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CHAPTER I
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We have no more beginnings. Incipit: that proud Latin word which signals the start survives in our dusty ‘inception’. The medieval scribe marks the opening line, the new chapter with an illuminated capital. In its golden or carmine vortex the illuminator of manuscripts sets heraldic beasts, dragons at morning, singers and prophets. The initial, where this term signifies beginning and primacy, acts as a fanfare. It declares Plato’s maxim – by no means self-evident – whereby in all things natural and human, the origin is the most excellent. Today, in western orientations – observe the muted presence of morning light in that word – the reflexes, the turns of perception, are those of afternoon, of twilight. (I am generalizing. My argument, throughout, is vulnerable and open to what Kierkegaard called ‘the wounds of negativity’.)


There have been previous senses of ending and fascinations with sundown in western culture. Philosophic witness, the arts, historians of feeling report on ‘closing-times in the gardens of the west’ during the crises of the Roman imperial order, during the apocalyptic fears at the approach of the first millennium AD, in the wake of the Black Death and the Thirty Years’ War. Motions of decay, of autumn and failing light have always attached to men and women’s awareness of physical ruin, of common mortality. Moralists, even prior to Montaigne, pointed out that the newborn infant is old enough to die. There is in the most confident metaphysical construct, in the most affirmative work of art a memento mori, a labour, implicit or explicit, to hold at bay the seepage of fatal time, of entropy into each and every living form. It is from this wrestling match that philosophic discourse and the generation of art derive their informing stress, the unresolved tautness of which logic and beauty are formal modes. The cry ‘the great god Pan is dead’ haunts even those societies with which we associate, perhaps too conventionally, the gusto of optimism.


Nevertheless, there is, I think, in the climate of spirit at the end of the twentieth century, a core-tiredness. The inward chronometry, the contracts with time which so largely determine our consciousness, point to late afternoon in ways that are ontological – this is to say, of the essence, of the fabric of being. We are, or feel ourselves to be, latecomers. The dishes are being cleared. ‘Time, ladies and gents, time.’ Such apprehension is the more compelling because it runs counter to the fact that, in the developed economies, individual life spans and expectancies are increasing. Yet the shadows lengthen. We seem to bend earthward and towards night as do plants.


A thirst for explanation, for causality, inhabits our nature. We do want to know: why? What conceivable hypothesis can elucidate a phenomenology, a structure of felt experience, as diffuse, as manifold in its expressions, as that of ‘terminality’? Are such questions worth asking seriously, or do they merely invite vacuous high gossip? I am not certain.


Inhumanity is, so far as we have historical evidence, perennial. There have been no utopias, no communities of justice or forgiveness. Our current alarms – at the violence in our streets, at the famines in the so-called Third World, at regressions into barbaric ethnic conflicts, at the possibility of pandemic disease – must be seen against the background of an exceptional moment. Roughly from the time of Waterloo to that of the massacres on the western front in 1915–16, the European bourgeoisie experienced a privileged season, an armistice with history. Underwritten by the exploitation of industrial labour at home and colonial rule abroad, Europeans knew a century of progress, of liberal dispensations, of reasonable hope. It is in the afterglow, no doubt idealized, of this exceptional calendar – note the constant comparison of the years prior to August 1914 with a ‘long summer’ – that we suffer our present discomforts.


When, however, allowance is made for selective nostalgia and illusion, the truth persists: for the whole of Europe and Russia, this century became a time out of hell. Historians estimate at more than seventy million the number of men, women and children done to death by warfare, starvation, deportation, political murder and disease between August 1914 and ‘ethnic cleansing’ in the Balkans. There have been hideous visitations of pestilence, famine and slaughter before. The collapse of humaneness in the twentieth century has specific enigmas. It arises not from riders on the distant steppe or barbarians at the gates. National Socialism, Fascism, Stalinism (though, in this latter instance, more opaquely) spring from within the context, the locale, the administrative-social instruments of the high places of civilization, of education, of scientific progress and humanizing deployment, be it Christian or Enlightened. I do not want to enter into the vexed, in some manner demeaning, debates over the uniqueness of the Shoah (‘holocaust’ is a noble, technical Greek designation for religious sacrifice, not a name proper for controlled insanity and the ‘wind out of blackness’). But it does look as if the Nazi extermination of European Jewry is a ‘singularity’, not so much in respect of scale – Stalinism killed far more – but motivation. Here a category of human persons, down to infancy, were proclaimed guilty of being. Their crime was existence, was the mere claim to life.


The catastrophe which overtook European and Slavic civilization was particular in another sense. It undid previous advances. Even the ironists of the Enlightenment (Voltaire) had confidently predicted the lasting abolition of judicial torture in Europe. They had ruled inconceivable a general return to censorship, to the burning of books, let alone of heretics or dissenters. Nineteenth-century liberalism and scientific positivism regarded as self-evident the expectation that the spread of schooling, of scientific-technological knowledge and yield, of free travel and contact among communities would bring with them a steady improvement in civility, in political tolerance, in the mores of private and public business. Each of these axioms of reasoned hope has been proved false. It is not only that education has shown itself incapable of making sensibility and cognition resistant to murderous unreason. Far more disturbingly, the evidence is that refined intellectuality, artistic virtuosity and appreciation, scientific eminence will collaborate actively with totalitarian demands or, at best, remain indifferent to surrounding sadism. Resplendent concerts, exhibitions in great museums, the publication of learned books, the pursuit of academic research both scientific and humanistic, flourish within close reach of the death camps. Technocratic ingenuity will serve or remain neutral at the call of the inhuman. The icon of our age is the preservation of a grove dear to Goethe within a concentration camp.


We have not begun to gauge the damage to man – as a species, as one entitling himself sapiens – inflicted by events since 1914. We do not begin to grasp the coexistence in time and in space, a coexistence sharpened by the immediacy of graphic and verbal presentation on the global mass media, of western superfluity and the starvation, the destitution, the infant mortality which now batten on some three fifths of mankind. There is a dynamic of clear-sighted lunacy in our waste of what is left of natural resources, of fauna and flora. The South Col of Everest is a garbage dump. Forty years after Auschwitz, the Khmer Rouge buries alive an estimated hundred thousand innocent human beings. The rest of the world, fully apprised of the fact, does nothing. New weapons soon start flowing from our factories to the killing fields.


To repeat: violence, oppression, economic enslavement and social irrationality have been endemic in history, whether tribal or metropolitan. But the twentieth century has, owing to the magnitude of massacre, to the insane contrast between available wealth and actual misère, to the probability that thermonuclear and bacterial weapons could, in fact, terminate man or his environment, given to despair a new warrant. It has raised the distinct possibility of a reversal of evolution, of a systematic turnabout towards bestialization. It is this which makes of Kafka’s Metamorphosis the key fable of modernity or which, despite Anglo-Saxon pragmatism, renders plausible Camus’s famous saying: “The only serious philosophical question is that of suicide.”


What I want to consider briefly is something of the impact of this darkened condition on grammar, where I take grammar to mean the articulate organization of perception, reflection and experience, the nerve-structure of consciousness when it communicates with itself and with others. I intuit (these are, of course, almost wholly conjectural domains) that the future tense came relatively late into human speech. It may have developed as late as the end of the last Ice Age, together with the ‘futurities’ entailed by food storage, by the making and preservation of tools beyond immediate need, and by the very gradual discovery of animal-breeding and agriculture. In some meta-or pre-linguistic register, animals would appear to know presentness and, one supposes, a measure of remembrance. The future tense, the ability to discuss possible events on the day after one’s funeral or in stellar space a million years hence, looks to be specific to homo sapiens. As does the use of subjunctive and of counter-factual modes which are themselves kindred, as it were, to future tenses. It is only man, so far as we can conceive, who has the means of altering his world by resort to ‘if’-clauses, who can generate sentences such as: ‘If Caesar had not gone to the Capitol that day.’ It seems to me that this fantastic, formally incommensurable ‘grammatology’ of verb futures, of subjunctives and optatives, proved indispensable to the survival, to the evolution of the ‘language animal’ confronted, as we were and are, by the scandal, by the incomprehensibility of individual death. There is an actual sense in which every human use of the future tense of the verb ‘to be’ is a negation, however limited, of mortality. Even as every use of an ‘if’-sentence tells of a refusal of the brute inevitability, of the despotism of the fact. ‘Shall’, ‘will’ and ‘if’, circling in intricate fields of semantic force around a hidden centre or nucleus of potentiality, are the passwords to hope.


Hope and fear are supreme fictions empowered by syntax. They are as indivisible from each other as they are from grammar. Hope encloses a fear of unfulfilment. Fear has in it a mustard seed of hope, the intimation of overcoming. It is the status of hope today which is problematic. On any but the trivial, momentary level, hope is a transcendental inference. It is underwritten by theological-metaphysical presumptions, in the strict sense of this word which connotes a possibly unjustified investment, a purchase, as the bourse would say, of ‘futures’. ‘Hoping’ is a speech act, inward or outwardly communicative, which ‘presumes’ a listener, be it the self. Of this act, prayer is an exemplary case. The theological foundation is that which allows, which requires the desideratum, the forward venture and intent to be addressed to divine hearers in ‘the hope’, precisely, of support or, at the least, understanding. The metaphysical reinsurance is that of a rational organisation of the world – Descartes must gamble on the supposition that our senses and intellect are not the toys of a malignant deceiver – and, even more importantly, on a morality of distributive justice. Hope would be meaningless in a wholly irrational order or in one of arbitrary, absurdist ethics. Hope, as it has structured the human psyche and behaviour, is only trivially operative where reward and punishment are determined by lottery (gamblers’ hopes at roulette are exactly of this vacant order).


The formally religious subscription of the act of hope, direct resort to supernatural intervention, has weakened almost continually in western history and individual consciousness. It has atrophied into more or less superficial ritual and inert figures of speech. Unthinking, one still ‘hopes to God’. The philosophical edifice of hope is that of Cartesian rationality (where, most subtly, the theological drifts, like sand in an hourglass, into the metaphysical and the scientific). It is that of Leibniz’s optimism and, most eminently, of Kantian morality. A shared pulse of progress, of meliorism energizes the philosophic-ethical enterprise from the early seventeenth century to the positivism of Comte. There are dissenters from hope, visionaries made desperate such as Pascal or Kierkegaard. But they speak from the margin. The prevailing motion of spirit makes of hope not only a fuel for political, social and scientific action, but a reasonable mood. European revolutions, the improvement of social justice and material well-being, are crystallizations of hoped-for futurity, they are rational advents to tomorrow.


Out of Mosaic and prophetic Judaism grew two major branches or ‘heresies’. The first is that of Christianity, with its promise of God’s kingdom to come, of reparation for unjust suffering, of a Last Judgement and eternity of love through the Son. The future tense of the verb inhabits nearly every saying of Jesus. He is, for his followers, hope made flesh. The second branch, again Jewish in its theoreticians and early proponents, is that of Utopian socialism and, most signally, of Marxism. Here the claims on transcendence are made immanent, the kingdom of justice and equality, of peace and prosperity, is proclaimed to be of this world. With the voice of Amos, socialist idealism and Marxist-Leninist communism cry anathema on selfish wealth, on social oppression, on the crippling of countless common lives by insensate greed. The desert marches on the city. After the bitter struggle (after Golgotha) comes ‘the exchange of love for love, of justice for justice’.


The twentieth century has put in doubt the theological, the philosophical and the political-material insurance for hope. It queries the rationale and credibility of future tenses. It makes understandable the statement that “there is abundance of hope, but none for us” (Franz Kafka).


It is not the cant phrase “the death of God”, in fact predating Nietzsche and to which I am unable to assign any arguable meaning, that is pertinent. The determinant of our current situation is more embracing. I would call it ‘the eclipse of the messianic’. In western religious systems, the messianic, whether personalized or metaphoric, has signified renovation, the end of historical temporality and the coming in glory of an after-world. Over and again, the future tense of hope has sought to date this event (the year 1000 or 1666 or, among present-day chiliastic sects, the turn of our millennium). In a literal sense, hope has sprung eternal. Western faiths are redemption narratives. But the messianic is no less instrumental in secular programmes. For anarchist and Marxist imaginings of futurity, it will be represented by the ‘withering away of the state’. Behind this figure lie Kant’s argument on universal peace and the Hegelian thesis of an end to history. In a paradoxical regard, the messianic can be independent of any postulate of God: it stands for man’s access to perfectibility, to a higher and, presumably, enduring condition of reason and of justice. Again, on both the transcendental and the immanent levels of reference – these two being always closely related in a dialectical reciprocity – we are undergoing a radical displacement. Who except fundamentalists now awaits the actual coming of a Messiah? Who except literalists of a lost communism or anarcho-socialist Arcadia now awaits the actual rebirth of history?


Inevitably, this eclipse of the messianic presses on the future tense. The notion of the Logos, at once central and resistant to paraphrase, or of what is today called ‘grammatology’ (the Logos inheres in this word) is relevant. The ‘Word’ that was in the ‘beginning’, for the pre-Socratics as well as for St John, comprised a generative, dynamic eternity out of which time could spring forward, a present indicative of ‘to be’ pregnant (in an almost material sense) with ‘shall’ and ‘will’. Future tenses are an idiom of the messianic. Take away energizing anticipation, the imperative of waiting, and these tenses will be end-stopped. ‘Life expectancy’ is, then, no longer a messianic-utopian projection, but an actuarial statistic. Such pressures on the incipience of meaning and communication in the individual and collective subconscious, on the means of articulate speech, are gradual. Figures of daily discourse, totally devoid of concrete truth – ‘sunrise’, for example – will persist like domestic ghosts. Except in masters of poetry and of speculative thought, language is conservative and opaque to nascent intuitions (hence the need for mathematical and logically formal codes in the swiftly moving sciences). But just as the almost imperceptible tectonic movements in the deeps of the earth sever and re-shape continents, so the forces emanating from the eclipse of the messianic will find manifest expression. Grammars of nihilism flicker, as it were, on the horizon. Poets put it succinctly. Unless I misread, ours are “Those Evenings of the Brain” (Emily Dickinson).
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Valedictions look backward. In our age of transition to new mappings, to new ways of telling the story, the natural and the ‘human’ sciences (sciences humaines) present a spiralling motion. It is that of which Nietzsche’s ‘eternal return’ and Yeats’s ‘great gyres’ are images. Knowledge proceeds forward technically, in its methods, in the ground it covers. But it seeks out origins. It would identify and grasp the source. In this movement towards ‘primacy’, different sciences, different bodies of systematic inquiry draw strikingly close to each other.


Cosmology and astrophysics are proposing models of the birth of our universe with a scenic sweep and speculative flight far closer to ancient or ‘primitive’ creation-myths than they are to mechanistic positivism. Just now, the hypothesis of ‘continuous creation’, of the provenance of matter out of interstellar ‘dark matter’ or nothingness, is out of favour. Some kind of ‘Big Bang’ is thought to have detonated our cosmos around fifteen billion years ago. Background radiation and the compaction of ‘lumps’ into new galaxies are held to be spoors of this incipit. In a sovereign paradox, the further the horizon of radio astronomy, of the observation of nebulae at the ‘edge of the universe’, the deeper our descent into the temporal abyss, into the primordial past in which expansion began. The crux is indeed the concept of a beginning. Continuous-creation models dispense with the problem. They adduce eternity, a perpetuum mobile such as was dreamt of by medieval alchemists and makers of automata. In the physics of the ‘Big Bang’ and of the possible transit ‘through’ black holes into mirror-universes – though mathematically rigorous, the entailed similitudes are those of wildest fable and surrealism – the time-notion is Augustinian. Our current magi tell us that it is, stricto sensu, without meaning to ask what was before the initial nanoseconds of the ‘Bang’. There was nothing. Nothingness excludes temporality. Time and the coming into being of being are quintessentially one (exactly as St Augustine taught). The present of the verb ‘to be’, the first ‘is’, creates and is created by the fact of existence. Though the conditions of ‘strangeness’ and ‘singularity’ – terms that reach as probingly into metaphysics or poetics as they do into the physics of cosmology – during the initial particle of time may still escape our computations, late twentieth-century science is now ‘within three seconds’ of the start of this universe. The creation-story can be told as never before.


In this story, the evolution of organic life comes late. Here also the energies of insight press on origination. The question as to the origin and evolution of self-replicating molecular structures occupies palaeontology, biochemistry, physical chemistry and genetics. Life-forms more and more rudimentary, nearer and nearer to the threshold of the inorganic, are being discovered or modelled. The study of DNA (where the double-helix is itself an icon of the spiralling pattern in today’s sciences and systems of sensibility) leads back to the inception of ordered vitality, of the encoding of developmental possibilities. This ‘re-duction’ or leading backward in the etymological sense has brought with it the likelihood that genetic material, capable of self-reproduction, will be created in the laboratory. The Adamic act, the making of the Golem, are rationally conceivable. I will, in this study, come back to what could prove to be not only a new chapter, but a change of language in the grammars of creation.


The quest for point zero in astrophysics, for the ultimate foundation of organic life in molecular biology, has its counterpart in the investigations of the human psyche. Ereud himself privileged the comparison with archaeology, with the methodical excavation of successive strata of consciousness. Depth-psychology, in the Jungian programme, seeks to go even deeper. Its image could be that of probes into those marine trenches in the ocean floor, vents into the final deeps from whose turbulent volcanic heat emerge anaerobic life-forms and proto-organic shapes. We sense that the prehistory of the first person singular, of the organization of the ego, must have been long and conflictual. Autism and schizophrenia, as we now know them, may well be vestiges of this uncertain evolution, markers of a complex beginning as are background radiations in cosmology. Myths are replete with motifs which point towards the prolonged opaqueness of the individual self to itself, to the fragility and terror of the borderlines to be drawn between the ‘I’ and the other. In progressive interplay, neurophysiology, genetics, neurochemistry, the study of artificial intelligence and psychology, analytic and clinical, are edging towards the earliest sediments of mental being. The subconscious, even, conceivably, the outlying regions of the unconscious – of that first long night in us – is being drawn towards observation. This rising out of chaos is mimed perfectly in the celebrated initial chord of Wagner’s Ring, whose resonance, simultaneously radiant and ominous, poses the question: as we comb the deeps, what monsters are we trawling?


To seek out the instauration of human consciousness is to explore the birth of language. After the ebbing of theological-mystical paradigms, still functional in Hamann and in Herder at the close of the eighteenth century, the whole topic of the origins of language becomes suspect. Comparative philology and the rise of modern linguistics regard the search for a ‘first language’ as more or less fatuous. Meditations on ‘Adamic speech’, attempts to discover what tongue would be used by children isolated from society, were the pursuit of cranks. During these past two decades, the scene has altered dramatically. Anthropology and ethnolinguistics are arguing for the probable existence not only of a small number of language-nodes from which all subsequent tongues derive but for the possibility of one Ur-Sprache, that primal speech which positivist linguistics and cultural history had rejected as a fantasm. Ur, this untranslatable German prefix, connoting immensities of retrospection and the location of an absolute ‘first’ or ‘prime’, is becoming the code-word in our new manuals.


Arrestingly, as on a spiral staircase, descent into the past and the ascent of knowledge meet in ambiguous intimacy. Archaic religious-mythological figurations re-emerge, barely concealed. Marx’s 1844 manuscripts infer some catastrophic event in the genesis of society which provoked the deployment of classenmity, of social exploitation and the cash-nexus. In the Freudian legend of the structuring of the human psyche, familial and social relations arise from the primal murder of the father by the horde of his sons. (It is as a master of myth, as a teller of tales latent with secondary stories and extrapolations, that Freud will endure.) In the anthropology of Lévi-Strauss, so direct if recalcitrant an heir to Frazer, the domestication of fire makes man ‘transgress’ into culture; it severs him from nature and impels him towards the solitude of history. Quite obviously, these scenarios of explanation are borrowed from that of Original Sin, of the Fall of Man out of the sphere of innocent grace into that of tragic knowingness or historicity. As we seek out the ‘lost’ beginnings of our universe, of our organicity, of our psychic identity and social context, of our language and historical temporality, this search, this ‘long day’s journey into night’ (to borrow the title of one of the representative masterpieces in recent literature) is not neutral. It tells, as Hegel famously taught, of twilight. It adumbrates intuitions of some primal error. It manifests what is, as I have tried to suggest, the most deep-seated of the many crises or revolutions we are experiencing: that of the future tense. The Utopian, messianic, positivist-meliorist ‘futures’ presumed, blueprinted in the western legacy from Plato to Lenin, from the Prophets to Leibniz, may no longer be available to our syntax. We now look back at them. They are monuments for remembrance, as obstinately haunting as Easter Island stone faces, on the journey into our outset. We now remember the futures that were.


In one sense, therefore, this book is an in memoriam for lost futures and a stab at understanding their transmutation into something ‘rich and strange’ (though the ‘richness’ is, perhaps, in doubt). In another sense, I want to consider the word and concept ‘creation’ at a moment when western culture and argument are so fascinated by origins. ‘Creation’ is cardinal in theology, in philosophy, in our grasp of art, music and literature. My inquiry is founded on the assumption that the semantic field of this word is most active and questionable where religious-mythological narratives of the origins of the world, in Genesis, for example, or in Plato’s Timaeus, press upon our attempts to understand the coming into articulate being of philosophic visions and poetics. How do stories of the inception of the Kosmos relate to those which recount the birth of the poem, of the work of art or melody? In what regards are theological, metaphysical and aesthetic conceptions of conception kindred or divergent? Why is it that Indo-European languages allow, indeed solicit the sentence: ‘God created the universe’, whereas they flinch at the sentence: ‘God invented the universe’? The intricate play of differentiation and overlap between ‘creation’ and ‘invention’ has been little explored. Does the eclipse of the messianic infirm the concept of philosophic and poetic creation even as deconstructive and ‘post-modern’ theories subvert that of the ‘creator’? Or, more drastically: what significance attaches to the notion of the creation of expressive and executive forms, which we call ‘art’ and, I believe, ‘philosophy’, if the theological possibility, in the large sense, is put in the dustbin (Samuel Beckett’s Endgame is an allegory of precisely this question)?


Walter Benjamin dreamt of publishing a book composed entirely of quotations. I lack the necessary originality. Juxtaposed, quotations take on novel meanings and enter into mutual debate. Let me cite some of the cairns on a taxing journey. The marker is that of a query as old as pre-Socratic thought, but given canonic formulation by Leibniz: “Why is there not nothing?” Hegel’s reflections on ‘beginnings’ in the Science of Logic are indispensable. He evokes a characteristic “modern discomfort [Verlegenheit] in the face of a beginning”. Almost disturbingly, Hegel assigns to God alone the “undisputed right to be made a start” (‘daß mit ihm der Anfang gemacht werde’). Like the Odyssey, of which his analytic process is so often an analogue, Hegel knows that every voyage towards a source is a home-coming. Wherever possible, I want the ‘makers’ to speak for themselves. Paul Celan, in a letter of 1962: “I have never been capable of inventing.” What light is thrown on the implicit demarcation by Roman Jakobson’s dictum: “every serious work of art tells of the genesis of its own creation”? Too often, the material I must advert to is forbidding in its stature, in its contempt for parasitic comment or paraphrase. Martin Heidegger’s warning is apposite: “to remain small when confronting the secret terror [geheime Furchtbarkeit] of the presence of all that is beginning [Gestalt alles Anfänglichen]”. Spoken in 1941, this monition has a special gravity. What in the world – itself not an altogether transparent idiom – can Schopenhauer have purposed when he affirmed that “were the universe to perish, music would endure”? And throughout, underwriting what I take to be the crucial common ground, Boccaccio in his Life of Dante: “I assert that theology and poetry can be said to be almost one and the same thing; indeed I say more: that theology is nothing more than a poem of/on God” (‘che la teologia niuna altra cosa è che una poesia di Dio’). To which I would add that philosophic discourse is a music of thought.
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The magnetic fields around ‘creation’ are exceptionally charged and manifold. No religion lacks a creation-myth. Religion could be defined as a narrative reply to the question ‘Why is there not nothing?’; as a structured endeavour to demonstrate that this question cannot elude the contradictory presence within itself of the verb ‘to be’. We have no stories of continuous creation, of undifferentiated eternity. There would, in a strict sense, be no story to be told. It is the postulate of a ‘singularity’, of a beginning in and of time which necessitates the concept of creation. Is this postulate incised in human mentality? Is it impossible for us, at the level of intuitive immediacy, to imagine, to apprehend substantive meaning, existence without origination? Epistemology and the philosophy of mind have made of this a central crux. Thomist and Cartesian faith consider the availability to us of the bare notion of the infinite to be a proof of the presence of God. Subtly, however, these classical models of consciousness insist on the finitude of the infinite so far as we, with our limited reach, are able to reason. It is of our infirm (‘fallen’) nature that we cannot conceptualize on anything but a formal-mathematical plane, that which has no beginning. Pace the ironies of the cosmologists when, like Stephen Hawking, they invoke the nonexistent ‘mind of God’, something at the very roots of our consciousness and of language continues to ask: ‘what of the hour before the Big Bang?’ Out of which ‘illegitimate’ or childish question – children and grammars of creation are intimately meshed – unfolds the compelling conceit of a first making, of a first fiat. The algorithms of the computer can devise scenarios in which the universe is one of reversible time, of the ‘unbegun’. In their natural state, in natural language, the human intellect and its psychological matrix, possibly to the deepest levels of the preconscious, will raise the matter of foundation. A child strains to uncover the facts or myths of birth.


We have no myths, no figurations of a non-creating deity. As we will see, mystical and subversive experiments in thought have, at certain moments in theology, ascribed to God regrets over creation, withdrawals from it or the impulse towards annihilation (which is the sombre backdrop to numerous fables of flood or universal fire). But our definitions of the divine are, not logically but tautologically, at one with the attribute of creativity. Numerous divines and metaphysicians have gone so far as to discern in the absolute equivalence between God and the act of creation the sole constraint on God’s freedom. He cannot but create. He is, by self-definition, le Grand Commenceur (René Char). A sterile God, one who would not, in Hegelian idiom, negate negation, would be worse than a sinister absurdity: He would be a final aporia, this is to say a non-sense, an irresolvable scandal in logic. (The ‘tiredness’ of the Prime Mover after the labours of creation is another matter. Kafka felt it in his bones.)


Prior to Kant, the line between theological and philosophical discourse is fluid.1 Both these extravagantly human enterprises have the same root. Human beings are persuaded that the totality of sensory-empirical data such as observation, the sciences and rational analysis which can assemble and order them, is not the whole story. Or, in Wittgenstein’s aphorism: that the facts of the world are not, will never be, “the end of the matter”. This persuasion, held at an intuitive core by, one suspects, the great majority of mankind even in a scientific and technocratic age, is the begetter of our culture. It animates, literally, the fragile fabric of our identity which, in other respects and again literally, is bestial. The intuition – is it something deeper even than that? – the conjecture, so strangely resistant to falsification, that there is ‘otherness’ out of reach gives to our elemental existence its pulse of unfulfilment. We are the creatures of a great thirst. Bent on coming home to a place we have never known. The ‘irrationality’ of the transcendental intuition dignifies reason. The will to ascension is founded not on any ‘because it is there’ but on a ‘because it is not there’. This pragmatic negation can be, has been read in many ways. ‘Because it is not yet there’ has, as we have seen, been the postulate of the messianic and the Utopian. ‘Because it is no longer there’ serves as an axiom for religious, historicist and socio-psychological models of the human condition. The negation is brim-full with different, sometimes antithetical allegories of time and of the sense of history. But it does not inhibit, let alone end-stop our unrest. More than homo sapiens, we are homo quaerens, the animal that asks and asks. This crowds the borders of language and of image (does music alone appear to cross these borders?) in the conviction, eloquent or inchoate, metaphysically arcane or as immediate as the cry of a child, that there is ‘the other’, the ‘out there’. The Latin adverbs aliter and aliunde help. As does the persona of ‘the Stranger’ as we shall meet him in Scripture, in Plato, in the poets and painters. Prophets, epic singers are blind, argues tradition, because they are so certain of the nearness of light.


Thus in philosophy, no less than in theology or poetics, the beginning of the story is also the story of the beginning. At its outset, a philosophy is an ontological narration, this is to say an account of how being originates. The pre-Socratic cosmologies are fables of reason. Illuminated by astonishment, the pre-Socratics – so vivid in twentieth-century thought – put forward disputatious myths of physics to account for the birth and architecture of reality (‘fire’, ‘water’, the kneading of earth, the pregnant interplay of light and dark). But the metaphysical fascination with creation persists. Plato’s inquiry into man and the city of man has its foundations in his account of the making of the world as it is set out in the Timaeus. Even in its logic, Aristotelianism postulates a Prime Mover, one, himself motionless, who sets in movement the clockwork of being. It is this postulate which, decisively, reconciles Augustinian and Thomist Christianity to their pagan sources. Kant dwells on ‘first and last things’. The élan of creativity is Bergson’s main concern. In the Deism, more or less duplicitous and Aesopian, of the Enlightenment, the ‘architect’ is reduced to being an ‘engineer’. Frankly materialist-mechanistic cosmologies and biologies, after Comte and Darwin, would exorcise the spectre of creation altogether. We saw that it is now renascent from within these sciences themselves. They too ask: ‘What gives “life” to life?’ (As does Hofmannsthal in his Death of Titian: “Indes er so dem Leben Leben gab?”)


It may be that the arts, like theology and philosophy, are in essence an attempt at an answer.


In its aesthetic context, ‘creation’ is under incessant pressure of neighbouring religious and philosophical values. The semantic fields overlap and interfere. A threefold etymological provenance complicates the lexicon. In the Torah, the vocabulary of creation, of shaping (on the potter’s wheel), of causing to be, is obviously pivotal. In Greek, the denotative and connotative sphere of poieō and of its desiderative poiēseiō is exceptionally dense. It embraces immediacies of action and complex causality, material fabrication and poetic licence. Much in this constellation remains to be fully understood. Latin creatio is grounded in biology and in politics: in the engendering of children and the appointment of magistrates. Among the thirty principal branches of meaning which the Oxford Latin Dictionary ascribes to facio, that of the poetic relates, strikingly, to the import of Greek literature (as in Terence’s warning: ‘ex Graecis bonis Latinas fecit non bonas’, or in Cicero’s tribute: ‘Sophocles ad summam senectutem tragoedias fecit’). Invenio, with inventio and inventor ‘brush up’ against the poetic as in Statius’s ‘auctor et inventorque’, as does the rare inceptor. Characteristically, the Roman focus is on material, civic, legislative, architectural ‘finding’ and ‘devising’. Our concern will be fingere, that formidably polysemic verb, with its unsteady moral aura, which reaches English in the humble but highly suggestive form dough. The fictor is indeed an attendant on priestly rituals; he kneads the sacred offering. But he is also Daedalus, maker of images. In their self-sufficient strengths, Hebrew, Greek and Latin at once defy and demand reciprocal transfer. An argument on grammars of creation originates, so far as our western inheritance goes, in the intensities and inadequacies of linguistic-semantic exchange between the three tongues.


We will see how naturally and how uncomfortably the makers of poetry and of art, but also of metaphysical systems, relate their making to the divine precedent. This presumption of affinity extends all the way from the sense of facsimile in the painter of icons to the ‘counter-creativity’, to the ‘God-provocation’ in the family of romantic and modern Prometheans. I hope to show correlations between the eclipse of the messianic and the ‘recession into empty phrasing’ of ‘God’ on the one hand and the evolution of non-representational and aleatory art forms on the other. Deconstruction, in today’s critical theories of meaning, is exactly that: an ‘un-building’ of those classical models of meaning which assumed the existence of a precedent auctoritas, of a master-builder. There are in Derridean deconstruction neither ‘fathers’ nor beginnings.


Where aesthetic modes of making are at issue, the concept of creation is simultaneously unavoidable and vexatious. A rigorous understanding of mimesis (as in Plato’s Republic), a strict reading of imitatio (as in certain Neoclassicists and extreme realists) knows only of ‘re-creation’. Observe the pejorative inflection of this term towards playfulness, towards an interruption of serious activity. The artist ‘re-counts’, he inventories the extant. Messiaen will insist that the dynamics of his music are a mere transcription of birdsong and of the ‘noises’ put into physical nature by the Deity. Yet the counter-pulse of creation in the direct sense, of origination, is insistent. It is as old as the earliest epic singers and Pindar. The mirror held up to the world and to the life of human consciousness is a ‘making mirror’. The paradox of creative reflexion could arise from distortion, from fertile optical ‘impurities’ (on the physiological level, such claims are made to account for the ‘distortions’ in El Greco). Art may be an incapacity to see the world as it is, an evasion sometimes pathological, sometimes merely infantile of the ‘reality principle’ (so Freud). Perhaps artistic fantasy only recombines, makes a mosaic of, juxtaposes via montage and collage what is already there. A human head or trunk are set on a horse’s body. Has any painter invented a new colour? Even the most anarchic (the word means ‘un-begun’) of twentieth-century surrealist or nonobjective artifacts re-combine, dis-order deliberately in space or in time shapes, materials, acoustic elements selected from what is available to our sensory perception. No art form, it can be argued, comes out of nothing. Always, it comes after. Modernism can be defined as an exasperation with this cruel fact of posteriority. Ezra Pound bids poets and artists “make it new”. An Oedipal revolt against the ‘father’ – in this case the given world – is as vital in aesthetic modernity as it is in psychoanalytic theory and deconstructive play.


Music is the problem. Above levels of rudimentary imitation and tone-painting – the song of the lark, the thunder of the sea – it denies similitude. It is ‘like nothing else’. In what ways is the invention, if it is that, of a melody the “supreme mystery in the sciences of man” (Claude Lévi-Strauss)? But there are points at which the bearing of creation and/or invention on speech acts, on literary language, is of comparable obscurity. There are poets, certain Dadaists and Russian futurists, for example, who have tried to fabricate new languages, only to find that the imagined syntax led back to established moulds. The great acts of metaphoric connection, of novel psychological insight, of seemingly unprecedented plots are, in some sense, original. They do alter what came before and what will follow. But are they creations in the radical meaning of the word? Science fiction plays with the notion of an ultimate computer which would contain within its programmes the combinatorial totalities of all subsequent making and finding. Such a computer would be another name for ‘God’. The creation of the cosmos would be the only act, the absolute singularity of authentic creativity. From God’s point of view, human making and discoveries would be nothing more than re-cognitions and déjà-vu. Tautologically, only God creates. But has He done so only once? The Kabbalah and today’s astrophysics conjoin in speculating on a plurality of universes, either sequential or concurrent. Might He tire of this particular edifice in order either to construe another or to return to the inconceivable unity within Himself pondered by mystics? Wherever it obtrudes, the verb ‘create’ is uniquely resonant and unsettling:






                I will show you


the underlying that takes no image to itself,


   cannot be shown or said,


but weaves in and out of moons and bladderweeds,


                is all and


                beyond destruction


                because created fully in no


        particular form …


                                                              (A. R. Ammons)











4


‘Created fully in no particular form’: the poet’s wording recalls the “without form, and void” of the Authorized Version. The thought of formless creation is as intractable to common sense and natural language as are the special states outside the laws of physics which mathematical theory posits in the interior of a Black Hole. Nevertheless, it is as if this intractability mesmerizes. In theology, in philosophy, in the arts and in recent science, ‘nothing’ and ‘nothingness’ – words already personified in the mid-sixteenth century – will not be denied.


Negative theology has always acted as a secret sharer. It dwells on endeavours to conceptualize or, more exactly, to contemplate unwaveringly, that quintessence of emptiness which results from, which discloses a withdrawal or absence of God. The vacuum He leaves behind, like a wake of ultimate nonexistence, has a charge of negativity comparable, in the guise of a naive imagining, to that of certain ‘strange’ particles energized without mass, in nuclear physics. Oriental disciplines of meditation focus on absolute vacancy. Western masters of self-suspension, of total mental and psychic concentration, have borne witness to touching the void, the ‘white light’ of pure nullity. In the negative theology of Meister Eckhart, the divine abstention from presence, the “now much more in mine absence” of Tyndale’s rendering of Philippians 2:12, is central. Judaic mystical hermeneutics and esoteric traditions invoke the tehom, the ‘abyss of nothingness’ which is the Creator’s antinomian dwelling-place and the locus of His withdrawal (of His self-withdrawal?). In Judaism, what there is of post-Shoah theodicy explicitly conjures up the possibility of an absence, of an absenteeism of the Deity so radical as to have ‘devoured’, to have ingested into itself – again like the gravitational plunge into a black hole – the meaning, the legitimacy of life and the world. A ravening vacuum ‘nihilates’ creation.


Early Greek philosophy and cosmology detest nothingness. Parmenides celebrates the identity of thought and being, the noontime of reason and of logic which makes it impossible to ‘think nothing’. The horror of the vacuum is bequeathed by Aristotelian physics to western science and, by constant simile, to our politics and models of the mind. It is precisely via the occult and mystical traditions, as these shadow orthodoxy and impinge upon it, in Pascal’s obsession with the ‘abyss’ for instance, that, long after Plato’s Sophist, negativity and the problem of ‘the nothing’ re-enter philosophy. Hegelian logic does more than domesticate das Nichts, das Nichtsein. It points out that the human capacity to predicate ‘nothing’, that the apparent oxymoron in the proposition ‘there is nothing’ are indispensable to serious epistemology and to our emancipation from the constraints of the innocently empirical. We will return to Hegel’s seminal finding that “the beginning is not a pure nothing, but a non-being ‘from which there will be’.” The incipit, for Hegel, is the unity of nothing and of being – precisely in that it is. Initiation therefore negates a particular negativity, a motion best translated by the French anéantir, anéantissement (where a hyphen after the initial ‘a’ would make emphatic sense). Being and nothingness, as in Sartre’s L’Être et le néant, are strictly indissoluble. There is a Hegelian sense, we will meet with it often in poetics, in which “becoming is also a process towards nothingness, towards extinction”. Entstehen and Vergehen are inseparable in the dialectic of being. What defines a true beginning, is “an unfulfilled immediacy which cannot be analysed [Nichtanalysierbar]”. We must take it to be “das ganz Leere”. The phrase is elementary yet in some ways untranslatable: it signifies both that which is ‘wholly empty’, and the ‘wholeness of this emptiness’ (Hegel was at home in the legacy of Pietist mysticism).


But it is Heidegger who goes furthest in bending back the contours of ordinary language and rational syntax. In the historical context which is determinant for this study, in the time of the long eclipse of humane hopes and the dislocation of the future tense, Heidegger makes a verb of ‘nothing’: nichten, ‘to nothing’. This neologism goes much beyond vernichten, meaning ‘to destroy’. It adumbrates – notions of ‘shadow’ are crucial here – the annihilation of the extant. Particle physics theorizes a nihilating collision between matter and symmetrical antimatter. The Heideggerian transgression of language is, in some manner, analogous. It probes the abolition of the famous ontological difference between Being itself and that which is (the extant particular). If Being was to ‘in-gather itself’ into a final unity, as in the tsim-tsum of the kabbalists, there would ‘be nothing, no-thing’. Heir to negative theology and exegete of Nietzsche’s self-contradictory nihilism, Heidegger persistently circles around this vortex of ‘zeroness’ (our dictionaries lag behind our needs; mathematicians are freer).


The arts glory in creation, in creativity. They would, in Shakespeare’s sovereign phrase, “body forth” new, alternative worlds. Failing that, they strive to cram every rift of given reality with their performative means of re-creation and re-presentation. Yet they too have always known the provocation of nonbeing. “Nothing” and its temporal counterpart “never” thread terribly through King Lear. We can reasonably date the end of a classical aesthetics, of a bias towards plenitude, from Mallarmé’s play with blankness, with white spaces in textuality (indirectly, Mallarmé drew on Hegel’s intuitions of negation). The influence of this play on modernity has been extensive. Active silences are plotted in music. After Kandinsky, painting, often in an explicitly mystical-meditational idiom, seeks the purity of “absolute light”.2 The two virtuosos of abstention, Beckett and Giacometti, pare away towards a zero-point where substance is made shadow (place a Giacometti stick-man or -woman against a lit surface) and language is modulated from articulacy to a naked cry, from that naked cry to silence. Minimalism asserts, with Heidegger, that “nothing is never nothing”. It has found its theoretical discourse in the ‘breaks’, ‘erasures’, ‘cracks’ (as in a wall) and ‘disseminations’ of deconstruction.


But the underlying issue is there from the start. In the sciences, discovery, theoretical proposal, crucial experimentation are, to be sure, fuelled by individual talent or genius. But there is in scientific developments an anonymous, collective inertial motion. Had this man or that team not ‘made the discovery’ (a suggestive idiom), another scientist or team would have done so, possibly at almost the same moment. The invention of calculus, of the theory of natural selection or of the structure of DNA are famous cases in point. Though material possibility, economic and social circumstance, historical openings bear on aesthetic creation, the making of the poem, of the painting, of the sonata remains contingent. In every case, it could not have been (we recall Leibniz’s overwhelming question). The work of art, of poetics, carries within it, as it were, the scandal of its hazard, the perception of its ontological caprice. There is no logic to its necessity, however imperative the psychic, private motives for its genesis. Makers of art, of music, of literature have experienced this compelling needlessness either as a threat or a liberation. There are sensibilities and forms instinct with the “harsh desire to endure” (Paul Eluard’s ‘dur désir de durer’, with its wordplay on the talismanic name of Dürer). There are composers, writers, sculptors, architects maddened by the thought of the ephemeral, by the apprehension that their opus is destined for proximate or eventual oblivion. There are those, on the contrary, strangely comforted by the awareness that ‘it might not have been’. Indeed, aesthetics knows of a sentiment of culpability, of radical unease, in the face of the finished product. It is not only that the poem or symphony or canvas might, need not have been. There is a sense in which it should not have been, in which its composition and completion betray, fall desperately short of, the purposed truth or harmony or perfection. Even the most accomplished aesthetic object, it especially, is a derogation from greater potentiality, from an inward design. Virgil wished to destroy the Aeneid for its imperfections. Artists have obliterated their own works or found themselves perfectly incapable of looking back on them. Tinguely’s ‘self-destructs’, kinetic constructs which shake or incinerate themselves into dust, enact humorously a profound, complex dynamic of guilt and disillusion in serious creativity. The analogue is that of Anaximander’s ruling on human existence: “it would be best not to be”. Being is, inescapably, compromise.


Hence, as we will often note, the affinities between the phenomenologies of art and those of the western treatment of death. Perhaps it is not sleep, as the tag has it, which is brother to death, but art, and music in particular. Essentially expressive of vitality, of the life-force and wonder of creation, the work of art is attended by a twofold shadow: that of its own possible or preferable inexistence, and that of its disappearance. Art and, I suspect, the metaphysical system with its claims to truth are at the exact synapse where being at its most vivid – another adjective which incorporates ‘life’ – joins with extinction. What appears to have been Leonardo’s knowing choice of condemned techniques and material means for his Last Supper, now in fact on the threshold of invisibility, exemplifies this juncture. Much in the music which moves us most seems to defy termination and to bring it nearer, to celebrate the inevitable. Kafka to Milena: “No one sings as purely as those who are in the deepest depths of hell: what we think is the song of angels is their song.” Is this the only song which must be?


Our thoughts and feelings, however, find nothingness and the pressure of non-being difficult to sustain. The Malevich White on White, the Ad Reinhardt Black on Black in our museums of modern art stifle myth. Chaos Theory is among the most prominent advances in late twentieth-century mathematics and natural sciences. In ways utterly emblematic of our moral, political, psychological status at this moment in history, “chaos is come again”. But it was there at creation time.
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The imaging of chaos and of its surging out of nothingness, like a tornado gyrating, is one of the notable acts of early Hebraic and Hellenic questioning. It will culminate in Book II of Paradise Lost:









The secrets of the hoary deep, a dark


Illimitable ocean without bound,


Without dimension, where length, breadth, and highth,


And time and place are lost; where eldest Night


And Chaos, ancestors of Nature, hold


Eternal Anarchy, amidst the noise


Of endless wars, and by confusion stand.








Behind Milton’s “Ten thousand fadom deep”, behind Satan’s quest for “the nearest coast of darkness … Bordering on light”, lies a prodigal tradition.


In rabbinic exegesis, twenty-six aborted creations are said to precede the one recorded in Genesis. Twenty-six drafts, maquettes or rough sketches. These antedate language. Acceptable creation and its narration would be indivisible. Even further back is true nothingness. Contemplating this ultimate incommunicado, one Talmudist, Ben Zoma by name, is reputed to have gone mad. Does some far echo of the Hebrew tohu-bohu, meaning ‘chaos’, sound in the name of Mahu, one of the daemonic deities invoked in madness in Lear? We have seen tehom, the abyss. And there is hoshek, the dark pit. What is arresting in Hebraic speculation, and intensely relevant to any philosophic and aesthetic analysis of creation, is the insistence on the agency, on the continuity of primal nothingness. It is not simply ‘pre-liminary’. Its wild appetite for the generation of being and for the reabsorption of being into nullity, continues. The more dynamic the act of creation, the more insidious the ‘pull’, the gravitational negativity of the bereft source. Now emptied, as are man and artist post coitum, as is God when He withdraws from His making. Which, we have seen, He can reclaim only by virtue of destruction. The mystical treatise Zohar dwells on a verbal ambiguity in the opening verse of Psalm 130. The evident sense, “I have called on You from the depths of the abyss (in which I find myself)” may be erroneous. We can read: “From the depths of the abyss (in which You are) I call on You.” Though, strictly considered, unthinkable, the En Sof of the Kabbahlists becomes the root of roots, the font of fonts. The mundane nihilist would forget, would suppress from preconscious witness, the infinite agency in absentia of the abyss of God, of that which irradiated the fruitful turbulence of chaos (the ‘clouds’ from which galaxies condense).3 Precisely as Heidegger posits, after Hegel, there cannot ‘be Being’ without the eclipse, the inward contraction of non-being. But non-being which, according to the mystics, ‘is so that Being can be’, presses on existence as does a vacuum on a membrane.


Art brings vehement confirmation. At the heart of form lies a sadness, a trace of loss. A carving is the death of a stone. More complexly: form has left a ‘rent’ in the potential of non-being, it has diminished the reservoir of what might have been (truer, more exhaustive of its means). Concomitantly, in ways most difficult to articulate, major art and literature, music most readily, convey to us vestiges of the unformed, of the innocence of their source and raw material. The persistence of the abyss – French allows the epithet ‘abyssal’ and its nominal use – is vitally ambiguous. There is the threat of deconstruction, but also the intimation of a great calm, of a tide whose return will cleanse matter of the separation, of the violence inherent in making. Michelangelo is almost obsessed by this nostalgia for the sleep in the marble prior to the chisel. These are no vaporous paradoxes, but stoic insights perennial to artists and thinkers. Rousseau’s summation in La Nouvelle Héloïse is lapidary: “such is the nothingness of things human that, except for the Being which exists self-created, there is nothing beautiful except that which does not exist” (“hors l’Etre existant par lui-même, il n’y a rien de beau que ce qui n’est pas”). I find that a piercing sentence.


In the Hebraic perspective, creation is a rhetoric, a literal speech act. As it is in the instauration of a philosophical argument, of a theological or revealed text and in all literature. The making of being is a saying. The ruah Elohim, the breath or pneuma of the Creator speaks the world. He might have thought it in a single instant (the lightning-flash immediacy of conception of which artists and mathematicians tell). But He spoke creation and, because discourse is sequential in time, the making took six days.4 Nor does this seminal speech act cease with the first Sabbath. As Psalm 104 teaches, every living being derives its birth from its intake (‘inspiration’) of God’s shaping breath. Why this insistence on the unison of divine creation and divine articulacy? The Judaic answer, today renewed in Levinas’s ethics, is profoundly suggestive. Speech demands a listener and, if possible, a respondent. To whom does God say, in Genesis 1:26, naasé adam – ‘let us make man’? To His own solitude at the very hour in which that solitude is to be broken by the creation of man-the-listener, of man-the-respondent and gainsayer. In echoing turn, human speech declares its origins in transcendent dialogue. We speak because we were called upon to answer; language is, in the root sense, a ‘vocation’. But again we perceive that it could have been, that it always can be, otherwise. The universe, like the poem or painting or metaphysical treatise, could have stayed pure, mute thought. It can be cancelled and reduced to trackless silence. Artists report works which they have chosen not to produce (Keats’s ‘unheard melodies’), or, for reasons we will look at later, which they have destroyed (Gogol burns the second and completing half of Dead Souls).


Expression, our ‘bodying forth’, comports grave risks. Both preceding nothingness and internalized visions of perfection resist the violence done to them by the production of actual forms. Every piece of kitsch, every opportunistic banality or artistic, poetic failure is proof of the vengeance which intact perfection (in the mind’s illumination) would inflict on matter. They are diabolical, in the authentic sense of that adjective, the abuses of poetic instruments for political-barbaric ends, for mere mundane profit, for the systematic vulgarization of feeling. The violence, moreover, attaches to the separation between the maker and the made. There is, we have noted, a tearing away. Designation, as in Adam’s naming of living things, isolates. It ruptures a primordial unity and cohesion. The strangely emphatic “very good” which God awards His making at the close of Genesis 1 – here the Authorized Version is faithful to the Hebrew – tells both of the artist’s satisfaction and of valediction. The thing made is no longer His. The further the artifact moves from the artist, in time, in the interpretations and uses others make of it, the less reparable it becomes, the less integral to its producer. The Flood stands for the menace of the Maker’s second thoughts, for the palette-knife or whitewash in His atelier. So do de Chirico’s feared visits to museums during which he was prone to pronounce his early canvases, or even recent works which he judged mediocre, to be fakes. The threefold interweaving of creation, of self-mutilation in the process of making and of the begetter’s exile from his works, already debated in the Lurianic Kabbalah, will colour not only Judaic attitudes towards secular arts to this day. It will take on a new fierceness in the late afternoon of certain elements in our culture. It will inform both prologue and afterword.


If the Hebraic reading of creation is a rhetoric, that of ancient Greek cosmogonies is ‘an erotic’. Aetiology and process are, as in the psychoanalytic theory of the creative, libidinal. The etymology of Greek chaos is that of a ‘rent’, of a violent ‘tear’, as in a cloth. Of this brusque aperture – the béance in deconstruction – matter is born. Nothing ‘unborn’ precedes it. It would seem that archaic Greek lacks any designation of an absolute ex nihilo. This lack points to the recurrent unease of Greek poetic and philosophic sensibility when confronting the irrational (also in mathematics) and the verbally unthinkable. Nothingness is, instinctively as it were, made figurative. It assumes the guise of personified Death, of Sleep, of insensate tumult. For Hesiod, existence stands at the threshold between inconceivable, inexpressible non-being and the created. In the Hebraic imagining there are enduring potentialities of ‘osmosis’, of interaction at this boundary. For Hesiod, existence is immutable and sui generis. Chaos lies outside grammar and can, in consequence, never be elucidated. But of it are born Earth (Gaia) and Eros. Creation becomes procreation, it is the enactment of loving fecundity, of sexual commerce on the cosmic scale. In Aristophanes’ Birds, teasing use is made of beliefs which seem to derive from Orphic mystery-cults. In black Tartarus, Chaos mates with Eros; from the cosmic egg laid by Chaos come the birds, first among living creatures. Suggestively, there are indications in Neoplatonic cosmogony that Chaos is male, while remaining, at the same time, unknowable.


Two contradictory lines of thought are operative in Greek traditions. The (rejected) intuition of a void prior to being, and the quest for a primal oneness, as in Parmenides, whose parthogenetic self-scission will release the creative powers of Eros. With uneasy tact, Hesiod twice relates the birth of the Muses. It is only through their gifts of remembrance and narration that mortal men can know something of the birth of the world. But how can the Muses have been witnesses to their own creation? Hence Hesiod’s far-reaching intimation that cosmological narratives deal with appearance, even if that appearance is held to be a truthful reflection of the facts. One cannot go back any further than inspiration. Creation and the poetic telling of the story are in some ultimate sense identical. “Where were you when I founded the earth?” asks God of Job. “Who can here declare whence it was born, from where it emanated?” challenges Book X of the Rig-veda. So far as the mortal mind goes, the poem creates its cosmological content in the key of Eros, “handsomest among immortal gods” (Hesiod).5


A third model is worth noting. Nietzsche cites Luther, inaccurately I suspect, to the effect that the Deity created our universe in a moment of inadvertence, of absent-mindedness. There are aesthetic analogies to this grim pleasantry. There can be suspensions of intentionality in the artistic process. The poet lapses into daydreams or is visited by dreams in sleep. He is ‘not himself’ but entranced by ecstasy - Plato’s Ion – or narcotics, as were Coleridge, Nerval and representative Surrealists. The rhapsode does not will his finest songs: he is their inadvertent medium. In the practice of the objet trouvé, perceived, picked up at random – the patches on dank walls which inspire Leonardo, the ready-made, the piece of driftwood, the suggestive pebble after Duchamp – purpose is absent. Unsolicited lineaments emerge from doodles; automatic writing goes its own way; in aleatory music intentionality is shifted to the executant or to randomness. Elements of pure chance have been included in finished art: the fly caught in the turpentine, the stub of a métro ticket which peeled off Braque’s brush and remained in the collage.


Theologically, the trope of inadvertence leads further. The insinuation of the monstrous into creation could point towards moments of distraction in the divine construal. Blackness would stem not from His absence but His absent-mindedness. Mythologies abound in tales of a single but fatal inattention: eternal life is asked for, but the proviso of youth has been omitted; the child is bathed in magic waters of invulnerability, but the spot by which he is held is overlooked. The characters, the syllables dropped inadvertently by the ‘printer’ of the world – Celan’s Leichenwörter – are left scattered on the workshop floor, marring, falsifying the intended sense. Jewish mysticism speculates that a second’s lapse from concentration by the scribe to whom God dictated the Torah resulted in the omission of one accent, of one diacritical sign, through which erratum, evil seeped into creation. There is a touch not of negation but of divine largesse in Shakespeare’s, in Proust’s occasional inattentions: a personage once eliminated reappears, a location is erroneously altered, a professed chronology goes awry. Distracted by something really important, God ‘lets drop out of His pockeť an unfinished cosmos. It may have been the Deuteronomist in his anxious piety who awarded that “very good” in Genesis. What distracted the Maker, who, in Coleridge’s terms of enduring interruption, was God’s ‘person from Porlock’?


Imaginings, conceptualizations of primal creation activate a wealth of theological, philosophical and aesthetic energies. Around ‘creation’ the three fields of discourse advance their overlapping or contrasting claims. In the western tradition, the most famous of inceptions, that of the Hebrew text of Genesis, is fraught with theological, metaphysical and grammatical uncertainty. Should we read: “When God began to create”, or “At the beginning, when God created”? This indeterminacy is beautifully re-enacted in the untranslatability of the opening sentence in Proust’s Recherche. Very early in our story of the story, theology, philosophical ethics and aesthetics collide with a violence and depth of consequence as urgent, as unresolved today as they were more than two millennia ago.
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Crippled by congenital disease, made blind or limbless by hereditary infirmity, begot in drunken rage or uncaring tedium, children have been known to ask their parents: ‘Why did you force existence on me?’6 In times of massacre, of wilful torture and deprivation, such as the Shoah, the question pressed on children’s lips. And there were, indeed, those who asked out loud. The bitter query came up again among those concerned with the possibility of thermonuclear or bacterial warfare. By what legitimacy do we procreate, do we sentence to a life span of pain or victimization, beings who have not asked to be? Have they no right of reply? The interrogation of the ontological – ‘Why is there not nothing?’ – takes on a metaphysical and moral urgency perhaps new in western perception. With their inbuilt focus on predication, on the unargued assertion of existence – almost all verbs and nouns contain the foundational ‘is’ in a more or less manifest form – our grammars make it difficult, even unnatural, to phrase a radical existential negativity. But the reasoned eventuality of the failure of the human enterprise, of the prevalence of injustice, hatred and violence in the ‘messianic eclipse’, makes the doubt inescapable. Would it have been better, as Anaximander states, if we had not been? Or to enlarge on the anthropomorphic, itself so minute in a universe in whose creation we had no say: would it have been preferable if that universe had not come into being?


The issue is that of the nature of being. Normally envisaged as one of miraculous donation and opportunity or, at least, as one of open-ended ambiguities and complexities richly charged with positive consequence, being can also be conceived of as pure terror. Even where “beauty is born”, it is, in Yeats’s masterly insight, “terrible”. Common sense cries out, moreover, that the birth of beauty is not the rule. Being overwhelms us with its blind, wasteful coercion. It is always ‘in excess’. We are driven before it towards personal extinction. The word ‘Shoah’ tells of a wind out of blackness (those ‘great winds from under the earth’ heard by Kafka). We are blown to ash, whatever the weight of our hopes or the dignity of our pains. Levinas, in his unbroken dialogue with Heidegger’s celebration of being, argues that only altruism, only the resolve to live for others, can validate and make acceptable the terror of existence. We must transcend being in order to ‘be with’. A noble doctrine, but also an evasion. No self-sacrificial motion, no struggle for reparation, goes to the heart of the question. Is there in creation an enormity of irrelevance so far as human life is concerned? Have we no natural place, no at-homeness in the world, being instead unwelcome guests, as is proposed in Euripides’ Bacchae, in Shakespeare’s King Lear and Timon or in the death-watch parables of Beckett? In the ‘language games’ of religious faith the question becomes simply this: does guilt, does some unimaginable irresponsibility attach to God’s making? Picture to yourself the slow death of a tortured child.


The arts raise this question in a more modest and tractable way. What are the responsibilities of the maker towards his own product? Not much thought has been given to this topic. Does the artist or poet or composer have an absolute right to lay waste what he has wrought? Intuition suggests that we must discriminate between the destruction of the unfinished, of the rough, of the unpublished, as in the example of Gogol’s Dead Souls, and that of a work already issued and presented (the de Chirico painting in the public gallery). Yet even here, there are nuances of uncertainty. The Aeneid manuscript was taken away from the poet lest he carry out his intention of effacing an imperfect opus. At what level did Kafka will or expect the burning of his unpublished fictions (the bulk of his work) by Max Brod – who decided otherwise? These are limit-cases. The root question is one of answerability, of the creator’s obligations towards, responsibilities for that which he has added to the sum of the world.


Working out of a Marxist-Leninist eschatology, Georg Lukács proclaimed that a thinker and an artist were responsible to the end of time not only for the use to which their compositions might be put, but for the abuse. Lukács had in accusing view both Nietzsche and Wagner. Concomitantly, he asserted that not a single bar in Mozart could ever be harnessed to inhuman purpose. (The point is finely taken: is it true of the second aria of the Queen of the Night in The Magic Flute?) If, argued Lukács, a piece of literature or art or music, if a philosophic system can be enlisted by political oppression, by commercial mendacity, there must be within the original form a germ of corruption, of untruth. There is in Lukács’s edict a salutary exaggeration. The problem raised is real. Throughout history, the arts have been ornamental to barbarism. Plato in Sicily initiates flirtations between high philosophy and political despotism which extend to Sartre and to Heidegger. The commercialization of the aesthetic, its reduction to kitsch, are among the determinant features of moneyed cultures. Citations from Shakespeare and from Immanuel Kant have been employed to sell soap powder. A Haydn theme has been used to cadence the launching of a new line in hosiery. Did the text, did the music, in some sense, lend themselves to whoredom?


An artist may come to look with embarrassment on the success of work which he knows to be mediocre, whose crafting and making public has betrayed his own intentions or ideals. He may turn with distaste on productions which he has felt compelled to produce under political pressure, in economic need or in irresistible hopes of mundane acceptance. The potboiler, the film script, the erotic fiction, the official monument or mural, the birthday ode to the leader, the didactic text at the master’s service, may fill the author with revulsion. Frequently, an artist will look back with discomfort on early work; more bitterly, he may sense, while denying this recognition to others and, in some measure, to himself, the enfeeblement of late inventions. Ibsen explores this dual anguish in When We Dead Awaken.


Do such feelings authorize destruction?


Consider the question of a playwright’s, of a novelist’s dominion over and answerability to the personae he has called into being. Is that dominion boundless or do the ‘creatures’ have certain rights in respect of their creator? Asked in the idiom of positivist logic, the question sounds absurd. Even the most substantive of fictive presences – a Hamlet, a Madame Bovary – is, if you will, nothing more than the imagined consequence of semantic markers on a piece of paper. How can they have claims on their ‘onlie begetter’? Psychologically and, I believe, episte-mologically, it is the positivist model which is deaf. Artists, writers have borne vehement witness to the autonomies, to the resistant substantiation taken on by the figures they are painting or carving, by the characters they are constructing. Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author allegorizes this awareness. Tolstoy speaks for numerous writers when he tells his editor of the rebellious unpredictable conduct of Anna Karenina as she threatens to break the mould of the novel or, at the least, to deflect it altogether from Tolstoy’s announced design. Great portraits, those of Ingres, achieve a contradictory simultaneity (they are dialectical): something central about the sitter’s inward being is laid bare, but no less vivid is the suggestion of inviolate inwardness, of that which the eye and empathy of the painter has not disclosed. The dramatist, the novelist who tells all communicates knowingness, not knowledge. He ruins in his creation the mystery of independent vitality.


This is especially the case in regard to sexuality. Adult drama or fiction do not lurch into the bedroom. They are not voyeuristic. They do not humiliate, and thus empty of integral life, the men and women they put before us. Their aesthetic ethic is contrary to that of Romans 9:20: “Shall the thing formed say to him that formed it, Why has thou made me thus? Hath not the potter power over the clay, of the same lump to make one vessel unto honour, and another unto dishonour?” Dishonoured, ‘the thing formed’ deadens. It becomes the frenetic ‘lump’ of exhibited eroticism, of totally dissected animality, which populate late twentieth-century literature, theatre and film. In precise contrast, observe Henry James in the atelier of his notebooks. Even at first, indistinct light, the nascent character, be he man, woman or child, be he inarticulate or eloquent, is circumscribed by James’s scruples, by provisionality, by a refusal to strip naked the buried lineaments of individuality. As he works his clay, James seems to augment, in an enigmatically compensatory technique, both the range of enacted, articulate consciousness in the person depicted, and the weight, the gravity of the opaque, of that which will elude him. In which elision resides the wellspring of the character’s ‘animation’ (the soul, anima, giving to form the breath of life).


Where this breath is made whirlwind, the relations of creator to created in theology, metaphysics and the aesthetic are riven together.


Job the Edomite does not cry out for justice. Had he been a Jew, he would have done so. Job the Edomite cries out for sense. He demands that God make sense (one of the most unguardedly problematic phrases in the grammars of creation). He demands that God make sense of Himself. Refusing utterly the Augustinian “If you grasp it, it is not God”, Job clamours to God to reveal Himself as other than insanely absurd. The unmerited horrors visited on Job open the possibility that the Creator is either feeble – the Satanic can prevail – or childishly capricious and sadistic, one who does indeed ‘kill for his sporť. That He is, as Karl Barth puts it in his commentary on Job, “a God without God”. This eventuality, the dissolution into incomprehensible terror of the partner in Job’s incessant dialogue, of the God with whom he has had a lifelong discourse in the key of reason and of faith, is infinitely worse than Job’s afflictions, dire as these are. If the Maker is such as his motiveless torment of his loving servant suggests, then creation itself is in question. Then God is guilty of having created.


In strict logic, Job would, at the start of chapter 3, undo Genesis. “Let the day perish wherein I was born, and the night in which it was said, There is a man child conceived.” The pereat echoes exactly that in Jeremiah 20:14–18: “Cursed be the day wherein I was born…. Cursed be the man who brought tidings to my father, saying, A man child is born unto thee.” But in Job it is no individual, it is the cosmos which is cursed. The day is to be made darkness: “Let the stars of the twilight thereof be dark,” let light go out undoing, uncreating God’s primordial fiat. In concordance with the archaic Greek aphorism of self-malediction, Job asks why he was born. And having suffered this misfortune, “why did I not give up the ghost when I came out of the belly?” Blessed are “infants which never saw light”. Extinction is hideous; Job declares its suffocating blackness. There is no compensation after death. But even nothingness is preferable to survival in the hands of a meaningless or evil Deity.


Again, Job would deny what Augustine posits in his commentary on the Psalms: “I can only say of Him what He is not.” Job the Edomite has held God to be not only glorious and merciful, but what matters far more to him: rational, susceptible of being questioned and understood. Now, in his lunatic suffering, Job demands to know the purpose of creation, the intention of the builder. The clay, made abject, turns on the potter. The ash, to invert one of René Char’s luminous dicta, challenges the flame. An immense ‘Why?’ surges out of Job. All the philosophical and aesthetic issues I have cited are in desperate play. The universe could not have been: a benediction in comparison with the world of injustice, of unendurable pain, of arbitrary homicide as Job experiences it. It could have been made just, rational, humane, by a supreme craftsman taking pride, bestowing lasting love on his product. By what histrionic vanity could God pronounce “very good” His artifact? When so many vessels “have been made unto dishonour”, when the child and the innocent animal are tortured to leisurely death, when starvation rules at the threshold of plenty, when the foetus is blighted with incurable malady? But to repeat: though the complex of justice (theodicy) lies to hand, the Edomite asks first and foremost for a rationale of creation, for its reason (ratio). As if the piece of music played, simplified so as to mock or drown the cry of the tortured in the police cell or of the dying in the camps could turn on its composer and ask: why did you make me?


God answers “out of the whirlwind” (I have alluded to the use of that image in the word ‘Shoah’). This answer takes the form, as we all know, of a barrage of questions. Jahve asks Job the Edomite where he was at the incipit, at the dawn-burst of creation. In these questions, the morning stars sing together – as they will in Goethe’s transcription in the Prologue to Faust – doors are set against the hunger of the sea, the earth has been given measure and the seed made fruitful. Has Job given to the peacock its dazzling plumage, has he clothed the stallion’s neck with thunder? “Canst thou draw out leviathan with an hook?” “Hath the rain a father?” The litany of asking deafens. A volcanic god has erupted into inhuman poetry. (I fully believe those who tell us that no translation or paraphrase, not that of Wyclif, of Tyndale, of the Jacobean virtuosos, not Dante’s imitations or Goethe’s, comes anywhere near to the enormousness of the original Hebrew in this text of texts. Such sustained magnitude and unparalleled linguistic inventiveness raise, at least for me, unsettling perplexities about the authorship. Can a man or woman in any dispensation rationally accessible to the rest of us, have ‘thought up’, have found the language for, Job 38–41, a language which empowers Job to see God through an act of hearing?)


All this is familiar terrain, crossed and recrossed by later parts of Scripture, by exegetic and homiletic commentary, by theological hermeneutics, metaphysical-moral debate and literary study. Many have found Jahve’s reply to be nothing of the kind. A “cosmological-zoological-mythological” (Karl Barth) farrago. Claudel rages: “What a disappointment! The Architect promenades us from one level to another of His constructions.” In “complacent exhibitionism”, God exhibits His successes and His monsters. What possible answer is this to the great cry out of “fundamental human innocence”? A racked human being begs for understanding and is processed instead around an art gallery crowded with the fabrications of a self-infatuated, even sarcastic Diaghilev. I use this comparison deliberately At an immediate level, the speeches out of the whirlwind are an apologia – the most overwhelming that we have – for the doctrine known as “Art for Art”. They thunder forth the vision of a cosmic Bayreuth, of life per se and of all living forms as parts of a Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk. This needs underlining.


Job’s inquiry is ontological. Beyond Heidegger, it questions the being of Being (das Sein des Seyns). Formally, it is epistemological. The Edomite wants to know whether the universe makes sense, whether there is meaning to meaning. The framework of his questioning is explicitly theological. Each of these three categories of discourse has a rich vocabulary and semantic field. But God’s answer will have none of them. His reply is that of a Maître brandishing the catalogue raisonné of his oeuvre. Its category is that of the aesthetic. It displays incommensurable design and beauty: the dawn, the star at morning, the southward stretch of the hawk’s wings, the grace of the unicorn. It exhibits shapes of sovereign force: the young lions in their den, the lightning bolt, the ‘strong place’ of the eagle. The arch-craftsman hints at the secrets of his cunning: the springs of the sea, the treasures of the snow. And, most famously, God deploys in stupefying detail Behemoth and the Leviathan, monsters as mesmeric, as at home in our nightmares as are those set to roar and raven in the ‘Jurassic parks’ of our film industry. Like some ultimate Leonardo, the Deity in Job promenades us through a gallery of masterpieces, of rough sketches, of enigmatically encoded patterns, of grotesques and anatomies. In sequences and cross-echoes, whose delicacy and numbing power, whose prodigality of significance and ‘indirect lighting’ have defied millennia of explication and hermeneutic analysis, God’s address to Job comes out of an artist’s workshop. Prize exhibits, opus numbers.


Buber argues that creation itself is the only possible reply to Job. “The creation of the world is justice, not a recompensing and compensating justice, but a distributing, a giving justice…. The creation itself already means communication between creator and creature.” God, so Buber, offers Himself to Job; He is the answer. In his study of The Holy (1917), Rudolf Otto comes nearer to the crux. He invokes the strangeness, the “weirdness” of creation, of the forms “made to be”. Job’s suffering is, on the level of theodicy, unanswerable. “God, therefore, relies on something quite different from anything that can be exhaustively rendered in rational concepts, namely on the sheer absolute wondrousness that transcends thought, on the mysterium presented in its pure, non-rational form.” What overwhelms the man from Edom is “the downright stupendousness, the well-nigh demonic and wholly incomprehensible character of the eternal creative power”. We are meant to be convinced “by the intrinsic value of the incomprehensible – a value inexpressively positive and ‘fascinating’”.


These are the tenets of the aesthetic, of the anarchic, ‘Neronian’ hypertrophy of aesthetic values. Beyond good and evil, beyond reason and social-ethical accountability, rages the drive to create, to engender form. Comeliness, proportionality are not essential criteria. Behemoth and Leviathan incarnate the naked pulse of creation as faithfully as do the liles of the field. In the aesthetics of God’s non-answering answer to Job, ‘Art for Art’ or, more exactly, ‘Creation for Creation’ displays its enormity, its festive impertinence to humanity. The refusal of creation to justify or explain itself, the refusal of the potter to hold himself accountable to the clay, is implicit in the tautology of the Burning Bush: “I am what I am,” or “I am/I am.” It explodes in Job. God the artist could not contain even within His boundlessness the pressures of creativity. There ‘is’ instead of there being nothing because He is in excess of His solitary being. Wonderfully, the Satan in Job suggests the figure of the critic. He is acidly intimate with the Deity as critics too often are with artists. His role may have been seminal: Satan may have provoked God into creating. ‘Show me,’ narks the critic-theoretician. Once creation lies before him, the Satan seeks out its flaws. He ironizes the Maker’s self-satisfaction – that “very good”. It is as if Satan sought to touch on some occult fibre of vainglory in Jahve. The best of those created in God’s image, Job the true servant, will be tested to breaking-point and left broken. By allowing the Satan to proceed with his sadistic game, God comes close to risking the disclosure of some weakness within His creativity, within His craftsman’s exuberance. Blake’s engravings hint at such a reading when they match so visibly the features of Job with those of God.


For us, God’s aesthetic riposte translates into the unrivalled fact of the text. On its own scale, the Book of Job mirrors and communicates to us the wild mystery of original creation, of being when it is made form. Because we have the poem, because it leaves us overwhelmed and mutinous, we are able to experience something of God’s choice of the poetic in counterblast to the challenges of the ontological, the ethical and the religious. And in itself this experience exalts if it does not console. Nietzsche compacts this duality into a cryptic note set down in the spring of 1888: “Art affirms. Job affirms.”


There is, in the genesis of great art and philosophic insight, something ‘other’ or inhuman. The grammars of creation abide our question. Thus the iconoclasm, the abstention from fiction, which characterize an important part of the Judaic tradition, have their reasons. To make images of the Maker of all images is to touch on elemental forces at once too vast and too a-moral for man’s understanding. Certain considered fears in Judaism, in Islam and in Calvinism would leave to God the arts of begetting form. Platonism and Neoplatonism are alert to such fears. But they labour to contain them, to humanize by the light of measured intelligibility the turbulence which sprang out of Chaos.
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It is just because the chaotic and the demonic were so vivid to ancient Greek sensibility that such energies were invested in order. Madness and the legions of the night play a compelling role in Greek myths, in tragic drama, in the Greek view of women and barbarians. At no time is Attic rationalism and pride in mastered modes of personal and civic life imperceptive of the surrounding, always threatening sough of a primordial darkness. Hence the stress on instauration, on the founding of cities, of laws, of techniques, of artistic genres. Hence the Platonic equation, which I have cited, between the beginning and the optimal and that almost compulsive celebration in Greek discourse of daybreak, of the first light tiding towards the meridian. To found, to begin is to act essentially. Yet even in the dawn of inception, the demonic is not absent.


It is a banality to say that the three semantic fields we are concerned with – the theological or ‘trans-rational’, the philosophical and the poetic – are conjoined in Plato. But it is this conjunction which affords his profoundly disquieted analyses of the creative their intellectual resonance and drama of feeling.


Scholars take the Ion to be early work, but it turns on a paradox which will vex Plato throughout. How can the aesthetic represent, call to persuasive life that of which it possesses no direct, existential knowledge? A painter, wholly ignorant of seamanship, can depict a vessel performing some expert manoeuvre in raging seas. An arrant coward can sing famously of battle. A playwright who has never held public office will put in the mouths of his characters searching perceptions of statecraft. The problem is not only one of illicit cognition, of an evident hiatus between performative competence and representation or mimicry (the crucial concept of mimesis). The dilemma is ethical. Enactments in the arts, in fiction, are not only factitious and, in a fundamental sense, illusory. They are irresponsible. Devoid of authentic knowledge of that which it recreates, the aesthetic plays with reality. The botched painting, the failed drama are, in the strict sense of the word, inconsequential. The pilot who runs his craft on to the rocks, the loser in battle, are answerable even to the point of death. The artist proceeds, in more or less bruised vanity, to his next opus. But this ‘unknowing’ and irresponsibility pertain even to the best, most convincing of poetic acts. The canonic uses of the Homeric epics in Attic schooling offend Plato’s criteria of intellectual verity, of civic responsibility and of the transmission of praxis, which is cardinal to education.


Faced with Socrates’ teasing inquisition, Ion the rhapsode readily acknowledges that he is ignorant, in any substantive way, of the high matters of state and of warfare which he recounts so fetchingly. But it is not his own consciousness which produces masterly rhetoric and pathos. It is the divinely inspired afflatus. It is the mantic voice of the Muses, of the daimonion which speaks through him. The epic singer is an instrument played on by supernatural forces. The Ion is among the earliest and most exemplary formulations of a poetic of inspired immediacy, of a theory of art founded on the notion of the artist as medium. The romantic and the twentieth-century idiom is that of visionary illumination, of formative dreams, of the subconscious. But the dynamics are identical: the poet, the composer, the painter are not primary creators. They are Aeolian harps (Coleridge’s image) set into vibrant response by psychic impulses whose incipience, whose at first unperceived focus, lie outside conscious ordinance. Technique channels; it does not initiate. Ion’s self-presentation, moreover, derives its special claims from the fact that the Greek rhapsode is both ‘author’ and executant, both dramatist, as it were, and actor or mime.


Socrates elicits crucial attitudes. Ion feels himself to be a man ‘possessed’. The eighteenth century will speak of ‘enthusiasm’. Such possession is not gnosis or willed mastery. But it is ecstasy – a standing or being ‘beside oneself’ – a self-surpassing and leap beyond the bounds of the empirical. Shakespeare had never visited either Venice or Verona. Yet his ‘knowledge’ of them is of such essence that it is made ours. “It is the god himself who says their saying,” suggests Socrates at once ironically and concessively. The enigma of such knowing exasperates Plato, who is himself so evidently a dramatist and maker of myths. To borrow from Slavonic reflections on the phenomenon of inspiration, of ignorant wisdom and clairvoyance, Ion may indeed be a ‘fool’, but he is also a ‘holy fool’. His testimony, precisely because ancient Greek epic and lyric poetry is sung, bears directly on the source of music. And it is, in the grammatology of creation, the birth of musical forms – complex musical figures can be ‘given’ to the composer on the instant – which is the constant crux.


Ion is unquestionably demolished by Socrates, though he is scarcely aware of the process. The vanities, the mountebank inside artists and performing ‘stars’ are shown naked. But not altogether. When Socrates makes of himself Ion’s spokesman, when he articulates the magnetically transmitted energies of vision which seem to have their origins in the supernatural, a smiling seriousness is manifest. This seriousness will unfold in the Phaedrus. What is at stake is nothing less than the endeavour to reclaim for metaphysical inquiry and discourse, for the truth-functions of the dialectic, the status, the sanctity of an inspiration other than pragmatic, attributed to the rhapsode, to the blind seers who give us music and the landscapes of our imaginings. At the key moment in the Phaedrus, Socrates covers his head as do prophets and mantic celebrants. He invokes the Muses. He calls upon “that which has been poured into me, through my ears, as into a vessel, from some external source”. He becomes as one truly possessed, and the style of whose philosophic address “is not far from the dithyrambic”. Socrates knows that his mythopoetic disquisition on the true nature of love – the metaphysical topos in its purest form – has a ‘trans-rational’ source and validation. He yields reluctantly to this insight. But if indeed the god has come to possess him, so be it: tauta theō melēsei. A man cannot accede “to the gates of poetry without the madness of the Muses”. More disturbingly, access to certain orders of philosophic awareness, perhaps even of mathematical conception – the ‘flash’ of the axiomatic – may also depend on some degree of possession. The theme is not one of irrationality. The lineaments of reasoned persuasion are sinewy in Socrates’ argument on eros. Rather, what is at issue is the tempering of abstraction and dialectic by a moral vivacity whose voice is poetic, which, in its complex fusion, transcends analytic paraphrase. Commenting on the Phaedrus, Simone Weil speaks of God “seeking out man”. This search, this pouring into the vessel, “is a downward movement that is weightless”.


The doctrine of the immortality of the soul is central to the Phaedrus. It entails, in simple logic, the potential of inspiration from beyond the material or empirical circumstance. Authentic philosophic thought and responsible aesthetic production draw on sources not wholly under their command. Both are susceptible to seduction: trivial or inebriate art is sophistry. In Plato, morality and the ironies which it inhabits are the necessary insurance, always under pressure, against the corruption or desecration of the inspired. It is the contiguity between the acts of creating in philosophy and in the arts, their uncanny kinship, which makes Plato’s quarrel with the poets so uneasy and which will determine in Neoplatonism and in Neoplatonic romanticism the attempt to equate truth with beauty, the highest poetry with the highest philosophy (an attempt never altogether convincing or free of rhetoric even in a Novalis or a Shelley). No philosopher has been more vulnerably aware than Plato of the poet within himself. Does philosophy, where it is not formal logic, ever achieve real distance from its own performative style or from the insinuation of the ‘Muses’? Spinoza’s meta-mathematical formulations represent the severest attempt we have at autonomy. But they too have their poetry.


Until the early nineteenth century, the Timaeus was the most influential and quarried of Platonic dialogues. It relates Hellenism and late antiquity to Islam, Islam to Christianity and Scholasticism. The Timaeus is the ‘Scripture’ of Neoplatonism in its renaissance and baroque versions. The branches of speculative imagining and doctrine centred on this text are manifold and diverse: mathematics, cosmology, astronomy, architecture, music and the pursuit of harmonic ideals in the political. It is this shared pivot which connects the vision of the state and of universal order in Boethius to Kepler’s study of planetary orbits. In the Timaeus, the three principal figurations of the unbounded – mathematics, music and mysticism – are interactive. The strengths of suggestion in this triplicity are such as to make of the dialogue a presence in western spiritual, intellectual history comparable to that of Holy Writ. Simone Weil’s commentary is at once hyperbolic and traditional: the Timaeus “resembles no other Platonic dialogue, to so great a degree does it seem to come from ‘another place’” (‘tellement il semble venir d’ailleurs’). Its teaching is of such depth “that I cannot believe that it descended into human thought otherwise than by virtue of revelation”.


Our persistent question, ‘Why is there not nothing?’, takes the form: ‘Why is there not chaos?’ In one sense this is a diminuendo of questioning, a weaker formulation. In another, it allows the analogy between divine creation and that of the artist-architect which is of the essence. The Kosmos of the Timaeus is “the fairest of all things”. If creation out of the formless (chaos) is equivalent and expressive of causality at its best, it follows that its object is optimal beauty. The identification between that which is cause and that which begets creatively is the meeting point between the logic and the poetic of the creative act. Thus it is not only, as Vlastos emphasizes in his study of Plato’s Universe (1975), that “the moral sense merges with the aesthetic” (Kosmos/kosmeo inhere in our ‘cosmetic’). It is that true logic is at one with beauty. The criterion is that of mathematics and of the ‘materialization’ of mathematics in music. Though the concept of mathematical beauty, of the beauty which renders one theorem or proof deeper than another, is hardly accessible to the layman, it clearly plays a major part in mathematical thought. The Demiurge of the Timaeus is a supreme mathematician-architect who builds to the sound of music, who sets into vibration that ‘harmony of the spheres’ which will charm the philosophers, poets and cosmologists from Pythagoras to Kepler and to Leibniz. But what of ugliness? Are we to understand it only as error or privation? In the struggle of the pre-Socratics and of Plato against unreason, against an unmastered universe threatened by distant but undeniable tidal waves of chaos, beauty and its identification with ordered proportions are guarantors, radiant and fragile, of man’s stabilities of perception. Ate, signifying irrational rages, and the remembrance of the chaotic (at moments strangely seductive) always menaces the polity of man, his place on the tonal scale of being. Ugliness is to be feared. Plato does not engage with its elemental vitality, with its possible legitimacy.


The Kosmos as we experience it is the Demiurge’s “only creation”. There is in the Timaeus no plurality of worlds as in Giordano Bruno’s heresy or in the cosmography of the Enlightenment. The reason is that “the Ideal model is unique, and the world would be more like that model if it too were unique” (Vlastos). For Plato, perfection is oneness. There is no antimatter on the other side of some black hole. In Hebraic and Christian-apocalyptic cosmogonies, God’s omnipotence entails the possibility that He will destroy His creation altogether or start anew. Such an eventuality is alien to the Timaeus. The Platonic architect will neither demolish nor alter his design, which enacts the ideal of optimal comeliness. The Kosmos is in no way ‘work in progress’. This counter-Darwinian model can stand for a definition of the classical, for a sensibility of the (immense, even unbounded) finite. A radical dissociation of temperament is at work here. There are minds, perhaps even communities of consciousness and belief, that glory in the limitless. There are, by contrast, those – Plato’s and Einstein’s among them – which recoil from the open-ended, from what Hegel calls “bad infinity”.


The aesthetic parallel lies close. Art, music, literature know the conceit of the single masterpiece which will include within itself all other potentialities of informed beauty. Ideally, there is a Gesamtkunstwerk or the final Book which, in Mallarmé’s programme and Borges’s parable, contains, is homologous with, the universe. Mythologies of artistic purpose, notably in the romantic era, are obsessed by the theme of the omnium (Coleridge), of the magnum opus whose intended totality and perfection prove unattainable, in which defeat both the work and the maker are destroyed. Again, by contrast, there are aesthetics of variousness, of the fragmentary, of the deliberately provisional or incomplete (witness Leonardo). We have noted that modernity often prefers the sketch to the finished painting and prizes the draft, chaotic with corrections, to the public text. Such choices would seem to the Plato of the Timaeus absurd. Does a sane mind opt for a false algebraic solution when a true one has been found? The Demiourgos – the word means ‘craftsman’ – moulds, cuts, splices, forges the raw material spilling out of chaos. He puts on it the stamp of pre-existing Ideal Form. He does not leave behind the litter, the discards of the workshop. As a result, the Platonic Kosmos is itself a clear image of the intelligible. It is, if you will, a god made visible. Its lineaments and articulations are mathematical, where this mathesis is simply the rational proposition of perfect beauty. Intelligibility is also made audible. Musical harmonies and the modulation of these harmonies into statecraft, into legislation, make primal creation resonant. Justice is like a musical echo to divine making. In the grammar of creation set out in the Timaeus, the word ‘kalos’ signifies that which is beauteous in shape, harmonic when it enters relationships, and ethically admirable. Nowhere have the theological, the metaphysical and the aesthetic been more intimately joined.


Physicists might call it a ‘cold fusion’. A distinct chill emanates from the Timaeus. The Platonic architect is a cubist, a virtuoso of hard edges. His method is that of a Brancusi, without the smile, or of a Mondrian. But the spell of the mathematical, crucial to Plato, has been perennial in the arts. Music is most obviously at home with it. So are certain aesthetic programmes in language (Poe, Valéry). Theologically and philosophically, Spinoza elaborates an axiomatic, an algebraic expression of the transcendent. Beyond any particular instance, moreover, the Timaeus compels the question of whether there can be any worthwhile consideration of creation/invention which does not comprise, indeed centrally, the question of the genesis of a mathematical conjecture or proof. This question has been debated since antiquity. Are the facts and truths of mathematics present in the world independent of human contrivance? Are they, as Plato would have it, eternally ‘out there’? Can, in Russell’s boutade, only God have created prime numbers? Or is mathematics, like formal logic (of which it might be a branch), an axiomatic deductive system fabricated by the human intellect? In which case it could, as Goethe propounds, be nothing more than a sequence of tautologies:




Mathematics has the completely false reputation of yielding infallible conclusions. Its infallibility is nothing but identity. Two times two is not four, but is just two times two, and that is what we call four for short. But four is nothing new at all. And thus it goes on and on in its conclusions, except that in the higher formulas the identity fades out of sight.





Others – John Stuart Mill for example – have insisted on the observational, empirical source of mathematical practices and discoveries. However abstruse, mathematics is grounded in the measurement, in the timing, in the classification of natural data and human needs. Tautological, intuitionist, conventionalist, logicist positions have been argued with equal conviction by mathematicians and philosophers of mathematics. The development – a neutral term – of non-Euclidean geometries and of the mathematics of infinity after Cantor, gave this debate new impetus. To the layman, it is all but inaccessible.


Yet it so clearly engages the issues of creativity. Of the solution after three centuries of Fermaťs last theorem, a contemporary mathematician and philosopher of mathematics has exclaimed: “It is so beautiful that it must be true!” The question as to whether a topologist, a number theorist, ‘invents’ or ‘discovers’ the next theorem vividly suggests that of the origin of musical forms, of the inception of melody. Is there in both processes a necessary unfolding of logical postulates, a deployment made inevitable by its formal premisses? The geometry of Euclid, Bach’s preludes and fugues communicate this sensation of the inevitable, of a seamless self-definition. At other points, mathematics no less than music convey a sense of innovation, of the radical leap into the unexpected. The terra incognita was not, as it were, waiting to be found by virtue of formal or existential necessity. The object of discovery had to be imagined before it could be made real. As with music and certain kinds of nonrepresentational art, however, the difficulty remains. How does this ‘making real’ by the conceptual leap correspond (if it does) to the external world? Does it add to or, finally, derive from it? Why external reality should obey the rules of logic, why pure mathematics should, so often, become applicable, are among the deepest of all metaphysical unknowns. We no longer share the certitude of the Neoplatonists or of Kepler that the music of the spheres – the background radiation in current cosmology – is in the diatonic scale.


It is this uncertainty principle at the foundation of mathematics and of the possible correspondence between the mathematical and the empirical which allows deep-lying congruence between the mathematical and the aesthetic. Both are spaces of freedom, of disinterested play. Mathematics, wrote J. W. N. Sullivan in an admirable text of 1925, is “just as ‘subjective’, just as much a product of the free creative imagination” as is art. Its revelations of reality are also of a poetic order:




The significance of mathematics resides precisely in the fact that it is an art; by informing us of the nature of our own minds it informs us of much that depends on our minds. It does not enable us to explore some remote region of the eternally existent; it helps to show us how far what exists depends on the way in which we exist. We are the law-givers of the universe; it is even possible that we can experience nothing but what we have created, and that the greatest of our mathematical creations is the material universe itself.





This view would be wholly unacceptable to the Plato of the Timaeus, or to Descartes when he postulates God’s power to alter, to invent anew the laws of algebraic geometry. Platonic mathematics is pre-eminent next to philosophy precisely because it invites man to “explore some remote region of the eternally existent”. Only the unalterable Forms of the mathematical, which the Timaeus articulates in essentially geometric-architectural terms, can teach the human intellect that the divine order of the universe is at once bounded by its own completeness and infinite by virtue of its everlastingness. If Anselm’s proof of the existence of God is founded on logic, that of the Timaeus is based on the demonstrably mathematical structure and mathematically intelligible order of the world. I referred to a certain chill. But the (white) light which streams from the mathematical poetics of the Timaeus has seemed to many incomparable.


8


As always, comparison between Jerusalem and Athens is instructive. The range of Hebraic meditations on creation extends from archaic, east Mediterranean myths of an anthropomorphic cast all the way to paradoxical speculations on inner divisions within the Deity. The creation question lies at the heart of kabbalistic debates on the self-exile of the En-Sof, that inward absolute of God which itself is external to creation and to temporality. An entire ontology of mirroring (the ‘speculative’) and of imaging develops around attempts to articulate, even if only tangentially, the unsayable. The narrative trope of the making of men and women “in God’s image”, fundamental to western aesthetic theory, generates interpretations and symbolic-hermeneutic variants of the most dramatic and refined sort. But primary to the Old Testament and Talmudic reading of the necessities and consequences of creation is the notion that God cannot, in some sense, be Himself if He does not incur the perils of alienation, of contamination entailed by the making of matter and of man. In that perspective, the answer to Leibniz would be: there is not nothing because and only because there is God. And Satan’s negation would constitute an endeavour to render God infirm, incomplete to Himself, by corrupting, by making regrettable that which He has had to create.


As Jewish scholars and thinkers, Levinas eminently among them, tirelessly point out, there is in the Torah a theme of interdependence between God and man. Sacrifice is termed “the bread of God”. Anthropomorphic imaginings of a Deity literally to be nourished shade into subtle hints at a spiritual ‘feeding of God’ in some sense necessary to Him. In turn, God’s acknowledgement of this necessity would correspond to the Self-bestowal of His presence, to the kenosis of His descent towards man (of which the incarnation in Jesus is the logical extreme).


The Judaic God creates ex nihilo. No pre-existent materiality, be it the wild vacancy of chaos, is conceivable. In another sense, however, creation is not out of nothingness: it is a necessary extension of the nature of God which is the realization of absolute being. That axiom must unfold. As we saw, a thorny conundrum persists: if He is indeed omnipotent, why must He create? Can He, without Self-impairment, abolish His creation or some parts thereof? Could it be that the overmastering impulse towards creativity in God energized negative forces – themselves latent, by definition, in totality? This will be the finding of Gnostic and Manichean representations of the duplicitous texture of the world. In the orthodox view, God within us brightens or fades as does a spinning star in accord with our conduct. The interrelation is exactly that. The creator’s emanation into the dust and clay of the human person makes of that person a living soul, a witness to God’s authorship (as the pot is witness to the potter). In some rudimentary sense, evil in man makes God ‘hold his breath’. Isaiah 63:9 is simultaneously consoling and terrifying: “In all their affliction He was afflicted”. The made throws the shadow of its imperfection, of its corruptibility, on the maker. Thus a true prayer out of the pit of anguish is not so much a prayer to God as it is one for Him. So that His pain may be lessened (a number of Paul Celan’s ‘counter-Psalms’ turn on man’s refusal to pray for God after the Shoah). Concomitantly, the torture of a child, of an animal, could unleash pain within God, a condition unfathomable to us but palpable, as are the climatic disorders caused on earth by the great flares that break from the interior of the sun.


Such suppositions take us far away from the master-builder of the Timaeus. From Hesiod’s or Plato’s assumption of a chaos pregnant with subsequent form. Nothing could be further from the mathematic idealism of the Platonic creation-myth than the thought of an ethical bonding between the Demiurge and man. Availing themselves of the aleatory status of vowels in Hebrew, rabbis have played on Isaiah 51:16: “You are My people” (ami ata). They have read imi ata: “You are with Me” in the actual process of creation. Human thoughts, acts, even words have a continuing function in the quality and persistence of being. The exact aesthetic analogy is what is known today as ‘reception theory’. The viewer, reader, listener is dynamically implicated in the realization of the work of art. His response and interpretation are essential to its significations. In respect of the Demiurge, all this would strike Plato as obscurantist impertinence. As would Hebraic perceptions, later to be privileged by Slavonic Christendom, into the sacramental role of deformity. It is only at certain moments in Euripides that we find the suggestion that human morality and insight into reality principles have outgrown the horizon of the archaic divinities. It is Euripides who intimates the need for men and women to recreate their world – social, political, philosophic – not in the image of the ancient gods who sprang from the night, but in that of reasoned hopes and evolving ideals. “Dieu a besoin des hommes,” declared Sartre, the most Euripidean of modern writers. He may not have known how close he was to the Torah and how far from the Timaeus.


At no point in the development of grammars of creation will the tension between these two codes of vision diminish or prove other than fruitful.






1 The Kantian demarcation may have prevailed only till Husserl. Consider the two philosophic presences which were most marked in the mid-1990s: Heidegger’s ontology is grounded in a constant ‘keeping at bay’ of the theological; Levinas fuses both modes of discourse.







2 In Real Presences (1989) I have tried to show the strengths of this impulse.







3 Throughout the above, I am indebted to: André Neher, L’Exil de la parole (1970); B. Rojtman, Feu noir sur feu blanc (1986); and M. Zarader, La Dette impensée, Heidegger et l’héritage hébraïque (1990).







4 See P. Beauchamp, Création et séparation (1969).







5 The literature is vast. C. Ramnoux’s La Nuit et les enfants de la nuit (1959) and E. Fränkel’s Dichtung und Philosophie des Frühen Griechentums remain indispensable. See also R. Bragne, “Le récit du commencement”, in J.-F. Mattéi (ed.), La Naissance de la raison en Grèce (1990) and B. Deforge, Le Commencement est un dieu (1990).







6 The question is put starkly in Yeats’s Purgatory.
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