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 Mircea Eliade and Ioan Petru Culianu  

Two Different Paradigms in the Study of Religious Facts
*
 

 

Ramona MATEI, 

Alexandru Ioan Cuza University of Iaĸi, Romania 

  

Keywords: history, history of religions, hermeneutics, method, mind games, Mircea 

Eliade, Ioan Petru Culianu 

 

Abstract: In the ñreading,ò made by the disciple Ioan Petru Culianu on the master 

Mircea Eliadeôs work and life, we actually distinguish the interpreterôs own obsessions 

and the need of a self-enlightenment regarding the role of the discipline that he practices 

(history of religions) and the significance of the unpredictable succession of the 

historical events. ñYoung Culianu,ò who is still influenced by Eliadeôs philosophy, 

understands the history of religions as a discipline of the existential implications, capable 

of offering a profound cognition of the human being and of his relations with the world 

(history) in which he lives. In the last period of his creation, exceeding the modern 

hermeneutics of the sense, practiced by the master, Culianu interrogates history from an 

interdisciplinary and systemic position. In his attempt to learn the universal method, a 

true clavis universalis, applicable to any field of knowledge, Ioan Petru Culianu 

gradually detaches himself from Eliadeôs view, unveiling a new paradigm in the study of 

the religious facts.  

 

E-mail:  ramonamatei78@yahoo.com 

 

* 

1. Introduction 
ñSubject Eliadeò (the man, the scholar and the prose writer) certainly represents one of 

Culianuôs constant interests in his work. The monograph Mircea Eliade, published in 

1978, in Italy, in Cittadella Editrice, Assisi, the study entitled Mircea Eliade, the 

Unknown, which should have represented the introduction to a planned book of 

conversations between the two historians of religions (for the collection ñEast-Questò 

run by Paul Goma at the Hachette Publishing House), the correspondence between 

Culianu and other acquaintances or friends (for instance, the letter exchange with his 

Italian friend, Gianpaolo Romanato), the studies, the essays, the reviews and the young 

scholarôs conferences that have as target the masterôs work and personality, some 

political articles published by Culianu in his exile press (especially in the weekly Lumea 

liberŁ rom©neascŁ in New York, in the column ñScoptophiliaò) and other texts that 

belong to the disciple and that have, at first sight, nothing in common with the masterôs 

work and personality (sometimes even Culianuôs deliberate ñsilencesò and the absence 

                                                 
*
 This article was written for the following project: PhD Studies: Portal for an Eminent Career in 

Research and Knowledge Society, financed by the Functional Domain Programme for the Human 

Resources Management 2007-2013  (grant POSDRU /88/1.5/S/47646). 

mailto:ramonamatei78@yahoo.com
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of certain expected references to Eliadeôs work become revealing for their specific 

complex relationship) ï all these form an interpretative puzzle, a labyrinth whose centre 

is nothing but the same story of the finding of the Self.  

Culianu, who is most of the times encomiastic, sometimes distant and ironic, 

alludes, in his writings, to the ñmodel Eliadeò in a continuous attempt to find his own 

identity; although he credits his achievement to the master, he is aware that the personal 

ñpathò can only be properly chosen through an act of self-performance. Thus, Culianu 

will gradually detach himself from Eliadeôs, and he will adapt himself to a postmodern 

ñageò of studying the religious facts.  

 

2. Mircea Eliade in ñyoungò Culianuôs interpretation: the existential 

implications of the history of religions  

In the first stage of his creation,
1
 Ioan Petru Culianu, truly influenced by Mircea Eliadeôs 

thinking, had not yet been detached from the modern hermeneutics of the meaning. This 

attitude of constancy towards the profound signification of the world is moderately 

expressed through the medium of some studies where the exegete describes and 

elucidates the essential data of work belonging to the one who was meant to become his 

master. The article Lôanthropologie philosophique, published in Les Cahiers de lôHerne, 

number 33/1978 (as well as its variants: Experience, Knowledge, Initiation. An Essay 

about Mircea Eliade ï July-August 1974; Ăé in his stories éò ï an incomplete text), 

Mircea Eliadeôs Imagery Universe (approximately dated in 1978-1979), Mircea 

Eliadeôs Metamorphosis (published in Limite, Paris, 28/9, 1979), Mircea Eliade and the 

Flying Turtle (written at the beginning of 1981, but published in the German version in 

H. P. Duerr (ed.), Die Mitte der Welt, Frankfurt, Suhrkamp, 1984), the monograph study 

Mircea Eliade (drafted between 1976-1977 and published by Cittadella Editrice, Assisi, 

1978) ï all these become conspicuous for the manner in which Culianu understands the 

role of the History of Religions in the first stage of his activity. 

In both Eliadeôs and Culianuôs views, this privileged discipline, through the 

medium of which they will elaborate contemplations that will transcend the field of 

religion, cannot be reduced to a simple chronological order and inventory of the 

researched deeds. The history of religions is not an autistic discipline whose research is 

exclusively historical, but an expansive manner of interpreting religious deeds. This 

implicit ñopennessò in the research of the religious phenomenon affects the entire 

epistemology and it also presents ontological effects. Investigating the religious ideas 

                                                 
1
 Horia-Roman Patapievici elaborates the theory of ôôthe last Culianuò in an article initially 

appeared in Letters, Arts, Ideas, a cultural supplement for the Cotidianul newspaper (IV, nr. 27 

(161), 18th July, 1994), which subsequently would be modified significantly. The article is 

specifically meant to be included in a volume coordinated by Sorin Antohi and entitled Ioan Petru 

Culianu. The Man and the Work (Iaĸi: Polirom Publishing House, 2003, 618-639); afterwards, the 

article is entirely revised in order to become the nucleus of a book entitled The last Culianu 

(Bucharest: Humanitas Publishing House, 2010), in which the exegete suggests the following 

division, making reference to the years of the writing or rewriting of the paradigm-books from 

every stage: ñûûyoung Culianuüü (Iocari serio, 1979); ûûthe first Culianuüü (Eros and Magic in 

Renaissance, 1981); transition from ûûthe firstüü (The Dual Gnosis, 1986) to ûûthe last Culianuüü 

(The Gnosis Tree, 1990); ûûthe last Culianuüü (Out of This World, 1990; the articles in the 

Incognita magazine, 1089-1990; books projects, 1990-1991)ò (annotation nr. 2/p. 8). 
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that are shaped in time in human mentality, the historian of religions tends, in fact, to 

answer questions related to the being-in-the-world condition and to offer a more 

profound understanding of human being. Young Culianu will insist on these exact 

aspects in order to establish the particularities of the ñimplicit methodò
1
 that appears in 

Eliadeôs work. Being influenced by the phenomenological perspective, which was 

concerned with the perception of the religious essence, Eliade introduces the concept of 

hierophany in order to designate the manner in which the sacred manifests itself in the 

world, and it appears to be something different and superior. The sacred-profane 

dichotomy, ñtwo manners of being in the world, two existential situations assumed by 

man in his history,ò
2
 becomes a central theme in the maestroôs work. Although the 

sacred can manifest itself everywhere, there are privileged hierophanies which Eliade 

inventories, establishing the most significant categories (the firmament, the earth, the 

water, the stone, the tree etc.). Together with the sacred experience of time and space ï 

rendered by the archaic manôs ritual participation to the cosmogonic myth ï these 

hierophanies become the object of a òcreativeò interpretation whose aim is the 

understanding of the significances of religious forms. Excelling the pure historic-

religious morphology (that depicts and classifies the forms of a phenomenon), Eliadeôs 

research leads to a ñphilosophical anthropology,ò that is the ñhermeneutics of 

hierophanies in relation to the question about the meaning of the being placed besides 

the deeds and the hierophaniesò
3
. Religious hermeneutics, as it is understood by Eliade, 

reveals the principles of archaic ontology and, through a rebound, it can indicate the 

specific manner of placing the modern man in the world. Eliadeôs entire work (both 

scientific and literary) questions, in fact, the meaning of the western civilization, and the 

solutions through which the present existential ñcrisisò can be surpassed. In this sense, 

the history of religions transgresses the intentions of an exclusively historic discipline, 

becoming a ñcreative hermeneuticsò that is meant ñto decipher and to explain all manôs 

meetings with the sacred, from pre-history to our present timeò
4
. It is able to clarify 

significations that otherwise would remain indistinguishable, setting it up for being a 

saving ñspiritual technique,ò that is susceptible to ñtransforming manò
5
 through the 

quality modification of his existence. Explicating the masterôs work, the young exegete 

believes that its humanitarian message is represented by the possibility of ñliberatingò 

the being through the rediscovery (anamnesis) of archaic ontology. Although he no 

longer recognizes the ñsignsò of the sacred, the modern man continues to live 

unconsciously and depending on the same categories as the archaic man did. On the 

other hand, the profound structure of his psychic life is ordered by the same symbols of 

                                                 
1
 One of the most significant reviews on the masterôs suggested system refers to the absence of a 

scientific methodology: ñEliade does not have an explicit `method,  ̀but he is implicitly connected to 

the phenomenology of religions as well as to the morphologic and structuralist trends that were 

active inside or outside the history of religions. (Ioan Petru Culianu, Mircea Eliade, 2nd Edition, 

translated by Florin ChiriŞescu and Dan Petrescu (Bucharest: Nemira Publishing House, 1998), 132). 
2
 Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane, 3rd Edition, translated by Br©nduĸa Prelipceanu 

(Bucharest: Humanitas Publishing House, 2007), 15. 
3
 Ioan Petru Culianu, Mircea Eliade, 99. 

4
 Mircea Eliade, The Nostalgia of the Origins. History and Meaning in Religion, translated by 

Cezar Baltag (Bucharest: Humanitas Publishing House, 1994), 97. 
5
 Ibid., 109. 
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initiation that used to constitute ñthe pragmatic modelsò of existence. The initiation 

patterns have lost their traditional meaning and now they exist in the imaginary and 

illusory life, and they can be recognized, in a degenerated form, in the òevidences,ò 

òobstacles,ò òattemptsò and sufferings that the present man encounters in his trial of 

living a genuine existence. Culianuôs conclusion is that, in Eliadeôs perspective, the 

complete being can only be formed through a double action that suggests the escape 

from the historic present, from the profane contingent (through dreams, music, reading, 

artistic imagination) and through the participation to history (through the ñritual of the 

destinyò). The second situation is formed in Culianuôs terms: ñthe modern man endures 

the judgment of history, and he is unconsciously initiated in the sensible existence 

through his very historicismò.
1
 In other words, being in the world (living in history) 

represents an experience of suffering that is necessary for man in order to freely evolve 

to the sacred. History itself plays the role of an ñinitiatorò who proposes, through its 

ñsigns,ò the openness towards a trans-historical reality, archaic in nature. Whereas the 

traditional society man used to transform every historical event in accordance with the 

mythical categories, rendering a ñrealityò through his sacred belonging, the modern man 

is overwhelmed by the arbitrary sequence of events in the profane world. The linear and 

irreversible time, which was introduced by the Judaic-Christians, leads to the abolition 

of the temporal cycle, and makes impossible the intermittent recovery of mythical 

origins. Thus, the modern man loses all transcendental motifs of existence and misses all 

attempts of finding true liberty. Nonetheless, Eliadeôs message, in ñyoung Culianuôsò 

interpretation, is optimistic. In order for our existence to become meaningful again and 

to stand up the ñterror of history,ò one must remember the fact that destiny, the world, 

and history are a simple òcamouflageò of a foreign reality that sometimes breaks out in 

the ordinary life. One must rediscover and interpret the hierophanies that have remained 

unrecognizable for a long time in order to understand it all. Both Eliadeôs scientific and 

literary works have this function of saving man, connecting him to the ñparadise lostò of 

origins. The narration becomes, as psychoanalysis does, a technique of anamnesis that 

reestablishes the ñhierophanic trans-signification of objects,ò pointing to the hidden 

miracle in the ñpainting on the carpetò of history. òNarratingò becomes equivalent to 

ñsaving,ò and the literary symbolism represents a manner of revealing the being towards 

the paradoxical nature (absence-presence) of the sacred. Thus, ñhistory reveals its 

ûûtrueüü image, a vehicle of a transcendental texture,ò an ñimmense tapestry,ò where it ñis 

that ûûpainting on the carpet üü that everyone must re-find and understandò.
2
 

This first reading of Eliadeôs work reveals the fact that the disciple believes in 

the òhumanitarianò message, deeply òreligiousò that belongs to the master who cares for 

his fellow menôs destiny and tries to awake them to live a genuine existence. Eliade, as a 

wise Tao or a chôan master, orders the knowledge, suggesting possible paths for 

attaining liberty. In order to sustain his thesis, Culianu adopts the example of a Buddhist 

story (The Scripture of the Lotus), where it is narrated that the human beingôs possibility 

to attain liberty is as rare as that of a half blind turtle, that reaches the surface of the 

                                                 
1
 Ioan Petru Culianu, Romanian Studies I. The Illusions of the Nihilism. Doctor Eliadeôs Secret, 

2nd Edition, translated by Corina Popescu and Dan Petrescu (Iaĸi: Polirom Publishing House, 

2006), 221; 243. 
2
 Ibid., 247; 253. 
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water in the exact moment when a holed log appears and helps it reach the shore. òThe 

chôan masterôs roleò ï states Culianu ï òis to place holed logs on water in order to offer 

half blind turtles many possibilities to reach the shore,ò
1
 and Eliadeôs humanitarian 

attempt is, without a shadow of a doubt, can be compared to this action.  

 

 
 

Aleksandra Chaushova, The Yard of Feelings, 2011,  

pencil on paper, 46,4 x 32,6 cm 

 

òYoung Culianuò reflects upon the masterôs message, and this fact is to be seen, 

for example, in the belief in those existential implications of the study of the religious 

phenomenon. Educated in the intellectual climate of Romania of the 60s, the young 

scholar is disappointed by the arid manner in which this discipline is practiced in the 

western world, and expresses his regrets in a 1977 letter to his friend, Andrei Pleĸu: 

òûûhereüü, in ûûthe Westüü, the history of religions is totally different from what it is in 

Romania: it is not the result of an individual evolution towards a form if ontological 

perspective (as it was, I believe, in our case), but a philological and archeological 

discipline with no existential implication. The possibility of its cultivation leads to the 

defeating of any intention of knowledge or of openness towards beingò
2
. During his 

entire career, the history of religions represents a privileged discipline, meant to 

transgress the historical limits of the research and to generate powerful-impact 

meditations in the fields of epistemology and ontology. Although in the òlast Culianuôsò 

view, everything may be rendered in terms of mind games, religion remains the most 

                                                 
1
 Ibid., 334. 

2
 The letter is available in a volume coordinated by Sorin Antohi, Ioan Petru Culianu.The Man 

and the Work, 93. 
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significant òpatternò of society, whose conscious transformation could lead to the 

changing of humanityôs future.  

 

3. ñThe Lastò Culianu and the Theory of the Mind Games 

As the scholar adapted to the new postmodern tendencies, Culianu will become more 

and more interested in the cognitive matters and in all kinds of cosmogonies. The ñlast 

Culianuôsò view can be found in the interview with Gabriela Adameĸteanu, on 

December the 2
nd

, 1990 in Chicago. In this conversation, Culianu emphasizes the fact 

that contemporary philosophy does no longer favour Heideggerôs great themes (the 

being and the being-to-death), but it rather concentrates on the investigation of the 

alternative worlds and on the parallel universes: ñHeidegger belongs to a philosophical 

tradition that experiences the worst dimension of the Christian theology ï memento 

mori, the meditation on death ï, which does not represent the fascinating part of the 

Christian theology, that is the multiplication of the worlds, the exploration of Godôs 

known possibilities, in which man does not have any significant role.ò
1
 

For the ñlast Culianu,ò the multiplication of the worlds and the deconstruction 

of the unique reality, artificially imposed by the modern positivism, represent a necessity 

both epistemological and ontological. If, at the beginning, Culianu seems enthusiastic 

about the possibilities of the ñphilosophical anthropologyò suggested by Eliade, later on, 

he will consider this process obsolete and he will aspire to a cognitive perspective in the 

study of religion. Thus, the ñnew philosopher,ò exposed in Culianuôs last letters, ñis no 

longer a mystic of the being and of the intellect, but an enchanter of the creative 

becoming and of the action itself.ò
2
 

Soon after the publication of the studies after 1981 (Mircea Eliade lôinconnu ï a 

unique text written between 1982ï1983, that represents the introduction of a planned 

book of dialogues with Mircea Eliade, and which should have been published at 

Hachette Publishing House, the ĂEst-Ouestò collection; Mircea Eliade et son îuvre: 

ûûLôhistoire vraieüü du mythe ï 1983; Mircea Eliade et lôid®al de lôhomme universel ï 

1984; Mircea Eliade at the Crossroad of Anthropologhy ï 1985; Mircea Eliade ¨ la 

recherche du Graal ï 1987; The Secret of Doctor Eliade ï 1988; LôAlbero della 

conoscenza. Invito alla lettura di Mircea Eliade - 1989), there appear the first symptoms 

of this transformation of perspectives: the master who was once seen as a ñsaint,ò 

becomes the image of the ñmystery priestò who initiates people in the mysteries created 

by himself. Excelling the stage dominated by Eliade, Culianu neither believes in the 

òtrue storyò of the myth, nor in the function of the religious hermeneutics of connecting 

man to the archaic realities. Nevertheless, in the 1978 monograph, the exegete observed 

the semantic variations of the usage of the term òarchetypeò in Eliadeôs work and he did 

not trust the practicability of Jungôs concept òunconsciousò in the field of the history of 

religions. This new interpretation demonstrates the fact that Eliadeôs achievement was 

that of expressing, at the right moment, the needed message. The mystery priest, the 

conscious creator and player of enigmas wants to save the bewildered humanity, 

                                                 
1
 Talking with Ioan Petru Culianu, an interview by Gabriela Adameĸteanu, in The Sin against the 

Spirit. Political Writings (Iaĸi: Polirom Publishing House, 2005), 55. 
2
 Aurel Codoban, The Philosopher (of Religions) as ñenchanter,ò in Sorin Antohi (coord.), Ioan 

Petru Culianu.The Man and the Work, 559. 
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providing òholed logsò in order to help manôs awareness, but the significance of such a 

gesture is different. Commenting upon the fantastic stories after 1966 (Les trios Gr©ces, 

Incognito la Buchenwald, Nineteen Rose, Endless Youth, etc.), Culianu believes that 

Eliadeôs third cycle, called ñthe cycle of the show and of the crypto-graphics,ò contains 

the clues of an intention to hide the ultimate truth, which, if it had been known, it would 

convict us to an existence where there is no possibility of salvation: far from 

representing an òexemplar story,ò the myth ñstands on nothing,ò and it is a ñtendency of 

interpreting the nothingnessò.
1
 The hermeneutic activity only makes the myth be ñtrueò 

and settles a boundary between man and nothingness. In this new ñreading,ò the disciple 

suggests that Eliadeôs hermeneutics keeps its existential status; and not because by the 

end of the interpretation stage it would get to a pre-existent meaning, but because it is 

the only dimension that can create and built ceaselessly the ñmeaning,ò so that the 

human existence can have a clue: ñThe meaning belongs to man, who cannot live unless 

he has it. ûûLiberatingüü means to find a meaning. Hermeneutics represents the very 

function that establishes a meaning. [é] The ûûfirstüü Eliade, the theoretician of the 

miracle that breaks into the world, believed that the meaning is transcendental to 

hermeneutics itself. The ûûsecondüü Eliade, the one that belongs to the ûûmiserable, 

looked for and encountered Graalüü, believes that the meaning is established by 

hermeneutics itself. [é] Now, the entire Eliadeôs message can be summarized as it 

follows: we must practise hermeneutics in order to surviveò
2
. The Graal is a symbol for 

spiritual evolution as long as its seeking (interpretation) lasts; hermeneutics, a creative 

dimension, is, eventually, the seeking of a seeking.  

According to this changing in vision, the sequence of events is no longer referred 

to with a transcendental meaning, and it is no longer situated in an initial field that could 

insure a justification for human tragedies. The ñscrambled writingò of the world could be 

deciphered, but it is recommended a new possibility of reading it. For ñthe last Culianu,ò 

everything can be defined in terms of the ñmind games.ò The consequence of such an 

approach indicates the fact that humanityôs primordial unity neither consists in a unity of 

beliefs, nor in the continuity of some unconscious archetypes, but simply in the unity of 

those procedures with which human minds function regardless of time and space. Humans 

think, and in similar situations, their minds always produce similar results. The universality 

of some symbols or the astonishing similitudes among different religious beliefs in distinct 

geographical areas are no longer explained through conventional origins and mutual 

influences, but rather through ñintertextualityò (òour mental tendency of expressing every 

new experience in antique expressive patternsò), and ñcognitive transmissionò (a flexible 

manner of diffusion, understood as an ñactive rethinking of tradition, based on a simple set 

of rulesò)
3
. The distance between the disciple and his masterôs ñschoolò is obvious in such 

contexts.  

Considering the new acquisitions of cognitive sciences, as well as fractal 

mathematics and quantum physics, the savant conceives, in the last part of his life, a 

universal method, a true clavis universalis, that can be applied to any domain of 

                                                 
1
 Ioan Petru Culianu, The unknown Mircea Eliade, in Mircea Eliade, 247. 

2
 Ibid., 256. 

3
 Idem, Introduction to Out of This World, translated by Gabriela and Andrei Oiĸteanu (Iaĸi: 

Polirom Publishing House , 2007), 46-50. 
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knowledge. Thus, Culianu will start a border research that implies the interconnection 

and the synthesis of various disciplines. Dissatisfied with the possibilities implied by the 

morphology of religious deeds, a method that does not involve historical transformations 

of phenomena (a subtle blame for Eliade inserted in the monograph dedicated to his 

master), Culianu elaborates his own theoretical model ï morpho-dynamics ï able to 

reconcile synchronicity and diachronicity, morphology and dynamics. Defined as ñthe 

study of events in a spacing and temporal continuum,ò òa cognitive step meant to 

include diachronicity as a compulsory dimension of the world,ò
1
 morpho-dynamics 

studies ñideal objects,ò that is the systems
2
 of thinking that are extremely complex, and 

whose heterogeneous development is generated by the dual option-games, applied on a 

ñsimple set of rulesò (elementary ontological statements, simple sentences about 

existence, soul, gods etc.). According to this cognitive approach, religion, philosophy, 

science, literature are no longer understood as distinct domains, but rather they represent 

systems of ideas originated by the same ògenerative mechanism,ò which operates, in 

fact, until all connective and reordering possibilities are consumed. The existence of 

these ñideal objects,ò that have an infinity of potential in deployment, cannot be 

perceived through the limited dimension of reality, but it becomes perfectly intelligible 

in ñtheir logic dimension,ò in the multidimensional space of mind. At this point, Culianu 

presents ñHintonôs soupò parable that depicts the limited-to-its-existence beingôs 

impossibility of perceiving an object that belongs to a superior dimension: ña flat being 

that lives on the surface of the soup which I am about to eat will perceive (painfully, I 

think) the spoon that crosses its space as a simple line whose dimension varies in timeò
3
. 

The dwellers of such a flat Realm can only understand an object that belongs to another 

dimension if that object appears as a series of events that happen in time. Similarly, ideal 

systems cross the surface of history called time, and generate an apparently 

unforeseeable sequence of temporal events. If we succeeded in exiting our limited space, 

and looked in it from the outside, we would understand that history is a simple puzzle, 

ñthe sequential, incredibly complex result of the great interaction of some non-sequential 

systems of thinkingò
4
. Looked upon through the narrow ñslotò of historical time, these 

ideal systems seem fragmented and inscrutable, though, in their logic dimension, they 

form a wholeness similar to the ramifications of a tree. Furthermore, the one who knew 

                                                 
1
 Idem, Introduction to The Tree of Gnosis. Gnostic Mythology from Early Christianity to Modern 

Nihilism, Second Edition, translated by Corina Popescu (Iaĸi: Polirom Publishing House, 2005), 

8-9. 
2
 The systemic perspective refers to the fact that òall phenomena referring to a single unity are 

interconnected and integrated in a complex structure that generates them.ò These systems are 

ñmental processes,ò and they follow the òtemporal and religious rules of the mind.ò (Ioan Petru 

Culianu, Religion as system, Introduction II for Eliade/Culianu, Dictionary of Religions, translated 

by Dan Petrescu (Iaĸi: Polirom Publishing House , 2007), 26) This text represents the introduction 

to the American edition for a dictionary entitled Eliade Guide to World Religions (New York-San 

Francisco: HarperCollins, 1992). 
3
 Idem, The Historianôs Set for the Fourth Dimension, in Out of This World, 58. 

4
 Idem, System and History, in The Mind Games. The History of Ideas, the Theory of Culture, 

Epistemology, edition supervised by Mona Antohi and Sorin Antohi, An Introductive Study by 

Sorin Antohi, Translations by Mona Antohi, Sorin Antohi, Claudia Dumitriu, Dan Petrescu, 

Catrinel Pleĸu, Corina Popescu, Anca Vaidesegan, (Iaĸi: Polirom Publishing House, 2002), 280. 
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all the data of the system would be able to foresee all possible solutions, written on its 

ñspectrum of logic tolerance.ò 

In this paradigm of epistemology, historical studies should follow the very 

dynamics of the interactions between two systems, and this tendency is still improbable, 

by far excelling the nowadays speculations. The historian could achieve a depicting 

operation for the systems in their logic dimension. In Culianuôs terms, ñwe can still 

perceive the spoon and the superior world, to which it belongs, a mystery, as well as the 

manner in which the spoon interacts with other numberless systems from other logic 

dimensions to form the complex model called historyò
1
. Although Culianu does not 

willingly make metaphysics, he promotes speculations that have ñeffects in 

metaphysics,ò because, as ķtefan Afloroaei states, in this genuine interpreterôs work, 

there is still òa shadow from beyondò
2
, that is the image of something that exceeds the 

beingôs will. It could be discussed, in his case, a more relaxed vision of ñtranscendenceò 

ï a notion that loses its traditional meaning (used, for instance, in Eliadeôs 

hermeneutics), and attributed to other meanings according to postmodern mentality.  

 

4. Conclusions 

Far beyond the objections on his uncomfortable theories (which are contestable as they 

do not have a final form because of the authorôs premature death), Culianu is to be 

remembered for stimulating the readersôminds, for revealing the illusions and the errors 

people have absolutely trusted for centuries, and for offering us a new perspective on the 

world. The author suggests the unlimited liberation of the mind instead of absolute 

certainties and stereotyped thinking.  

The young scholar had educated himself through the hearing of the ñstoryò told 

by Eliade, but he was going to transmit ñanother story.ò Fortunately, the disciple does 

not fall in the trap of self-annihilation through the ñdiligentò recurrence of Eliadeôs 

process and, being aware of his own possibilities, he will direct the study of religious 

facts to another position, he will take this discipline out of stagnation by integrating it in 

the specific climate of postmodern thinking. In ñthe last Culianuôsò work (The Gnosis 

Tree, Out of This World, the articles published in Incognita magazine), there is almost 

nothing related to the masterôs teaching, the references to Eliadeôs work are extremely 

rare or they are even absent exactly where the reader expects them to be present. Even 

The Dictionary of Religions, signed Eliade/Culianu and published after the masterôs 

death (initially, in a French edition ï 1990, then, in an American one ï 1991), does not 

remind the reader of Eliadeôs religious phenomenology, it actually represents an 

illustration of the systemic perspective that Culianu will adopt in the last period of his 

creation. Should one search for Eliadeôs trace in the pages of this dictionary, they would 

surprisingly find only Culianu.  

ñThe new Culianuò is irreversibly placed on a different orbit from Eliade, and 

this evidence, however, does not mean the discipleôs ñrenouncementò of the master, but 

a normal evolution towards a contemporary perspective. Culianu adapted to the new 

epistemologies, and the ñEliade modelò of research has become less valuable. These 

                                                 
1
 Idem, Introduction to The Tree of Gnosis, 27. 

2
 ķtefan Afloarei, Ioan Petru Culianu. Effects in the Metaphysical Field, in Sorin Antohi (coord.), 

Ioan Petru Culianu. The Man and the Work, 501. 
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methodological differences emphasize the fact that Eliade and Culianu represent two 

distinct ñagesò of the history of religions: on the one hand, the masterôs view is more 

connected to the modern cognitive paradigm (although, Culianu himself considered the 

master an approaches leader because of the systemic approach to religion, because of his 

contribution to the changing attitude towards the irrational or because of the distance set 

towards the theory of linear and cumulative progress of cognition), on the other hand, 

the disciple, who is in a process of formation, will absorb the new epistemological 

tendencies and will adapt a specific postmodern attitude. The theory of the ñmind 

gamesò and of the computer-mind, the multiplication of the worlds or the 

multidimensional reality, the reactivation of the ñillusory cognition,ò the identification of 

a mathesis universalis, a universal principle, able to offer explanations to any spiritual 

phenomenon, the interdisciplinary approach
1
 ï all these are essential coordinates of 

Culianuôs climax in creation that make the disciple belong to the ñcurrentò quest 

scenery.  

                                                 
1
Although he is especially known as a historian of religions, Culianu cannot be placed in the 

restrictive limits of a single discipline, and this fact is emphasiezed by his epistemological 

manifest published in the first number of Incognita magazine (initiated by the author at the 

famous Publishing House E. J. Brill in 1990). The article-program of this publication announces 

an interdisciplinary orientation through which it is intended the creation of ñintellectual bridges 

between linguistics, history, philosophy, literature, archeology, the study of religions in the past 

and present civilizationsò. (Culianu apud Sorin Antohi, Culianuôs Laboratory, Preface by Ioan 

Petru Culianu, Mind Games, quoted ed., p. 53.)  
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* 

  

The tip of the brush turns the sun and 

the moon, and the vibrancy of the characters 

moves heaven and earth. 

Anonymous, Tang Dynasty 

In Japanese culture, writing, built on a system of ideographic 

characters which are not only a mere support for the sounds of the spoken language, 

makes its physical presence strongly felt in poetry, calligraphy and painting, thus helping 

to create a particular type of image in which various languages oppose and influence 

each other. 

As presence-signs rather than tool-signs,
1
 pictograms and ideograms give the 

impression that they can access the dynamic laws of transformation. Calligraphy, 

pointing out precisely this ability, has therefore become a major art form in this cultural 

space, whose signifying process follows the rules of the semiotic stratum of spoken 

language: pitch, intonation, gestures. Allowing not only to get into contact with the self, 

but also communion with a universal vital rhythm, the art of calligraphy is based on an 

                                                 
1
 See Franois Cheng, Le ç langage po¯tique è chinois, in Julia Kristeva et al. (eds.), La travers®e 

des signes (Paris: Editions de Seuil, 1975), 46. 
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intuitive perception of reality. Thus, it becomes a ñspiritualò painting
1
 that ceases to 

reproduce external aspects of the visible universe and attempts instead the creation of a 

particular image, configured according to its own philosophical and aesthetic principles, 

in which the subject has been objectified and the object has been subjectified. 

 Situated at equal distance between concrete and abstract, real and imaginary, 

sensitive and intelligible, the image has recently become a centre of interest for a wide 

array of approaches in the socio-humanistic as well as in the scientific field, as it permits 

not only the mere preservation of the real due to a material support, but also the 

revelation of a secret world in a realm of mystery it can provide with meaning. Defined 

as the concrete representation of a material or ideal object (public image, mental idea, 

painting / that which can be seen, a description, similarity in form or content), 

perceptively present or absent, the image still maintains a relationship with its referent, 

thus allowing us to know the latter.
2
 

Not merely seen as a cultural heritage, calligraphy still finds its place in 

contemporary Japanese society as an art that is permanently being rediscovered without 

ever having been forgotten. A traditional art, a ñsocial graceò
3
 and object of academic 

research, calligraphy is seen in Japan as an integral part of the Japanese spirit. Able to 

adapt to the world around it, calligraphy can translate the sensitivity of a new era as, 

beyond its ornamental role, a calligraphy work preserves a status and meaning expressed 

through images and words as the spiritual testimony of a particular metaphysics. 

In Europe, any attempt to define something usually becomes increasingly 

remote and abstract.
 4

 According to some researchers, this is probably also due to the 

writing system of this geographic area. It is known that humanity had, at its origins, two 

types of writing systems: one based on sound, the other based on sight. 
5
 The difference 

between the Western phonographic system and the Eastern logographic one still defines 

the cultural contrast between the two types of writing.  

As they are not conventionalized signs, unlike the alphabet, which developed a 

linear form of representation, Chinese ideograms are a unique instance of balance
6
 in the 

history of writing. They can easily turn into ña means of transmitting and registering 

thoughtò
7
 while remaining graphic signs with high imagistic potential. Due to its graphic 

quality, a Chinese ideogram activates a rhythmic form
8
 with a particular meaning, thus 

                                                 
1
 See Ibid. 

2
 Cf. Jean-Jacques Wunenburger, Filozofia imaginilor (Philosophie des images), trans. Muguraĸ 

Constantinescu, ed. and afterword Sorin Alexandrescu (Iaĸi: Polirom, 2004), 13. 
3
 Cecil H. Uyehara, Japanese Calligraphy. A Bibliographic Study (New-York: University Press 

of America, 1991), 11. 
4
 See Ezra Pound, ABC of Reading (London, Boston: Faber and Faber, 1979), 19. 

5
 See Kyuyoh Ishikawa, Taction. The drama of the stylus in Oriental Calligraphy (Translated by 

Waku Miller, Tokyo: International House of Japan, 2011), 249. 
6
 Cf. Shutaro Mukai, Characters that Represent, Reflect, and Translate Culture ï in the Context 

of the Revolution in Modern Art, in Yoshihiko Ikegami, (ed.), The Empire of Signs: Semiotic 

Essays on Japanese Culture (Amsterdam: John Benjamin, 1991), 72. 
7
 Pound, ABC of Reading, 19. 

8
 See Mukai, Characters that Represent, Reflect, and Translate Culture ï in the Context of the 

Revolution in Modern Art, 77. 
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becoming a visual sign that, while representing a concept,
1
 also allows the direct 

recognition of symbolic thinking. It is a graphic quality generously exploited by the art 

of calligraphy, revitalizing the functions of the sign freed from its object. Through dot, 

line, surface, light, space, sound, rhythm, movement and time the calligraphy sign 

manages to stimulate not only the sense of sight, but also that of touch,
2
 turning from a 

two-dimensional into a three-dimensional form of art. 
 

 
 

”  [Mono no aware] 

The Beauty of Simple and Ephemeral Things
*
 

 

Japan adopted Chinese pictograms and ideograms (Jap. kanji) in the 6
th
 century, 

at the same time it adopted Buddhism. Kana silabaries developed here later, between the 
9

th
 and the 12

th
 centuries, through the graphic deformation of current Chinese characters, 

and built with kanji a mixed writing system that has since been successfully exploited by 
the art of calligraphy: 

ñOur writing system with its mixture of Kanji and the syllabic letters of 
Kana is more varied than alphabetical writing systems. For just this reason, each 
incorporates a different feeling. Is it not the integration of feelings in Kanji which 
permits the original form of the cosmos of a language to live on? Kanji ï to 

                                                 
1
 Cf. Ibid., 65. 

2
 See Ibid., 74. 
*
 All calligraphy works belong to the author of the present article. 
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prescribe it somewhat roughly ï incorporates painting, poetry, music, sculpture 
and even gesture in their original form in the words.ò 

1
  

In calligraphy, the written sign combines pictographic and phonetic features: the 

former ñvisualizesò a referent, while the latter allows the ñoral readingò of a word or 

statement.
2
 The graphism of calligraphy signs is capable of revealing meaning so that 

the visual form of writing with a brush, depending on the message, may become a 

medium for unwritten poetry. 
 

 

 
 

‼ [Yume] Dream 

 

In Japanese calligraphy, there are two image registers: a visual image related to 

intuition and a verbal one related to the function of abstract analysis. Thus, a calligraphy 

work presupposes both sensorial perception, due to its pictorial character, and a 

distancing from this type of perception, due to its being a linguistic image. Sight is 

strongly related to intuition, rendering the viewer an active participant to the birth of 

something in space, while the linguistic image is dependent on the linearity of discourse 

and the temporality of signs.
3
 In the final analysis, calligraphy presupposes the 

representation of the world by means of the black line and the white space as well as the 

progressive discovery of the meaning of the painted signs. The global meaning may be 

                                                 
1
 Ibid., 66. 

2
 Wunenburger, Filozofia imaginilor, 251. 

3
 See Ibid., 34-35. 
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deciphered instantly as well as gradually, rendering the calligraphy work a unique way 

of manifesting being-in-the-world. 

However, the relationship between the visual and the scriptural image in a 

calligraphy work may be interpreted from two contradictory perspectives. On the one 

hand, the signifier-signified relationship it generates seems to refer to a signified that is 

not reducible to a model revealed by and through writing, as it is known in a mystical 

communion ï compared to this model, the image would seem to be merely a degraded 

message. If the visual image is an object by definition, writing enjoys in this case the 

privilege of immateriality. Writing thus seems to be the apanage of an ®lite for which it 

is both reading and practice, and the image, marking the separation between deciphering 

and practice, may become subservient to writing. An inverted perspective sees the visual 

image as a panoramic, synoptic one in which everything is displayed at once, while the 

linguistic image is dependent on the linearity of discourse, the temporality of signs 

written one after the other.
 1
 Calligraphy seems then to offer a totalizing vision in which 

the visual combines with the scriptural in order to create a harmonious whole. 

A painting of the invisible reality, the calligraphed word seems to have access to 

true knowledge, to the ñmetaphysicsò
2
 able to go beyond the exterior appearance of 

phenomena in order to reach their inner essence. By specific pictorial means, the word 

revealed through calligraphy has a vision of the deeper reality, upon which it acts 

magically, trying to evoke it in its entirety. By refusing colour, calligraphy chose to enter 

the world of the spirit through a special kind of analogy, correspondence and affinity. 
 

 
 

 [Kokoro] Heart, Spirit 

 

                                                 
1
 Cf. Ibid., 35. 

2
 Alain Besanon, Imaginea interzisŁ. Istoria intelectualŁ a iconoclasmului. De la Platon la 

Kandinsky (Lôimage interdite. Une histoire intellectuelle de lôiconoclasme), trans. Mona Antohi 

(Bucharest: Humanitas, 1996), 369. 
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Denotation and connotation at the same time, a calligraphy work may answer 

questions such as ñWhat is this?ò or ñWhat does this mean?ò, deciphering a cultural and 

spiritual meaning. However, while the object and its interpretation are in an 

interdependent relationship, such an image must be first understood not only in its nature 

but also in its finality, as the meaning of this image is beyond the significance of 

calligraphy signs, which in fact concentrate a vast experience. Visual and verbal images 

elude intellective understanding and, although recognized in its literality, the calligraphic 

work masks a hidden face of meaning understood as ñthe source of a different truthò.
1
 

Still, it is a meaning that does not refer to a univocal concept but rather to an ideatic 

network that can even combine contraries. The encounter of pictorial and textual 

language becomes in this case a revelation, although the ultimate truth seems not to exist 

or, if it does after all, what matters is not the goal but the way to the illumination that is 

part of the search for the ultimate meaning. 

The attempt to capture the transcendental ñdirectlyò
2
 may also be seen in 

various Western popular traditions where beliefs, particularly religious ones, have an 

iconographic expression. Unlike the Latin Church, however, which places the image in 

the field of rhetoric, the Greek Church sees the image from a metaphysical perspective, 

where the figurative tries to contain the absolute and the Christian orthodox icon 

becomes the image of an ñexistentially assimilated revelationò
3
. Thus, in the icon, the 

visual image is combined with the verbal one and Godôs manifestation goes from the 

Word revealed and written in the Scriptures to the representation in the painted image. 

The art of icons in Byzantine Christianity, through the founding myth of the icon not 

painted by human hand (acheiropoi¯tos), has its foundation at the ñlimit of the similarity 

principleò
4
, while the man-made icon becomes the image in which the absolute Being 

manifests itself without alteration. The icon as ñtheology in imagesò
5
 results, thus, from 

a change in attitude: God becomes visible by taking a human path; his unrepresentable 

face receives an expression through being ñenclosedò
6
 within the spatial limits of the 

visible world. The icon is the image that does not hide (as semblance) but reveals (as 

appearance),
7
 taking active part in manôs regeneration. The icon bridges the ontological 

gap between the natural and the supernatural, the visible and the invisible, by accepting 

the secret presence of the model in the image.
 8
 The calligraphic image also associates its 

plenitude with the ñemptinessò or ñvoidò, the only path to the invisible that both hides 

and reveals the sacred. Both the icon and the calligraphy work challenge thus the viewer 

towards a particular way of seeing in order to be able to access that which is hidden. The 

mystery or the enigmatic horizon of the icon or calligraphy work can only be either 

                                                 
1
 Cf. Wunenburger, Filozofia imaginilor, 257. 
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 See Paul Evdokimov, Arta icoanei - o teologie a frumuseŞii (Lôart de lôIcone. Th®ologie de la 

Beaut®), trans. Grigore Moga and Petru Moga (Bucharest: Meridiane, 1992), 67. 
3
 Leonid Uspensky, Teologia icoanei ´n biserica ortodoxŁ (Th®ologie de lôic¹ne dans lôEglise 

orthodoxe), introd. and trans. Teodor Baconsky (Bucharest: Anastasia, 1994), 15. 
4
 Wunenburger, Filozofia imaginilor, 143. 

5
 Uspensky, Teologia icoanei ´n biserica ortodoxŁ, 183. 

6
 Wunenburger, Filozofia imaginilor, 154. 

7
 See Ibid., 203. 
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 Cf. Evdokimov, Arta icoanei - o teologie a frumuseŞii, 78. 
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assumed or missed. An aesthetic emotion is mystically transfigured into a ñsacred 

imageò
1
 and divinity is directly revealed through word and image; the unseen becomes 

visible and the unrepresentable becomes representable. 

 

 
 

 [Mu]  Nothingness, Void 

 

In a religious icon, it is not only the subject that is essential, but also the manner 

in which it is approached, its means of representation. It is natural to develop thus a 

pictorial language corresponding to the divine revelation according to which the icon 

can express the ñspiritual experience of sanctityò
2
 through form, colour and symbolic 

lines, all parts of a harmonious whole. Thus, in order to comply with tradition, the icon-

maker must discard all individual elements and, as the iconôs composition is already 

established, he is no longer allowed to deviate from the canon. Without the features of 

the visible world, without shadows, the characters in the icon, shown frontally, 

communicate directly with the viewer
3
, speaking to him of a spiritual, sacred world.  

The delight the eyes take in the icon and the solar mysticism given by the gold 

and the shining colours of the rainbow become almost sonorous,
4
 as the liturgical 

function of the icon culminates in the contemplation of mysteries. This is what Andrei 

Rublevôs (1370-1430) famous Trinity (1425-1427) attempts, where the three characters 

gathered around a table may be ñreadò as an image that has become a support for 

meditation, attempting to represent a central mystery of the Christian faith and of 

Revelation.
5
 Three angels are seated around a table with a cup reminiscent of Abrahamôs 

biblical hospitality in Genesis 18, although the hosts Abraham and Sarah are not in the 

                                                 
1
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picture, as the monk-painter seems to have wished to turn an ancient event into the 

ñimageò of a timeless present, instead of a historicized ñrecountingò of events. 

Moreover, Andrei Rublev manages to create a paradox in this icon, making movement 

and the lack of it become one. Thus, in spite of the impression of rest that the three 

angels create, a closer look immediately reveals a circular, counterclockwise movement 

created by their position: it starts at the left foot of the angel on the right, continues with 

the inclination of his head and goes on to the angel in the middle, completing itself in the 

vertical posture of the angel on the left. Thus, the composition of the icon naturally 

superposes three planes:
1
 the biblical story about the three travellers visiting Abraham, 

combined with the plane of ñdivine economyò, where each detail of the image becomes 

a Christian symbol, and the final, intra-divine, transcendental and inaccessible plane. 

Abolishing chronological order, the icon-maker organizes his composition in 

height rather than in depth, subordinating the plane surface and thus eliminating the void 

and the fear of it (horror vacui). 
2
 The characters, whose anatomy is only hinted at by 

the folds in their habits, transposed into the two-dimensional, seem not to move but to 

slide, as the juxtaposed colours and brushstrokes engender particular distances. The icon 

categorically rejects the vanishing point, the claire-obscure and the notion of volume. 

The perspective is often inverted, the lines do not flow away from the viewer but 

converge towards him, thus fully orienting the iconographical universe towards man,
3
 in 

order to have the image show what has taken place in time and become visible.
4
 Led by 

faith, dogma, tradition and iconographic models, the icon-maker ñwritesò according to a 

motif but the result belongs to another world, where the immobility of the bodies, 

without being static, concentrates its entire dynamism
5
 into the gaze that reveals the 

spirit. The divine is invisible, but reflected in the human visible. Reaching beyond the 

phenomenological veil, the icon opens itself to the revelatory vision through colour and 

the musical consonance of lines and forms. At the same time contemplation, silent 

recollection and an expression of divine mystery, the icon enables our participation in 

that which cannot be described, the unseen, the unheard and the unspoken. 

In terms of technique, calligraphy also attempts to transfigure the worldôs image 

(imago mundi) by means of a very simple material technique using black ink and rice 

paper. All colour pigments become shades of black and the interplay between the black 

line and the white space becomes the means of expressing the light-shade ratio. The 

black-white monochromy serves here the same purpose of revealing the sacred. Without 

figuration and without the perspective technique, the calligraphy work entails a system 

of connections in which the space of abstract representation obeys the law of the 

counterclockwise movement. This movement allows metamorphosis
6
 that is going from 

a material space with its own laws to an imaginary space that allows the re-creation of a 

world whose constrictions help show precisely what belongs to the subject. 
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The icon speaks to the illiterate through images. The sacred word becomes 

visible and may be contemplated in the icon, as the church not only speaks about the 

truth, but also shows it through images.
1
 It is not enough for the truth to be uttered, it 

must also be shown, and the icon becomes thus the ñcontemplationò
2
 of that which is not 

said and that which is shown. It is not rational categories or human morals that reign 

over the significational universe of the icon, but the divine spirit, which naturally shows 

how majestic the icon is in its simplicity. The icon as the ñmould of ineffable realityò
3
 

becomes the visible proof of the divine descent towards man as well as of manôs 

aspiration towards the divine.
4
 It points out the presence of divinity to man, without his 

being able to really see it. The icon is a visible figure inviting man to go beyond the 

visible, towards the unfigurable. Therefore, the icon cannot legitimate worship (latreia), 

only a recognition of sacrality through veneration (proskunesis). 
5
 In its attempt to 

pictorially translate such an illumination, the icon replaces reading with seeing. It helps 

man participate in divine life, giving him the possibility of a spiritual rebirth, although it 

has always been said that this inner fulfilment, very close to absolute quiet,
6
 is 

impossible to express. As a religious experience, the icon proposes ñseeingò
7
 God on the 

eighth day, proving the visual character of the word. That which cannot be seen reveals 

itself in that which can, and the image receives the same value as the word in search of 

the expression of divinity. 

 
 [Wa]  Harmony, Japanese 
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However, unlike the icon, which attempts the integration of the Christian 
faithful into the universal unity of the church, calligraphy encourages the focus of the 
self upon itself in a mostly solitary meditation according to the path proposed by the Zen 
doctrine, leading to Self-Awakening. 

Avoiding any theoretical attempts to define it, Zen means first and foremost a 
practice and teaching through which one may attain complete freedom and complete the 
journey from the realm of illusion (samsara) to that of Illumination (nirvana). 

1
 Through 

calligraphy, Zen religious philosophy brings the textual and pictorial image into the 
sphere of ordinary existence, of day-to-day life. Zen becomes a way of thinking through 
a graphic-scriptural image, trying by means of a visible form to come closer not to an 
invisible surreality but rather to a state of mind called ñmushinò [mu ónothingness, 
emptiness, voidô + shin óheart, spiritô] (óempty heart, nothing in the heartô/ no-mind), the 
state above all types of determination. Calligraphy can access a hidden meaning of the 
world, ontologically superior revelations, and this ñnothingnessò is proof of the 
emancipation and the optimistic or tragic liberation of the world. Being and nothingness, 
full and empty, presence and absence are all notions that can be re-known with the help 
of the black line in the calligraphy work, which thus becomes a vehicle of meaning. 

 

 
 

 [Mushin]  Empty Heart 

                                                 
1
 See John Stevens, Zenga. Brushstrokes of Enlightenment, Catalog Selections, Entries and Essay 
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The calligraphy work, like any ordinary visual image, not only does not attempt 

to reproduce reality, being something different than reality, but it may even become the 

negation or absence of the represented reality. The logic of mimesis makes room for the 

revelation of eternity, where calligraphy becomes the interpreter of visible and invisible 

things. Presence turns into absence, while judgment and reason as intellectual operations 

are eliminated as there is no speculative or pragmatic goal to follow. 

The image presented by a calligraphy work is a combination of several images, 

created through the projection of the calligrapherôs view of the world, of reflecting a 

vision given by his own faith, but also of imitating and deviating from a model. The 

calligraphy work, two-dimensional in appearance, becomes three-dimensional through 

interpretation. It is, in fact, a cultural sign that never reveals its entire intuitive content. 

The calligrapher creates with his brush a product that never exists as an object, but he 

allows through its image the inauguration of a new view of the world. The image 

impregnated by the word is now the carrier of an imprint that is expression and 

meditation at the same time. The image oscillates between the fullness of being and the 

void of nothingness. Thus, the calligraphic image cannot be considered as a symbolic 

supra-reality with a particular consistence that allows man to live in reality, with it at his 

side. The revelation contained in the harmony of all elements that make up a calligraphy 

work cannot be justified, only contemplated. Just as art becomes ñdephenomenalizedò, 
1
 

through calligraphy the world opens itself up to mystery. 

Made up of a multitude of meanings, the significance of the image in 

calligraphy contains an immediate meaning as well as a hidden, indirect one asking to be 

revealed. However, in order to render the image comprehensible, it is also necessary to 

understand it indirectly, study it in depth and interpret it on different levels of meaning. 

By exploring various depth levels, interpretation becomes initiation. The meaning 

becomes spiritual and the journey to it can no longer follow a logical, reasonable path. 

Meaning enters thus a world of ñtruth and particular significanceò, 
2
 openly opposing 

logical-conceptual rationality. The features of the real world may even become inverted 

and the calligrapher, in his attempt to visualize and express a sacred emotion, is no 

longer a proposer but a receptor of meaning, simultaneously receptive and active, fully 

aware of the fact that understanding is not immediately accessible but needs to be 

translated in a code different from the known ones. He is no longer the centre but an 

intermediate moment in the meaning being created, while meaning is approached 

through contemplative meditation as the creator-calligrapher attempts to give shape to 

the hidden dimensions of faith. The relationship between image and the unrepresentable 

is a peculiar one, where the image also resonates over the self, the emotion, the state of 

not-being. For the calligrapher, there is no other reality but that of the spirit or of the will 

wishing to take part in the gesture of creation through dot, line, plane, through their 

ability to combine. Most times, when completing a calligraphy work, the brush runs dry, 
3
 creating the so-called effect of ñflying whiteò. It is a dramatic journey from the first 

touch of the wet brush onto the paper to the ñdryò finish that only takes the 
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calligrapherôs hand a moment to complete. The viewer is made conscious of the white 

background again, the shape of the sign and the white surface gain in significance and 

the painted signs are materialized, like objects as such.  

 

 
 

 [Yuki. Tsuki. Hana.] Snow. Moon. Flower 

 

Similarly, in the Byzantine icon a sensitive content is objectified on a material 

support, without any direct relationship to the visual experience offered by the 

surrounding reality. The eye as an organ and sight as a biological function of the human 

being become a privileged axis of constructing images.
1
 For a true understanding of 

them, the movement of the line and the gesture of the brush help harmonize the elements 

of the iconôs image into a whole. Japanese calligraphy, however, both a pictorial and a 

scriptural image, also requires sacralized contemplation. To know means, in both cases, 

to worship. Beyond a philosophy of the essence reigned over by the law of causality, 

beyond an existentialist way of thinking with transcendences lacking in ontological 

depth, calligraphy proposes the disappearance of forms and the dissolution of outlines, 

activating the principle of movement. As there are states beyond thinking and words, the 

ineffable in calligraphy tends to submerge into spiritual darkness, without ever reaching 

the last of the mysteries of the world it creates, originating in intuition and the 

subconscious. 
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Developed within the Platonism of Eastern patristic thought and the philosophy 

of transcendence, 
1
 the icon is an ñinstrument of contemplationò

2
 through which the soul 

tears itself from the sensitive world and enters the world of divine illumination. The icon 

is a means of accessing divinity, the ñscripturesò attempting to establish a vision through 

a pictorial-scriptural image with singular features. It is a journey from the eye to the 

voice and back, and the optical and rhetorical bipolarity is proven by the fact that the 

correct syntagm is ñto paintò, not ñto writeò an icon. Writing refers here not only to the 

signing of the artistôs name, but to the teachings of the icon
3
, in conformity with the 

teachings of the holy books. Once the name is uttered, it is manifest; it is present through 

having been named. However, in the case of a mystery, the revelation of meaning can 

only be made indirectly, mediated through an intermediary such as the icon, and 

symbolic knowledge, always indirect, uses contemplation
4
 in order to decipher the 

presence of the transcendental. The theological definition of the image goes now beyond 

the utilitarian and becomes a sacred art. The secret, irrational reality of the world is 

revealed indirectly through the two-dimensional surface within which the inspiration of 

the icon maker comes close to a miracle. 

It has often been said that the icon does not possess its ñown realityò,
5
 as it 

derives its theophanic value from participating in an epiphany. Hieratism, ascetiscim, the 

absence of volume in an icon exclude any form of materialization, and the emotion it 

generates transforms into a religious feeling leading to a mystical meaning (mysterium 

tremendum). As an icon does not copy nature, the real dimensions of reality are not 

reproduced in it, as matter itself seems to go into a meditative state. Torn from the 

immediate historical context, the icon is subject to the ñtranscendental rules of 

ecclesiastic visionò, 
6
 as it neither proves nor demonstrates anything, only suggests 

ñseeing the invisibleò
7
 and the presence of divinity in the world. It also purifies and 

transfigures the viewer, leading him towards the mystery. It raises the spirit beyond itself 

and, helping it see the ñopen skiesò, leads it into the divine mystery. 

Giving up the representation of the visible, calligraphy also tries to become a 

way of presenting metaphysical contents, of revealing the absolute. Calligraphy may be 

read like a mandala whose morphological and aesthetical features offer a support for 

meditation through which the spirit may commune with the universe. The sensitive 

image is not its own purpose, but only a means to enter the state of supreme meditation, 

through which a hidden truth may be reached intuitively. The calligraphic image frees 

the spirit from the constraints of reality, allowing it to reach true illumination. The goal 

is not the ontological plenitude of divinity, but the state of being in the presence of 

supreme illumination. The infinite cannot be reduced to the finite, the invisible to the 

visible ï they can only be hinted at. Through self-imposed ascesis, the calligraphy work 

requires poetics in which the role of visual and linguistic images is that of capturing the 
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inexpressible. As it is never exhausted in the immediate, of any kind, calligraphy 

becomes a space for reflection. 

 

 
 

ENSǽ The Zen circle 

 

Similar to the writing of a religious icon, the practice of calligraphy becomes an 

inner prayer both for the calligrapher and for viewer. The eye is expected not only to 

admire, but also to create meaning. The artist who has given birth to a world in ink is 

inseparable from the one contemplating it
1
 and the act of creation and signification 

reveals to both the endless Path of Becoming: 

Je sais nourrir en moi 

le Souffle int¯gre 

dont lôUnivers est habit®. 
2
  

                                                 
1
 See Franois Cheng, Et le souffle devient signe. Portrait dôune ©me ¨ lôencre de Chine (Paris: 

LôIconoclaste, 2010), 38.  
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Abstract: This paper seeks to offer a continuity thesis by showing that modernism is in 

many ways a continuation ï both from a theoretical and a literary historical point of view ï 

of well-established cultural contradictions and rhetorical strategies. I argue that a focus on 

the uncanny in modernist literature illuminates the complex chiastic interdependence of 

the apparently simple opposition between the rational and the irrational: the former 

constantly discovers in the latter not only its antagonist, but also its most important 

motivation. Thus, reason folds back onto itself in a chiastic fashion: rationalizing the 

uncanny generates further instances of the uncanniness of reason. This paradoxical 

operation is not simply a marginal device that modernist writers sporadically deploy, but, 

as I reveal in my brief analyses of D. H. Lawrence, Aldous Huxley, and Joseph Conrad, it 

can rather be regarded as one of the central organizing principles of modernist literature 

and culture. The last part of the essay shows that Woolfôs genius lies in the fact that she 

relocates the modernist chiasmus at the level of the opposition between ethics and 

aesthetics. The uncanny in Woolfôs Mrs. Dalloway upsets the distinction between the two 

categories, suggesting a new modernist aesthetics of the trivial. 
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* 

In Loose from Loos: A Law Permitting Individual Building Alterations or 

Architecture Boycott Manifesto (1968) Friedrich Stowasser ï popularly known as 

Friedensreich Hundertwasser and a host of other puckishly self-created names ï rails 

against the architectural rationality initiated, in his view, by Adolf Loosôs influential 

manifesto ñOrnament and Crimeò (1908). In contrast to Loosôs functional forms and at 

the same time surpassing the stylistics of ñsterile ornamentò the latter was reacting 

against, Hundertwasser praises ñliving growthò and declares: ñThe straight line is the 

only uncreative line. . . . The straight line is the true tool of the devil. Whosever uses it is 

aiding the downfall of mankindò.
1
 He adds: ñthe damage caused by rational building 

methods exceeds several times over any apparent savings madeò.
2
 Hundertwasserôs 

architectural designs seek to displace the rational monotony of carefully calculated 

rectangular shapes, while his paintings take inspiration from the works of such 

precursors as Gustav Klimt (1862-1918) and especially Egon Schiele (1890-1918). He 
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confesses: ñFor me the houses of Schiele were living beings. For the first time I felt that 

the outside walls were skins. . . . It is the third skin which really demonstrated something 

that cries, that lives . . . When you look at these houses you feel that they are humansò.
1
 

To view houses and thus essentially works of art as living, breathing beings is to reverse 

the order of priority establishing the classical distinction between physis (nature) and 

techné (culture). The inversion is in fact the enactment of a chiastic operation: nature 

informs culture just as culture, in turn, informs nature and everyday life. 

The general operation of the chiasmus is essential for the understanding of 

modernist art and culture. Schieleôs living houses are not simply innocent examples of 

personifying the inanimate, but they can also be viewed as stretching the boundaries of 

reason by suggesting that cultural artifacts and aesthetic objects could easily come alive, 

threatening to displace the rational coherence of the natural world. As such, Schieleôs art 

is symptomatic of the process by which modernism relocates analogically the initial 

distinction between nature and culture at the level of the opposition between the rational 

and the irrational. It is by no means accidental that Schieleôs artistic experiments ï which 

invoke and at the same time upset the relationship between the nature/culture division on 

the one hand and the rational/irrational distinction on the other ï occur precisely at the 

beginning of twentieth-century modernism. Notably, modernism bears witness to key 

historical and social transformations that mark both the apotheosis and in certain ways 

the crisis of the Enlightenment project of modernity. Spanning back to Ren® Descartesôs 

philosophy of the cogito and developed through the aesthetics of Immanuel Kant, the 

pursuit of modernity has been defined as the establishment of the autonomous domains 

of nature and culture, or what Bruno Latour calls the ñpurificationò of separate spheres.
2
 

The constitution of the separate domains of nature and culture within modernity is 

underwritten by the distinction between the rational and the irrational, or, using J¿rgen 

Habermasôs terms, the insistence upon ñthe cognitive potentialsò and ñthe rational 

organization of everyday social lifeò.
3
 The warning implicit in Schieleôs art regarding 

the threat of the irrational against Enlightenment rationality comes precisely at the point 

in history when the separations between culture and nature, art and everyday life, the 

irrational and the rational seem to be the most intense but also the most brittle. The 

precarious, two-way relationship between these terms, involving constant repetitive 

reversals, defines the generic logic of chiastic modernism.  

  Of course, the animate houses Hundertwasser encounters in Schieleôs works are 

by no means uncommon or unrepresentative instances of the ways in which the 

irrationality and the supernatural dimensions of art inform the rational constitution of 

everyday life. Several modernist authors are intensely preoccupied with the various 

ways in which lifeless objects come alive to upset the rational distinction between the 

animate and the inanimate. One of the major modes of animating the inanimate in 

modernist literature is by way of the uncanny, which is itself the product of an 

ontological chiasmus: the intermittent resurrection into life and passing into deathðin 
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 Habermas, J¿rgen. ñModernityðAn Incomplete Projectò In: The Anti-Aesthetic, ed. Hal Foster 
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other words, life in death and death in life. In E. M. Forsterôs Howards End (1910), for 

example, not only does Margaret Schlegel assert, in a fashion that recalls Schieleôs 

influence on Hundertwasser, that ñHouses are aliveò,
1
 but it is the aura of the mansion 

itself, Howards End, carrying the late Mrs. Wilcoxôs ghostly presence, that makes 

Margaret conclude to his sister, Helen: ñI feel that you and I and Henry are only 

fragments of that womanôs [Mrs. Wilcoxôs] mind. . . . She is everything. She is the 

house, and the tree that leans over itò.
2
 A similar, almost telepathic communication takes 

place in Katherine Mansfieldôs short story ñBlissò between Bertha Young and Miss 

Fulton through the medium of the animated pear tree, while the two stand ñside by side 

looking at the slender, flowering tree . . . understanding each other perfectly, creatures of 

another worldò.
3
 The unhomely (Unheimliche) yet familiar experience of another world 

is also one of Clarissaôs major concerns in Virginia Woolfôs Mrs. Dalloway (1925), who 

experiences ñodd affinities . . . with people she had never spoken to, some woman on the 

street, some man behind the counterðeven barns or treesò.
4
 The impossibility of the 

death of the soul, which inevitably lives on through the medium of worldly objects and 

persons, is at the center of Clarissaôs ñtranscendental theoryò that proclaims: ñour 

apparitions . . . are so momentary compared with the other, the unseen part of us, which 

spreads wide, the unseen might survive, be recovered somehow attached to this person 

or that, or even haunting certain places after deathò.
5
  

 In all these examples, the uncanny reveals its chiastic constitution because it turns 

out to both elevate and jeopardize the charactersô experience and overall existence: death is 

irrational communication, and irrational communication is, in turn, the death of the 

rational. Each of the above-mentioned characters is bound to realize that the irrationality of 

epiphany is inevitably coupled with a much more intense struggle to maintain the rational 

coherence of everyday life. For Margaret Schlegel, it is the continuous fight with 

patriarchy in the person of the unscrupulous businessman, Mr. Wilcox; for Bertha Young, 

the greatest experience of bliss means at the same time the potential disintegration of her 

family and the ruination of her marriage; and finally, Clarissa Dallowayôs transcendental 

theory involves the contradictory aesthetics of the trivial, according to which the growing 

of roses turns out to be more important than peopleôs lives and the issue of war in general. 

In fact, the focus upon the uncanny in modernist literature illuminates the complex chiastic 

interdependence of the apparently simple opposition between the rational and the 

irrational: the former constantly discovers in the latter not only its antagonist, but also its 

most important motivation. Thus, reason folds back onto itself in a chiastic fashion: 

rationalizing the uncanny generates further instances of the uncanniness of reason. This 

paradoxical operation is not simply a marginal device that modernist writers sporadically 

deploy, but, as I show in my brief analyses of D. H. Lawrence, Aldous Huxley, and Joseph 

Conrad, it can rather be regarded as one of the central organizing principles of modernist 

literature and culture. Woolfôs genius lies in the fact that she relocates the modernist 
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chiasmus at the level of the opposition between ethics and aesthetics. The uncanny in Mrs. 

Dalloway upsets the distinction between the two categories, suggesting a new modernist 

aesthetics of the trivial.  

 

Modernism and Chiasmus 

In ñDover Beachò (1867) Matthew Arnold depicts a young couple, who are ready to 

profess their love for each other, hoping that that their sincerity, like the windowpane in 

front of them, will protect them against the sorrows and the chaotic uncertainties of a 

constantly changing modern world. The poem ends with the soothing prospect: 
     

Ah, love, let us be true 

To one another! for the world, which seems 

To lie before us like a land of dreams, 

So various, so beautiful, so new, 

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,  

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain; 
 

And we are here as on a darkling plain 

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight, 

Where ignorant armies clash by night.
1
 

 

 
 

Aleksandra Chaushova, Aunts/Unconditional Surrender, 2011,  

pencil on paper, 46,4 x 32,6 cm 

                                                 
1
 Matthew Arnold, ñDover Beachò In: The Poems of Matthew Arnold, ed. Kenneth Allott and 

Miriam Allott. (New York: Longman, 1979), 29-37. 



Philobiblon ï Vol. XIX (2014) No. 1 

 

 37 

This closing passage of the poem vividly shows the dual effect of the growing tension 

between nature and culture that reaches its apotheosis in early-twentieth-century 

modernism. The fragile windowpane separating the lovers from the outside world can be 

viewed as a symbol of the precarious, two-way relationship between progress and 

regression. Viewed through the windowpane, itself a sign of artificiality and separation 

but also of communication, the promising world of technological development, 

seemingly ñso various, so beautiful, so new,ò turns out to be pregnant with its opposite: a 

desolate, joyless world of fear and confusion. A similar setback to novelty is also one of 

the major concerns of Charles Baudelaire, who finishes The Flowers of Evil (1857) with 

the image of plunging into ñthe abyssal depth of Hell or Heavenðwhat matter where?ð 

/ the abyssal depth of the Unknown, to find the new!ò
1
 For Baudelaire, just as for 

Arnold, the achievements of the modern world are at the mercy of chthonic powers, 

which, far from being conquered once and for all, threaten to destroy the very aspirations 

of modernity. 
Baudelaireôs prose poem ñThe Eyes of the Poorò, written only five years before 

ñDover Beachò, is also focused upon a pair of lovers, sitting this time ñat a brand-new 

caf® on the corner of a new boulevardò,
2
 separated, again, from the outside world by the 

thin glass pane that allows them to contemplate the Parisian streets. While enjoying the 

splendors of the coffee shop, the lovers suddenly find themselves exposed to the 

stupefied and sorrowful gaze of a poor family: ñThe fatherôs eyes were saying, óHow 

beautiful! How beautiful! All the poor worldôs gold seems to have fallen upon those 

walls.ô ðThe little boyôs eyes, óHow beautiful! How beautiful! But only people not like 

us can enter this houseôò.
3
 The separation between the dazzling caf® and the family in 

rags, the inside and the outside, ñto lookò and ñto be looked atò seems to be complete. 

And yet, just like in Arnoldôs poem, the thin windowpane acts as mediator and allows 

these two worlds to interpenetrate, exposing the falsity of a simple, clear-cut opposition 

between advancement and regression, suggesting instead that the latter in fact 

thoroughly informs the former. This is true perhaps even more so in the case of 

Baudelaire. Unlike the lovers in ñDover Beach,ò Baudelaireôs couple is unable to praise 

mutual affection as the ultimate protection against the contradictions of the modern 

world. The poem concludes with the skeptical warning, ñhow incommunicable thought 

is, even among people who love each other!ò
4
 Early modernism, for both Arnold and 

Baudelaire, means the birth of an ambiguous world in which progress and destruction 

interact in a chiastic fashion. To innovate is to penetrate with Baudelaire ñthe abyssal 

depth of Hell or Heaven,ò and thus to heed Friedrich Nietzscheôs admonition in Beyond 

Good and Evil: ñWhoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not 

become a monster. And when you look long into an abyss, the abyss also looks into you.ò
5
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A different way to put this idea is to claim, along with Marshall Behrman, that 

being modern at the beginning of the twentieth century is to be suddenly thrown into ñthe 

maelstrom of modern lifeò in which people become at once ñsubjects as well as objects of 

modernizationò
1
 Significantly, Berman takes the phrase for the title of his book (ñall that is 

solid melts into airò) from Karl Marx and Friedrich Engelsôs The Communist Manifesto, 

which illuminates the circular ï indeed, chiastic ï relation between subjects and objects of 

modernization. In The Communist Manifesto Marx and Engels argue that ñthe bourgeoisie 

cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the means of production, and thereby the 

relations of production, and with them the whole relations of societyò.
2
 The result is 

overproduction, which the authors describe in the famously vivid passage: ñModern 

bourgeois society . . . that has conjured up such gigantic means of production and 

exchange is like the sorcerer, who is no longer able to control the powers of the nether 

world whom he has called up by his spellsò
3
 One way to view the flip side of progress ï 

also expressed by Arnoldôs ñdarkling plainò, Baudelaireôs ñabyssal depth of the 

unknownò, and Nietzscheôs slippery monster ï is to relate it to the changes in the capitalist 

mode of production and exchange that occur with full intensity approximately half a 

century after Marxôs diagnosis, during the second Industrial Revolution.  

The social, historical, and economic conditions at the end of the nineteenth and 

the beginning of the twentieth centuries make it possible to define modernism as the 

expression of a chiastic relationship between subject and object: the emergence of a 

world of temporal simultaneity, which blurs the distinction between cause and effectðin 

other words, a world in which to create something new means to be created by the very 

objects of production. It is such a temporal simultaneity that Perry Anderson refers to in 

ñModernity and Revolutionò, where he proposes a ñconjuncturalò analysis of 

modernism based on ñthe intersection of different historical temporalitiesò determined 

by three key coordinates: (1) ña highly formalized academicism,ò (2) the emergence of 

ñkey technologies or inventions of the second industrial revolution; that is telephone, 

radio, automobile, aircraft, and so on,ò and (3) ñthe imaginative proximity of social 

revolutionò.
4
 As a consequence, Anderson concludes, modernism ñarose at the 

intersection between a semi-aristocratic ruling order, a semi-industrialized capitalist 

economy, and a semi-emergent, or semi-insurgent, labor movementò
5
 The technological 

innovations Anderson mentions are crucial characteristics of modernist society and 

culture, viewed as the crisis of abundance.
6
  

One of the most significant implications of the modernist culture of abundance, 

implicit also in Andersonôs conjunctural analysis, is that it signals at once the 
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intensification and the crisis of the Enlightenment ideals of progress.
1
Thus, modernist 

abundance invites a Freudian reading, which also reveals in its own distinctive way the 

ambiguous double-relation between gain and loss. As Freud explains in Civilization and 

Its Discontents, ñit is impossible to overlook the extent to which civilization is built up 

upon the renunciation of instinct, how much it presupposes precisely the non-satisfaction 

. . . of powerful instinctsò.
2
 Cultural and technological abundance are symptoms that are 

meant to compensate for a much more important primal loss, entailed by repressed 

instincts and desires. Freud uses in his analysis the metaphor of organ-extension: ñMan 

has, as it were, become a kind of prosthetic God. When he puts on all his auxiliary 

organs he is truly magnificent; but those organs have not grown on to him and they still 

give him much trouble at timesò.
3
 

 Registering the circular relation between gain and loss in Freudôs analysis, 

between subject and object in Bermanôs modernist maelstrom, and between the gigantic 

modes of production and the powers of the underworld in Marx, is to look from different 

perspectives into the Nietzschean abyss, which inevitable gazes back into the beholder. 

It is, therefore, to reveal the analogy between the general constitution of modernism and 

the operation of the rhetorical figure of chiasmus. Chiasmus derives from the Greek 

letter ñɢò (chi), which illustrates by its shape the ñABBAò pattern of repetition and 

inversion.
4
 Nietzscheôs phrase, for instance, ñwhen you look long into an abyss, the 

abyss also looks into you,ò is a perfect illustration of chiasmus, suggesting the ñGreek 

verb meaning to mark with cross linesò:
5
  

 

        You look into     an abyss 

      
              The abyss   looks into you 

 

 The same chiastic structure characterizes Behrmanôs insight that modernism 

signals the process by which people become at the same time subjects and objects of 

modernization. In both cases, chiasmus involves not simply the simple mirrored 

repetition of parallel terms, but it also emphasizes the relation of inversion by which to 

act is always also to be acted upon, not despite but precisely because of the 

insurmountable opposition between subject and object, nature and culture. Thus, ñthe 

powers of the nether worldò are summoned in Marxôs imagery not from some malicious 

underworld sealed off from capitalist development, but precisely in the name of the 
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exclusionary oppositions generated by capitalism itself. Similarly, the image of the 

human as ñprosthetic Godò in the Freudôs analysis discloses the troubles of ñauxiliary 

organsò not simply as inhuman artifices independent of the realm of the human, but 

rather in the very name of the thoroughly humanized progress of civilization. Chiastic 

modernism illuminates the inherent dynamics of such oppositions that function as 

reciprocally generating, rather than simply exclusionary, mechanisms. 

 The rhetorical operation of the chiasmus, which bears important affinities with 

the modernist culture of abundance, can also be seen in the form of a linguistic excess 

that seemingly exhausts, by virtue of its circularity, the range of argumentative 

possibilities. In conclusion, the relationship between modernist progress and destruction 

in the aesthetic worlds of Arnold and Baudelaire, as well as in the theoretical inquiries of 

Marx and Freud, reveals the chiastic logic by which destruction, instead of being 

hermetically isolated from the hopeful perspectives of progress, turns out to be the 

latterôs very motivation and condition of existence. Thus, modernism bears witness to 

both the intensification and the crisis of the Enlightenment ideal of progress, an idea that, 

as I show in a moment, seeks to justify the distinction between nature and culture by 

referring it to the oppositional framework between the rational and the irrational. It is 

precisely the internal limitations of the Enlightenment ideal of progress, in many ways 

strengthened through new technologies during the early twentieth century that are 

exposed in literary modernism through the idea of uncanny, which reveals the chiastic 

interdependence between the rational and the irrational realms of existence.   

 

ñPrimeval darkness falsified to a social mechanismò: Reason and the Uncanny 

In his seminal essay ñThe óUncannyôò (1919), Freud offers extensive discussion of the 

semantic features of the word ñunheimlichò (literally, ñunhomelyò), which actually he 

shows to be synonymous with its opposite: ñheimlichò, he argues, can signify at once 

ñwhat is familiar and agreeableò and ñwhat is concealed or kept out of sight.ò
1
 In his 

detailed examination of E. T. A. Hoffmanôs short story ñThe Sandmanò (1816), Freud 

uses the idea of the shared meaning of heimlich and unheimlich as a starting point for his 

definition of the uncanny as ñthat class of the frightening which leads back to what is 

known of old and long familiar.ò
2
 By grounding the notion of the uncanny in the 

familiar, Freud seeks to rectify Ernst Jentschôs earlier interpretation of Hoffmanôs story 

and his subsequent definition of the uncanny involving intellectual uncertainty about the 

distinction between the animate and the inanimate. The central concern of Hoffmanôs 

story is, indeed, the precarious opposition between nature and artifice: the young 

protagonist Nathaniel falls in love with the beautiful wooden doll, Olympia, neglecting 

his real-life lover, Clara. Moreover, Nathaniel confuses the natural and the artificial in 

another crucial way as well: not only does he confuse Coppola, the optician who 

manufactured Olympiaôs eyes, with Coppelius, whom he considers responsible for his 

fatherôs death, but the latter also gets conflated in his mind with the folk-story character 

of the Sandman, believed to pour sand in little childrenôs eyes who refuse to go to sleep. 
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The reason why Hoffmanôs piece illustrates for Freud the operation of the uncanny is not 

so much because of the confusion between the natural and the artificial, but rather 

because Freud discovers in the story instances of the uncanny related to his notions of 

the ñOedipus complexò and that of the ñrepetition compulsionò, both introduced in the 

simultaneously-conceived Beyond the Pleasure Principle. He argues that ñthe feeling of 

something uncanny is directly attached to the figure of the Sand-Man, that is, to the idea 

of being robbed of oneôs eyes, and . . . Jentschôs point of an intellectual uncertainty 

[between the animate and the inanimate] has nothing to do with the effectò.
1
 Clearly, 

Freudôs attempt to discredit Jentschôs argument, while offering the more or less final 

conclusion that ñwhatever reminds us of . . . [the] inner ócompulsion to repeatô is 

perceived as uncannyò,
2
 represents the desire to overcome the irrational uncertainty of 

the uncanny through the ñscientificò method of psychoanalysis.     

 However, as David Ellis acutely observes, the story of the Sandman 

ñundermines Freudôs claims to analytic mastery and control, both in his temporary 

function as reader of Hoffman, and in his larger role as clarifier of the uncannyò.
3
 In fact, 

Freud was also aware of the fact that by approaching the uncanny he was entering the 

slippery category of aesthetics, which could easily threaten the coherence of his ñtalking 

cureò. Towards the end of his essay he writes, ñWe have drifted into this field of 

research [i.e. aesthetics] half involuntarily, through the temptation to explain certain 

instances which contradicted our theory of the causes of the uncannyò.
4
 Freudôs failure 

to completely contain the uncanny within the realm of his psychoanalytic theory is 

highly significant, because it illustrates the aporia involved in controlling the irrational 

not as an unruly construction standing in itself, outside of, or in opposition to, the 

rational realm, but more importantly, as a haunting presence that stretches the 

boundaries of reason from within. The irrational dimensions of aesthetics are in full 

agreement with this idea. Instead of solving the issue of the uncanny, Freud actually 

brings about its proliferation, because, as it turns out, his experience with aesthetics via 

Hoffmanôs story is after all not very different from Nathanielôs encounter with the 

folklore-version of the tale of the sandman he used to hear as a child from the servant. In 

both cases, the irrationality of aesthetics troubles the rational structures of reality. The 

stakes for Freud involve facing potential inconsistencies of his psychoanalytic theory in 

the form of exceptional cases taken from the realm of art. 

 The tension between the irrational and the rational, underwritten by the 

distinction between art and everyday life, is also one of the central issues of modernist 

literature and culture. In ñArt and Moralityò D. H. Lawrence discusses this matter in 

relation to Paul C®zanneôs post-impressionist still lifes, which he sees as examples par 

excellence of the way in which art separates itself from everyday life. The apples on 

C®zanneôs paintings, notoriously defying the universal law of gravity, epitomize for 

Lawrence the problem Freud is also compelled to encounter in his analysis of the 
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uncanny; namely, the irrationality of art as opposed to the ñKodak-visionò of ñthe All-

seeing Eye of humanityò.
1
 Lawrence concludes: 

 

Let C®zanneôs apples go rolling off the table for ever. They live by their own 

laws, in their own ambiente, and not by the law of the kodakðor of man. They 

are casually related to man. But to those apples, man is by no means the 

absolute.
2
 

 

Lawrenceôs observations summarize the general operation of the uncanny as the 

ñrevengeò of the artistic world over the reality of everyday life, enacted through the 

letting loose of irrational energies directed to overwhelm human rationality. 

Furthermore, it is by no means accidental that Lawrence chooses to illustrate the abstract 

notion of reason with photographic technology, which was in the process of 

development during the 1880s and would come to fully inform modernist society by the 

end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century. Implicit in Lawrenceôs 

conclusion is the idea that the evolution of human rationality, like the technological 

conception of reality through photography, inevitably folds back onto itself and leaves 

behind an irrational residue through art.  

 Aesthetics can function as a receptacle of the irrational, especially through the 

uncanny, because of its traditional role since the Enlightenment project of modernity as 

the realm against which, but also in the name of which, the rational coherence of human 

thought comes to be constructed. In Lawrenceôs ñArt and Morality,ò the ñKodak-visionò 

suggests an improved version of the general ocularcentrism of the Enlightenment, which 

is emblematic of reason itself. At the same time, the sharp yet precarious distinction 

between aesthetics and ethics involved in this question is reminiscent of the ambitious 

undertaking of the Kantian aesthetics, which seeks to establish hermetically separated 

spheres of science, morality, and art. Set against this broad background of 

Enlightenment modernity, the uncanny in modernist literature reveals the chiasmus 

between the rational and the irrational: rationalizing the uncanny is inextricably caught 

up with the uncanniness of reason.  

 Different works show different aspects of this idea. In The Rainbow (1915), for 

instance, Lawrenceôs protagonist, Ursula Brangwen, fully experiences the ñmaelstrom of 

modern lifeò in the early twentieth century. She faces a predicament similar to the one 

Lawrence himself discussed in connection with C®zanneôs still lifes: the recognition of 

the uncertainty of consciousness and of human existence, especially when compared to 

the unruly realm of the irrational residue of reason. Ursula imagines life as an ñinner 

circle of light,ò which is at once illuminating through ñthe light of science and 

knowledgeò and blinding, because it makes one incapable of perceiving the immense 

darkness lurking behind the spotlight of life, where she can feel ñthe eyes of wild beasts, 

gleaming, penetrating, vanishingò.
3
 For her, trains and factories ï and thus, technology 

and economic progress in general ï are all part of the ñcircle of lightò that represents 
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everyday life, which generates terror but also offers ñthe security of the blinding lightò.
1
 

Realizing her position as both subject and object of modernization (to use Bermanôs 

description of modern life), Ursula confronts the uncanny because, just like Nathaniel in 

Hoffmanôs story, she finds it impossible not to live life aesthetically, by viewing worldly 

things as signifying systems that take away the natural dimensions of human existence. 

Not to take things for granted means for her, Unlike Viktor Skrebensky, her short-lived 

fianc®, who is willing ñto screen himself from darkness, the challenge of his own soulò 

(535), Ursula chooses to face things as they come. The challenge, in this case, means to 

view people as ñdummies exposedò, who, like Nathanielôs manufactured Olympia, are 

nothing but artificial, ñdressed-up creaturesò sitting in the tram with ñtheir pale, wooden 

pretense of composure and civic purposefulnessò.
2
  

 Early-twentieth-century English authors use the figure of the uncanny to disclose 

the chiastic constitution of modernism. Modern society and mutual love, just as Arnold 

and Baudelaireôs aesthetics suggested, are, in Ursulaôs perspective, too, cover-ups within 

the realm of reason for chthonic powers, instances of ñprimeval darkness falsified to a 

social mechanismò.
3
 In its various manifestations in the literature of the period, the 

uncanny validates Freudôs experience with the slippery realm of the aesthetic, emerging as 

the irruption of irrational energies (especially through art) in the form of internal 

contradictions embedded deep within human reason. Summoned from England to the 

United States to help Dr. Obispoôs investigations into the lengthening of human life (by 

reading the legendary Hauberk papers, which contain the Fifth Earlôs eighteenth-century 

diary-entry summaries of his own experimentations with the issue), Jeremy Pordageôs 

story in Aldous Huxleyôs After Many a Summers Dies the Swan (1939) is no exception in 

this regard. The novel presents the classical instance of the uncanny as that which is 

resurrected to haunt the rational coherence of the human world. After discovering from the 

manuscript that the Fifth Earl staged his own death, Obispo and Jeremy, along with Stoyte, 

the millionaire contender to immortality, actually find the two-hundred-and-one-year-old 

Earl in the hidden labyrinth of the Hauberk familyôs cellar in England. In this strikingly 

gothic passage, the irrationality of aesthetics (in this case, the Fifth Earlôs personal diary, 

long believed to be an anachronistic thing of the past) comes alive not simply to destabilize 

or attack rational thinking, but on the contrary, to prove that reason is thoroughly infused 

with irrational energies. At the sight of the senile, animal-like creature that was once the 

Fifth Earl, Dr. Obispoôs belief in scientific progress amounts to ñthe finest joke ha had ever 

knownò,
4
 while Stoyteôs proof that lengthening indefinitely human life actually works can 

only be taken as the ultimate irony of reason, the uncanny mischief of irrational, evil spirits 

conjured up be reason itself.    

 The operation of the uncanny in Huxleyôs novel and Stoyteôs paradoxical 

predicament can also be placed within the context of the rise of supernatural fiction at 

the turn of the eighteenth century, which, as E. J. Clery argues, is strongly related to the 

pervasive ñconsumer revolutionò of the time, bringing about the ñfundamental 

chiasmusò of ñthe growing commercialization of spirits . . . [and the] spiritualization of 
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commerceò.
1
 Huxleyôs novel also registers the chiasmus between the rational and the 

irrational within the context of the intense culture of abundance and the increasing 

consumer culture characteristic of the first half of the twentieth century. Living in a huge 

palace full of randomly selected valuables so that ñevery item is perfectly irrelevant to 

every other itemò,
2
 Stoyte is clearly the generic figure of the consumer, whose world is 

restricted to what money can buy, and who is afraid only of what seems to be outside the 

economy of monetary exchange. Hence his excessive fear of death and his obsessive 

repetition of the self-reassuring phrases: ñGod is love. There is no deathò.
3
 Significantly, 

one of Stoyteôs main companies is the Beverly Pantheon, a cemetery that is built 

according to the ñpolicy of injecting sex appeal into deathò
4
 and is thus thoroughly 

preoccupied with the aestheticization of death, or what Clery calls the 

ñcommercialization of spiritsò. It is precisely the logic of his own slogan, that is, the 

denial of death and its banishment into the realm of art that turns back against Stoyte as a 

chiastic fold through the ñspiritualization of commerceò or the uncanniness of reason. 
 Huxley shows that ñevery improvement . . . makes it more difficult for people to 
escape from their egos, more difficult to forget those horrible projections of themselves 
they call their ideals of patriotism, heroism, glory and all the restò.

5
 Huxley does so in a 

way that recalls Ursulaôs setting up of the blinding spotlight as a metaphor for life that is 
surrounded by the immense darkness of the underworld; and he does so moreover in 
keeping with the prosthetic logic of modernism, which registers the circular dependence 
of gain and loss in Freudôs theory. In the Dialectic of Enlightenment, Max Horkheimer 
and Theodor W. Adorno refer to this folding back of reason onto itself as the internal 
contradiction of the Enlightenment project of modernity, which, instead of going 
through progressive stages of emancipation, turns out to be ñthe wholesale deception of 
the massesò.

6
 Their argument illustrates the logic of chiastic modernism. The chiastic 

fold between enlightenment demythologization, which ñcompounds the animate with 
the inanimate,ò and the practice of myth, which, on the contrary, ñcompounds the 
inanimate with the animate,ò bears witness to the ñenlightenment return to mythology, 
which it never really knew how to eludeò.

7
 Opposition is reinscribed as the essential 

chiastic relationship between reason and mythical fetishism, or, as Horkheimer and 
Adorno show, ñBefore, fetishes were subject to the law of equivalence. Now 
equivalence itself has become a fetishò.

8
 (17).  

 The grim consequences of this rational domination disguised as Enlightenment 
progress are also at the center of Kurtzôs degeneration in Joseph Conradôs Heart of 
Darkness (1902). As Marlow discovers, ñall Europe contributed to the making of 
Kurtz,ò the charismatic agent of British ivory expeditions, idolized by the African 
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natives as a supernatural creature, the very fetish of rational progress and emancipation, 
whose famous pamphlet written for ñthe International Society for the Suppression of 
Savage Customsò concludes with the slogan epitomizing the uncanny of reason: 
ñóExterminate all the brutes!ôò.

1
 Conradôs ñheart of darknessò, Huxleyôs ñhorrible 

projectionsò of human progress and Lawrenceôs ñprimeval darknessò present different 
ways in which modernist literature illuminates through the uncanny the essential 
irrational component of social and cultural issues at the beginning of the twentieth 
centuryðissues such as colonial discourse for Conrad, consumerism for Huxley, and the 
institutionalized forms of intimacy for Lawrence. 

 

ñThe roar on the other side of silenceò:  

Mrs. Dalloway and the Aesthetics of the Trivial 

The uncanny in modernist literature is not simply the mere anticipation of the common 

argument of Frankfurt School theorists about the totalitarian rationality of Western 

society characterized by the dominating forces of the culture industry and of 

instrumental reason. Instead, the various manifestations of the uncanny in early-

twentieth-century literature illustrate what Rita Felski describes as the modernity of ña 

multiplicity of voices and perspectives that cannot be easily synthesized into a single, 

unified ideology or world-viewò.
2
 Unlike in the examples discussed so far, however, the 

uncanny in Woolfôs Mrs. Dalloway leads to the proposal of an aesthetics of the trivial, 

which complicates the distinction between ethics and aesthetics, suggesting a very 

different approach from the ñhighly pessimistic philosophy of history which conceives 

of modernity as an inexorable spiral of ever greater repressionò.
3
 Woolfôs insistence 

upon the importance of the trivial in Mrs. Dalloway suggests affinities with but also the 

suspension of what Elaine Showalter calls the ñsaga of defeatò of ñthe female aestheticò 

at this period in literary history.
4
 (224). Self-destruction, Showalter argues, is ñthe 

hallmark of female aestheticismò during this period in literary history, due mainly to the 

ñrisk of self-destruction through psychic overload, ego death from the state of pure 

receptive sensibilityòðthe state which she describes, following George Eliot, as ñthe 

roar on the other side of silenceò.
5
 In Eliotôs Middlemarch (1871), it is indeed 

Dorotheaôs heightened sensibility which turns common everyday experience into 

ñinward amazement,ò ñpreparing strange associations which remained through her after-

yearsò.
6
 Eliot concludes: ñIf we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary life, it 

would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrelôs heart beat, and we should die of 

that roar which lies on the other side of silenceò.
7
             

 Following Eliotôs heightened sense of vision, the aesthetics of the trivial in Mrs. 
Dalloway registers the elevated sensibility and ecstasy that are needed for turning 
ordinary life into Woolfôs famous ñmoments of being,ò but also the implicit threat of 
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such epiphanies that involve, as it did for Eliot, the uncanny proximity of death, the 
ñroar on the other side of silenceò. Woolfôs novel animates the inanimate through the 
uncanny of an ontological chiasmus, the intermittent resurrection into life and passing 
into death: life in death and death in life. Narration in Mrs. Dalloway, as J. Hillis Miller 
argues, is ñrepetition as the raising of the deadò

1
 not only because, as Miller acutely 

points out, Woolf buried in her novel the Richard Strauss song ñAllerseelenò, referring 
to the ñcollective resurrection of spiritsò during All Soulôs Day, but more importantly 
because the novel offers an alternative model of plot and knowledge. It does so by 
linking scattered, non-cumulative moments of existence through the telepathic ï and, 
indeed, uncanny ï communication between narrator and characters as well as among 
several fictional characters. Clarissa and his old friend, Peter Walsh, for instance, ñwent 
in and out of each otherôs minds without any effortò,

2
 just like the narrator glides in and 

out of the charactersô minds through free indirect discourse. Millerôs analysis reveals the 
novelôs narrative logic based on the imperative ñóThey thought, therefore I amôò,

3
 which 

reveals the chiastic interdependence between narrator and character: in Mrs. Dalloway 
the characters are dependent upon the ñall-knowing mindò of the narrator, while the 
narrator, in turn, is dependent upon charactersô minds.

4
     

 Moreover, the momentary epiphanies in the novel are also underwritten by the 
logic of chiasmus: the intertwining of ecstasy and horror reveals the experience of the 
uncanny animation of the inanimate. In Clarissaôs ñtranscendental theory,ò which 
describes her belief in the survival after death in the ñeverywhereò of life, ñattached to this 
person or that, even haunting certain places after deathò,

5
 the inanimate is brought to life to 

enhance but also to threaten through involuntary associations the charactersô mental 
certainty. Just returned from India, Peter Walsh, for example, is standing in ñexquisite 
delightò in Trafalgar Square, ñas if inside his brain by another hand strings were pulled, 
shutters moved, and he, having nothing to do with it, yet stood at the opening of endless 
avenuesò.

6
 The novelôs closing passage also reveals Peter during one of these gothic 

moments, while glancing at Clarissa and contemplating, ñWhat is this terror? What is this 
ecstasy?ò

7
 Throughout the novel, the coupling of terror and ecstasy suggests a complex 

relationship between ethics and aesthetics, manifested most significantly in the questioning 
of the distinctions between madness and normalcy in Septimus Warren Smithôs story on 
the one hand, and between the important and the unimportant in Clarissaôs aesthetics of the 
trivial. As Woolf confessed in her diary, the novel was meant to be ña study of insanity and 
suicide: the world seen by the sane and the insane side by side.ò

8
 Septimusôs story reflects 

Woolfôs intentions but also complicates the very notions of human responsibility involved 
in attitudes toward sanity and insanity.  
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 One of the most representative examples of the way in which ecstasy, elevated 
to quasi-religious experience, gets coupled with mental instability is illustrated by the 
shell-shocked war veteran Septimusôs constant hallucinations, as he obsessively 
discovers in everything around him the haunting presence of his deceased friend, Evans. 
Septimus, who recognizes his transitory position between life and death by confessing to 
himself, ñI have been dead, and yet am now aliveò,

1
 cannot escape hearing Evansôs 

messages through the medium of the elm trees, which he figures to be alive, containing 
the spirit of the dead, ñthe leaves being connected by millions of fibres to his own 
[Septimusôs] bodyò.

2
 Septimusôs excessive ethical responsibility for the dead verges 

upon madness, turning him into ñthe giant mournerò, who is unable to contain the past 
by distancing and aestheticizing it as memory: 
 

ñIt is time,ò said Rezia. 
The word ñtimeò split its husk; poured its riches over him [Septimus]; and from 
his lips fell like shells, like shavings from a plane, without his making them, 
hard, white, imperishable words, and flew to attach themselves to their places in 
an ode to Time; an immortal ode to Time. He sang. Evans answered from 
behind the tree.

3
 

 

 The inability to aestheticize the trauma of the past by referring it to closed 
temporal categories is figured here as a fissure in mental representation, leading to 
overwhelming guilt in the form of an ethics of madness. Thus, when Septimus instructs 
his wife, Rezia, to burn his papers, which are also described, significantly, as ñodes to 
Time,ò he is in fact perpetuating a state of ecstasy that is outside the framework of 
traditional responsibility. Septimusôs ecstasy is thoroughly amoral, stretching the very 
boundaries of sanity and madness. Reziaôs rational response is to tie the papers up with a 
silk ribbon, simply because ñsome were very beautifulò.

4
 Aesthetics is thus complicit 

with a rationalized version of reality ï in this context, the traumatic aftermath of the 
Great War ï that seeks to relegate the irrational and the uncanny to the realm of art, 
precisely in the name of human sanity. In the light of Septimusôs excessive 
responsibility, which resurrects the irrational of aesthetics to question the distinction 
between normalcy and madness, Reziaôs aesthetic attitude is relocated not simply as the 
natural coherence of everyday life, but rather as a necessary limitation or even as an 
irresponsible act of insanity. 
 In a similar way, Clarissaôs aesthetics of the trivial is also on the borderline 
between ethics and aesthetics, challenging the very distinction between the petty and the 
serious. In ñEthical Folds: Ethics, Aesthetics, Woolfò, Jessica Berman shows the 
complex interconnection in Woolfôs works between the reams of aesthetics and ethics, 
arguing that many of her novels bring ñthe epistemological and moral into conversation 
with each other, using aesthetics to make an ethical realm ï or a fold ï between the 
potentially universal and the personalò.

5
 (159). However, in Mrs. Dalloway Woolf also 

upsets the privilege given to the serious and the important, implicitly figured throughout 

                                                 
1
 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, 69. 

2
 Ibid., 22.  

3
 Ibid., 69-70. 

4
 Ibid., 148. 

5
 Jessica Berman, ñEthical Folds: Ethics, Aesthetics, Woolfò Modern Fiction Studies 50 (2004): 159. 



Philobiblon ï Vol. XIX (2014) No. 1 

 

 48 

the novel as masculine, by depicting the seemingly trivial feminine domestic realm of 
the upper-middle-class character, Clarissa, as the main source of a mystic sense of 
understanding, based on the uncanny feeling of immortal presence and the impossibility 
of death. Thus, on his return from India, Peter Walsh contemplates Clarissaôs petty 
concerns: ñHere she is mending her dress; mending her dress as usual, he thought; here 
sheôs been sitting all the time Iôve been in India; mending her dress; playing about; 
going to partiesò.

1
 More generally, Clarissaôs aesthetics of the trivial is described as the 

dispersed cluster of isolated events that do not lead up to conclusive syntheses and, just 
like Septimusôs ecstatic moments, resist retrospective objectification. Her friendship 
with Sally Seton, especially their kiss on the lips, which Clarissa considers the most 
exquisite moment of her life, does not get fulfilled in any way, and in her recollections 
she cannot ñeven get an echo of her old emotionò.

2
 More than that, Clarissa also 

displaces the moral responsibility for war into mere detail by emphasizing the beauty of 
her roses over the fate of the Armenians. Aesthetics, in such contexts, seems thoroughly 
opposed to the realm of ethics.  

 However, although apparently rooted in the irresponsible attention given to 

common experience, the aesthetics of the trivial in Mrs. Dalloway is at the same time 

elevated to the irrational level of telepathic communication and the uncanny of 

metempsychosis exemplified by Clarissaôs ñtranscendental theory.ò Unlike Reziaôs 

aesthetic parceling-out of everyday life, Clarissaôs aesthetics functions as a permeable 

membrane thoroughly connecting rather than decisively separating the lives of various 

characters. As such, it operates, following Berman, as a fold between aesthetics and 

ethics that interlaces personal life with the universal concerns.  

 Woolfôs insistence on sounds and vibrations throughout the novel is one of the 

important ways in which this aesthetic is portrayed as a connecting membrane, 

surpassing the rational sphere of the visual. In ñVirginia Woolf, Sound Technologies, 

and the New Auralityò, Melba Cuddy-Keane shows that the concepts of ñdiffusionò and 

ñauscultationò (the act of listening in its nonmedical sense) are crucial for the 

understanding of ñthe new aural sensitivity coincident with the emergence of the 

gramophone and the wirelessò.
3
 The car ñgliding across Piccadillyò impresses the 

characters not so much by its visual presence but by the ñvibrationò it generates as 

ñstrangers looked at each other and thought of the dead; of the flag; of Empireò.
4
 

Similarly, the sound of the airplane can be heard by ñall people in the Mall, in the Green 

Park, in Piccadilly, in Regent Street, in Regentôs Parkò,
5
 just as the sound of Big Ben 

and the song of the old woman on the street create a certain mutual awareness, 

connecting various characters who never get to meet in person. 

 The uncanny resurrection of the dead as well as the irrational aesthetic of the 

trivial are thus intimately related in the novel to the technological developments of the 

first decades of the twentieth century. Additionally, the issue of the supernatural and the 

                                                 
1
 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, 41. 

2
 Ibid., 34. 

3
 Melba Cuddy-Keane, ñVirginia Woolf, Sound Technologies, and the New Auralityò In: Virginia 

Woolf in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, ed. Pamela L. Caughie (New York: Garland, 

2000), 71. 
4
 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, 18. 

5
 Ibid., 21. 



Philobiblon ï Vol. XIX (2014) No. 1 

 

 49 

uncanny for Woolf involves probing the boundaries of the human mind. In her essay, 

ñAcross the Borderò, Woolf writes that in order to achieve the true effects of the 

uncanny, exemplified, according to her, by the works of Sir Walter Scott and Henry 

James, the author ñmust seek to terrify us not by the ghosts of the dead, but by those 

ghosts which are living within ourselvesò.
1
 Mrs. Dalloway vividly illustrates this idea. 

The moments of rapture Clarissa finds even in the most ordinary aspects of everyday life 

is a dramatic expression of the argument Woolf had made earlier in her review of Elinor 

Mordauntôs volume of short stories: ñNobody can deny that our life is largely at the 

mercy of dreams and visions which we cannot account for logicallyò.
2
 The irrationality 

of the aesthetic of the trivial in Mrs. Dalloway bears important affinities with Freudian 

psychoanalysis, or, as Woolf puts it in her review, with ñthe discovery of some of . . . 

[the] uncharted territories of the mindò.
3
 According to Woolfôs confessions in her diary, 

one of the major literary techniques used in Mrs. Dalloway consists in a discovery that is 

by no means unrelated to the supernatural communication among various characters: ñI 

dig out beautiful caves behind my characters. . . . The idea is that all caves shall connect, 

and each comes to daylight at the present momentò.
4
 

  It is not surprising then that ñto plunge at Bourton into the open airò is for 

Clarissa to plunge ñinto the very heart of the moment, . . . the moment of this July 

morning on which was the pressure of all other morningsò.
5
 It is precisely because the 

caves connect, that Clarissa can feel Septimusôs suicide, also described as a fatal plunge 

into death, described not simply as the passing into nothingness but as the very source of 

irrational communication: ñDeath was an attempt to communicate; people feeling the 

impossibility of reaching the centre which, mystically, evaded them; closeness drew 

apart; rapture faded, one was alone. There was an embrace in deathò.
6
 The connecting 

caves, which reveal the organizing principle of the novel, reinscribe existence as the 

operation of a basic ontological chiasmus: the turning of death into the uncanny 

continuation of life, and elevation of everyday trivia to the level of scattered events of 

ecstasyðthe epiphany of orgasmic moments of multiple small deaths. Thus, feeling 

Septimusôs death during her party, Clarissa contemplates: 
 

Fear no more the heat of the sun. . . . She felt somehow very like himðthe 

young man who had killed himself. She felt glad that he had done it; throw it 

away. The clock was striking. The laden circles dissolved in the air. He made 

her feel the beauty; made her feel the fun.
7
 

 

Like in Shakespeareôs Cymbeline, where the line ñfear no more the heat of the sunò 

refers to a state of quasi-death, for Clarissa, too, Septimusôs suicide reflects the uncanny 
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feeling of life-in-death, the irrationality of beauty, which does not put an end to life but 

merely signals its redefinition as moments of terrifying ecstasy. The uncanny registers 

the chiastic constitution of ecstasy, Woolfôs ñmoments of being,ò as the desirable yet 

threatening human condition passing between the unruly realms of life and death.  

 

Conclusion 

Chiastic modernism can also offer a vantage point for the retrospective reevaluation of 

the Enlightenment. It suggests an alternative literary and cultural history, which 

complicates the usual conception of the Enlightenment as a period based on Cartesian 

clear and distinct ideas.
1
 Instead, it shows that the very categories of reason that might 

appear to be secure universality and transparency are actually undergirded by irrational 

phenomena such as the ones the above-discussed authors incorporate into their works. 

Modernism is typically defined in terms of unprecedented scientific developments that 

are often linked to a sense of crisis and fragmentation in the arts. However, instead of the 

disruption of traditional continuities, this essay has sought to offer a continuity thesis by 

showing that modernism is in many ways a continuation ï both from a theoretical and a 

literary historical point of view ï of well-established cultural contradictions and 

rhetorical strategies. As a future project, it would be interesting to examine to what 

extent the irrational dimensions of modernist aesthetics are rooted in the Gothic 

tradition, which reaches the height of its popularity in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century. 
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* 

1.  Arte povera against the logics of war 

There is a picture in chapter 7 of L§szl· Krasznahorkaiôs novel War and War
2
 of a 

hemisphere made of curved steels placed in a room with white walls. Although the name 

Mario Merz is not mentioned, the place of the object of an igloo shape, made of 

aluminium tubes and shards of glass, is given: Schaffhausen. One of Mario Merzôs 

many igloos is exhibited in the Hallen f¿r Neuen Kunst, Schaffhausen: there, the main 

figure of the novel War and War, Gyºrgy Korim, flees from New York. He decides to 

go there upon contemplating the photos of Merzôs igloo at length, becoming convinced 

that this ñsubtle structureò is the only place in the world where the four angelic figures of 

the manuscript he found in the Wlassich legacy would find some rest after the long 

journey in search of peace throughout several of the most promising scenes of human 

history, only to find out over and over again, that there was always and everywhere a 

war coming.  

Mario Merz (1925-2003) exhibited his first igloo entitled ñGiap Iglooò in the 

tumultuous year of 1968, and he wrote on it the saying of General Vo Nguyen Giap of 
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North Vietnam: òIf the enemy masses his forces, he loses ground. If he scatters, he loses 

force.ò  

This sentence in itself exemplifies the nonsense inherent in the logics of war, 

but there is another deliberately constructed self-contradiction in this piece of work: 

between the archaic, pre-historic shape of the igloo and the words of a General written 

with curved neon-tubes. Writing as a means of recollection of human culture here 

belongs to the world of the annihilation of culture. A twofold annihilation ï by 

techniques belonging to consumer society and by rude, simple destruction. Enemy, force 

and ground are conceived of as static, stiff, lifeless objects in this óGeneralô sentence. 

There is logic at work here that is ignorant of cultures and human relations. The ó60s and 

ó70s arte povera aims at shattering exactly this kind of logic by works that provoke 

perception itself: ñThey transgress social structures and strata by altering perception 

itself. In this light, works like Anselmo's Direzione, Merz's objects run through by a 

neon tube, or Fabro's partially mirrored glass may be just as capable of inciting a 

paradigm shift as Situationist actions were.ò
1
  

The term arte povera was introduced by Italian art critic Germano Celant in his 

manifesto published in 1967. To this movement belonged works of art that used 

everyday materials, often indigenous to the exhibition sites, just as minimalist and 

situationist art, the difference being that arte povera aimed at freedom and independence 

from repressive social structures by the utmost identification between man and world ï 

óworldô in its most estranged sense of the word.
2
 

Merzôs first igloo was covered with little sacks filled with soil. As a bunker, let 

not the sacks be so tiny. So defenseless.  

Merz with his igloos transgresses the convention of hanging the work of art on 

walls or putting it on a table, and with this simple igloo-gesture it is revealed ï without 

wasting any word on direct criticism ï that the previous ñnaturalò forms of exhibitions in 

fact were controlled, elitist and repressive.
3
 As always when social changes are at stake, 

the question is raised: how can the instauration of, or even the propaganda for, a new 

kind of repression be avoided? Because Merz avoids propaganda: the igloo is not 

another wall or another table, only in another place and in the hand of another subject. 

The igloo is a curved form, on which things are not flattened or set high as in repressive, 

segregational ideologies, but enter different kinds of relationships with the frame of the 

igloo depending on their materials (Merz used soil, clay, wax, mud, burlap, leather, glass 

fragments etc.).  
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Installation view of ReSiDue, 2013 at WIELS Contemporary Art Centre, 

work by Aleksandra Chaushova 
 

The hemisphere here represents the critique of the straight ï horizontal or 

vertical ï line from three points of view: it reveals that the line is an abstraction, being 

the result of violating the concrete;
1
 it reveals the dichotomy between the horizontal and 

the vertical, by its very form containing both verticality and horizontality, thus it realizes 

a non-hierarchical space for the work of art; and, thirdly, by dealing with the pre-

historic, non-discursive structure of organic growth, this art does not destruct the 

discourse of continuity of art history, it merely is not preoccupied by it.  

Besides putting together the pre-historic with the actual, besides representing a 

critique of consumer, elitist and ignorant society by means of arte povera, in Celantôs 

interpretation there is a third feature of Merzôs installations that is in close connection 

with the concept of art in Krasznahorkaiôs War and War, embodied by Gyºrgy Korim 

and his manuscript trouv®: the nomadic perspective. The four angelic figures of the 

found manuscript are wandering as nomads from one important cultural scene to 

another, but they cannot stay anywhere, as the institutionalized form of human ignorance 

and boundless thirst for power, the war, is always coming.  

Mario Merzôs main charge against political formations of actual society is that 

they continuously produce wars. This critique could be neutralized by stating that being 

in opposition is in itself also built on the logic of wars. But these works present some 

hidden, pre-cultural forms and orders, that in their ñfragility and potential dangerò 

(Celant) are the celebration of life.  
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2. The measureless sequence 

After a while some numbers appear on the igloos, representing the regularity of different 

things of nature, such as cones, pineapple, sunflower etc. Merz is fascinated by the rule 

of the Fibonacci numbers which also describes the surface of his igloos. The igloo is the 

three-dimensional representation of a spiral, and the spiral is the ideal imaginary 

representation of the Fibonacci sequence.  

 

 
 

With his igloos Merz shows the continuously enlarging and growing structure 

of everyday life, for instance in his photo series about a workersô dining hall with tables 

in the form of a spiral around which workers are sitting by 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21..., or in 

his installation consisting of a spiral-shaped table covered in fruits in the Hallen f¿r 

Neuen Kunst, Schaffhausen. 

Jeanne Silverthorne wrote about Merzôs works that they would be 

transcendental and utopian,
1
 but for reaching this conclusion we would need to forget 

that Merzôs igloo is not the perfect, hidden, infinite refuge, for the simple reason that it is 

never solid, but always open to its surroundings. The igloosô coverings deliberately do 

not fit each otherôs margins, so they are incapable of forming a compact surface. They 

are not for protection; they are incapable of hiding someone even. They show us that 

although we need protection, there is no such protecting entity: man, even if he/she is 

not aware of it, is always visible in his/her refuge. Merzôs igloos expose the basic 

functions of transcendental utopia-constructions: the promise for protection and 

shielding from the enemy without, and screening man from its realization within. In this 

way are these igloos protecting. They are the shared place of the pre-historic and the 

actual, an art that is ñfragile and potentially dangereousò to repressive ideologies that set 

humans to annihilate each other.  

                                                 
1
 Jeanne Silverthorne, ñMario Merz's Future of an Illusion,ò Parkett (1988): 58ï63. 
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The poor, enthusisastic local historian Gyºrgy Korim brings the four fascinating 

figures from the found manuscript, which fled the wars in vain, to the igloo from the 

museum of Schaffhausen. That igloo is made of materials at hand in contemporary life 

and its structure is built according to the Fibonacci sequence, where the elements relate 

to each other according to the golden ratio. It is a structure where the pieces are not built 

one upon the other, but they are added to each other: 

 

 
 

and the proportion of two succeeding elements gives the golden ratio:  

 

 
 

where 

 
Renaissance painters worked with this irrational golden ratio, this exact infinite.  

 

3. Dynamized pictures 

Three Renaissance paintings appear in Krasznahorkaiôs Seiobo There Below.
1
 The first 

one is Filippino Lippiôs painting of Estherôs story on a side of a cassone, the second one 

is Bellinianoôs Christo morto, and the third is Pietro Vanucciôs (Il Perugino) Madonna 

with the Child and four saints. These three appear in three different chapters of the book, 

with no overt connection among them. Not even the golden ratio is explicitly named in 

the book. However, the golden ratio is an important structural feature of Seiobo, as its 

chapters are not numbered according to the usual succession of positive integers of the 

decadic number-system, but according to the Fibonacci sequence.  

Only the first two elements of the sequence, the 0 and the 1 are missing. If we 

try to be consequent to the novel and to our interpretation, we have to admit that the first 

two chapters of the book are missing, that is to say, the beginning is not determined, it is 

unknown. We would not be surprised, if the end would be also open. The last chapter 

has the number 2584, clearly not the end of the sequence, there should follow many (in 

fact: an infinite number of) Fibonacci-numbers. 

Krasznahorkai says in an interview that this novel is an hommage to Mario 

Merz, the artist who was preoccupied for an entire lifetime with Fibonacci-numbers.
2
 

                                                 
1
 L§szl· Krasznahorkai, Seiobo There Below, trans. Ottilie Mulzet (New York: New Directions, 2013). 

2
 A j· kegyetlens®ge. (The Cruelty of Good) Interview with L§szl· Krasznahorkai. 

http://www.litera.hu/hirek/a-jo-kegyetlensege Accessed 11
th
 October, 2013. 

http://www.litera.hu/hirek/a-jo-kegyetlensege
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Merz shapes this arithmetical concept in a sensual way, as the basic structure of the 

living, non-discursive, pre-historical world. Krasznahorkaiôs novel is also non-

discursive, but this feature is more unusual here than in the visual arts. We have 17 

chapters with 17 different settings, 17 different ages, 17 different sets of people (or 

animals, or funeral statues). What we do not have is a narrative connection between 

these scenes. It would be just too easy to say that here we have 17 short stories, although 

we indeed lack causal connections. What we do not have is the usual, naturalized and 

imperial structure of the novel.  

Krasznahorkaiôs earlier novels also show some resemblances to the Merzean 

critique of the political system. Satantango,
1
 The Melancholy of Resistance

2
 and War 

and War also presented, like Merzôs arte povera, the perspective of poor, humble people 

on the periphery of society in long, infinitely precise and delicate sentences based on 

iterations, as if they were Mario Merzôs always enlarging spiral. The self-identification 

of Krasznahorkaiôs narrators with loser-figures such as Estike, Valuska or Korim is a 

shifting of perspective that can throw light on the false universality of consumer 

societies
3
 without criticizing it directly, and without proposing a new, different social 

formation, even without proposing a utopia, a rescue given by art and aesthetics. 

Krasznahorkai, like the artists of arte povera, does not propose an escape from the 

actual: his novels reveal the actual and present, in this actual form, pre-historical and 

non-anthropomorphic structures.  

Seiobo represents Merzôs fragile and dangerous art in its structure. The link 

between its chapters is not even discursive, not to mention causal. So to say, thereôs no 

narrative, no singular voice to link the events, although each chapter is written with 

outstanding rhetorics. The link between the chapters stands only on the structure of the 

book. In other words, thereôs no action in Krasznahorkaiôs art, as action would fulfill the 

fast proceeding of events. The slowness of Krasznahorkaiôs prose is not the mere 

negation of the action-drill; this slowness is about a subtle dynamics that is almost 

unnoticeable among the noises of everyday striving.  

For example, the three Renaissance pictures mentioned above are not described 

in Seiobo, the narrator is not using the rhetoric of ekphrasis (this would mean the simple 

negation of action), instead we can read about the process of the creation of these works, 

the character of the painters, the age, the habits in those times. The pictures are 

dynamized in Krasznahorkaiôs prose, and this dynamization is surpassing the 

monotonous actions based on oppositions, finally, the monotony of wars. This is in 

                                                 
1
 L§szl· Krasznahorkai, Satantango, trans. Georges Szirtes (New York: New Directions, 2012). 

2
 L§szl· Krasznahorkai, The Melancholy of Resistance, trans. Georges Szirtes (New York: New 

Directions, 2000). 
3
 Alain Badiou differentiates between the ñtrueò universalism based on equality, on removing or 

demolishing genealogical, anthropological or social differences from the ñfalseò universalism, the 

universalism of the liberal world-market which relies on equivalence and therefore allows 

permanent reproduction of rival identities within its formal homogeneity. Alain Badiou, Saint 

Paul. La fondation de l'universalisme (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1997.) £tienne 

Balibar criticizes Badiouôs universality-concept on the terms of the simulacra being much more 

ñrealò than the so-called ñoriginalò ï £tienne Balibar ñOn Universalism ï In Debate with Alain 

Badiouò (English version revised by Mary OôNeill) http://translate.eipcp.net/transversal 

/0607/balibar/en Accessed 13
th
 October, 2013. 
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some respects similar to Mario Merzôs first igloo that unmasked the static character of 

the warôs logics with exposing the hidden contradiction between the igloo-form and the 

used materials, between the archaic and actual.  

The first element of the Fibonacci sequence, the 0 is missing from the novel, as 

the starting point of Merzôs spiral is also ungraspable, as the point, the 0 has no 

dimension. The second element of the sequence, the first 1 in my view is missing also ï 

I would say that this missing 1 is in accordance with Alain Badiouôs thesis on set-

theories, that 1 as such does not exist, there are only sets with certain conditions ï so the 

person is not 1, it is not a given entity, but it becomes a person, depending on its 

faithfulness to the events of its life. Event is a basic category with Badiou; he names four 

fields capable of producing event in certain conditions: politics, science, art and love.
1
 

In the first 16 chapters the faithfulness/unfaithfulness towards a given event is 

the decisive element in a characterôs life sequence. These characters do not have 

anything in common, they belong to different ñsetsò, to different places, different ages, 

the single connection among them being the decisive role an event plays in their lives 

(needless to say, this event also varies from ñsetò to ñsetò). The gesture of the bird when 

it grasps the fish (1); Filippino Lippiôs expression of the profoundest humiliation with 

the profoundest beauty (2); the infinite precision of the restorers and monks and their 

acknowledgment of fallibility when restoring a Buddha statue and putting it back to its 

place (3); the return to Bellinianoôs Christo morto of the man to whom once, long ago, 

the painted, closed-eyed Christ opened His eyes and looked upon him (5); the man who 

longed to see the Acropolis all his life (8), the master of Noh-masks, who carves a 

dangerous mask (13); the Romanian fugitive, who accidentally sees a sacred copy of 

Rublievôs Troyka in Casa Mil¨ in Barcelona, but although he once had the opportunity 

to see ikons, he becomes frightened of those angels, and buys a sharp knife (21); the life 

of a Noh-performer, who was saved in his childhood together with his family by a white 

dog almost starved to death, and his father prayed for this dog all his life (34); Master 

Pietro Vanucci, who keeps the secret of the most beautiful vermiglione, but loses his 

interest in painting (55); the man in the Alhambra, who does not understand anything 

from the monumental building that is neither for defense, nor for rituals, nor for 

residence (89); Ion Grigorescu, the Romanian sculptor, who forms a running and 

grinning horse out from the soil around the volcanic lake, Saint Ana (144); the guard of 

the Louvre, who consecrates his whole life to the statue of the Venus of Milo (233); the 

architect, whose no project was ever built, and who lectured in rural libraries on Baroque 

music (377); Oswald Rienzlôs passionate loyalty to his conceptual landscapes (610); the 

reckless curiosity to the rebuilding of the shinto sanctuary of a European traveler (987); 

and finally, the exiled, old master Zeôami, with his young and beautiful face, who cannot 

play anymore, tries to carve a mask, does not finish it, and begins to write (1597). 

Chapter 17, as the first one, is not about human beings ï here, in the last 

chapter, Chinese funeral statues are crying under the ground. The requisites of human 

cultures: they tried, in vain, to keep out fear and death. Thatôs the outermost circle of the 

spiral of Krasznahorkaiôs igloo: the ground of art, the ground of social criticism. 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Alain Badiou, Being and Event, trans. O. Feltham (New York: Continuum, 2005). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Being_and_Event&action=edit&redlink=1
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First consequences 

The chaptersô Fibonacci-numbering bids the reader not to think in terms of a narrative 

that shows a temporal continuity bridging past, present and future, but to see each 

chapter as the result of the two previous ones. This form is between historicism and 

simultaneism: no story becomes past, as the following ones are somehow connected to 

it. To it, or to its structure-event. These stories are neither out of time, nor totally in 

historical time ï they are affected by the Merzean pre-historical, non-anthropomorphic 

structures:  

Fibonacci-numbers,  

golden ratio,  

hunting,  

humiliation.  

Seioboôs chapters tell the story of art works. They deal with fiction, with 

human creation. Krasznahorkai presents with great delicacy the act of creation, and so 

presents he the obstacles of creation also: impatience and selfishness on one hand, 

misery and humiliation on another. Misery and humiliation ï as this Fibonacci novel 

shows us ï is capable of transgressing the conditions of itself, impatience and selfishness 

is not. For instance, the guard of the Louvre, or the architect lecturing on baroque music 

to tired, old people would be considered losers, but that loserness is totally irrelevant 

from the point of view of their commitment to their event of life. On the other hand, 

being an artist represents no guarantee of anything: Zeôami, Pietro Perugino or Oswald 

Kienzl are at the point of losing all their motivation for creation. The only thing that 

matters is the faithfulness to a certain event. This is my first consequence. 

The other first consequence of mine refers to the question of genre: Seiobo is 

a non-discursive novel, where the connections between the events are not guaranteed by 

certain characters with certain identities, but they may appear by the pre-historical 

structures of different works of art in different situations, even such intensely non-

existing structures as Seiobo, princess of peace embodied and present on earth for a 

while in a Noh-theater.  
My third first consequence coincides with the triplet sentence by ñAl-Zahad 

ibn Shahibò, in fact a pseudo-quotation that appears in the first chapter of the novel. I 
think it shows us perfectly where the constantly enlarging spiral leads us. The spiral, 
being a fractal pattern, doesnôt grow. It has no dimension, or, recalling the resistance to 
war by means of the art of arte povera: it has nothing to do with the monotonous thirst 
for action. Krasznahorkaiôs triplet sentence turns in the constructed linearity of everyday 
sensations, and as Mario Merzôs igloos shows us, peace is where the very pre-historic 
structure of existence is experienced in contemporary life: 

ñA bird flies home across the sky. It appears to be tired, it had a difficult day. 
It returns from the hunt, it was hunted.ò

1
 

Translated from Hungarian by Erika Mih§lycsa and the author 

                                                 
1
 L§szl· Krasznahorkai, Seiobo There Below, 5. 
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Abstract:  Alcibiades enters Agadonôs house spontaneously from the street. His sudden 

appearance is a disruption and the symposium takes a new direction with his presence. 

He is not familiar with the monologues given by the other eulogists or by Diotima, 

whose speech presents the inner core of Eros as a philosophical being that ï as alluded in 

many references ï is embodied by Socrates. In contrast, Alcibiadesó paradigmatic 

presentation of Socrates portrays an image of the philosopher in the profane world as 

reflected in the eyes of the politician. Thus, the reader suddenly finds themself in a 

theatrical scene, surrounded by various mirrors that reflect and depict in different ways 

the essence of Eros as a philosopher. The author places the key in the readerôs hand, but 

they must think for themselves. Diotimaôs speech illuminates Socratesó inner nature, 

while Alcibiades speech deforms Socrates in a profane interpretation. Real and relevant 

events, significant gestures, Socratesó profound maxims, false interpretations, and niave 

remarks as well as the passion of the speakers blend together in a pathetic, one-sided 

conversation artfully written by Plato. In Alcibiades discourse some things are turned 

upside down. In addition to his subversive, disparaging intention, his cultural 

misinterpretation and his comparison of Socrates with the Sirens ï and not least his 

limitation as a politician, who is not capable of understanding a lifelong commitment to 

philosophy ï are obvious. When Alcibiades praises Socrates, he criticizes him; and 

when he intends to criticize him, he praises him. The comparison with the demigod 

Sileni/Satyr is an acclamation. Just like the figure of the Silenus from the sculptorsó 

studios, he has an interior and an external dimension. Alcibiades praises his golden 

heart. The image of the Satyr-like speaker who mesmerizes his listeners is a compliment 

for the orator. However, only to commend the superficial effect of his rhetoric without 

comprehending and interpreting the philosophical Logos of its contents ï as if it does 

not exist ï is belittling. The description of Soctrates in battle, of his brave deeds, 

wonderful characteristics, and his unusual habit of meditating is a sincere fragment from 

the strategistôs discourse. The less Socratesó irony is understood, the more it is 

interpreted. It lies like a demarcation between the philosophers and profane opinions. 

Alcibiades interprets Socratesó disavowal of knowledge as a mask under which he 

conceals his true wisdom. Outside of philosophy, this remark is perhaps not entirely 

incorrect. Whereas a profane person believes in their knowledge, a philospher knows 

that they know nothing; from this point on, they begin to think for themself. The 

disavowal of knowledge is the zero hour of a commitment to philosophy. Here is where 

the profane belief in knowledge without research ends and independent thought ï the 

pursuit of philosophy ï begins. Because Alcibiades has not passed through the zero hour 



Philobiblon ï Vol. XIX (2014) No. 1 

 

 60 

of philosophy (the disavowal of knowledge) he interprets Socratesó Logos and irony as 

feigned. Alcibiades tells of his erotic relationship with Socrates in a niave manner that 

exposes his vanity and selfishness. He intended to seduce Socrates, but was rejected 

instead. For Socrates, a love affair with Alcibiades expressed in mundane terms would 

be like an exchange of copper for gold, or philosophically like the exchange of a mere 

image of beauty for true beauty. According to the scala amoris, copper corresponds to 

the first level ï the love of physical beauty ï and gold to the final level ï the observation 

of beauty itself (thus the lowest and highest levels). The former represents common 

Pederasty love, whereas Socratesó love ï the love of true beauty ï is the quintessence of 

philosophical Eros. There is an existential difference between both types of love, similar 

to the difference between profane and philosophical Eros. Alcibiades, however, who 

does not comprehend philosophical Eros, interprets Socratesó behavior as feigned and 

complains that he (Socrates) at first appears as a lover, only to be revealed as the object 

of desire who only wants to be admired. His critique based on resentment is high praise 

for the philosopher. Certainly it is true that Socrates despite his loverôs facade is really a 

seducer ï except that his seduction is not an invitation to gratify sexual lust or 

selfishness, but instead to engage in philosophy and to observe beauty itself in whatever 

he contemplates. He seduces others into conversation and guides them to wisdom, which 

is his own allurer. The reflection of Socrates in the political eyes of Alcibiades portrays a 

deformed image of the philosopher; however, it is also an image that functions to 

contrast and even contradict Diotimaôs concept, and thus is all the more exciting and 

illuminating for the reader. If Diotimaôs speech presents the essence of the philosopher, 

Alcibiadesó speech throws its shadow in the profane world. Both experiences are steps 

that lead one closer to establishing Eros as a philosopher.  

 

E-maiL: bujorel@web.de 

 

* 

In der Lobrede an Sokrates preist Alkibiades den Eros schlechthin. Seine 

Rede spiegelt jedoch ein deformiertes Bild von Sokratesô Eros, das im Kontrast zu 

Diotimas Entwurf steht. Diotima beleuchtet das innere Wesen der Eros als des 

Philosophen, wªhrend die Rede des Alkibiades ein entstelltes Bild des Sokrates spiegelt, 

und zwar in den profanen Augen eines Politikers. In dieser Weise erzeugt Platon eine 

dramatische Inszenierung um das Wesen des Eros, das in widerspr¿chlichen Bildern 

kontrastierend dargestellt ist. Alkibiades hat den Eros in Sokratesô Wesen richtig geahnt, 

aber versteht ihn in einer profanen Weise und stellt ihn somit einseitig dar. 

Vergleicht der Leser das verzerrte Bild des Sokrates nach Alkibiades mit 

Diotimas innerem Entwurf, dann wird klar, dass Sokratesô wahres Wesen eher dem von 

Diotima skizzierten Eros entspricht, wªhrend Alkibiadesô Darstellung ein entstelltes 

Abbild im Sinne der profanen Wahrnehmung zu sein scheint. Das wahre Wesen der 

Dinge trennt sich im Denken dialektisch von seiner verzerrenden Abbildung. In Bezug 

auf diese Inszenierung hat der Leser die Mºglichkeit, selbst weiterzudenken, ob 

Diotimas Entwurf ï Eros als Philosoph ï in Sokratesô Wesen lebt oder nicht, und wenn 

ja, wie. 

mailto:bujorel@web.de
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Der Einzug des Alkibiades 

Von dem Moment an, in dem Alkibiades von der StraÇe in das Haus des Agathon 

eintritt, ªndern sich sowohl der Geist als auch die Konfiguration der Gesprªche. Die 

Lage wird ¿berraschend, dramatisch, der Diskurs leidenschaftlich, persºnlich, die 

Atmosphªre theatralisch-erregt, das Thema des Eros selbst wird in der Person des 

Sokrates so nah wie mºglich dargestellt. Durch die Einf¿hrung des Trinkens tritt der 

Rausch an die Stelle von N¿chternheit und MªÇigkeit, dionysische Rhetorik entfaltet 

sich anstelle von apollinischem Logos. Als Politiker bringt Alkibiades auch den Geist 

der politischen Welt mit. Mit seiner Ankunft verwandelt sich der Raum in eine Szene, in 

der die Teilnehmer nicht nur theoretische Meinungen ¿ber den Eros vortragen, sondern 

zugleich selbst, als Liebhaber und Geliebte, emphatisch die Komºdie des Eros spielen. 

Die theoretische Debatte und die erotische Komºdie koexistieren in Platons Symposion 

harmonisch miteinander. Alkibiadesô Reaktion beim Anblick des Sokrates ist ein echter 

schauspielerischer Ausruf und verwandelt den Raum in eine prªchtige B¿hne. ĂO 

Herakles! Was ist nun das? Du Sokrates, liegst du mir auch hier schon wieder auf der 

Lauer, wie du mir immer pflegst plºtzlich zu erscheinen, wo ich am wenigsten glaube, 

dass du sein wirst? Wieso bist du nun auch da? Und warum liegst du gerade hier? Nicht 

etwa beim Aristophanes, oder wer sonst hier der lustige ist und auch sein will, sondern 

hast es wieder so ausgesonnen, dass du neben dem Schºnsten von allen hier zu liegen 

kommst!ñ (213dïc). 

Die direkten, angriffslustigen Bemerkungen und frechen Fragen zeigen die 

Spannung sowie das Netz der Gef¿hle, die ihn mit Sokrates verstricken. Dagegen 

versucht Sokrates, sich zur¿ckzuhalten, und sucht Hilfe bei Agathon. Dies kºnnte, wenn 

es nicht gespieltes Theater wªre, als infantil bezeichnet werden.
1
 Sokratesô indirekte 

Replik ist aber nicht weniger spektakulªr und provokativ. Je zur¿ckhaltender die 

Reaktion des Sokrates ist, desto stªrker wird die st¿rmische und bedrohende kºrperliche 

Leidenschaft des Alkibiades betont. Die verbale und kºrperliche Spannung zwischen 

Alkibiades und Sokrates bilden ein komisches Liebesspiel, in dem der eine sich 

angriffslustig zeigt, der andere sich versteckt und Hilfe sucht. Plºtzlich wird klar, dass es 

unter den Teilnehmern des Symposions verschiedene Liebespaare gibt und eine 

erotische Energie die Gesellschaft durchstrºmt. Diese Szene beweist Platons 

literarisches Talent als Dramatiker und zeigt zugleich, wie lebhaft, temperamentvoll und 

eifrig die Streitgesprªche in der Welt der griechischen symposia waren. 

Wer ist Alkibiades, der ¿berraschend und doch von allen erkannt und 

anerkannt ins Symposion hinzukommt? 

Alkibiades war eine markante politische Figur in Athen, der in dem Jahr, in 

dem Platons Symposion spielt (416 v. Chr.), das Amt des Hauptstrategen innehatte. Er 

                                                 
1
 Platon, Symposion, In Sªmtliche Werke (¦bers. Friedrich Schleiermacher) 1991: ĂDa habe 

Sokrates gesagt: Agathon, sieh zu, ob du mir beistehn willst! Denn dieses Menschen Liebe hat 

mir schon zu gar nicht wenigem VerdruÇ gereicht. Denn seit der Zeit, daÇ ich mich in diesen 

verliebt, darf ich nun gar nicht mehr irgendeinen Schºnen ansehn und mit einem reden, oder er ist 

gleich eifers¿chtig und neidisch, stellt wunderliche Dinge an und schimpft, und kaum daÇ er nicht 

Hand an mich legt. Also sieh zu, daÇ er nicht auch jetzt wieder etwas anstellt, sondern bringe uns 

auseinander, oder wenn er Gewalt brauchen will, so hilf mir. Denn seine Tollheit und verliebtes 

Wesen ist mir ganz schrecklichñ (213cïd). 



Philobiblon ï Vol. XIX (2014) No. 1 

 

 62 

hatte damals so viel Macht, wie heute etwa, mutatis mutandis, der amerikanische 

Prªsident, war schºn wie ein Filmschauspieler und extravagant wie eine Modemacher ï 

alles in einer Gestalt. 

Sein curriculum vitae sieht aus wie ein Papyrus, auf dem ein Fragment der 

Geschichte Athens niedergeschrieben zu sein scheint, und zwar sowohl des Glanzes wie 

des Niedergangs der Stadt. Seine einmalige Gestalt und sein Leben, das so reich an 

Ereignissen war, war ein Thema f¿r Geschichtsschreiber wie Thukydides und Plutarch 

und f¿r Philosophen wie Platon und Xenophon. Diese antiken Texte sind auch die 

Quellen f¿r die moderne Forschung. Heute noch lºst diese ¿berragende Gestalt ï als 

erster europªischer Dandy in der Politik ï viel Erstaunen aus.
1
 

Alkibiades wurde um 451/450 v. Chr. als Sohn des Generals und Politikers 

Kleinias geboren. Weil sein Vater in der Schlacht bei Koroneia (445/46) gefallen war, 

wurde er im Hause seines Onkels und Vormunds Perikles von dessen Lehrer erzogen. 

Ungefªhr zu der Zeit, als die Vormundschaft des Perikles beendet war, nahm er mit 

Sokrates Kontakt auf und wurde einer seiner Sch¿ler (Symposion 219e). Das Verhªltnis 

zwischen ihm und Sokrates dauert ungefªhr von der Schlacht bei Potideia bis zur Zeit 

des Symposions (also ca. von 431 bis 416). 

Seine Schºnheit und sein Reichtum, seine aristokratische Herkunft und seine 

brillante Intelligenz verschafften ihm groÇen Ruhm, der ihn wiederum noch ehrgeiziger, 

¿berm¿tiger und selbsts¿chtiger machte, als er ohnehin bereits war. 

Nach dem Nikias-Frieden (421), der durch ein defensives B¿ndnis zwischen 

Athen und Sparta die Peloponnesischen Kriege beenden sollte, begann seine politische 

Karriere. Er agitierte gegen diesen faulen Frieden und forderte die Isolierung und sogar 

die Vernichtung Spartas. 

Im Jahre 420 v.Chr., im Alter von dreiÇig Jahren, wurde er zum Strategen 

gewªhlt. Als er mit seiner demagogischen Politik in Schwierigkeiten geriet, zog er durch 

eine raffinierte Strategie seinen Gegner Nikias auf seine Seite und wurde zusammen mit 

ihm im Jahre 417/16 als Stratege wiedergewªhlt. Mit Hilfe der athenischen Flotte wollte 

er die attische Herrschaft ¿ber Sizilien erweitern und Athen zur grºÇten Macht im 

Mittelmeerraum machen. 

Eines Nachts, wenige Tage vor der Abfahrt der Flotte, wurde die Mehrzahl der 

Hermen, welche die StraÇen und ºffentlichen Plªtze Athens dekorierten, verst¿mmelt. 

Dieser Frevel gegen die Gºtter erschien wie ein Vorzeichen eines Unheils oder wurde 

jedenfalls von der Bevºlkerung als solches aufgenommen. Diese Tat wurde sofort mit 

Alkibiadesô ¦bermut und Arroganz assoziiert, und der Verdacht fiel auf ihn. Als seine 

Flotte bereits auf dem Meer war, wurde ein Schiff geschickt, um Alkibiades zur 

Untersuchung nach Athen zur¿ckzubringen. Er entkam jedoch und floh nach Sparta. 

Seine Feinde reichten eine Klage gegen ihn ein, in welcher ihm die Profanierung der 

                                                 
1
 Von den vielen B¿chern, die Alkibiades als historische Figur behandeln, entsinne ich mich nur 

an wenige Titel. Walter M. Ellis, Alcibiades (Routledge, London u. a. 1989) (Classical Lives); 

David Gribble, Alcibiades and Athens. A Study in Literary Presentation (Oxford: Clarendon 
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Eleusis-Mysterien vorgeworfen wurde. Er wurde in Athen in Abwesenheit zum Tode 

verurteilt. Im Sparta verriet er die Expansionsplªne Athens und gewann sehr schnell an 

politischem Einfluss. Er ermunterte die Spartaner, erneut gegen die Athener zu kªmpfen 

und sich mit den Persern zu verb¿nden. 

Als Athen im Jahre 414 erneut im Krieg mit Sparta war, agierte er auf Seiten 

Spartas. Durch seine diplomatischen Beziehungen half er Sparta im Jahre 412, in einer 

Seeoffensive gegen Athen die Herrschaft ¿ber Ionien zu erlangen. Der erfolgreiche 

Widerstand der neuen athenischen Flotte in Samson erweckte jedoch den Verdacht der 

Spartaner gegen Alkibiades: Er sah sich gezwungen, erneut die Seite zu wechseln. 

Die schnell wechselnden politischen und militªrischen Umstªnde erlauben ihm, 

nach Athen zur¿ckzukehren. Von allen Anklagen rehabilitiert, wurde er 408 zum 

bevollmªchtigten Oberkommandeur proklamiert. Er f¿hrte selbst die heiligen 

Prozessionen nach Eleusis, die wªhrend der spartanischen Okkupation nicht 

stattgefunden hatten, und wurde als Retter des Vaterlandes gefeiert. Aber danach verlor 

Athen einen Kampf nach dem anderen. Nach der ersten Niederlage wurde Alkibiades 

abgesetzt. Er erweckte wieder Misstrauen und wurde von den Athenern verbannt. Der 

Untergang Athens und derjenige des Alkibiades verliefen parallel. Im Jahre 404 wird er 

in Melissa, einem Ort in Phrygien, ermordet. 

Als Platon seinen Dialog Symposion verfasste (um 380 v. Chr.), waren das 

Leben und das politische Schicksal des Alkibiades bereits Vergangenheit.  

 

1. Der Vergleich des Sokrates mit einem Silenen 

Alkibiades portrªtiert Sokrates durch Bilder, die ihn durch Analogien zu erfassen 

versuchen. Der Vergleich versucht eine Annªhrung an das Wesen des Sokrates ï 

allerdings, das muss man betonen, aus der Perspektive des Alkibiades, seines 

ehemaligen Sch¿lers und enttªuschten Liebhabers. Zu der Zeit, als der Dialog spielt, war 

Alkibiades einer der grºÇten Befehlshaber und Strategen in Athen. Er kann das Neue an 

Sokrates und seine Einmaligkeit (atopos) nicht begreifen und versucht, ihn im Vergleich 

mit anderen Gestalten zu portrªtieren. Seine Methode ist, von einem bekannten Bild 

auszugehen, um die schwer erfassbare Gestalt des Sokrates zu deuten. Aber Sokrates 

scheint keinem Menschen ªhnlich zu sein. Aus diesem Grunde vergleicht Alkibiades ihn 

mit einem halbgºttlichen Wesen, dem Silen. Die Rede des Alkibiades, die von Platon in 

raffinierter Weise eingesetzt wird, hat nicht nur den Sinn, Sokrates zu beschreiben, 

sondern verrªt in indirekter Weise auch den Geist des Redners. Es gehºrt zur 

nuancierten Schreibkunst Platons, in Bildern zu reden und in Analogien zu denken, die 

Gedanken reich an literarischen und philosophischen Ausdrucksformen zu entwickeln, 

ohne dabei in mechanischen Begriffen zu erstarren. 

Der Silen ist ein mythisches Wesen, welches zum Gefolge des Gottes Dionysos 

gehºrt.
1
 Von seinen vielen Gestalten benutzt Alkibiades nur zwei, die aber jeweils 

                                                 
1
 ĂEin S (atyr)/Silenos ist Mitglied eines Dªmonenvereins, der seit seinem relativ spªten Auftreten 

E. 7. / 

Anf. 6. Jh. v. Chr. einen Teil des mythischen Gefolges des Gottes Dionysos bildet; davon hebt 

sich eine mehr oder weniger ausgeprªgte Einzelfigur ab (Silen). Wie die ªlteren Kentauren 

gehºren die S (atyre) und Silenen zu den sogenannten Mischwesen der griechischen Imagination: 

meist stupsnasig, glatzkºpfig, ithyphallisch und unbekleidet, sind die anthropomorphen Figuren 
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paradigmatische Bedeutung haben. Erstens vergleicht Alkibiades Sokrates mit dem Bild 

des Silen aus Ăden Werkstªtten der Bildhauer, welche die K¿nstler mit Pfeifen oder 

Flºten vorstellen, in denen man aber, wenn man die eine Hªlfte wegnimmt, Bildsªulen 

von Gºttern erblicktñ, und zweitens mit dem ĂSatyr Marsyasñ (215b). Obwohl beide 

Bilder zum Begriff des Silens gehºren, hat jeder bildhafte Vergleich seine eigene, 

selbststªndige Bedeutung. 

 

 
 

Aleksandra Chaushova, Stage II, 2011,  

pencil on paper, 46,4 x 32,6 cm 

 

Der Vergleich mit dem Silen aus dem Werkstªtten der Bildhauer trªgt in sich 

schon eine anschauliche Kraft. Die Darstellung des Sokrates neben dem Silen spricht f¿r 

sich selbst. Sowohl der Silen als auch Sokrates haben in ªhnlicher Weise eine wilde und 

ungepflegte ªuÇerliche Erscheinung und ein wundervolles inneres Wesen. Im 

Wesentlichen basiert der Vergleich auf der ªhnlich kontrastierenden Struktur zwischen 

Innen und AuÇen. Wie der Silen, so hat auch Sokrates eine innere und eine ªuÇere Seite. 

Die innere ist von wunderbarer Schºnheit, die ªuÇere aber wild und ungepflegt, eben 

wie die eines wilden Silens, spºttisch und frech, im Rausch und Tanz, immer auÇer sich. 

Die physiognomische  hnlichkeit zwischen Sokrates und dem Silen lºst noch immer 

Erstaunen aus. Sokratesô Gesicht ist, sowohl im Gesamteindruck als auch im Detail, 

ausdruckvoll, scharf und einmalig. Die Haltung seines Kopfes ist stolz, hellwach und 

konzentriert. Sein entschlossenes Kinn ist von einem leicht ondulierten und nat¿rlichen 

Vollbart bedeckt, der nach oben seine Wange bis zum Haaransatz umwickelt. Dar¿ber 

strahlt eine offene Stirnglatze. Aus der Mitte seines Gesichts tritt die stumpfe, breite 

Nase hervor und dar¿ber die hervorstehenden Augen. ¦ber den vorgewºlbten 

Augenbrauen und der Nasenwurzel wªchst seine herausfordernde Stirn, an der Basis 

krªftig und oben unendlich hell. Die ausgeprªgte, stumpfe Nase und die 

                                                                                                                              
hªufig mit theriomorphen Extremitªten ausgestattet. Die bildlichen Darstellungen kennen keinen 

Unterschied zwischen Silenen und S (atyren), doch sind die Gattungsnamen disparat bezeugtñ 

Der Neue Pauly: Enzyklopªdie der Antike, Bd. 11 (Stuttgart/Weimar 2001), 119; vgl. Vasile 

Padurean, Spiel ï Kunst ï Schein. Nietzsche als Urspr¿nglicher Denker (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer 

2008), 146ff. 


