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Abstract
Martin Heidegger in ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’ seeks to approach the self-

subsistent nature of art. The Greek Temple opens up a space within which our Being
may dwell. It is the site of human civilization and religion, and of our capacity to dwell
within abstractions like peace, justice, truth and representation. Art breaks open a new
place and presents things in a fresh light. Language is the primary model for this

activity.

Paul Celan in his poetry offers a challenge to Heideggerian abstraction. Both
poet and philosopher were intimately familiar with each other’s work, yet there 1s no
essay on Celan, or even a reference, in the entire Heideggerian corpus. Celan’s poem

‘The Straitening’ conveys the breakdown of meaning that has occurred after the

holocaust. In form and content it challenges any Heideggerian notion of the higher

univocity achieved by great poetry.

We will explore recent examples of how poets have examined the idea of
cultural belonging and exclusion. We present a distillation of this idea in the writings of
Paul Celan, particularly his presentation of the moment of ‘Shibboleth’. We explore the
biblical origin of the term ‘Shibboleth’ in a conflict between the army of Jephtah and the
Ephraimites. We look at a contemporary poem with shibboleth’ as its theme, Seamus

Heaney’s ‘Broagh’.

A consistent theme of Maurice Blianchot’s critical reflection from The Work of
Fire in 1949 up to and including The Space of Literature in 1955, is the manner in
which our being creatures unto death allows us to create art, and to think and write in
the abstraction that is language. Life endures death and maintains itself in 1t. For
Blanchot Rainer Maria Rilke is one of the most significant modern poets in the way in
which he has presented and explored this theme. We challenge Blanchot’s inadequate
reading of Rilke in The Space of Liteature as an instance of his own pre-conceived

philosophical nihilism.

We present Jacques Derrida’s essay On the Name, along with a reading of
Seamus Heaney’s poetry in the light of this essay, as an attempt to keep open a modern
philosophical horizon to the invitation of the transcendental Other. We present
Immanuel Levinas® thought in Totality and Infinity, as well as Derrida’s critique of
Levinas in Writing and Difference, as an attgmpt to preserve a post-modern,

intellectually credible, metaphysical e);bres'sion féﬁr’thought.
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Introduction:
Unemployed and Homeless, Theology in a

Post-Modern Space

Where does thought find itself today?

Is 1t too big a question to ask: where in terms of intellectual enterprise does

humanity stand today? How do we understand ourselves, the world we live in, the
shape of human destiny, the purpose of existence? What answers to these questions
are given in the current sociological and political matrix; how are these questions
answered in the universities, in schools around the world, on television and radio?
Does theology or religion play a role today in addressing these questions? To begin to
address some of these questions we will commence with contemporary academic

philosopher Simon Critchley, geographer David Harvey and finally theologian Jean-

Luc Marion.

In a recent publication Simon Critchley states the problem of post-modernity
quite bluntly: ‘the task of philosophical modemity, at least in its peak experiences—
Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger - is a thinking through of the death of God in terms of
the problem of finitude’*. This has radical implications, for not only are we
considering the death of the God of Judaeo-Christian tradition, but also the ‘

disappearance of many of the ideals that have given to humanity a purpose, goal and

meaning in life. We are witnessing the death of all altruistic principle, ideal or rule for

! Simon Critchley: Very Little... Almost Nothing: Death, Philosophy, Literature: Routledge: London:
2000, p. 2



governing human affairs; we have seen the death of all that has given humanity
direction and which has existed as a font of human aspiration for millennia. Critchley
writes: ‘those familiar with the landscape of philosophical modernity will recognize
this situation as a description of the problem of nihilism%. What is nihilism? It is the

breakdown we have described; where all of our systems of meaning collapse, where

all which once was seen as a transcendent (meaning above and beyond our world to

which we should direct ourselves) source of value is denigrated and nullified.

In terms of philosophy Critchley tracks down the wellsprings of this
expression of thought. He sees it emerging first in the Enlightenment, spreading into
modernity, eventually finding its current form in a distinctive post-modern nihilism.
For Critchley it is broached first in the writings of Immanuel Kant.” We re-call Kant’s
critique of metaphysics. Kant denied human beings cognitive access to the speculative
objects of classical metaphysics, realities like God and the soul, and removed the

possibility of knowing things-in-themselves and the ground of the self. Kant’s goal

was to achieve epistemological certainty through a limitation of the achievements
actually possible or attainable by human cognition. Friedrich Nietzsche took this

position further in his assembled miscellany The Will to Power, where he wrote that:

‘the highest values devalue themselves. The aim is lacking; ‘why’ finds no answer’.*

For Martin Heidegger when we begin to contemplate and think about the
essence of nihilism we are brought into the thought of Being as that unthought ground

of all metaphysical thinking, We cannot overcome nihilism as long as we speak the

? Critchley: 2000, p. 3

* David Harvey writes: ‘the moral crisis of our time is a crisis of Enlightenment thought’: The
Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change: Blackwell: Oxford.
2000, p. 41

* Critchley: 2000, p. 7



same metaphysical language of nihilism, and, for Heidegger, we can only hope to
overcome this problem by a radical transformation of language. Theodor Adorno
writes: ‘the only philosophy which can be responsibly practised in face of despair 1s
the attempt to contemplate all things as they would present themselves from the
standpoint of redempticm"..5 For Adomo the intellectual task is to fashion perspectives
that reveal the world as it will appear in the messianic light, as needy and deformed
and in need of transformation, and pointing towards what that change would look like,

if realisable or realised. We must achieve this goal without violence. We can say, at
the very least, that this perspective has the merit of keeping open the horizon of future

action.

For Martin Heidegger, especially the young Heidegger, death is something to
be achieved and it is the fundamental possibility that permits us to grasp the totality of
existence; it is the closure that makes sense of the open possibility of Being. For
Maurice Blanchot death is something that we are unable to lay hold of. The event of
our death 1:s always too late for us. We will examine Blanchot’s thought in greater

detail in Chapter Four of this thesis. For him death is radically resistant to the order of

representation. We will question this closely after a reading of the poems Seamus
Heaney has written about the death of his parents. In a sense representations of death
are always misrepresentations or representations of an absence. Poets like Heaney
who wish to speak of death use a trope like prosopopeia, the trope by which an

imaginary person, or an absent one, is presented as speaking or acting. We will

> Critchley: 2000, p. 18



examine what happens 1n this act of the creative imagination. Is it ‘the failure of

presence’ Simon Critchley argues it is?°

How do we characterise post-modernity?

We have used the term post-modemity in this introduction. What do we
understand by this term? David Harvey in his academic bestseller The Condition of
Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change provides us with a
lucid analysis of the phenomenon referred to as post-modernity’. What characterises
the post-modern? For Harvey a mark of the post-modem is the acceptance as
inevitable of ephemerality, fragmentation, discontinuity, and the chaotic; the post-
modern subject swims within this cultural dislocation as if that is all there is. Within
post-modern art forms different realities coexist, collide, and interpenetrate. For
example, in Salman Rushdie’s recent novel The Ground Beneath Her Feet there 1s a

constant shifting of narrative worlds, summed up in the abiding metaphor of the novel

of the constant seismic activity below the earth’s surface; we move from the quiet,
low-key, pre-colonial preoccupations of a family in Bombay, to the modern urban city

of London, England, to a rock band performing in a football stadium, just one product

of contemporary bohemian culture in the US.°

Another example will serve to illustrate; it is Ciaran Carson’s Shamrock Tea, a
book about which we may ask: is it a novel, or a text, a surrealist memoir, or a

fantasy? The central conceit of the work features The Arnolfini Portrait by Jan Van

® Critchley: 2000, p. 26

" David Harvey: The Condition of Postmodernity: An Engquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change:
Blackwell: Oxford: 2000, Chapter Three

® Salman Rushdie: The Ground Beneath Her Feet: BCA: London: 1999



Eyck. The core protagonists are invited to enter into this painting rather like the
characters in Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, or those in C.S. Lewis’s The Lion,

the Witch and the Wardrobe as they enter into their respective fantasy realms. The

second device is the magical concoction labelled Shamrock Tea, an invention of the
imagination of Carson. When consumed this magical substance allows the participant
to enter into any time or dimension, to see reality with a divine perspective, and so we
enter into a narrative where a Wittgenstein (yes, the philosopher) converses with

contemporaries of a young boy called Carson who might be a version of the author,

and where Oscar Wilde, Gerard Manley Hopkins, and Arthur Conan Doyle mingle
with folk of many centuries and locations, as real or authorial presences, with the
distinction between the two erased as a logical irrelevance within the framework

established by the work.

In Shamrock Tea what often provides the only narrative logic is a particular
Saint being a patron of an art practiced well by a protagonist. Their Saint’s day
happens to fall on the day that Oscar Wilde was tried, and this association provides
the only link and logic connecting the next event that is about to occur within the
book with that which has proceeded it. There are no weak links in this chain and this
is an integral part of its point: the mystical, almost medieval notion of the
interconnectedness of all reality as seen from God’s perspective. Carson does pull in
post-Modemn, post-Enlightenment, tricks like ;wonnholes and space-time continuums,
drawn as much from the world of Sci-Fi and Star Trek as from Stephen Hawking.
Carson mimics or simulates many voices, from mock seriousness to profound
reflections on obtuse topics, to the lilted perambulations of a peasant Irish religious

brother serving Shamrock Tea to Gerard Manley Hopkins in the grounds of a



fictitious Loyola House in the rolling hills of the Mourne Mountains.” As should be
evident from this example a characteristic of post-modernity, as we have seen, is its

foregrounding of the situation where different realities co-exist, collide and

interpenetrate.

The post-modem city consists of an emporium of styles. We have a maniacal
scrapbook filled with colourful entries. An example from close to hand, in order to

illustrate, 1s the Clydesdale bank plaza in Edinburgh. Here we have a typical clash of
modernity and post-modernity; on the one hand we have the brash, glass-fronted

abstract designs of modemnity and, on the other, these sit side by side with the neo-
classical, grand styles of post-modernity which simulate a past world and its attendant

glories. The communication of knowledge is a significant factor here. For through
films, television, books and radio, history and the experience of the past is turned into
a seemingly vast archive that is instantly retrievable and capable of being consumed
endlessly at the push of a button. Harvey writes: ‘the post-modern penchant for

jumbling together all manner of references to past styles is one of its most pervasive

- L Coy . . 0
characteristics. Reality, 1t seems, is being shaped to mimic media nnages’.»1

Harvey identifies mass television ownership, satellite, radio and other
electronic media as a key factor influencing the contemporary mindset or sensibility.
The world’s different times and spaces have been collapsed onto the depthless surface
of the television screen. The world can watch as they happen and observe where they

happen everything from the Olympic Games, the World Cup, to a deadly tragedy and

the rise and fall of political dictatorships, from the comfort of their armchairs, while

? Ciaran Carson: Shamrock Tea: Granta Books: London: 2001
' David Harvey: 2000, p. 85



films made in spectacular locations and mass tourism have made available to many

vicarious or simulated experiences of different cultures, histories and locations.

We see something of the effects of such stimulus in the poetry of Matthew

Sweeney, a poet whose original imaginative and real location was County Donegal on

Ireland’s northwest coastline, but who has lived in London city’s cosmopolitan milieu
for many years now. In the world of the poem all times and places can co-existina

simultaneous instance of imagining, form, line and word. Post-modern art forms
might well just be the achievements of the human imagination in specific forms, and

yet, ones whose realisation have only been technologically achievable in recent
decades but whose potential have always been latent. In Sweeney’s poem ‘In the Ice’,
itself a version of thirteenth century Italian poet Dante’s Inferno, XXXII, 16 - 139,
one of the protagonists swears in idiomatic Hiberno-English: ‘Fuck off and don’t
annoy me further’. '! One is certain a vital advocate of the Tuscan dialect would

appreciate such vernacular genius. ‘The Tunnel’ presents the younger poet’s

imaginary journey down a tunnel running underneath the island of Ireland in his
homemade dinghy, having entered via a manhole near his family home in Donegal,
emerging eventually as if in Atlantis, Mars or Florida to view the strange ‘accents of
Cork fishermen/ who stood and watched me emerge’.'* There is a disruption in the
concrete locale of the poem; it moves easily between these locations within its world;
as opposed to the early poems of Seamus Heaney , work that is characteristically
strongly rooted in its sense of place, Sweeny’s recent work as an aura of the virtual

about it.!*

'} Matthew Sweeney: A Smell of Fish: Jonathan Cape: London: 2000, p. 45 - 47
12 Matthew Sweeney: 2000, p. S

B See poems like ‘Digging’ and ‘Follower’ in Seamus Heaney’s Death of a Naturalist. Faber & F aber:
London: 1966



Sweeney frequently deploys such imaginative strategies to evoke in his reader
a sense of the brilliance of our being in the world, the spontaneity of the senses as

they comprehend the presence of the world to them in a moment of radical encounter.

Thas 1s often coupled with a confrontation that forces us to face the radical
contingency of our being, often in moments of danger that border on exhilaration.
‘The Volcano’ could be a news reel or a snippet from a disaster movie in its
recounting of the fleeing of a couple with their best sari, Armani suit and monkey
from the area of natural disaster. David Harvey might read this poem with a
commentary like ‘a typical middle-class couple with their eclectic but cool
commodities 1dentifying their buying power and class status, a collage of random
fashion items deconstructive of overarching narratives of meaning, inter-relatedness
or connection’; and Sweeney’s ending about how the chairs in their house will, by the
lava, be eventually turned “into sculptures/ that one day we’d come back and see’ is
typical of this group’s attraction to provocative spectacle lacking in ethical and

emotional substance or depth.'*

Another contemporary poet, originally hailing from New York’s Irish

community, but living in London for many years, Michael Donaghy’s work exhibits
similar post-modemn facets and exploits comparable tactics. In ‘Cruising Byzantium’
there is the deliberate echo of William Butler Yeats’s ‘The Circus Animals’
Desertion’ (and we re-call also his ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ and ‘Byzantium’) in the
line “and not such lives as these are emblem of” ">, We witness post-modem quotation
and parasitism, although Donaghy’s poem adopts a somewhat sexier take on things

than the Sligo bard might ever have conceived even in a Crazy Jane moment (and this

' Sweeney: 2000, p. 10
'3 Michael Donaghy: Dances Learned Last Night: Poems 1975 — 1995 Picador: London: 2000, p. 68



is altogether in keeping with a post-modern penchant for jouissance or pleasure).
Surrounded by middle-class commodities: ‘cash, cashmere coat nor cat’, Donaghy’s
narrator is still in search for love. The poem does explore a post-modern dilemma
with its presentation of the photos of the holiday with his lover in Byzantium and how

the electronic memory or preservation of the event is/was as important as the event

itself, fore-grounded within the choice of idiom in the poem: ‘You have become the

fetish that you wear’.

The problem of reference, association and meaning is explored explicitly in
‘City of God’. Augustine’s influential work City of God is there of course, and
Augustinian despair at the fallenness of the world of men. The poem tells the story of
the seminarian whom the poet knew from the back pews of his local church and his
method of associating one thing with another in order to learn for exams, how the
interior of a church can be read as a manual of theology. The poet imagines the
neighbourhood transformed by this student’s concern with salvation and damnation.
By implication, the poem argues, the Christian mindset of previous centuries intrudes

into present consciousness and can bear an oppressive weight.

Here was Bruno Street where Bernadette
collapsed, bleeding through her skirt

and died, he had heard, in a state of mortal sin;
here, the site of the bakery fire where Peter stood
screaming on the red-hot fire escape,

his bare feet blistering before he jumped;

and here the storefront voodoo church beneath the €l
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where the Cuban bruja bought black candles,

its window strange with plaster saints and seashells.'

From the sublime concerns of theology and redemption, the next poem in his volume

‘Liverpool’ concerns itself with tattoos on the body.!’ And so the poetic landscape of
Donaghy’s work resembles the pastiche or kitsch of a contemporary cityscape where
one might find a classical church beside a bizarre market pedalling all forms of

apparently irredeemable clutter.

There is a particular aptness to Michael Donaghy’s choice of title for his
collection Conjure."® In the poems ‘My Flu’ and “‘Haunts’ memories of childhood,
incidents with his father recently deceased, are re-called from memory by the poet.
What happened and what didn’t? The poet refers to film as a means of preserving the
past authentically and questions that proposition. If he had a camera recording would
that tell or hold the truth of the experience, how it was to be there? Would it really
contain the experience of what it was like to be sick in bed with the flu and comforted
by his father way back in 1962. ‘Haunts’ in its title alone suggests the territory of
ghostliness, presence, revenants and literary quotation and life, reading Hamlet into an
encounter with his own ghostly father and his telling his father not to be afraid in the
dark as a child, in a deliberate reversal of roles. What is the proper perspective from
which to approach the world or reality? Such are the characteristic pre-occupations of

the post-modern artwork.

' Donaghy: Dances Learned Last Night: Poems 1975 — 1995, p.69-70
'" Donaghy: Dances Learned Last Night: Poems 1975 ~ 1995, p. 71
'* Michael Donaghy: Conjure: Picador: London: 2000
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Theological icons and idols

What is the theologian to make of all this? How can we begin to critique it?

Does it have a positive side, and do we necessarily have to shout ‘No!’,

conservatively assuming that such change is a bad thing, that we are on a path bound
for moral and cultural ruination in the end? What is the proper task of the theologian,
if any, in this present age? Philosopher and theologian Jean-Luc Marion has spoken of

+19

the ‘I’ of our time as ‘a modemn of the age of distress’*”. To help us formulate a way

of approaching post-modern phenomena critically and intelligently we turn to his slim

but thoughtful and provocative book God Without Being.

In the first chapter of God Without Being Marion develops a distinction
between the idol and the icon. Both icon and idol indicate a manner of being for
beings. With regard to aesthetic production they indicate works of art that are so

worked that they no longer restrict their visibility to themselves. However, through

remaining absolutely immanent to themselves they signal indissolubly towards
another, still undetermined term. What distinguishes them eventually? The 1dol 1s

characterised by the fact that we can “see it so visibly that the very fact of seeing 1t

920

suffices to know it’*. And so: “in this stop, the gaze ceases to overshoot and

transpierce itself, hence it ceases to transpierce visible things, in order to pause in the
splendour of one of them®?!. What happens with the idol is that the gaze lets itself be
filled, and instead of outflanking the visible, of not seeing it and rendering it invisible,

the gaze discovers itself as contained and held back by the visible. The idol becomes

** Jean-Luc Marion: God Without Being: Hors-Texte: Univ. of Chicago Press: Chicago: 1995, p. 15,
Trans. by Thomas A. Carlson

% Jean-Luc Marion: 1995, p.S

*! Jean-Luc Marion: 1995, p. 11
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like a mirror, a mirror reflecting the gaze’s image, in fact, the gaze’s aim and the
scope of its aim. And so ‘with the idol, the invisible mirror admits no beyond, because

the gaze cannot raise the sight of its aim**.

What does Marion do with the foregoing reflection? He utilises it to critique

the methodology of philosophical thought. He develops his notion of the conceptual
idol. He argues that in concepts thought can freeze, or stop at a particular place as
much as the imagination can within the medium of poetry or in artistic, visual
representation. Philosophy itself produces idols: ‘when philosophical thought
expresses a concept of what it then names “God”, this concept functions exactly as an
idol. It gives itself to be seen, but thus all the better conceals itself as the mirror

where, thought, invisibly, has its forward point fixed, so that the invisible finds itself,
with an aim suspended by the fixed concept, disqualified and abandoned, thought
freezes, and the idolatrous concept of “God” appears, where, more than God, thought
judges itself**’. Marion is then in a position to speak of Nietzsche as a breaker of

idols, conceptually, and not necessarily an irreligious thinker. His assault on God was
upon the God of the philosophers whom he exposed as an empty idol, worthy of

worship no longer. He may well have done thereby some good service to religious

thought.

What has Marion to say of the icon? He writes: ‘the icon does not result from

v24

a vision but provokes one’~*, What the icon achieves is to allow the visible to be

saturated little by little with the invisible, and thereby summons sight. He speaks of:

‘the invisible bestowing the visible, in order thus to deduce the visible from itself and

*2 Jean-Luc Marion: 1995, p. 13
 Jean-Luc Marion: 1995, p. 16
** Jean-Luc Marion: 1995, p. 17
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225

to allow 1tself to appear there’*, A feature will always be its rendering this visible this

invisible as such — the unenvisageable. As such the visible will always refer to

something other than itself; without however rendering or reproducing it in the

visible. He writes: ‘the gaze can never rest or settle if it looks at an icon; it always

must rebound upon the visible, in order to go back in it up the infinite stream of the

invisible. In this sense, the icon makes visible only by giving rise to an infinite

gaze’*®, And so he can speak of ‘an abyss that the eyes of men never finish probing’*’.

Enough then of fine theological conceptualisation; can we find any examples,
in the concrete, as 1t were, of what Marion is hinting at? One is drawn to a book by
Seamus Heaney provocatively titled Seeing Things (1991). Therein we find the

following poem:

Field of Vision

I remember the woman who sat for years

In a wheelchair, looking straight ahead

Out the window at sycamore trees unleafing

And leafing at the far end of the lane.

Straight out past the TV in the comner,
The stunted, agitated hawthorn bush,

The same small calves with their backs to wind and rain,

The same acre of ragwort, the same mountain.

23 Jean-Luc Marion: 1995, p. 17
%% Jean-Luc Marion: 1995, p. 18
%7 Jean-Luc Marion; 1995, p. 21
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She was steadfast as the big window itself.
Her brow was clear as the chrome bits of the chair.

She never lamented once and she never

Carried a spare ounce of emotional weight.

Face to face with her was an education
Of the sort you got across a well-braced gate-

One of those lean, clean, iron, roadside ones

Between two whitewashed pillars, where you could see

Deeper 1nto the country than you expected

And discovered that the field behind the hedge
Grew more distinctly strange as you kept standing

Focused and drawn in by what barred the way.*®

There is a note of the permanent nature of the vision contemplated and seen by
the woman from within the stasis of her life. She is fixed like the gateway described,

and 1s a gateway of sorts herself. It is with her that Heaney has to contend as a poet,
with her steadfastness. She has been there and endured; this is the hint of the items
indicative of her existence provided by the poem. She bypasses the medium of the
modern (dare one say post-modern) world by ignoring her TV in the corner. She 1s
almost at one with her environment. What differentiates her is her moment of vision
or insight. So she is both at one with her surroundings and different at the same time.

In nature and her Heaney can encounter the visionary. The poem’s conclusion

* Seamus Heaney: Seeing Things: Faber & Faber: London: 1991, p. 22
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suggests the necessity of perspective, of a framework; otherwise, we would not know
what we are looking at, it would not make sense, and at the same time we have to

allow the visionary its own claim, its own moment of difference, that takes us ‘deeper

into the county than you expected’ and to allow access to the ‘more distinctly
strange’. The ment of Heaney’s poem is how it grounds the visionary v;rithin the
world of the tangible, the accessible, the everyday and the real. In terms of the
framework elaborated by Jean-Luc Marion Heaney’s poem does not present the vision
as such and really just leaves open the possibility of illumination from unexpected and
strange places; so rather than being an instance of the religious vision, and risking the
possibility of presenting us with a moment of artistic idolisation, it leaves open rather,

or creates an aporia, that allows for the movement of the visionary, or religious icon.

In this thesis we will examine poetry as a mode of accessing the distinctly
strange, as retaining a capacity to force open our conceptual idols when they settle
down in either of the discursive modes of philosophy and theological thought. One of
our major concerns will be with the poetry of Seamus Heaney. Why the poetry of

Seamus Heaney and not that of his major contemporaries writing in the English

language: Derek Walcott, Les Murray, or John Ashbery? Any of the above poets
could have been used in the present study. A concern for the religious as a possibility
or impossibility for the critically reflective human being today is found in all of their
work. In Caribbean poet Derek Walcott we find the following reflection in a poem

about the premature death of his daughter:
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As for you, little star,

my lost daughter, you are

bent in the shape forever

of a curled seed sailing the earth,

in the shape of one question, a comma

that knows before us whether death

is another birth.”

Walcott’s most recent ambitious long poem Tiepolo's Hound is a poetic analysis of
the drift into what we have identified as cultural nihilism, through an examination of
Impressionist painting and the major currents of European civilisation in the late
Enlightenment period.*® Australian Les Murray has been preoccupied with the
question of religion and belief throughout his writing career.’' New Yorker John
Ashbery sounds in ‘The Gods of Fairness’ as if he has read Jean-Luc Marion’s God

Without Being with its argument for charity as the greatest moment between God and

humanity when he writes:

The failure to see God is not a problem

God has a problem with. Sure, he could see us
if he had a hankering to do so, but that’s

not the point. The point is his concern

for us and for biscuits. For the loaf

% Derek Walcott; Collected Poems 1948 — 1984: Faber: London: 1992, p. 450

* Derek Walcott: Tiepolo’s Hound: Faber: London: 2000

*! Up to and including one of his best recent collections: Subhuman Redneck Poems: Carcanet:
Manchester: 1996, and poems like ‘The Say-but-the-word Centurion Attempts a Summary’, p. 14
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of bread that turns in the night sky over Stockholm.*

So, any one of these contemporary, living poets could have been a focus for this
study. We opted for Seamus Heaney because, apart from his being one of the most

significant poets writing today, we note that unlike Walcott’s declared disappearance

of faith in late adolescence, and yet, his persistent examination of this issue, and
unlike the openly accepted and traditional religious faith of Les Murray, Heaney has

sought out and occupied a more ambivalent position, not overtly religious, and yet not
sceptical or dismissive of it either. Most pressingly though his work pursues, in

volumes like Seeing Things, The Spirit Level’’and Electric Light'?, a fascinating path

of exposing contemporary poetry to the contest and necessity of keeping open

horizons of vision within art, thought and culture that challenge, provoke and unearth
us from easily accepted orthodoxies of any ilk. His achievements in this respect are
intriguing and will be examined closely later. We will read Heaney’s work within the
context of contemporary Irish poetry and culture, utilising the work of his fellow
poets, especially his most significant predecessor, John Montague. Another major

poet who will feature significantly in this thesis is the Romanian/German poet Paul

Celan whom many have written of as the most significant post war European poet.

We will place our thoughts within the framework of post-modern philosophy,
starting first with Martin Heidegger’s essay ‘The Origin of the Work of Art”>, We

will do this in Chapter One. This essay defines the agenda, asking first, in its way,

32 John Ashbery: Your Name Here: Carcanet: Manchester: 2000

33 Seamus Heaney: The Spirit Level: Faber & Faber: London: 1996

> Seamus Heaney: Electric Light. Faber & Faber: London: 2001

37 Martin Heidegger: Basic Writings: Routledge: London: 1999, p. 139 - 212, (ed.) David Krell
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many of the questions pursued by subsequent thought, particularly that of Maurice
Blanchot. We will examine in Chapter Two the poetry of Paul Celan as it stages a
revolt against Heideggenan totalitarian philosophical domination and we will read his

work as an exemplary instance of poetry’s capacity to resist thought, idolisation and

as an effective way to force open alternative horizons for contemplation and

engagement with reality. In Chapter Three we will examine Celan’s work as a way of
retaining the strange and the Other, of creating a language resistant to all attempts to

domesticate and homogenise it, a strategy that may well be vital in an era of post-
modern utilitarianism and commercial exploitation. In Chapter Four we will engage

with the nihilism of Maurice Blanchot and suggest avenues of challenge to his

position. In Chapter Five we will examine particular outstanding issues, and will

confront unresolved questions about the place of art within and without civilisation
and barbarism, and the implications that this mi ght have for theology, as well as

exploring the possibilities of a type of post-modern faith: both excavations will occur

through engaging with the writings of Jacques Derrida.
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Chapter One:
On the Path to Post-Modernity: Clearances and

Presences, a Poetic Challenge for Martin
Heidegger’s ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’

In a humble gesture Derek Walcott (unusual for this poet with his typically

grand pronouncements and tropes) ventures to ask in an elegiac poem ‘The Bounty’

(for his deceased mother Alix) whether his poetic re-creation of the sea and its echo of
Ovid speaks truly of continuity, human endurance beyond pain and death, against
mortality and decay. He then writes: ‘I hope this settles the matter // of presences’ .
Belfast poet Derek Mahon begins ‘A Disused Shed in Co. Wexford’ with the
statement: ‘Even now there are places where a thought might grow’”. And he suggests
Peruvian mines, Indian compounds and disused sheds in Co. Wexford. All are places
where a poem, a reflection, a fresh start or reconsideration might begin. What 1s the
nature of these worlds imagined within the real? The consideration of this question is
a central starting point in much contemporary reflection on art and literature. Does art
touch the transcendental in some way or is it touched by it? Is the world of the
imagination an illusory pursuit of the diminished and evasive transcendent God, who
was only a mirage in the very first instance? Such reflections have pre-occupied many
contemporary theorists of art, a fact revealed by only a cursory glance at book titles.
George Steiner published Real Presences: Is there anything in what we say?’ in

1989°. French thinker Jean-Luc Nancy published a series of reflections The Birth to

! Derek Walcott; The Bounty: Faber: London: 1997, p.11
2 Derek Mahon: Collected Poems: Gallery: Meath: 1999, p.89
3 George Steiner: Real Presences: Faber: London: 1991
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Presence in 1993*. And French deconstructionist (so-called) Jacques Derrida set the

cat amongst the critical pigeons early on with his challenge to the transcendental

signified in his magnum opus of the 1960s Of Grammatology’. We wish to propose an

earlier starting point to this debate, an origin indeed; we will begin with the much-

discussed essay of German philosopher Martin Heidegger ‘On the Origin of the Work

of Art’°.

However, before moving on to look at Heidegger closely we will have a brief

look at what Derrida has to say in Of Grammatology. Jacques Derrida writes about the
traditional association of signified and signifier, of writing’s intimate connection with
sense, in that the written word, traditionally understood, captured the immediacy of
the spoken word and indeed, of the world. He writes: ‘the age of the sign is essentially
theological’’. In the Middle Ages it was understood that a sign signified ‘an eternal
verity, eternally thought and spoken in the proximity of a present logos**. However

the consciousness revealed in Nietzche’s writing signifies a break with this

understanding, in that he understood his writing to be ‘originary’ operations in that he

has written what he has written and it is not in any sense originally subordinate to the

* Jean-Luc Nancy: The Birth to Presence: Stanford Univ. Press: California: 1993, (Trans.) Brian
Holmes and Others.

> Jacques Derrida: Of Grammatology: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press: Baltimore: 1998, (Trans.) Gayatn
Chakravorty Spivak

® In 1935, the year in which Martin Heidegger gave his lecture course, ‘Introduction to Metaphysics’,
he presented a lecture in Freiburg to the Society of Art Sciences entitled ‘Concerning the Origin of the
Work of Art’. When asked by the students of the University in Zurich to give a talk there he gave the
same lecture again. That was in January 1936. A short time thereafter he expanded this lecture and gave
it as three lectures in 1936 in Frankfurt. These three lectures were published in Holzwege in 1950 under
the title, “The Origin of the Work of Art’, with the addition of an Afterword, written in part after 1936.
In 1956 Heidegger wrote an Addendum that sought to clarify some aspects of the essay. The version |
will work from is the final edition published by David Krell in his anthology of Heidegger’s work
entitled Basic Writings: Routledge: London: 1999, p.140 - 203. Although the version referred to by the
critic Frangoise Dastur, whom I quote in my chapter, is the first draft, Dastur refers to it as the Freiburg
version (FV) and it was published first in 1987,

T Of Grammatology: 1998, p. 14
® Of Grammatology: 1998, p. 15
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logos and to truth. After this realisation we enter into the realm of play, with Derrida
writing, ‘one could call play the absence of the transcendental signified as
limitlessness of play, that is to say as the destruction of onto-theology and the
metaphysics of presence’”. For Derrida this is where we are now in terms of theology
and philosophy of language, writing and their comprehension, and in many ways,
then, the philosophical disciplines of epistemology and hermeneutics remain
challenged by this radical understanding with relation to the connection between

thought and language, writing and presence, and the origin of all meaning. We

consider Martin Heidegger’s The Origin of the Work of Art as a key moment in the

development of this trend of intellectual argument and understanding.

Martin Heidegger begins his essay The Origin of the Work of Art with the
seemingly obvious position that: ‘Origin here means that from which and by which
something is what it is and as it is’'®. Heidegger states that ‘the artist is the origin of
the work. The work is the origin of the artist’. And in a more primary sense: ‘art 1s the
origin of both artist and work’''. When one uses the language of origin in relation to

art one is already hinting that one intends to speak about something that 1s

fundamental. We might expect Heidegger to venture into developing ideas concerning

the related issues of truth and essence, and it no surprise to see him do so.

> Of Grammatology: 1998, p. 50
19 Basic Writings: 1999: p. 143
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What about Things and the Nature of their Work?

Heidegger states early on that all works have a ‘thingly’ character'>. In fact

they would be precious little without it. Yet we always claim something more for the
work of art. We do not let it reside in its thingliness (sic!) alone. For example, we

commonly assume that there is something that separates the vacuum cleaner and the
familiar hairdryer from a sculpture by Rodin. There is something different about the

shoes of a peasant as worn 1n the fields of Flanders, on the hills of Tuscany oron a

bog in Connemara, compared to those painted by Vincent Van Gogh. We often assert
that it is this something else that constitutes the artistic nature of the work. The
artwork is a crafted object, is made of fabrics and such like, yet we say it says
something other and more than what the mere thing itself is. The best way to speak of
this aspect of the work might well be to describe the work as intrinsically allegorical,
always destined to manifest something wholly other than itself. The work brings
together something different with what is made and thus is, in the original Greek

sense, symballein a work of the symbolic.

Heidegger states that his objective in this essay is to approach ‘the immediate
and full actuality of the work of art’'’, We must first view the thingly element in the
artwork for it is in it that the symbolic is made to do its work. The thingly element is
the foundation, means, medium by which the other, proper element is put to work.
We need to be clear about the nature of the thing before we proceed to elaborating the
nature of art. We must know what a thing is before we can know what the artwork s,

as something that adheres to, dwells within, is located in, the thing. It is only after we

''P. 143
'2 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 146
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have grasped this point that we can begin to determine with confidence and clarity

whether the work is in the end something else and not a thing at all.

For Heidegger everything that is, is a thing. From the spoon in the drawer, to
the fiddle on the wall, the tree in the field to the cow in the byre; all of these are things

in themselves, in short, everything that we can say is about, are things. At the same

time we do not normally consider people to be things, or God, even though we

presume s’he is, a thing. In common parlance we speak of things as a basic

component, or self-contained unit, a common denominator, such as a clod of turf or a
block of wood. A thing here means that which is nothing more than a mere thing and

that which is only a thing.

Heidegger describes the block of granite, its bulky shape, its odd colour and its
rough texture. Thus we approach its thingliness. However, we are rarely content to
leave it at that. We often speak of the thing as that around which the properties have

assembled. And thus we begin to speak of the core of things, what the Greeks spoke
of as to hypokeimenon, the core that lay at the ground of the thing, what is already

there. And the characteristics are described as ta symbebekota, as that which has -

turned up already with the given core and occurs along with it.

The centrality of language, translation, metaphor and poetry to all thought 1s
highlighted by Heidegger’s concern over the translation of these terms from Greek to
Latin thought. He expresses the concern that we have translated the words without

having experienced the primary event that forged the Greek concepts in the first

Bp 146
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instance. The word hypokeimenon becomes subiectum; hypostasis becomes
substantia; symbebekos becomes accidens. For Heidegger this translation marks the
rootlessness of Western thought. Something quirky creeps in due to the syntactical
structures of Latin. We combine the subject of the sentence with what is stated of 1t 1n

the predicate, through words, and assume blindly that this is a given of actuality.
Heidegger asks: ‘Who would have the temerity to assail these simple fundamental
relations between thing and statement, between sentence structure and thing-
structure?’'* Heidegger asks what will later become an abiding question: What is the
primary thing, what emerges first, reality, or the language through which we structure

1t?

Heidegger proposes that the truth might be far more complicated than we have
previously concelved 1t to be. He proposes that the sentence and thing-structure
derive, in their typical form and in their possible mutual relationship, from a far more
original source. First Heidegger questions the assumption that the thing-concept that

sees the thing primarily as the bearer of its characteristics is the truth of things, can be
assumed to be true, that it lies at a moment prior to all questions and exists before all

radical thought. Heidegger argues that an act of ancient violence of thought and on
thought has occurred here. When we seek for the irrational, as an other to the rational,
as the abortive offspring of the unthought rational, a curious by-product we discover,
and Heidegger lays claim to it, is that the current thing-concept does not lay a hold on

what is essential to the thing as it is in its own being, and thus does not assault it.

4 Basic Writings: 1999, P. 149
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How can we avoid such an act of verbal or intellectual assault? To jump
slightly ahead of Heidegger at this point we suggest trying to create an opening
through language itself. Through language we can create a free field within which the
thing may display its thingly character directly. Our aim at this stage, as Heidegger
perceives it, is to dwell before the unmediated presencing of the thing. Heidegger says
we cannot perceive the abstract sound of noise, but can only perceive the concrete
smashing of pottery, the throb of a diesel engine over the drive and aggression of a

petrol one, the sound of a guitar as opposed to the notes and tones of an abstract

music. We cannot listen abstractly. If we are to rely on our senses to bring the
thingliness of things to us it seems to disappear further out of view. We must strive to

allow the thing to remain 1n its own steadfastness and its self-containment.

Heidegger proposes another traditional option about which he has some
reservations. He considers the matter of things within which the form is already
always present, coextensive and coexists within it. The thing is formed matter. This
view has equal application to nature and the utensils drawn upon by the intellectual
capacity of humanity. The concepts of form and matter have been used extensively in
the domain of aesthetics and beyond for many a long year, to the point of being lazily
assumed to be true, to being a cliché of thought. The result of this is that various
subsequent oppositions are conjoined without any real thought. Form, it is assumed, 1s
related to the rational and matter to the irrational; the rational is understood to be
logical and the irrational illogical; and then the final sin and aberration of original
thought, the subject-object relation is coupled with the conceptual pair of form-matter.

Heidegger is keen to trace down the origin of the conceptual framework of form and
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matter: does it emerge from the thingly character of the thing or in the workly

character of the artwork?

We are aware of the form of a block of granite. It is a material in a definite 1f

unshapely form, chiseled out from the mountainside by man, woman, machine or

dynamite before it 1s altered or worked to serve a definite function. We are aware also
of the forms taken by a cup, boots, or an umbrella. The form determines the
distribution of the matter in these cases and is determined again by the function which
these objects have been created to serve. Usefulness is a key factor in considering
these objects and, 1n fact, grounds their matter and form. However, a being that is
useful is nearly always the product of a process of making destined for a particular
end. So then, as determinations of beings, matter and form assume their proper place
under the rubric of equipment. So, matter and form do not relate in any essential way

to the thingness of the mere thing.

Heidegger admits that the piece of equipment, like the pair of shoes, does have
a self-contained character like the merest of objects. However, it does not have the
character of possessing this innately, of having taken shape of its own accord, like the
granite boulder lying at the foot of the mountainside. The shoes though, like the
artwork that preoccupies Heidegger, are made objects, the product of human activity.
Yet, by its self—sﬁﬁicient presencing the work of art is somewhat closer to the mere
thing that has given birth to its own form and is self-contained. And yet we still say
that the work of art is separate from these mere things. Is it because of the middle

ground that equipment occupies between the mere thing and the artwork, a fact we

determine by means of the matter-form formulation, that tempts us into taking this
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formulation as the pathway into our discussion of the unique properties of the work of
art, as opposed to the mere thing? The biblical tradition gives a further impetus to this
tendency by its support for the view that God has made everything, and in some sense
form has been pre-ordained within matter. We are tempted to see God as the prnimary

and original, originary craftsman. According to Heidegger this view borrowed from

Scholastic philosophy still rgmains in operation in Kantian transcendentalism and can
hinder our approach to the thing-being of the thing. These three views that approach
the thing as a bearer of traits, a unity of manifold sensations and as formed matter
actually conceal the thingliness of the thing and do not allow us to approach it in its
naked state, in its thing-being and its own self, The most salient lesson that is to be
gathered from the above effort, the examination of misleading modes of thought and
the failure to describe or approach the thingliness of things, is that obviously this is a
more difficult task than we might have imagined. As Heidegger writes: ‘The
unpretentious thing evades thought most stubbornly’'>, We have made mistakes, and
Heidegger decides to take up the most misleading and widely evident error, the issue
of matter and form and equipmental being in the search for why this misadventure has

become so prominent, for this might lie quite close to the true nature of things.

Heidegger presents us then with the infamous example of the peasant’s shoes,
a piece of equipment that recommends itself for our consideration on the grounds of
simplicity and commonness.'® Heidegger speaks of Van Gogh’s several paintings of
peasant’s shoes. He proceeds to argue that the equipmental nature of things is best

located when we observe them being used. The best place to observe the peasant

1> Basic Writings: 1999, P. 157

16 A latter day example might be Nike runners, but they are somewhat more expensive and fashionable,
symbols of status, than anything Heidegger had in mind. Depending on how they are to be used, for
dancing or for working in, or for just hanging out and looking good in, form will alter the matter.
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woman’s shoes, doing that for which they received their form, is to see them working
in the field where they disappear into their function and are hardly considered in
themselves at all. It 1s only when such objects fail in their proper function that we give

them any deliberation at all. Van Gogh’s painting offers us no clues that tell us

exactly what job these shoes do.

Heidegger proceeds from the entrance into the shoes for one’s foot to a

meditation on the toilsome labours and conditions of the peasant woman. Heidegger,

and this is a key point, reads into the shoes evidence of their earthly character and
thus accesses the world of the peasant woman, as he imagines it, a world within which
the shoes are protected and where they most truly rest within themselves. Heidegger
draws attention, after the fact, to his own lyricism, suggesting that it is only within the
world of the picture that we can read such imaginings unfettered and free. The peasant
woman, in herself, only wears the shoes. Once her shoes are reliable, once they still

function, they will not be a source for reflection or contemplation to her. This

reliability is her stability and guarantees her relation to the earth and her world that
grows from that or is secure in that, is grounded by it. World and earth come together

in the equipment and guarantee her mode of being.

However, as Heidegger notes without a note of sentimentality, usefulness
wears out. Shoes deteriorate, become unreliable and are used up and thrown away.
The shoe recedes into the background as mere stuff. And this dwindling away
highlights the essential character, the original essence of equipmental being. The form
imposed on this matter, we have the impression; is just a mere fabrication that

eventually breaks down and fades away. Yet, Heidegger persists that in its genuinely
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equipmental being, equipment stems from a distant source. The distinction of matter

and form arises from a deeper origin.

The reliability of which we have spoken speaks nothing of the thingly

character of things, as well as failing to move us any closer to apprehending the

workly character of the work, particularly the work of art. Heidegger says that our
processes of inquiry hitherto have not been wasted for we realize that it was Van

Gogh’s painting of the peasant’s shoes that permitted us to see them. They did not
jump up and do a jig of their own accord to draw our attention to them, nor did they

sing a song or call out to us and thereby allow us to see or hear them, and thus
contemplate them in themselves. As Heidegger writes of Van Gogh’s painting: ‘In the
nearness of the work we were suddenly somewhere else than we usually tend to be’!’.
It is the work of art he argues that allows us to know what the shoes are in truth.
Heidegger states that 1t 1s not his reading into the work that allows the shoes to
emerge 1n all their thingliness; instead it is true to say that ‘the equipmentality of

equipment first expressly comes to the fore through the work and only in the work’ "%,

How does Heidegger describe this process? What happens there? He argues
that Van Gogh’s painting offers a disclosure of the truth of the pair of shoes. In the
work of art, here Van Gogh’s painting of the peasant’s shoes, the being of the shoes
emerges into the unconcealment of its Being. The ancient Greeks called such
unconcealment of beings aletheia. Heidegger speaks of it as a disclosure of a
particular being, disclosing what and how it is. If there is such an occurrence within a

work then a happening of truth occurs. And it appears also that it is a work of art.

' Basic Writings: 1999, p. 161
5p. 161
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Heidegger writes: ‘in the work of art the truth of beings has set itself to work.
‘To set’ means here ‘to bring to stand’. Some particular being, a pair of peasant shoes,

comes in the work to stand 1n the light of its Being. The Being of beings comes into

219

the steadiness of its shining’ . And so the essence of art, for Heidegger, is the

instance when the truth of beings sets itself to work. This has the air of a new
departure about it, Heidegger notes, in that traditionally aesthetics concerned itself
with beauty, while logic concerned itself with truth. However he is keen to distance

himself from any facile mimetic theory. Traditionally agreement with what is has

been seen to be the essence of truth. Heidegger is after a more elusive idea. He says
the work of art does not seek a purely external resemblance to things but wishes to
capture things in terms of their general essence. What is the truth of a temple? What

are we the viewers and critics to check the artist’s representation against? If we
consider Holderlin’s poem The Rhine, what is pre-given to the poet, and how, so that

the poet may re-give it again in the poem? Can truth appear in a work that has been

created in a historical instance, when we have traditionally conceived of truth as

something atemporal and outside history?

A Poetic Interlude: The Poem asks its Question

Tl;e Peninsula

When you have nothing more to say, just drive
For a day all round the peninsula.

The sky 1s tall as ;)ver a runway,

The land without marks so you will not arrive

19 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 162
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But pass through, though always skirting landfall,
At dusk, horizons drink down sea and hill,

The ploughed field swallows the whitewashed gable

And you’re in the dark again. Now recall

The glazed foreshore and silhouetted log,

That rock where breakers shredded into rags,

The leggy birds stilted on their own legs,

Islands riding themselves out into the fog

And dnive back home, still with nothing to say

Except that now you will uncode all landscapes
By this: things founded clean on their own shapes,

Water and ground in their extremity.

Seamus Heaney

Seamus Heaney provides us in this poem ‘The Peninsula’ with an illustration
of the problem posed by Martin Heidegger. How does an abstract poetic form, the

four quatrains of this poem, come to contain something as tangible as a peninsula?

What happens here and how can we speak of it in intelligible, conceptual terms?

In this poem Seamus Heaney stresses the opposition of speech and writing.

The poem is a meditation upon the necessary space of the artwork and recounts a

journey into the dark night of silence where the poet is blind to the remarkable
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present. Writing 1s seen here to be a natural complement to the faculty of speech and

not as an unnecessary appendage or as speech’s repressed Other. Initially the

landscape is presented as a text that has been erased of all trace of speech and writing.
This kenosis has the status of a necessary beginning. A new space is thereby created

whereby a new annunciation occurs in the influx of fresh images and new words.
Reality undergoes a necessary displacement prior to being re-called, re-membered, re-

constituted in the poem by the artistic mind or imagination.

The islands and the birds of the poem become emblems of the poet who is
doubled back on himself. He offers the reader a meditation on the writer’s
imagination by means of the writer’s imagination. (What else could he use?). After
the event of the poem things may be grasped in what Aquinas and Joyce would
identify as their quidditas, their uﬁique ‘thingness’, defined radiantly and clearly.
While things had previously been unfocused and lacking in clarity, now they present

themselves in such a manner that the landscape has been uncoded and can be

translated into writing.

Heaney’s use of the self-reflexive image provides images of the self-conscious
poet. They dramatize the paradox of creation, a creation that is partly controlled and

partly uncontrollable. The poem aims for a poetic re-creation, a re-birth and renewal.

It is deeply rooted 1n the material world and the materiality of language itself. Heaney

travels through linguistic indifferences, that of the unmarked landscape and his own

silence, hoping to uncode distinct shapes through his own artistic means.

20 Seamus Heaney: Opened Ground: Poems 1966 — 1996: Faber: London: p. 21
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Helen Vendler notes another quality of this poem. She writes of ‘peninsular
remoteness, where water and ground meet in their outermost reach, without

distraction’*!

. She observes how Heaney essentially re-writes this poem many years
after, with ‘Postscript’, the final poem of his collection The Spirit Level (Faber:

London: 1996). She writes: “Heaney here gratefully pays homage to the sheer power
of perception itself - how much it sees in a glimpse, in a glance - how many objects
and shades 1t absorbs at once, how breathtaking the conjunction of world and senses

can be, breaking open the shut door of the heart’**. It is worth observing that here the
self is ‘a hurry through which... things pass’, nothing more. The self itself is
unfounded and thus can hardly hope to ‘found things’ in the way his younger self

possibly hoped to do.

The Work and the Nature of its Truth

‘The origin of the artwork 1s art’ writes Heidegger23 . This seems on the surface
at least to be a paradox, or an oxymoron of thought. Is Heidegger just being perverse?

Not really, insofar as Heidegger wants to argue for the thesis that the work of art
possesses a self-subsistence unique to its being: ‘Nothing can be discovered about the
thingly aspect of the work so long as the pure self-subsistence of the work has not

distinctly displayed itself***.

Heidegger realizes that there is then a problem about our access to the artwork.
Can we ever access 1t in 1ts true self if it is caught up in its own unique self-subsisting

world? The logic of his position would push him to the conclusion that to approach

2! Helen Vendler: Seamus Heaney: Harper Collins: London: 1998, p. 25
22 Vendler: 1998, p. 25
23 Basic Writings: 1999, P, 165
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the work of art we would have to create the unlikely, unsustainable and artificial
situation where it related to absolutely nothing other than itself, standing purely on its
own for itself alone. The artist attempts to push the artwork in this direction. In truly
great art there is no relationship still pertaining between the artist who created the

work and the work itself; the work exists, subsists and consists of and in splendid
isolation. The artist 1s simtlar to an opening in the fabric of reality that allows the
artwork to emerge by passing through her or him and then they must erase themselves

at the end of the process of becoming. This should occur once the work of art has

fully emerged and is capable of standing on its own.

Heidegger notes the difficulty of approaching the artwork on its own, in the

world of its own self-subsistence. In the gallery the painting is surrounded by other
artworks. In the gallery the artwork is surrounded and grounded by certain agendas,
presumptions and premises. If we attempt to approach the Van Gogh painting today,
the signature in the corner is laden with many connotations that exist as a pre-
judgement and which presume an approach to the world contained within the painting.

The Cathedral in the town or city square is a focus for the tourist. The world of the

work has decayed and they are ruins of themselves, given over to a realm of tradition
and decay. The instance of their self-subsistence has fled. A key distinction emerges
for Heidegger here. Those who work in the world of art conservation and preservation
only deal with the object-being of the works and do not approach the world of the
work-being of the work. As Robert Bernasconi writes: ‘Even if a work remains in its
original location, as usually happens with architectural works, once the world of the

work has perished, nothing can be done to restore it. As a result of the withdrawal and

24p 165
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decay of its world, the works are no longer works’*. And again: ‘no amount of textual
emendation, no extensive critical apparatus, can restore Sophocles’ text to its own

® We might well experience and enjoy the

world and so let 1t be a work once more
splendour of the Vatican, the Cathedral at Cologne and the Castle perched atop the

Royal Mile in Edinburgh; these may well attest to the previous artistic aspirations,
wealth, pomp and power of their respective by-gone eras, and are expressions of such,

but none of them because of the very demise of their time are works in the sense that

Heidegger is attempting to elucidate.

Heidegger is urged on by a key question: can we really conceive of a work of
art that exists outside of all relations at all? Is it not of the essence of the work of art
that it exist in relationship? Heidegger will say of course it does, but we must
determine what the nature of that relationship is. Heidegger plays a trump card with
the assertion: ‘the work belongs, as work, uniquely within the realm that is opened up

by itself. For the work-being of the work occurs essentially and only in such opening

27
up’“’.

We have an interesting example of this process at work in John Montague’s
poem ‘Windharp’®, It provides us with a synthesis of ‘natural’ and historical
elements that are culturally specific. The wind is the movement of becoming of

nature, against the harp, a man-made symbol of Ireland and its national culture. What

23 Robert Bernasconi: ‘The Greatness of the Work of Art’, from Heidegger Toward the Turn: (ed.)
James Riser: SUNY Press: New York: 1999, p. 103

26 Bernasconi: 1999, p. 103

27 Basic Writings: 1999, P. 167

28 1ohn Montague: Selected Poems: Penguin: London: p. 108. John Montague is the major Northem
Irish poet of the generation preceding Seamus Heaney. Born in 1929 he is still writing.
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is produced are ‘the sounds of Ireland’. The sound emerges from ‘low bushes and
grass’, ‘heatherbells and fern’ and ‘wrinkling bog pools’. Light and sound come

together to produce a vision of a hand combing and stroking the landscape until

the valley gleams
like the pile upon

a mountain pony’s coat.

We witness Montague create a space that is utterly a pure creation and exists only in

the world of art.

Heidegger writes that it is necessary for us to approach the truth question in
relation to the work of art, once again. He selects a work of art that does not come
from the realm of representational art. This is why he opts for the example of the
Greek Temple. The Temple exists in a valley and houses the god. The presence of the
god is an extension and delimitation of the precinct as a holy place. However, this

temple and the precinct 1t constructs and contains does not fade away into the
indefinite, and here we reach a central core in Heidegger’s essay. He writes: ‘it is the
temple-work that first fits together and at the same time gathers around itself the unity
of those paths and relations in which birth and death, disaster and blessing, victory
and disgrace, endurance and decline acquire the shape of destiny for human being.
The all-governing expanse of this open relational context is the world of this historical
people. Only from and in this expanse does the nation first return to itself for the

929

fulfillment of its vocation’*”. We recall here the involvement of Heidegger with Nazi

» Basic Writings: 1999, P. 167
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socialism in the nineteen-thirties and are attentive to the political overtones of his
statements here. In earlier drafts, Robert Bernasconi notes, in the Holzwege edition
especially, He_idegger hints that great art not only is an origin but also destroys. It
destroys the public in order to form a people. As Robert Bernasconi writes: ‘in

Germany in the 1930s nothing could have been more politically charged’”°. We note,

in the passage quoted from Heidegger above, a residue of such sentiment.

The Temple is set on solid ground from which it draws support and stands
firm against the storm raging above it. It is the presence of the temple that makes
manifest the capacity of the ground itself to lend support and to illustrate the violent
nature of the raging storm. The gleaming of the light is illustrated by the temple, the

nature of the surging sea, the tree, its fruit and flower are defined, enter into their
distinctive shapes, and come into what they are, by the presence of the Temple. The
Greeks, Heidegger writes, called this process of emergence and becoming, of things
coming to reside in their true essence, physis. All of this happens by and in the
presence of the temple, on that which and in which man bases his dwelling, the earth.

Heidegger does not have a matenal substance 1n mind here, the geologist’s pre-
occupation with a physical presence, but rather a more abstract, maybe metaphysical
idea, of the earth as that which is brought back by the temple’s arising and which
shelters everything that arises as such. In all raised things the earth occurs essentially

as the sheltering agent.

30 Bernasconi: 1999, p. 106
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Marc Froment-Meurice illustrates a key issue here about Heidegger’s
formulation. He writes: ‘the temple, as its Greek name indicates, is the cut, the
enclosure that is sacred because 1t 1s withdrawn from the profane. At the same time,
the paradox of this delimitation is that it exposes nothing but pure fagade, a pure in

front of, before. The behind, the inside, remains empty. There is nothing but the

purely phenomenal, nothing that would remain behind and of which it would be but

the appearance or representation’".

The Temple first gives to things their look and to humanity our outlook on

ourselves. This view 1s always open once the work is a work and the god has not fled.
The statue of the god is not there to make it easier to visualize the god but rather to
make the god present, and is the god in that sense. It is the same in the theatre. Here
the battle of old and new gods 1s continually being waged, but they are always there,
really, fighting a duel to the bitter end. The theatrical or poetic vs;ork transforms the
speech of the people. In that transformation every living word is drawn into the battle
and is involved in deciding what is in or out as holy and unholy, what is noble and

what is lowly, what is dignified and what is cowardly, and finally who is the master

and who 1s the slave.

Again John Montague’s poem ‘Like Dolmens Round My Childhood, The Old

People’ provides us with an example of this process at work>2. For, it is only against

art and its hint of permanence that our transient lives receive any definition. Montague

31 Marc Froment-Meurice: That Is To Say: Heidegger’s Poetics: (Trans.) Jan Plug: Stanford Univ.
Press: California: 1998, p. 158
32\ ontague: 2001, p. 10 - 11
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defines the spaces within which his old people lived. Jamie MacCrystal lived 1n an old
cottage, Maggie Owens surrounded by ‘a mongrel bitch and shivering pups’, the
Nialls along a mountain lane, and Mary Moore in ‘a crumbling gatehouse’. Within the
Temple of Montague’s art their lives are finally defined, receive their ultimate

meaning, suggested by the ritual lost and associated with the Dolmen, burial mounds

of a forgotten people.

For years they trespassed on my dreams,
Until once, in a standing circle of stones,

I felt their shadows pass

Into that dark permanence of ancient forms.

What happens when the work of art is ‘set up’? For Heidegger, at this point, it
is difficult to separate the work of art from what is holy, for to dedicate means to
consecrate. When one sets up the work then the holy is opened as holy and the god 1s
invoked into the openness of his presence. The god brings forth through himself what

is dignified and what is fabulous, and what Heidegger calls ‘the world’ is reflected

from this splendour. So the world emerges from the radiance of the god and achieves
clarity. Heidegger argues that the work opens itself up and the world with it, and as
such is an essential form that gives guidance. Is the work always associated with
consecration and praise? A key question Heidegger answers by saying it is of the
essence of the work-being of the work to be such. In its work-being it is orientated,

directed towards this opening up, opening a world and keeping it abidingly in force.
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Heidegger writes that the reason for being of the work is to world worlds. It is
to stand in direct relation to being. The world of which he writes is not an object in the
world like a screwdnver, car or bed. It does not stand before us for contemplation and
viewing. We are subject to this non-objective world as long as we are human beings
travelling along the paths opened up by birth and death, blessing and curse, as long as

these paths transport us into Being. The work of art emerges from a space where

essential decisions of our human being are made, where we take up these questions,

abandon them, where they go unrecognized for a while and need to be taken up again,
and it is from and within this space that the world worlds. The opening of the world
defines our relationship to stones; for they are in our broader world, fall under our
perspective. The opening of the world defines all things and their relationship to us. It

is here that the remoteness or nearness of things to us is defined, as well as their scope
and limits, and whether these objects are lingering in our world or hastening out of it.
The space is opened by which the god may grace our existence by the world of the
work, and even in the doom of the god remaining absent can be found an inverse way

of the work worlding worlds.

The work, as a work, makes the space for this spaciousness. The work
liberates the free space of the open region and establishes it in its structure. As
Heidegger writes, ‘the work as work sets up a world. The work holds open the open
region of the world’>, Is this what Seamus Heaney has achieved in his poem ‘The

Peninsula’?

33 Basic Writings: 1999, p.



4]

Heidegger notes how a setting-up and a setting-forth of the work are
necessary. A piece of equipment aims to be useful and serviceable, and so the stone
used in a hammer 1s used and used up. The stone disappears into its usefulness.
However, in Heidegger’s conception of things the Temple is quite different. When the
Temple sets up a world 1t does not cause it to disappear, but rather causes it to come

forth for the first time and causes the material to come up, forth and into the open

region of the work’s world. This comes forth as the work rests in upon the matenal

from which it emerges. The earth is that on which the work rests, which comes forth

in the work and which shelters 1it. When the work sets up a world, it succeeds in"
setting forth the earth. Heidegger writes: “this setting forth must be thought here in the

strict sense of the word. The work moves the earth itself into the open region of a

world and keeps it there. The work lets the earth be an earth’>*

Heidegger notes the essentially mysterious nature of the earth. We can weigh
the earth, measure it, analyze it, but it remains other to us in its manifest difference.
The earth only really opens to us when we recognize that it is essentially
undisclosable. He meditates on the dividing line that separates all things also. How do
we understand this figure of the ‘earth’ in Heidegger’s essay? Earth is a pseudonym
for the ‘without name’. It corresponds neither to the material nor the sensible, nor
even the elementary, and resists all appropriation by meaning. Earth wants to say or
means the unsayable. It 1s the unsayable that will nonetheless be said through the
work. As Marc Froment — Meurice writes: ‘the unsayable, as Heidegger puts it
clearly, is - Nothing, or 1s the Origin itself as the leap into what comes before

everything, including every work. What founds the work “of” the origin and makes 1t

34 Basic Writings: 1999, P, 172
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original is this leap into what comes before everything’”’. Heidegger here prepares the
way for other thinkers after him, primarily Jacques Derrida, when he speaks of ‘the

36 There is an

bordering stream’ that ‘delimits everything present in its presencing
essential difference of non-understanding, separation, alienation, otherness

highlighted here. So the separation and self-seclusion of the earth is highlighted
through the work of art. Have we arrived at a core limit for thought? In fact, is the

limit itself the proper place for thought? Is it that from which it begins to think, what

gives thought its identity and the thought of identity, and first of all, of the identity of
Being and thought? We witness a central conflict at the heart of Being, a conflict

similar to the one reigning in art between earth and world.

For Heidegger the earth is not uniform, a given of limited form and capacity.
He argues that the earth unfolds itself in an infinite manner and by inexhaustible
means. The sculptor, unlike the mason, does not use stone up, nor the painter,
pigments, but rather both allow the material ‘to shine forth’. The same may also be
said for the poet. She or he does not use words up but allows the word to become and

remain only and truly a word. Heidegger argues that the world is the ‘self-opening

openness of the broad paths of the simple and essential decisions in the destiny of a
historical people’*’. He writes then that the earth ‘is the spontaneous forthcoming of
that which is continually self-secluding and to that extent sheltering and concealing’>".
An essential difference is articulated although he goes to a bit of trouble to highlight
their inter-relatedness. The world 1s always and can only be grounded on the earth and

the earth always emerges in the world, juts through it. They do not float away into

35 Froment-Meurice: 1998, p. 154
36 Basic Writings: 1999, P. 172
37 Basic Writings: 1999, P. 174
¥p 174
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their separate spheres unconcerned with one another, for the world, although resting
on the earth, strives to dominate it. As an opening it cannot bear what is closed. The
earth as something sheltered and unconcealed cannot bear what is not and always
tends towards the world, drawing it into itself and striving to keep it there. We are in

the realm of a classic tension or dependent polarity.

There are key questions we can ask of Heidegger here. Marc Froment-Meurice
asks the most pressing one: ‘What Heidegger does not determine is the ontological
status of this statue that “1s” the god himself. We cannot understand this as a pure and
simple identification. The god is not stone, and yet he “is” the statue in the sense of an
analogy with Being itself. Just as the god manifests himself, makes a remarkable
modality of presence (visibility, eidos) that has entered into presence, so too the statue
brings the truth of appearing into presence. In its brilliance, what appears effaces all
difference between the present and presence, what appears and appearing. The work
as bringing into the open of presence “is” presence, difference that has been effaced

because returned 1nto the work. But the effacement of difference takes place in the

name of an analogy with Being, a metaphoricity, a transfer about which Heidegger

does not speak. The work has the divine quality of bringing the god into presence,

because presence itself is quasi-divine, or better, because Aletheia is a goddesss™”.

Aletheia procures visibility, being the source of all and every image, but is not itself

an image. Therein lies the whole apona.

Frangoise Dastur writes: ‘if the metaphysical essence of art consists in the

conception of art as (re) presentation of something suprasensible in a sensible matter

3% Marc Froment-Meurice: 1998, p. 157 - 158
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submitted to a form (FV 45), it means, following the etymology c;f the Dar-stellen,
that, accordingly to the metaph&sical conception of art, art “places” (stellen)
something there (dar), and as such 1s a presentation or an exhibition - I just want to
recall here that Kant translates the Latin exhibitio by Darstellung. In contrast to this,
Heidegger proposes to think of art as a positio, a thesis, in the sense of an institution

(stiftung) of the There. Heidegger’s definition of art is das Ins-Werke-setzen der

Wahrheit, the setting-into-work-of truth, and we should not forget that the verb setzen
is stronger than the verb stellen (which cannot be marked in the English translation).
The emphasis on the institutional and positional value of art brings forth a total
reversal of what seems to be the “normal situation” of first nature and then art which
finds in nature its location. It 1s the work of art that primarily gives to natural beings
their visibility, so now nature comes after art. This is not only the case with
architecture, but also with sculpture and poetry. The statue of the god is not a picture
made after him, but is the god himself; that is to say, his coming into presence and not
the reproduction of an absent or remote being. Tragedy is not the telling of a story and
does not speak about the battle of the gods, but in it the battle is being fought. The

work of art initiates presence rather than being a (re)presentation or exhibition of

something absent’ .

At this point Heidegger reaches out for one of his typical terms: strife. This 18
his term for the opposition that exists between world and earth. For Heidegger this
term does not bear negative charges of discord, disharmony, and destruction. Ina

classic instance of strife what happens is that: ‘the opponents raise each other into the

40 Francoise Dastur: ‘Heidegger’s Freiburg Version of the Origin of the Work of Art’: in Heidegger
Toward the Turn (ed.) James Risser: SUNY Press: New York: 1999, p. 126 - 127
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self-assertion of their essential natures’*!

. What 1s asserted here 1s not some contingent
external factor that 1s defended or fought for in a fetishized way, but rather, a
surrender or recognition of the ‘concealed originality of the provenance of one’s own
Being’**. In the instance of strife each opponent carries the other beyond itself. There
is a continual cycle of opening, grounding, sustaining and defining that Heidegger

conceives of as existing between the earth and the world. The central role of the work

of art is to bring the world into being and into relation to the earth and to instigate the

moment of strife between them. Francoise Dastur writes: ‘it is now possible to
conceive that the essence of truth understood in this manner can only result from a

conflict’®. And again: ‘the work of art as such can happen only on the ground of the

primal conflict which is not to be identified with the essence of art alone**,

Heidegger begins to approach his notion of the truth by an argument based on
the idea of being. In the past we have spoken of the essential essence of things as their
truth. We can only be 1n truth when we are what we are in truth, that is, when an
entity is itself 1n truth, 1s true to itself, to what it is. So the truth of an entity is

determined by way of 1ts true Being. However he shifis the angle of the question by

asking what 1s the essence of truth, rather than the truth of essence? With incredible
confidence Heidegger asserts that the essence of truth lies in the idea of aletheia, in
the unconcealment of beings. He argues that Greek thought has been sent in the wrong
direction in 1ts pursuit of what 1s the truth: ‘unconcealment is, for thought, the most

concealed thing 1n Greek existence, although from early times it determines the

41 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 174
2p 174

43 pastur: 1999, p. 133

44 Dastur: 1999, p. 133
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presencing of everything present’“g

We have for a long time presumed that the essence of truth lies in its
conformity with matter. If matter cannot reveal itself then how are we to know

whether our language or logic has properly approached it? Matter can only show itself
if it can step out of the closet of i1ts own concealment. From Descartes on we have

understood truth to mean, or understand the definition of truth to lie in, an idea of

correctness. As Heidegger notes: ‘the essence of truth which is familiar to us -

correctness in representation - stands and falls with truth as unconcealment of

: 6
beings’*.

Heidegger notes how it 1s no surprise that we have made some obvious errors
in our approach to the truth. For too long have we rested easily and lazily on -
unquestione& presuppositions. With typical Heideggerian logic he asserts that there
must be an obvious and simple reason why this is so. We are close to the truth but yet
stand some distance from it also. Again, Heidegger: ‘it is not we who presuppose the

unconcealment of beings; rather, the unconcealment of beings (Being) puts us into
such a condition of being that in our representation we always remain installed within

247

and in attendance upon concealment’™’. This conforming to something must already

occur in the unconcealed: ‘with all our correct representations we would get nowhere,
we could not even presuppose that there already is manifest something to which we

can conform ourselves, unless the unconcealment of beings had already exposed us to,

43 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 176
p 177
47 Basic Writings: 1999, p.177
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placed us in that cleared realm 1n which every being stands for us and from which i1t

withdraws’*®.

A key question remains as to how all this happens. How do we approach this

truth that occurs as a type of unconcealment? Heidegger steps forward with a
statement of his credo: what he believes things to be. This is a significant passage 1n

the essay. He notes in a rather obvious way that there are many different realities that

exist, many objects, persons, things possess being in one shape or another. Our

universe consists of human beings, gifts and sacrifices, animals and plants, equipment
and works. The particular always stands in the larger framework of things, the
concrete being stands within the larger Being. We have the mystic-like sentence:
‘Through Being there passes a veiled fatality that is ordained between the godly and
the countergodly’”. The inadequacy of our intellect and senses is all too apparent.
There is much in reality that we see dimly and can only inadequately grasp. We are
not the origin point of our own being, this is unquestionable and inalterable:

‘And yet - beyond beings, not away from them but before them, there is still

something else that happens. In the midst of beings as a whole an open place occurs.

There is a clearing. Thought of 1n reference to beings, this clearing is more in being
than are beings. This open centre 1s therefore not surrounded by beings; rather, the

clearing centre itself encircles all that is, as does the nothing, which we scarcely

know"5 0

- Frangoise Dastur writes: ‘setting up as an essential feature of the work of art is

different from the bare placing of art works in a museum or exhibition. It has the -

¥ p. 177
Yp. 178
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sense of dedication and praise so that in setting up the work the holy is opened up as
holy. And the opening of the dimension of holiness is at the same time the setting up
of a world. The work of art is therefore not set up (aufgestelit), but it is essentially in

itself a setting up (Das Werk ist in sich seinem Wesen nach aufstellend) in the sense

that it opens a world (FV 28)".

Heidegger notes that beings can only be as beings, if they simultaneously

stand within and stand without what is cleared in this clearing. We have to share it and
we have to be deprived of 1t in order to know what it is. We have to be shadowed by

what it is not in order to know what it is; we assume to read Heidegger in this way. As

we will see later in this thesis Being can only be known through the possibility of its

non-being; this is how Maurice Blanchot reads Heidegger in his work The Space of
Literature. As Heidegger writes: ‘Only this clearing grants and guarantees to us
humans a passage to those beings that we ourselves are not, and access to the being
that we ourselves are’>”, It is this clearing that allows beings to be unconcealed to
varying degrees. We can only speak of the unconcealed in the context of this clearing
within being. In the moment of encounter with another being we are involved in an
instance of clearing that 1s also a concealment. It is a strange counter-dynamic that is

continuously moving.

As Marc Froment-Meurice writes: ‘How could a temple (or a painting) speak
if speech is refused to stone? If the temple speaks, it is not for having a mouth (even
an oracular one) and a tongue. Besides, that is not what speaking is: the voice of

Being is voiceless. If the temple speaks, it is in the same sense that language speaks. It

0 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 178
31 Dastur: 1999: p. 127



49

says, shows, or rather lets 1tself be (re)said. To speak is to show, and if the temple
shows, it is because it 1s this showing without intermediaries such as words. It shows
before all speech, in the Open of this essentially voiceless milieu that is the disclosure
of Being, before language as a means of expression and communication of a sense

(through words)’>’. We note the distinctiveness of Heidegger’s choice of a Temple as

an illustration of his argument.

We are not just talking about the limits of knowledge, about running into the
furthest frontier of what can be known. We are encountering the edge of what is
cleared. Beings block other beings, simulate other beings, in this space, and beings
appear sometimes to be other than what they are. Errors occur therefore. We can be
deceived. This suggests that the open clearance is not a permanent opening with
rigidly defined edges or frontiers. It is not a given, a state or stage that is an existent
but rather exists as a happening. Heidegger’s thought is rather fluid and poetic at this
point, non-dogmatic and non-systematic. The implication thereby is that
unconcealment or the moment of truth is not an attribute of matter or one of

propositions.

Things are always shadowed by their opposite. What seems ordinary is in fact
extraordinary. The essence of truth, understood by Heidegger as articulated in what
has preceded, as unconcealment, 1s dominated by the idea of a denial. He does not see
this denial as something defective in our approach to the essence of the truth, for ‘this

denial, in the form of a double concealment, belongs to the essence of truth as

52 Basic Writings: 1999, p.178
53 Marc Froment-Meurice: 1998, p. 153
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unconcealment . (Italics are Heidegger’s). There is always an element of un-truth to
truth. As he writes: ‘the proposition “the essence of truth is un-truth” is not, however,

intended to state that truth is at bottom falsehood. Nor does it mean that truth 1s never

itself but, viewed dialectically, is also its opposite’””.

When Heidegger talks about concealing denial he wishes to indicate, or
preserve, hint at, denote the fact that opposition in the essence of truth subsists
between clearing and concealing. We are dealing with the opposition of the original
strife spoken of earlier. Truth and its essence in itself is the primal strife in which that
open centre is won within which beings stand and from which they set themselves
back into themselves. This open region always and only occurs within the midst of
beings. To the open region there belongs a world and the earth. However, we are not
to make some easy connection between the world as the open region that corresponds
to the clearing and then the earth as its opposite, the closed region that corresponds to
concealment, Rather, he writes, ‘the world is the clearing of the paths of the essential
guiding directions with which all decision complies’. Every decision inescapably

rests on something not fully comprehended, on what has not been fully mastered, on

something that 1s concealed and confusing. The earth is not intrinsically and
inescapably closed but nises up as that which is self-closing. And so the belligerence
of earth and world emerges and 1s inescapable. They exist in conflict and ‘only as

such do they enter into the strife of clearing and concealing’’

3% Basic Writings: 1999, p.179
55 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 180
36 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 180
3T Basic Writings: 1999, p. 180
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As soon as one sets up the work of art, a world and earth are set forth and the
work exists as the instigation of the strife in which the unconcealment of beings as a
whole, or truth, is won. Truth is the instance of unconcealment. When the Temple
stands where it is a moment of truth happens. Heidegger is not concerned about an

adequate or correct representation. Rather beings are brought into unconcealment
through this process and are thereby held therein. We witness an instance of truth 1n
Van Gogh’s painting of the peasant shoes. That is not to say that he has portrayed the
shoes correctly. Rather the equipmental nature of their being is highlighted. The
beings of things as a whole are thereby highlighted and the world and earth in their
counter-play are illustrated and exist in a moment of unconcealment. When the shoes
exists in close relation to their essence then this is valuable for the overall truth of

beings at large. And therefore we touch on the beautiful because: ‘beauty is one way

in which truth essentially occurs as unconcealment>°, (Italics are Heidegger’s).

Heidegger feels he has not approached the thingly character of the work

adequately. We have ignored the issue that the work is exactly that, a work, and 1s

thereby something that has been created. As a created object it shares in the medium

out of which and in which 1t has been created; as such then the thingly element has
entered into the work. Is there a difference in being made and created, from creation
and making? Can we approach the innermost essence of the work and thereby gauge
the degree to which createdness belongs to the work and affects its work-being? Does
it lie within the essence of truth to move towards the work of art, to exist within that
work? What is truth that it can only exist if it is set to work within the work? What is

truth that it can happen as art and why are there art objects at all?

52 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 181
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In this section we have seen Heidegger struggle with the concept of art as
origin on the one hand, and on the other an art as mere supplement on the other. Art as
supplement is art as a routine cultural phenomenon. As Robert Bernasconi writes:
‘what has to be decided, according to Heidegger, is whether art is to remain

something secondary, as happens when it is conceived in terms of expression and
elucidated further in terms of such concepts as embellishment, entertainment,

recreation and edification, or whether art is to be an instigator of our history’>’. And
our history here has overt connections to the direction of the German peoples under
Nazi socialism. It 1s impossible to avoid this conclusion. When Heidegger pursues the
question of whether or not we are 1n the vicinity of art as origin, the ‘we’ that he has
in mind is the German people. He is keen to clarify whether the German people are a
public or a people. Are the German people purely a passive audience waiting to be
entertained by this intellectual or any other artistic jester, or are they a people with a
historical destiny and direction? Such is the issue he is pursuing when he seeks for
clarity about who we are and who we are not when in the vicinity of the origin. As
Bernasconi writes: “so long as art was restricted to being a form of expression, the

public might be inspired for example by a German cathedral, but a people would

never come to be founded’®.

What about Truth and Art?

Between

~ That deep, dark pool. To come upon it,

after driving across the Gap in midsummer,

39 Bernasconi: 1999, p. 106
60 Bernasconi: 1999, p. 107



the hedges freighted with fuchsia, hawthorn,

blood-red and white under shining veils of rain.

A wind flurry finecombing the growing grain
as a full-uddered cow precedes us along the lane,

a curious calf poking its lubberly head over stone

while the country road winds betwixt and between.

Sudden, at the summit of the Knockmealdowns,

a chill black lake, a glacial corrie or tarn,
some large absence, hacked, torn

from the far side of the dreaming cliff.

A brooding silence, a hoarded font of nothing,
lightless, still, opaque...severely alone. |

Except when a shiver, a skirl of wind

makes the waters tremble, mild as that field of grain.

But on the shorn flank of the mountain,
a flowering, flaring bank of rhododendron,

exalted as some pagan wedding procession.

Fathomless darkness, silent raging colour:

A contrast to make your secret self tremor,

like a child cradled in this quarry’s murmur,
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delighted but lost between the dark, the blossoming,

On one side, a moorland’s bareness, rufous heather

Sheltering a long-nebbed curlew, bog asphodel or lobelia

and, on the other, that terraced orchestra of colour,

avenues of lavish amethyst blossom.

Chill of winter: full warmth of summer,

colliding head on in stillness, and a heavy aroma.”’

John Montague

We note John Montague’s initial statement ‘we come upon it’. So the scenario
presented in the poem occurs naturally, it happens within nature as such. He premises
the moment central to the poem, its instant of revelation, by a journeying ‘betwixt and
between’. We re-call the title of the poem ‘Between’. The poem elaborates a contrast.
The glacial corrie stands as a moment of emptiness in stark contrast and opposition to

a scene of plenitude. Yet the poem insists that they belong to each other, one is the

inverse of the other. It would appear that each needs its opposite in order to be:
‘Fathomless darkness, silent raging colour’. The poem’s implicit argument is that
poetry exists in the moment of the caesura, where one rolls into the other, or in the
instance of union. Montague links this difference to the country’s seasons, for in this
scene there is a trace still of the “chill of winter; full warmth of summer’. We will

explore Montague’s argument further with the aid of Heidegger;s reflections on the

W
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centrality of the primal rift, or the necessity for opposition in the creation of the work

of art.

Heidegger begins this third and final part of his essay with a meditation on the

workly character of the work of art. The similarity between the craftsman and the
artist exists in the fact that they both work their respective materials. Heidegger

writes: ‘it is as difficult to track down the essential features of the creation of works

and the making of equipment as it is easy to distinguish verbally between the two
modes of bringing forth’®*, Heidegger introduces the key term techne, a word the

Greeks used to refer both to craft and art.

When Heidegger uses the term techne he has in mind a mode of knowing
rather than a kind of practical performance. It appears to be a type of vision, the
apprehension of what is present. He links this with the Greek concept of aletheia that
he developed earlier. For aletheia involves the essence of knowing, in that it is
concerned with the revealing of the truth of beings. Techne is the bringing forth of

beings in that 1t brings forth what is present as such out of concealment into the

unconcealment of its appearance. Thus the word fechne as used here by Heidegger is a

more sophisticated term than the modern derivative technique might suggest.

The artist and craftsman are people who utilize techne because they are people
involved in the setting forth of works and equipment that permit both to come forward
and be present in an outward and external manner. If we cannot approach the creation

of the work from the point of view of craft then, a better approach might be found in

52 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 183
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the workly character of the work. It is within what is created that we find evidence of
its creation. When we speak of creation we are referring to that process by which
something emerges as a thing that has been brought forth. It is in the work’s becoming
a work that truth comes into being and happens. Again Heidegger approaches an

essential question: what is truth that it should choose to reside in a work, in something

that has been created?

Heidegger speaks of truth as also being un-truth to the degree that it always

holds something in reserve. It retains within itself the reservoir of the not-yet-
revealed, what 1s un-covered 1n the sense of still to be revealed. There is a type of
double refusal here. As Heidegger writes: ‘truth essentially occurs as such in the
opposition of clearing and double concealing. Truth is the primal strife in which,
always in some particular way, the open region is won within which everything stands
and from which everything withholds itself that shows itself and withdraws itself as a

being. Whenever and however this strife breaks out and happens, the opponents,

clearing and concealing, move apart because of it. Thus the open region of the place

of strife 1s won. The openness of this open region, that is, truth, can be what 1t 1s,
namely, this openness, only if and as long as it establishes itself within its open

region. Hence there must always be some being in this open region in which the
openness takes its stand and attains its constancy. In thus taking possession of the

open region, openness holds it open and sustains it*®.

As Heidegger notes this might be the unique role Being plays in things. If the

unconcealment of beings belongs in any way to Being itself, then Being, by way of its

63 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 185 - 186
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own essence, lets the free space of openness happen, and introduces this space as a
place of the sort in which each being emerges in its own way. It is at this point and
place that truth is established. It is only when beings open up in this region or space
that a place for truth emerges. It does not exist out there floating free but always exists

within a particular context. Truth can only happen within a site where an openness
happens, where an open region has been established. As Heidegger writes: ‘because it

is in the essence of truth to establish itself within beings, in order thus first to become

truth, the impulse toward the work lies in the essence of truth, as one of truth’s

distinctive possibilities, by which it can itself occur as being in the midst of beings’®*.

Heidegger at this point begins to unite the elements or terms he has worked
out progressively in his essay. Thus he writes: ‘truth essentially occurs only as the
strife between clearing and concealing in the opposition of world and earth’®, Truth
aims to exist, to be established in the work as the very strife of world and earth. The
strife is started by 1t and does not just find a place there to dwell. This being will
always therefore bear within itself the essential traits of the strife. It is through the

strife that the unity of world and earth is won. Once again we find Heidegger in a

lyrical frame of mind: ‘as a world opens itself, it submits to the decision of a historical
humanity the question of victory and defeat, blessing and curse, mastery and slavery.
The dawning world brings out what is as yet undecided and measureless, and thus

discloses the hidden necessity of measure and decisiveness’®.

Heidegger attempts to outline further, and clarify what he means by strife. He

reverts to his terms earth and world. As the world moves towards opening the earth

4 Basic Writings: 1999, p. 187
5> Basic Writings: 1999, p. 187
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comes into opposition with 1t. The earth seeks to retain everything within it according
to its own laws. The world moves in opposition to this. World seeks for beings to
reach their own open region and all of this against the resistance of the earth. The
strife Heidegger has in mind is not the rift of complete separation, of complete

alienation from and to each other, of earth and world. Rather it marks out the common
ground that lies between them as opponents. This rift carries them towards a point of

unity, due to this ground that they share in common.

Heidegger uses for the first time another concept, what he refers to as the
figure. The figure is the name for the strife that has been brought into the rift and set
back into earth and 1s thus fixed in place. The work is a created thing. Therefore we
can speak of truth’s being fixed in place. This happens in the figure. The figure 1s the
structure (maybe matrix) in whose shape the rift composes itself. It is from this point
that truth shines forth. When we speak of the work it is as something that provides an
enframing and placing and the naming of this nodal point is identified by Heidegger
with his term figure. As Marc Froment-Meurice writes: ‘the proper will enter 1nto

presence only under the figure of the Figure, and even if it calls for the status of the

proper, in the statue of the god, “for example™, this figure will never be able to efface
its improper origin, its proper status as figure. To enter into presence will always be to
enter into the space of (re)presentation. To take on a figure will be to enter into

(dis)figuration”®’.

What distinguishes the work of art for Heidegger is that its createdness 1s part

of its existence. This separates it from the piece of equipment. Of course Heidegger

% Basic Writings: 1999, p. 187 - 188
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admits that all things have been created, the pair of shoes as much as the painting of
those shoes by Vincent Van Gogh. However Heidegger argues that the fact of its
being created stands out from the work of art in a highly particular way. What is
highlighted is not the originality or genius of the artist. For Heidegger what is

significant 1s that we are aware that a genuine unconcealment of being has happened
here. We must ask the question of Heidegger here: What are the critical criteria by

which we determine this? What is vital is to recognize that something exists, is, before
us that just as easily may not have been. (Maurice Blanchot will develop this strain in
Heidegger’s thought as we shall see in Chapter Four). The self-subsistence of the
work of art is to be located in this remarkable fact that it just is. We can approach this
more clearly where relatively few facts about the artist who produced the work are
known. We are confronted thereby with just the plain fact of its existence. We know
relatively little of Sappho or Hesiod but we are familiar with the poems that give
currency to these proper names. The same can also be said of Homer and, to a lesser

degree, Shakespeare.

Heidegger is keen to drive his point home, to the point almost of repetition,

and devotes quite a bit of space and thought to the unique nature of the existence of
the work of art. All things are, from the hammer to the nail, and from the stocking to
the shoe. However the work of art is singular in the attention it draws to the fact that 1t
is as a work. The work 1s created and always holds before it for inescapable
observation that it has been created. When the work opens itself up what is illustrated
1S tiae unique fact of its existence at all. When this is highlighted in the open region it

highlights the strangeness of the work of art as well as its solitude.
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What is seen as the unique workly character of the work, for Heidegger, is
inescapably bound up with its createdness. When we examined it closely we
perceived that createdness 1s revealed as the strife that is fixed in place in the figure
by means of the nft. The work cannot escape its createdness. It is the work’s

createdness that is thrust into the open region of the ‘that’. However the work is never

exhausted in the createdness.

For Heidegger there is an element of alienation in the work of art. The
strangeness of its being cuts us off and forces us to contemplate the familiarity of our
surroundings by pushing us into a position of estrangement or alienation. It does this
through its self-subsistence 1n and through the figure and its distance from human
beings. It just is. The extraordinary stands before us while the intimately familiar 1s
placed at a remove from us. As Heidegger writes: ‘To submit to this displacement
means to transform our accustomed ties to world and earth and henceforth to restrain

all usual doing and prizing, knowing and looking, in order to stay within the truth that

is happening in the work™®®.

This is intimately tied up with Heidegger’s notion of Origin. The art of the
Origin for Heidegger is Greek. The beginning in the sense of the original jump that
jumps out in front of everything that is going to come, that precedes everything and
thus already contains it, this beginning takes place when beings in their totality and as
such want to be carried out into the open. For Heidegger this occurs for the first time

in the Occident within the Greek world. It was here that what was subsequently

%% Basic Writings: 1999, p. 191
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known as Being was put to work. Even with fresh departures like the Cartesian cogito
we are still determined by the first movement. And the original work does not want to
emerge from the source but to return to it. And as Heidegger conceives it, to return to
the source 1s not to return to something, especially not a past model. For it is

continually to confront the absence of models and precedents, to confront the without-
origin and without-sense at the origin of presence itself. It is to face the original lack

of a foundation, this founding lack that is the secret of the purely springing-forth.

However the work of art has to be preserved in its place as a work and thus
requires preservers. What is created cannot come into being without those who
preserve it. The setting of truth to work in the work requires preservers. The work

cannot be a work without them. This also happens while the work is waiting for them

to arrive on the scene of its unveiling of truth.

We must be willing to share in knowledge. Through this willingness and the
knowledge it strives after we enter into the unconcealment of Being. Human being,
although captive, reaches towards the openness found in Being. Heidegger knows
though that we cannot move from some inside to some outside and reside there
completely and abide within the outside and openness as if it were our true and proper
element. The truth of our existence suggests that we can stand out while standing
within the clearing of beings that opens up. Knowledge that is based on the having
seen of the unconcealment of truth within the work must be always resolved.
Heidegger writes that we can only approach the truth of the being of the work of art

through the work itself and not some theory, or historical scholarship, for ‘the work is
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preserved in the truth that happens through the work itself’®”. That is the work’s own

peculiar actuality.

Heidegger resolves his question about the thingly character of the work under

the symbol of the earth. The thingly character of the work of art is its earthly quality
jutting through the work. However this can only be revealed when it intersects with a

world. The sense of the earth as that which is self-secluding, and as that which bears

patiently, can only be revealed by the opposition of earth to world. The strife between

them is fixed in place in the figure of the work and is made manifest by it.

Heidegger asks an astute question of his own schema. How does the rift
emerge originally? As he asks it: ‘How can the rift be drawn out if it is not brought
into the open region by the creative projection as a rift, which is to say, brought out
beforehand as strife of measure and unmeasure?’” He justifies his position on the
grounds that nature itself possesses a rift design. How does Heidegger justify this? Is
he just looking for an easy escape? Linked to this is a capacity for bringing forth.

Nature has a tendency towards the production of art. Again we have to ask of

Heidegger how can we validate this? Paradoxically though ‘this art hidden 1n nature
becomes manifest only through the work, because it lies originally in the work’’'. We
can illustrate this point further by returning to Heidegger’s image of the Temple. The
Temple represents nothing, but it presents the scene. We must think of it as the 1mage
of nothing. This is not easy. To aid us we draw on the analogy of the trait. For she or
he who draws a line retraces the tearing, the re-trait, or retreat of, the withdrawal, of

the Earth that does not want to be exposed. Art hides itself as nature does, in that it

* Basic Writings: 1999, p. 193
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encrypts itself. And the retreating, or withdrawal into nature, cannot be extracted
except in being re-traced in art, and as the art of the origin. Every work is only an

extract, an excerpt of the origin in withdrawing, a trace that makes a sign towards its

whiteness.

There 1s an essential place for those who preserve the work. We cannot
dismiss the preservers as ranking lower than the creator or creators. They belong to

the work’s createdness in an essential way. The work insists on them. The essence of
the work is to crave for preservation. The work allows those who essentially belong
together at work, the creator and the preserver, originate, each in his own essence.

What is peculiar to art that it can function as a place of such origin Heidegger asks?

Art is a becoming and happening of truth. The art object sets truth to work.
This process involves bringing the work-being of the object into movement and
happening. Does this truth initially emerge from nothing? We move in two directions
as always with Heidegger. Yes, it emerges from nothing in that it does not rely on

what is given already. It also challenges the ephemeral character of beings. It emerges

from the nothingness that precedes them and which will swallow them up. Is this John
Montague’s ‘hoarded font of nothing’?’* At the same time beings are moving towards
their annihilation as beings and it is the aporia that allows this moving forward that
allows truth to emerge. When one is an object thrown in the world then the possibility
of the emergence of truth through openings in the fabric of being is plausible. As
Frangoise Dastur has written: ‘because truth has to establish itself (sich enrichten)

within that which is in order first to become truth (truth does not exist in itself before

! Basic Writings: 1999, p. 195
72 Montague: 2001, p. 210



hand), the impulse toward the work lies in the essence of truth so that art is a

distinguished possibility by which truth can happen’”.

Truth occurs 1n the moment of composition. The truth that concerns Heidegger

here is the clearing and concealing of the being of things. The essence of art for
Heidegger is poetic. The poetic centre of all art is capable of breaking open into an

open place, and this new space 1s a place wherein everything is presented in a new

light, or is deprived of its everyday mundane reality and familiarity. We are alerted to
the unbeing of the world through the work of art. It does this by its capacity to

highligﬁt or set into the work the unconcealment of beings. This unconcealment
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