on
the main material adopted by Kulikovska, ballistic soap, showing how the artist mate-
rially deconstructs inherited dichotomies that keep informing our understanding of
wars. By considering the artistic practice of a feminist artist (M. Kulikovska) through
the lens of feminist scholarship (K. Stiles, C. Malabou, J. Butler), the paper investigates
the relations between war and the arts from a situated perspective.

Keywords: plasticity, feminist art, Catherine Malabou, sculpture, performance.

We do not want to raise our index
finger in admonition but rather lay
it into the open wounds.

Gottfried Hattinger, Out of Control:
Ars Electronica 1991

On June 9, 2014, pro-Russian militants opened fire on some
sculptures by Crimean-Ukrainian artist Maria Kulikovska, disfigur-
ing them. The artworks were displayed in Donetsk, in the territory
of the Izolyatsia Foundation, an art center that became a target of
the Russia-backed Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR) separatists.
These events took place in the context of the annexation of Crimea
and of the war in the Donbas region - conflicts that paved the way
to the full Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022. In that framework,
the art center was invaded and Kulikovska’s sculptures were shot as
a political gesture: as the DPR militants explained, they aimed at
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taking down the sculptures of «a degenerate art-
ist» (MKOV.studio [2023]), whose feminist and
queer art had to be destroyed in order to show
what would happen to those who might want to
«disobey moral values and rules of the self-pro-
claimed republic» (MKOV.studio [2023]). Since
then, the Izolyatsia complex has become a prison
for Ukrainian hostages, a training base for DPR
fighters and a depot for Russian weapons. Artistic
materials, equipment and facilities have been con-
verted into military ones (IZOLYATSIA [2023]).
The sculptures that were “executed” that day
belonged to the series Army of Clones (2010) and
to the triptych Homo Bulla - Human as Soap Bub-
ble (2012-2014). Both series consisted of full-size
casts of Kulikovskas naked body, realized in plas-
ter and in soap respectively. The sculptures were
not safely displayed in a museum - on the con-
trary, they were scattered around the Izolyatsia
territory: Kulikovskas explicit aim was to make
the copies of her own body vulnerable to the envi-
ronment and to witness their slow, almost organ-
ic decay. Exposed to the rain, to the wind, to the
sun, the surface of Kulikovska’s soap bodies would
begin to erode, undergoing a process in which
aging would not consist in getting wrinkles but
rather in bubbling, peeling, and ultimately crack-
ing. The casts, thus, were intended as processual
sculptures: they were meant to unfold in time, to
transform in response to the interaction with their
surroundings. War interrupted this organic pro-
cess of gradual decay by opening unforeseeable
wounds in the sculptures’ bodies, changing their
appearance forever in ways that could not have
been imagined beforehand. When the DPR mili-
tants seized the Izolyatsia Foundation, not only
did they shoot at some sculptures made by Kulik-
ovska: much more radically, they shot at her very
figure and, by substitution, at her body.
Unsurprisingly, 2014 represented a turning
point in Kulikovska’s artistic and personal history.
Because of her politically engaged artistic state-
ments and performances, she was included in a
list of artists banned from Russia. In particular,
two performances were responsible for the ban:
on one hand, her marriage-as-a-performance to
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female Swedish artist Jacqueline Shabo, on Janu-
ary 11, 2014, which made her engagement with
LGBTQIA+ issues decidedly come to the fore; on
the other, her unauthorized performance 254, held
on July 1, 2014 at the opening of the biennial of
contemporary art Manifesta 10 in Saint Peters-
burg, in which she drew attention to the facts hap-
pening in Ukraine. In Russia, Kulikovska still falls
under the category of terrorists or people danger-
ous to society. With the annexation of Crimea,
this label now applies to her in her homeland too,
and this is why since 2014 she has no longer been
able to go back to her native city, Kerch.

The artist did not witness directly the DPR
fighters wiping her sculptures out. Nevertheless,
she was heavily hit by the episode, which repre-
sented a truly traumatic experience for her. In the
attempt to cope with this event, she started re-
enacting it over and over again through her artistic
practice, adopting different scenarios and strategies
in her performances. All these artistic actions have
something in common: in re-staging the event,
Kulikovska would not limit her presence to the
role of the victim, represented by the injured casts
displaying her own features, but she would also
take on the role of the perpetrator, playing the role
of the one who shot or beat the statues.

One of these artistic events occurred on
November 23, 2015, at the Saatchi Gallery, in Lon-
don, when Kulikovska angrily smashed a green
replica of Homo Bulla she had realized for the gal-
lery. The performance, named Happy Birthday,
took place on the birthday of the artist's mother,
who was stuck in the occupied territory. Kulikovs-
ka entered the exhibition space completely naked,
wearing just a pink wig, sunglasses and shoes, and
started beating the soap figure with a hammer
(MKOV.studio [2023]).

More accurate re-staging of the shootings at
Izolyatsia followed during the next years. On Janu-
ary 20, 2019, Kulikovska performed 6 Shot Soap
Figures, in which she fired at three replicas of the
triptych Homo Bulla and at three additional casts
of her body, made with a mixture of ballistic soap,
blood and semen. The artistic performance became
part of the Ukrainian-Swiss film Zabuti (The For-
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Figure 1. Maria Kulikovska, Six Shot Soap Figures. Life-size casts in
ballistic soap; shooting performance for the film The Forgotten. Kyiv,
Ukraine, January 20, 2019. © MKOV.studio. Courtesy of the artist.

Figure 2. Maria Kulikovska, Six Shot Soap Figures. © MKOV.studio.
Courtesy of the artist.

gotten), directed by Daria Onyshchenko and set
in the city of Luhansk during its occupation by
pro-Russian separatists. In the movie, Kulikovska
impersonated a pro-Russian journalist who fired
at the statues, placed in an industrial setting that
closely recalled Izolyatsia Foundation’s one (MKOV.
studio [2023]) (see Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3)'.
Lastly, on June 9, 2019, Kulikovska realized
a video performance named Let Me Say: It’s Not
Forgotten (MKOV.studio [2023]). Engaging with

1 A video is available at https://vimeo.com/355812203%em
bedded=true&source=vimeo_logo&owner=28678424. At
present, the artist collaborates with her partner Uleg Vin-
nichenko to the realization of her work.
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Figure 3. Maria Kulikovska, Six Shot Soap Figures. © MKOV.studio.
Courtesy of the artist.

her memories and elaborating on them, Kuliko-
vskas video presents the artist in a forest-like envi-
ronment, naked, embracing a rifle. She advances
cautiously, then stops, points the rifle, and shoots
three times at some targets that are left out of
frame. Six soap sculptures appear through a dis-
sipating haze. The figures are casts of Kulikovs-
ka’s body and show round, open wounds on vital
organs such as their heads, necks and chests. The
penultimate frame shows us the artist with her
rifle among the injured soap versions of herself>.

In the face of Kulikovskas works, made with
bullets rather than with chisels, many questions
arise. What place can they find within art histo-
ry? And how to conceive of them theoretically? Is
it possible to bring together art and war, to envi-
sion something like an art made with war tools?
War does not seem to be the bearer of a construc-
tive agency in a narrow sense, as it functions by
destroying and undoing, whereas art appears to
belong to the sphere of making that war, by prin-
ciple, excludes.

In the first section of this paper, I will contex-
tualize Kulikovska’s performative sculptures in art
history by arguing that they have a distinguished
and direct antecedent: the Shootings performed in
the early 1960s by Niki de Saint Phalle. The art-
works by Kulikovska, together with those by Saint

2 The video performance is available at https://vimeo.
com/355812493%signup=true.
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https://vimeo.com/355812203?embedded=true&source=vimeo_logo&owner=28678424
https://vimeo.com/355812493?signup=true
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Phalle, can be understood as representatives of a
wider and open category, that of Destruction Art.
Destruction Art, as I will claim in the second sec-
tion, can be regarded as the artistic declension of
what philosopher Catherine Malabou has called
«destructive plasticity», that is, formation achieved
by means of destruction. Destructive plasticity, in
turn, can become a central concept for a new aes-
thetics of war. In the third section I will focus more
thoroughly on the materiality at stake in Kuliko-
vska’s pieces, i.e., on the artistic possibilities offered
by ballistic soap. By means of this peculiar material
and of the procedure of cast-making, Kulikovska
artistically deconstructs inherited dichotomies such
as those of ally and enemy, creation and destruc-
tion, thus showing that such allegedly opposed cat-
egories are entangled with one another.

1. DESTRUCTION ART

Traditionally, artistic practices seem to be
based on creation and production rather than on
destruction. On the contrary, the performanc-
es that Kulikovska realized in the aftermath of
the 2014 events display a kind of making that is
achieved by destroying. Here, war, violence and
destruction function not only as triggering events
for the artistic activity but also as the very tools at
work in the artistic making. Therefore, it appears
legitimate to ask whether these works can actu-
ally find a place within art history, and if so, where
exactly they should be located.

In fact, Kulikovska is not the first one to
explore the possibilities offered by rifles, guns
and explosions as artistic tools. Suffices it to men-
tion the case of Chris Burden’s 1971 performance
Shoot, in which the body artist decided to be non-
lethally shot so that he could experience the fir-
ings instead of perceiving them visually (Stiles
[2016]: 159-175). But there is an even more direct
antecedent for Kulikovska’s performances: the pei-
nture a la carabine made by French-American art-
ist Niki de Saint Phalle in the early 1960s.

From 1961 to 1963 Niki de Saint Phalle,
the only female member of the Nouveaux Réal-
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istes, enacted a series of performances called Tirs
(French for Shootings) where she fired at bas-reliefs
or sculptures she had previously made. In order
to prepare them, she first embedded some bags
filled with colored paint and some cans of spray
paint in the sculptures; then, she whitewashed and
plastered those massive assemblages to give them
a seamless appearance. When these white, big
objects were ready, Saint Phalle proceeded to shoot
them: the bullets pierced the artworks’ surfaces
and made them explode; as a consequence, the art-
works erupted with paint, as the color inside the
bags began to drip. The artist’s explicit goal, with
these gestures, was to harm her own art, «to make
[it] bleed» (Reynaud [2014]). During the session
that took place on May 4, 1962, for instance, Saint
Phalle pointed her rifle towards a plaster that had
the features of the Venus de Milo: she shot, and, in
turn, the iconic sculpture started bleeding (Dawsey
et al. [2021]: 50-51).

In the case of both Saint Phalle and Kulikovs-
ka, what triggered the artistic gesture was a trau-
matic event - the military attack for Kulikovska,
and a paternal sexual abuse for Saint Phalle. Both
artists built on those traumas and started work-
ing with destruction as an artistic tool through an
explicitly feminist approach. Both also resorted
to an imagery of war’. Both artists, finally, direct-
ed violence towards artworks that were not to be
understood as mere objects, but as parts of the
artists themselves. If this is quite evident in the
case of Kulikovska, who attacks casts of her own
body, the fact must be acknowledged for Saint
Phalle too, who conceived of the shooting sessions
as a method for committing something like an
always partial suicide (Bredekamp [2010]: 69-72).
In both cases, then, the artworks were regarded as
tull-fledged parts of the artists’ bodies.

In the above-described cases, creation and
production are paradoxically achieved by means
of destruction. With one and the same gesture, the
artwork is blown away and is reborn in a differ-

3 The case of Saint Phalle may be less evident, but her
work too relies on images of military violence. See
Dawsey et al. (2021): 44; 64.
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ent form: what arises is a “post-traumatic artwork’,
which bears traces of the previous artwork but is
also something radically different. Saint Phalle’s
statements make this ambivalence very clear, and
this seems to apply to Kulikovska’s performances
as well: «It was an amazing feeling shooting at [an
artwork] and watching it transform itself into a
new being. It was not only EXCITING and SEXY,
but TRAGIC - as though we were witnessing a
birth and a death at the same moment» (Dawsey
et al. [2021]: 15). As Saint Phalle acknowledges in
an interview with founder of the Nouveau Réal-
isme Pierre Restany, before the firings the assem-
blages could already be regarded as full-fledged
works of art, also considering that the process of
making them was arduous and time-consuming.
However, they could not simply stay that way, just
as Kulikovska’s casts can no longer live their quiet
lives in the Izolyatsia territory. To Restany asking
why she shot her artworks with a hunting rifle,
Saint Phalle replied: «Well, I must shoot them for
multiple reasons. [...] The shoot [...] is creation,
it gives a new life to the object, which otherwise
would have remained an art piece but that doesn’t
have this new dimension that the shoot can give
it» (Dawsey et al. [2021]: 62). This new, bleeding
life is the post-traumatic form that Kulikovska’s
wounded sculptures take on as well.

Kulikovska’s performative sculptures work
according to a logic that is not unique nor far-
fetched but finds renowned antecedents and will
arguably inspire new art in the future. What is
this logic, exactly? I am convinced (along with
Somchynsky [2020]: 56-61) that Kulikovska’s per-
formances can find a place within the wide and
open category of “Destruction Art”, to which Saint
Phalle’s Tirs have also been ascribed (Stiles [1992]:
88). Destruction Art is a term adopted and devel-
oped by art historian and curator Kristine Stiles,
who borrows it from artist Gustav Metzger. It does
not refer to any movement (Stiles [1992]: 76) or
well-defined group of artists; even the artists who
participated in the Destruction in Art Symposium
(DIAS) in 1966 never produced a manifesto. This
is why Destruction Art cannot be regarded as a
closed category: rather, it is to be understood as

an artistic logic, which is at disposal for new artis-
tic experiences and for further experimentation®.

To put it in a few words, the logic of Destruc-
tion Art consists in performing destruction instead
of depicting it. Saint Phalle and Kulikovska do
not portray the firings: they actually fire at the
sculptures. The destruction is real. In this sense,
Destruction Art does not deal with the representa-
tion of violence, with its visual, depictive render-
ings (which have been the object of most analyses
centered on the relationship between art, aesthet-
ics and violence, e.g., Berleant [2019]), it deals
with the presentation of violence. On the other
hand, Destruction Art must not be confused with
iconoclasm: Kulikovskas shootings at the soap
casts are artistic performances, while the firings by
the DPR militants were not. Both the iconoclastic
shootings by the DPR fighters and the Destruc-
tion Art performances by Kulikovska confront us
with destructive gestures whose meaning and val-
ue is political and very much impacting on reality;
however, the former gesture concerns the destruc-
tion of art, while the latter concerns destruction in
art, or art as destruction. By adopting destruction
as an artistic tool and method, Destruction Art
cannot be assimilated to iconoclasm, nor can it be
reduced to the mere depiction of violence.

Along with this description ex mnegativo,
Destruction Art presents us with some pecu-
liar characteristics that can be examined as such.
According to Stiles, for example, Destruction Art
has to do with bodies, wounds, and survivals. «In
Destruction Art, artists present the “imagery of
extinction” localized in the body, the object which
is offered both as a destructible material and/or
an agent of that destruction» (Stiles [1992]: 76).
Destruction concerns the body both in active and

*In this respect, Destruction Art seems to have something
in common with Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss’
concept of the “formless”. Both Destruction Art and the
formless are to be regarded as an operative logic that
exceeds categories, movements, or genres; moreover, both
are interested in the negativity of the form. However, they
maintain a fundamental difference in focus, as the concept
described by Bois and Krauss does not go in the direction
of actual destruction. See Bois, Krauss (1996).
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Figure 4. Maria Kulikovska, Six Shot Soap Figures. Frame from the
film Zabuti (2019), directed by Daria Onyshchenko. © MKOV.stu-
dio. Courtesy of the artist.

in passive terms, as one and the same body can
take on the role of the destructive subject as well
as that of the destroyed object. Such an unde-
cidability, which destabilizes a clear dichotomy
between victims and perpetrators, is evident in
Kulikovska’s performances: she is the one who
shoots but also, by mimetic substitution, the one
who is shot (Figure 4).

Destruction Art does not concern the annihi-
lation of the body, which means that it does not
engage with death - rather, it deals with wounds
and wounded subjects outliving death. «Destruc-
tion art is about open wounds», Stiles claims
([1992]: 77, my emphasis). And wounds, one
might add, are not lethal, but rather plastic: when
wounded, a given body is not annihilated; on the
contrary, it is traumatically molded. The wound
gives access to a different corporeality. Such a new,
wounded body is the body of the survivor, which
is someone who failed to die for a traumatic
event they experienced: the survivor is the post-
traumatic subject in the broadest sense (which
includes those who survived sexual abuse, as Saint
Phalle, as well as those who survived geo-political
and war trauma, as Kulikovska).

Destruction Art confronts us with trauma,
understood - as we shall see more in depth - as a
violent molding force. In spite of its gloomy over-
tones, however, Destruction Art does not give way
to resignation. It is rather a politically engaged art
we are dealing with, which bypasses not only all
forms of acquiescence, but also of naive optimism:
«Destruction Art is not a utopic project», Stiles
explains. «Rather it is a pragmatic one, enacted by
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artists who are profoundly skeptical but not cyni-
cal and who commingle responsiveness with reac-
tion» (Stiles [1992]: 77). This perfectly applies to
Kulikovska’s performative sculptures, which bring
together war wounds and new strategies to survive
and embody them. The art of Kulikovska can be
regarded as political «resistance in the form of an
event», while it also allows the artist to learn how
to live with her new, wounded body, thus provid-
ing her with «an important means to survival that
must be continuously explored» (Stiles [1992]: 96).

2. DESTRUCTIVE PLASTICITY

Kulikovska’s performative sculpture pre-
sents us with the possibility of formation through
destruction®. Her work shows that war has indeed
a morphogenetic power, or better that war can
influence and deviate morphogenetic processes
instead of just hindering them. It is my conten-
tion that Catherine Malabou’s concept of destruc-
tive plasticity can provide a sound theoretical
framework for the «formative-destructive power
of the wound» (Malabou [2007]: 18) that we have
seen at work in Kulikovska’s art pieces. I argue
that, besides being a valuable conceptual ally for
addressing Kulikovska’s practice, Malabou’s theo-
ry too has something to gain from the encounter
with these artistic performances. The French phi-
losopher considers destructive plasticity as a phe-
nomenon strictly relating to the human subject,
which rules out the possibility for destructive plas-
ticity to pertain to the arts too, especially to sculp-
ture. Sculpture is regarded by Malabou quite uni-
vocally as concerning a positive, irenic formation
(e.g., Malabou [2005]: 10). The encounter between

> Symmetrically, there are also artistic cases in which
destruction is the result of excessive formation. These
are processes of «undoing through creation» which are
carried out, paradoxically, «against form and through
form» (Pappas-Kelley [2019]: 76). What is shown by both
approaches (destruction through creation and creation
through destruction) is the impossibility of conceiving of
the relation between morphogenesis and form-disruption
in mutually exclusive terms.
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Malabou’s destructive plasticity and Kulikovska’s
Destruction Art is fruitful not only for the latter,
which can thus benefit from a fitting theoretical
framework, but also for the former, which can be
broadened beyond its original purposes. Going
beyond Malabou’s intentions, it is possible to draw
on the encounter between Destruction Art and
destructive plasticity to turn the latter into an aes-
thetic concept — namely, into a concept for a new
“aesthetics of war”.

In order to understand what destructive plas-
ticity is and how it can contribute to such aesthet-
ics, let us take a step back to consider plasticity in
general. Malabou efficiently recalls the multifacet-
ed meanings of the concept:

The term “plasticity” [...] has three principal signi-
fications. On one hand, it designates the capacity of
certain materials, such as clay or plaster, to receive
form. On the other hand, it designates the power to
give form - the power of a sculptor [...]. But, final-
ly, it also refers to the possibility of the deflagration
or explosion of every form — as when one speaks of
“plastique”, “plastic explosive’, or, in French, plasti-
quage (“bombing”). The notion of plasticity is thus
situated at both extremes of the creation and destruc-
tion of form. (Malabou [2007]: 17, my emphasis)

Plasticity has first of all a positive mean-
ing (the dynamics of giving and receiving form),
which is understood by Malabou as a forma-
tive, “sculptural” activity (it is no chance that she
speaks of the sculptor and of sculptural materials
such as clay and plaster). Brain plasticity is most
commonly regarded in the light of said positive
meaning (which takes the form of either devel-
opmental, modulational or reparative plasticity,
see Malabou [2004]). However, there are cases in
which the brain undergoes permanent damage:
Alzheimer’s patients, people who suffered brain
injury, victims of natural or political catastrophes,
victims of mistreatment, war, terrorist attacks,
captivity, sexual abuse® - all these cases repre-

¢ Malabou’s is a unified theory of the trauma: she explic-
itly and meaningfully brings together organic and socio-
political trauma (e.g., Malabou [2007]: xviii; 10-11; 156).

sent, in Malabou’s view, instantiations of a dif-
ferent kind of cerebral plasticity, which is usually
not even regarded as such. «In science, medicine,
art, and education, the connotations of the term
“plasticity” are always positive. Plasticity refers to
an equilibrium between the receiving and giving
of form», Malabou ([2009]: 3) complains. In con-
trast with this widely shared perspective, Malabou
claims that there must be a negative meaning of
plasticity accounting for those occasions in which
wounds, by destroying, create new forms. Trau-
matic events do not shatter plasticity, as it is often
thought; they rather open up to a whole different
kind of plasticity. The point is to envision «not the
disruption of plasticity, but the plasticity of dis-
ruption» (Malabou [2011]: 491, my transl.).

The “new form” taken up by the subject who
has undergone a traumatic experience is that of
the survivor. The survivor, the “new wounded’,
is thus the subject of the aesthetics of war, which
works plastically by means of wounds. The wound
opens a caesura in the body and in the biogra-
phy of the subject; moreover, it has a truly meta-
morphic power in that it creates a whole differ-
ent person with an unprecedented identity. The
wound puts an end to the previous regime of
events. By breaching the personal history, the
traumatic experience escapes any possible herme-
neutic dimension: it is not possible to make sense
of the wound. And yet the post-traumatic subject,
uninterpretable and destroyed, does have a form.
«Destruction too is formative. A smashed-up face
is still a face, a stump a limb, a traumatized psyche
remains a psyche» (Malabou [2009]: 4).

It is precisely with the aim of conceiving of
the disturbing forms rising out of the wound that
Malabou introduces the concept of explosive or
destructive plasticity. Destructive plasticity is two-
fold: on a first level, destruction still works to the
benefit of the good form. This “positive destruc-
tion” follows the model of apoptosis (i.e., in biol-
ogy, the phenomenon of programmed cellular
suicide which is what allows, for instance, fin-
gers to take shape thanks to the cellular annihila-
tion that creates interstitial voids between them,
see Ameisen [2003]). As Malabou ([2009]: 4)
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argues, «this type of destruction in no way con-
tradicts positive plasticity: it is its condition. It
serves the neatness and power of realized form».
Things change when we move to the second, more
disturbing level of destructive plasticity. Here,
destruction is a full-fledged explosion, a radi-
cal deviation from the good form: it is a negative
plasticity that asks to be thought of on the model
of terrorism. Here, we are dealing with a «patho-
logical plasticity, a plasticity that does not repair,
a plasticity without recompense or scar» (Mala-
bou [2009]: 6). Proper destructive plasticity has no
possible redemption nor cicatrization: it is there-
fore a plasticity of the open wound.

Malabou is particularly interested in this explo-
sive, terroristic plasticity. If it is true that, in general,
we are now witnessing a «failure of classical war»
(Virilio [2007]: 10) fought in the external battle-
field in favor of an «impure war» based on hyper-
terrorism (Virilio [2007]: 8-9), then this new war
calls for a new aesthetics, whose subjects are the
new wounded produced by destructive plasticity.
However, it is crucial that in Malabou’s view, even
«[terroristic, destructive] plasticity — and herein
resides its paradox — ultimately remains an adven-
ture of form» (Malabou [2007]: 17, my emphasis).
How does formation through destruction occur,
precisely? Positive plasticity works following a
logic of the imprint (Malabou [2004]: 15; see also
Meloni [2019]), in which giving and receiving
form are well balanced aspects. Destructive plas-
ticity — this is my claim - takes the logic of the
imprint to extreme: there is indeed a physical con-
tact, but such contact is actually an impact, which
is so violent that the new form emerges by explo-
sion. Destructive plasticity carries on the idea that
morphogenesis happens at the point of contact, but
the contact itself is in this case so brutal that it does
not result in a molding or casting activity - it rather

7 It is worth noticing, as a critical remark, that Mala-
bou’s plasticity never materially exceeds the morphologi-
cal plane: it never goes in the direction of the formless
(broadly intended). The point is acknowledged by Mala-
bou herself, who, in an interview with Tyler M. Williams,
recalls that Jacques Derrida formulated precisely this crit-
icism (Malabou [2022]: 319).
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results in a violation. If positive plasticity forms by
means of imprints, destructive plasticity forms by
means of traumas. And what is a trauma, if not an
imprint so violent as to result in a rupture?

The word “trauma” in Greek means “wound” and
derives from titpwokw, which means “to pierce”
Trauma thus designates the wound that results from
an effraction - an “effraction” that can be physical (a
“patent” wound) or psychical. In either case, trauma
names a shock that forces open or pierces a protec-
tive barrier. (Malabou [2007]: 6).

Plasticity, be it positive or negative, is thus
a morphological notion, insofar as it has to do
with forms and with the negotiations of their
boundaries. But the contact that takes place in
the imprint (the “good” imprint as well as the
violent one) forces us to acknowledge that plas-
ticity is about materiality too: plasticity is a mat-
ter of touch. After all, «to be wounded [...] is to
be touched» (Malabou [2007]: 160-161). War has
the ability to shape and therefore has a specific
aesthetic relevance; it endows bodies and psyches
(Malabou) as well as sculptures (Kulikovska) with
a new form. These new forms (the wounded sub-
jects, the wounded sculptures) have their specific
materiality, which asks for consideration.

3. EXPLOSIONS, ERASURES, ENTANGLEMENTS

Let us turn, then, to the material aspects of
the peculiar encounter of art and war represented
by Kulikovska’s case. The artist, as we saw, realizes
ballistic soap casts of her body. Soap is certainly
not a material commonly adopted in the plastic
arts, plaster being a much more common choice
for casts and molds. However, soap has very inter-
esting qualities and behaviors. Albeit having been
around for millennia®, soap is not to be found in
nature: it is a human-made material obtained

8 Evidence shows that soap had already been produced
as early as 2800 BC. The history of the invention of soap
is actually not easy to retrace because this water-soluble
material leaves traces that are difficult for archeologists to
interpret. This intriguing material thus represents a real
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through saponification. This material is not only
used as a cleaning product but is in fact employed
also as a military material. In wound ballistics (the
field studying the interactions between bullets and
human bodies), soap is broadly adopted as a test-
ing material because of its ability to simulate soft
human body tissues in the firing experiments. The
plastic quality of soap makes it particularly apt to
behaviorally imitate the human flesh: «the choice
of soap [...] for simulating the behavior of human
body tissue [is] guided by the fact that the pas-
sage of a projectile through soap, which is char-
acterized by a lot of plasticity, results in a wound
channel whose cavity remains visible after the
experiments», scholars in wound ballistics explain
(Dyckmans et al. [2003]: 627). Soap circulates
among different domains, performatively acquiring
new meanings: it is capable to move from domestic
households to military bases to the plastic arts.

Not only does Kulikovska explore the possi-
bilities offered by soap in the connection between
war and sculpture (as she does in 6 Shot Soap Fig-
ures and in Let Me Say: Its Not Forgotten); she also
investigates the ways in which soap materially cuts
across domesticity and the arts. Once again, this
artistic operation is led in the light of war trauma,
which is brought back, this time, to its most pri-
vate dimension. Lustration / Ablution is a long-
term performance, planned to be held 88 times
(the first session took place in 2018), in which soap
is returned to the intimacy of a domestic encoun-
ter in the bathtub: Kulikovska bathes together with
one of her ballistic soap casts, whose traits slowly
start to melt and dissolve (Figure 5, Figure 6)°.

With this performance, Kulikovska intends
to artistically clean up from trauma: she wishes
to «clear herself from the pain, the political con-
flicts, discrimination, difficulties and chaos of this
world» (MKOV.studio [2023]). However, the ges-
ture displayed in Lustration / Ablution is limited to

puzzle for material culture studies. On soap’s history see
Gibbs (1939).

® A video of the second part of the performance, real-
ized in collaboration with Vogue, is available at https://
vimeo.com/3558180522embedded=true&source=vimeo_
logo&owner=28678424.

Figure 5. Maria Kulikovska, Lustration / Ablution no. 1. First ses-
sion of a long-term performance. Mystetskyi Arsenal National Art
and Culture Museum Complex, Kyiv, Ukraine, March 8, 2018. ©
MKOV.studio. Courtesy of the artist.

Figure 6. Maria Kulikovska, Lustration / Ablution no. 2. Second ses-
sion of a long-term performance. Art Edition of Vogue UA, Kyiv,
Ukraine, 2018. Photo/video © Alive Gontar and the Vogue team; ©
MKOV.studio. Courtesy of the artist.

a mere attempt to wash the artist's wounds away:
an attempt that only results in an even more trau-
matic and traumatized form, as the disfigured face
in the bathtub shows (Figure 7).

Thus, war destruction manifests itself not only
through deflagrations and explosions, but also
through post-factum solace that, trying to clear
the wounded body, ends up further eroding it.
Erasure does not erase: it rather produces further
wounds!®. An open wound, in this sense, cannot

190On surviving the erasure and on the eroticism of such a
survival (clearly visible in Kulikovska’s performances) see
Malabou (2020).
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Figure 7. Maria Kulikovska, Lustration / Ablution no. 2. Photo/vid-
eo © Alive Gontar and the Vogue team; © MKOV.studio. Courtesy
of the artist.

be healed: after the trauma, one can only learn
how to live with their new wounded body.

Soap is water-soluble, it has the same density
of the flesh, and it is also translucent. By exploit-
ing this latter quality, Kulikovska uses the soap
to display the permeable nature of bodies, whose
boundaries are always porous. In her sculptures
Carpe Diem (2017-2018)!'! and 880 (2019), for
instance, Kulikovska embeds various objects in the
casts — ranging from flowers to chains, feathers,
seashells, keys, and bones - which remain visible
from the outside (Figure 8, Figure 9).

If the wound is what decidedly opens the
body, a certain openness was already inherent to
the body as such: its intrinsic vulnerability (Butler
[2009]: 33-62) always exposes it to the possibil-
ity of engaging in material entanglements with its
surroundings.

Most times, this material entanglement is a
direct confrontation with the enemy to whom one
is necessarily bound. The point can be clarified
by resorting to a classic argument on identity and
relations, in the version outlined by Judith Butler.

The subject that I am is bound to the subject I am
not, we each have the power to destroy and to be

' The casts of Carpe Diem are actually realized in epoxy
resin, but they maintain the translucent character of soap,
which is used in the same way in other performative
sculptures such as the one titled Hortus conclusus (2019).

Figure 8. Maria Kulikovska, Carpe Diem. Life-size casts in epoxy
resin with the addition of flowers, chains, feathers, seashells, keys,
and bones. Kyiv, Ukraine, 2017-2018. © MKOV.studio. Courtesy of
the artist.

destroyed, and we are bound to one another in this
power and this precariousness. [...] The “perme-
ability of the border” represents a national threat, or
indeed a threat to identity itself. Identity, however,
is not thinkable without the permeable border. [...]
If my survivability depends on a relation to others,
to a “you” or a set of “yous” without whom I can-
not exist, then my existence is not mine alone, but
is to be found outside myself, in this set of relations
that precede and exceed the boundaries of who I
am. [...] The boundary is a function of the relation,
a brokering of difference, a negotiation in which I
am bound to you in my separateness. (Butler [2009]:
43-44)1?

Kulikovska’s art shows us the permeable nature
of bodies and boundaries, but it also points out
that social and material roles are never fixed. This
is evident, for instance, in the video performance
Let Me Say: Its Not Forgotten, where the artist
shifts from the role of the victim to that of the
perpetrator and back. In the performance, even
the position of the viewer is called into question,
as they take, in turn, the role of the target or that
of the shooter (Somchynsky [2020]: 52; 57-58). A
binary framework that posits a series of dichoto-

12 This is, of course, a Hegelian argument, built on the
premise that «the subject is always outside itself, other
than itself, since its relation to the other is essential to
what it is» (Butler [2009]: 49).
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Figure 9. Maria Kulikovska, 880. Casts in ballistic soap with flow-
ers. Kyiv, Ukraine, 2019. © MKOV.studio. Courtesy of the artist.

mies (good vs. evil, friend vs. enemy, war vs.
peace, destruction vs. creation) cannot account for
Kulikovska’s artistic practice, nor for war phenom-
ena themselves'. Her performances are so power-
ful in that they display a mimetic antagonism'%: an

13 Another performance makes the point even clearer:
Blood and pressure (2017), made by Kulikovska in col-
laboration with Russian-British artist Mila Dolman at
Ugly Duck Art Center in London. Despite standing on
opposite sides of the military conflict between Russia
and Ukraine, Kulikovska and Dolman have similar inte-
rior struggles (e.g., their role as female artists). In the
performance, they throw pieces of blood meat at each
other, acting «as attackers and victims at the same time»
(MKOV.studio [2023]).

1T borrow the expression “mimetic agonism” and slightly
change it into “mimetic antagonism” from the field of the
Mimetic Studies inaugurated by Nidesh Lawtoo (2022).

antagonism that does not function through oppo-
sition but rather through a mirroring encounter.
In pointing the rifle at her own figure, Kulikovs-
ka shows something that proves true not only for
her art but also for war dynamics - that is, that
destruction cannot but happen between entities
that might appear to be opposed, but are actually
intimately entangled with one another. Antago-
nism truly works only if it is mimetic.

4. CONCLUSIONS

Kulikovska’s performative sculpture deals
with open wounds, traumas, and survivals: from
an art historical perspective, it unfolds by follow-
ing the logic of Destruction Art and posits itself
in this tradition. From a philosophical point of
view, on the other hand, Kulikovska’s pieces can
be addressed as artistic occurrences of Cath-
erine Malabou’s concept of destructive plastic-
ity, whose formulation (originally relating to the
human subject) is thus broadened to the field of
the plastic arts, leading to a new aesthetics of war.
Finally, the materiality of ballistic soap adopted
as an artistic material reveals some fundamen-
tal dynamics at work in war trauma and military
conflicts: most importantly, the co-implication
of the different actors in a network of mirroring
relations. Taking place at the intersection between
war events and feminist practices, the art of
Maria Kulikovska proves to be particularly timely
and politically fierce.
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Abstract. The Ukrainian war pervades - as a token for deciphering the ruins of our
present — the lines of this interview. That deciphering implies both refusing to be sub-
jected to the devastation of the cities as an inevitable fate and trying to unfold the
possibilities of rediscovering a «poetry of the city» (Fabrizio Desideri). We risk falling
into incontrollable mistakes and mystifications if we hide from ourselves life’s violence.
Philosophically speaking, the most beautiful victory is the one in which we defeat our-
selves (Plato). But the role of art, the only human activity able to tear off the masque to
violence (Giorgio Colli) is irreplaceable: from Greek tragedy to contemporary cinema.

Keywords: polemos, art: painting, poetry, cinema, Spielraum, devastation of the cities
<-> poetics of the city.

Interview At 72, the philosopher Maria Filomena Molder speaks for
the first time about international politics: about the war in Ukraine,
which has been going on for more than a year. A conversation about
pain, courage, «ruins, dust, historicism and abstraction».

Text by Barbara Reis

She doesn’t have a mobile phone or television, her doctorate
came from an investigation into the German writer Johann Wolf-
gang von Goethe, she has written and spoken a lot about aesthetics,
language, art and artists. Never about international politics, much
less about a war. Now, when speaking about the war in Ukraine,
which began more than a year ago, Maria Filomena Molder, philoso-
pher, at 72, is breaking with tradition, or at least with one habit.

Professor of Aesthetics at the New University of Lisbon, she
stopped teaching in 2013, was an invited professor at the Ecole des
Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, in Paris, and for several years
was a member of the scientific council of the College International
de Philosophie. She is a member of the Institute of the Philosophy
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of Language (Ifilnova) and of the Groupe Interna-
tional de Recherches sur Nietzsche (GIRN). She
has published 12 books in Portugal (the last of
which was about drawing) and three in Brazil.

Challenged to speak publicly about the war,
Molder hesitated and, in the initial exchange of
emails, suggested that she was not «the right per-
son». But having read «just enough about the hor-
rors», she accepted. «A challenge is always irresist-
ible to me». In addition, she likes to take on “tasks”
This is a “conversation” done in writing, in an
exchange of questions and answers, back and forth.
Molder speaks of war; of how pain befalls everyone,
winners and losers; of art, «the only activity that
presents human life»; of the price of «avoiding sur-
prise» and «endless fear»; of courage and the lack
thereof. «Our present life is a mixture of ruins, dust,
historicism and abstraction», says the philosopher.
Molder speaks with density and with lightness, gives
us clear and enigmatic images, gives us a raw and
cold take on things, but with surgical sensitivity. She
is a scholar who uses Plato to understand the world,
but also James Bond and the Big Bad Wolf.

Barbara Reis: If you were commissioned to write
an essay on the war in Ukraine, where would
you begin your reflections?

Maria Filomena Molder: With Polemos, «the
father of all things», as Heraclitus said; with The
Peloponnesian War, by Thucydides, and with mili-
tary strategies in relation to everything that has to
do with survival: water, weapons, energy sources;
with the growing weakening of the sense of sur-
vival in our very anaesthetised lives (technologies,
drugs, and associated things); with the images of
war that covid-19 evoked (and that many found
inadequate); with the idea of losing the war with
oneself, that Plato thought was the most painful
form of defeat; with what J. L. Godard says about
war, and with Shame, by Ingmar Bergman.

BR: War has always been a theme of philoso-
phy. How have you been following the war in
Ukraine?

MFM: War began as a poetic motif with Homer’s
Iliad, «the poem of force» as Simone Weil called it.

Maria Filomena Molder

In tragedy, we immediately have the extraordinary
case of The Persians by Aeschylus. And in several
tragedies by Sophocles and Euripides the motif
reappears. But Aeschylus’s play remains unique,
as in it a foreign people, and at the same time, a
vanquished empire, become poetic and medita-
tive content to the point of generating a vision of
a human community originating from the aware-
ness that pain befalls everyone, Greeks and Per-
sians, winners and losers.

I have not followed, nor do I want to follow,
the war, beyond the minimum possible. As I don't
have a television, I rarely see images, but it has
happened, not just live images, but also documen-
taries with a thesis made when the dead are yet to
be buried (every day there are dead to be buried,
right?).

BR: What do you see in the images of this war?
MEM: The images we see of Ukraine are once
again those of the devastation of cities, those of
the intimacy of lives broken into unrecognizable
pieces, those of insatiable cruelty - so much in
ruins, so much pain, so much cold.

We see the images as many times as we want
or the TV channel decides and then everyone gets
on with their lives. The war can be viewed and
reviewed with just one click. All sorts of interests
of warlords and everything associated with them,
including the media and those who control it. This
war is going on at a distance of 4.000 km from
Portugal. Tourists think that it is a good distance
and so do we.

BR: And have you been paying attention to the
“words of war” of Vladimir Putin and Volody-
myr Zelensky?

MFM: Both Putins and Zelensky’s words are those
of two well-rehearsed actors, although only one
has studied in the field. Both are rhetoricians who
use words like weapons or as gestures of seduc-
tion. Both want to convince.

Putin has more elaborate schooling, as he was
trained in the KGB. Compared to him, Zelensky
looks like an amateur, a beginner. Putin has the
traits of a sick spirit, a psychopath, as they say in
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the jargon of our time, a man devoid of feelings
of sympathy and the faculty of communicating in
an intimate and universal way, which Kant called
humanity.

Instead, he is prepared for final destruction,
as long as not one of his hairs is affected (despite
the fact that he only has a few). Did you see the
series of interviews that Oliver Stone did? They
are worth seeing.

There is one thing that Putin lacks and that
you can observe in Zelensky, and that is courage.
Putin is not a courageous man, he is too calculat-
ing to be able to exercise that disposition. He sur-
rounds himself with a thousand protections. Do
you remember how and where he was protected
during the most critical periods of the pandemic?
That says it all about his solidarity with the Rus-
sian people. I also find it very difficult to imag-
ine him at a meeting of talks to put an end to
this war or any other undertaking in which he is
involved.

On the other hand, I don't see clearly who is
interested in and who has a precise idea of how to
bring this war to an end. Empires tend to remain
empires until they are torn apart by external forces
and/or eroded by internal forces. The American
empire would want to annihilate what is left of the
Russian-Soviet empire.

What will happen, I don’t know. I often think
that our life has a double structure, which repro-
duces the duality of the most banal metaphysics,
as in the James Bond films. One of the structures,
the one that derives from society and its activities,
is manifest and irrelevant. The other, secret and
sovereign, manipulates the strings of the manifest
structure. Like in the story of the donkey and the
carrot or the story of the mechanical chess player
that [Walter] Benjamin talks about. In this case, a
relationship between history (the manifest struc-
ture) and theology (the hidden structure).

A society that wants to avoid chance and
surprise at all costs, committed to taming the
unknown and hiding, disguising it, the violence
of life, is at the mercy of endless fear. With rare
exceptions, the media contribute to this. Heracli-
tus thought that, for human beings, the best thing
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is not for everything they want to happen: will we
ever be prepared to understand this?

BR: What does «avoiding surprise» and «being
at the mercy of fear» mean? It is a mysterious
phrase. Turning it around: are we brave if we
accept surprise?

MFM: Not always trying to control the unexpect-
ed, the surprise, is not exactly an act of courage,
but the acceptance of chance. I am not thinking so
much about the war as about our day-to-day lives.
From this point you can also address war.

BR: We look to philosophy for keys to under-
standing the world. Is this a realistic expecta-
tion?

MEM: There are already stories for children in
which the Big Bad Wolf becomes the Good Wolf
and gives up eating sheep or goes to play with Lit-
tle Red Riding Hood.

The dream of making the bad guys, the car-
nivorous animals, disappear from children’s stories
continues to produce its effects. And yet the most
fearsome of all animals is the omnivore, the inven-
tor of the war of all against all.

It seems to me that this can be placed in a
wider context, which has to do with the desire to
hide the violence of life through various finalistic
systems, all of them proceeding from the sym-
bolism created from survival and the struggle for
survival. These are ideological systems, whether
they are religious, political or scientific. This con-
cealment, this disguise, leaves, as it were, violence
loose and ready to squirt out without warning.

According to [Giorgio] Colli, art is the only
human activity capable of tearing off the mask of
violence, letting finalistic systems fall.

War also seems to remove the mask of vio-
lence, but no, in war that mask is shown in all its
splendour, as the finalistic systems really intensify
their deceptive game, in this case: weapons pro-
duction, distribution/sale of weapons, espionage
and counter-espionage, strategies of attack and
defence, systematic torture, detention camps. And
also compensatory systems, geostrategic theo-
ries, since World War II, international tribunals
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for war crimes, films, documentaries about war,
in our time in real time or almost, battalions of
opinion articles and debates in concert with live
images of the war, positions taken by institutions
programmed for this purpose, the UN, NATO,
NGOs, this interview and the like. These will not
be antidotes.

Regarding the instruments of death, the weap-
ons, to you remember studying the Ages of Metals
at school: the Ages of Copper, Bronze, and Iron?
Those who used Iron weapons defeated those who
still used bronze ones. In fact, the inventiveness
of the warrior is enormous, not only in terms of
techniques but also strategies.

BR: You have already written about Apollo, the
arrow and death at a distance. Do we remain
estranged from distant death, despite the fact
that wars are broadcast live and in real time?
MEM: Our present life is a mixture of ruins, dust,
historicism and growing abstraction. One of the
fields of abstraction that is the most vast, produc-
tive and frightening has to do with the concatena-
tion of killing from a distance and watching from
a distance. How can we internalise such a bond?

Yes, killing from a distance is a preroga-
tive of Apollo, who introduced the bow among
the Greeks. As for watching from a distance,
the matrix comes from the invented assemblies
of gods, for example, in Sumeria and Greece.
In Rome, a profitable system of watching death
live was created, a spectacle presided over by the
emperor. It took place in the Coliseum.

Now the radical novelty is that human beings
watch death live from a distance of thousands of
kilometres, through technical reproduction devic-
es, sitting at home, sheltered from the bad weath-
er. We are in the realm of electronic images that
can be recorded, replayed, to be played back lat-
er, after dinner. What counts is that we have the
possibility of invention, to use an image originat-
ing from the war, spaces in which to manoeuvre
(Spielrdume, is the concept used, amongst others,
by Nietzsche and Benjamin, that have converted
it into an instrument of argumentative liberation
and of invention of openings and thresholds).

Maria Filomena Molder

What could those be? Here I turn to the
thought of an admirable contemporary philosopher,
Fabrizio Desideri (University of Florence) who
speaks in his paper «Cities of Memory and Ruins
of the Present: Reflections in Wartime»? of the
destruction of the unmistakable profile that inhabit-
ing a city draws, as in some Ukrainian cities.

And to this observation he adds the mission
of deciphering these ruins, not only so as not to
forget that the wars chose the city as a «space of
conflict and object of destruction», but also to
remember that it is necessary to resist the slogan
of razing everything to the ground, in order to
oppose the warlike representation of history as «a
drama without a fixed term», the decision not to
surrender to the strategic justifications of its vio-
lence. To carry out this decision, Fabrizio Desi-
deri leans on Walter Benjamin, in particular, in
The Origin of German Tragic Drama and «On the
Concept of History». And it is in this way that he
proposes to us the boldness of rethinking what a
city is, «the poetics of the city», which does not
leave out the complexity of tensions that are at its
origin, in the expectation that no fury of war can
destroy it definitively.

BR: Why do you speak of the «<images of war» of
Covid-19 and of that period in which we lived
under the illusion that there would be no war,
despite knowing that the previous 70 years of
peace were an exception in history?

MFM: War images are good, they were good for
talking about covid. I never quite understand
the criticism levelled at them. If we ask ourselves
where the images we use come from, there is little
doubt that hunting will be the first matrix, in the
sense of being the first scene, the first drama, to
which the other dramas attach themselves: hunger,

2 Presented at the international conference Thinking the
City through Fragmentation and Reconfiguration: Aesthet-
ic and Conceptual Challenges, 1-2 June 2022, at Colégio
Almada Negreiros - NOVA FCSH, under the auspices of
the project Fragmentagio e reconfiguragdo: a experiéncia
da cidade entre arte e filosofia, financed by the Fundagio
Para a Ciéncia e Tecnologia (FCT) — PTDC/FER-
FIL/32042/2017.
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the effort to kill hunger and associated gestures,
including instruments (appropriate technique),
strategies, group work, forms of cohesion, hierar-
chy. War is a specialised variety of hunting.

As for the 70 years of peace in Europe, it is
important not to forget the bloody war in the
former Yugoslavia and its horrors that cannot be
absorbed «by the experience of the soul», as the
poet Jorge de Sena said. Not everything can be
absorbed by our affective mechanisms: some-
times, a scream is enough, sometimes we faint, but
there are cases in which the violence of what hits
us exceeds the mechanisms of absorption, there
is no more screaming or fainting, there is a kind
of anesthesia or else we succumb completely and
the heart stops. Here, art, painting, cinema, pho-
tography, and poetry enter: the horror is depos-
ited in the technique used and in the associated
inventive resources, so to speak, it contaminates
them and is transmitted in a deferred absorption.
I remember that in 1991 I was in Heidelberg [Ger-
many] with a DAAD grant [Deutscher Akademis-
cher Austauschdienst] and I saw on the television
the transports full of women and children who
had just said goodbye to the men and boys who
remained in Belgrade at the mercy of what they
foresaw and feared. It lasted about ten years. So
many dead people, so many wrongdoings to inves-
tigate, so many interests to clarify.

Who won that war and who profited from
that war? Who lost that war? We are aware of the
forced emigration, as Serbs, Croats, and Montene-
grins came to Portugal. In this current war there is
an invading country and a country that has been
invaded. This is absolutely clear.

BR: In citing Plato and the idea of the «most
painful defeat», are you thinking of Putin?

MFM: Not in any way. It is rather the distinction
that Plato makes in the Laws between war between
cities and war with ourselves (that is also present-
ed by Fabrizio Desideri). In this dialogue, Clinias,
the Cretan, recalls that war puts an end to the very
constitution of the city for a reason connected with
human nature itself, since «what most men call
“peace” is really only a fiction, and that in cold fact
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all states are by nature fighting an undeclared war
against every other state» (Laws 626a).

BR: Is what you said about Polemos being «the
father of all things» useful in telling us some-
thing about war or the inexorability of war?
MFM: Useful, I don’t know. But, to focus on a way
of thinking that could not be more alien to us is
worth it. In Heraclitus, Polemos is the father of
all things and the king of all things. On the one
hand, he is responsible for the rift between gods
and men; on the other hand, he is responsible for
the division of human beings into slaves and the
free: «Polemos is the father of all things, therefore,
of everything; he renders some gods, others men;
he makes some slaves, others free» (DK 22 B 53).

War is a cosmic force that generates fractures
and divisions on which our lives are based in all
their aspects.

Returning to Plato’s Laws, we find that Pole-
mos is already inscribed in the intimate constitu-
tion of every human being. Hence the urgency of
protecting the laws of the city, of finding ways to
defer and replace direct and deadly aggression,
for example, through sports competitions and
other means. And it is in this context that Plato
supremely values the victory that each person can
obtain over themselves, transforming the power
of Polemos into an instrument of self-knowledge,
which contributes to the strengthening of the city.

BR: What about Godard and Bergman?
MFM: Art is the only human activity that presents
human life. The theatre, cinema, and associated
forms are the most powerful artistic forms for mak-
ing life an observable object, providing self-knowl-
edge. But also painting and sculpture and photog-
raphy. In painting, the most famous and, at the
same time, the most impressive example is Picas-
sos Guernica. On this canvas he blew the burning
wind of war with its terrible train of calamities.
The poems of Carlos de Oliveira on the subject —
Descrigdo da Guerra em Guernica [Description of
the War in Guernica]— are sublime.

I quote Poema IX: «Houses dehydrating/ in
the blast furnace; and gazing at them, / an instant
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before collapse,/ the desolate angel/ thinks: amid
the detritus/ with neither pith nor water,/ how can
I announce/ once more the miracle of rooms;/ of
bedrooms; growing scrap/ by scrap, son by son?/
those strange machines,/ those thirsty engines,
didn’t even/ sip the spirit of my houses;/ they sim-
ply vaporized it all»’.

Now the cinema. First, Les Carabiniers [The
Carabineers], by Godard (1963). This film, a gro-
tesque comedy with a corrosive critical content,
offers us a very lucid vision of the radical subver-
sion that war introduces into sentimental gestures
and dispositions, which are embodied in values,
without which no human community is possible.

Examples of dialogues and handwritten sen-
tences: «— And can we massacre innocent people?
/ — Yes. / — And steal without being arrested? /
— Yes». And also: «There is no victory, only flags
and fields of the dead».

In this context I also remembered Shame, by
Ingmar Bergman (1968), where the state of war
presents itself as enabling the discovery of what
each one is, of the abyss of each one, surprising
ourselves with the abjections we are capable of.

And also Paisa [Paisan], by Rossellini (1946),
where solidarity takes the lead, giving everything
for everything, of the partigiani, the pain and suf-
fering, the losses, the ruins, the hunger, the fear,
the terror, the end of the world.

On the one hand, being doomed without any
rescue, as is the case with a group of British allied
prisoners who know they are all going to be killed
by German soldiers.

And, on the other hand, feeling, without being
about to perceive it, that one has been abandoned
by everyone - this is how we glimpse the very
small child, two or three years old, crying in the
blackness of the night, blackness that also comes
from the burning of the flames that devastated the
house of the farm and all his relatives, a child that
no one will come to save.

* The English translation of Carlos de Oliveiras poem
cited here is from Guernica and Other Poems (translated
from the Portuguese by Alexis Levitin), Lancaster: Guer-
nica, 2004.

Maria Filomena Molder

There are many good war films (a collection of
them was shown at the Portuguese Cinematheque
recently), but I chose these three.

(Translation by Robert Vinten)
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Abstract. This article intends to read the profound dynamics that characterise the cur-
rent war in the light of certain classical philosophical categories such as the relation-
ship established by Hegel between substance and subject, the difference between the
concept of substance and the concept of function as it was discussed by Cassirer, and
finally the binomial power over life and right of death reread by Foucault in a biopo-
litical key. In the light of these polarities, it is in fact possible to identify two oppos-
ing worldviews - on which depend two completely different ways of understanding the
function of the state, the weight to be ascribed to rights, and even two different ways of
conceiving and conducting war — that do not necessarily coincide with the two oppos-
ing sides in the field.

Keywords: war, Spinoza, Foucault, substance, function.

1. TWO WAYS OF UNDERSTANDING POWER

The conflict we have been observing over the past two years is
not just a war between two states, but also a strife that reveals two
different ways of understanding power - let us even say that the bat-
tle is between the two major ways of understanding power.

«And they frequently compare - as Spinoza puts it - God’s
power to the power of kings» (Spinoza [1675]: 46), but in so doing
this power is anthropomorphized: people think of God as a sover-
eign who possesses his own free will and claims his own right over
things. Thinking of God as a human power — human, all too human
— people inevitably also end up attributing a kind of impotence to
him. The sovereign, moved by a precise intention, wants a certain
thing and not another, and for this very reason his power is also
limited and constrained: the sovereign uses his power to prevent
anything other than what he desires from happening. In contrast,
God has no will, he does not even have an intellect of his own, it
simply happens, in infinite mode: it is the set of interactions between
things that are there, the so called essentia actuosa.
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Let us quote another passage from Spino-
za’s Ethics: «For its preservation the human body
needs very many other bodies by which it is con-
tinuously (we might say) regenerated» (Ibid.: 60)".
Here, too, a certain anthropomorphism should be
avoided, because the human body itself is made
up of other individuals, of other bodies. In order
to take Spinoza’s point of view, it is important to
think of this chain of bodies, which are born and
develop in relation to other bodies. Bodies strive
to persist and through their cooperation they
regenerate, but at the same time they conflict, they
clash with each other, so that some bodies suc-
cumb first, others later. As we reflect on this inter-
weaving, we see appearing in the background the
trade, the cultural exchanges, the buying and sell-
ing of goods and services that fuelled the splen-
dour of the United Provinces of the Netherlands
during Spinoza’s time.

This divine interaction has no purpose that
can direct or guide it, it has no determined will:
it happens as an infinite fabric of connections that
always generate and nurture new connections,
new contacts, while others are lost. In this respect,
it would not be wrong to say that the immense
concatenation is always all at work, since it is con-
figured as a totality. At the same time, being gen-
erative of itself, it is never «already all here in its
totality».

For the sake of brevity, we can say that the
power of God makes things arise, while the power
of the ruler is the power to deny certain things.
Let us simplify further: we could call the first
«power of life», the other «right of death» (see
Foucault [1976]). In its inevitable anthropomor-

! See also Spinoza (1675): 173: «<human beings, I say, can
wish for nothing better for preserving their own being
than that all should agree in all things, so that the minds
and bodies of all of them compose as it were one mind
and one body, and all of them simultaneously endeavour
as much as they can to preserve their own being, and all
simultaneously pursue what is useful for all in common»
— these lines seem a resounding anticipation of Marx’s
general intellect.

%In fact, Foucault uses the pair «right of death» and «pow-
er over life» and we will retain this formulation from here
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phism, every form of government inclines towards
the second model: «without delimitation forma-
tion does not take place» (Schlegel [1800]: 77).
Every «art of government», in order to establish
and maintain its form, must act through delimita-
tions, through negations, i.e. through a «right of
death». Seen from afar, the historical evolution of
that work of art of European civilization which is
the state coincides with the attempt to bring the
exercise of power closer to the pure power of life,
progressively removing — certainly without ever
being able to make it disappear completely - the
right of death. To put it better: any exercise of
power takes place — by definition - through nega-
tion. Perhaps it is more correct to say that the
state — despite still being affected by the right of
death - endeavours to let the power of life oper-
ate as fully as possible, that is to say, literally in its
infinite modes, limiting the interference of author-
ity to the minimum necessary.

To use Foucault’s effective formula: «The state
is envisioned as the regulator of interests and no
longer as the transcendent and synthetic princi-
ple of the transformation of the happiness of each
into the happiness of all» (Foucault [1977-1978]:
346). We can say: from the «principle state» to the
«regulating state», i.e. from the state understood as
a «synthetic and transcendent» pivot, as the final
purpose, into which the happiness of all is chan-
nelled and must converge, to the state that allows
freedom of trade between private individuals. We
are going to analyse the transition from sovereign-
ty to government and governmentality with two
samples, just in order to try to render the climate
of this transformation.

(a) On the normative level, for instance, the
law-discipline-security clinamen throws light on a
similar dynamic (Ibid.: 44-46). 1) The law of the
sovereign is still tied to a binary division between
permission and prohibition: «the law works in the

on. We intend, however, to indicate «power over life» as
a possibility for moving from the «right of death» to an
authentic power of life as Spinoza intends it. We still have
to use «power over life», instead of power of life, because
this new form of power is still somehow contaminated by
laws, ordinances, and thus by negations of life.
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imaginary, since the law imagines and can only
formulate all the things that could and must not
be done by imagining them. It imagines the nega-
tive» (Ibid.: 47). 2) Discipline is the first moment
in which we can almost glimpse the birth and
spread of a new logic: discipline does not specify
what is not to be done, but instead states down to
the tiniest detail what is to be done and how to do
it; it is, so to speak, the first stammering, still in a
stunted language, of a power that does not focus
on negation, but is oriented towards affirmation.
3) The security device, on the other hand, «tries
to work within reality, by getting the components
of reality to work in relation to each other, thanks
to and through a series of analyses and specific
arrangements» (Ibid.: 47): this work, ultimately,
turns out to be an essential element of what we
call the game of liberalism: «not interfering, allow-
ing free movement, letting things follow their
course» (Ibid.), in infinite modes. It is not a matter
of restraining (as the law would like to do) or of
correcting (as discipline would like to do) certain
«social mechanisms», as if someone had the power
to do so, intervening from the outside, but rather
of regulating them: the apparatus of security is
conceived and placed within the game, seeking to
reduce the instruments of interdiction or prescrip-
tion to a minimum.

b) What we have said leads us directly to the
second element, namely the economic one. Need-
less to repeat here Foucaults analysis of the Smith-
Kant parallelism around the discovery of the fact
that the economic world is by nature opaque and
«non-totalisable» by political power (Foucault
[1978-1979]: 281)°. In stricter terms, we can say
that political economy denounces the paralogism
of political totalisation of the economic process.
No one, not even the king, can do the collective
good, in such a way as to promote the happiness of
individuals; but each person doing his own inter-
est contributes to the good of the community. The
invisible hand replaces providence: there is no wis-
dom that controls the world from a superior point

3T will summarize here, certainly too quickly, the con-
tents of the lecture of 28 March 1979.
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of view by imposing its own project. In this sense,
Foucault defines economics as an «atheistic disci-
pline» (see Ibid.: 282): the adjective works if, and
only if, we understand God as a sovereign, while
from a Spinozian point of view, political econo-
my (and a fortiori biopolitics) constitutes itself,
absurdly, as a «religious discipline» par excellence,
almost as an itinerarium mentis in deo.

In this radical metamorphosis of power -
which can be condensed into the famous [ais-
sez faire — economy becomes the basical source
of legitimization of political power. Here we are
seeing a complete reversal in the conception of
authority: in Dumézil trifunctional hypothesis -
corresponding to three distinct functions: sover-
eignty, military and productivity (Dumézil [1935])
- authority, understood as that which literally
«makes grow» and nourishes the life of the com-
munity, is held by the first group, and it is some-
times contested by the second group. The investi-
ture controversy during the Middle Ages, but also
the Ksciatriya revolt against the Brahmani priestly
caste (Guenon [2001]: 49-64) are classic examples.
Never, as is the case today, the authentic source of
auctoritas has been considered to be founded on
the third group, that of the producers, which has
almost engulfed the second, leaving the first with
only a few regulatory functions.

2. FROM EPIC POEM TO NOVEL

Leopardi would invite us to be wary of «the
princely progress of the human race» (Ginestra, v.
51): we have not overthrown the «right of death».
The market itself, to cite the most resounding
example, is configured as the outcome of a precise
political construction, even structuring itself as an
eidos in the Husserlian sense according to Fou-
cault (Foucault [1978-1979]: 120)*: it works under
certain conditions - even through an abstention

*See Foucault [1978-1979]: 120: «They are due to a formal
privilege. Competition is an essence. Competition is an
eidos. Competition is a principle of formalization. Com-
petition has an internal logic; it has its own structure. Its
effects are only produced if this logic is respected».
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from the exercise of power by states. Wanting to
bind life as little as possible, and indeed trying
to let it flow as much as possible, the «regulat-
ing state» is paradoxically forced to progressively
renounce an ever greater part of the «acts of gov-
ernment» that in fact constitute it: it will never
be able to completely revoke its «right of death»,
because maintaining a form always implies some
delimitation, but ideally it will tend increasingly
to present itself as a «power of life». Indeed, it is
not wrong to say that «the state is only an episode
in government, and it is not government that is an
instrument of the state. Or, at any rate, the state is
an episode in governmentality» (Foucault [1977-
1978]: 248).

Seen over a long period of time, the the rise of
states seems to be only a stage of approximation
to governmentality. By analogy, a sentence Mann
says about Tolstoj comes to mind: «It is one of
the cases that tempt us to reverse the relationship
between novel and epic that the school aesthetic
maintains, and not to see the novel as a form of
decay of the epic, but to see in the epic a primi-
tive preliminary form of the novel» (Mann [1939]:
XI, 464). Not the novel as a degeneration of epic,
but epic as its primitive form: similarly, not the
decadence of sovereignty in governmentality, but
governmentality as the overcoming of that archaic
conception of power, still linked to the sovereign
as a sort of representative on earth of the divine,
and of a God badly conceived under anthropo-
morphic traits.

The state is the place where the «night of sov-
ereignty» still looms over the land, yet already
some ray of light is flashing, a sign of an immi-
nent dawn. But the state form is the night that still
lasts. Insofar as it is embedded in various forms of
union with other nations, the state still tends to
retain certain «traits of power» despite everything,
even if they are gradually diminishing in number,
and yet these gradually become more and more
inescapable, i.e. they tend to turn into absolute
principles. The construction of the state, aimed at
guaranteeing more and more rights to ever larger
groups of the population - not out of benevolence
of the rulers, but precisely in order to start the
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virtuous spiral of the «power of life», which must
pass through the power over life: more rights,
more consumption; more consumption, more
rights - transforms freedom of thought, speech,
action, and likewise the principle of the free mar-
ket, or equality before the law, into absolute axi-
oms on which the entire «geometry of politics» is
built. The very imbalance provoked by the ruler in
the face of the equality that reigns and must reign
among the governed is perceived precisely as a
kind of obstacle, a dangerous moment of friction,
regarding the need to let life run its course: to put
it bluntly, parliament remains the most aristocrat-
ic factor within a democratic regime (see Schmitt
[1928]: 252).

The analogy with the relationship between epic
and the novel might help clarify the situation: in
the novel we breathe a total absence of meaning,
no totalisation of reality, a slight irony penetrates
every page and undermines the pretence of any
Weltanschauung, to which the sovereignty of the
epic had accustomed us instead. Such «transcen-
dental homelessness» (Lukacs [1916]: 41) is not
yet pure life: «The “half-art” of the novel, therefore,
prescribes still stricter, still more inviolable artistic
laws for itself than do the “closed” art form, and
these laws are the more binding, the more inde-
finable and unformulable they are in their very
essence: they are laws of rhythm» (Ibid.: 73), the
same rhythm to which we are all bound in capital-
ist societies.

3. TOWARDS THE «POWER OVER LIFE»

How can a state gradually approach the power
of life when it is still centred on the right of death?
One of the central dynamics seems to us to be the
Hegelian shift from substance to subject, a dynam-
ic that could be perfectly expressed, for instance,
by the dialectic between land and sea, already pre-
sent in Hegel’s texts and later adopted by Schmitt.
Hegel writes that land roots in the family and
the limited circles of civilized life, while the sea
is the element of industry, of fluidity, of relation-
ship, which pushes beyond the limited circles:
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«Courage is necessarily introduced into trade, dar-
ing is joined with wisdom. For the daring which
encounters the sea must at the same time embrace
wariness — cunning - since it has to do with the
treacherous, the most unreliable and deceitful ele-
ment» (Hegel [1837]: 108). The element to which
Hegel refers is water, and thus the ocean. «To this
deceitfulness and violence man opposes merely
a simple piece of wood; confides entirely in his
courage and presence of mind; and thus passes
from a firm ground to an unstable support, tak-
ing his artificial ground with him» (Ibid.). By tak-
ing the sea route, individuals risk everything, their
property and even their own lives, but it would
not be so wrong to say of them what Hegel attrib-
utes to the spirit in history: «in this very destruc-
tion it works up that existence into a new form,
and each successive phase becomes in its turn a
material, working on which it exalts itself to a new
grade» (Ibid.: 90).

In a word, the dynamic is this: from the land
that binds to the ocean that flows.

To put it in typical 20th century terms - per-
haps more immediate - we can follow Cassirer
in the shift from substance to function. «All the
propositions of arithmetic, all the operations that
it defines, are related solely to the general proper-
ties of a progression; hence they are never direct-
ed primarily upon “things” but upon the ordinal
relation, which prevails between the elements
of certain systematic wholes» (Cassirer [1910]:
38). So we should say: «They need no foreign
“basis” (Substrat) but mutually sustain and sup-
port each other in so far as the position of each
in the system is clearly determined by the others»
(Ibid.). This means that the essence of numbers is
resolved in their position.

The essence of a thing is not its presumed sub-
stance, but rather the set of relationships it enter-
tains. We live in a constant tendency to functional-
ise substance: a symbol of these correlations is the
stock exchange, which Simmel called «the geomet-
rical focal point of all these changes in valuation,
and at the same time the place of greatest excite-
ment in economic life» (Simmel [1900]: 512). The
significance of a state, a brewery, a mine or a bank

77

is not based on their intrinsic qualities, «<but on
the relationship of these to all other stocks on the
market and their conditions» (Ibid.: 327), so that
— we are precisely in 1900 - «these wagers on the
future quoted price of one stock themselves have
the most considerable influence on such a price»
(Ibid.). This clearly shows «the absolute flexibility
of this form of value, a form that the objects have
gained through money, and which has completely
detached them from their real basis» (Ibid.). The
essence thus shifts from substance to function.

This transformation innervates every aspect
of life: «For the atom signifies no fixed physi-
cal fact, but a logical postulate; it is thus itself
not unchanging, but rather a variable expression»
(Cassirer [1910]: 156), in the sense that the atom
is a mental structure whose function is to make
experimental results consistent. At the social lev-
el, as we can see every day, we almost never deal
with individuals, much more often with profes-
sions, sometimes even with virtual profiles; at the
political level, the substance of the sovereign, the
body of the king (whose head may eventually be
cut off) is replaced by members who within insti-
tutions and constitutional bodies perform a mere
function, they do not embody power in them-
selves (even if we cut off their heads, others would
simply be elected).

Going into more detail about everyday life, let
us steal a few lines from Roland Barthes from his
analysis of contemporary nourishment: coffee is an
exciting, stimulating drink, which is now associated
with a moment of pause, since even «food tends to
be constantly transformed into a situation of» (Bar-
thes [1961]: 986). Even if «materiality» character-
izes the thing in certain terms, the context trans-
forms it by placing it within a broader horizon:
the thing is no longer bound to its substantiality,
but insofar as it interacts with its environment, it is
transformed and performs other functions.

4. THE PARTIES IN THE PLAY

Here it is not a question of labelling the sides
in play: it is clear to everyone which of the two
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factions has remained anchored to the right of
death and which is increasingly approaching the
power of life — without this necessarily imply-
ing a value judgement. The two powers actu-
ally at play even entered the war in diametrically
opposite ways. The first in a substantial manner
by deploying an army, almost exclusively by land,
the second - with perfect consistency - has not
even entered directly: it subsidizes, supplies weap-
ons, waging war «without actually touching the
ground», if we can put it that way, seeing in the
actual deployment of its very army only the last
resort.

But even more illustrative of this oppos-
ing logic is the way in which the actual war
phase came about: the open door policy adopted
by NATO during the past few years, although
emblematic of a power over life, which does not
impose barriers, does not deny, rather urges the
establishment of new relations, played a certain
role. By comparison, the penetration of the capi-
talist mentality within Eastern Europe had a far
greater effect.

The West offers better living conditions, great-
er freedoms, less oppressive political models, and
it does not offer them out of its own benevolence,
as a good-natured act: that virtuous, or perhaps
vicious, circle that we have summarized with
the formula «more rights, more consumption -
more consumption, more rights» only works in
an expansive manner, the circle must widen at
every turn (see Marx [1857-1858]: 407). Eastern
Europe constituted the ideal hunting ground for
this expansion of production, consumption and
thus also of rights: looking after its own interests,
the West assumed a somewhat belligerent attitude,
but the most relevant aspect of the dynamic is the
ability of capitalism to penetrate a country with-
out the need to move a tank, while on the other
hand we can see the inability on the part of the
adversary to stop this incursion except by mobi-
lizing tanks and troops. Being forced to use the
right of death to try to stop this flow, this power
over life — this was the deadly trap, woven with
great patience: forcing the other to use force, to a
human, all too human reaction.
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5. SUBSTANTIALITY AND
FUNCTIONALISATION

It would be too simple to see the right of death
all concentrated on one front and the power over
life placed entirely on the opposite side, just as it
would be absurd to consider one of the two con-
tenders still entirely rooted in the forma mentis of
substance and the other entirely projected into the
modus operandi of function. For example, trade
sanctions — which also function precisely because
they exclude the possibility of participating in cer-
tain international circuits — are impositions that
still refer to a right of death, a limit imposed on
the adversary, a restriction that prevents the pure
flow of life: a right of death that in fact also affects
the West itself. Conversely, the attempt to influ-
ence — especially on the level of information - the
countries belonging to the adversary bloc show
the ability to play the game also on the level of
functionality and not only of substance.

Beneath the explicit war being fought on the
two fronts, there is a subterranean war, between
factions that are not immediately identifiable with
a state or a group of states: it is a question of veri-
tying the degree of emancipation that the social
brain has achieved and is able to exhibit with
respect to its substantial limits. We could also ask:
how far can functionalization now ignore sub-
stance? We see a friction: substance still wants to
have a role to play in relation to (and against) the
prevailing process of functionalization.

The most immediate reference concerns ener-
gy resources: the right of death denies a resource
in order to undermine the entire functional net-
work on which the power over life flourishes, and
immediately the social brain ingeniously sets out
to compensate for this intrinsic limitation - both
in the short term, by diversifying the sources of
supply, and in the long term, by thinking of forms
of energy production to replace the previous ones.

Another immediate reference concerns the
nuclear weapon: from a functional point of view,
i.e. in this case from a Western perspective, it
would be sheer madness to employ it; however,
from a substantial point of view, i.e. of those who
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feel their very existence threatened, the option
does not seem so crazy. In other words, the atom
bomb represents a substantial factor, not reducible
to a merely functional analysis.

Lastly, one could also mention the attitude
of the population: the long-cultivated familiarity
with the power over life as opposed to a certain
acquaintance with the right of death trains and
encourages very different attitudes. A society such
as the western one may be induced to support cer-
tain ideals, but the cost of this support - in case
that the battle comes to affect material goods -
will gradually prove to be increasing; with another
type of set-up, on the other hand, sacrifice can be
demanded and perpetuated by means of complete-
ly different instruments and relying on a resilience
entrusted to quite different dynamics.

These are just three examples to illustrate the
situation. On the one hand, functionalisation still
runs the risk of bearing the brunt of the con-
straints imposed by the substantive dimension.
On the other hand, the functional always tries to
free itself from all constraints. There is no doubt,
however, that - over and above the outcome of the
war, the proclamation of winners and losers — the
conflict works as a powerful intensifying factor of
the conflict that takes place beneath the surface.
Functionalisation is testing the degree of inde-
pendence achieved with respect to substantive fac-
tors, but more generally, power of life is testing its
ability to free itself from the right of death.

6. THE TWO FORMS OF WAR:
HESIOD AND SIMMEL

In his Works and the Days, Hesiod says that
on earth there is not just one kind of strife, but
there are two: one is reprehensible, the other is
praised (see Hesiod [1988]: 37). The first is the
brute one; it is the one that promotes war, bring-
ing conflict and discord. The other can rouse
even the shiftless one to work: the idle man looks
towards another, who is rich, and hastens to sow
and plant and manage the household well. And
so the neighbour emulates the one who aspires
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to wealth. It is a good strife, so writes Hesiod: the
potter is piqued with the potter, the joiner with
the joiner, and so on.

This passage could be compared with a page
from Simmel’s Sociology, where again a distinction
is made between two forms of struggle (Simmel
[1908]: 260). There is a struggle in which the prize
is already in the hands of one of the parties, for
example the spoils possessed by a city. Then there
is another form of struggle, in which the subjec-
tive antagonistic incitement leads us to the realiza-
tion of objective values. In this kind of strife, one
turns against his opponent without touching him,
but above all, victory is not the outcome of the
fight, allowing one of the two to grab the spoils,
but the realisation of a value that lies beyond the
fight itself. This type of clash is called competition,
and the value realised in the struggle is the open-
ing of a new market of buyers of a good that did
not exist before and whose creation is precisely
the outcome of the competition itself.

If we try to connect these two pages written by
Hesiod and Simmel to our discourse, we see that
war, i.e., the brute strife, is still linked to a sub-
stantialist vision, to the substance of things, to the
presence of a spoil to be conquered; the other type
of contention, i.e., competition, seems to fit better
with what we have called functionalism, that ten-
dency to free oneself from conditioning, opening
up new paths and inaugurating new spaces. Com-
petition tends, asymptotically, to overcome war,
as a mode of contention, just as function tends to
free itself from all substantiality and power over
life to free itself from all right of death - tending
towards an unimaginable power of life. A thousand
little daily competitions that almost disengage the
energy needed to fight real wars.

On the one hand, the ideal underlying the first
block (competition, function, power over life) will
never be fulfilled except through the complete
overcoming of the second (war, substance, right
of death). On the other hand, this second block
manifests its insuperability by the mere fact of
existing, of continuing - in one way or another -
simply to be there, as an always available option to
solve conflicts between sides.
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Dall’allegoria alla figura e ritorno

From allegory to figure and back again

DANIELE GUASTINI

Sapienza Universita di Roma
daniele.guastini@uniromal.it

Abstract. The aim of the article is to clarify the basic perspective that Immagini
cristiane e cultura antica adopted to read the relationship between early Christian
iconographic production - the main subject of the book - and the development
of the forms of later figurative art, as well as the path leading to modern aesthetics.
For this purpose, the article compares the positions of Auerbach - that had an explicit
influence on the book - with those of Benjamin, regarding the different ways in which
the two Berliner authors interpreted the meaning and the function of allegory. In
Auerbach, allegory is understood as the past of the figura whose logic, according to
Immagini cristiane e cultura antica, underlies not only the Christian literary produc-
tion of the first centuries, but also the figurative one. In Benjamin, conversely, allegory
is understood as the future of the figura, followed to the definitive crisis of Christian
messianism.

Keywords: Erich Auerbach, Walter Benjamin, Christian figure, allegory, Messianism.

Devo confessare che ho pensato solo poi, sollecitato da Fabrizio
Desideri — che devo ringraziare anche per questo -, che quando in
apertura di Immagini cristiane e cultura antica scrivo, con un certo
gusto per il paradosso, «che poche opere hanno avuto la capacita
di illuminare un intero paesaggio storico come le prime immagini
realizzate o fatte realizzare dai credenti cristiani alla fioca luce del-
le catacombe» (Guastini [2021]: 8), la constatazione, profondamen-
te debitrice a Erich Auerbach, che da quei luoghi bui ¢ «irradiata
una forma di vita molto diversa da quella dell'antichita classica», ne
avrebbe dovuta tenere sullo sfondo almeno unaltra. La costatazione
che una tale Strahlkraft, la chiama Auerbach, una tale «forza di irra-
diazione» (Auerbach [1952]: 68), se basta a illuminare un «paesag-
gio storico» arrivato fino alle soglie della modernita, non puo perd
essere spinta troppo oltre il proprio raggio dazione; che verranno in
seguito altri luoghi, meno bui, a illuminare piu nitidamente di quelli
delloscuro, ma anche pieno di speranza, sottosuolo cristiano, il piu
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“superficiale” e brillante, ma al fondo non meno
tenebroso, paesaggio moderno.

In tal senso, il pensiero non pud che andare
ai passages parigini in cui Walter Benjamin vede
— come scrive di recente giustamente Desideri —
nientemeno che «'Urphidnomen di ur’intera epo-
ca» (Desideri [2021]: 49). Certo, per parlarne si
sarebbe dovuta affrontare unepoca che “per con-
tratto” il mio libro, dedicato al passaggio dall'an-
tichita pagana, classica, poi ellenistico-romana,
allantichita cristiana, non doveva, e neppure pote-
va, di fatto, affrontare. Ma non per questo, cercan-
do di stabilire la distanza dalla quale guardare nel
modo piu perspicuo a quel remoto paesaggio sto-
rico, il libro era esonerato dall'indicare il diverso
punto di osservazione dal quale, volendo stare “nel
tempo” senza isolarsene e incorrere in un corto
circuito rispetto agli stessi presupposti ermeneuti-
ci imposti da quel passaggio depoca’, non si puo

! Che, a conti fatti, sia stata proprio quella che chiama
spesso «la storia di Cristo» a insinuare l'idea che non si
possa ricercare la verita al di fuori della storia, come aveva
invece fatto il pensiero greco, Auerbach lo riconosce spes-
so, applicando anche al proprio metodo ci6 che chiama
in pill occasioni, «relativismo». Termine che oggi ha pre-
so altra accezione, ma che in Auerbach designa solo I'im-
possibilita di tirar fuori l'interpretazione dal flusso storico.
Designa, cio¢, lo «storicismo» come lo intende Auerbach,
rifacendosi a Vico e a Hegel. Una dimensione ermeneutica
di storicita che emerge perfettamente ancora nel bilancio
conclusivo che Auerbach trae nei famosi Epilegomena a
Mimesis, rispondendo alle accuse, piovutegli da pit parti,
di aver guardato al passato troppo condizionato dal pre-
sente, e che rovescia in positivo, scrivendo che «unaltra
obiezione al mio lavoro & che la mia esposizione ¢ trop-
po legata al tempo e troppo condizionata dal presente.
Anche questo era nelle intenzioni» (Auerbach [1953]:
92). In una conclusione come quella secondo la quale:
«& meglio essere legati al tempo coscientemente piutto-
sto che inconsapevolmente» (ibidem), direi che si puo
senzaltro cogliere una posizione per piltl di un verso afhi-
ne a cio che H.G. Gadamer, in unaltra opera decisiva per
comprendere le sorti delle scienze storiche nel Novecento
(Gadamer [1960]), nella quale perd Auerbach non viene
mai citato, chiama coscienza della determinazione storica,
wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein, e rimanda all'insupe-
rabilita del pregiudizio, in cui vede non solo danno, ma
anche tracce della saggezza apportata dalla tradizione.
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fare a meno di partire. Vale a dire, il punto che
Desideri nel suo libro su Benjamin, scritto insie-
me a Massimo Baldi, indica come «la crisi del-
la concezione cristiana della storia come historia
salutis» (Desideri, Baldi [2010]: 84). La crisi, cioe,
di una concezione del mondo andata formandosi
anche in quei luoghi ipogei e che nella sagoma di
quelle prime immagini gia lascia scorgere - ¢ la
tesi portante del mio libro - tutta la propria spe-
cificita rispetto a quella del mondo pagano e del-
le sue immagini, arrivando a dominare la scena
della cultura europea almeno fino alle soglie della
modernita; momento in cui, appunto, & avvenuta
quella crisi.

In realta, devo confessare che ho mancato di
separare i piani piu che per limiti di spazio edito-
riale o di tempo, perché pensavo, esattamente con
Auerbach, che quello spunto, quell' Ansatz — conti-
nuando con i termini impiegati dal grande filoso-
fo-filologo berlinese -, fosse sufficiente a indicare
la direzione ermeneutica entro la quale compren-
dere non solo certi aspetti della fine del mondo
classico, ma pour cause anche certi aspetti della
nascita di quello moderno.

Come in Auerbach, che ha studiato il feno-
meno nel campo letterario, anche nel mio libro,
che ha cercato di farlo in merito alle arti figura-
tive, infatti, si ritrova l'idea che I'improvvisa ori-
ginaria accelerazione messianica impressa dalla
fede cristiana nellevento dell'Incarnazione abbia
avuto una carica cosi dirompente da trasmettersi,
sebbene progressivamente trasformata e trasfigu-
rata al punto da rendersi quasi irriconoscibile, a
ogni aspetto della forma di vita che ne & scaturi-
ta fin dentro la modernita. Una modernita, dalla
prospettiva di Auerbach espressasi nelle forme del
realismo moderno, da quella del mio libro nella
nascita dellestetica, e sostanzialmente concepita
in continuita con quellevento iniziale, senza tenere
nel debito conto che la sua traiettoria, posseduti a
lungo tratti inerziali, a un certo momento, che tra
poco cerchero di indicare, non ha solo continuato
a rallentare la sua corsa, ma ha subito un contrac-
colpo tale da invertirne, forse, la direzione.

Ora, questa posizione, che rende straordina-
riamente potenti le tesi di Auerbach in merito alla
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nuova forma di mimesis improntata dal cristiane-
simo, che ci fa vedere meglio di ogni altra, direi, il
connubio, spesso colpevolmente tralasciato dalle-
stetica moderna, tra arte e religione - che anzi,
per meglio dire, ci fa cogliere la nozione stessa di
arte, formatasi alla fine del medioevo, quasi come
continuazione della religione con altri mezzi -,
rende tali tesi anche straordinariamente problema-
tiche. Per piu di un aspetto uguali e contrarie, cir-
ca i rapporti tra arte e religione, a quelle hegeliane
— per Hegel la religione (cristiana) ha provocato la
dissoluzione dellarte, per Auerbach l'idea stessa di
arte, in fondo, ¢ seguita alla dissoluzione della reli-
gione -, esse lasciano trapelare una filosofia della
storia connotata da una frattura iniziale e irrime-
diabile tra cultura classica e novitas giudaico-cri-
stiana?, e poi da un successivo sostanziale conti-
nuum. Da una continuita le cui forme simboliche,
pur piene di variazioni e diffrazioni, sono tuttavia
considerate da Auerbach perlopiu discendenti,
anche se sempre piu alla lontana, dal figuralismo
di matrice paolina. Da un typos originario, dal
quale, filtrato nel sermo humilis agostiniano tardo-
antico e poi pervenuto al grande apogeo dante-
sco, «che ha realizzato lessenza figurale cristiana
e nel realizzarla 'ha distrutta» (Auerbach [1947]:
I, 220), e scaturito — senza che i frantumi prove-
nienti da quella distruzione per Auerbach siano
andati tutti dispersi — quel kreatiirlicher Realismus
che ha attraversato I'umanesimo rinascimentale,
immettendosi, come suo principale affluente, nel
grande fiume della modernita. Una «eredita cri-
stiana», la chiama (Auerbach [1947]: I, 284), che
per Auerbach ha continuato a vivere alimentan-
dosi della stessa distruzione dantesca della figura
avvenuta alla fine del medioevo, e che, «portata
in salvo fin entro il Rinascimento», ha poi lascia-
to traccia di sé fin nel realismo moderno e persino

2 Quella di cui si legge innanzitutto nel Primo cap. del
vol. I di Mimesis (cfr. Auerbach [1947]: I, 3-29), in cui
si prendono a spunto le differenze tra lepica omerica e la
diegesi biblica del Genesi, e che rivela la differenza fonda-
mentale tra Stiltrennung e Stilmischung come riflessi stili-
stici di due diverse Weltanschauungen - differenza, tutta-
via, gia presente nel quadro introduttivo di Dante poeta
del mondo terreno (cfr. Auerbach [1929]: 3-22).
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nel grande romanzo novecentesco, nel cui stream
of consciousness si ritrova ancora, sebbene ormai
decomposta e privata di ogni impronta di grazia,
quellinteriorita il cui punto dorigine, tuttavia, e
da collocare nella spiritualizzazione apportata dal
cristianesimo. Cio che fara dire ad Auerbach, in
conclusione del suo studio sul realismo occidenta-
le, tracciato un lunghissimo arco temporale che va
dalla tarda antichita cristiana a Virginia Woolf e a
James Joyce, che «per quanto il realismo medieva-
le sia diverso dal moderno, esiste tuttavia tra i due
questo accordo di principio» (Auerbach [1947]:
I, 340-341). Quello, continua, che apri «la prima
breccia nella teoria classica». Vale a dire: «la sto-
ria di Cristo, con la sua spregiudicata mescolanza
di realta quotidiana e d’altissima sublime tragedia,
a sopraffare le antiche leggi stilistiche». Tutt?altra
storia da quella del realismo moderno, ovviamen-
te, che pero, per quanto ormai libero e sciolto dal
prototipo, risente ancora in qualche modo dello-
riginario carattere figurale, come se esso ne conti-
nuasse a costituire un segreto motore interno.

In definitiva, si tratta di un processo che Auer-
bach chiama raramente cosi, ma che in sostanza
ha tutti i tratti di quella secolarizzazione del cri-
stianesimo nel senso soggettivo del genitivo di cui
cerco di parlare nel mio libro. Quindi, un rappor-
to che, per quanto complesso — caricato di tutta la
complessita propria dello spostamento semantico
messo in atto dalla secolarizzazione e pensato nei
termini della sopravvivenza di una traccia sempre
pit delebile nella modernita —, rimane tuttavia,
a valle dell'iniziale frattura tra mondo classico e
mondo cristiano, un rapporto di continuita storica.

Nella prospettiva di Benjamin, invece, trovia-
mo almeno unaltra frattura - in realta due: anche
quella prodotta dalla contemporaneita, segnata,
come noto, dalla “riproducibilita tecnica dellope-
ra darte” avviata dalla fotografia e dal cinema -
avente la medesima portata che Auerbach assegna
a quella tra mondo classico e mondo cristiano. La
frattura che Benjamin individua all'inizio della
modernita e di cui ritiene del tutto emblematico
il fenomeno del dramma barocco tedesco e, pit in
generale, la vicenda del barocco europeo, letti dal-
lo studioso coetaneo e concittadino di Auerbach,
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come riflessi, invece, di una nuova Weltanschau-
ung, fondata, questa, sull'idea di una totale inde-
cifrabilita dei segni lasciati dal divino in una storia
del mondo marcata dal disordine e dalla disper-
sione (cfr. Benjamin [1928]).

Questa asimmetria fa si che le loro posizioni
convergano, come da piu parti notato’, quanto al
fatto che entrambe partono dall'idea che la sto-
ria non costituisca semplicemente una concate-
nazione di eventi uno causa dell’altro - secondo
quellorizzontalita cronologica che aveva spesso
portato le scienze storiche deta post-romantica,
negli anni in cui Auerbach e Benjamin si forma-
rono, a dimenticare Vico, ripudiare Hegel e negare
la possibilita stessa di una filosofia della storia* -,
ma sprigioni il suo senso solo a seguito di cio che
Benjamin, proprio per distinguerlo dall'illusione
dei nessi causali cronologici, in Sul concetto di sto-
ria rimanda a interpretazioni postume (Benjamin
[1940]: 493), e che invece Auerbach definisce pil
volte direttamente un’interpretazione di tipo «ver-
ticale», nella quale due avvenimenti lontani nel
tempo e nelle relazioni di causalita sono collegati
tipologicamente, il primo come prefigurazione del
secondo, che ne costituisce, a sua volta, I'adempi-
mento. Fa si, cioe, che senza dubbio convergano
nella volonta di allontanarsi da certo metodo posi-

3 Sulla questione, si veda il recente Arigone ([2020]: in
part. 67 e ss.), in cui viene citata e discussa la principale e
pitt recente bibliografia intorno ai rapporti tra la filosofia
della storia di Auerbach e quella di Benjamin.

4 Una tendenza che Benjamin nel suo famoso ultimo
scritto, Sul concetto di storia (Benjamin [1940]: 483-517),
riferendosi alle tendenze trascendentalistiche e positivi-
stiche prese dalle scienze storiche del suo tempo, chia-
ma un po impropriamente “storicismo” (Historismus).
Storicismo che invece Auerbach, facendolo risalire a
Vico, Herder ed Hegel, nell'introduzione metodologica a
Lingua letteraria e pubblico nella tarda antichita latina e
nel Medioevo esalta come «la scoperta copernicana delle
scienze dello spirito» (Auerbach [1958]: 17). Sulla que-
stione, si vedano anche i saggi su Vico raccolti in Auer-
bach (2022) e il saggio introduttivo di G. Mazzoni, intito-
lato Il paradosso di Auerbach (ivi: 9-54), che scandaglia in
profondita i rapporti di Auerbach con lo storicismo. Sulla
complessita dello storicismo auerbachiano, cfr. anche, tra
gli altri, Castellana (2007).
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tivistico d’interpretazione storica, allepoca gia in
auge, ma che non convergano oltre, dal momen-
to che leffettiva direzione delle loro filosofie della
storia ¢ diametrale. Una, quella di Auerbach, va
infatti a innestarsi sul filone della tradizione tipo-
logico-figurale cristiana, che appunto portava in sé
la dimensione dell’historia salutis, di un’interpre-
tazione che proiettava sulla storia lombra, pur se
sempre piu sottile, di quella «dedizione di Dio nei
confronti della realta terrena», alimento in grado
di rendere «pensabile» la mescolanza di tragico e
quotidiano, serio e sensibile, su cui hanno potu-
to attecchire anche le forme simboliche moderne
(Auerbach [1933]: 18)°. Laltra, quella di Benjamin,
va ad innestarsi invece sul filone dell'apocalittica
giudaica, che Gershom Scholem, peraltro grande
amico di Benjamin, indichera come forza catastro-
fica nella storia. Frutto, come cito anche nel mio
libro, di un’idea «distruttiva della redenzione», in
cui la «storia merita solamente di perire» e la spe-
ranza ¢ riservata non «a cio che la storia produrra,
ma a cio che sorgera dalle sue rovine» (Scholem
[1971]: 19), e da cui Benjamin trae I'idea che il
divino sia una forza cui la storia terrena, semmai,
invece soccombe.

In questo senso, le nozioni messe in gioco da
Auerbach ci aiutano a decifrare nitidamente la
fase, chiamiamola cosi, “costruttiva” della moder-
nita; quella in cui l'avvento e la diffusione inarre-
stabile del cristianesimo, fede nella contaminazio-
ne di divino e umano, nell'inserzione del divino
nella storia, ha messo in crisi le categorie della
metafisica classica e posto fine alla forma di vita
che in antico vi si basava. Mentre le nozioni messe
in gioco da Benjamin ci aiutano a leggere meglio
la lunga fase di “disincanto” della modernita, quel-
la seguita alla crisi del concetto cristiano di prov-
videnza e al suo trasferimento nel ristretto ambito
di una fede religiosa che, alla fine dellepoca uma-
nistico-rinascimentale, con la Riforma, la Con-

> Quello intitolato Romanticismo e realismo (Auerbach
[1933]: 4-18) ¢ saggio di particolare interesse perché
denota perfettamente il complesso legame che Auerbach,
guardando al romanticismo, stabilisce tra il romanzo
moderno - tratta di Hugo, Stendhal, Balzac, Flaubert - e
il medioevo cristiano.



Dall’allegoria alla figura e ritorno

troriforma, la Rivoluzione scientifica, poi quelle
politiche, & andata progressivamente perdendo le-
gemonia esercitata per secoli sulla cultura, l'arte, la
scienza, le istituzioni politiche.

Ora, questo processo, di cui Benjamin indi-
ca lincipit con lesempio paradigmatico delle tra-
sformazioni intervenute nella cultura tedesca del
XVII secolo al tempo delle guerre di religione
— da notare che Auerbach in Mimesis non lo rile-
vi quale momento decisivo® —, non avrebbe avuto
motivo di entrare nellorizzonte del mio libro, che
si occupa dell’altro e ben piu remoto incipit, quello
in cui & avvenuta la trasformazione fondamentale
della cultura antica, se non fosse che in tale pro-
cesso ¢ coinvolta da Benjamin anche una nozione
che costituisce elemento fondamentale per com-
prendere le trasformazioni di cui si occupa Imma-
gini cristiane e cultura antica: la nozione di allego-
ria. Riguardo a questa nozione, le prospettive dei
due grandi berlinesi si incontrano e si respingono.
Auerbach, infatti, aveva guardato all'allegoria come
a uno degli antecedenti tropologici della figura, che
la sopravanzera emergendo nella teologia paolina,
diffondendosi nella letteratura cristiana grazie a
Tertulliano, a Ireneo, e divenendo dispositivo reto-
rico fondamentale nel sermo humilis agostiniano.
Mettendola a confronto con la figura, ne parla, in
passi famosi di Figura, come di «un'interpretazio-
ne puramente spirituale ed extrastorica», che trova
il proprio humus nella tradizione pagana e poi in
quella giudaica alessandrina, e la cui «efficacia con-
tiene sempre qualche cosa di erudito e di media-
to», che per sua origine e natura rimane ristretta «a
una cerchia relativamente piccola di persone colte
e iniziate, le sole che vi possono trovare soddisfa-
zione e nutrimento» (Auerbach [1938]: 210-211).

Mentre cosi si esprime di seguito a proposito
della figura e vale la pena riportare quasi per inte-
ro il passo:

La profezia reale figurale invece, che aveva tratto per
necessita il suo valore attuale da una situazione sto-
rica determinata, dal distacco del cristianesimo dal

¢ Nelle conclusioni fa solo un vago accenno al fatto che
avrebbe «molto volentieri inserito un capitolo sul reali-
smo tedesco del Seicento» (Auerbach [1947]: II, 343).
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giudaismo e dalle condizioni date della missione fra
i pagani, aveva una funzione storica: essa si conqui-
stava la fantasia e gli intimi sentimenti dei popo-
li grazie al potere di penetrazione che ¢ insito in
ur’interpretazione unitaria e finalistica della storia
universale e dellordine provvidenziale del mondo.
[...] La profezia figurale contiene I'interpretazione
di un processo terreno per mezzo di un altro; il pri-
mo significa il secondo, e questo adempie il primo.
Entrambi restano accadimenti interni alla storia; ma
in questa concezione contengono entrambi qualche
cosa di provvisorio e di incompiuto; essi rimandano
I'uno allaltro, e tutti e due rimandano a un futuro
che ¢ ancora da venire e che sara il processo vero
e proprio, l'accadimento pieno e reale e definitivo.
Cio non vale soltanto per la prefigurazione dellAn-
tico Testamento, che annuncia I'Incarnazione e la
proclamazione del Vangelo, ma anche per queste,
che infatti non sono ancora l'adempimento finale e
a loro volta sono la promessa della fine dei tempi e
del vero regno di Dio. Cosi l'avvenimento, in tutta
la sua realta concreta, resta pur sempre una simili-
tudine, occulta e bisognosa di interpretazione, seb-
bene la direzione generale dell'interpretazione sia
data dalla fede. In questo modo ogni avvenimento
terreno non consegue la portata praticamente defi-
nitiva che ¢ propria tanto della concezione ingenua
quanto di quella modernamente scientifica del fat-
to compiuto: esso resta aperto e dubbio, si riferisce
a qualche cosa che ¢ ancora celato, e la posizione
dell'uomo vivente nei suoi riguardi ¢ quella della
prova, della speranza, della fede e dellattesa. (Auer-
bach [1938]: 211-213)

Tale distinzione della figura cristiana dalla pre-
esistente allegoria pagana e poi giudaica divente-
ra per Auerbach la chiave per leggere la direzione
realistica presa da forme letterarie che, influenza-
te dal modello figurale, potranno per questa via
liberarsi del residuo speculativo di carattere neo-
platonico ancora fortemente presente nel cristia-
nesimo medievale e intriso di quei tratti allego-
ristici messi definitivamente ai margini solo nel
tardo medioevo dalla fede francescana espressasi
nel realismo creaturale di Dante (e di Giotto). E
anche il mio libro, in definitiva, cosi intende l'al-
legoria: solo come la preistoria, ellenistico-roma-
na e giudaica, della figura. Come un metodo per
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rinvenire il significato delle cose e delle vicende
del mondo facendo astrazione dalla loro effettivi-
ta storica terrena, rimasto anche dentro la cultura
cristiana tardo-antica e medievale’ - basti pensa-
re allo Pseudo-Dionigi e al suo traduttore latino
Scoto Eriugena -, ma che, assai diverso da quello
specificatamente cristiano rintracciabile nella figu-
ra, quest'ultimo invece diretto, viceversa, proprio
a mescolare i disegni divini con la storia terrena,
non serve, come invece serve la figura, per spiega-
re la logica delle primitive immagini cristiane.
Benjamin invece, che pure sa bene del generale
discredito acquisito dall’allegoria in epoca moderna
— fa a questo proposito i nomi di grandi protago-
nisti della cultura tedesca: Schiller, Goethe, Scho-
penhauer (Benjamin [1928]: 136) -, dalla quale &
sentita come una forma d’interpretazione astratta,
convenzionale, intellettualistica rispetto, ad esem-
pio, alla nozione romantica di simbolo®, guarda
all'allegoria in modo molto diverso. In uno spiri-
to che ritiene «anticlassicistico», non vi vede piu
soltanto il passato sul quale si ¢ stagliata la novi-
tas ermeneutica della figura, ma soprattutto il suo
futuro. Ciog, la forma espressiva piu calzante di
unepoca nella quale il messianismo che ha frantu-
mato lantica sapienza naturalistica greca, trasfor-
mandola in mitologia, dopo essersi, in un primo
tempo, caricato della valenza tipologica riscon-
trata da Auerbach, scopre completamente le carte
e mostra il suo vero volto. Non quello apparen-
temente costruttivo di un nuovo ordine, fondato
appunto sull'inserzione del divino nella storia, ma

7 Come si legge ancora in Figura: «linterpretazione
figurale della realta, domina le concezioni del medio-
evo europeo, sia pure in lotta continua con le tendenze
meramente spiritualistiche e neoplatoniche» (Auerbach
[1938]: 223).

8 Proprio l'aver posto al centro del moderno la dimensio-
ne dellallegoria sara uno dei motivi principali della pro-
fonda avversione guadagnatasi negli ambienti accademi-
ci dal libro sulle origini del deutschen Trauerspiel, al cui
autore, come noto, fu negata anche labilitazione alla libe-
ra docenza dall'universita di Francoforte. Per una preci-
sa ricostruzione della ricezione del testo nella Germania
dellepoca tra le due Guerre, si veda I'introduzione di G.
Schiavoni, intitolata «Fuori dal coro» (Benjamin [1928]:
VII-XXXV).
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quello rivelativo della caducita, data proprio questa
inserzione, di ogni ordine storico come tale.

Come, a questo proposito, scrive Desideri,
ricostruendo puntualmente il nucleo teorico del
libro di Benjamin sul dramma barocco tedesco, il
sentimento di melanconia - cosi diverso, verrebbe
da aggiungere, dal thaumaston, dal sentimento di
meraviglia greco, e da quello di speranza (éAmic)
del cristianesimo primitivo — che il filosofo tede-

sco individua in cid che per questo ¢ chiamato
Trauerspiel, “gioco luttuoso™:

nasce dalla consapevolezza della fine dell’antica
sapienza e dallimpotenza del significare umano,
in quanto costituzione soggettuale del mondo. Nel
Trauerspiel barocco Benjamin coglie, cosi, la stessa
storia originaria del significare e quindi della sogget-
tivitd moderna. (Desideri, Baldi [2010]: 85)

Da quel punto in poi, continua Desideri, nel-
la comprensione barocca del tempo storico, in cui
«trionfa la soggettivita dell’allegorista che dispo-
ne arbitrariamente dei significati delle immagini
allegoriche, di per sé divenute enigmaticamente
impenetrabili», la concezione cristiana della storia
come historia salutis entra in crisi, rivelando lac-
cadere storico come un processo di inarrestabile
decadimento e di disordine - esattamente il disor-
dine barocco. E rivelandolo, questo ¢ il punto fon-
damentale, fin dall’inizio come tale, cosi da inve-
stire retrospettivamente il senso stesso della storia,
la quale, se nella prospettiva messianica aperta dal
cristianesimo ha mantenuto una carica redentiva,
di salvezza, per quanto velata e ritardata fino allo
sfinimento rispetto alla sua originaria intensita
paolina® — e proprio la figura, con le sovrastruttu-
re culturali e letterarie individuate da Auerbach,
sta a rammemorarlo -, nel messianismo apocalit-
tico concepito da Benjamin, viceversa, tale carica
salvifica la storia non I'ha mai davvero posseduta.
In questo senso, Benjamin, che nel saggio dedica-

Da questo punto di vista, cruciali anche le riflessioni in
Lowith (1949), scritto negli stessi anni e pubblicato nel-
lo stesso paese, gli Stati Uniti, dove, anchegli esule, lavora
Auerbach, citato perd da Lowith solo di passaggio a pro-
posito di Vico.
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to al dramma barocco tedesco, ribaltando i lessici
comuni, vede un aspetto cruciale della sensibilita
moderna, finisce per riconoscere allallegoria “piu
veritd”, piu verita storica, che alla figura. E cio per-
ché, continuando con le nitide parole di Desideri,
¢ proprio nella cogitatio melancholica del Trauer-
spiel, rovescio in ombra del cogito cartesiano, che
avviene, colta perfettamente da Benjamin, quella
scissione tra significato e significante, che porta
alla «morte allegorica del sapere». Di un sapere
che si era illuso (e tornera talvolta a illudersi) «di
far rivivere quell'unita teologica del simbolo come
immediata unita del sensibile e del sovrasensibi-
le» (Desideri, Baldi [2010]: 97), la quale, alla base
del linguaggio fin dai tempi di Platone, nelle teorie
semantiche della linguistica - nonché della filoso-
fia - moderna, centrate sullarbitrarieta del segno,
finira per frantumarsi, lasciando all'intenzionali-
ta il posto che era stato di un referente divenuto
ormai tutt’affatto “noumenico”

A quel punto, sentita a lungo come mezzo ina-
deguato per parlare di un Dio venuto nella storia,
e per questo, nella cultura cristiana, alla fine sop-
piantata dalla figura, l'allegoria, se verra ora rifiu-
tata, non lo sara certo per ragioni semantiche, ma
solo per ragioni stilistiche. Tuttal piti per uneccen-
tricita, «un’ampollosita» la chiama il filosofo tede-
sco (Benjamin [1928]: 176), sotto la quale, pero,
si cela la sua stessa verita: quella frammentarie-
ta e oscurita che ne costituiscono laspetto serio e
rivelativo, alla lettera “apocalittico”; espressione di
quel grande Mysterium che fara dire gia a uno dei
grandi allegoristi delleta barocca, Jacob Bohme,
come riporta Benjamin, che «tutto cio che si dice,
si scrive o si insegna di Dio senza la conoscenza
della segnatura ¢ muto e privo di senso» (Benja-
min [1928]: 177)1°.

Insomma, quello che un tempo era un difetto,
ora, a parte che per lo stile, avversato appunto dai

19Su questo passo di Béhme, cfr. anche Agamben ([2008]:
43-45), che cita tale autore pill estesamente di Benjamin
e lo considera come uno dei primi grandi teorici della
segnatura, indicata da Agamben - che tuttavia non entra
nella questione delle distinzioni tra figura e allegoria su
cui si sta cercando di riflettere qui tra Benjamin e Auer-
bach - quale dispositivo stesso della secolarizzazione.
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classicisti, diventa virtl in un linguaggio domina-
to da una soggettivita la quale, favorita dall'inte-
riorizzazione protestante della grazia nonché dal-
la sua rifrazione controriformistica, puo, ormai
incondizionata, fornire all’allegoria tutto il raggio
d’azione che le era stato precluso dallontologia
antica. Nell'allegoria, scrive Benjamin, le parole, il
loro stesso suono, «insuperbiscono e si emancipa-
no da ogni contesto di senso» (Benjamin [1928]:
182). Fa, nella pagina successiva, lesempio, par-
ticolarmente efficace, della maiuscola, introdotta
nellortografia tedesca per i sostantivi proprio in
epoca barocca, non solo, dice, «per una ricerca
di solennita», ma anche per favorire «il principio
frammentante, dissociante proprio della visione
allegorica». E «non c¢ dubbio - aggiunge - che
molte delle parole scritte con I'iniziale maiusco-
la avessero all'inizio, per il lettore, un'impronta
allegorica», suggerendo cosi, implicitamente, che,
prima dell'inglese, sia stato il tedesco, lingua non
derivante da quelle classiche, I'idioma moderno
per eccellenza.

Percio l'allegoria, separata da quella simbologia
d’'impronta teologica che si pensava, nel medioe-
vo cristiano, potesse essere interpretata bene solo
dalla figura, al sorgere della modernita abbandona
anche, conclude Benjamin, la dimensione orna-
mentale e giocosa cui era stata condannata dalla
serieta della figura cristiana, e «come forma costi-
tutiva del dramma barocco» va viceversa a rappre-
sentare il «lutto» (Benjamin [1928]: 205) causato
dalla scomparsa del divino dalle cose del mondo,
dalla «demonica» emancipazione del profano dal
sacro e dalla sua rovina nella storia.

Lallegoria come forma simbolica del moderno,
come «ossatura della modernita»!!, dunque, per-
fettamente aderente, ci ricorda Benjamin, a quel-
la “chiacchiera’, la chiama Kierkegaard, che costi-
tuisce il «trionfo finale della soggettivita»; di una
soggettivita ormai totalmente priva della grazia, e

! Definizione, questa, piu tarda, risalente al 1938, che si
ritrova tra gli sparsi appunti del progetto su Baudelaire e
che rende perfettamente conto della consonanza che, in
tema di allegoria, ¢ possibile ritrovare lungo tutto il cor-
so della riflessione filosofica di Benjamin con il saggio sul
Trauerspiel: ctr. Benjamin (1938): 200.



88

«inizio del dominio arbitrario sulle cose» (Benja-
min [1928]: 208).

In questo inizio, davvero l'incipit di una nuova
epoca; l'archetipo di quello che, a modo di vede-
re di Benjamin, avra definitivo compimento e pie-
na visibilita nel «mondo in miniatura» dei passa-
ges parigini'? di pit di due secoli dopo, nei quali
quel «dominio arbitrario sulle cose», esercitato da
un soggetto ormai ipertrofico, ha alla fine assun-
to la sua compiuta fisionomia. Quella della merce
come feticcio - contrassegno stesso della forma di
vita che dai tempi della Parigi del Secondo impero
va espandendosi a tutto «l'inferno», lo chiama piu
volte'?, della modernita capitalistica -, accumulata
caoticamente in luoghi che costituiscono «imma-
gini dialettiche» della storia di cui sono portatrici.
«Monumenti», potremmo quindi anche chiamarle
con Benjamin ([1927-1940]: 907), ma monumenti
«immaginali», li definisce giustamente Desideri'4,
proprio in virtu della loro dipendenza dallo sguar-
do che vi si sofferma sopra. Come fossero stelle
morte che ad anni-luce di distanza vediamo anco-
ra brillare, il senso di tali immagini dipende dal-
la «posizione di arresto» in cui il continuum degli
eventi viene «a proprio piacimento» fermato, ma
senza che tali “fermi-immagine” distolgano mai
dalla direzione escatologica di fondo del continu-
um sul quale si ergono. Quella che ne Il concetto
di storia Benjamin, come noto, vede simbolizzata
nel quadro di Klee raffigurante I'’Angelus Novus
che, guardando atterrito al passato, procede ver-
so un futuro che non ¢ progresso, ma, frammen-
tato ogni volta in monadi, vissuto come Jetztzeit,

12 Cosi 1i definisce negli appunti preparatori al libro che
intendeva dedicargli (Benjamin [1927-1940]: 41). Per
una recente trattazione esaustiva del libro progettato da
Benjamin sui passages, si veda, tra gli altri, Montanelli
(2022).

13E una volta in maniera particolarmente significativa,
ancora nella parte degli appunti dedicati a Baudelaire, in
cui si legge: «Fondare il concetto di progresso nell'idea di
catastrofe. Che tutto “vada avanti” come prima ¢ la cata-
strofe. Essa non ¢ cio che di volta in volta incombe, ma
cio che di volta in volta ¢ dato. Il pensiero di Strindberg:
Iinferno non ¢ qualcosa che ci attenda — ma la nostra vita
qui» (Benjamin [1938]: 202).

14 Cfr. Desideri, Baldi (2010): 118-121.
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come “tempo di adesso’, tuttavia non € che attesa
di distruzione. Come tali, quindi, monumenti che
proprio nella merce, in un luogo pieno di polvero-
se merci accatastate, come dovevano ormai essere
nella Parigi di Benjamin i Passages che invece era-
no stati luoghi di lusso al tempo di Napoleone III,
assolvono pienamente alla loro funzione, chiamia-
mola “telescopica’, rivelando il non essere piu del-
le cose. Anzi meglio, scrive Benjamin, «il passare,
il non essere pit» che «lavora appassionatamente
nelle cose» (Benjamin [1927-1940]: 906); vale a
dire quella transitorieta storica, soltanto dalla cui
consapevolezza, come Benjamin ricorda al mate-
rialista storico ne Il concetto di storia, puod nascere
l'azione rivoluzionaria degli oppressi.

“Passaggi’, dunque, che tali lo sono, oltre che
fisicamente, anche in senso allegorico. Che costi-
tuiscono quell'accumulo di allegorie di cui Baude-
laire, travestito da flaneur, ¢ stato il perfetto aedo,
come poi lo saranno Kafka e altri narratori di una
modernita la quale, dopo Benjamin, il solo Lukacs
vorra leggere in questi termini, ritenendo anchegli
l'allegoria antesignana delle avanguardie europee e
matrice genetica di una modernita che ha via via
scansato la pienezza del simbolo per eleggere I'al-
legoria, la sua natura frammentaria e derelitta, a
proprio tratto pertinente!®. Non certo Auerbach,
il quale I'ha viceversa ascritta, per ragioni uguali e
contrarie, a unepoca in cui, per cosi dire, la storia
e la sua mutabilita non erano ancora pienamente
entrate come suo tratto determinante.

A questo punto, mi pare del tutto chiaro il
punto di differenza. Se anche per Benjamin le
immagini dialettiche, con la potenza allegori-
ca che esse sprigionano, possono essere definite
anticipazioni', e per questo essere messe in cor-

15 Cfr. in part. Lukdcs ([1963]: 1473-1515), in cui il filo-
sofo ungherese fa partire da Pascal la sottomissione della
fede religiosa a una sorgente puramente soggettiva, con-
seguenza di quel sentimento di abbandono del mondo da
parte di Dio perfettamente confacente, come nel Trauer-
spiel benjaminiano, allespressione allegorica. Per una
ricognizione della questione dellallegoria nel contempo-
raneo, cfr. il recente Caporiccio (2022).

'6 Del resto, un altro tra i migliori amici di Benjamin, S.
Kracauer, proprio cosi definira quella che per Benjamin &
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rispondenza con la figura come uscita dalla tra-
dizione cristiana di cui Auerbach ha studiato,
potremmo dire, il Nachleben - cioe come prefigu-
razione storica di cio che sarebbe dovuto venire,
secondo una logica messianica che in Immagini
cristiane e cultura antica mi ¢ sembrato di poter
rintracciare anche nelle immagini figurative dei
primi secoli cristiani —, tuttavia cid che esse pre-
annunciano e attendono ¢ sostanzialmente diver-
so. In nessun modo riguardante lattesa della rea-
lizzazione di un mondo piu vero e realisticamente
rappresentato, ma semmai, volessimo dirla con
Nietzsche, riguardante il divenire una buona vol-
ta «favola» del mondo vero in quanto tale; l'atte-
sa del suo farsi mito, per dirla invece nei termi-
ni propri di Benjamin, per il quale il mito si dis-
solve nell'immagine dialettica!” e il cui compito
- come si legge nei frammenti dell'anno prece-
dente, intitolati Parco centrale e dedicati anches-
si a Baudelaire -, quello al quale ha ottemperato
il poeta francese, negandosi «il percorso facile»,
¢ «mostrare che lallegoria ¢ l'antidoto al mito»
(Benjamin [1938]: 197).

I che, dal punto di vista di Benjamin, ¢ gia
una risposta all'interrogativo che, nella progettata
opera su Baudelaire, avrebbe voluto riservare alle
conclusioni: «Come possibile che un comporta-
mento almeno allapparenza cosi profondamente
“inattuale” quale quello dell’allegorico occupi un
posto di primissimo piano nellopera poetica del
secolo [scil. di Baudelaire]?» (Benjamin [1938]:
197). Domanda che non ha avuto corso in Auer-
bach, e dunque nemmeno nel mio libro, impe-
gnato nella ricerca del senso contenuto nello stile
di immagini povere, disadorne, “senza cura’, come
quelle dell'iconografia cristiana dei primi secoli,
ma mai derelitte, mai caduche nel senso attribui-

I'immagine dialettica per eccellenza: «Il passage ¢ stato lo-
pera di unepoca, che cosi seppe creare, allo stesso tempo,
unanticipazione della propria fine» (Kracauer [1963]: 158),
puntualmente riportato in Desideri, Baldi ([2010]: 120).
17.Si sta facendo qui riferimento al famoso appunto del
progetto su Baudelaire in cui si legge: «Nellimmagine dia-
lettica si deve lasciare spazio al “sogno di una cosa” - fer-
mo restando il dissolversi del mito nell'immagine dialet-
tica (analogia tra sogno e fiaba)» (Benjamin [1939]: 417).
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to da Benjamin alle immagini dialettiche messe in
scena dalla modernita. Immagini letteralmente “da
un altro mondo”, quest’ultime, di cui pero, riflet-
tendo alla fine del libro sui prodromi dellestetica,
avrei comunque fatto bene a rilevare la presenza;
se non altro per dare pieno significato alla nozione
di allegoria e, piti in generale, dare pit ampia pro-
spettiva storica al libro. Ad maiora, come si dice.
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Abstract. Daniele Guastini’s book Immagini cristiane e cultura antica is one of the most
significant contributions to the current debate on the role of Christian images. The
choice of images made by Christianity since the third century - this is the main thesis
of the work - represents one of the generative moments of the long-lasting process of
secularization that came to characterize Western culture. This essay aims to discuss this
thesis, contextualizing it both from a theological point of view and in relation to its
philosophical and cultural-historical significance. I then dwell on two questions more
directly related to the interpretation of the Christian image in the first millennium: the
relationship that the iconographic practice of the Christian origins has with the Jewish
and pagan context, and the role that the interpretation of the “Byzantine turn” plays in
the overall structure of the Guastini’s book.

Keywords: Christian image, secularization, Byzantine icons, kenosis.

Il libro di Daniele Guastini Immagini cristiane e cultura antica
potrebbe apparire come uno dei molti studi dedicati alle immagini
cristiane, ambito di ricerca che di anno in anno va arricchendosi di
contributi. Ma non & cosi, perché il suo lavoro ¢ sorretto da una tesi
forte, con conseguenze di ampia portata che non possono lasciare
indifferenti. Guastini, a mia conoscenza, ¢ il primo ad associare in
modo sistematico la scelta per le immagini, compiuta dal cristianesi-
mo nel III secolo, con la nascita della secolarizzazione.

Come si legge fin dall'Introduzione, egli sostiene infatti che il
percorso che ha portato questa religione a prendere le distanze dal
divieto biblico delle immagini (Es. 20, 4-5) rappresenta uno dei
momenti generativi delle dinamiche secolarizzanti che attraverseran-
no la storia occidentale successiva fino ad arrivare ai giorni nostri.
Guastini non si esime certo dall’analizzare con cura le vaste conse-
guenze di tale proposta e ci offre cosi un libro con un solido impian-
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to teorico e una ricca messe di riferimenti testuali
e iconografici.

In queste poche pagine certo non posso entra-
re analiticamente nell'ampio insieme di problemi
che egli mette in gioco, ma vorrei comunque bre-
vemente discutere questa mossa teorica, per poi
soffermarmi su due questioni collegate pill diret-
tamente all'interpretazione dell'immagine cristiana
nel primo millennio: il rapporto che la pratica ico-
nografica delle origini ha con il contesto giudaico
e pagano, e il ruolo precipuo che viene ad avere
nell'impianto complessivo del libro 'interpretazio-
ne della “svolta bizantina”.

Ripercorrendo questi momenti mi sara possi-
bile non solo mostrare la fecondita della posizio-
ne sostenuta da Guastini in merito alla funzione
secolarizzante di quello che egli definisce il model-
lo dell'imago humilis cristiana, ma anche rilancia-
re la discussione con alcune osservazioni che non
intaccano la tesi principale, ma la possono imple-
mentare, disegnando dei percorsi complementa-
ri. Sono infatti convinto che Immagini cristiane
e cultura antica apra una linea di ricerca feconda
che getta una nuova luce sulle principali questioni
storiche e teoriche di uno dei capitoli pit signifi-
cativi della teoria dell'immagine, che, oggi, vive un
momento di grande riscoperta.

1. UNA SECOLARIZZAZIONE
DI “LUNGA DURATA”

Cominciamo direttamente dalla tesi principa-
le. Come ¢ noto la nozione di secolarizzazione ha
molti significati e, a seconda delle discipline, vie-
ne utilizzata sia per descrivere un processo sociale
di consumazione della credenza religiosa, sia per
indicare, piu in generale, la dinamica di separazio-
ne e autonomizzazione delle diverse sfere di esi-
stenza (politica, sociale, artistica e culturale) rispet-
to alla sfera religiosa (cfr. Lingua [2013]: 19-34).
Guastini utilizza il concetto in un senso stretta-
mente filosofico, per indicare il lungo processo di
“desacralizzazione”, cioé di “profanizzazione” dei
dispositivi teologico-politici fondati sull'impian-
to di purita/impurita rituale, che erano dominanti
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nelle culture antiche. La rottura di questo impian-
to, pero, non avviene secondo lui nella moderni-
ta, cioe in quello che Weber aveva considerato il
momento cardine del “disincantamento del mon-
do”, ma nel cristianesimo delle origini. Questo per-
ché, fin dalla lettura che la prima comunita da del
messaggio e della vicenda di Gesu Cristo, entra in
gioco una nuova logica di prossimita e contamina-
zione, estranea non solo alla cultura greco-romana,
ma anche al giudaismo coevo.

Tale logica, che ha la propria parola dordine
nel comandamento dell’agape, scalza alla radice i
meccanismi elettivi e discriminatori che a diverso
titolo avevano caratterizzato le culture precedenti,
disinnescando la dicotomia sacro/profano e lat-
teggiamento immunitario che a essa era collegato.
Emerge cosi una dinamica che Guastini, sulla scia
di Santo Mazzarino, definisce di «democratizza-
zione della cultura» (Guastini [2021]: 26), dinami-
ca che era certo gia iniziata prima del cristianesi-
mo, ma che solo quest’ultimo fu capace di consi-
derare in quanto «rivoluzione e non involuzione»
(ibidem), concependola come unopportunita di
affrancamento dai vincoli sacrali che ingessavano
la visione del mondo antica.

Partire da questo impianto implica due mos-
se storico-teoretiche precise: non solo, come gia
accennato, arretrare la genesi della secolarizzazio-
ne al periodo pre-moderno, togliendo alla moder-
nita la prerogativa del disincantamento del mon-
do, ma anche non ridurre la secolarizzazione a un
processo anti-cristiano, bensi leggerla come una
dinamica interna al cristianesimo stesso, che trova
addirittura in questa religione la propria origine.

Su entrambi i versanti la posizione di Guastini
non ¢ isolata, ma si collega a una specifica tradizio-
ne di studi teologici e filosofici. Cio che invece la
rende davvero originale ¢, come anticipavo, il col-
legamento della secolarizzazione con la scelta per
le immagini del cristianesimo, e quindi la sua pro-
posta di una diversa interpretazione del rapporto
tra la teoria dell'immagine cristiana del primo Mil-
lennio e I'immagine artistica moderna. Se la seco-
larizzazione non ¢ un fenomeno soltanto moder-
no, allora anche il Rinascimento e i cambiamenti
subiti dall'immagine nella prima modernita (che si
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e soliti collegare alla secolarizzazione dell'immagi-
ne) non possono piul essere considerati una rottu-
ra rispetto alla concezione precedente, ma devono
essere letti in continuita con essa. Il naturalismo,
la prospettiva lineare, il chiaroscuro non veicola-
no piu «una concezione di fondo completamente
diversa» come sostiene per esempio Charles Taylor
(2009: 130), bensi sono la prosecuzione con altri
mezzi della stessa dinamica secolarizzante inizia-
ta dalle prime immagini nelle catacombe. Ma non
solo, l'arte paleocristiana e la teologia dell'immagi-
ne che la giustifica, secondo Guastini, non fanno
altro che «preparare il terreno su cui molti secoli
dopo potra impiantarsi il pensiero estetico, pensie-
ro moderno per antonomasia, con i suoi concetti
cardine di ‘arte, ‘gusto’ etc.» (Guastini [2021]: 30).
Quindi anche lestetica, che apparentemente sem-
bra non avere rapporti con la cultura cristiana, ne
sarebbe invece un effetto tuttaltro che secondario.

Il fatto che esista una storia di “lunga durata”
della secolarizzazione e che la sua origine vada
cercata proprio nella tradizione cristiana (cioe
nella religione che per uneterogenesi dei fini sara
poi una delle vittime della secolarizzazione stessa)
emerge gia nel secolo scorso in ambito teologico
ed ¢ una tesi condivisa, tra gli altri, da autori come
Friedrich Gogarten e Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In par-
ticolare anche Gogarten (1972), come Guastini,
individua il principale vettore secolarizzante nell’i-
stanza di desacralizzazione presente da sempre nel
cristianesimo e secondo lui ancora oggi operativa
come suo nucleo piu autentico (Gogarten [1972],
cfr. Lingua [2013], 25).

Echi di questa lettura del cristianesimo si
ritrovano poi in ambito filosofico in coloro che
non intendono la secolarizzazione semplicemente
in contrapposizione al cristianesimo, ma lavorano
sul fatto che questultima si manifesta, come dice
Giacomo Marramao, in «una specifica religione di
redenzione monoteista che si afferma mettendo al
bando ogni superstitio, ogni retaggio idolatrico, e
sradicando la fede nel Dio unico da ogni fonda-
mento sacrale» (Marramao [1983]: 12).

Vengono in mente i lavori di René Girard sul
superamento operato dal cristianesimo della vio-
lenza sacrificale o, sul versante piu teologico-poli-
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tico, la tesi di Marcel Gauchet sul cristianesimo
come “religione dell'uscita dalla religione” (Gau-
chet [1992]: 133 e ss.), opportunamente ricorda-
ti nel libro. Oltre a questi e a molti altri, vale la
pena poi di segnalare Gianni Vattimo, se non altro
perché nei suoi scritti la secolarizzazione & stret-
tamente collegata alla nozione paolina di kenosis,
la quale ha un ruolo centrale anche nel ragiona-
mento di Guastini. Secondo Vattimo la secolariz-
zazione ¢ una forza positiva che agisce da sempre
nel cristianesimo «come piena realizzazione della
sua verita che e [..] la kenosis, labbassamento di
Dio, la smentita dei tratti “naturali” della divinita»
(Vattimo [1996]: 41).

E infatti a Paolo di Tarso, a cui Immagini cri-
stiane e cultura antica dedica un denso e documen-
tato capitolo (Guastini [2021]: 197-319), che occor-
re guardare per cogliere a fondo lo iato che si crea
nei primi secoli della nostra era rispetto all'impian-
to sacrale precedente. Due sono le nozioni della
tradizione paolina che inoculano la dinamica seco-
larizzante nella cultura occidentale: da una parte
la kenosis, l'abbassamento di Dio, di cui abbiamo
appena detto, e dallaltra la katargesis, termine che
in Paolo indica il “superamento” della Legge.

La prima, presente nel famoso inno cristolo-
gico della Lettera agli Efesini (Fil 2, 6-11), serve
a descrivere la vicenda del Figlio che, «non insu-
perbito dall'uguaglianza con il Padre» (Guastini
[2021]: 399), si abbassa e si rende umile. In que-
sto inno si opera uno scambio radicale tra gloria
e indebolimento, che sara fondamentale secondo
Guastini, anche nel costituirsi dello stile proprio
dell’'arte paleocristiana e per comprendere la sua
natura tipologica, figurale e non mimetica.

Per definire la specificita di quest’ultima Gua-
stini usa lespressione imago humilis, un calco cari-
co di significato del sermo humilis agostiniano, la
cui portata storico-culturale Eric Auerbach aveva
saputo ampiamente valorizzare nei suoi lavori (cfr.
Auerbach [1979]). La trascuratezza formale e lo
stile disadorno dell’arte paleocristiana non sareb-
bero quindi da addebitarsi a un’incapacita tecni-
ca, come pensano Thomas Klauser e la sua scuola
di archeologia (Guastini [2021]: 442), ma a una
opzione teologica fondata appunto su una visione
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kenotica, in cui le cose piu alte vengono rappre-
sentate in modo umile e dimesso. Le prime ope-
re visuali cristiane scelgono infatti di contrapporsi
alla raffinatezza e al trionfalismo dell’arte imperia-
le, in contesti come le catacombe che sono, gia in
sé, espressione di una Weltanschauung alternativa
alla teologia politica imperiale (Guastini [2021]:
359). E anche quando, dal V secolo, 'iconografia
bizantina si fara piu ieratica e teofanica, I'immagi-
ne cristiana non perdera il suo carattere origina-
rio, «quello di essere [...] effetto pieno della keno-
sis rivelata nelle scritture e non dell’'apotheosis,
tipica invece del mondo pagano» (Guastini [2021]:
39).

Proprio nella contrapposizione all’apotheosis
dell'imperatore si puo cogliere la novita e la por-
tata della desacralizzazione che interessa a Guasti-
ni. Le pratiche di divinizzazione della regalita - in
cui riviveva la concezione orientale fatta propria
da Alessandro Magno e dai regni ellenistici — era-
no infatti per i cristiani la forma pit evidente del
retaggio idolatrico pagano. Prenderne radical-
mente le distanze, anche se questo comportava il
martirio, significava non solo inaugurare un radi-
cale disincanto teologico-politico, ma anche dare
avvio a una concezione “profanizzata” dell'im-
magine, che non aveva piu i tratti della mimesis
sostitutiva del ritratto imperiale (dove la raffigura-
zione ¢ vicaria, quindi ¢ la reale presenza di colui
che rappresenta), ma si alimentava di una diversa
logica agapica e “democratizzante” Da qui giusta-
mente Guastini ci ricorda che il culto delle icone
non puo essere considerato semplicemente una
trasposizione in ambito cristiano delle pratiche
pagane, ma conserva al proprio interno una spinta
anti-idolatrica che, come vedremo, la distanzia in
modo definitivo dalle forme cultuali precedenti.

2. DISATTIVARE LA LEGGE: LA SPINTA
ENDOGENA ALLE IMMAGINI CRISTIANE

In questo quadro complessivo si chiarisce la
scelta di interpretare in termini discontinuisti il
rapporto che la nascente arte cristiana ha con la
coeva arte pagana. E bene innanzitutto ricordare
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che fin dalla fine del XIX secolo a prevalere era
una tradizione interpretativa secondo cui sareb-
be stata proprio I'influenza della cultura pagana a
spingere la chiesa nel III secolo a utilizzare imma-
gini a carattere religioso, dando vita a una prassi
iconografica che nel giro di pochi decenni si diftu-
se in tutto lecumene cristiano e che sarebbe diven-
tata normale dopo la Pace della Chiesa. Nel 1899
Ernst von Dobschiitz, nel suo studio magistrale
sulle fonti dell'immagine di Cristo (von Dobschiitz
[2006]) aveva considerato la scelta cristiana di
legittimare le produzioni visuali una contamina-
zione con l'ambiente pagano e un conseguente tra-
dimento della sensibilita aniconica derivata dalle-
braismo. Daltro canto, anche sul versante della
storia dell’arte, eminenti bizantinisti dello scorso
secolo come André Grabar e Ernst Kitzinger era-
no convinti che ci fosse un legame di derivazione
delle forme iconografiche cristiane da quelle paga-
ne, ben visibile grazie al cospicuo trasferimento
di stilemi tra I'una e l'altra. Grabar in particolare
considerava l'arte paleocristiana «un ramo dell’ar-
te deta imperiale» (Grabar [1999]: 58), che avreb-
be trovato poi nell'icona bizantina la sua massima
espressione. Emblematico da questo punto di vista
diventava il rapporto tra il ritratto dell'imperatore
e quello di Cristo, dove non solo i prestiti forma-
li erano evidenti, ma anche I'impianto simbolico
indicava, secondo lui, una continuita tra I'apothe-
osis imperiale e la maiestas domini delle immagini
cristologiche. Lo spostamento progressivo di que-
sti elementi risultava poi funzionale alla «saldatu-
ra, tipica dellepoca bizantina, tra Chiesa e Impe-
ro» (Guastini [2021]: 460). La stessa dinamica di
trasferimento sul terreno religioso dell'ideologia
imperiale avverrebbe, secondo questi autori, anche
sul versante dell’attitudine cultuale che si sviluppa
dal V secolo nei confronti delle icone, il cui pre-
cedente sarebbe da individuare nel culto dell'im-
peratore e delle laureatae imagines, ritratti pittori-
ci degli imperatori, andati per lo piu perduti. (cfr.
Grabar [1999]: 105 e ss.; Kitzinger [2000]: 62-69).
Come abbiamo gia segnalato rispetto alla que-
stione dell’'apotheosis, Guastini non condivide
queste tesi e critica radicalmente ogni imposta-
zione continuista. Si spiega cosi il suo interesse
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per il lavoro controverso di Thomas F. Mathews,
che in Scontro di dei (2005), prende le distanze da
tale impostazione secondo cui «I'Impero cristiano
avrebbe adottato, insieme alle strutture istituziona-
li dell'impero pagano, anche le forme simboliche
della sua teologia civile» (Guastini [2021]: 464).
Secondo Mathews il cristianesimo invece di condi-
videre la “mistica imperiale” da origine a un vero
e proprio “scontro di dei” (da qui il titolo del suo
libro), cioé a una lotta per legemonia simbolica
nei confronti di un paganesimo ormai morente.

Come in ogni lettura egemonica anche quella
di Mathews corre il rischio di semplificare le forze
in campo e di estremizzare le polarizzazioni. Gua-
stini & molto attento a non cadere in queste dico-
tomie e a riconoscere che sarebbe sbagliato negare
ogni influenza dell’arte imperiale, in particolare
dopo la “svolta bizantina” e lo sviluppo di forme
espressive teofaniche come il ritratto iconico. Cio
che gli interessa ¢ piuttosto richiamare lattenzio-
ne su unacquisizione di Mathews, a mio parere
fondamentale, ovvero che fin da subito nel cristia-
nesimo opera una autonoma concezione dell'im-
magine da leggersi «pitt come frutto endogeno di
una vicenda dottrinale interna al cristianesimo che
come frutto esogeno di un ritorno allellenismo»
(Guastini [2021]: 466).

Lidea che la scelta delle immagini derivi da
una spinta interna e non vada invece cercata in
una contaminazione con elementi esogeni risulta
altrettanto chiara se si approfondisce, dal punto
di vista concettuale, il lungo percorso dottrinale
che ha portato alla presa di distanza dal coman-
damento di Es. 20, 4-5. La tesi continuista sembra
avere piu facilita a giustificare il superamento del
divieto biblico perché attribuisce I'uso delle imma-
gini semplicemente a un abbandono della matri-
ce ebraica. In realta essa non riesce a spiegare
proprio uno dei fattori secolarizzanti che interes-
sa a Guastini, ovvero la vera e propria ossessione
anti-idolatrica che caratterizza tutta la letteratura
del primo millennio sulle immagini. E il rischio
dellidolatria infatti ad alimentare non solo le posi-
zioni aniconiche dei primi autori cristiani come
Minucio Felice, Tertulliano e Origene, ma anche
le prese di posizioni contro le immagini in perio-
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di in cui il cristianesimo aveva gia cominciato a
farne uso, come quelle di Eusebio di Cesarea e di
Epifanio di Salamina. Per non parlare poi del fatto
che nello scontro iconoclastico entrambe le fazio-
ni si accuseranno vicendevolmente di idolatria,
mostrando che il rifiuto di quest'ultima restera
una clausola fondamentale anche quando si arri-
vera prima a legittimare la pratica iconografica e
poi addirittura a favorire il culto delle icone.

Da questo punto di vista il superamento dell’a-
niconismo dei primi due secoli non mi pare piena-
mente spiegabile se ci si limita alla pars destruens
rappresentata dalla spinta della katargesis paolina
della Legge e dalla rottura rispetto al giudaismo.
Altrettanto importante ¢ la pars construens prove-
niente dalle istanze proprie del nucleo teologico
cristiano, e penso in questo caso, in particolare,
alla novita della dottrina dell'incarnazione rispet-
to alla teologia vetero-testamentaria. Come scri-
vera Giovanni Damasceno nell'VIII secolo, in un
momento in cui era gia scoppiata la prima crisi
iconoclasta, il Dio invisibile dell’Antico Testamen-
to & «diventato visibile per la partecipazione della
carne e del sangue» (Giovanni Damasceno [1983],
33). Solo perché Dio si ¢ fatto vedere nel Figlio
sara possibile rappresentarlo e si potra legittimare
un culto non idolatrico delle icone.

Questo elemento endogeno legato alla nego-
ziazione con la teologia antico-testamentaria non
¢ certo assente nel lavoro di Guastini, ma ad esso
egli sembra attibuire minore importanza nelleco-
nomia complessiva della sua analisi, perché il suo
obiettivo ¢ piuttosto quello di cogliere le novita
rispetto alla cultura pagana e alla teologia politica
che la sorregge. Approfondire il versante teorico
del rapporto che il cristianesimo dei primi secoli
ha instaurato con la sua matrice giudaica e in par-
ticolare con il comandamento contro le immagi-
ni puo tuttavia contribuire ulteriormente alla sua
tesi discontinuista e rafforzare I'idea che non vi &
stato un cedimento allellenismo, né un semplice
trasferimento di pratiche pagane. Fare i conti con
la provenienza ebraica non ha soltanto permesso
di legare indissolubilmente I'incarnazione con le
immagini, consegnando all'Occidente unopzione
definitiva per queste ultime, ma ha anche instillato
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un correttivo costante ad ogni eccesso di visibilita
e ai rapporti fusionali con il visuale in cui possono
maturare forme di “reincantamento’, mai del tutto
sopite. Osservata da questo punto di vista la scelta
cristiana per un'immagine “profanizzata’, non solo
contribuisce a meglio comprendere quella che sara
larte moderna, ma costituisce un rimedio sempre
operativo nei confronti dei facili entusiasmi con-
temporanei per la “civilita dell'immagine”

3. QUALE “SVOLTA BIZANTINA™?

Attribuita questa autonomia all'immagine cri-
stiana occorre poi comprendere come nell'impian-
to generale del discorso si inserisca I'interpretazio-
ne del momento del tutto particolare della storia
dellimmagine cristiana rappresentato dall’icona
bizantina. Cio che appare immediatamente, e che
ha legittimato l'interpretazione di molta bizanti-
nistica del Novecento, ¢ levidente differenza for-
male tra le prime immagini delle catacombe e i
cicli pittorici, le icone e i mosaici dei secoli doro
dell'arte bizantina. A questo va poi ad aggiungersi
la difficolta di comprendere il significato del cul-
to delle icone, unattitudine nei confronti del visivo
che sembra immediatamente riproporre i canoni
di quella che per il cristianesimo dei primi seco-
li, come ci ricorda Tertulliano nel De idolatria
([2011]: 345), ¢ la forma piu pericolosa dell'idola-
tria pagana. Le derive superstiziose di questo cul-
to — elencate per esempio da Michele II e Teofilo
nella loro lettera dell’824 a Luigi il Pio: usare le
icone come altare, raschiare i loro colori e unir-
li alle specie eucaristiche, utilizzarle come padrini
per i battesimi e come testimoni in tribunale (cfr.
Dagron [2007]: 46) — dimostrano come nella pras-
si dei singoli e delle comunita I'immagine venis-
se spesso considerata molto pit di una semplice
imago humilis e di una anticipazione della visione
futura, ma corresse il rischio di diventare una pre-
senza piena, completamente saturata dalla propria
immediata visibilita (cfr. Lingua [2023]: 125).

Di fronte ai mosaici di Ravenna, agli affre-
schi di Santa Maria Antiqua di Roma o a un’icona
come quella di Cristo del Monastero di Santa Cate-
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rina al Monte Sinai sembra allora difficile pensare
a unimmagine dimessa, perché quello che appare
¢ piuttosto un trionfo della manifestazione. Contro
questa convinzione Guastini elabora una originale
interpretazione dell'icona in cui il tratto teofani-
co — che Grabar proponeva di concepire a partire
dalle teorie di Plotino sulla visione come una con-
templazione dell'intelligibile (Grabar [2001]: 29-83)
- ¢ interpretato invece come il frutto di una «keno-
sis della figura» (Guastini [2021]: 524), di una sua
riduzione secolarizzante. L'immagine bizantina,
abbandonando il realismo della verosimiglianza
della mimesis greca, istituisce un nuovo canone, in
cui le figure sono isolate dalla narrazione e stereo-
tipate, come fossero appunto “ridotte” allessenzia-
lita del tratto e del colore. Usando un’idea di Jean-
Luc Marion (2013), l'autore le accosta all'anamorfo-
si, una tecnica di distorsione dell'immagine, in cui
quest’ultima puo essere colta correttamente solo
se la si guarda da un ben preciso punto di vista.
Ebbene, come nelle immagini anamorfiche, Iicona,
per essere colta nella sua vera natura, va osservata
con lo sguardo della fede che sospende «la visione
“naturale” in nome di una trasfigurazione delle-
sistente o di una prefigurazione di ci6 che ancora
non ce, allo scopo di avvicinarsi a misteri rivelati,
ma ancora invisibili» (Guastini [2021]: 525).

Malgrado la “kenosi della figura” sia piu difficile
da cogliere di primo acchito nelle opere della svolta
bizantina, credo comunque che la lettura proposta
da Guastini, nel suo impianto generale, sia giustifi-
cata perché lesito definitivo degli scontri iconocla-
stici, almeno dal punto di vista teologico, sara pro-
prio quello di concepire I'icona in termini kenotici,
come uno spazio di pura relazione semiotica ben
lontana dall'idea di raddoppiamento e di presen-
za che era propria al culto antico e alle immagini
apoteotiche imperiali.

Laspetto che distanzia I'interpretazione che ho
proposto di questo momento della storia dell'im-
magine (Lingua [2006]; [2023]) da quella che
troviamo in Immagini cristiane e cultura antica ¢
piuttosto relativa ad alcuni dettagli dello svilup-
po della teologia dellicona durante la crisi ico-
noclasta. Mentre Guastini legge senza soluzione
di continuita la teoria del'immagine di Giovanni
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Damasceno e quella dei due grandi teologi ico-
nofili del IX secolo, Niceforo di Costantinopoli e
Teodoro Studita, io ho cercato di mostrare come
la teologia iconoclastica dell'imperatore Costanti-
no V, che si colloca tra il primo e i secondi, rap-
presenti un momento di rottura nell'impianto di
legittimazione teorica che il cristianesimo si era
dato in precedenza. Se Giovanni Damasceno pote-
va ancora indulgere a un modello gerarchico di
matrice neoplatonica che legittimava le immagini
artificiali come una manifestazione imperfetta, ma
partecipante per grazia al proprio modello divino,
dopo Costantino V questo non sara pilt possibi-
le. Quest'ultimo, infatti, portando agli estremi il
modello gerarchico, sosteneva che un'immagine di
Cristo, proprio perché immagine di Dio, potesse
considerarsi tale soltanto se fosse stata una mani-
festazione perfetta e quindi partecipante in modo
consustanziale con il suo Prototipo. Cosi facendo
I'imperatore iconoclasta non solo portava all’apo-
ria il modello neoplatonico, ma rendeva del tutto
impossibile Iicona in quanto immagine divina.
Diversamente da quanto sembra presuppor-
re Guastini a me pare infatti che Giovanni Dama-
sceno, pur nell'incessante sforzo di mantenersi al
di qua della linea della sacralizzazione delle icone,
finisca per creare i presupposti di una concezione
dell'immagine in cui la raffigurazione partecipa per
grazia al prototipo e quindi ha una qualche comu-
nanza con esso, tanto da renderlo presente (cfr.
Lingua [2023, 125] su questo si veda per esempio
linterpretazione di Schonborn [1986]). Solo gli
iconofili del IX secolo, a causa dell'aporia messa
in campo da Costantino V, abbandonano del tutto
questo terreno della partecipazione, facendo perno
non pit su un modello neoplatonico, ma sul con-
cetto di relazione (schesis), elaborato dai commenti
tardo-antichi di Aristotele (ad esempio Porfirio e
Simplicio; cfr. Bonelli, Masi [2011]: 176)'. In que-
sto modo essi spostano l'asse del ragionamento

! Guastini, che predilige invece ur’interpretazione cul-
turologica della svolta bizantina, non manca certo di
cogliere 'importanza della nozione di schesis e vi dedica
unapprofondita analisi sottolineando, sulla scia di M.-].
Mondzain ([2006]: 106), la “tonalita affettiva” di questo
concetto (Guastini [2021]: 494).
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sul versante semiotico ed epistemologico metten-
do cosi al centro la questione della raffigurazione,
il problema della relazione formale di somiglianza
e la capacita che hanno le immagini di essere uno
strumento per la conoscenza di Dio e del mondo
(cfr. Lingua [2023]: 125-126).

Questo slittamento concettuale contribuisce
ulteriormente alla tesi di Guastini sulle matrici
cristiane dell’arte moderna e sulla parentela che
viene a crearsi tra la concezione kenotica dell'im-
magine e lo sviluppo dellestetica. Se 'icona ¢ sol-
tanto un segno che rimanda al suo prototipo, allo-
ra Cristo non & presente nell'icona: come afferma
magistralmente Marie-José Mondzain, l'icona
«vuole presentare, nell'iscrizione grafica, la grazia
di un assente. [...] Licona & verso Cristo che non
cessa di ritirarsene» (Mondzain, [1996]: 117).

Nella concezione dell'immagine dei teolo-
gi iconofili del IX secolo I'icona ¢ definitivamen-
te svuotata di ogni presenza sacrale, anticipando
cosi quella che sara la concezione dell'immagine
che si sviluppa a partire dal Rinascimento, dove
la forma visibile diventa loggetto del fare artistico
e la metafisica della presenza lascia il campo alle
dinamiche della finzione e dell'illusione natura-
listica (cfr. Lingua [2023]: 126). Consumati cosi i
residui di radicamento metafisico dell'icona come
rappresentazione che rimanda a una trascenden-
za invisibile, si potra produrre una completa pro-
fanizzazione dei contenuti delle immagini e, pitl
radicalmente, si portera a compimento quella
kenotizzazione e democratizzazione del visuale i
cui primordi cristiani con grande finezza Guastini
ha analizzato nel suo libro.
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Abstract. This article focuses on the consequences of a little-known work by Giacinto
Scelsi, Rotativa (1930), for the concepts of imitation and expression in music. Criti-
cal of the mechanization of art peculiar to the Futurism of his time, the Italian com-
poser allows us to think, against the pseudo-photographic reproduction of objects by
sound forms, the limits of musical imitation by revealing, from the historicity of his
own piece, the inauthenticity of a certain modernism.

Keywords: imitation, expression, musical futurism, kitsch modernism, Scelsi.

Giacinto Scelsi (1905-1988) non aveva venticinque anni quan-
do termino, a Roma, la composizione di un Movimento sinfonico
per grande orchestra dal titolo troppo palesemente — perché ironi-
camente — futuristico: Rotativa'. Assenza di affettivita, imitazione di
un perpetuo movimento meccanico, privilegio assoluto del ritmo,
la critica ha sempre creduto di vedere in esso la traccia, nel giova-
ne compositore, di unestetica allora influente in Italia dal manifesto
inaugurale di Marinetti nel febbraio 1909 (Marinetti [1909]: 40-44).
La promozione del ritmo e del movimento trovo applicazione in tut-
te le forme d’arte e permise di rinnovare, unificando tutte le discipli-
ne artistiche nello stesso gesto, l'antico sistema delle belle arti (Boc-
cioni [1914]: 89-100). Scelsi conosceva bene lestetica futurista e le
sue varie realizzazioni, e due testi postumi, degli anni Quaranta, lo

' Ci sono almeno cinque versioni di questopera, tra cui una trascrizione per
pianoforte (Scelsi [1933]). Due versioni manoscritte del 1930 per grande
orchestra, non ancora pubblicate, sono conservate nellArchivio della Fonda-
zione Isabella Scelsi a Roma. Ringraziamo Alessandra Carlotta Pellegrini per
averci permesso di consultare queste partiture.
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dimostrano chiaramente. Evoluzione dellarmonia
(Scelsi [1992]) ma soprattutto Evoluzione del ritmo
(Scelsi [1992]), sintetizzano infatti, da una breve
storia della musica, il programma di un approccio
meccanico all’arte.

Ma piuttosto che confermare questa influenza
estetica, gli scritti di Scelsi sembrano, al contrario,
proporre una doppia critica del futurismo, con-
dotta attraverso due gesti teorici. Il primo gesto
consiste nell'andare oltre, attraverso il concetto di
espressione, la teoria dell'imitazione musicale, che
non porterebbe mai a nientaltro che alla produzio-
ne servile di stereotipi, suggerendo il loro oggetto
invece di manifestarlo e incolpando la distanza che
separa loggetto dal suo mezzo sonoro invece di
riempirlo. Limitazione musicale, pura riproduzio-
ne dellesteriorita, congela proprio cio6 che dovrebbe
mettere in moto. Il futurismo, non meno di altre
epoche nella storia della musica, e nonostante il
suo culto delle macchine e del movimento, rappre-
sentava questo tipo di imitazione servile. Il supera-
mento del futurismo equivarra quindi non tanto ad
imitare il dinamismo moderno, quanto ad espri-
merlo, a fondersi con esso. Fusione delloggetto con
il suo medium e, dunque, risoluzione del vecchio
problema dell'imitazione. Ma questa prima devia-
zione deve essere stata assolutamente disorientata
nella scrittura musicale di Scelsi. Rotativa non si
accontentava di essere l'applicazione musicale di
una distinzione teoricamente formulata, non inten-
deva chiudere la questione dell'imitazione musica-
le proponendosi di esprimere, infine, il movimen-
to reale di una macchina rotante, di farne sentire
tutta la pesantezza meccanica, di farla funzionare
come davanti a sé. La critica del futurismo mime-
tico doveva testare il movimento reale fino al suo
esaurimento e saturazione, in modo tale che alla
fine avrebbe trovato proprio i difetti dell'imitazio-
ne musicale e la sua fondamentale inautenticita.
Scelsi disse che Rotativa non era altro che una «sfi-
da, uno scherzo» (Mazzoni [1987]: 73), unopera la
cui intenzione era quella di rivelare I'inautenticita
dell'imitazione musicale spingendo lespressione ai
suoi limiti estremi. E alle condizioni di tale inau-
tenticita nella musica che vorremmo dedicare qui
alcune osservazioni.

Quentin Gailhac

1. LA MUSICA E “IL DIFETTO
DELLARTE FOTOGRAFICA”

Definire le grandi tappe storiche che hanno
permesso «la scoperta del vero senso del ritmo» &
lo scopo del testo intitolato Evoluzione del Ritmo
(Scelsi [1992]: 10). Nel corso di questa evoluzione,
il futurismo potrebbe costituire, se non un risul-
tato, almeno un punto di riferimento significati-
vo. All'inizio del XX secolo, la scoperta di questo
«vero senso del ritmo» assunse forme molto diver-
se, la cui insidia comune fu, per Scelsi, la diffusio-
ne di una «epidemia di musica descrittiva» (Scelsi
[1992]: 11). Larricchimento della conoscenza rit-
mica ha contribuito all'integrazione, nella musica
occidentale, di ritmi esotici fino ad allora scono-
sciuti e non sfruttati. I ritmi provenienti da con-
tinenti lontani divennero cosi «soggetti del folk-
lore» cosi come «danze rituali o bellicose», «feste
indiane e tutta la gamma di cromo esotici» (Scel-
si [1992]: 11). La distanza presa da questi pez-
zi musicali, nessuno dei quali ¢ nominato, deve
essere compresa da una distinzione che Scelsi fa,
nellesame del macchinismo futuristico, tra due
modi in cui la musica si relaziona con un oggetto.

La musica puo, in primo luogo, accontentar-
si di imitare una realtd specifica. E una musica
descrittiva che, utilizzando il proprio linguaggio e
le proprie risorse, assume i tratti caratteristici di un
oggetto non musicale. Il futurismo sembra quin-
di costituire, in questa evoluzione descrittiva della
musica, un riferimento particolarmente importante
poiché la macchina ¢ assurta al rango di modello
artistico, allo stesso modo di una «battaglia o di un
cavallo» (Scelsi [1992]: 12). 1l futurismo, pieno del
contributo ritmico della musica moderna di Stra-
vinsky e Debussy, ha utilizzato queste nuove risorse
per promuovere un oggetto di imitazione nuovo e
solidale con levoluzione tecnica del mondo. All'i-
nizio, quindi, la macchina apparve, per i futuri-
sti, come un modo per estendere il dominio degli
oggetti della musica imitativa. Il principio tradi-
zionale dell'imitazione musicale ¢ rimasto intatto.
Solo loggetto ¢ stato modificato.

Scelsi restituisce cosi unestetica futuristica
a partire da una sostituzione degli oggetti: «La
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prima [categoria] prende la macchina o logget-
to meccanico in opposizione e come sostituzione
del paesaggio soggetto, della natura morta, ecc.
Le opere di questa categoria si basano su ritmi e
armonie imitative» (Scelsi [1992]: 12). Loggettiva
estensione dell'imitazione musicale era del tutto
in linea con i principi di Marinetti, che oppone-
va gli antichi oggetti d’arte agli oggetti del mondo
moderno che ormai si trattava di «cantare» (Mari-
netti [1909]: 40). Nel suo Manifesto, egli rinuncio
cosi ai vecchi oggetti dell'imitazione: «Noi affer-
miamo che la magnificenza del mondo si ¢ arric-
chita di una bellezza nuova: la bellezza della velo-
cita» (Marinetti [1909]: 40).

Nel Manifesto la novita degli oggetti imitati
ha il valore di un principio estetico generale, che
sara applicata al campo musicale da Francesco
Balilla Pratella. Nel Manifesto dei musicisti futuri-
sti del marzo 1911, il compositore italiano perse-
gui cosi I'imperativo di Marinetti dandogli un sin-
golare orientamento classico. Per Balilla Pratella,
la sostituzione degli oggetti doveva essere intesa
come un’integrazione dei diversi tipi di oggetti in
un unico insieme, e in una fusione di industria e
natura: «Cielo, acque, foreste, flumi, montagne,
intrichi di navi e citta brulicanti, attraverso a la-
nima del musicista si trasformano in voci mera-
vigliose e possenti» (Balilla Pratella [1911b]: 177).
Nell’'applicazione musicale dei principi di Marinet-
ti, Balilla Pratella non solo riscopre I'ideale classi-
co dell'imitazione, ma persegue lesigenza di un’i-
mitazione della natura, della natura accresciuta da
nuove produzioni umane.

La descrizione musicale qui individuata da
Scelsi ha preso laspetto, in Balilla Pratella, di une-
spressione dell'anima musicale degli oggetti del
nuovo mondo estetico. La fine del suo Manifesto
integrava, nel programma di una nuova espres-
sione musicale, I'industria nella natura, cioe nella
natura trasformata:

Portare nella musica tutti i nuovi atteggiamenti della
natura, sempre diversamente domata dall'uomo per
virtu delle incessanti scoperte scientifiche. Dare l’a-
nima musicale delle folle, dei grandi cantieri indu-
striali, dei treni, dei transatlantici, delle corazzate,

degli automobili e degli aeroplani. (Balilla Pratella
[1911b]: 179)

Tuttavia, 'ambizione descrittiva del futurismo
era, per Scelsi, tanto la verita di un certo futuri-
smo musicale quanto il suo limite pit deplore-
vole. Il principio di imitazione del dinamismo
della macchina ¢ rimasto legato all'ideale classico
e separatore dellarte tradizionale. Nell'imitazio-
ne classica, loggetto imitato era esterno allopera
dlarte, non si distaccava mai dalla sua funzione di
riferimento. Cera, da un lato, loggetto da imita-
re, dallaltro, loggetto che lo imitava, ed entrambi
conservavano le loro proprieta irriducibili. In que-
sto senso, Scelsi ritiene che il limite dell'imitazione
futuristica sia proprio quello che ha reso insoddi-
sfacente I'imitazione classica:

Le opere di questa categoria si basano su ritmi e
armonie imitative e provengono da un desiderio di
reazione o estetica antisentimentale e anti-affettiva,
nonché dalla necessita di pura espressione ritmica.
La prova ¢ che il linguaggio ritmico, come l'armo-
nia, essendo imitativo non ¢ per questo fatto espres-
so secondo le proprie leggi, ma ¢ soggetto alla con-
cezione descrittiva ed esterna del modello. In altre
parole, ¢ la pittura di un dinamismo e non il dina-
mismo stesso. (Scelsi [2009]: 12)

Invece di riprendere loggetto nel suo stesso
dinamismo, assimilandolo fino a farne proprio,
l'arte musicale descrittiva riproduce solo l'aspet-
to esteriore del dinamismo. Era per rinnovare
la distanza che esiste sempre tra loggetto d’arte e
loggetto da imitare. In questo modo, il futurismo
faceva parte dell'«epidemia di musica descrittiva»
che Scelsi aveva in qualche modo deriso e trova-
to esageratamente usato nella musica europea con
colori esotici. Inoltre, i pezzi musicali futuristici
si sono attenuti alla sola descrizione del dinami-
smo. Ecco perché, «la pittura o la pittura sinfo-
nica, peccano tanto quanto i cromo esotici del
difetto dell’arte fotografica» (Scelsi [2009]: 12). La
metafora fotografica ¢ significativa. Certo, un luo-
go comune riproduce fedelmente un oggetto, ma
lo congela, sopprime il suo corretto movimento,
ripetendo, come scriveva Roland Barthes, «mec-



102

canicamente cio che non potra mai piu ripetersi
esistenzialmente» (Barthes [1980]: 6). Nella foto-
grafia, I'imitazione ¢ tanto plasticamente rigo-
rosa quanto cineticamente infedele (anche se la
fotografia puod esprimere il movimento in modo
piu potente). In questo senso, 'imitazione perde
sempre qualcosa del suo oggetto, non riuscendo a
ritrovare il suo dinamismo.

I dipinti sinfonici si ergono quindi sulla super-
ficie delloggetto che imitano. Invece di manifestar-
li, li suggeriscono; li evocano piuttosto che pro-
durli. La metafora fotografica permette di indivi-
duare in modo molto esplicito cio che manca alla
descrizione musicale futuristica. Mantenendo la
distanza tra loggetto musicale e loggetto imitato, le
opere non riescono a integrare loggetto che pren-
dono come modello. E questa rottura si aggiunge
all'inautenticita del risultato musicale, allo stes-
so modo in cui i «cromos esotici» spesso lottano,
perché goffamente adattati al linguaggio accademi-
co occidentale, per non produrre la sensazione di
un’inadeguatezza, o di una cattiva ibridazione. Il
termine stesso cromo si riferisce proprio a cio che
separa il movimento effettivo di un oggetto dal suo
semplice colore, cioé dal suo aspetto sensibile.

Ma ¢, per la musica, un secondo modo di rela-
zionarsi con un oggetto. La descrizione ha rivelato
un confine che ¢ anche una distanza tra la musi-
ca e gli oggetti che puo imitare. Quando la musi-
ca imitava, rimaneva esterna al suo oggetto. Per
compensare questo difetto, si tratterebbe di pen-
sare alle condizioni in cui la musica ¢ in grado
di appropriarsi del movimento stesso dellogget-
to, della sua stessa vita. Con questa identificazio-
ne, lopera non implicherebbe pitt una somiglian-
za formale con loggetto, ma un’unita di esistenza.
Cio richiedeva il riconoscimento dellesistenza rit-
mica delloggetto e I'inversione del modello classi-
co di imitazione. Non si tratta piu di integrare un
oggetto non musicale in unopera musicale, ma di
cogliere cio che qualsiasi oggetto non musicale
contiene gia di musicale. Una macchina ha un cer-
to ritmo e cadenza che ne determina le prestazio-
ni e la regolarita. Il musicista non deve piu imita-
re la forma, l'aspetto o il suono contingente di un
oggetto, ma raggiungere un ritmo oggettivo:

Quentin Gailhac

La seconda categoria ¢ quella in cui il ritmo esterno
di una macchina, di un gioco o di unopera umana
¢ sviluppato o espresso secondo la propria legge e
sentito soggettivamente, gli artisti non si preoccu-
pano in questo processo in cui la prima o lorigine
materiale del ritmo scompare completamente. Non
si tratta quindi piu di un dipinto o di una descri-
zione, ma della realizzazione di un ritmo che possa
appartenere alla macchina, lavorare come danzare e
la cui origine non ha importanza. (Scelsi [2009]: 12)

Tenere conto del ritmo specifico delloggetto
contribuisce naturalmente a solidificare, dal punto
di vista musicale, la macchina e lo sforzo umano.
Entrambi derivano la loro efficienza da un cer-
to ritmo di produzione e appaiono simili nel loro
movimento nonostante si distinguano per la loro
natura. La somiglianza tra la macchina e lo sforzo
umano beneficia quindi di una mancanza di inte-
resse per lorigine oggettiva del ritmo. Limportan-
te € non sapere piu cosa imita la musica ma come
manifesta un ritmo che appartiene ad un oggetto.
Pero, non ¢ loggetto nella sua forma che viene
perseguito, ma cio che propone come ritmo.

E a questa condizione che «i musicisti qui uni-
scono il vero senso del ritmo nella misura in cui
si liberano dal soggetto e dalle condizioni intrinse-
che per raggiungere una pura espressione ritmica»
(Scelsi [2009]: 12). Questa pura espressione ritmi-
ca ¢ quindi sempre essenzialmente attaccata a un
oggetto senza che essa costituisca un riferimento
nel senso in cui la musica imitativa la comprende.
Lespressione musicale non imita pii, ma diventa
il suo oggetto, ed & questo che la rende veramente
espressione.

2. ESPRESSIONE E DINAMISMO PLASTICO

La distinzione stabilita da Scelsi tra descri-
zione e manifestazione delloggetto trova, in un
testo del pittore futurista Umberto Boccioni, Pit-
tura e scultura futuriste. Il dinamismo plastico,
un elaborato fondamento teorico. Il dinamismo ¢
legato al moto assoluto che Boccioni caratterizza
come «una legge dinamica imperniata nellogget-
to» (Boccioni [1914]: 101). Il dinamismo ¢ quin-
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di «lazione simultanea del moto caratteristico
particolare alloggetto (moto assoluto), con le tra-
sformazioni che loggetto subisce nei suoi sposta-
menti in relazione allambiente mobile o immobile
(moto relativo)» (Boccioni [1914]: 109). Una delle
conseguenze piu significative di una teorizzazione
del dinamismo ¢ il rifiuto della narrativita nell’ar-
te. Questo spiega anche la scelta di Scelsi di dare a
Rotativa, non piu il sottotitolo di «Poema sinfoni-
co», ma quello di Movimento sinfonico. In questo
modo, non assumiamo piu una storia da raccon-
tare in musica, manifestiamo un movimento che
riproduce, come realta, il movimento reale di un
oggetto.

Per Boccioni, il movimento assoluto dellog-
getto e la sua integrazione nellopera darte era il
principio della sua manifestazione, che distingue-
va il gesto futuristico da tutti gli altri. Infatti, al di
la dell'intellettualismo cubista che separa loggetto
dal suo movimento assoluto riducendolo a forme
pure, il futurismo propone di far apparire loggetto
in sé. Il gesto artistico consiste, qui, nel superare il
divario che esiste — o che esisteva — tra la rappre-
sentazione artistica e loggetto che rappresenta. Per
questo Boccioni insiste sulla necessita, per l'arte, di
rendere manifesto loggetto in cio che ¢ vivo. Par-
la, a questo proposito, del «respiro» e del «palpito
delloggetto» (Boccioni [1914]: 102).

In questo modo, la richiesta di Scelsi di una
manifestazione del dinamismo delloggetto era
simile a quella che, in Boccioni, corrispondeva alla
scomposizione delloggetto dal moto assoluto con
il suo aspetto:

In questo primo stato di moto, che io spiego come
una cosa a parte mentre in realta non lo ¢, loggetto
non ¢ visto nel suo movimento relativo, ma ¢ con-
cepito nelle sue linee vive che rivelano come esso si
scomporrebbe secondo le tendenze delle sue forze.
Cosi noi giungiamo ad una scomposizione dellog-
getto che non ¢é pitl lo schema intellettivo cubista ma
al contrario l'apparizione delloggetto, la sua interpre-
tazione attraverso una sensazione infinitamente raffi-
nata e superiore allantica. (Boccioni [1914]: 102)

Tuttavia, se la questione del dinamismo sem-
bra essere stata particolarmente articolata, in cam-

po pittorico, a quella dell'aspetto artistico dellog-
getto, la cosa rimane pit ambivalente dal punto di
vista musicale. Quando Scelsi distingue tra imita-
zione e manifestazione delloggetto, lo fa a partire
da uno studio sul ritmo, senza perd impegnarsi
in un esame tecnico della dimensione ritmica di
questa manifestazione. Inoltre, la dinamica dellog-
getto rimarra, in Rotativa, un modo di giocare il
futurismo contro se stesso, dando allespressione
realizzata di un dinamismo meccanico la forma di
un’imitazione servile.

3. LZIMITAZIONE, DALLCINAUTENTICITA
ALLESSENZA DEL KITSCH

Tutta la singolarita umoristica di Rotativa, che
ha fatto dire al suo autore che era solo uno scher-
zo (in gran parte intellettuale), sta nella ricerca
di un’inautenticita musicale da un gioco sull’i-
mitazione e sui suoi limiti. Il pezzo consiste nel
trasformare i processi di scrittura fino a renderli
inespressivi, a cancellare la loro carica espressiva
a forza di usarli. II motivo ritmico ricorrente del
pezzo, che non da mai luogo a sviluppo o ampli-
ficazione, satura assolutamente I'idea stessa di rit-
mo. Piu precisamente, si tratta di manifestare il
processo di scrittura in sé, di prenderlo come fine
in sé, laddove, altrove, costituisce solo un mezzo,
un mezzo di espressione o, in altri casi, di imi-
tazione. La ricorrenza ritmica non serve pit ad
esprimere un sentimento determinato, non piu
che ad imitare qualsiasi oggetto.

Rotativa ¢, in questo senso, una musica che
non ha altro scopo che produrre un effetto che
sconcerta l'apprezzamento estetico. La caratteristi-
ca dell'umorismo musicale ¢ di sospendere il giu-
dizio di gusto.

In unopera non umoristica, i processi di scrit-
tura appaiono chiaramente all’ascoltatore solo
alla luce dell'analisi. Un processo di scrittura non
si manifesta mai come tale. Cio che ¢ oggetto del
nostro apprezzamento non ¢ tanto il riconosci-
mento di un ritmo quanto l'assimilazione di una
funzione espressiva nell'insieme dellopera. Il rit-
mo non ¢ mai quello che sentiamo, ma una con-
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dizione che svanisce a favore di unespressione, di
unatmosfera, di un carattere, di unemozione, per-
sino di un ricordo, e talvolta di un'immagine.

Lo scherzo musicale di Scelsi consiste, quin-
di, nel desiderio di far sentire, di mettere a nudo
cio che deve essere fuso in espressione. Lumo-
rismo di Rotativa ¢ quello di rendere impossibile
qualsiasi espressione autentica sullo sfondo di una
manifestazione di processi di scrittura solitamen-
te destinati ad imitare o esprimere qualcosa. Cio
richiede una certa conoscenza da parte dell’ascol-
tatore. Ecco perché 'umorismo musicale di Rota-
tiva & quasi interamente intellettuale. E a questa
condizione che la parodia futuristica possa rive-
larsi all’'ascoltatore senza che ci sia un riconosci-
mento esatto della musica criticata. Cid che Rota-
tiva critica non sono né Pacific 231 di Honegger
(1923), né Fonderie di acciaio (1926) di Mossolov,
che costituivano «dipinti notevoli» (Scelsi [2009]:
12), e nemmeno alcun compositore futurista ita-
liano, ma piuttosto I'idea che un oggetto meccani-
co possa costituire il fondamento espressivo di un
brano musicale. La parodia non ha un bersaglio
individuale, consiste solo nellesperienza dell'in-
consistenza musicale di un principio estetico la cui
caricatura da sola puo rivelare il carattere origina-
riamente antiestetico.

Qui vorremmo caratterizzare il gesto musi-
cale di Scelsi sulla base della nozione di kistch.
Naturalmente, Scelsi non affronta questa nozio-
ne in modo tematico, ma fa luce sulla singola-
rita del brano. La sconfitta dell'apprezzamento
di fronte all'inautentico ¢ il fondamento stes-
so dell'industria kitsch. Non ¢ solo un effetto di
sovraccarico, un accumulo di elementi etero-
genei, un'imitazione servile, ¢ anche l'assassinio
del giudizio estetico nell'umorismo. Di fronte al
kitsch, non possiamo piu sperimentare nulla di
autentico, come se il sentimento avesse preso la
forma dell'oggetto, esso stesso carico di inauten-
ticita. I sentimenti si sperimentano per falsi, le-
sperienza ¢ condannata al «als ob». In un testo
del 1939 intitolato Avant-Garde and Kitsch, Cle-
ment Greenberg caratterizzo la rottura che si
verifica tra un oggetto kitsch e il suo spettatore
in termini di finzione, inautenticita:
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Il kitsch, usando come materia prima i simulacri
impoveriti e accademicizzati della cultura autentica,
coltiva questa insensibilita. Ne fa la fonte dei suoi
profitti. Il kitsch ¢ meccanico e funziona con formu-
le. Questo ¢ il regno dellesperienza vicaria e delle
false sensazioni. Cambia in base alle esigenze degli
stili ma rimane sempre lo stesso. E la raccolta di tut-
te le pretese della vita del nostro tempo. (Greenberg
[1939]: 10)

Linsensibilita di cui parla Greenberg qui si
riferisce a questa parte della «popolazione insen-
sibile agli autentici valori culturali» (Greenberg
[1939]: 10). 11 kitsch e un effetto dell'ignoranza ma
di un’ignoranza che non ignora ancora abbastan-
za da astenersi dall'imitare gli oggetti della cultu-
ra autentica. 1l kitsch riproduce i gesti artistici ma
separandoli dal sistema di valori che ha dato loro
significato. Inoltre, loggetto dell'imitazione kitsch
¢ ben riconosciuto, ma come si riconoscerebbe un
oggetto familiare trasposto in un ambiente scono-
sciuto, o almeno insolito. Loggetto viene spostato
e questo movimento ¢ il criterio per misurare il
grado della sua inautenticita. Nella sua conferenza
del 1950 sull’arte del kitsch all'Universita di Yale,
Hermann Broch ha affermato che il kitsch non ¢
«cattiva arte», ma un sistema a sé stante, che si
affianca all’arte. In questo senso, Rotativa sposta il
futurismo dal suo sistema di valori, lo trasporta,
attraverso I'umorismo, dall'avanguardia allobsole-
scenza, dallespressione alla saturazione del senso.

Per questo il kitsch ha come condizione, dice
Greenberg, «una lunga e ricca tradizione cultura-
le dalla quale puo deviare le scoperte» (Greenberg
[1939]: 10). Il kitsch ¢ essenzialmente qualcosa
che viene aggiunto, qualcosa di troppo, un prodot-
to tardivo della cultura, un prodotto che annulla
la cultura che presuppone. Come nella parodia,
il kitsch prende posizione, anche ingenuamente,
sulloggetto a cui si riferisce, ma prende posizione
su un oggetto di cui conserva solo leffetto: «se l'a-
vanguardia imita i processi dell’arte, il kitsch imi-
ta i suoi effetti» (Greenberg [1939]: 10). II kitsch
¢ la ricerca delleffetto bello, a rischio di perdere il
sentimento della realta. Ma sebbene faccia subi-
re alloriginale una notevole distorsione, loggetto
kitsch lascia sempre aperta la possibilita di rico-
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noscimento. Gillo Dorfles diceva, in questo senso,
che Toggetto kitsch costituisce un ricordo opaco,
sentimentale e ambiguo delloriginale (Bertasio
[2012]: 5).

Attraverso la sua applicazione letterale dei
principi del futurismo musicale, Scelsi produce,
in Rotativa, qualcosa dell'ambiguita costitutiva del
kitsch. Se il kitsch risveglia in noi un ricordo opa-
co e ambiguo delloriginale, ¢ perché partecipa alla
categoria dei clichés, dello stereotipo, dell'immagi-
ne congelata di una realta che, invece di rifletter-
si nell'imitazione, € nascosta al contrario. Il kitsch
¢ unarte «fatta di cromotipi, copertine di riviste,
illustrazioni, immagini pubblicitarie, letteratura a
buon mercato, fumetti, musica di Tin Pan Alley»
(Greenberg [1939]: 9). Il cromotipo ¢ il termine
usato da Scelsi per caratterizzare il fallimento del-
le opere futuriste che rimanevano nei limiti della
semplice imitazione oggettiva: «in altre parole, &
la pittura di un dinamismo e non il dinamismo
stesso. Spesso le opere di questa categoria, pit-
tura o pittura sinfonica, peccano tanto quanto i
cromotipi esotici del difetto dell’arte fotografica. I
cromotipi esotici designano immagini che, miran-
do a una realta, la congelano e la tradiscono pro-
prio per questo fatto. In musica, i cromotipi eso-
tici possono riferirsi, ad esempio, agli elementi del
folklore che la musica occidentale ha introdotto
all'inizio del XX secolo nelle sue opere accademi-
che. 11 folklore musicale ¢ racchiuso in pochi rit-
mi caratteristici, pochi intervalli evocativi che il
piu delle volte producono solo un'immagine palli-
da, perché troppo addomesticata, di cio che & da
manifestare.

Si potrebbe dire, quindi, che Rotativa costitui-
sce uno stereotipo di dinamismo, un movimento
che, senza manifestare musicalmente il meccani-
smo di una macchina, ne caricatura i gesti. Cosi
facendo, lesagerazione ritmica del pezzo confina
il dinamismo a una forma di immobilita, e a una
monotonia che rompe ogni orientamento, che scle-
rotizza il movimento. Il movimento non ha altro
fine che se stesso e i processi di scrittura si svuo-
tano per produrre una sensazione di inautenticita.

Inoltre, 'umorismo musicale di Scelsi com-
bina la disfatta dell'apprezzamento estetico con la

produzione di falsi sentimenti. Lo scherzo riguar-
dava esplicitamente un elemento sessuale. Anche
se non avrebbe mai potuto chiamarlo cosi, Scelsi
aveva voluto, gia nel 1930, battezzare il suo pezzo
Rotativa con il titolo di Coitus Mechanicus:

Ho composto unopera, Rotativa, diretta da Pierre
Monteux. In origine era unopera per tre pianoforti,
uno dei miei primi lavori. Era quasi una sfida, uno
scherzo. Volevo chiamarlo Coitus Mechanicus! Era
musica... meccanica. Era il tempo della Pacific 231
di Honegger e delle Fonderie dacciaio di Mossolov.
In realta, voleva davvero essere l'atto sessuale! (Maz-
zoni et al. [1987]: 73)

Nessun altro motivo, se non quello di apparire
poco serio, avrebbe potuto indurre Scelsi a rino-
minare il suo pezzo. Ovviamente, il titolo defini-
tivamente abbandonato mostrava il suo intento
umoristico in modo piu esplicito di Rotativa. Tut-
tavia, se prendiamo sul serio l'intenzione erotica
iniziale, senza assolutizzarla, notiamo che la pre-
senza di un elemento lirico allinterno della mec-
canica ritmica aveva sempre distinto Rotativa, per
Scelsi, da tutti gli altri pezzi del genere. Nella sua
autobiografia, scrisse:

Oltre al suo ritmo imperioso, il pezzo ¢ intriso di un
certo lirismo. Questo ritmo descriveva abbastanza
esplicitamente un ritmo molto umano e mi sarebbe
piaciuto dare allopera un titolo erotico, ma non fu
accettato e la grande macchina era sia pretesto che
alibi. (Scelsi [2009]: 131-132)

Che loggetto diventi un pretesto, che non sia
pil ricercato per se stesso ma per un’intenzio-
ne completamente diversa, & proprio questo che
caratterizza il gesto umoristico. La risata di Rota-
tiva sta nellimpossibilita di produrre sentimenti
veri, in quella distanza che ci rende sensibili per
riflessione. Di fronte alloggetto kitsch, non sen-
tiamo nulla, immaginiamo solo la sensazione che
avremmo potuto provare se loggetto non fosse sta-
to cosi separato dal suo sistema di valori, misuria-
mo la distanza che strappa loggetto kitsch dal suo
riferimento, la riproduzione servile del suo model-
lo originale. Greenberg diceva quindi che il kitsch
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era il regno dellesperienza vicaria e delle false sen-
sazioni perché il kitsch ricorda, ma non produce,
i sentimenti che gli oggetti autentici implicavano
quando erano inscritti nel loro mondo.

In Rotativa, tra i due eventi musicali che occa-
sionalmente rompono la ridondante continuita del
ritmo della rotativa, il secondo corrisponde alla
dimensione lirica che Scelsi rivendicava per il suo
pezzo. Tuttavia, lo stile del tema contraddice l'in-
tenzione di un autentico lirismo. E piuttosto un
simulacro di lirismo, un lirismo del als ob, vorti-
coso e palpitante, basato sulla duplicazione delle
strutture di due battute, trasposte alla quarta supe-
riore. Se il ritmo rotante non viene piu utilizza-
to, la ridondanza non viene abbandonata. Questa
ridondanza si ritrova nel tema lirico, nell'ambito
ristretto di una terza minore sfruttata in modo
circolare, nella ripetizione sequenziale infine, ine-
briante e vana.

4. DI UN CERTO MODERNISMO

Ma all’insensibilita prodotta dal pezzo, deve
anche corrispondere un un’altra caratteristica. Lu-
morismo non solo aiuta a cancellare i sentimenti
autentici, ma costituisce soprattutto una rottura
allinterno della coscienza storica stessa. I ritmi
decisi e ricorrenti, la natura artificiale e pessima
delle armonie politonali producono, in Rotativa,
una sorta di sintesi umoristica di cio che e sta-
to fatto musicalmente nel 1920. Gli inizi di Scel-
si sono quindi segnati, non dall'indeterminatezza
stilistica o dalla goffaggine della scrittura, ma da
quella del distanziamento umoristico. C¢ in Rota-
tiva unesuberanza di gesti, una pretesa di tutti i
processi che disegnano i contorni di una chiara
disapprovazione, di un’impossibilita di apparte-
nenza. In questo senso, nulla sarebbe meno a favo-
re del futurismo musicale che ascoltare un pezzo
come Rotativa.

Eppure, ed ¢ qui che appare la coscienza sto-
rica, Rotativa si riferisce al futurismo musicale.
Per il suo titolo e per la sua apparente intenzio-
ne (quella della manifestazione di un dinamismo
meccanico), il Movimento sinfonico di Scelsi non
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puo essere pensato come al di fuori del futurismo.
Ma questa dipendenza ¢ quella che lega sempre
un’istanza critica al suo oggetto. La critica puo
esistere solo se si attacca a un oggetto di cui pren-
de atto. Inoltre, Rotativa ¢ un modo di produrre
pseudo-futurismo al tempo stesso del futurismo
musicale, per stabilire una distanza critica con un
oggetto musicale che non ¢ ancora del tutto rele-
gato al passato di uno stile.

Il gesto parodico e kitsch di Scelsi ha cosi
leffetto di storicizzare il futurismo musicale nel
momento stesso della sua realizzazione. Nel bal-
letto Pulcinella di Stravinskij, la parodia era nutrita
dalla consolidata obsolescenza dello stile di Pergo-
lesi, trovando persino identificazione nel carattere
immediatamente storico dei processi di scrittura
che caricaturava. La distanza storica era la condi-
zione per lefficacia parodica, e I'intenzione di Stra-
vinskij non poteva essere quella di storicizzare uno
stile che gia apparteneva interamente al passato
prima ancora di investirlo della sua carica satiri-
ca. Al contrario, quando Scelsi scrisse Rotativa, la
distanza storica non era un dato di fatto dello stile
futuristico. Il futurismo ¢ una musica del tempo
presente per Scelsi, non € una musica dal passato.
Lo sforzo parodico equivaleva, in questo caso, a
produrre la storicita di uno stile presente, a creare
tra uno stile e il suo tempo il divario previsto di
una distanza storica.

Ma ¢ anche sopprimerlo come stile, relegando-
lo ai margini di ogni reale apprezzamento. La risa-
ta che ne deriva e simile, sotto questo aspetto, alla
risata che I'industria culturale moderna aveva usa-
to per trionfare sulla bellezza. Adorno e Horkhei-
mer hanno scritto della «riproduzione industriale
della bellezza», che, per soffocare ogni idolatria
- cioé ogni autenticita - ci impedisce anche dal
prendere sul serio la bellezza:

La riproduzione meccanica del bello, che lesaltazio-
ne reazionaria della «cultura», con la sua feticizza-
zione sistematica dell'individualita, finisce per ren-
dere ancora piu ineluttabile, non lascia pill alcuno
spazio all'idolatria inconsapevole a cui era legato il
sentimento del bello. II trionfo sul bello ¢ realizza-
to dallo humor, dal piacere maligno che si prova alla
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vista di ogni privazione felicemente riuscita bello. Si
ride del fatto che non c¢ nulla da ridere. (Adorno,
Horkheimer [1947]: 149)

La distanza da unestetica e la risata che si
oppone a uno stile negato fanno parte di un uni-
co e medesimo addio alla bellezza. Ecco perché,
«industria culturale, infine, assolutizza I'imitazio-
ne» (Adorno, Horkheimer [1947]: 138). Ma laddo-
ve la teoria critica di Francoforte ha affrontato la
bellezza con la sua scomparsa nell'industria cultu-
rale come l'autentico con I'inautentico, Scelsi con-
trappone le opere del futurismo musicale con il
volgare mimetismo del suo pezzo come l'inauten-
tico rispetto a unaltra forma di inautenticita, un’i-
nautenticita raddoppiata per essere gia la copia di
una copia, 'imitazione di un mimetismo musicale
inudibile. La risata trionfa, in questo senso, sulla
bellezza per aver affrontato solo cio che l'aveva gia
conquistata, dall'influenza che il futurismo accetto
di dare alla tecnica sull’arte. La saturazione espres-
siva di Rotativa fini cosi per rivelare la possibile
dissoluzione dell’arte nella tecnica a cui il futu-
rismo era di fatto rischiato; una dissoluzione che,
secondo Jacques Ranciere «merita piu propriamen-
te la qualifica modernista» in quanto livella l'arte al
livello stesso della tecnica (Ranciére [2008]: 10). In
questo senso, Scelsi riusci ad andare oltre il futuri-
smo esibendo la dimensione tecnica dellarte. Tut-
tavia, non si puo dire che Scelsi sia un moderni-
sta, perché la dimensione modernista di Rotativa &
proprio parte della critica al futurismo.

Da questa operazione di diversione, I'imitazio-
ne musicale ¢ quindi assolutamente riqualificata.
Se allinizio si oppose allespressione come imma-
gine fotografica alla vita stessa, la sua inautenti-
cita impedi anche allespressione di andare oltre,
poiché lespressione del dinamismo produsse, in
Rotativa, un effetto ancora pit deplorevole dei
dipinti musicali ingenuamente mimetici. Rotativa
dimostra che lespressione del dinamismo moder-
no ¢ un’illusione associata all'antiestetica futurista.
Cio che ¢ inadeguato nell'imitazione musicale di
un oggetto meccanico, anche portato al livello di
unespressione dinamica, € la soppressione dell’arte
coinvolta nelloggetto stesso da imitare.
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Abstract. This paper sets forth some hypotheses on Horst Bredekamp’s research.
Bredekamp’s Bildwissenschaft has a peculiar thought dynamic that was initially devel-
oped in his art historiographical efforts. These show a relevant entanglement of pre-
sent interest and past issues, research method and research object. I will show this
with a focus on his research on the Kunstkammer. This dynamic developed later in
Bredekamp’s research on the image act in a theoretical way. It is transformed here
in the attempt to develop a thought which is not overcome by, and does not destroy,
the energy which lies at the core of the image act. The peculiar connections between
these dimensions are discussed as the effects of the problematic urges that the different
developments of his method and theory try to address always anew. It will be shown
that a hidden, vital core of his work is a striving towards critique.
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Horst Bredekamp holds a prominent position among living art
historians and theorists. His books are read worldwide and have
been studied and discussed in various ways. The peculiar thought
dynamic that permeates his work, however, remains largely over-
looked, at least as far as a theoretical attention to it may go. This
paper aims to discuss this aspect, with a particular focus on Image
Acts. A Systematic Approach to Visual Agency, which has been
recently republished in English (Bredekamp [2021]).

Some theoretical aspects of his work are at once consequences
and new instances of methodical facets of his previous research: In
an interview given to Christian Joschke, it is Bredekamp himself
who traces the fundamental concept of the image act - even though
not yet present as such — to his first book, Kunst als Medium sozi-
aler Konflikte (Bredekamp [1975]): «Les premiéres pages de ma these
de doctorat [...] traitent de l'acte d'image sans le citer nommément»
(Bredekamp, Joschke [2018]: 118). I will outline some observations
about this (in hindsight) theoretical ghost.
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It seems important to immediately emphasize
this limitation to the dynamic of his thought. I
will not delve directly into images or art histori-
cal analysis here. This choice is, first, a matter of
sheer interest and space; but more than that, it can
be shown that this brings us closer to Bredekamp’s
work than one might initially assume: his theory
wants to be a theory of image acts, and not a the-
ory about them. Thus, the fundamental paradox it
grapples with is how to construct a linguistic (log-
ical) theory concerning image acts'.

The history of this problem - dealing histori-
cally, and linguistically, with images — would not be
an easy one to write. A fundamental chapter of this
history brings us close to a positing of this prob-
lem as a problem of method: Warburg’s «legacy».
Bredekamp (as many others) feels urged to evoke
Warburg - or a certain reading of his work - as
being essential to his theoretical strive as an art his-
torian and, more broadly, as a «scientist of images».

One initial way to allude to Warburg is quite
implicit. It represents a kind of response to an
inherent latency in Warburg’s writings. In a paper,
Bredekamp discussed broadening the spectrum
of art history’s objects and problems, and, con-
sequently, the possibility of giving it a new, old
name: art history as Bildwissenschaft (Bredekamp
[2003]). The neglected tradition to which he
makes reference is, broadly speaking, German
and Austrian; and its two essential points are that
«first, art history [as Bildwissenschaft] embraced
the whole field of images beyond the visual arts,
and, secondly, it took all of these objects seri-
ously» (Bredekamp [2003]: 418)%. This way of
doing art history is technically characterised by
the usage of photography to reproduce and com-
pare images — and therefore it includes Grimm,
Liibcke, Springer, Burckhardt and Wolfflin first,
and later on Panofsky - and obviously, Warburg
is its most significant representative: «he repre-

!'The title of the first German edition is more explicit in
its reference to a theory: Theorie des Bildaktes.

2 On the difficult relations between art history and Bild-
wissenschaft, keeping Bredekamp in sight see (von Falk-
enhausen [2007]).
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sents the essence of art history as Bildwissenschaft,
which claimed to invest an unhindered energy
in even the seemingly marginal and worthless»
(Bredekamp [2003]: 424)°. Through his Bilderat-
las «Mnemosyne» he was the first to extensively
utilize the possibilities offered by photographic
reproductions to compare a wide array of images,
both «high» and «low». He never baptised this sci-
ence he sometime called «Wissenschaft von den
Bildern» (Warburg [2011]: 44) or kulturwissen-
schaftliche Bildgeschichte (Warburg [1998]: 535,
translated as «iconological science of civilization»
in Warburg [1999]: 651) %, nor did he ever give a
comprehensive explanation of its (his) methodol-
ogy. Bredekamp’s paper tries to hint precisely in
this direction by first proposing a name which has
historical depth, and which looks back at this defi-
nition sometimes used by Warburg. A latency - a
missing name - gets covered through a baptism in
the name of method.

However, Warburg never systematized this
«new science» he had begun to practice, nor did
he ever offer a definitive exposition of his theo-
retical approach toward it. Many have tried to
look for this theoretical exposition in fragments,
primarily within his research on the psychol-
ogy of art. These notes are famously opened with
the motto «Du lebst und thust mir nichts! [You
live and do me no harm]» (Warburg [2011]:
26), which not by chance is very meaningful for
Bredekamp, who interprets it as an «invocation»
rather «than a certainty» (Bredekamp [2021]: 8).
According to Bredekamp, this invocation hints at
the immanent, ever-present enargeia of the ani-
mated image. Although Warburg was most aware
of it, this enargeia seems - to Bredekamp - to be
deformed in his writings. Bredekamp’s crucial
reference to Warburg’s motto occurs in another
inverted form, eliciting the construed background
of the motto itself. Bredekamp’s theoretical urge

3 On the relevance of the technical aspects of art history,
or Bildwissenschaft, see (Haffner [2007]).
41t remained a science «qui [...] existe, mais na pas de
nom» (Klein [1970]: 224) - a definition later expounded
and made famous by (Agamben [1984]).
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emerges through a reflection on another latency in
Warburg’s scattered legacy.

Looking for a method and stumbling upon the
enargeia; giving a name and trying to re-activate
the attention towards the animation within imag-
es, to the extent of attributing a distinctive agency
to them; both seem to be complex ways of creat-
ing and pursuing a path through that legacy. The
passage from a reflected latency to an active, pur-
sued urge, follows a recognisable development.
This signifies a development in the methodologi-
cal dimension of art history. There are two main
aspects to this attempt.

In his book on Warburg, Georges Didi-Huber-
man makes a distinction between the two sides of
the theoretical situation of art history. Reflecting
on Winckelmann’s model while aiming at explain-
ing Warburg’s, Didi-Huberman writes that «There
is no history of art without a philosophy of his-
tory [...] just as there is no history of art without
a philosophy of art» (Didi-Huberman [2017]: 4).
Art history is rooted in this twofold ground: it has
to develop models of historiography and of image
theory, while keeping them together.

The reference to Warburg’s legacy goes along
with the question or, rather, the need of a model
of historiography and a model of an image theory.
It is important to underline that we are dealing
here with a twofold tension. This tension is at the
basis of his Image Acts as a direct research ques-
tion. But it had actually accompanied Bredekamp
from earlier writings.

Typical of Bredekamp’s work is in fact a tight
bond between method and the research object.
This approach can be found in many works of his,
but has a specific relevance in his book The Lure of
Antiquity and the Cult of the Machine (Bredekamp
[1995]). The subtitle of the German edition - «Die
Geschichte der Kunstkammer und die Zukunft der
Kunstgeschichte» - makes a connection between
the historical object and the theoretical attention
directed towards it quite explicitly. It is by looking
backwards, writing the history of the Kunstkam-
mer and reflecting on this history, that Bredekamp
tries to develop useful tools for the development
of art history (or art historiography).

If we take a step forward, and begin to reflect
on the fact that — in his account - it is exactly the
action of the objects we are concerned with that
prompts a reaction by the art historian, we might
recognise that we have stumbled on the problem
of (image) agency. The second reflection is by no
means separate from the first one, just as the first
one prompts the second: they are the two poles of
the twofold tension we are dealing with.

Now Bredekamp’s discussion of the history of
the Wunderkammer begins with a sort of apres-
coup: it begins with the 18" Century idea of the
possibility of a natural history. This idea is seen
by Bredekamp as a possible consequence of 1)
the intellectual effort to understand two objects -
ancient sculpture and automata — as well as of 2) a
way of exhibiting collections of artificial and natu-
ral objects: the Wunderkammer itself. As he writes,
it is the thesis of the essay «that the historicization
of nature was already underway within the scope
of the Kunstkammern from the 16" to the 18
centuries» (Bredekamp [1995]: 9).

This initial step is already worthy of atten-
tion. The history of this object begins by alluding
to the potential intellectual afterlife of that same
object. This is an afterlife, given that the intellec-
tual history of the 18th century, as characterized
by Bredekamp, progressively rejects a fundamen-
tal aspect of any conceivable Kunstkammer: the
continuity between artificial and natural which is
systematically lost, for instance, in Winckelmann’s
works.

We need to focus on a reflective dynamic
which is already at work in this first step. On
one side, the historian regards his object with an
explicit retrospective gaze, that of the object’s
afterlife. On the other side, the content of this
afterlife is a way of thinking history as capable of
writing a natural history as well. There is a double
reflection then, concerning the form and the con-
tent of the afterlife of the Kunstkammer.

This reveals something about Bredekamp’s
attention to his research object. This 18" Cen-
tury mirroring is a trace for what follows from
Bredekamp’s own point of view. Namely, an
implicit reflection on his own historiographical
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endeavour, developed while writing the history
of the Kunstkammer. It is as if his research object
were to attain yet another afterlife through a pos-
sible way of writing (art) history in the 20 and
21° centuries. This circularity is just as powerful
as it is problematic.

The distinction between the history of the
object and its writing is regarded by Bredekamp in
a peculiar way. His approach implies a tight bond
between the structure of the research object and
that of history-writing. In this sense, the reference
to what I called the afterlife of the Wunderkammer
in the 18" century works somewhat like a labora-
tory for Bredekamp’s approach on a wider scale.

Due to space constraints, providing a compre-
hensive account would be impossible of the his-
torical content of Bredekamp’s book; and it is not
necessary if our attention is focused on method
mainly. Nonetheless, it is important to discuss an
essential polarity of the Wunderkammer, for the
sake of the argument I am developing.

The central striving of the Wunderkammer is,
according to Bredekamp, that of «machinamenta».
It is a concept, and an action, which «reflected a
desire to analyse and comprehend all the objects
and forces that make up the world, without los-
ing sight of antiquity in the process» (Bredekamp
[1995]: 44). But this is not enough. The Wun-
derkammer encompasses a conception of the liv-
ing being as well. According to Bredekamp, life’s
peculiarity must be thought of, in a traditional
way, as the self-motion of the living being, in the
first instance. An epoch which conceived life as a
mechanism, and accordingly tried to reproduce
life through artificially self-moving machines
(automata), must produce a like, artificial organ-
ising structure in the Wunderkammer. Espe-
cially in bridging the gap between the «natural»
and «artificial»: «[the concept of machinamental
encompasses all objects collected with a particu-
lar purpose in mind - natural formations as well
as sculpture, buildings, paintings, instruments and
machines» (Bredekamp [1995]: 44).

The development that moves it towards its aca-
demic form reveals the other pole of its intrinsic
tension. It is expressed by the same phrase used as
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the title of the book: «the lure of antiquity and the
cult of the machine» (Bredekamp [1995]: 57). It
is meaningful that a conceptual polarity — which
locates the research object in its epoch - entails
reference to a historical span: the lure of antiquity
which implies, one may say, a theoretical usage of
the past. Not only past as such, then, but antiquity
as the starting point for a reflection on it, which
takes it as its object. A mode of reflection which
assimilates it, translating it into a model (even
in an utopia, possibly), and makes active use of
it. The historical objects that are collected in the
Wunderkammer become, by the logic of the col-
lection and their activation within it, historical
subjects. But just how much is Bredekamp’s book
itself a sort of Kunstkammer?

This trouble might explain why Bredekamp
seems to give a lot of attention to such concep-
tions of the Kunstkammer that tend to use it,
through the re-actualisation of a promethean
praxis, «as an active laboratory» (Bredekamp
[1995]: 51). Although different historical visions of
the Kunstkammer may be, or may have been, pos-
sible, it is Bredekamp himself who makes active
use of the tension between the lure of the antiq-
uity and the cult of the machine. He makes his
research into an active laboratory as well, as he
activates the history of the object in accordance
with what interests him in his historiography.

According to Bredekamp, after a long period
of necessary oblivion of the Wunderkammer, due
to the separation occurred between lure of the
antiquity and cult of the machine, the contempo-
rary landscape may allow to revitalise it as a con-
ceptual model. Considering how the Wunderkam-
mer can produce memory, akin to a tabula rasa
awaiting content, Bredekamp recalls that Turing
had used the metaphor of the programmer God,
who fills the tape of the world with ever new
records. And this implies for Bredekamp that the
«deep» epistemology of the computer, and thus
of the digital age, may be traced back to that of
the Wunderkammer: «the 20" century has inher-
ited the theoretical essence of the Kunstkammer»
(Bredekamp [1995]: 111). We should urge our-
selves to look at art and science without immedi-
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ately opposing them, therefore, avoiding to oppose
them right away, as it had become customary after
the end of the epoch of the Kunstkammer.

This leads to a consequence regarding images
in the contemporary age, in which the techni-
cal apparatus propels towards a «hegemony of
images» (Bredekamp [1995]: 113), as opposed to
the previous power of language. Remember his
connection between the technical use of photo-
graphical reproduction and the Bildwissenschaft.
It is this situation that creates the need for new
instruments for art historians, but also highlights
the role of this practice: «the world of digitalized
images cannot begin to be understood without
knowledge of art history» (Bredekamp [1995]:
113). An art history - Bredekamp’s - that has
forged its instruments in the study of the Wun-
derkammer could, if the heritage of the latter is
constitutive of the new age, be ready to under-
stand it. We have gone full circle: it is our pre-
sent time that needs to recreate the concept of the
Wunderkammer to understand itself through a
Bildwissenschaft.

The conclusion directly links this book with
the Preface to Image Acts. It emphasizes the per-
sistent necessity to comprehend images in an age
of their immense proliferation — arguably even
more pressing today than at the end of the last
century. This need, initially addressed through his-
torical research, is now being faced by developing
a theoretical approach to images themselves.

The dynamic of Bredekamp’s thought may be
exhibited through another example, this time from
Image Acts: His reading of the graveyard scene
in Mozart’s Don Giovanni (Bredekamp [2021]:
118-120). As Vercellone writes in his Introduc-
tion to the Italian edition of Image Acts, this read-
ing allows for a conceptual clarification of the
scopes of the entire book. Bredekamp suggests
that Mozart, by incorporating the vitality of imag-
es into his enlightened worldview, alludes to the
«image-active enlightenment» (Bredekamp [2021]:
279) which he proposes as a synthetical key to his
image acts theory. Bredekamp, in other words,
understands Mozart as doing something simi-
lar to what he is doing himself. This shows that

the dynamic of his thought is that of a «usteron
proteron» (Vercellone [2015]: xv). An inversion
which I will now discuss.

First, let us take a closer look at the connec-
tion between The Lure of Antiquity and the Cult of
the Machine and Image Acts.

Now, the theoretical interest of the Wun-
derkammer is strictly bound to the continuity
between nature and art which is characteristic of
its way of displaying objects. It is not by chance
that one of the features of Image Acts under-
lined by Vercellone is exactly that images are, in
Bredekamp’s perspective, technically built objects
which, in themselves, erase the difference between
nature and culture (Vercellone [2015]: x1x). The
correlation between the two books does not lie
merely in the enduring relevance and increasing
proliferation of virtual images from the Nineties
to today. It implies a theoretical bond between the
intellectual structure of the Wunderkammer, as
studied by Bredekamp by exercising his peculiar
thought gesture, and the structure of the image as
discussed in the later book. But there is a differ-
ence.

If, in the Wunderkammer, the works of visu-
al art are taken as such and then linked to natu-
ral and other artificial objects, in the case of the
image act the question is taken to another level
right from the beginning. Attention is given to the
image as such, and not only to images as pictures,
or objects of visual art generally taken. A compari-
son between Bredekamp’s perspective and Mitch-
ell's can be used to clarify the issue: the latter’s
distinction between image and picture (Mitch-
ell [2005]) might be regarded as being abstract
from the former’s point of view, in which images
(Bilder) are taken as being in-and-above the pic-
tures which they may make up. Images are created
by a human activity of matter manipulation®.

The activity of images, whether embedded in a

> According to Bredekamp, «in its fundamental, initial
definition, the concept of the “image” encompasses every
form of conscious shaping» (Bredekamp [2021]: 16); fur-
thermore, «one may speak of “images” as soon as natural-
ly occurring entities evince a trace of human intervention
and elaboration» (Bredekamp [2021]: 18).
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picture or any other visually interesting object, is
considered an intrinsic feature of the image itself.
It is not a kind of life which supervenes in the
presence of the spectator. To return to the Wun-
derkammer, it is not merely recognized after being
spatially linked to fossils or other natural objects
that were once alive. There is no aprés-coup in this
sense. Nonetheless, the methodological aprés-coup
that permeated the theoretical structure of the
Wunderkammer is also present in the theory of
the image act, but on another, fundamental level.

It is relevant that Bredekamp, while draw-
ing the line which connects his «image act» to
Austin’s «speech act» (Austin [1962]), empha-
sizes the difference between the two. Howev-
er, he finds that applying this directly - in the
form of a «pictorial speech act» (Kjorup [1978])
— to the realm of images is very problematic: it
would reduce the intrinsic activity of the image
to a human activity which happens through the
use of images, in so far as a «speech act» can
be understood as a linguistic means by which
the speaker performs an action. Following
Bredekamp’s lead, if the image act were thought
as a linear theoretical translation of the speech
act, the speaker would thus speak through the
image, while he tries to understand the image as
able to «pictorially speak» for itself.

Therefore, the reference to the speech act
is in fact present - but indirectly. In fact, if
Hogrebe were right in writing that Image Acts
«in der Tat einen bedeutenden Versuch darstellt,
Bilder zu animieren» (Hogrebe [2007]: 136), then
Bredekamp’s attempt to develop an account of the
active life of images may be reduced to a mirror-
ing of an abstract theory on the surface of images,
taken as mere objects. It would be as paradoxical
as a study of the living being as living from the
point of view of an entomologist’s chart. As said,
Bredekamp wants to discuss images not just as
words that are spoken, but as speakers themselves.
It is on this basis that one should look for «the
founding of a true image science [Bildwissenschaft]
that might then be derived from this» (Bredekamp
[2021]: 33). The two sides — speaking and being
spoken; activity and being activated from the
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spectator’s reaction to the image - are both pre-
sent in the definition of the image act.

The following succinct definition of the Bildakt
makes this clear. Bredekamp writes:

Der «Bildakt» bezeichnet die Wirkung auf das Emp-
finden, Denken und Handeln, die aus der Eigenkraft
des Bildes und der Resonanz mit dem Gegeniiber
entsteht [...] Der Begriff «Bildakt» sucht die aus der
gestalteten Umwelt kommenden Anstofle, welche
die iiberkommenen Handlungs-und Reflexionsrah-
men erweitern oder auch unterminieren, systema-
tisch zu erfassen®. (Bredekamp [2017]: 25)

The first interesting point here is the exposi-
tion of the polarity, if it may be called so, between
the two sides we have been studying. The effect
of the image is an intrinsic force, but a force that
also comes to resonate with the spectator. And it
is both poles that make the image act what it is.

The other interesting aspect of such a defini-
tion, which touches upon the concept of the image
act, is that the intention exposed by the «con-
cept» itself is a systematic one. In this respect, it is
important to expound Bredekamp’s attempt to sys-
tematically structure his analysis. Yet, this system-
atic attempt originates once again from an inter-
play between history and theory.

The first chapter of Image Acts begins with
the study of some ancient image-objects that were
able to «make statements» in the first person sin-
gular, at least when their user or spectator would
read the statements written on them. These are
easily read in terms of the definition of the image
which Bredekamp uses to lay the conceptual basis
of the image side of his definition of the image
act; the cases of «speaking» images activates the
short circuit between image energy and resonance
in the spectator which characterises the act of the

® «The “image act” defines the effect on perception,
thought and action, that is originated from the energy
of the image and its resonance with the counterpart [...]
The concept “image act” tries to capture in a systematic
way the impulses coming from the shaped environment,
which expand, or also undermine, the traditional frames
of action and reflection».
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image act in a broader sense. Thus, we encoun-
ter examples or manifestations of the theory. The
peculiar thought dynamic typical of Bredekamp
seems to be at work once more. The problem
could be stated as follows: what or who is it, that
speaks? Images or spectators, be it past spectators
or us? — and then, is the image act but a reflection
of the spectator’s act? This bears, furthermore, on
the relation between objects and theory.

Without indulging in speculations about the
problematic dynamic of testimonies, one can note
that the succinct history of the image act which is
developed by Bredekamp in studying the various
types of the image act is already written in a the-
oretical hindsight. This is clearly indicated by the
title given to the third chapter of the book: «inher-
ent theory» (Bredekamp [2021]: 37). A reading
of some historical objects as bearers of an inher-
ent theory - this theory - describes them early
on from the point of view of the theory which
must be shown as convincing through its refer-
ence to them. We get here to the level at which
Bredekamp’s thought dynamic, that which we had
already seen active in The Lure of Antiquity, shows
its relevance for the theory of the image act. This
circular dynamic is made explicit by the way in
which he had constructed the historical research
on the Wunderkammer as a metamorphosis from
the historical to the theoretical thinking of a like
dynamic. Image Acts takes this dynamic to the
extreme: to the definition of the very nature of the
research object.

The same can be observed on the systematic
side of his theoretical interest. Bredekamp catego-
rizes the image act into three primary forms: the
schematic image act, the substitutive image act,
and the intrinsic image act. The third is the most
important one, or one could say, the fundamen-
tal one. I will briefly recall their main features to
show why it is so, and discuss their implications.

Schematic image acts occur when the life of
images is directly at stake, mainly in the form
of movement. Bredekamp’s usage of the word
«scheme» draws on Maria Luisa Catoni’s study on
the meaning of the word schema in ancient Greek
culture (Catoni [2008]), and expounds it through

his own concept of the activity of the image.
Bredekamp’s interest lies in schemes that, driven
by their energy, have the power to influence the
spectator’s perception and even prompt action.
Their agency is connected to a perceptive reso-
nance which can move the spectator to re-act.

The second shape of the image act is that of
substitutive image acts. Interestingly, the connec-
tion between the first two forms of the image act is
underlined by a focus on liveliness: «the empower-
ment of the image, imbued with a life of its own,
which - be it in the form of the tableau vivant, the
automaton or the animated object - establishes
a basis for the schematic image act, is also to be
encountered in the case of its substitutive equiva-
lent» (Bredekamp [2021]: 137). This is the sphere
of the image acts in which a basic violence is at
work, because here «bodies are treated as images
and images as bodies» (Bredekamp [2021]: 137).
One can substitute the other, and thus even make
for its destruction (or for its salvation), because the
substitute bears the consequences of the actions in
the place of its double. The historical contours of
this shape range from the Vera icon of Christ to
the contemporary images of war (or war images),
in which the destruction of images, or images of
destruction, are consciously used as a weapon. The
main vector of efficacy of such image acts is overtly
political, and in fact a central role is played by the
analysis of Abraham Bosse’s frontispiece to Thomas
Hobbes” Leviathan. This analysis is interesting not
only for its role in the articulation of the substitu-
tive image act, but it works on a more subtle level
to show how images and words are in a productive
connection, rather than in conflict (Bredekamp
[2021]: 159; Bredekamp [2012]).

This interaction becomes even more effective
in the case of the intrinsic image act. This third
type has a peculiar nature. In Bredekamp’s taxon-
omy it is - it should be - one of three possibili-
ties, but at the same time it showcases fundamen-
tal features of the image act as such. This gives it
a theoretically different weight in relation to the
other two kinds of image acts.

Bredekamp initiates his analysis of this third
form by referencing the myth of Medusa, and how
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images can embody a beholder, not just being
observed. But this brings right away to the core of
the activity-resonance dynamic of the image act as
such, which we have seen at work repeatedly. The
point is that, in the case of the intrinsic image act,
this dynamic becomes the explicit device through
which images become effective. It is the form itself
of those objects which may be read as cases of
intrinsic image acts. A form that is designed on
the basis of that relation: «It is in the formal quali-
ties of works of art that appear to gaze out at the
observer that their own true eyes are to be found»
(Bredekamp [2021]: 209). Preserving the iconic
autonomy, if we may term it thus, is a clear objec-
tive of Bredekamp’s articulation of the intrinsic
image act.

Tokens of this type «are able to see entirely on
their own terms, without the adjunct of inscrip-
tions or corporeal or mechanical apparatus. In
doing so they are the custodians of the intrinsic
image act» (Bredekamp [2021]: 209). They show-
case an essential feature of the image act - and
the core problems of its theory. First, because
the act still appears to be functionally displaced
in the agency of the spectator, even if the latter
is «absorbed» by the object. Second, because the
interplay between image and language, something
that has haunted the theory since its initial defini-
tion, starting from the distinction from the speech
act that still underlies it, becomes particularly
problematic here.

As a core element of the analysis of the intrin-
sic image act, Warburg’s name is evoked once
more: «Warburg’s concept of art [...] remains a
paradigm in any consideration of the image act»
(Bredekamp [2021]: 198). Bredekamp makes a
precise reference to the concept of the Pathos-
formel, arguing that Warburg’s lifelong strive was
to overcome a dread (Bredekamp [2021]: 253): the
dread of the iconic gaze. It is by going as deep as
possible in this iconic dread that one is pushed
back to language. Not just because of Warburg’s
practice as an art historian, but due to the very
structure of the concept of Pathosformel, which
dramatically entails a relation between image and
language and with the action/re-action dynamic.
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There may be, in fact, an implicit parallel between
Bredekamp deriving his image act from the speech
act, and Warburg’s usage of Hermann Osthoff’s
linguistic theory to characterise the use of expres-
sive means in art as analogous to linguistic super-
latives (Warburg [1998]: 363; Gombrich [1970]:
178). The attention given to this use leads to the
development of the Pathosformeln themselves.
That is, a device that embodies the conflict itself
and that is ever again re-activated in perilous cir-
cumstances: «As regards its two ostensibly contra-
dictory components, Warburg opposed “pathos”
(as the momentarily exaggerated corporeal reac-
tion of a spirit in distress) to the ethos of a con-
sistent element of character subordinate to the
emotional control of a “formula” (Bredekamp
[2021]: 256).

The effect of the schematic image act, and the
disruptive, violent energy of the substitutive one
hinge on the implicit opposition between image
and spectator; this dynamic now becomes, in the
intrinsic image act, constitutive of the image-as-
a-form. But if we look at the intrinsic image act
through the lenses of this reference to Warburg,
we see that its way of dealing with the energy of
the image, and its bouncing back to the relation
to language right at the bottom of the attempt at
saving its iconic autonomy, have an almost tran-
scendental meaning for the other two shapes of
the image act, and for the image act as such’. The
intrinsic image act is intrinsic to any form, and
therefore it runs through the other two kinds of
image acts as well. The word itself which names it
— intrinsic — seems to display a sort of systematic
reflection on the relation between theory and his-
tory. This reflection can be discerned through the
lines of the characterization of historical objects as
bearers of an «inherent theory».

Bredekamp’s main concern in evoking War-
burg in this context is therefore almost meta-the-
oretical. This reveals his intentions in the theoreti-

7 As Benyo writes, Bredekamp’s proposal «se vincula con
la idea de la imagine como quiasmo habitado por fuer-
zas ambivalentes que constituyen polaridades oscilantes»
(Benyo [2021]: 341).
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cal endeavor - specifically, his need for an «image-
active enlightenment» in a context where the con-
trol over the power of images appears increasingly
challenging. Not only because of their nature, as
he intends to show, but due to the lack of a fitting
- and distancing - theory as well. In this sense,
his theory is a re-action itself. But does it re-act
to the nature of the image act, or does it react to
itself, to its own definition of the object of the the-
ory?

It may now be relevant to stress once more
that Bredekamp is no strict «warburghian». The
way he uses Warburg’s work - and especially its
more theoretical side - is not just selective but
notably attentive to the blind spots inherent in
its «legacy». Not resorting to Warburg’s later dis-
cussion of the Pathosformeln as an «engrampy,
for instance, may signal one relevant distance.
If, more generally, we may see Warburg’s histori-
cal writings as theory-laden, Bredekamp’s own
approach to the issue of the image act seems more
concerned with the development of a historical
theory. The theoretical (and meta-historical) use of
Warburg does not imply that effects of this usage
can be found in Warburg’s work: quite the contra-
ry, one may argue. This may seem obvious on the
side of the content of theory, but what is at issue
is the «level» at which theory is discussed. The
self-reflective dimension of the historical endeav-
our seems to mark off Bredekamp’s approach from
Warburg’s (in whose approach the, so to say, meta-
physical dimension is intertwined with the histori-
cal one) as in a more historicistic take not just on
history but on theory as well. Bredekamp’s theory
emerges while reflecting on history and historiog-
raphy, and theory is thought as an implicit - and
now made explicit — part of their complexion. It is
this approach - self-reflective, meta-historical and
meta-theoretical - that seems to imply a theoreti-
cal distance from Warburg’s kulturwissenschaftliche
Bildgeschichte.

The way in which Bredekamp tries to connect
his image theory with a philosophy of embodi-
ment, broadly taken, could give a last clarify-
ing hint in this direction. He does so by recall-
ing the perspective not only of contemporaries

like Krois, but also that of Wind, Cassirer, and
Warburg, as models to understand the body as
in itself - in its movements, even the basic ones
- capable of meaning (symbolical or metaphori-
cal) (see Bredekamp [2021]: 265-266). But it is of
the utmost importance to underline that what is
at stake here is not a reduction of the conscious
sphere to a manifestation of the bodily.

In Warburg’s famous discussion of the rel-
evance of Darwin’s studies on animal expression,
Bredekamp maintains that what concerned War-
burg was the recognition of

the deliberation of human creativity, that surplus of
the image shaped by human hands - not manifest
in the mechanics of instinct, and not addressed by
Darwin - which extended from corporeal gesture, by
way of the entirety of corporeal choreography in the
formalised celebration of festivals, to the «pathos for-
mula» of the work of art. (Bredekamp [2021]: 256)

Human creativity as a surplus, the shaping of
pathos, which extends and formalises the corpo-
real: this clarifies that what is at stake here is the
possibility of the image to open up the space of
consciousness.

However, this space is the linguistic one of a
theoretical endeavour that outlines its object by
implying its tenets in it. We meet here yet another
metamorphosis of Bredekamp’s method, because
this characterisation of the energetic polarity of the
image explains, and is explained by, the «image-
active enlightenment» that he defends. It is true,
in this perspective, that works of art or iconic
artefacts are in themselves energetically charged®.
Indeed, this compels us to comprehend images
in a manner that prevents being overwhelmed
by their power. And yet it seems that the polar-
ity of the activity of the image almost mirrors, or
can at least be matched with the reflective thought
dynamic which, as we have seen, was a characteris-
tic already of Bredekamp’s historiography.

It seems that Bredekamp continuously
addresses this point anew. This type of circular-

8 Bredekamp makes another relevant connection, here, to
Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory (Bredekamp [2021]: 279).
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ity, however, should not be valued negatively or
with a refusal. In fact, it reveals a hidden core of
Bredekamp’s endeavour - and indeed something
that should be present in any historical endeavour.
The continuous back-and-forth between (histori-
cal) objects and theory implies the possibility of
going full circle and reading the relation on which
I have insisted in both directions: from history to
theory, and from theory to history, without for-
getting any of the two. One could characterize
this undertaking as critical, primarily because it
involves an ongoing exploration of the theoreti-
cal foundations inherent in historical practices,
particularly in relation to the objects of study. A
recent contribution highlights Bredekamp’s need
for distance (see Bredekamp [2021b]). It is one
condition for the exercise of this type of critique,
and a condition that is simultaneously reinforced
by exercise.

In conclusion, we may say that a very relevant
aspect of Bredekamp’s work on the image act, both
in his theory and in his historiography, lies not so
much in the sheer theoretical level as in the implic-
it striving towards criticism that permeates it. If
this holds, his broader project may be defined as
the attempt at critically thinking both images and
our thought about them. The openness and need
for continual critical engagement in his research
are outcomes of the thought dynamic it encapsu-
lates — a dynamic that I have attempted to elucidate
in this paper. With Bredekamp, but far beyond
him, an urge for a critical assessment of images
remains always to be dealt with, each time anew.
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Abstract. The paper proposes a reflection on mathematical beauty, considering the
possibility of aesthetic qualities for formal language. Through a concise overview of
the way this question is understood by some famous scientists and mathematicians, we
turn our attention to Gian-Carlo Rota’s theoretical proposal: his reflections as a math-
ematician and philosopher offer a perspective, of phenomenological matrix, fruitful
for looking at the question. Rota’s contribution allows us to focus on the role of com-
petence, acquired through effort, sedimentation and habit of repetition, in cultivating
the potential to recognise the aesthetic quality of formal language. Finally, we draw on
some contributions from Gestalt theory, closely connected to twentieth-century phe-
nomenology for chronological and conceptual reasons, applying the idea of gestalt
wholeness to the mathematical product and proposing some reflections that may help
to clarify some of the dynamics underlying the attribution of qualities of beauty to for-
mulas or the detection of its lack.
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A physical law must possess
mathematical beauty.
Paul Dirac

Some time ago I was at the University of Milan, at the Depart-
ment of Mathematics, on the occasion of a lecture I was about to
give. Among the organisers were some long-standing friends, pro-
fessors! in the field of Mathematics; in the minutes before the start
of the lecture, they had started talking about the concept of “beau-
ty”. From my philosophical perspective, the discussion particularly

' One of them was Massimo Galuzzi, a professor of History of Mathematics
and Computational Algebra, who passed away a few months ago. To him, a
kind person, a humble scholar, always curious and open to dialogue with the
human sciences, I dedicate this piece of writing as a sign of gratitude for what
I learnt on all the occasions I was able to listen to him and dialogue with him.
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struck me: the colleagues named some theorems
in turn, which was followed by a unanimous and
smiling acknowledgement for each one of how
beautiful those formulas were. They all spontane-
ously agreed, for each equation mentioned, that it
was something wonderful, even exciting. Later, at
the end of the lecture, during the farewell greet-
ings I came back to ask them a simple question,
for which I was also a little embarrassed because I
wasn't sure if it was an intelligent question: «when
you talk about “beautiful theorems” are you all
always in agreement?»

They replied that the agreement is usually
extremely broad, almost unanimous: even if they
have never worked together, if they do not know
each other, even if they come from different parts
of the world, mathematicians usually agree on
whether a theorem is “beautiful” or not. Not only
that: it is apparently common practice to inten-
tionally seek out this feature, pursue it, and high-
light it if present. As I discovered shortly after-
wards, the issue was more extensive than I naively
thought. «Mathematicians enjoy discussions of
the beauty of mathematics» (Rota [1997]: 121);
although “beautiful” is a problematic term, evi-
dently far removed from the rigour of the exact
sciences, members of this scientific communi-
ty «are fond of passing judgment on the beauty
of their favoured pieces of mathematics» (Rota
[1997]: 121). What impressed me immediately was
what seemed to be a singular use of this aesthetic
judgement: it is a case, I do not know if unique
but certainly rare, in which it seems very difficult
to pass judgement if one is not really an expert in
the discipline.

When confronted with a painting, a sympho-
ny, a monument, it is not indispensable to know
how to paint, compose, sculpt, draw or realise an
architectural project in order to express an aes-
thetic opinion. The latter may not be decisive for
the advancement of studies, it may certainly be a
naive opinion if the person formulating it has lit-
tle or no skill or expertise, but it remains possible
to express an opinion on it and possibly enjoy it.
When faced with a mathematical formula, a dif-
ferent situation arises: what supposed aesthetic
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aspects could I possibly evaluate in a string of for-
mal language if I do not know its meaning? Some
objection might arise at this point: it could be a
question of two different categories of “beauty”,
or a misuse of the term in the case of mathemat-
ics. Why is it that even I, who do not know how
to use oil colours, recognise the beauty of a Monet
but have no element that allows me to “feel” that
of Euler’s identity?

The paper first proposes a reconnaissance of
the reflections on mathematical beauty proposed
by a number of famous scientists, in order to offer a
concise overview of the way this question is under-
stood by those who have practised mathematics
professionally at the most expert levels. We then
turn our attention to Gian-Carlo Rota’s theoretical
proposal: his reflections as a mathematician and
philosopher offer a perspective, of phenomeno-
logical matrix, that we consider fruitful for look-
ing at the question. In particular, Rota’s contribu-
tion allows us to focus on the role of competence,
acquired through effort, sedimentation and habit of
repetition, in cultivating the potential to recognise
the aesthetic quality of formal language?. Finally, we
draw on some contributions from Gestalt theory,
closely connected to twentieth-century phenom-
enology for chronological and conceptual reasons,
applying the idea of gestalt wholeness to the math-
ematical product and proposing some reflections
that may help to clarify some of the dynamics
underlying the attribution of qualities of beauty to
formulas or the detection of its lack.

BEAUTY AS A CRITERION FOR
SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

The sentence at the beginning of this article
was written, chalk on slate, on a blackboard at
Moscow University: Paul Adrien Maurice Dirac,

2In this investigation, therefore, we are particularly con-
cerned with formal mathematical language, although we
do not exclude the possibility of extending our discourse
to logical language; indeed, we are inclined to assume
that the argumentation would work in the same way, but
we reserve the right to conduct further studies.
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Nobel Prize in physics, was there to give lectures
in 1956. He wrote this statement as an answer to
the question put to him by some of the listeners to
summarise the principles of his own philosophy of
physics. A great expert in mathematics, Dirac held
the principle of mathematical beauty in the high-
est regard, using it both as a «heuristic guide» and,
less commonly in his own scientific community,
even as an «evaluative criterion» (Barone [2019]:
18-19; McAllister [1990]). The search for the beau-
tiful formula or demonstration - which for some
coincides with an evaluation of “elegance”, but it
would seem that this does not apply unanimously
(Rota [1997]: 128) — is a well-established and rec-
ognised practice in mathematics; it is perhaps less
so in physics, as the need for experimental verifi-
cation of results usually acts as a counterbalance
to mathematical work alone and the intention to
craft a perfect formula.

However, Dirac firmly believed that research
in physics should be directed by the choice of
mathematics to be used as the basis for one’s the-
ory, and that mathematics should, first and fore-
most, be beautiful. The scientist believed that the
«most powerful method of advance» that could be
suggested for theoretical physics was to «employ
all the resources of pure mathematics in attempts
to perfect and generalise the mathematical for-
malism that forms the existing basis of theoretical
physics, and after each success in this direction, to
try to interpret the new mathematical features in
terms of physical entities» (Dirac [1931]: 60).

According to him, working on an aesthetically
satisfying mathematical product would be a good
guide to good results in physics; in fact, from his
own experience he concluded that «it seems to
be one of the fundamental features of nature that
fundamental physical laws are described in terms
of a mathematical theory of great beauty and pow-
er, needing quite a high standard of mathematics
for one to understand it» (Dirac [1963]: 247).

We can also say that the proposal to start from
mathematics, in physics, is an authentic «meth-
odological revolution» (Barone [2019]: 27) intro-
duced by Dirac; in this way mathematical work,
and specifically the search for a pleasing form of

it, would assume a hierarchically superior posi-
tion to experimental confirmation. Far more sin-
gular is his firm belief in an evaluative function of
the mathematical part, which could even impose
itself on the experimental one; indeed, Dirac was
convinced that, in the presence of beautiful math-
ematics and «really a sound insight», then the
physicist could be confident of being «on a sure
line of progress» (Dirac [1963]: 241). But what
to do in the event of no experimental confirma-
tion? A famous example he used to mention was
an affair involving Erwin Schrédinger, who in the
1920s was working simultaneously and indepen-
dently on the same problem that Werner Heisen-
berg was also working on, namely the emerging
quantum theory.

The former, moving from an eminently theo-
retical perspective in contrast to the latter and
searching for «a beautiful theory» (Dirac [1963]:
240), arrived at a wave equation describing atomic
processes that had great beauty. However, when
put to the test, it seemed to contradict the results
of experiments. We now know that the equa-
tion was valid, and was indeed better than the
one Schrédinger ended up publishing in its place:
a non-relativistic version that, as Dirac points
out, had inferior aesthetic qualities, obtained to
make the experiments fit. In fact, what prevented
the experimental verification from being cor-
rectly understood was the fact that the spin of
the electron had not yet been discovered at the
time. Dirac used this example to emphasise that
Schrodinger should have had faith in the beauty
of his equation, and that «it is more important to
have beauty in one’s equations than to have them
fit experiment» (Dirac [1963]: 241).

Indeed, «if there is not complete agreement
between the results of one’s work and experiment,
one should not allow oneself to be too discour-
aged, because the discrepancy may well be due
to minor features that are not properly taken into
account and that will get cleared up with further
developments of the theory» (Dirac [1963]: 241).
Nor was Dirac totally alone in this position; just
to give an example, the search for precise aesthetic
qualities in one’s mathematics was also dear to the
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German physicist Hermann Weyl, whose confes-
sion was: «my work always tried to unite the truth
with the beautiful, but when I had to choose one
or the other, I usually chose the beautiful» (Chan-
drasekhar [1987]: 65).

But what exactly is meant by “mathematical
beauty”? Dirac is lapidary on the subject, and does
not, unfortunately, offer much in the way of clari-
fication. In fact, the scientist claims that «this is a
quality which cannot be defined, any more than
beauty in art can be defined, but which people
who study mathematics usually have no difficulty
in appreciating» (Dirac [1939]: 122). He adds an
element, stating that «it often happens» that «the
requirements of simplicity and of beauty are the
same» (Dirac [1939]: 122); in this regard, it is nec-
essary to understand the meaning of the adjective
“simple”. It would not be «practical simplicity»
as «ease of description or calculation», but rath-
er «logical simplicity, understood as conceptual
economy» (Barone [2019]: 20).

We can say, therefore, that according to Dirac,
the beautiful equation or demonstration usually
bears a small number of elements, is organised
according to an uncomplicated structure, and con-
sists of a small number of primary concepts. It is
also evident that this cannot be an idea of trivial
ease of comprehension or calculation: consider
that what Dirac considers most beautiful in theo-
retical physics include formulae such as Einstein’s
law of gravity and his own wave equation, which
describes the motion and properties of electrons
in a relativistically invariant manner; these are evi-
dently examples of extremely sophisticated math-
ematics.

Other mathematicians have tried to define
this concept which, as in any other field, contin-
ues to elude strict definition: as Godfrey H. Har-
dy, a British mathematician also famous for being
the mentor of the eminent Indian mathematician
Srinivasa Ramanujan, recalls, «it may be very hard
to define mathematical beauty, but that is just as
true of beauty of any kind» (Hardy [1940]: 14).
Attempting to clarify its meaning, Hardy links it
to a property he calls «seriousness»: a mathemati-
cal idea would be serious, in this case, if char-
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acterised by «a certain generality and a certain
depth» (Hardy [1940]: 15).

We are again in the presence of other concepts
that are difficult to define, and Hardy is aware of
this, although he does attempt to sketch something
useful about them. The “generality” would have to
do with a wide extension or a vast network of rela-
tions with other mathematical constructions; we
can think of a kind of evaluation of the number
of questions with which the theorem in question
would be connected. As he points out, for instance,
there are many valid demonstrations of proper-
ties of groups composed of a few numbers, but
these are mathematical curiosities, of which one
would not say that they are “serious” because they
lack sufficient “generality”; they have no chance of
being beautiful (Hardy [1940]: 24-25).

Generality, defined somewhat vaguely by
Hardy, would also have something to do with
“depth™ if a theorem is placed in connection with
numerous other mathematical constructions, it
will therefore constitute an important node in the
network that constitutes this discipline. If, instead
of imagining a network, we think of a stratifica-
tion of discoveries and ideas, we can say that the
“deepest” ones would lie at the bottom of the oth-
ers, not as the last in a hierarchical sense, but in
the function of basis and support (Hardy [1940]:
27-28). So far, these are considerations that go
beyond looking at the individual formula, focus-
ing rather on the position of the mathematical
product in the broader scientific landscape of the
discipline.

This could also be considered in terms of the
competence required to understand the theorem,
or the proof under consideration: “serious” math-
ematical work, in Hardy’s sense, would require
a considerable background of knowledge to be
appreciated. The mathematician also identifies
other qualities that would be present in beauti-
ful mathematics, of which he brings Euclid’s and
Pythagoras’ theorems as examples: «unexpect-
edness», «inevitability» and «economy», which
Hardy calls «“purely aesthetic” qualities» (Hardy
[1940]: 29). These are, once again, terms that are
not easy to define if one wants to be rigorous.
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The author sketches a few lines of clarification,
saying that in these theorems «the arguments take
so odd and surprising a form; the weapons used
seem so childishly simple when compared with
the far-reaching results; but there is no escape
from the conclusions» (Hardy [1940]: 29). So: the
beautiful formula would have something unex-
pected in its configuration, which is emphasised as
a matter of observation; there returns, as in Dirac,
a valorisation of simplicity, in the sense of cleanli-
ness and conceptual economy; finally, a reflection
is added on a sort of necessity effect of the result
obtained. We might consider that in any well-
crafted logical deductive chain, the consequence
necessarily follows from the premises, but this
would apply to every theorem proved. Instead, in
this case, there is a feeling of conclusiveness in the
face of a form or structure that, as per the classi-
cal definition of the adjective “necessary”, cannot
be otherwise.

Let us also add to this brief overview the posi-
tion of Heisenberg, who, when confronted with
our topic, proposes a suggestive consideration that
helps to better understand this theme of logical
simplicity that has already emerged in previous
cases. The scientist correlates beauty with the idea
of unity in multiplicity: «the fact that in such a
theory the many are confronted with the one, that
in it the many are unified, itself has the undoubted
consequence that we also feel it at the same time
to be simple and beautiful» (Heisenberg [1974]:
174); he also mentions, in this regard, a charac-
teristic of «proper conformity of the parts to one
another and to the whole» (Heisenberg [1974]:
174). We believe that exploiting the concept of
unity as a balanced and harmonious configura-
tion of several elements may help to clarify part of
this problematic issue. We propose to make use of
Gian-Carlo Rota’s contribution at this point, as a
mathematician and philosopher whose theoreti-
cal roots lie in Husserlian phenomenology: we are
thinking of the Logical Investigations and especial-
ly the third one, which concerns reflection on the
whole and the parts.

Without delving into this genealogy for obvi-
ous reasons of economy of space, but only with

the intention of fixing a useful point in the net-
work we are trying to build, we can now propose
a few themes elaborated by Rota.

EFFORT AND STEPWISENESS

In an essay dedicated to the Phenomenology
of Mathematical Beauty, Rota acknowledges that
the term “beauty” is widely used by the scientific
community to which he also belongs, so it is a
widespread and important phenomenon to sub-
ject to analysis. The author believes that there is
a rather neglected element in the common, and
nonetheless valid, practice of leveraging the heu-
ristic function of beauty in mathematics. Indeed,
he believes that, similar to «creativity» and even
«happiness», beauty is a desirable but not directly
pursuable result: it would not be possible, in his
opinion, to obtain a mathematical product with
positive aesthetic qualities on command. These
would result as an «unpredictable byproduct» or
«benefit», a consequence of mathematical activ-
ity that can arise, certainly, but by surprise, with-
out the possibility of planning a strategy that
leads directly to the result (Rota [1997]: 127).
With regard to the ability to appreciate beauty in
a mathematical work, which as we have already
considered seems to be reserved for those who
at least adequately understand its meaning, Rota
believes that it is not a teachable or transmittable
ability as one does with knowledge. According
to the author, a mathematician comes to appre-
ciate beauty in his field when he achieves a con-
sistent «familiarity» with mathematical theory.
This concept, for which Rota draws on Heideg-
gerian vocabulary, serves to describe the «different
degrees» of «our involvement» (Rota [2019], Part
VI, Chap. 2; Rota [1997]: 128) in a given context
and is linked to Rota’s broader reflection on teach-
ing and learning. In order to become familiar with
a theory one needs a consistent and solid habit
of work and exercise: one needs «stepwiseness»,
«effort» and «Sitzfleisch». The latter German term
is a combination of «sits» and «flesh», which Rota
uses to designate «the ability to sit at a desk for
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ten hours in a row without getting up»; by getting
used to keeping one’s body physically still in front
of the problem, and concentrating in a prolonged
and constant manner, exercise becomes habit,
hence sedimented knowledge that leads to feeling
“familiar” with the subject matter.

We would add that in other fields too, a cer-
tain habit and sedimentation of knowledge is
indispensable, which we can also think of in terms
of prolonged exposure to fashions and aesthetic
trends, in order to judge the beauty of a product;
but these could probably be skills that require
a less intense and all-encompassing intellectual
effort than that required in the mathematical field.
We limit to providing this suggestion, since it does
not deal with the specific subject of this paper, but
considering it useful to propose this comparison.

Thus, for Rota, the laborious and constant sed-
imentation of learning is indispensable to the per-
ception of the so-called “beauty” of a theory. This
may seem strange, since, as he himself notes, «we
think back to instances of appreciation of math-
ematical beauty as if they had been perceived in
a moment of bliss, in a sudden flash like a light
bulb suddenly being lit». Indeed, it happens that
the familiarity acquired allows us to remove the
«painful process of learning», leaving in its place
the illusion of a «flash of insight» (Rota [1997]:
130). A mathematician therefore has an experi-
ence that, like perceptual experiences, does not
seem to carry a burden of reasoning or presup-
pose habitual work, but appears instantaneous,
easy, immediate. Rota devises a name for this mis-
understanding: «light bulb mistake»; it would con-
sist in the rather common illusion whereby math-
ematical truth would be grasped in an instan-
taneous transition from darkness to light, like a
dazzling intuition. This view, which also often
conditions the success of mathematics teaching in
that it leads students and teachers to imagine that
some kind of miraculous illumination is needed to
reach understanding, neglects all the effort, habit
and exercise that are indispensable to understand-
ing meaning: «appreciation of mathematical beau-
ty requires familiarity with a mathematical theory,
and such familiarity is arrived at the cost of time,
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effort, exercise, and Sitzfleisch» (Rota [1997]: 128).
In constructing an analysis of the phenom-
enon of mathematical beauty, Rota proceeds by
looking at instances of theorems or demonstra-
tions that mathematicians consider lacking this
characteristic. The author notes that they do not
usually tend to use the term «ugly», but rath-
er other terms such as «awkward», «obscure»,
«redundant», «pointless»; furthermore, a recurring
reaction is produced, which he defines as a «rhe-
torical question» and which he summarises as fol-
lows: «what is this good for?» (Rota [1997]: 129).

Now, even the layman can understand that
pure mathematical research, before it finds an
application, is not something immediately useful;
it can subsequently, through encounters and inter-
sections that are also fortuitous, intercept vari-
ous needs of other applied sciences such as engi-
neering, statistics, economics - just to give a few
examples — and only then can it become useful.
«Most results in pure mathematics, even the deep-
est ones, are not “good” for anything», Rota points
out; yet this question recurs when faced with bad
mathematics. Rota provides an explanation related
to the sense: he believes that this supposed “use-
fulness”, which mathematicians ask about, con-
cerns not so much the practical use of the formu-
la as its ability to “enlighten” the reader as to its
meaning.

To follow up on this brief and difficult argu-
ment, we think it may be useful to recall from
Rota’s philosophical work the idea of Fundierung,
which he takes from Edmund Husserl’s Logical
Investigations and uses to reason about the ques-
tion, also Husserlian, of the relationship between
the whole and the parts. The term Fundierung
indicates a structural foundation relation that is
established between the material aspect, called
facticity, and function, which Rota also often calls
sense (see Rota [2019], Part I, Chap. 5 ). The exam-
ple of chess is useful to understand the difference
and the link between the two aspects: «the game
of chess requires pieces to be played. Nonetheless,
we cannot infer anything about the game of chess
by staring at the pieces» (Rota [2019], Part I, Chap.
3). In this case, the materiality of the chess pieces,
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the material they are made of, their shape and size,
constitutes the factual aspect; the role of each piece
and the moves allowed to it, the set of rules of the
game that is conducted with those pieces, consti-
tutes the function or «sense». The latter is «layered
upon» the facticity, although it is not reducible to
it; the «phenomenon whereby a facticity is tran-
scended towards sense» is described by Rota using
the Heideggerian concept of Ereignis.

Now, since «you sense through a facticity»,
although the former is not reduced to the latter,
the latter is an indispensable condition of the for-
mer, and facticity also partially determines our
possibility of grasping meaning. If we think of a
theorem, a formula, its facticity will be constituted
by the signs that compose it, by the chalk on the
blackboard or the ink on the paper, by the signifi-
ers we hear or think of. Since these must have been
chosen from among others, and placed in some
configuration, we believe that the order in which
those very symbols are placed and organised can
go to constitute a form, a whole, which according
to its organisation can be a better or worse vehicle
of meaning: more or less enlightening.

For Rota, «mathematical beauty is the expres-
sion mathematicians have invented in order to
obliquely admit the phenomenon of enlighten-
ment while avoiding acknowledgment of the fuzz-
iness of this phenomenon. They say that a theo-
rem is beautiful when they mean to say that the
theorem is enlightening»: this is therefore a kind
of misappropriation, a misuse of the term?.

First of all, let us make it clear that we are not
discussing the “truth” of which mathematical work
should be the bearer, since any rigorously demon-
strated work, whether beautiful or ugly, will cer-
tainly be true in the mathematical sense. Instead,
it is a question of the ability that a string of for-
mal language, given its construction and form,
would or would not have, to make us grasp «the
sense of the statement that has been verified to be
true» (Rota [1997]: 131), an effect that Rota calls

3 For a different perspective on the subject from the one
proposed here, see Cellucci [2015] and, more widely,
Montano [2013].

«enlightenment». We are again faced with a term
that is proposed to explain a very vague one, i.e.
“beauty”, but which is equally difficult to define;
Rota himself calls this matter “fuzzy”. How to rec-
ognise an enlightening theorem? It is if it «“fits”
in its place», when «it sheds light around itself»;
above all, an observation we consider somewhat
clearer, when it is structured in such a way as to
lead us to «perceive the inevitability of the state-
ment being proved» (Rota [1997]: 132).

Therefore, here too appears one of the terms
that had already been identified by other thinkers
to define our problem: inevitability, which we can
think of as the necessity of arriving at precisely
that destiny, that configuration. Rota also believes
that «lack of beauty is related to lack of defini-
tiveness», and very helpfully points out that «a
beautiful proof is more often than not the defini-
tive proof (though a definitive proof need not be
beautiful); a beautiful theorem is not likely to be
improved upon, though often it is a motive for the
development of definitive theories in which it may
be ensconced» (Rota [1997]: 128-129). This is why,
when there is a lack of beauty in a mathematical
work, then «a motivation for further research»
arises; indeed, most mathematical research work
certainly does not consist of purely original
results, which are quite rare, but rather «of polish-
ing and refining statements and proofs of known
results»: improving a form which is already true
and rigorous, but which lacks definitiveness.
«Beauty is seldom associated with pioneering
work», the mathematician continues, recalling
that «the first proof of a difficult theorem is sel-
dom beautiful» (Rota [1997]: 129), and when one
finds the beautiful form one is generally ready to
consider the matter “closed” and move the search
elsewhere.

A GOOD SHAPE

To appreciate mathematical beauty, therefore,
requires not only basic but advanced competence;
habit, exercise, Sitzfleisch. As Rota recalls, «the
fundamental theorem of calculus depends for its
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sense on knowing a certain amount of mathemat-
ics. Take away the math and it becomes incompre-
hensible» (Rota [2019], Part I, Chap. 5), the sense
fades out, and with it any possibility of assessing
whether it is nice or ugly.

The doubt arises that there may be some pure-
ly aesthetic qualities in mathematical formulae: if
one needs all this knowledge and preparation to
enjoy them, are we not detaching ourselves from
the spectrum - which is also wide — of the aes-
thetic phenomenon, in its connection with the
perceptive?

A non-specialist audience, but one endowed
with an amateur curiosity for mathematics, may
indeed also express themselves on the beauty of
the formulae % for example, some characteristics
that may positively strike the aesthetic sense of
those outside the discipline are: the brevity of the
formula, the presence of symbols whose meaning
they know, a certain “symmetry” of the writing
between the first and second part of the equation®.

However, «theories that mathematicians con-
sider to be beautiful seldom agree with the math-
ematics thought to be beautiful by the educated
public» (Rota [1997]: 122); Rota brings up the
example of Euclidean geometry, pointing out
that, if this arouses a fairly widespread appre-
ciation on the part of people who are generally
educated but not experts in the field, we cannot
really say that for professional mathematicians it
arouses the same enthusiasm. Thus, from what has
been said so far we can deduce that the “outward

*In this regard, see the interesting study by Zeki et al.
[2014], from the neuroscientific field, in which we can
see the radical difference in response between mathema-
ticians and non-mathematicians exposed to the same
stimuli and asked questions about the beauty of certain
equations and the possible emotional response that arises
in them upon reading.

> See Eugeni, Nicotra [2019]: 91-92. What is meant here
is precisely the “drawing” sketched by the signs constitut-
ing the formula, thus a consideration «like observing an
Escher drawing», which therefore 1) is unrelated to the
meaning of the formula, 2) has nothing to do with the
specific sense that the term “symmetry” takes on in the
sciences, especially in mathematics used for physical laws.
See on this subject Barone [2013].
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appearance’, so to speak, of the string of formal
language is not the exclusive seat of its eventual
beauty; however, it does not seem to be possible
to exclude this aspect entirely from the question.
This is because: 1) the configuration of the formu-
la is a conceptual matter but also a “visual” one;
2) adopting Rota’s perspective, we arrive at mean-
ing through facticity, and this as a material aspect
implies that it can still be the object of perception
at the moment the formula is read, seen, heard.

It is certain that beauty for mathematicians is
a serious matter: «a piece of mathematics that is
agreed to be beautiful is more likely to be included
in school curricula; the discoverer of a beautiful
theorem is rewarded by promotions and awards;
a beautiful argument will be imitated. In other
words, the beauty of a piece of mathematics does
not consist merely of the subjective feelings expe-
rienced by an observer» (Rota [1997]: 126). Thus,
if a scientific community accustomed to rigour,
which makes use of a symbolic language cleansed
of all vagueness and ambiguity compared to the
natural one, unanimously uses precisely the cat-
egory of “beautiful”, which has always been prob-
lematic to define with rigour, there must be a rea-
son. Therefore, recognising and appreciating Rota’s
decisive contribution to this issue, which we have
reported precisely because we believe in its use-
fulness, we note that in our view perhaps it is not
very appropriate to think of a misuse of the word
“beauty” by mathematicians, who according to the
author, as we have seen, would choose it to avoid
speaking of “enlightenment”. Also considering that
such a substitution would not seem to improve
things from the point of view of conceptual clarity,
we think it more likely that if mathematicians use
the concept of beauty, and precisely this word and
not another, it is because it is precisely a type of
beauty like any other.

It does not, in our view, differ qualitatively,
but as the amount of habit and sedimented effort
required - necessary but not sufficient - to be able
to enjoy and grasp it, which are particularly high
in the case of mathematics; we do not know and
do not wish to express ourselves on other types of
beauty as this is outside the context of this con-
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tribution and would require a separate study (see
Portera [2021]).

If the only characteristic needed to evaluate
the aesthetic quality of a theorem were compe-
tence, it would be difficult to think of a distinc-
tion between beautiful and unbeautiful formulas,
since every mathematical work needs competence
to be treated. Therefore there must be some other
aspect; as we have seen, illustrious thinkers have
attempted to evoke this with terms such as unity,
inevitability, simplicity. Picking up and exploit-
ing the references proposed so far to forms and
configurations of multiple elements in a whole,
we would like to note that these attributes can
be included in the characteristics that, within the
framework of Gestalt theory, are attributed to what
is called a «good form»: «regularity, symmetry,
cohesion, homogeneity, balance, maximum sim-
plicity, conciseness» (Katz [1992]: 60).

Through Rota, in contact with Husserlian
phenomenology, at this point availing ourselves
of Gestalt theory does not seem unsuitable but
appropriate; for these two fields show extensive
intersections, so that one can be said to owe much
to the other and vice versa.

A possible objection immediately arises: what
form should be considered, in the case of an equa-
tion for example, if we have so far said that it is
eminently the non-specialist public that would
take into account the design traced by symbols?
To answer this, we can appeal to the studies of
the psychology of form in the field of «theory of
thought». Indeed, in this field of study it is pos-
sible to speak of form not only for perceptual
wholes, such as visible configurations (figures) or
audible ones (melodies), but also for wholes that
emerge in other types of noetic interaction - to
put it in a phenomenological lexicon. Indeed

I can hear a very long sentence — read or heard - as
a unity. A dialogue conducted over a fairly consider-
able period of time can be in my consciousness as
a unity. The discussion of a problem by a scientific
association can be conceived by the various mem-
bers as an integral unity. How could I understand
the laborious demonstration of a mathematical axi-

om, if it did not present itself to my consciousness
as an integral whole, in such a way that the individ-
ual elements of the demonstration remain alive, well
interlocked with each other? (Katz [1992]: 57)

In such cases, we can speak of «cogitative
forms or structures», which, although they differ
from figural forms, also have certain properties
in common with them and constitute, as much
as these, «unitary complexes». For Kurt Koffka,
one of the leading exponents of the psychology of
form, thought itself as a structured process would
function through laws analogous to those that
apply to sensation.

This theoretical perspective would, in our
opinion, allow us to hypothesise a possible inter-
pretation of mathematical beauty in continuity
with Rota’s one, which could perhaps - we cer-
tainly do not want to say resolve the issue, but -
help shed some light on it or at least provide use-
ful elements for reflection.

Let us consider, among the Gestalt laws, the
so-called “law of Pragnanz”; in recalling it, let us
remember that the Gestalt school does not propose
a single definition for each law but, in an agreement
of principle among the various theorists, brings
some differences in the enunciation of the basic
principles. The Pridgnanz manifests itself through
the so-called «good form» concept, of which we
offer the following definition: «psychological organ-
isation is always as “good” as the given conditions
allow» (Katz [1992]: 60; see also Koftka [1935]).

This entails another necessary step: in cases
where the form is not good, i.e. if we are faced
with an «“open” or incomplete figure», for Gestalt
psychology we inevitably tend to want to com-
plete and “close” that form in order to achieve a
stable and satisfactory, definitive configuration.
Even in the sphere of thinking activity, and not
only in the face of visual or auditory configura-
tions, there is the need to bring the configura-
tion to a stable point of equilibrium: «there is an
analogy between the tendency to Pragnanz as, for
example, manifested in the phenomenon of the
integration or “closure” of an “open” or incom-
plete figure, and the integration or closure of an
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open question, considered as a “cogitative form™»
(Katz [1992]: 120).

We note that the attributes of the good cogi-
tative form are similar to the attributes of the
beautiful equation: a stable, closed and therefore
definitive whole; in equilibrium, whose constituent
elements are simple in the sense of logical opti-
misation and reduction to the least possible com-
plexity; placed in such an order that no element
needs to be moved any further, giving a sense of
inevitability.

On the contrary, a bad or open form carries
a tension in the observer that translates into the
need for closure, rearrangement, repositioning
of the elements until a stable form is found. This
is reminiscent of what Rota said about everyday
mathematical research, which proceeds through
efforts to refine and “embellish” matters that are
already rigorous and true but not yet final: these
do not possess mathematical beauty and there-
fore one strives, while still having something that
works for what it must, to arrive at a stable and
closed form that allows one to say “we can stop”.

We can continue the analysis thus far by brief-
ly considering the contribution of the psychology
of form to the study of productive thought, that is,
the activity of thought that creates and produces
knowledge. According to Max Wertheimer, this
activity essentially consists of «structural trans-
formations», during which «facts must undergo
a polarisation around new centres» (Katz [1992]:
122; see Wertheimer [1959]). It would be a matter
of using the same facts, i.e. elements with which
one is working, and reorganising them in a new
configuration in which the equilibrium point can
change, in order to achieve greater stability.

A particularly fruitful example, although it does
not concern mathematical beauty but nevertheless
allows us to better explain the question, is given by
the gestalt reading of some famous “serendipities”
in the history of science, such as the falling apple
for Newton or the swinging chandelier for Gali-
leo. Obviously, Newton was not the first individual
to see an apple fall, nor can we think that anyone
saw a chandelier swing before Galileo; the ques-
tion therefore arises as to why such events could
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constitute such powerful inspirations. One possible
interpretation, certainly not the only one but in our
opinion a convincing one, is the gestalt perspective
of Pragnanz. The great scientists mentioned were,
in those moments, in a kind of «psychic tension»
because of the open and urgent questions that were
grinding within them, waiting impatiently for clo-
sure. We can imagine the issues that were churning
within them as large constructions, already suffi-
ciently mature but not yet closed, generating a «ten-
sion» that «required balance». Then «their casual
observation of the apple or the chandelier came to
fill their mental “gap’, just as the last piece of a puz-
zle fits the last remaining gap in the game» (Katz
[1992]: 122-123).

Thus, the idea of considering mathematical
expression as a gestalt whole, and thinking of cas-
es of ugliness as open forms in need of reconfigu-
ration and cases of beauty as closed and definitive
forms, seems to us an interesting possibility for
reflecting on this complex issue.

Moreover, appealing to a theory that begins by
working on sensible forms and goes on to extend
its concepts to “cogitative” configurations allows
us to reconcile the conceptual aspect, prepon-
derant in the experience of formal mathematical
language, with the perceptual one, which we also
believe is present. A formal string in fact remains
in any case a linguistic expression, however non-
natural, and as such it does not seem strange to
attribute aesthetic qualities to it.

In this regard, Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s reflec-
tions on «algorithmic language», the definition he
gives to the formal language of logic and mathe-
matics, may be useful, again drawing on the field
between phenomenology and the theory of form.
Although it has been cleansed of the ambiguity
and historicity that characterise it in its natural
version, it is still language: «algorithmic expres-
sion [...] is a special case of language» (Merleau-
Ponty [1973]: 128).

But just as knowing how to read is not enough
to appreciate the beauty of a novel, neither is
knowing the individual meanings of the symbols
used in a formula enough to assess its aesthetic
impact: it is a necessary but not sufficient condi-
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tion. Indeed, «mathematical truth» and with it
eventual beauty, we add, «appears only to a subject
for whom there are structures, situations and a
perspective», i.e. a competence, just as «“language”
knowledge arouses transformations in the giv-
en significations which were contained in it only
in the way French literature is contained in the
French language» (Merleau-Ponty [1973]: 131);
that is to say, competence, exercise, stratified habit
are also needed to be able to appreciate a literary
work. Let us add, moreover, that if we can consid-
er the hypothesis that it is not ambiguity, vague-
ness and autonomous diachronic evolution that
allow for the aesthetic qualities of languages, but
that these may be based on the symbolic function
as such, then we may have some more elements to
understand why a formal string can move compe-
tent people.
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Abstract. This article explores Bernard Stiegler’s philosophical approach to culture in
dialogue with Oliver Marchart’s postfoundational framework and conflictual aesthetics.
Through the exposition of two different cases of gestural devices, it exposes Stiegler’s
potential postfoundational aesthetics as an attempt to establish the necessary condi-
tions for re-thinking the grounded-ungrounded existing relationship between humans,
technical objects, and the composition of potential realities to grasp from an autopoi-
etic relationship. These artistic and cultural examples are considered critical concepts
that enhance and interrupt the philosophical discourse. The article argues that Stie-
gler’s aesthetics is committed to the capacity that art, as a technology of the spirit, can
contribute as agency in shaping public power, even when these agents are not directly
in conflict and develop lesser and fragile performative technics through which a mem-
ory becomes present again.

Keywords: Bernard Stiegler, postfoundational, aesthetics, arts, gestures, apparatuses,
technics.

INTRODUCTION: THE GHOST DANCE

The technique is a support of memory. And that means that the tech-
nique is the condition of constitution of relation to the past.

The message Wovoka received from God itself during one of sev-
eral visits and visions ignited the flame of a movement. The Ghost
Dance was a collective, social, and cultural gestural apparatus spread
throughout the United States. This event appeared in the recent his-
tory of the colonisation of America (Mooney [1896]; Stewart [1977];
Warren, [2015])2.

! «La technique est un support de la mémoire. Et cela signifie que la technique
est la condition de constitution du rapport au passé» (Barison, Ross, [2004]).

% James Mooney was an American ethnographer who did the first and most
important research on the phenomenon of the Ghost Dance. As he himself
describes in his monumental work on it, he spent more than two years visit-
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The Ghost Dance was a spiritual movement
initially rooted in the visions of an elder holy man
named Wodziwob (Carroll et al. [2004]: 127), who
foresaw the renewal of the Earth and how to help
to the situation the Paiute tribe was experiencing:

The great underlying principle of the Ghost dance
doctrine is that the time will come when the whole
Indian race, living and dead, will be reunited upon
a regenerated earth, to live a life of aboriginal hap-
piness, forever free from death, disease, and misery.
(Mooney [1965]: 20)

During this period, many people died in con-
tact with European diseases, especially because
of a typhoid epidemic in 1867. In his vision,
Wodziwob saw a cataclysm that removed all the
Europeans, leaving the land for the Indians. He
died in 1872. On January 1, 1889, another holy
man had visions that echoed those of Wodziwob.
Wovoka, or Jack Wilson, was a Northern Paiute.
He saw the European settlers leaving or disap-
pearing, the buffalo returning, and the land final-
ly restored to Indian peoples (Mooney [1896]:
777). In James Mooney’s report, he asserts that
Wovoka had a vision that lately was transmitted
by different visitors. Originally, as Mooney states
of his conversation with Wovoka, the vision was
about peace between native Americans and the
whites’ settlers. It is later that in the progress
of its communication that the vision changed
slightly between tribes and developed an inter-
pretation on the disappearance of the whites.
Mooney comments this discrepancy in his report
reporting that the «(He) earnestly repudiated any
idea of hostility toward the whites, asserting that
his religion was one of universal peace» (Mooney
[1896]: 772).

ing, living with the American tribes, and even participat-
ing in the dance. In one of his several journeys, he took
with him a Kodak camera and made some photographs
of the dance and the trance. Mooney did this work under
the auspices of the Bureau of American Ethnology, within
the Smithsonian Institution (see Mooney [1896]: 654).
For more images and sound records: https://www.loc.
gov/item/00694139/; https://archive.org/details/Collected-
WorksOfJamesMooney,
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Wovoka was raised in a white family and was
exposed to Christianity (Mooney [1896]: 765)°.
This can explain why his messages included a
series of references to Jesus Christ and the return
of the Messiah (Charles River Editors [2022]:
16)*. Many leaders of Indian communities saw in
Wovoka’s visions a new possibility to free their
lands and people, and they also found the technic
that was needed to reach this purpose: a dance.
Dance has been, together with songs and words,
one of the main technics through which Ameri-
ca’s original inhabitants have searched to achieve
their spiritual and material aims, such as heal-
ing wounded or stressed communities and bod-
ies, influencing particular events, or connecting
with spirits and forces beyond the human realm
(Kurath [2022]; Bell [2007]; Silver, Wilson [1988]).
The Ghost Dance was based already on a long tra-
dition of round dances common to many Indian
peoples. These round dances were always com-
munal, social, and healing based. Participants gen-
erally danced, holding hands in circles, swaying
rhythms between bodies, stomps, and songs.

What does the Ghost Dance have to do with
an approach to Bernard Stiegler’s aesthetics? I
suggest that its example immediately exposes the
hypothesis of gestural apparatuses for collective
memories to come. It makes a case for Stiegler’s
understanding of the condition of art, understood
as a technique of collective knowledge and mem-
ory holder. Before going any further, however,
we must describe a second feature of the Ghost

> Wovoka, as Mooney states, was the son of another
prophet, Tédvibo. His tribe, the Paiutes, lived near the
Walker River Reservation, in western Nevada. The Pai-
utes were allowed to work for the settlers. This situation
allowed Wovoka to be ‘attached to the family of a ranch-
man in Mason valley, named David Wilson, who took an
interest in him and bestowed on him the name of Jack
Wilson’ (Mooney [1896]: 765). For further references on
Wovokass life see Mooney (1986): 770 and followings.

4 «Wovoka worked for several years on the ranch of
David and Abigail Wilson in the Mason Valley. (...) The
Wilsons were deeply religious Presbyterians, and the fam-
ily provided Wovoka with ample opportunity to hear
readings from the Bible, prayers and conversations about
religion» (Charles River Editors [2022]: 16).
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Figure 1. Photo by James Mooney, 1890. See Warren (2021).

Dance as an event, which should reinforce its rel-
evance in the context of an introduction to Stie-
gler’s philosophical thinking.

This second feature has to do with one of the
forms through which the visions and the Ghost
Dance as a practice to perform were distributed
at that moment, in particular one of them: letters
sent by post. The spiritual and political leaders of
the Indian communities constantly sent letters to
other leaders, asking them to join forces in pro-
ducing, forming, and realizing the dance. It was
vital for them to have as many people as possible
involved in carrying the dance out. This method-
ology of dissemination was made clearly possible
by a technical factor, proper to the industrialisa-
tion that had accompanied colonization, i.e., the
functional nationwide mail system that crossed
the territories claimed by the Government of the
United States. We can see that the dance appara-
tus could reach more people thanks to the exist-
ence of an industrialised communication device.
Precisely because of the living conditions of Indi-
an people in reserves, the mail system provided
them with a technology of transmission, exchange
and distribution of ideas that would have been
unthinkable before (Gage [2020]: 19)°. And in

> Letters were not the only media or technology used by
the communities. There were also a lot of travels by mes-
sengers, going and coming between territories, allowing

fact, it was the elevated number of letters sent
during a short period that alerted the American
State authorities on the phenomenon of the Ghost
Dance. Its subsequent prohibition and the perse-
cution and assassination of Indian leaders who
promoted it reveals the impact the Ghost Dance
had at that moment, as well as its central role in
Indian peoples’ struggle against the colonial force
of the United States Government (Brown [1970];
Carroll et al. [2004]; Green [2014]).

The end of the movement happened through
a massacre by US Army. On December 29, 1890,
near Wounded Knee Creek, on the Pine Ridge
Indian Reservation in South Dakota, the Mini-
conjou (Sioux) surrendered to Col. James W. For-
syth. During the process a man began to dance
the Ghost Dance and the 7% Cavalry opened
fire. Between 250 to 300 people were killed that
day, almost half of whom were women and chil-
dren. Wounded Knee Massacre was the last major
armed conflict between the United States Army
and the Plains Indians. After it, the remaining
Indian tribes were subdued or forcibly assimilated

the ideas and news spread throughout the states and res-
ervations. Nevertheless, these trips were also made easier
by the rail network functioning at that moment in the
States: «Native Americans made at least twelve hundred
trips between western reservations, and probably many
more, from 1880 to 1890» (Gage [2020]).
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Figure 2. Map showing the letters sent by Native Americans between 1876-1896. See Gage (2020).

into white US society. It is also clear that after the
massacre, Wovoka instructed other leaders in the
native communities to stop the ghost dance. But
the dance resisted until today, disguised through
different rituals®.

POSTFOUNDATIONAL AESTHETICS

Today we need to understand the process
of technical evolution, given that we are
experiencing the deep opacity of technics.
Stiegler (1998): 21

In his book Post-Foundational Political
Thought. Political difference in Nancy, Lefort, Badi-
ou and Laclau, the political theorist and philoso-
pher Oliver Marchart explains that post-founda-
tionalism implies a «constant interrogation of
metaphysical foundations - such as totality, uni-
versality, essence, and ground» (Marchart [2007]:
2). It contrasts with what can be called founda-
tionalist theories, which assume that societies, and

6 For more on Wounded Knee, see Brown (1970) and
Greene (2014).

cultures, can be «grounded on principles that are
(1) undeniable and immune to revision and (2)
located outside society and politics» (Marchart
[2007]: 11, quoting, Herzog [1985]: 20). According
to Marchart, what distinguishes post-foundational
thinkers such as Jean-Luc Nancy, Claude Lefort,
Alain Badiou and Ernesto Laclau, is their inter-
est in the processes of grounding and unground-
ing of all social beings (Marchart [2007]: 9). Their
philosophies are theorizing «the conditions of
possibility for discursive structures and identi-
ties to appear, as well as the conditions of impos-
sibility for them to ever become fully constituted
and saturated» (Palonen, Sundell [2019]: 3). Mar-
chart thus proposes a definition of a post-foun-
dationalist constellation at the «realization of the
groundlessness of the social as the entirety of the
discursive» (Marchart [2007]: 33). This moment
of groundlessness and contingency resides in the
political, which, in post-foundational philosophies
crucially differs from politics.

Marchart (2021) goes further in his postfoun-
dational definition and explores its relationship
with the sphere of the arts and politics in a second
book titled Conflictual Aesthetics: Artistic Activism
and the Public Sphere. In this book, Marchart criti-



Bernard Stiegler’s postfoundational aesthetics and gestural apparatuses for a memory to come 137

cises what he calls the «spontaneous ideology of
art», whose main champion and legitimiser is, in
his view, the French philosopher Jacques Ranciere
as his main champion and legitimizer:

Although Ranciere’s theory is widely read as a new
approach to political aesthetics, it is actually antipo-
litical, as it provides the art field with ideological
arguments against any explicit politicization. This
appeal’s to be the reason for the unrivalled success of
his theory within the art field, as it allows antipoliti-
cal artists and curators to claim that what they pro-
duce or exhibit is political, even though it is entire-
ly detached from any concrete project that would
threaten art’s autonomy. (Marchart [2021]: 13)

Marchart claims that the «spontaneous ideol-
ogy of art» depoliticizes the capacity of the arts by
assuming a pre-given political condition:

This ideology is structured around a paradoxical
trope: not that art, according to its functionaries,
is non-political. It is political, but it is political, we
are told, precisely in being not political Art’s true
politics resides in its complexity, obliqueness, and
remoteness from every political practice in the strict
sense. The less art is explicitly political, we are led to
conclude from this, the more political it actually is.
For this peculiar reason, we do not need explicitly
political art. (Marchart [2021]: 12-13)

As an example of this ideology, he mentions
Claire Bishop’s (2012) approach, which is a reac-
tualisation of Ranciere’s claims on the political of
all artistic practices. Marchart proposes instead a
«conflictual aesthetics» that is based on an antago-
nism within the political field. Conflict aesthetics
will be that of «propagating, agitating, and organ-
izing as three interconnected ways of rehears-
ing antagonism» (Marchart [2021]: 30). It is the
expression of the conflict, as well as its visualiza-
tions and enaction that allow the emergence of
an indisposition within the rutinary practices of
social institutions. I suggest that Stiegler’s account
on the cultural sphere is akin with Marchart’s
postfoundational thinking on aesthetics on this
particular aspect. It is precisely in the cultural

sphere that the disruptive capacity of the neolib-
eral capitalist system erodes the political capaci-
ties of communities. When the techno-industrial
project continues to expand in the fields of genetic
and neuronal controlling, through technological
devices that are meant to enhance our mental and
physical capacities of experiences, it is certainly
through a cultural sedimentation of disruptions,
or that of psycho-social traumas that the perform-
ative practices of collective bodily devices still can
contra-effect and affect. I will now focus on this
issue and examine Stiegler’s idea on the role artists
should have within communities, beyond a West-
ern institutional definition of the arts, and with-
in the disrupting conditions of suppression and
oppression we experience.

It is not possible here to unfold an entire critic
to Marchart’s proposal, but it is certainly neces-
sary to note that there is a difference between
what Marchart considers as political art, or artiv-
ism, which conceptually works within a tradition
of European models of modern democracy and
political participatory struggle, and the practices
portraited in this article, which cannot be con-
sidered forms of artivism in the sense Marchart
exposes. The examples in this article subtract
themselves from a direct antagonism, and they do
not participate in the same sense to the structural
tradition Marchart assumes. His examples have as
their main territory of discussion the recent his-
tory of Europe, or the Global North, which leaves
outside the references to paradigmatic actions that
occurred under different or marginal political and
historical conditions. The practices described in
the article sustain themselves in their own mate-
rial occurrence without needing the recognition of
their occurrence from the hegemonic discourses
of power in place. In fact, they happen infrapo-
litically, referring here to James C. Scott’s notion
regarding the arts of not-being governed (Scott
[2009]). They pertain to a dislocated territoriality
that stays in relation to the European tradition but
happens outside and marginally to that context.

A postfoundational aesthetics, then, should
be an aesthetics that withdraws itself from given
essences that have built it, or are still building it.
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In the same way that postfoundational philoso-
phy operates a differentiation between politics and
the political, it would be necessary to distinguish
aesthetics from the aesthetical. A postfounda-
tional aesthetics can only be a deconstructive ges-
ture, like in the cases of Phillipe Lacoue-Labarthe
and Jean Luc Nancy. A gesture of withdrawal or,
In Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s terms, «retreat»,
which constitutes a «retracing of the political, re-
marking it, by raising the question in a new way»
(Lacoue-Labarthe, Nancy [1997]: 112; Marchart
[2007]: 64). In that sense, it certainly complicates
the linearity of any origin that would have found a
destiny to progress towards. Marchart understands
that withdrawal gesture, constitutive of the post-
foundational critic, as an active form of forcing
the given conditions of relationality within a soci-
ety. This gesture of retreat will enable a dislocation
in the ordered diagram of singularities in a «spe-
cific social or communal location», retracing them
from different angles, and potentially composing
new paths of collectivity:

If they do not occupy a specific social or communal
location, as they (singularities) only arise through
and by the act of sharing, if they do not relate to
the whole of community (to the communion as the
One), but rather to the very withdrawal of com-
munity as a whole, then one is forced to approach
the questions of relation from the angle of division,
of connection from the angle of disconnection,
of community from the angle of its retreat, and of
communion from the angle of its disruption. (Mar-
chart [2007]: 74)

Why should we situate Stiegler’s philosophy
within this set of thinkers or the postfoundational
milieu, and why is it interesting? Stiegler shares
the same constant interrogation, a deconstructive
gesture. His work also considers an element that
goes beyond the Heideggerian tradition of under-
standing technology as mere calculability. The
general organology Stiegler proposes as a method
already sizes this condition of a postfoundational
critic. Because of the current «stage of organologi-
cal development - that is of technological devel-
opment which does, in general, modify both psy-
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chosomatic and social organizations but today
does so in an accelerated way» (Stiegler [2020]:
73), Stiegler’s philosophy attempts to establish the
necessary conditions for re-thinking the ground-
ed-ungrounded existing relationship between
humans, technical objects, and the composition
of potential realities to grasp from that autopoi-
etic relationship. Stiegler’s questioning of the arts
in his work considers this creative and relational
complexity, a complexity based on the fact that the
history of art, if there is one, belongs to a multi-
localised and multi-layered terrain that does not
coincide with a teleontological political destiny or
project of European origins.

What does epokhe mean? It means interruption, sus-
pension. And it is in this sense that Husserl’s phe-
nomenological method takes up this term. But it
also means epoch, that is, collective individuation.
Individuation: this is what occurs in a noetic milieu,
inasmuch as it is noetic only to the extent that we
can tear ourselves away from it only intermittently,
and, in so doing, trans-form it. Individuation means
constant trans-formation. (Stiegler [2020]: 161)

Before going further, we should say something
about Stiegler’s use of the term «technics», which
confront us with the core of his philosophical pro-
ject. Bernard Stiegler’s major trilogy is titled of La
technique et les temps’ (see Stiegler [1994]; Stie-
gler [1996]; Stiegler [2001]). He uses the notion of
technics to refer to what he calls «inorganic organ-
ized beings» (Stiegler [1998]: 17). What Stiegler
establishes early on in his work is the relational
formation that exists between humans and techni-
cal objects. They belong in certain sense together,
to their reciprocal constitution. The technical
object becomes an element of exteriorisation that
creates a new relation towards the human and the
environment. The creation of tools, technics, cre-
ates the human (Stiegler [1998]), because it com-

7In 2018 Fayard Editions published the three volumes
together in one book. I have mainly used this edition as a
reference together with the English translations published
by Stanford University Press in 1998, 2008 and 2010
respectively.
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poses a new territory of perception and cognition
of the lived experience, both individually and col-
lectively. As Stiegler writes in the general intro-
duction to Technics and Time: «As a “process of
exteriorization”, technics is the pursuit of life by
means other than life» (Stiegler [1998]: 17). The
technical objects create a relational memory that
traces towards the past, both in terms of genetic
memory and memory of the central nervous sys-
tem. According to Stiegler, there are three types of
memory: «genetic memory, epigenetic memory,
and epiphylogenetic memory» (Stiegler [1998]:
177; Roberts [2005]). Therefore, the technical
objects cannot be understood as mere tools cre-
ated or used by humans. The evolution of their
forms, and the dynamics their formed between
themselves and with the environments they inhab-
it, are breaking the existent boundaries of relation-
al life. For Stiegler this change calls for a new con-
sideration of technicity. Because technics «is woven
into the development of humanity» (Abbinnett
[2018]: 13).

Art is, for Stiegler, the unexpected open-
ing source of a process of collective individua-
tion (Stiegler [2020]: 74), through which we all
have the «potential to receive and to disseminate
the exclamatory gesture of the other» (Abbinnett
[2018]: 140). As Professor Ross Abbinnett com-
ments, at the end of the chapter Crises of the aes-
thetics, Stiegler is committed to the capacity that
art, as a technology of the spirit, can contribute
as agency in shaping public power. Stiegler recog-
nises the sensory potential of art in the sense of
being a technology that exosomatises® the «trau-
matological formation of the symbolic order of

8 The notion of exosomatization comes from Alfred ]J.
Lotka, who understood the important and undeniable
influence of human activity through engineering upon
the world. This transformation occurs through inor-
ganic organs: tools that produce, exchange, and consume
energy. Lotka even uses the notion of exosomatic evolu-
tion (Lotka [1945]: 188), through which he assumes the
relevant importance of «artificial aids» in the processes
of adaptation of human life to new environmental condi-
tions produced, in fact, through those relational exchang-
es between humans and nature.

society» beyond the given structures of exosoma-
tization in place. Of course, Stiegler has in mind
an art which, particularly in Western industrial-
ised countries, has publicly and critically contrib-
uted to the necessary transformations produced
by its hyper-industrialisation. Joseph Beuys and
Andy Warhol are the European and North Ameri-
can examples he uses when he comments on his
interest in an art conscious of its participation and
contribution to the life of the organised polis. It is
here where it is possible to signal the inclusion of
Stiegler in the postfoundational field and an agree-
ment with Marchart’s proposal of conflictual aes-
thetics. Certainly, there are important differences
between Warhol and Beuys practices. Neverthe-
less, in their own ways, both reshaped the politi-
cal spaces of art and the resonances of the arts in
social and public debates.

In the same way Beuys and Warhol are seen
by Stiegler as examples of an art that shapes the
public sphere, the Ghost Dance can be seen as
intrinsically contributing to the thinking and sus-
tainability of a hidden public sphere of a commu-
nity. An act, desperate enough, of care of a com-
mon body in front of a hyper destructive force
that brought it to the fringes of extinction. At
the same time, it certainly cannot be seen in the
sense the Beuysian rituals politically confronted
or critically engaged with European or globalised
Western issues, such as democracy, economy or
even ecology.

In his article Relational Ecology and the Digital
Pharmakon, Stiegler comments that:

Education is the fruit of the accumulated experi-
ence of generations. It develops a patina over time
like the pebbles rolling in the current along the riv-
erbed that they themselves constitute. Education
is the transindividuation of individual memories
engendered by individual experiences, ones which,
through being transmitted and developing a patina
— that is, in being regulated, in forming a body of
procedures, and sometimes in becoming formal
regulations - have resulted in a collective memory
constituted by the attentional forms of knowledge:
knowhow, lifeskills, cognitive and theoretical knowl-
edges. (Stiegler [2012]: 2)
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Education is, for Stiegler, the main tool, or
technique, of transindividuation, that a society or
community has for making accessible, acknowl-
edgeable, an accumulated past, that has not been
experienced directly. A technique that has been
engineered to be transmitted through a meth-
odology, a body of procedures, through which
accessing an embodiment in each individual of
that common thread. This description is not con-
sidering just the defined knowledge, but the ways
by which that knowledge is communicated. In
that sense, the technique of education works in
between the technical objects used in its transmis-
sion, the bodies involved, and the relational envi-
ronment they built in their relational space.

Without the modelling of education that Stie-
gler mentions in general through repetition, in
the form of habitus, the faculties of an individual
remain just «latent, unexpressed and unknown»
(Stiegler [2012]). This habitus can be only forged
through attention. Attention is the capacity that is
necessary to learn. If interfered or disrupted, then
the process of individuation cannot take place.
The type or model of attention conforms, in fact,
the form of knowledge of a community. The mate-
rial techniques condition the attentional model
formed within that community, even spontaneous-
ly (Stiegler [2003]). And for Stiegler, in that sense,
they are mnemotechnics:

Humans die but their histories remain - this is
the big difference between mankind and other life
forms. Among these traces most have in fact not
been produced with a view to transmitting memo-
ries: a piece of pottery or a tool were not made to
transmit any memory but they do so nevertheless,
spontaneously. Which is why archaeologists are
looking for them: they are often the only witnesses
of the most ancient episodes. Other traces are spe-
cifically devoted to the transmission of memory: for
example, writing, photography, phonography and
cinematography. The latter even makes an industry
out of producing and transmitting these traces we
call retentions. (Stiegler [2003])

This means techniques that can transport,
express, exchange through time and space. The pub-
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lication of the Bible is a good example of it. But
even more than that, the first publication of a
bible in a lingua franca and not in Latin is a more
specific example of that modelling of knowledge
and the form of education, the vehicle or interface
of education.

For Stiegler, culture is «the intergenerational
transmission of attentional forms» through «psy-
chosocial memory technologically exteriorized
and supported». Stiegler highlights the impor-
tance of the modelling of education and cultures
when the technical devices of accumulation of
memory simultaneously disrupt that necessary
attention. Which is basically what he expresses
as a concern in contemporary times. Knowledge
is thus becoming affected and infected by the
disrupting effects of the industrial production
of mnemotechnic devices: «As attention form-
ing, education is the modality through which the
social being that is always also a psychic individu-
al individuates itself at once psychically and collec-
tively» (Stiegler [2012]). Education is the modal-
ity, which means that the interface of that shap-
ing of the attention depends on the educational
model chosen by a specific society. Social beings
individuate themselves through the interface of
education. But what is the model of education
that can create the attentiveness of that forming?
The educational model has been at the base of the
cultural building in Western societies. The souls
of the citizens were at stake between philosophy
and the arts since the Greeks. Philosophy was a
model, and the arts were other. Here lies Plato’s
famous rejection of certain arts while others were
useful in the modelling experience of souls, their
individuational processes. The performativity of
the educational experience is fundamental in the
form of a social being who apprehends the con-
text within which she evolves. The comprehen-
sion of the context depends on the formal inter-
face the social being has: the plasticity it consid-
ers from its pre-given experiences of attention.
And it is here that the arts, as collective gestural
apparatuses, compose a complex gesture of with-
drawal of the given senses.
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A TENSOR

Asumir un suceso de vida abierto
(situaciones no resueltas, de incerti-
dumbre) como investigacion de arte.
Parada (1980): 31°

I will now turn to other artistic example that
stresses the conceptual notions in discussion.
Herndn Parada is a Chilean artist (Talca, 1953)
who lives in Toronto, Canada. He has developed
a small and fragile mechanism of remembering
known as Obrabierta A. During the decade of
the eighties in Chile, when a new wave of public
protests emerged against the Civic-Military Dic-
tatorship (1973-1989), Parada decided to attend
the marches and other public spaces with a paper
mask: a mask made by photocopy. The mask por-
trayed Paradas older brother, Alejandro Parada,
who was arrested in 1974, and disappeared by
agents of the National Intelligence Bureau (DINA
by the Spanish abbreviation of the Direccién de
Inteligencia Nacional)'’.

Parada’s brother was a student of veterinary
at the University of Chile. After the coup détat

9 See also Varas (2012): 99-102.

10 «Alejandro Arturo Parada Gonzélez was born on 8 Jan-
uary 1952 in Talca. Married with one daughter, he stud-
ied at Liceo No. 8 in Santiago and later studied veteri-
nary medicine at the University of Chile, where he began
to join the Socialist Youth. After the coup détat, he was
involved in coordinating contacts and handing out mate-
rials to leaders of the Socialist Party. On 30 July 1974, at
the age of 22, he was arrested at his home in the Cerril-
los district in an operation carried out by the DINA and
witnessed by the neighbours of the sector. In addition
to his time at Londres 38, surviving witnesses claim to
have seen him at Cuatro Alamos (concentration camp),
where he remains missing to this day», https://www.lon-
dres38.cl/1937/w3-article-97922.html (accessed January 9,
2023). Londres 38 was a centre of repression, torture and
extermination during the civil-military dictatorship led
by Augusto Pinochet. After years of denouncing actions,
today, it is a space of memories recovered and open to
the people, social organisations, and individuals. It is
located in the centre of the city of Santiago, in the Paris-
Londres heritage district, near the civic centre (for more
information, http://www.londres38.cl).

in September 1973, he dropped out school due
to the risks to his physical integrity posed by his
militancy in the Socialist Party. The disappear-
ance of Alejandro had a strong impact on Hernan
Parada, who decided to incorporate this event into
his artistic reflection. Parada developed a body of
work that testifies to the scope of repression in
Chile during the seventies and eighties. Like other
artists of the same period, Parada experimented
with new technological materials, such as videos,
photocopies, and performances, allowing them to
work with what was happening in Chile politically,
culturally, and temporally’!.

Finally, I would define my work as a constant act of
dating and measuring living or life-involving pro-
cesses, with the ultimate goal of synthesizing and
producing new information. Hernan Parada, Sep-
tember 22, 1983. (Sanfuentes [2001]: 78)'2

Wearing the mask, Hernan Parada visited dif-
ferent places in Santiago of Chile. Parada inquired
about his missing brother by asking the people
he met about his whereabouts. The encounters
generated by this experience were recorded on
audiotape by the artist Luz Donoso, who used to
accompany Parada in his actions.

The mask is the portrait of his brother. His
artistic act’s main triggering element is industrial,
the photocopy, and State organised: the identifica-
tion image. And, of course, it is composed of the
embodying act of maskering himself or allowing his
body to become the territory for a memory to come:
embodying the trace. There is an almost non-artistic

1 Herndn Parada, as an artist, can be situated between
two art collectives working in the same period in Chile:
La Escena de Avanzada, and the CADA (Colectivo de
Acciones de Arte). Parada did work within what was
known as the TAV (Talleres de Artes Visuales), an organ-
ization formed by artists and teachers at the University
of Chile. It is here that he found the environment and
friendship of two main artist comrades: Luz Donoso and
Victor Hugo Codocedo.

2 My translation. Also, in Codocedo, Herndn Parada,
Arte & Textos. Contingenias. https://hernanparada.cl/
wp-content/uploads/2022/05/Catalogo-contingencia.pdf
(accessed December 12, 2022).
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Figure 3. Hernan Parada, July 31, 1984. Image by Victor Hugo
Codocedo. See https://hernanparada.cl/portfolio_page/acciones-
performaticas-2/ (accessed December 12, 2022).

will, except for organising those tools for an almost
invisible methodology of holding a vanished mem-
ory. A memory of a lack, of an absence, a memory
of someone who has disappeared, who has been
made disappeared by the State. Parada’s act is an act
of passing to action in defiance of the conditions of
repression at that moment. It supplements the reali-
ty and allows a collective trans-formation to happen.
It is an act of fidelity".

13 Fidelity is what names French philosopher Alain Badi-
ou as the main force that the individual composes with
an event. As the event is inexistent, without place, und-
omiciled from where it takes place, we cannot know
about its existence. We only have access to its echoic
presence that we rebuild afterwards through our activ-

Luis Guerra Miranda

Parada’s act is a gesture sustained individu-
ally, both in his body and psychic life. Because of
his experience, being the brother of a person who
has been made disappeared by the State, his act
retraces that personal memory, but it also localises
a collective reverberance. His act, artistic in some
sense, as a technique, sustained both elements at
the same time: the social life of a community and
the singularity it creates for the individual. In Stie-
gler’s terms, Parada’s act is a trans-individuation
because it realises a sublimation for the collective.

Trans-individuation is the acting out and the social-
isation of the pre-individual ground as a socialisa-
tion of the psychic: it is the realisation of sublima-
tion. Through his work, the artist establishes an
exemplary articulation along with an intensifica-
tion of psychic and collective individuation. He
represents an exemplary instance of the «and» in
the expression «psychic and collective», and, to the
extent that he intensifies this conjunction, he is a
tensor. (Stiegler [2015]: 155)

Parada’s act intensifies the situation through
a gestural device that marks an operational lack.
Through the embodiment of a loss, a different
attentional device was formed. The echoic mat-
ter it carries recovers its potentiality in different
times, keeping the memories for encounters to
come. His act, now know through traces, will con-
stantly disturb the tissue of essences and grounds
that tend to solidify a community. In the same
sense the Ghost Dance was made without know-
ing its results, Parada’s act opened a path to retain
the possibility of another time to come. A bifurca-
tion within the limiting conditions of oppressing
cultural devices.

In his book Symbolic Misery, Volume 2, The
Catastrophe, in the paragraph titled 52. What is an
artist? Stiegler goes on to say:

An artist is a vortex of a particular kind in the flow:
she is charged with a preparatory task with respect

ity. Through that activism, embodied by us, the event is
knowable in retrospective, and can extends its potential-
ity towards futures yet to come.
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to the pre-individual ground of the Is and wes to
come. And, at the same time, she is an operative of
trans-individuation in the accessible pre-individual
ground: she creates works, artifacts, the fruits of
general organology arising from the stratum formed
here by tekhné, which open up the future (l'avenir)
as the singularity of the indeterminate by accessing
the repressed that incubates the potential of what
Aristotle calls the noetic soul -as its intermittent
possibility of acting out. (Stiegler [2015]: 155)

Parada’s act was not seen within the marches;
it was not even seen in any sense by any public
audience. It certainly does not participate in an
artistic sense. It happened without any institution-
al frame constituting it. In fact, it withdraws.

It is at this point that conflictual aesthetics
must consider another path to the organised artiv-
ism portrayed by Marchart. As in the case of the
Ghost Dance, there exists a different implication of
the action and its intentional aftermath. In Parada’s
case, there is a clear understanding of the agonist
condition of his environment, the imposed limita-
tions configured already and the slightly operation-
al potential that the street protest acquired through
his participation in it. Nevertheless, Parada’s action
occupied more than the street, exposing his body
in other less favourable spots. Another example
of this conflictual aesthetics without the propa-
gandist intention is Carlos Altamiranos video art
piece Panorama, 1981. There is a certain urgency
in these actions that are not directly confront-
ing the oppressive conditions, such as in the case
of the Pussy Riots singing in the Red Square. This
«indirect» confrontation also exposes the level of
oppression these artists confronted. There certainly
exists a differentiation of the artistic gesture and its
conflictual condition due to the political situation.
When, for example, another political collective
around the same period during the Chilean dic-
tatorship, Movimiento Contra la Tortura Sebastidn
Acevedo did its «litanies», they knew that their
denunciation could also mean their imprisonment,
torture and even disappearance. Artists protesting
in «democratic» conditions are in a different situa-
tion. In Chile the recently successful collective, and
even massive, performances made by Las Tesis cor-

roborate that difference. Interesting enough, it is
also clear that none of them happen to be in the
side of the organisational as it is defined by Mar-
chart. The organised political struggle is an imme-
diacy that Marchart assumes as a feature of the
artivist activity. Nevertheless, in some circumstanc-
es, that organisation happens to be small, unde-
fined, undomiciled, weak, and its strength, if any,
exists within that feature of vulnerability, repair,
and dispersion.

Parada’s actions occurred outside of any
authorised cultural inscription. It was not art
in the sense of any given system. Its artistic sur-
face does not correspond to the construction
of any cultural industry. I will even claim that it
rests outside the institutionalisation even after it
has been finally reconfigured as a recognisable
and official part within the historical narrative of
recent art history. The gesture of Parada is a ges-
tural apparatus, a technology that sustains a mem-
ory to come. What I am referring as a gestural
apparatus is Parada’s action and not the aftermath
of his action, which was after all exhibited in a
space of art'®. But even there, I propose, the artis-
tic artifact tenses the condition of the art object.
It certainly rejects that condition as a merchandise
of the art system and stays forcing the conditions
of sense in an environment of official oblivion.

Yuk Hui, in his article For a Cosmotechni-
cal Event in Honor of Idhe and Stiegler, writes:
«Technology in Stiegler’s vocabulary is the ter-
tiary memory, the necessary supplement (in the
sense of Jacques Derrida) to the retentional fini-
tude of Dasein» (Hui [2020]: 89). Hui uses the
example of Strauss’ The Blue Danube for letting
us understand the difference between what Stie-
gler names primary and secondary retention and
protention. Parada’s acts certainly are supplements
to an incomplete perception of reality that is being
institutionalised, but what would be the differ-

4 Parada’s Obra Abierta was recently exposed at the
Museum of Contemporary Art in Santiago of Chile,
under the curatorial direction of Alejandro de la Fuente:
https://mac.uchile.cl/exposiciones/obrabierta-el-tiempo-
la-vida-la-informacion/ (accessed December 10, 2022).


https://mac.uchile.cl/exposiciones/obrabierta-el-tiempo-la-vida-la-informacion/
https://mac.uchile.cl/exposiciones/obrabierta-el-tiempo-la-vida-la-informacion/

144

ence between Strauss’s and Parada’s artistic actions
in terms of that necessary supplement? Strauss’s
melody is an artwork that can be seen as a partici-
pant, recognised, and extending the constitution
of an already foundational institutional aestheti-
cal frame. In contrast, in the case of Parada’s act, it
gets lost in a retentional temporality parallel to the
regular events. His act, made using artistic means,
composes a gestural technology that re-established
a new, then lost, relation to the recent past.

It is undoubtful that Parada recognised the
existence of forms of art that have conflicted with
the recent historicization of that Western cul-
tural tool that art has become. Parada studied art
at the University of Chile. In that sense, there is
not a romantic critic to a returning act that will
restore an origin, pure and supreme of art, before
its institutionalisation. On the contrary, Parada
works within forced circumstances, and the act,
demanding enough, knows about the incapacity of
the tool for changing the structural technopoliti-
cal circumstances. But despite those facts, it makes
trace, as a weapon of the weak!®. His act partici-
pates without knowing if the gesture will endure.
Parada did not know if the photographs being tak-
en would be exposed or collected in some institu-
tions, as they are today. He did it without know-
ing about the intensification his act was produc-
ing. His act, and those of other artists in the same
period, supplied and supplemented the institu-
tional forced amnesia upon a social body through
artistic means already intertwined with the tech-
nological conditions of the moment. And they
have an intense educational capacity to unfold
the hidden aspects of a community shocked by a
Coup d¥état.

CONCLUSION

What would be revealed in the gestures of
Parada and the Ghost Dance? The locality of a
memory which is in displacement. This trajecto-
rial conditioning belongs to the art-act as a ges-

15 The notion of weapon of the weak comes from Ameri-
can anarchist anthropologist James (1985).

Luis Guerra Miranda

tural apparatus, which is to sustain a memory for a
time, localising its echoic return. The Ghost Dance
and Parada’s Obra Abierta are interruptions to the
disruption in Stiegler’s terms. The revealed is not
merely the personal situation of Parada’s brother,
neither Parada’s sentiment before a horrific situ-
ation nor the history being written through the
State violence upon an entire social body. Parada’s
act reveals all of that, but what the art-act is reveal-
ing is the ilocality of a memory to come. In the
act, the being-there at that march, invisible among
others, forcing and forming a supplement, what is
retained and revealed is the local embodiment for
a memory. These practices are embodying tech-
niques that, without directly changing the circum-
stances where they appear, they convoke the poten-
tiality of an echo, allowing a memory to be grasped
suddenly as a collective trans-individuation:

The question at this stage is to understand how it is
possible that what I have called an «objective pri-
mary retention» (a sensory event) should suddenly
become the katharsis as well the catalyst -of individ-
uation, and in a sense the katastrophe -of individu-
ation, which is to say, the trigger of a quantum leap
that liberates the unexpected of traumatype. Such a
traumatype, for which a work of art may be a pro-
jection support, does not simply belong to a noetic
soul: it belongs to the pre-individual ground of all
noetic souls, and it is in this way that it penetrates
the defensive barrier of the stereotypes. (Stiegler
[2015]: 152)

The Ghost Dance and Parada’s Obra Abierta
are gestural apparatuses. They compose proce-
dures of cognition through mechanisms of action.
Stiegler’s philosophy constantly interrogates the
form of philosophy and performs a withdraw-
al of its discursive political consistency. It is in
that sense that we can recognise his philosophi-
cal practice as postfoundational in the sense pro-
posed by Marchart. I claim that Stiegler’s approach
towards the arts allow us to operate readings
toward cultural and artistic practices that exceed
the fixed definitions within the sphere of West-
ernised institution of art. Stiegler’s approach allow
us to understand artistic practices as tools and
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mechanisms, performative and embodied tech-
nologies that work collectively and socially beyond
the existent cultural rules in place. From Stiegler’s
perspective both examples interrupt the disrup-
tion, not by sublimating any loss, but through the
cypher that inscribes a trace, where a finitude of
the existent is assembled to an intensity that insti-
tutes a bifurcation.
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Note e recensioni

Shaun Gallagher, Performance/Art: The Venetian Lectures, edited
by Carlos Vara Sanchez, 2021, Mimesis International, pp. 162

The gradual shift from classical cognitivist models of cognition
to 4E (embodied, embedded, extended, and enactive) approaches
may be daunting for the aesthetician should it require a symmetri-
cal revolution, or at least similarly substantive revisions, for her field.
However, Gallagher’s Performance/Art — the 4E cognition instigator’s
first book devoted explicitly to concerns aesthetic — approaches the
task with a clarity, concision, and execution that neutralises any fear
of the complexity or magnitude of the quest. Nor should those not
well-versed in embodied cognition, particularly enactivism, be fear-
ful in approaching the text. Vara Sanchez, the booKk’s editor, manag-
es to traverse, condense, and succinctly explicate the mass oeuvre
of Gallagher’s philosophy in the book’s Introduction. If this study is
indicative of the research to come as aesthetics embraces 4E cogni-
tion, then we should be optimistic about the future of the discipline.

After Vara Sanchez’s introduction to Gallagher’s philosophy -
which in isolation could serve as core material on a 4E cognition
course syllabus - the book proceeds by way of three lectures by Gal-
lagher. The fundamental claims of the text are as follows. First, a
Dewey-inspired proposal that aesthetic experience falls on a contin-
uum with everyday cognition and will vary by activity, artform, and
stance (p. 28, pp. 137-138). Here, Gallagher contests the entrenched
view that aesthetic experience can be reduced to one psychophysi-
ological state, or particular content, in each activity from which it
manifests. Being an audience to a film, playing football, touching
a sculpture, and dancing as a group will produce different kinds of
aesthetic experiences with different psychophysiological assemblag-
es. Notwithstanding, Gallagher distances himself from the Dewey-
an claim that all experiences are at least minimally aesthetic (p. 63).
Second, the aesthetic experience of the performer is one of a “dou-
ble-attunement” to both the portrayed character - or else the music,
the dance, etc. — and the “self-awareness of the performer in the
meshed cohesive gestalt of the performance” (p. 136), throughout
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their realisation of affordances. Third, and by con-
trast, aesthetic experiences as audiences or observ-
ers are elicited by the lack of practical and inter-
actable affordances offered by artworks; something
unsettling and disruptive for a goal-directed agent.
Fourth, in aesthetic cognition - as with all cogni-
tion — one should not ignore the situated, embod-
ied, contextual, intersubjective, institutional, cul-
tural meshes that permeate mind in action.

These claims are gradually and carefully con-
structed in a philosophical argument resembling
a crescendo: Gallagher poses the question of the
aesthetic experience of performers from the out-
set, but answers, in definitive terms, only toward
the end of Lecture 3 (p. 136). The argumentative
strategy is convincing, finding consistently com-
pelling “middle ground[s]” (p. 36) in what philo-
sophical discourse may have otherwise present-
ed as dichotomies, and the proposals are always
laced with both theoretical and empirical import
and justification. For example, Gallagher bypasses
the polarity between Dreyfus’ mindless performer
and an over-intellectualist reliance on (intrusive)
representations (pp. 36-41); between top-down/
bottom-up integration and influence, meshed with
horizontal - affective and intersubjective - con-
cerns (pp. 43-48); between the inactivity afforded
by visual artworks and a goal-directed agent (pp.
130-138); and between an actor becoming their
character and their awareness and criticality of
their own performance (pp. 115-122). This level of
care and meticulousness allows for a philosophi-
cally substantive engagement with not only techni-
cal excursions such as the sensorimotor, empathic,
and affordance-based dynamics of performance,
but so too with what may appear more obvious
and mundane contextual factors such as danc-
ing on one’s own vis-d-vis with others vis-a-vis
in front of others. Gallagher treats the latter with
the philosophical urgency and nuance required to
show just how much they can facilitate and con-
strain a performance, something that escapes cur-
rent literature.

By way of these middle grounds, coupled with
their interdisciplinary scaffolds, Gallagher grants
us insight and critical evaluation not only into
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matters aesthetic, but a vast array of philosophi-
cal positions and discourse. To arrive at the reali-
sation of affordances in performance (p. 76), and
the peculiar unaffordability of visual artworks,
we are granted a tour of the ecological-enactive
approach to affordances as well as a dismantling
of the simulation theory of mind and its applica-
tion to aesthetic experience (pp. 81-83; pp. 121-
130). To extract the situated and contextual fac-
tors that may affect performance, we take a detour
into how sociocultural norms and institutions can
degrade our autonomy and affordance landscapes
(pp- 86-92). To understand the double-attunement
of the performer to themselves and their charac-
ter, we must grapple with theatrical methodologies
such as blocking and marking; the perspectives of
audiences, directors, and performers; Wollheim’s
conception of twofoldness; and the erroneous
characterisation of other minds as inaccessible
Cartesian mentality approachable only through
third-person observation rather than second-per-
son interaction. These encompassing methodol-
ogies provide a forceful defensibility to the four
key claims outlined earlier, which place some tra-
ditional assumptions and positions in aesthetics
under threat.

For the avoidance of doubt, the book serves
more as an intervention into aesthetics from eco-
logical and enactive perspectives, rather than as a
classically aesthetics-focussed and -oriented study.
Consequently, we are left wanting with regard to
the arguments’ consequences for debates about
aesthetic properties, aesthetic and artistic value,
disinterestedness, beauty, and so on. That is, those
issues that have pervaded traditional analytic aes-
thetics as a discipline of its own. And these con-
sequences are certainly available for assessment:
Could a unique set of aesthetic affordances dis-
place talk about aesthetic properties? What is left
of disinterestedness for an inherently affective,
intersubjective, and action-oriented agent? How
do relations between institutions, autonomy, and
affordances shape and modulate the content and
self-authorship of our aesthetic judgements? To
be sure, this complaint is more of a desire than
a fault of the text: interests of scope, space, and
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strategy ordain that authors cannot, and perhaps
should not, cover all that they so wish. Indeed,
Gallagher does well to produce a work of aes-
thetics, phenomenology, mind, psychology, and
cognitive science that successfully interpenetrates
rather than failing to be any of these at once. The
book, like Gallagher’s aesthetic performer, is a
cohesive mesh. But caution should be exercised
in approaching the text from the perspective of a
traditional analytic aesthetician concerned sole-
ly with rigid statements about the metaphysics of
properties and locating values.

This book represents and signals what aes-
thetics can be: a discipline oriented, scaffolded,
and guided by a myriad of methodologies and
disciplines. It is a domain requiring theoretical
and empirical insight from psychology, percep-
tion, mind, cognitive science, history, sociology,
and beyond. But so too can it penetrate, inform,
and shape these other disciplines, making the rela-
tionships bidirectional if not permeative, a far cry
from the isolation with which, traditionally, aes-
thetics has been treated. Gallagher’s Performance/
Art has initiated this, producing what I am sure is
a book waiting patiently to feature on the syllabi
of all aesthetics courses. My sole recommenda-
tion would be that this appearance comes sooner
rather than later, lest aesthetics be ignorant of the
explanatory goldmine that Gallagher has begun to
excavate.

Professor Shaun Gallagher is currently the Lil-
lian and Morrie Moss Chair of Excellence in Phi-
losophy at the University of Memphis, holding a
secondary appointment as Professorial Fellow at
SOLA, University of Wollongong (Australia). Dr.
Carlos Vara Sanchez is a Marie Sklodowska-Curie
Actions postdoctoral fellow at Universidade Com-
plutense Madrid.
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Il geografo e orientalista francese Augustin
Berque, nato a Rabat nel 1942, & noto a colo-
ro che si occupano di paesaggio in Europa e non
solo. Cio che contraddistingue il suo approccio ¢
unampia apertura nei confronti del pensiero pae-
saggistico extraeuropeo, allo scopo di mettere in
luce intrecci inattesi, parallelismi insperati, ma
anche differenze marcate, a volte produttive, altre
volte intraducibili. Pensare il paesaggio ¢ la tradu-
zione italiana del libro La pensée paysagére (2008),
edito da due geografi attenti allestetica e alla filo-
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sofia, Marco Maggioli e Marcello Tanca. Ledizione
italiana ¢ introdotta da Giuseppe Dematteis, uno
dei pitt importanti esponenti della geografia cultu-
rale in Italia.

Nel primo capitolo, Berque espone la questio-
ne di fondo della sua ricerca: come sia possibile
che, in un mondo come il nostro, pieno di pen-
siero, scrittura, progettazione, rappresentazione,
pianificazione, teorizzazione e pratica del paesag-
gio, viviamo circondati da ogni genere di brutture
paesaggistiche: new town costruite senza riguardo
nei confronti della sensibilita delle popolazioni,
non-luoghi tutti uguali sparsi sul globo, quartieri
periferici sconfinati, diffusione di stereotipi pae-
saggistici che si impongono come modelli di suc-
cesso nel marketing a discapito delloriginalita e
della varieta dei luoghi terrestri. La prima risposta
di Berque é la posizione di una distinzione tra il
“pensiero paesaggista” e il “pensiero del paesag-
gio” Il “pensiero del paesaggio” emerge quando il
paesaggio viene a costituire un oggetto autonomo
di pensiero e rappresentazione. Il “pensiero pae-
saggista’, invece, ¢ espressione di un “pensare pae-
saggisticamente” (Tanca e Maggioli 2022: 27), pro-
prio di culture che non hanno elaborato un con-
cetto distinto di paesaggio, ma che hanno sapu-
to nondimeno curare i propri dintorni. La cura
dell'ambiente di vita, ¢ nello stesso tempo, un fatto
estetico, morale, sociale, politico e religioso, tra-
sversale alle epoche e alle culture: in questo senso,
non nasce certo con l'affermazione del paesaggio
come concetto tipico della modernita.

Nel secondo capitolo si chiarisce come la
maturazione di un “pensiero del paesaggio” pre-
supponga in genere una distanziazione tra sogget-
to e natura. Si tratta di un processo che affonda
le sue radici ben prima della modernita: in Gre-
cia al tempo di Esiodo come nella Roma di Vir-
gilio, le élites colte cittadine e i proprietari terrieri
liberi dalla necessita di lavorare hanno iniziato a
guardare alla natura con gusto estetico. Lo stesso
mito delleta delloro, in quanto idealizzazione dei
caratteri benigni e generosi della natura, ne sareb-
be espressione. Il “pensiero del paesaggio” emerge
dunque da una distanza tra una forma geogra-
fica e una soggettivita che la osserva. I proces-
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si di urbanizzazione del mondo moderno hanno
senzaltro accelerato il processo di concettualizza-
zione del paesaggio, ma la separazione tra chi vive
le fatiche del lavoro con la natura e chi ha il pri-
vilegio di godere di quel lavoro dal sicuro di una
citta o di un maniero si ritrova anche in epoche e
culture diverse.

I terzo capitolo ci introduce alle genti della
montagna: sullAtlante in Marocco, di cui Berque
espone diverse fotografie scattate durante una spe-
dizione nel 2007, come sulle Ande e tra gli Aranda
dell’Australia, ¢ possibile incontrare gruppi etnici
indigeni che non dispongono del concetto di pae-
saggio ma vivono paesaggisticamente, in simbio-
si con la montagna. Non si tratta di una simbiosi
bucolica o idealizzata. La montagna resta perico-
losa e la vita rimane dura. Solo che una pluriseco-
lare consuetudine di abitare la montagna, trasmes-
sa di generazione in generazione, ha trasformato
lo spazio montano in un cosmo completo, di cui
le mitologie locali portano traccia. In questa vita
ce poco spazio per il concetto di paesaggio, ma i
dintorni abitati sono trattati con un riguardo e
una cura che si riflettono anche nelle proiezioni
cosmologiche e antropomorfiche. In queste cultu-
re il paesaggio si fa continuamente nelle pratiche
spaziali agite dai popoli abitanti. Tuttavia, non esi-
stono culture che a priori non possano sviluppare
un concetto distinto di paesaggio. Il modo di una
cultura di vivere, abitare, percepire e guardare ai
propri dintorni cambia nel tempo e di queste tra-
sformazioni resta traccia nel linguaggio. Lesempio
su cui Berque si trattiene ¢ il significato del termi-
ne cinese shanshui e lo slittamento semantico che
lo ha riguardato tra il IV e il V secolo in Cina.

Nel quarto capitolo si mostra come, nel giro
di una generazione, il termine shanshui passi dal
riferirsi al concetto di natura, carico di valenze
cosmiche, a significare I'ambiente percepito este-
ticamente. Il primo poeta a aver colto il paesag-
gio in chiave estetica ¢ Xie Lingyun, morto nel
433 d.C. Questi scrive che “il sentimento, attra-
verso il gusto, crea la bellezza”: una dichiarazione
che si potrebbe considerare fondativa dellestetica
moderna occidentale (Berque cita, ad esempio,
‘affinita tra tale affermazione e lestetica kantia-
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na). Lautore mostra come levoluzione dellestetica
occidentale non rappresenti un fatto unico e come
sussistano analogie, tanto piu intriganti quanto
maggiormente anacronistiche; analogie che chie-
dono un ulteriore sforzo di riflessione e che, su
un piano molto diverso da quello delletnocentri-
smo europeo o dell'imperialismo culturale ame-
ricano, invitino la ricerca estetologica, geografica
e antropologica a indagare possibili costanti uni-
versali del comportamento umano. Una di queste
costanti puo essere individuata in quella che Eric
Dardel, in Lhomme et la terre (1952), chiamava
geograficita fondamentale dell'umano. Tutti abi-
tiamo la terra e le culture non sono solo prodotti
di tradizioni testuali o costrutti sociali. Le culture
si tessono sempre in relazione con una o piu por-
zioni di superficie terrestre: si tratta di forme geo-
grafiche reali, che condizionano l'azione umana, a
sua volta in grado di condizionarle, riscriverle e
reinterpretarle. In questa coappartenenza aperta e
processuale di cultura e natura, in questa azione
reciproca di individuo, societa e spazio, consiste la
geograficita fondamentale dell'umano.

In questa direzione si muove ancora la cul-
tura cinese del V secolo d.C. con quello che Ber-
que chiama “principio di Zong Bing”. E questo il
tema del quinto capitolo. Zong Bing pubblica nel
440 d.C. una Introduzione alla pittura di paesaggio:
l'analogia con lo sviluppo europeo del concetto di
paesaggio, cosi chiaramente legato alla diffusione
della pittura di paesaggio dal tardo Cinquecento
in poi, risulta sempre piu forte, cosi come lo sfa-
samento temporale tra levoluzione occidentale
e quella cinese. Laffermazione che si puo legge-
re in questo trattato, e che Berque fa propria, é:
“quanto al paesaggio, pur avendo sostanza, tende
allo spirito”. Paesaggio ¢ termine che si riferisce,
contemporaneamente, a una porzione di territo-
rio determinata dall'interazione locale di fattori
naturali e umani e alla percezione che di essa ne
hanno le popolazioni. La percezione non si ridu-
ce alla rappresentazione: per comprendere la sto-
ria del paesaggio non ¢ sufficiente ripercorrere la
storia dell’arte, dello sguardo, o della cartografia.
La percezione ¢ determinata comunque anche
dalle qualita intrinseche del percetto. La tensione
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tra realta e apparenza ¢ innegabile. Si tratta pero
di mantenere questa tensione, renderla produttiva
e dialettica, rifiutando le astrazioni concettuali del
dualismo.

Il capitolo sesto e il “codicillo” di chiusura
traggono dal percorso svolto alcune conclusio-
ni teoriche. Concepito come tensione vivificante
di essere e immagine, appartenenza e distanzia-
zione, realta materiale e dato percettivo, il pae-
saggio diventa il punto d’aggancio di una rifles-
sione pitt complessiva sulla relazione tra umano
e terra. Attualizzando gli argomenti del Fudo del
teorico giapponese Watsuji Tetsurd (1935), Ber-
que introduce 'armamentario concettuale che lo
ha reso noto come un autore tra i pili innovativi
e originali nel contesto del dibattito europeo con-
temporaneo sul paesaggio: la mesologia (scienza
del milieu), la médiance (“il senso di un ambiente
umano’, perduto quando 'ambiente naturale viene
ipostatizzato e contrapposto ad un ambiente cultu-
rale altrettanto astratto), la traiezione (la relazione
ontologica tra una porzione di spazio terrestre e le
sue qualita estetiche). Lo sforzo teorico ¢ rilevante:
si tratta di superare il dualismo senza precipitare
in qualche forma di monismo.

Tra la pubblicazione del libro francese e quel-
la della traduzione italiana sono trascorsi quattor-
dici anni, eppure il libro non risulta invecchiato.
Il dibattito accademico sul paesaggio prosegue,
nellambito di quella che potremmo considerare
una vera e propria “esplosione di teoria” in disci-
pline diverse. Il lavoro di Berque tenta di accedere
al carattere transdisciplinare del paesaggio adot-
tando una prospettiva informata tanto dellelabo-
razione estetologica quanto del dibattito geografi-
co. Berque propone un approccio attento sia alla
riflessione sullesperienza sul campo sia alla chia-
rificazione concettuale. Tale approccio si rende
necessario se si considera quanto poco le teoriz-
zazioni cinesi sul tema del paesaggio, piti antiche
di quelle europee, rispondano all’attuale partizione
dei saperi dell'accademia occidentale. Il paesaggio
non nasce con lelaborazione del concetto da parte
dellestetica e della storia dell’arte europea. La tesi
secondo la quale il paesaggio ¢ un fatto estetico,
inventato dalla modernita occidentale, ¢ preva-
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lente nella cultura europea novecentesca e nelle-
stetica ambientale contemporanea. Il paesaggio
¢ stato considerato come il prodotto dello sguar-
do dello spirito (Simmel 1913), della modernita
(Ritter 1963), del processo di artialisation della
realta (Roger 1997), della storia dell’'arte (Milani
2001). Secondo questa stessa linea interpretativa
si € mosso Allen Carlson, che vede nel paesaggio
urn’indebita proiezione dei modi dell'apprezzamen-
to artistico sulla natura (Carlson 2000). Il concetto
di paesaggio della modernita occidentale si con-
trappone a altri concetti con cui indicare diver-
si aspetti della realta geografica: lo spazio, sfondo
neutro e anestetico dell'azione umana; il luogo,
realta geografica carica di significati storici e sim-
bolici; il territorio, inteso come loggettivita dei
rapporti socio-politici che hanno luogo in una-
rea geografica. In questarticolazione, il paesaggio
assume un significato meramente estetico, in un
contesto epistemologico nel quale, a sua volta, le-
stetica ¢ stata istituita come indagine disciplinare
separata dalle altre. Cosi disarticolato in territorio
oggettivo e paesaggio soggettivo, la forma geogra-
fica unitaria - il milieu, nella terminologia adotta-
ta da Berque - si sottopone a un’ulteriore disarti-
colazione, quella del dualismo natura/cultura. In
questo caso, il contraltare del paesaggio sarebbe
I'ambiente.

Berque, invece, secondo una linea di pensiero
che, come Dematteis nota nell'introduzione, risale
a Alexander von Humboldt, sostiene che le forme
geografiche sono dotate di unespressivita propria e
realizzano di volta in volta le condizioni dell'uma-
no appaesamento. Piu affine alla proposta di Ber-
que sono lestetica fenomenologica, I'environmental
aesthetics di Berleant (2007) e la “via goethiana
delle scienze2 (Seamon 2005), che tendono a sot-
tolineare la relazione di soggetto e oggetto prima
della loro astrazione. La posta in gioco ¢ affermare
un punto di vista olistico e sostantivo del paesag-
gio, da intendersi come come porta d’accesso per
ripensare questioni antiche della filosofia, quali il
rapporto tra tra realta e rappresentazione, proprie-
ta primarie e secondarie, sostanza e fenomeno. Si
puo condividere o meno la proposta di Berque e
in particolare la sua critica verso la cultura occi-
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dentale, dalla quale sembrerebbe quasi che laffer-
mazione del pensiero di paesaggio, in sé dualistico
e astratto, fosse la causa delle brutture e devasta-
zioni dei paesaggi moderni e contemporanei. Si
tratta di un impianto di ragionamento chiaramen-
te heideggeriano, come in parte riconosciuto dallo
stesso Berque in piu di un riferimento nel corso
del libro. Si potrebbe supporre, pitt benignamente,
che tanta teoria del paesaggio prodotta dalla cul-
tura occidentale contemporanea rappresenti piut-
tosto la reazione intellettuale di segmenti di socie-
ta e della cultura, di movimenti e attivisti, contro
leccesso di sfruttamento dello spazio e la scarsa
considerazione per le sue multiple agentivita: mali
che peraltro dilagano da tempo anche nel contesto
asiatico, come dimostrano le insostenibili megalo-
poli di recente costruzione di cui si sta riempien-
do la Cina, come pure Berque en passant ammette.
In ogni caso, l'autore propone una teoria poten-
te, sfidante e impegnativa, dotata di ambizioni
transdisciplinari, dunque filosofica in senso forte.
Una teoria che si assume la responsabilita di dire
qualcosa di non scontato sulla presenza dell’u-
mano sulla terra, in un tempo in cui la questione
scandalizza, paralizza, oppure viene affrontata in
maniera scandalosamente superficiale, affretta-
ta e riduttiva. Che il paesaggio, da regione molto
specifica e tutto sommato poco frequentata della
riflessione estetologica, possa diventare la porta
d’accesso per una rinnovata indagine sulla con-
dizione terrestre dell'umano, al tempo dell'antro-
pocene, ¢ forse la scommessa piu significativa di
questopera.

(Paolo Furia)
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